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            Each Gospel has a particular nuance as each author presents unique aspects of Jesus' life and ministry. Luke, one of Paul's disciples, was a Gentile physician in the Roman province of Macedonia. He did not experience the events firsthand, but gathered the facts from people who had been eyewitnesses (Luke 1:1-3). His extensive research brings to light some valuable stories that are not told in the other gospels. Luke wanted to be sure to tell the whole story, including details of Jesus' birth, life, death and resurrection.
Luke is a very personal Gospel. We observe many individuals having personal encounters with Jesus that transformed their lives. People who were often marginalized and rejected by religious society: women, foreigners, the sick, the lost, the broken, the poor, the needy, the suffering, the helpless and the despised. Luke alone records the parable of the Good Samaritan and also includes three parables that he places at the heart of his narrative, in chapter 15. These are the parables of the lost coin, the lost sheep and the prodigal son. All three highlight the central message of the book which can be summarized in the words of Jesus, "For the Son of Man came to seek and to save those who are lost." (Luke 19:10).
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Introduction
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Luke was the beloved physician quoted by St. Paul in Colossians 4:14 with these words: Luke, the beloved physician, and Demas, greets you. Because of his profession, he used numerous medical terms in his writings. The choice of Luke by the Holy Spirit to write the third Gospel reveals that there are no accidents in the Bible, but that there was a supernatural selection that fell on Luke. He and the apostle Paul were on a high intellectual level, as well as on a high spiritual level. This partially explains why they traveled together, becoming fast friends. Dr. Luke was among the scientists of his time. We also note that he wrote in a Greek language superior to that used by the other writers of the New Testament, including the apostle Paul. As we can see, he was an accurate historian. But he was also a poet, for he alone recorded the beautiful songs of the first Christmas. And he was an artist, for the way he told us the incomparable parables of Christ.

There is much tradition surrounding the life of Dr. Luke, who wrote his Gospel from Mary's point of view, which confirms the tradition that he received his information from her. He certainly had interviews with Mary and there is every reason to believe that he was a non-Jew. Most scholars agree with this position. St. Paul, in the fourth chapter of his aforementioned letter to the Colossians, distinguishes between those who were "of the circumcision," i.e. Jews, and the others, who were evidently Gentiles, or non-Jews, among whom he mentioned Luke. Sir William Ramsay and J. M. Stifler, affirm without reservation that Luke belonged to a non-Jewish nation. This makes him an interesting character for those of us who, using that New Testament term, call ourselves Gentiles.

Recall that Luke wrote the book of Acts, where we learn that he was a companion of the apostle Paul. In Acts 16:10, speaking of the apostle he said: When he saw the vision, we immediately set out for Macedonia. He was with Paul on the second and, I believe, the third missionary journey. From that verse onwards he wrote in the first person plural, in the so-called "we" section of the book of Acts. Before verse 10 he wrote in the third person. So we can conclude that from Acts 16 Luke was with Paul on that historical journey through Europe. He was probably one of those converted by Paul's message and then accompanied him on that second missionary journey, staying with him until the end. When Paul was writing his second letter to Timothy, by the way, his farewell letter, in 4:11 he said: Only Luke is with me. All this explains why Paul called him the beloved physician.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Subject
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Jesus is the second Adam, but the last Adam. The apostle Paul said in 1 Corinthians 15:45, 47, Thus also it is written, "The first man Adam was made, a living soul"; the last Adam, a life-giving spirit. The first man is from the earth, earthy; the second man, who is the Lord, is from heaven. God was creating men like Jesus. The apostle John said in his first letter 3.2, Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is. Consequently, Jesus Christ is the so-called second man, for there will be a third, a fourth and a millionth. However, He is the last Adam. There will not be another head of the human race. Jesus was made "in all things like His brethren," as Hebrews 2:17 says, so that His brethren might be made like Him.
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Purpose
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At the end of the 19th century a wave of skepticism spread throughout Europe and the British Isles. There was a disenchantment and disillusionment, as a reaction to the optimism produced by the Victorian Era. In the moderate sectors a rebellion against it arose, which prompted many specialists to begin a more serious investigation of the Bible, which had been like a reference guide in the Victorian Era. At first they were skeptical. Among them was a brilliant young scholar from Cambridge named William Ramsay. He was an agnostic and wanted to disprove the accuracy of the Bible. He knew that Luke had written a historical account of Jesus in his Gospel, and that he had written about Paul's missionary journeys in the book of Acts. He also knew that all historians made mistakes and that many of them lied.

Authors Will and Ariel Durant, who spent 40 years studying 20 civilizations spanning a period of 4,000 years, in their book entitled The Lessons of History, made the following statement: "our knowledge of the past is always incomplete, probably inaccurate, obscured by ambivalent evidence and biased historians, and perhaps distorted by our own patriotic or religious loyalties. Most of history consists of conjecture: and the rest of it is prejudice."

It is safe to say that this was also the attitude of Sir William Ramsay when he went as an archaeologist to Asia Minor to refute Dr. Luke as a historian. He carefully followed the route of Paul's travels and made a thorough study of Asia Minor. He concluded that Luke had not committed a single historical inaccuracy. This discovery prompted William Ransay to become a believer, having subsequently written some excellent books on Paul's travels, and on the churches of Asia Minor.

Dr. Luke wrote his Gospel with a double purpose. First, he had a literary and historical purpose. Of the four Gospels, Luke's constitutes the most complete historical narrative. It contains more far-reaching references to institutions, customs, geography and history of that period than are found in any of the other Gospels. Secondly, its purpose was spiritual. It presented the person of Christ as the perfect divine Man and the Savior of the world. Jesus was God manifested in a physical body.
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Comparison with the other gospels
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Matthew emphasized that Jesus was born the Messiah.

Mark emphasized that Jesus was the Servant of the Lord.

Luke emphasized the fact that Jesus was the perfect Man.

John presented the fact that God became a Man.

However, it is interesting to note that John did not take a scientific approach in his work. Dr. Luke claimed that he had examined Jesus of Nazareth, having come to the conclusion that Jesus was God. He came to the same conclusion as John, but his procedure and technique were different.

Matthew presented the Lord Jesus as the Messiah, King and Redeemer.

Mark presented Christ as the mighty Conqueror and Ruler of the world, and as the perfect Servant.

John presented Christ as the Son of God.

Luke presented the perfect and divine Son of God, as our Great High Priest, who has compassion on our weaknesses, capable of extending to us his help, mercy and love.
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Historical framework
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Luke wrote to his countrymen, just as Matthew wrote to his own. Luke wrote to the Greek mentality and to the intellectual community.

In the fourth century B.C. the Greeks occupied the horizon of history with the most brilliant display of human genius the world had ever beheld. It was called the age of Pericles, corresponding to the period of Athens' intellectual and material prominence. The Greeks attempted to perfect mankind and develop the perfect man. In the physical realm, that attempt can be seen reflected in works such as the statues of Phidias, as well as in the intellectual realm. They strove for a beautiful and rational human being. The literary works of Plato, Aristotle, Homer, Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes and Thucydides were oriented towards the creation of a figure of the perfect man, striving for the universal man.

The Greeks conceived their gods in human likeness. In fact, their gods were projections of human beings. The magnificent statues of Apollo, Venus, Athena and Diana had nothing to do with the horrible representations of Eastern paganism. They deified man with his noble qualities and base passions. Other Greek gods were Pan, Cupid, Bacchus, the god of wine and feasting, and Aphrodite. Not all their gods were kindly; some were avengers, to complete their projection of mankind.

Alexander the Great spread this interesting culture, language and philosophy throughout the lands he conquered. Greek became a universal language. In Alexandria, Egypt, the Old Testament was translated into Greek, in a translation known as the Septuagint. It is one of the best translations of the Old Testament available. The New Testament was written in Greek. And so it was that this language provided the vehicle for the expression and communication of the Gospel to all mankind. It has been the most suitable language to express a fact, to convey a thought.

Even though Greek culture, language and philosophy were those that reached the most notable development at that time, the Greeks failed in their efforts to perfect humanity. They did not find that utopia. They never reached the Elysian fields and lost sight of the spiritual realm. This world became their home, their favorite place, their classroom, their workshop and their tomb.

Dr. F. W. Robertson said of the Greeks: "the more they joined this world, the more the invisible became a dark world". For that reason the Greeks made an image dedicated to the UNKNOWN GOD and when the Apostle Paul preached the Gospel to them in Athens, he began with that Theme. The educated Athenians were skeptical and called Paul a charlatan, mocking him as he sought to communicate the truth to them.

Paul declared that to the Greeks the Gospel was foolishness, but he also wrote to the Greek mentality. He told them that they were citizens of the world, without God and without hope. This, then, was the true picture of the Greeks. But Paul also told them that when the right time in history came, God sent His Son into the world, born of a woman, under the age of the law, and that the Son of God had died for them. Paul traveled the Roman roads with a universal language, preaching a global Gospel, about a perfect Man who died for the human beings of the world. The religion of Israel could only produce a Pharisee, the power of Rome a Caesar, and the philosophy of Greece only a global giant like Alexander the Great, who, in his heart was essentially a child. Luke wrote for that Greek mentality. He presented Jesus Christ as the perfect Man, the universal Man, the very person the Greeks were looking for.
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Special features
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Although Luke's Gospel is one of the Synoptic Gospels, it contains many features omitted by Matthew and Mark.

2. Dr. Lucas has left us the original Christmas songs.

3. His Gospel has the most extensive account of the virgin birth of Christ of all the Gospels. In the first 2 chapters we find a clear and sincere statement and a vigorous affirmation of the virgin birth that makes the claims of some so-called theologians who boldly opine that the virgin birth is a biological impossibility seem puerile.

4. Luke presented 20 miracles in his account, 6 of which are not recorded in any other Gospel.

5. In the same way, the writer left us 23 parables, 18 of which are not found in any other Gospel. The well-known parables of the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan are peculiar to this third Gospel.

6. This author has provided us with a very human account of the journey of the risen Lord to the village of Emmaus. This proves that Jesus was still human after His resurrection. Luke demonstrated that the resurrection was not that of His spirit but that Jesus possessed a real body, as we can observe in chapter 24:36 to 43, when He presented Himself to His disciples after His resurrection, and encouraged them to touch Him and ate before them, to emphasize the authenticity of His body. Using the words of St. Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:44, we can say that Jesus was "sown as a material body ... and raised as a spiritual body."

7. A well-defined human sympathy saturates this Gospel, which reveals the true human nature of Jesus, as well as the generous sympathy of this first-century physician, who by his profession knew at first hand much about the suffering of humanity.

8. Luke used many medical terms.
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Luke 1:1-4

[image: image]


Luke presented the prologue to the entirety of his Gospel. He recorded the conception of John the Baptist and Jesus Christ; the prophecies of Elizabeth and Mary about Christ; the birth and circumcision of John; and the prophecy of Zechariah.

Historically, Dr. Luke began his Gospel before the other Synoptic Gospels (which are Matthew and Mark). Heaven had been silent for four hundred years when the angel Gabriel appeared at the golden altar of prayer to announce the birth of John the Baptist. Luke told us the background, as well as the births of John and Jesus.

In this chapter we find the following 3 songs:

(1) Elizabeth's greeting to Mary - vv. 42-45.

(2) The Magnificat of Mary - vv. 46-55.

(3) The prophecy of Zechariah - vv. 68-79.
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The purpose of the gospel
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Let us read verses 1 to 4:

"Since many have already tried to put in order the history of the things which among us have been most certain, as they were taught to us by those who from the beginning saw them with their eyes and were ministers of the word, it has seemed to me also, after having diligently investigated all things from their origin, to write them down for you in order, most excellent Theophilus, that you may know well the truth of the things in which you have been instructed."

In this passage there are 2 important phrases or words that we should not overlook. The first is that which is translated here as "those who saw them with their own eyes" and in other versions, as "eyewitnesses", and which corresponds to the Greek word autoptai formed by the terms - auto, which means that which exists by itself, and opsomai, which means "to see". It is also a medical term meaning to perform an autopsy.

The second important word used by Luke is "ministers," from the Greek huperatai, which in a hospital refers to an intern. What Luke was saying was that they were all simply internal workers under the orders of the Great Physician. Dr. Luke was explaining that as a physician and specialist, he did an autopsy, a thorough examination of the records of those who had been witnesses.

As for the character Theophilus, he must have been the first to receive this Gospel and the one who circulated it among the early church. Apparently he was a public official.

The first 4 verses of this chapter constitute a great beginning. Luke wrote his Gospel to give people certainty and assurance about the Lord Jesus Christ.

Dear listener, what certainty do you have? Do you know if you are a child of God through faith in Jesus Christ? Do you know that the Bible is the Word of God? I am sorry that some people do not have this assurance. Maybe you are struggling with doubt, and you are not sure about your salvation, or about the Bible, and you think you don't have enough faith. Or maybe your problem is not that you don't have enough faith but that you don't know enough. St. Paul said in Romans 10:17 that faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God. If you really knew the Word of God, then you would believe. The problem for many is that they do not know the Bible. And the problem is not in the Bible nor in the Lord Jesus Christ, but in ourselves.
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Luke 1:5-35
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In our previous study we read the first 4 verses, which form a prologue to this Gospel, in which a clear purpose was expressed to transmit certainty and security as to the historical reality of the Lord Jesus Christ.
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Gabriel appeared to Zechariah to foretell John's birth
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"There was in the days of Herod, king of Judea, a priest named Zechariah, of the class of Abijah; his wife was of the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth."

God intervened after 400 years of silence. Chronologically, Luke began the New Testament. In his account he went back to the birth of John the Baptist, when the angel Gabriel appeared to John's father, who was serving in the temple. John's parents were Zechariah and Elizabeth. Zechariah meant "God remembers" and Elizabeth, "His oath". Joining the terms together we have the phrase "God remembers his oath". When did God pronounce an oath? Psalm 89:34-37, records the occasion. It reads:

"I will not forget my covenant, nor will I change what has gone out of my lips. Once have I sworn by my holiness and I will not lie to David. His seed shall be forever and his throne as the sun before me. Like the moon he shall be steadfast forever and as a faithful witness in heaven."

God pronounced the oath, before David, that one of his descendants would have an eternal kingdom. Christ was that descendant. God remembered His oath. God was ready to break into human history after 400 years of silence.

Let us note that the Scriptures say that both Zechariah and Elizabeth were righteous. In what sense? Because they recognized that they were sinners and brought the necessary sacrifices. Let's read verse 6:

"They were both righteous before God and walked blamelessly in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord."

Their lives confirmed their salvation. However, there was a tragedy in their lives, because they were childless. Let us read verse 7:

"But they were childless, for Elizabeth was barren. They were both of advanced age."

Here we see an elderly couple without children, which was a disgrace for a Hebrew woman. It was the sad case of Elizabeth. And Zechariah, belonging to the tribe of Levi, served in the temple. Let us continue reading verses 8-12:

"And it came to pass, as Zechariah exercised the priesthood before God, according to the order of the priesthood, that it fell to his lot to enter, according to the custom of the priesthood, into the sanctuary of the Lord to offer incense. The whole multitude of the people were outside praying at the hour of incense. Then there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was troubled and afraid."

Zechariah was exercising his service at the golden altar, the place reserved for prayer. It was the time of the evening sacrifice, and in this part of the ceremony, he was placing the incense on the altar. Suddenly an angel appeared. If you ever saw an angel, what would you do? Your reaction would be the same as that man's. You would be overwhelmed. You would be overwhelmed with fear. Verse 13 says:

"But the angel said to him, 'Fear not, Zacharias, for your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear a son, and you shall call his name John.'"

Zechariah and Elizabeth were praying for a child. Many couples would be praying for a son. How do we know this couple was praying for a son? Because the angel said to him, "Your prayer has been heard." Let's continue reading verses 14 and 15:

"You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will be great before God. He shall drink neither wine nor strong drink, and shall be filled with the Holy Spirit even from his mother's womb."

The son of Zechariah and Elizabeth was to be a Nazarite. One of the things a Nazarite had promised was not to drink liquor or wine. He would find his joy (not in intoxicating drinks but) in the Holy Spirit and in God. That is why St. Paul wrote in Ephesians 5:18,

"Do not get drunk, for that leads to debauchery; on the contrary, be filled with the Holy Spirit."

It would be convenient for those who seek relief in alcohol, (thinking that by doing so they will be able to calm the worries or sorrows of life) to remember that the Holy Spirit can give us the strength to face the most difficult circumstances. (Actually, every day we see cases that show us that alcoholism does not bring any solution but creates serious health and psychological, family and social problems, constituting a path of difficult return) Let us continue reading verses 16 and 17:

"He will cause many of the children of Israel to turn to the Lord their God. And he shall go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the rebellious to the wisdom of the righteous, to prepare for the Lord a people well disposed."

We must clearly understand that although John the Baptist would act in the spirit and power of Elijah, he was not Elijah. He would reconcile the fathers with the children. John was to unite both generations. The problem today is not so much the generational distance between adults and youth but rather the distance between adults and God. If the adults had a personal relationship with God, there would not be the problem of relationship and communication that exists between them and the younger generation. Our story continues and verse 18 says:

"Zacharias asked the angel, "How shall I know this, for I am old, and my wife is advanced in years?"

I can't help but smile at these words. So many people do not find humor in the Bible, but I believe there is, and here is an example. We see a man, a priest, who had turned to God fervently in prayer. Many times, before that golden altar of incense he must have said, "O God, grant me a son." But now, when the angel Gabriel said to him, "Your wife will bear a son," Zechariah replied, "How shall I know this, for I am old, and my wife is advanced in years. Yet he had been praying for a son!

Have you ever prayed that way? I mean, you have asked God for something, but you didn't really believe that He would grant it. That's one of the reasons why we don't get answers to our prayers. We have no faith at all. That man Zechariah was quite human and if I can't help smiling it's because sometimes I pray to God that way, with the same inner attitude. Verse 19 says:

"I am Gabriel, who stand before God, and I have been sent to speak to you and give you this good news."

The word of God has in itself the seal of God. The Word of God has authority. What I say may not matter, but what God's Word affirms does. And God speaks to us through His Word. Verse 20 goes on to say:

"Now, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time, you will be dumb and unable to speak until the day when this shall come to pass."

Zechariah, who had been so talkative, would be mute for a while. Unbelief is always mute. I agree with a poetess (Elizabeth Barrett Browning) who said that he who had no faith should remain silent. There are many who are constantly expressing, with great abundance of vocabulary, their unbelief. Rather, I believe that it is worth listening to those who believe in God, those who have faith, because they truly have something to say.

Let us now read verses 21 and 22:

"The people, meanwhile, were waiting for Zechariah, and wondered that he tarried in the sanctuary. When he came out, he could not speak to them; then they understood that he had had a vision in the sanctuary. He spoke to them by signs, and remained mute."

This passage also leaves us with an ironic conclusion. After 400 years God bursts again into the affairs of the human race, but precisely the man with whom He communicates does not believe in Him and, therefore, remains mute. And how to make those people understand that they had seen an angel and now could not speak? Let us imagine the variety of gestures and movements that Zechariah must have used to make known the message he had received. Let us read verse 23:

"When the days of his ministry were fulfilled, he went home."

In his time King David arranged for the priests of the temple to serve for a certain period of time and then enjoy some vacation time, at which time other priests would come to continue the service. That is what happened to Zechariah, but he had to finish his period of service without being able to speak. When his vacation period came, he had to continue with his obligatory quiet, so I imagine he went home, limiting himself to listening to Elizabeth. Verses 24 and 25 say:

"After those days his wife Elizabeth became pregnant, and she was shut up in the house for five months, saying, Thus hath the Lord done to me in the days when he deigned to take away my shame before the people."

This was an interesting situation. Zechariah could not speak and Elizabeth, because of her condition, was confined for several months, so she was the only one who could express her joy at the arrival of a son.

Let us now read verses 26 and 27, which anticipate:
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The Annunciation
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"In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee called Nazareth, to a young virgin who was betrothed to be married to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin's name was Mary."

We moved then from Jerusalem to Nazareth, to witness the scene that took place 6 months after the angel appeared to Zechariah, now he was going to appear to the Virgin Mary.

There have always been and will always be people who deny every supernatural fact related in the Bible, and among such facts, which they consider biologically impossible, is the virgin birth of Christ. But the Holy Scriptures categorically affirm that Jesus was born of a virgin. And, in addition to the authority of the Word of God, already sufficient in itself, we must bear in mind that this account was written by a physician, whose scientific training was compatible with his faith, demonstrated by his receiving God's revelation and transmitting it for all his readers to believe through the more extensive account of Christ's birth found in the Gospels. Let us continue our reading with verse 28:

And the angel came in to her and said, "Hail, highly favored one! The Lord is with thee; blessed art thou among women."

There is a tendency on the part of some people to downplay the role played by the Virgin Mary. This verse tells us that she was highly favored. But I also want to add below, that she was blessed among women, not above women. She was not elevated above women, but she did elevate motherhood to a higher level. It is so easy to say, thinking of the garden of Eden, in Genesis, that a woman brought sin into the world . . . but let us remember, it was a woman, not a man, who brought the Savior into the world. And verse 29 goes on to say:

"But she, when she saw him, was troubled at his words, and thought what a salutation this would be."

Mary was troubled by the angel's words. When the supernatural comes in contact with the natural, it always creates fear. And she wondered what that strange greeting could mean. Let's listen to the angel's response in verses 30 to 33:

"Then the angel said to her, 'Mary, do not be afraid, for you have found favor with God. You will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David; he will reign over the house of Israel forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end."

Evidently that was a clear answer and gave no room for doubt or misinterpretation. The Biblical passage is quite literal and its details must all be interpreted literally: I am referring to the womb, the supernatural virgin birth and the assumption to the throne of Jesus Christ as King to reign eternally. Apparently, the original readers of these words, as well as the other authors of the Gospels and the rest of the New Testament writers, also interpreted literally the writing of the Evangelist Luke. Let us now listen to the response of the virgin Mary in verse 34;

Then Mary asked the angel, "How shall this be, for I know not a man?"

We see that Mary was the first to question the manner in which the virgin birth would take place, with her question "How can this happen?". It is important to note that she did not doubt what the angel told her, but wanted to know how such an event would take place. It was undoubtedly a good question. And the writer Luke quoted the angel Gabriel's answer to give us the answer, which we can read in verse 35:

"And the angel answered and said unto him, The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow thee: wherefore also the Holy One to be born shall be called the Son of God."

In other words, no man had anything to do with the birth of Jesus. In the book of Leviticus we were told that the birth of a son caused a woman to be in a spiritual state of impurity for having brought a sinner into the world. Mary was told by the divine messenger that she was not bringing a sinner into the world. For the being to be born was holy. The normal union between a man and a woman can only give life to a child who, as it grows, will evidence a sinful nature. The means of the virgin birth was the only way by which God could introduce a holy being into the human family. In Psalm 51:5, describing his human reality, which is that of the race, King David said:

"Truly, I am wicked from birth; I am a sinner from my mother's womb."

The Son of Mary would be different, because He would be born of a virgin. You can deny the virgin birth. If you are a non-believer, I understand your denial. If you wrote to tell me that you are not a Christian but you believe it, I would be tremendously surprised. Because it is understandable that if you are not a Christian, you do not believe it. However, you will not be able to say that the Bible does not teach the virgin birth, because it most certainly does.

And do you know why that child was to be called the Son of God? Because He is the Son of God. Let us remember that the physician Luke approached the approach of his Gospel from a scientific point of view, as the physician and historian that he was. In our previous study, when considering the prologue of this book, we said that the author carefully examined the documents related to Jesus of Nazareth, and the results of his study led him to affirm that Jesus was the Son of God. Luke reached the same conclusion that John expressed in writing his own Gospel, although the procedures and techniques employed were different. But the Evangelist Luke used clear and simple language to communicate the result of his research, so that everyone could understand him.

Finally, the angel's response highlighted a detail of the utmost importance. The messenger affirmed that the Holy Spirit, in a creative way, would cause Jesus to be physically conceived. This miraculous conception and the aforementioned virgin birth of Christ were also necessary because of his divine character, that is, because of his deity and pre-existence. It had already been announced by the prophet Isaiah 7:14, when he said that the Lord would give us a sign, that the virgin would give birth and bear a son whose name would be Emmanuel. And Emmanuel in Hebrew means: "God is with us". Therefore, by believing in Jesus Christ today, by accepting the Lord as your Savior, you will be able to initiate a personal relationship with God. And you too will then be able to experience that God is with you.
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Our previous study ended with the visit of the angel Gabriel to the virgin Mary announcing the birth of Jesus. We continue today with the angel's message, reading verses 36 and 37:

"And behold also thy kinswoman Elizabeth, who was called barren, has conceived a son in her old age, and this is the sixth month for her, for nothing is impossible with God."

Like Zechariah, Mary was given a sign. The birth of John the Baptist was also miraculous but it was not a virgin birth. The angel's phrase, "nothing is impossible with God" is very appropriate, and expresses a truth that we need to hold on to in these days. However, I want to emphasize that some have distorted the meaning of this statement. There is nothing impossible for God when He has determined to do something, but He will not necessarily do the impossible that we ask of Him. Many use this verse as a slogan to cover up the fact of their own selfish desires. It is true that there is nothing impossible for God, but it is also true that there are things impossible for you and me. God can do anything He has set out to accomplish. But that does not mean that He will do anything that believers ask Him to do, because some things are not included in His plans. Let us put this great sentence of the angel in its proper perspective before we do or say anything that would ridicule God and harm the cause of Jesus Christ, instead of favoring it. Let us look at Mary's exemplary response by reading verse 38:

"Then Mary said, "Here is the handmaid of the Lord; let it be done to me according to your word. And the angel departed from her presence."

Mary agreed to participate in the subsequent birth of her son by submitting to the divine plan. That is why she was called "the handmaid of the Lord". This verse reveals Mary's submission to God's will. From the birth of Jesus it would be as if a cloud descended upon her life until her son returned from the dead. It should be noted that the resurrection of Jesus would prove the reality of His virgin birth. This could be doubted until then. One cannot deny the virgin birth and at the same time believe in the resurrection, and vice versa. The virgin birth and the resurrection are 2 historical truths that are closely linked to each other. Either both are maintained, or both collapse.

Let us now read verses 39 to 41, which tell us of the occasion:
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"In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country to a city of Judah, and entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. And it came to pass, when Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the babe leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit."

What we are reading here has a miraculous character and it would not make sense or be useful to try to offer a natural explanation. The only options are to believe what happened in this Biblical passage, or not. Sometimes one feels overwhelmed when listening to some who, trying to appear to have a supposed intellectual level, try to present explanations to the miracles exposed in the Bible. Such miracles will be accepted, or not, and what happened in these verses was evidently a miracle. Elizabeth and Zechariah probably lived in the mountainous region around Jerusalem. Mary went to visit her not with an attitude of skepticism, but rather of joy, to confirm what had been announced to her. When Mary arrived, and greeted Elizabeth, this woman was filled or controlled by the Holy Spirit, and the child leaped in her womb. The following verses introduce us to the first song presented in this Gospel of Luke. We had already said that Luke, besides being a physician, was also the poet who left us the first songs of Christmas. This song came from the lips of Elizabeth. Let us read verses 42 to 45:

"And Elizabeth cried with a loud voice, Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb: why is this granted unto me, that the mother of my Lord should come unto me; for as soon as the voice of thy salutation came in mine ears, the babe leaped for joy in my womb. Blessed is she who believed, for what was spoken to her from the Lord will be fulfilled."

Little is said in the Bible about Elizabeth. She sang the first song of the New Testament. She was a remarkable woman, who had faith when her husband Zechariah did not and was struck dumb because of his unbelief. But Elizabeth had believed in God. And now, as an older woman, she was encouraging Mary, who was young. Elizabeth had lived many years believing in God and pleasing him with her life. And now, in a very human and humble attitude, she was assuring her that there would be a fulfillment of what God had revealed to her. Mary really needed all the encouragement that Elizabeth could give her. Let us note that he called her "mother of my Lord": In Luke, the term "Lord" would be more important to a Greek reader than "Christ", which means "Messiah", for the non-Jews had not been eagerly awaiting him. Also the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament that we have already mentioned in the Introduction, often uses the word "Lord" to translate the name of Jehovah. Let us continue with the story, listening to Mary's words. Let us read verses 46 to 48:

"Then Mary said, 'My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for He has looked upon the lowliness of His handmaid, for from now on all generations will call me blessed."

Now it was Mary who sang a song, known as the Magnificat, which was a song of praise for God's favor to her and her people. And it consisted, almost entirely, of allusions and quotations from the Old Testament. The same was true of the songs of Zechariah, set out later in this chapter, and of Simeon, in chapter 2. First, Mary praised God for the special favor manifested toward her, and she saw herself as part of the godly remnant who had served the Lord. In it Mary told us that she needed a Savior and that she rejoiced in Him. She truly had reason to feel joyful and blessed, and so we recognize and remember her. She had the incomparable privilege of being the mother of the Son of God. She was a wonderful person and it was no accident that she was chosen by God to be the instrument for Jesus Christ to come into the world. It was God's design and he does not make mistakes. Let us continue listening to Mary's song, reading verses 49 to 55:

"For the Mighty One has done great things for me; holy is his name, and his mercy is from generation to generation to those who fear him! He has done exploits with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has removed the mighty from their thrones and exalted the lowly. He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty. He succored Israel, his servant, remembering his mercy which he spoke to our fathers concerning Abraham and his descendants forever."

The song exalted the holiness (v. 49) and mercy (v. 50) of the Lord. In Isaiah 53:1, the prophet said, "On whom has the arm of the Lord appeared?" And then Isaiah immediately began to reveal the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. God has shown the strength of His arm and revealed His power and His love in the salvation He has provided for mankind.

Second, Mary praised God for his special favor manifested to Israel (v. 51-55) and also mentioned Abraham in her song. Mary was aware that the birth of her son was the fulfillment of the covenant promises made to Abraham and his people. There is more reference to Abraham than to any other Old Testament character. In fact, we find more about this patriarch on the human level than about other Bible characters.

Let us read the closing of this paragraph in verse 56:

"Mary stayed with her about three months; then she returned to her home."

Mary apparently stayed there until John was born. The Greek phrase translated as "her house" indicates that she was still a virgin and had not yet married Joseph. The Biblical account tells us the events of when:
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The remainder of this chapter recorded the birth of John the Baptist and the song of Zechariah. As in the previous section, (1:5-56), the birth narratives were arranged by Luke in parallel. The emphasis is on the birth of Jesus, which is described in much greater detail than that of John, which is given in a single verse (v. 57) We will highlight a few points especially. Let us read verses 57 to 60:

"When the time of her childbearing was fulfilled, she gave birth to a son. When her neighbors and relatives heard that God had magnified his mercy toward her, they rejoiced with her. And it came to pass on the eighth day that they came to circumcise the child, and they called him by his father's name, Zacharias; but his mother said, No! He shall be called John."

This elderly couple was careful to follow the law in circumcising the child. At first they named the child after his father. However, Elizabeth put things in their proper place by saying that he would be called John. Let us continue reading verses 61 to 64:

They said to him, "Why, there is no one in your family by that name. Then they asked his father by signs what he wanted to call him. He asked for a tablet and wrote, 'John is his name. And they all marveled. At that moment his mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, and he began to bless God."

In those days the new son was given a family name. When the question of naming the child arose, the relatives took it for granted that he would be named Zechariah. But Elizabeth corrected that decision. But in the face of objections, they appealed to Zechariah. And since he could not speak he wrote "His name is John". This was the name that had been chosen by God. The relatives were surprised, amazed at what had happened.

After that incident, Zechariah was able to speak again and immediately began to sing praises to God. Although he had not had much faith, when the child was born he would rejoice in what God had done. Again I will emphasize that Zechariah's lack of faith is a characteristic that many of us have and in the end, we react the same way. When God hears and answers what we have asked for in prayer, we rejoice. Sometimes I think that the reason God answers the prayer of weak believers like us is that we have some reason to rejoice. As a rule, believers who tend more toward unbelief than faith do not have much reason to rejoice. Stronger believers, who have more faith, with a spiritually positive attitude, feel conformity and peace in the face of all circumstances.

Let us continue reading verses 65 to 69:

"All his neighbors were filled with fear, and all these things were told throughout all the mountains of Judea. And they that heard them laid them up in their hearts, saying, Who then is this child? And the hand of the Lord was with him. And Zechariah his father was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied, saying, Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, who has visited and redeemed his people, and raised up for us a mighty Savior in the house of David his servant."

It was evident that John was going to be an exceptional child. The news that he was an unusual child spread quickly in the Jerusalem area. Years later, when John began his public preaching ministry, many who would no doubt remember the amazing events surrounding his birth would come out to see him from that region (Matthew 3:5).

After the child was born, Zechariah, who had been mute for about 9 months, was not only able to speak, but he was able to sing a song. Elizabeth had sung the first song, Mary sang the second, and now it seemed quite appropriate that Zechariah should sing a song. His was prophetic. This psalm, known as "the Benedictus" is full of quotations and allusions to the Old Testament. It is interesting that verse 69, where we read that the Messiah would be the "mighty Savior" in the original Hebrew literally says "horn of salvation". In the Old Testament, the horns of an animal symbolized its strength and power. Although Zechariah did not belong to David's line of descent, he recognized that his son was to be the forerunner of Jesus Christ, as prophesied by the prophets Malachi and Isaiah. John would be the one to announce the coming of the Messiah. And the presence of the forerunner indicated that the Messiah was not far away. He was coming soon. Let's continue with the song, reading verses 70 to 75:

"As He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets who were from the beginning, salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hated us, to show mercy to our fathers, and to remember His holy covenant, the oath which He swore to Abraham, our father, that He would grant us that, being delivered from our enemies, we would fearlessly serve Him in holiness and righteousness before Him all our days."

God had made these promises to Abraham. Mary, Elizabeth and Zechariah still believed that the promises made to the patriarch would be fulfilled. There are many today who have abandoned that hope and, consequently, do not believe that God will confirm and fulfill His promises to Abraham. If we really believe that God will confirm and fulfill the promise of John 3:16, that God will give eternal life to everyone who believes in Jesus Christ, we have no right to demean the reality of the fulfillment of the promises God made to Abraham, and confirmed to the other patriarchs.

Finally, let us read verses 76 to 80, the last verses of this song of Zechariah and of the first chapter of Luke's Gospel.

"And thou, O child, shalt be called the prophet of the Most High: for thou shalt go before the presence of the Lord, to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation unto his people, for the forgiveness of their sins, for the tender mercies of our God, wherewith he hath visited us from on high at the dawn, to give light unto them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace. The child grew and waxed strong in spirit, and was in desert places until the day of his manifestation to Israel."

John would be called a prophet of the Most High. And so it was that Zechariah prophesied in a very descriptive way the ministry that John would have (verses 76-79). He would go before the Lord preparing his ways, as the prophets Isaiah 40 and Malachi 3 had prophesied (John knew that the Messiah was among them).

Verse 80 explains that John was gaining vitality and strength in his human spirit. His life in the desert places up to the time of his public appearance was not normal for a young man. But this young man would be an extraordinary person, who was preparing himself to carry out a special mission for the cause of God in this world. Because of that mission, which he knew from his childhood he would carry out, he chose to take the role of the prophet Elijah, living in desolate places, for in a short time, his preaching ministry would launch him to a prominent position.

I end our study today by reading again verses
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