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THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

Lesson 7  Commentary  Luke 3:1-38

Lesson 8  Questions        Luke 4:1-30

PREPARE THE WAY OF THE LORD!

Luke 3:1-38

I. INTRODUCTION

We last saw John the Baptizer at the end of Chapter 1 when Luke tells us that he “grew and matured in spirit and lived in the desert until he made his public appearance” (Luke 1:80).


Soon people were flocking out to hear him; some suspected he was the Messiah, so powerful were his words.  But John was not a new beginning; he was the end of an era.  The child who had caused him to leap in Elizabeth’s womb was to begin the New Covenant.  Yet, later he would say of John.  “The law and the prophets were in force until John.  From his time on, the good news of God’s kingdom has been proclaimed” (Matthew 11:12, 13).  John was a “forerunner” of Jesus.

II. JOHN’S ROLE


A. Who was John? (Luke 3:1-6). John was not a rival, not a disciple, of Jesus, nor a master of anyone. He spoke of one coming “who is far mightier than I.” When asked, “Who are you?” the answer showed his holiness and truth.  All four evangelists tell us that he answered with Isaiah’s prophecy about 700 years before: “I am a voice crying in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the LORD!’” Jesus declared about him, “No greater has been born of woman than John,” and he adds an amazing word about us.  “The least born into the kingdom of God are greater than John.” What did Jesus mean? What is our greatness? (See Isaiah 40:3 and Matthew 11:11.) So John is the last and the greatest of the   prophets of the Old Testament, standing at the threshold of the New.


B. John’s Lifestyle. Once, Jesus said to the crowd about John: “What did you go out to see in the wastelands? Someone luxuriously dressed?” No, John was clothed in the customary witness of the prophets: a hairy garment and a leather belt” (2 Kings 1:8, Zechariah 13:9 and Matthew 3:4). John’s food was grasshoppers and honey (Matthew 3:4). By this lifestyle, he might be an example for us Americans in several ways.  Are we too clothes-conscious, putting more value on what we wear than what we are, or on our sharing with those in need? Do we give visible witness as the sacraments do, to who we are and what we stand for? Just being seen driving off to worship God on Sundays is a real witness to your neighbors!


C. John’s Preaching (Luke 3:7-14). Both Luke and Matthew give us vivid descriptions of John’s preaching. When he saw the Pharisees and Sadducees among his crowd, he exclaimed, “You brood of vipers! Who told you to flee from the wrath to come? Give some evidence that you mean to reform” (Matthew 1:2-6, Luke 3:7-8). It is interesting that Luke, writing for his Gentile Christians, omits the Jewish names and just says, “crowds” (Luke 3:10).  Then he goes on to quote the words of John to his questioners who ask, “What are we to do?” To all, he recommends justice and care for others: if you have two of something and someone has none, give to him; if you are a businessman (“tax-collector”), charge a fair and just amount; if you are in government (soldiers), do not bully or make false charges nor grumble about your pay. All these are social responsibilities toward our neighbors.  John even censured the tyrant Herod. We can take his example also in this by reporting and denouncing injustice, public and national acceptance against ethical and moral laws, and by working for and voting for good laws and law-makers.


D. John’s Baptizing (Luke 3:15-20). John’s was a Baptism of repentance, of reform. His fiery preaching included a prophecy of another Baptism, however. “One Will come .... who will baptize you in the Holy Spirit and in fire”; will gather the wheat and burn the chaff “in unquenchable fire.” These words introduce Jesus, yet they have roots in the Old Testament and have pointed to some important Christian interpretations through the centuries.


Isaiah had written in 1:25: “Says the Lord, the Mighty One of Israel: ‘I will refine your dross in the furnace, removing all your alloy.’” Alloy is a mixture of impurities in valuable metal. Zechariah 13:9 and Malachi 3:19-20 also speak of being refined in fire. What is this fire? These texts make us think of a punishing fire, an eternal fire of hell, or a purifying fire of purgatory. And Jesus did speak similarly.  Yet, John linked his words to a Baptism of the Holy Spirit and in fire.  Jesus’ water Baptism in the Christian dispensation comes when the Trinity removes, cleanses, our original sin, and comes to dwell in us as in a Temple.  In fire, on Pentecost Sunday, there came the first such Baptism when the Holy Spirit came as flames of fire over each faithful Christian with the Apostles.  So John’s words about Jesus’ Baptism include effects of the Sacrament of Baptism, Baptism in the Holy Spirit, a cleansing after a “gathering” for souls of the just (Purgatory), and a recognition that some will experience “unquenchable fire.” Further, an interpretation from the “greats” among Christian teachers such as John of the Cross, and from other saints, tells us about the “fire of love” which flames up in souls closely united to God through contemplation, here on earth.  Which fire will we experience? One thing we know; our choices determine it.


One more lesson for us in John’s words of prophecy about Jesus’ redemption comes. Though he preached “the good news” of Jesus’ coming, John also warned his hearers and us of the results of refusal to accept Jesus, with his words about the chaff. He here echoes Isaiah 34:8-10 and Jeremiah 7:20. Fire as a symbol of God’s answer to man’s deeds and needs can be interpreted as bringing out beauty as in gold in the fire, or as a torment of refusal to accept God.

III. JESUS’ ENCOUNTER WITH JOHN (Luke 3:21-22)


A. Jesus Among the Crowd. The Spirit leads Jesus to John’s presence as the place where God was most active and the expectation of God keenest.  This short passage in Luke has immense importance, for it is the presentation by God of the central figure of salvation history.  It is here that Mark’s Gospel starts.


A prominent Scripture scholar, Jean Guillet, writes of John: “Jesus was visibly struck by this man, by his message, by his destiny.  It was John who made the strongest impression on him.  He watches John, thinks of His own fate and defines His own role.”


“When all the people had been Baptized...” Jesus takes His place among these people because they are sinners and He has come to look for sinners. Already Jesus is in full solidarity with sinners and bears their sins; but He cannot say so yet because He has not yet totally lived this burden of sin. For now He will associate with them.


Luke here closes the ministry of John.  The time of Israel is past; the new Israel is coming into being.


B. The Baptism of Jesus. “...Jesus was at prayer after being Baptized.” Luke’s gospel is marked by a sense of prayer, the meeting of God with humanity.  “The Holy Spirit descended on him like a dove as the skies opened.” The heavens opening and the Holy Spirit’s descent shows the beginning of the new era; the voice of the Father is heard: “You are my beloved Son...”; the Trinity is revealed as the Son of God is commissioned for the messianic and eschatological work of bringing to fullness the divine Sonship.


See Isaiah 42:1-7 and Psalm 2:7-8.  These beautiful lines from the Old Testament foreshadowed this scene.  Jesus humbles Himself, and the Father and the Spirit proclaim His divinity, His Sonship in God! The Father calls Jesus to begin His active ministry.  Peter, who witnessed this ministry writes: (See 2 Peter 1:17-18).

IV. THE GENEALOGY OF JESUS (Luke 3:23-38)


Here Luke traces Jesus’ human ancestry back to Adam, going through a different set of ancestors than Matthew.  His purpose is to show that Jesus comes from a history-rooted people, that His ancestry includes David and Abraham, and that the origin of the human race is divine.  Luke includes the information that Joseph is only the reputed father of Jesus, as the Annunciation story had clarified.


In these genealogies, which span centuries, some ancestors are omitted. For instance: “Joram begot Uzziah,” though Uzziah is known to be Joram’s great-grandson.


We are ready now to begin with Luke, the Public Life of Jesus, the Son of God.


First, let us remember that the public worship of the Church, of Christians through the centuries, focuses on two cycles, each going through the year. The Temporal Cycle is that of the Lord Jesus, the Sanctoral, that of his saints.  In the Christmas season, several coincide with the first three chapters of Luke. A newer feast, the Solemnity of Mary, the Mother of God, is on the same day as the Circumcision, January 1; Epiphany (the Showing or Manifestation) is on the Sunday between January 2 and January 8; the Baptism of Jesus the Sunday after January 6; the Presentation of Jesus is on February 2. The Church re-lives the life of Christ, year by year.  Try to do that, with our fellow Catholics in every land, on such days! We are one in the Lord, brothers and sisters.  The Church is the true United Nations.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 8

Luke 4:1-30

Day 1

Read the Notes and look up the texts referred to in the Bible.  What is the most striking one for you?

Day 2

What can you apply to your life from your study of Chapter 3?

Day 3

Read Luke 4:1-13.


a.
What positive values does Satan offer?


b.
Take any one of Satan’s temptations and re-phrase it as he might offer it to us.


c.
What have you found best to help you against temptations?

Day 4


a.
How did Jesus deal with each temptation?


b.
What can you learn from His responses?

Day 5

In the second temptation, Luke 4:5-7, our own jargon might be: “What do you have to do to get to the top?” Answer this for a career possible in America.

Day 6

Read Luke 4:14-30.


a.
In verse 22, what does this question of Jesus’ neighbors imply?


b.
What do you think Jesus felt and concluded from His answers to them?


c.
Give an instance of this in our own lives.
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