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NEW BIBLE COMMENTARY PORTION 
LUKE  

I Howard Marshall  
(summarised by Rev’d Lynda Johnson) 

 
 
 
Week 1   |   Luke 14:1-14   |   Hearing the Call … to humility 
 
 
14:1-6   The man with dropsy 
 
A meal after the synagogue service on the Sabbath provided an opportunity for 
teaching in which Jesus made use of the imagery of a banquet. First, however, he 
healed a man suffering from dropsy (a swelling of parts of the body due to fluid 
collecting in the tissues). The miracle aroused the anger of a suspicious and hostile 
audience because it was performed on the Sabbath. Jesus claimed that his action was 
no different in principle from rescuing an animal which had fallen into a pit. The story 
makes a similar point to that recorded earlier in 13:11-17, and it is possible that the 
two stories were originally told as a pair (like the two parables in 13:18-20). Here, 
however, the main point may be the way in which Jesus showed compassion to an 
uninvited guest (cf. vs 13, 21). 
 
In v 5 the best manuscripts have ‘son’, but others have ‘donkey’ which fits the context 
better. What Jesus here regards as permissible by orthodox Jewish law was forbidden 
in the more austere rules of the Qumran community: ‘Let no beast be helped to give 
birth on the Sabbath day; and if it fall into a cistern or a pit, let it not be lifted out on 
the Sabbath’ (Damascus Rule 11:13-14). Probably Jesus meant that, if people were 
willing to help an animal, they would all the more help a son. 
 
 
14:7-11   Places of honour   
 
Jesus’ teaching here to guests is not simply good advice on a social level, as in Pr. 25:6-
7. As a parable it has a spiritual significance. A wedding feast was a recognized symbol 
for the kingdom of God and heavenly bliss (15). The parable is based on the practice of 
seating guests at table by rank and distinction. The more important guests would 
arrive last, and an unwary early arrival might have to be moved to a lower place so as 
to accommodate them. Far better to adopt a position of modesty and wait to be 
invited to a better seat. For God exalts the humble and debases the proud. (The 
passive verbs will be humbled/exalted in v 11 are used when God is the active subject.) 
Jesus is not, of course, commending the hypocritical attitude which deliberately takes 
a lower place in order to be publicly exalted later. 
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14:12-14 The choice of guests   
 
This piece of plain advice is in line with what Jesus says elsewhere about deeds which 
receive their full reward in this life (Mt. 6:1-2, 5, 16). People ought rather to do those 
deeds which God will reward. But this can be misunderstood. 
 
On the one hand, Jesus is not condemning outright the holding of a party for one’s 
family or friends—he himself went to such parties (Jn. 2:1-11). The ‘do not do one 
thing, but do the other’ form of words was sometimes used (as here) with the force: 
‘Do not (merely) do one thing, but (rather and also) the other.’ Jesus is condemning 
the attitude which does good mainly for the sake of a tangible, earthly reward. 
 
On the other hand, he is not saying that we should do good purely to get a better and 
longer–lasting heavenly reward. That would also be a self–seeking attitude! We should 
do good to those who cannot give us anything in return, and leave the whole question 
of recognition and reward to God. 
 
A resurrection of the righteous does not exclude a resurrection of the unrighteous for 
judgment (Acts 24:15). It is, however, only for the righteous that the resurrection has a 
positive character. 
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Week 2   |   Luke 14:15-24   |   Hearing the Call … to the great banquet 
 
 
14:15-24 The heavenly banquet (cf. Mt. 22:1-10)  
 
The mention of the resurrection led one of the guests to comment on the happy 
situation of the people who would share in the heavenly banquet. In reply Jesus raised 
the question of what kind of people would be invited to be present. The double 
invitation to the guests (16-17) was characteristic of ancient practice. The excuses for 
not coming would have sounded extremely lame to the audience, who might well have 
enjoyed the humour of the story until they realized that this was how, in Jesus’ eyes, 
they were treating God’s invitation to them. It is, therefore, all very well to express the 
kind of pious sentiment uttered in v 15: the vital point is whether one has accepted the 
heavenly invitation. But the story moves on to show how God invites the people who 
have no standing in society. Jesus is already defending himself for taking the gospel to 
the ‘tax collectors and sinners’ (see 15:1-32). 
 
The rather similar story in Mt. 22:1-10 raises the question whether Jesus originally told 
one parable which his disciples have developed into two different forms or told two 
similar, but distinct parables. Either way, we should ask what the particular point of 
each version of the story is. 
 
 
Notes.  A Jewish story, which goes back at least to the fifth century BC, and could be 
based on earlier tradition, tells of an ambitious tax collector who tried to gain social 
standing with the traditional aristocrats by inviting them to dinner but was harshly 
rebuffed by them. So that the meal might not be wasted he invited the poor instead. If 
the story was known in the time of Jesus, it throws an interesting light on his parable. 
 
23  There may be allegorical allusions to the invitations from God in the OT, then 
through Jesus to the Jews, and finally to the Gentiles. 
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Week 3   |   Luke 14:25-35   |   Hearing the Call … the cost 
 
 
 
14:25-35    The cost of discipleship (cf. Mt. 10:37-38; 5:13; Mk. 9:50) 
 
Before taking up directly the theme of ‘the gospel for the outcasts’, foreshadowed in 
vs 21-24, Jesus indicates the stringent demands which accompany his invitation to 
God’s banquet. Discipleship means a person’s readiness to place his or her claims 
above those of both family and self. Disciples must be prepared to deny themselves 
completely—whether carry his cross means literally to be ready for martyrdom or 
metaphorically to ‘die’ to all personal desires. People should count the cost involved in 
saying ‘No’ to self before starting on a course which they may not be able to follow to 
the end. How foolish is the builder who leaves a building unfinished because his funds 
run out before he anticipated. How foolish, too, is the army commander who does not 
reckon up on the strength of his army before engaging a stronger foe in battle. A 
disciple who gives up in midstream because the going is too tough is like salt which has 
lost its taste and is unfit for seasoning food or even for use on the ground; it cannot be 
made useful again. 
 
 
Notes  
 
26 To hate means to ‘love less’. 
 
27  Crucifixion was a sufficiently common event in Judea for people to understand 
readily what Jesus meant (cf. 9:23). 
 
34  The impure mixture used as salt could lose its salt content and become useless. 
Since salt makes land infertile, it is puzzling what Jesus meant; possibly use for killing 
weeds or slowing down the fermentation of dung is in mind. 
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Week 4   |   Luke 16:19-31   |   Hearing the Call … the rich man and Lazarus 
 
 
 
Luke 16:19-31     The rich man and Lazarus 
 
The parable implies that the rich man did scarcely anything to alleviate the beggar’s 
utter misery and degradation. Street dogs were unclean animals and therefore 
especially unpleasant. We are to infer that Lazarus (‘he whom God helps’) was a pious 
person. 
 
The beggar found a place of honour beside Abraham, the father of the Jewish race and 
the friend of God. The rich man found himself in Hades (the NIV’s hell is misleading) in 
torment and agony. He called upon Abraham as ‘father’ for mercy, but, although 
Abraham addressed him as ‘son’, he offered him no hope. 
 
So far the story follows traditional lines, but now there is a fresh element. Could the 
rich man’s brothers, who were probably also rich and careless, be warned before they 
reached Hades? The reply given was that the teaching they possessed in the OT should 
be enough. Not even somebody returning from the dead could influence those who 
had shut their ears to God’s voice in Scripture. Failure to practise the love and the 
mercy commanded in the OT leads to loss in the next life. 
 
The story is a parable, and therefore does not necessarily give literal information about 
conditions in the next life. ‘Hades’ was the abode of the dead in popular Jewish belief, 
and it is not clear whether Jesus was referring to the time before or after the final 
judgment. Yet the clear implication is that the fate of the rich man was finally fixed. 
Although the language is manifestly symbolic when it talks of the poor man being 
beside Abraham, it speaks of real destinies for people. 
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Week 5   |   Luke 17:1-10   |   Hearing the Call … to forgive 
 
 
 
Luke 17:1-10    Stumbling blocks (cf. Mt. 18:6-7, 15, 21-22; Mk. 9:42) 
 
The first of a collection of teachings for disciples, this section is about things that cause 
people to sin (older versions have ‘stumbling blocks’). Although these are inevitable in 
this present world, nevertheless Jesus warns his disciples sternly about being the cause 
of other people sinning, e.g. by tempting them or by setting a bad example. It would 
be better for such people to drown before they can do their evil work rather than 
suffer the fate reserved for tempters. On the contrary, the disciples should help any 
member of their group who falls into sin both by showing that they have gone wrong 
and by being ready to forgive, no matter how often this may be necessary. 
 
 
17:5-6 The power of faith (cf. Mt. 17:20; Mk 11:22-23)  
 
Jesus commended the desire for the faith necessary to enable disciples to obey his 
commands; even a tiny ‘amount’ of faith can do great wonders. Increase our faith may 
simply mean ‘give us faith’. The saying about the mulberry tree was never meant to be 
taken literally. 
 
 
17:7-10 Duty   
 
Servants who have completed their duty have no right to expect anything more than 
the agreed wage and remain unworthy in the sense that they have nothing of which to 
boast. Elsewhere Jesus taught and demonstrated a different attitude by himself 
serving his disciples (Jn. 13:1-16; cf. the teaching in Lk. 12:35-38; 22:27). This shows 
that here he is not teaching that God’s dealings with us are on a basis of law and duty 
rather than of grace and faith. Rather, he is giving a necessary lesson to all who are 
tempted to feel proud of their faith or their good works for God. 
 
Jesus’ use of an illustration from slavery does not prove that he would have 
commended slavery as an institution any more than he would have commended 
dishonesty (16:8). 
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Week 6   |   Luke 17:11-19   |   Hearing the Call … to thankfulness 
 
 
 
17:11-19 The grateful Samaritan 
 
When some lepers sought healing from Jesus, he simply commanded them to go and 
show themselves to a priest (5:14) The implication is that their faith would be 
demonstrated by their obedience and would lead to their cure. All showed faith and 
were cured, but only one stopped to praise God and to thank Jesus for his cure. Jesus 
commented on the ungratefulness of the others (all presumably Jews) and confirmed 
that the Samaritan’s faith had made him well both in body and soul. The story is both 
an illustration of wonder–working faith (cf. v 6) and a lesson on the need for gratitude 
as part of faith. 
 
 
Note  
 
11 The location of the incident on the border explains the mixed racial character of the 
group. The geography, however, is not clear. It is possible that Galilee here includes 
Perea, the area east of the Jordan also ruled by Herod. 
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Week 7   |   Luke 18:1-14   |   Hearing the Call … to persistent faith 
 
 
 
Luke 18:1-8    The unjust judge  
 
This parable is really the closing part of the teaching about the future in 17:20-37. Like 
the very similar parable in 11:5-8, it makes its point not by comparing God to the 
unjust judge but by drawing the contrast. Probably the woman was bringing a financial 
case to the judge and he refused to listen because he was waiting for a bribe; she was 
too poor to pay, and persistence was her only weapon. If even a judge who does not 
honour the laws of God and man can be induced to act by the incessant appeals of a 
widow, how much more will God act to uphold his people when they cry to him. 
 
In v 7 God’s chosen ones are the people who have heard his call and have responded 
to it. Here they are in a situation of persecution and long for God to show that they are 
in the right. They pray: ‘May your kingdom come.’ Will he keep putting them off? 
suggests that God may appear to be intractable and not answering their prayers, but in 
fact he will certainly answer their prayers without the need to be pressed. He will 
uphold his people quickly. The really vital question is not whether God will respond to 
prayer, but whether there will be faithful people who have persisted in prayer and not 
lost hope when the Son of Man comes. The parable is essentially an encouragement to 
continue in prayer without losing heart right through the difficult times of waiting 
before the Son of Man comes. For an interesting parallel see Ecclus. 35:14-19. 
 
 
 

18:9 -19:10 The scope of salvation 
The common theme in this section of the gospel is the offer of salvation 
to people who would normally be regarded as excluded from it. 

 
 
18:9-14   The Pharisee and the tax collector   
 
Like the preceding parable this one too is about prayer, but it really deals with a wider 
topic. The two prayers reflect two types of character. The Pharisee was a pious man, 
living an honest and upright life. He did more than the law required. He fasted twice a 
week—on Mondays and Thursdays—although the law required people to fast only 
once a year on the Day of Atonement. He gave tithes of all his income and not just of 
the required parts. But he stood up in a prominent place to pray, he commended 
himself for his piety (his prayer is all about ‘I’), he despised his neighbours and he 
suggested to God that there was nothing he needed. By contrast, the tax collector 
stood far away from the holy place in the temple. He did not dare lift up his eyes, still 
less his hands, to God in prayer, but simply poured out a confession of his sinfulness 



 11 

and appealed for God’s mercy. Jesus’ verdict was that he went home justified, i.e. 
accepted by God, but the Pharisee was not accepted at all. Rather than the other (14) 
is too weak: ‘and not the other’ is correct. The parable is thus another demonstration 
of concern for the ‘outcasts’. God is always ready to receive the unrighteous when 
they call to him, but he closes his ears to those whose pride in their religious practices 
and good works makes them feel self–sufficient. 
 There were undoubtedly many good, well–meaning Pharisees, and therefore it 
is wrong to lump them all together and condemn them. But it is also true that there 
were people like the Pharisee pictured here, and prayers very similar to this one have 
been handed down in Jewish sources. 
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Week 8   |   Luke 19:1-10   |   Hearing the Call … of Zacchaeus 
 
 
 
Luke 19:1-10    Zacchaeus the tax collector   
 
Not all rich people departed sadly from Jesus. Zacchaeus is an example of what is 
possible with God (18:27). The Romans sold the task of collecting the taxes in any 
particular area to the highest bidder. The person appointed did not receive any salary 
for his work; he simply collected as much money as he could, and he kept for himself 
what was left over after he had paid the agreed sum to the Romans. Zacchaeus’s 
attempt to see Jesus, who was popularly known as the friend of tax collectors (7:34) 
shows his interest in him and the lengths to which he was prepared to go. Whether or 
not Zacchaeus hoped to be hidden from view, Jesus called to him with a request for 
lodging. Zacchaeus showed both repentance and joy as he welcomed Jesus. Jesus 
justified his choice of company: he had brought salvation to a man who was as much 
entitled to hear the gospel as any other Jew. Here the purpose of the coming of Jesus 
is fully and finally summed up: as a shepherd goes and looks for lost sheep to rescue 
from danger (cf. 15:3-7; Ezk. 34:16—applied to God himself and his servant, the 
Messiah), so Jesus as the Son of Man seeks and saves lost people. 
 
Notes  
 
8 By inserting here and now the NIV shows that it interprets the verbs I give and I will 
repay (both present tense in Greek) as referring to what Zacchaeus resolved to do 
immediately, not as references to his past practice. The resolve corresponds to the 
penitence of the tax collector in 18:13. 
 
9  The saying does not imply that Jesus was not concerned about the Gentiles, but 
stresses simply that one Jew is no more and no less valuable than any other in God’s 
sight. 


