


 
Introduction 

    From December 2019 through November 2020 we will 
be working our way through the 52 chapters of the Gospel of Luke 
and Books of Acts.  Since I cannot cover all of the material in my 
sermons on Sundays, this study guide is designed to help you get 
the most of our Luke-Acts series.  This study guide will be pub-
lished every four to six weeks throughout the series. 

    Each week includes the reading for that week, some 
commentary from me, some questions for reflection and discus-
sion, and some family activities.  The study guide is primarily in-
tended for individual and family use, but can be adapted for small 
groups. 

I encourage you to complete these readings prior to each 
Sunday morning in order to help you prepare for each week’s ser-
mon.  I look forward to all of you joining me on this journey 
through Luke-Acts.    
 
Week 1: Leading up to Sunday, December 1 
 
Weekly Reading: Luke 1:1-25 
 
Luke 1:1-4 - Luke’s Introduction 

Luke is a physician (Colossians 4:14) from the Greek city of 
Antioch, who was discipled by, and was a traveling companion of, 
the Apostle Paul (Act 16:10). Luke is the writer of both the Gospel 
According to Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. So these two 
books can be seen as two volumes of a single work, referred to by 
scholars as Luke-Acts. 

    Both Luke and Acts are addressed to the same person: 
Theophilus, which means “God lover” in Greek (Theo=God, 
Philos=Love). It is not known whether Theophilus was an actual 
specific individual being discipled by Luke, or if it is a more general 
term for God’s people, sort of like saying, “Dear reader.” 
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What is most interesting about these four verses of Scrip-
ture, that we might otherwise gloss over, is how they inform our 
view of Scripture and our doctrine of inspiration. Notice that 
Luke says he has, “carefully investigated everything from the be-
ginning” in order, “to write an orderly account.”   

It would appear that Luke is embarking on his own re-
search, collecting stories, interviewing eyewitnesses, and con-
sulting other sources (most scholars believe that Mark and, per-
haps, Matthew were in circulation by that time). But how does 
that square with the doctrine of inspiration? Isn’t all Scripture 
given by the inspiration of God, literally “theopneustos” (God-
breathed), as it says in 2 Timothy 3:16? Doesn’t 2 Peter 1:21 say 
that prophets, “spoke from God as they were carried along by 
the Holy Spirit”? Doesn’t that mean God just dictated the words 
to the biblical authors? If that is the case, then why does Luke 
say that he did his own research? 

All of the Bible, including the Gospel of Luke, is the very 
Word of God. God, through the Holy Spirit, inspired the authors, 
down to their very choice of words. Each and every word is ex-
actly what God wanted them to write, and us to read, but with-
out taking away their unique style or their responsibility to do 
their homework. For instance, in Greek, you can see a much 
more educated and refined style in Luke and Paul than in Mark 
or Peter. God worked in the minds of the biblical writers, not just 
their hands. Not only that, the Holy Spirit has guided the Church 
in selecting, persevering, copying, and translating the Bible. He 
continues to guide us and inspire us as we read it together, so 
that we, as the lovers of God, “may know the certainty of the 
things we have been taught.” 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion: 

1. How do you make sense of the fact that Luke was in-
spired by God to write his gospel and yet still had to do his 
own research? 
2. How does the Holy Spirit continue to inspire you today as 
you read Scripture? 



3. How does the Bible help you to know the certainty of the 
things you have been taught? 

 
Luke 1:5-25 - The Birth of John the Baptist Foretold 

Before Luke can tell us about baby Jesus, he has to tell us 
about baby John, John the Baptist, the one who will, “Prepare 
the way of the Lord.” 

Luke tells us that these events take place in the time of 
King Herod. King Herod the Great reigned in Judah from 37 BC 
until 4 AD. This gives us some idea about when, historically, 
these events took place. We will get into a more detailed discus-
sion about the time of Jesus’ birth when we get to Luke Chapter 
2. 

John was born to an elderly, childless couple named 
Zachariah and Elizabeth. In the ancient world there was no re-
tirement system. The only hope people, especially women (who 
usually outlived their husbands) had, was that their children 
would care for them in their old age.  This places John in the 
long line of promised children in the Bible that includes Isaac, 
(Genesis 21:1-7) Samson (Judges 13:2-5) and Samuel (1 Samuel 
1:1-28).   

Zachariah was a priest at the Temple in Jerusalem. The 
priests were divided into 24 divisions, each of which came on 
duty for one week twice each year. During a time when Zachari-
ah’s division was on duty, his name was drawn to go into the 
Holy Place. This was in front of the curtain, behind which was 
the Most Holy Place and the Ark of the Covenant. He was to 
burn incense, which was done each morning and evening. While 
he was in the Holy Place, Zachariah had an encounter with the 
Archangel Gabriel, who informed him that he and Elizabeth 
would have a son, whom they were to name John. 

John was to be a Nazarite from birth. Nazarites (Numbers 
6:1-21) were people who took special vows to God, kind of like 
monastic vows, but they were usually temporary. Among other 
things, Nazarites vowed not to drink wine, eat or drink anything 
produced with grapes, and to not cut their hair during the time 



of their vow. Samson was the only other recorded person to be a 
Nazarite from birth. 

Zachariah, understandably, is skeptical, so he is stuck 
mute until after the baby is born.  This is the ultimate example 
of, “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all!” 
When Zachariah returns home, Elizabeth becomes pregnant. 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion: 

1. Do you, or someone you know, have a miracle baby, one 
that came after a struggle with infertility, or had health prob-
lems?  Do you, or someone you know, have a child that is ad-
vanced in some way, spiritually, intellectually, or otherwise? 
2. What are the dangers of parenting a child like that?  Do 
we make idols out of our children? (Think about God’s call for 
Abraham to be willing to sacrifice Isaac in Genesis 22:1-19)    
3. How are we called to dedicate our children to God? 

 
 
Week 1 Family Activity Ideas: 
 
Christmas Card Prayers: Put the Christmas cards you get in a 
basket. Draw them out periodically throughout the coming 
weeks and pray for that family. 
 
Mute Activities: Connect Zachariah’s inability to speak after the 
angel Gabriel’s visit to one or both of the following activities  

 Mouth Reading: Gather your family and ask a question 
about Jesus or the story of John the Baptist’s birth, such as, 
“Who prepared the way for the Lord,” or “Who was John the 
Baptist's father;” or “How do you spell JESUS?”. Have mem-
bers of your family MOUTH the answer without speaking, OR 
MOUTH the question slowly but without talking and the fam-
ily can answer out loud!  

 
 Play a game of charades 

 



Week 2: Leading upto Sunday, December 8 
 
Weekly Reading: Luke 1:26-56 
 
Luke 1:26-38 - The Annunciation 

Six months into Elizabeth’s pregnancy with John the Bap-
tist, the Angel Gabriel gets another assignment to announce a 
miraculous birth. This time, the recipient of the promise is a vir-
gin from the city of Nazareth named Mary, who also just hap-
pens to be a cousin of Elizabeth. While the other miracle babies 
of the Bible, including John the Baptist, could be explained, God 
was not going to take any chances of anyone explaining away 
the miracle of the birth of His Son. This was going to be an unde-
niable miracle, as the Prophet said, “Behold the virgin shall be 
with child and will give birth to a son.” (Isaiah 7:14) 

Gabriel promises Mary that she will have a Son and she is 
to name him Jesus (in Hebrew, “Yahshua”, meaning, “The one 
who saves”). From this very first encounter with Mary, God is 
trying to tell us that Jesus is, in fact, the long awaited Messiah. 

Mary is, understandably, frightened, confused, and skep-
tical. However, even in the midst of her doubts and fears, she 
placed herself completely, obediently and unreservedly at the 
Lord’s service. 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion: 

1. Mark Lowry wrote a Christmas song entitled, “Mary Did 
You Know?” asking Mary if she knew who her Son really 
was.  Do you think Mary knew? What must have the experi-
ence been like for her? (It’s a great song whether Mary knew, 
or not.) 
2. What impossible thing has God called you to be a part of, 
something you know that could/will not happen without 
God? 

 
 
 



Luke 1:39-56 - The Visitation and The Magnificat 
The first thing Mary does is leave Nazareth and head for 

the hill country of Judea (a distance of about 90 miles) to see 
her cousin, Elizabeth. This event is known as the Visitation.   

Upon hearing Mary’s voice, and coming into the pres-
ence of the Child which Mary carried in her own womb, the fe-
tal John the Baptist leaped for joy in Elizabeth’s womb. Mary 
then breaks into a song of praise, which is often referred to as 
the Magnificat, which comes from the Latin word for “magnify,” 
as in, “My soul magnifies the Lord...” 

The text says that Mary remained there for three 
months. According to Luke 1:26, the angel visited Mary when 
Elizabeth was six months pregnant. We could infer from this 
that Mary remained until after the birth of John the Baptist. 
 
Questions for Reflection/Discussion: 

1. Why do you think Mary’s first move was to go visit Eliza-
beth? 
2. What do you think baby John’s actions in the womb say 
about the pre-born? 

 
 
 
Week 2 Family Activity Ideas 
 
Invisible, Yet Real: Write things that are invisible to the eye on 
slips of paper (ex: air, electricity, smell, gravity, angels, emo-
tions, internet, God, germs, etc.). Ask family members to play 
20 questions—except shorten it to 10 questions. Invite a volun-
teer to pick a slip of paper and the others will ask him/her ques-
tions, which can be answered with a “yes” or “no”. They get 10 
tries to guess the thing invisible to the eye. One of the items on 
this list is angels. There were times in the Bible that angels ap-
peared to people (Abraham, Jacob, Mary, Joseph, etc.), but 
they are not always visible to us. Angels are God’s helpers to do 
His work. 



 Mary Did You Know: As a family, listen to “Mary Did You Know” 
by Mark Lowry (if you don’t have a copy, many versions are 
available for free on YouTube). You may choose to stop periodi-
cally throughout the song to discuss what words are referencing 
in relation to things Jesus did.  
  
Family/Personal Magnificat: Mary’s Magnificat is a song of joy 
and thanksgiving, and her response to God’s ask of her. Read 
Mary’s Magnificat in Luke 1:46-55. Think about your own life and 
the things that you are grateful for, and what you hope to 
achieve with God’s help. Write your own (or family) Magnificat, 
starting with ‘My soul gives thanks to the Lord for…’ 
 
Week 3: Leading upto Sunday, December 15 
 
Weekly Reading: Luke 1:57-80 
 
Luke 1:57-66 - The Birth of John the Baptist 

    In this text, John the Baptist is born, named, and then 
circumcised on the eighth day, according to Jewish custom. Cir-
cumcision was a symbol that the child was born into the cove-
nant community of Israel, much like baptism is in the church to-
day. 

    Once John is named, the promise of God is fulfilled, 
and the command of God obeyed by Zachariah. Zachariah is able 
to speak again. From the very beginning, people knew that John 
would be special. 
 
Questions for Discussion/Reflection: 

1. Why do you think Zachariah could suddenly speak once 
John was named? 
2. What do you think it was like for Zachariah and Elizabeth 
to raise John the Baptist? 

 
 
 



Luke 1:67-80 - Zachariah’s Song: The Benedictus 
The Gospel of Luke is starting to feel like a musical. We 

are in scene four and there have been two major musical num-
bers, with more to come. This song is known as Zachariah’s Song 
or The Benedictus (Latin for “blessed”), the first word of the song 
in the Latin text. 

To understand this song (or the Magnificat which we 
looked at last week), you have to understand that the people of 
Judea lived in occupied territory under the Roman Empire. They 
were oppressed, heavily taxed, and often brutalized by Roman 
soldiers. Rebellions would sometimes begin, only to be over-
whelmingly suppressed.  

Suppressed both religiously and politically, for there was 
no separation of the two in the ancient world. People were ex-
pecting a Messiah (in Hebrew: “Anointed One”, in Greek, 
“Christos”), where we get the English word “Christ”) to come and 
save them in both a political and religious sense. That is, the 
Messiah was expected to come and overthrow the Roman occu-
pation and then lead the people back to faithfulness to God and 
a new Jewish Golden Age. This hope is expressed in the song by 
the words in verses 74 and 75, “to rescue us from the hand of 
our enemies, and to enable us to serve him without fear, in holi-
ness and righteousness before him all our days.” 

Zachariah knows that his son, John, is going to have a part 
to play in God’s plan. John is going to be a, “prophet of the Most 
High”, who will “prepare the way for [the Messiah].” 
 
Questions for Discussion/Reflection: 

1. When Jesus came, people had expectations of the Messi-
ah that were false and he didn’t meet. What are we ex-
pecting Jesus to do and to be? In what ways does he meet 
those expectations, in what ways doesn’t he? 
2. How can we prepare the way for Jesus to come into our 
world and our lives this Advent?  

 
 



Week 3 Family Activities  
 
Taxation activity with M&Ms: Have your kids do a chore, appro-
priate to their age, they wouldn’t ordinarily do (unload the dish-
washer, fold the laundry, take out the trash, etc.). After they 
have completed the job, pay them with 10 M&Ms (or some other 
small candy/cereal you have). As soon as you have done that, tell 
them you forgot about the “parent tax”. You need back 7 of their 
M&Ms since you allow them to live in your house, feed them, 
provide heat, etc. Ask the kids how they feel about the “parent 
tax”. Tell them this is similar to the money tax the people of Ju-
dea had, on top of not being treated nicely. They desperately 
needed and wanted the Savior that had been promised to them.  
 
Zachariah’s Benedictus Video: Read Zachariah’s Benedictus in 
Scripture (Luke 1:67-79) and then watch “Zachariah’s Benedictus: 
His Name is John” on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Mm-2aEZKh4k. After viewing, discuss why Zachariah 
was so excited and how we can prepare the way for the Lord this 
Advent season.  

Christmas Light Viewing: Go see Christmas lights in the commu-
nity. Talk about Jesus being the light of the world. Relate all the 
Christmas preparation, not to the world’s commercial reason, 
but us celebrating the coming of Jesus and getting ourselves 
ready for His arrival.  
 
Week 4: Leading upto Sunday, December 22 
 
Weekly Reading: Luke 3:1-20 
 
Luke 3:1-20 - The Ministry of John the Baptist 

    We are skipping ahead in our story about 30 years to 
look at the ministry of John the Baptist. The year is about AD 26 
(see next week for a discussion of dating these events). The place 
is the Judean wilderness, along the Jordan River. John the Baptist 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mm-2aEZKh4k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mm-2aEZKh4k


makes his debut in public ministry. 
John’s ministry was preaching repentance and baptizing 

people as a symbol of that repentance in preparation for the 
coming of the Messiah. John describes himself as one who is ful-
filling the prophecy of the Prophet Isaiah in Isaiah 40:3. He is the 
“voice of one calling in the wilderness, ‘Prepare the way of the 
Lord.’” 

One of the things I love about this passage is the way un-
expected people (like soldiers and tax collectors), rather than the 
“usual suspects” (religious leaders), respond to John’s preaching. 
The tax collectors, the most hated people in this culture, are 
Jews who have hired themselves out to the Roman establish-
ment to collect their oppressive taxes from other Jews. They 
often inflated the rates and pocketed the difference. When these 
tax collectors asked, “What should we do?,” John could have told 
them, “Get out of here you thieves and traitors!” or, “You need 
to give up tax collecting and get a respectable job.” But he didn’t. 
Instead he said, “Do not collect more than you are required.” In 
the same way, the soldiers asked what they should do. These 
were probably not Roman soldiers, but Jewish soldiers who were 
used by the Romans to keep order, somewhat like local police. 
John doesn’t tell them to find a better line of work, or to adopt 
absolute pacifism. Rather he tells them to simply do their job and 
do it fairly. I think this is a powerful lesson on how our faith im-
pacts our daily work life. 

Of course John does not go easy on everyone.  He has 
some words for the puppet King of Judea, Herod (not the Herod 
from when Jesus was born, but his son). These words would land 
John in prison and eventually cost him his head. 
 
Questions for Discussion/Reflection: 

1. What surprises you about John’s response to the tax col-
lectors and the soldiers? 
2. What are surprising groups in our society who might be 
asking, “What should we do?”  What should our response 
be? What is the balance between the necessary life change 
that comes with faith and unnecessary legalism? 



Week 4 Family Activities 
 
Turn It Around!: Declare one day (or evening) to be Turn Around 
Day. Wear clothing turned inside out or backward. Switch 
around some furniture or household décor. Eat dessert before 
the meal or have breakfast foods for dinner. Use the back door 
more than the front door (unless that’s the norm) and incorpo-
rate any other ideas you have of “turning something around.” 
The reason for Turn Around Day is to help kids learn about re-
pentance. John the Baptist was baptizing people and calling them 
to repent of their sins in preparation for the coming Messiah. 
Repentance means turning away from sin. It involves a complete 
change in direction to follow God’s way instead of staying on the 
path of sin.  When we acknowledge our sin and ask God to for-
give us, it means we have repented. We are telling God we want 
to turn away from that sin to follow Him. 
 
Prepare for Jesus: Prepare room for Christ during this season, 
both in your hearts and in your homes. Take the time as a family 
to discuss the meaning of Advent and the importance of prepar-
ing room for Christ. Take action in this as well and go through 
your kids closets, toy bins, storage, etc. and select items to do-
nate to shelters or families in need.  
 
Week 5: Leading up to Sunday, December 29 
 
Weekly Reading: Luke 2:1-20 
 
Luke 2:1-20 - The Birth of Jesus 

Today, we are looking at Luke’s story of the birth of Jesus. 
The first thing to think about in Luke is where and when. The 
where is easy enough, Bethlehem. Luke even includes the reason 
why Jesus was born in Bethlehem rather than Nazareth where 
his parents are from: They had to travel to Bethlehem for the 
census. 

The when is a little trickier. In the ancient world, people 



kept time according to the reigns of their rulers. For example, if I 
told you I was born on the ninth day of the seventh month of 
the second year of the presidency of Gerald Ford, you could look 
that up. I’m not going to make you, it was 1975. That is exactly 
what Luke is doing here. So if we look at the reign of Quirinius, 
he served two terms as governor of Syria, from 6 to 4 BC and 
again from AD 6 to 9. Line that reign up with Herod the Great, 
who died in 4 BC, and we know that Jesus had to have been 
born between 6 and 4 BC (BC refers to “Before Christ” and AD 
refers to “Anno Domini”, or “Year of the Lord.” The discrepancy 
was discovered after people had already begun using AD, but it 
was too late to fix it.) 

We are all used to seeing, in our mind, the image of an 
inn with a “No Vacancy” sign lit up and Mary, Joseph, and Jesus 
in a nearby barn. There is nothing wrong with that. I think the 
Bible often invites us to use our imagination in picturing the sto-
ries.   

However, it is more likely that Mary and Joseph sought 
shelter with extended family. The Greek word “kataluma”, 
which is traditionally translated as “inn”, can also be translated 
as “guest room”. Because of the census, the house was crowded 
and the guest room was full, so the next option would have 
been the lower part of the house where the animals were kept 
at night. This may have even been preferable to the crowded, 
noisy upper level of the house. 

The next scene shows the angels announcing the birth of 
Jesus to the shepherds.  Despite the fact that King David was a 
shepherd, they were considered among the lowest class of peo-
ple at that time. If you pay attention throughout Luke, you will 
see special attention paid to those who were unliked by the larg-
er society. The angels break into song, the Gloria in Excelsius, 
the third big musical number so far. 
 
 
 
 



Questions for Discussion/Reflection: 
1. What does it mean to you that the specific time and 
place of Jesus' birth is recorded? 
2. The angels tell the shepherds, “Do not be afraid,” and 
that phrase is repeated over and over again in Scripture.  In 
what areas of your life is God telling you, “Do not be afraid?” 

 
Week 5 Family Activities 
 
Family Census: Talk about what a census is. Use this as an op-
portunity to map out your family tree. Relate this to the reason 
Mary and Joseph were in Bethlehem and so many others before 
the birth of Jesus.  
 
Celebrate Jesus’ Birthday: As a family, make a birthday cake for 
Jesus. Even sing Him “Happy Birthday”. Talk about gifts you 
could give to Jesus in the year to come (ex: pray, serve others, 
read God’s word, etc.).  
 
The Stocking Prayer: When packing your stockings away, write a 
prayer thanking God for the blessings of this year and ask for 
one thing in the New Year. Next year, you can find the prayer 
and see how God blesses and answers prayer throughout the 
year 
 
What Do You Say?: You’ve probably said that many, many times 
in the last week, hoping to prompt your kids to say thank you for 
the gifts they received. Make a list of gifts received and who 
needs to receive a thank you note. Lay out thank you cards, 
pens, markers, paper, etc. and sit down as a family to write 
thank you cards together. Enjoy a snack and hot chocolate when 
finished. Don’t forget to say thank you to God for His great gift, 
Jesus! 





Wesley United Methodist Church 
400 Iowa Avenue 
Muscatine, Iowa 

563-263-1596 
wesley@wesleyonline.org  


