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	For everyone who ever read the words "God loves you" and quietly assumed they were addressed to someone else.

	The letter was for you. It was always for you.

	
Author's Note

	I did not set out to write a book about the Gospel of Luke. I set out to answer a question that had been following me around for years, the way a dog follows the person most likely to feed it.

	The question was simple and embarrassing: I could explain the love of God to anyone who asked, and I could not, on most days, feel a word of it. I had the doctrine filed correctly. I had the verses memorized. And I lived like an employee of heaven — polishing performance reviews, dreading audits, mistaking exhaustion for devotion. If you had asked me whether God loved me, I would have said yes without hesitation, the way you confirm a fact about a distant country you have never visited.

	Then, in an ordinary season, for no reason I can reconstruct, I read the Gospel of Luke slowly. Not for study. Not for sermon material. Slowly, the way you read mail.

	What I found undid me. A careful, skeptical physician had investigated the biggest claim in history and concluded that God had come down in person — and then had addressed his entire account to "Theophilus," a name that means lover of God, a name wide enough to have my address inside it. And on page after page, this God kept doing the same unreasonable thing: noticing precisely the people who had concluded they were beneath notice. Shepherds. Widows. Cheats. Deniers. Dying criminals. Disappointed walkers on wrong-direction roads.

	People, in other words, like the one holding the pen.

	This book is the record of that slow reading. Twelve scenes, walked through the way they were written to be walked through — personally. I have tried to stay out of the way of the story, because the story does not need my help; it has been finding its addressees for two thousand years without me.

	My only request is the one Luke himself implies in his opening lines: read it as though it were written for you.

	Because it was.

	— Naomi L. Bennett

	
How to Read This Book

	This book walks through the Gospel of Luke in twelve scenes, from the opening address line to the road out of Emmaus. A few suggestions before you begin.

	Read it slowly. One chapter at a sitting is plenty; one chapter a week, with the corresponding passages of Luke open beside it, is better. This is not a book to finish. It is a book to be found by.

	Keep a Bible nearby. Scripture in these pages is paraphrased, with references, precisely so that you will go and read the real thing in the translation you love. The paraphrase is a signpost, not a destination.

	Do the endings. Every chapter closes with a short section called Living the Story — a few honest questions and one small practice. They are the difference between reading about a love and living inside one. If you skip everything else, do not skip these.

	Come as you are. Luke's Gospel has a documented preference for people who arrive unqualified. You will not meet a single hero in these pages who cleaned up first. Whatever state you are in is the state the story was written for.

	And if you can, read it with someone. A spouse, a friend, a small group — the discussion guide at the back is built for twelve sessions. This story has always worked best at tables.
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Chapter 1: The Letter You Were Never Supposed to Miss

	Why the most investigated story in history was addressed to you

	A doctor sits at a table somewhere in the first-century Mediterranean world, surrounded by notes. He has interviewed eyewitnesses. He has traced genealogies back through centuries of records. He has collected the accounts of people who watched a man from Nazareth touch lepers, silence storms, and walk out of his own tomb. And now, with all of that research spread in front of him, he begins the longest book anyone will ever contribute to the New Testament.

	He begins it with a name.

	Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us... I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught. — Luke 1:1–4 (paraphrased)

	For you. Not for the crowds. Not for the religious establishment. Not for posterity, though posterity got it anyway. Luke — the physician, the historian, the careful outsider — wrote the most detailed account of the life of Jesus that exists, and he addressed it to one reader.

	That single decision changes how this whole story must be read. And it changes something about you, though you may not believe that yet.

	THE MAN WHO CHECKED THE FACTS

	Luke was not one of the twelve disciples. He never walked the dusty roads of Galilee with Jesus, never sat in the boat during the storm, never stood at the cross. By most accounts he was a Gentile — an outsider to the whole Jewish story — and by Paul's description he was a physician, a man trained to observe carefully, to distrust rumor, to check symptoms against evidence.

	That matters. Because when a trained skeptic decides to write down a story, he does not begin with legend. He begins with investigation. Luke tells us his method in the first four verses: many accounts already existed, eyewitnesses were still alive, and he went through everything carefully from the very first. The Greek word he uses suggests precision — the way a doctor traces an illness back to its origin before daring to name it.

	So the book you are about to walk through is not a fairy tale that grew in the telling. It is the closest thing the ancient world produced to investigative journalism. Names of governors are recorded so the timeline can be checked. Villages are named. The number of years a woman had been bleeding is noted, the age of a dying girl, the hour of the day the sky went dark. Luke writes like a man who expects to be fact-checked.

	And this careful, skeptical, detail-obsessed physician came out the other side of his investigation convinced of something enormous: that the God who made everything had come down into the mess of human history, on purpose, for love.

	Doctors do not usually write love stories. This one did. He just wrote it with footnotes.

	THE READER WITH THE STRANGE NAME

	Theophilus. Say it slowly, because the name is doing more work than it appears to.

	Theos — God. Philos — love, friend, beloved. Theophilus: lover of God. Or turned the other way, which the Greek happily allows: loved by God.

	Scholars have argued for centuries about who this man was. Perhaps a Roman official — "most excellent" was a title used for governors and dignitaries. Perhaps a wealthy patron who funded Luke's research. Perhaps a new believer, shaky in his faith, needing certainty. All of these are plausible. None of them can be proven.

	But here is what no scholar disputes: Luke chose to preserve the name, and the name means one who loves God — or one whom God loves. Which means that from the very first sentence, this Gospel carries a built-in address line wide enough for every person who would ever pick it up wanting to know if the story is true.

	If you have ever loved God, even badly, even inconsistently, even with more doubt than devotion — you are Theophilus.

	If you have ever wanted to be loved by God and secretly suspected you'd missed the cutoff — you are Theophilus.

	This is not a sentimental reading imposed on the text. It is what the earliest readers understood. The Gospel of Luke has always functioned as addressed mail. The name on the envelope is a category, and you are in it.

	You are not overhearing someone else's correspondence. You are holding your own.

	THE GOSPEL THAT NOTICES THE OVERLOOKED

	Every writer makes choices about what to include, and those choices reveal what

	
	
	
	
	KNOWING ABOUT LOVE VERSUS BEING WRITTEN TO

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	HOW TO READ A LOVE LETTER

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	LIVING THE STORY

	
	• When you hear the phrase "God loves you," is your honest, gut-level reaction closer to policy (true in general) or mail (true of me, by name)? What experiences trained that reaction into you?

	• Luke wrote so Theophilus could have certainty. Where in your life with God are you currently running on inherited assumptions rather than settled knowledge?

	• Which overlooked person in your own world — the one everyone walks past — might be waiting for someone to notice them the way Luke's Gospel notices people?



	
	
	



