
Focus Idea: After growing up in relative obscurity, thirty-year-old Jesus begins his public ministry. In two dramatic 
stories, Jesus’ identity as God’s anointed Messiah precipitates conflict and danger.

The Context: The Gospel of Luke, placed third in the New Testament’s canonical order, is distinct in several 
important ways. Scholars believe that it was written to a largely Gentile audience, perhaps as a 
defense of Christian practice against pagan criticism. It was the first element of a two-part extended 
report on early Christianity; like the second piece, the book of Acts, Luke was addressed to a man 
named Theophilus. Luke’s gospel places a special emphasis on Jesus’ compassion for the poor and 
marginalized. In the preceding chapters, Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem and baptism in Judea are in focus.

The Characters: Luke was a physician who probably hailed from the western part of Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). 
While Luke knows that there are other writings about the ministry of Jesus, he sees need for an 
“orderly”, “carefully investigated” report. His precision in the books of Luke and Acts bespeaks a 
professional physician who aimed to report with accuracy and clarity. Present on stage in Chapter 4 
are Jesus, the devil, and the people of his home region of Galilee.

The Core: For the majority of his life, Jesus lived the quiet days of a carpenter in Nazareth (Mark 6:3). But after 
John the Baptist’s ministry took hold in the Judean wilderness, Jesus emerged from the woodshop, 
was baptized in the Jordan River, and began his ministry career in earnest. 

Full of the Holy Spirit, Luke writes, Jesus was led into the desert for a forty-day period of fasting and 
preparation. (In most cases, the number forty is the scriptural indicator of fulfillment or completion). 
At the end of those days, the devil approached Jesus in order to test (or tempt; the words are nearly 
the same in ancient languages) Jesus (vs. 1-13). 

Three times the enemy approached Jesus with enticements. In the first temptation, the devil appealed 
to Jesus’ physical hunger, but Jesus, quoting Deuteronomy 8, resisted his longing for physical food. In 
the second test, the tempter offered authority over all the kingdoms of the world in exchange for 
Jesus’ worship. Again, Jesus referred to the Old Testament to turn away the devil. Finally, the enemy –
quoting scripture himself on this occasion – urged Jesus to prove his divinity by throwing himself off 
from the pinnacle of the temple. Once more, however, Jesus parried away the temptation with the 
words of scripture. Defeated, the enemy left Jesus, seeking – ominously – a “more opportune time.”

Once more, the Holy Spirit directed Jesus, sending him to Galilee where he began to preach to great 
effect (vs. 14-15). The positive affirmations continued as he read from the scroll of Isaiah in his home 
synagogue – at least to a point. Identifying with Isaiah’s mission to the poor, oppressed, and 
prisoners, Jesus marked out a hopeful scope to his ministry. But when he suggested that his work 
would be better received by Gentiles than by his own people (vs. 23-27) his family and friends turned 
on him. Only by a miraculous escape did Jesus avoid being pushed off a cliff to his death (vs. 28-30). 

These two stories are essential to understanding the remainder of Luke’s gospel. Jesus, on the one 
hand, is powerful enough to win a one-on-one contest with the devil. He is crafty enough to escape a 
raging mob. But he is also a profoundly compassionate man whose compelling teachings and heart 
for the marginalized will mark his time on earth. 


