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Beauty For Ashes 
Introduction to the Gospel of Luke 

     

     My family and I have visited Yellowstone National Park numerous times and have 

been enthralled with the diversity and beauty in nature nestled in that area. The beauty of 

Yellowstone is so pristine and unique that it has been given the nickname, “Paradise.”  

But, the spring of 1988 was unusually dry in Yellowstone National Park. In June a series 

of bolts of lighting struck in various areas of the park and ignited the dry grasses and 

trees. These fires were fanned by gale force winds and spread throughout the park. Some 

25,000 firefighters, including soldiers from the U.S. Army and Marines, fought the fires 

day after day throughout the summer, but with little success. Finally, on September 10th, 

the firefighters, and all involved in this daunting task, realized they had been defeated. 

Fires surrounded them and they knew it would only be hours until all the Yellowstone 

fires would consolidate into a single gigantic blaze and the entire park would be 

destroyed.  

 

     Then, the unexpected happened – something which had not happened all summer. It 

started to rain and then to snow all over the park! Dan Sholly, the man in charge of 

operation said, “I couldn’t believe it. Abruptly, it was over. We were plucked from the 

brink of a cataclysmic defeat. The Great Spirit smiled on us.” What man could not 

accomplish, through months of struggle, with massive man power and sophisticated 

equipment, God could - and did, through His mighty power and authority over nature. 

 

     The summer after the fires we visited the park again and even though we knew about 

the fires, nothing could prepare us for what we saw. The smell of ashes was still in the 

air. Where there had once been thousands of majestic lodgepole pines now there were 

charred stumps which resembled scarecrows. Thick ashes covered the forest floor in 

place of colorful wildflowers and green foliage. When the fire was over, one writer called 

Yellowstone, “Paradise Lost.”  

 

     A number of years later, we were in Yellowstone Park again and what a dramatic 

change had taken place! The rains had fallen year after year and out of those ashes 

incredible beauty had sprung forth. Life and growth was evident everywhere. It was 

thrilling to see vibrantly colored wildflowers, healthy young lodgepole pines and shrubs 

all growing up out of the ashes. It was like a rebirth – like “Paradise Recreated.”  

 

     As I was writing this study on the Gospel of Luke, I read the Isaiah prophecy 

concerning Jesus and His ministry here on earth. That prophecy says, “The Spirit of the 

Sovereign Lord is upon me, because the Lord has appointed me to bring good news to the 

poor. He has sent me to comfort the broken hearted and to announce that captives will be 

released and prisoners will be freed. He has sent me to tell those who mourn that the time 

of the Lord’s favor has come, and with it, the day of God’s anger against their enemies. 

To all who mourn in Israel, he will give beauty for ashes, joy instead of mourning, praise 

instead of despair” (Isaiah 61:1-3).  
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     The picture that flashed into my mind upon reading this prophecy was of those scenes 

of rebirth and regeneration that I had seen in Yellowstone that summer. Because, as we 

read through the Gospel of Luke, that is just what we see Jesus doing – giving new life 

and new hope to people whose lives have been ravaged by circumstances, by sin and by 

crippling diseases. People who were like those ashes and charred stumps of trees – people 

like you and me. Jesus touched their lives and transformed them into fruitful trees of 

beauty – He gave them (and us) beauty for ashes. Jesus brings beauty forth from the 

ashes of our lives. 

 

     It is recorded in the book of Luke that when Jesus first began His earthly ministry, He 

went to the synagogue in His hometown of Nazareth one Sabbath and read from the 

scroll containing the book of Isaiah. The passage in Isaiah was a prophecy concerning 

Jesus and His ministry on earth. It was written some 700 years before Jesus’ birth. Luke 

records only a portion of the Isaiah 61 passage, but the entire prophecy is recorded in 

Isaiah. When Jesus finished reading the prophecy, He said, “…the time of the Lord’s 

favor has come. This Scripture has come true before your very eyes.” Jesus was saying, 

“I am the One standing before you today who will fulfill this prophecy.” 

 

The Four Gospels 
     There are four books in the New Testament with the word “gospel” in the title. Those 

books are “The Gospel of Matthew,” “The Gospel of Mark,” The Gospel of Luke” and 

“The Gospel of John.” Since the word “gospel” is common to all four books, what does it 

mean? It means, “good news.” The “good news” refers specifically to Jesus Christ – to 

who He is, what He did while He was here on earth, what that accomplished for 

humankind and how we are to respond to this good news. 

 

     Three of the Gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke are referred to as the Synoptic 

Gospels. The word “synoptic” means, “taking the same or common view.”  Why then is it 

necessary to have four Gospels? It is because each writer wrote an account of the life of 

Christ from a different perspective. Suppose four contemporary writers chose to chronicle 

the life of Billy Graham. One would approach his writing about Billy Graham in the role 

of a father; another would write about him in the role of husband; and another about his 

role as an evangelist. Each of the writers might focus on many of the same events, but in 

those events would stress the points that would help the reader to see Billy Graham in the 

particular role they were presenting. 

 

     So it was with the four Gospel writers. Matthew was a Jew, writing to Jews and his 

purpose was to present Jesus as King of the Jews – the long-awaited Messiah. Mark’s 

purpose was to present Jesus as a Servant, Luke presented Jesus as the perfect human, 

and John portrays Jesus in His deity as the Son of God. For us to understand who Jesus is 

and what His purpose was in coming to earth, all four accounts are necessary. All the 

writers told their story in very individualized ways.  

 

     The Gospel of John is not considered a Synoptic Gospel because John’s presentation 

of Jesus is in more direct and explicit statements about who Jesus is and what His mission 

was here on earth. John had a more evangelistic intent than the other Synoptic Gospels. 
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     All four Gospels are told in narrative or story form. They are told through dialogue, 

speeches, parables, events and dynamic interaction between Jesus and those He healed. 

Often the teachings of Jesus are implied within the story and through the interaction of its 

characters, rather than through simple, reasoned arguments like we find in most of the 

other books in the New Testament. This means that keeping track of the story’s 

movement and its characters is crucial. God’s truth is taught in the context of life – it is 

clothed in flesh and blood. And that is why you and I will find that we are caught up in 

the dramas and frequently identify with the characters.  

 

     Please keep in mind when comparing the Gospel of Luke with the other three gospels, 

Matthew, Mark and John, that the chronological order may not be the same in all books. 

Sometimes, one gospel writer will not include an event or encounter that the other gospel 

writers include.  

 

The Author of the Gospel of Luke 
     Of course, as the title implies, Luke is that author of the Gospel of Luke. Luke is also 

thought to be the author of the Acts of the Apostles. Even though Luke does not identify 

himself as the author of these two books, information in these books and historical 

evidence have helped historians to identify Luke as the author. The Gospel of Luke is 

actually part of a two volume work: one being the Gospel of Luke and the other the Acts 

of the Apostles. In Luke’s mind these two volumes were thought of as a pair. He ties 

these two books together in Acts 1:1-5.  

 

     Luke was a physician by profession and was most likely a Gentile Christian. Luke was 

not an eyewitness of all the events he describes in this Gospel of Luke, but was most 

likely a second-generation Christian. The first generation of the Christian church was the 

apostles who walked and talked with Jesus. However, in writing this account to 

Theophilus, Luke writes, “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of 

the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning 

were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to 

me also having followed all things closely for some time past, to wrote an orderly 

account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the 

things you have been taught”(Luke 1:1-4). 

 

      Luke was the traveling companion of Paul and was an eyewitness to much that he 

wrote in the book of Acts.  In Paul’s letter to the church at Colossae, he writes, “Luke the 

beloved physician greets you…” (Colossians 4:14). We read in Acts 9:15 that at the time 

of Paul’s conversion, God told him to take the gospel to the Gentiles and if Luke was 

indeed a Gentile, he would have been a great asset to Paul’s ministry. If Luke was a 

Gentile, he is the only known Gentile author in the New Testament.  

 

The Date 
     The date of the book is not entirely clear; however, passages in the text that refer to 

actual historical events place the date of the book in the early sixties of the first century.i 
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Purpose 
     Luke’s purpose for writing this book was to present an accurate, chronological, and 

comprehensive account of the life of Jesus to strengthen the faith of believers, to 

stimulate faith among non-believers and to record this as part of biblical and secular 

history.   

    

General Structure of Luke 

      Now let us consider the general structure of Luke. Although it has fewer chapters 

than some other books, it is the longest book in the New Testament. When Luke said in 

the first few verses of the book that he would “compile a narrative of the things that have 

been accomplished among us,” and that it would be “an orderly account,” he wasn’t 

kidding! How grateful we are for Luke’s thorough account of Jesus’ life and ministry 

here on earth. However, because of the length of the Gospel of Luke, it will be necessary 

to cover much material in each lesson. In a number of chapters I have summarized 

various sections rather than covering them more thoroughly with questions. 

 

     For the most part, Luke wrote the book in chronological order. However, chapters 14, 

15 and 17 are not necessarily chronological but thematic. In these chapters Luke links 

together a group of incidents according to their themes.  The following chart reveals the 

chronological order of Jesus’ life and ministry.  

 

1:1-4:13            4:14-9:50            9:51-19:27            19:28-23:56            24 
Birth and               Two & a half            One half year                   8 days                  50 days 

preparation            years Galilean          “To Jerusalem”                Jerusalem            Resurrection         

for ministry.           ministry                     ministry                          ministry               ministry        

 

     Luke covers the first 30 years of Jesus’ life, that is, events surrounding His birth, His 

birth, and His temptation in the wilderness in the first four and a half chapters. Beginning 

in Luke 4:14 through 9:50, Luke describes the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry at 30 

years of age. The first two and a half years were spent ministering to people in the region 

of Galilee.  

     In Luke 9:51 Luke says of Jesus, “…he set his face to go to Jerusalem.” Jesus knew 

that He was to be crucified in Jerusalem, and yet He determined in His heart to go to the 

cross because of His love for you and me.  Verses 9:51-19:27 cover a half year period of 

Jesus’ public ministry and is known as His “to Jerusalem” ministry. In Luke 9:28-23:56 

Luke writes of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, His trial, and then His crucifixion. 

Chapter 24 details His resurrection and ascension. Thus Luke ends the first half of his 

two part volume concerning all that Jesus did and taught until He was taken up to heaven.  

 

     Luke then writes his second volume to Theophilus to tell him what Jesus’ disciples did 

in spreading this Gospel that Jesus taught throughout the then known world.  However, 

this second volume, The Acts of the Apostles does not immediately follow the Gospel of 

Luke in the New Testament as we might think it would. Theologians who placed the 

books of the Bible in the order they did, had good reasons for doing so.    
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Key Themes of Lukeii 
     As a writer under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Luke chose certain events and 

teachings of Jesus to include in this Gospel. He couldn’t of course, include all of what 

Jesus said and did. The following are some of those key themes: 

Plan of God: God has a plan for humankind who are trapped in their sin and at the 

center of His plan is His Son, Jesus Christ. The prophecy from Isaiah is God’s plan and it 

speaks of Jesus:  “The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is upon me, because the Lord has 

appointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to comfort the broken 

hearted and to announce that captives will be released and prisoners will be freed. He 

has sent me to tell those who mourn that the time of the Lord’s favor has come, and with 

it, the day of God’s anger against their enemies. To all who mourn in Israel, he will give 

beauty for ashes, joy instead of mourning, praise instead of despair” (Isaiah 61:1-3). 

When Jesus began His ministry, He quoted a portion of this passage in Isaiah and then 

said, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). 

Son of God: The Gospel opens with the birth narratives of John the Baptist and Jesus. 

John is described as the prophet of the Most High who is to prepare the way for Jesus 

(1:76), the Son of the Most High God. Jesus was sent to earth by His Father to redeem 

mankind (1:32; 2:11). 

Humanity of Jesus: Luke stressed the humanity of Jesus as he gave a beautifully 

detailed account of the birth of Christ as well as some childhood events. He also stressed 

Jesus’ humanity through His temptation in the wilderness (“tempted as we are, yet 

without sin”).iii He had relationships with other people and experienced betrayal. In 

prayer before He went to the cross,  Jesus asked His Father to “let this cup” pass from 

Him. In His humanity, He did not want to go through that horrible time anymore than you 

and I want to go through difficult times. On the cross He cried out to His Father, “My 

God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” In the same way there are times when you 

and I feel as though God has forsaken us. 

The Holy Spirit: The prominence of the Holy Spirit in Luke is quite obvious. It is 

through the overshadowing Spirit of God that Mary conceived the child who would be 

called the Son of God. The same Spirit filled John the Baptist and His mother, Elizabeth. 

Jesus was full of the Spirit and was led by the Spirit at the time of His temptation by 

Satan. The passage from Isaiah that Jesus quoted in the synagogue at the beginning of His 

public ministry begins, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me.” Jesus promised the Holy Spirit 

to those who place their trust in Him and He will enable us to live victoriously. 

Word of God: The Word of God is emphasized and especially prominent in the Parable 

of the Soils where we are challenged as to if and how we will receive God’s Word into 

our hearts and lives. 

Salvation Offered to All: Jesus was no respecter of persons. “Red and yellow, black 

and white, they are precious in His sight….” In Jesus’ encounter with Zacchaeus, Jesus 

said, “For the Son of Man came to seek and save the lost” (Luke 19:10). Jesus reached 
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out to humankind in every encounter and in His teachings such as the parables of the lost 

sheep, the lost coin and the lost son. 

Discipleship: Luke places great emphasis on the choosing of the disciples, the teaching 

and training of disciples, the requirements of a disciple and the cost of discipleship.  

Prayer: There is a strong emphasis on prayer in Luke. Not only was prayer significant 

throughout Jesus’ life and in the early church, but it seems to have been especially 

important in time of transition and crisis. Only Luke recorded that Jesus was praying at 

His baptism when the Holy Spirit descended on Him (3:21). He prayed before choosing 

the twelve apostles (6:12). Luke 11:1-13 and 18:1-8 contain His special teaching and 

parables on prayer. 

Miracles: All four Gospels record miracles of Christ. Luke more frequently records 

expressions of praise and thanksgiving to God than other writers. 

The Cross: The cross is central in the Gospel of Luke. At the baby dedication of Jesus in 

the Temple, there is the foreshadowing of Jesus’ suffering on the cross (Luke 2:34-35). In 

Luke 13:33, it is clear that Jesus is moving toward the cross when He says, 

“Nevertheless, I must go on my way today and tomorrow, and the day following, for it 

cannot be that a prophet should perish away from Jerusalem” (Luke 13:33). At the Last 

Supper, Jesus said of Himself, “For it has been determined that the Son of Man must 

die…” (Luke 22:22NLT). These and other verses indicate that Jesus had a complete 

understanding of His purpose and plan in going to the cross. (Dear friend, can you doubt 

His love for you?) 

Eschatology (doctrine of the last things): Luke contains teachings of Jesus about His 

second coming to earth. It also contains vivid warnings about the need to be faithful 

while Jesus is away because He will return and hold us accountable. It contains warnings 

against coming judgment, against living just for this world and encouragement to always 

live as though Jesus were returning today! 

The Content of Jesus’ Teachings 

     The content of Jesus’ teaching is as relevant to us today as it was to the people in His 

day. Jesus did not avoid a topic just because it wasn’t politically correct. He met issues 

head on. For example:  

Jesus Dealt with Ethnic Issues: We live in a multicultural world with bitter ethnic 

divisions. There is hardly a week goes by but that we hear of a group of people being 

killed or run out of their own country due to ethnic cleansing. In parables liked “The 

Good Samaritan,” Jesus taught how centuries of mistrust and hatred of different ethnic 

origins can be transformed when God’s love is operating in the heart of an individual. 

Jesus Dealt with Gender Issues: Women in Jesus’ day were, for the most part, treated 

little better than animals. Jesus lifted them up by interacting with them on the same level 

as men and valuing their opinions as well their contributions to the work of God. Jesus 
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related to women in a healthy way, not fearing them nor having disdain for them. More 

than any other Gospel writer, Luke focuses on Jesus’ interaction with women. 

Jesus Dealt with Hypocrisy: Jesus’ harshest criticism was for religious people who 

were hypocrites! They were the religious leaders who wouldn’t dirty their hands to 

minister to people who needed God’s love and mercy. Jesus said the sick are the ones 

who need a doctor – the ones living an immoral life-style, the ones caught in substance 

abuse, the poor and the outcasts of society. Jesus didn’t shun these people. He met them 

where they were and said that His followers should do the same! 

The Methods Jesus Used to Teach 

     Two points are especially important in understanding how Jesus taught as presented in 

the Gospel of Luke. They are: juxtaposition and comparing the lesser to the greater. 

Juxtaposition (to place side by side in order to teach a truth): In the parable of the Two 

Debtors (7:36-50), the self righteous Pharisee gave Jesus no water to wash His feet when 

He entered his house, but the sinful woman who was forgiven her sin washed His feet 

with her tears. In the Parable of the Good Samaritan (10:25-37), Jesus placed the two 

religious leaders who were supposed to show compassion, especially to their own people, 

side by side with the Samaritan who was not considered to be one who would show 

compassion to a Jew. 

Comparing the Lesser to the Greater: Luke 12:6-7, Jesus compared sparrows, worth 

just a few cents to God’s children. In Luke 12:27-28, He compared lilies to Solomon and 

grass to God’s children. 

Closing: 

     Jesus was a master teacher. He taught with great wisdom on the physical, emotional, 

material, and relational issues that we face in our lives daily. These are important and we 

can learn much from Jesus’ teachings. But He made it very clear that the most critical 

issue we must face in life is our relationship to Him as our Savior. Jesus did not just teach 

good morality. Underlying all of His teaching is His direct and indirect teaching 

regarding Himself. All His teaching is united in His own person. His teaching is 

essentially the proclamation of Himself as the Son of God and Savior of the world. C.S. 

Lewis said it so well: 

     “You cannot accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but say you don’t accept His claim 

to be God. That is the one thing you must not say. A man who was merely a man and said 

the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a 

lunatic – on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg – or else he would be the 

Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: 

or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at 

Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But 

let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He 

has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”iv  
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     Fence-sitting is not possible. Jesus’ teaching is not some ethical instruction detached 

from His person. He is the promise of God. He is the One who offers us “beauty for 

ashes” if we will only place our trust in Him. In our study of this Gospel of Luke, we 

would see Jesus – not only as He walked on this earth over two thousand years ago, but 

to place Him and His teaching squarely at the center of our lives today. 
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Questions for the Introduction 
 

1. Luke was the author of the Gospel of Luke. Give a few details about the man, Luke. 

(p.7)  

 

 

 

 

 

2. What was Luke’s purpose in writing the Gospel of Luke? (p.7)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Luke wrote The Gospel of Luke as well as The Acts of the Apostles. How did Luke tie 
these two books together? (Read Acts 1:1-8)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What does “gospel” mean? (p. 6)  

 

5. What are the names of the four Gospels? (p.6)  

 

 
6. Matthew, Mark and Luke are referred to as the “Synoptic Gospels.”  What is the 

meaning of “Synoptic Gospels?”  (p.6)  

 

 

7. What does the word, “eschatology” mean? (p.10)  

 

 

8. Jesus is at the center of the Gospel of Luke. The question is asked repeatedly, “Who do 

you say Jesus is? Every person has to deal with that question at one time or another in 

their life. “Who do you say Jesus is?”  
 
                                                           
Introduction: 
i Frank E. Gaebelein, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Vol. 8, (Grand Rapids: Regency, 1984), 
808. 
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ii Darrell L. Bock, Luke, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1994), 20-22 and Frank E. Gaebelein, 810-
813. 
iii Hebrews 4:15b. 
iv C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, (New York: Macmillan, 1953), 40-41. 


