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THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

Lesson 15  Commentary  Luke 17 – 19:27

Lesson 16  Questions        Luke 19:28 – 21:38

JESUS NEARS JERUSALEM:  PREDICTIONS, 

PARABLES, MIRACLES, TEACHING

Luke 17 - 19:27

I. INTRODUCTION

We have come to Luke’s last chapters before Jesus’ Jerusalem ministry.  He shows Jesus with a mounting determination to complete forming His disciples, and to warn and rouse His enemies, hoping to save some of them.  There are important and pertinent words for us, and for our times, in these “words of life” from Jesus.

II. THE DISCIPLES’ LIFE IN COMMUNITY (Luke 17:1-10, Matthew 18:15-18)


A. Sin and Scandal Among Them. Jesus mentions that sin will inevitably happen. He first warns the person who causes sin—better to die a hard death! Then he follows with the attitude the disciples should have toward such a person, with a wonderfully healthy way to handle sin and scandal among His followers. Speak first to the offender alone, gently, truthfully, of his offense or the scandal he is causing among you.  The next step depends on the offender’s response: “If he repents,” forgive him, even if he offends us seven times a day! Father Jerome Kodell, O.S.B., has a fine comment on this: “It is an act of love to correct the brother who is a stumbling block for others. There is a false tolerance that permits a fellow disciple to continue down the wayward path. Jesus encourages correction and forgiveness—every time.” Suppose our families, our parish communities, had this practice ...  would it prevent long-standing resentment, continuing offenses, etc.? Was Jesus speaking to us, now? His words, say the Focolare leaders, are for our lives, too—Words of Life.  Too often, we read them, and do not put them into practice. Of course, we need also, to have close-knit Christian communities, communities where the faith is shared and everyone tries to shape life by the Gospel teaching of Jesus.


Matthew adds to this three other steps: two or three witnesses speak to the offender; that not succeeding, report it to the “ekklesia” (Greek for our “Church”); that failing, consider him an outsider, a “Gentile.” This is very similar to St. Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 5:11, that a member of the community in serious sin who does not repent is not to be considered a member as long as that persists. This continued in the Church as “excommunication,” but it was a more private thing.  Both Matthew and Paul’s teaching suggest ousting from the community gatherings ... But Luke’s seems to be meant only for less serious offenses which disturbed the peace and harmony of brotherly love.


B. Faith Among the Disciples. The apostles ask Jesus to increase their faith; He had

corrected them enough for lack of it, and Jesus admits they have little; then He declares the great power of even a little faith, with an extravagant remark. See Mark 11:23-25, for another addition to this quote of Jesus. Perhaps Jesus discerns also a tendency in the Apostles, which they have shown before: thinking they deserve reward for being His followers.  This was an attitude among Jewish religious leaders; and unfortunately, among some of our television evangelists, who go a step further, and revert to the Old Testament concept that God’s blessing was for this earth only (their understanding of immortality was not developed at that time) and consisted in material and temporal blessings. Jesus’ whole life and example gave us a different approach: detachment from too much desire and use of superfluities.

III. THE GRATEFUL LEPER AND A NEW LESSON FROM JESUS (Luke 17:11-19)

A. The poor outcasts with the contagious disease of leprosy (though most skin diseases in such times were considered that) banded together, and seemed to be a mixture even of Jews and Samaritans.  Jesus answered their request for healing, but quietly insisted on faith by telling them to set out to report a healing that has not yet begun! The one who came back to say “Thank You,” however, received more than a physical healing—he received praise from Jesus, and then the gift that Jesus valued most—salvation of spirit.  That man’s faith was also grateful, and so, saving.


B. Predictions (Luke 17:20-37). The Pharisees ask when the kingdom is coming.  Jesus’ answer shifts the time to their times. “It is among you;” thus subtly referring to the expectation among the Jews that when the Messiah came, the kingdom of God (“heaven,” in Matthew) had come. His added remark reminds us of the Church’s belief that we can never say it is here; it is there, it has come! “And no one will announce, ‘Look here it is,’ or ‘There it is.’” The word “among” in the Greek can also mean “within” and we can not tell that as clearly.  But the Pharisees missed the sign of who Jesus was.


To the disciples, Jesus gave a longer explanation on the days of “the Son of Man.” This is the term in the prophet Daniel (7:13-14) that Jesus called Himself.  It both stated His human nature and His divine origin and protected Him from the wrath of the Pharisees too early, while allowing His countrymen to investigate the passage and come to understand it from His ministry (See Joel 2:23).


In Luke 17:25, He predicts false reports of the Parousia and mentions lightning lighting up the sky then so that no one can miss it on that day.  His suffering and coming death are also predicted in the midst of all this about the last days. As He recalls mankind’s busyness with earth’s daily grind when the destruction in Noah’s time had been announced, and the failure of men in Lot’s days, He says that also will be the case in the final days.


His remark about one being taken in the suddenness of the Son of Man’s coming is called by some Christians “The rapture” and interpreted that the good will be taken, the bad, left; but the Church does not interpret it that way.  The unexpectedness is what is emphasized.  The curious disciples add the question “where?” and Jesus gives their saying about that curious scavenger, the vulture—all Jesus’ true followers will gather as quickly around Him as the vultures who appear from nowhere around a chance of food.

IV. CHAPTER 18:  A MIXTURE OF LUCAN LORE ABOUT JESUS


A. Two Parables. Jesus returns to the value of persistence in prayer in the story of the determined widow and the insensitive judge.  Reminding us of the great difference of our just and good God and such a judge, He says words of comfort to those who wait for the world to be renewed at His coming:   it will come; do not stop believing and praying. God answers every prayer—at the time and in the way best for each of His children.


The next parable again emphasizes the fundamental attitude of true prayer: recognition of our sinfulness and complete dependence on God’s mercy.


B. Jesus Meets and Teaches Individuals (Luke 18:15-30)



1. Children. Luke here rejoins Mark’s narrative, which he deserted in Luke 9:50, using the exact words.  Reported as a real encounter with parents bringing children for His blessing, it serves in Luke to say the same truth about Jesus, about God’s attitude and ours, as the above parable. We need to look upon God and trust and love Him as children do their parents.  We are defenseless but expectant, in contrast to being in control of situations, self, and destiny. Here, the disciples share the Pharisees’ attitude, children are not important enough for them. This text was used by the early Christians to support their bringing infants for Baptism.



2. A Rich Official. Quite the opposite kind of person is next; a rich official.  “What must I do?” suggests laying claim to God’s favor by our own merit. Jesus protests the use of “good” here because it was an unusual use to a rabbi and suggests flattery, probably true; because the man did not obey the “good rabbi” after the conversation. Yet, we sense a desire to go beyond where he is.  The Pharisees and officials, as we know, put much stock in religious observance and not much in caring for the poor, the unfortunate. The first of these is subject to illusion; the second, usually indicates real religion; yet, they, too, can be done for show. We feel a real sympathy for the young man when he says, after hearing Jesus tell him of the duties toward the neighbor in the Jewish commandments (The Ten), “All these I have kept from my youth.” Can we claim that? Jesus, too, seemed impressed and answers, “There is one thing you lack,” and then Jesus added the same invitation the Apostles had: “Come, follow me”, after you “sell everything you have and give it to the poor.” It is this attachment to his riches that caused his failure and we are also sad to hear that he went away sad.  Jesus probably was sad, too, and remarked how great a hold on people riches can develop (Matthew 19:16-22). But Jesus adds that the grace of God can help rich people use the riches rightly.  All this can give us food for thought about how we use our resources.



3. Peter (Luke 18:28-30). The story and Jesus’ remark prompts the ever-blunt Peter to think of all they had left for Jesus. Jesus does not correct him, but utters that prophecy that has often  been fulfilled in Christian communities, in religious communities.  Those who do leave all put God first in their lives, sincerely  and with abandon to His will—receive always many times what they  need when they need it; “many times as much.” But the final prediction and promise is the great thing: “and in the world to come, eternal (forever), life!”


C. Third Prophecy of the Passion and a Miracle (Luke 18:31-43). These words are to the Twelve alone.  Following upon Peter’s bold remark about all they have done to follow Jesus, they seem a corrective. Jesus refers to “going up to Jerusalem”—again the “going up” that suggests more than climbing to a higher altitude, but the death and resurrection and ascension there. He directs them to look into the prophets who predict everything there. In verse 32, the whole Passion narrative is told in one sentence.  “He will be handed over to the Gentiles and he will be mocked and insulted and spat upon.” As to us, often when we read Scripture or hear homilies, we do not catch on; it is not clear to us. Only later do some of us discover true meanings by staying close enough to Jesus, to God, to be given further insight.

Luke mentions in verse 35 that Jesus is approaching Jericho, the city thought to be the oldest city in the world, and the nearest one on the way to a great mission—to die for us in the Holy City and to save all there.  Again, the Apostles try to keep an insignificant person from Jesus, a blind man, a beggar, but yet, one who saw a truth about Jesus.  “Son of David,” he calls Jesus, a title expected of the Messiah. Mark tells us his name: “Bartimaeus” (Mark 10:46) “Son of Timaeus.” He was probably known to the Christian community of Mark.  He even calls Jesus, Lord, a title given to Him after His resurrection. Such a clue in the Gospels is the kind that scholars use for discovering information about the authors and the people who received the gospels first.


This blind beggar is surely an example of persistence; though he was rebuked by the “people” with Jesus, he kept calling out until Jesus stopped and called him to come to Him.  He received not only his sight, but also praise for his “faith that saved you,” implying grace and salvation. But, as we read Jesus’ frequent praise of faith that wins miracles, we need to shore up our “expectant faith.” Perhaps that is why miracles do not accompany the church today as it did when the Apostles first gathered and taught Christian communities.


Another lesson for the church here is that those “in the lead,” church leaders, are sometimes prone to overlook the needs of the powerless (See Acts 6:1). There are all kinds of powerless in today’s society. Yet, the powerless themselves must not become arrogant and demanding and grasping, thus losing their freedom from ambition and dependence upon prayer to the Lord. It is interesting here that after the miracle for the blind beggar, “all gave glory to God and praised him.”

V. IN JERICHO (Luke 19:1-27)


A. The Rich Tax Collector (Luke 19:1-10). The story of Zaccheus is told only in Luke; since he is given a proper name, he may well have been around when Paul came to Jerusalem as a Christian.  By including his story here, Luke brings in two of his main themes: the right use of wealth and the saving of sinners.  Zaccheus was both wealthy and considered to be one of the leading sinners, since he was a district chief of the tax collectors for the Romans, most of whom were dishonest and cruel; and probably he did likewise, But here, he is unlike the rich young man who could not part with his wealth. Zaccheus, after meeting Jesus, could give half of his possessions to the poor and repay unjust gains four times over.  John the Baptist would have been delighted to know Zaccheus! Jesus was impressed by the spontaneity and impetuosity of the little-in-size but big-in-wealth-and-spirit spectator in the crowd, up in the tree.  He not only went to eat that day with a “sinner” but invited himself! Qualities of Peter show up in Zaccheus—extravagant statements and all.  Jesus notes that he, too, is a son of Abraham and should not be ostracized for his failings but helped back to the flock.  We can think about this in regard to parishes.


B. The Rich Investor (Luke 19:11-27). The investment parable seems to be the one Matthew tells in 25:14-30, but Luke’s readers, probably gentiles in a later church than Matthew’s, saw in the faraway country Jesus’ ascension to heaven, where He received the Father’s glory and awaits the time when He returns as judge. The servants—all since Jesus’ earthly life—are to continue His work while He is away.  The kingship of the Romans under Archelaus’ cruelty and mismanagement might be alluded to in the man who failed to use the master’s money properly.  The lesson for us might be openness to God’s action in Jesus, that intensifies our share in the kingdom as we cooperate with God’s gifts and His teaching through Jesus. A closed or fearful heart is not as capable of sharing and growing.

APPLICATION


The poverty-riches relationship is clear in these events.  Jesus reaches out to the poor, the children, the hated tax collector.  He offers them the gift of his wholeness and strength.  For the Pharisees, this is a reversal of values.  It is the strong who can make demands, the rich who have a claim on greater riches, a claim on God Himself.


Recall Satan’s offers at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry: security, glory, power over men and even over God.  Jesus’ reply revealed the values of the Kingdom: confidence in God, willing dependence upon Him, the profound respect for human persons that precluded possession and domination.  Think about the beatitudes and the woes as Luke presents them.  They are to the poor, the hungry, the grieving, the outcast, to all those who know from experience that the kingdom has not yet come. The woes befall those who are rich, who lack nothing, who are complacent and established.  Which group will be more eager for the Lord’s return? Which is our group?


In Chapter 14 Jesus deals with those who refuse the invitation to the banquet that heralds the coming of the kingdom. Those people are too busy arranging their own affairs to welcome the king or his son. Only those who are hungry, who lack resources for their own kingdom, are glad when the banquet is announced.


Relentlessly the point is driven home.  In verses 25-33, Jesus demands that the disciple be ready to renounce even his own life. He will soon give the example of that.


Chapter 15 offers a new insight through the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, the lost son.  The Father’s love for them is rooted in the fact that they are His, as the goods dealt with by the crafty steward of chapter 16 are his.  Think again of the story of the rich man and Lazarus, at the publican and the Pharisee (he who was rich in virtue, at least in his own opinion) as they pray in the temple, at the young aristocrat who turns from discipleship because he was very rich; at the disciples’ claim to a reward because they have left all.


And in Chapter 19, just as we think we have our principles drawn up, separating rich and poor as condemned or saved, we come to the story of Zachaeus, the wealthy publican, who by some miracle of grace is not enslaved by his position, who can forget self-importance to run and climb a tree to see Jesus, and by a greater miracle can really see Him, and let him bring the riches of God’s kingdom into his home.


In Luke 19:11-27, there are many details about Jesus in this story in St. Luke’s Gospel, which really combines two distinct parables, one about a rejected king.  Jesus is the “nobleman” who went off (from heaven) to a distant country (“earth”) to reclaim His kingdom there (Luke 19:12), but His people rejected Him (verse 14):   “We do not want this man to be our king.” His people then lost their privilege (the Jews), their “gold coin” (verse 24) and it was given to the Church.


The call is there; the journey to Jerusalem goes on today, in your life and mine, in our neighborhood, our country, our world.  Let us ask God to lead us into His Kingdom, to let His Kingdom be present in us as, we relate to the goods of our earth, to our fellow human beings, to the Father who always calls to us.

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 16

Luke 19:28 - 21:38

Day 1

Read the Notes.  Write a few lines about the part that helps you in your life.

Day  2

Read the following footnote from the Jerusalem Bible; look up the references.  In what areas of your life do you need to no longer rely on your own strength?



“The faith that Jesus asks for is that act of trust by which people commit themselves to the power and guidance of him in whom they believe (Luke 1:20, 45). Jesus asks for this faith especially when he works his miracles (Luke 8:15), which are not merely acts of mercy but signs backing his mission and kingdom (Matthew 8:2-3). Without real faith, the miracles lose their true significance (Matthew 12:38-39). Many decline the sacrifice of their mind and heart in humility (Luke 18:8, Mark 9:24); even the disciples are slow to do it (Mark 16:11-14).  When strong, faith works wonders: (Matthew 21:21 and Mark 16:17).

Day 3

Read Luke 19:28-40 and Zechariah 9:9.


a.
What do these two passages say about Jesus as He comes to Jerusalem?


b.
What kind of kingship is Jesus exercising?

Day 4

Read Luke 19:41-44.


a.
Compare Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem to those who reject Him today.


b.
Read Luke 19:45 - 20:19. Then read Psalm 118:19-28. What lines in the Psalm are fulfilled in this section of Luke?

Day  5

Read Luke 20:20-47.


a.
What is your opinion of the meaning of Luke 20:25?


b.
How do verse 34-35 hint at the state of celibacy that developed in the Church? (See Matthew 19:12).

Day 6

Read Luke 21:1-4.


a.
Do you think the Church today—officials or members—have the same judgment as Jesus? Explain.


b.
Read Luke 21:5-38.  Name the verses that refer to the Jerusalem of that time.



Name the ones that refer to the end of our world.


c.
How is the parable of the fig tree a consoling message for the Apostles at that time?


d.
How is it a strength for Christians in life’s sufferings, especially for martyrs or victims of violence?
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