A 40 Day Reading Guide and Reflections
For the Gospel of Luke and
the Acts of the Apostles.

Reflections prepared by Rev. A. Mintern,
Anglican Parish of Glenelg

God of Wisdom,
grant that the words | have read today
may be grafted in my heart,
so that they may bring forth in me
the fruit of your Spirit
to the honour and praise of your name;
through Jesus Christ, | pray. Amen.

Almighty God, thank you for your Holy Word.
May it be a lantern to my feet,
a light to my path,
and a strength to my life,
in the name of your Son,
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.



A Little about Luke-Acts

We have the books of Luke and Acts as separate books in the New Testament
because in the first century, books were written on scrolls which had a limited
length. Two scrolls were needed to hold the contents of both the Gospel and
Acts, however they form a continuous story. We know little about Luke the
person other than he was a physician and a companion of Paul (cf Philemon 1:24;
Col 4:14; 2 Tim 4:11). However, we do have the great treasure of his writings
which make up over a quarter of the New Testament.

Michael Fallon in his commentary on Acts says: “Alone among the authors of
the New Testament Luke speaks of ‘God’s purpose’. It is with this purpose in
mind that he frequently speaks of what ‘must’ happen (fifteen times in his
Gospel and twenty-four times in Acts). There is no question here of denying
human freedom or responsibility. Luke, however, looks beyond human cause
and effect and sees a design in history that reveals the presence and action of
God'’s Holy Spirit, in Israel, in Jesus, and in the community of Jesus disciples.”

Another writer, Patrick Hartin, says that Jesus in Luke’s Gospel is the fulfillment
of God’s gift of salvation, but “God’s salvation encountered in the person of
Jesus, is not limited to the period of the gospel narrative. God’s salvation is
intended to touch every dimension of people’s lives at all times, in all places.” At
the heart of Luke’s Gospel is the journey to Jerusalem (eleven chapters in all).
On the journey we are given a powerful picture of a Christian Spirituality which
is based on love, prayer, trust, repentance and forgiveness, concern for the
poor and the central idea of hospitality.

How to use this reading plan

1. Read the passage for the day (This was developed as a forty day plan for
Lent and the days of the week relate to that patter but you can use this at
any time of the year.

2. Reflect on what you have read.
What leaps out at you? What intrigues you?
What encourages you? What challenges you?

3. Pray about what you have reflected upon
Thank God for any insights gleaned, pray about ways these affect your life and
ask for God’s blessing. Or you can simply use the prayers in this guide. You
may like to keep a journal or find opportunities to discuss the readings with
others.
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Day 1 (Ash Wednesday) — Read Luke Chapter 1

Well done, Theophilus (friend of God), you have started on the
Lenten journey through Luke and Acts. Our day 1 reading of Luke
Chapter 1 is a long one, in fact the longest chapter in the New
Testament. It sets the scene for much of what is to happen.

Two important couples appear in the chapter - Elizabeth and
Zechariah along with Mary and Joseph. They are given a vision of
promise as an angel appears to Zechariah with the news of the birth
of John the Baptist. The angel also appears to Mary with the promise
of the birth of Jesus. Both Zechariah and Mary have doubts about
these promised births, but both will eventually sing songs of praise
that acknowledge their role in God’s great picture of salvation. Both
the song of Zechariah and the song of Mary make excellent prayers
for us as well.

What part of the reading leaps out to you? Is there a verse or word
that captures your attention? Let your reflection rest there and
consider what the Spirit is saying.

Let us pray

O God who raises up the lowly and fills the hungry with good things
Help me this Lent to wait expectantly like Elizabeth and Mary

And to see anew the movement of your Spirit in your world.

May | grow in awareness of what you are bringing to birth,

To give knowledge of your salvation for all people,

To give light to those who dwell in darkness and

To guide our feet in the way of peace. Amen.

Day 2 (Thursday) — Read Luke Chapter 2 first.
What a familiar reading! Read it closely. Perhaps certain parts will

leap out as if you had never noticed them before. The scriptures can
be like that. Parts that we know so well can suddenly seem to take on

Page 3



new meaning. We might notice a phrase as if for the first time — It’s
as if the scriptures know what we need to see at that particular time.

Writer Hans-Ruedi Webber tells the story of a village woman in Africa
who always used to walk around carrying a Bible. One day her
neighbours decided to investigate this. They asked her, “Why are you
always carrying around a Bible. There are so many other books you
can read.” The woman answered, “Yes, of course there are many
other books that | could read ... so many. But there is only one book
that reads me.”

For me | wonder at Simeon and Anna, waiting in the temple, day
after day, for a sign - for a child of hope to arrive. Both recognise
Jesus as that child. For Simeon, the arrival of Jesus is an internal relief
(he can depart in peace), for Anna, her response is external - she
must tell everyone about her experience of meeting Jesus and God's
gift of redemption. The idea of waiting was an important motif in
chapter 1, here for Anna and Simeon, their waiting comes to an end
and that experience is transformative.

Let us pray

‘Blessed art thou O Christmas Christ,

that thy cradle was so low that shepherds,

poorest and simplest of earthly folk,

could yet kneel beside it ...

and look level-eyed into the face of God.’

Bishop Robert Nelson Spencer (1877-1961) Diocese of West Missouri

Day 3 (Friday) — Read Luke chapter 3 first if you can

Luke sees the movement of the Holy Spirit through three clear time
periods: The period of Israel, the period of Jesus and the period of
the church. Chapter 3 shows the passing of the baton from one
period to the next. John the Baptist, like his father Zechariah, is of the
period of Israel. John’s spirited preaching echoes the style of the Old
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Testament prophets. Indeed, John quotes Isaiah 40:3-5 to describe
his own ministry. With the baptism of Jesus, the Spirit descends upon
him and he is proclaimed as God’s Son. The Spirit now works
primarily in Jesus - something new has begun. John the Baptist
alludes to the third phase of the Spirit’s work when in verse 16 he
says Jesus will baptise with “Holy Spirit and with fire” symbolically
pointing ahead to Pentecost and the movement of the Spirit through
the whole body of Christ.

| wonder: Why does Luke give us the full genealogy straight after
Jesus’ baptism? Perhaps to confirm that whilst verse 22 affirms that
Jesus is the son of God, the genealogy shows he is also a son of
Adam. Jesus is part of our human story, not separate to it. This is
made clear at the start of chapter 3 when Luke very clearly places
Jesus’ story in a specific historical context - Jesus’ story is our story
too.

Let us pray

Praise be to you, Lord of my life,

For the rich tapestry of my human story;

For my many ancestors, without whom | would not exist.
| give thanks also for my divine story;

That | am created in your image;

That | too am your child,

Gifted with your Holy Spirit,

And called “Beloved”. Amen.

Day 4 (Saturday) — Read Luke chapter 4 first if you can

Wow! What a chapter! It starts with Jesus going into the desert (v.1)
and ends with him seeking solitude in a deserted place (v.42). In fact,
we are told in the following chapter that Jesus had a habit of

withdrawing to deserted places to pray (5:16). The desert of trial and
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temptation was to become for Jesus a place of refuge and spiritual
strengthening. Jesus emerges from his time of temptation filled with
the power of the Spirit (v.14) and a clear idea of his mission (vv.18-
19) - the Spirit is upon him to bring good news to the poor, release to
the captives, sight to the blind, freedom for the oppressed and
proclamation of the Lord’s favour. This is reinforced in verse 43 “I
must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God... for this is what
| was sent to do.” The desert helps him define his life in alignment
with the Spirit.

Can we create deserts of spiritual refuge in the busyness of our lives?
It may be uncomfortable at first. It may confront us with questions,
temptations, and doubts. But the Spirit is always with us in those
times of silent searching as it was with Jesus. Can we create our own
desert opportunities to pray and allow the Spirit to strengthen us?

Let us pray

Pause in silence and breathe slowly for a few moments before reading
the prayer slowly

O Holy Spirit,

Lead me into the desert of new awareness;
A spiritual resting place with you,

Where | can put down my burdens,

for a few moments at least,

And find strength,

And peace,

and reassurance,

and purpose,

in your presence.

Amen.
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Day 5 (Sunday) - First read Luke 5 — 6:11 if you can

Last chapter we see Jesus being very clear about what his mission is.
In this section Jesus begins to assemble helpers for his mission —it
will now be a team effort. The chapter opens with the calling of
Peter, James and John, who will no longer be catching fish but rather,
as the Greek literally says, “catching people alive”. The next member
of his team is more surprising, scandalous even. Levi (Matthew) the
tax collector is invited to follow. What sort of selection is this by
Jesus? Certainly not one based on popularity but rather on need — on
Matthew’s need, yes, but also on the needs of the Kingdom.

Jesus further demonstrates this inclusion of the Kingdom through the
healings he performs. A socially excluded leper is healed and told to
go make his offering so he can be restored to the community. A
paralysed man, physically excluded, is forgiven and restored. Then
Jesus rides roughshod over technical religious laws to heal a man’s
hand on the Sabbath.

Just consider some of Jesus words in this section. “Do not be afraid,
from now on you will be catching people alive”; “I do choose, be
made clean”; “Friend, your sins are forgiven you.”; “I have come not
call not the righteous but sinners to repentance”; “Is it lawful to do
good or to do harm on the sabbath”. Just imagine Jesus saying these
words and the way lives were changed as a result. This is certainly
new wine for new wineskins!

Let us pray

Jesus, somehow you always see past the outer exterior
and respond compassionately to people’s inner needs.
Grant me your healing and your forgiveness

Where | most deeply need it,

That | may stand up and walk,

And follow you. Amen.
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Day 6 (Monday) — Read Luke 6:12-49 first if you can.

Now Jesus has assembled his twelve disciples. What a ragtag bunch!
Fishermen, a Roman tax collector, a political revolutionary, a traitor,
some followers of John the Baptist, and others besides. Are these
really the ones to help usher in the kingdom? Hmmm, perhaps we
have a chance of helping too!

In verses 17-49, Jesus communicates his Sermon on the Plain (a
shorter version of the Sermon on the Mount from Matthew’s Gospel
cf Matthew 5:1-7:29). The core of Jesus’ teaching is the ethical
standards that he sets for the Kingdom. The foundations we base
much of our lives upon is the foundation of rock that Jesus teaches.

Spend some time internalising again these timeless Kingdom
teachings that we know so well — The four beatitudes and four woes;
love your enemies; bless those who curse you; do to others as you
would have them do to you; do not judge; do not condemn; forgive
and you will be forgiven; give and it will be given to you.

These are wonderful but incredibly challenging teachings. Here is an
extremely stark example. Corrie ten Boom (author of “The Hiding
Place”) survived Ravensbruck concentration camp in World War Two.
She later recognised a former SS guard at a church service and
couldn’t bring herself to shake his hand until she prayed “Jesus... |
cannot forgive him. Give me your forgiveness.”

Let us pray

Jesus, How do we love our enemies and bless those who curse us?
How do we not judge or condemn and truly forgive?

Not by our own strength and willpower alone,

But only by your Grace and the power of the Spirit.

May we choose the narrow way of your Kingdom. Amen.
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Day 7 (Tuesday) — Read Luke Ch 7 first if you can

Luke often pairs male and female characters together in the Gospel.
At the beginning of this chapter, we have a Centurion (vv.1-10) and a
Widow (vv.11-17) both seeking healing on behalf of another. Then
we have encounter with a pharisee and a “sinful” woman at the end
of the chapter (vv.36-50). In between these encounters is a debate
about who Jesus really is (vv.18-35).

Throughout Luke, those on the margins are drawn in through the
ministry of Jesus. You wouldn’t think a Roman Centurion would rank
highly in Jesus’ priorities, and yet this outsider shows such faith that
Jesus exclaims “not even in Israel have | found such faith.” The Widow
at Nain is incredibly vulnerable, having lost her husband and now her
only son. Who will care for her? Jesus performs this miracle because
of his great compassion for her.

The chapter ends with a remarkable encounter where Jesus
demonstrates amazing openness and acceptance. Reputation doesn’t
matter to Jesus, only the heart. In the house of Simon the Pharisee, a
person of great reputation and respectable faith, comes a woman
with a shattered reputation to show everyone present what true
faith really is.

The status quo is turned on its head. Expectations are challenged.
Who is this Jesus? Even John the Baptist is wondering if Jesus is really
the one he was expecting. Jesus knows that criticism will always
come - John was criticised for his austere life; Jesus is criticised for
partying and associating with tax collectors and sinners. His response
to this criticism is “Wisdom is vindicated by all her children.” (v.35).
What wisdom do you especially notice in these surprising
encounters?
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Let us pray

Holy Wisdom

Open my eyes to bask in your beauty.

Open my mouth to speak tenderly.

Open my heart to feel your unconditional love.
Holy Wisdom

May | be YOUR image in the world.

Amen

(a prayer from the Sisters of Providence)

cf Wisdom of Solomon 7.27:

Although she is but one, she can do all things,

and while remaining in herself, she renews all things;
in every generation she passes into holy souls

and makes them friends of God, and prophets;

Day 8 (Wednesday) — read Luke 8:1 —9:17 first if you can

Today is a long section to read. See how you go. It is such a rich
collection of events and teachings and yet | find that | am stuck on
the first three verses of chapter 8. | find myself wondering about the
women who accompanied Jesus - Mary, Joanna, Susanna and others.

Joanna, we read, was the wife of Herod’s chief steward, Chuza. She
would have been a person of influence and society. Herod had
beheaded John the Baptist and later mocked and derided Jesus.
What was it like for this woman of the royal household to travel with
Jesus and support him out of her resources? Joanna makes one other
appearance in Luke’s Gospel in 24:10 when she, Mary Magdalene,
Mary the mother of James, and some other women go to the tomb. |
would love to know more about Joanna. | find myself wondering
what life was like for these supporters of Jesus. Some have suggested
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Joanna is actually the Junia who Paul mentions as prominent among
the apostles (Romans 16:6) — The thought that Paul could mention a
female apostle is so difficult for some translators that many
translations of the bible opt to transcribe the female Greek name,
Junia, into the male version, Junias.

| wonder: who were the unnamed “many others” that provided for
Jesus? What was their faith journey like with Jesus and after his
death and resurrection?

There is so much more in this section to reflect on. You might just like
to dwell on the part that speaks to you. The parable of the sower;
calming the storm; the healing of the Gerasene, the girl raised and
the woman healed, the mission of the twelve, the feeding of the five
thousand. What leaps out to you?

Let us pray

Lord Jesus,

| pray that | may be one of your true kindred,

hearing the word of God and putting it into action in my life.
| give thanks for the many unknown people of faith

who have followed you in faithful service.

| pray that the little | can offer,

perhaps as little as five loaves and two fish,

may, with your blessing, be more than enough

to offer in your service. Amen.

Day 9 (Thursday) — read Luke 9:18-62 first if you can

Today’s reading includes a section that parishioners from St Peter’s
will be familiar with — Peter’s declaration that Jesus is “The Messiah
(the Christ) of God” (9:20). Jesus immediately specifies that the
mission of the Messiah is to suffer and die and rise again. He follows
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this with the exhortation to his followers to take up their cross daily
and follow. These are strong words with little room for compromise.
This theme continues later in the chapter when people try to give all
sorts of excuses to Jesus (9:57-62) and he responds with that
powerful image of not looking back once you have put your hand to
the plough.

The transfiguration reaffirms Jesus as God’s son and gives him and
the three disciples a vision of future glory. However, Jesus knows that
the reality of the way of the cross must still be faced. This was
something the disciples struggled to understand (9:45). The best way
Jesus can communicate this path of humility to his disciples is
through the example of a child in their midst and the statement that
“the least among you is the greatest”.

I’'m intrigued by the person that the disciples wanted to stop doing
acts in Jesus’ name (9:49-50). Jesus rightly says to them, “whoever is
not against you is for you”. This is a lesson many churches can learn
from, especially when we are tempted to criticise each other. It
reminds me of the popular saying in the Church Planting movement
in England “we need all types of churches to reach all types of
people”.

Let us pray

Jesus,

Sometimes I’'m tempted to judge others’ faith,
Sometimes I’'m tempted to give excuses for my own.
Help me each step of my journey to walk humbly,
With my hand to the plough,

And looking forwards into your promise of Glory.
Amen.
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Day 10 (Friday) — Read Luke chapters 10 & 11 first if you can

Another long section here and you may wish to just pick out the
highlights — The Good Samaritan (10:25-37); The Visit to Mary and
Martha (10:38-42) or Teachings on Prayer (11:1-13). There is much to
ponder in the other parts too, like - who were the seventy disciples?
Some of the verses we might find confusing like the part about the
unclean spirit; or the sign of Jonah; or the long list of woes to the
scribes and pharisees. See what sections speak to you? What inspires
you? What questions are you left with?

| ponder the situation between Martha and Mary (10:38-42). Is it fair
that Jesus chides Martha for her attempts to provide good
hospitality? The question really is - from what place in her heart is
she performing this task? From a place of joy and generosity? Or
from a place of frustration, anxiety and resentment? I’'m reminded of
some happy hours | spent with a small group in Taize each afternoon
during work time. A few of us would always volunteer to do the
washing up — a job others didn’t want to do. About five of us would
squeeze into a small washing up room filled with large baked-on pots
which were literally piled to about a metre high over the entire floor.
We would then spend the next three hours scrubbing hard and
singing Taize chants at the tops of our voices. It didn’t seem like hard
work, though our hands begged to differ, because the task was
joyfully done.

A final word on the return of the unclean spirit in 11:24-26. This
makes me think of the person suffering a spiral of addiction or
violence. The person gets themselves straight for a while but if
nothing good replaces the addiction, the cycle returns, often worse
than before. Jesus points out, in first century language, that we must
fill ourselves with God’s goodness and the Holy Spirit so there is no
room for the unclean to take up residence again.
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Let us pray

Father in heaven,

Holy is your name.

May your kingdom come on earth,
Especially in places and situations

Where hatred and violence are taking hold.
Please give us what we need,

And help us not to worry about what we don’t have.
Forgive us and help us to be forgiving.
Protect us in all the trials we face,

That we may persist in prayer

And trust in your enduring goodness.
Amen.

Day 11 (Saturday) — Read Luke Chapters 12-13 first if you can.

What a rich feast of teachings! Jesus tells a funny story about a man
who builds bigger and bigger barns, filled with food and possessions,
so he won’t have to worry about the future! We laugh at this man for
his foolishness when he doesn’t get to enjoy these treasures. Jesus
points out that we are guilty of this foolishness too when worries
take over our lives. One of the most reassuring verses in the whole
Gospel is: “Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good
pleasure to give you the kingdom.” (12:32). Where is our treasure?
Where do we place our hopes? There our heart will be also.

That all sounds nice, but we live in a world where bad things do
happen. Chapter 13 guides us carefully through this dilemma. Two
events are described by Jesus in 13:1-5. One is an act of human
barbarity, and the other is a ‘natural’ disaster. God did not cause
either of these tragedies, but the threat is there that bad things can
happen in our world and so that should increase our incentive to
‘repent’ —to turn back to God with trusting, hopeful hearts. The
parable of the fig tree (13:6-9) reassures us of second chances; the
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healing of the woman (13:10-17) reassures us of God’s compassion;
the parables of the mustard seed and the yeast (13:18-21) remind us
that big things can happen from the smallest seed of the kingdom. So
we should strive to enter the narrow door of the kingdom and always
be willing to be gathered like chicks under the caring wings of Christ.

Let us pray

Lord Jesus

In a world that seems filled with threats

and ample reason to worry,

Help me place my hopes and trust in you,

Ever willing to be gathered under your protective wings.
Amen.

Day 12 (Sunday) — Read Luke Chapters 14 & 15 first if you can.

These two chapters capture beautifully key themes of Luke’s Gospel
—inclusion, hospitality, being lost and found. They also contain some
of the most well-known and best loved parables found in the
Gospels.

Jesus again shows the kingdom is based on different principles from
much of our society. We should take the lower place rather than
seeking the place of honour. We should invite the outcasts and those
who can’t repay us to our dinner parties. We often reject God’s
invitation, but God will seek out and gather in all those from the
highways and byways who are willing to be gathered for such is the
inclusion of God’s kingdom.

This open invitation of God is further illustrated by the wonderful
parables of the Lost Sheep (15:1-7), the Lost Coin (15:8-10) and a
parable that could be called the parable of the Lost Son, is often
called the parable of the Prodigal Son, but | prefer to call the parable
of the Loving Father (15:11-32). Jesus has already made it clear in the
Lost Sheep and Lost Coin parables how God has a special heart for
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the one who is lost. In the parable of the Loving Father both sons are
lost and found. The first leaves and squanders everything, repents
and turns for home wanting to be taken in as a slave: “but while he
was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he
ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.” One can’t help but
be moved by the father’s forgiveness and love. Yet when the
homecoming party is in full swing, where is the father? Outside with
the older son who is feeling hurt, comforting him, and assuring him of
his inclusion as well “Son, you are always with me, and all that is
mine is yours.”

Let us pray

Loving God

Help me always to accept your open invitation.

And help me see others as you see them: beloved and welcome.
Forgive me for the times | want to sit in the higher place,
desiring prestige and honour.

May | understand more fully your longing

to include everyone in your kingdom. Amen.

Day 13 (Monday) — Read Luke 16:1-17:10 first if you can

From some of the best loved parables yesterday we move to two of
the strangest parables in our reading today. Yet both have at their
heart a reversal of fortune theme that is often a part of how Jesus
depicts the kingdom.

The parable of the dishonest manager seems quite strange at first.
The manager, fired for being corrupt or incompetent, seeks to
feather his own nest with even more corruption and then is
commended for it! Perhaps Jesus told this parable with a smile on his
face to get his listeners to think. Others have suggested that the
manager was actually writing off his own cut of the profits and thus is
commended for that. Jesus seems to use humour to encourage us to
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be as shrewd as the manager but to do so in the cause of serving God
- being faithful even in the little things so we may also be faithful in
much.

The parable of the Rich Man (Dives in the Latin) and Lazarus is
interesting in that the character is named and the parable features
the biblical character Abraham. Some have suggested that Jesus here
adapts a well-known folk tale for his teaching. This confronting
parable again uses a reversal of fortune motif to challenge us to do
good while we can, otherwise it could be too late. We might ask
Jesus, as Peter does in 18:26 “then who can be saved?” to which
Jesus reassures “what is impossible for mortals is possible for God.”
The reassurance of this and Jesus words in 17:6 about faith the size of
a mustard seed, is that our faith in co-operation with God’s goodness
can achieve great things for the kingdom.

Let us pray

Lord, thank you for the gift of faith,
May I trust that what | have is enough,
And may | use my gifts shrewdly,

As best | can, in serving you. Amen.

Day 14 (Tuesday) — Read Luke 17:11 — 19:27 first if you can

| was at a school event recently where a special guest presented each
student in three classes with a special gift. | noticed that hardly any
students in the first class said ‘thank-you’ when receiving their gift,
then all the students in the next two classes said ‘thank-you’. | guess
that a staff member had noticed what was happening, had
intervened, and reminded the children to acknowledge the gift. The
one leper (17:11-19) who returned to give thanks is a similar
reminder to us to continually acknowledge our gratitude to God. It is
so easy to take everything for granted or to be so overwhelmed by
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current stresses that we forget that alongside them there are always
causes for thankfulness.

Jesus speaks of the Kingdom of God once more in 17:20-21 but here
is something that is a little different. Elsewhere in the bible we hear
that the kingdom is at hand, or the kingdom has come near, but in
v.21 Jesus says: “The kingdom is within you” (some translations will
say ‘among’). Do we live as if the kingdom is within us? The next
verses return to the theme of not turning back from the plough -
staying on the faithful course. The opening verses of chapter 18
reinforce this for us with two parables about being faithful in prayer;
the illustration of being like a child to enter the kingdom; and the rich
ruler who cannot let go of his wealth. Entering this kingdom may
seem as impossible as a camel going through the eye of a needle, but
“what is impossible for mortals is possible for God.” This is further
illustrated by the faith of the blind beggar at one end of the socio-
economic spectrum and the repentance of Zacchaeus at the other
end of the spectrum. In the end their faith is what matters the most,
not where they are in the pecking order.

Let us pray

O Lord, that lends me life,

Lend me a heart replete with thankfulness! Amen.

(A prayer by William Shakespeare, Henry VI part 2. It’s short enough
to memorise and always a timely reminder to live with gratitude)

Day 15 (Wednesday) - Read Luke 19:28 — 20:26 first if you can

For us who know the story of Holy Week so well, the triumphal entry
into Jerusalem is bitter-sweet. We know that the cross is looming.
But for the crowds in the street that day, joyful expectation was
running high. Here is the king who comes in the name of the Lord.
The energy is so high that even the lifeless stones could shout out.
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Jesus soon brings us back to reality as he weeps over the city with
words that ring with relevance for us at present: “If you, even you,
had only recognised on this day the things that make for peace.” How
often Jesus must have wept those tears over every city torn apart by
war, conflict, hatred and violence.

Jesus’ cleansing the temple is the final straw for the authorities. They
try to trap him in a debate about his authority but Jesus will not
answer until they first can give an answer about John the Baptist
(20:1-8). They also try to trap him with a question about taxes,
attempting to get him in trouble with the Romans (20:20-26). But
Jesus again is too clever saying that if a coin bears the image of
Caesar then it must belong to Caesar, but we bear the image of God
and so we must render to God what belongs to God.

The rather violent parable of the wicked tenants (20:9-19) has similar
themes to the parable of the ten pounds in yesterday’s reading
(19:11-27). They both communicate well the sense of threat that
Jesus is under, the danger of not staying faithful in discipleship when
under pressure, and the way that jealousy and greed can stop us
recognising the presence of Christ.

Let us pray

Jesus, may | call out joyfully,

With the roadside crowds,

“Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord,
Peace in heaven and glory in the highest heaven.”

And may | recognise this day, and all days,

The things that make for peace,

And live them in my life.

Amen.
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Day 16 (Thursday) — Read Luke 20:27 — 21:38 first if you can

This section does not make for easy reading. Firstly, the Sadducees
have a go at trying to catch Jesus out with a hypothetical legal
conundrum (20:27-40), and at the same time they try and win some
credit for their argument that there is no resurrection. Jesus won’t be
drawn on that issue but instead gives a different type of image of the
resurrection whilst reinforcing that God is a God of the living not of
the dead. For this argument Jesus is commended by the scribes, but
in a few short verses he will condemn the scribes for devouring
widows’ houses — something that is seen in the account of widow’s
offering (20:45-21:4). This is certainly a sign of her great generosity
but also of a religious system that is on its last legs (21:20-24).

Jesus then moves into an apocalyptic sermon about the destruction
that is to come and the coming of the Son of Man. In all likelihood,
Luke’s Gospel was written after the destruction of the Jerusalem
temple by the Romans in 70AD. Luke’s overlay of story-telling is all
the more powerful in that it gives an interpretation of a real situation
rather than a possible one. For those early believers, wars,
insurrections, earthquakes, famine and plagues could all be signs of
the end times and the coming of the Son of Man. Our world is
similarly full of such disasters. How imminent the coming of the Son
is, becomes less relevant, than the advice of how we are to live now —
not weighed down with dissipation, drunkenness and worries but
rather alert to God’s presence, praying at all times and ready to raise
our heads to God’s redemption (21:27-28, 34-36).

Let us pray

God of compassion,

Disconcerted by the incomprehensible suffering of the innocent,
We pray for those who are experiencing times of trial.

Inspire the hearts of those who seek the peace

that is so indispensable for the whole human family. Amen

(A prayer by Brother Roger of Taize 1915-2005)
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Day 17 (Friday) — Read Luke 22 first if you can

And so the drama of the Passion begins. That phrase “The Passion”
describes these final moments of Jesus’ life on earth. The meaning of
‘Passion’ here is to suffer or endure. The themes in this chapter are
mighty ones: betrayal by a close friend; the establishment of the
meal of the kingdom — the eucharist; encouragement to live as
servants; denial by his closest friend; mocking, beating and
condemnation at the hands of the council.

This struggle of the passion is very clearly seen in the praying of Jesus
on the Mount of Olives — a passage framed by Jesus’ words to his
disciples (and to us) “Pray that you may not come into the time of
trial” (22:40 & 22:46). Here in Luke’s Gospel, there is no repeated
checking on the disciples and admonishing them to stay awake, as we
find in Matthew and Mark. Rather this is a very personal time of
prayer for Jesus alone. Jesus prays for the cup of suffering and death
to be removed from him but prays that God’s will, not his, be done.
We read then of an angel who comes to give him strength and the
anguish of his prayers is so great that his sweat becomes like drops of
blood falling to the ground. Biblical writer Brendan Byrne notes:
“What Luke depicts is a mighty contest (the true meaning of the
Greek word agon) a struggle to the death as in a gladiatorial
combat”. We see that through this ‘agony’ of prayer, Jesus is
strengthened for the path that lies ahead.

Let us pray

Jesus,

you show us the way to face times of suffering and trial.
Help me face these times with honest prayer,

Praying for your will to be done,

And open to receiving the strength and grace

You have to give me. Amen
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Day 18 (Saturday) — Read Luke 23 first if you can

No matter how many times we have read this chapter it still hits
hard. Here in stark reality is the agony, despair and suffering of the
crucifixion. There is so much that can be said about it but perhaps
what is best is to simply read this slowly and allow ourselves to
become part of the crowd watching it all unfold. What speaks to you?
What challenges you? Where do you see hope?

| find | am drawn to three prayer texts in the chapter. Two by Jesus
and the other by one of the criminals crucified with Jesus:
Father forgive them for they do not know what they are doing.
(23:34)
Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom (23:42)
Father into my hands | commend my spirit. (23:46)

Let us pray

Therefore He Who Thee reveals
Hangs, O Father, on that Tree
Helpless; and the nails and thorns
Tell of what Thy love must be.

Thou art God; no monarch Thou
Thron’d in easy state to reign;
Thou art God, Whose arms of love
Aching, spent, the world sustain.

(W.H.Vanstone, from the concluding hymn from his book “Love’s

Endeavour Love’s Expense — The Response of Being to the Love of
God” (1977))
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Day 19 (Sunday) — Read Luke 24:1-35 First if you can

How wonderful that it is on a Sunday that we reach the resurrection
in our reading plan. The Lord’s Day, the day of resurrection. For
every Sunday is always a celebration that Jesus is risen. Hallelujah!

In Luke’s Gospel, like the other Gospels, it is faithful women who
come to the tomb to perform the ritual observances. Here they
encounter two men in dazzling clothes, angels possibly, who proclaim
the resurrection and remind them of Jesus’ prediction of what was to
happen. The women were Mary Magdalene, Joanna (remember her?
the wife of Chuza, Herod’s chief steward), Mary the mother of James,
and other women who were with them. These women are the first to
tell the news of the resurrection to the disbelieving disciples,
although Peter believed them enough to go and look in the tomb.

What follows is the beautiful account of the walk to Emmaus. A story
that mirrors the pattern of our communion service so beautifully.
Cleopas and the other disciple are caught up in their worries, their
sadness at Jesus’ death, their confusion of the news of resurrection.
They share the concerns they have with the unknown companion
walking with them, who shares the meaning of God’s salvation
through history. As they stop for the night, it is over a meal that Jesus
breaks the bread and they recognise him as risen. With this joyful
transformative knowledge they run back to Jerusalem to share the
good news. In the same way, in every communion service, our
worries and concerns are brought into the light of God’s history of
salvation, we recognise Jesus in new ways through the mystery of
communion and we leave ready to share the good news we have
received.

Let us Pray
Risen Christ, Stand beside us in our need,
And make yourself known to us in the breaking of the bread. Amen.
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Day 20 (Monday) — Read Luke 24:36-53 first if you can

Yesterday’s reading concluded with Cleopas and the other disciple
running back from Emmaus to Jerusalem to share the news that the
Risen Christ had appeared to them. It was while they were sharing
this news with the eleven disciples that the Risen Christ again
appeared.

The message of Jesus here, like other resurrection appearances, was:
“Peace be with you”. He comforts them and tells them not to be
afraid and doubting but to have faith and believe. Here he explains to
the eleven what he already explained to the two on the road to
Emmaus, that the Messiah was destined to suffer, die and rise again
and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed to all
people.

As we get to the end of the Gospel it is not really the end. It is a new
beginning. Remember the comment way back on Day 3 about Luke’s
understanding of three periods of history: “The period of Israel, the
period of Jesus and the period of the church”. The Ascension (24:50-
51) marks the end of that second period but the period of the church
is about to begin. The disciples are told to stay in Jerusalem until they
are clothed with power from on high. Something is about to happen.
Stay tuned....

Let us pray

Holy Spirit, you have a call for every one of us.
So come, prepare our hearts

To discover what it is

That you expect of each of us.

Amen.

(prayer by Brother Roger of Taize)
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Day 21 (Tuesday) — Read Acts Chapter 1 first if you can

Well done, you’ve completed the Gospel of Luke but its only part one
of Luke’s writings. As | explained in the reading plan leaflet, two
scrolls were needed to hold the full account of the Gospel and Acts of
the Apostles, so it became two books which make up over a quarter
of the New Testament. Acts starts with the kind of Recap that is so
common in TV series. Once again there is the dedication to
Theophilus (which means “friend of God”) and could be a person or
anyone reading it, including us, who is a friend of God. The Gospel
ended with the Ascension and Acts starts with the Ascension. This is
important as it reinforces that this is the new period of history. This is
now the period of the church. The two men, the same angels
perhaps, who were present at the resurrection, are here at the
Ascension telling the disciples not to stand looking up into heaven,
but rather get ready for the coming of Jesus in a new way, which we
know will be the gift of the Holy Spirit.

At this stage the group of disciples seems small — just the eleven, plus
the women followers, including Jesus” mother Mary, and Jesus’
brothers (we don’t know how many though Mark names them as
James, Joses, Jude and Simon). Presumably a good number of the
seventy (cf Luke 10:1-20) were there and the total number was about
120 people. Whilst this group of disciples await the power of the Holy
Spirit, Peter leads them in finding a replacement for Judas. The choice
is between Joseph known as Justus or Matthias. They cast lots to
decide, and Matthias is chosen. We don’t hear any further mention
of him in the New Testament. Clearly these two men were highly
significant followers of Jesus. | wonder what they did and how they
served the Gospel from that point on? It makes me think that whilst
our history is filled with famous saints, there must be a vast number
of faithful Christians who made huge impacts for Christ, but whose
story we will never know.
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Let us pray

Eternal God,

We give thanks for your faithful servants in every age,

We thanks for those whose lives have impacted ours,

We also give thanks for those whose story we will never know,
But who have made a difference in your kingdom. Amen.

Day 22 (Wednesday) — read Acts 2 First if you can.

Well here it is! The birth of the Church! In this chapter we see a
significant movement into this new period of history as Luke sees it.
Some 120 followers of Christ (that’s about the size of a reasonable
church congregation) become the seed for the Christian Church
which now numbers some 2.38 billion (according to
worldpopulationreview.com). Did this happen because these 120
were extraordinarily gifted? It would seem not. Indeed, there are
many times in the gospels where the disciples seem less than ideal
material to take over from Jesus. The growth of the church at this
point seems solely to do with the reality of Christ’s resurrection and
the coming of the Holy Spirit.

Some key messages can be taken from Chapter 2 of Acts. That long
list of country regions in vv.9-10 reflects the extent of the known
world. The Good news is for everyone. The miraculous tongues are
an overturning of the confusion of languages that resulted from
Babel (cf. Genesis 11:1-9). Peter’s message looks back to the Old
Testament, brings in the revelation of Jesus and looks to the future
with hope. It is an open message “everyone who calls on the name of
the Lord will be saved” (Acts 2:21). The crucified Jesus is risen and is
Lord and Messiah and our response can be to repent, be baptised
and receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. What follows Peter’s sermon is
astounding — Three thousand new believers! A stunning thought
when the entire ministry of Jesus seems to have resulted in one
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hundred and twenty followers. That surprised me, but that is the
power of the Holy Spirit. Verses 42-47 give a beautiful, perhaps
idyllic, picture of Christian community based on worship, learning,
fellowship, communion, caring, sharing and outreach. The church
was soon to encounter many challenges, and still does, but here at its
beginnings we see the ingredients that are still important for Church
communities today.

Let us pray

Come Holy Spirit

Enfold me with your peace,
Inspire my heart

With your breath of life. Amen.

Day 23 (Thursday) — read Acts 3:1 — 4:31 first if you can

The action continues as we get into the book of Acts. It is quite a
different experience to that of reading the Gospels which always
have a familiarity with them as we can compare any Gospel we are
reading to the other three. Most of the writings in the New
Testament are letters and so they have a particular style. Although
we can piece together parts of the Christian story from Paul’s letters
with a bit of detective work, contrastingly Acts is unique in narrating
this story in a cohesive way. Luke Timothy Johnson in his
commentary on Acts suggests there are four main themes that flow
through the book:
The Holy Spirit,
The life of the church,
the discernment of God’s activity,

e Universality.
All these themes are connected of course.

The Holy Spirit is, of course, evident in the Pentecost account in
chapter 2, but there are other times when the Holy Spirit is
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outpoured and we see this at the end of today’s section (4:28-31).
We will encounter this again as the book progresses (cf 8:15-17;
10:44 & 19:6). We also see an identification of the believers with the
collective term ‘church’ (the Greek word ekklesia is mentioned some
16 times in the book starting at 5:11). The movement of the Spirit
and the life of the church seems to happen with amazing power. God
is at work and the role of the believers is to discern God’s mission
activity and join in (this is still the task of believers to this day). The
final theme of Universality will become apparent as we proceed
through the book where the believers need to work out how Gentile
(non-Jewish) believers are to be included. In our passage today,
much of the action takes place around the temple and in the context
of questioning from the Jewish leaders, however the church has
already now grown to 5000 believers (4:4) and will soon spread
beyond Jerusalem throughout the known world.

Let us pray (from 4:24,29-30)

Sovereign Lord,

Who made heaven and the earth,

The sea and everything in them,

Grant to your servants

To speak your word with boldness,

While you stretch out your hand

to bring healing where it is needed

through the name of your holy servant, Jesus,
that all may be filled with your Holy Spirit. Amen.

Day 24 (Friday) - read Acts 4:32-37 & 5 first if you can

As we come to this section, we have the first mention of the word
‘church’ (ekklesia) in 5:11. We see now the beginnings of church
organisation and one founding principle is shared wealth and shared
welfare. In 4:32, “no one claimed private ownership of any
possessions but everything they owned was held in common” and
4:34 “there was not a needy person among them”. This is an
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astounding model of community and one that has been emulated by
monastic orders over the centuries. It seems a bit too radical to
suggest a church might do that today, although we do to a degree
through our welfare work, mission giving, planned giving and synodal
assessment. The fate of Ananias and Sapphira seems confronting and
not the sort of passage to use in a planned giving program! Perhaps
we might take the lesson that the deceitfulness behind their pretence
of generosity is the real sin.

The number of believers is growing rapidly (5:14) to the great
concern of the religious authorities. Despite opposition, the apostles
must follow God rather than human authority (5:29) and continue to
proclaim the resurrection of Jesus and the forgiveness of sins. There
are some on the council who want to kill them but one pharisee
named Gamaliel gives a timeless piece of wisdom: “if this plan is of
human origin, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to
overthrow them.” This Gamaliel principle is still used in church
decision-making to this day. It was used in the argument for women’s
ordination (celebrating its 30t anniversary in this diocese at this
time) and for other big changes in the church. Sometimes we have to
test things out as seems right to the body of the church. There may
not always be full agreement, but Gamaliel’s wisdom still applies,
those innovations which are not of God will invariably die out in time,
but if they are of God then we should join in with the movement of
the Spirit.

Let us pray

O Holy Spirit,

Give me fresh eyes to see your movement in the world.

Give me an open heart to sense where you are creating,

That | may say ‘yes’ and join my efforts to yours in hopeful joy.
Amen.
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Day 25 (Saturday) — Read Acts 6 & 7 first if you can

The number of believers is continuing to increase (6:1,7) but with
that comes increased tensions between different groups. The Greek
believers complain that their widows are being ignored in the food
distribution. The Apostles feel its beneath them to attend to this task
so they appoint seven Greek men to oversee the serving of food,
whilst they get on with the preaching of the word. Whilst the human
desire may be to set a hierarchy of authority, the Holy Spirit will not
be contained. Stephen, who is chosen to wait on tables in 6:5 is,
before we know it, suddenly doing great wonders and signs with
grace and power by 6:8.

Stephen becomes so outspoken in preaching the Gospel that he
attracts the ire of the local synagogue of the Freedmen who make a
complaint against him. Stephen is arrested and brought before the
council where he gives an amazing speech. Suddenly this man who
was chosen to manage the food distribution in the Church, has
become a key spokesperson for the whole Jesus movement. His
speech 7:1-53 makes very interesting reading as a summary of the
faith story in the light of the revelation of Jesus. His speech ends with
accusations thrown against the council members and in anger they
fall on him and stone him. Stephen is known as the first Christian
martyr. Sadly, he was not to be the last. Watching all of this is a
pharisee called Saul. His story is just about to come to the fore.

Let us pray

Lord, give me courage

To serve you humbly.

That | may be as faithful

In the smallest of tasks

As in the times of great challenge.
Amen.
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Day 26 (Sunday) — read Acts 8 & 9 first if you can.

Something amazing is happening. The Good news is spreading
further. Not so much through strategic planning but because of the
persecution the new believers are receiving in Jerusalem at the hands
of Saul, who was “ravaging the church by entering house after house;
dragging off both men and women, he committed them to prison”
(8:3). Very scary stuff indeed! Philip (another of the Hellenists chosen
to wait on tables) has now developed into a key evangelist travelling
to Samaria. He turned people away from following Simon the
Magician in Samaria and even converted Simon himself! We read in
8:14-17, how Peter and John went there from Jerusalem to see what
was happening and then confirmed the faith of the new believers by
praying for them to receive the Holy Spirit. Here we have the origin
for our tradition of the Bishop confirming people’s faith. Philip then is
called to go south to Gaza where he meets an Ethiopian official and
converts and baptises him. As surprising as this is, another amazing
conversion is about to take place.

In chapter 9 we hear of Saul’s conversion on the road to Damascus.
One still hears the colloquialism of a road to Damascus experience.
Do people really know what it means? Here Paul’s life turns
completely around. The persecutor becomes a believer and then in
turn becomes persecuted when the council set out to kill him (9:23-
25). It is not surprising the disciples were initially afraid of Saul and
where not inclined to believe his conversion, but Barnabas vouched
for him and a ministry team was forged. 9:31 tells us that the church
has spread throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria and is increasing in
numbers. This section concludes with the moving story of the healing
of Tabitha (her Greek name was Dorcas). 9:39 is a particularly moving
scene with the women weeping for her and holding the garments she
had made. | still have sitting on my bookshelf a pale blue tin of
Dorcas sewing pins and can’t look at it without thinking of
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Tabitha/Dorcas and the love she inspired in others and her healing to
new life through Peter’s prayers.

Let us pray

Lord, you travel with us always
Help the scales to fall from our eyes
That we may see more clearly

Your purpose for our lives. Amen.

Day 27 (Monday) — Read Acts 10 & 11:1-18 first if you can

This section of Acts (10:1 - 11:18) forms one continuous narrative and
is central to the theology of the book and the universalisation of the
Gospel. Cornelius is a prayerful Roman centurion who has a vision to
find Simon Peter. He sends people to find Peter and whilst they are
arriving, Peter has a dream or a vision about some animals in a sheet
being lowered from heaven. The vision seems to be about clean and
unclean foods but really it is about who can be included as a follower
of Christ. Peter travels from Joppa to Caesarea to meet with
Cornelius, who initially tries to worship him, but Peter declares
“stand up,; | am only a mortal” (10:28). As Peter shares the Good
News with the small crowd of relatives and close friends that
Cornelius had gathered, something extraordinary happens. A Gentile
Pentecost! The Holy Spirit is poured out over the whole crowd and
Peter is ‘astounded’ that the gift of the Holy Spirit is given even to the
Gentiles (non-Jewish people). They are baptized then and there, and
the universalisation of the Gospel is assured. Well nearly. First Peter
must speak to the other apostles in Jerusalem and clear the way for
Gentiles to be included, which happens in the first part of Chapter 11.

It is entirely possible that Christianity could have remained a Jewish
sect, like the Pharisees, Sadducees, or the Essenes. However, the
movement of the Holy Spirit knows no boundaries. The Early church
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had to make a big discernment about this and although there was
debate, through Peter’s vision and, later, the work of Paul, the
Gospel spread indiscriminately.

Let us pray

O Holy Spirit

So often we see the things that divide us

Yet you blow over the whole of creation

Bringing unity and peace.

Help us to join in with your holy inclusion. Amen.

Day 28 (Tuesday) - read Acts 11:19-30 and 12 First if you can

Once again, we see that the persecution of the believers in Jerusalem
is aiding the spread of the message as the disciples spread to regions
of Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch. We hear that some are choosing
only to speak to the Jews, but others are addressing their message to
the Greeks (Acts 11:19-20). Through their preaching, more and more
people are becoming believers in Jesus (11:21 & 24). We learn
something significant in 11:26 that in Antioch the believers have
been given a new name — “Christians”. This term means a follower of
the Christ/Messiah. It is a label that the non-Jewish community in
Antioch would have given them, as it is certainly not a title that
would have been accepted by the broader Jewish community.
Developing a time-frame for this fast-moving action is difficult, but
we have to realise that this is all happening over a period of years.
Michael Fallon, in his commentary on Acts, suggests that the year
that Saul/Paul and Barnabas spent in Antioch was the year 46, some
twelve years after Paul’s conversion (Galatians 2:1). Over those years
we know Paul spent three years in Arabia (Galatians 1:17-18) but the
nine years in Cilicia we know nothing about.
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Barnabas is a quietly inspirational character in the book of Acts. We
know he was a Jewish Levite from Cyprus whose real name was
Joseph. Barnabas was his nickname which means “son of
encouragement.” We first meet him in Acts 4:36-37 when he sells a
field and gives the money to the Apostles. Later he encourages the
apostles to accept Paul despite his past persecutions (9:27). He forms
a partnership with Paul and is known as “a good man, full of the Holy
Spirit and of faith” (11:24). We read about his missionary activities
with Paul in chapters 13 and 14 but in chapter 15 they have a
disagreement on whether to take John Mark with them in their
travels. They split over this issue, Paul teaming with Silas and
Barnabas joining John Mark. We hear no more of him in the book
from that point. Barnabas spoke up for both Paul and John Mark at
times when others didn’t believe in them. He was a supporter of
Gentile believers being included into the church. Barnabas is the
patron saint of our Theological college in Adelaide and his example is
a good one for (as a note in my bible says) — “When we think of those
in our life who have impacted us most deeply, isn’t it often a person
like Barnabas who has believed in us and supported us when we
sorely needed it?”

Let us pray (cf Acts 14:22 — you may like to think of and pray for
specific people who come to mind in this prayer)

Living Lord

Thank you for all the role models and mentors

Who have encouraged me in my life.

Thank you for their example and

Thank you that in those moments of need

There have been people near me to strengthen my soul

And encourage me to continue in the faith.

Amen.
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Day 29 (Wednesday) — Read Acts Chapter 13 first if you can.

Here we see the first missionary enterprise of the ministry team
formed by Saul/Paul and Barnabas. You will note that it was an
inspiration of the Holy Spirit (13:2) that forms this team. John Mark
also went with them (13:5) although a little later, for no apparent
reason, he returns to Jerusalem (13:13). Their strategy when going to
a new place was to visit the synagogue and speak there. They are still
understanding their calling is to speak to Jewish believers in the
places they visit. Paul, who is clearly knowledgeable in the Hebrew
Scriptures, witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection and the forgiveness of sin,
as a natural fulfillment of the Hebrew Law and the Prophets. It seems
that many in the synagogue are enthralled by this message and want
to hear more the following week (13:42-44). But not everyone is
happy about the popularity of Paul and Barnabas and a division
becomes visible in the crowd. Paul and Barnabas then proclaim: “we
are now turning to the Gentiles.” (13:46). Again, we see the number
of believers increasing (13:49), even though Paul and Barnabas are
driven out of the region (13:50) by those who opposed them.

You may recall on the Day 23 reflection | pointed to four key themes
for the book of Acts: The Holy Spirit, The life of the church, the
discernment of God’s activity, Universality. We see this all happening
in this chapter. The Holy Spirit sets apart Paul and Barnabas and
works in the hearts of those who hear their message. Paul and
Barnabas speak in the synagogues but need to discern that God is
raising up the Gentiles to hear their message and become believers.
Thus, the universality of the Gospel message is affirmed and in the
process the time is nearing where the believers will split from the
Jewish synagogue faith and the church will be formed.
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Let us pray

Divine Friend,

You never vary in your loving faithfulness

And you never weary of making all things new.
Guide us through these changing times.

Do not permit our outlook to be ruled by anxiety,
Or subverted by sentimental nostalgia.

Do not allow us to live in the museum of the past,
Or to neglect its hard but enlightening lessons.
Do not let us live in daydreams about the future,
Or neglect its exciting opportunities.

For your love’s sake. Amen.

(a prayer by Bruce Prewer from his book, “Jesus our Future — Prayers
for the Twenty-First Century”)

Day 30 (Thursday) — Read Acts chapter 14 first if you can

Paul and Barnabas continue in their missionary ministry as a team.
What a team they must have made because in Lystra the crowds
believe they are gods and call Barnabas — Zeus (the chief of the gods
in Greek mythology) and Paul they call Hermes (the herald of the
gods in Greek mythology). These are no small titles and give a picture
of just what an impact Paul and Barnabas were having on the crowds.

However, we also read that not everyone was receptive. In Iconium
they attempted to stone Paul and Barnabas (14:6) and then in Lystra
where the reception was considerably better, opponents from
Iconium and Antioch arrived and stirred up the crowds against them,
Paul was stoned to within an inch of his life but recovered to travel
on with Barnabas.

In the midst of all this action we also see some principles of church
planting at work here. Yes, there is dynamic preaching and people
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becoming believers but that is not enough on its own. They also
needed to establish local leadership to maintain the mission and
ministry of the local church (14:23). The kept in touch with this
leadership by returning to places they had already visited to gather
the church together and encourage them (14:27 & 15:36). Paul also
employed the new technology of the day — Letter writing — to
encourage church communities, and we see examples of these in the
New Testament but surely there were others which we no longer
have but would have been important to the churches who received
them for encouragement and teaching.

Let us pray

O you who are heroic love,

Keep alive in our hearts that adventurous spirit

Which makes your people scorn the way of safety,

So that your will be done.

For so only, O Lord, shall we be worthy of those courageous souls
Who in every age have ventured all in obedience to your call,
And for whom the trumpets have sounded on the other side;
Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

(a prayer by J.H. Oldham, missionary and ecumenist)

Day 31 (Friday) — Read Acts Chapter 15 first if you can

This is momentous! We know from previous chapters that there have
been tensions between Jewish believers and Gentile believers, but
here it comes to a point of decision. The debate is over which Jewish
laws (specifically circumcision) should the new Gentile believers be
forced to comply with. Clearly for the Jewish believers, belief in Jesus
is not a new faith but simply a new expression of their Jewish faith.
But for the Gentile believers this is something new and does not
necessarily mean they want to comply with all the Jewish laws. What
ensues is called the Council of Jerusalem — where Paul and Barnabas
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debate with the apostles and elders what is to be done on this
guestion. Peter stands to address the council (15:7-11) in one of his
finest moments (also his last appearance in Acts) to affirm that the
Holy Spirit has made this decision for them by making no distinction
between Jew and Gentile (cf 10:44-48) and therefore it is unfair to
place an unnecessary burden of religious compliance on them. Paul
and Barnabas back this up and a decision is made. Paul, Barnabas,
Judas and Silas are chosen to take a letter (15:23-29) to the believers
in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia confirming that they do not need to
observe Jewish laws other than abstinence from food sacrificed to
idols and fornication. Verse 31 tells us: “when the members read it,
they rejoiced at the exhortation.”

Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch for a while but then Paul
wanted to return “to every city where we proclaimed the word od the
Lord and see how they are doing” (15:36). However, they have a
sharp disagreement on whether to take John Mark with them. Paul is
concerned because he deserted them in Pamphylia (13:13), but
Barnabas demands John Mark stay with them, presumably because
he was his cousin (Col 4:10). So at this point they separate with
Barnabas and John Mark going to Cyprus whilst Paul teams with Silas
and goes to Syria and Cilicia.

Let us pray

O God, our Shepherd, give to the church

a new vision and new charity,

new wisdom and fresh understanding,

the revival of her brightness and the renewal of her unity,
that the eternal message of your Son,

undefiled by human traditions,

may be hailed as the good news of the new age;
Through him who makes all things new,

Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

(a prayer by Percy Dearmer 1867-1936)
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Day 32 (Saturday) — Read Acts Chapter 16 first if you can.

From here until the end of the book of Acts we primarily follow the
ministry of Paul. You will have noticed that from Acts 13:9 he is now
referred to as Paul. This indicates that the environment he is
increasingly ministering in is a Roman one rather than a Jewish one.
Paul and Silas are joined by Timothy (the child of a Jewish mother
and Greek father) who, interestingly, Paul encourages to comply with
the Jewish laws that the Council of Jerusalem had just ruled as being
unnecessary.

They move through different regions whilst avoiding others in
compliance to the instructions of the Holy Spirit. Interestingly from
verse 10 the action moves into the first person, possibly indicating, as
Michael Fallon writes, “Luke’s own personal witness, introduced
unobtrusively into his narrative”. When they arrive in Philippi an
extraordinary encounter takes place. Philippi was the cosmopolitan
town of the day, culturally Greek and politically Roman. They go, not
to a synagogue on the Sabbath, but to a place of prayer by the river
and there they meet Lydia. Lydia is called a worshipper of God, which
is a technical term for Gentiles who were interested in the Jewish
faith. She accepts the Gospel message and her whole household is
baptised. This is significant as she was a woman of influence and
wealth. Some suggest that this describes the founding of a house
church under her leadership, or at least patronage. This seems
confirmed by Acts 16:40 when Paul and Silas are about to leave
Philippi, they first call on the brothers and sisters (ie church
community) at Lydia’s home.

The other extraordinary episode in this chapter is the account of Paul
and Silas in prison. The action speaks for itself, but you might like to
note that there is another case of household conversion. In Acts
16:33 the Jailer’s entire household is baptised. Paul’s stubbornness
and personal power comes to the fore when on being told he and
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Silas have been released and they must leave quietly, he instead
demands a more public response for the humiliation they have been
given and receives an apology and an escort from the city.

Let us pray

Holy Spirit

Enable us to bring peace into places of opposition,

And to make visible by our lives

A reflection of God’s compassion.

Yes, enable us to love and to express it by our lives. Amen.
(A prayer by Brother Roger of Taize)

Day 33 (Sunday) — Read Acts Chapter 17 first if you can

This chapter shows a stark difference between bringing the message
to a synagogue community compared to bringing it to a Greek
philosophical community. In Thessalonica Paul spends three weeks
(three Sabbaths) going to the synagogue and arguing (literally
‘opening’) the scriptures with them. The result is mixed. Some Jews
and a great many Greeks join them, but once again, opposition to
them forces their quick exit from the town as it does in the next town
of Beroea, although Silas and Timothy remain there whilst Paul goes
on to Athens. You may like to read 1 Thessalonians chapter 2 to gain
further insights into this time in Thessalonica. Clearly a church
community was founded there which would occupy Paul’s ongoing
support.

The next section of Paul in Athens is extraordinary for its difference
and has much to say to the church about proclaiming the Gospel in
non-Christian settings. Paul does not go to a synagogue but rather to
public places — the market-place and then the Areopagus (meaning
the Mars’ hill/Ares’ hill and possibly was the location of the
philosophical council). Even though Paul has been distressed by all
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the idols he sees in the city, he actually uses them for his message,
fixing on the altar to an unknown god as his way into speaking of the
God he knows. Paul uses their own language to speak of God, quoting
the Cretan philosopher, Epimenides, and the Greek poet, Aratus (Acts
17:28). The reception here is quite different to the violent
antagonism of other places because the culture encouraged
theological questioning: “the Athenians and the foreigners living
there would spend their time in nothing but telling or hearing
something new” (Acts 17:21). Paul uses this attitude and finds that
whilst some scoff, others want to hear more and some even join him.
It seems a church community is formed under the patronage of
Dionysius (a member of the philosophical council) and a significant
woman called Damaris.

Let us pray

Spirit of truth,

Do not let us hide behind locked doors,

Afraid of every new idea and prejudiced against all new theories.
Rather, let our minds be constantly tuned with the gospel of Christ
Jesus and then be open to fresh ideas with sanctified curiosity.
Count us among those wise and adventurous souls

who ‘bring from their storeroom things old and things new’.

To your endless wonder and worship. Amen.

(A prayer by Bruce Prewer, from “Jesus our Future” very relevant to
Acts 17:16-33, using thoughts from John 20:19-23; Matthew 13:52)

Day 34 (Monday) — Read Acts chapters 18 & 19 first if you can.

These two chapters show the action slowing down a little. Paul is
staying longer in places and revisiting previous communities to
encourage them. He stays a year and a half in Corinth, working at his
trade as a tent-maker, whilst still boldly speaking the Gospel. We also
see other people developing in leadership roles in these church
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communities. Priscilla and Aquila, a husband-and-wife ministry team
from Italy have come to Corinth. Their input is significant as we read
of them instructing Apollos “more accurately” in the faith. Later they
accompany Paul to Antioch where they stay as leaders. We
encounter Apollos, from Alexandria, who was clearly a powerful
leader and ends up being a cause of division as some align
themselves more to him than Paul. An issue that Paul will address in
a later letter (cf 1 Corinthians 3:4-6). Then there are a whole number
of people who we know little about but because they are named, we
know their contribution to Christian communities was considerable:
Crispus, Erastus, Gaius, Aristarchus and others.

The action in Ephesus is dramatic and leads to a public riot, primarily
as this Gospel message threatens the livelihood of the idol makers.
Ephesus was a centre for the worship of the goddess Artemis. Early in
the next chapter we will see Paul establishing disciples there to
support the church community in that place.

We also see in these chapters the Christians being collectively
referred to as the Way (Acts 18:25; 18:26; 19:9; 19:23). The phrase
“The Way of the Lord” or the Messianic Way, is a great term for us to
reflect upon. Our faith is not merely religious knowledge, it is a
journey, it is following a path. Walking in the Way, evocatively
reminds us that how we live and how we travel with God is central to
the Christian faith. Perhaps this reminds you of the Road to Emmaus
encounter with the risen Christ (Luke 24:13-35).

Let us pray

Jesus is walking us, Christ is always near,

Teaching the story, Showing us the signs,

Breaking the bread and opening our eyes

To God’s life all around.

(song chorus — Jesus is Walking With Us — Road to Emmaus by A
Mintern)
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Day 35 (Tuesday) — Read Acts Chapter 20 first if you can

| wonder what you notice in this chapter? You may notice the change
from third person to first person at various points, possibly indicating
that Luke was present for parts of this episode. You may notice the
multi-cultural group that Paul has assembled to go with him —
Sopater from Beroea, Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica,
Gaius from Derbe, Tychicus and Trophimus from Asia and Timothy
and Luke as well — which carries on the theme of universality in Luke-
Acts.

You might notice the extraordinary detail in 20:7-12 when they meet
to break bread together on Sunday (the first day of the week): the
many lamps in the upper room, the time of night, the length of Paul’s
speech (clearly he could go on a bit!); the number of storeys in the
house, the youth’s name and where he was sitting. Incidentally you
may appreciate knowing that the youth’s name Eutyches means
“Lucky/good fortune” — He certainly was!

| notice that Paul is keen to get to Jerusalem for Pentecost and |
wonder why? A footnote in my bible ponders: “Does Paul’s eagerness
to be in Jerusalem on Pentecost reflect his Jewish heritage or was
Pentecost already a Christian commemoration?” The majority of this
chapter is Paul speaking with the Ephesian elders who he meets away
from Ephesus as he is keen not to experience a repeat of the uproar
of his previous visit. His speech to the Ephesian elders (20:18-35) is
heartfelt and poignant. Clearly Paul does not expect to ever return
and possibly does not expect to survive his upcoming trip. Paul hands
responsibility for leadership over to them: “Keep watch over
yourselves and all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made you
overseers, to shepherd the church of God.” (20:28). He predicts
difficult times ahead for the community there as well as for himself.
He commends them to be humble, supporting the weak and
supporting themselves, as he did, by the work of their own hands. He
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concludes by directly quoting Jesus, “It is more blessed to give than to
receive” which is often regularly quoted but it is not actually a phrase
from the Gospels although the sentiment is certainly found there and
in other writings. (cf Sirach 4:31; 1 Clement 2:1; Luke 5:35-36;38)

Let us pray

God, food of the poor; Christ our bread,

Give us a taste of the tender bread from your creation’s table;
Bread newly taken from your heart’s oven,

Food that comforts and nourishes us.

A fraternal loaf that makes us human

Joined hand in hand, working and sharing.

A warm loaf that makes us a family;

Sacrament of your body, your wounded people.

(A ‘Psalm for Life and Peace’ from the workers in the Soup kitchens in
Lima, Peru)

Day 36 (Wednesday) — Read Acts chapters 21 & 22 first if you can

Despite many warnings from others not to go to Jerusalem, Paul has
his mind set to go there — “I am ready not only to be bound but even
to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus” (21:13). If you
have a bible with a map, you can trace Paul’s journey from Miletus,
to Cos, to Rhodes, to Patara, past Cyprus to Tyre where they spent
time with some disciples. Then on to Ptolemais and to Caesarea
staying with “Philip the evangelist, one of the seven.” You might
remember back in Acts 6:5, seven Greek men were chosen to handle
the food distribution. That menial task did not define them for at
least Stephen and Philip were destined for greater roles. Philip is
called “the evangelist” meaning proclaimer of the Good News. It is
the only time that this title is used in Luke-Acts which points to the
leadership that Philip has in the early church, for elsewhere in the
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New Testament this is a very specific role/title (cf Ephesians 4:11, 2
Tim 4:5).

When Paul arrives in Jerusalem the initial welcome is warm, and he
spends time with James (the brother of Jesus) who was the
acknowledged leader amongst the Jewish believers in Jerusalem. Paul
takes James’ advice to observe Jewish customs in the temple which
he does, but his testimony about his conversion stirs up the crowds
and the Roman officials have to intervene. An interesting aspect of
Paul’s testimony is him relating words that the Risen Jesus has
spoken to him (22:8, 18, 21) giving us a very personal insight into
Paul’s spiritual journey. The Romans want Paul to be “examined by
flogging” but Paul invokes his rights as a Roman citizen for a fair trial.
This halted the treatment and the tribune decides to release Paul to
the Religious council. So we leave this section with bated breath,
waiting to see what will happen in tomorrow’s reading.

Let us pray

| do not know, O God, what may happen to me today.

| only know that nothing will happen to me

But what has been foreseen by you from all eternity,

And that is sufficient.

O my God, keep me in peace.

| adore your eternal designs.... Amen.

(from a prayer by Elizabeth of France (1764-94) whilst awaiting
execution)

Day 37 (Thursday) — Read Acts 22:30 — 23:35 first if you can

| sometimes wonder how | would’ve responded to Paul if I'd met him
in person. He is such a monumental figure in the Christian tradition.
He seemed to have such passion, commitment, and fervour that
people could be attracted to him and his message. But likewise, he
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had the capacity to divide people and raise such antipathy towards
himself. The drama of conflict between Paul and Jewish Religious
Council continues in this section. Paul has the audacity to insult
Ananias the High Priest and then in 23:5 seems to descend into
sarcasm, as surely Paul did know who Ananias was. Nevertheless,
Paul then demonstrates his knowledge of scripture citing Exodus
22:28. Once again Paul manages to get himself off the hook by
stirring up the conflict between the Pharisees and Sadducees who
had differing views on the Resurrection of the Dead.

I’m intrigued by 23:16 which refers to Paul’s nephew (the son of his
sister) coming to his aid. Who was this? Some people assume it is
Timothy, but Timothy has been mentioned by name up to this point
so why would he be referred to as “the son of Paul’s sister” here. If
Paul is from Tarsus what was his sister’s son doing in Jerusalem? We
can’t know the answer to some of these questions but what we do
know is this young man saved Paul’s life and once again Paul is able
to use his Roman citizenship as a means to be taken to Caesarea for
yet another hearing. For most people these experiences would be
crushing but for Paul he seems to see every hardship as another
opportunity to serve God and proclaim the Gospel. Which gives us
not only an incredible insight into Paul’s faith and personality but also
a challenge to us for how we might meet the challenges and
opposition that come our way.

Let us pray

Lord, make me like a crystal,

That your light may shine through me. Amen.
(Katherine Mansfield 1888-1923)
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Day 38 (Friday) — Read Acts 24 & 25:1-22 first if you can.

After the fast-paced action of the early chapters of Acts the long
running courtroom and prison drama of Paul’s arrest drags on in
great detail. Paul has now been taken to Caesarea to appear before
Felix the Governor. Ananias engages Tertullus as attorney, literally an
orator, who is perhaps an expert in Roman legal procedures. His
speech is very ingratiating to the Governor and refers to Paul as a
“pestilent fellow”, an “agitator” and a “ringleader in the sect of the
Nazoreans” (24:5). There were a number of Jewish sects at the time:
the Essenes, the Pharisees and the Sadducees and perhaps they saw
this as one more arising and wanted to stamp it out before it went
too far.

When it comes to his turn to speak, Paul is equal to the task as an
orator. He speaks graciously and well. He rejects the idea that he is
part of a sect and refers to the movement as The Way (24:14). Paul
brings the whole debate down to a theological point of difference
about the resurrection, presumably knowing that the Romans would
not be too interested in a difference of theological opinion. Felix
seems to know a bit about The Way already (24:22) and is not
entirely unsympathetic to Paul as shown by the fairly lenient
treatment given to him in custody (24:23). But for some reason the
case goes nowhere, and Paul is kept in custody there for two years.
One wonders what Paul did in this time, but presumably he wrote
many letters. Caesarea is one of the contenders, along with Ephesus,
Rome and Corinth, as the place where he wrote the letter to the
Philippians.

Meanwhile Felix is succeeded by a new governor, Porcius Festus, in
about the year 59/60. Festus clearly wanted to sort out the matter of
Paul which has remained unresolved. Paul insists on being sent to
Rome to be tried by the emperor’s tribunal. Festus agrees but as King
Agrippa happens to visit he decides to lay the case before Agrippa.
We pick up the action tomorrow....
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Let us pray

Relieve and comfort, O Lord,

All the persecuted and afflicted;

Speak peace to troubled consciences;

Strengthen the weak; instruct the ignorant;

Deliver the oppressed; relieve the needy;

And bring us all, by the waters of comfort,

To the Kingdom of rest and glory. Amen.

(A prayer by Jeremy Taylor 1637-1642, rector of Uppingham and
chaplain to King Charles the first during the civil war.)

Day 39 (Saturday) — Read Acts 25:23-27 & 26 First if you can

Festus is in a bind. He has to send Paul to the Emperor’s tribunal to
defend his case, but Festus can think of no crime of which to accuse
him. He suggests King Agrippa question Paul, which hands Paul yet
another chance to give his testimony. Paul is very measured and does
nothing to repudiate the Jewish faith. In fact, he goes to great lengths
to explain how what he proclaims is in line with Moses and the
prophets. Like Festus, King Agrippa, sees that Paul does not deserve
death or imprisonment and, if not for his appeal to the emperor,
could be released. And so, we come to the final two chapters of Acts
tomorrow when Paul will make his way, eventually, to Rome.

Now you may be wondering how we have come to the end of our
forty day reading plan and yet we are not at Easter yet. That is
because | have been sending these reflections every day, including
Sundays, which means we will conclude with one week to go. This
means for people who have fallen behind there is time to catch up.
Or it means that Holy Week is left free for you to enter into the
worship services on offer at church or do other holy reading.
Tomorrow we will conclude our reading plan.
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Let us pray

Lord, open my eyes to see you more clearly,

That | may continually turn from darkness to your light.
May | know your forgiveness and blessings

More fully as | journey with you,

My Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen.

(prayer based on Acts 26:18)

Day 40 (Palm Sunday) — Read Acts chapters 27 & 28 first if you can.

After the somewhat slower action of the previous chapters of Paul’s
trial and imprisonment, the action in chapters 27-28 is something of a
ripping yarn. We might notice that the narrative moves into the first
person again, indicating Luke, or an eyewitness known to him, was
present. We do know that Aristarchus, a fellow Christian from
Thessalonica, was with Paul (cf 19:29; 20:4). The action is incredible
and follows the voyage-storm-shipwreck motif into which the
message of God’s protection and providence is woven. Paul, who is
after all a prisoner on this voyage, takes on a leadership role in
encouraging and instructing the crew and other prisoners. Paul
shares his vision (27:22-26) that though the ship will be wrecked all
lives will be saved and therefore they should have courage. In 27:34
he reassures them that “none of you will lose a hair from your heads”
this is enough for us to remember these same words of Jesus in Luke
21:18-19 and his subsequent encouragement: “by your endurance
you will gain your souls.” Paul then takes bread, gives thanks, breaks
the bread and eats in a what looks like a eucharistic gesture or at
least is a form of grace, which the other people present then follow.
Paul’s witness through this section is not in the form of long sermons
for which he was prone, but through encouraging messages of faith
and courageous example.

Finally, after the many dramas of the voyage, and some considerable
time has passed, Paul reaches Rome. We learn that Paul met
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believers at Puteoli (28:13) who he stayed with and then believers
from Rome came to meet them at the Forum of Appius and Three
Taverns (28:15). Other missionaries have previously established
communities here before Paul’s arrival (cf Romans 1:8, 15; 16:3-16)
and these believers are clearly keen to meet with Paul. We can
almost forget that Paul is still a prisoner and 28:16 gives an indication
that this is a fairly loose form of house arrest that allows him some
freedom of movement and association, although he still appears to
be chained (28:20). Paul meets with Jewish leaders and preaches to
them, and whilst some were convinced others refused to believe
(28:24). Paul quotes Isaiah 6:9-10 about the people’s disbelief and
that now this message will go to the Gentiles who will listen (28:28).

The book of Acts then ends with Paul living in Rome for two years, at
his own expense and proclaiming the kingdom to all who came to
him. We are probably left with an overwhelming feeling of: “but then
what happened?” Did Paul appear before the Emperor’s tribunal?
What became of him? Tradition holds that Paul died in Rome,
possibly beheaded in the persecutions by the Emperor Nero. Some
church traditions hold that Paul made another missionary journey to
Spain (fourth century writers like Cyril of Jerusalem, Chrysostom and
Jerome affirm this.) However, we do not know for sure. If we can
leave those questions of where Paul’s journey left him and consider
where our journey has left us that will be a fitting conclusion.

We have journeyed in forty days through 52 chapters of Luke-Acts.
We have journeyed with Luke from the period of Israel, through the
period of Jesus and into the period of the church. We have learnt
from Luke’s telling of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. We
have learnt how just 120 of Jesus’ followers were transformed by the
coming of the Holy Spirit and from the first day when 3000 believers
were added, the church continued to grow. We have learnt from
those key themes of Acts — The work of the Holy Spirit, the life of the
church, the discernment of God’s activity and the universality of the
Gospel. Themes which are all interwoven into the life of faith. The
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story is not completed in Acts because it is still unfolding. The Holy
Spirit is still at work in the world and in the church. Perhaps the
guestion we are best left with is: Where do we discern God’s activity
and how do we join in with it for the good of all the people of the
world?

Let us pray

O Holy Spirit, open our eyes and hearts

To see your divine movement in our world,

Guide us with insight to participate with you in faithful discipleship.
Inspire us to use our gifts for the work of God’s Kingdom,

And to be a blessing to all.

We pray in the name of Jesus, our Lord and Saviour, Amen.
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