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Introduction 
Our Root Problem 

Some kids love Band-Aids. When they scrape their 

knees or get a shot, they think that those sticky little 

strips relieve the pain, particularly when cartoon 

characters are printed on them. But when you get 

older, you realize that some wounds are far too serious 

to be cured by a little bandage. We expect medical 

treatments to address our real problems. We would 

accuse a doctor of malpractice for handing out Band-

aids to people who need major surgery. 

But in other parts of life we often settle for Band-

Aid solutions to our deepest problems. We cope with 



THE KING WE NEED 
 

— 2 — 

emotional struggles, but never find real solutions. We 

defuse conflicts but never arrive at true peace in our 

world or even in our homes. We minimize the 

discomfort of aging and death without ever learning 

how to stop it. These are superficial answers that ignore 

the root problem of life. 

Our problem is that we live in a fallen world. Our 

ancestors rebelled against our Creator, and we follow 

in their footsteps. So, every day we experience the 

painful consequences of those choices. We need a 

Savior to rescue us, a mighty king to bring everything 

back into line with God’s design. The New Testament 

identifies Jesus as that Savior-King who will one day 

return to earth. In 1 Corinthians 15:25-26, Paul 

explains, “For he must reign until he has put all his 

enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed 

is death.” 

Jesus often spoke about authority and the kingdom 

of God during his earthly ministry, and these issues 

come into sharp focus during the week before his 

crucifixion. Luke’s Gospel tells us that he enters 

Jerusalem to cries of “Blessed is the King!” But the 

Jewish leaders resist him and test his authority until 
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they finally work out a way to put him to death. As we 

study the tense conversations from this week in Luke 

19-21, we find that Jesus clearly demonstrates himself 

to be the king we need.  

I pray that God will use this study to renew and 

strengthen our faith in the power and authority of our 

Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
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Chapter 1 
Pursuing Peace 

(Luke 19:28-44) 
People pursue peace in a variety of ways. Some 

empty their minds through some form of meditation. 

Others turn to medication whether prescribed, over the 

counter, or illegal. But most of us exert our will to 

control circumstances and people. At most, all we 

achieve through such efforts is a momentary bubble of 

isolation from the tumult of our world that is easily 

popped. 

The Bible teaches us to draw peace here and now 

from the promise of an ultimate peace to come. In 
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Psalm 37:10-11, David looks ahead and says, “In just a 

little while, the wicked will be no more; though you 

look carefully at his place, he will not be there. But the 

meek shall inherit the land and delight themselves in 

abundant peace.” But how should this hope shape our 

lives? 

Jesus sets a powerful example for us as he enters 

Jerusalem on the day we often call “Palm Sunday.” His 

circumstances are anything but peaceful. His people 

are suffering under the oppressive rule of the Roman 

Empire. The animosity of the Jewish leaders toward 

him is reaching fever pitch. The crowds and even his 

own disciples misunderstand what he has come to do. 

Yet we refer to this event as his Triumphal Entry. As 

Luke relates the story in Luke 19:28-44, we see that 

Jesus demonstrates three characteristics that lead us to 

true peace. 

Jesus is unlike any earthly king. The way he behaves 

in this story attracts us to him and compels us to 

receive him as our king. But he also shows us how to 

live as we wait for him to return. So, I pray that these 

characteristics will become part of who we are. 
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Characteristic 1: Determined Humility 

You could contrive all sorts of ways to impress 

people as you arrive somewhere. You could roll up in 

an expensive sports car, wear the latest fashions, and 

surround yourself with an entourage of influential 

people. But Jesus enters Jerusalem in an entirely 

different way. He rides into town on a borrowed 

donkey with his motley crew of disciples. He 

demonstrates a determined humility. 

Luke picks up the story from Jericho where Jesus 

has just healed a blind man and dined with Zacchaeus, 

the short but notorious chief tax collector who just 

became a disciple. Luke 19:28-36 tells us, 



THE KING WE NEED 
 

— 8 — 

28And when he had said these things, he went 

on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. 29When he 

drew near to Bethphage and Bethany, at the 

mount that is called Olivet, he sent two of the 

disciples, 30saying, “Go into the village in 

front of you, where on entering you will find 

a colt tied, on which no one has ever yet sat. 

Untie it and bring it here. 31If anyone asks 

you, ‘Why are you untying it?’ you shall say 

this: ‘The Lord has need of it.’” 32So those 

who were sent went away and found it just as 

he had told them. 33And as they were untying 

the colt, its owners said to them, “Why are 

you untying the colt?” 34And they said, “The 

Lord has need of it.” 35And they brought it to 

Jesus, and throwing their cloaks on the colt, 

they set Jesus on it. 36And as he rode along, 

they spread their cloaks on the road. 

Why does Luke include so many details about how 

they acquire this colt? Matthew adds that it is the colt 

of a donkey, and that the mother is brought along with 

it. Some say that these details demonstrate that Jesus 

as the Son of God is sovereign and all-knowing. But it’s 

also possible that he simply makes arrangements 

ahead of time. Matthew, Mark, and John tell us that 

Jesus spends the evening at the home of Mary, Martha, 
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and Lazarus in Bethany. Since Bethphage was near 

Bethany, he has the opportunity to set this up. 

So, I think Luke includes these details to show the 

poverty of Jesus. Earthly kings impress people with 

their wealth and power, but Jesus does not even have a 

donkey to ride. He borrows one, relying upon the 

support of some anonymous people. He has no fancy 

saddle or red carpet, just the dusty cloaks of his 

followers. All the resources of heaven and earth are 

rightfully his, but he chooses to humbly identify with 

common people.  

This intentional display of humility is just one step 

along his way from heaven to the cross. Paul describes 

his entire journey in Philippians 2:6-8, by saying, 

who, though he was in the form of God, did 

not count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the 

form of a servant, being born in the likeness 

of men. And being found in human form, he 

humbled himself by becoming obedient to 

the point of death, even death on a cross. 

But what is the goal of his humiliating death? The 

cross makes it possible for us to find peace with God. 

In Colossians 1:19-22, Paul explains, 
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For in him all the fullness of God was pleased 

to dwell, and through him to reconcile to 

himself all things, whether on earth or in 

heaven, making peace by the blood of his 

cross. And you, who once were alienated and 

hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now 

reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, 

in order to present you holy and blameless 

and above reproach before him. 

All our efforts to find internal peace are futile unless 

we are first reconciled to God. We must choose the path 

of humility. We must acknowledge our sins and confess 

them to him. We must rely solely upon the generosity 

of his saving grace. We must believe in the saving 

power of the death and resurrection of Jesus. Then we 

must display that humility and peace in how we relate 

to others. In Philippians 2:3-5, Paul introduces his 

description of Christ’s humility by saying, 

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, 

but in humility count others more significant 

than yourselves. Let each of you look not only 

to his own interests, but also to the interests 

of others. Have this mind among yourselves, 

which is yours in Christ Jesus. 
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True peace flows from determined humility. Are 

you willing to believe and follow the humility of Jesus?  
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Characteristic 2: Confident Celebration 

When I see a palm branch, I imagine relaxing on a 

beach in some tropical location, but the Jewish people 

at the time of Jesus made an entirely different 

connection. Each fall they would gather branches to 

celebrate Sukkot, the Feast of Booths. They would 

camp out in simple shelters for a week to 

commemorate how God provided for their ancestors in 

the wilderness and led them into the Promised Land 

(Lev 23:39-43). The opposition and hardship they 

faced from the Romans, undoubtedly made them long 

for the fulfillment of prophecies of everlasting peace in 

the Promised Land.  
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But as Jesus enters Jerusalem it is spring not fall. 

They are celebrating a different festival, the Passover, 

which commemorates the rescue of their ancestors 

from Egypt. When God brought the plague killing first 

born sons throughout Egypt, he passed over the homes 

of those who had sacrificed a lamb and spread its blood 

on their door post. The people do not realize that Jesus 

is the true Passover lamb, but many hope that he is the 

king that will lead them into that everlasting peace. So, 

many of them pick up palm branches to celebrate as 

they head toward Jerusalem.  

Luke does not mention the palm branches in his 

account, but he clearly captures the spirit of the crowd 

and of Jesus. He demonstrates the characteristic of 

confident celebration. Luke 19:37-40 tells us,  

37As he was drawing near—already on the 

way down the Mount of Olives—the whole 

multitude of his disciples began to rejoice 

and praise God with a loud voice for all the 

mighty works that they had seen, 38saying, 

“Blessed is the King who comes in the name 

of the Lord! Peace in heaven and glory in the 

highest!” 39And some of the Pharisees in the 

crowd said to him, “Teacher, rebuke your 



THE KING WE NEED 
 

— 14 — 

disciples.” 40He answered, “I tell you, if these 

were silent, the very stones would cry out.” 

Seeing Jesus riding on a donkey prompts the 

disciples to hail him as king. Perhaps they remember 

how King David designated Solomon as his successor 

by having him ride his personal mule to a public 

anointing ceremony (1 Ki 1:32-40). They may also be 

thinking of the prophecy recorded in Zechariah 9:9-10, 

which says, 

Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout 

aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, 

your king is coming to you; righteous and 

having salvation is he, humble and mounted 

on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey. I 

will cut off the chariot from Ephraim and the 

war horse from Jerusalem; and the battle 

bow shall be cut off, and he shall speak peace 

to the nations; his rule shall be from sea to 

sea, and from the River to the ends of the 

earth. 

The disciples expect that both parts of the prophecy 

are being fulfilled. They joyfully shout, “Peace in 

heaven and glory in the highest.” The king is making 

his humble entrance, so they assume that his 

worldwide rule is about to begin. But the prophets are 
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not always clear about the timing of their prophecies. 

Even though Jesus has just told the disciples a parable 

about a king going away to receive his kingdom, they 

still do not realize that there will be a gap. 

Yet the disciples are not wrong to rejoice. Their 

faith is not misplaced. In fact, when the Pharisees tell 

Jesus to rebuke them, he defends their celebration. 

They probably fear that this celebration will provoke a 

conflict with the Romans, but Jesus says that if they are 

silent, the stones will cry out. With these words, he is 

probably alluding to Isaiah 55:11-12, which says, 

so shall my word be that goes out from my 

mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it 

shall accomplish that which I purpose, and 

shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it. 

For you shall go out in joy and be led forth in 

peace; the mountains and the hills before you 

shall break forth into singing, and all the 

trees of the field shall clap their hands.  

Jesus is completely confident that God’s promises 

of peace will ultimately be fulfilled. He does not waiver 

in the face of opposition, and we should reflect the 

same attitude of confident celebration. In Philippians 

1:27-28, Paul tells the believers in Philippi, 
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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, and not frightened in anything by 

your opponents. This is a clear sign to them 

of their destruction, but of your salvation, 

and that from God. 

We live in a society that thrives on fear. Politicians, 

activists, reporters, doctors, salesmen, teachers, and 

even pastors provoke people’s fears to move them to 

action. Many parents use it as their primary parenting 

strategy. But as followers of Christ we should be 

characterized by the confident celebration of the hope 

of peace. We should pray as Paul does in Romans 15:13, 

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in 

believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you 

may abound in hope.” 
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Characteristic 3: Farsighted Compassion 

Many pictures we see of the Old City of Jerusalem 

are taken from the Mount of Olives. Its summit is less 

than a mile away and rises to about 300 feet above the 

city, so it presents a spectacular view. Today the gold-

domed Al-Aqsa Mosque is located where the Jewish 

Temple once stood. Nevertheless, we can still imagine 

what an incredible sight the city must have been in 

ancient times. 

As Jesus sees the city from the Mount of Olives 

during his Triumphal Entry, he demonstrates a 

compassion that only comes from being farsighted, not 

physically but spiritually. He could have been 
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frustrated by the shortsighted naivety of his disciples, 

angered by the stubborn opposition of the Pharisees, or 

shaken by the suffering that awaits him in a few days. 

But Luke 19:41-44 tells us, 

41And when he drew near and saw the city, he 

wept over it, 42saying, “Would that you, even 

you, had known on this day the things that 

make for peace! But now they are hidden 

from your eyes. 43For the days will come 

upon you, when your enemies will set up a 

barricade around you and surround you and 

hem you in on every side 44and tear you down 

to the ground, you and your children within 

you. And they will not leave one stone upon 

another in you, because you did not know the 

time of your visitation.” 

The King of Peace is entering his capital, but he 

knows that they will not receive him. He looks ahead 

and foresees the destruction of the city at the hands of 

her enemies. As he says in verse 44, this judgment will 

come about because they did not recognize this visit 

from their king. Many say that he is referring to the 

Roman siege that happens in AD 70. But he might be 

thinking of Zechariah 14 which foretells a terrible end 



Pursuing Peace (Luke 19:28-44) 

 

— 19 — 

times battle in which all the nations gather against 

Jerusalem. 

Whichever event he sees in this moment, it moves 

him to tears. The disciples are celebrating all around 

him, but he is weeping over the consequences people 

will face for rejecting him. He does not want people to 

suffer this fate. This is the same attitude we see when 

he asks his heavenly Father to forgive the men who are 

crucifying him (Lu 23:34). He wants them to know the 

things that make for peace—namely, humble 

repentance and reconciliation with God. Peter 

describes his heart in 2 Peter 3:9, by saying, “The Lord 

is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count 

slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that 

any should perish, but that all should reach 

repentance.” 

Jesus wants all his followers to reflect the same 

compassion. Matthew 5:43-44 tells us that during his 

Sermon on the Mount he says, “You have heard that it 

was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your 

enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray 

for those who persecute you.” 
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We should bear in mind the reality that people will 

face God’s judgment, and we should care deeply about 

what awaits them in eternity. We should earnestly pray 

for them and seek opportunities to lovingly 

communicate how they can have peace with God. If 

someone antagonizes us and blasphemes the name of 

Christ, we should pray more. We need to imitate the 

farsighted compassion of Christ. 

Conclusion 

Jesus enters Jerusalem seeking true peace. He is 

the king we need! He demonstrates determined 

humility, confident celebration, and farsighted 

compassion. He is the Savior-King who leads us to 

peace with God, and he wants us to reflect the same 

characteristics in our lives. 

Have you been reconciled with God? Do you have 

peace with him through faith in Christ? If not, I urge 

you to humbly turn to him today. Confess your sin and 

believe in Christ’s power to save. If you are seeking to 

understand that saving power, I encourage you to make 

the time to read Colossians 1. Don’t miss the 
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opportunity to learn the things that make for true 

peace. 

If you have been reconciled with God, do you reflect 

these characteristics? Is there one on which you need 

to focus? What could you do to practice that 

characteristic this week? Are you facing a situation at 

home, work, or school in which you need to better 

reflect the character of Christ?  Is there someone in 

your life who needs to hear the offer of God’s peace? 

May we be known as people who are filled with 

God’s peace! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What are some superficial attempts you have used 

to find peace? 

 

 

 

2. On which of these characteristics do you most need 

to focus? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What are some practical steps that you could take 

this week to cultivate that characteristic in your 

life? 

 

 



Overcoming Evil (Luke 19:45-20:8) 

 

— 23 — 

Chapter 2 

Overcoming Evil 
(Luke 19:45-20:8) 

I wanted a pet when I was growing up, but I suffered 

from a lot of allergy problems. So, my parents got me a 

goldfish. Some pets perform tricks. Others can be 

affectionate companions. But a goldfish cannot do any 

of that. It just swims around in circles. It’s hard to 

develop an attachment. It does not interact. It rarely 

notices you. Does it even realize it’s wet? Does it know 

if its water gets polluted? To me it seems more like a 

decoration than a pet, but some people love having 

them. 
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Thankfully, we exist on an entirely different level 

from a goldfish or any other animal. Genesis 1 tells us 

that we are made in the image and likeness of God. He 

has given us the capacity to gain knowledge, build 

relationships, and exercise moral judgment. But if 

we’re not careful, we can begin to neglect that moral 

capacity. We act like goldfish swimming around in a 

polluted culture. We become numb. Evil just seems 

normal, even acceptable. Paul alerts Christians to this 

danger in Romans 12:2 and says,  

Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, 

that by testing you may discern what is the 

will of God, what is good and acceptable and 

perfect. 

Our minds need to be renewed by God’s Word and 

His Spirit, but what then? Should we run and hide from 

the world? Should we angrily denounce ungodliness? 

In Romans 12:21, Paul says, “Do not be overcome by 

evil, but overcome evil with good.” How do we become 

that sort of person? We must grow to be more and more 

like Jesus our righteous king. 
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After his Triumphal Entry, Jesus encounters the 

sinful attitudes and practices that have become 

entrenched in Jerusalem. In Luke 19:45-20:8, he uses 

four tactics to overcome evil. As we consider his actions 

so long ago, we find that the same efforts are needed 

today in our society, in churches, and, most 

importantly, in our own hearts. Our king provides us 

with an example to follow.  

May God use this passage to transform us today! 
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Tactic 1: Chase Away Greed 

From a distance, seagulls seem impressive as they 

skim the surface of oceans and lakes. But the closer 

they get, the more obnoxious they can be. They squawk 

for food relentlessly. If you give them the smallest 

crumb, they become aggressive. They might try to steal 

it right out of your hand. The only way to deal with 

them is to chase them away. 

Greed is like that too. From a distance it may seem 

glamorous, but it’s obnoxious up close. It relentlessly 

pecks at our hearts. If you give it an inch, it aggressively 

takes over life, family, society, and even religion. It 

must be chased away.  
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Jesus uses this tactic as he observes evidence of 

greed in the Jewish temple. Luke 19:45-46 tells us, 

45And he entered the temple and began to 

drive out those who sold, 46saying to them, “It 

is written, ‘My house shall be a house of 

prayer,’ but you have made it a den of 

robbers.” 

This is not the first time Jesus has done this. In his 

Gospel, John tells us that he did the same thing at the 

beginning of his public ministry three years earlier 

(John 2:13-22). He explains that there are two types of 

transactions taking place. First, every Jewish man over 

the age of 20 paid a temple tax, and the Jewish leaders 

required a certain coinage, a Tyrian stater. So, 

moneychangers are there to exchange whatever coins 

that people bring with them for the correct one. 

Second, the Jewish law required worshipers to present 

animal sacrifices. But many people come from far 

away, and it is difficult to bring their own animals. So, 

merchants sell oxen, sheep, and pigeons. 

What is wrong with these business dealings? Jesus 

draws upon two Old Testament passages. First, he 

quotes from Isaiah 56:6-7, which says,  
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And the foreigners who join themselves to 

the LORD, to minister to him, to love the 

name of the LORD, and to be his servants, 

everyone who keeps the Sabbath and does 

not profane it, and holds fast my covenant—

these I will bring to my holy mountain, and 

make them joyful in my house of prayer; 

their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will 

be accepted on my altar; for my house shall 

be called a house of prayer for all peoples. 

Isaiah’s prophecy sees the Jewish Temple as a tool 

to draw people to God. At its dedication, Solomon 

prays that it would serve this function (1 Ki 8). For this 

reason, it includes a court of the Gentiles, but that is 

where these merchants are doing their business. 

Anyone who comes there to pray will be drowned out 

by clanking coins, bleating sheep, and cooing pigeons. 

Business is undermining worship. 

Jesus also alludes to Jeremiah 7:9-11, which says, 

Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, 

swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go 

after other gods that you have not known, 

and then come and stand before me in this 

house, which is called by my name, and say, 

‘We are delivered!’—only to go on doing all 

these abominations? Has this house, which is 
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called by my name, become a den of robbers 

in your eyes? Behold, I myself have seen it, 

declares the LORD. 

God uses Jeremiah to confront the people of his 

day, around 600 years before the time of Christ. They 

openly disobey God’s commands, but then excuse their 

behavior because they follow the Old Testament 

ceremonies. They are like robbers hiding out in the 

Temple, assuming that God cannot see or does not care 

about what’s really going on in their lives.  

Jesus probably refers to this passage because the 

merchants and the Jewish leaders are exploiting 

worshipers. The moneychangers could be using an 

unfair exchange rate. The animal sellers could be 

marking up their prices. For a cut of the profit, the 

priests could even say that other animals are blemished 

and unacceptable, so that worshipers are forced to buy 

the expensive ones. Plus, the high priest could be 

taking a percentage of every transaction. 

These greedy actions deeply offend Jesus. Matthew 

and Mark tell us that he starts flipping over tables. We 

can’t help but cheer for his zeal. This is the righteous 

king we need! But there’s a problem. We don’t worship 
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at a Jewish temple today, but Paul speaks of the church 

and even individual believers as the temple of the Holy 

Spirit. In 1 Corinthians 3:16, he says, “Do you not know 

that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells 

in you?” 

Our lives should be devoted to the worship of God. 

We are his tool to draw people to himself. But does our 

pursuit of wealth interfere with that? Do we work for 

money or for the Lord? Are we honest, fair, and 

generous? Do business concerns outweigh worship and 

outreach in the church? We should welcome Christ to 

chase away the greed from our hearts.  
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Tactic 2: Teach Truth Amidst Hatred 

Pressure is part of life. Our atmosphere presses 

down on us, rising and dropping with the weather. 

Previous generations relied on steam pressure to 

power locomotives. But we also feel pressure on an 

emotional level. We find it difficult to respond well 

when there is tension in our relationships with people. 

Our temperature seems to rise. We can become 

impatient, unkind, irritated, angry, and even hostile. 

But what about Jesus? Is he losing his temper as he 

drives the merchants out of the temple? No, he 

demonstrates a perfectly righteous anger. He is never 

out of control. In fact, his composure becomes clear in 
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his subsequent behavior. He overcomes evil by 

teaching truth amidst hatred. Luke 19:47-48 tells us, 

47And he was teaching daily in the temple. 

The chief priests and the scribes and the 

principal men of the people were seeking to 

destroy him, 48but they did not find anything 

they could do, for all the people were hanging 

on his words. 

He is fully aware of the animosity of the Jewish 

leaders. They are scheming, looking for the right 

opportunity to have him executed. In the face of such 

hostility, most of us would lash out. We would take 

advantage of the moment to turn the crowd against 

them. But Jesus does not rant against them or threaten 

them. He patiently gives methodical instruction. He 

teaches gospel truth. 

We must follow Christ’s example by handling anger 

as he does. If we give ourselves over to our emotions, 

we inevitably head down the same path that the Jewish 

leaders are on. We may not go as far as they do, but 

unchecked anger fuels hatred that leads to hostile 

words and actions. The king of righteousness must rule 

our passion, so, in Ephesians 4:26-27, Paul writes, “Be 
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angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on 

your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil.” 

Yet we must go beyond simply restraining 

ourselves. We must follow Christ’s example of 

teaching. Even when someone hates us, we should care 

about them enough to explain the saving truths of the 

gospel. In 2 Timothy 2:24-26, Paul writes, 

And the Lord's servant must not be 

quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to 

teach, patiently enduring evil, correcting his 

opponents with gentleness. God may 

perhaps grant them repentance leading to a 

knowledge of the truth, and they may come 

to their senses and escape from the snare of 

the devil, after being captured by him to do 

his will.  

Paul reminds us that we live on a spiritual 

battleground. The devil ensnares everyone and blinds 

them to the truth. No one can break free apart from 

God’s intervention. If you are saved, you are then 

responsible to carry out the mission of our king. We 

must be kind and patient as he is. We must endure 

disrespect and even hostility, believing that God can 

open their eyes. We must teach truth amidst hatred.  
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Tactic 3: Expose Legalism 

My wife and I encountered a crisis in our first year 

of marriage. She purchased vegetarian sausage! She 

cooked it up for breakfast on a Saturday morning. It 

looked like sausage, sizzled like sausage, and smelled 

like sausage. But as soon as I bit into it, I immediately 

realized that it was not the real thing. She claims that it 

was an accident, but I still have my doubts. 

Legalism is sort of like vegetarian sausage. It’s the 

foolish belief that you can save yourself by obeying 

God’s law. But people who reject that belief can still 

succumb to a legalistic spirit. We can never truly obey, 

because we are all born with a sinful nature. So, 
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legalists find ways to give the outward appearance of 

obedience, while ignoring the heart. They even add 

extra rules to God’s commands to make themselves 

seem more righteous. They look spiritual and sound 

spiritual, but it’s not the real thing. You are free to like 

vegetarian sausage, but legalism is evil because it 

undermines the good news that we are saved by grace 

through faith in Christ. 

Jesus repeatedly exposes the evil of legalism. He is 

often very direct, but in Luke 20:1-4, he does it in such 

a subtle way, that you might miss it. Luke tells us, 

1One day, as Jesus was teaching the people in 

the temple and preaching the gospel, the 

chief priests and the scribes with the elders 

came up 2and said to him, “Tell us by what 

authority you do these things, or who it is 

that gave you this authority.” 3He answered 

them, “I also will ask you a question. Now tell 

me, 4was the baptism of John from heaven or 

from man?” 

You might assume that the Jewish leaders are 

asking a sincere question. But the problem is that by 

this point Jesus has furnished abundant proof of his 

divine authority through the miracles he has 
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performed for the past three years. Even apart from his 

miracles, his teaching and his actions are firmly 

grounded in Old Testament teaching. Nevertheless, the 

Jewish leaders are trying to disqualify him because he 

stands outside of their authority structure.  He does not 

follow their rules and is not a disciple of their accepted 

rabbinical schools. They present themselves as if they 

are conducting a formal inquiry for the good of the 

Jewish people, but within days it becomes clear that 

they are motivated by jealousy. 

Even today, legalists often hide behind this kind of 

formality. It contributes to the appearance of 

spirituality. In 2 Timothy 3:2-5 Paul warns Timothy 

about the presence of such people in the church. He 

says, 

For people will be lovers of self, lovers of 

money, proud, arrogant, abusive, 

disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, 

unholy, heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, 

without self-control, brutal, not loving good, 

treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, 

lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, 

having the appearance of godliness, but 

denying its power. Avoid such people. 



Overcoming Evil (Luke 19:45-20:8) 

 

— 37 — 

Jesus exposes the powerless legalism of the Jewish 

leaders by reminding them of John the Baptist. John 

also came from outside of their authority structure. So, 

in verse 4, Jesus asks these men a straightforward 

question, “Was the baptism of John from heaven or 

from men?” We will see in a moment, that they 

consider his question to be a wily political move. They 

think Jesus is playing their game, but I think that he is 

genuinely appealing to them here. John exposed their 

hypocrisy. Matthew 3:7-8 tells us, 

But when he saw many of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to 

them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you 

to flee from the wrath to come? Bear fruit in 

keeping with repentance.” 

Our deceptive hearts always pull us toward 

legalism, but we must not settle for outward 

conformity with God’s commands. When you believe in 

Christ, you must pursue the fruit of repentance, 

genuine heart change. For spiritual growth to occur, we 

must keep coming to him to have our sinful motives 

exposed, and we must keep repenting as we rely upon 

his saving grace. 
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Tactic 4: Dismiss Dishonesty 

One of the reasons behind vegetarian sausage is 

that pigs are not the most discerning eaters. They are 

living, breathing garbage disposals on four legs. Their 

dietary habits may be one of the reasons that they are 

listed as unclean in the dietary rules for Israel in the 

Old Testament Law (Lev 11:7; Deut 14:8). But in his 

Sermon on the Mount, Jesus uses pigs to make a 

shocking statement. Matthew 7:6 tells us that he says, 

“Do not give dogs what is holy, and do not throw your 

pearls before pigs, lest they trample them underfoot 

and turn to attack you.” 
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At that point in the sermon, Jesus is talking about 

helping one another overcome sin. He talks about 

removing the log from your own eye, so that you can 

help your brother. But in this verse, he argues that 

some people are beyond help. He likens them to dogs—

not cuddly pets, but filthy, disease-ridden mongrels. 

He says they are like unclean wild pigs that will run 

someone down. It’s a waste to give them pearls of holy 

truth, because they will only use it against you. 

Jesus demonstrates this response toward the 

Jewish leaders in Luke 20:5-8. He simply dismisses 

them because of their dishonesty. Somehow Luke is 

able to tell us the thoughts that went through their 

minds after Jesus asks them about John the Baptist. He 

says, 

5And they discussed it with one another, 

saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say, 

‘Why did you not believe him?’ 6But if we say, 

‘From man,’ all the people will stone us to 

death, for they are convinced that John was 

a prophet.” 7So they answered that they did 

not know where it came from. 8And Jesus 

said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what 

authority I do these things.” 
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Their attempt to discredit Jesus has failed. They are 

not trying to learn the truth about Jesus or John. Their 

main concern is what the crowd will think. They are 

afraid to be honest and admit that they did not believe 

John. So, they lie and claim that they never arrived at a 

conclusion. They are a perfect example of the kind of 

person described in Proverbs 17:20. It says, “A man of 

crooked heart does not discover good, and one with a 

dishonest tongue falls into calamity.” 

To learn God’s truth requires honesty. We must 

allow it to probe the depths of our hearts. We must 

confess our sins to him. Then we must respond in 

obedience without any thought of whether people will 

approve. Proverbs 29:25 tells us, “The fear of man lays 

a snare, but whoever trusts in the LORD is safe.” 

Honesty is particularly important in our 

relationships with other believers. The gathering of the 

church is not a time to put on a show. Nothing is gained 

by pretending to be something that you are not. We 

cannot encourage or pray for one another, unless we 

are open. In Ephesians 4:25, Paul teaches us, 

“Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of 
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you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are 

members one of another.” 

As followers of Christ, we must stay focused on 

God’s truth. It must be central to who we are and how 

we interact. We don’t have time for people who are 

dishonest and playing games with it. 

Conclusion 

Jesus is the righteous king we need. He overcomes 

evil by chasing away greed, teaching truth amidst 

hatred, exposing legalism, and dismissing dishonesty. 

The few verses we have considered here highlight how 

far short we all fall. None of us would draw near to him 

apart from the grace of God.  

Perhaps he is opening your eyes and leading you to 

repentance today. If so, I encourage you to trust him. 

Don’t try to resist or play games with the truth. Humbly 

repent and believe in Jesus. Allow him to transform 

you by the renewal of your heart and mind. If you want 

to learn more about the kind of change he produces in 

us, I would encourage you to spend some time reading 

Ephesians 4.  
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If you’re a believer, is this transformation evident in 

your life? Are you growing in overcoming evil?  Do you 

need to apply one of Jesus’s tactics to yourself to 

address one of these sins? Be humble. Be honest and 

don’t fight alone.  You have God’s Word and his Spirit, 

but you also have the church. Seek support. Ask 

someone to pray for you about that issue. Ask them to 

challenge you from time to time. That openness may 

give you the opportunity to challenge a friend as well. 

Kindly speak the truth in love.  

May God transform us by his great power! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Which of the sins in this passage most often tempt 

you? How so? 

 

2. What can you take from the example of Jesus in this 

passage to overcome that temptation in your life? 

 

3. What steps should we take before challenging 

someone else about one of these sins? Consider 

Matthew 7:1-5 and Galatians 6:1-5. 
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Chapter 3 

The Ultimate Landlord 
(Luke 20:9-18) 

People say that a man’s house is his castle. Our 

culture places tremendous value on owning a home. 

We invest time and resources into building them, 

furnishing them, maintaining them, and protecting 

them. We watch home improvement shows and shop 

at home improvement stores. So, we easily become 

attached and very possessive, like rulers of our own 

little kingdoms. 

Having a nice place to live is a great blessing. But if 

you’re not careful, you can lose sight of a fundamental 



THE KING WE NEED 
 

— 44 — 

biblical truth. Everything belongs to God—your land, 

your house, your possessions, your family, and even 

your life. In Psalm 24:1-2, King David acknowledges 

God’s ownership by saying, “The earth is the LORD's 

and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell 

therein, for he has founded it upon the seas and 

established it upon the rivers.” God owns everything 

because he made everything. So, how should we relate 

to him?  

In the Parable of the Tenants recorded in Luke 

20:9-18, Jesus presents four reasons to relate to God as 

the ultimate landlord. As he enters Jerusalem, people 

cry “Blessed be the King!” He comes into the Temple 

and drives out the moneychangers and those selling 

sacrificial animals. So, the Jewish leaders question his 

authority. After silencing them, he turns to the people 

and tells this pointed, prophetic story. The Jewish 

leaders take it as a personal attack, and to some degree 

it is. Nevertheless, the principles of the parable apply 

to each of us. It prompts us to evaluate our whole 

conception of life. 
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Reason 1: He Deserves Fruit 

California is known for its vineyards. But those vast 

agricultural areas are a long way from where I grew up. 

We lived in a crowded suburb just 15 miles north of 

downtown Los Angeles. My grandparents, on the other 

hand, grew up in rural Arkansas and lived through the 

Great Depression. When they moved to Los Angeles, 

they still wanted to grow things. They planted a half 

dozen rows of corn, plus squash, tomatoes, carrots, 

onions, and watermelons. They loved spending their 

retirement years gardening in their little California 

backyard and enjoying its fruit. 
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Farming, if you can even call it that, was just a 

hobby for them, but for many people it’s a full-time 

occupation. In fact, when my grandparents lived in 

Arkansas, many people were tenant farmers. They 

worked the land but didn’t own it. They often paid rent 

by giving the landowner a share of their crops, and that 

same practice was used during the time of Jesus. He 

uses it to illustrate how God deserves fruit as the 

ultimate landlord. Luke 20:9-10 tells us, 

9And he began to tell the people this parable: 

“A man planted a vineyard and let it out to 

tenants and went into another country for a 

long while. 10When the time came, he sent a 

servant to the tenants, so that they would 

give him some of the fruit of the vineyard. 

But the tenants beat him and sent him away 

empty-handed. 

As the people listen to Jesus, they are probably 

reminded of a similar story from the Old Testament. 

Eight centuries earlier, God speaks of a vineyard 

through the prophet Isaiah. In fact, Matthew and Mark 

tell us that Jesus uses some of the exact same wording. 

Isaiah does not mention tenants, just a vineyard that 

fails to yield good fruit after much hard work by the 
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farmer. Isaiah 5:7 relates the point of the story by 

saying, “For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the 

house of Israel, and the men of Judah are his pleasant 

planting; and he looked for justice, but behold, 

bloodshed; for righteousness, but behold, an outcry!” 

God blessed the people of Israel. At the time of 

Moses, he rescued them from slavery in Egypt. He gave 

them his Law and led them into the promised land. So, 

he wanted them to respond by being obedient. He 

called them to be a holy nation that reflected his glory. 

As Isaiah says, he was looking for the fruit of 

righteousness and justice. So, this is not simply moral 

behavior. It is the worshipful response that God 

deserves. 

In his story, Jesus adds the extra element of tenant 

farmers. These are the people responsible for 

cultivating the vineyard. He probably has in mind the 

leaders of the Jewish people—priests, lawyers, 

teachers, and other influential people. They are 

supposed to guide the nation toward worshiping God. 

But instead of humbly giving God the glory that he 

deserves, they are more concerned about exalting 

themselves. 
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This focus on the people of Israel might lead us to 

conclude that the story does not apply to us, but that 

would be wrong. As the Creator and owner of all things, 

God deserves the fruit of praise and glory from every 

human being. But that kind of change will not come 

about in our lives, apart from a vital relationship with 

Jesus Christ. In fact, later in the week after telling this 

parable, he likens himself to a vine. John 15:5 tells us 

that he says, “I am the vine; you are the branches. 

Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears 

much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” 

Then in verse 8 he says, “By this my Father is glorified, 

that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my 

disciples.” 

Paul uses a similar analogy in Galatians 5:22-23. He 

describes the Holy Spirit’s work in the life of a believer 

by saying, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 

self-control; against such things there is no law.” Are 

these qualities growing in your life? Is God receiving 

the spiritual fruit that he deserves from you? We 

should relate to him as our landlord.  
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Reason 2: He Extends Grace 

Sometimes we speak of someone having a short 

fuse. It doesn’t take much to set them off. They are 

quick to explode with anger. Some landlords might 

react that way when someone is slow to pay their rent, 

but the ultimate landlord does not. He patiently 

extends grace. 

As Jesus continues the story in Luke 20:11-13, he 

tells how the landlord responds to tenants beating his 

servant and sending him away empty-handed. He says, 

11And he sent another servant. But they also 

beat and treated him shamefully, and sent 

him away empty-handed. 12And he sent yet a 

third. This one also they wounded and cast 
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out. 13Then the owner of the vineyard said, 

‘What shall I do? I will send my beloved son; 

perhaps they will respect him.’ 

In the history of Israel, we see this scenario play out 

through the Old Testament prophets. God established 

a steady succession of priests through the descendants 

of Aaron, and then of kings through the descendants of 

David. They were the tenant farmers responsible for 

Israel as God’s vineyard. But when the nation drifted 

into disobedience, God would raise up prophets to call 

them to repent and bear good fruit. In Jeremiah 7:25-

26, God describes their role by saying,  

From the day that your fathers came out of 

the land of Egypt to this day, I have 

persistently sent all my servants the prophets 

to them, day after day. Yet they did not listen 

to me or incline their ear, but stiffened their 

neck. They did worse than their fathers. 

People were rebelling against God, but they often 

leveled their hostility at his prophetic spokesmen. 

Hebrews 11:36-38 sums up their experience by saying, 

Others suffered mocking and flogging, and 

even chains and imprisonment. They were 

stoned, they were sawn in two, they were 
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killed with the sword. They went about in 

skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, 

mistreated—of whom the world was not 

worthy—wandering about in deserts and 

mountains, and in dens and caves of the 

earth. 

Yet God does not have a short fuse. He could have 

drawn the line at any moment, but he kept sending 

prophets to the people of Israel repeatedly, many more 

than the three servants Jesus mentions in his parable. 

Even though they often came with stern warnings, their 

ministry was an expression of God’s grace. In his 

patience, he keeps giving people opportunities to 

repent. 

After this track record, it seems shocking that he 

would send his Son. Jesus is the ultimate prophet. He 

perfectly represents God. Hebrews 1:1-2 describes his 

coming by saying, “Long ago, at many times and in 

many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 

but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, 

whom he appointed the heir of all things, through 

whom also he created the world.” 

Today, we have the privilege of having all this 

revelation from God available to us. We have Genesis 
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through Revelation translated into our language and 

easily accessible in print and online. In his grace, God 

still waits patiently, giving us the opportunity to 

respond. How have you responded? Do you welcome 

Jesus and his message of salvation? If so, do you serve 

him by relaying that message to others? When you 

serve God and relay his message, some people will still 

lash out at you, but we must continue to extend his 

grace.  



The Ultimate Landlord (Luke 20:9-18) 

 

— 53 — 

Reason 3: He Enforces Justice 

There’s only so much that a human landlord can do. 

Sometimes when you’re a tenant, you might not have 

the best neighbors. I once had a neighbor who chopped 

food loudly on a cutting board every night around 11 

p.m. That was a little annoying, but I have heard from 

others who had neighbors engaging in criminal 

activity. Their landlord had no other choice but to wait 

for the police to intervene. 

But as the ultimate landlord, God is able to enforce 

justice. As Jesus continues his parable in Luke 20:14-

16, he relates what happens to the landlord’s son. He 

says, 
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14But when the tenants saw him, they said to 

themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill him, 

so that the inheritance may be ours.’ 15And 

they threw him out of the vineyard and killed 

him. What then will the owner of the 

vineyard do to them? 16He will come and 

destroy those tenants and give the vineyard 

to others.” When they heard this, they said, 

“Surely not!” 

This part of the story foreshadows what happens to 

Jesus a few days later. He has already told his disciples 

that he will be put to death in Jerusalem. The Jewish 

leaders are plotting to kill him. They are jealous of the 

crowds following him (Matt 27:18), and they justify 

their murderous intentions as being necessary to 

protect the nation from the Romans (John 11:48-50). 

They think they know better than Jesus, and they want 

to maintain their control. They want to claim for 

themselves the honor and respect of his kingly 

inheritance. 

The irony of the situation, however, is that Jesus 

came to open the way for people to receive an eternal 

inheritance. God is the ultimate landlord, but he does 

not treat us like mere tenants. Through the death and 
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resurrection of Jesus, all who believe become sons of 

God. In 1 Peter 1:3-4, Peter explains, 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, 

he has caused us to be born again to a living 

hope through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that 

is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, 

kept in heaven for you. 

Perhaps the tenants in the story assume that the 

landlord sends his son because he himself is close to 

dying. But they could not be more wrong. He is fully 

able to destroy them for their evil deeds and give the 

vineyard to others. Some interpreters think that this 

part of the story is fulfilled when Jerusalem is 

destroyed by the Romans in A.D. 70. But God turns 

aside from the Jewish leaders long before that. 

As soon as the church begins on the Day of 

Pentecost, God begins to seek fruit there rather than in 

the Jewish nation. In fact, 1 Peter 2:9 describes the 

church in the same terms that God used to describe 

Israel in the Old Testament. Peter writes, “But you are 

a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 

people for his own possession, that you may proclaim 
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the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness 

into his marvelous light.” 

The transfer of the vineyard happens soon after 

Jesus tells this story, but the ultimate expression of 

God’s justice will come about when Jesus returns. In 

Matthew 25, he says that he will come in glory, 

gathering all the nations before his throne and 

separating them into two groups. Verse 34 says, “Then 

the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who 

are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom 

prepared for you from the foundation of the world.’” 

But verse 41 tells us, “Then he will say to those on his 

left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire 

prepared for the devil and his angels.’” 

Will you inherit the kingdom or be cast out? The 

ultimate landlord enforces justice, and none of us have 

given him the fruit he deserves. We all fall short. But in 

Christ we can be born again, cleansed of our sin, 

empowered to live a life of faith, hope, and love. 
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Reason 4: He Sets the Standard 

Several years ago, my daughters wanted to set up an 

inflatable pool in our backyard. It was supposed to be 

simple. The instructions tell you to inflate the ring 

around the rim and fill it with water, but our yard is 

sloped. I chose the flattest part and followed the 

directions, but the water was clearly piling up against 

one side. We kept going and hoped for the best. But as 

the water neared the top, the pressure was too great. 

Gravity took over, the side collapsed, and the water 

came spilling out.  

For centuries, builders have understood the 

importance of keeping a structure straight and level. If 
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built askew, even stone and mortar buildings can come 

toppling down like our pool. So, people would 

construct walls in line with a carefully chosen 

cornerstone. That stone became the guide, the 

standard for shaping the entire building. 

In Luke 20:17-18, Jesus leaves the story of the 

vineyard behind, and uses this picture of the 

cornerstone to show how God sets the standard. It tells 

us,  

17But he looked directly at them and said, 

“What then is this that is written: ‘The stone 

that the builders rejected has become the 

cornerstone’? 18Everyone who falls on that 

stone will be broken to pieces, and when it 

falls on anyone, it will crush him.” 

The words that Jesus quotes in verse 17 are taken 

from Psalm 118:22. This psalm looks ahead to the 

future and celebrates God’s steadfast love. The author 

speaks of being surrounded by the nations in a great 

battle. But he envisions returning to his city in 

triumph. He speaks of one who has become his 

salvation and then says the words that Jesus quotes 

here. Then a few verses later, the psalmist says “Blessed 

is he who comes in the name of the Lord”—the same 
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words that people were shouting as Jesus entered 

Jerusalem two days earlier. In other words, this 

cornerstone is Jesus. 

He is the standard our landlord has given to shape 

our lives. His sinless upright life exposes the 

twistedness of our sin. But he bears the weight of our 

sins and removes them from us. He shows us the lines 

for how we are to live. Then he supports us and holds 

us in place through the storms of life. Peter describes 

our relationship with him in 1 Peter 2:4-6 by saying, 

As you come to him, a living stone rejected by 

men but in the sight of God chosen and 

precious, you yourselves like living stones are 

being built up as a spiritual house, to be a 

holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices 

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For 

it stands in Scripture: “Behold, I am laying in 

Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and 

precious, and whoever believes in him will 

not be put to shame.” 

But everyone who rejects the cornerstone will be 

unstable. Jesus speaks in verse 18 of some falling on 

the stone. He is probably drawing upon Isaiah 8:14 

which speaks of the Lord becoming a stone of 

stumbling and a rock of offense. Some people are too 
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proud to believe in such a humble Savior and too 

intellectual to accept such a simple gospel.  

Ultimately, as Jesus says, the stone falls on these 

people and crushes them. He may be alluding to the 

imagery from Nebuchadnezzar’s dream recorded in 

Daniel 2. The Babylonian king sees a statue composed 

of various ingredients representing the world’s great 

empires. But a stone falls on the statue, breaks it apart, 

and becomes a mountain filling the entire earth. In 

verse 44 Daniel explains,  

And in the days of those kings the God of 

heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never 

be destroyed, nor shall the kingdom be left to 

another people. It shall break in pieces all 

these kingdoms and bring them to an end, 

and it shall stand forever. 

History is heading toward this conclusion. Jesus is 

the stone, the king who will crush all opposition. But 

God gives us the opportunity to align ourselves with 

him now, so that we need not fear the future. We must 

allow our landlord to set the standard for our lives. We 

must receive Christ as our cornerstone. 
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Conclusion 

Jesus gives us four reasons to relate to God as the 

ultimate landlord. As our owner, he deserves to receive 

spiritual fruit from us. Thankfully, he extends grace 

and we dare not take it for granted because he also 

enforces justice, determining who will be a part of his 

kingdom. He sets the standard, the cornerstone to 

shape our lives.  

Is Jesus Christ your cornerstone? Are you building 

your life in line with him? If not, I come to you like one 

of the servants in the story. Our landlord is giving you 

an opportunity to change. He offers you forgiveness 

and the power to change through faith in Jesus Christ. 

Receive him as your cornerstone. 

Is there fruit in your life? Does it keep increasing? 

God deserves our devotion. Our lives should reflect his 

character. Is there some fruit of the Spirit that is 

lacking from your life? Would you pursue it by God’s 

power? Study that characteristic in his word and pray 

for his help to live it out. 

Perhaps you know someone who lives as if their life 

is entirely their own. Would you humbly pray and look 
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for an opportunity to tell them about God’s ownership 

of their life? We all belong to him.  

May God produce an abundant harvest of fruit in 

our lives! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What attitudes or actions in your life reflect a denial 

of God’s ownership? 

 

 

2. What steps could you take this week to bear more 

fruit for God? 

 

 

3. How would you explain God’s ownership to 

someone who has ignored it completely? 
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Chapter 4 

The Discerner of Hearts 
(Luke 20:19-26) 

I spent several summer vacations on the beach 

when I was growing up. I loved playing in the surf, 

floating over the swells, and diving through the waves. 

But when a big wave comes along and crashes right on 

top of you, you can get sucked up into it. It feels like 

you are riding in a washing machine. You begin to 

tumble and lose all sense of direction. You panic and 

thrash around desperately trying to get your head 

above water so that you can breathe. Eventually you 

come up shaking, gasping for breath. But then in the 
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dubious wisdom of youth, you run right back out to do 

it again. 

Life in this world can be a lot like playing in the surf. 

Cultural movements come sweeping along in powerful 

waves. People get sucked up in them and lose all sense 

of direction. Panic seizes them and unleashes their 

worst instincts. History is filled with tragic stories of 

evil deeds done in the name of religion and politics, and 

people keep running right back out to do it again. We 

see it in our own culture today as people are 

increasingly polarized. They seem to be getting sucked 

up into another wave. So, how do we keep our bearings 

and escape the cycle?  

Jesus sets the perfect example for us. The week 

leading up to his crucifixion is one of those moments in 

history. The Jewish people are under Roman rule. 

Those with liberal inclinations accept Roman culture 

and pander to the authorities to gain influence. 

Meanwhile, conservatives steadfastly denounce the 

culture and resist Roman rule, cultivating a popular 

following with the people. But Jesus does not join 

either side, so both consider him a threat. 
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Matthew and Mark tell us that they unite and come 

to him with a politically charged question about 

whether they should pay tribute to Caesar in the form 

of taxes (Matt 22:16; Mark 12:13). If he says no, the 

liberals will report him to the governor as a rebel. If he 

says yes, the conservatives will undermine his 

popularity with the crowds by painting him as a Roman 

sympathizer. Either way both sides believe this 

encounter will destroy him, but they could not be more 

wrong.  

Jesus offers a brilliant response. He asks them 

whose image is on the Roman coinage they use, the 

denarius. They say, “Caesar.” So, he tells them, 

“Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to 

God the things that are God’s.” These words are not just 

a clever way to hold the middle ground. Some claim 

that this statement sets the course for the development 

of church-state relations in governments throughout 

the Western world. But Luke’s account of this 

encounter shows us how Jesus’ response exposes the 

sins of his interrogators.  

Luke is showing us that Jesus is the King we need 

because he is the discerner of hearts. As we walk 
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through Luke 20:19-26, we will learn six sins that 

accompany these cultural waves. But we will also 

consider how Jesus’ response helps us resist those sins. 

So, take this opportunity to examine your own heart. 

Are you being swept along by the waves of our culture, 

or are you anchored in the truth of Christ? 
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Sin 1: Hatred 

A line is drawn, a disagreement over something. It 

may be entirely arbitrary, but it becomes us against 

them. There is no neutral ground. We imagine the 

worst. Everything they say or do becomes offensive. 

Our anger builds, and we find ways to justify it. It 

becomes resentment, then malice and hostility. We 

express it in our looks, our words, and eventually, our 

actions. It’s the sin of hatred. 

In Luke 20:9-18, Jesus tells his parable of the 

tenants. He confronts the Jewish leaders. They are 

tenants of God’s vineyard, and they are heading toward 

murdering his Son. If the scribes and priests were 
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rendering to God the things that are God’s, they would 

have taken the parable to heart. It is an urgent warning 

that gives them an opportunity to repent, but they do 

not see it that way. The first part of Luke 20:19 tells us, 

“The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands 

on him at that very hour, for they perceived that he had 

told this parable against them.” 

Rather than humbly examining themselves, they 

are personally offended. Their pride blinds them, and 

they respond with immediate intense anger. Earlier in 

his ministry Jesus warned people about the trajectory 

of anger and hatred. Matthew 5:21-22 tells us that in 

his Sermon on the Mount he said, 

You have heard that it was said to those of 

old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever 

murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say 

to you that everyone who is angry with his 

brother will be liable to judgment; whoever 

insults his brother will be liable to the 

council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be 

liable to the hell of fire. 

Anger leads us onto a slippery slope. The same 

impulses that prompt us to insult someone are the ones 

that can ultimately lead to murder. However strong the 
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expression of hatred may be, it ignores the truth that 

people are made in the image of God (Gen 1:26-27). So, 

we owe it to God to treat them with respect (Gen 9:6; 

Jas 3:9). 

The Jewish leaders should have known this truth. It 

should have defused their hostility toward Jesus. But 

as Christians, we have another reason to reject hatred. 

In Ephesians 4:31-32, Paul says, “Let all bitterness and 

wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away 

from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, 

tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ 

forgave you.” 

Our society is filled with animosity and hatred. A lot 

of people stoke it for their own political and financial 

benefit. Don’t allow the world to draw the lines for you. 

Look to the word of God. Treat people with respect as 

those made in His image. Show them the same 

kindness and forgiveness that you have received in 

Christ.  
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Sin 2: Fear 

A lot of people treat Halloween as a time of great 

fear. They tell scary stories full of superstitious ideas, 

but most of that is sheer fantasy for the sake of 

entertainment.  Our real fears concern losing things we 

deeply value. Some live with a constant fear of losing 

their safety, while others fear losing people’s approval. 

Luke 20:19 may reflect one or both of these fears. It 

tells us, “The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay 

hands on him at that very hour, for they perceived that 

he had told this parable against them, but they feared 

the people.” They are not unlike politicians today who 

live and die on the basis of the latest polling data. To 
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maintain their power and influence, they need to 

maintain the approval of the crowds. But they also 

probably fear that if they do something to Jesus, the 

crowds will attack them as an angry mob. 

The problem with their fear is exposed by Jesus’s 

statement: render to God the things that are God’s. God 

alone deserves fear. Matthew 10:28 tells us how Jesus 

explained this concept. He said, “And do not fear those 

who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear 

him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” Every 

other fear should be overshadowed by the fear of the 

Lord. He’s the one who holds our eternal destiny in his 

hand. 

The Jewish leaders should have known this 

concept. It is clearly articulated in the Old Testament 

book of Proverbs. If they truly feared God, they would 

have done what was right regardless of whether the 

people approved. Of course, if they truly feared God, 

they never would have harbored such hatred toward 

Jesus to begin with. So, in this case, their sinful fear of 

people restrains them from acting on their sinful 

hatred, but often we find the opposite to be true. The 
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fear of man can drive hatred, and I think we see this 

dynamic at work in our society today. 

Some people scoff at the idea of fearing God. They 

want a permissive god who lets them live however they 

want without any judgment. But Proverbs 14:26-27 

tells us that there are great benefits to holding this 

exalted view of God. It says, “In the fear of the LORD 

one has strong confidence, and his children will have a 

refuge. The fear of the LORD is a fountain of life, that 

one may turn away from the snares of death.” When 

you have a proper fear of God and a respect for his 

word, you learn that he delights to save those who trust 

in him. If I’m right with God, what else do I really need 

to worry about? So, the fear of the Lord gives us a 

profound sense of confidence. We should resist the 

sinful fear of man.  
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Sin 3: Hypocrisy 

Most masks are obviously fake. You can tell that 

they are made of plastic or latex. They may conceal an 

individual’s identity and emotions, but they don’t really 

fool us into thinking that he or she is someone else. So, 

we learn to fool people with words and behavior that 

mask our true thoughts and intentions. We try to 

appear spiritual and righteous. Of course, God is never 

fooled. He sees such hypocrisy as sin. 

We find this behavior in Luke 20:20 as the scribes 

and chief priests seek to undermine the ministry of 

Jesus. It tells us, 
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So they watched him and sent spies, who 

pretended to be sincere, that they might 

catch him in something he said, so as to 

deliver him up to the authority and 

jurisdiction of the governor. 

The word sincere could also be translated as 

righteous. They were doing all that they could to appear 

genuinely upright, but it was fake. So, what were they 

supposed to render to God? God wants our hearts. He 

deserves wholehearted devotion and will settle for 

nothing less. When Jesus was asked about the greatest 

commandment in the Old Testament he quoted 

Deuteronomy 6:4-5, which says, “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.” 

The men who come to Jesus engage in hypocrisy to 

entrap him, but we’re all susceptible to this temptation. 

It’s all too easy to sing songs of praise and participate 

in rituals of worship without ever truly loving the Lord. 

Earlier in his ministry, Jesus confronted the scribes 

and Pharisees about this problem. Mark 7:6-7 tells us, 

And he said to them, “Well did Isaiah 

prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, 
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‘This people honors me with their lips, but 

their heart is far from me; in vain do they 

worship me, teaching as doctrines the 

commandments of men.’” 

The world encourages us to live a double life. They 

expect religion to be nothing more than an empty 

ritual, but God wants your heart. Give yourself fully to 

him! 
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Sin 4: Lying 

Balloons seem pretty insignificant—a little helium 

tied up in a cheap piece of latex. They create a festive 

atmosphere at events. They entertain children. But 

when enough of them are tied together, they can 

provide significant lift. They can also shield your 

vision. Imagine what would happen if enough of them 

were released at the end of a runway as a plane was 

taking off. Their power should not be underestimated. 

Neither should we underestimate the power of 

words. We often use them as if they’re insignificant and 

inconsequential. They entertain and create a festive 

atmosphere. But they have the power to communicate 



The Discerner of Hearts (Luke 20:19-26) 

 

— 77 — 

truth and lift people up. On the other hand, when 

driven by the other sins we’ve considered, they can be 

used to deceive people, blinding them to the truth. 

They can be destructive. 

The next sin exposed in our passage is lying, or 

more specifically, flattery. Luke 20:21 records the 

words of these spies. It tells us, “So they asked him, 

‘Teacher, we know that you speak and teach rightly, 

and show no partiality, but truly teach the way of God.’ 

On their own, these words stand as an accurate 

description of Jesus. The lie comes out in the words “we 

know.” These men are flattering him to deceive him 

into thinking that they respect him. But they do not 

personally believe what they are saying. They are out to 

destroy him.  

Of course, Jesus is not fooled by their flattery, but 

we need to see that the words we say matter to God. We 

may not intend to destroy anyone, but when it serves 

our purpose we might lie or engage in some flattery. We 

might talk down about someone when we’re venting to 

friends or posting online. We might say that they’re just 

words, but Matthew 12:36-37 tells us that Jesus says, “I 

tell you, on the day of judgment people will give 
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account for every careless word they speak, for by your 

words you will be justified, and by your words you will 

be condemned.” 

God wants us to render our words to him by 

speaking truth. Instead of being careless, we should be 

thoughtful and purposeful. On a practical level, that 

may mean speaking less. When we do speak, it should 

count. In Ephesians 4:29, Paul writes, “Let no 

corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such 

as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it 

may give grace to those who hear.” 

Most people today have very little concern for truth. 

They are quick to say whatever will advance their 

agenda. But it should not be that way with those of us 

who follow Christ. Lift people up by speaking God’s 

truth. 
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Sin 5: Craftiness 

Board games have been around throughout human 

history. Archaeologists have even found them 

portrayed in five thousand-year-old hieroglyphs from 

ancient Egypt. They entertain us. They teach strategy 

and critical thought. But gamesmanship is dangerous 

if it begins to shape how we relate to authority. 

As the spies come to Jesus, they play this dangerous 

game. Luke 20:22 tells us that they ask him, “Is it 

lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?" But the 

first part of verse 23 says, “But he perceived their 

craftiness.” 
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We don’t use the word craftiness often, but it 

describes a mindset that is clearly sinful. When the 

spies ask about giving tribute to Caesar, they are 

talking about paying taxes to the Roman government. 

Some of them claim that to do so would violate God’s 

Law. They see it as an either-or decision: either obey 

God or obey Caesar. Of course, the error in phrasing 

this question is that God in his sovereignty is the one 

who granted Caesar authority (Rom 13:1). But these 

men are not really concerned about obeying Caesar or 

God. They are playing a game to entrap Jesus, and they 

play the same game to find ways to excuse their own 

personal disobedience. 

The Jewish leaders had a knack for making every 

simple issue complicated. They relied heavily on 

traditional interpretations and applications of God’s 

Law. They would intellectually analyze issues from 

various perspectives. Ultimately, they would find 

loopholes, ways to justify ignoring the law. At another 

point during the week, Jesus confronts this tendency. 

In Matthew 23:16, for instance, he gives an example of 

the twisted way their minds worked. He says, “Woe to 

you, blind guides, who say, ‘If anyone swears by the 
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temple, it is nothing, but if anyone swears by the gold 

of the temple, he is bound by his oath.’” 

This logic seems ridiculous, but we all tend to think 

this way. We make distinctions where none exist. We 

find fault with others and excuse ourselves. In fact, we 

can trace this crafty way of thinking all the way back to 

the serpent in the Garden of Eden. Paul mentions it in 

2 Corinthians 11:3. He says, “But I am afraid that as the 

serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, your thoughts 

will be led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to 

Christ.” That word cunning is a translation of the same 

Greek word translated craftiness in Luke 20:23. 

The serpent questioned Eve’s understanding of 

God’s command, he contradicted God, and then gave 

her a false promise. Of course, he continues to use 

these strategies today. The world is quick to offer us 

excuses and justifications for almost anything. We shift 

blame to our upbringing, our environment, or society. 

No one seems to take responsibility for anything, but 

God deserves straightforward submission from us 

instead of this craftiness. Is that how you relate to him? 
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Sin 6: Stubbornness 

There’s no perfect ear plug. Some sound always gets 

through, even with expensive noise cancelling 

headphones. But when someone is saying something 

that we don’t want to hear, we still want to tune 

everything out. Children might even cover their ears to 

make their feelings obvious. Of course, this doesn’t 

have anything to do with hearing. It’s really a matter of 

the heart. It’s the sin of stubbornness. 

We find an example of this sin in how the spies and 

the other Jewish leaders respond to Jesus. Luke 20:24-

26 tells us his answer to their question, and their 

response to him. It tells us that he said to them, 
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24“Show me a denarius. Whose likeness and 

inscription does it have?” They said, 

“Caesar's.” 25He said to them, “Then render 

to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to 

God the things that are God's.” 26And they 

were not able in the presence of the people to 

catch him in what he said, but marveling at 

his answer they became silent. 

As I mentioned earlier, Jesus’ answer is brilliant. 

When he asks them for a denarius, he establishes the 

point that they have already accepted Rome’s financial 

system. If they are using Caesar’s money, then they 

must pay his tax. But the real issue as is all that they 

owe to God. He owns everything. 

In this moment, the spies and the Jewish leaders 

who sent them have a choice. They have heard Jesus’ 

profound statement, and they marvel at it. They could 

accept his wisdom and begin to follow him. Instead, 

they choose to remain silent. They persist in their 

rejection of Jesus and go off to plot their next move. 

Later after Jesus dies, rises from the dead, and ascends 

into heaven, a believer named Stephen is brought 

before the Jewish leaders. Acts 7:51 tells us that he 

confronts them by saying, “You stiff-necked people, 
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uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the 

Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you.” 

Stubbornness keeps many people from ever coming 

to Christ. But it’s also possible for believers to slip back 

into that same resistant stance. Do you hear God’s 

Word and go away silent and unchanged? Or, do you 

come to it ready to listen and respond? 

Conclusion 

We need to be transformed. But for that to happen, 

we need a king who discerns our hearts and exposes 

our sins. We have seen how even in one brilliant 

statement, Jesus can accomplish this goal. We have 

learned that we must reject every expression of hatred, 

because we owe it to God to love and respect people as 

those made in his image. Instead of fearing people, we 

must fear him alone. We must put off hypocrisy, 

because he deserves our heart. We must replace lying 

and flattery with words of truth offered up in praise to 

him. We must set aside craftiness and cunning to give 

him the humble submission that he deserves. Finally, 

we must fight our inclination to be stubborn, coming to 

him with ears ready to hear. 
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You may have heard about Jesus and his teaching 

hundreds of times. But have you responded like the 

men we read about today, going away in silence, 

unchanged? Perhaps this is the very first time you’ve 

heard about him. Either way you have an opportunity 

to respond to him today. We have all sinned, but he 

died in our place and rose from the dead so that we can 

be forgiven. Would you receive him as your Lord and 

Savior? Give yourself to Christ. Begin to follow him and 

allow him to transform you. 

To learn more about the transformation he brings 

about in us, I would encourage you to read Colossians 

3, a chapter that touches upon many of the same issues 

that we’ve considered today.  

Perhaps you believe in Christ, but you’ve fallen into 

some of these same sins. Would you repent? The 

Christian life is a continual process of turning away 

from sin and back to Christ. Identify those sin areas 

and make a commitment to change. 

Have you been swept up in the animosity of our 

culture? Have you been regarding certain people as 

enemies? Would you work to show Christ’s love and 

kindness to those people? 
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May the word of Christ transform us today! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. Whom are you tempted to treat as an enemy? Why? 

 

 

 

2. To which of these sins are you most inclined? When 

do you tend to feel its pull?  

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to better resist that sin? 
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Chapter 5 

The Defender of Truth 
(Luke 20:27-44) 

In 2018, we witnessed two train derailments in 

Kalamazoo, one in July and another in December. They 

both happened along the same curving section of track 

just north of downtown, leaving multiple rail cars 

flipped onto their sides. You would think that such 

accidents would be impossible. The rails are flat and 

smooth, the engines are powerful, and the cars are 

extremely heavy. But apparently with so much 

momentum, major accidents can happen when people 

make mistakes. 
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You might assume that once we set out to 

understand biblical truth, nothing could possibly derail 

us. We have the flat, smooth tracks of the Bible to run 

on. It carries an inherent power, being the inspired 

revelation of our Almighty Creator, yet people take it in 

very different directions. Collisions occur. Heated 

arguments break out, and schisms develop. In fact, 

people who claim to believe in the God of the Bible are 

divided into thousands of different denominations and 

groups. How can we know that we are heading in the 

right direction in our pursuit of truth? 

Luke 20:27-44 tells us about one of these collisions 

between Jesus and a Jewish group known as the 

Sadducees. The encounter happens during the final 

week before Jesus is crucified, and I think Luke’s 

account of that week shows us why Jesus is the King 

that we need. We have seen how he pursues peace and 

overcomes evil. Along with God the Father, he is the 

ultimate landlord and the discerner of hearts. From 

this interaction with the Sadducees, we learn that he is 

the defender of truth.  

Jesus defends the Bible’s teaching on resurrection, 

and as he does, we learn four checkpoints in pursuing 
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truth. These points show how the Sadducees went off 

the rails, but they also serve as a helpful guide to review 

so that we stay on track. As we examine these verses, I 

challenge you to evaluate your pursuit of truth. Perhaps 

you need to make changes. Let’s follow the example 

that Jesus sets for us as the ultimate defender of truth. 
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Checkpoint 1: Motivations 

We all know the purpose of a scarecrow. Its name 

says it all. Someone stuffs straw into some old clothes 

and mounts it on a pole near a garden. It’s supposed to 

look enough like a real person to fool the birds and 

scare them away. I don’t know how well that works, but 

it’s probably not the best security system to protect 

your home from a human intruder. People aren’t so 

easily fooled, and straw men are easy to knock down. 

This concept of a straw man is used in the study of 

logic and debate to describe a faulty approach to 

arguing a point. Rather than interacting honestly with 

someone’s ideas, you set up a straw man. You present 
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a distorted caricature of their position, so that it’s easy 

to refute. Most discussions of serious issues on social 

media are guilty of this fallacy. It’s also a common 

tactic used by politicians. But straw man 

argumentation never moves any one forward in the 

pursuit of truth. So, why do we use it? What is our 

motivation? It makes us look superior and our 

opponents like complete idiots. 

The Sadducees try this tactic on Jesus. Luke 20:27-

33 tells us, 

27There came to him some Sadducees, those 

who deny that there is a resurrection, 28and 

they asked him a question, saying, “Teacher, 

Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother 

dies, having a wife but no children, the man 

must take the widow and raise up offspring 

for his brother. 29Now there were seven 

brothers. The first took a wife, and died 

without children. 30And the second 31and the 

third took her, and likewise all seven left no 

children and died. 32Afterward the woman 

also died. 33In the resurrection, therefore, 

whose wife will the woman be? For the seven 

had her as wife.” 

The Sadducees probably take their name from 

Zadok, a Jewish high priest who served back during the 
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reigns of King David and his son Solomon, but the 

group is never mentioned in the Old Testament. They 

are associated with Annas and Caiaphas, the high 

priests during Jesus’ ministry. As Luke tells us, they do 

not believe that people will ever be resurrected to 

experience eternal life. In fact, Acts 23:8 tells us that 

they also reject the existence of angels and spirits. Of 

course, the Old Testament describes several 

appearances of angelic beings, so the Sadducees are 

skeptics, perhaps even atheists. They pragmatically 

accept only the portions of the Bible that serve to keep 

them in power.  

This arrogant attitude is reflected in their 

interaction with Jesus. They draw upon the practice of 

levirate marriage commanded in Deuteronomy 25:5. 

In ancient Israel, a woman whose husband died before 

they had children was supposed to marry the man’s 

brother to carry on his family line. The Sadducees then 

present this wild scenario of a woman who ends up 

marrying seven different brothers without ever having 

children. Their goal is to make belief in resurrection 

seem ridiculous. Rather than pursuing truth, they take 
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the role of scoffers. They attempt to discredit Jesus by 

belittling his teaching. 

People come to the Bible with a variety of 

motivations like this that set them on the wrong track. 

They try to find errors to undermine the truthfulness of 

Scripture. They look for proof texts to win an 

argument. They want to build up academic knowledge 

to show off, or they might read it to appease someone 

else’s expectations. God sometimes works in people 

despite their intentions, but the right motivation is 

humble obedience. In Psalm 119:33-34, for instance, 

the psalmist prays, “Teach me, O LORD, the way of 

your statutes; and I will keep it to the end. Give me 

understanding, that I may keep your law and observe it 

with my whole heart.” Is that your motivation? 

That is not to say that we should avoid refuting 

error. Those who pursue truth in humble obedience 

must confront false teaching, but they should not do it 

by belittling someone. We need to remember Paul’s 

advice to Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:24-25, where he says, 

“And the Lord's servant must not be quarrelsome but 

kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil, 

correcting his opponents with gentleness. God may 
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perhaps grant them repentance leading to a knowledge 

of the truth.” We’ll see in a moment that Jesus perfectly 

embodies this approach. But to stay on track in our 

pursuit of truth, we must first check our motivation.  
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Checkpoint 2: Assumptions 

High water levels have been wreaking havoc in 

lakefront homes around Michigan. Some are flooded, 

while others are perched on hills that are washing out 

from underneath them. Their foundation was never 

really secure. So, luxurious, expensive homes could 

come crashing down in a worthless pile of rubble.  

We run the same risk when we base our pursuit of 

truth on false assumptions. We all have ideas about life 

and morality that we learn from our family and our 

society. No one is a blank slate, so we need to inspect 

our foundation to insure that it is solid. 
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I am basing this sermon on the assumption that 

God exists and that he guided the authors of the Bible 

in communicating truth. When we look out at the 

intricacies of our amazing universe, it seems far more 

reasonable to me to assume that it was created by an 

all-powerful being than that it burst into existence 

spontaneously from nothing in a big bang. Since we are 

able to communicate as human beings, it stands to 

reason that our Creator would communicate to us in an 

authoritative way about what is true and right. I accept 

the Bible as that authoritative communication, because 

I think it presents a cohesive understanding of our 

world and who we are as human beings. So, the Bible 

becomes the standard for evaluating all my other 

assumptions and for building my system of beliefs and 

values. 

The Bible presents Jesus as more than a prophet or 

teacher. It shows him to be the eternal Son of God who 

took on humanity when he was miraculously conceived 

in the womb of a virgin. So, his understanding of truth 

extends far beyond what is revealed in the Bible. John 

14:6 tells us that Jesus said, “I am the way, and the 
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truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 

through me.” We need to build our lives on him. 

In Luke 20:34-36, Jesus draws upon his divine 

knowledge. To refute a false assumption in the 

Sadducees question, he reveals new details about our 

existence. Luke tells us, 

34And Jesus said to them, “The sons of this 

age marry and are given in marriage, 35but 

those who are considered worthy to attain to 

that age and to the resurrection from the 

dead neither marry nor are given in 

marriage, 36for they cannot die anymore, 

because they are equal to angels and are sons 

of God, being sons of the resurrection. 

The Sadducees base their question on the 

assumption that marriage would extend into eternity, 

if people are resurrected. Of course, the Sadducees did 

not believe in resurrection, so this idea could be 

nothing more than a debate tactic. But Jesus’ response 

suggests that they really do value marriage. Since they 

rejected resurrection, passing on their family name 

might have been their highest value. Today, however, 

the idea of marriage lasting forever appeals to our 

sentimentality. In fact, the Mormon church makes it a 
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fundamental part of their teaching, but Jesus clearly 

rejects it. 

He says in the first part of verse 36 that marriage 

will not be necessary, because those who are 

resurrected cannot die. One of God’s primary purposes 

for marriage is to establish a healthy context for raising 

children. He called Adam and Eve to multiply and fill 

the earth (Gen 1:28), but procreation will no longer be 

needed in eternity. Many of us might have a hard time 

accepting that God designed marriage to be lifelong, 

but temporary from the standpoint of eternity. This 

challenges our cultural assumption that marriage 

exists only for our personal enjoyment and satisfaction. 

We suppose that this way of thinking elevates 

marriage, but some use the same idea to justify divorce.  

At the end of verse 36, Jesus says that those who are 

resurrected will be sons of God equal to angels. What 

does he mean? In what sense will we be like angels? His 

point is that we will not reproduce, but that leads to 

another question. What will fill our time in eternity? 

Where will I find joy and satisfaction, if not in marriage 

and family? David tells us in Psalm 16:10-11. He says, 

“For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your 
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holy one see corruption. You make known to me the 

path of life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at 

your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” 

Angels recognize the joy of God’s presence. They 

find unending delight in singing his praise. Everyone 

who trusts in Jesus will be equal to them in the sense 

that we will be resurrected to experience that joy 

forever. I think our hearts crave that ultimate joy, and 

we’re bound to be disappointed if we assume that we 

will find it in marriage. God never designed it to meet 

that longing. We must keep checking our assumptions 

against the Bible.  
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Checkpoint 3: Interpretations 

If you have a problem with your eyesight, it can 

cause all sorts of trouble. You might have a hard time 

reading. The strain might cause you to have headaches. 

It could affect your driving and even your sense of 

balance. So, an eye doctor might give you glasses to 

correct your vision. 

In our pursuit of truth, we need to see clearly to 

interpret the Bible, but there are some problems that 

we need to overcome. We speak English, but the Old 

Testament was written in ancient Hebrew, and the New 

Testament in ancient Greek. We live in a very different 

time, place, and culture with different customs and 
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values. We have resources to help correct our vision on 

all these points, but we have sinful hearts that can skew 

our outlook and a spiritual enemy who attempts to 

blind us to the truth (2 Cor 4:4). When you consider 

these factors along with our false assumptions, you can 

see why people’s interpretations of the Bible can be so 

different. 

In Luke 20:37-38, Jesus corrects the Sadducees on 

their interpretation of a well-known passage of 

Scripture. He says, 

37But that the dead are raised, even Moses 

showed, in the passage about the bush, 

where he calls the Lord the God of Abraham 

and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob. 
38Now he is not God of the dead, but of the 

living, for all live to him.”  

Scholars think that the Sadducees may have 

rejected many of the Old Testament books, holding 

that only the books of the Law (Genesis-Deuteronomy) 

were authoritative. This was a convenient conviction 

for these priests to hold, since many of the prophets 

confronted the priests of their day. Plus, some Old 

Testament passages outside of the Torah, such as the 

verses we read in Psalm 16, teach that people will be 
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resurrected. So, Jesus draws upon Exodus, one of the 

books they accept, to prove that resurrection is true. 

He argues that they have been misinterpreting 

Exodus 3:6. There the angel of the Lord appears to 

Moses in a burning bush, and the verse tells us, “And 

he said, ‘I am the God of your father, the God of 

Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’ And 

Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.” 

God does not use the past tense (I was the God of your 

father). He literally says, “I, the God of your father.” 

There is no Hebrew word to express the present tense 

in this sentence, it is simply understood. So, Jesus 

draws upon this grammatical point to argue that 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are all alive even though 

they died at least 400 years before God’s encounter 

with Moses. 

Jesus is not presenting some mystical 

interpretation. He draws a simple conclusion from 

basic grammar. The Sadducees missed it, because they 

did not want to see it. Their spiritual condition 

interferes with their interpretation. How can this 

obstacle be overcome?  
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God must transform a person’s heart through 

salvation. Paul describes the change that comes about 

in a person in 2 Corinthians 4:6, 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.” 

Even after that amazing spiritual enlightenment, 

interpreting the Bible still requires effort. God gives us 

the Holy Spirit to guide us, but we must invest time and 

careful thought. In 2 Timothy 2:15, Paul challenges 

Timothy by saying, “Do your best to present yourself to 

God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be 

ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.” How do 

you handle the word? Are you diligent in trying to 

understand it? We need to pay attention to our 

interpretations. 
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Checkpoint 4: Limitations 

I have always loved gazing at the stars. Sometimes 

I read what current scholars have to say about 

astronomy and astrophysics. They develop such 

complex theories from the tiniest bits of information. 

But then new ideas come along that seem to shake up 

their whole system. The mysterious vastness of space 

keeps reminding us how limited our perception is, and 

we need the same reminder in our pursuit of truth. 

The Sadducees are just beginning to realize their 

limitations after hearing Jesus’s response. Luke 20:39-

40 tells us,  
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39Then some of the scribes answered, 

“Teacher, you have spoken well.” 40For they 

no longer dared to ask him any question. 

Matthew and Mark tell us that a scribe of the 

Pharisees speaks up and asks Jesus about the foremost 

commandment of the Law (Matt 22:34-40; Mark 28-

34). But Luke jumps ahead to something else that 

Jesus says. He seems to want us to read it in 

conjunction with this encounter with the Sadducees. 

So, in verses 41-44 he tells us, 

41But he said to them, “How can they say that 

the Christ is David's son? 42For David himself 

says in the Book of Psalms, ‘The Lord said to 

my Lord, “Sit at my right hand, 43until I make 

your enemies your footstool.”’ 44David thus 

calls him Lord, so how is he his son?” 

Jesus is showing them the limits of their logic. The 

answer to his question is obvious to us, since we have 

the New Testament to study. Jesus is David’s Lord, 

because he is the eternal Son of God. But he is a son of 

David, because he became incarnate in the womb of 

Mary, a physical descendant of David. Even though he 

was conceived while she was a virgin, he is also the legal 

son of Joseph, who was a descendant of David as well. 
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The men who hear Jesus’ question that day, 

however, cannot imagine this answer. They would 

never think that God would humble himself by taking 

on human form, even less that he was the one speaking 

to them. The idea transcends all their categories, yet 

this is the wisdom of God. As Paul speaks of God’s 

wisdom in 1 Corinthians 2:8-9, he says, “None of the 

rulers of this age understood this, for if they had, they 

would not have crucified the Lord of glory. But, as it is 

written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the 

heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for 

those who love him.’” 

As we pursue truth, we realize that some aspects of 

God’s nature and his plans are beyond our 

comprehension. We are forced to admit our limitations 

when we consider the Trinity, the deity of Christ, and 

his incarnation, yet those are intellectual hurdles. Our 

faith is stretched even farther when we think of God’s 

sovereignty while suffering through intense trials.  

Job, for instance, suffered the loss of his children, 

his wealth, and his health. When we suffer we look for 

ways to take control and fix everything, but it is beyond 

our ability. We either grow bitter or we learn to trust 
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God. In Job’s case, God teaches him to trust by 

revealing his transcendent wisdom and power through 

a series of questions. Job 38:4-5 tells us that he begins 

by asking, “Where were you when I laid the foundation 

of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding. Who 

determined its measurements—surely you know! Or 

who stretched the line upon it?” God continues to ask 

Job multiple questions like this.  

So, we need to remember our limitations in the 

pursuit of truth. If we accept the biblical worldview that 

we are created by an Almighty God, then we must 

accept that we will not understand everything about 

him or how he works. Our limitations require us to 

exercise faith. It is not a blind faith. There is much to 

learn and understand, but God wants us to trust him. 
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Conclusion 

The world’s leaders attempt to manipulate people’s 

understanding through shrewd public relations skills, 

but Jesus is the king we need because he is the defender 

of truth. His interaction with the Sadducees shows us 

that in pursuing truth we must remember to keep 

checking our motivations, assumptions, 

interpretations, and limitations. So, where do you 

stand in relation to the truth? Are you pursuing it or 

ignoring it? 

As we’ve seen, Jesus claims to be the way, the truth, 

and the life. Are you willing to accept him? Are you 

willing to learn from him in a spirit of humble 

obedience? That decision is the starting point for 

pursuing truth, and I encourage you to begin today. If 

you want to learn more about what this pursuit looks 

like, I would encourage you to read 2 Timothy 2. 

If you have already started your pursuit of truth, do 

you need to focus on one of these checkpoints? Has 

your motivation drifted away from humble obedience? 

Do you have unchecked assumptions?  Are you 

building your beliefs on careful interpretation of the 

Scripture? Do you need to accept your limitations 
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again? Don’t let your heart and mind grow cold. Devote 

yourself to being a diligent learner of the word of truth. 

I would also encourage you to bring someone else 

along with you. When our hearts are engaged in this 

pursuit it can be contagious. Invite a friend to pursue 

truth with you. It could be as simple as setting up some 

time to read the Bible together. 

May God teach us his ways that we may walk in his 

truth! 

  



THE KING WE NEED 
 

— 110 — 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. How are you currently pursuing truth? 

 

 

2. Based upon these checkpoints, what do you need to 

change in your pursuit?  

 

 

3. What could you do to encourage a friend to pursue 

truth? 
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Chapter 6 

Criticizing Religion 
(Luke 20:45-21:6) 

As I was graduating from high school, I decided to 

study engineering. I applied to the Industrial and 

Systems Engineering program at the University of 

Southern California and began the program that fall. I 

only lasted through one semester, but that wasn’t 

because I disliked the program. My love of the Bible 

compelled me to transfer to a Christian college to study 

theology, but I still like engineers and the analytical 

skills they use to make mechanical systems work 

better. 
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In my one freshman engineering class I learned that 

systems extend beyond machines. They include people. 

In fact, we often think and relate to one another in 

systematic ways apart from anything mechanical. We 

construct belief systems. If you change one idea, it can 

impact everything else you believe. Individual 

churches and even entire religions are systems with 

people serving various roles. With an engineering 

mindset, you can make those systems work better. But 

nothing is gained if that well-oiled system is heading in 

the wrong direction. Sometimes you need to step back 

from the system to view it from the perspective of a 

critic. 

Jesus infuriates the religious leaders of his day 

because he brings this critical perspective. In fact, he 

makes some of his strongest statements just a day or 

two before they orchestrate his crucifixion. Luke 

20:45-21:6 tells us how he exposes the ugliness of what 

the Jewish religious system had become. He warns his 

followers about three types of people who function as 

components of that system, and I think we find those 

same components in every false religious system. 
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You might consider it ironic, perhaps even 

hypocritical, for a religious leader like Jesus to criticize 

religion. But in his teaching, he sets forth a system of 

belief and a way of life that is fundamentally different 

from every other religion. Unfortunately, those who 

claim to follow him have often rebuilt the same type of 

system that he condemns, leaving many with a negative 

impression of Christianity. But it is unfair to reject 

Jesus because of mistakes made by his followers. Like 

other events in the week before his crucifixion, his 

criticism of religion shows him to be the king that we 

need. 

Those of us who follow Jesus need to pay careful 

attention to this criticism. We should examine our lives 

and relationships to make sure that we are not 

departing from his design for the church. We also need 

to recognize the damage that false religion has caused, 

so that we will relate to those who have been wounded 

by it with understanding and compassion. 
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Component 1: The Exalted 

Twenty years ago, my wife and I made the long 

drive from Los Angeles with our four-month-old son 

for me to begin serving in pastoral ministry here in 

Kalamazoo. For his sake, we limited our time in the car 

to about eight hours per day with stops every two 

hours. So, on day three we came down from the Rocky 

Mountains and began to cross the Great Plains.  

I had never seen a place that was so flat. There were 

long stretches where we could not see anything past the 

first row of corn stalks. There was hardly any variation. 

They all looked the same, mile after mile, hour after 

hour, for the better part of two days. It made for a 
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boring trip, but we didn’t mind because we were 

headed toward an exciting future. 

Sometimes in life, it feels as if we’re part of one of 

those cornfields. Some people get passing attention, 

but most of us feel hidden, lost in the vast sea of 

humanity. If you are not content to live that way, you 

look for ways to rise above the crowd. You want to 

stand out and be noticed. You want to be exalted, 

though we would not use that word. Today you might 

pursue it online through social media. But throughout 

history people have also sought it through school, 

sports, work and other activities, including religion. 

Jesus warns his followers about this temptation by 

pointing to the Jewish scribes. Luke 20:45-47 tells us, 

45 And in the hearing of all the people he said 

to his disciples, 46“Beware of the scribes, who 

like to walk around in long robes, and love 

greetings in the marketplaces and the best 

seats in the synagogues and the places of 

honor at feasts, 47who devour widows’ houses 

and for a pretense make long prayers. They 

will receive the greater condemnation.” 

These scribes are scholars who study and teach the 

Old Testament, but Jesus says that they will receive 
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greater condemnation. Rather than being humbled by 

what they have learned, they use their position in 

society to gain personal recognition. They dress up and 

walk around to be noticed and acknowledged. Rather 

than loving God and people, they love to be the center 

of attention wherever they go—marketplace, 

synagogue, or a feast at someone’s home. Jesus says 

they devour widows’ houses, but we will return to that 

idea in a moment. He also points out that they make 

long prayers for a pretense. Rather than expressing 

sincere praise and heartfelt dependence upon God, 

they put on a show to impress people. So, they deserve 

God’s condemnation, because they took something all 

about him and made it all about them. 

But the scribes do not act alone. They are part of a 

system that supports this behavior and caters to it. 

People notice them, greet them, and give them places 

of honor. Their self-exalting focus is contagious, 

generating a pervasive culture of attention seeking. So, 

Jesus warns his disciples about the scribes to steer 

them away from exalting themselves. But he also wants 

his followers to relate to leaders in an entirely different 

way.  
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Matthew 23 records many other things that Jesus 

says on this occasion, and verses 8-12 tell us that he 

says, 

But you are not to be called rabbi, for you 

have one teacher, and you are all brothers. 

And call no man your father on earth, for you 

have one Father, who is in heaven. Neither be 

called instructors, for you have one 

instructor, the Christ. The greatest among 

you shall be your servant. Whoever exalts 

himself will be humbled, and whoever 

humbles himself will be exalted. 

Jesus wants his church to be flat. He is our teacher, 

and every believer has a direct connection with him. 

Other New Testament passages explain that he guides 

us each to understand biblical truth through the work 

of the Holy Spirit in our lives (Jn 16:3; 1 Cor 2:12; 1 Jn 

2:20, 27). Therefore, we should relate to one another as 

brothers and sisters with equal standing before Christ. 

No one should be exalted to celebrity or expert status 

in the church. 

There are still leaders in the church. The New 

Testament speaks of elders and deacons (Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 

3). But leadership in the church is about character, 
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responsibility, and humble service, not power and 

control. In 1 Peter 5:2-3, Peter tells elders,  

shepherd the flock of God that is among you, 

exercising oversight, not under compulsion, 

but willingly, as God would have you; not for 

shameful gain, but eagerly; not domineering 

over those in your charge, but being 

examples to the flock. 

Church leaders are also called to teach and preach. 

In 2 Timothy 4:2, Paul tells Timothy, “Preach the word; 

be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, 

and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.” So, 

rather than presenting ourselves as independent 

authorities, those of us who lead the church must show 

complete dependence upon and humility before the 

Bible. We preach the word to our own hearts, and then 

to others, seeking to help them understand and apply 

it. 

Paul speaks of respecting leaders and honoring 

those who labor in preaching and teaching (1 Th 5:12-

13; 1 Tim 5:17). But that appreciation should never 

crossover into exaltation. Church leaders are fallible 

and sometimes weak. We need encouragement and 

confrontation as much as anyone else. So, don’t place 
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us on a pedestal. We all stand on level ground as 

brothers and sisters in Christ. Only God should be 

exalted.  
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Component 2: The Exploited 

Sometimes on a holiday, my family will pull out a 

big jigsaw puzzle to work on throughout the day. We 

always use the picture on the box for guidance, but it 

can still be difficult to figure out where an individual 

piece should go. How much harder would it be without 

the picture? Worse still, imagine that someone asked 

you to guess the picture by simply looking at one piece. 

You are bound to make a mistake. It would be 

impossible. Yet as we go through life, we do not hesitate 

to draw sweeping conclusions about people from the 

briefest observations. 
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When Jesus looks at people, he sees the whole 

picture. Luke 21:1-4 records an observation he makes 

about a widow giving an offering at the temple. It tells 

us, 

1Jesus looked up and saw the rich putting 

their gifts into the offering box, 2and he saw 

a poor widow put in two small copper coins. 
3And he said, “Truly, I tell you, this poor 

widow has put in more than all of them. 4For 

they all contributed out of their abundance, 

but she out of her poverty put in all she had 

to live on.” 

Most Bible teachers over the centuries have 

concluded that Jesus points to this woman as a positive 

example of giving. Her two coins might be the 

equivalent of a few dollars today. So, someone might 

jump to the conclusion that she is being stingy. The rich 

contribute much more, yet their offerings are only a 

small portion of their wealth. Jesus knows that she is 

putting in everything she has. But is he celebrating her 

choice, or are we jumping to conclusions again? Seeing 

this piece of Luke’s Gospel in the picture of its full 

context might lead us to a very different conclusion.  
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This woman is another component of this false 

religious system. The scribes are exalted, but she is 

exploited. Back in verse 47 of chapter 20, Jesus said 

that the scribes devour widows’ houses. Scholars 

speculate as to how this could possibly happen, but 

very few connect it to what Luke describes in the 

subsequent verses. Through their teaching the scribes 

convince this woman to give away everything she has.  

Is that what God wants her to do? The Old 

Testament Law commands Jews to give a tithe, one 

tenth of their livestock and of the crops they have 

harvested to support the Levites as they serve in the 

Tabernacle or later in the Temple (Lev 27:30-33, Num 

18:21). Their tithe is similar to our income tax, but the 

widow does not appear to have any income. So, her 

contribution is probably some sort of free-will offering.  

At various times in Old Testament history, offerings 

were collected for the construction and maintenance of 

the Tabernacle and Temple (Ex 35:29; 1 Chr 29:6; Ezr 

7:16), and I think that is probably the case here. But 

Deuteronomy 16:17 says, “Every man shall give as he is 

able, according to the blessing of the LORD your God 

that he has given you” (emphasis added). So, people are 
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never commanded to give away all that they have to live 

on. 

Some might argue that the woman is worshiping 

and demonstrating faith that God will provide. But 

Jesus does not say any words of commendation. He 

does not mention her faith. He does not promise that 

God will provide for her. In fact, he does not even use 

the words give or offer to describe her action. He 

simply states that she put in all she had to live on. 

Rather than being happy, Jesus may be frustrated and 

angry that this poor woman has been misled by the 

exalted scribes. This was the last bite as they finished 

devouring her entire house. 

Sadly, this kind of scenario seems to be common in 

some religious circles. Leaders constantly press people 

to give more money. Some make wild promises that 

God will multiply people’s donations. When it doesn’t 

happen, the leaders say that people must have not had 

enough faith.  

The poorest people are often the most susceptible 

to such deception, and the exploitation is not just 

financial. In 2 Timothy 3:6, Paul warns us about false 

teachers by saying, “For among them are those who 
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creep into households and capture weak women, 

burdened with sins and led astray by various passions.” 

Peter is more explicit in 2 Peter 2:14. He says, “They 

have eyes full of adultery, insatiable for sin. They entice 

unsteady souls. They have hearts trained in greed. 

Accursed children!” 

How do we respond to such exploitation? Let me 

suggest three steps. First, we must do all that we can to 

care for those who are emotionally and financially 

vulnerable. James 1:27 says, “Religion that is pure and 

undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit 

orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep 

oneself unstained from the world.” It was very difficult 

for an unmarried woman to earn a living in the ancient 

world, so the early church sometimes provided 

financial support. Such efforts had their challenges, 

and Paul speaks of them in 1 Timothy 5. But the 

starting point is to develop transparent relationships in 

the church so that we can rally around one another in 

hard times. 

Next, we must maintain a balanced understanding 

of giving and exercise strong financial accountability 

within the church. Paul addresses both issues in 2 
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Corinthians 8. In verse 3, he highlights the example of 

the churches of Macedonia and says, “For they gave 

according to their means, as I can testify, and beyond 

their means, of their own accord.” So, their giving was 

generous, but proportional and voluntary. Then later 

in the chapter he speaks of someone accompanying 

Titus to receive funds from Corinth. In verses 20 and 

21, he explains, “We take this course so that no one 

should blame us about this generous gift that is being 

administered by us, for we aim at what is honorable not 

only in the Lord's sight but also in the sight of man.” 

Finally, to prevent religious exploitation we must be 

willing to ask church leaders hard questions. I have 

heard of situations where people have noticed a leader 

behaving in questionable ways. They ignored it and 

gave him the benefit of the doubt, only to later discover 

that he had succumbed to serious sexual or financial 

sin with devastating consequences for the church. 

We tend to feel that asking hard questions, implies 

a lack of trust or loyalty but Proverbs 27:6 says, 

“Faithful are the wounds of a friend; profuse are the 

kisses of an enemy.” Petty criticism and reckless 

accusations are damaging, but genuine concerns  
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shared directly with the individual in loving, private 

face-to-face conversations are essential for 

maintaining a strong church. We must all strive to 

make the church a safe place, where no one is 

exploited.  
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Component 3: The Excited 

One year when I was growing up, my parents 

decided to spend our family summer vacation in Las 

Vegas. The city was an impressive sight at night. The 

facades of the buildings were covered with thousands 

of lights. I had never seen anything like it. All the hotels 

and casinos were competing for people’s attention, 

each one presenting itself as the most exciting place 

you had ever seen.  

Despite all the light on the outside, the casinos were 

dark inside and filled with the sounds of slot machines 

and the smell of smoke and alcohol. They were 

designed to lure people in and keep them hooked. As 
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soon as someone began to lose interest, someone else 

down the row would hit a jackpot, and the excitement 

would be recharged. Of course, that’s all for adults, so 

my brother and I spent most of our vacation waiting in 

the arcade. 

You would think that nothing could be more 

different from a place of worship than a Las Vegas 

casino, but there is a similarity. How do self-exalting 

leaders draw people in? Rather than simple worship 

and proclamation of the truth, they look for other ways 

to generate excitement. They find ways to impress 

people and get them hooked. So, an excited crowd is 

the third component in this false religious system. 

We find this dynamic at play in Luke 21:5-6. People 

are impressed and excited by the temple. The disciples 

are even drawn in, but Jesus squelches their 

enthusiasm. Luke tells us, 

5And while some were speaking of the 

temple, how it was adorned with noble 

stones and offerings, he said, 6“As for these 

things that you see, the days will come when 

there will not be left here one stone upon 

another that will not be thrown down.” 



Criticizing Religion (Luke 20:45-21:6) 

 

— 129 — 

Why doesn’t Jesus share their excitement? What 

could possibly be wrong with appreciating this building 

devoted to the worship of God? To begin with, the 

ornate temple of that time period was constructed by 

King Herod the Great, the same man who sought to kill 

Jesus after learning of his birth through the magi. He 

did not build the temple for the glory of God. The Jews 

were angry at him for building a theater and temples to 

Roman deities. So, he renovated their temple and 

enlarged it to appease and impress them, buying their 

loyalty. 

The temple was once a place where God displayed 

his glorious presence. But the people of Israel had a 

habit of disobeying God and then using the temple like 

a talisman to claim his blessing (Jer 7). God abandoned 

the temple and allowed it to be destroyed as he handed 

the nation over to the Babylonians 600 years before the 

time of Christ. A new temple was built by Zerubabbel 

after the nation returned from exile, but God’s glory 

never returned.  

As we saw previously, the priests who operate the 

temple at the time of Jesus use it to exploit worshipers 

through unfair exchange rates and the sale of sacrificial 
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animals at a marked-up price. Jesus drives them out at 

the beginning of his ministry, and then again at the 

beginning of the Passion week. So, as the priests 

prepare to orchestrate his crucifixion, is it any surprise 

that he announces the coming destruction of the 

building that stands at the center of their deceptive 

system? 

Herod’s Temple was destroyed by the Romans in 

A.D. 70, but this strategy of impressing people to 

generate excitement can be seen in religious 

movements down through the centuries. In the Middle 

Ages, the Roman Catholic Church exploited people 

through the sale of indulgences to gain money for their 

grand cathedrals. Even today, some people do not feel 

that they are truly worshiping unless it takes place in 

an ornate building. Of course, some modern churches 

take a slightly different approach to impress. They 

orchestrate dramatic worship experiences through 

professional sound, lighting, and stage design.  

Is it wrong to be excited, or to have nice buildings 

or good sound equipment and lighting? No. The 

problem is when our hearts are enthralled with 

something other than the glory and grace of God 
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revealed in the gospel of Jesus Christ. We turn worship 

into nothing more than a special feeling that we 

occasionally get at a particular place. Jesus addresses 

this problem with a Samaritan woman who brings up 

the issue of worshiping at the Samaritan temple on 

Mount Gerizim as opposed to the Jewish Temple in 

Jerusalem. John 4:23-24 tells us that he says, 

But the hour is coming, and is now here, 

when the true worshipers will worship the 

Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is 

seeking such people to worship him. God is 

spirit, and those who worship him must 

worship in spirit and truth. 

Do you consistently worship God in spirit and 

truth? Or do you just get excited about an impressive 

experience once in a while? When Christian churches 

rely on excitement, they lead people to become easy 

prey for false religion. We must allow the truth of the 

gospel to inspire us to a life of worship. 
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Conclusion 

We need to heed the way Jesus criticizes religion. 

Without realizing it, we can begin to slip into this kind 

of false system with its three components. Leaders start 

seeking exaltation, vulnerable people start to be 

exploited, and others are convinced that everything is 

great because there is an overall atmosphere of 

excitement. Satan is more than happy for religious 

groups to grow and multiply this way, because it 

insulates some people from ever hearing the gospel, 

and leaves others so jaded that they want nothing to do 

with anything spiritual. 

If religion has left you cynical, you need to 

understand that true Christianity is not about all that. 

It is about believing in Jesus and following him. His 

criticism of religion is a compelling reason to receive 

him as the King we need to reign in our hearts and 

ultimately over the entire world. None of us are worthy 

to have a direct relationship with him. But when the 

false religious system of his day orchestrated his 

crucifixion, he became the true sacrifice to atone for 

our sins. Through his death you can be forgiven and 
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reconciled to him. Believe in him and begin to follow 

him.  

If you want to learn more about this life of faith, I 

would encourage you to read chapter 13 of the New 

Testament letter to the Hebrews. That chapter 

addresses some of the same dynamics that we’ve 

examined today in the Gospel of Luke. 

If you are a believer, do you need to change the way 

that you relate to the church? Have you slipped into 

some of the attitudes and behaviors that characterize 

false religion? For the church to be what Jesus wants, 

we must each seek to be humble, caring, generous, 

knowledgeable worshipers of God. Identify the ways 

you need to change. Pray for God’s help and share your 

commitment with some of your brothers and sisters in 

Christ. 

Finally, do you know a critic who rejects Jesus 

Christ? Would you reach out to that person in a spirit 

of love? Would you take the time to listen to his or her 

story? Often you will find that critics have been deeply 

hurt by the behavior of hypocritical Christians. Take 

the time to listen to them. Seek to understand and show 

compassion. Acknowledge the wrongs that have been 
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done to them. Patiently pray and look for an 

opportunity to help them see that Jesus criticizes 

religion and opens the way for us to have a personal 

relationship with him. 

May we learn to reflect the grace and truth of Jesus 

Christ! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. What impact has false religion had in your life? 

 

 

2. What can you do to keep the focus right in our 

church? 

 

 

3. Who do you know that is critical of Christianity? 

What could you do to reach out to that person? 
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Chapter 7 

Preparing for Trouble 
(Luke 21:7-19) 

The Boy Scout motto is “Be Prepared.” I joined the 

Boy Scouts in sixth grade but only stuck with it for a 

year. I liked the idea of preparing, but I was never a big 

fan of camping. Their main tool for being prepared 

seemed to be the Swiss Army knife. Almost every scout 

had one. You never know when you’ll need tiny 

scissors, a corkscrew, or a toothpick! The boys certainly 

looked for ways to use them, but they just weren’t 

practical. 
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As we grow, we begin to recognize the real 

challenges that we face in life. A lot of people prepare 

by purchasing insurance coverage for their car, their 

house, their health care, and their life. But there are 

problems that money can’t fix. We face spiritual 

challenges. We are all tempted by anger, fear, worry, 

despair, lust, greed, and covetousness. But most people 

are completely unprepared to face those temptations 

personally or to respond well when others act upon 

them. 

The ultimate solution to these challenges is the 

arrival of the kingdom of God. Jesus is the promised 

king, and throughout his ministry he proclaims the 

good news of his coming kingdom. His disciples 

assume that he will establish it at any moment, even 

though he told them that he would be crucified. They 

finally begin to realize that their expectations are amiss 

a few days before the crucifixion, when Jesus tells them 

that the temple will be destroyed. So, as they leave 

Jerusalem for the day and ascend the Mount of Olives, 

they ask him about the timing of this shocking event. 

Jesus responds with what is often called, “The 

Olivet Discourse.” Matthew’s Gospel gives us the fullest 
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version of it, 97 verses in two chapters. Mark condenses 

it to 37 verses, and Luke records only 34. As we have 

seen in our study, each section in Luke’s account of the 

week leading up to the cross shows us that Jesus is the 

king we need, and his version of the Olivet Discourse 

continues this focus. In the first section, Luke 21:7-19, 

Jesus gives four instructions to prepare us for trouble 

before he returns. 

The world’s leaders tell people what they want to 

hear, hiding difficulties to keep their support. They 

make short-sighted decisions that seem good for the 

moment, leaving others to deal with the long-term 

consequences. But Jesus tells us the truth. He warns us 

about the hard times that will come and gives us 

realistic guidance to help us know how to respond. This 

may not be the way you’ve envisioned the Christian life, 

but I encourage you to take his instructions to heart. 
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Instruction 1: Don’t Be Led Astray 

An old fairy tale tells of a magical piper hired by a 

town to lure away its rats. When the town refuses to pay 

him for his services, he takes revenge by luring away 

the town’s children. The story, set in Hamelin, 

Germany, seems to have originated during the Middle 

Ages. The oldest versions do not mention rats, just the 

children being led away. Some think the piper is a 

symbol of death that developed as the town faced an 

outbreak of disease, but others speculate that the story 

may have described the influence of some kind of cult. 

How ever the tale originated, cults with influential 

false teachers are common throughout history. Many 
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of them, like the Mormons and the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, lure people in with distorted ideas about 

end times prophecy. They claim to have special 

knowledge hidden from everyone else. There were 

already Jewish groups like this during the first century, 

but Jesus warns the disciples that it will continue and 

intensify while he is away. 

After he tells them about the coming destruction of 

the temple, Luke 21:7-8 tells us, 

7And they asked him, “Teacher, when will 

these things be, and what will be the sign 

when these things are about to take place?” 
8And he said, “See that you are not led astray. 

For many will come in my name, saying, ‘I 

am he!’ and, ‘The time is at hand!’ Do not go 

after them. 

There are so many other questions the disciples 

could ask. They don’t inquire as to why the temple will 

be destroyed or what the implications will be for God’s 

people. They don’t wonder how they should prepare. 

They are only curious about when it will happen, and 

they expect there to be a special sign to tip them off. 

People often approach prophecy this way, but there 

is a problem with focusing on timing. Biblical prophecy 
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is never revealed to satisfy our intellectual curiosity. It 

always has a practical focus. The book of Isaiah, for 

instance, predicts several events, but those details are 

revealed to confront disobedience and to encourage 

obedience. Isaiah sums up this purpose in verses 19 

and 20 of chapter 1, by saying, “If you are willing and 

obedient, you shall eat the good of the land; but if you 

refuse and rebel, you shall be eaten by the sword; for 

the mouth of the LORD has spoken.” 

So, when the disciples ask an intellectual question 

about timing, Jesus responds with a practical answer. 

They must not allow themselves to be led astray, 

because false teachers will try to take advantage of their 

curiosity about the end times. Some will claim to be the 

Messiah. Others will draw people in by preaching that 

the time is at hand. They may even perform miraculous 

deeds. In Matthew 24:24, Jesus says, “For false christs 

and false prophets will arise and perform great signs 

and wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the 

elect.” 

End times hype from false teachers can be used to 

conceal or even justify sinful behavior. They focus on 

relatively obscure prophetic passages, and ignore clear 
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New Testament teaching about faith, love, and holiness 

in the Christian life. Paul refers to the ultimate false 

christ as the man of lawlessness (2 Th 2:3), but this 

same characteristic can also be seen in other false 

teachers. In 2 Peter 2:1-2, Peter says, 

But false prophets also arose among the 

people, just as there will be false teachers 

among you, who will secretly bring in 

destructive heresies, even denying the 

Master who bought them, bringing upon 

themselves swift destruction. And many will 

follow their sensuality, and because of them 

the way of truth will be blasphemed. 

Thanks to modern technology, it has never been 

easier to hear spiritual teaching from around the world. 

But God’s design is for you to personally know the 

character and integrity of those to whom you listen. 

Their lives should demonstrate genuine spiritual fruit. 

But when someone comes along riding a wave of 

popularity with nothing more than a lot of hype about 

the end times, we should be very skeptical.  
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Instruction 2: Don’t Be Terrified 

Some cars have a warning printed on the side 

mirrors. They say, “Objects in mirror are closer than 

they appear.” The reflection is distorted, so the objects 

look smaller and farther away than they really are. I 

think we experience a similar distortion in our 

memories of tragic events. As we head down the road 

of life, the troubles of the past never seem as big as the 

ones right in front of us. We are convinced that no one 

has ever dealt with anything like this before. 

In our skewed self-centered perspective, we assume 

that the current events of our lives must be signs of the 

end times. So, we interpret biblical prophecies in 
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distorted ways to make them fit what is happening 

around us. In fact, every generation seems to do this. 

Whenever there is a new conflict in the Middle East, a 

major disaster, or an unusual astronomical occurrence, 

some huckster comes along and stokes people’s fears to 

gain a following and sell books. After a while the hype 

fades until another event comes along, and then the 

cycle begins again. 

As Jesus teaches the disciples on the Mount of 

Olives, he warns them about this way of thinking, and 

tells them that they must not be terrified. Luke 21:9-11 

tells us that he says, 

9“And when you hear of wars and tumults, do 

not be terrified, for these things must first 

take place, but the end will not be at once.” 
10Then he said to them, “Nation will rise 

against nation, and kingdom against 

kingdom. 11There will be great earthquakes, 

and in various places famines and 

pestilences. And there will be terrors and 

great signs from heaven. 

Such events are a normal part of life in a fallen 

world. Our sinful desires inevitably lead us into conflict 

with one another on a personal and national level. 
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There are pockets of time in certain regions where 

people are not immersed in warfare, but battles are 

always being fought somewhere around the world.  

The same could be said about earthquakes, 

famines, and other tragedies. God created the world 

with perfect stability, but nature was thrown off kilter 

by the worldwide flood in the days of Noah. The 

atmospheric and geological forces that cause natural 

disasters were set in motion. The astronomical events 

that frighten people are often nothing more than 

natural occurrences in the way that God designed our 

solar system to work.  

So, we should not be surprised by such events, and 

we should not assume that they have some deep hidden 

meaning. Some prophecies, such as those in the book 

of Revelation, do include such events, but we have no 

way of knowing whether the troubles we experience are 

those. 

Whatever troubles come our way, believers can face 

them with confidence because we believe that God is in 

control. Paul tells us in Ephesians 1:11 that he works all 

things according to the counsel of his will. But in our 

self-centered way of thinking, we twist the idea of his 
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sovereignty into the assumption that nothing bad 

should ever happen to me. When we encounter 

personal hardship, we fear that he is judging us. We 

might even become bitter toward him.  

An accurate understanding of God’s sovereignty, 

however, assures us that God accomplishes his good 

purpose in our lives through the troubles we face. 

Psalm 46:1-3 expresses this conviction by saying, 

God is our refuge and strength, a very 

present help in trouble. Therefore we will not 

fear though the earth gives way, though the 

mountains be moved into the heart of the 

sea, though its waters roar and foam, though 

the mountains tremble at its swelling. 

When Christians panic about tragic events and 

hype them up as signs of the end times, we are 

undermining our witness. When the troubles pass and 

nothing else happens, we give our critics another 

argument to use against us. They can say, “Look how 

many times you said it was the end!” Rather than being 

terrified, we must trust in God and exude a genuine 

confidence that he is accomplishing his ultimate good 

purpose.  
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Instruction 3: Don’t Be Silent 

It seems like a terrible loss when forests are ravaged 

by fire. But some species of trees, like lodgepole pine 

and eucalyptus, need intense heat to release their 

seeds. Their cones are sealed with a resin that must be 

melted. So, the fire that seems so destructive serves to 

stimulate new life. 

Persecution often plays the same role in the life of 

the church. We might fear that such intimidation will 

stifle the witness of the church. But Jesus prepares us 

to expect that it will come, and to take advantage of the 

opportunity it provides. We must not be silent. Luke 

21:12-15 tells us that he says, 
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12But before all this they will lay their hands 

on you and persecute you, delivering you up 

to the synagogues and prisons, and you will 

be brought before kings and governors for 

my name's sake. 13This will be your 

opportunity to bear witness. 14Settle it 

therefore in your minds not to meditate 

beforehand how to answer, 15for I will give 

you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your 

adversaries will be able to withstand or 

contradict. 

Jesus’ prediction in verse 12 perfectly summarizes 

the events recorded in the book of Acts. In chapter 2, 

three thousand people are baptized in Jerusalem after 

the Holy Spirit is poured out and Peter preaches the 

gospel. In chapter 4, Peter and John are brought before 

the Jewish council and threatened, but they speak 

powerfully and grow in boldness. In chapter 5, they are 

arrested and beaten, yet they continue to preach. In 

chapter 7, Stephen becomes the first Christian to be 

martyred by the Jews. So, the church scatters from 

Jerusalem in chapter 8, spreading the gospel as they 

go. Saul pursues them, but chapter 9 tells us that he is 

converted through a dramatic encounter with Jesus. In 

chapter 12, Herod kills the Apostle James and 
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imprisons Peter, yet Peter is miraculously rescued, and 

the gospel continues to spread. In chapter 13, Paul 

begins his missionary journeys, and the church grows 

as he encounters persecution from Jews in local 

synagogues and sometimes from local rulers.  

Ultimately, he is arrested in Jerusalem and taken to 

Rome to defend his ministry before Caesar, yet the 

book concludes in verse 31 of chapter 28 by saying that 

Paul was, “proclaiming the kingdom of God and 

teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness 

and without hindrance.” In a sense, persecution did not 

hinder the spread of the gospel, it propelled it forward. 

Toward the end of his life, Paul writes the words 

recorded in 2 Timothy 3:12. He says, “Indeed, all who 

desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be 

persecuted.” Many Christians around the world can 

attest to the validity of this statement, yet those of us in 

the United States seem to struggle with it. We have 

great freedom, but we complain about the slightest 

opposition and act as if we’re fighting an 

unprecedented battle. We do not hesitate to demand 

that our rights be respected and to speak out on moral 

and political issues. But we are often fearful and silent 
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when it comes to communicating the gospel. Instead of 

fighting the opposition, we should be reaching out to 

them with the gospel. 

As we saw in Luke 21:13, Jesus promises to help us 

when opportunities arise. His instructions in verse 14 

to not meditate beforehand, do not mean that we 

should refrain from any preparation. In 1 Peter 3:15, 

Peter tells us, “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.” So, I 

think we should understand Jesus’ words to mean that 

we should not worry or agonize over those 

opportunities. He assures us that he is there working 

through us. Whether we face persecution or not, we 

must be open about our faith, explaining the truths of 

the gospel. 
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Instruction 4: Don’t Despair 

Over the past seven years, I have run in several half 

marathons (13.1 miles), and a few longer races. I think 

most runners will tell you that the biggest barriers to 

endurance are not physical but emotional. There are 

always aches and pains when you run those distances—

your foot, your knee, your hamstring, your hip, or a 

stitch in your side. If you’re not careful, those hurts can 

consume your thoughts. You lose sight of the goal. You 

are physically able to persevere, but you start to feel 

that you can’t go on. You battle with despair. 

We encounter a similar problem in following Jesus. 

Our devotion to him can strain our closest 
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relationships, and the heartaches we experience can 

tempt us to give up. Jesus prepares his disciples to 

persevere through these troubles in Luke 21:16-19. 

They must not despair. He says, 

16You will be delivered up even by parents 

and brothers and relatives and friends, and 

some of you they will put to death. 17You will 

be hated by all for my name's sake. 18But not 

a hair of your head will perish. 19By your 

endurance you will gain your lives. 

Becoming a Christian can spark conflict. As the 

Holy Spirit transforms your values, behavior, and 

conversation, your friends and family can feel 

uncomfortable, even convicted. They resent you for 

spending time with a new group of people. If religion 

was part of your bond with them, they feel betrayed. 

Some simply break off the relationship, but others 

mock and criticize your faith to get you to give it up. 

They accuse you of being judgmental, perhaps of being 

in a cult. As Jesus says, they might even become hostile, 

but the relational strain is what takes the biggest toll on 

us.  

The scenario can also play out in reverse. Someone 

you love has spent years in the church, but then 
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something changes. They become distant, critical, and 

resentful. It might happen because they get entangled 

in a sin. They do not want to give it up, so they push 

away anyone who’s faithfulness convicts them. Perhaps 

they have been deeply hurt by someone in the church. 

They refuse to extend forgiveness, bitterness consumes 

them, and they take it out on every Christian. Or, it 

might be that they were never saved. They get tired of 

pretending, and they run from it. 

These broken relationships cause deep heartaches 

that consume your thoughts. To make matters worse, 

you might respond poorly in the heat of the moment, 

lashing out verbally or even physically. You feel 

discouraged and alone. Satan tempts you to despair 

and give up, but Jesus offers hope. In verses 18-19, he 

says, “But not a hair of your head will perish. By your 

endurance you will gain your lives.” Since he just 

mentioned the potential of some believers being put to 

death, he is probably not speaking in physical terms 

here.  

Jesus’ point is that we can be confident that eternal 

life awaits us. We need to focus on the finish line. 

Hebrews 12:1-3 tells us, 
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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 

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. Consider 

him who endured from sinners such hostility 

against himself, so that you may not grow 

weary or fainthearted. 

We should do all that we can to avoid these 

conflicts. We shouldn’t be obnoxious or pressure 

friends and family members with the gospel. If they 

become antagonistic, we should seek to be humble and 

gracious. But we follow a suffering Savior who was 

despised and rejected. So, we should not be surprised 

if some of the people we love turn against us. Their 

response might be a confirmation that we’re heading in 

the right direction. Don’t despair! Keep your eyes on 

Jesus and the eternal life that he offers.  
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Conclusion 

Some people sell Christianity as the easy answer to 

all your troubles. But their version of the faith is 

shallow and plastic. Jesus presents a realistic 

perspective on life before his return. He gives us these 

four instructions to prepare us. Don’t be led astray by 

false teachers. Don’t be terrified by tragic events. Don’t 

be silent in the face of persecution. Finally, don’t 

despair if your loved ones reject the gospel and turn 

against you. 

This passage from Luke 21 may not seem like the 

most persuasive argument for following Jesus. Why 

would anyone risk conflict or persecution? Yet the 

honesty of Jesus is compelling. He does not give us a 

phony sales pitch but tells us how things will really be. 

He is the king we need, and he suffered so that you 

could receive eternal life. Are you willing to trust him? 

You could take that first step today. If you’re still trying 

to understand, I encourage you to keep learning. You 

might want to read the extended account of what Jesus 

said on this occasion recorded in Matthew 24 and 25. 

If you are a believer, how does this passage compare 

with your expectations of the Christian life? Do you 
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think that it should be easy and pain free? Do you 

approach Christianity as a domineering cultural and 

political force? Or, are you willing to humbly follow in 

the footsteps of a Savior who was despised and rejected 

as we wait for his return? Do you need to change your 

expectations? 

Perhaps you are on the other side. You understand 

the cost of following Christ, but you hesitate to tell 

anyone about your faith. You keep it personal and 

hidden. You try to blend in. Will you be open about 

your faith? Ask people what they believe and tell them 

the saving truths of the gospel. 

May God guide us in following Christ! 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. How do your expectations of the Christian life 

compare to what Jesus describes here? 

 

 

 

2. On which of these instructions do you most need to 

focus? Why? 

 

 

 

3. How open are you with others about your faith in 

Christ? How does this passage help us to be open? 
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Chapter 8 

Controlling the Future 
(Luke 21:20-27) 

How many times have you planned an outdoor 

event only to have it rain? Meteorologists today have 

amazing technology to forecast weather down to the 

minute, but they are still often mistaken. This seems to 

be my experience almost every time I go camping. We 

like to think of ourselves as an advanced society, but 

the weather reminds us of our limitations. Experts 

attempt to decipher all its patterns, but it’s still too 

complicated. It seems chaotic. We cannot predict it, 

much less control it. 
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We encounter a similar problem as we look out to 

the future. We like to think that we are in control, 

shaping our destiny. But the predictions made by 

experts of past generations have turned out to be 

ridiculously inaccurate. Events always come along that 

no one anticipates, forcing us to acknowledge our 

limitations. So, when we come to the Bible and read 

about cataclysmic end times events, we might be 

tempted to fear that one day everything will spin out of 

control. But what seems like chaos to us is not too 

complicated for God. The Bible teaches us that he is in 

control. 

Jesus teaches his followers about God’s sovereignty 

as he explains the end times in what is known as his 

Olivet Discourse. The disciples expect a quick and easy 

transition into the kingdom of God. So, as we saw 

previously, he begins by preparing them for the 

hardships they will encounter. But as he continues, 

Luke 21:20-27 tells us that he reveals three purposes 

that control end times events. 

Jesus does not just predict the future. As the Son of 

God, he controls it. This power is one more reason for 

us to see him as the king we need. We must understand 
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what he will accomplish through the events that seem 

chaotic to us, allowing his purposes for the future to 

shape our lives here and now. So, as we study this 

passage, I encourage you to approach it with a humble, 

teachable spirit. 
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Purpose 1: Vengeance 

Creating a professional looking document was 

much more difficult before personal computers 

became common. Today we start typing and 

applications automatically correct our spelling and 

punctuation. They even suggest more concise wording. 

Your writing can be sloppy and careless, an English 

teacher’s nightmare, but you don’t face any 

consequences. All your errors disappear before the ink 

touches the page. Old fashioned typewriters, on the 

other hand, captured every mistake for your teacher to 

see and mark in bright red ink that lowered your grade.  
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Life is more like a typewriter than a computer. 

Careless words and actions do not simply disappear. 

Our sins are captured in time, they impact people, and 

they are visible for God to see. There are consequences. 

So, one of God’s purposes for end times events is to 

take vengeance upon people for disobeying his 

commands. 

Jesus reveals this purpose in Luke 21:20-24. He 

says, 

20But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by 

armies, then know that its desolation has 

come near. 21Then let those who are in Judea 

flee to the mountains, and let those who are 

inside the city depart, and let not those who 

are out in the country enter it, 22for these are 

days of vengeance, to fulfill all that is written. 
23Alas for women who are pregnant and for 

those who are nursing infants in those days! 

For there will be great distress upon the earth 

and wrath against this people. 24They will fall 

by the edge of the sword and be led captive 

among all nations, and Jerusalem will be 

trampled underfoot by the Gentiles, until the 

times of the Gentiles are fulfilled. 

As Jesus says, these days of vengeance are a 

fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. God chose to 
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establish a covenant with the people of Israel. He 

promised to bless them if they obeyed his law and to 

punish them if they disobeyed. For instance, 

Deuteronomy 28:25 warns, “The LORD will cause you 

to be defeated before your enemies. You shall go out 

one way against them and flee seven ways before them. 

And you shall be a horror to all the kingdoms of the 

earth.” Yet, throughout their history they repeatedly 

stray from their devotion to him. For almost a 

thousand years, they go through cycles of disobedience, 

punishment, and repentance until their capital city, 

Jerusalem, and its temple are destroyed by the 

Babylonians in 586 B.C.  

The Jewish people return from exile 70 years later 

to rebuild Jerusalem. They continue to face great 

opposition, so God raises up the prophets Haggai and 

Zechariah to encourage them. But the warnings from 

the law are still in effect. In Zechariah 14:2, the prophet 

looks to the future and says, “For I will gather all the 

nations against Jerusalem to battle, and the city shall 

be taken and the houses plundered and the women 

raped. Half of the city shall go out into exile, but the 

rest of the people shall not be cut off from the city.” 
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So, as Jesus speaks the words we read in Luke 21, 

he is reiterating this prophecy and warning those in the 

area to flee when it happens. Many people think that 

this event took place in A.D. 70 when the Roman Army 

destroyed Jerusalem and its temple, but Zechariah and 

Jesus speak of multiple Gentile nations. Furthermore, 

if the prophecy had been fulfilled, you would think that 

the New Testament books written later in the first 

century might refer to it, but they do not. So, this 

prophecy has probably not been fulfilled yet. 

Whether it happened in the past or is still to come, 

the suffering that Jesus describes is heartbreaking. He 

thinks of the terrible toll it will take on women who 

have young children or are pregnant. Why would God 

allow something like this to happen? This outpouring 

of God’s vengeance is against the Jewish nation as a 

whole. But we need to remember that we all deserve to 

experience God’s wrath as individuals. No one is 

innocent. In Ephesians 2:1-3, Paul says, 

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 

in which you once walked, following the 

course of this world, following the prince of 

the power of the air, the spirit that is now at 

work in the sons of disobedience—among 
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whom we all once lived in the passions of our 

flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and 

the mind, and were by nature children of 

wrath, like the rest of mankind. 

We also need to remember that the physical 

suffering of the end times is only the beginning of God’s 

vengeance. He is perfectly righteous and just, so every 

person will stand before him. Revelation 20 speaks of 

books being opened at the final judgment that contain 

a record of all our deeds. There will be consequences. 

God is infinitely holy and pure, so every sin that we 

commit is worthy of infinite punishment. In 2 

Thessalonians 1:9, Paul speaks of those who do not 

obey the gospel of Christ, and says, “They will suffer the 

punishment of eternal destruction, away from the 

presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might.” 

We may not be experiencing these terrible days of 

vengeance now, but the reality of the righteous wrath 

of God should shape our lives. We must fear the Lord. 

We should not be careless or flippant about sin in our 

lives or in the lives of others. We must see our 

desperate need for salvation, and that desperation 

points us to a second purpose that controls end times 

events.  



Controlling the Future (Luke 21:20-27) 

 

— 165 — 

Purpose 2: Repentance 

I worked for a painter while I was in college, and my 

experience in that job showed me that people tend to 

put themselves in precarious positions. They get 

focused on pursuing a goal and ignore the dangers 

involved. They perch rickety ladders on shaky 

foundations.  They recklessly climb scaffolds that totter 

and sway. The safe and secure way seems too slow, too 

constraining. They won’t choose it unless all the 

unreliable alternatives are broken down and taken 

away. 

We also tend to put our trust in shaky spiritual 

foundations. We build our confidence on nature, 
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wealth, government, political leaders, false religion, or 

our own strength and wisdom, but those are all rickety 

ladders. They cannot provide the support we need, only 

Jesus can. So, one of God’s purposes for end times 

events is to break down those false sources of spiritual 

confidence to lead people to repentance. 

In Luke 21:25-26, Jesus describes how this will 

happen. He says, 

25And there will be signs in sun and moon 

and stars, and on the earth distress of nations 

in perplexity because of the roaring of the sea 

and the waves, 26people fainting with fear 

and with foreboding of what is coming on the 

world. For the powers of the heavens will be 

shaken. 

The book of Revelation describes these events in 

greater detail. The sun will become black, the moon will 

appear like blood, and stars will fall to earth (6:12-14). 

All the world’s grasslands and a third of its forests will 

be burned (8:7). Something the size of a mountain will 

fall into the ocean, destroying ships and sea creatures 

(8:8-9). The water supply will be contaminated (8:11), 

and great plagues will kill a third of the world’s 

population (9:18). 
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You would think that such events would humble 

everyone and bring them to their knees, but people are 

stubborn. They resist God’s purpose for their lives. 

Revelation 9:20-21 says, 

The rest of mankind, who were not killed by 

these plagues, did not repent of the works of 

their hands nor give up worshiping demons 

and idols of gold and silver and bronze and 

stone and wood, which cannot see or hear or 

walk, nor did they repent of their murders or 

their sorceries or their sexual immorality or 

their thefts. 

Another prophecy, however, speaks of a group of 

people who take the opportunity to repent during the 

end times. The Jewish people rejected Jesus as their 

Messiah and orchestrated his crucifixion less than two 

days after he spoke the Olivet Discourse. They have 

experienced centuries of oppression from Gentile 

nations but have also seen the gospel of Jesus spread 

throughout the Gentile world. Some Jews have 

repented and believed, but many continue to reject 

Christ. Yet over 400 years before the birth of Jesus, 

Zechariah 12:10 tells us that the Lord looked to the 

future and said, 
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And I will pour out on the house of David and 

the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace 

and pleas for mercy, so that, when they look 

on me, on him whom they have pierced, they 

shall mourn for him, as one mourns for an 

only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one 

weeps over a firstborn. 

This prophecy about Jerusalem captures the spirit 

of repentance for anyone. God must open our eyes to 

see the consequences of our sin. Since Jesus died for 

our sins, we have all contributed to his suffering on the 

cross. It’s as if you personally drove the nails through 

his hands and feet. The thought of his pain should 

cause us to mourn and cry out for mercy. It should 

prompt us to give up our self-centered pursuits and 

abandon our smug self-sufficiency. We must look to 

Christ and trust him alone to save us. 

At some point, this transformation of heart will 

sweep through the Jewish people. As they mourn the 

horrendous way their forefathers treated Jesus and 

their own personal rejection, they will come to 

experience the benefit of his death. Zechariah 13:1 tells 

us, “On that day there shall be a fountain opened for 

the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to 
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cleanse them from sin and uncleanness.” This is the 

cleansing that we all need. We must repent and trust 

that Christ’s death and resurrection is the only way for 

us to enter the kingdom of God. 

Since the events of the end times help bring about 

this repentance among the Jews, we might wonder why 

Jesus does not come now. His delay is guided by the 

same purpose, bringing people to repentance. In 2 

Peter 3:9, the Apostle Peter tells us, “The Lord is not 

slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but 

is patient toward you, not wishing that any should 

perish, but that all should reach repentance.” Don’t 

wait for some cataclysmic sign to turn to Christ. You 

never know when you will draw your last breath. Turn 

to him now. Repent of your sin and trust him to save 

you.  

Jesus is the source of true confidence in this life and 

forever. As Paul writes to the Christians in 

Thessalonica, he commends their faith. In 1 

Thessalonians 1:9-10, he says, 

For they themselves report concerning us the 

kind of reception we had among you, and 

how you turned to God from idols to serve 

the living and true God, and to wait for his 
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Son from heaven, whom he raised from the 

dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath 

to come. 

Some people take this to mean that Jesus will rapture 

Christians before the cataclysmic events of the end 

times begin. That conclusion is not entirely certain, but 

whatever we face we can be confident that in Christ we 

have forgiveness and the hope of eternal life.  
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Purpose 3: Glory 

In a theatrical production, only one person at a time 

can be the focus of the spotlight. Only one person gets 

top billing. Outside the theater, entertainers vie for 

attention on the news and in social media. We see the 

same competition among athletes and politicians. We 

even find it among people at work, students in school, 

siblings in a family, and sometimes members of a 

church. Everyone wants glory, but only one person 

truly deserves it. 

One of the purposes of end times events is to direct 

all glory to Christ. Earlier in the Olivet discourse, Jesus 

mentions the problem of people who will claim to be 
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him (Lu 21:8). Elsewhere in the New Testament, we 

learn that there will be an ultimate Antichrist in the end 

times whom people will worship as God (2 Th 2:3-4; 

Rev 13). So, the disturbing cataclysmic events of that 

period will create a time of darkness that stands in 

stark contrast to the return of Christ. Jesus describes 

his coming in Luke 21:27 by saying, “And then they will 

see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and 

great glory.” 

It is difficult to fathom all that this simple, brief 

description implies. Jesus alludes here to a vision the 

Prophet Daniel receives of heaven. In Daniel 7:13-14, 

the prophet says, 

I saw in the night visions, and behold, with 

the clouds of heaven there came one like a 

son of man, and he came to the Ancient of 

Days and was presented before him. And to 

him was given dominion and glory and a 

kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and 

languages should serve him; his dominion is 

an everlasting dominion, which shall not 

pass away, and his kingdom one that shall 

not be destroyed. 

Lest there be any question in our minds, Revelation 

5 describes a similar scene and refers to this special 
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individual as the Lamb who was slain. Jesus is this Son 

of Man, the promised Messiah who will reign over the 

entire world in fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. 

As he speaks with his disciples on the Mount of Olives, 

he is about to be humiliated and crucified, but he will 

rise from the dead and ascend into heaven. Then at 

some future point he will return to earth at the very 

same spot. Zechariah 14:4 tells us, 

On that day his feet shall stand on the Mount 

of Olives that lies before Jerusalem on the 

east, and the Mount of Olives shall be split in 

two from east to west by a very wide valley, 

so that one half of the Mount shall move 

northward, and the other half southward. 

This display of power is not merely for show. Jesus 

will transform the world physically and bring it into 

complete submission to God spiritually. No one will be 

able to resist him. In Philippians 2:9-11, Paul says, 

Therefore God has highly exalted him and 

bestowed on him the name that is above 

every name, so that at the name of Jesus 

every knee should bow, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 

of God the Father. 
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So, no matter how dark our circumstances seem, 

everything is leading up to the glory of Christ, and this 

controlling purpose should shape our lives here and 

now. Rather than competing for the spotlight, we 

should always be shining it toward Jesus. How can we 

do that? Paul gives us a helpful description in Titus 

2:11-14. He says, 

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, waiting for our 

blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of 

our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who 

gave himself for us to redeem us from all 

lawlessness and to purify for himself a people 

for his own possession who are zealous for 

good works. 

Paul shows us four ingredients in a life that glorifies 

Christ. First, we must renounce ungodliness, doing all 

that we can to avoid sin. Next, we must live a godly life, 

seeking to reflect the character of Christ. Third, we 

must fix our hope on that future appearance of Christ’s 

glory, eagerly waiting for him to return. Finally, we 

must focus on doing good in the name of Christ. Later 
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in Titus 3:14, he speaks of meeting urgent needs. Jesus 

gave himself to redeem us and purify us. Are you living 

for his glory? 
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Conclusion 

The future will not spin out of control. Jesus is the 

king we need because he directs end times events to 

achieve his good and perfect purposes. He takes 

righteous vengeance upon sin that offends the holiness 

of God. He humbles people through earth shattering 

events to lead them to repentance and salvation. 

Ultimately, he will appear in glory to usher every 

believer into his perfect kingdom. 

Is that your hope? Are you able to look forward to 

the return of Christ? To enjoy his presence for eternity, 

you must repent and believe in him now. Are you 

trusting him as your Savior? Are you following him as 

your Lord? If not, I encourage you to begin today. If 

you’re not yet ready to make that commitment, then I 

would encourage you to keep learning. 2 Peter 3 would 

be a great chapter to read to understand more about 

God’s plans for eternity.  

If you are a believer, are his purposes shaping your 

life? Are you fighting sin in your life or do you just go 

along with it? We need to remember the vengeance that 

our sins deserve. We see it in the physical suffering of 

the end times, in the eternal suffering of hell, and in the 
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death of God’s Son on the cross. No sin is insignificant. 

Do all that you can to avoid it. 

Are you living for Christ’s glory? What could you do 

to better shine the spotlight on him? Are you growing 

in godly character? Are you longing for his return? Are 

you doing good and meeting needs? 

May God help us to live in light of eternity. 
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Questions for Further Reflection 

1. How does this passage change your perspective on 

the future? 

 

 

 

2. What practical steps could you take to better align 

your life with these purposes? 

 

 

 

3. How would you respond to someone who fears the 

end times? 
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Chapter 9 

The Wonderful Counselor 
(Luke 21:28-38) 

When I was growing up, my father worked in 

construction. From time to time, I would visit him at a 

worksite and climb into some of the heavy equipment. 

But I never saw any vehicle as big as the ones used in 

mining. Some trucks today are so massive that they can 

haul up to 800,000 pounds. Their capacity is large 

enough to fill a small house from floor to ceiling. So, 

you wouldn’t want to be in the way when they dump 

their load. 
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You might feel that way when you try to study the 

Bible, particularly its teaching on the end times. You 

want to go deep, but there are massive amounts of 

information: names, places, dates, events, and 

unfamiliar words. If it’s all dumped on you at once, you 

can feel completely buried. That’s how I felt as a new 

believer, hearing my pastor use words like 

“eschatology” (the study of the end times) without 

defining them. 

This difficulty may explain why we are tempted to 

approach it as an entirely intellectual pursuit. We can 

be fascinated by it without ever being transformed by 

it. Jesus, however, does not allow this shortcoming 

when he speaks to his followers about the end times. 

We have been considering his Olivet Discourse as it 

is recorded in Luke 21:8-36. In verses 8-19, he warns 

the disciples about common troubles in this fallen 

world that people often mistakenly assume to be signs 

of the end times. Then, in verses 20-27, he briefly 

describes the events that will lead up to his return 

focusing on the purposes that control them. As we 

examine his conclusion in verses 28-36, we will see that 
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he presents three practical responses to end times 

prophecy. 

In chapter 19 through 21 in Luke’s Gospel, we have 

seen how Luke shows Jesus to be the king we need. He 

pursues peace, overcomes evil, owns everything, 

discerns hearts, defends truth, criticizes religion, 

prepares us for trouble, and controls the future. This 

final passage in the series serves as a fitting conclusion, 

because it shows Jesus to be the Wonderful Counselor. 

Isaiah 9:6 gives him this title as it predicts his birth. 

With all his mighty power and infinite knowledge, 

Jesus does not bury us. He advises us, guiding us in 

applying biblical truth (even end times prophecy) to 

our lives in practical ways. 

  



THE KING WE NEED 
 

— 182 — 

Response 1: Look Forward 

Nights are long in the dead of winter, and the 

darkest, coldest moments are those right before dawn. 

On Saturday mornings, I try to get out and go on an 

early run, but it is a battle to do it when it is so cold and 

dark. I come up with all sorts of reasons to stay in bed. 

It’s safer, warmer, and much more comfortable. But 

that kind of thinking can paralyze us. We can talk 

ourselves out of going anywhere or doing anything. We 

can succumb to hopelessness. 

We face a similar problem spiritually. Our entire 

world has been in one long, dark night since Adam and 

Eve sinned and were banished from the Garden of 
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Eden. Life is an endless string of temptations, conflicts, 

and suffering that will only deepen in the final days 

before Christ’s return. If we are tempted to give up 

hope now, how much worse will it be for those who live 

through the period of Tribulation that Jesus describes 

in the Olivet Discourse? We need to keep looking 

forward to the ultimate dawn when he returns. 

Luke 21:28-33 tells us that Jesus offers these words 

of encouragement. He says, 

28“Now when these things begin to take place, 

straighten up and raise your heads, because 

your redemption is drawing near.” 29And he 

told them a parable: "Look at the fig tree, and 

all the trees. 30As soon as they come out in 

leaf, you see for yourselves and know that the 

summer is already near. 31So also, when you 

see these things taking place, you know that 

the kingdom of God is near. 32Truly, I say to 

you, this generation will not pass away until 

all has taken place. 33Heaven and earth will 

pass away, but my words will not pass away. 

 

When we are weary and discouraged, our heads 

hang down. But Jesus wants his followers, even those 

saved during the Tribulation, to go through life with a 
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posture of hopeful anticipation, back straight and head 

held high. He presents three reasons to look forward, 

beginning in verse 28 with the reality of redemption. 

The word redemption is associated with slavery. It 

pictures someone paying the price to purchase your 

freedom. We are held in bondage to sin and death, but 

as Jesus speaks the words recorded here in Luke 21, he 

is about to make that payment through his death on the 

cross. In Ephesians 1:7, Paul explains, “In him we have 

redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 

trespasses, according to the riches of his grace.” 

When you believe in Jesus and his saving work, this 

redemption is applied to you. He even sends the Holy 

Spirit to dwell within you as a guarantee (Eph 1:13-14). 

But the ultimate fulfillment of this redemption will 

happen when he returns in glory. In Romans 8:23, Paul 

speaks of looking forward to this event by saying, “And 

not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the 

firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait 

eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our 

bodies.” 

Every believer in Christ can look forward to the 

reality of redemption. But for those who suffer through 
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the Tribulation period of the end times, Jesus offers a 

second reason to look forward. In verses 29-32, he says 

that once those difficulties begin, they will pass quickly. 

It will be like spring passing into summer as you notice 

the trees sprouting with leaves. After the darkest 

moments, Jesus will return to establish his kingdom on 

earth. 

People have offered a variety of explanations of 

verse 32, where Jesus says that this generation will not 

pass away. Critics say that he was mistaken and should 

not be trusted. A few claim that these events all 

happened in some spiritual form after Jerusalem was 

destroyed in the First Century. Others try to find some 

alternative meaning for the word generation. But the 

simplest explanation is to say that Jesus was speaking 

about the generation alive when these events begin to 

take place. The time will pass quickly. 

The Prophet Daniel was told about a specific time 

frame. In a vision, a messenger tells him about the 

destruction of Jerusalem and its temple as Jesus does 

here in Luke 21:20. Daniel 12:11-12 says, “And from the 

time that the regular burnt offering is taken away and 

the abomination that makes desolate is set up, there 
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shall be 1,290 days. Blessed is he who waits and arrives 

at the 1,335 days.” But in verse 13, the messenger 

encourages Daniel by saying, “But go your way till the 

end. And you shall rest and shall stand in your allotted 

place at the end of the days.” 

As a believer, Daniel was able to approach the 

future with certainty. In Luke 21:33, Jesus presents this 

certainty as a third reason for looking forward. Heaven 

and earth will pass away, but his words will not. Our 

hope in that final redemption is based upon his 

promises. As the Son of God, Jesus has the power to 

bring us securely into his kingdom. As he says in 

Matthew 7:24-25,  

Everyone then who hears these words of 

mine and does them will be like a wise man 

who built his house on the rock. And the rain 

fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew 

and beat on that house, but it did not fall, 

because it had been founded on the rock. 

Jesus is the Wonderful Counselor. When you 

believe in him, you can respond to end times prophecy 

by looking forward.  
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Response 2: Look Inward 

When I was in elementary school, my family lived 

in a house that was set below street level. Our front 

yard was a fairly steep hill covered with ivy. To the 

original homeowners, it must have seemed like an easy 

landscaping option, but it became a nuisance. If the 

vines were not kept in check, they would quickly grow 

across the pavement. They would attach themselves to 

the walls of the house and begin to cover it up. They 

would probe down into every crack and push their way 

in. They became destructive. 

As we face the increasing difficulties of life in this 

world, we should trust Christ and look forward to our 
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redemption at his return. But we are tempted to find 

quicker, easier ways to cope. These short-sighted 

solutions are like ivy. They can take over our lives and 

press their way into every crack, destroying us. So, as 

we consider end times prophecy, it should cause us to 

look inward so that we root out these life-consuming 

behaviors. 

Jesus warns his followers about these problems in 

Luke 21:34-35. He says, 

34But watch yourselves lest your hearts be 

weighed down with dissipation and 

drunkenness and cares of this life, and that 

day come upon you suddenly like a trap. 
35For it will come upon all who dwell on the 

face of the whole earth. 

The cares or worries of this life are a heavy burden 

to bear. Many people seek something to dull the pain. 

As Jesus says in verse 34, they find relief in alcohol or 

some other substance. He also uses a word that is 

difficult to define because it is only used on this one 

occasion in the New Testament. English Bibles 

translate it with the words dissipation, carousing, or 

surfeiting to suggest an out of control party lifestyle. 

But some scholars say that the word could refer to the 
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effects of drunkenness—a headache, nausea, a 

hangover. So, rather than giving people lasting peace, 

this lifestyle only compounds their burdens. It drains 

their finances, damages their relationships, and harms 

their health. Yet they keep relying upon the same 

addictive, self-destructive behaviors.  

Handling life this way also has spiritual 

consequences. In verse 34, Jesus says the day of his 

return will come upon them suddenly like a trap. As 

they attempt to drink their burdens away, they end up 

dulling their conscience. They become numb to the 

convicting work of the Holy Spirit. They go through life 

in a fog that blinds them to the reality of coming 

judgment and its eternal consequences. Yet as Jesus 

says in verse 35, these events are still coming upon 

them. 

So, Jesus counsels us to look inward and watch 

ourselves. When we feel burdened, we must remember 

that we do not need to go through life alone. Rather 

than seeking to dull the pain, we can trust in the Lord 

and look to him for help. In 1 Peter 5:6-7, Peter tells us, 

“Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand 

of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, 
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casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for 

you.”  

This life of faith is not easy. We have an opponent 

who entices us to ignore God. Drunkenness makes us 

an easy target for him. So, in 1 Peter 5:8, Peter 

continues by saying, “Be sober-minded; be watchful. 

Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring 

lion, seeking someone to devour.” 

The approach of the end times gives this daily battle 

with Satan a sense of urgency. We do not know when 

Jesus will return, but with each passing day that time 

draws nearer. In Romans 13:11-14, Paul writes, 

Besides this you know the time, that the hour 

has come for you to wake from sleep. For 

salvation is nearer to us now than when we 

first believed. The night is far gone; the day 

is at hand. So then let us cast off the works of 

darkness and put on the armor of light. Let 

us walk properly as in the daytime, not in 

orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual 

immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling 

and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, 

to gratify its desires. 
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When you believe in Jesus Christ, your life is linked 

with his. His sacrificial death satisfies the wrath of God 

for your sins, and his resurrection ensures that you will 

live forever in his kingdom. So, as we await the 

consummation of our salvation at his return, we should 

live in a way that reflects that we are his. We must put 

off darkness and put on Christ-like character. We 

should trust God and worship him as Jesus did. We 

should love people and seek righteousness as he did. 

So, we should respond to end times prophecy by 

looking inward. Examine your heart. How are you 

responding to the cares of this life and the temptations 

of this world? Are you ready and waiting for Christ to 

return?  
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Response 3: Look Upward 

Have you ever called a company’s helpline when 

you have a problem with an appliance or gadget? 

Perhaps it is because of my pride, but I always prefer to 

figure things out on my own. I will play with something 

for hours, read the manual several times, and watch 

videos online before I ever give in and make that call. 

By that point, I am extremely frustrated, so I never 

respond well to their first question. Is the device 

plugged in? It may feel insultingly simple, but 

sometimes we miss the obvious. 

If God published a step-by-step troubleshooting 

guide for life, I suspect that he would begin with a 
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similarly obvious question. Are you praying? Are you 

following the teaching that he has given in his word? As 

I mentioned earlier, we can get caught up in all sorts of 

minute details when thinking about end times 

prophecy. But the Wonderful Counselor brings us back 

to the fundamental idea of looking up to him for help. 

Luke ends his account of the Olivet Discourse in 

Luke 21:36. He tells us that Jesus says, “But stay awake 

at all times, praying that you may have strength to 

escape all these things that are going to take place, and 

to stand before the Son of Man.” And then as an 

epilogue, in verses 37-38 he tells us, 

37And every day he was teaching in the 

temple, but at night he went out and lodged 

on the mount called Olivet. 38And early in the 

morning all the people came to him in the 

temple to hear him. 

There are two ways to look up. First, we must pray 

for strength. It’s easy to forget how weak we are. When 

things are going well, we can be lulled into a sense of 

complacency. So, when he tells us to stay awake and 

pray, he means that we must maintain a conscious 

sense of dependence upon him. His teaching on the end 
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times reminds us that we are not able to escape 

judgment or the events of the end times in our own 

power. We are not worthy to stand before him when he 

returns. He alone can rescue us, and he alone can give 

us the strength to endure. 

Jesus sets the perfect example of this kind of 

watchful prayer. Luke 5:16 characterizes his life and 

ministry by saying, “But he would withdraw to desolate 

places and pray.” He demonstrates a constant 

dependence upon his heavenly Father and teaches his 

disciples to do likewise. In Luke 11:2-4, he gives them a 

model of how to pray. Luke tells us, 

And he said to them, "When you pray, say: 

"Father, hallowed be your name. Your 

kingdom come. Give us each day our daily 

bread, and forgive us our sins, for we 

ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to 

us. And lead us not into temptation." 

As we continue into Luke 22, we’ll see that he spends 

the final minutes before his arrest urgently praying in 

the garden of Gethsemane as the disciples fall asleep.  

Jesus also sets an example by his focus during this 

final week of his ministry. Luke captures it in those 

final two verses in chapter 21. He knows that his 
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opponents are about to orchestrate his crucifixion, but 

he chooses to devote himself to teaching people as he 

has done throughout his ministry. So, in addition to 

looking up to God in prayer, we should also look up to 

God by listening to his word. 

We find this double focus in the early church. After 

Jesus rose from the dead and ascended into heaven, the 

Holy Spirit fills the disciples on the Day of Pentecost. 

Peter preaches the gospel and talks about the last days. 

Three thousand people receive his word and are 

baptized. Then in Acts 2:42, Luke describes this group 

of believers by saying, “And they devoted themselves to 

the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the 

breaking of bread and the prayers.” 

Paul warns his apprentice, Timothy, that people 

will abandon God’s Word in the last days. In 2 Timothy 

4:3-4, he writes, “For the time is coming when people 

will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears 

they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit 

their own passions, and will turn away from listening 

to the truth and wander off into myths.” Nevertheless, 

in verses 1-2 he tells Timothy, 



THE KING WE NEED 
 

— 196 — 

I charge you in the presence of God and of 

Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and 

the dead, and by his appearing and his 

kingdom: preach the word; be ready in 

season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, 

and exhort, with complete patience and 

teaching. 

 We must respond to end times prophecy in these 

fundamental ways. We look up to God by praying and 

listening to his word. 

  



The Wonderful Counselor (Luke 21:28-38) 

 

— 197 — 

Conclusion 

As complicated as prophecy can be, we cling to this 

fundamental truth. Jesus is the king we need, and one 

day he will return. As our Wonderful Counselor, he 

guides us as we wait. Respond to him by looking 

forward. Approach life with a sense of hope and 

anticipation, because we know the end of the story. 

Respond by looking inward. Satan will tempt you with 

quick fixes, but resist him and keep putting on Christ. 

Finally, respond by looking upward. Keep praying and 

listening to God’s Word. 

Perhaps the idea of Christ’s return is completely 

new to you. It’s easy to go through life without any 

thought of God, but one day we will stand before him 

for judgment. Today you have the opportunity to 

prepare. Would you start building your life on Christ’s 

words? Pray to him and ask him to save you from your 

sins. Begin to learn his truth and follow him. If you 

hesitate to take that step, then I encourage you to read 

another part of his Olivet Discourse that is recorded in 

Matthew 25. 

If you believe in Christ, are you responding to him 

in the ways that we have considered today? Are you 
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looking forward, inward, and upward? Do you need to 

grow in one of those areas? Would you make that a 

focus this week? Read back through this passage and 

think about how you need to better live it out. 

Finally, Jesus is the king of all. Do you know 

someone who needs hope? Would you share the truth 

of his plans and invite them to believe? 

May Christ our King be exalted in our hearts as we 

wait for him! 

Questions for Further Reflection 

1. How often do you think of Christ’s return and his 

coming kingdom? What could you do to better keep 

this focus? 

 

2. On which of these responses do you most need to 

focus? Why? 

 

3. How might this passage help you to share your hope 

with someone? 
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