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THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

Lesson 9    Commentary  Luke 4:31 – 6:16

Lesson 10  Questions        Luke 6:17 – 7:50

THE GALILEAN MINISTRY IN 

CAPERNAUM AND NEARBY

Luke 4:31-6:16

I. INTRODUCTION


Jesus’ home town had rejected Him—in His own synagogue.  It was a small scale scenario of the final rejection to come in the city of the Temple—Jerusalem.  Jesus begins the ten-hour journey down from the hills of Nazareth to the shores of the Sea of Galilee, 680 feet below sea level.  John tells us that His mother, disciples, and “his brothers” went with Him (John 2:12).

II. A DAY IN CAPERNAUM (Luke 4:31-44)


Capernaum, a fishing and commercial town, was thoroughly Jewish, and was the home of Peter and Andrew. It became Jesus’ home, His town.  Here, in a very significant way, He began to build His Church, His new family, upon these disciples, and particularly on Simon Peter, their future leader. Not only theirs, but the whole future church.  Each event that Luke tells of the first days there is related to Peter’s presence and influence.  Luke wrote for his Christian community and he is teaching about the Church.


A. In the Synagogue (Luke 4:31-37). Jesus and five disciples He had called in Judea, went to the synagogue in Capernaum on the Sabbath. It had been built by a Roman centurion. The people there had already heard about Jesus through the cure of the little son of one of Herod Antipas’ officials there, who had gone to Jesus in Cana about his son.  The boy had been healed at the same hour as he talked to Jesus.


Neither Peter nor the townsfolk were ever to forget this Sabbath.  Jesus was asked to give the commentary that day, and as he did so, “they were astonished at his teaching, for his word was with authority.” He did not quote Rabbis and rabbinical books, nor famous scribes.  He spoke simply words full of light, authority and wisdom. Not only were the good Jews astonished, but among them was a man “possessed by an unclean devil” who recognized, more than anyone there, the truth about Jesus.


In a terrifying scene, Jesus suddenly encountered the Adversary of God whom He had faced in the desert. The devils, hearing Jesus, “cried out with a loud voice,” shrieking with hatred and dread, “Let us alone!” They loudly called him “Jesus of Nazareth, the Holy One of God.” The first of these titles belonged to Jesus as man; the second, as God. It must have shocked and horrified the assembled Jews of the town to hear the name of God shouted out, which no one but the high priest was allowed to say! They heard Jesus say in a firm voice, “Be quiet and go out of him!” Immediately, the man was thrown down in front of Jesus, as if in a forced homage, and lay quiet.  All there saw the authority of Jesus over a dreadful presence, an influence none of them had ever seen controlled; but before their eyes, by one word from this young man from Nazareth, it was done.  Rumors went everywhere that day when they left the synagogue, concerning Jesus.


B. In Simon Peter’s Home (Luke 4:38-44). Jesus then went to the home of Simon and Andrew for dinner.  They hopefully told Him of Simon’s mother-in-law, lying in her room with a “great fever.” Malaria was common around the lake in the low altitude. Here, Luke is careful to note that Jesus’ first miracle of healing is in Peter’s house, and is for a woman who was loving and caring in her service to others.  Jesus went to her, took her hand and “checked the fever.”


C. This quiet miracle soon was spread around the neighborhood and the town that Sabbath afternoon, as friends and relatives visited.  After the Sabbath rest was over and people could go more than 2,000 cubits (about half a mile), “the whole town,” says Luke, swarmed to Peter’s house, bringing their sick.  Luke the physician notes that Jesus “laid his hands upon each of them” in the crowded street.  Each one was important, Jesus did not heal in an impersonal way. All were healed. Here, too, devils recognized Jesus and cried out, “You are the Son of God.” Again Jesus rebuked them and forbade them to speak.


These two instances when Jesus commanded devils not to speak of Him as they did, are examples of what scholars call “The Messianic Secret.” Jesus tried to let His hearers gradually realize who He was, and also, to prevent the jealous and proud Pharisees and rulers to fear His popularity before it was His “hour.”


This great show of Jesus’ real nature and call, at the close of a day with a crowd gathered at Peter’s house where Jesus stayed has a strong theological lesson.  Jesus came to save body and soul; His miracles and His liberation from evils of mind are signs of the final state of those who follow and accept Him: the resurrected state, a triumph over death and bodily ills, over sin and mental ills, a state of a renewed humanity.  Utter truth and wholeness is the gift of Jesus, the Kingdom of a new Adam and Eve, the original paradise restored to His Father.


For this, we count all as loss, as we try to live the way of Jesus on earth, enduring any illness, persecution, mental distress, or trial, for the sake of the time that Paul describes, “When Christ, your life, appears, then you too will appear with Him in glory” (Colossians 3:4).

III. THE NEW PEOPLE OF GOD—THE CHURCH (Luke 4:42 - 5:11)


A. Early Morning (Luke 4:42-44). The wonderful but exhausting day closed with Jesus asleep in Simon’s house. Yet not for long. He arose early, went to a secluded spot on the shore, and communed with His Father. This restored Jesus as nothing else.  It is an example for us; we, too, need prayer with God, alone, Luke tells us elsewhere that He “always went to a deserted place to pray.”


The townspeople were up early the next morning, looking for Jesus at Peter’s house; He was not there.  Alarmed, Peter and the others looked for Him and found Him on the shore.  “All are looking for you,” they told him. Jesus quietly replied, “I must go to other towns, for this is why  I have been sent.” The Father sent Him to all the towns, all the world, not just Capernaum.


Jesus is totally dependent on His Father for His mission; He returns to Him for counsel and unity and life.  “All” are looking for Jesus, and He came for all.  The Greek for “All”—universal is “catolica.” This word was first used for the Church about 100 years after Christ by Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, who was instructed by the Apostle John. Ignatius was martyred in 110 (Faith of the Early Fathers, Wm. Jurgens). The Church is for all, is founded by God’s Son, upon the “rock” of Peter.


B. In Simon’s Boat (Luke 5:1-11). Jesus went back with Simon and astounded him and his associates, as well as the townspeople, with another day of deeds pointing at universal salvation.


The crowd gathered on the seashore, and Jesus, in Simon’s boat, preached to them. Luke places here a miracle that John places after the resurrection.  But placed here, it has a strong symbolic meaning, again connected with Peter. For this whole beginning of the public ministry is happening in Peter’s town, house, family, work and friends.  We are all included, for it is in Peter’s house, the church of Rome, that we are rowed to shore and where crowds are saved by the Word of God.


Jesus now reveals His power in a new way to His disciples.  Jesus directed Peter to set out for the deep and to cast his net into the sea. The tired fisherman reminds Him that he had been doing just that all night with no luck.  But Peter’s growing faith in this Man who so attracted him prompted him to add, “But at your word I will let down the net.” And Jesus silently gave the command to His hidden creatures. Such a swarm of fish gathered into Peter’s net that it was breaking, and other fishermen rushed to help gather the huge catch.  Isn’t this a picture of the missionary Church?


With this, Peter knew he was in the presence of the “awe-ful” power of God.  The blinding light of Christ’s holiness revealed to Peter his own sinful unworthiness, and he knelt in lowly awe and said, “Depart from me, LORD, for I am a sinful man.” The use of the title LORD, is a sign that a revelation came to Peter, although not yet clearly, that this man had the power of GOD! And Peter was suddenly afraid of such an awesome Being.  James and John, sons of Zebedee and Simon Peter’s partners, heard the significant words.


Jesus replies with a common Biblical phrase to those in the presence of the Divine—“Do not be afraid.” Then He singles Peter out, commissioning Him to “catch men” from “henceforth”—a lifelong job for Peter the Rock, who finally laid it down on a cross similar to Jesus’, when Peter died in Rome for his Master.  The successors of Peter ever since have been, as he was when he died, Bishops of Rome, and head of the Bishops, the successors of the other Apostles, over all the universal church, a church for all races and times.


After Peter, James and John brought their boats to land, “They left everything and became His followers” (Luke 5:11). Jesus continued His miracles attracting great crowds.

IV. THE CLASH BETWEEN THE OLD AND THE NEW (Luke 5:12-6:11)


A. Pharisees and Scribes, Sadducees and Priests. Having established Jesus and the Apostles as a new order in the world, Luke now begins to follow the strong opposition Jesus aroused in the religious leaders of the old Covenant.


Pharisees is a word meaning “set apart, separated.” Paul had been a Pharisee. Originally, they safeguarded the inheritance of spiritual life and political freedom, but they had become frozen in the exaltation of their pride and in the cult of ritual observance in which they had separated themselves for 500 years. They were not very numerous, belonged to the humbler people, and worked for a living. They might be compared to the French Jansenists or to the English Puritans. Their religion was narrow and they were grave and austere.  They fled from even the appearance of evil.  They would never enter a Roman house.


The scribes were the educated specialists of the Hebrew Laws and books.  They commentated, taught, and refined the law with stubbornness and subtlety; they gathered groups of disciples around them, were called Rabbi, and vied with each other in ritual minutiae. They were more important than the priests of the Temple, who were intimidated by the educated scribes.


Another class among the Jews was the Sadducees.  They might be compared to the French collaborators with the Nazis. They were landowners and the wealthy, who wanted to be spared their land and wealth and tried to get along with those in power.


The High Priest in Jesus’ time came from a sort of ruling family.  He had become like a President/Pope, with both religious and political power.  The High Priest, priests, and the Scribes, made up the Sanhedrin, which tried Jesus and sent him to the Roman Pilate for sentencing.


B. Jesus in Danger (Luke 5:12-26).


1. Cure of a Leper (Luke 5:12-16). In a certain town a man full of leprosy walked right up to Jesus, fell at his feet, and pleaded “Lord, (note Luke using this title again) if you will, you can make me clean.” The leper was breaking the Law, for His terrible sentence was to remain outside towns, never to be in assemblies in the synagogues or homes—a lonely outcast.  Jesus, in response, followed a higher law than the Pharisees; He touched a leper saying, “I will; be clean.” Immediately the sores disappeared.  Then in respect for the priests and Moses’ law, Jesus sent the man to show the priests that he was healed, but He warned him “sternly to tell no one.” Naturally, the leper told everyone he saw, and Jesus had to retire to out of the way places, where “he prayed.” The aroused Pharisees and scribes now began to follow Him around and “watch him.”


Touching a leper was punishable by stoning to death, for the disease was so communicable.  Scholars believe that many of these so-called lepers were victims of bad skin diseases rather than the dreaded leprosy, which is incurable even to this day, though medical science is close to it.



2. Cure of the Paralytic (Luke 5:17-26). Luke begins several “pronouncement stories” here. Early Jewish Christians needed clarification on the extent Christians were bound by the Jewish laws of “clean and unclean” food, by the Sabbath regulations, and questions such as, “Are the Apostles justified in forgiving sins in the name of Jesus?” The apostles then recalled what Jesus had done or taught.  Luke gives some of such incidents of Jesus, bringing them here because he is setting the stage for the growing opposition to Jesus and its causes, which will lead Him to “set his face for Jerusalem” where He will be put to death.


The first story about these leaders is combined with a miracle story; the awkward Greek connectives show some evidence of editing by Mark and Luke (Mark 2:1-12).  Luke mentions here for the first time, the Pharisees, and tells us that they and the scribes had come out of every village of Galilee and Judea, even Jerusalem.  Mark tells us that this healing was in Peter’s house.  The outside of Palestinian houses usually had a stairway to the roof, which was used as a terrace, a cool spot at night, or a private place to pray.  This is where the friends of a paralytic took him when the house was too crowded for them to bring him before Jesus. Imagine the surprise of the people in the room when the roof began to have scratching noises, then a small hole appeared and became larger and larger until a whole man was lowered on ropes.  Those around Jesus must have pushed back to avoid having him lowered on their heads!


This man’s friends were like a community engaged in community prayer for one of their own.  It is another hint of the community of Christians, and again, Jesus is in Peter’s house.


When the man lay still before him, Jesus said surprising words, “Your sins are forgiven you.” Shocked, the Pharisees who stood nearby, and who knew that only God could forgive sins, began to think hard thoughts.  “Who does he think he is?” Jesus, “Knowing their thoughts,” asked which was easier to do, to forgive a man, or to do what is harder, to heal bodily (it can be proved); then He declared that in order to prove to them that the “Son of Man’ has power on earth to forgive sins” He healed him with a short command, asking the man to rise, take his pallet, and go home—which he promptly did, praising God.  The room then filled with praises of God in awe and fear: “We have seen wonderful things today!”


Again, the words of Jesus had scandalized the Pharisees.  This was blasphemy! He had even used those well-known words of Daniel as though about Himself (See Daniel 7:13-14). The description in that passage is a perfect description of Jesus in glory.


The words, “Your sins are forgiven,” foreshadow John 20; 19-23, when Jesus gave His power to do this to the Apostles at His Resurrection.



3. Call of Levi (Matthew) (Luke 5:27-32). Next the Pharisees’ self-righteousness and separation from sinners got Jesus into another “pronouncement.” As we have seen, Jesus is training a close band of followers who will begin the church. He now chooses and calls another—one whom all Jews despised because he collected taxes from them for the Romans, extorting them along with it. Such officials were called “publicans.”


This one was sitting in his booth by the lake when Jesus went by, stopped for a while, then looking at Levi with that divine air, said, “Follow me,” “And leaving all things,” Levi (Matthew) followed Him.  The attraction of Jesus was so great, Levi’s joy at having been called so strong, that he gave a great banquet for Jesus and invited all his friends, “sinners” also; and Jesus went to eat with them. When the Pharisees reminded Him that it was unlawful to do so, Jesus calmly replied, delicately claiming His divine mission as savior, that “the sick needed a doctor, not the well.”   And “I have not come to call the just, but sinners to repentance.” The Pharisees did not consider themselves sinners in need of repentance or of a soul doctor, so again they failed to accept Jesus.



4. Fasting (Luke 5:33-39). The Apostles did not fast as the Pharisees and John’s disciples did. Why not? ask the Pharisees. And the answer came back, again delicately referring to His role: “Wedding guests do not fast while the bridegroom is with them.” Jesus’ presence on earth with His teaching and healing power was a cause for rejoicing! He is a bridegroom winning a bride—the Church.  And He added that the friends of the bridegroom will fast “when the bridegroom shall be taken away from them” indicating that He knew the Pharisees’ growing desire to be rid of Him, even if they had to do it in a violent way.


We can often see the Pharisee in us, too.  Some in the Church look down on sinners, keeping them out and condemning instead of saving them. Don’t we also sit in judgment? This is not the spirit of Jesus, who wants us to recognize ourselves as sinners, then save others with love.



5. New Cloth Patch? (Luke 5:36-39). Luke includes here a teaching of Jesus which has much meaning.  We don’t, He says, cut up new cloth and patch old cloth with it; we don’t put new wine into old wine skins.  To do so ruins both the old and new.  His coming, His ministry, is something completely new in the world and it can not be put into the old Law; it fulfills it and changes it into an entirely new covenant of God with mankind, not for Jews only!



6. Plucking Grain on the Sabbath (Luke 6:1-5). Next, his enemies bemoan the breaking of the Sabbath when the Apostles pluck grain and eat it on a Sabbath.  Even the top Rabbis taught that to preserve a life, this could be done.  Jesus and his apostles were often hungry and homeless as they traveled. When David and his men were in that fix, Jesus reminded the Pharisees, “he entered the house of God, took and ate, and gave to those with him, the loaves of proposition, which no one may lawfully eat except the priests.” So, “The Son of Man (again that title) is LORD even of the Sabbath.” This must have worsened the hatred of the Pharisees much more; for it was they who had made the strict law they claimed Jesus was breaking.



7. Healing on the Sabbath (Luke 6:6-11). The last episode was in the synagogue on another Sabbath.  Jesus was being watched by His enemies who were wondering about the man sitting there with a withered hand.  “Will he even heal on the Sabbath?” Absolutely blind to the marvelous, they considered a miracle unlawful work.  Jesus did exactly what they expected; He called the man to the middle of the floor where he stood as though on trial, a needy, defenseless human being. Then Jesus looked around at all and asked: “Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath, or to do evil?” Traditionally, the Sabbath, they knew, called for joy, for a feastday, for keeping food ready for travelers. The Pharisees had made it into a burden with their minute rules on travel and actions permitted. Jesus restored its true meaning: “It is mercy I want, not sacrifice” (Hosea 6:6).


The Pharisees decided to find a way to kill Him.

V. JESUS CHOOSES HIS APOSTLES (Luke 6:12-16, Matthew 10:1-4, Mark 3:13-19)


Jesus decided to choose from His disciples the Twelve who would carry on His work after Him, who would spread His teaching to the “ends of the earth.” But such an important decisive choice needed long prayer with His Father, so Jesus went to a mountain and “continued all night in prayer.” Then He chose those whom He called “apostles” (“sent”).  Simon Peter heads the list in all four evangelists (John mentions the Twelve but does not list them.  Acts does in 1:13) Judas is listed last in all.  Nathaneal is probably a given name for Bar (son) of Ptolemy.  Thaddeus is Jude.  They all died for Christ except John, who lived long.  They gave up all!

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 10

Luke 6:17 - 7:50

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
What event in this lesson appeals to you most? Why?

Day 2

Choose one episode.  Sit  quietly  for  a  few  minutes. Imagine the scene; see the people, their actions; hear their words; see Jesus and listen as He speaks, watch His actions.  Let the impact He made on others come to you.  When everyone leaves, stay and talk with Him; tell Him how you feel.  Note it briefly here.

Day 3

Read Luke  6:17-26.  Write a one-sentence reflection on your own ease or difficulty in accepting the teaching in verses 20-26.  With whom do you identify?

Day 4 

Read Luke 6:27-49.  Write one verse or part of a verse that you find it hardest to do.  Ask your heavenly Father to make you like Him in this action.

Day 5

Read Luke 7:1-10.


a.
What do the elders see as reason for a healing?


b.
Compare the attitude of the centurion with that of the people of Nazareth in Luke 4:16-30.  Why do the stories end so differently?


c.
In the Catholic liturgy, when do we use the words of the centurion in verse 6? How are they appropriate there?

Day 6

Read Luke 7:11-50.


a.
Here Jesus commends John the Baptist and the Woman who was a sinner, while He condemns His contemporaries (the people of His generation).  What do you see as the basis of these judgments? Are they consistent?


b.
Spend a few minutes with the Lord in quiet prayer.  Let Him tell you what He wants to praise you for, and whether you nurture any attitudes He would condemn.  Thank Him for His gifts, and ask Him to help you grow in faith and love.
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