Bible Study on The Gospel of Luke
By:  Bishop Thomas L. Brown, Sr.

Luke 5 – An “Essential Church” Preparing Itself to Do Ministry and Mission in this Century
Overview – This series offers us some key insights into how the church, that is an “essential church”, readies itself for ministry and mission in this century. Chapter 5 of Luke focuses on Jesus’ call and training of his disciples for partnership in his ministry and mission.  According to Luke, before Jesus called and instructed his disciples, he first established his prominence in ministry. In other words, Luke reports that Jesus called and trained his disciples after he had reached a level of accomplishment that suggested that he was indeed who he said he was.  Our study together over this month will help us examine the interrelationship between a sense of calling and the commitment we have towards training and equipping our people for their respective ministries in and beyond the church. 
I. First week in December (Luke 5:1-11) – Called to Win Others To Christ
A. Luke 5:1-3 – Jesus spent time teaching the crowd before he extended the call.  His teaching was in response to the eagerness of the crowd to “hear the word of God”. (v. 1b) The assumption Luke offers us is that the content of Jesus’ teaching was about the kingdom (rule or reign) of God.  Jesus would have taught what the prophets had already said about God’s sovereign rule over every nation and people.
B. Luke 5:4-7 – Jesus did not just teach for information and inspiration. The end result of his teaching was to invite the people to respond by committing themselves to be his disciples. Jesus invited the disciples, indeed us, to launch out into the deep waters and let down our nets for a catch.  While Peter objected to Jesus’ command, since they had fished all night and caught nothing, he reluctantly obeyed Jesus’ command. True disciples may have their doubts and wonders about what Jesus calls us to be and do, but they say like Peter “at your word” I will let down my net.  The great catch of fish represents the success that Jesus offers us when we obey his will as Christians and as the church. 
C. Luke 5:8-11 – Jesus calls us to give up everything that would hinder us from being wholly committed to his work and ministry in the world.  But, before we can go with enthusiasm we must first be catch by him who calls us to fish for others. The ultimate end of this narrative is to summon the disciples, indeed, the church to a new vocation – the sacred commission of gathering people for living in the kingdom of God.  We are assured by this story that Jesus is always in the blessing business. His blessings for our is always in abundance. 
D. Three lessons:  1) We do not deserve or warrant the call of Jesus upon our lives. We are not called to ministry as lay and clergy because of our credentials nor our qualifications. 2) We are often not called while sitting up in church on Sunday morning, but while we are doing our daily tasks.  The Holy Spirit visits us on our jobs and summons us to offer the same gifts for the sake of God’s coming kingdom in the world.  How might the Lord be calling you to use your work talents and gifts in his service?  3) Luke’s Gospel suggests that Jesus calls us not just to follow him, but to winning people in our homes, jobs, neighborhoods, schools, and streets for him.  In other words, Jesus calls each and all of us to be evangelists for him; and 4) The call of Jesus is radical! He calls us to a transformed life wherein our priorities and motives are shaped by his spirit for service.  This is an ongoing process that unfolds over time as the Holy Spirit perfects us for kingdom living and work.
E. Question – How might we become better at helping others to hear the word of God and heed his call on their lives?
II. Luke 5:12-16 – The Ministry of Offering Healing Those Who Have a Social Disease.  This lesson invites us to explore how we might overcome our fears and repulsions regarding people who have been pinpointed as having a social disease.
A. 5:12 – Leprosy was a social disease which required that the person who contracted the disease be isolated from the general population. It covered a range of diseases from skin, mildew in houses, and other diseases that were thought to be contagious and unclean. (Leviticus 13:45-46). Like AIDS, there was no known cure for this disease which prompted people to speculate about its moral implications.
B. 5:12 – The man, upon seeing Jesus, bowed down and begged Jesus – “Lord, if you choose, you can make me clean.” Notice, he did not ask if Jesus could heal him. No! He knew Jesus could do it, if he chose to.  How does this man’s approach to Jesus help us to deal with the issue of some people being healed physically while others may not be?
C. 5:13 – Jesus did the unthinkable! He touched the man who was declared to be unclean.  Jesus could have spoken his healing. But, he chose to touch the man – to enter into the man’s disgrace and dis-ease. He did the same for all of us when he entered this world as God in human flesh. Jesus exposed himself fully to the man’s disease just as he has exposed himself fully to our sin and death. By doing so, Jesus restored the man’s sense of dignity and humanness. 
D. 5:14 – Jesus gave the leper two instructions: 1) Don’t tell anybody about his healing.  There are several possible reasons, such as, not wanting to swarmed by larger crowds; to not want to be misperceived to be just a healer or to not want the man to be delayed in following his second instruction; 2) To go and show himself to the priest who would perform the proper rituals declaring him totally healed and permitting him to become a regular citizen again. (Leviticus 14) 
E. 5:15-16 – The result was that the word of God spread even more and more people thronged Jesus for healing. Yet, the key factor here is that Jesus “would withdraw to deserted places and pray.”  This is a pattern that Luke highlights about Jesus. He never allowed himself to become consumed by the issues and needs of people to the extent that he would risk losing direction and power from God. This is the dance that an “essential church” must do well! To often, preachers and people are too exhausted and spiritually empty to do any significant good for Christ in the world. 
F. Questions:  How does this passage speak to us about our ministry to people with AIDS and other problems/issues that society frowns on and even gives moral judgments about?  What are some of the lessons we might learn from Jesus, both in terms of his touching the man and his resolve to maintain his prayer life?
III. Luke 5:17-26 – Dealing with Controversy among Religious Leadership.  This week’s lesson invites us to explore how our own self-understanding as a church informs how we respond to others who may criticize and seek to impede our ministry and mission of forgiveness.
A. 5:17 – Again we witness Jesus teaching!  He was surrounded by other religious leaders (Pharisees and teachers of the law).  Because Jesus spent much time in prayer, “the power of the Lord (God) was with him to heal.” 
B. 5:18-19 – A paralyzed was brought to Jesus by four men.  Because the crowd around Jesus presented a barrier, they took the man upon the roof and let him down in front of Jesus.  The confidence and faith of those four men in Jesus’ power to heal is worthy dwelling on.  How might they come to have such confidence and faith in Jesus? Here is a good lesson in how the church needs to be flexible enough in bringing people to Jesus. 
C. 5:20- When Jesus discerned the faith of those four men, Jesus spoke these controversial words to the man – Friend, your sins are forgiven you.” Instead of just healing the man physically, Jesus offered the deepest healing there is – the forgiveness of sins.  Jesus did not link the man’s sin to his physical paralysis. Rather, he used the healing desire as an occasion to demonstrate his power to forgive sins.
D. 5:21-24 – Jesus’ pronouncement of the forgiveness of the man’s sins rubbed the Pharisees and the teachers of the law the wrong way. Only God could forgive sins, they argued.  Jesus declared that he had both the power to heal and forgive sins. With Jesus, it is always dangerous to allow ourselves to get locked into certain dogmatic positions about God, people, and salvation.  
E. 5:25-26 – By not only forgiving the man’s sins but also commanding him to get up and walk, Jesus demonstrated that the power God was being manifested through him. The people were amazed so much so until they began to glorify God with a sense of awe as they testified – “We have seen strange things today.”  These healing stories point out how critical it is for the church to both hear God’s word and see some signs of God’s power being manifested among them.
F. Lessons – 1) The church’s ministry of preaching. Teaching and testimony along with its mission activities claim that Jesus both heals and forgives.  He can and will free us from all that exiles, imprisons, cripple, and paralyzes us. 2) The church is also called to a ministry of healing and offering in Christ’s name the forgiveness of sins. 3) Jesus helps us to understand that there is always a connection between healing and forgiveness. 
IV. Luke 5:27-39 – The Ministry of the Table and The Real Fast – This week’s lesson offers us an opportunity to explore Jesus’ table ministry of inclusivity as well as the spiritual discipline of fasting.
A. 5:27-28 – Levi, a tax collector, was called by Jesus to become his follower.  Levi did three things that every true believer will do in response to Jesus’ call:  1) He got up. The word used for to arise “anistem” is the same word used in 5:25 when the paralyzed man arose.  To get up in response to Jesus’ call is a transforming activity. 2) he left everything (all that he had was placed in the service of Jesus Christ), and 3) he followed Jesus (became a learner, a student of Jesus’ words, will and way).
B. 5:29-32 – Levi also gave a great feast in honor of Jesus to include a large crowd of other tax collectors who sat at the table with him. Levi hosted Jesus and his despised friends in his own house.  The religious leaders were more than upset with Jesus’ disciples. He had crossed the barrier set up between the righteous and the sinner. Jesus offered this response to his critics – “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repentance.”  How often is the church guilty of serving and catering to those who are already saved and turning our back on those who are unchurched around us?  How might our church become more passionate and intentional about inviting and serving people who are considered sinners in our era?
C. 5:33-35 – Jesus was also confronted with the fact that his disciples did not follow the rituals and traditions of John’s disciples who often fasted whereas Jesus’ disciples ate and drink frequently. Fasting means a “deliberate, temporary abstention from food for religious reasons.”  The Old Testament viewed fasting as abstention from food and water. (Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 9:9)  In ancient Judaism, there were three good works that every Jew was obligated to practice – a) fasting, b) giving alms, and c) prayer. This is the only passage in the NT that addresses the value of fasting or denotes some change in the Christian approach to fasting.  Since mourning was one of the reasons people often fasted, Jesus indicates that there was no need to fast when the bridegroom was present. Fasting is not the question for Jesus, but the appropriateness of fasting.  
D. 5:36-39 – In this parable, Jesus indicates that the new surpasses the old. We cannot fit the new way of Christ into that which had preceded it. Whereas fasting was a means of getting religious and spiritual cleaning, Jesus offers a cleaning and purity that fasting can never offer.  The church is always challenged to know what wine goes where. Doing ministry in a new age demands that the church find new wineskins for its new wine approaches to ministry in these times. 
E. Question – How does the church keep itself in a posture where it can meet the needs of this age without becoming a slave to its older practices?

Merry Christmas and a Glorious New Year’s!!!
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