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Luke Project Daily Reading Commentary, Week 4
December 21—28, 2008 

Luke 1:57-66 (Sunday, Dec. 21) [14] John the Baptist Is Born. Further research has pointed out to me that it is not uncommon in the OT for mothers to name their children (Green, 109). It began with Eve. So Elizabeth had a precedent to speak up when she did. Notice how Zechariah is not only mute but also deaf. He does not get involved directly in the naming until they make signs to him. The only way Zechariah and Elizabeth had communicated with each other for the last 9 months or so was by writing. At some point during that time, Z had told E that their son was named John, = “Yahweh has shown favor” (ibid) or “the grace of Yahweh.” Just as Gabriel had predicted, Zechariah is mute until what he had predicted was fulfilled. Now with the naming comes Zechariah’s open ownership of what the Lord had done, and his tongue is loosed. Notice the fear and wonder among the neighbors. What do you think Luke meant when he says about the newborn boy, “The Lord’s hand was with him?”

Luke 1:67-80 (Monday, Dec. 22) [14-15] The Song of Zechariah. (The Benedictus.) Zechariah begins the regaining of his speech and hearing by prophesying. His song is rich with language and themes from the Old Testament. He sees in his son’s birth the beginning of the fulfillment of the oath that God swore to Abraham. This is a song of the oppressed—“to rescue us from the hand of our enemies.” At first we think he must be talking about the occupying Romans. But political oppression and defeat in war in Israel’s mind was always linked to God’s judgment on them for their sins. So the song of Zechariah moves on to the cosmic human dilemma and its solution: “to give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins.” The language draws much from Isaiah and his messianic prophecies. I wonder if John received his love for the book of Isaiah from his father? V. 80, John will not receive the normal training and preparation for the priesthood; God is preparing him, like Elijah of old, to be his prophet.
Matthew 1:18-25 (Tuesday, Dec. 23) Joseph’s Account of Jesus’ Birth. During this Christmastide I have placed the Matthean birth narrative of Jesus in our readings. While much of what Matthew would write in his Gospel would be his own account as an eyewitness, he also drew on sources other than himself, especially in chapters 1 and 2. It is Joseph’s version of the story, just as in Luke we hear Mary’s side. Probably his source was family lore passed on to him from one of Jesus’ brothers, maybe James or Jude, or perhaps Jesus himself or even Mary. At any rate, we learn of Joseph’s plan to divorce Mary quietly. In those days in Jewish society, the betrothal period when a man and a woman were pledged to be married to each other, was just as legally binding as the actual consummated marriage. We don’t know if Mary tried to explain things to Joseph or not. But like Joseph of old, he is a dreamer—and a good thing, too! The angel of the Lord explains the situation to him in a dream and he believes him and takes Mary home as his wife. Here is the only account of why Mary’s child was to be given the name “Jesus”—because he would save us from our sins. The NT was written in Greek; “Jesus” is the Greek form of the Hebrew name, “Joshua.” “Joshua” means “Yahweh saves.” (“Yahweh” is how modern scholars think the Old Testament name of God is pronounced. It is translated in our English versions in all capital letters, mostly as LORD and sometimes as GOD.) I wonder if Joseph felt humbled and in need of forgiveness, once the angel straightened him out about Mary’s situation. Had he misjudged her? He is probably the first person in the NT narrative to receive comfort from the good news that Jesus came to save his people from their sins.
Luke 2:1-7 (Wednesday, Dec. 24, Christmas Eve) [15] The Birth of Jesus. Augustus, the great emperor, ordains a census, and in so doing, ensures that in the nick of time, Jesus will be born in Bethlehem, thus fulfilling Micah’s prophecy. Now this nick of time turns out to be the fullness of time in God’s plan and purpose. (See my poem, “The Fullness of Time,” in the Articles section, pp. 4-5.) What a striking juxtaposition of the mighty and the lowly in this story! Augustus Caesar in his palace in Rome, the governor at his palace in Antioch, and now Jesus, King of Heaven and Earth, lying in a manger at the margin of the world in a little town called Bethlehem. And yet we know, as Mary exulted in her song, that the lowly will be lifted high and the mighty will be brought low. 
Luke 2:8-20 (Thursday, Dec. 25, Christmas) [15-16] The Adoration of the Shepherds. (See my poem, “Listen to the Shepherds.”) Notice whom the Lord chooses as his first witnesses--shepherds. In those days, shepherds were near the bottom of the social ladder. Even though the patriarchs were shepherds and so was David, the lifestyle of shepherds prevented their full and punctilious participation in the Pharisaic Judaism that had evolved. They were on the job 24/7 and did not observe the Sabbath the way the scribes and Pharisees would have liked to see them do it. While everyone else was snug in bed at home, they would be out in the weather, keeping watch over their flocks. They would be the ones to see any unusual astronomical phenomena--such as a multitude of the heavenly host praising God! They believe the angel and go and find the sign just as it had been told them: a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger--Christ the Lord.
Luke 2:21-35 (Friday, Dec. 26) [16] Jesus Presented in the Temple. When Mary’s firstborn is eight days old, he is circumcised and given his name, Jesus. By now, Joseph has probably found a house in Bethlehem and the circumcision would take place locally.  Thirty-three days later they go the to the Temple to present Jesus before the Lord and to make the offering of two pigeons for the purification of the mother prescribed in Leviticus 12:8, which was the option granted to families who were too poor to afford a lamb. We tend to think of the Holy Spirit as having been silent for the 400 years between Malachi and the coming of the Lord Jesus. But Simeon had been cherishing for a long time a promise spoken to his heart by the Lord. And now he takes the baby Jesus in his arms and praises God. What drama and poetry! His reason for living has been fulfilled. Would to God that we as well, could say at the end of our lives, “Let me depart in peace...You have fulfilled all that you have promised and now I am ready to go to be with you!”
Luke 2:36-38 (Saturday, Dec. 27) [16-17] Anna’s Witness. If we take the more literal rendering, Anna wasn’t just an eighty-four year old widow, she had been a widow for eighty-four years! And that, after being married for seven. Let’s say she married at sixteen: that would make her 107 years old. At any rate, she had seen a lot water pass under the bridge. She had lived through the waning days of the last independent Hasmonean king, had seen her country give up its last shred of independence through greed and stupid rivalry among claimants to the Hasmonean throne and in the process come under the dominion of Rome. She had seen Herod become Rome’s client king over Judea and milk the country dry for his building projects and his opulent lifestyle. She had witnessed the various examples of his cruelty and ruthlessness. And all the while, no matter what the political or social weather was, she worshiped her God faithfully in the Temple night and day. She sees Simeon bless the Holy Family and she becomes a herald, telling of the child to all who were looking for redemption in Israel. Luke again and again records the witness of women in his gospel, signaling their full participation and equal status in the new community of the Messiah.
Matthew 2:1-12 (Sunday, Dec. 28) The Visit of the Magi.  A harmony of the Gospels would place the visit of the Magi and the Flight to Egypt where we have placed it, after the Presentation in the Temple but before the Holy Family goes to live in Nazareth. Matthew tells the tale mainly from Joseph’ perspective, and Luke, mainly from Mary’s. We really don’t know how long after Jesus’ birth the wise men came to visit, it could have been as little as six weeks or as much as a year or more. Perhaps Joseph and Mary originally thought that they would fulfill prophecy more closely if they raised the boy in Bethlehem. At any rate, contrary to all our crèches and nativity scenes, by the time the Magi got to Bethlehem, they found them living in a house (v.11). It is a rather ironic situation when all of Judea is ignorant of the king in their midst and instead representatives of the Gentiles come to worship him instead. They are the first fruits of an international homage that will be paid to the Lord Jesus. “Nations will come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn” (Isaiah 60:3). The typology of the visit and of the gifts is best rendered by the Christmas carol, “We Three Kings of Orient Are.”

