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News reports are filled with stories of people 

struggling to survive famine, war, and natural 

disasters, but most of us have not endured such 

suffering. Our most common complaint is boredom. 

We’re always looking for the latest, greatest thing that 

will add excitement to life. While we wait, we amuse 

ourselves with an endless stream of games, sports, 

movies, TV shows, and video clips. Yet our sense of 

apathy continues to deepen. 

Most churches do not help the situation. The ones 

that focus on rituals and liturgy streamline their service 
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to minimize the boredom. Others try to overcome 

apathy with hype. They play on people’s emotions with 

music and dramatic speaking. They fill the calendar 

with programs, events, and causes. The shallowness of 

both approaches inevitably leaves people disillusioned. 

Our deepest need is not more hype or activity, but a 

personal relationship with God. The author of Psalm 42 

realized this deep yearning and expressed it by saying, 

“As a deer pants for flowing streams, so pants my soul 

for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living 

God. When shall I come and appear before God?” (vv. 

1-2). We may not recognize it, but our souls have the 

same craving. 

Many people will say that they have tried religion, 

and it did not work. They prayed and read the Bible, for 

a while but something was still missing. We want to feel 

a sense of awe and wonder, and we assume that it 

should just happen instantly. But that assumption is 

wrong. True wonder is not something that happens to 

us, but an attitude that we must cultivate.  

We can learn much about wonder by studying the 

Gospel of Luke. Michael Card calls this third book in 

the New Testament, “the Gospel of Amazement.” As 
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this Gospel recounts the life and ministry of Jesus, five 

different Greek terms are used a total of seventeen 

times to describe this attitude. In fact, the first two and 

a half chapters teach us about wonder by giving us 

glimpses of various people who learned something 

about the coming of Christ—a doctor, an infertile 

couple, a teen-aged girl with an unplanned pregnancy, 

a group of farm workers, an old man, a widow, the 

parents of a pre-teen, tax collectors, and soldiers. Their 

stories encourage us to repent of our apathy to cultivate 

a consistent attitude of true wonder. 

May God work in our hearts! 
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Our secular society has such high regard for 

doctors, that we almost treat them like gods. We trust 

them to understand and solve all our health problems. 

We place our lives in their hands, and we compensate 

them accordingly. So, it should come as no surprise 

that this esteem sometimes goes to their heads.  

Some doctors are humble and caring, but others 

become arrogant and condescending. Though the 

human body is extremely complex, they act as if they 

understand all its mysteries with complete certainty. 
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They get irritated when anyone questions their 

diagnoses, even when the prescribed treatment is not 

working. Apparently, people had similar problems with 

doctors in ancient times. Mark 5:25-26 describes a 

woman who came to Jesus for healing by saying,  

And there was a woman who had had a 

discharge of blood for twelve years, and who 

had suffered much under many physicians, 

and had spent all that she had, and was no 

better but rather grew worse. 

But the Apostle Paul had a much different appraisal 

of a doctor he knew. As he sends greetings to the 

Christians in Colossae in Colossians 4:14, he says, 

“Luke the beloved physician greets you, as does 

Demas.” In fact, Luke had such a strong relationship 

with Paul that later in 2 Timothy 4:10-11, Paul writes, 

For Demas, in love with this present world, 

has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica. 

Crescens has gone to Galatia, Titus to 

Dalmatia. Luke alone is with me. Get Mark 

and bring him with you, for he is very useful 

to me for ministry. 

Luke may have cared for Paul’s physical needs, but 

that was not all that he did for the cause of Christ. He 
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is considered to be the author of both the Gospel that 

bears his name and the book of Acts. We connect those 

books together because they are both addressed to 

someone named Theophilus. We identify Luke as the 

author because of several passages in Acts where the 

author used the first-person plural (we or us) to 

indicate that he was present with Paul during his 

second (16:10-17) and third missionary journeys (20:6-

16; 21:1-18) and his trip to Rome as a prisoner (27:1-

28:16). The author’s presence with Paul in Rome lines 

up with Paul’s mention of Luke in Colossians.  

The only information Luke reveals about himself in 

his Gospel is found in the opening verses. In Luke  

1:1-4, he writes, 

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to 

compile a narrative of the things that have 

been accomplished among us, just as those 

who from the beginning were eyewitnesses 

and ministers of the word have delivered 

them to us, it seemed good to me also, having 

followed all things closely for some time past, 

to write an orderly account for you, most 

excellent Theophilus, that you may have 

certainty concerning the things you have 

been taught. 
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Though this long sentence is nothing more than a 

formal address, we find that in it Luke models three 

characteristics of humble certainty. Certainty without 

humility lacks any sense of wonder and inevitably 

distorts the gospel, but humility without certainty leads 

to hopeless confusion. True wonder is found in a 

humble certainty about the truths of the gospel. As 

Luke models this balance for Theophilus, we can 

examine our own hearts in comparison. 
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From the moon, the earth seems like a swirling blue 

and green ball. But when you move in for a close-up 

view, you begin to see more details. The surface of the 

earth is not smooth and uniform, but marked by 

mountain ranges. Zoom in closer, and you see forests, 

jungles, and grassy plains. Closer still and you see a 

variety of plant and animal life, rocks, coarse sand and 

fertile soil. Look through a magnifying glass and you 

see more complexity, through a microscope even more. 

The physical world shows us that there is always more 

to learn. How much more could this be said about God 

and his plans? 
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Luke models this teachable attitude in Luke 1:1-2. 

He is not naive or uninformed, but fully aware that 

many people were compiling narratives about the 

events surrounding the life of Jesus. He mentions 

eyewitnesses and ministers of the word. The Apostle 

Matthew had probably already written his Gospel. 

Mark may have also. Many think that Mark’s Gospel 

consists mostly of the Apostle Peter’s recollections. The 

Gospel of John was probably written later, but Luke 

may have had access to Matthew and Mark. This would 

explain the similarities between his account and theirs. 

But Luke also introduces unique stories that are not 

found in the other Gospels. Acts 21 may give us some 

insight as to his sources. Through his use of the first-

person plural, Luke indicates that he accompanied 

Paul to Jerusalem. Of course, Paul was arrested and 

taken to Caesarea on the coast. So, during the two years 

of his imprisonment there, Luke may have interviewed 

other eyewitnesses in and around Jerusalem. The 

chapter makes it clear that he met James, the brother 

of Jesus. Perhaps, Jesus’ mother, Mary, was still alive 

and able to tell Luke all the details that he shares in the 

first two chapters of his Gospel. He may have also 
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spoken with other people who followed Jesus. Luke’s 

love for Christ compelled him to keep investigating and 

learning more. 

This passion for learning is vitally connected to an 

attitude of true wonder. Proverbs 2:3-5 says, 

Yes, if you call out for insight and raise your 

voice for understanding, if you seek it like 

silver and search for it as for hidden 

treasures, then you will understand the fear 

of the LORD and find the knowledge of God. 

The fear mentioned here is another way of describing 

wonder. You may be waiting for a feeling like this to 

overtake you, but if you choose to view God and His 

Word in a simplistic, shallow way, then you are cutting 

yourself off from understanding him in a way that 

inspires awe and wonder. You must choose to pursue 

Him, and as you do you will experience a wonder that 

compels you to keep learning more. Be humble enough 

to admit that you don’t know it all. Ask questions. Stay 

teachable. 
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When a cow eats, its food passes through four 

stomachs. In fact, there are 150 species with a similar 

digestive system. After food is chewed and swallowed 

to one stomach, it is regurgitated to be chewed and 

swallowed again, passing on to another. So, we speak 

of these animals chewing their cud.  

As we learn biblical truth, we need to think through 

it in a similar way. We will never experience true 

wonder by picking up a few facts and moving on. We 

need to keep chewing on ideas, so that they become a 

part of us. We need to be thoughtful. 
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Luke models this characteristic in verse 3. He was 

so absorbed with the events of Christ’s life, that he set 

out to write his own account. After hearing the 

testimony of eyewitnesses, he analyzed their stories 

and put them in order. Much of the dialogue recorded 

in the Gospel may have originally been spoken in 

Aramaic, so Luke had to think about the best Greek 

terms to use. The whole effort of describing these 

events and communicating ideas forced him to think 

deeply.  

Luke also had extra help in his thought process. The 

Holy Spirit guided him so that the work he produced is 

inspired, God-breathed. Luke thus wrote with a 

certainty that could only come from God. Paul even 

seems to quote the words of Jesus from Luke 10:7 as 

Scripture in 1 Timothy 5:18. Luke’s thoughtfulness was 

so productive, that his two books account for 27 

percent of the New Testament. 

Though Luke’s experience in writing Scripture was 

unique, we can still follow his example of 

thoughtfulness. Psalm 1:2-3 describes the blessed man 

by saying,  
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but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and 

on his law he meditates day and night. He is 

like a tree planted by streams of water that 

yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does 

not wither. In all that he does, he prospers. 

We are not all gifted or called to write or teach, but we 

can all meditate on God’s word. We can choose to 

delight in God’s Word with a sense of true wonder. We 

can take the time to reflect and think deeply. When we 

do, our lives will be stable and fruitful. We will not 

understand everything about God and his plans, but we 

will develop certainty about the main ideas of who God 

is and how we can know him through Jesus Christ. The 

humble certainty that accompanies true wonder flows 

from being teachable and thoughtful. 
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When experienced mountaineers attempt to climb 

one of the world’s tallest peaks, they enlist the help of a 

local guide. Thanks to previous experience, those 

guides are familiar with the terrain and local weather 

patterns. They know the way to the summit and the 

potential dangers along the way. They are well 

prepared to lead someone to the awe-inspiring view 

that awaits. In the same way, those who have developed 

humble certainty about the truths of the gospel have a 

responsibility to help others. In fact, they keep 

renewing their own sense of wonder as they guide 

others to understand God’s truth. 
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Luke models this helpfulness in verses 3 and 4. He 

reveals why he has written these two books that 

comprise over a quarter of the New Testament. He 

invested all that time and effort for one man named 

Theophilus. Since this name means “loved by God,” 

some people speculate that Theophilus was not a real 

person, but a title that could be applied to everyone 

who reads this Gospel. But since Luke refers to him in 

verse 3 as “most excellent Theophilus,” this is probably 

a real individual who held a position of some 

importance.  

Luke’s goal in writing Theophilus is more than just 

sharing facts. He uses an emphatic form of the Greek 

word for knowledge along with a term that refers to 

security or certainty. He uses the same word later in 

Acts to describe doors that were securely locked. He 

wrote these books to help Theophilus develop strong, 

certain convictions. Using the terms from Psalm 1, we 

could say that he wanted Theophilus to be like a tree 

firmly planted by streams of water that yields its fruit 

in its season. 

Shouldn’t we all aspire to help others as Luke 

helped Theophilus? In Ephesians 4:15-16, Paul writes, 
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Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to 

grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ, from whom the whole 

body, joined and held together by every joint 

with which it is equipped, when each part is 

working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

So, in our journey of spiritual growth, we guide each 

other. Humility helps us remember that God’s truth is 

richer and more complex than any one person can 

understand. I may know one part of the path well, but 

you may have a better grasp on another part. As we 

share our certainty with one another, we keep moving 

forward and we experience the wonder of God’s saving 

work together. 
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True wonder flows from humble certainty. Even in 

his opening address, Luke models this attitude. His 

words demonstrate that he was teachable, thoughtful, 

and helpful. Could these things be said of you? 

Perhaps you have never considered what the Bible 

has to say about knowing God. If so, I invite you to 

begin seeking to know the God of the Bible. Luke’s 

Gospel is a great place to begin. Luke can guide you just 

as he guided Theophilus. Set aside time to begin 

reading through this Gospel. 

If you are already familiar with biblical truth, have 

you grown apathetic about it? Have you settled for a 

superficial understanding? If so, I urge you to repent of 

that arrogant attitude. Recognize the limitless depths 

of God’s truth. There’s always more to learn, and I am 

not just talking about picking up more facts. We need 

to consider how biblical truth should shape our outlook 

and our conduct in every part of life. We must learn the 

discipline of meditating on biblical truth. I encourage 

you to carve out time to learn and to think deeply about 

how biblical truth applies to your life. 
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Finally, are you bringing others along with you on 

this journey? The truth of the gospel must be shared. 

You need help from others, and they need help from 

you. Make a commitment to help someone learn. 

May God open our eyes to the wonder of His Word! 

1. What are some similarities and differences between 

Luke’s life story and yours? 

 

 

2. Which of these characteristics are most apparent in 

your life? Why? 

 

 

3. Which of these characteristics are most needed in 

your life? What could you do to cultivate that 

characteristic? 
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Our world is filled with constant noise. Some people 

insist on having radio or television going non-stop. If 

you live close to a busy road, you hear cars passing by. 

If you shut off all your devices and the traffic stops, you 

still hear your refrigerator humming, lights buzzing, 

maybe even an old clock ticking. Step outside, and you 

hear birds chirping, squirrels scampering, and wind 

rustling through the trees. We are so accustomed to 

this soundscape, that we get increasingly 

uncomfortable as the layers are peeled away. 
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Silence exposes us. It leaves us alone with our 

thoughts and fears. It gives us an opportunity to reflect 

on God and his word and experience true wonder. But 

when life is hard, as it so often is, that kind of reflection 

fills us with questions. Where is God in all of this? Is he 

listening? Does he care? In those moments, God’s 

silence can be deeply frustrating. 

The Bible does not deny or minimize this struggle. 

In fact, it records numerous examples of people who 

felt this way at some point—people like Job, Abraham 

and Sarah, Moses, Hannah, and Elijah. David 

expresses these feelings in several psalms. In Psalm 

28:1, for instance, he says, “To you, O LORD, I call; my 

rock, be not deaf to me, lest, if you be silent to me, I 

become like those who go down to the pit.” This 

struggle is so common in Scripture, that we must 

conclude that the path to true spiritual wonder always 

includes difficult stretches of silence that test our faith.  

Luke begins his Gospel by introducing us to a man 

who spent most of his life dealing with this struggle. 

His story, recorded in Luke 1:5-25, shows us three 

privileges we need to remember when God seems 

silent. In hard times, the mention of privileges sounds 
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trite and shallow. But they are more meaningful, if we 

see them in the context of this man’s life. 

Luke 1:5-7 tells us, 

In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there 

was a priest named Zechariah, of the division 

of Abijah. And he had a wife from the 

daughters of Aaron, and her name was 

Elizabeth. And they were both righteous 

before God, walking blamelessly in all the 

commandments and statutes of the Lord. But 

they had no child, because Elizabeth was 

barren, and both were advanced in years. 

In many ways, life was good for Zechariah. He was 

born into a priestly family, so he should have always 

had work and some income. His wife, Elizabeth, was 

also from a priestly family, so they probably 

experienced the kind of marital unity that comes from 

sharing similar backgrounds. Plus, they both loved God 

and walked with him faithfully. Luke concludes that 

they were righteous and blameless before God, but 

Zechariah and Elizabeth lived with two heavy burdens. 

On a personal level, they experienced the 

disappointment of being unable to have children. The 

Old Testament stresses the importance of bearing 
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children and speaks of them as a sign of God’s blessing. 

So, in their culture, many would have considered their 

infertility to be God’s punishment for some hidden sin. 

Though they were righteous, they lived under a cloud 

of suspicion and reproach.  

The second burden was borne not only by 

Zechariah and Elizabeth, but by every faithful Jew. 

Luke notes at the beginning of verse 5 that they lived 

during the time when Herod the Great ruled over 

Judea. God had promised that Israel would be exalted 

over the other nations of the world and that King 

David’s throne would be established forever (Deut 

26:19; 2 Sam 7:16). Herod, however, was a half-Jewish 

tyrant appointed by the Roman senate in 40 B.C. to 

keep the Jewish people in check. He led efforts to 

restore the Jewish Temple to its original greatness, but 

his oppressive reign was marked by great violence. 

Within a few years, he would respond to the news of the 

Messiah’s birth by ordering the execution of all the 

male children under two years of age in and around 

Bethlehem (Matt 2:16). The fulfillment of God’s 

promises seemed unlikely, and yet he remained silent. 
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He had not raised up any prophets since the time of 

Malachi 400 years earlier. 

Under such circumstances, Zechariah and 

Elizabeth were no doubt tempted to become bitter and 

resentful. How can anyone experience true wonder 

over God and his plans, when you are bearing those 

kinds of burdens? God orchestrated a string of 

incredible events to remind Zachariah of three 

privileges granted to every believer. As we learn 

Zechariah’s story, I pray that God will fill us with true 

wonder no matter how hard our circumstances may be 

today. 
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You can write a letter to any powerful person 

anywhere in the world, but there is no guarantee that 

he or she will ever read it. Electronic communication 

and social media make it even easier to write, but no 

more certain that our message will be read. But when 

believers pray, they can be certain that God hears. 

Proverbs 15:29 says, “The LORD is far from the wicked, 

but he hears the prayer of the righteous.” He may not 

take immediate action in response to our request, but 

we can still find comfort in the privilege of having 

access to him in prayer. 
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God reminded Zechariah of this privilege in two 

ways. The first was symbolic. Luke 1:8-10 tells us, 

Now while he was serving as priest before 

God when his division was on duty, 

according to the custom of the priesthood, he 

was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the 

Lord and burn incense. And the whole 

multitude of the people were praying outside 

at the hour of incense. 

There were hundreds of priests alive at that time. 

They were divided into twenty-four divisions, and each 

division only served at the temple for one week twice a 

year. Their duties were generally confined to the 

temple courts, but at sunrise and sunset a priest would 

enter the holy place of the temple to burn incense just 

outside the holy of holies. This symbolic act 

represented the prayers of the people rising before the 

presence of God. A priest could serve his entire life 

without ever being granted that unique privilege, but 

Zechariah was chosen on that day. He was probably so 

overwhelmed with the responsibility, that he never 

stopped to consider the lesson he was acting out. His 

prayers had been heard. 
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God did not want Zechariah to miss the point, so he 

gave him a far greater privilege than simply burning 

incense. After 400 years of silence, God spoke through 

an angelic representative to provide new revelation to 

Zechariah. Luke 1:11-13 tells us, 

And there appeared to him an angel of the 

Lord standing on the right side of the altar of 

incense. And Zechariah was troubled when 

he saw him, and fear fell upon him. But the 

angel said to him, "Do not be afraid, 

Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, 

and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, 

and you shall call his name John. 

People today have all sorts of fantasies about 

interacting with angels as if such encounters are 

normal. On the rare occasions when angelic beings 

appear in the biblical narrative, however, people were 

terrified just like Zechariah was. They realized that they 

were encountering a holy and powerful representative 

of God. But the angel’s revelation to Zechariah points 

to an even more awe-inspiring lesson. The Almighty 

God heard Zechariah and Elizabeth’s prayers all along. 

The reality that God hears should fill us with true 

wonder. We tend to take this privilege for granted and 
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become flippant about it. Ecclesiastes 5:2 warns us 

about this tendency by saying, “Be not rash with your 

mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word 

before God, for God is in heaven and you are on earth. 

Therefore let your words be few.” We should approach 

prayer with a sense of deep reverence and gratitude. 

God even helps us as we pray. Romans 8:26 says, 

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. 

For we do not know what to pray for as we 

ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us 

with groanings too deep for words. 

Every believer has been granted the amazing privilege 

of knowing that God hears us when we pray. 
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When you see horses pulling a carriage, their 

harnesses usually include blinders. These simple 

pieces of leather limit their vision to what is in front of 

them. If they see too much of their surroundings, they 

can become distracted or spooked. We have a similar 

problem. If we were able to see all the details of the 

past, present, and future, we would be overwhelmed. 

God, however, graciously limits our perception. He 

gives us the privilege of being able to trust his 

providence. We can rest in the truth that he is good and 

in control. But when life is hard, we tend to lose sight 

of that privilege. 
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Zechariah and Elizabeth did not know why God had 

not given them a child. Their perspective was limited, 

but the angel reveals God’s plan. Luke 1:14-17 tells us 

that he said, 

And you will have joy and gladness, and 

many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be 

great before the Lord. And he must not drink 

wine or strong drink, and he will be filled 

with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother's 

womb. And he will turn many of the children 

of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go 

before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, 

to turn the hearts of the fathers to the 

children, and the disobedient to the wisdom 

of the just, to make ready for the Lord a 

people prepared. 

Zechariah and Elizabeth’s personal burden of 

infertility was linked to God’s plan to address the 

messianic burden that weighed upon the entire nation. 

Their son would fulfill the final prophecy recorded in 

Malachi 4:5-6. He would prepare the way for the 

coming Messiah. He would be filled with the Spirit 

even before birth. Like Elijah, he would courageously 

confront sin, even among people in positions of great 

power. He would lead a spiritual revival among the 



— 32 — 

people of Israel. People would turn from their sin to 

pursue the Lord and his wisdom. Fathers would begin 

to care about their children’s spiritual lives. In God’s 

good plan, John’s birth was delayed until the right 

moment in world history.  

When Zechariah hears this incredible news, he does 

not immediately rejoice. He is skeptical. Luke 1:18 tells 

us, “And Zechariah said to the angel, "How shall I know 

this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in 

years." We do not know how old Zechariah and 

Elizabeth were, but Genesis 21 records how God 

allowed Abraham and Sarah to conceive a child in their 

old age. Zechariah undoubtedly knew this story, but his 

heart had grown hard. He questioned whether God was 

truly in control.  

He needed to remember the powerful portrayal of 

God’s providence from the story of Joseph. In their 

jealousy and spite, Joseph’s brothers sold him into 

slavery. He was taken to Egypt where he faithfully 

served his master. But when he refused the sexual 

advances of his master’s wife, she accused him of 

attacking her. Even though locked away in prison and 

forgotten, he continued to serve. When given the 
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opportunity to interpret a dream for the Pharaoh, he 

was made second in command of the entire nation. He 

wisely guided the nation in preparing for a massive 

famine, so that he was able to provide for his own 

family. Genesis 50:20 tells us that he was able to say to 

his brother, “As for you, you meant evil against me, but 

God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 

people should be kept alive, as they are today.” God was 

always in control, directing circumstances for his good 

purpose. 

God’s providential care extends beyond the life of 

Joseph or Zechariah and Elizabeth. In Romans 8:28 

Paul applies this principle to all believers. He says, 

“And we know that for those who love God all things 

work together for good, for those who are called 

according to his purpose.” So, when hard times come, 

remember that our understanding of all that is going 

on is limited. We have the privilege of knowing that our 

God is in control working all things together for good. 

Trust him!  
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The old story of Pinocchio introduces us to a 

wooden puppet brought to life whose nose grows 

whenever he tells a lie. Lies do not cause someone’s 

nose to grow in real life, of course, but deceitful words 

undoubtedly shape your life. You can get caught up in 

telling bigger and bigger lies without realizing that the 

deception is as obvious to others as a big wooden nose. 

Other words shape your life too. Bitter, critical words 

muttered behind someone’s back are like iron bars that 

lock us away from encouraging relationships and drain 

the life from our souls. Genuine praise and 

thanksgiving, on the other hand, strengthens us and 
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deepens our relationships. God deserves praise, and we 

are blessed when we give it. In that sense, praising God 

is a privilege. 

As we have seen, when Zechariah heard the angel’s 

news, praise was not his first response. He responded 

with a doubtful question, so Luke 1:19-20 tells us, 

And the angel answered him, "I am Gabriel. 

I stand in the presence of God, and I was sent 

to speak to you and to bring you this good 

news. And behold, you will be silent and 

unable to speak until the day that these 

things take place, because you did not believe 

my words, which will be fulfilled in their 

time." 

Zechariah was speaking to the same messenger that 

God sent to the prophet Daniel over 500 years earlier 

(Daniel 8:16; 9:21). His doubt did not derail God’s plan, 

but he faced the consequence of not being able to tell 

anyone about it. He was denied the privilege of praising 

God publicly. God’s silence was broken, but in effect it 

continued because of Zechariah’s doubt. 

We do not know how long this conversation took, 

but Zechariah spent more time in the temple than 

expected. Luke 1:21-22 tells us, 
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And the people were waiting for Zechariah, 

and they were wondering at his delay in the 

temple. And when he came out, he was 

unable to speak to them, and they realized 

that he had seen a vision in the temple. And 

he kept making signs to them and remained 

mute. 

The word wonder in verse 21 describes more than mere 

curiosity. The people did not know what was revealed 

to Zechariah, but unlike Zechariah, they were ready to 

believe. They realized that God’s silence had been 

broken, and they were filled with awe. 

Elizabeth’s response is harder to interpret. Luke 

1:23-25 concludes the story by saying, 

And when his time of service was ended, he 

went to his home. After these days his wife 

Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she 

kept herself hidden, saying,"Thus the Lord 

has done for me in the days when he looked 

on me, to take away my reproach among 

people." 

Was she too emotional to tell anyone? Had people 

shunned her for her infertility? Had her feelings of 

shame driven her into isolation, so that she did not 

have any friends? Perhaps the best explanation is that 
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she was afraid that people would not believe her until 

her pregnancy was obvious. Eventually both Elizabeth 

and Zechariah were able to express their joy and give 

voice to their praise, but that comes later in Luke’s 

Gospel. 

What place does praise play in your life? Even in 

times of suffering, God still deserves praise. The 

Psalms give us great examples to follow. In Psalm 

42:11, the psalmist says, “Why are you cast down, O my 

soul, and why are you in turmoil within me? Hope in 

God; for I shall again praise him, my salvation and my 

God.” In Psalm 103:2-5, David reminds himself of 

reasons to praise God. 

Bless the LORD, O my soul, and forget not all 

his benefits, who forgives all your iniquity, 

who heals all your diseases, who redeems 

your life from the pit, who crowns you with 

steadfast love and mercy, who satisfies you 

with good so that your youth is renewed like 

the eagle's. 

God deserves praise, and we are blessed when we 

respond to him this way. Praise is a privilege. 
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Even in the hard times when God seems silent, all 

of us who have a relationship with him through Christ 

can experience true wonder. Remind yourself that he 

hears your prayers. Remind yourself of his providence. 

He is working all things together for good. Remind 

yourself that he deserves praise. Don’t be phony or 

contrived, but direct your mind to the truths about God 

that encourage your heart and give voice to those 

truths. 

Perhaps you are waiting for God to reveal himself to 

you in a dramatic way as he did to Zechariah. You need 

to realize that encounters like this are rare in the Bible, 

and when it happened to Zechariah he did not respond 

well. Don’t wait. Accept the revelation that God has 

given in His Word. Turn to the Lord and begin to trust 

Him. Learn about the incredible salvation that God has 

made available to us through Jesus Christ and believe. 

If you want to learn more about how God relates to 

believers, I would encourage you to read Romans 8.  

If you are trusting in the Lord, are you praying with 

the confidence that he hears you? Are you resting in his 

providence? Are you actively seeking to praise him? 
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Don’t let your heart grow hardened with doubt. Renew 

your focus on the Lord today. 

May God fill our hearts with praise. 

1. What difficult circumstances are you facing in your 

life? How is your situation like Zechariah’s? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these privileges are most encouraging to 

you? Why? 

 

 

 

3. How can we best come alongside others who are 

struggling through difficult circumstances? 
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When you’re in a hurry to get somewhere, the last 

thing you want to encounter is a road closure. You’re 

gripped by feelings of panic and frustration. Will you 

be able to get through? How long will this detour take? 

Will you be late, and if so will your plans be completely 

derailed? Such feelings accompany any change that is 

forced upon us, and the bigger the change, the harder 

time we have in dealing with it. 

As Christians, we know that we should trust God 

through the detours of life, but our faith often falters. 
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We are tempted to ask all sorts of questions. Does God 

really love me? Is he really in control? If so, then why 

is this happening to me? 

Our study of the Gospel of Luke brings us to the 

story of a young woman dealing with a major change of 

plans. She finds out that she is going to have a baby. 

The problem is that she is betrothed to the town 

carpenter, but they are not yet married. Sex before 

marriage was considered disgraceful in her 

community, but to make matters worse her fiancé was 

not the father. He could break off their betrothal. She 

could be shunned by everyone in her little town. Would 

anyone even believe her, if she told them the truth 

about how she became pregnant? 

Of course, this young woman is Mary, the mother of 

Jesus. Though she is probably in her early teens, she 

responds to this huge life detour with remarkable faith. 

Luke 1:38 tells us that she said, “Behold, I am the 

servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your 

word.” Rather than getting lost in all the questions, she 

maintains a sense of true wonder toward God that 

prompts this humble response.  
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Luke 1:26-38 explains the supernatural conception 

of Jesus, but since Luke includes so many other details, 

it would seem that he also wants his readers to learn 

from Mary’s example. The angel’s words to her reveal 

three foundations for dealing with change. These are 

not simplistic self-help principles. These foundations 

are major theological ideas taught throughout the 

Bible. Though they are familiar, we often fail to apply 

them to the challenges of everyday life. As we reflect 

upon what these foundations meant for Mary, I pray 

that we will come to see their relevance for us.  
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I appreciate the law enforcement officers in our 

community, but I confess that I tense up when I drive 

by a police car. There have been occasions over the 

years, when I was not paying attention to how fast I was 

driving, and an officer pulled me over. Other people tell 

me about times when they were simply given a 

warning, but I have never had that experience. Every 

time that I have been pulled over, I have been given a 

ticket. So, I pay careful attention to obeying the speed 

limit, but seeing a patrol car still prompts a moment of 

fear.  
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Once the police car is out of sight that feeling goes 

away, but there is someone who sees everything we do, 

hears everything we say, and knows everything we 

think. Nothing is hidden from the Lord. The awareness 

of that fact should prompt us to live in continual fear, 

but we forget. God doesn’t have patrol cars with 

flashing lights, but there are moments when we 

remember. When our plans fall apart, we may wonder 

if we are being punished. In those moments, we need 

to stand upon the foundation of the grace of God.  

Mary was reminded of the watchful eye of God in a 

particularly jolting way. An angel appeared to her. Luke 

1:26-31 recounts the story.  

In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent 

from God to a city of Galilee named 

Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man 

whose name was Joseph, of the house of 

David. And the virgin's name was Mary. And 

he came to her and said, "Greetings, O 

favored one, the Lord is with you!" But she 

was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried 

to discern what sort of greeting this might be. 

And the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, 

Mary, for you have found favor with God. 

And behold, you will conceive in your womb 
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and bear a son, and you shall call his name 

Jesus. 

Like others in the Bible who encounter angelic 

beings, Mary is afraid and deeply troubled. She never 

expected anything like this to happen in her life. She 

lived in a small out of the way town. She and her fiancé 

were both descended from Israel’s former king, but it 

had been hundreds of years since the family held any 

power. Joseph was a carpenter. 

Roman Catholicism teaches that Mary was sinless, 

but her fear suggests otherwise. The angel tries to calm 

her in verse 28 by saying that she is favored. The Greek 

term that Luke uses there is a verb form of the word for 

grace. Relying upon a poor Latin translation of that 

term, Catholic leaders have used this verse as part of a 

prayer: “Hail, Mary, full of grace...” But the angel was 

saying the exact opposite. Mary did not have any grace 

to distribute to sinners. On the contrary, by using the 

passive tense of the verb, he was saying that she had 

received God’s grace. In verse 30, he speaks of her 

finding grace or favor. In other words, she was a 

normal fallen human being like us who feared God’s 

judgment and needed forgiveness for her sins. The 
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angel did not come to punish her, but to tell her of the 

grace of God. 

In verse 31, Gabriel says that she will conceive and 

bear a son named Jesus. With her Jewish upbringing, 

Mary almost certainly understood that this Hebrew 

name means, “The Lord saves.” She may have even 

remembered the first promise of a savior in the Old 

Testament. Genesis 3:15 tells us that after the serpent 

persuaded Adam and Eve to eat the forbidden fruit, 

God cursed the serpent by saying, “I will put enmity 

between you and the woman, and between your 

offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, 

and you shall bruise his heel.” Mary’s son would fulfill 

this promise. He would defeat Satan and his evil 

influence. He would rescue the world from sin and its 

destructive consequences.  

Mary’s pregnancy was an expression of God’s grace 

not only for her, but for the whole world. Her son would 

be a new Adam, the source of spiritual life. Paul 

described his saving work in Romans 5:17 by saying, 

For if, because of one man's trespass, death 

reigned through that one man, much more 

will those who receive the abundance of 
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grace and the free gift of righteousness reign 

in life through the one man Jesus Christ. 

He would rescue people from sin’s condemnation and 

enable them to triumph over sin’s power.  

What difference does the grace of God make for us 

as we deal with change in our lives? Unlike Mary, our 

circumstances are not part of God’s plan of salvation 

for the world. The changes we encounter may even be 

a consequence of sins we have committed or that 

someone else has committed against us. Hebrews 4:15-

16 helps us see the relevance of Mary’s story, when it 

says, 

For we do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 

but one who in every respect has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us 

then with confidence draw near to the throne 

of grace, that we may receive mercy and find 

grace to help in time of need. 

Like Mary, we find grace in our time of need. Her son 

understands our struggles and helps us overcome the 

temptations we face. We can cry out to him for help. 

Confess your need and take your stand upon the 

foundation of the grace of God.  
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Winters can be long and hard in Michigan. We 

enjoy the first few weeks of snow, but over time the 

bleak weather can take a heavy toll on our emotional 

state. We begin to feel depressed, and life can seem 

hopeless. But we know that winter will pass. After a few 

months the snow will begin to melt, bulbs will sprout, 

and flowers will bloom.  

Other circumstances in life are not as quick to 

change. Some hardships are lifelong. With Mary, for 

instance, the stigma her culture assigned to those who 

became pregnant outside of marriage would never go 

away. In John 8:41, the Pharisees seem to allude to her 
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pregnancy as an argument against Jesus, supposing 

that it was a result of sexual immorality. How could she 

persevere under such condescension and scorn? What 

hope do any of us have in a cruel and unjust world? The 

kingdom of Christ is our foundation.  

God did not have to tell Mary about her son’s 

purpose and identity. He could have simply said that 

Jesus would be important. But to encourage her, he 

sends Gabriel to reveal the pivotal role her son would 

play in fulfilling Old Testament prophecy. In Luke 

1:32-33, the angel says, 

He will be great and will be called the Son of 

the Most High. And the Lord God will give to 

him the throne of his father David, and he 

will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 

and of his kingdom there will be no end." 

The establishment of this kingdom is the basic 

storyline that runs throughout the Bible. God created 

human beings to reflect his glory by ruling over his 

creation. Genesis 1:26 says, 

Then God said, "Let us make man in our 

image, after our likeness. And let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the 

birds of the heavens and over the livestock 
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and over all the earth and over every creeping 

thing that creeps on the earth." 

When Adam and Eve succumb to the serpent’s 

temptation in Genesis 3, they violate this perfect 

design. Their descendants quickly descend into 

spiritual anarchy. In the very next chapter, Cain 

murders his brother, Abel. 

God responds to this spiritual decline by building a 

new kingdom through Abram. Genesis 12:1-3 tells us, 

Now the LORD said to Abram, "Go from your 

country and your kindred and your father's 

house to the land that I will show you. And I 

will make of you a great nation, and I will 

bless you and make your name great, so that 

you will be a blessing. I will bless those who 

bless you, and him who dishonors you I will 

curse, and in you all the families of the earth 

shall be blessed." 

When the angel mentions the house of Jacob to Mary, 

he is alluding to this promise that had been given 

roughly 2,000 years before. Jacob was the grandson of 

Abraham, and his descendants would become the 

nation of Israel. God planned to use this nation to 

rescue the world from the curse of Genesis 3. 
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During the time of Moses, God gave Israel his Law 

and established them as a theocracy, but they struggled 

without a human leader.  So, roughly 1,000 years 

before the time of Christ, God raised up David to be 

their king. In 2 Samuel 7:10-13, God reveals more of his 

kingdom plan to David. He says, 

And I will appoint a place for my people 

Israel and will plant them, so that they may 

dwell in their own place and be disturbed no 

more. And violent men shall afflict them no 

more, as formerly, from the time that I 

appointed judges over my people Israel. And 

I will give you rest from all your enemies. 

Moreover, the LORD declares to you that the 

LORD will make you a house. When your 

days are fulfilled and you lie down with your 

fathers, I will raise up your offspring after 

you, who shall come from your body, and I 

will establish his kingdom. He shall build a 

house for my name, and I will establish the 

throne of his kingdom forever. 

When the angel speaks to Mary, he draws several 

phrases from this promise: the Son of the Most High, 

the throne of David, and a never-ending kingdom. 

Israel had struggled under corrupt leaders and had 

been oppressed by foreign nations for a thousand 
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years, but the child to be formed in Mary’s womb would 

fulfill these promises.  

What benefit could Mary find in knowing this 

prophecy? It assured her that God is faithful. It gave 

meaning to her personal suffering. Whatever scorn she 

faced, she was serving the kingdom purpose of God. It 

gave her hope that justice will be served and 

righteousness will prevail over the evil of the world 

forever. This spiritual winter will not last forever.  

We can draw the same encouragement from the 

kingdom of Christ. To help his followers deal with 

worry, Matthew 6:31-33 tells us that Jesus said, 

Therefore do not be anxious, saying, 'What 

shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 

'What shall we wear?' For the Gentiles seek 

after all these things, and your heavenly 

Father knows that you need them all. But 

seek first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things will be 

added to you. 

Whatever difficult circumstances we face, God wants 

us to keep serving his purpose by seeking his kingdom.  
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The modern world treats life like a giant machine 

that we can understand and control. We tell ourselves 

that there is no problem that we cannot overcome. We 

are confident that we can cure every sickness with the 

right drug or the right diet. With this materialistic view 

of life, many people live as if there is no God regardless 

of what they claim to believe.  

But sometimes we can’t get the machine to do what 

we want. In those frustrating moments, we realize that 

men do not have, nor will they ever have all the 

answers. There is more to this world than what 

scientists can see and measure in a lab. God exists, and 
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he is intimately connected with life, so we must believe 

in the power of his Spirit. 

There is no greater display of the Spirit’s power, 

than Mary’s conception. Luke 1:34-35 tells us,  

And Mary said to the angel, “How will this be, 

since I am a virgin?” And the angel answered 

her, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, 

and the power of the Most High will 

overshadow you; therefore the child to be 

born will be called holy—the Son of God. 

Other ancient religions speak of gods having 

children, but those myths focus on promiscuous 

behavior between gods and mortals. Gabriel describes 

something entirely different. He speaks of the Spirit in 

terms that remind us of his role in creation. Genesis 1:2 

says, “The earth was without form and void, and 

darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit 

of God was hovering over the face of the waters.” As 

God spoke the world began to take shape and living 

beings were created. In the same way, the Spirit was 

going to overshadow Mary and create new life in her 

womb.  

The Spirit is at work in every child’s conception. In 

Psalm 139 David talks about the Spirit always being 
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present, and in verse 13 he says, “For you formed my 

inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother's 

womb.” New life is not merely a matter of sperm and 

egg; God’s Spirit is involved forming every human 

being who has ever lived. The difference in Mary’s case, 

is that there was no sperm. God chose to work outside 

of the natural order.  

Why was this miracle necessary? We find the 

answer in Gabriel’s words at the end of verse 35. Unlike 

other children, Mary’s baby was going to be holy. All of 

us descended from Adam are conceived in a fallen, 

sinful state. David expresses this problem in Psalm 51:5 

when he says, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, 

and in sin did my mother conceive me.” His mother did 

not commit sexual immorality. David was 

acknowledging the fallen condition that infects every 

descendant of Adam. So, for Jesus to be our sinless 

Savior, he needed to be conceived in a different way. 

Furthermore, Gabriel says that this child would be 

the Son of God. Normally, a new soul comes into 

existence at the moment of conception, but the Son of 

God already existed. This miraculous conception 
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allowed him to take on humanity. Paul describes this 

event in Philippians 2:6-7 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. 

Many people are willing to accept Jesus as a good 

teacher, but not as the Son of God who took on flesh 

through a virgin’s supernatural conception. Such a 

miracle does not fit into their naturalistic worldview. 

Gabriel seems to anticipate such doubts. In Luke 1:36-

37 he says, 

And behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old 

age has also conceived a son, and this is the 

sixth month with her who was called barren. 

For nothing will be impossible with God. 

Does it seem easier to believe that God would 

enable an old woman who never had a child to become 

pregnant? If God can orchestrate that miracle, could he 

not take it a step further by causing a virgin to 

conceive? If we believe that God exists and that he 

created all things, then couldn’t he bring about any 

miracle, including a virgin conception? 
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So as we saw earlier, Luke 1:38 records Mary’s 

response: 

And Mary said, "Behold, I am the servant of 

the Lord; let it be to me according to your 

word." And the angel departed from her. 

She believes what Gabriel says and accepts the 

responsibility God is giving her. Can you think of any 

greater human responsibility than being the mother to 

the child who is Savior, Messiah, and God Incarnate? 

Yet Mary does not waiver. She must have believed in 

the power of the Spirit not only to bring about her 

miraculous conception, but to help her every step of the 

way.  

God has not changed. Nothing is impossible for 

him. Are you willing to trust in the Spirit’s power to 

help you through the challenges in your life?  
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Mary’s heart of service flowed from an attitude of 

true wonder. Though a hard road lay ahead of her, she 

was able to stand on these foundations. God accepted 

her by His grace. Jesus would establish His kingdom. 

And the Spirit would strengthen her by his power. 

Have you received God’s grace? If not, confess your 

sinfulness and believe in the savior. If you are not ready 

to take that step, then I encourage you to keep learning. 

Romans 5 is a great chapter of Scripture to help you 

learn more about this salvation.  

Are you facing some change in your life? Or are you 

dealing with the effects of some dramatic change that 

happened in the past? Are you trusting God to help you 

through that situation? Pray. Cast your burden upon 

him. Rely upon the power of the Holy Spirit at work in 

your life.  

Finally, is there some way that you need to begin 

serving God? Are you seeking his kingdom? Are you 

carrying out the mission Jesus has given us? Or does 

that seem too difficult? Let’s follow the example of 

Mary’s humble service. 

May God strengthen us and use us for his glory. 
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1. What changes have you experienced in your life? 

How did you respond? 

 

 

2. How do you serve God? What could you do to 

cultivate that mindset throughout every part of life? 

 

 

3. What circumstances are difficult for you to entrust 

to God? Why? 
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I wonder how many gifts are forgotten during the 

holiday season—ordered but never delivered, hidden 

but never found, given but never opened, unwrapped 

but never used. What a disappointment! What a waste! 

Paul identifies a similar problem in how people 

respond to God’s grace. In 2 Corinthians 6:1, he writes, 

“Working together with him, then, we appeal to you not 

to receive the grace of God in vain.” Some might know 

the gospel, but never personally trust in Christ. Others 

might believe, but make choices that quench much of 
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the Spirit’s work in them. To experience the joy of true 

wonder, we need to take full advantage of the blessings 

God gives us in Christ. 

The next passage in our study of Luke’s Gospel 

overflows with a sense of joy. Though she had struggled 

with infertility and is well beyond her childbearing 

years, Elizabeth is six months pregnant with the child 

who will become the forerunner of Israel’s Messiah.  

Meanwhile, her much younger relative Mary, though 

still a virgin, has just learned that she will give birth to 

the promised Messiah. Elizabeth’s years of frustration 

and the hardships that awaited Mary could have stifled 

their joy, but Luke 1:39-56 records their celebration as 

they meet.  

Mary and Elizabeth took full advantage of four 

blessings that lead to joy. As we explore this passage, I 

encourage you to consider your own pursuit of joy. Are 

you taking advantage of the blessings that God offers, 

or are you neglecting them? May God open our eyes to 

see and lay hold of these blessings.   
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Most of the camping trips I have taken with my 

family over the years include rain. But I remember one 

occasion when we stayed dry, and enjoyed a big fire at 

night. The next morning my kids discovered that they 

could restart the fire. They scooted a few smoldering 

coals together, added some dried leaves, blew on them, 

and a flame sprang up. They pulled in more coals, 

added some twigs, and the fire began to grow. Before 

long they added some logs, and it was burning at full 

strength again. We find a similar dynamic at work in 

spiritual life. When we take advantage of the blessing 
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of spiritual fellowship, God works through others to 

encourage us and ignite our joy.  

Mary’s miraculous conception was a great honor, 

but most people would not understand it. They would 

assume that she had been promiscuous. In a sense, her 

lofty calling left her isolated and alone. In such 

circumstances, we are tempted to sulk, sinking deeper 

and deeper in despair. Mary resisted this tendency. She 

sought out the one person who might believe her story. 

Luke 1:39-44 tells us, 

In those days Mary arose and went with 

haste into the hill country, to a town in 

Judah, and she entered the house of 

Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. And when 

Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the 

baby leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was 

filled with the Holy Spirit, and she exclaimed 

with a loud cry, "Blessed are you among 

women, and blessed is the fruit of your 

womb! And why is this granted to me that the 

mother of my Lord should come to me? For 

behold, when the sound of your greeting 

came to my ears, the baby in my womb 

leaped for joy. 

Mary found the encouragement that she needed, 

but it wasn’t easy. Luke does not tell us the exact 
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location of Zechariah and Elizabeth’s home, but it was 

probably somewhere near Jerusalem. The distance 

from Nazareth to Jerusalem is over 90 miles, so the trip 

would have taken several days on foot. It seems 

unlikely that she would make the journey alone, but 

Luke does not mention anyone else.  

God’s Spirit was clearly at work in this meeting. 

Gabriel had told Zechariah that his son, John, would be 

filled with the Holy Spirit from the womb, and this may 

have been the moment that promise was fulfilled (Lu 

1:15). As Mary enters the home, John responds by 

leaping. Elizabeth is also filled with the Spirit. She 

seems to know Mary’s news before she has a chance to 

say it. She recognizes the ways that God has blessed 

Mary, and even acknowledges that her child is the 

Lord.  

As unique as this meeting is, it parallels the 

fellowship Christians experience today. Though 

Elizabeth was old, and Mary was young, they 

experience a connection that transcends friendship or 

family. They both understand God’s Messianic plan 

and they are both committed to fulfilling it. In the same 

way, our commitment to Jesus Christ binds us together 
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with other Christians. John expresses this idea in 1 

John 1:3-4 where he writes, 

that which we have seen and heard we 

proclaim also to you, so that you too may 

have fellowship with us; and indeed our 

fellowship is with the Father and with his Son 

Jesus Christ. And we are writing these things 

so that our joy may be complete. 

When we believe the gospel, we are united with Christ 

and thus connected with everyone else who believes in 

him. As people come to faith and our fellowship grows 

with new people, our joy will become more and more 

complete. 

This spiritual connection we are talking about 

enabled Elizabeth to encourage Mary in a way that no 

one else could. Christians have a responsibility to play 

a similar role in each other’s lives. Hebrews 10:24-25 

says, 

And let us consider how to stir up one 

another to love and good works, not 

neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all 

the more as you see the Day drawing near. 
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Rather than sulking in isolation, we need to gather 

together. We share our burdens, and we pray for one 

another. We acknowledge God’s blessings and 

encourage each other to respond by loving him and 

loving people. To pursue joy, we must take full 

advantage of the blessing of fellowship.  
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We are inclined to find weaknesses, problems, and 

shortcomings in everything. We could be cast adrift in 

the ocean, and we would complain about the life raft. I 

don’t really like the color. It’s not very comfortable. I 

wish it was bigger, and more stable in the water. We 

could almost talk ourselves into staying in the water, 

but the person who simply climbs into the boat 

experiences the simple joy of being rescued. In the 

same way, simple faith in God and his promises of 

salvation enables us to experience joy. 

We have already seen examples of these two 

outlooks in Luke’s Gospel. The angel Gabriel comes to 
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Zechariah to say that his wife will finally conceive in her 

old age, and Zechariah is skeptical. Consequently, he 

loses his ability to speak for nine months. Gabriel 

comes to Mary to say that she will conceive while still a 

virgin, and Mary accepts it on faith and says, “Let it be 

to me according to your word” (Lu 1:38). Elizabeth may 

have this contrast in mind as she speaks to Mary in 

Luke 1:45. She says, “And blessed is she who believed 

that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to 

her from the Lord.” Mary was blessed by her decision 

to simply believe. 

Many years later Jesus makes a similar statement. 

He is talking about his ability to cast out demons, and 

Luke 11:27 tells us, “As he said these things, a woman 

in the crowd raised her voice and said to him, ‘Blessed 

is the womb that bore you, and the breasts at which you 

nursed!’” People were already trying to exalt Mary, but 

verse 28 tells us “But he said, ‘Blessed rather are those 

who hear the word of God and keep it!’” Perhaps Jesus 

was thinking of his mother’s example. She accepted 

God’s revelation in simple faith, and she was blessed 

because of it. 
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The blessing of faith is spelled out in more detail in 

the Old Testament. Jeremiah 17:7 says, “Blessed is the 

man who trusts in the LORD, whose trust is the 

LORD.” Jeremiah then elaborates in verse 8, by saying, 

He is like a tree planted by water, that sends 

out its roots by the stream, and does not fear 

when heat comes, for its leaves remain green, 

and is not anxious in the year of drought, for 

it does not cease to bear fruit. 

He never mentions the word joy, but this picture of 

vitality and fruitfulness certainly captures the idea.  

Yet this simple faith that Jeremiah describes can be 

undermined. In verse 9. He says, “The heart is deceitful 

above all things, and desperately sick; who can 

understand it?” Simple faith can seem too naive. Like 

Adam and Eve in the Garden, we want to use our 

intellect to arrive at our own conclusion apart from God 

(Gen 3:6). But our hearts are deceitful. Our logic is 

skewed. God sends us the spiritual equivalent of a life 

raft in his son and we ignore him. To experience God’s 

joy we must take advantage of the blessing of faith.   
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A single brick is not particularly useful. You could 

prop a door open with it, but that is not what it was 

made for. You could throw it through a window, but 

that would be destructive. A brick is designed to be a 

part of a magnificent structure. We find its true value 

when it serves that lofty purpose, and the same 

principle applies to our lives. God made you for a 

purpose, and he enables us to find joy through the 

blessing of serving him. 

Mary expresses this idea in Luke 1:46-49. Luke 

writes, 
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And Mary said, "My soul magnifies the Lord, 

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for 

he has looked on the humble estate of his 

servant. For behold, from now on all 

generations will call me blessed; for he who 

is mighty has done great things for me, and 

holy is his name.  

These verses are the first part of what has been 

called Mary’s Magnificat. Magnificat is the Latin word 

for magnify or exalt. She is praising God for the 

incredible privilege of serving as the mother of the 

Messiah. She did not have a royal upbringing in some 

palace. She was raised in relative poverty and 

obscurity, but she realizes that her name would be 

known by future generations. Her desire is not that 

people would venerate her, but that they would see the 

greatness and holiness of God through her service. 

This connection between joy and service was clearly 

taught in the Old Testament. Moses warned Israel in 

Deuteronomy 28:47-48 that if they would not find joy 

in serving the Lord, they would end up serving their 

enemies. He says, 

Because you did not serve the LORD your 

God with joyfulness and gladness of heart, 
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because of the abundance of all things, 

therefore you shall serve your enemies whom 

the LORD will send against you, in hunger 

and thirst, in nakedness, and lacking 

everything. And he will put a yoke of iron on 

your neck until he has destroyed you. 

So later, in Psalm 100:1-2, the psalmist exhorts the 

people of Israel, saying, “Make a joyful noise to the 

LORD, all the earth! Serve the LORD with gladness! 

Come into his presence with singing!” 

Every believer can find joy in serving God and being 

part of his purpose. Peter describes this incredible 

blessing for New Testament believers in 1 Peter 2. In 

verses 4 and 5, he says, 

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. 

Then in verse 9, he says, 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 

a holy nation, a people for his own 

possession, that you may proclaim the 
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excellencies of him who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light. 

We may seem insignificant in the world’s eyes, but we 

find the highest honor imaginable in serving God’s 

purpose. That honor is a source of great joy. Don’t 

neglect the blessing found in serving God.  
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For centuries, people have used scales as a symbol 

of justice. Everyone wants to be treated fairly, but the 

world cannot agree on what true justice looks like. 

Every conflict from global politics to marital strife to 

nursery squabbles is rooted in this fundamental 

disagreement. We argue, scream, and fight to defend 

our rights here and now, but the Bible calls us to take a 

more long-term perspective. Even when we feel 

wronged, we can seek our joy through the blessing of 

hope in the justice of God. 
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As Mary continues her Magnificat in Luke 1:50-55, 

she expands her field of view beyond her personal 

circumstances. She says, 

And his mercy is for those who fear him from 

generation to generation. He has shown 

strength with his arm; he has scattered the 

proud in the thoughts of their hearts; he has 

brought down the mighty from their thrones 

and exalted those of humble estate; he has 

filled the hungry with good things, and the 

rich he has sent away empty. He has helped 

his servant Israel, in remembrance of his 

mercy, as he spoke to our fathers, to 

Abraham and to his offspring forever."  

Then verse 56 notes, “And Mary remained with her 

about three months and returned to her home.” 

Mary finds joy in the idea of God tipping the scales, 

but what does she have in mind? Luke recounts her 

words using a Greek verb tense that would typically 

refer to something in the past, so she could have simply 

been celebrating Israel’s history. We find similar 

statements throughout the psalms, and many of them 

refer the Exodus when the Lord rescued the Israelites 

from slavery in Egypt. No one can deny that Mary knew 

the Old Testament well. 
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On the other hand, this verb tense can also be used 

in a prophetic sense. In this case, the events are in the 

future, but the speaker views them as if they have 

already happened. I suspect this is what Mary is doing. 

She recognizes that her supernatural conception is the 

beginning of the end. Her son will tip the scales and 

right all wrongs.  

But Mary makes an important qualification that we 

cannot miss. Experiencing poverty now does not 

automatically guarantee that someone will be exalted 

in Christ’s kingdom. The ones who can look forward to 

this dramatic change are those who fear the Lord. They 

are the ones who receive his mercy. 

So, how should this hope of justice shape our lives 

here and now? Psalm 73 provides helpful guidance for 

those who feel cheated or oppressed. Asaph, the author 

of the psalm, confesses that he envies the prosperity of 

the wicked. In verses 12-14, he says  

Behold, these are the wicked; always at ease, 

they increase in riches. All in vain have I kept 

my heart clean and washed my hands in 

innocence. For all the day long I have been 

stricken and rebuked every morning. 
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But in verses 18-19, he considers what awaits them 

in eternity. He says, “Truly you set them in slippery 

places; you make them fall to ruin. How they are 

destroyed in a moment, swept away utterly by terrors!” 

He realizes that he must cling to his relationship with 

the Lord. In verses 25-26 he says, 

Whom have I in heaven but you? And there 

is nothing on earth that I desire besides you. 

My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is 

the strength of my heart and my portion 

forever. 

So, rather than envying the wicked, we must fix our 

hope on the Lord and draw our strength from him. 

But what about believers who are relatively wealthy 

here and now? Should they be frightened by Mary’s 

words? How should they respond to this hope of 

justice? Paul gives clear instructions in 1 Timothy 6. In 

verses 9 and 10, he warns, 

But those who desire to be rich fall into 

temptation, into a snare, into many senseless 

and harmful desires that plunge people into 

ruin and destruction. For the love of money 

is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this 

craving that some have wandered away from 
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the faith and pierced themselves with many 

pangs. 

Wealthy believers must stay on guard against these 

desires, and the best way to do so is through generosity. 

In 1 Timothy 6:17-19, Paul says 

As for the rich in this present age, charge 

them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes 

on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who 

richly provides us with everything to enjoy. 

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

to be generous and ready to share, thus 

storing up treasure for themselves as a good 

foundation for the future, so that they may 

take hold of that which is truly life. 

Whatever resources you have available, use them to 

meet pressing needs. The heart issue is the same for 

wealthy believers as it was for the poor and oppressed 

person in Psalm 73. Whether rich or poor, we must fix 

our hope on God and live with eternity in view. Find 

your joy in the blessing of hope. 
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Are you taking advantage of these blessings? Are 

you fully participating in the fellowship of believers? 

Are you rooted in simple faith? Are you engaged in 

serving the purpose of God? Is your hope fixed upon 

the Lord and his eternal kingdom?  

The fact of the matter is that the justice of God 

should terrify every one of us. We have not allowed a 

healthy fear of God to guide our lives. We deserve his 

condemnation, but Jesus is the life raft of God’s mercy. 

He died for our sins and rose from the dead, so that we 

can be forgiven. We receive that forgiveness through 

faith. So, If you have never taken the step of believing 

in God and in his Son, Jesus, I invite you to begin today. 

If you’re not ready to take that step and want to 

understand more about how God relates to us, I would 

encourage you to read 1 Timothy 6. This chapter is 

particularly helpful for those who live in a wealthy 

society.  

Perhaps you believe in the Lord, but you’ve been 

looking for joy in all the wrong places. If so, would you 

make a commitment to change. Fellowship plays a big 

part in that growth. What could you do to cultivate 
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deeper relationships with other Christians? What steps 

do you need to take to pursue fellowship? Perhaps you 

are engaged in fellowship, but your hope has drifted to 

material things. Make a change. Fight that desire. Be 

generous. Refocus your life on the hope of eternity with 

the Lord.  

May God fill our hearts with joy! 

1. Which of these blessings have you used most? How 

so? 

 

 

2. Which of these blessings have you used least? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to deepen your pursuit of joy? 
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When I was in high school, I dreamed of becoming 

a pilot in the Air Force. I applied to the Air Force 

Academy and for other military scholarships and part 

of the process was a physical that included an eye 

exam. At the time, I think pilots were required to have 

20/20 uncorrected vision, but the exam revealed that 

my right eye is much weaker than my left eye. Until that 

moment, I never even realized that I had a problem 

with my eyesight. I was offered a military scholarship, 
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but during my first year of college I transferred to Bible 

college to prepare to serve as a pastor. 

My experience with my eyesight illustrates a 

common spiritual problem. We do not realize how bad 

our spiritual perception is. Jesus confronts the church 

of Laodicea about this issue in Revelation 3:17. He says, 

“For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need 

nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, 

poor, blind, and naked.” Could these words be said of 

us? If so, how can we change? 

We find an answer to this question in our next 

passage in Luke’s Gospel: the story of the birth of 

Elizabeth and Zechariah’s son, John, recorded in Luke 

1:57-80. We do not know how old they are at this point, 

but they are well beyond their childbearing years. 

Earlier in the chapter Luke tells how an angel appeared 

to Zechariah to announce this miraculous birth. Their 

son would be the forerunner of the Messiah. When 

Zechariah expressed his skepticism, the angel took 

away his ability to speak.  As the child is born and 

circumcised, Zechariah regains his speech and praises 

God.  
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As Luke relates this story, he reveals the process of 

spiritual illumination. He demonstrates four steps to 

seeing the light. So, I challenge you to approach this 

passage like a spiritual eye exam. We will never 

experience true wonder, if we are not able to see God’s 

light. Evaluate how far you have come in your 

perception of God’s truth, and acknowledge how much 

farther you need to go. May God open our eyes! 
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Our society places a high value upon education. We 

treat graduations as if they magically increase 

someone’s intellectual ability. The foolishness of 

thinking this way became apparent to me when I 

graduated from seminary.  Just four days before I was 

to receive my Master of Divinity degree (such a humble 

title!), I experienced an event that showed me how 

limited my understanding of life is. My wife gave birth 

to our first child. The wonder of nature displayed in 

this new life made all my knowledge seem superficial. 

God often uses such awe-inspiring experiences in the 

natural world as a first step to help us see his light.  
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Elizabeth’s neighbors and relatives experienced 

similar feelings about the birth of her son. Luke 1:57-

58 tells us, 

Now the time came for Elizabeth to give 

birth, and she bore a son. And her neighbors 

and relatives heard that the Lord had shown 

great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with 

her. 

God was beginning to fulfill Old Testament prophecy 

right before their eyes, but they did not understand the 

great role that this boy would play. Since they 

mentioned the Lord’s great mercy, they probably 

understood that his conception at Elizabeth’s age was a 

miracle, but they rejoiced and celebrated as they would 

with the birth of any child.  

That sense of awe that we experience when we see a 

newborn child or a beautiful sunrise presents us with 

an opportunity. Psalm 19:1-2 says, “The heavens 

declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims 

his handiwork. Day to day pours out speech, and night 

to night reveals knowledge.” God designed the natural 

world to point us back to him. Those joyful moments 

should lead us to praise and worship our Creator.  
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The Apostle Paul, however, pointed out that most 

people refuse those opportunities. In Romans 1:19-21, 

he wrote, 

For what can be known about God is plain to 

them, because God has shown it to them. For 

his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal 

power and divine nature, have been clearly 

perceived, ever since the creation of the 

world, in the things that have been made. So 

they are without excuse. For although they 

knew God, they did not honor him as God or 

give thanks to him, but they became futile in 

their thinking, and their foolish hearts were 

darkened. 

When we ignore those displays of God’s glory, we lose 

our ability to see spiritual truth and those missed 

opportunities become grounds for God to condemn us. 

Don’t miss God’s revelation of himself in nature.  

When you encounter those moments of awe, take the 

first step and respond by praising God.  
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It’s never pleasant to be in the dark and have 

someone shine a flashlight in your face. It leaves you 

blinded and disoriented. It can be so irritating that you 

might even try to lash out at the person. On the other 

hand, if you were lost and that person was searching 

for you, then that light would be a welcomed sight. 

When believers obey God, his light shines through 

them like a flashlight in the dark. That light confuses 

some people and irritates others. Some even lash out, 

but God often uses that light to lead people out of the 

darkness. Recognizing the obedience of faithful people 
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as the work of God can be another step toward seeing 

his light. 

Elizabeth and Zechariah obeyed God in a very 

simple way. Luke 1:13 tells us that the angel 

commanded Zechariah to name his son, John. In fact, 

this minor issue provokes quite a stir among their 

neighbors and relatives, and makes a lasting 

impression far and wide. Luke tells us the story in 

verses 59-66. He writes, 

And on the eighth day they came to 

circumcise the child. And they would have 

called him Zechariah after his father, but his 

mother answered, "No; he shall be called 

John." And they said to her, "None of your 

relatives is called by this name." And they 

made signs to his father, inquiring what he 

wanted him to be called. And he asked for a 

writing tablet and wrote, "His name is John." 

And they all wondered. And immediately his 

mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, 

and he spoke, blessing God. And fear came 

on all their neighbors. And all these things 

were talked about through all the hill country 

of Judea, and all who heard them laid them 

up in their hearts, saying, "What then will 

this child be?" For the hand of the Lord was 

with him. 



— 91 — 

Luke records a progression in people’s responses to 

Zechariah and Elizabeth. In verse 58, they rejoice over 

the birth of the baby. But when the couple agrees on 

this unexpected name, verse 63 says they all wondered. 

They begin to realize that something amazing is 

happening. When Zechariah regains his ability to 

speak, verse 65 tells us that they are afraid. In fact, the 

news spreads through the whole region. It was a matter 

of gossip, that became a source of hope. Verse 66 

claims that people held on to this story. Perhaps it 

reminded them that God was still at work.  

God still wants to use the obedience of faithful 

people to stir up conversation and make a lasting 

impression. Matthew 5:16 tells us that in his Sermon 

on the Mount Jesus told his followers, “In the same 

way, let your light shine before others, so that they may 

see your good works and give glory to your Father who 

is in heaven.” He was not telling people to show off and 

draw attention to themselves. Later in the sermon he 

rebukes the Pharisees for that kind of behavior. He 

wants the glorious character of God to shine through in 

how they care for others.  
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But as I mentioned earlier, some people find this 

light irritating. Just a few verses earlier in the sermon, 

Jesus warned his followers that they might be 

persecuted for their behavior. Matthew 5:10-11 tells us 

that he said, 

Blessed are those who are persecuted for 

righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom 

of heaven. Blessed are you when others revile 

you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 

evil against you falsely on my account. 

This persecution ranges from mocking and 

condescension to general opposition and in some cases 

physical violence.  

Where do you land in this scenario? How do you 

respond when you see people obeying the Lord? Does 

their behavior prompt you to praise God or to lash out? 

And if you believe, are you willing to shine for Christ 

regardless of how people may respond?  
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As we give and receive gifts, three words never fail 

to strike fear into our hearts: some assembly required. 

Consider for a moment what life would be like if we had 

to assemble everything that we buy. We have a hard 

enough time with toys and furniture. Imagine putting 

together a watch or a smartphone. You could not get 

away with picking and choosing which parts you really 

need. 

Understanding biblical truth is like assembling a 

complicated device. All the pieces are designed to fit 

together. If you leave something out, your 

understanding will be skewed, and the truth will not 
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accomplish what it is supposed to do in your life. 

Nevertheless, people often try to pick and choose which 

parts of Scripture they like. Some want the morality, 

but not the miraculous. Others want the prophecy, but 

not the practical. To see God’s light, you must take the 

step of accepting the entirety of Scripture. You need to 

understand the basic storyline that links all the parts. 

In Luke 1:67-80, Luke records Zechariah’s 

prophecy at the time of his son’s birth. It has been 

called the Benedictus. As Zechariah begins in verses 

67-75, he sums up the Old Testament in one profound 

sentence. Luke tells us, 

And his father Zechariah was filled with the 

Holy Spirit and prophesied, saying, "Blessed 

be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited 

and redeemed his people and has raised up a 

horn of salvation for us in the house of his 

servant David, as he spoke by the mouth of 

his holy prophets from of old, that we should 

be saved from our enemies and from the 

hand of all who hate us; to show the mercy 

promised to our fathers and to remember his 

holy covenant, the oath that he swore to our 

father Abraham, to grant us that we, being 

delivered from the hand of our enemies, 
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might serve him without fear, in holiness and 

righteousness before him all our days. 

Zechariah touches upon four key points. First, God 

deserves praise for taking the initiative in salvation. He 

is the Lord God of Israel. He visited them by revealing 

his glory to Moses and redeeming them from slavery in 

Egypt. Next, his plan of salvation focuses on a 

descendant of David. Zechariah pictures him as a sharp 

animal horn, charging into Israel’s enemies. They faced 

physical opposition from enemy nations, but also 

spiritual temptation from Satan. The Messiah will 

conquer both. Third, this salvation is rooted in the 

covenant relationship that God established with the 

patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It is an 

expression of his steadfast love and mercy. God wants 

a relationship with people. Finally, God’s purpose is to 

establish a new existence for his people where they will 

be able to serve him without fear and without sin 

forever.  

Zechariah’s summary may differ from how many of 

us think of the message of Scripture. We tend to focus 

exclusively on the idea of personal reconciliation with 

God. As important as that part of biblical teaching is, 
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Scripture presents a more comprehensive view of what 

God is doing in the world. If we neglect the big picture, 

our understanding of that part will be distorted. Paul 

makes this point in 2 Timothy 3:16 when he says, “All 

Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 

teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness.” 

Putting all the pieces together requires more than a 

lifetime. There is always more to learn. But to see the 

light you must take the step of accepting the basic story 

that runs from Genesis to Revelation. Do you believe? 

If so, are you learning and growing in your 

understanding of Scripture?  
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We turn lights on and off multiple times a day, but 

most of us never stop to think about how the switch 

works. With that simple mechanical motion, contact is 

made, metal upon metal, allowing electricity to flow. If 

we are going to see God’s light, a similar connection 

must be made. We must personally respond to God’s 

truth. We must take the step of receiving salvation. 

As Zechariah continues his Benedictus, he moves 

from the broad narrative of Scripture to the personal 

experience of salvation. In another long sentence, he 

focuses on the role that his son will play. In verses 76-

79, he says, 
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And you, child, will be called the prophet of 

the Most High; for you will go before the 

Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge 

of salvation to his people in the forgiveness 

of their sins, because of the tender mercy of 

our God, whereby the sunrise shall visit us 

from on high to give light to those who sit in 

darkness and in the shadow of death, to 

guide our feet into the way of peace." 

Luke then concludes the story in verse 80 by saying, 

“And the child grew and became strong in spirit, and 

he was in the wilderness until the day of his public 

appearance to Israel.” 

Zechariah describes his son’s future ministry as a 

fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. The idea of 

preparing the way in verse 76 pictures someone 

leveling out the road for the coming of a royal 

procession. This imagery comes from Isaiah 40:3-4, 

which says, 

A voice cries: "In the wilderness prepare the 

way of the LORD; make straight in the desert 

a highway for our God. Every valley shall be 

lifted up, and every mountain and hill be 

made low; the uneven ground shall become 

level, and the rough places a plain. 
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Zechariah indicates in verse 77 that this preparation 

involves the knowledge of salvation and the forgiveness 

of sins. This knowledge is not merely intellectual. To 

prepare for the coming of Christ, people must turn 

from their sin in repentance and seek God’s 

forgiveness. Zechariah says that God will respond with 

tender mercy. Later in Luke’s gospel we will see how 

John preaches this message.  

Zechariah’s mention of the sunrise and the light is 

drawn from Isaiah 9:2, which says, “The people who 

walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who 

dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has light 

shone.” They do not merely see the light off in the 

distance; it shines upon them. Zechariah speaks of the 

coming of Christ as the sunrise visiting us from on high. 

He also says that his light guides our feet in the way of 

peace. This peace begins on a personal level with an 

internal sense of relief, being forgiven and being able 

to see the light, but it extends much farther. Isaiah 9 

speaks of the Prince of Peace whose government will 

bring peace to the entire world. He is the true light that 

will keep growing brighter and brighter. 
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God uses this process of spiritual illumination to 

draw us to himself. First, he wants us to recognize the 

evidence of God’s existence and character that we see 

in events in nature, like the birth of a baby. Next, he 

wants us to respect God’s work in the lives of obedient, 

faithful people, like Elizabeth and Zechariah. Third, he 

wants us to accept the entire story of Scripture as his 

authoritative revelation of his will. Finally, he wants us 

to personally receive salvation by seeking forgiveness 

for our sins on the basis of his tender mercy. 

Where do you stand in this process? Have you 

received salvation? If not, I encourage you to believe in 

Jesus Christ. He made forgiveness possible through his 

death and resurrection. His is Lord and Savior. He is 

the Prince of Peace. If you have never done so, receive 

his salvation today. 

If you are not ready to take that step, do you at least 

accept the Bible? Psalm 19 provides a great description 

of how God has revealed himself both in creation and 

in Scripture. I encourage you to read it, and to learn 

more. 
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Perhaps you have received salvation, but your 

knowledge of Scripture is minimal. If so, I encourage 

you to commit to learning the Bible. You may want to 

devote some time every day to reading it, even if it’s just 

for a few minutes. You may want to get involved in 

Bible study with a group or with a mature believer.  

Make a concrete plan that will help you learn how all 

the pieces fit together. 

Finally, we need to remember that many people in 

the world do not realize how blind they are to God’s 

truth. They need to see someone who shines the light 

in word and deed. Would you be that person? Is there 

something you could do to shine brighter? Is there 

some behavior that you need to change or some 

relationship that you need to pursue? Follow the words 

of Christ and let your light shine. May God’s glory shine 

through us.  
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1. Which step are you at in this process? How has God 

moved you forward?  

 

 

 

 

2. How are you currently shining for the Lord? 

 

 

 

 

3. What might be hindering your light from shining? 
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Everyday our world bombards us with more 

information than our minds can handle. We are 

drowning in facts, polls, surveys, infographics, and 

opinions. We feel overwhelmed by it all, so we respond 

with simplistic binary thinking. We view life in black 

and white. Every idea is either right or wrong. Every 

person is either friend or enemy. We don’t allow any 

space for nuance or complexity.  

This dichotomistic mindset undermines the true 

wonder that God wants us to experience. Some people 
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reject God, the Bible, and Christianity because they 

have had some negative experiences in a church. 

Others say, “The Bible says it. I believe it. That settles 

it.” But does either person really understand? We need 

to take the time to think deeply about God. He wants to 

change how we relate to people. He wants to cultivate 

a spirit of reverence and awe in our lives. 

Luke’s account of the Nativity, the most famous 

passage in his Gospel, often falls prey to these 

simplistic approaches. Some people try to use every 

detail to discredit the historical accuracy of the story. 

Many commentaries focus exclusively on refuting these 

attacks. Others read the story once a year and feel that 

they have fulfilled their religious obligation before 

opening presents and eating lots of food. But when we 

take time to reflect on what Luke has written, we find a 

complexity that goes beyond binary thinking.  

Luke 2:1-20 displays three paradoxes that lead to 

true wonder. They help us see God in a way that 

transcends our tidy, little boxes. I encourage you to 

approach this study of Christ’s birth with an open 

heart. We cannot plumb the depths of these ideas, but 
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I pray that this introduction to them will deepen your 

desire to learn, grow, and worship. 
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Caesar Augustus was one of history’s most powerful 

individuals. His reign as Emperor began in 27 B.C. and 

lasted over 40 years. His military triumphs established 

a period of peace throughout the Roman Empire, the 

Pax Romana. But the Jewish people felt oppressed 

under Roman rule. They longed for God to raise up a 

leader who would overthrow the Romans with a 

strength greater than that of Caesar. But God chose to 

work in a paradoxical way that demonstrated both 

humble weakness and vast power.  

In Luke 2:1-5, Luke writes, 
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In those days a decree went out from Caesar 

Augustus that all the world should be 

registered. This was the first registration 

when Quirinius was governor of Syria. And 

all went to be registered, each to his own 

town. And Joseph also went up from Galilee, 

from the town of Nazareth, to Judea, to the 

city of David, which is called Bethlehem, 

because he was of the house and lineage of 

David, to be registered with Mary, his 

betrothed, who was with child.  

Luke has already revealed the identity of this child 

back in chapter 1. He is the promised Messiah of Old 

Testament prophecy. He is the Son of God who became 

human at the moment of his supernatural conception 

in the Virgin’s womb. His earthly parents deserved 

royal treatment, but instead they are forced to travel 

over 90 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem during the 

final weeks of Mary’s pregnancy. Why are they 

subjected to such hardship? Caesar wanted everyone to 

register, presumably for tax purposes, and Quirinius 

was using the Roman military to enforce Caesar’s 

decree among the reluctant Jews. Matthew’s Gospel 

places these events sometime before the death of 

Herod who was Caesar’s tyrannical puppet king over 
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Judea. So, on the surface this seems like a sad story of 

oppression. 

But one Old Testament prophecy changes our 

perspective. The prophet Micah lived over 700 years 

before the birth of Jesus. He confronted injustice 

within Israel and Judah and warned of coming 

judgment. But he also looked farther ahead to someone 

who would bring peace to the people of Israel. In Micah 

5:2, he wrote, 

But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are 

too little to be among the clans of Judah, 

from you shall come forth for me one who is 

to be ruler in Israel, whose coming forth is 

from of old, from ancient days. 

In other words, the Messiah would be born in the little 

town of Bethlehem. 

So, the decree of Augustus served the sovereign 

purpose of God. Joseph and Mary were from Nazareth. 

They had no reason to travel all the way to Bethlehem. 

God could have sent an angel to lead them in a grand 

parade announcing the Messiah’s birth. But instead, he 

chose to work through the vanity and greed of the 

world’s most powerful man to fulfill Micah’s prophecy. 
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Do you see the paradox? God demonstrated his power 

over Augustus, while his son in Mary’s womb was 

suffering under the tyranny of Augustus. 

God works through both power and weakness. Our 

finite minds would like to confine him to one or the 

other, but this paradox occurs repeatedly throughout 

the Bible. The Apostle Paul testifies of his own 

experience with God as he struggled with what he 

called his thorn in the flesh. In 2 Corinthians 12:9, he 

says, 

But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for 

you, for my power is made perfect in 

weakness." Therefore I will boast all the 

more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the 

power of Christ may rest upon me.  

This is the same paradox reflected in the circumstances 

of Christ’s birth—power in weakness. Are you willing to 

accept this principle in your life? Will you trust God’s 

power and grace as you suffer through times of 

weakness?  
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To be heard today, you have to be loud. The 

influential voices are the people with the most 

advertising dollars or the most followers on social 

media. They are the superstars who say and do 

shocking, unexpected things to get our attention. They 

are the people interviewed on television shows and 

featured on magazine covers. But despite all the glitz 

and hype, we seldom hear anything of profound and 

lasting significance from those people.  

Our greatest need is to hear from God. But how does 

he speak? You might expect his words to be louder and 

brighter than anything in Times Square, but God 
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reveals himself in paradoxical ways. He communicates 

with both silence and extravagance. 

The birth of Jesus took place in obscurity. Luke 2:6-

7 speaks of Joseph and Mary and says, 

And while they were there, the time came for 

her to give birth. And she gave birth to her 

firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling 

cloths and laid him in a manger, because 

there was no place for them in the inn. 

Other people may have been present, but Luke doesn’t 

mention anyone. He gives us the impression that no 

one bothered to help, make room for, or even notice 

Mary as she went into labor. 

In that silent moment, God was speaking. The 

Apostle John opens his Gospel by referring to Jesus as 

the Word. In and of himself, he is God’s message. He 

embodies everything that God wants to communicate. 

John 1:14 says, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt 

among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the 

only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” By 

becoming human and living in perfect obedience, Jesus 

communicated that God deserves to be glorified in 

everything we say and do. By suffering and dying in our 
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place, he revealed how offensive our sin is to God and 

how gracious he is to send his Son to save us.  

At the same time, God also announced this birth 

with unmatched fanfare. Luke 2:8-14 tells us, 

And in the same region there were shepherds 

out in the field, keeping watch over their 

flock by night. And an angel of the Lord 

appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord 

shone around them, and they were filled with 

great fear. And the angel said to them, "Fear 

not, for behold, I bring you good news of 

great joy that will be for all the people. For 

unto you is born this day in the city of David 

a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this will 

be a sign for you: you will find a baby 

wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a 

manger." And suddenly there was with the 

angel a multitude of the heavenly host 

praising God and saying, "Glory to God in the 

highest, and on earth peace among those 

with whom he is pleased!" 

It is rare in the Bible for an angel to appear to 

someone. But this news was too good, and this joy was 

too great to go unnoticed. The angel declares that the 

long-expected Messiah who will save people from their 

sins and reign as Lord has come. Then a multitude of 
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glorious angels join in celebrating this message. The 

scene Luke describes is only matched by the visions of 

heaven that John records in the book of Revelation. For 

one night only, the heavenly chorus comes down to put 

on a show bigger than Broadway and greater than 

Hollywood’s visual effects. 

God could have sent his angels to Caesar in Rome 

or to Herod at his palace or to the Jewish high priest in 

Jerusalem. But He chose to reveal this extravagant 

display to shepherds out in the middle of nowhere. 

They were not powerful or influential. They were pretty 

far down on the social ladder. They spent their time 

with sheep. They were probably smelly. Some people in 

ancient times even considered shepherds to be 

unreliable.  

But shepherds and sheep are important in the 

Bible. God took David from shepherding a flock and 

made him the shepherd king of Israel. David then 

wrote the psalm that begins by saying, “The Lord is my 

shepherd.” Of course, sheep were used as sacrifices in 

Israel’s Passover celebration to display the principle of 

salvation through the death of a substitute.  Since these 

shepherds in Luke 2 were in close proximity to 
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Jerusalem, they may have even been raising their 

flocks for that purpose. These shepherds may have 

been insignificant in their society, but they were ready 

to hear about the birth of the one who is both the Lamb 

of God who takes away the sins of the world and the 

Shepherd King who will bring true and lasting peace.  

So, how does God speak today? Does he focus on 

the powerful movers and shakers? Does he send angels 

to everyone? No, his Spirit opens the eyes of humble 

people to see his glory and grace through the quiet 

witness of the Word made flesh. He has spoken. Are 

you listening?  



— 115 — 

Farming seems to be an increasingly high-tech 

endeavor these days, but there are still factors that 

people cannot control. A crop may be abundant one 

season, but poor the next. Sometimes the difference 

can be explained, but other times it is a mystery. Jesus 

uses a similar picture of someone sowing seed to 

describe how different people respond to God’s word 

(Luke 8:4-15). He lists factors that hinder someone’s 

response—a hard heart, shallowness, worry or greed—

but those issues are seldom visible on the outside. God 

knows people’s hearts, but we do not. Sometimes the 
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people we expect to respond, do not, and vice versa. 

Their responses often seem paradoxical. 

Luke 2:15-20 reveals different responses from Mary 

and the shepherds. Luke writes, 

When the angels went away from them into 

heaven, the shepherds said to one another, 

"Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this 

thing that has happened, which the Lord has 

made known to us." And they went with 

haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the 

baby lying in a manger. And when they saw 

it, they made known the saying that had been 

told them concerning this child. And all who 

heard it wondered at what the shepherds told 

them. But Mary treasured up all these things, 

pondering them in her heart. And the 

shepherds returned, glorifying and praising 

God for all they had heard and seen, as it had 

been told them. 

The shepherds are excited. They take action without 

delay and head straight to Bethlehem. They cannot 

wait to tell people the story of their experience. Luke 

speaks of “all who heard it,” suggesting that they told 

many people. After seeing the child, they continue to 

celebrate this great event, and that was a fitting 
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response. They stand as a great example for those of us 

who can be too reserved and slow to act.  

On the other hand, we never hear anything more 

about these shepherds. They might have been the kind 

of people that Jesus describes in Luke 8:13, when he 

says,  

And the ones on the rock are those who, 

when they hear the word, receive it with joy. 

But these have no root; they believe for a 

while, and in time of testing fall away. 

Impulsiveness can be shallow. We don’t know whether 

this incredible encounter produced lasting fruit in the 

lives of the shepherds, but it is worth considering.  

Mary’s response, on the other hand, is not so 

exuberant. Luke says that she treasured up these things 

and pondered them in her heart. Her earlier response 

to the angel and her words of praise that she shared 

with Elizabeth suggest a true and deep commitment, 

but there are points later in the gospels where she 

seems to question the direction of Jesus’ ministry. Of 

course, as a new mother Mary was probably exhausted 

when the shepherds arrived, so that may explain her 

restraint.  
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Mary’s thoughtfulness demonstrates an attitude 

that Jesus later praises. Luke 14:28 tells us that as he 

spoke of true discipleship, he said, “For which of you, 

desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and 

count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it?” 

Mary was not shallow or short-sighted. Her careful 

reflection cultivated genuine faith. 

How would you describe your own response to 

God’s word? Have you been thoughtful or too 

impulsive? Have you been expressive or too quiet? Is 

your life marked by genuine commitment and lasting 

change? 
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The birth of Jesus gives us much to think about, but 

Luke’s account highlights these three paradoxes: how 

God works, how he speaks, and how people respond. I 

invite you to consider how to respond to what we have 

learned from this passage.  

Perhaps God has been at work in your heart and you 

are prepared to confess Jesus as Lord and begin 

following him. If you are not at that point, then I 

encourage you to keep learning. You may want to keep 

reading in Luke 2.  

Perhaps the thought of God working through both 

power and weakness speaks to some situation in your 

life.  If so, I encourage you to trust His power. Or, you 

may need to grow in expressing praise to God, 

particularly for the birth of Jesus Christ. 

May God fill us with genuine, lasting wonder. 
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1. On what issues are you most tempted to resort to 

overly simplistic thinking? Why? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these paradoxes have you thought about 

most? Why? 

 

 

 

3. Which of these paradoxes do you need to think 

more about? Why? 
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People in the United States spend over a billion 

dollars a year on fireworks. Most of them are purchased 

for Independence Day. Stands pop up in every parking 

lot. But this enormous investment is literally gone in a 

flash. People do it for a momentary thrill that is quickly 

forgotten. 

Many people have a similar experience with 

Christianity. They come to a worship service or some 

other church event. They learn some truth about God, 

and they are emotionally moved by it. But it amounts 



— 122 — 

to nothing more than a momentary thrill that is quickly 

forgotten.There is no lasting change in their lives.  

The opening chapters of Luke’s Gospel are filled 

with dramatic moments. People encounter angels. A 

virgin conceives. The Son of God is born. The true 

wonder inspired by these events should translate to 

lifelong spiritual devotion. So, in Luke 2:21-39, Luke 

gives us three examples to follow in response to true 

wonder. I encourage you to consider whether your life 

is consistently characterized by these actions. 
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In science fiction stories, robots are portrayed as 

almost human. They learn and make independent 

choices, but in real life robots fall far short of such 

abilities. They are machines programmed to follow a 

specific set of instructions. They cannot understand the 

reason behind those instructions or determine whether 

they are inherently good or bad. They simply follow 

their program. 

God has given us instructions to follow, but he does 

not want our obedience to be robotic. He does not want 

us to follow mindlessly. He created us with the ability 

to think and choose. He wants us to understand and 
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trust his goodness and wisdom. The wonder of God’s 

character and work should inspire us to obey him 

willingly and gladly. We then learn from our obedience, 

so that our sense of wonder continues to deepen.  

Luke gives us the example of Mary and Joseph’s 

obedience to the Old Testament Law. Luke 2:21-24 tells 

us,  

And at the end of eight days, when he was 

circumcised, he was called Jesus, the name 

given by the angel before he was conceived in 

the womb. And when the time came for their 

purification according to the Law of Moses, 

they brought him up to Jerusalem to present 

him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of 

the Lord, "Every male who first opens the 

womb shall be called holy to the Lord") and 

to offer a sacrifice according to what is said 

in the Law of the Lord, "a pair of turtledoves, 

or two young pigeons." 

Rituals like these could be performed in a 

thoughtless, robotic way, but God designed them to 

communicate wondrous saving truths. The significance 

of these rituals seems even more amazing as Jesus and 

his parents participate in them. 
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The Jewish practice of circumcision mentioned in 

verse 21 began with Abraham around 2,000 years 

before the time of Jesus. Genesis 17:11 tells us that God 

told Abraham, “You shall be circumcised in the flesh of 

your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant 

between me and you.” Abraham’s descendants had the 

privilege of knowing God. This physical ritual was 

designed to remind them to be humble and teachable 

rather than stubborn or hard-hearted (Deut 10:16), but 

Jesus did not need this reminder. He had a perfect 

relationship with God, but his circumcision identified 

him as part of God’s covenant people. Ultimately, his 

saving work fulfilled the imagery of circumcision by 

making it possible for people’s hearts to be genuinely 

transformed. 

Purification, the second ritual mentioned in this 

part of Luke, is taught in Leviticus 12. For the first forty 

days after the birth of a son, a woman was considered 

unclean, so she could not participate in the ceremonies 

at the Tabernacle. For a daughter, the time was 

doubled.  Afterward the mother was required to bring 

a lamb for a burnt offering and a pigeon for a sin 

offering to atone for her uncleanness. If she could not 
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afford a lamb, she could bring two pigeons, which is 

what Mary does in verse 24. 

Why would such a normal part of life as child birth 

be considered unclean? Was the rule prompted by a 

concern for hygiene? The significance of the Levitical 

rules for ceremonial uncleanness is never stated, but I 

suspect that they point us to the reality that all sickness 

and suffering is a result of Adam and Eve’s sin. The 

pain of childbirth was even part of God’s curse in 

Genesis 3:16. So, in the Levitical system of worship 

people were not allowed to draw near to God unless 

they were completely healthy. These rules point 

forward to the new heaven and earth, where the curse 

will be removed and there will be no more sickness or 

physical suffering (Rev 21:4; 22:2-3).  

The irony in Mary’s purification is that she had 

given birth to the one who would bring about that 

future hope. During his ministry, Jesus showed his 

power to heal as a preview of what awaits us in eternity. 

Through his death, he provided the perfect atonement 

for all our sins so that we can draw near to God for 

eternity. When he returns, he will conquer sin and 
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death to lead us into the perfect existence in the 

presence of God. 

The third ritual, the dedication of firstborn sons 

mentioned in verses 22 and 23, began at the first 

Passover recorded in Exodus 13. The final plague of the 

ten that God brought upon Egypt was the death of all 

firstborn creatures. By sacrificing a lamb and 

spreading its blood on their doorposts, the people of 

Israel spared their households from this plague. So, in 

all subsequent generations, firstborns were to be 

devoted to the Lord. Firstborn animals were supposed 

to be sacrificed, but according to Numbers 18:15-16, 

firstborn sons were to be redeemed with an offering of 

five shekels of silver. Luke does not mention money, 

but Joseph must have paid the symbolic redemption 

price. He redeemed the Lamb of God who redeems us 

as our true Passover.  

We do not know how much Joseph and Mary 

understood, but these ideas were bound up in their 

obedience. As New Testament believers, we are not 

under the Law of Moses, but there is still much to learn 

as we obey the teaching of Christ and his apostles. In 

Romans 12:2, Paul said,  
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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. 

True obedience is not robotic, but relational. It flows 

from knowing God and his will, and then leads us 

deeper in our relationship with him. We must respond 

to true wonder with obedience.  
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We don’t like to be kept waiting. Our society is very 

conscious of time. We are always trying to speed things 

up, so that we can fit more in. We finish one experience 

and move on to the next without looking back. 

Managing our time can be good, but haste undermines 

what God wants to do in our lives. God gives us 

moments of wonder to teach us to wait for something 

better.  

Luke introduces us to a man named Simeon as an 

example of this attitude. Luke 2:25-26 says, 

Now there was a man in Jerusalem, whose 

name was Simeon, and this man was 
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righteous and devout, waiting for the 

consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was 

upon him. And it had been revealed to him 

by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death 

before he had seen the Lord's Christ. 

Life was difficult for the people of Israel. They 

suffered oppression under one empire after another—

the Babylonians, the Persians, the Greeks, and the 

Romans. There was also internal division as some 

sought the Lord and others ignored him and lived in 

sin. There were legalistic Pharisees, compromising 

Sadducees, and violent Zealots. Simeon was 

desperately waiting for God to comfort Israel by 

fulfilling his Old Testament promises to lead Israel into 

both spiritual obedience and political victory. He had 

the wondrous experience of receiving a revelation from 

the Holy Spirit that he would see the Christ, the 

Anointed One, during his lifetime.  

We do not know how many years Simeon waited, 

but that moment finally came. Luke 2:27-32 says,  

And he came in the Spirit into the temple, 

and when the parents brought in the child 

Jesus, to do for him according to the custom 

of the Law, he took him up in his arms and 
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blessed God and said, "Lord, now you are 

letting your servant depart in peace, 

according to your word; for my eyes have 

seen your salvation that you have prepared in 

the presence of all peoples, a light for 

revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to 

your people Israel." 

Simeon’s response reveals the mindset that enabled 

him to wait. The word “Lord” in verse 29 is a different 

word than the one that is normally used to refer to God.  

This term could be translated as “Master.” We get 

impatient because we think of ourselves as the master 

and everyone else as our servants, but Simeon thought 

of himself as a humble slave serving the purpose of 

God. Once he saw Jesus, he felt as if he had completed 

his life’s mission. He was confident that Jesus would 

open the eyes of the Gentiles, and restore the glory of 

God’s presence in Israel.  

Simeon was not naive about how others would 

respond to Jesus. He knew the process would be slow 

and painful. Luke 2:33-35 says, 

And his father and his mother marveled at 

what was said about him. And Simeon 

blessed them and said to Mary his mother, 

"Behold, this child is appointed for the fall 
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and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign 

that is opposed (and a sword will pierce 

through your own soul also), so that thoughts 

from many hearts may be revealed." 

Simeon knew that conflict awaited Jesus. His 

coming would reveal what was in people’s hearts. Some 

would arrogantly oppose him, thus bringing about 

their own spiritual downfall. But others would receive 

Jesus and would rise because of their faith. He 

anticipated that Mary would experience great pain in 

seeing her son suffer because of this conflict.  

Jesus continues to divide people today. Some 

believe but others resist. We cannot lose hope. We 

must adopt the same mindset as Simeon. We must see 

ourselves as God’s humble servants. Though the world 

may seem out of control, we must continue to wait 

upon God to work in people’s hearts and fulfill his 

promises through Christ.  

David spoke of this same mindset in Psalm 25:1-5. 

He said, 

To you, O LORD, I lift up my soul. O my God, 

in you I trust; let me not be put to shame; let 

not my enemies exult over me. Indeed, none 

who wait for you shall be put to shame; they 
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shall be ashamed who are wantonly 

treacherous. Make me to know your ways, O 

LORD; teach me your paths. Lead me in your 

truth and teach me, for you are the God of my 

salvation; for you I wait all the day long. 

We must learn to wait upon God, rather than trying to 

manipulate and control people and circumstances. 

Moments of true wonder should prompt us to lift up 

our souls to him in trust and humble service. Are you 

waiting upon the Lord?  
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Our light sources keep improving. Manufacturers 

claim that LED lights will last around 50,000 hours. 

That’s almost six years of continuous use. The old 

incandescent bulbs only lasted around 1,000 hours. If 

we go further back in history people used candles or oil 

lamps that had to be switched out or refilled after just 

a few hours. 

When we think about worshiping God, we need to 

realize that it’s more like an oil lamp than an LED bulb. 

A moment of wonder does not flip a switch, turning on 

the light for years to come.  That spiritual spark has to 

be fed and maintained.  
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Luke gives us an example of a life of worship in a 

woman named Anna. Luke 2:36-38 says, 

And there was a prophetess, Anna, the 

daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. 

She was advanced in years, having lived with 

her husband seven years from when she was 

a virgin, and then as a widow until she was 

eighty-four. She did not depart from the 

temple, worshiping with fasting and prayer 

night and day. And coming up at that very 

hour she began to give thanks to God and to 

speak of him to all who were waiting for the 

redemption of Jerusalem.  

The most common word for worship in the New 

Testament conveys the idea of bowing before someone. 

It could describe a one-time act, but the word used here 

in verse 37, pictures worship as ongoing priestly 

service. Anna was not a priest, so she could not literally 

live in the temple courts. Every morning and evening 

the priests would offer sacrifices, burn incense, and 

tend the lampstand in the temple. People would come 

to pray at those times, and Anna was always there. The 

loss of her husband so early in their marriage could 

have left her with deep feelings of bitterness toward 
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God. Instead, Anna took advantage of every 

opportunity to participate in worshipping God.  

Luke mentions four activities that were part of 

Anna’s worship. First, she fasted. She was often so 

wrapped up in worship that she would skip a meal. 

Next, she prayed. She lifted her concerns and needs to 

God in a spirit of dependence. Third, she gave thanks. 

At that moment, it was probably prompted by seeing 

Jesus or by hearing Simeon’s words, but it was 

undoubtedly a habit she had cultivated. She 

acknowledged God’s blessings in humble gratitude. 

Finally, she spoke to people. She encouraged them that 

God’s promises of redemption were going to be 

fulfilled. For Anna, every part of life revolved around 

the worship of God. 

Paul used the same word for priest-like worship in 

Romans 12:1. He says, 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the 

mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 

living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship. 

The wonder we experience when we understand God’s 

saving mercy shown to us in Christ should translate to 
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offering up our lives to God. We should follow the 

example of Anna—fasting, praying, giving thanks, and 

speaking the truth. Are you devoted to worshipping 

God? 

Luke concludes this part of his Gospel by directing 

our attention back to Joseph and Mary in verse 39. He 

says, “And when they had performed everything 

according to the Law of the Lord, they returned into 

Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth.” He does not 

explain how the events of Matthew 2 fit into the story—

the coming of the wise men, King Herod’s attempt to 

have Jesus killed, and the family’s flight to Egypt. Luke 

simply states that Joseph, Mary, and Jesus eventually 

settled into normal family life in Nazareth. The 

wondrous events surrounding the birth of Jesus were 

past, but the example of Simeon and Anna must have 

made a lasting impression. 

How would you characterize your own devotion to 

the Lord? Are you growing in and through obedience? 

Are you waiting upon him to accomplish his work in 

the world and in the lives of people? Are you faithfully 
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worshipping him day and night? If not, then take this 

opportunity to change. Receive Jesus as your Lord and 

Savior and begin to worship the one true God. 

If you have received Christ, are one of these 

attitudes missing from your life? If so, I encourage you 

to focus on one of the examples that we’ve considered. 

You might want to read Psalm 25, where David speaks 

about waiting, as we saw, but also worship and 

obedience. I pray that our devotion will not be a 

momentary flash, but a steadily growing flame.  

1. Who have you known that models lifelong devotion 

to God? What stands out about that person’s life?  

 

 

2. How have you responded thus far to moments of 

true wonder that you have experienced? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take today to cultivate lifelong 

devotion? 
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In the Japanese art of Bonsai, gardeners 

intentionally stunt the growth of trees. Their goal is to 

end up with a miniature tree that bears all the 

characteristics of age. They grow them in shallow pots. 

They carefully prune them and shape them with wires 

to give them an old, gnarled appearance. The process 

requires years of diligent effort. 

Spiritual growth is the exact opposite of Bonsai. 

Many people profess Christ throughout their lives but 

never move beyond a miniature spiritual life. Given the 
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right circumstances, trees sprout and grow effortlessly, 

but years of diligent effort are required for people to 

develop spiritual maturity. God enables us to grow 

through the work of his Spirit, but we must actively 

cooperate with him. Paul describes this dynamic in 

Philippians 2:12-13, where he says, 

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always 

obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence 

but much more in my absence, work out your 

own salvation with fear and trembling, for it 

is God who works in you, both to will and to 

work for his good pleasure. 

Throughout this series, we have been reflecting on 

those moments when we experience a feeling of awe 

and wonder toward God and his truth. We need to 

recognize that those moments are like seeds. They can 

grow into spiritual maturity, but we must cultivate 

them. Last time in our study of Luke’s Gospel we saw 

three examples of what spiritually mature behavior 

looks like: Joseph and Mary’s obedience, Simeon’s 

waiting, and Anna’s worship. Our next passage in Luke 

gives us insight into how we grow. 

Luke 2:40-52 is the only biblical account of the 

childhood of Jesus. Some false gospels exist from 
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ancient times that tell stories of Jesus performing 

miracles during his childhood, but Christians have 

never accepted those as part of inspired Scripture. 

Though Jesus is fully God, Luke reveals that he 

accepted the limitations of humanity. He did not have 

a sinful nature, but he did experience growth 

physically, emotionally, intellectually, relationally, and 

even spiritually. So, we can learn from the growth 

process that Jesus experienced. 

But this passage is also about Mary. She and Joseph 

were parenting the perfect child, the incarnate Son of 

God. They had the overwhelming responsibility of 

encouraging his growth, but they did not have all the 

answers. They were growing too, and Luke draws our 

attention to how God was working in Mary’s heart.  

The story demonstrates three practices that help us 

grow. As we walk through them, I encourage you to 

consider whether they are part of your life. Without 

them, your growth will be stunted. 
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Most children love carousels. They ride over and 

over again, going around in the same circle hundreds 

of times. But at some point, the carousel begins to seem 

boring. They realize that they’re not going anywhere, 

and they want something different. People encounter 

that same feeling in their work and even in 

relationships. We grow tired of repetition, and we 

pursue change.  

But in almost every part of life, personal growth 

requires repetition. A quarterback practices his throws 

again and again to perfect his timing and aim. A 

musician rehearses a piece of music countless times in 
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preparation for a major performance. They seem to be 

going in circles, but they are actually moving forward. 

The same practice applies in spiritual growth. 

Jesus grew up in a context of religious repetition. 

Luke 2:40-42 tells us, 

And the child grew and became strong, filled 

with wisdom. And the favor of God was upon 

him. Now his parents went to Jerusalem 

every year at the Feast of the Passover. And 

when he was twelve years old, they went up 

according to custom. 

Some commentators think that this was the first time 

that Jesus went to the Feast. But since Luke indicates 

that Mary always went with Joseph, Jesus may have 

gone previously. I cannot imagine them leaving the Son 

of God with a baby sitter. Either way, he was nearing 

the age that he would be considered an adult in that 

culture, and he was well prepared. His parents laid a 

strong foundation for his spiritual development 

through their faithful participation in Jewish religious 

life.  

When God gave Israel his Law, he used repetition 

to maintain their focus on him. Jewish men were 

commanded to appear before the Lord for three 
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different feasts each year, and the Passover was one of 

those (Ex 23:14-17). It reminded them of how God 

powerfully rescued their ancestors from slavery in 

Egypt. The Law also commanded people to observe a 

weekly Sabbath. Even when there was much work to be 

done, they were supposed to trust God’s provision and 

pause for a day of rest and reflection. Patterns like 

these were part of passing on the faith from one 

generation to another.  

New Testament believers are not required to 

observe the Old Testament days or feasts. In Colossians 

2:16-17, Paul writes, 

Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in 

questions of food and drink, or with regard to 

a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These 

are a shadow of the things to come, but the 

substance belongs to Christ. 

But Christians still use repetition. We are supposed to 

gather together regularly to worship. Acts 2:42 

describes the early church by saying, “And they 

devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” 
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We should be devoted to repeating these same 

practices.  

What is the goal of repetition? Luke says that Jesus, 

“grew and became strong, filled with wisdom.”  He did 

not just know biblical truth, he was learning how it 

applied to life. As followers of Christ, we should seek 

the same goal, but that pursuit requires the discipline 

of repetition.  

The author of Hebrews connects repetition with 

wisdom in Hebrews 5:12-14. He says, 

For though by this time you ought to be 

teachers, you need someone to teach you 

again the basic principles of the oracles of 

God. You need milk, not solid food, for 

everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the 

word of righteousness, since he is a child. But 

solid food is for the mature, for those who 

have their powers of discernment trained by 

constant practice to distinguish good from 

evil. 

That word trained is a translation of the Greek word 

from which we get our word gymnasium. To develop 

spiritual strength and wisdom, we need exercise. We 

must keep working hard at applying God’s word to 

everyday life. 
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Don’t resist the repetition of activities like Bible 

study, prayer, and gathering for worship. It may seem 

that we are going in circles, but these activities move us 

forward.  
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In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy and her friends are 

intimidated by the wizard’s seemingly great power. But 

their impression changes when Dorothy’s dog, Toto, 

pulls back the green curtain to reveal a feeble old man. 

He even tries to retain his power by saying, “Pay no 

attention to the man behind the curtain.” He would 

have preferred that they remain ignorant of his true 

character. God is nothing like the wizard. He does not 

hide behind a curtain. He wants us to seek him and 

know him through the practice of investigation. 

In Luke 2:43-50, Luke begins by telling the story of 

a physical search. But as the passage progresses, he 
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artfully shifts his focus to the search for spiritual 

understanding. It says, 

And when the feast was ended, as they were 

returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in 

Jerusalem. His parents did not know it, but 

supposing him to be in the group they went a 

day's journey, but then they began to search 

for him among their relatives and 

acquaintances, and when they did not find 

him, they returned to Jerusalem, searching 

for him. After three days they found him in 

the temple, sitting among the teachers, 

listening to them and asking them questions. 

And all who heard him were amazed at his 

understanding and his answers. And when 

his parents saw him, they were astonished. 

And his mother said to him, "Son, why have 

you treated us so? Behold, your father and I 

have been searching for you in great 

distress." And he said to them, "Why were 

you looking for me? Did you not know that I 

must be in my Father's house?" And they did 

not understand the saying that he spoke to 

them. 

Joseph and Mary spend all day traveling on foot 

with a big caravan of people, so they probably do not 

realize that Jesus is missing until the end of that first 

day. Making their way back to Jerusalem requires a 
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whole day of travel back. Imagine how agonizing that 

trip must have been for them. I suspect that they felt 

like any parent would who has lost their child, but the 

reality of Jesus being the Son of God must have 

magnified their feelings of concern. God often uses 

moments of crisis to prepare our hearts to re-examine 

his truth, and that is exactly what was happening here 

with Joseph and Mary. 

They finally find Jesus on the third day. While they 

have been searching for him, he has been searching for 

a deeper understanding of God. He probably interacted 

with some of the country’s greatest teachers of the Law, 

probing them with questions. He was not teaching 

them, he was learning like any other person would. The 

difference is that we must overcome our fallen nature 

to understand spiritual truth. When we get too close to 

a convicting truth, our sinful hearts start looking for 

some way to minimize it. Jesus did not do this. His 

unencumbered pursuit of truth astonished people. 

Mary asks him why he would stay behind. Some 

people read her words as a rebuke, but they could also 

be a simple question. Because of who Jesus is, this 
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exchange gives her an opportunity to learn something 

of the mind and purpose of God.  

Jesus’ response to her is his first recorded 

statement. He says, “Why were you looking for me? Did 

you not know that I must be in my Father's house?” He 

understood his unique relationship with God the 

Father. Mary may have told him all that happened 

around his conception and birth, or this may have been 

the first time that his identity became clear to him. 

Either way, Joseph and Mary did not understand. They 

still had more to learn. 

God wants all of us to seek him and investigate his 

truth as Jesus did. Paul spoke of this focus as he 

addressed the philosophers on Mars Hill in Athens. 

Acts 17:26-28 tells us that he said, 

And he made from one man every nation of 

mankind to live on all the face of the earth, 

having determined allotted periods and the 

boundaries of their dwelling place, that they 

should seek God, and perhaps feel their way 

toward him and find him. Yet he is actually 

not far from each one of us, 

God designed us to seek him, so that we would enter 

into a personal relationship with him. Once we embark 
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on that relationship, the search is not over. We should 

strive to know him more. The author of Psalm 119 

expressed this desire in verses 10-12 

With my whole heart I seek you; let me not 

wander from your commandments! I have 

stored up your word in my heart, that I might 

not sin against you. Blessed are you, O 

LORD; teach me your statutes! 

Are you seeking the Lord? Are you investigating his 

truth? This pursuit is an essential part of spiritual 

growth.  
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In a team sport like football, the players can’t run 

out on the field and do whatever they want. They need 

to have a plan, and they don’t have time to hear 

everyone’s ideas and take a vote. Someone takes the 

lead, and everyone else on the team follows. In fact, the 

strongest players are the ones who stay focused and 

run the play without getting distracted. That same 

principle applies off the field in several other spheres—

government, work, family, and even spiritual life. 

Submission is an essential practice for spiritual growth. 

Even as a twelve-year old, Jesus is Lord of lords and 

King of kings, but he still submits to his parents. Luke 
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2:51 tells us, “And he went down with them and came 

to Nazareth and was submissive to them. And his 

mother treasured up all these things in her heart.” In 

the Ten Commandments, the fifth one instructs 

children to honor their parents (Ex 20:12). So, by 

submitting to his earthly parents, Jesus was also 

submitting to his heavenly Father. He was living up to 

God’s perfect standard of righteousness. 

Luke tells us that Mary responds by “treasuring up 

all these things in her heart.” He made a similar 

statement back in verse 19, to describe her response to 

the shepherds. This may have been his way of 

indicating his source for these stories, but the 

statements also give us another perspective on 

submission. Mary served the purpose of God by 

preserving these accounts. She did not understand this 

whole episode at the Temple, but she knew that it was 

important. 

Luke concludes this story where he began. In verse 

52 he says, “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in 

stature and in favor with God and man.” He was 

maturing intellectually, physically, spiritually, and 
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relationally, and it all happened in the context of 

submission.  

If Jesus needed to submit, how much more should 

we. The Bible commands Christians to submit to their 

government (Rom 13:1-7; Titus 3:1; 1 Pe 2:13-17). It 

teaches church members to submit to church leaders, 

and even to one another (Heb 13:17; Eph 5:21). It 

instructs wives to submit to husbands and children to 

their parents (Eph 5:22-24; 6:1-3; Col 3:18, 20; 1 Pe 

3:1-2). Submission in these relationships does not 

imply weakness or inferiority. God appoints some to 

lead and others to follow, but everyone is accountable 

to him. Whenever we follow his commands to submit, 

we are ultimately submitting to him. 

James, the brother of Jesus, emphasized the 

importance of submission to God in relation to 

spiritual growth. In James 4:6-8, he writes, 

But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, 

"God opposes the proud, but gives grace to 

the humble." Submit yourselves therefore to 

God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from 

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

to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and 

purify your hearts, you double-minded. 
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Satan manipulates the world around us to entice us 

to ignore God in a spirit of selfish arrogance. Such pride 

offends God, but he grants his saving grace to those 

who draw near to him in a spirit of submission. As we 

humbly depend upon him, God helps us grow in 

holiness and purity. 

Each of these practices are a fitting response to true 

wonder. We respond with repetition, carving out 

regular times in our lives to focus on God and his Word. 

We respond with investigation, pursuing a deeper 

understanding. We respond with submission, learning 

to follow our Lord and the other leaders he places in 

our lives. Engaging in these practices cultivates the soil 

of our hearts to prepare us for the transforming work 

of God’s Spirit. 

Are you seeking God? If not, you need to 

understand that you were created for that purpose. I 

encourage you to begin seeking him today. Read the 

Scripture and ask him to work in your life. Since we 

considered it earlier, Acts 17 would be a great place to 
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start. There Luke tells us how Paul called people to seek 

God and believe in Jesus. 

If you are already a believer, is one of these 

practices lacking in your life? Do you need to be more 

consistent or curious or humble? What could you do to 

better prepare for God’s work in your life? Make a 

commitment to work on one of those areas this week 

and in the days to come. You may want to memorize 

Philippians 2:12-13, the passage about working out 

your salvation as God works in you.  

May God cause us to grow in the grace and 

knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ (2 Pe 

3:18).   
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1. How have each of these practices contributed to 

your spiritual growth thus far? 

 

 

2. Which of these practices is the most difficult for 

you? Why? What could you do to change that? 

 

 

3. How could you encourage others to grow in light of 

these practices? 
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There are no warnings when an earthquake strikes. 

The shaking just starts, and you never know how strong 

it will become or how long it will last. I experienced a 

few, growing up in Southern California, and the 

powerful ones were terrifying. In Michigan, we face the 

possibility of tornadoes, but meteorologists warn us 

when they might form. If one touches down, sirens 

sound throughout the area, and we can seek shelter. 
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Old Testament prophecy often describes the Day of 

the Lord like an earthquake. For instance, Isaiah 13:13 

tells us that God said, 

Therefore I will make the heavens tremble, 

and the earth will be shaken out of its place, 

at the wrath of the LORD of hosts in the day 

of his fierce anger. 

That day will seem sudden and intense, but though the 

exact timing is unknown, God has given multiple 

warnings throughout history for people to prepare. 

Some of those warnings came through the ministry of 

John the Baptist.  

All four Gospels speak of John’s ministry, but Luke 

is the only one who tells us about his parents and the 

supernatural events surrounding John’s birth. As we 

have seen, Luke recounts the angel appearing to his 

father, Zechariah. He relates how Mary came to visit 

John’s mother, Elizabeth, and how John leapt in the 

womb. He also records the prophecy that John’s father 

declared at his birth and the events surrounding the 

birth of Jesus. Luke builds a sense of wonder to prepare 

his readers to hear what John has to say.  
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John looks forward to the ultimate time of wonder 

when Christ reigns as king. Even before he was 

conceived, he was appointed to prepare people’s hearts 

for the Messiah. He expects the Day of the Lord to come 

at any time. He is not aware that Christ will come 

twice—first to die for our sins, and then a second time 

to bring judgment. We stand between those two 

comings, awaiting his return. Matthew 24:44 tells us 

that Jesus taught, “Therefore you also must be ready, 

for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not 

expect.” So, John’s warnings from almost 2,000 years 

ago are still relevant for us. 

In Luke 3:1-20, John uses three pictures that 

compel us to prepare for Christ’s coming. As we 

examine these verses, I urge you to consider whether 

you are ready. May God awaken us from our spiritual 

apathy! 
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Roadwork is a constant feature of Michigan 

summers. The freezing weather and snow plowing of 

winter leave behind cracks and potholes that can 

seriously damage your vehicle. Driving becomes 

stressful in those conditions. But we all breathe a sigh 

of relief, even delight, when we drive onto a section of 

freshly paved road.  

Road conditions may seem like a modern concern, 

but the prophet Isaiah used the picture of building a 

road to describe what it means to prepare for the 

coming of Christ. John used Isaiah’s words to describe 
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his own ministry, so Luke also quotes this passage as 

he speaks of John in Luke 3:1-6. He says, 

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius 

Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of 

Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, 

and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region 

of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias 

tetrarch of Abilene, during the high 

priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word 

of God came to John the son of Zechariah in 

the wilderness. And he went into all the 

region around the Jordan, proclaiming a 

baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of 

sins. As it is written in the book of the words 

of Isaiah the prophet, "The voice of one 

crying in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of 

the Lord, make his paths straight. Every 

valley shall be filled, and every mountain and 

hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall 

become straight, and the rough places shall 

become level ways, and all flesh shall see the 

salvation of God.'" 

Without modern heavy equipment, roads were far 

worse in ancient times than they are today. So, the 

coming of a king with a royal procession would require 

advanced preparation. But filling in potholes and 

smoothing out bumps is not enough for the Lord. 
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Isaiah envisions the entire landscape changing. 

Zechariah also speaks of cataclysmic changes to the 

terrain when Christ returns (Zech 14:4, 10). Those 

mentioned by Zechariah may be literal, but Isaiah’s 

road building seems to be a metaphor for spiritual 

preparation. John’s message was that the gaping holes 

in our righteousness must be filled in with God’s 

forgiveness, our arrogance must be knocked flat, and 

our distorted lives must be straightened. We 

desperately need Christ to rebuild our lives. 

Luke begins this section by mentioning the political 

situation of John’s day, and it highlights the desperate 

need for change. Because the people of Israel had not 

followed God’s commands, he allowed them to be 

conquered by foreign nations. Luke indicates in verse 1 

that they were under Roman rule. Depending on how 

the reign of Tiberius is calculated, his fifteenth year was 

either A.D. 26 or 29.  The holy land was divided into 

four territories ruled by unscrupulous characters. 

Corruption had even infected the Jewish priesthood, as 

Annas maintained power through his son-in-law 

Caiaphas.  
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So, at that moment in history, the word of God came 

to John. The Old Testament often uses the same 

expression to describe the call of Old Testament 

prophets. We don’t know whether John had a dream, 

an encounter with an angel, or just heard a voice. 

However it happened, he experienced the true wonder 

of being selected to represent God and herald his 

message. 

Rather than focusing on the nation’s political 

situation, John addressed the spiritual lives of 

individuals. Verse 3 tells us that he proclaimed a 

baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. The 

Jews observed ritual washings of hands and feet, but in 

John’s baptism the entire body was immersed. It was a 

way for people to acknowledge their desperate need for 

God’s forgiveness. It expressed a radical change of 

direction, turning away from sin and seeking the Lord. 

John knew that only the Messiah could make this 

forgiveness possible (cf. Jn 1:29).  

Jesus instructed his followers to continue the 

practice of baptizing people. Matthew 28:19 tells us 

that he said, “Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
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of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” So, when Peter 

preached on the day of Pentecost, Acts 2:38 tells us,  

And Peter said to them, "Repent and be 

baptized every one of you in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 

and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit.” 

A lot of people who profess to believe in Christ resist 

being baptized because it seems too embarrassing. 

They don’t want to get wet and have everyone look at 

them. It seems far easier for infants or young children 

to be baptized. They don’t want to acknowledge that 

their lives are ruined by sin. They would much rather 

hold on to the illusion that they are good enough apart 

from such a desperate act. But to prepare for the 

coming of Christ, we need to be humbled. We need to 

embrace baptism and the lessons it teaches about sin 

and repentance. Our hearts must become a straight 

and level path for him.  
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When I was growing up, we had a peach tree in our 

backyard. Some years it produced a few good peaches, 

and some years it did not. Either way, we were not 

really depending upon it. We lived a block from a 

supermarket with an abundant supply of much better 

fruit. But people who grow fruit for a living cannot 

think that way. Every tree must be productive, so 

fruitless trees are cut down to make way for new ones. 

In Luke 3:7-9, John the Baptist uses this idea of 

managing an orchard as a second picture of what it 

means to be prepared for the coming of Christ. Luke 

tells us, 
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He said therefore to the crowds that came out 

to be baptized by him, "You brood of vipers! 

Who warned you to flee from the wrath to 

come? Bear fruits in keeping with 

repentance. And do not begin to say to 

yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father.' 

For I tell you, God is able from these stones 

to raise up children for Abraham. Even now 

the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every 

tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is 

cut down and thrown into the fire." 

Matthew’s Gospel tells us that even the Jewish 

leaders, the Pharisees and Sadducees, come to be 

baptized. But John recognizes that they are not 

motivated by repentance. They do not fear God’s 

judgment; they trust in their Jewish heritage. They 

want to use baptism to show off and maintain influence 

over the crowds. So, John exposes their deceit by 

calling them a brood of vipers. He warns that God can 

remove them from his orchard and raise up new 

children to receive the blessings promised to the 

descendants of Abraham. Heritage alone will not spare 

anyone from God’s judgment. 

John emphasizes that God is looking for fruit. 

Baptism is pointless apart from genuine repentance, 
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and genuine repentance will be evident in how 

someone lives. This was not a new idea. Psalm 1:3 

speaks of the person who delights in God’s Law and 

says, “He is like a tree planted by streams of water that 

yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither. 

In all that he does, he prospers.”  

Bearing fruit is not burdensome for a tree.  It is 

natural, and in the same way, spiritual fruit is the 

natural result of a humble relationship with God.  Jesus 

would later make the same point in his picture of the 

vine and the branches. He said, “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” (John 15:5). Paul also conveys the same idea 

in Galatians 5 as he describes the fruit of the Spirit. The 

Spirit produces the fruit. Our responsibility is to simply 

walk by the Spirit. 

As the crowds hear John addressing this issue, they 

are curious what genuine spiritual fruit looks like. So, 

Luke 3:10-14 tells us,  

And the crowds asked him, "What then shall 

we do?" And he answered them, "Whoever 

has two tunics is to share with him who has 

none, and whoever has food is to do 
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likewise." Tax collectors also came to be 

baptized and said to him, "Teacher, what 

shall we do?" And he said to them, "Collect 

no more than you are authorized to do." 

Soldiers also asked him, "And we, what shall 

we do?" And he said to them, "Do not extort 

money from anyone by threats or by false 

accusation, and be content with your wages." 

The natural inclination of our fallen sinful 

condition is to be completely absorbed with our own 

wants and feelings. But humbling ourselves before God 

in repentance changes the way we think about other 

people. When we see a need, we help. Many people 

looked down on tax collectors and soldiers and would 

tell them to find different jobs. John instructs them to 

be just and fair. His point is that genuine repentance 

will be demonstrated by a love for people.  

Our relationship with God is evident in how we 

relate to people.  The Apostle John makes this point in 

1 John 4:20-21. He says, 

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

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

his brother whom he has seen cannot love 

God whom he has not seen. And this 
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commandment we have from him: whoever 

loves God must also love his brother. 

Has repentance led you to love and care for the people 

in your life? When Christ comes, he wants to find this 

fruit in your life.  
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As a combine harvests a field of wheat, three 

separate processes take place simultaneously. The 

stalks of grain are cut (reaping), the grain is knocked 

loose from the stalks (threshing), and the grain is 

separated from any chaff (winnowing). In ancient 

times, those processes were all carried out manually. 

After cutting the stalks of grain, they were piled on a 

threshing floor up on a hilltop. To knock the grain 

loose, they would often have an ox trample it. Finally, 

they would start a fire and use a tool like a pitchfork to 

toss the grain up in the air. The grain being heavy 
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would fall down, but the chaff would get caught in the 

breeze and blown into the fire to be burned up. 

In Luke 3:15-17, John the Baptist refers to this 

process of harvesting wheat as a third picture of 

preparation for the coming of Christ. He says, 

As the people were in expectation, and all 

were questioning in their hearts concerning 

John, whether he might be the Christ, John 

answered them all, saying, "I baptize you 

with water, but he who is mightier than I is 

coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not 

worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in 

his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to 

gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff 

he will burn with unquenchable fire." 

John knew that the coming of Christ creates a 

division. Some people will ultimately be gathered into 

his barn like grain, but others will ultimately be cast 

into the fire like chaff. John’s baptism was already 

beginning to reveal who was heading where. The 

difference would become even more clear, when Christ 

came because he would baptize people with the Holy 

Spirit and fire.  
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When John refers to the Holy Spirit, he probably 

has in mind Old Testament prophecies about the Spirit. 

For instance, God revealed to Ezekiel that in the end 

times he would gather Israel together and bring about 

a great spiritual revival. Ezekiel 36:27 says, “And I will 

put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my 

statutes and be careful to obey my rules.” Israel never 

experienced the fulfillment of God’s promises because 

they kept going spiritually astray. The prophets looked 

forward to a time when God’s Spirit would finally 

enable people to obey.  

John expects this outpouring of the Spirit to 

coincide with the fiery outpouring of judgment on the 

Day of the Lord (cf. Joel 2:28-32). As I mentioned 

earlier, it was not yet clear that the Messiah would 

come twice. Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit to indwell 

every believer, but the final judgment is still to come. 

During this delay, the Spirit is working to draw people 

to faith in Christ and to help believers grow in 

obedience. He is making clear the distinction between 

the wheat and the chaff. 

This sorting process often leads to conflict.  People 

do not like hearing that they will face God’s judgment.  
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Luke 3:18-20 records John’s experience with this 

conflict. It says, 

So with many other exhortations he 

preached good news to the people. But Herod 

the tetrarch, who had been reproved by him 

for Herodias, his brother's wife, and for all 

the evil things that Herod had done, added 

this to them all, that he locked up John in 

prison. 

This Herod was the son of Herod the Great who 

ordered the execution of all the infants around 

Bethlehem after Jesus was born. John rebuked him for 

sexual immorality because of his relationship with 

Herodias, who had been the wife of his half-brother 

and was also his niece. Rather than repenting, Herod 

tried to quiet John by locking him away in prison. Later 

in Luke’s Gospel we read that Herodias ultimately 

orchestrates John’s execution. 

The work of the harvest is not easy. John pictures 

believers as the grain, but Jesus also calls his followers 

to be workers. Matthew 9:37-38 tells us,  

Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is 

plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore 
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pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to 

send out laborers into his harvest." 

As we interact with people, we should be like John the 

Baptist, urging them to repent and receive God’s 

forgiveness. When Christ comes this harvest will come 

to an end. We must not ignore the opportunity God 

gives us to prepare our hearts and to reach out to others 

with the good news of salvation in Christ. 

Jesus will come again. Are you ready? Is your life a 

straight and level path for him? Are you bearing fruit? 

Are you participating in the harvest? 

If you have never done so, I urge you to repent and 

be baptized. God offer forgiveness through the saving 

work of Jesus on our behalf. If you are not ready to take 

that step, I encourage you to keep learning. Take some 

time to read 2 Thessalonians 1 where Paul addresses 

many of the same subjects that we have touched upon 

in this study. 

If you have already repented, what spiritual fruit is 

evident in your life? Is there some way that you need to 

grow? What steps could you take to be more faithful in 
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walking by the Spirit? Perhaps you know someone who 

is not ready for the coming of Christ. If so, would you 

urge them to prepare? 

May God prepare our hearts so that when Christ 

comes we will be ready to share in the true wonder of 

his glory. 
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1. Which of these pictures do you find most 

compelling? Why? 

 

 

 

 

2. What do you need to do to prepare for Christ’s 

coming? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to maintain a sense of urgency? 
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