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People have varied opinions about who Jesus is. This is nothing new—they always 

have. Jesus once asked His disciples, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” (Luke 9:18). 

They replied that some thought He was John the Baptist, others thought He was Elijah 

or some other ancient prophet. While each of those answers reflected a high opinion 

about Jesus, they all fell short of Jesus’ true identity and mission.

Because it’s not enough to know what others are saying about Him, Jesus asked His 

disciples: “But you … who do you say that I am?” (Luke 9:20). After affirming Peter’s 

reply that Jesus was “God’s Messiah,” He taught them His mission would involve 

suffering—a cross. Jesus’ death on the cross, however, wouldn’t be an accident nor 

a tragedy; it would be the fulfillment of God’s eternal plan for our salvation. Jesus 

added that the cross would not be the final word, but He would be raised on the 

third day.

Who do you say Jesus is, and what will you do with Him? He said, “I am the way, the 

truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Right 

now, He is waiting for you. 

• Admit to God that you are a sinner. Repent, turning away from your sin.

•  By faith receive Jesus Christ as God’s Son and accept Jesus’ gift of 

forgiveness from sin. He took the penalty for your sin by dying on the cross.

•  Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. You may pray a prayer 

similar to this as you call on God to save you: “Dear God, I know that You love 

me. I confess my sin and need of salvation. I turn away from my sin and place 

my faith in Jesus as my Savior and Lord.  

In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.”

After you have received Jesus Christ into your life, tell a pastor or another Christian 

about your decision. Show others your faith in Christ by asking for baptism by 

immersion in your local church as a public expression of your faith.

WHO IS JESUS?
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Coaches talk about setting the tone early. They preach about the importance of warming up 
with purpose, tucking in your jersey, and taking the field with enthusiasm. They know of 
the importance of that first play, first pitch, and first shot. Teams only win at the conclusion 
of the game, but they can lose it at the beginning. Beginnings matter. 

In Luke’s Gospel, we discover a great deal about the beginning of Jesus’ life. We find out 
about a priest named Zechariah, who saw an angel but couldn’t tell anyone about the visit. 
We are told about his wife, Elizabeth, who was pregnant when she was visited by Mary, 
her relative who had also encountered an angel. At the birth of Jesus, we are introduced 
to shepherds, Simeon, and Anna. We are also told about a conversation between a twelve-
year-old and teachers in the temple. 

These beginnings set the tone for what was to come. Zechariah was told that his son would 
prepare the way for the Messiah. Mary was told that she would supernaturally conceive 
a child who would be the Son of God. Shepherds sought and found the Savior. Simeon 
pointed to a day when Mary’s soul would be pierced. Jesus would have more conversations 
with those teachers in the temple. Beginnings matter. 

During our study of Luke 1–9, we will discover the importance of these beginnings and 
how they move us toward the conclusion: the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus. Our 
prayer is that we will be reminded of God’s redemptive plan, knowing that God invites each 
of us to be included in that redemption. 

In His service, 

G. Dwayne McCrary

Dwayne.McCrary@lifeway.com

A WORD FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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TWO QUICK WAYS TO USE QUICKSOURCE

AS A SUPPLEMENT TO THE EXPLORE THE BIBLE LEADER GUIDE

1.  After completing your study using the commentary provided in the  
Explore the Bible Leader Guide or Leader Helps in the Daily Discipleship  
Guide, consult the Exploring Key Words section and the Talking Points  
page for additional insight or as a review. 

2.  After creating your initial plans for guiding the group time using the suggestions 
included in the Leader Guide, supplement and refine your plan using the ideas  
found in QuickSource. You will also want to consult the Explore the Bible blog 
(goExploreTheBible.com) for additional ideas.

AS YOUR PRIMARY RESOURCE FOR PREPARING TO  
LEAD A SMALL BIBLE STUDY GROUP

1.  Read and study the core passage. 
Use Exploring Key Words on the first page of the session content to  
gain an understanding of the passage. Consult a study Bible and a Bible  
commentary like the Explore the Bible Adult Commentary (available at  
goExploreTheBible.com in both print and digital formats) to gain  
additional insight into the passage. 

2.  Review the outline provided on the Talking Points page  
(page 2 of each session). 

Record ideas and insights gleaned from your personal study time.  
Note: You may want to make a photocopy of the Talking Points page so  
you can use QuickSource again in the future.  
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3.  Review the questions on the Discussion Plan page  
(page 3 of each session). 

Identify the questions you believe would work best with the group you  
are leading. Reword the selected questions to reflect your personality  
and the personality of the group. Record the reworded questions on the  
Talking Points page (or the photocopy you made of the page) next to the  
point related to the question. Remember to arrange the questions so  
that you are leading the group to a conclusion or action.

4.  Consider ways of using the Object Lesson idea  
(page 4 of each session). 

Brainstorm other ideas sparked by the Object Lesson suggestion. 

5.  Read the Dig Deeper feature (page 4 of each session).
Add insights gained from this page to the Talking Points page. 

6.  Use the Personal Study Guide (PSG) or the Daily  
Discipleship Guide (DDG).

Scan a copy of the Personal Study Guide (PSG), looking for additional  
questions and the Bible Skill feature. Consider ways of incorporating  
the Bible Skill into the session, recording your ideas on the Talking Points  
page. Record additional questions from the PSG or DDG on the Talking Points  
page as well. 

7.  Review and refine. 
Consult the Explore the Bible blog (goExploreTheBible.com/blog) for  
additional ideas.

8.  Arrive early. 
The group time starts when the first person arrives. Make sure you are that  
person so you can set the tone and direction for the group Bible study time. 

9.  Lead the group in a time of Bible study. 
Carry the Talking Points page into the class, using this page as your guide  
for leading the group.
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INTRODUCTION TO LUKE 1–9
When people ask me about my faith,  
I normally do not begin by stating, “I am  
a Christian” or “I attend a Southern Baptist 
church.” I’m not ashamed of these labels, 
and both statements are true. However, 
I want people—especially those who 
might be unfamiliar with the gospel—to 
understand that my faith above all is 
a personal, transforming relationship 
rather than some type of institutional 
membership. For this reason, I simply say, 
“I am a follower of Jesus.”

Describing my faith in this way also 
reminds me that I need to continue 
learning about Jesus and relating His 
words and actions to my own. So, my 
prayer and aim for these studies in  
Luke 1–9 is that we all will engage with  
God’s Word not merely as a historical or  
literary exercise but as a spiritual journey  
designed to strengthen and refine our 
“follow-ship” of Jesus.

WRITER
The Gospel of Luke—sometimes referred to 
as the Third Gospel because of its place in 
the New Testament—nowhere names the 
book’s human author in its main content. 
Neither is the author’s name revealed in 
the Book of Acts, the sequel volume to the 
Gospel of Luke. When, therefore, did these 
two inspired works become associated with 
Luke? For that matter, what do we even 
know about Luke’s identity? 

The earliest existing copy of the Third 
Gospel is a papyrus document that 
dates around AD 200 and bears the title 
“According to Luke.” Indeed, all early 
listings of the New Testament writings 
identify Luke as the writer of both the 
Third Gospel and the Book of Acts.  

Such early and strong evidence for 
authorship may have resulted from the 
fact that the writer was well known to 
Theophilus [thee AHF fih luhs], the named 
recipient and probable sponsor of both 
volumes (see Luke 1:3-4; Acts 1:1).

The name “Luke” appears only three times 
in the New Testament—in Colossians 4:14; 
2 Timothy 4:11; and Philemon 24. These 
passages depict Luke as Paul the apostle’s 
trusted coworker and a beloved physician. 
Because Paul never directly referred to 
Luke as being Jewish, many Bible students 
conclude that Luke was a Gentile. However, 
Luke’s familiarity with Jewish customs  
and the Old Testament Scriptures gives 
strong reason to conclude that he was 
closely connected to Judaism—perhaps 
a God-fearer—prior to his becoming a 
follower of Jesus Christ. 

Additional information about Luke can 
potentially be gleaned from the so-called 
“we” passages in the Book of Acts (16:10-
17; 20:5-15; 21:1-8; and 27:1–28:16). Some 
Bible students suggest that the appearance 
of the first-person plural pronoun “we” in 
these passages indicates that Luke joined 
Paul’s missionary team in certain places as 
they traveled and ministered. 

DATE
The Book of Acts narrates the ministry 
of Paul up to the point of his first Roman 
imprisonment (see Acts 28:16,30) but 
does not mention his second Roman 
imprisonment and death (hinted at in 
2 Tim. 4:6). Thus, some Bible scholars 
conclude that Luke-Acts was written in 
the early AD 60s. These scholars also point 
out that Luke did not include in either 
volume a clear indication of the Jewish 
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rebellion in AD 66 or the destruction of 
Jerusalem and its temple in AD 70. The 
argument is that Luke would not have 
omitted their fulfillment unless they had 
not yet occurred.

Other Bible scholars assert that since 
Luke used the Gospel of Mark as one 
of the sources for his Gospel, the date 
of completion and circulation of Mark’s 
Gospel necessarily has a bearing on the 
date of Luke-Acts. If, as seems likely, that 
(1) Mark was in Rome with Peter near the 
time of the apostle’s death (see 1 Pet. 5:13), 
(2) Mark’s Gospel was based largely on 
Peter’s memories and testimony of Jesus, 
and (3) Peter was martyred during the 
period of Emperor Nero’s persecution of 
Christians in the mid-60s, then it follows 
that Mark’s Gospel would be dated in the 
mid-to-late 60s. These factors could push 
the completion date of Luke-Acts to a time 
in the decade of the 70s or even later.

PURPOSE
Luke stated the purpose of his Gospel in 
the introduction (1:1-4). He researched and 
organized the eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ 
life and teachings so that Theophilus—
probably a believer and financial patron 
of Luke’s efforts—would “know the 
certainty of the things about which [he 
had] been instructed.” Given this situation, 
Luke’s purpose in writing was to provide 
an account that was well-researched, 
historically accurate, and organized in an 
orderly manner. Luke’s intent was not, 
however, just to produce a superior book. 
His ultimate intent was to undergird 
believers’ confidence in the gospel message 
and the instructions for life and faith this 
message offers.

KEY THEMES
Jesus’ birth and childhood—Luke’s 
birth narrative prominently features 
supernatural (angelic) visitations 
announcing the arrival of Jesus and 
Jesus’ forerunner, John. Jesus’ birth was 
a divinely ordained event marking the 
dramatic intervention of God into history, 
the arrival of God’s Messiah for the 
salvation of all who would receive Him. The 
joyous announcements by angels and the 
hymns of praise by Zechariah and Mary 
are highpoints of Luke’s birth narratives. 

A Gospel for all people—The Gospel of 
Luke, especially in tandem with Acts, 
presents a gospel that welcomes all people 
to faith in Jesus. Gentiles are presented 
in a generally positive light, and secular 
authorities consistently make either 
a positive or neutral response to the 
gospel and its messengers. Christianity is 
presented as a faith concerned with the 
kingdom of God and not a secular threat 
to the political rule of Rome. Some Bible 
scholars argue that Luke’s efforts present 
such a compatible picture of Christianity 
in the Roman empire that Luke-Acts may 
have been produced, at least in part, as 
a document to support Paul at his trial 
before Caesar. 

Appreciation of women as followers— 
One notable feature of Luke’s Gospel is the 
repeated mention of women connected to 
the life and ministry of Jesus. A number 
of women provided financial support for 
Jesus (8:1-3). Luke included the account of 
Mary choosing to sit at Jesus feet in the 
position of a disciple and Jesus’ defending 
her when her sister Martha objected 
(10:38-42). 
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OUTLINE OF LUKE

ON THE COVER

Denarius coin depicting Tiberius;  
c. AD 14-37; silver

 I.  Preparation for the Ministry of Jesus (1:1–4:13)

  A. Formal prologue (1:1-4) 

  B. Births of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:5–2:20) 

  C. Childhood and early adulthood of Jesus (2:21-52) 

  D. Ministry of John the Baptist (3:1-22) 

  E. Genealogy of Jesus (3:23-38) 

  F. Testing of Jesus by the devil (4:1-13)

 II.  Jesus’ Ministry in Galilee (4:14–9:50)

  A. Early preaching (4:14-44) 

  B. Calling of disciples, then apostles (5:1–6:16) 

  C. The Sermon on the Plain (6:17-49) 

  D. Faith issues; the sending out of the Twelve (7:1–9:17) 

  E. Peter’s confession and the transfiguration (9:18-50)

 III.  Jesus’ Ministry in Judea and Perea (9:51–19:44)

 IV.  Climax of Jesus’ Ministry in Jerusalem (19:28–24:53)
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EXPLORING KEY WORDS

A  Zechariah means “remembered by Yahweh.” 

B  Elizabeth means “God is my oath.” She was  
a descendant of Aaron.

C  John means “The Lord is gracious.” His role would be 
to prepare the Lord’s people for the coming Messiah.

D  Jesus said, “among those born of women no one is 
greater than John” (Luke 7:28).

E  This was part of the Nazirite vow (Num. 6:3-4). 
Being drunk “leads to reckless living” (Eph. 5:18).

F  John’s baptism of repentance (Mark 1:4) would “per-
suade many a Jew to turn to the Lord his God” (TLB). 

G  Malachi 4:5 prophesies Elijah would return “before 
the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.” 

H  “A reconciliation produced by repentance”  
(AMP, Mal. 4:6).

I  Sarah had a similar reaction to her miraculous 
pregnancy (Gen. 18:12).

J  Along with Michael, Gabriel is one of two angels 
named in Scripture (see Dan. 8:16; 9:21; Rev. 12:7). 
Scripture always speaks of angels in the mascu-
line gender. 

K “Evangelism” comes from the Greek euangellion.

L  Two Greek words for “time” occur in the New 
Testament: chronos (chronological time) and, used 
in this verse, kairos (a divinely-appointed time). 

M They expected a priestly blessing (Num. 6:24-27). 

N Zechariah was able to speak again eight days after 
John’s birth at the baby’s circumcision (Luke 1:64).

O  Each priest was on duty a week at a time.

Planned

S E S S I O N  1

LUKE 1:13-25
13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid,  

 Zechariah, because your prayer has been heard. Your 
wife  Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you will name 
him  John. 14 There will be joy and delight for you,  
and many will rejoice at his birth. 15 For he will be  

 great in the sight of the Lord and will  never drink 
wine or beer. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit 
while still in his mother’s womb. 16 He will  turn  
many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God.  
17 And he will go before him in the spirit and power 
of  Elijah, to turn the  hearts of fathers to their 
children, and the disobedient to the understanding  
of the righteous, to make ready for the Lord a 
prepared people.” 18 “How can I know this? ” Zechariah 
asked the angel.  “For I am an old man, and my wife is 
well along in years.” 19 The angel answered him, “I am  

 Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God, and I 
was sent to speak to you and tell you this  good news. 
20 Now listen. You will become silent and unable to 
speak until the day these things take place, because 
you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled 
in their proper  time.” 21 Meanwhile, the people were 

 waiting for Zechariah, amazed that he stayed so long 
in the sanctuary. 22 When he did come out, he could 
not speak to them. Then they realized that he had 
seen a vision in the sanctuary. He was making signs  
to them and  remained speechless. 23 When the days  
of his ministry  were completed, he went back home. 
24 After these days his wife Elizabeth conceived and 
kept herself in seclusion for five months. She said,  
 

For additional commentary, see the Leader Guide or  
Adult Commentary, available for purchase at 
goExploreTheBible.com.

1
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25 “The Lord has done this for me. He has  
looked with favor in these days to take away  

 my disgrace among the people.” 

1. PRAYER ANSWERED (LUKE 1:13-17)
• An angel appeared to Zechariah to declare to him that God heard  

his prayers and would give him a son. 

• The angel told Zechariah to name the son John. 

• He would be a prophet like Elijah and would prepare people for the 
coming of the Messiah. 

• Be aware that different translations use different spellings for the name 
of John’s father; Zechariah (CSB, NIV, ESV) and Zacharias (KJV).  

2. DOUBT EXPRESSED (LUKE 1:18-20)
• Zechariah questioned the angel, expressing doubt about being able  

to have children. 

• The angel identified himself as Gabriel and assured Zechariah that  
God had sent him. 

• The angel told Zechariah that he wouldn’t be able to speak until after  
John’s birth.

3. REALITY SEEN (LUKE 1:21-25)
• When Zechariah finally emerged from the sanctuary and was unable  

to speak, the people present realized he had seen a vision. 

• After Zechariah completed his temple duties and returned home, 
Elizabeth conceived a child and remained secluded for five months. 

SUMMARY STATEMENTS
God’s promises point to His redemptive plan for  
His creation. 
• God is working to bring about His redemptive plan.

• God has the power to do what He says He will do. 

• Believers can live with the confidence that God keeps His promises.

P  Her “disgrace of having no children!” (TLB).

TALKING POINTS

Notes
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FOCUS ATTENTION
Good and godly people face challenges, even when 
doing rightly. What are some examples? 

• Knowing this truth helps when we do rightly but still face 
problems in our fallen world. 

• Zechariah and Elizabeth were “righteous in God’s sight, living 
without blame” (1:6). Still they faced infertility. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT 
LUKE 1:13-17
What did the angel tell Zechariah?

• An angel appeared to Zechariah to declare to him that God heard 
his prayers and would give Zechariah and Elizabeth a son. 

• Verse 18 indicates that both Zechariah and Elizabeth were well 
beyond childbearing age. This baby’s birth was a gift from God.  

• The angel told Zechariah to name the son John. John would 
prepare people for the coming of the Messiah. 

How did the angel who visited Zechariah differ from 
the angels our culture creates?  

• Biblical angels look like full-grown men and are powerful.

• Angels bring messages from God.

• They’re unique beings God created (Ps. 8:4-5; Heb. 2:7-9). 

• God doesn’t promise each person an angel. Instead angels go 
where God directs them.  

How did John’s family and Jesus’ family intertwine  
in ways that served God (v. 17)?

• The baby who would be born to Zechariah and Elizabeth would 
become Jesus’ six-month-older relative, John the Baptist. 

• Only Jesus was born of a virgin and is therefore God’s Son, but 
John’s birth was also miraculous.

• Through both John and Jesus, God worked to bring His redemptive 
plan. Elizabeth, about six months further along in pregnancy, 
would later encourage Mary while she was pregnant with God’s 
own Son. Elizabeth’s baby, John, jumped in her womb when 
pregnant Mary arrived. 

Reread verse 17. With what people might our actions 
intertwine to bring God’s good? 

• To memorize Luke 1:17 read the verse, but stop at key words for 
the group to complete. Invite volunteers to read and stop. 

LUKE 1:18-20
God doesn’t mind questions, but in this case He did. 
Why? Compare this passage with 1:34-37.

• Explore differences in Mary’s and Zechariah’s questioning. 

• The angel identified himself as Gabriel and assured Zechariah that 
God had sent him. Zechariah challenged the news, and as a result, 
he wouldn’t be able to speak until after the baby’s birth. Zechariah 
was a priest responsible for guiding the faith of others.

• Mary also asked questions, and the angel answered those without 
penalty. To her he also cited the pregnancy of Elizabeth and 
Zechariah as a demonstration of God’s power. 

• Mary’s question was different than Zechariah’s. Zechariah was 
basically saying, “How can I trust you?” Mary was asking, in faith, 
“How will this happen?

How does God want us to receive news from Him? 

• God wants us to respect and trust Him. 

• God will do what He says He’ll do. 

• Certain instructions do seem unfathomable, and we need 
guidance for following them. Distinguish between resistance and 
a learning posture.

LUKE 1:21-25
How did people waiting for Zechariah respond to 
him? What details might they have wanted?

• After being in the temple longer than was typical, Zechariah 
emerged unable to speak.

• Move the group beyond simple responses to reasons for what 
they saw, answers to what they wondered, and what God 
communicated through Zechariah. 

• The people realized Zechariah had seen a vision from God.
How did Elizabeth respond to her pregnancy? What 
are possible reasons that she stayed in seclusion?

• After Zechariah returned home, he and Elizabeth conceived a child.

• This section of the core Passage is titled “Reality Seen.”

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE
How did  Zechariah and Elizabeth respond in 
obedience to God’s promises?

• God keeps His promises. God’s promises point to His redemptive 
plan for His creation.

• Personal Challenge: Listen for how God is guiding you to obey  
in response to a biblical directive.  

DISCUSSION PLAN
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OBJECT LESSON

DIG DEEPER 
THE PRIESTLY SERVICE

When the angel Gabriel appeared to Zechariah, he said “Do not be 
afraid, Zechariah, because your prayer has been heard” (Luke 1:13). 
However, the Gospel of Luke doesn’t actually record any prayer by 
Zechariah. We could assume that Zechariah and Elizabeth had once 
prayed for children, but since they were both well beyond the age 
of childbearing (v. 7), and since Zechariah was shocked by the news  
(v. 18), we could also assume he hadn’t prayed for that in a long time. 
So what prayer was Gabriel talking about? We find the answer when 
we examine why Zechariah was in the temple in the first place. 

According to 1 Chronicles 24, there were twenty-four divisions of 
priests, which means that about twice a year, each division would serve 
in the temple for a week each time. Zechariah was of the priestly division 
of Abijah (1 Chron. 24:10; Luke 1:5). However, the once-in-a-lifetime 
privilege of burning incense before the Lord was determined by lot, and 
because there were so many priests, many never got the honor. 

Incense was offered twice a day—during the morning and 
evening sacrifices (Ex. 30:7-8). In the Bible, incense is almost 

A WIGGLE PEN

Purchase a battery-operated wiggle pen, commonly available at 
discount stores. Activate the pen and challenge group members to 
write their names with it. Explain: This weighted-at-the-top-pen 
impacts our attempts to write simple, straight lines. Ask: How is 
this like and unlike what happens when we attempt to hear and do 
what God directs us to do? 

Introduce Zechariah and Elizabeth, calling for a volunteer to 
read Luke 1:6 to learn about their character. Add: They were writing 
a loyal-to-God life but still faced shake-them-up troubles. Find 
one of these troubles in Luke 1:7,18. Ask: What are godly ways to 
manage disappointments that don’t come as a result of something 
we’ve done wrong? Review Luke 1:1-25 for hints of how Zechariah and 
Elizabeth did this. 

Take turns with the pen again, changing four color tips to see 
differences. Explain: One big change happened but other challenges 
continued. Find these in verses 13-20. 

Write the name John with the wiggle pen. Stress: Despite 
challenges, these two faithful believers and their son John became 
significant in the ministry of Jesus Christ. Elizabeth guided Mary. 

John prepared the way for Jesus. Read about this in verses 68-80. 
Put today’s events into context using the Luke outline on page 

10. Direct the group: Find the single words that tell elements of 
Jesus’ identity and ministry. Then choose two no one else has chosen 
and tell how they describe Jesus. Explore these with curiosity and 
respect. Note that familiar books can be harder to study because 
we may believe we’ve already learned it. Ask: How can we establish 
a pattern of being teachable and mining for new insights of truth?  
Of discussing how to live those out?

always associated with prayer (Ps. 141:2; Rev. 5:8). There was a very 
specific recipe for the incense that was to be burned before the Lord  
(Ex. 30:34-38), and the people were prohibited from using it for any 
other purpose (Lev. 10:1-2).

When Zechariah had his vision of Gabriel, he would’ve been in 
front of the curtain separating the holy place from the most holy 
place (the holy of holies). Only the high priest could enter the most 
holy place, and even then only once a year, on the Day of Atonement. 

When Jesus was crucified, the veil of the temple was torn 
from top to bottom (Matt. 27:51), symbolizing that there was now 
no separation between God and His people. Unlike the people who 
were anxiously waiting for Zechariah to come out of the temple after 
making intercession for them, we have Jesus Himself interceding 
for us (Heb. 7:25). John the Baptist’s birth wasn’t just an answer to 
Zechariah’s prayer. John would prepare the way for the Messiah who 
would be the ultimate answer to all our prayers!
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