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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Today we begin our study of the Gospel of Luke and the Book of 

Acts.  We will be going through them neither verse by verse, as we did with 

Paul’s Letter to the Romans, nor chapter by chapter, as we did with the Book 

of Isaiah.  If you will look at the pew Bibles, or your personal Bible if it is 

the New International Version, you will see that the chapters are divided up 

into subsections.  In Luke chapter 1, for example, there are subsections 

entitled, “Introduction,” “The Birth of the Baptist Foretold,” “The Birth of 

Jesus Foretold,” “Mary Visits Elizabeth,” “Mary’s Song,” “The Birth of John 

the Baptist” and “Zechariah’s Song.”  For the most part we will be dealing 

with one subsection each week.  And so today we find ourselves focusing 

upon Luke 1: 1-4, the “Introduction” to the gospel.  This is how it reads: 

 Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have 

been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who 

from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word.  Therefore, since I 

myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed 

good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 

Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been 

taught. 



Now before we get into the text itself, let’s first consider our author.  The 

truth is we know virtually nothing about the origins of Luke, though there is 

much speculation.  For example, some think that Luke was the physician 

called to treat Paul’s “thorn in the flesh.  When treating him, he converted 

Luke.  Others suggest he hailed from Syrian Antioch and was a slave owned 

by the Theophilus he mentions in his introductions to both his gospel and the 

Acts of the Apostles.  Theophilus, upon seeing the potential in him, set him 

free and, more, sent him to medical school.  There was at that time in the 

ancient world a very famous medical school at the University of Tarsus.  

There, some imagine, Paul and Luke met.  Luke was converted under the 

ministry of Paul.  They became fast friends.  And the circle was completed 

when Luke went to his benefactor Theophilus with the gospel and with the 

Spirit’s help was the instrument of his conversion.   

These and other theories are fanciful to one degree or another and, as 

interesting as they might be, are not to be relied upon.  If we want to be sure, 

we must go to Scripture, and while there is not a lot of information about 

Luke, who was clearly a humble man who did not talk about much himself, 

there are some things we can glean.  What we do know from the biblical 

witness is this: Luke was a Greek.  His writing is unmistakably that of a very 

well educated and erudite man.  He was a Gentile.  In the fourth chapter of 



the Letter to the Colossians Paul differentiates Luke from those “of the 

circumcision.”  He was not an apostle, for by definition an apostle had to be 

an eyewitness to Jesus Christ.  Luke could not rely on his memory to tell the 

story of Jesus; instead he sought out the testimonies of those who had been 

with Jesus—the eyewitnesses and servants of the word he speaks of in verse 

2.  He was a physician.  We know that because in Colossians Paul calls him 

“our dear friend Luke, the doctor.”  He was a particular friend of Paul.  He 

traveled with him, sharing in the missionary journeys and the burdens and 

sufferings that entailed.  In fact, he stayed with Paul until the end.  Paul 

mentions this in his Second Letter to Timothy, a letter written during the 

time of a bitter imprisonment, when Paul awaited execution.  “Only Luke is 

with me,” wrote Paul.  “Only Luke is with me.”  What a wonderful 

testimony that is.  But more than simply a servant and friend of Paul, Luke 

was a servant and friend of the whole church.  He is most probably the 

anonymous brother mentioned in II Corinthians 8:18, whom Paul describes 

as being “praised by all the churches for his service to the gospel.”   

Now Luke set about to give a rich, full and orderly account of the life and 

ministry of Jesus Christ and we are immensely blessed because of it.  Let me 

mention a few of the things that are found in the Gospel According to Luke 

and not elsewhere: the history of Zechariah and Elizabeth, the parents of 



John the Baptist; the angel Gabriel’s announcement to the Virgin Mary; the 

shepherds abiding in the fields on the night of the Lord’s birth, and the 

Gloria called out by the angel chorus; Zacchaeus; the penitent thief; the 

Road to Emmaus; and the parables of the Pharisee and the Publican, the 

Rich Man and Lazarus and the Prodigal Son.   

Now, what were Luke’s qualifications for taking up paper and pen and 

writing a gospel?  In a minute I am going to mention four different things:  

Luke the historian; Luke the theologian; Luke the physician and Luke the 

musician.  But more important than all his qualities was this: Luke was 

inspired of the Holy Spirit.  Now when we say that Luke was “inspired” we 

have to be careful.  I do not mean that he was inspired in the same way that 

we, every now and again, are inspired by a sunset or a poem or an athletic 

contest.  Inspiration here does not mean that Luke felt particularly wonderful 

one day and so took up pen and paper.  This sort of inspiration has nothing to 

do with feelings; it has to do with the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit of God moved 

upon Luke and superintended his writing.  Luke, in a special way, was 

“God-breathed.”  God gave him the words of his Gospel.  J. C. Ryle, an 

Anglican bishop of the 19th century and a remarkably adept preacher 

explains what this means and why it is important: 



  The Holy Ghost supplied him with thoughts, arrangement, sentences, and 

even words.  And the result is, that what St. Luke wrote is not to be read as 

the “word of man,” but the “word of God.”   

Let us carefully hold fast the great doctrine of the plenary inspiration of 

every word of the Bible.  Let us never allow that any writer of the Old or 

New Testament could make even the slightest verbal mistake of error, when 

writing as he was “moved by the Holy ghost.”  Let it be a settled principle 

with us in reading the Bible, that when we cannot understand a passage, or 

reconcile it with some other passage, the fault is not in the Book, but in 

ourselves.  The adoption of this principle will place out feet upon a rock.  To 

give it up is to stand upon quicksand, and to fill our minds with endless 

uncertainties and doubts. 

 Let’s turn to Luke the historian.  What do we know?  Let’s look at our 

lesson again: 

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been 

fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from 

the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word.  Therefore, since I 

myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed 

good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent 



Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been 

taught. 

Luke built upon a foundation of what had been handed down to him by 

“eyewitnesses and servants of the word.”  These were apostles, preachers 

and disciples.  They were not disinterested onlookers, but people of integrity 

passionately committed to Jesus Christ and the great commission he had 

given them.  Luke used the best, most impeccable sources available.  But, as 

an historian, he did more.  He himself investigated every detail of his 

history.  He dotted every “i” and crossed every “t”.  A skeptic, by the name 

of William Ramsay, once set out to examine the historical validity of the 

third gospel, sure he would be able to find any number of mistakes.  His 

work was exhaustive, but you could say that Luke proved to be an anvil 

capable of wearing out many hammers.  The skeptic was converted and 

became a servant of the gospel of Christ.   

Let me give you an example of the sort of thing that drives the skeptics to 

distraction.  Jesus was born sometime between 6 and 3 B.C.  Luke speaks of 

his birth in his second chapter.  He writes, “In those days Caesar Augustus 

issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.  

(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of 



Syria.)”  Now historians knew for years that Quirinius was governor of Syria 

from about 6 A.D. to 10 A.D., quite a while after Jesus had been born.  They 

also knew it was during that timeframe that the census was taken.  Luke 

apparently got the names and the dates wrong, and if he got them wrong, 

perhaps he got other things wrong as well.  Because of archaeological 

discoveries, however, we now know that Quirinius also served an earlier 

term as governor as well, and more, that a census was taken in his first term 

too.  Guess what?  His first term coincided perfectly with the date given by 

Luke.  There is no other ancient history that compares with Luke in terms of 

accuracy or scrutiny, and in every case Luke has proven to be right on the 

money. 

As well as an able historian, Luke was also a fine theologian.  We see the 

theological nature of his task in verse 3 where he tells us that, “it seemed 

good to [him] to write an orderly account.”  Orderly here means “not 

haphazard or confused.”  He had heard different preachers and evangelists.  

He had possibly read the Gospel of Mark.  But he longed to see a full and 

complete accounting of the life and ministry of Jesus.  And that is what he 

wrote.  Think about this.  The Gospel of Luke begins with the announcement 

of the impending birth of John the Baptist.  Though found in the pages of the 

New Testament, John was in essence the last Old Testament prophet.  He 



was the last one before the coming of Christ—the forerunner.  The Gospel 

continues outlining the birth of Christ, his preparation for ministry, his work 

in Galilee, Judea and Perea, (the area east of the Jordan), and finally his 

passion, death, resurrection and ascension.  The Acts of the Apostles, the 

sequel to the Gospel also written by Luke, tells of the descent of the Holy 

Spirit and the spread of the gospel through Judea and Samaria, all the way to 

Rome.   At the end of Acts, we find Paul at Rome, spreading the good news 

in the very heart of the empire.  There is no other biblical book so far 

reaching and comprehensive.   

Over the course of the next months we will come across the following 

themes.  First, and stressed even more than the other gospels, is the theme of 

love.  It is a keynote of Luke, in story after story, saying after saying, parable 

after parable.  The Good Samaritan.  The Prodigal Son.   

Next we will discover the gracious offer of salvation.  We will find that the 

offer of salvation, even to the Gentiles, is stressed time and time again.  The 

angel says that with the birth of Jesus comes a Saviour for all people.  

Simeon sings that Jesus is a light to the Gentiles.  The Lord heals those who 

are not of Israel.  You will be confronted time and time again to look to 

Christ for salvation and to make your calling and election sure.  If you are 



not born again, sit under the inspired teaching of Luke and be prepared to 

come face to face with the power of God unto salvation.   

The cross will also plays a central part in our study.  There is a profound and 

detailed account of the passion and death of Christ.  Sometimes you may see 

an ox used as a symbol for the third gospel.  The ox was an animal used in 

sacrifices.  As an ox is slaughtered, so our Lord went to the cross to die in 

the place of sinners.   

The fourth main theme we will encounter is the person and work of the Holy 

Spirit.  We will find the Spirit filling John the Baptist while still in the 

womb.  He will be there at the baptism.  He will lead Jesus into the 

wilderness.  He will descend in a spectacular way at Pentecost in fulfillment 

of Old Testament prophecy and the promise of Jesus. 

Let me make one more point here.  Not only is the work massive in scope, it 

is delightfully intricate in detail.  This is what I mean.  In the first couple of 

chapters there are ten stories about the birth and infancy of Jesus.  There are 

five before the birth and five after.  And there are pairings of different 

events: the annunciation of John and the annunciation of Jesus; the Song of 



Zechariah and the Song of Mary.  We will be seeing the beauty and artistry 

of Luke as we study his gospel. 

Luke was an historian and theologian.  He was also a physician—a beloved 

physician, as he is called in Colossians.  As a physician he loved people and 

served them, even as he loved and served the church and the gospel.  He 

was, one might say, a people person.  While Jesus’ parables in Matthew 

stress the Kingdom of God, Luke relates the parables that stress people: The 

Prodigal Son, The Pharisee and the Tax Collector, The Wise and Foolish 

Builders, The Good Samaritan, The Rich Man and Lazarus.  Luke takes 

delight in mentioning the names of individuals: Elizabeth, Zechariah, Mary, 

Martha, Zacchaeus, and Cleopas.  He transcends the 1st century’s casual 

neglect of women and mentions Mary, Elizabeth, Anna, Martha, Mary, Mary 

Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, the widow of Nain and the widow who gave 

her last penny to the church.  We will find that he had a heart for children.  

He also had a heart for the poor and was well aware of the responsibilities 

and dangers that came with wealth.  He tells of a rich fool, a rich young 

ruler, an unjust steward and a rich man and a beggar named Lazarus.  As we 

go through Luke we will find that our priorities will be challenged and that 

we will be called to make changes in how we are living.  We will find that 

Luke will help us learn to love one another better. 



Luke was an historian, a theologian and a physician.  His last qualification is 

this: he was a musician.  In the first two chapters we will find four songs.  

Mary’s song is called the Magnificat, after the Latin, because it begins, “My 

soul glorifies (or magnifies) the Lord.”  Zechariah’s song is called the 

Benedictus, again after the Latin, because it begins with a benediction—a 

good word of praise to the Lord.  The Gloria is the chorus of the angels to 

the shepherds on the night of the Saviour’s birth: “Glory to God in the 

highest.”  The Nunc Dimittis, which means, “now dismiss” is the name of 

Simeon’s song on the day Jesus was presented at the temple and 

circumcised.  As the Spirit had promised, he saw the salvation of Israel in 

the Christ-child and was completely fulfilled.  His life was complete.  And 

here is something else.  Luke used the word rejoice more often than any 

other book in the whole of the New Testament.  There is joy in Zacchaeus’ 

receiving of Jesus.  There is joy in the finding of the lost sheep, the lost coin, 

and the lost son.  There is joy in heaven over sinners who repent.  Rejoice in 

the Lord always, and again I say, rejoice! 

Luke the historian will make you certain about the facts of the gospel.  Luke 

the theologian will touch you with God’s love and grace.  Luke the physician 



will help you to love God and one another.  Luke the musician will teach 

you how to rejoice in godliness and righteousness.   

 Here is J. C. Ryle again.  I will close with his words, written some 144 years 

ago: 

The first preachers did not go up and down the world, proclaiming an 

elaborate, artificial system of abstruse doctrines and deep principles.  They 

make it their first business to tell men great plain facts.  They went about 

telling a sin-laden world, that the Son of God had come down to earth, and 

lived for us, and died for us, and risen again.  The Gospel, at its first 

publication, was far more simple than many make it now.  It was neither 

more nor less than the history of Christ.   

Let us aim at greater simplicity in our own personal religion.  Let Christ and 

his person be the sun of our system, and let the main desire of our souls be to 

live the life of faith in him, and daily know him better.   

Beloved, as we go through the gospel week by week, for however long it 

takes, come prepared.  Come in faith and reverence.  Come having read the 

day’s lesson.  Come having hidden it in your heard and having pondered it 

seriously.  When you go home after the service, talk to your loved ones 

about the lesson and the sermon and consider how these things touch your 



lives and hearts.  Commit yourself to a life of faith in Christ and come to 

know Jesus better and better as each day passes.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


