FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

Gospel of Luke:  Lesson 2

Luke 1: 5-38
In the introduction we learned that a main purpose of Luke’s gospel is to present the truth of Jesus Christ to the entire world; he is making a universal appeal.  This explains why there are many fewer Old Testament quotations in his gospel and fewer references to Jewish traditions (and when they occur he carefully explains them.) He also makes careful use of stories:  the majority of  those who interacted with Luke’s writings would do so by hearing not by reading.

Many commentators consider Luke the most literary of the New Testament writers—his Greek writing is classical, erudite, carefully constructed—yet after just such a beginning (verse 1-4) he now switches to a very different style.  It is very colloquial, told in the Hebrew style of writing. In English this might have started: “Once upon a time, in a land far away.” Why might Luke use this literary change?  Why do you think Luke wanted to emphasize this is a story which is rooted in the past? Why is this equally important today?

Luke’s gospel begins with the birth of two very special boys:  Jesus and John the Baptist.  Note how he intercalates the 2 narratives (i.e. moves back and forth between the 2 birth stories.)  Obviously he wants to draw attention to the contrast between the two.
Write down as many similarities and differences that you see here.
There are several Herods to be found in the New Testament—the one mentioned here was known as Herod the Great.  He was Idumean by birth, but also Jewish (his mother was a Jew).  He reigned from 37 to 4 B.C.  He did many great things for the Jewish nation (including the re-building of the temple) but nevertheless was hated by the people as an outsider.  He was also a wicked man and had several family members assassinated to preserve his power.  It is impossible not to see a contrast between this man and the next 2 characters that Luke introduces:  Zacharias and Elizabeth. List the differences you see here.

Both Zacharias and Elizabeth were of priestly descent.  To be a priest and be married to the daughter of a priest was considered a “spiritual pinnacle.” Yet despite this they were barren.  What did being barren mean in their culture? What did we learn about barrenness in our study of Genesis last year?  (Side note: Some commentators see in Zacharias and Elizabeth a picture of Israel at this time.)
The first-century priesthood consisted of perhaps as many as 18,000 priests and was divided into 24 groups.  Each group served in the temple at Jerusalem twice per year for 1 week and only once in a priest’s lifetime was he chosen to offer the sacrifice in the holy place.  What do you think Zacharias might have been thinking about as he had this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?

What message does the angel give to Zacharias?  (What specific things are we told about God?  About John the Baptist?)

Why does Zacharias doubt the angel?  What do you see in Gabriel’s response?  Do you think Zacharias is being punished here?  Why or why not?  
Contrast Mary’s response to Gabriel’s message to her?  Is it similar or different?  Does it seem to you that Gabriel is “easier” on her?  Why or why not?  (How would you compare and contrast Mary with Zacharias?)
Gabriel alludes to Malachi 3:1 and 4:5-6.  Read these verses.  Why would this have had special significance to the Jews?

There are 3 themes to see in this passage.  What do we learn about the character of God from each of them?

1. God’s plan in humanity—His specific purpose in this moment of history

2. The introduction of John the Baptist—who he is, who he isn’t…..

3. The personal story of Zacharias and Elizabeth
