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To Laura Alexander








Let’s Get Started

 

Many people skip the introduction in books, but to get the most from this one, the next part is important. I’ll keep it short.

Here’s what I want to share:

 


		Whenever you see quotation marks in the text, it’s dialogue, not quoted Scripture. 

		All dialogue is a paraphrase of what the speakers said or my thoughts of what they may have said.

		I use the Bible to study the Bible and avoid consulting secondary sources. Mostly, I use the NIV, but I’m open to any version that gives clarity. Of course, the Holy Spirit guides me as I study.



 

The book of Luke is amazing. I couldn’t cover everything I wanted to, so I picked the forty passages I thought were the most intriguing. This is the first book in the “Dear Theophilus” series. If you keep reading, I’ll keep writing. My goal is to cover every book of the Bible. 

The next book in this series is Tongues of Fire: 40 Devotional Insights for Today’s Church from the Book of Acts. People on my email list will help decide what I’ll cover in future books. Be sure to sign up and help pick the topic for the next book in this series.

I pray that you enjoy this book and it helps you look at your spiritual journey in a new, bold, and fresh way.

Let’s get started.


Who Is Luke?

 

Paul is the most prolific writer in the New Testament. Who’s second? That would be Dr. Luke.

Luke wrote a biography of Jesus, called “The Gospel According to Luke” (or simply “Luke”). Later he reported on the activities of the early church in “The Acts of the Apostles” (or just “Acts”). These two books account for about 25 percent of the content in the New Testament and give us valuable historical information about Jesus and his followers. Luke’s writing provides a compelling two-book set that can inform our faith and enlighten the practices of our church community.

Luke was a doctor and the only non-Jewish writer in the New Testament. As such, his words are that of an outsider, which may more readily connect with those on the outside, that is, non-Jews. This includes me, and it may include you. Luke wrote with simple, yet captivating, language. He also gives us details not found in the other three biblical biographies of Jesus (Matthew, Mark, and John). 

However, despite having penned two major books in the Bible—and the longest two in the New Testament—we don’t know much about Luke. He’s only mentioned three times in the Bible. 

This is what we know:

First, we learn that Luke is a dear friend of Paul. Next, he’s a doctor. Third, he’s esteemed by Paul as a fellow worker. Last, in one of his darker hours, Paul laments that everyone is gone, and only Luke has stayed with him. As such, we see Luke as a faithful, persevering friend. Luke emerges as a man of noble character.

We also know that Luke is a firsthand observer in many of the events he records in the book of Acts. We see this through his first-person narratives in some passages when he uses the pronoun “we.” (Read more about Luke and the book of Acts in this book’s sequel, Tongues of Fire: 40 Devotional Insights for Today’s Church from the Book of Acts.)

Although Luke wasn’t a church leader or an apostle, his contribution to our faith and our understanding of Jesus and his church is significant. Dr. Luke’s ministry function wasn’t leading or preaching. Instead, he played a silent and almost unnoticed supporting role. 

Though his work was quiet, his legacy lives on, loudly influencing Jesus’s followers two millennia later.

 

What can we do to leave a faith legacy that will influence others after we die?

 

[Discover more in these passages about Luke in Colossians 4:14, Philemon 1:24, and 2 Timothy 4:11. Read Luke’s first-person accounts in Acts 16:10–17, 20:4–15, 21:1–18, 27:1–29, 27:37, and 28:1–16.]


1. So That You May Know

 

Luke 1:1–4

 

. . . so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.

Luke 1:4

 

It’s easy to miss the first four verses in the book of Luke. In many Bibles, this passage carries the heading of “Introduction.” Most people skip introductions. I know. I usually do.

Even if we read these first four verses, we typically read them fast. We want to get to the good stuff about John the Baptist that starts in verse five, so we can get to the really good stuff about Jesus that starts in chapter two. 

We need to slow down.

Luke starts his book admitting that many others have undertaken the task of writing about the life of Jesus. We don’t know if they finished their works or what happened to their writings, but we do know Luke wants to write his own account—one thoroughly researched and backed by eyewitnesses to what Jesus said and did. 

As a non-Jew, Luke carries with him the detached perspective of a religious outsider. And as a doctor he possesses the training to note details and create an accurate record. He confirms that he carefully investigated everything to write an orderly account about Jesus.

Why?

For Theophilus.

Who?

The Bible tells us nothing about Theophilus, but Luke addresses both his books to this mysterious person. The reason is significant. Luke wants Theophilus to know—for certain—the things he was taught. 

Think about that.

People told Theophilus about Jesus. Perhaps Theophilus believes, but maybe he still isn’t convinced. He might carry a tinge of doubt about this Jesus, the man who changed religion into a relationship. It’s so countercultural that it’s revolutionary. Regardless, Luke feels it’s worth his time to help Theophilus know Jesus—for sure.

If you’ve ever had doubts—and, if we’re being honest, we all have at one time or another—wouldn’t it be amazing to know for sure? Who wouldn’t want to chase away lingering worries about our faith and replace them with confident conviction? That’s Luke’s goal. And that’s precisely why we should read the book of Luke.

This is a grand undertaking that Luke made. Not only did he spend time writing a book, but even more so, he did the required research. 

Luke’s biography of Jesus is the longest book in the New Testament, at just under 20,000 words. His sequel, “The Book of Acts,” is the second longest. Together they’re almost the length of a short novel. That’s a lot of words, a lot of writing, and a lot of research.

Though Luke writes this book with one person in mind, Theophilus, it’s available for us two thousand years later. Like Theophilus, we too can read Luke’s account of Jesus so that we can know for certain the things we’ve been taught.

 

Would we be willing to research and write a book for just one person? What other things can we do to help others be sure of their faith?

 

[Discover more about Theophilus in Acts 1:1–2. Read why John wrote his biography about Jesus in John 20:31.]




PART 1: JESUS ARRIVES

 

Luke 1:5 to 4:13

 

2. John Will Point People to Jesus

 

Luke 1:5–25

 

Both of them were righteous in the sight of God.

Luke 1:6

 

Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth have no kids. They’re old. Seriously old. Their chance to have a baby has passed. From a human perspective it’s ridiculous, yet they pray for the improbable. 

They’re a righteous pair, Zechariah and Elizabeth. They obey all God’s commands and fully follow his rules—all of them. They’re both descendants of Aaron. In addition, Zechariah’s a priest. He works for God.

Did you catch all that?

They’re good people. They’re obedient and do the right things. They have the ideal heritage, and Zechariah lives to serve God. 

For all this devotion, doesn’t God owe them something in return? A kind of thank you gift? A reward? After all, they live right. In fact, Luke says they’re blameless. I’m sure this is a bit of an exaggeration, a little hyperbole to make his point, but we do get the point.

Yet year after year passes and still no baby. Despite not receiving what they yearn for, they don’t waver. They pray on.

Then something incredible happens.

One day the angel Gabriel shows up at Zechariah’s work, right when he’s supposed to burn the incense for the worship service. Talk about bad timing. The people are waiting for Zechariah to kick off their religious ceremony. Couldn’t Gabriel have waited a few minutes?

But Gabriel has good news. Zechariah and Elizabeth’s years of prayers are about to be answered. They’ll finally have a baby, a son, in fact. And he won’t be just any kid, but a special one. They’re to call him John.

Gabriel says baby John will bring them much joy, and others will celebrate his birth. They must set him apart for service to God. He’ll do amazing things. The Holy Spirit will empower him, and he’ll spark a nationwide revival. In the mold of Elijah, he’ll be super awesome. This baby boy will grow up to pave the way for the Messiah, the long-awaited Savior.

That’s a lot to take in. God’s people have waited for this for centuries.

And how does Zechariah respond? He says, “Really? My wife and I are too old.”

Frankly, I’d say that too.

Gabriel takes this as a sign of unbelief. To make his point, he removes Zechariah’s ability to talk, which makes it difficult for the poor guy to lead the people in worship. In what may be the world’s first game of charades, Zechariah makes gestures to let the people know he has seen a vision from God. Astonishing.

When his stint in the temple is over, Zechariah goes home. Take time to imagine what happens when he arrives, what he communicates, and what they do. Elizabeth gets pregnant. She’s overjoyed in God’s blessing and his favor for taking away her shame over her childless condition. God is good.

 

How long are we willing to wait for God to answer our prayers and give us what we yearn for? Do we have faith to believe in the improbable? The impossible?

 

[Discover more in the prophesies about John the Baptist in Isaiah 40:3, Malachi 3:1, and Malachi 4:5–6 (see Matthew 11:13–14).]


Dig Deeper: New Names for a New Thing

 

“See, I am doing a new thing!”

Isaiah 43:19

 

Did you know that there’s no one in the Old Testament named John? The New Testament is the first time we read his name in the Bible. Also, did you know there’s no one in the Old Testament named Jesus? The New Testament is the first time we see his name too. 

It’s as if God’s saying, “These are new names for a new thing.” Something exciting is brewing.

 

Do we like when God stirs up a new thing in us or is change frightening?

 

[Discover more about God’s new thing in Isaiah 42:9, Isaiah 43:18–19, and Isaiah 48:6.]








3. The Messiah is Coming

 

Luke 1:26–38

 

“You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus.”

Luke 1:31

 

Six months later the angel, Gabriel, makes a return visit to earth. This time it’s to see Mary, a young girl, a virgin. Luke makes sure we don’t miss her purity. He mentions her virgin status three times. Though engaged, she’s waiting until she’s married.

The exchange between Gabriel and Mary unfolds much like what happened between him and Zechariah. Gabriel’s arrival startles Mary—as it would any of us. Then he tells her not to freak out—yeah, like that’s possible when an angel shows up. Again, he shares news of a pregnancy, the name to give the baby, and all the remarkable things this child will grow up to do.

The virgin Mary will have a baby. This son, Jesus, is God’s Son too. A descendant of Judah, he’ll continue the rule of King David in a never-ending kingdom. This is what everyone’s been waiting for, what the Old Testament prophets talked about for centuries.

What’s Mary’s response? It’s almost the same as Zechariah’s. Whereas he says, “How? We’re old.” Mary says, “How? I’m a virgin.”

Gabriel saw Zechariah’s understandable question as a sign of doubt and struck him mute to teach him a lesson. However, Gabriel reacts differently to Mary. He explains: “The Holy Spirit will supernaturally impregnate you.” The result of this spiritual/physical union will produce a virgin birth. It’s the spiritual superseding the physical—what is unseen controlling what is seen.

Then he drops some more shocking news. Elderly Elizabeth, Elizabeth-too-old-to-have-a-baby, is pregnant. If God can work a miracle in Elizabeth’s aging body, he can certainly make a miracle in Mary’s pure body.

Frankly, Gabriel’s explanation of a supernatural conception and virgin birth doesn’t help a lot. Mary, like us, knows what it takes to make a baby. Never before—and never since—has a supernatural conception like this taken place. 

Personally, I’d have more questions. But not Mary. With grace and faith, she accepts Gabriel’s astounding declaration as fact. She simply responds, “May it be so.”

 

When God throws us a curveball, how do we respond? Does logic or faith guide our reaction? Can it sometimes be both?

 

[Discover more in these prophesies about Jesus in Psalm 145:13 and Isaiah 9:7.]








Dig Deeper: Are We Highly Favored by God?

 

The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”

Luke 1:28

 

Do you ever wonder what God thinks of you? I suppose that most people who consider this question reach the wrong conclusion. Some may think more highly of themselves than they should, while I suspect most embrace more shame than they ought. But what if an angel shows up and shares God’s perspective?

It’s happened: An angel tells Daniel he’s highly esteemed. This doesn’t happen once, but three times, on two occasions. Because of being highly esteemed, God reveals profound insight about the future to Daniel.

A few centuries later, an angel tells the young girl Mary she’s highly favored. Because of this favor, Jesus enters the world through her, and everything changes forever.

Although we can’t earn our salvation, God can esteem our faith and favor our character. Implicitly, the opposite must also be true.

While we may never have an angel tell us what God thinks of us, the Bible does reveal this truth of being highly esteemed and favored. But we must read it to find out. The Holy Spirit also tells us what is true. We must listen to learn more.

 

Do we ever think we’re highly favored by God?

 

[Discover more about being highly esteemed in Daniel 9:23, Daniel 10:11, and Daniel 10:19.]








4. Mary’s Road Trip

 

Luke 1:39–45

 

“As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.”

Luke 1:44

 

When the angel Gabriel leaves Mary, I’m sure he leaves her with thoughts of awe, astonishment, and amazement all swirling around in her young mind. Not only will her body undergo a supernatural miracle, but she is now aware that the same thing is already taking place in Elizabeth’s belly. 

Setting out to see Elizabeth, Mary leaves Nazareth. Alone, she heads south to the hilly part of Judea. We don’t know exactly where this is, but it might have been a 30 to 50-mile trek for Mary. This would give her a lot of time to think. 

Placing one foot in front of the other, the miles tick off as her journey unfolds. Aside from staying on the right road and avoiding danger, there’s not much else to occupy her mind. She may wonder what will happen inside her body, how Joseph will react to her unbelievable news, and what the people of Nazareth will say about her and her supposed virgin virtue. That’s a lot to ponder. 

She’s also likely thinking about Elizabeth. Will Mary find her pregnant, just as Gabriel said? This would give credibility to the angel’s shocking message about Mary. But what if Elizabeth isn’t pregnant? What would that mean? As Mary nears her destination, it’s possible she struggles with a bit of doubt over Gabriel’s unbelievable announcement.

I imagine Mary also prays as she walks. She may cry too. As a young teenager she has a lot to deal with.

Finally she arrives at Zechariah and Elizabeth’s home. She calls out to Elizabeth. When she does, something astounding happens. The baby growing in Elizabeth’s tummy leaps at the sound of Mary’s voice. Though we know what it’s like—either through personal experience or observation—for an unborn baby to move inside his or her mother’s stomach, the idea of a baby leaping with excitement is hard to fathom. I wonder, did baby John’s zeal hurt his mother?

We may recall that Gabriel told Zechariah the Holy Spirit would fill John even before he was born. John’s prenatal leap gives credence to the Holy Spirit’s presence in him. Then the Holy Spirit moves to also fill Elizabeth.

Though Elizabeth doesn’t know about Gabriel’s visit to Mary or the young girl’s condition, through Holy Spirit intervention, Elizabeth boldly blesses Mary and the child she will bear. How this must comfort Mary. Not only is Elizabeth pregnant as Gabriel claimed, but she also supernaturally knows that God is at work in Mary’s womb.

Then Elizabeth confirms Mary’s faith, that the young girl believes God will fulfill the promises he made to her through Gabriel.

 

God gives his promises in the Bible. Do we believe his words in faith, like Mary, or doubt like Zechariah?

 

[Discover more about John the Baptist in Luke 1:13–17.]








Dig Deeper: Two New Testament Psalms

 

His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied.

Luke 1:67

 

Mary and Zechariah both share a poem, a song of sorts. These read much like the Old Testament Psalms. The definition of a psalm is a hymn or sacred song, one often sung in celebration. 

 

Can we call these New Testament psalms? How many other psalms are there in the Bible?

 

[Discover more of the Bible’s songs—psalms—in Exodus 15:1–21, Judges 5, Revelation 4:8, and Revelation 5:9–10. Read what Mary said in Luke 1:46–55 and what Zechariah prophesized in Luke 1:67–79.]

 

Read more in the book Beyond Psalm 150: Discover More Sacred Songs of Praise, Petition, and Lament throughout the Bible.





5. Celebrate Jesus

 

Luke 2:1–20

 

“I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the people.”

Luke 2:10

 

Joseph and his pregnant fiancée travel to Bethlehem for a mandatory census. Unable to find a place to stay, they hunker down in a barn. There, among the filth of livestock, Jesus is born. This is the first Christmas.

Each Christmas my attention focuses on Jesus, the real reason for our annual celebration. In considering the first Christmas, my thoughts are warm and cozy, happy and joyous, idyllic and serene. Angels sing, kings give gifts, and awed shepherds do their shepherding thing. 

But all this misses that Jesus is born in someone else’s barn, amid unsanitary conditions, and with the stench of animal feces filling the air. It seems so unholy, so unworthy. There’s no medical team to monitor Mary’s condition or aid in the birth. It’s likely just Mary and Joseph trying to figure out what to do. Mary likely helped with the birth of other babies, but I wonder how much Joseph knows about the delivery process. Yet despite all this, Jesus is born.

Once the trauma of delivery passes and the messiness of birth is cleaned up, I envision an awestruck Mary gazing lovingly at this miracle that God produced in her. While nursing him, she strokes his cheek and whispers, “I love you,” as only a mother can do.

As Mary overflows with joy and basks in amazement over what God has done, out in








cover.jpeg
DEAR THEOPHILUS SERIES:
BOOKS 1 & 2

DISCOVER LUKE’S INSIGHT INTO
JESUS AND THE EARLY CHURCH

THAT
YOU MAY

KNOW

: o 40 DEVOTIONAL INSIGHTS
for TODAY'S CHURCH
BOOK
s
v

Peter DeHaan





images/image.jpeg
THAT
YOU MAY






