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

 In our lesson today we come to a major turning point in the Gospel of 

Luke.  A new phase in the ministry of Jesus is beginning.  From this point on 

we will find Jesus “on the road.”  For several months now we have been 

studying his Galilean ministry—a ministry he carried out for some 18 

months while headquartered in Capernaum.  Now he leaves the stability of 

Capernaum behind and sets out for Jerusalem, the cross and the resurrection.   

Our lesson begins, “As the time approached for him to be taken up to 

heaven, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem.”  “Resolutely”, it says.  

Literally it says he “stiffened his face to go to Jerusalem.”  I want you to 

keep this in mind over the course of the next months as we follow along with 

Jesus on the path that leads to Jerusalem.  Jesus “stiffened his face” because 

he knew exactly what lay before him.  He knew there would be betrayal, 

arrest, mocking, torture and crucifixion.  That is what Jerusalem would mean 

to him.  And much more than that, Jesus knew that at Jerusalem God would 

make him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become 

the righteousness of God (II Cor. 5:21).  That is, Jesus knew that he would 

take upon himself all of the sins of all of his people and that he would give 

to them his own righteousness.  He, the sinless Son of God, would be 



covered with the sin and filth of all his people.  And so covered, he would 

have to endure the judgement and wrath of a holy and righteous God against 

sin.  He would endure the pains of hell.   

We must never think that the atoning work of Christ was easy for him 

to undertake and endure.  We must never say, “Well, Jesus is the Son of God.  

It was painless and simple for him!”  It was not.  Just the opposite.  The 

determination and grit that Jesus shows bears witness, not to the lightness of 

the task set before him, but to the depth and the power and the tenderness of 

his love for sinners.  His heart was set on paying the price of our redemption 

so that God would be glorified, the angels in heaven would rejoice and a 

people would be set apart and made fit to praise and worship God 

throughout eternity.  For that reason he “endured the cross, scorning its 

shame.”  

Beloved, remember that when the burdens of this life grow heavy or 

bitter.  Think of what the Lord endured alone for you.  Can you not endure 

with him through a short season of hardship, which he promises, in the end, 

to turn to your blessing?  Can you not patiently and steadfastly suffer in 

fellowship with Christ, for a season, these things which come from your 



Father’s hand?  A patient and meek attitude honours and glorifies God.  Why 

would we want to miss an opportunity to do that for the one we love? 

Let’s turn back to the lesson. 

 As the time approached for him to be taken up to heaven, Jesus 
resolutely set out for Jerusalem.  And he sent messengers on ahead, 
who went into a Samaritan village to get things ready for him; but the 
people there did not welcome him, because he was heading for 
Jerusalem. 

Though the quickest route from Galilee to Jerusalem lay through Samaria, 

most Jews at that time would take the long way round, crossing the Jordan 

River into Perea on the east, moving south through the desert and then 

crossing the Jordan again, moving west to Jerusalem.  Why the roundabout 

way?  Jews and Samaritans had a long history of hatred against each other, 

so much so that Josephus, the ancient Jewish historian, remarked that Jewish 

travelers through Samaria were often set upon, robbed and even killed as 

they made their way through that territory.  How had it come to this?  To 

answer that question we have to go back in history some 3,000 years, 1000 

years before the birth of Christ. 

 As you remember, under David the tribes of Israel were united into 

one great kingdom.  The kingdom, with its capital at Jerusalem, remained 

unified until the death of King Solomon.  After Solomon died, a rebellion 



broke out.  Ten tribes from the north, under a man named Jeroboam, seceded 

from the union.  The break, however, was not only political; it was religious 

too.  Jeroboam did not want his people going south to worship at the temple 

in Jerusalem.  He thought if they did their loyalties might stray from him.  

And so, against the will of God, he set up idols for his people to worship.  

The account of this is found in I Kings 12: 

 Jeroboam thought to himself, ...  “If these people go up to offer 
sacrifices at the temple of the Lord in Jerusalem, they will again give 
their allegiance to their lord, Rehoboam king of Judah.  They will kill 
me and return to King Rehoboam.   
 After seeking advice, the king made tow golden calves.  He said 
to the people, “It is too much for you to go up to Jerusalem.  Here are 
your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.”  One he set up 
in Bethel, and the other in Dan.   

 As the years passed, things got worse and the sins of the people of the 

Northern Kingdom grew and grew.  Finally, when the time of judgement 

against the Northern Kingdom was fulfilled, the Assyrian Empire moved 

south and conquered it.  Assyria took the most prominent and important 

people away into captivity and exile.  In their place they sent people to 

intermarry with the people who remained.  In that way the nation would be 

colonized and pacified.  And so it was.  The Northern Kingdom disappeared 

forever and in its place Samaria arose.  It was a nation that, religiously, 

combined pagan and Hebrew ways and that, politically, was an enemy of the 



Jews.  The Jews on their side considered Samaritans unclean, half-breed 

apostates; the Samaritans on their side considered the Jews unclean full-

blooded apostates.  

  

 Let me give you a few examples of how deeply the enmity ran 

between these people.  The testimony of a Samaritan was not admissible in a 

Jewish court.  Samaritans were publicly cursed in synagogues and daily 

prayers were offered that they might not be given eternal life.  Samaritans 

had strenuously opposed the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem under 

Nehemiah and, in New Testament times, had sneaked into the Temple and 

scattered about human bones, so as to defile that sacred area.  As one 

commentator put it, “So much hatred, so little time.” 

 Well, though the general opinion of the day among the Jews was that 

Samaria was unclean, Jesus decided to go through that territory anyway.  

Our Lord, in fact, had never shown anything but good will to Samaritans.  

He healed a Samaritan of leprosy and commended him for his thankfulness.  

He accepted water from a Samaritan woman and in turn had given her the 

water of life.  He stayed in that woman’s village for two days, preaching the 

good news of the kingdom of God.  He made a Samaritan the hero in one of 



his best known and loved parables.  And, before his ascension into heaven, 

he commanded his disciples to preach in Samaria.   

 Jesus’ attitude of love and respect, however, wasn’t returned.  He sent 

disciples ahead to a village to make arrangements for food and lodging.  

When the Samaritan villagers heard that the group was going to Jerusalem, 

they were spurned.  No help was forthcoming at all.  Now on hearing this, 

John and James, whom Jesus had nicknamed, “Boanerges,” which means 

“sons of thunder,” lived up to their nicknames.  They were furious at the 

slight which had been offered their Master. 

 When the disciples James and John saw this, they asked, “Lord, 
do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy them?” 

 Now to understand this we have to think back to an incident that had 

happened in Samaria some 800 years earlier during the time of the prophet 

Elijah, the prophet that James and John had just seen with Moses on the 

Mount of Transfiguration.  This is what happened.  Ahaziah was the son of 

King Ahab and Queen Jezebel.  He took the throne of the Northern Kingdom 

when his father died.  His mother, still living, kept her evil influence during 

his reign.  In any event, one day he took to the roof of his palace and as he 

was looking around he leaned upon some latticework.  It was too flimsy to 



hold him and he fell from the roof to the ground, seriously injuring himself.  

Because the injuries were life threatening, he sought out the counsel of 

fortunetellers. 

  Now fortune telling, consulting the dead, witchcraft and so on are an 

abomination in the eyes of the Lord.  To make matters worse, the 

fortunetellers Ahaziah consulted were associated with Baal-Zebub, a 

Philistine god whose name, literally, means “Lord of the flies.”  This god 

ruled the flies and was the one who spread filth and disease.  He was the 

epitome of everything that was impure and unholy.   The Jews, by the way, 

renamed him Baal-Zebul, which means “Lord of dung.”  By the time of 

Jesus Baal-Zebub had become synonymous with Satan.  In any event, King 

Ahaziah sent messengers to seek out Baal-Zebub’s fortunetellers.  God, 

angered at this, sent an angel to Elijah with a message.  He was to intercept 

the messengers and give them this prophecy for their king: “You will not 

leave the bed you are lying on.  You will certainly die!”  

 When the messengers came back quickly, Ahaziah wondered what 

was going on.  When they delivered their message, the king asked them to 

describe the man who had intercepted them.   When they did, he knew that it 

was Elijah, his family’s old nemesis.  Now at this point Ahaziah decided that 



he must take drastic action.  He sent an officer and a company of 50 soldiers 

to kill or capture Elijah.  His superstitious thinking would have been like 

this.  “If I can kill Elijah, his curse will go down to the grave with him and 

will not take effect.  If I can capture him, I can get him to revoke his curse 

and I will live.” 

 When the soldiers confronted Elijah, and here we see the connection 

with John and James, he said, “‘If I am a man of God, may fire come down 

from heaven and consume you and your fifty men.’  Then fire fell from 

heaven and consumed the captain and his men.”  Ahaziah wasn’t through.  

He sent another captain and another 50 men.  The same thing happened.  

And so Ahaziah sent another 50.  This time the captain, seeing the pattern, 

begged for mercy.  Mercy was granted to him and Elijah went with him to 

see the king.  This is what the Bible says. 

 [Elijah] told the king, “This is what the Lord says.  Is it because 
there is no God in Israel for you to consult that you have sent 
messengers to consult Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron?  Because you 
have done this you will never leave the bed you are lying on.  You will 
certainly die!”  So he died... 

 Now John and James, zealous for the honour of Jesus and knowing 

what had happened years earlier at the same spot, ask Jesus if he wants a 

repeat of what had happened.  They thought they had biblical precedent on 



their side.  But they were zealous without wisdom or knowledge.  First, their 

lack of wisdom is seen in their wrong motives.  Look at how they phrased 

things.  “Do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy them?”  

They had no such power.  Only Jesus did and he had shown no inclination to 

use it.  They are saying, in effect, “Give us the power to do what you will not 

do.”  And if their motives were wrong, so too was their knowledge and 

understanding.  They had utterly misconstrued what Jesus had come to do.  

He had come, not to destroy, but to save.  He had come with mercy for 

sinners.  Listen to these words of our Lord: 

 The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost. 

 ...the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many. 

 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but to save the world through him. 

 I have come into the world as a light, so that no one who 
believes in me should stay in darkness.  As for the person who hears 
my words but does not keep them, I do not judge him.  For I did not 
come to judge the world, but to save it.   

Now there will come a time when Christ will judge the world.  Paul 

tells us that the day will come when Jesus “will punish those who do not 

know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.”  And John tells us 

that one day many will call for the mountains to fall upon them and hide 



them from “the wrath of the Lamb.”  But that day had not yet come for the 

Samaritans, and while such destruction would be fitting anytime anyone 

sinned against God in any way, for his own glory our Lord restrained his 

hand and showed mercy.  Instead of calling down fire he simply went on to 

another village.  As Psalm 145 puts in (NKJV), 

The Lord is gracious and full of compassion, 
Slow to anger and great in mercy. 

The Lord is good to all, 
And His tender mercies are over all His works. 

That’s not the end of the story.  A short time after this happened, 

following the death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus and the outpouring 

of the Holy Spirit at Jerusalem, a persecution broke out against Christians in 

that city.  Saul, before his conversion on the road to Damascus, was 

instrumental in it.  He went from house to house, dragging off men and 

women and throwing them in prison because of their faith.  Things became 

so oppressive that Christians scattered.  Philip was one of those who had to 

leave the city, but when he left he took the gospel with him.  He took it to 

Samaria.  And through his preaching many were forgiven and made new.  

When news got back to the apostles about what was happening in Samaria, 

Peter and John went to visit them.  The Bible says,  

When they arrived, they prayed for them that they might 
receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet come 



upon any of them; they had simply been baptized into the name of the 
Lord Jesus.  Then Peter and John placed their hands on them, and they 
received the Holy Spirit.... 

When they had testified and proclaimed the word of the Lord, 
Peter and John returned to Jerusalem, preaching the gospel in many 
Samaritan villages.     

“Preaching the gospel in many Samaritan villages.”  It’s wonderful, isn’t it?  

John now preached the love of Christ in a place where a short time earlier he 

had tried to bring about destruction.  It’s clear that Jesus’ mercy had been 

granted not just to the Samaritans, but to John as well.   

Beloved, because of his patience and kindness, today remains the day 

of mercy for us.  Today remains the day of salvation.  Today remains the day 

of grace.  There is yet time to look to the Lord and repent.  There is yet time 

to turn from the old way and walk in newness of life.  There is yet time to 

plead for the Spirit to take up residence in our hearts and to teach us to walk 

in holiness, according to all the commandments of the Lord.  If you ask, “Is 

there such mercy even for me,” let me answer with the words of J. C. Ryle.   

For ever let us bless God that we have such a ready and willing 
Saviour.  For ever let us remember that as He was ready to suffer, so 
He is always ready to save.  The man that comes to Christ by faith 
should never doubt Christ’s willingness to receive him.  The mere fact 
that the Son of God willingly came into the world to die, and willingly 
suffered, should silence such doubts entirely.  All the unwillingness is 
on the part of man, not Christ.  It consists in the ignorance, and pride, 
and unbelief, and half-heartedness of the sinner himself.  But there is 
nothing wanting in Christ. 



There is nothing wanting in Christ.  Look to him and receive his mercy in 

full measure.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


