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Two objects serve as fitting symbols for our 

generation: the smartphone and the cardboard box. 

The development of the Internet unleashed a flood of 

information for us, and the smartphone makes that 

information instantly accessible wherever we go. With 

a few taps on the screen, we can also make purchases 

from sellers all over the world, so we end up with boxes. 

Millions and millions of brown cardboard boxes are 

transported by ship, plane, train, and truck right to 

your doorstep. So being virtually connected to the 
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whole world makes it easier than ever to physically 

isolate yourself from the world.  

Those boxes also picture how we deal with 

knowledge. Since we are overwhelmed with more 

information than we can possibly handle, we make 

broad sweeping generalizations. Rather than taking the 

time to understand issues, we settle for headlines and 

slogans. We don’t interact with ideas. We just sort 

everything into boxes, even people. We peg, categorize, 

stereotype. We know that we shouldn’t, but we still do. 

We assume that we have them all figured out. We 

convince ourselves that we know how they will respond 

in any scenario. We even do it to Jesus. 

What box do you put him in? Do you regard him as 

a good moral teacher? An inspirational leader? A 

political revolutionary? During his lifetime many 

people placed him in those categories. Many people 

today think of him as a mythological hero.  

The authors of the New Testament present him as 

God, somehow one with, yet also distinct from God the 

Father and the Holy Spirit. He became human to offer 

his perfect life to satisfy the punishment that we 

deserve for our sins. He rose from the dead and 
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ascended to heaven but will return to judge the earth 

and reign as king. But even we who identify him that 

way still assume that we have him all figured out. Ask 

us, “What would Jesus do?” We think we know the 

answer. But do we really know or are we just saying 

what fits in our Jesus box? 

In chapters 7 and 8 of his Gospel, Luke records a 

series of stories describing Jesus’ encounters with 

various people. After reading the first six chapters, you 

may already be putting him in a certain box. So, Luke 

shakes up our assumptions to show us that he is not 

tame or predictable. To give him the proper reverence, 

we need to be surprised by the Savior. As we examine 

these stories, let your boxes be torn apart. See Jesus for 

who he is, not just how you want him to be. 
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Does it make you nervous when a road has been 

resurfaced, but the lines have not been painted? Those 

yellow stripes do not provide any real protection from 

oncoming traffic. They are not a physical barrier. They 

are nothing more than an idea, a rule. In some parts of 

the world drivers regard the lines as nothing more than 

a general suggestion. But in our culture, people like 

clear lines on the roads, in the law, in politics, and even 

relationships.  
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The Jewish culture in Jesus’ time was that way. The 

Old Testament Law established clear boundaries, but 

many rabbis developed additional rules about how they 

thought the Law should be obeyed. They were 

particularly concerned about separating themselves 

from non-Jews. The Romans ruled over the land of the 

Jews at the time, and many Jews hated them for it. The 

Romans seemed to be on the other side of the line, 

going the opposite direction.  

This background helps us understand the 

surprising story recorded in Luke 7:1-10. After 

recording Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in chapter 6, 

Luke writes,  

After he had finished all his sayings in the 

hearing of the people, he entered 

Capernaum. Now a centurion had a servant 

who was sick and at the point of death, who 

was highly valued by him. When the 

centurion heard about Jesus, he sent to him 

elders of the Jews, asking him to come and 

heal his servant. And when they came to 

Jesus, they pleaded with him earnestly, 

saying, "He is worthy to have you do this for 

him, for he loves our nation, and he is the one 

who built us our synagogue." And Jesus went 

with them. When he was not far from the 
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house, the centurion sent friends, saying to 

him, "Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am 

not worthy to have you come under my roof. 

Therefore I did not presume to come to you. 

But say the word, and let my servant be 

healed. For I too am a man set under 

authority, with soldiers under me: and I say 

to one, 'Go,' and he goes; and to another, 

'Come,' and he comes; and to my servant, 'Do 

this,' and he does it." When Jesus heard these 

things, he marveled at him, and turning to 

the crowd that followed him, said, "I tell you, 

not even in Israel have I found such faith." 

And when those who had been sent returned 

to the house, they found the servant well. 

Jesus not only helps this Roman centurion, he is 

amazed by him. Everywhere else that Luke uses this 

word translated “marveled” or “amazed,” he is 

describing how people respond to Jesus. They marvel 

at his supernatural birth, his insightful teaching, and 

his miraculous deeds. But here Jesus himself—the 

eternal Word made flesh who was involved in creating 

the universe—surprises us by being amazed by a 

Gentile! How is that possible?  

He was amazed by the centurion’s faith. In fact, 

Luke’s description of the centurion reveals four 
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expressions of amazing faith. The centurion serves as 

an example for us. As we consider how his faith shaped 

his life, we will look at other New Testament passages 

that show us that genuine faith is always expressed in 

these same ways.  

We all need a faith that amazes Jesus. So, if you 

claim to believe in him, this study gives you an 

opportunity to evaluate your faith. If you don’t yet 

believe in him, then this story shows you some of the 

positive effects that faith in Jesus can have on your life. 
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The tallest mountains are never climbed straight 

up. There are no elevators to the summit. To ascend the 

highest peaks, climbers start miles away. They talk 

about the vertical elevation but seldom mention how 

far they travel horizontally. Similarly, faith in God 

seems like an exclusively vertical issue (between you 

and God), but it’s not. A growing faith in God always 

requires horizontal change in our relationships with 

other people. Faith in God is expressed in love.  

When we read the story of the centurion, we should 

be struck by his care for his servant. Luke 7:2 tells us 

that he highly values him, and this love is surprising on 
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several counts. First, he is probably a battle hardened 

military man, so we do not expect him to show such 

compassion. Furthermore, the Greek word translated 

here as “servant” indicates that this man is a slave. He 

is the centurion’s property, and as such, slave owners 

tend to treat slaves in dehumanizing ways. Though the 

centurion is stationed in Capernaum to keep the Jews 

in line, Luke tells us in verse 3 that he cares so much 

for his servant that he asks the Jewish elders to 

approach Jesus about healing him. 

This surprising love only makes sense as an 

expression of a growing faith in God. God’s love and 

compassion is obvious in how he provides for all the 

people in the world. Jesus draws upon this observation 

in his Sermon on the Mount. Matthew 5:44-45 tells us 

that he says,  

But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray 

for those who persecute you, so that you may 

be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For 

he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the 

good, and sends rain on the just and on the 

unjust. 

When you believe in a gracious God, you are drawn 

to reflect his character. In fact, when love is absent 
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from a person’s life the genuineness of his or her faith 

is called into question. The Apostle Paul makes this 

point in his New Testament letter to the Christians in 

Corinth. In 1 Corinthians 13:1-3 he writes,  

If I speak in the tongues of men and of 

angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong 

or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic 

powers, and understand all mysteries and all 

knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to 

remove mountains, but have not love, I am 

nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I 

deliver up my body to be burned, but have 

not love, I gain nothing. 

People can have all sorts of religious experiences, but 

none of that matters apart from tangible changes in 

how we relate to the people around us.  

The Apostle John makes a similar connection in his 

New Testament letter. In 1 John 4:20, he writes, 

If anyone says, "I love God," and hates his 

brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love 

his brother whom he has seen cannot love 

God whom he has not seen. 

John is not using the term brother to refer to our actual 

family members. He is using it in a generic sense, like 



— 12 — 

loving your neighbor. We cannot separate the vertical 

from the horizontal.  

We should show love to everyone regardless of their 

ethnicity or socioeconomic status. If the centurion 

showed compassion for his slave, shouldn’t we love 

people? Are you expressing your faith in love? 
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From ancient times, people recognized that some 

lights in the night sky are not like others. Stars stay 

fixed in their constellations as they rise and set. But 

other points of lights seem to wander through the 

constellations. Even today we use the Greek word for 

“wanderer” to identify them. We call them planets, but 

they do not wander aimlessly. The gravitational pull of 

the sun keeps them moving in a fixed orbit. Faith in 

God is like that; it gives us direction and pulls us into 

orbit around him. So, faith is expressed in mission or 

purpose.  
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This connection between faith and purpose 

explains the centurion’s actions mentioned in Luke 7:5. 

The Jewish elders in Capernaum tell Jesus that the 

centurion is worthy of having his servant healed for two 

reasons: he loves their nation and built their 

synagogue. Whatever faults the Jewish people had, the 

centurion came to embrace their belief in an all-

powerful Creator God. Other religions believed in the 

existence of a pantheon of fickle, competing gods, but 

the Jews claimed that the one true God revealed 

himself to Abraham. God rescued Abraham’s 

descendants from slavery in Egypt, gave them his law 

through Moses, and led them to the land of Canaan. 

Luke does not tell us whether the centurion had taken 

the formal step of becoming a Jewish proselyte, but he 

came to appreciate the nation and their theological 

heritage. By building their synagogue, he was 

contributing to the mission of teaching biblical truth.  

If you believe in God and love people, then it stands 

to reason that you would also want everyone else to 

have an opportunity to believe. We see hints of this 

focus in the centurion, but the Apostle Paul describes it 
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as the guiding purpose of his life. In the first two verses 

of his letter to Titus, he identifies himself by saying, 

Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus 

Christ, for the sake of the faith of God's elect 

and their knowledge of the truth, which 

accords with godliness, in hope of eternal 

life, which God, who never lies, promised 

before the ages began (Titus 1:1-2).  

Paul traveled throughout the Roman Empire telling 

people about Jesus so that they could believe and have 

the hope of eternal life. 

Paul also calls other believers to join him in 

fulfilling this mission. In Philippians 1:27, he writes to 

the Christians in Philippi and says, 

Only let your manner of life be worthy of the 

gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and 

see you or am absent, I may hear of you that 

you are standing firm in one spirit, with one 

mind striving side by side for the faith of the 

gospel, 

What are you striving for? Money, respect, power, 

peace, health? Or are you pursuing things that carry 

over to eternity? Who is at the center of your orbit? 

Faith is expressed in living for God’s purpose.  
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When you see a city from a distance, it may not 

seem too big. The skyscrapers fit together like puzzle 

pieces in a scenic skyline. But the closer you get, the 

more intimidating those tall buildings become. As you 

stand beneath them looking up, you cannot help but 

sense your own smallness.  

The same effect happens to a far greater degree as 

you draw near to God. His power exposes our 

weakness. His holiness reveals our impurity. So, faith 

is expressed in humility. 

The centurion models this response toward Jesus. 

As Jesus is coming to his home, Luke 7:6 tells us that 
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the centurion sends friends to him to say, “Lord, do not 

trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come 

under my roof.” Some scholars say that the centurion 

is merely respecting the separation between Jew and 

Gentile, but every part of this statement reflects a 

reverent humility. First, he addresses Jesus as Lord. 

This could be merely a term of respect, but we will see 

in a moment that his estimation of Jesus is much 

greater than that. At the very least, the term shows an 

attitude of submission. Though the centurion’s rank 

gives him a considerable level of significance in society, 

he tells Jesus not to trouble himself with coming. In 

verse 4 the Jewish elders say that he is worthy, but he 

disagrees.  He does not consider himself worthy of 

being under the same roof as Jesus. 

Many people today might say that the centurion has 

poor self-esteem, but other biblical examples show us 

that this kind of humility is an appropriate and 

necessary expression of faith. Earlier in Luke’s Gospel, 

for instance, Peter responds in a similar way after Jesus 

provides a miraculously large catch of fish for him. 

Luke 5:8 tells us, “But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell 

down at Jesus' knees, saying, ‘Depart from me, for I am 
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a sinful man, O Lord.’” This miracle shows Peter the 

divine power of Jesus. As he realizes that he is in the 

presence of the holy Son of God, he is convicted over 

the sinful behavior in his life. He is so overwhelmed 

that he feels that he needs to get away from Jesus.  

Very few people have that kind of direct encounter 

with God, but all believers share the humbling 

experience of feeling conviction over our sins. This 

sense of unworthiness should lead us to repent of our 

sins. Mark 1:14-15 sums up the ministry of Jesus by 

saying, 

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came 

into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, 

and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God is at hand; repent and 

believe in the gospel." 

Repentance and faith are inseparable. We humbly turn 

from our sin, believing the good news that God 

promises to forgive us because Jesus died for us. So, the 

humility of Christian faith does not leave us with a 

sense of rejection. It assures us that though we are 

unworthy, we are able to draw near to God through 

Christ alone.  
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Are you willing to humble yourself before the Lord? 

Will you confess your sins and acknowledge your 

unworthiness? Believe in his holiness, and believe in 

his mercy and grace. 



— 20 — 

The guru of modern secularism is the scientist. In 

that worldview, true knowledge is only acquired 

through scientific experimentation. Nothing is 

considered “real” unless human beings can repeatedly 

observe and measure it. But doesn’t it seem arrogant to 

make our human powers of observation the 

determining factor in what’s real? Isn’t it possible that 

some transcendent things exist that humans cannot 

observe or measure? 

The Bible claims that God exists and has revealed 

himself to human beings at various points in history. 

So, knowledge and understanding about who he is and 
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all that he does starts with faith. The author of the New 

Testament letter to the Hebrews makes this connection 

in Hebrews 11:3 when he says, “By faith we understand 

that the universe was created by the word of God, so 

that what is seen was not made out of things that are 

visible.” So, true understanding is an expression of 

faith. 

The centurion’s faith gives him remarkable 

understanding of the power of Jesus. We do not know 

whether he had ever heard Jesus teach or witnessed his 

miracles. Perhaps he had heard eyewitness accounts. 

Either way, he believed in the power of Jesus and drew 

an astute conclusion on that basis. Luke 7:7-8 tells us 

that he says, 

“Therefore I did not presume to come to you. 

But say the word, and let my servant be 

healed. For I too am a man set under 

authority, with soldiers under me: and I say 

to one, 'Go,' and he goes; and to another, 

'Come,' and he comes; and to my servant, 'Do 

this,' and he does it.” 

He did not think that Jesus had to touch his servant or 

use some magical spell or incantation. He reasoned 

that if Jesus could heal, then he must have absolute 
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authority. He only needed to command it, and it would 

happen. 

At that time, no one else shows such clear 

understanding of the power of Christ. Perhaps the 

centurion was aware of Old Testament passages that 

connect God’s power with his word. Psalm 33:6, for 

instance, says, “By the word of the LORD the heavens 

were made, and by the breath of his mouth all their 

host.” We see this process at work in the account of 

creation in Genesis 1. God says, “Let there be light,” and 

light comes into existence (v. 3). He says, “Let the earth 

sprout vegetation,” and it happens (v. 11). He has 

complete authority over all that exists. The centurion 

concludes that Jesus must have this absolute power, 

and he is correct. Jesus says the word and his servant 

is healed. 

What about you? Is faith the basis for your 

understanding? Christianity is not opposed to science. 

In fact, the consistency and order assumed in science 

only makes sense when we allow for the existence of a 

wise and orderly designer. But there is a limit to our 

powers of observation, and at times our Almighty God 
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can choose to bring things about outside of the natural 

order. Faith enables us to understand. 

So, Jesus surprises us by being amazed at the faith 

of a Roman centurion. His faith comes out in four 

expressions: love, purpose, humility, and 

understanding. Are these characteristics present in 

your life? If not, perhaps you have never believed in 

Jesus. If so, I invite you to start today. Believe in his 

deity and power as the Son of God. Believe in his death 

and resurrection. Believe in his offer of forgiveness and 

eternal life. If you are not ready to start down that path, 

I encourage you to keep learning. The seventeenth 

chapter of the book of Acts would be a great place to 

read. There we find the Apostle Paul’s words to the 

unbelieving Greek philosophers in Athens.  

If you are already a believer, are you growing in 

your faith? Are these four expressions developing in 

your life? If not, what is standing in the way? What 

changes do you need to make? Perhaps there is 

someone with whom you need to share your faith. If so, 
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would you pray and seek an opportunity to do so this 

week.  

May God cultivate an amazing faith in us! 

1. Who would amaze you, if he/she came to believe in 

Jesus? Why would you be surprised? 

 

 

 

2. What are some things that keep you from 

expressing your faith? How could you address those 

hindrances? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to begin sharing your faith with 

the person you identified in question 1? 
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When a new justice is nominated to the United 

States Supreme Court, everything the person has ever 

said or written is intensely scrutinized. The judge is 

turned into a defendant. People are not particularly 

concerned about his or her qualifications, however. 

They want to know whether the individual agrees with 

all their personal opinions. Everyone seems to have 

their own criteria for the perfect judge. 
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If we are not careful, our political system can 

undermine our theology. We tend to treat God himself 

like a judicial nominee. Rather than humbly accepting 

the biblical revelation about him, we act as if he is the 

defendant on trial. We scrutinize his words and works 

to determine whether he agrees with all our personal 

opinions. If he does not fit into our box, we make 

statements like, “My God would never do that!” 

Many people would rather choose the loving Jesus 

of the Gospels (as they understand him) over the 

wrathful God of the Old Testament. But there is no 

choice. God is not a nominee. He is God regardless of 

our opinions. Furthermore, John 5:22 tells us that 

Jesus said, “For the Father judges no one, but has given 

all judgment to the Son.” The Father and Son do not 

have different criteria for judgment. John 10:30 tells us 

that Jesus said, “I and the Father are one.” So, if you 

think God is harsh and Jesus is kind, then you may not 

know Jesus as well as you think you do. 

Our study of Luke’s Gospel brings us now to a story 

that highlights the compassion of Jesus. Jesus 

interrupts a funeral procession outside a small town, 
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and the way the event unfolds may contradict some of 

our assumptions about him. Luke 7:11-17 tells us, 

Soon afterward he went to a town called 

Nain, and his disciples and a great crowd 

went with him. As he drew near to the gate of 

the town, behold, a man who had died was 

being carried out, the only son of his mother, 

and she was a widow, and a considerable 

crowd from the town was with her. And when 

the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her 

and said to her, "Do not weep." Then he came 

up and touched the bier, and the bearers 

stood still. And he said, "Young man, I say to 

you, arise." And the dead man sat up and 

began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his 

mother. Fear seized them all, and they 

glorified God, saying, "A great prophet has 

arisen among us!" and "God has visited his 

people!" And this report about him spread 

through the whole of Judea and all the 

surrounding country. 

Jesus does the impossible; he raises a dead man 

back to life. But Luke’s account captures three 

surprising truths about the compassion of Jesus. In 

fact, we find the same truths about Jesus’ compassion 

in another story recorded in John 11 that relates how 

Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead. If these truths are 
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outside of your Jesus box, will you judge and reject him 

because of it? Or will you accept the Savior for whom 

he reveals himself to be? 
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We are always looking for ways to speed things up. 

It’s the goal of the athlete in competing, the engineer in 

designing new machines, and even the doctor in 

treating illness. So, we bring the same mindset to 

suffering and grief: “Make it go away. Get it over. Move 

on.” We feel that we should not face it at all. If Jesus 

and God are compassionate, then we assume that they 

should spare us. At first glance, the story of Jesus and 

the widow of Nain seems to support our impulse to 

avoid all grief, but further reflection leads us to 

conclude that Jesus allows this woman to experience 

grief. 
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The passage raises several questions. First, why was 

Jesus at Nain? Was this just a coincidence that he 

happened upon this funeral procession, or did he know 

about the situation? In verse 11 Luke tells us that he 

makes this journey soon after healing the centurion’s 

servant in Capernaum. Nain is a small village around 

30 miles to the southeast, just off the main road that 

leads down to the coast of the Mediterranean. It would 

have been at least a 10-hour hike, possibly longer since 

he had a crowd accompanying him. Nazareth was 8 

miles north across the Jezreel Valley, but the Gospels 

do not record any other ministry down that way at this 

time. So, it would seem that Jesus traveled all that way 

just to perform this miracle.  

At this time in Israel, people are generally buried 

the same day or the next day after they die. So, Jesus 

probably left Capernaum before the young man in Nain 

died. If he would have arrived a day or even a few hours 

earlier, he could have healed him rather than raising 

him from the dead. His mother would have not 

experienced such grief. So, why did he arrive at this 

moment when the funeral procession was already 

under way? 



— 31 — 

This line of questions may seem irreverent or 

disrespectful, but the same issues are raised in the 

story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead. John 11:6 

tells us, “So, when he heard that Lazarus was ill, he 

stayed two days longer in the place where he was.” He 

is fully aware of the situation, and even informs the 

disciples when Lazarus dies. By the time he arrives at 

Lazarus’s hometown, he has already been dead for four 

days. Martha and Mary, the sisters of Lazarus, both tell 

Jesus that if he had been there Lazarus would not have 

died (vv. 21, 32). Other people make the same 

observation (v. 37).  

Of course, Jesus fully intends to raise Lazarus, but 

verses 33-35 tell us, 

When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews 

who had come with her also weeping, he was 

deeply moved in his spirit and greatly 

troubled. And he said, "Where have you laid 

him?" They said to him, "Lord, come and 

see." Jesus wept. 

By delaying, he allows the sisters to experience grief, 

but he is not using them to simply make a bigger show 

when he finally does raise Lazarus. He feels genuine 

compassion for them and shares in their grief.  
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Jesus is not some plastic positivity guru or a smiley 

cheerleader. He does not deny the reality of suffering. 

Over 700 years before he lived, Isaiah prophesies his 

coming. He describes him in Isaiah 53:3-4 by saying, 

He was despised and rejected by men; a man 

of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as 

one from whom men hide their faces he was 

despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely 

he has borne our griefs and carried our 

sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, 

smitten by God, and afflicted. 

He does not simply snap his fingers and cause all 

suffering to evaporate. He surprises us by becoming 

human to bear our griefs and carry our sorrows.  

So, if Jesus allows us to experience grief and even 

enters into our grief, then he must use it for some 

ultimately good purpose in our lives. Ecclesiastes 3:1-4 

says,  

For everything there is a season, and a time 

for every matter under heaven: a time to be 

born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a 

time to pluck up what is planted; a time to 

kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, 

and a time to build up; a time to weep, and a 
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time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to 

dance; 

Do you frantically try to escape every hurt and 

sorrow? Do you look to a pill or a bottle for relief? Do 

you accuse God of being harsh or cruel for not sparing 

you? Do you insist on understanding why everything is 

happening so that you can maintain a sense of control? 

Or are you willing to patiently trust his care and 

compassion when he allows you to experience a time of 

grief? 
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Before I got married, my dad bought me a set of 

tools. He wanted to prepare me to take care of my own 

household. It was a good gift that I have used countless 

times. But sometimes I encounter problems that 

require tools that I don’t own. Even if I had the tools, 

they may require a level of skill and understanding that 

I do not possess. I can clank around with my tools and 

act like I know what I’m doing, but that won’t fix the 

problem. 

We all tend to clank around that way with suffering 

and grief. We act as if some human solution can change 

everything. We think that we just need to read the right 
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book or talk to the right person. We may even look to 

God, but we assume that we must act a certain way or 

pray a certain prayer to convince him to fix our 

problem. We treat him as if he is our tool, but it is his 

compassion alone that leads him to act—not anything 

we say or do. He alone can fix our deepest problems. 

As Luke tells the story in Luke 7:12-15, he does not 

give any indication that Jesus knows this widow or her 

son. He describes Jesus traveling along with this crowd 

headed to the town. They probably do not know where 

they are headed or why. They are just waiting to see 

Jesus do something great. But as they approach the 

gates to enter the town, they awkwardly encounter this 

other crowd coming out behind an older woman. Her 

name is not mentioned, but it is clear that she is a 

widow. She is probably walking in front of the group 

alone behind the men carrying a young man’s body. 

Jesus does not greet her by name, but he is moved by 

her pain. She does not ask him for help, but he tells her 

not to weep. He simply commands her son to rise, and 

he gives him to her.  

Jesus demonstrates pure compassion, but we are 

left with more questions. Why does he help this widow 
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rather than someone else? Since he raises her son, why 

not raise her husband too? Why not raise everyone who 

has died and heal everyone who is sick? Is that beyond 

the power of Jesus? Certainly not! His compassion 

simply led him to act in this moment, but his 

compassion does not stop here. 

The book of Revelation tells us that at some point in 

the future Jesus will return to reign over the earth. 

Ultimately, he will bring a new heaven and earth into 

existence. John describes it in Revelation 21:3-4 by 

saying, 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne 

saying, "Behold, the dwelling place of God is 

with man. He will dwell with them, and they 

will be his people, and God himself will be 

with them as their God. He will wipe away 

every tear from their eyes, and death shall be 

no more, neither shall there be mourning, 

nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former 

things have passed away." 

This new existence is the solution for which our hearts 

long. It is the ultimate expression of God’s compassion 

and power.  The suffering and grief we experience now 



— 37 — 

teach us to long for that time. In fact, by raising the 

widow’s son, Jesus gives a preview of this future. 

Back in John 11, Martha, the sister of Lazarus, 

understands this future hope, but she has trouble 

connecting it to the concerns of present day life. John 

11:23-24 tells us, “Jesus said to her, ‘Your brother will 

rise again.’ Martha said to him, ‘I know that he will rise 

again in the resurrection on the last day.’” Jesus 

explains the connection. Verses 25-26 tell us, 

Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and 

the life. Whoever believes in me, though he 

die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives 

and believes in me shall never die. Do you 

believe this?" 

His compassion and power is not just a future reality. 

He invites Martha and all of us to believe in him. In 

him, we experience true life here and now. 

In a spiritual sense, we are all like Lazarus and the 

widow’s son. In Ephesians 2:4-5, Paul explains, 

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— 
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God’s love and mercy leads him to act for our salvation. 

He sent Jesus to die for our sins, our trespasses. He 

raised Jesus from physical death to make us alive. All 

of this is a gift prompted by his grace alone. Do you 

believe?  
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As taller buildings became common in the late 

1800s, firefighters needed a way to rescue people who 

were trapped above a fire. In 1887 a school teacher 

from Greenfield, Ohio, invented the life net that fire 

departments used for almost a century. Imagine the 

choice a person would have to make—facing the fire or 

jumping from an intimidating height into a 

questionable device.  

The compassion of Jesus provides for our rescue 

spiritually, and he is far more reliable than any life net. 

But there is still an intimidation factor—not height or 

uncertainty, but a compassion and a power flowing 
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from it that transcends our understanding. His 

compassion inspires fear. 

We see this response when Jesus raises the widow’s 

son. Luke 7:16-17 tells us, 

Fear seized them all, and they glorified God, 

saying, "A great prophet has arisen among 

us!" and "God has visited his people!" And 

this report about him spread through the 

whole of Judea and all the surrounding 

country. 

Everyone acknowledges this miracle to be the work of 

God. They even associate it with miracles performed by 

Elisha and Elijah that are recorded in the Old 

Testament. But their response still seems impersonal. 

Rather than eagerly embracing the compassionate 

Jesus as the promised Messiah, they keep their 

distance.  

The Bible speaks of a good and healthy fear of God. 

For instance, Moses describes it in Deuteronomy 10:12. 

He instructs the people of Israel, saying, 

And now, Israel, what does the LORD your 

God require of you, but to fear the LORD 

your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, 
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to serve the LORD your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul. 

Genuine awe and reverence for God and his character 

should lead us to love him and serve him 

wholeheartedly. But the people who see or hear about 

the raising of the widow’s son do not respond with that 

kind of devotion. So, their fear is not the kind of fear 

that is commended in the Bible. 

The raising of the widow’s son demonstrates both 

the compassion and power of Jesus. What are they 

afraid of? Perhaps they fear the commitment that he 

deserves. When Paul speaks of Christ’s love in 2 

Corinthians 5:14-15, he says, 

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. 

In the love and power of Jesus, we find the ultimate 

answer to every problem. He deserves the full 

commitment of our heart, soul, mind, and strength. 

But many of us are afraid to give him that level of 

devotion. We insist on maintaining control, staying in 
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the driver’s seat. We might acknowledge Jesus to be a 

great prophet, but we are afraid to bow before him as 

our Lord and Savior. Though this fear may show a 

degree of respect toward Jesus, it amounts to a form of 

passive opposition to him.  

Thankfully, God’s love is strong enough to 

overcome our fears. In 1 John 4:16-19, John writes, 

So we have come to know and to believe the 

love that God has for us. God is love, and 

whoever abides in love abides in God, and 

God abides in him. By this is love perfected 

with us, so that we may have confidence for 

the day of judgment, because as he is so also 

are we in this world. There is no fear in love, 

but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to 

do with punishment, and whoever fears has 

not been perfected in love. We love because 

he first loved us. 

Do you believe in the love of God and the 

compassion of Christ? Do you fear him in the right 

way—a way that compels you to offer your heart and 

life to him? Or does that seem like too big of a leap? Do 

you fear God in a way that causes you to keep your 

distance? Are you so determined to stay in control, that 
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you would rather face the fire on your own terms? 

Believe in the love of God. 

When Jesus interrupts the funeral, his compassion 

is clearly displayed, but it may not be what we expect. 

We learn these surprising truths that his compassion 

allows for grief and even enters into it. It leads to 

action, including the ultimate defeat of suffering and 

evil. It also inspires fear, the wrong kind but also the 

right kind. What is your response? 

Are you ready to begin trusting Jesus? Receive him 

as Savior. He is the resurrection and the life. Bow 

before him as Lord. Respond to his love with grateful 

devotion. If you want to understand more about him, I 

would encourage you to read the story of when Jesus 

raises Lazarus from the dead in John 11.  

If you have trusted in Jesus, do you need to remind 

yourself of his compassion? Are you trusting him 

through times of suffering and grief? Do not succumb 

to a mindset of resistance and bitterness. Stop trying to 

control your circumstances. Humbly entrust that grief 

to him.  
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This story should renew our sense of awe and 

amazement at the love and power of Jesus. Are we 

glorifying him? What could you do to honor him today?  

May the love of Christ control us! 

1. What misconceptions have you held about Jesus 

and his compassion? 

 

 

 

2. How could you encourage a fellow believer who is 

grieving? 

 

 

 

3. What would you say to someone who claims to 

reject God because of suffering that he/she has 

experienced? 
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Some of the world’s most scenic views are found on 

cliffs fenced off from the public. They are considered 

unstable and dangerous. You never know what might 

happen if you get too close, so most people keep their 

distance. Then someone comes along who ignores the 

warnings and hops over the fence. To most bystanders, 

he seems reckless as he strides out to the edge. But 

what if he happens to be a geologist or a soil engineer 

who knows the area better than anyone. Who would 

question him then? 
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We often treat people like one of those forbidden 

cliffs. When the circumstances of their lives seem 

unstable and dangerous, we keep our distance. After 

all, who knows what kind of influence they might have 

upon us? We do not want to be too reckless. What 

would people say about us? 

During the time of Jesus’ ministry, John the Baptist 

has become one of those untouchable people. He is 

known for confronting people’s sins and calling them 

to express their repentance by being baptized. But Luke 

3:19-20 tells us how he gets into trouble. It says, 

But Herod the tetrarch, who had been 

reproved by him for Herodias, his brother's 

wife, and for all the evil things that Herod 

had done, added this to them all, that he 

locked up John in prison. 

This Herod is the son of Herod the Great who ordered 

the execution of all the infants around Bethlehem after 

Jesus was born. John rebukes him for sexual 

immorality because of his relationship with Herodias, 

who had been the wife of his half-brother and was also 

his niece. Rather than repenting, Herod locks John 

away in prison. Later Herodias orchestrates John’s 
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execution. So, any association with John or public 

affirmation of him is inherently dangerous, but that 

doesn’t stop Jesus. 

In Luke 7:18-35, Jesus demonstrates three 

surprising responses to John the Baptist. He ignores 

the danger and hops the fence, because he knows the 

lay of the land better than anyone. We could sum it up 

by saying that he praises a prisoner. So, if you feel like 

one of those untouchable people, then you will find 

deep encouragement in this story. But if you are the 

type of person who keeps your distance from people 

and prides yourself on keeping up a spiritual 

appearance, then this passage is going to challenge you. 
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When people join the military, they are trained to 

follow orders. Their instructors allow no room for 

argument, debate, or even hesitation. They demand 

immediate unquestioning obedience. Even if you have 

never been in the military, you may have experienced a 

similar atmosphere at work, at school, at church, or 

even in your family. 

Since Jesus is called Lord of lords and King of kings, 

you might expect him to have the same demanding 

attitude. But in Luke 7:18-23, we find that he takes the 
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time to answer honest doubt. After describing two of 

Jesus’ miracles, Luke writes, 

The disciples of John reported all these 

things to him. And John, calling two of his 

disciples to him, sent them to the Lord, 

saying, "Are you the one who is to come, or 

shall we look for another?" And when the 

men had come to him, they said, "John the 

Baptist has sent us to you, saying, 'Are you 

the one who is to come, or shall we look for 

another?'" In that hour he healed many 

people of diseases and plagues and evil 

spirits, and on many who were blind he 

bestowed sight. And he answered them, "Go 

and tell John what you have seen and heard: 

the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, 

lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the 

dead are raised up, the poor have good news 

preached to them. And blessed is the one 

who is not offended by me." 

Some Bible teachers refuse to accept that John 

could have any doubts. It seems contrary to his strong, 

confrontational persona. Furthermore, some people 

assume that the good guys in the Bible are always 

perfect. So, they claim that this question in verses 19 

and 20 is merely a teaching tool that John uses to guide 

his disciples to the truth. But when we consider John’s 
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circumstances, his doubtful question seems 

reasonable.  

John understands that Jesus has come to save, but 

he also believes that Jesus will bring judgment. Luke 

3:16-17 tells us,  

John answered them all, saying, "I baptize 

you with water, but he who is mightier than I 

is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am 

not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with 

the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork 

is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and 

to gather the wheat into his barn, but the 

chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire." 

His belief in the Messiah’s coming judgment may have 

emboldened him in confronting Herod. He probably 

enters prison thinking that Jesus will bring justice 

within a few days or weeks. But as his imprisonment 

stretches longer and longer, he must wonder if he 

misunderstood God’s revelation.  

Jesus does not rebuke John for asking. Verse 21 

tells us that he responds to John’s question by 

performing several miracles for John’s disciples to 

witness. Then verse 22 says that he gives them a 

message to deliver to John about the miracles and the 
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preaching of the good news. The words he uses line up 

closely with prophetic passages in Isaiah 35:5-6 and 

61:1. He does not explain when judgment will come, 

but he clearly confirms his identity as the promised 

Messiah.  

Jesus concludes his message to John in verse 23 

with a strange beatitude: “Blessed is the one who is not 

offended by me.” The word offended (or the NIV says 

stumble) is a translation of the Greek term from which 

we take our English word scandal. Blessed is the one 

who is not scandalized  

Elsewhere in the New Testament this word is used 

in quoting or alluding to Isaiah 8:14-15, which speaks 

of the Lord of hosts and says, 

And he will become a sanctuary and a stone 

of offense and a rock of stumbling to both 

houses of Israel, a trap and a snare to the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem. And many shall 

stumble on it. They shall fall and be broken; 

they shall be snared and taken." 

The offense and stumbling pictured in this prophecy is 

complete and final. It describes the person who rejects 

God and his plan and ends up destroyed. So, Jesus says 

that anyone who stops short of that rejection is blessed. 
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In other words, there is room for honest questions 

asked in a humble spirit.  

Biblical faith is not blind acceptance. When Luke 

describes Paul’s evangelistic efforts in the book of Acts, 

he often uses the word reason. Paul helps people 

understand the existence of God, his right to judge, and 

their need for Jesus to save them through his death and 

resurrection. In 1 Peter 3:15, Peter instructs all 

Christians to handle questions in the same humble 

spirit. He says, 

but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as 

holy, always being prepared to make a 

defense to anyone who asks you for a reason 

for the hope that is in you; yet do it with 

gentleness and respect. 

Do you have doubts and questions? You’re in good 

company. John the Baptist did too. Are you willing to 

seek answers as he did? If you have encountered 

Christians who discouraged questions with trite 

slogans or emotional intimidation, understand that 

those responses are not what Jesus wants from us. If 

you are on the receiving end of someone’s questions, 
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are you willing to give thoughtful biblical answers with 

gentleness and respect? 

   



— 54 — 

 

Some cultures define greatness according to family 

history or social class, but most of us as Americans 

respect accomplishments. What mountains have you 

climbed, literal or figurative? What schooling did you 

complete? What projects have you accomplished? 

What awards have you earned? 

This mindset can also infect our spiritual lives. We 

gage our holiness by how often we go to church, or by 

how often we read the Bible and pray. We learn the 

game of saying and doing the right things to impress 

other people. The last thing we would want is to be 
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associated with some outcast like John the Baptist. 

What would people think? 

Perhaps, Jesus senses this attitude in the crowd 

that overhears his conversation with John’s disciples. 

He counteracts any negative perception people might 

have of John by praising his character. But he 

concludes his thoughts with a twist. He defines true 

greatness in a surprising way that exposes the error of 

focusing on spiritual accomplishments. Luke 7:24-29 

tells us,  

When John's messengers had gone, Jesus 

began to speak to the crowds concerning 

John: "What did you go out into the 

wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the 

wind? What then did you go out to see? A 

man dressed in soft clothing? Behold, those 

who are dressed in splendid clothing and live 

in luxury are in kings' courts. What then did 

you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, 

and more than a prophet. This is he of whom 

it is written, "'Behold, I send my messenger 

before your face, who will prepare your way 

before you.' I tell you, among those born of 

women none is greater than John. Yet the 

one who is least in the kingdom of God is 

greater than he." (When all the people heard 

this, and the tax collectors too, they declared 
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God just, having been baptized with the 

baptism of John… 

Jesus describes several of John’s admirable 

qualities in verses 24-27. He wasn’t like a reed flopping 

around in the wind. He took a firm stand in calling 

people to obey God’s Law. He didn’t dress in fine 

clothes and schmooze with royalty. He wore a rough 

camel’s hair garment with a leather belt like the 

Prophet Elijah (Matt 3:4; 2 Ki 1:8). There was no waste 

in his life. But these qualities all flowed from his unique 

calling as a prophet. Jesus quotes the prophecy from 

Malachi 3:1 to identify John as the forerunner of the 

Messiah. No one in this life has ever had such a lofty 

responsibility, but what about the life to come? 

In verse 28 Jesus says that the least person in God’s 

kingdom is greater than John. He is not implying that 

John has no place in the kingdom. He is making the 

point that entering God’s eternal kingdom is the 

highest privilege imaginable. It is a greater honor than 

being the forerunner of the Messiah. It transcends 

every earthly calling and accomplishment. Matthew 

13:44 tells us that Jesus describes it by saying, 
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The kingdom of heaven is like treasure 

hidden in a field, which a man found and 

covered up. Then in his joy he goes and sells 

all that he has and buys that field. 

The tax collectors of Jesus’ day mentioned in verse 

29 were despised by their society. They worked for the 

Romans and greedily exploited their own countrymen. 

But some tax collectors and other sinners responded to 

John’s preaching. They did not deserve to enter the 

kingdom, but no list of spiritual accomplishments is 

good enough to earn your way in. They believed John’s 

message of the coming Messiah. They repented of their 

sins, and they were baptized. So, when Jesus speaks of 

the privilege of entering God’s kingdom, verse 29 says 

that they declare God’s justice. Some translations use 

the word justify. They celebrate the righteousness of a 

God who would show them such mercy and grace. 

Paul expresses a similar spirit of celebration in 

Ephesians 2:6-9. He describes the unimaginable 

privilege and hope of eternal life in Christ. He says that 

God made us alive with Christ, 

and raised us up with him and seated us with 

him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so 

that in the coming ages he might show the 
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immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness 

toward us in Christ Jesus. 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. 

So, true greatness is not something we achieve through 

our efforts. It only comes to us by God’s grace as we 

believe in Jesus Christ.  
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Sometimes the Bible looks to children as good 

examples. Later in Luke’s Gospel we read that Jesus 

speaks of receiving God’s kingdom like a child (18:17). 

But children are not always easy to get along with. As 

every parent will attest, there are times when children 

are negative, grumpy, and impossible to please.  

Jesus uses that familiar childish behavior to make a 

surprising point about how the Jewish leaders 

responded to both him and John the Baptist. He 

exposes their stubborn foolishness. Luke 7:30-35 tells 

us, 
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…but the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected 

the purpose of God for themselves, not 

having been baptized by him.) "To what then 

shall I compare the people of this generation, 

and what are they like? They are like children 

sitting in the marketplace and calling to one 

another, "'We played the flute for you, and 

you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you 

did not weep.' For John the Baptist has come 

eating no bread and drinking no wine, and 

you say, 'He has a demon.' 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!' Yet 

wisdom is justified by all her children." 

The Jewish leaders were childishly negative about 

both John and Jesus. John focused on repentance and 

called people to humbly fast as they waited for the 

Messiah. But these men did not see anything in their 

lives to mourn or weep about. They were confident in 

their own spiritual accomplishments. They considered 

John a wild-eyed radical out in the wilderness and 

accused him of being possessed by a demon. Luke 

notes in verse 30 that by refusing to be baptized by 

John they rejected God’s purpose for themselves.  
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From an external perspective, the ministry of Jesus 

seems entirely different from John’s. He spends time 

in towns and shares life with people. He teaches about 

the abundant spiritual life that flows from repentance, 

but the Jewish leaders still don’t see the need. They 

think that Jesus goes to too many parties. They accuse 

him of gluttony and drunkenness. They criticize him 

for associating with all the wrong people. So, in verse 

35, Jesus says, wisdom is justified by her children. In 

other words, those who are wise recognize wisdom 

when they hear it. But these Jewish leaders are 

stubborn fools.  

We all fight against this foolishness. We have all 

seen misbehaving children who refuse to acknowledge 

their parents or look them in the eye. In Romans 1:19-

23, Paul claims that people try this tactic in refusing to 

acknowledge the existence of God. He writes,  

For what can be known about God is plain to 

them, because God has shown it to them. For 

his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal 

power and divine nature, have been clearly 

perceived, ever since the creation of the 

world, in the things that have been made. So 

they are without excuse. For although they 

knew God, they did not honor him as God or 
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give thanks to him, but they became futile in 

their thinking, and their foolish hearts were 

darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became 

fools, and exchanged the glory of the 

immortal God for images resembling mortal 

man and birds and animals and creeping 

things. 

Everyone is aware of God’s existence, but they suppress 

that truth in their own heart. If they acknowledge any 

deity, they develop one that they can shape to their own 

desires.  

When people reject God or Jesus, they typically do 

so with a sense of arrogant superiority. They are so 

convinced of their own wisdom, that they act as if no 

intelligent person could possibly believe the Bible. Paul 

responds to this attitude in 1 Corinthians 1:22-25. He 

writes, 

For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek 

wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a 

stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 

but to those who are called, both Jews and 

Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 

wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is 

wiser than men, and the weakness of God is 

stronger than men. 
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Are you so convinced of your own wisdom, that you 

are not even willing to consider what the Bible has to 

say? Are you determined to find something wrong with 

it? Don’t be childish! If you believe, don’t be surprised 

when someone criticizes you and treats you like a fool. 

Demonstrate God’s wisdom in your response. Be gentle 

and respectful, but thoughtful and strong. 

As Jesus praises a prisoner, he sets a profound 

example for us. We see that he answers honest doubt, 

defines true greatness, and exposes stubborn 

foolishness. So, I encourage you to take these lessons 

to heart and put them into practice.  

Do you need to repent of your stubbornness? Open 

your heart to the teaching of the Bible. See what it has 

to say. Spend some time reading it on your own. You 

could continue reading in the Gospel of Luke, or 

perhaps a chapter like 1 Corinthians 1 that we 

considered just a moment ago.  

If you believe, do you have questions or doubts? If 

so, would you seek answers? Share your question with 
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someone who can show you helpful Scripture passages 

and other resources. I would be glad to help you. 

Or perhaps you stand on the other side. Do you look 

down on people who doubt? Do you keep your distance 

from certain people—the modern-day tax collectors 

and sinners? Would you change how you evaluate 

them? See them through the eyes of Christ. Befriend 

them and share his good news with them. 

May we be filled with the mind of Christ! 

1. How have leadership or authority figures in your 

life handled doubts or questions? 

 

 

2. What questions do you have about the faith? 

 

 

3. How could you help others who have questions? 
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One year when I was in seminary, I worked at a big 

home improvement store. I was assigned to the 

outdoor garden department, and one of my 

responsibilities was to restock the supply of mulch and 

manure. The bags were piled on pallets stored in tall 

racking. To access them I needed to operate a forklift, 

but my depth perception has never been very good. So, 

on more than a few occasions I bumped into the 

racking or jammed the forks into the bags creating a 
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shower of manure. I never caused any major damage, 

but I was forced to clean up a lot of messes.  

In a spiritual sense, we all have extremely poor 

depth perception. We see people and issues on a 

superficial level. We don’t understand the root causes 

behind different situations. We seldom consider the 

long-term consequences of our sinful choices. So, as we 

go through life, we are constantly colliding with people. 

We damage ourselves and whoever crosses our path. 

We leave a trail so messy that it is impossible to clean 

up. 

Jesus is fully aware of our mess. John makes a 

revealing comment about his perception of people. In 

John 2:23-25, he writes,  

Now when he was in Jerusalem at the 

Passover Feast, many believed in his name 

when they saw the signs that he was doing. 

But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself 

to them, because he knew all people and 

needed no one to bear witness about man, for 

he himself knew what was in man. 

Jesus sees the full picture of who we are as fallen, sinful 

human beings. Thankfully, he does not abandon us, but 

rescues us and transforms us. 
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Our study of Luke’s Gospel brings us now to a 

passage that describes one such transformation. It 

introduces us to a woman who kissed Jesus. As Luke 

tells the story in Luke 7:36-8:3, he leads us through five 

steps in a radical change of perspective. It begins on a 

superficial level but progresses deeper and deeper into 

the mind of Christ. We learn about the salvation and 

transformation of this woman, but God may also use 

this surprising account to save and transform us. 
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Some people are like sponges. They seem clean on 

the outside. They may even work to clean up everything 

around them.  But you don’t really know what’s inside 

of them until they get squeezed.  

Luke 7:36-39 begins with an external perspective of 

three people: A Pharisee, a woman, and Jesus. Luke 

writes, 

One of the Pharisees asked him to eat with 

him, and he went into the Pharisee's house 

and reclined at table. And behold, a woman 

of the city, who was a sinner, when she 

learned that he was reclining at table in the 
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Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster flask 

of ointment, and standing behind him at his 

feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with 

her tears and wiped them with the hair of her 

head and kissed his feet and anointed them 

with the ointment. Now when the Pharisee 

who had invited him saw this, he said to 

himself, "If this man were a prophet, he 

would have known who and what sort of 

woman this is who is touching him, for she is 

a sinner." 

The title Pharisee expresses the idea of being 

separate. As the Jews lived under Greek and then 

Roman rule, many of them compromised their 

convictions to fit in, but the Pharisees aspired to be 

pure and set apart. They knew the Old Testament well 

and they sought to obey it by developing rigorous 

guidelines for everyday life. The Pharisee introduced in 

verse 36 appears to be hospitable. He opens his home 

for a formal dinner and invites Jesus to be his guest. He 

seems squeaky clean, but we still need to look deeper. 

Scholars tell us that at an event like this one, it was 

customary to allow others in the community to gather 

and listen to the conversation. Nevertheless, it is still a 

surprise when this woman enters. In verse 37, Luke 
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describes her as a sinner. Some interpret this title as a 

polite way of indicating that she is a prostitute. This 

view may be correct, but Luke does not hesitate to use 

the word prostitute elsewhere (see Luke 15:30). 

Perhaps there are other issues in this woman’s life. 

Whatever her background is, she is known for her 

lifestyle of open disobedience to God’s commands. 

From an external perspective, she seems completely 

defiled.  

In this culture, people stretch out on their side or 

their stomach to eat. They lay on a rug or possibly a 

couch with their head toward the food and their legs 

and feet extended behind them. So, as this woman 

stands behind Jesus, she is right at his feet. As verse 38 

tells us, she begins to weep so that her tears are 

dripping down on him. Women would typically wear 

their hair up and covered, but she lets hers down and 

uses it to wipe his feet. If that were not scandalous 

enough, she begins to kiss his feet and anoint them 

with her perfume. To everyone gathered there knowing 

her reputation, her behavior seems sensual and 

shockingly inappropriate. 
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It is not clear what the Pharisee thought of Jesus 

prior to this moment, but verse 39 reveals his 

conclusion afterward. He assumes that a prophet 

would perceive this woman’s defiled character. He 

believes that no prophet would allow himself to be 

touched in this way, thus sharing in the woman’s 

defilement. So, though Jesus is the promised Messiah, 

the Pharisee looks at him externally and concludes that 

he cannot even be a prophet.  

Do you view life from an external perspective? Is 

that how you look at people? At Jesus? At yourself? The 

Prophet Samuel took that approach when God sent him 

to anoint a new king, but 1 Samuel 16:7 tells us, 

But the LORD said to Samuel, "Do not look 

on his appearance or on the height of his 

stature, because I have rejected him. For the 

LORD sees not as man sees: man looks on the 

outward appearance, but the LORD looks on 

the heart." 

The external perspective can be misleading. It never 

tells the whole story. So, Jesus begins to speak and 

introduces another perspective.  
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When children first begin to learn about money, 

they do not understand the concept of value. They 

would rather have a handful of pennies instead of one 

twenty-dollar bill. They see all those coins and they 

think that they are rich. Is it possible that we have the 

same problem when we think about sin? You might 

think that the sins of your life really don’t add up to 

much compared to other people—just a few dollars 

compared to their mound of pennies. That’s how the 

Pharisee in our story thinks. 
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The truth of the matter is that every sin is an 

immeasurable offense against an infinitely holy God, 

but Jesus uses the childish financial perspective of the 

Pharisee as a starting point to lead him deeper. Luke 

6:40-43 tells us, 

And Jesus answering said to him, "Simon, I 

have something to say to you." And he 

answered, "Say it, Teacher." "A certain 

moneylender had two debtors. One owed five 

hundred denarii, and the other fifty. When 

they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of 

both. Now which of them will love him 

more?" Simon answered, "The one, I 

suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger 

debt." And he said to him, "You have judged 

rightly." 

The parable’s point is obvious. A denarius is the 

typical wage for a day’s work. One person owes about 

two months of wages, but the other person owes a full 

two years of income. One might be payable, but the 

other could not possibly be paid back. The only solution 

is for the gracious lender to cancel the debt. 

Jesus does not yet give any indication that the 

parable is about Simon, and he may not recognize 

where Jesus is heading. He does not think of himself as 
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a debtor. He may even lend money to people, since he 

is wealthy enough to hold a feast. He may not realize 

that Jesus is going to make a spiritual point, and even 

if he does, he works hard to be clean and spiritually 

debt-free. In fact, Jesus even asks him to judge which 

person would love the money lender more. Simon has 

already judged the woman and Jesus, so he must view 

himself as being in charge not in debt.  

Jesus is about to turn Simon’s world upside down, 

but before we move on, we should consider how we 

view ourselves from this financial perspective. Do you 

think of yourself as being in charge or in debt? Matthew 

6:12 tells us that Jesus taught his disciples to pray, 

“Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our 

debtors.” Then Matthew 7:1-2 tells us that he said, 

"Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the 

judgment you pronounce you will be judged, and with 

the measure you use it will be measured to you.” Jesus 

wants us to think of ourselves as debtors, not judges. 
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Have you ever put together a puzzle only to find at 

the very end that a piece is missing? You could have 

hundreds of other pieces in place, but that one missing 

piece stands out. It ruins the whole picture, particularly 

if it happens to be the focal point. The same problem 

can happen in our relationships with people, and even 

with Jesus. The missing pieces—the things that are not 

said or done—often undermine everything else.  

As Jesus continues speaking to Simon the Pharisee, 

he challenges him to see himself from this relational 

perspective. Luke 7:44-47 tells us, 
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Then turning toward the woman he said to 

Simon, "Do you see this woman? I entered 

your house; you gave me no water for my 

feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears 

and wiped them with her hair. You gave me 

no kiss, but from the time I came in she has 

not ceased to kiss my feet. You did not anoint 

my head with oil, but she has anointed my 

feet with ointment. Therefore I tell you, her 

sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she 

loved much. But he who is forgiven little, 

loves little." 

Simon invites Jesus to dinner, but his lack of 

hospitality speaks strongly. People wear sandals, so 

their feet became dirty and smelly. Simon does not 

bother to meet this need for Jesus. He does not 

welcome him with a kiss of greeting. He does not offer 

him any oil for relief from the dry, arid conditions. We 

can only conclude that Simon has no real interest in 

Jesus. He invites Jesus over to find fault with him. His 

behavior is not loving in the least. It is insulting. 

In contrast, the woman shows personal humility 

and sacrifice toward Jesus. She washes his feet with her 

tears and wipes them with her hair. She anoints his feet 

with her perfume which could have been very costly. 
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On another occasion, when Mary, the sister of Lazarus, 

pours out perfume on the feet of Jesus, the disciples 

complain that it is worth 300 denarii, a year’s wages 

(John 12:5). Her actions may seem inappropriate, but 

they are prompted by genuine love for Jesus. She loves 

much, because she has been forgiven much. 

So, the relational perspective shows us the exact 

opposite of the external perspective. From the outside 

Simon’s life seems religiously clean, and the woman’s 

seems defiled. But the central command of the Old 

Testament is expressed in Deuteronomy 6:4-5,  

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the 

LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your might. 

Despite all his religious deeds, Simon is missing the 

most important piece. Despite her troubled past, this 

woman is demonstrating true obedience. 

How are you relating to God? You may be doing all 

sorts of religious activity, while leaving out the most 

important piece. Are you filled with gratitude and 

praise? Are you glad to give up things for him? Do you 
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love him with all your heart? If not, how do we change? 

We need to go deeper to another perspective. 
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Sometimes the full moon lights up the sky. Then a 

few weeks later, it doesn’t shine at all. We know that 

this change happens because the moon does not emit 

any light of its own. It simply reflects the light of the 

sun. If it is in the dark, it remains dark. We see a similar 

effect in how people relate to God. Those who 

understand God’s grace and forgiveness will reflect it 

in love for him and for others, but those who ignore it 

remain in the dark. 

Jesus leads us to this spiritual perspective as he 

concludes this encounter at the home of Simon the 
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Pharisee. Look again at his words recorded in Luke 

7:47, and we will continue down to verse 50.  

Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are 

many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But 

he who is forgiven little, loves little." And he 

said to her, "Your sins are forgiven." Then 

those who were at table with him began to 

say among themselves, "Who is this, who 

even forgives sins?" And he said to the 

woman, "Your faith has saved you; go in 

peace." 

The woman does not wash and anoint the feet of 

Jesus to earn forgiveness. She is like the moon, 

reflecting the love that she has received. Her love for 

Jesus is proof that she has found forgiveness for her 

sins in him. He confirms this in verse 48, and then 

reinforces the idea in verse 50 by saying that her faith 

has saved her. Because of her salvation, she is now able 

to experience peace.  

So, how did she come to faith? Luke does not tell us, 

but Matthew’s Gospel may give us a clue about her 

conversion. The story of her anointing the feet of Jesus 

is only recorded in Luke’s Gospel, but he places it right 

after Jesus’ encounter with the disciples of John the 
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Baptist (Luke 7:18-35). Matthew tells that same story 

about the disciples of John the Baptist in Matthew 11:1-

19, but he also records other statements that Jesus 

makes. He denounces the cities that had witnessed his 

miracles but had not repented. Then he makes an 

amazing promise. Matthew 11:28-30 tells us that he 

says,  

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke 

upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle 

and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light. 

These may be the words that led the woman in Luke 7 

to believe in Jesus. She found relief from the heavy 

burden of her sins. 

Her understanding and faith set her apart from the 

other dinner guests. They are probably Pharisees like 

Simon. Luke 7:49 tells us that they ask, “Who is this, 

who even forgives sins?” They are completely ignorant 

of who Jesus is. They probably heard the same teaching 

that this woman heard, but they refused to accept it. 

Like Simon they speak as if they are in charge not in 
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debt. Their ignorance is willful. They choose to remain 

in the dark.  

On which side do you land in this spiritual 

comparison? Have you found peace and forgiveness 

through faith in Christ? Or do you ignore Jesus and his 

promises of salvation? The story stops at this point, but 

the first few verses in Luke 8 add one more perspective 

that takes us deeper still. 
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In 1 Timothy 3:15, Paul refers to the church as “the 

pillar and buttress of the truth.” The Roman Catholic 

Church uses this verse to argue that people must rely 

upon the hierarchy of bishops, cardinals, and the pope 

to understand God’s truth. But the New Testament 

church is not primarily an organization. In the same 

verse, Paul refers to it as the household of God. The 

church is not just a group of leaders, it is all the people 

who believe in Jesus Christ. But is it really possible for 

broken people like the sinful woman in Luke 7 with all 
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of her weeping and emotion to stand as a pillar and 

buttress of the truth? 

Luke 8:1-3 challenges us to view people through a 

missional perspective. It says, 

Soon afterward he went on through cities 

and villages, proclaiming and bringing the 

good news of the kingdom of God. And the 

twelve were with him, and also some women 

who had been healed of evil spirits and 

infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from 

whom seven demons had gone out, and 

Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod's 

household manager, and Susanna, and many 

others, who provided for them out of their 

means. 

Luke’s Gospel is the only one that tells us about 

these women supporting Jesus’ ministry. Some claim 

that Mary Magdalene is the forgiven woman from Luke 

7. There is no indication that they are one and the 

same, but they do share something in common. All 

these women experienced the saving power of Jesus. In 

response, they join Jesus and the apostles in spreading 

the gospel. They were probably able to interact with 

other women in a way that was not appropriate for the 

men. They even provide financial support for Jesus’ 
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ministry. Mary later becomes the first person to see 

Jesus after his resurrection (John 20:11-18). Only God 

knows how vital these women were to the spread of the 

gospel. 

God delights to use surprising people to carry out 

his mission. Paul expresses this thought in 1 

Corinthians 1:26-29. He writes, 

For consider your calling, brothers: not many 

of you were wise according to worldly 

standards, not many were powerful, not 

many were of noble birth. But God chose 

what is foolish in the world to shame the 

wise; God chose what is weak in the world to 

shame the strong; God chose what is low and 

despised in the world, even things that are 

not, to bring to nothing things that are, so 

that no human being might boast in the 

presence of God. 

So, regardless of your background, God wants to use 

each of us to spread his saving truth.  

Each perspective in this study has revealed a 

contrast. So, what about Simon the Pharisee and his 

friends? We do not know how these  men responded 

after their dinner with Jesus, but the Pharisees as a 

group become increasingly opposed to Jesus. Their 
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legalism contradicts his message of grace and 

forgiveness. They end up calling for him to be executed.  

From a missional perspective, there is no middle 

ground. You are either supporting Jesus or opposing 

his kingdom purposes. Which side are you on? 

Has this story of a woman kissing Jesus changed 

your perspective? It may not show externally, but none 

of us are truly clean. We are all defiled by sin. In 

financial terms, you could say that we have run up an 

enormous debt, that we can never repay. But by his 

death, Jesus paid our debt. He deserves all of our love, 

because of his forgiveness. Now we can participate in 

spreading the truth about him and his salvation. 

Have you received his forgiveness? If not, I invite 

you to believe in him today. He will give you rest from 

the burden of guilt. If you are still trying to understand 

God’s forgiveness, I would encourage you to read 

Psalm 32. There David gives a vivid before & after 

description of his own experience with God’s 

forgiveness. 
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If you have received his forgiveness, are you 

grateful? Are you showing your love for him? Perhaps 

you need a reminder. How could you express your love 

to Jesus today?  

Are you a pillar, supporting the proclamation of his 

saving truth? Has the example of these women inspired 

you to take some new step in serving Christ’s mission? 

May God enable us to see life from his perspective. 

1. How do you think you would have reacted if you 

saw this woman kissing the feet of Jesus? Why? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these perspectives best describes your 

outlook? How so? 

 

 

 

3. How does your outlook need to change?
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As parents, we teach our children to not play with 

matches. Every day we hear of tragedies caused by fire. 

An accident happens, and some home is engulfed in 

flames. A careless spark spreads and scorches 

thousands of acres. Yet when handled properly that 

same combustion process also moves our vehicles, 

cooks our food, and warms our homes in winter. We 

cannot survive without it. So, we live with the 

understanding that such power can be both life giving 

and destructive. 
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The Prophet Jeremiah tells us that God describes 

his revelation in similar terms. Jeremiah lived in 

Jerusalem around the time that it was conquered by 

the Babylonian Empire roughly 600 years before the 

time of Christ. Jeremiah’s countrymen were ignoring 

God and disobeying him. So, God called him to 

confront them and warn them of what was coming, but 

false prophets contradicted his message. Their 

preaching was powerless, but Jeremiah 23:29 says, “Is 

not my word like fire, declares the LORD, and like a 

hammer that breaks the rock in pieces?” God’s word is 

invested with his absolute power to give life or to 

destroy. It’s not something to play with.  

I suspect that many of us forget this danger when 

we come to the teaching of Jesus. We envision him as 

an all-around nice guy, a do-gooder who never speaks 

a harsh word. He heals, forgives, and blesses babies as 

he tells quaint stories to illustrate moral lessons. If that 

is your view of Jesus, then our next passage in the 

Gospel of Luke will shock you.  

In Luke 8:4-21, Jesus surprises us by telling his 

disciples that he uses parables to explain God’s truth to 

some people, while hiding it from others. Just like fire, 
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his teaching can give life or destroy it. Some are saved 

through his stories, while others heap up greater 

condemnation. We must ask ourselves which side we 

are on. Luke’s account raises five urgent questions for 

everyone exposed to Christ’s teaching. 
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We are constantly surrounded by radio waves. 

News, music, sports, and religious broadcasts fill the 

air. If we could hear it all simultaneously, we would be 

overwhelmed by the noise. But with a simple receiver, 

we can tune into one station while ignoring the rest. Of 

course, even when we have a radio on, we may not 

really hear it. It serves as nothing more than 

background noise because our minds are not tuned in 

and focused. 

I suspect that churches around the world are filled 

with people, for whom the teaching of Jesus is nothing 

more than background noise. Our lives are guided by 
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our own values and plans, but we want to keep a little 

bit of Jesus in our atmosphere. That mindset is not 

new. Jesus encounters it in the crowds during his 

ministry. Luke 8:4-8 tells us how he addresses it. Luke 

writes, 

And when a great crowd was gathering and 

people from town after town came to him, he 

said in a parable, "A sower went out to sow 

his seed. And as he sowed, some fell along the 

path and was trampled underfoot, and the 

birds of the air devoured it. And some fell on 

the rock, and as it grew up, it withered away, 

because it had no moisture. And some fell 

among thorns, and the thorns grew up with 

it and choked it. And some fell into good soil 

and grew and yielded a hundredfold." As he 

said these things, he called out, "He who has 

ears to hear, let him hear." 

He tells a simple story of a familiar sight. Someone 

is scattering seed and it falls on four different soils. 

Only one of the soils bears fruit. The other three have 

various problems. The seed cannot penetrate the first 

soil because it is hard from being walked upon, so the 

birds come and eat it up. The seeds manage to sprout 
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in the other two soils, but one is too shallow and the 

other is filled with thorny weeds.  

These are interesting observations, but they do not 

seem to grab the crowd’s attention. Many people are 

there in the hope of witnessing an amazing miracle. 

Others are waiting for him to launch a revolt against 

the Romans. The religious leaders are jealous of his 

popularity, so they are sifting through his words 

looking for something to condemn. This story from the 

farm would seem pointless if it were not for that final 

statement that Jesus makes: “He who has ears to hear, 

let him hear.” He wants people to set aside their agenda 

so that they can actually listen to his teaching. 

Failing to listen was Israel’s fundamental problem 

in the Old Testament. Deuteronomy 6:4, the central 

text for Old Testament believers, begins with the 

words, “Hear, O Israel.” But the psalmist, Asaph, 

laments their failure to do so. In Psalm 81:13, he 

records God saying, “Oh, that my people would listen 

to me, that Israel would walk in my ways!” As God 

warns Israel about this problem through the Prophet 

Isaiah, he even uses the picture of farming. Isaiah 

28:23-24 says, 
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Give ear, and hear my voice; give attention, 

and hear my speech. Does he who plows for 

sowing plow continually? Does he 

continually open and harrow his ground? 

In other words, the opportunity to hear is limited. 

Don’t miss it! 

So, are you listening? Is Jesus’ teaching just 

background noise setting the mood for your life? Are 

you willing to set aside your agenda to give Jesus your 

full attention? He who has ears to hear, let him hear! 

  



— 96 — 

 

During World War II, Germany and the United 

States took completely different approaches to 

encoding military radio transmissions. The Germans 

used a complicated device called an Enigma machine 

to encrypt secret messages. The only way to decipher 

the message was for the recipient to have another 

Enigma machine with all the same settings. Allied 

forces were eventually able to reconstruct the machine 

and sort out the settings using some of the first 

computers.  

The American military did not rely upon a machine, 

but on people. They recruited men from Native 
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American tribes like the Navajo. Their tribal languages 

were obscure with no written records of them. The only 

people who could understand them were those born 

and raised in that tribe.  

Jesus never teaches in a secret code. He uses 

common words and ideas, as in this parable of the four 

soils. He speaks openly and invites everyone to listen, 

but somehow his disciples understand when no one 

else does. Luke 8:9-10 tells us,  

And when his disciples asked him what this 

parable meant, he said, "To you it has been 

given to know the secrets of the kingdom of 

God, but for others they are in parables, so 

that 'seeing they may not see, and hearing 

they may not understand.' 

What exactly was given to the disciples? Various 

Bible translations suggest different ideas. The New 

Living Translation uses the word permitted, but that 

suggests that everyone else was forbidden. The New 

English Translation uses the word opportunity, but 

that implies that others did not have it and that the 

disciples could turn it down. The New International 

Version uses the noun knowledge, indicating that the 

disciples had extra inside information unavailable to 
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everyone else. But the English Standard Version, the 

King James, and the New American Standard all reflect 

the grammar of the Greek text—they were given or 

granted to know. Luke uses an infinitive to show that 

God gave them the ability to understand.  

What are they able to understand? Jesus says that 

it was given them to know the secrets or literally the 

mysteries of the kingdom of God. Their interactions 

with Jesus elsewhere in the Gospels show us that they 

did not understand every detail about how God’s 

kingdom promises would be fulfilled. But they were 

able to understand that Jesus is the king. That is the 

starting point from which true spiritual understanding 

develops.  

In contrast, Jesus says that the others see but don’t 

see and hear but don’t understand. God used similar 

words in Isaiah 6:9 as he called Isaiah to serve as his 

prophet.  The point was that people would reject 

Isaiah’s preaching. They were hard-hearted and 

headed for judgment. Hearing Isaiah’s preaching 

would only make them more accountable for their 

rejection of God. The same process happens as Jesus 

preaches, and it still happens today. In fact, because 
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Jesus’ use of parables hides the truth from stubborn 

people, his teaching approach itself becomes an 

expression of God’s judgment.  

The fact of the matter is that we are all spiritually 

blind until God opens our eyes to see. In 2 Corinthians 

4:4, Paul explains, 

In their case the god of this world has blinded 

the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them 

from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory 

of Christ, who is the image of God. 

Then in verse 6 he explains how this condition can 

change by saying, 

For God, who said, "Let light shine out of 

darkness," has shone in our hearts to give the 

light of the knowledge of the glory of God in 

the face of Jesus Christ. 

Spiritual understanding requires nothing short of 

the supernatural intervention of our Creator. It is not 

merely permission, an opportunity, or knowledge of 

certain facts. It is a miraculous change of our ability to 

perceive spiritual truth. There is no special device like 

a spiritual Enigma machine. God must change who we 

are. We must be born again into his tribe. 
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So, we must each ask ourselves which side we are 

on. Do I understand spiritual truth? Do I relate to Jesus 

as the king? Do I perceive God’s glory shining through 

him? 
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Twenty-First Century farming is high tech. With the 

right equipment and supplies farmers can prepare the 

soil, sow seed, water it, fertilize it, fight pests and 

disease, and harvest the crop. Yet there are still factors 

outside of a farmer’s control. As Jesus shows in his 

Parable of the Soils, farming in ancient times was even 

more uncertain.  

In Luke 8:11-15, he explains the parable. He says, 

Now the parable is this: The seed is the word 

of God. The ones along the path are those 

who have heard; then the devil comes and 

takes away the word from their hearts, so 

that they may not believe and be saved. And 
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the ones on the rock are those who, when 

they hear the word, receive it with joy. But 

these have no root; they believe for a while, 

and in time of testing fall away. And as for 

what fell among the thorns, they are those 

who hear, but as they go on their way they are 

choked by the cares and riches and pleasures 

of life, and their fruit does not mature. As for 

that in the good soil, they are those who, 

hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest 

and good heart, and bear fruit with patience. 

So, teaching God’s truth is like farming. The goal is 

a life of long-term fruitfulness. Paul describes this life 

in Galatians 5:22-23 when he says, “But the fruit of the 

Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 

faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such 

things there is no law.” When we listen to biblical 

teaching, the Holy Spirit helps us understand it and 

apply it to our lives. He works to produce these changes 

in us.  

But Jesus identifies three problems that can keep 

people from changing. Some people have hearts like 

the hard-packed soil along a path. The word never 

penetrates, so Satan takes it away. These people do not 

believe, so they are not saved.  
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The next two groups of people do show an initial 

response. Some make an enthusiastic profession of 

faith, but their grasp of the word is shallow. When trials 

come along, their faith withers. Others receive the 

teaching, but it is choked out by other desires and 

pursuits. So, Christians debate whether the people in 

these two groups are genuinely saved.  

Much could be said about this debate, but Jesus’ 

words recorded in John 15:8 provide a simple answer. 

He says, “By this my Father is glorified, that you bear 

much fruit and so prove to be my disciples.” Without 

fruit there is no proof. They might be saved, but if so, 

change will eventually happen. The Spirit might even 

use this parable to shatter the rock and pull the weeds.  

Is their fruit in your life? Is God’s truth changing 

you? 
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Lasers have become a normal part of everyday life. 

They are in disc players in our cars, our living rooms, 

and our computers. You can even buy one for a few 

dollars to point out things in a presentation. But light 

does not naturally travel in such a focused beam. Light 

is omni-directional. It shines everywhere, driving the 

darkness away.  

Jesus uses this characteristic of light to make 

another point about the effect of his teaching. Luke 

8:16-18 tells us that he says, 

"No one after lighting a lamp covers it with a 

jar or puts it under a bed, but puts it on a 
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stand, so that those who enter may see the 

light. For nothing is hidden that will not be 

made manifest, nor is anything secret that 

will not be known and come to light. Take 

care then how you hear, for to the one who 

has, more will be given, and from the one 

who has not, even what he thinks that he has 

will be taken away." 

Some scholars claim that the light in this analogy 

refers to believers. They point to Matthew 5:15-16 

where Jesus uses similar words in his Sermon on the 

Mount to tell believers to let their light shine through 

doing good works. But in the context of Luke 8, he 

seems to have something else in mind.  

I think it makes more sense to interpret the light 

here as Christ’s teaching that enables us to see and 

understand. Once his light shines into our lives, there 

is no limit to what we can learn. His light is not 

hindered or covered. It keeps revealing more and more 

to us. So, if we carefully listen to his teaching, more and 

more insight will be given to us. 

Paul refers to this increasing knowledge in his 

prayer for the Christians in Colossae. In Colossians 1:9-

10 he writes, 
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And so, from the day we heard, we have not 

ceased to pray for you, asking that you may 

be filled with the knowledge of his will in all 

spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to 

walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully 

pleasing to him: bearing fruit in every good 

work and increasing in the knowledge of 

God; 

Understanding God’s revealed will leads us to do good 

works. As we walk in obedience to him, we learn more 

about who God is and how he works.  This is the cycle 

of spiritual growth. 

But back in Luke 8:18, Jesus also tells us what 

happens when his teaching is ignored. He says, “from 

the one who has not, even what he thinks that he has 

will be taken away.” Jesus uses the same word here that 

he used back in verse 12 to speak of the devil taking 

away the word from someone’s heart.  Those who do 

not use his word, will lose it.  

So, are you learning? Are you understanding more 

about God? Do you increasingly see life through his 

eyes? 
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Identifying your family tree has become big 

business in the United States. In the past, most people 

were not willing to invest the time and money to track 

down official records about their ancestors. But now 

the internet makes that kind of research much simpler. 

Plus, several companies now offer DNA testing. People 

seem to hunger to know their roots. Perhaps it’s a 

reaction against the rampant divorce rates of the 70s, 

80s, and 90s. They consider their family history as core 

to their personal identity. 

As you read the Old Testament, you cannot help but 

notice a similar focus. Genealogies are highlighted in 
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books like Genesis, Numbers, and Chronicles. Those 

family trees play an important part in the fulfillment of 

God’s promises. That background helps us see why the 

words of Jesus in this next passage are so shocking. 

Luke 8:19-21 tells us,  

Then his mother and his brothers came to 

him, but they could not reach him because of 

the crowd. And he was told, "Your mother 

and your brothers are standing outside, 

desiring to see you." But he answered them, 

"My mother and my brothers are those who 

hear the word of God and do it." 

In Matthew and Mark’s Gospels this story is placed 

before the Parable of the Soils in the previous chapter. 

So, we do not tend to associate it with the questions 

raised by the parable. But by placing the story after the 

parable, Luke uses it as the climax of his argument. 

Jesus’ family probably comes to see him because 

they sense the animosity developing toward him 

among the Jewish leaders. They may be concerned that 

everything is spiraling out of control. Of course, his 

brother James later writes one of the New Testament 

epistles and becomes a primary leader in the church of 

Jerusalem. His brother Jude also writes one of the New 
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Testament epistles. But Jesus’ response to them at this 

point suggests that they may not have accepted his 

message yet. 

Jesus contradicts the traditional Jewish form of 

self-identity. He defines his family as the people who 

hear the word of God and do it. He does not deny the 

importance of genealogy or of caring for your family. 

But his statement here in verse 21 shows that faith and 

obedience is a higher priority. To put it in terms of the 

seed and the soils, your spiritual roots define you more 

than your biological roots. 

This distinction becomes clear when you consider 

what you are pursuing in life. Biological families have 

all sorts of values that define them: work, money, 

sports, entertainment, or family tradition. But the 

family of Christ is defined by our pursuit of him. Paul 

describes our pursuits in 2 Timothy 2:22 when he tells 

Timothy, “So flee youthful passions and pursue 

righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along with those 

who call on the Lord from a pure heart” (emphasis 

mine). These pursuits draw us together with other 

believers. 
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Some families support the pursuit of Christ, and 

that pulls them even closer. But some families do not. 

Jesus warns his disciples that families will be divided. 

Matthew 10:36-37 tells us that he says, 

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. 

Following Jesus must be your priority, even if your 

family opposes it. Christians should never be rude or 

antagonistic toward unbelieving family members. They 

should do everything they can to reflect the love of 

Christ But the core of our identity is our connection 

with Jesus, and that draws us into his spiritual family. 
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Jesus hid the truth in parables to draw a line. Some 

people listen, and others do not. Some understand, but 

others are still blind. Some are bearing spiritual fruit 

thanks to the work of the Holy Spirit. Others show an 

initial response, but never really change. Some find a 

new identity in the family of God, and their biological 

family may resent that. Which side are you on? 

Have you received Christ’s teaching as true and 

authoritative? He is the source of spiritual life, and his 

word is the seed. If you have never done so, I would 

encourage you to start listening. He wants to transform 

your life and produce spiritual fruit—those amazing 

character qualities that we all desire. If you want to 

learn more about how he cultivates that kind of change 

in us, I encourage you to read John 15 where Jesus 

speaks of the vine and the branches.  

Perhaps you are a believer, but the soil is getting 

hard and the weeds are creeping in. This parable works 

like a plow to soften hard hearts. If you have grown 

hard, would you repent? If you have been passive, 

would you pursue Christ? Make a commitment to learn 
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more of his word. Let the light of his truth change your 

entire outlook on life.  

May God make us fruitful for the glory of Christ. 

1. Which of the soils best characterizes how you have 

responded to Christ’s teaching? 

 

 

 

2. Consider Galatians 5:22-23. Which fruit is present 

in your life? Which is lacking? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to develop your 

understanding of God’s Word? 
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We have a complicated relationship with fear. Many 

of us seek out frightening experiences at places like 

amusement parks. Some of us even read books or 

watch movies designed to scare. Those thrills make us 

feel alive, but other fears do the exact opposite. Anxiety 

can wear us down and suffocate us. People will do 

almost anything to escape it, even destructive things 

that cause great harm to body, mind, and soul. 

Some people seek to ease our fears by turning 

Christianity into a fuzzy security blanket. They portray 
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God the Father as a grandfatherly figure whose sole 

purpose is to make us comfortable and happy. They 

envision Jesus as a buddy that is always by our side. 

They avoid any talk of sin or judgment. Their gospel is 

a message of unconditional acceptance and personal 

improvement. They end up with a powerless man-

made religion that helps no one and has very little 

resemblance to biblical Christianity. 

The real answer to our fears is the opposite of what 

we expect. Rather than trying to escape fear, the Bible 

teaches us that we need more of it! True wisdom, 

comfort, and strength is found in fearing God above all 

else. Proverbs 9:10-11 says, 

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 

wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One 

is insight. For by me your days will be 

multiplied, and years will be added to your 

life. 

You may be surprised to learn that this same lesson 

applies to your relationship with Jesus Christ. He did 

not abandon his deity, when he became human. His 

appearance was like any other man, but there are 

moments when his true power was revealed. Even the 
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people who were closest to him experienced deep fear 

on those occasions. Our study of Luke’s Gospel brings 

us to an account of one of those times. In Luke 8:22-

39, Jesus frightens people by demonstrating his 

absolute power over three spheres. 

Studying this passage should deepen our fear of the 

triune God—Father, Son, and Spirit. It should make 

those other fears that paralyze us seem insignificant.   

The fear of the Lord should make us feel alive. It should 

energize us to live for him. 
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Powerful storms can be frightening on land, but 

even more so at sea. The destructive force of heavy rain 

and high winds is amplified by massive waves that 

come crashing down. My wife and I got a small taste of 

nature’s power several years ago. 

Thanks to some generous gifts from people, we 

were able to take a cruise along Alaska’s inside passage. 

The glaciers, forest, and wildlife made for spectacular 

sights. But on the return voyage, the ship encountered 

a storm that generated 20-foot swells. Cruise ships are 

massive floating cities, but they still shudder and 

bounce in that kind of weather. I cannot imagine what 
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it would be like to encounter those waves in a small 

open boat, but that is what happens to Jesus and his 

disciples.  

Luke 8:22-25 tells us the story. It says, 

One day he got into a boat with his disciples, 

and he said to them, "Let us go across to the 

other side of the lake." So they set out, and as 

they sailed he fell asleep. And a windstorm 

came down on the lake, and they were filling 

with water and were in danger. And they 

went and woke him, saying, "Master, Master, 

we are perishing!" And he awoke and 

rebuked the wind and the raging waves, and 

they ceased, and there was a calm. He said to 

them, "Where is your faith?" And they were 

afraid, and they marveled, saying to one 

another, "Who then is this, that he 

commands even winds and water, and they 

obey him?" 

The lake in the story is the Sea of Galilee, a 

freshwater lake that is about 13 miles long and 8 miles 

wide. Its surface sits around 700 feet below sea level in 

the Jordan Rift Valley, making it the lowest freshwater 

lake in the world. This unusual geography causes 

intense storms to develop without much warning, but 

several of the disciples are seasoned fishermen. They 
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have faced intense storms in their boats before. 

Archaeologists have discovered a fishing boat from the 

First Century that is about 27 feet long with a sail. But 

this storm is worse than anything they have 

experienced. They are taking on water, and they are 

terrified by the raw power of nature.  

While this whole situation is developing, Jesus is 

sleeping. The account in Mark’s Gospel indicates that 

he has spent the day teaching in parables (4:35). So, we 

see the genuineness of his humanity displayed in his 

physical exhaustion. I sometimes feel the same way on 

a Sunday afternoon. As powerful as it is, the storm does 

not wake him, and the disciples are panicking.  

Matthew, Mark, and Luke each record different 

statements from the disciples in that tense moment. 

Pressure reveals what we truly believe. Luke tells us 

that some say, “We are perishing.” Perhaps they think 

that he is unable to help. Nature is too powerful. But 

Matthew tells us that some cry, “Save us” (Matt 8:25). 

They think that he is able, but just unaware. Then Mark 

tells us that some say, “Do you not care that we are 

perishing?” (Mark 4:38) They seem to think that he is 
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aware and able, but that he is choosing to let them die 

anyway. How would you respond in that situation? 

When Jesus wakes up, he is not surprised by what 

is happening. He seems to be aware, and he is certainly 

able to handle the situation. He rebukes the wind and 

the waves and they cease. Under normal conditions the 

lake would continue to churn, but the waters quickly 

become calm. Jesus has absolute power over nature.  

Verse 25 tells us that he asks them, “Where is your 

faith?” They should trust that he is aware, that he is 

able, and that he cares. But Luke tells us that they are 

afraid. They marvel and they say, “Who then is this, 

that he commands even winds and water, and they 

obey him?” They should know the answer. Are they 

hesitant to accept it? 

Psalm 107 describes a scenario just like this one 

experienced by the disciples. Sailors set out on a 

voyage, but verse 25 speaks of God and says, “For he 

commanded and raised the stormy wind, which lifted 

up the waves of the sea.” God is in control. Nature 

serves his purpose. The sailors are battered by the 

storm until they finally seek God’s help. Verses 28-29 

say, “Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, and 
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he delivered them from their distress. He made the 

storm be still, and the waves of the sea were hushed.” 

Jesus demonstrates his deity by exerting the same 

power described in Psalm 107. The disciples are right 

to fear him, but they still seem uncertain. If they truly 

understood his power and feared him accordingly, they 

could face another storm with confidence. He is Lord 

over nature. 
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When you mention demons, most Americans today 

think of Halloween. This connection makes sense 

because several traditions associated with Halloween 

stem from a superstitious fear of demons. People began 

wearing costumes and carving pumpkins to hide from 

them or scare them off. Ironically, some people today 

worry that those traditions have the exact opposite 

effect, exposing people to demonic influence. Of 

course, most people today laugh all this off, assuming 

that demons are nothing more than fictional creatures. 

Luke 8:26-33 demonstrates both the existence and 

the frightening power of demons. It says, 
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Then they sailed to the country of the 

Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. When 

Jesus had stepped out on land, there met him 

a man from the city who had demons. For a 

long time he had worn no clothes, and he had 

not lived in a house but among the tombs. 

When he saw Jesus, he cried out and fell 

down before him and said with a loud voice, 

"What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of 

the Most High God? I beg you, do not 

torment me." For he had commanded the 

unclean spirit to come out of the man. (For 

many a time it had seized him. He was kept 

under guard and bound with chains and 

shackles, but he would break the bonds and 

be driven by the demon into the desert.) 

Jesus then asked him, "What is your name?" 

And he said, "Legion," for many demons had 

entered him. And they begged him not to 

command them to depart into the abyss. 

Now a large herd of pigs was feeding there on 

the hillside, and they begged him to let them 

enter these. So he gave them permission. 

Then the demons came out of the man and 

entered the pigs, and the herd rushed down 

the steep bank into the lake and drowned. 

The word demon is used 60 times in the New 

Testament. Two-thirds of those references are in the 

Four Gospels. We see here in Luke 8:29 that they are 
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also called unclean or evil spirits, so they do not have a 

physical body. They are fallen angels who followed 

Satan in his rebellion against God soon after the earth 

was created (cf. Ezek 28:12-16). Revelation 12:9 says, 

And the great dragon was thrown down, that 

ancient serpent, who is called the devil and 

Satan, the deceiver of the whole world--he 

was thrown down to the earth, and his angels 

were thrown down with him. 

The Apostle Paul sees these demonic beings as the 

driving force behind false religion (1 Cor 10:19-21; 2 

Cor 11:14; 1 Tim 4:1).  

This story in Luke 8 shows that demons can exert 

control over human beings. In fact, this man is 

somehow under the control of an entire group of them. 

They cause him to behave in bizarre ways: not wearing 

clothes and living in tombs rather than a house. Mark 

tells us that he continually cries out and gashes himself 

with stones (Mark 5:5). Matthew says that he attacks 

people passing by on the road along with another 

demon possessed man (Matt 8:28). So, the people in 

the area try to restrain him, but the demons enable him 
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to break the shackles. I doubt pumpkins or costumes 

would have helped the situation either. 

So, after Jesus and the disciples experience the 

frightening chaos of nature in the storm, they arrive at 

shore and encounter the frightening chaos of demons 

at work in this man. But the power of Jesus is far 

greater than that of demons. They express their fear of 

him in verse 28. They recognize him as the Son of the 

Most High God. They plead with him not to torment 

them or send them to the abyss. 

This abyss is mentioned several times in the book of 

Revelation. Revelation 9 indicates that some demonic 

beings are already imprisoned there and that they will 

be released in the last days to torment people as part of 

God’s judgment on that generation. Revelation 20 says 

that when Jesus returns, Satan will be imprisoned in 

the abyss for 1,000 years. I think it is safe to assume 

that his demons will be imprisoned with him. He will 

be released after that time but will ultimately be cast 

into the lake of fire along with all unbelievers to suffer 

for eternity. 

Demons are intelligent beings, but they are not all-

knowing. The demons who possess this man in Luke 8 
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do not know how things will unfold in the future, but 

they know without a doubt that Jesus has the power to 

judge, and that is truly frightening. Jesus has 

commanded them to depart from the man, so for some 

reason they ask permission to enter this herd of pigs. 

Demons can exist without a body, so it is not clear why 

they want this. The pigs end up panicking and hurling 

themselves into the lake. Perhaps they are unable to 

control them, or they may do this destructive act to give 

people a negative impression of Jesus. We do not know. 

So, how should we think about demons and their 

influence today? We need to recognize that they are 

still active and able to control people. Of course, most 

people probably make enough bad choices that demons 

are content to let them destroy their own lives. 

Believers, however, should not be afraid of them. If we 

are united with Christ in all his power and indwelt by 

his Spirit, then we cannot be possessed by demons. 

They can still orchestrate temptation and trials to lead 

us into sin, but the book of Job reveals that they can 

only do so to the degree that God allows (Job 1-2). 

Paul gives us helpful guidance about dealing with 

demonic influence in Ephesians 6:11-12. He writes, 
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Put on the whole armor of God, that you may 

be able to stand against the schemes of the 

devil. For we do not wrestle against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

Our salvation in Christ serves like a suit of armor. We 

can draw upon it to resist temptation and stand firm. 

We must believe in the power of Christ over demons. 
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Several companies are rushing to develop reliable 

self-driving vehicles. Imagine being able to sit back and 

simply tell your car where to go. It seems like 

something from a science fiction movie, but even if the 

technology is perfected, I doubt whether people will 

accept it. The fact of the matter is that we like to feel a 

sense of power. We fear what will happen, if we give up 

control.  

This fear influences every part of our lives, 

including our approach to religion. It may explain why 

people react to Jesus as they do after he frees the man 

from his demons. Luke 8:34-37 tells us, 
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When the herdsmen saw what had 

happened, they fled and told it in the city and 

in the country. Then people went out to see 

what had happened, and they came to Jesus 

and found the man from whom the demons 

had gone, sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed 

and in his right mind, and they were afraid. 

And those who had seen it told them how the 

demon-possessed man had been healed. 

Then all the people of the surrounding 

country of the Gerasenes asked him to depart 

from them, for they were seized with great 

fear. So he got into the boat and returned. 

You would think that these people would be grateful 

to Jesus. They will no longer be terrorized by this man. 

He has been healed. Perhaps they are just frightened in 

a superstitious way by the thought of Jesus’ power. But 

someone just lost a herd of pigs, and that was probably 

a significant financial loss. They may fear that having 

Jesus around would cause other problems. The Old 

Testament Law regarded pigs as unclean. What if Jesus 

calls them to make changes in their lives? What would 

they have to give up? How much would it cost them? 

Jesus seems too dangerous, so they ask him to get in 

his boat and go back to where he came from. 
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They want to stay in control, but they are pushing 

away the very person who can give it to them. In verse 

35, Luke describes the man who had been demon 

possessed as “sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in 

his right mind.” The word that Luke uses when he 

speaks of him being in his right mind is elsewhere 

translated as self-controlled. Paul uses it in Titus 2:11-

12, when he writes, 

For the grace of God has appeared, bringing 

salvation for all people, training us to 

renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, 

and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly 

lives in the present age, 

We like to think that we are in control. But a few 

verses later in Titus 3:3, Paul describes life apart from 

Christ by saying, 

For we ourselves were once foolish, 

disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 

passions and pleasures, passing our days in 

malice and envy, hated by others and hating 

one another. 

We do all of that on our own, apart from any kind of 

demonic influence. We are enslaved by our own 

sinfulness, and the only way we can be set free is by the 
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saving grace of God. The only way to be self-controlled 

and in our right mind is to be sitting at the feet of Jesus 

just like the man in Luke 8. 

When the people ask Jesus to leave, the man wants 

to go with him. Luke 8:38-39 tells us, 

The man from whom the demons had gone 

begged that he might be with him, but Jesus 

sent him away, saying, "Return to your 

home, and declare how much God has done 

for you." And he went away, proclaiming 

throughout the whole city how much Jesus 

had done for him. 

Jesus’ response raises some questions. Why 

wouldn’t he allow this man to come?  Jesus challenges 

other would-be disciples by telling them to leave 

everything behind to follow him. That is exactly what 

this man wants to do. On other occasions, Jesus tells 

people to keep quiet about his miracles. Why does he 

send this man back to his hometown to preach about 

what has happened to him? 

Jesus may respond this way because the man is not 

Jewish. The exact location of this encounter is debated, 

but the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee, known as the 

Decapolis, was a predominantly Gentile area. Jews 
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would probably not have a herd of pigs, but Gentiles 

would. So, if this man is a Gentile, bringing him along 

would stir up even more opposition to Jesus’ ministry 

unnecessarily. The Apostles would have to tackle the 

issue of uniting Jews and Gentiles in the church later. 

At this point, Jesus sends this man home as a 

missionary. His life demonstrates the power of Jesus to 

transform sinful, broken human beings. Is that same 

transforming power evident in you? 

The absolute power of Jesus is frightening. Storms 

are frightening, but he has complete control over 

nature. Demons are frightening, but they tremble 

before him as their judge. As much as we like being in 

control, we should fear the powerful influence of our 

own sinfulness. Only Jesus has the power to save us 

from ourselves and give us a sound mind. 

Do you fear the Lord? As we read earlier, that is the 

beginning of wisdom, life, and knowledge. We need to 

receive him as our Lord and sit humbly at his feet. If 

you have never come to that point in your life, would 

you begin to live in the fear of the Lord? If you’re not 
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ready to take that step, I urge you to not push him away 

like the people in this story. Keep learning about him. 

Psalm 107 would be a great place to read about God’s 

saving power.  

If you are following Christ, do you need to be 

reminded of his power? Have you succumbed to other 

fears like the disciples in the boat? If so, I encourage 

you to entrust those fears to God. He is aware, he is 

able, and he cares for you. Perhaps you need to share 

God’s power with someone. Tell them all that he has 

done for you in Christ. 

May the power of Christ be evident in us! 
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1. What things do you fear? 

 

 

 

2. How do the stories in this passage encourage you? 

 

 

 

3. How could you encourage others that are struggling 

with fear? 
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Fifty years ago, the artist Andy Warhol supposedly 

said, “In the future, everyone will be world-famous for 

fifteen minutes.” Smartphones and social media have 

almost made that claim a reality. People post their 

memories, experiences, thoughts, even their meals 

online looking for a response. They hope that 

something will go viral and that they will become the 

next pop culture sensation.  
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We may blame technology for this obsession, but it 

is nothing new. People have always craved attention 

and popularity. They have always catered to the crowd. 

 

Some church leaders even embrace this mindset. 

They argue that the key to building the church is to gain 

the attention of the crowds. When interviewed by the 

local newspaper, one pastor in our area said that his 

church was doing market research to do a better job 

catering to different demographics. I heard another 

local pastor say that churches in our area need to 

improve our public relations by generating positive 

news stories. The crowds are the focus in these 

ministries.  

As Jesus ministers throughout Galilee, crowds 

certainly flock to him. They follow him everywhere he 

goes. That is why he ends up miraculously feeding the 

multitudes. In fact, Pontius Pilate recognizes that the 

Jewish leaders call for his execution because they envy 

his popularity (Matt 27:18). 

But Jesus never pursues fame. He does not crave 

applause. He surprises us by doing things to quell the 

enthusiasm of the crowds. He performs miracles in 
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remote locations, raising the widow’s son in Nain and 

healing the demon-possessed man in the country of the 

Gerasenes. He identifies with social outcasts like John 

the Baptist in prison and the sinful woman who washes 

his feet with her tears. He even hides the truth by 

teaching in parables.  

Our next passage in the Gospel of Luke adds to this 

list by recounting a time when Jesus works in secret. 

By doing this, Jesus shows us that it is not enough to 

believe simply because everyone else is doing it. 

Genuine faith always stands apart from the crowd, and 

Jesus uses secrecy to elicit that kind of response. Luke 

8:40-56 tells us of two miracles that Jesus performs. As 

he does so, we learn four qualities of faith that stands 

apart from the crowd. 

 



— 138 — 

A strong rope is made up of hundreds, if not 

thousands of fibers twisted together.  If you are trusting 

that rope to hold you up, you do not have to worry if a 

few strands are cut.  But if others begin to break, so that 

you end up hanging by a thread, then you know the 

meaning of desperation.  

Genuine faith does not look to Jesus as one strand 

among many. Sometimes people treat Christianity that 

way—just one part of life alongside work, family, and 

friends. The crowd likes it that way, but genuine faith 

recognizes that we are desperate. No one else can solve 
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our true problems, and no one else can provide the help 

that we need—only Jesus. 

Luke 8:40-44 introduces us to two desperate people 

who see Jesus as their only hope. The first is a man 

named Jairus. Verses 40-42 say, 

Now when Jesus returned, the crowd 

welcomed him, for they were all waiting for 

him. And there came a man named Jairus, 

who was a ruler of the synagogue. And falling 

at Jesus' feet, he implored him to come to his 

house, for he had an only daughter, about 

twelve years of age, and she was dying. As 

Jesus went, the people pressed around him. 

As a ruler of the synagogue, Jairus is one of the 

leading men in the community. He is at the center of 

the town’s religious life. He is respected and probably 

well off financially. Later in the story, we learn that his 

home is big enough to have multiple rooms, an 

uncommon thing in that culture. But none of this 

success matters when his twelve-year-old daughter 

becomes sick. She is his only child, and he cannot stand 

the thought of losing her. Some leaders were already 

very negative about Jesus, but that does not stop 
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Jairus. In his desperation, he falls at the feet of Jesus 

as everyone is watching and begs him to heal her.  

As Jesus sets out for the home of Jairus, he 

encounters another desperate person. Verses 43-44 tell 

us, 

And there was a woman who had had a 

discharge of blood for twelve years, and 

though she had spent all her living on 

physicians, she could not be healed by 

anyone. She came up behind him and 

touched the fringe of his garment, and 

immediately her discharge of blood ceased. 

This woman’s gynecological problem may sound 

relatively insignificant in the overall scheme of things, 

but in that culture, it has a devastating effect upon her 

life. Leviticus 15:19-30 indicates that it makes her 

ceremonially unclean. So, she is not able to participate 

in Jewish religious life. Furthermore, anyone who 

touches her also becomes unclean. If she was married 

before the condition began, then her husband probably 

abandoned her. She spends everything she has on 

treatments from various doctors, but nothing helps. 

After twelve years of suffering, she is ashamed, poor, 
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and alone. In her desperation, she believes that 

touching Jesus is her only hope. 

Before we move on in the story, we need to 

recognize that we desperately need Jesus as much as 

Jairus or this woman. We may not have their physical 

problems, but we all have an urgent spiritual problem. 

Romans 3:23 says, “for all have sinned and fall short of 

the glory of God.” The crowd will never acknowledge 

that their disobedience offends God. Even if they 

accept his existence, they will not recognize that they 

are helpless to make amends. We deserve eternal 

punishment. We are hanging by a thread. 

Our only hope is Jesus. John 3:36 says, “Whoever 

believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not 

obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God 

remains on him.” We should cast ourselves at his feet. 

We should press through the crowd to draw near to 

him. Genuine faith in Jesus is desperate. 
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Most weddings are big events, but some are very 

private. Yet even when a couple elopes, they do not 

keep their relationship secret for long. If they never tell 

anyone they are married, something is wrong. If they 

are not even willing to be seen together in public, there 

are major problems.  

The same statements could be made about our 

relationship with Jesus. Our faith may begin in secret, 

but it cannot remain that way. How can we say that we 

believe in him and his saving power, if we are unwilling 

to identify openly with him? Genuine faith is public. 
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The woman in our story is healed in secret, but 

Jesus does not allow it to remain that way. Luke 8:45-

48 tells us, 

And Jesus said, "Who was it that touched 

me?" When all denied it, Peter said, "Master, 

the crowds surround you and are pressing in 

on you!" But Jesus said, "Someone touched 

me, for I perceive that power has gone out 

from me." And when the woman saw that she 

was not hidden, she came trembling, and 

falling down before him declared in the 

presence of all the people why she had 

touched him, and how she had been 

immediately healed. And he said to her, 

"Daughter, your faith has made you well; go 

in peace." 

Someone could easily misinterpret this passage. 

They might conclude that Jesus is surrounded by a 

supernatural healing aura. The woman’s faith enables 

her to access that power as she comes into contact with 

him. He is aware that the power has gone out, but he 

does not know who touched him. This may be Peter’s 

take on the situation, but it does not line up with what 

we know about Jesus.  
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In the immediate context of this story, Luke has 

demonstrated that Jesus is both all-powerful and all-

knowing. In Luke 7:1-10, Jesus heals a centurion’s 

servant without ever entering his presence. He does not 

use any magical incantation. He simply wills his 

healing, and it happens. As Jesus interacts with Simon 

the Pharisee in Luke 7:36-50, he knows Simon’s 

thoughts and answers his unspoken question. We find 

similar examples throughout the Gospels. So, as the 

woman in this story touches Jesus, we should assume 

that he knows who she is and wills for her healing to 

take place. 

Why then does Jesus ask who touched him? He 

wants her to express her faith in him publicly. She does 

not just announce her healing.  Verse 47 tells us that 

she declares why she touched him. So, she probably 

says something about both her desperate situation and 

her decision to believe in the power of Jesus. Jesus 

responds by saying that her faith has made her well. 

The woman’s public declaration and Jesus’ public 

response are important. People may not have known 

the details of her situation, but everyone knew that 

something was wrong. She had probably been the 
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subject of much gossip over the years. Now she is 

publicly identified with Jesus, and he wants everyone 

to know that she is well, or literally saved. She has 

received the peace—the wholeness that Jesus gives—as 

she trusts in him. This is the same affirming statement 

that Jesus said in Luke 7:50 to the sinful woman who 

anointed his feet. The healing of this woman’s 

condition may have happened in secret, but he wants 

everyone to know about her new life. 

 Jesus wants us all to publicly express our faith in 

him. If we are not willing to do so, then we should 

consider whether we genuinely believe in him. 

Matthew 10:32-33 tells us that he said, 

So everyone who acknowledges me before 

men, I also will acknowledge before my 

Father who is in heaven, but whoever denies 

me before men, I also will deny before my 

Father who is in heaven. 

When you believe, you cannot simply hide in the crowd 

and keep your faith secret. Genuine faith is public. 
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Faith is sometimes described as a leap into the great 

unknown. But Hebrews 12:1 envisions it as a race—not 

a sprint, but a life-long test of endurance. Leaps and 

sprints make for exciting moments, but enthusiasm 

wears off in a marathon. To finish the course, runners 

must overcome times of boredom and pain. They must 

keep plodding forward, even when everything within 

them tells them to give up. Genuine faith is marked by 

that kind of persistence. 

Jairus has taken the leap in asking Jesus to come 

heal his daughter, but his faith is tested. The crowd 

slows their progress, and then this whole situation with 
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the woman happens. Jairus must be growing impatient 

with these delays, but circumstances become even 

harder. Luke 8:49-53 tells us, 

While he was still speaking, someone from 

the ruler's house came and said, "Your 

daughter is dead; do not trouble the Teacher 

any more." But Jesus on hearing this 

answered him, "Do not fear; only believe, 

and she will be well." And when he came to 

the house, he allowed no one to enter with 

him, except Peter and John and James, and 

the father and mother of the child. And all 

were weeping and mourning for her, but he 

said, "Do not weep, for she is not dead but 

sleeping." And they laughed at him, knowing 

that she was dead. 

Jairus’ faith encounters several obstacles. If he has 

not heard about Jesus raising the widow’s son in Nain, 

then it would seem too late for Jesus to heal his 

daughter. His friend tells him to stop troubling Jesus.  

His words suggest that Jairus is annoying him. Why 

should Jesus waste his precious time, if the girl is 

already dead? Thankfully, Jesus encourages him to not 

be afraid but to keep believing. Finally, Jairus faces the 

mockery of people at his home who are already 
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mourning. When Jesus says that the girl is sleeping, 

they all laugh at him. 

Everyone who believes in Jesus faces the same 

kinds of obstacles. We trust Jesus to do the 

impossible—to raise us from the dead and give us 

eternal life. But friends and family tell us to stop 

wasting our time. Why bother with praying, reading the 

Bible, or gathering with other believers? Why bother 

resisting temptation? The crowd laughs at us and 

mocks us. They think faith in Christ is ridiculous.   

The author of the letter to the Hebrews encourages 

us to persevere. In the eleventh chapter of his letter, he 

lists several people from the Old Testament: Abel, 

Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, 

Moses, Rahab. He talks about all the opposition and 

trials that they faced, but in verse 39 he says, “And all 

these, though commended through their faith, did not 

receive what was promised.” But in the first two verses 

of chapter 12 he says,  

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so 

great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside 

every weight, and sin which clings so closely, 

and let us run with endurance the race that is 

set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder 
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and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that 

was set before him endured the cross, 

despising the shame, and is seated at the 

right hand of the throne of God. 

Jairus does not have to wait long for his faith in 

Jesus’ healing power to be rewarded. The obstacles he 

faces are brief, but they give us a glimpse of the 

persistence that marks genuine faith. The author of 

Hebrews reminds us that we are not the first to face 

opposition and difficulty. Jesus faced the mocking and 

hostility of the crowd and the physical suffering of the 

cross. He did it to pay the price for our sins, but also to 

set an example for us. To persevere in believing we 

must keep our eyes on him. Genuine faith is persistent. 
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When the crowd believes (and some of them do), 

they approach faith like a fountain. It bubbles up with 

one super spiritual person and then spills over to 

people at lower levels. The Catholic church formalizes 

this concept by claiming that God’s grace is distributed 

to people from Rome through priests in the 

sacraments. Protestants can slip into the same way of 

thinking by lining up in tribes under celebrity pastors. 

We act as if those individuals have closer access to God 

than any normal person can have. But these 

hierarchical structures contradict the fundamental 

New Testament idea that every believer has direct 
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access to God the Father through Jesus Christ and the 

Holy Spirit. Genuine faith is personal. 

This principle comes into focus as Jesus raises 

Jairus’ daughter from the dead. Luke 8:54-56 says, 

But taking her by the hand he called, saying, 

"Child, arise." And her spirit returned, and 

she got up at once. And he directed that 

something should be given her to eat. And 

her parents were amazed, but he charged 

them to tell no one what had happened. 

Some might claim that this miracle supports the 

trickle-down idea of faith. Back up in verse 51, we read 

that Jesus only allows Peter, John, and James to 

accompany him into the room with Jairus’s daughter. 

Jesus also chooses the same three men to be present at 

his Transfiguration (Luke 9:28 ff.) and the night before 

his crucifixion as he prays in the garden of Gethsemane 

(Mark 14:32 ff.). So, you could argue that he gives these 

men special knowledge to exalt them over others in the 

church. Of course, the presence of Jairus and his wife 

in this moment undermines this line of thinking. 

Jesus relates to this girl and her parents in a very 

personal way. He does not turn the miracle into a 

spectacle to silence the scoffers. He shuts out the crowd 
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and most of his disciples. He probably includes Peter, 

John, and James as witnesses. He takes the girl by the 

hand and speaks directly to her. As life is restored to 

her body, he directs them to get her something to eat. 

He tenderly cares for her as an individual. 

But the most surprising part of the story comes in 

verse 56 as he charges them to tell no one. Jesus may 

have two motives for making this restriction. First, the 

crowd was getting out of control. John 6:15 tells us that 

many people want to force him to begin ruling as king. 

The news of him raising this girl from the dead would 

only fuel that fire. Those people want a political leader 

for their country, not a spiritual savior for the 

individual.  So, working in secret helps Jesus maintain 

his call for the crowds to respond in personal faith 

rather than being swept up in a political movement. 

Jesus articulates this focus on personal faith in his 

conversation with Nicodemus recorded in John 3. The 

Jews expected that their nationality insured them a 

place in God’s kingdom, but verse 3 tells us, “Jesus 

answered him, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is 

born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.’” He will 

return to reign at some point, but no one will be 
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allowed to enter his kingdom unless they have been 

born again. People must personally believe in Christ. 

Verse 16 tells us that Jesus says, “For God so loved the 

world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes 

in him should not perish but have eternal life.” 

Getting back to Luke 8—Jesus may also forbid 

Jairus and his family from telling anyone for their own 

sake. This miracle would no doubt inspire them to 

speak up for Jesus, but their support for him would 

make them a target for those who oppose him. We see 

this problem later when Jesus raises Lazarus from the 

dead. John 12:10 tells us that the chief priests want to 

put Lazarus to death along with Jesus. Can you imagine 

what life would be like for a twelve-year old girl caught 

in the middle of such conflict? By working in secret, 

Jesus spares her and her family from facing this kind 

of hostility. He allows them to live a life of simple faith 

apart from the crowd. 

If your goal is to gather a crowd, then the silence of 

this family seems like a wasted opportunity. Many 

church leaders today aspire to cast vision and lead 

great movements, but they often treat individual 

Christians like pawns in a game. We need to recognize 
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that God has unique plans for the life of every believer. 

In Ephesians 2:10, Paul tells us, “For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk 

in them.” The life of faith begins with a personal 

response to Christ and continues through a personal 

walk with him. 

The story of these two miracles brings us full circle 

in our study of the seventh and eighth chapters of 

Luke’s Gospel. We began chapter 7 with Jesus healing 

the centurion’s servant and raising the widow’s son. 

We conclude chapter 8 with Jesus healing a woman 

and raising the daughter of Jairus. Along the way, Luke 

has shown us one surprising encounter with Jesus after 

another. In each case, Jesus is not who the crowd 

expects him to be. So, it seems fitting to conclude by 

talking about a faith that stands apart from the crowd, 

since Jesus stands apart from the crowd.  

As he works in secret here we learn that genuine 

faith is desperate, public, persistent and private. Are 

you desperate? Do you recognize that apart from Christ 
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you are hanging by a thread? If you have never done so, 

I urge you to cry out to him for salvation. You can read 

more about his invitation to salvation in John 3.  

If you are a believer, are you feeling the opposition? 

We encounter it from Satan, from the world, and even 

from our own heart. Whatever challenges you face, 

would you recommit yourself to persevering? Keep 

running the race. Keep your eyes fixed on Christ.  

As we have seen, genuine faith is both personal and 

public. Do people know of your faith? Are you hiding 

it? You do not need to conform to anyone’s agenda or 

expectations, but are you open about trusting in 

Christ? Do you know someone who needs to hear about 

his salvation? Don’t hesitate to tell them. 

May God give us a faith that stands apart from the 

crowd. 
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1. Do you have a sense of desperation about your 

faith? Why or why not?  

 

 

 

2. What opportunities do you have to tell others about 

your faith in Christ? How could you take better 

advantage of those? 

 

 

 

3. What are some of the biggest obstacles you face in 

believing in Jesus? What truths can help you 

persevere? 
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