
Sermon 1: Luke 1:1-4: ‘That You May Have Certainty’
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Why four gospels
Luke’s gospel

INTRODUCTION

Imagine with me what the experience and the questions of Theophilus would have been: 
you are probably a God fearer who has only recently converted to Christianity, that is 
someone who was attached to the Jewish synagogue who believed in the God of the OT but
was never circumcised.  You are also a man of position and wealth.  You accepted that 
Jesus was the one who was promised in the OT, but now some issues have arisen.  Those 
people at the synagogue you used to attend have rejected Jesus as their Messiah.  In fact 
they are on a campaign to oust any associated with Christianity out of the synagogue.  You 
thought that becoming a Christian meant you did not have to become a Jew by circumcision
when you became a Christian but the teachers of the synagogue say that one still has to be 
circumcised and convert to Judaism and become Jewish to be a true follower of God.  They 
insist that Jesus is not the one promised in the OT.  It is the early 60s and even the Roman 
Government is persecuting the new Christian movement and putting people in prison and 
even putting them to death.  You have major doubts and questions.  Here are some of the 
questions you may ask: ‘Is Christianity what I believed it to be, the conclusion to the OT?’  
‘Why have the Jews, the Messiah’s own people rejected Him; how can the majority of the 
Jews be wrong?’  ‘Why are the Gentiles included and the Jews excluded?’  ‘The OT made 
promises about the Messiah coming to rule but I have only seen the prophecies about His 
suffering come to pass, when will the rest be fulfilled?’  You can imagine how easy it would 
be to be uncertain as a Gentile convert in the midst of this sort of atmosphere.  Luke tells us
in his prologue that he is writing to Theophilus to assure him of the things he has heard, 
1:1-4, ‘Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have 
been accomplished among us, 2 just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses 
and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, 3 it seemed good to me also, having 
followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most 
excellent Theophilus, 4 that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been 
taught.’  

Doubts about Christ in a world hostile to Christ is a common problem that we all face, for 
this reason the gospel of Luke is an incredible helpful book for all of us.  It is a gospel that 
answers Theophilus’ questions and more. 

Why four gospels 

One of the first questions people ask when they see one of the gospels is, why four gospels?
We should be glad that God has given us four gospels because He has established the truth 
of who Jesus is by more than one witness, even more than 2-3 witnesses.  The four Gospels
each give a unique contribution to create a fuller picture of Jesus Christ, much like four 
pieces to a jigsaw puzzle.  Picture each Gospel, as a different eye witness accounts of a road
accident.

First to arrive on the scene would be the Police officer, and he would approach the accident 
in light of his particular duties and interests.  He would see the large crowd gathering, and 
think thoughts of crowd control, he would be conscious of the need to redirect traffic.  As he



approached the sight of the accident he would be looking for evidence of the cause of the 
accident, like empty beer bottles.  He would be interested in whether the people had valid 
drivers licenses, and their full names, as well as other details.  As he passes on the story 
about the accident that night around the dinner table, he will retell it with his interests 
controlling the retelling of it.

The doctor would arrive and be looking at things that the policeman would overlook.
He would be evaluating the injuries of the people, and questions related to that like, internal
injuries, head injury, shock, whiplash, blood loss, allergies.  He would have the exact same 
story to tell, but he would focus on different aspects of it.  The pedestrian who had been 
there when it happened would have focused on things like, the speed of the cars, the 
screech of the brakes, the loudness of the collision, the shock and panic, and who called the
emergency services.  The tow-truck driver would look at the accident with eyes looking at 
the details of the make, and age of the cars, whether they are manual or automatic, which 
panels of the car are damaged and evaluating with a trained and experienced eye whether 
the car is a write off or repairable.  Well so it is with the four different writers of the 
Gospels.
Each is telling the same story, but from different points of view, and with different 
emphases.  Here is a quick summary overview of what each of the four Gospel’s unique 
perspective is.

Matthew, one of the Twelve Apostles, also known as Levi, he was a Jew that wanted to 
demonstrate to his fellow country men that Jesus was the promised Messiah, and who 
fulfilled the Old Testament.  Matthew begins his Gospel with a genealogy, a family  tree, 
that he can show that Jesus is the Son of Abraham, and the Son of David, just as it was 
promised in the OT (Gen 12:1-3; 2 Sam 7:12-14).  Matthew’s favorite phrase is, “now this 
took place that it might be fulfilled which was written…”, which appears 11 times in his 
Gospel.  Matthew gathers the teachings of Christ into five sermons, which punctuate his 
Gospel.  He also tries to show that Jesus is a second Moses.  Both Moses and Jesus came 
out of Egypt, both were nearly put to death at their births by a wicked ruler, both passed 
through a Red Sea (Christ’s baptism), Jesus like Moses was led to the Wilderness after his 
baptism, Moses ascended Mount Sinai to obtain the Ten Commandments, Jesus went up the
mountain, and gave ‘The Sermon on The Mount’ (Matt 5-7).  In this sermon we see Jesus 
making clear the standards of the Law.

Mark is the shortest and the simplest of the Gospels.  He excludes the birth narratives, and 
jumps straight into the ministry of John the Baptist.   Mark’s main emphasis is on Jesus as 
the suffering servant, this is a major theme of the Old Testament prophesies regarding the 
promised savior (Isaiah 53).  And so, in his gospel he covers three and a half years of 
Christ’s ministry in 11 chapters, and then slows down and gives 4 chapters to just one week,
the week leading up to and including the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus.  Mark 
portrays Christ as the teacher who is followed by the masses, but who doesn’t want his true 
identity to be revealed, lest the people should try and make him king.  Then the turning 
point in the Gospel comes in 8:31, with Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ, and from 
that point on in the Gospel Jesus focuses upon the cross and that he must suffer.

Luke was a Gentile (a non-Jew), and a doctor and a travelling companion with Paul.  Luke 
wrote his Gospel in order to give an accurate and historically reliable account of the birth, 
life, death, burial, resurrection and ascension of Christ, to a man named Theophilus who 
was probably a young convert (Luke 1:1-4).  Luke interviewed eye witnesses of Jesus’ life, 
and so probably spoke to an elderly Mary for the birth narratives, the 70, the 120 in the 
upper room, some of the 500 witnesses of the resurrected Christ as well as the remaining 



apostles.  Luke focuses upon the gift of the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ prayer life and teaching on 
prayer; the fact that the Gospel is for every nation, and that Jesus associated with the 
socially despised such as women, children, the poor, tax collectors, sinners, Samaritans and 
Gentiles.  Luke’s gospel is thought to be an emphasis on Jesus as the Son of Man and the 
central text that sums up the gospel is 19:10, ‘For the Son of Man came to seek and to save
the lost.” 

Lastly, but certainly not least there is John.  John’s Gospel is distinct amongst the Gospels.  
He begins his Gospel in eternity past before anything had been created, tracing the history 
of Christ from the Trinity.  John leaves out many of the things that the other Gospels chose 
to include, and he includes unique things that the other Gospels don’t have, such as, he has 
the seven ‘I AM’ sayings of Christ, as well as the upper room discourse (ch14-17), he only 
records seven of Christ’s miracles and refers to them as ‘signs’.  He alone calls Christ ‘the 
Word’, and emphasizes the fact that Jesus is God more than any of the other Gospels.  

John Stott sums up the contributions of the four Gospels like this:

“Speaking personally, I find it helpful to detect in the four evangelists four dimensions of the
saving purpose of God: it’s length, depth, breadth and height.  Matthew reveals it’s length 
for he depicts the Christ of Scripture, who looks back over centuries of expectation.  Mark 
emphasizes it’s depth, for he depicts the suffering servant who looks down to the depths of 
the humiliation he endured.  In Luke it is the breadth of God’s purposes which emerges, for 
he depicts the saviour of the world who looks round in mercy to the broadest possible 
spectrum of human beings.  Then John reveals it’s height, for he depicts the Word made 
flesh who looks up to the heights from which he came and to which he intends to raise us.” 
(40)  

This is the composite picture that the four Gospels paint of Jesus Christ, however, the rest 
of the New Testament also adds to this portrait.  In Paul’s letters we see Christ as the 
Second Adam, and Revelation reveals the glory of the exalted Christ.  The Bible paints a 
specific and coherent picture of Jesus Christ, but today there are many different opinions of 
who Jesus is.

Some have viewed Christ as a monk who gave an example of poverty, chastity and 
obedience in a withdrawal from the world.  Gandhi saw Jesus as a political activist who 
spoke out against the establishment, and offered an example of passive resistance to initiate
change.  Thomas Jefferson, the third president of America, saw Christ simply as a good 
teacher, he rewrote the Gospels removing all of the miracles, and ended his Gospel with 
these words, “They rolled the stone to the door of the sepulcher and departed”.  Others see 
Jesus as a mystic trained in the magic of the middle east, some see him as a hypnotist.  
Some believe that he was a normal man who married Mary Magdalene and had children, 
others believe that he was planted on earth by aliens, for Mary was abducted by a UFO and 
artificially inseminated, and so you have the virgin birth.  To Islam, he is merely a prophet, 
to the Jehovah’s Witnesses he is the arch-angel Michael, and to the present Dalai Lama he is
a teacher of reincarnation.  The only way to find the truth in this sea of opinions is to go 
back to one of the original eye witnesses of Jesus Christ.  Who do you say that He is?

Luke’s gospel

Luke’s gospel is the longest book in the bible standing in at 1151 verses.  Luke and Acts are 
2 parts of an account, and make up over ¼ of the NT.  Now the book of Luke can be 
divided into 3 parts, part 1 we will call the coming of the Son of Man, which spans from 1:1-



4:13, this section covers the birth narratives and the preparation for ministry.  Part 2 we will
call the ministry of the Son of Man which spans from 4:14-21-38.  Part 2 has two sub 
divisions, the Galilean ministry 4:14-9:50, and the journey to and ministry in Jerusalem 
9:51-21:38.  The third part is the death, burial and resurrection of the Son of Man, from 
chapter 22 to the end of the book.

Today we begin with a look at the prologue, 1:1-4. This is one continuous sentence in the 
Greek and it is written in the typical classical style of those who wrote historic accounts.  
This is important to note because Luke is deliberately posing his work as one of being a 
serious historic account.   Verses 1-2 reflect the sources that Luke used, and v3-4 give us 
some details of Luke’s own account.  We said at the beginning that Luke wrote in order to 
give certainty, the sources he employs and his diligence in putting together his material is 
the means God’s used to give us an inspired history of Jesus Christ.  

V1, ‘Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been
accomplished among us.’  There are several things we can note from verse 1.  Firstly, Luke 
makes mention of the fact that there are other accounts of Christ’s life that were circulating 
at the time of his writing.  These probably included Mark and Matthew, we know that John 
was written later in the nineties.  But there may also have been some partial and even 
wrong accounts.  We will see that Luke is limiting his sources that come from reliable 
witnesses and ministers. 

The word ‘accomplished’ is also a word we need to take into account here at the start.  It 
could be more accurately translated as ‘fulfilled’.  In other words, Luke is not merely telling 
us about something that happened in history, but something that happened to fulfill 
prophecies that foretold it.  Remember that Theophilus would be under pressure because of 
Jewish unbelief to dismiss Christianity, well remembering that the events of this gospel 
fulfilling prophecies given by God ground our assurance.  Here is the first pillar of our 
assurance, that the word of God gave prophecies about the Messiah, the coming Saviour, 
and Jesus is the only One who has fulfilled them in full.  The highlight this note of fulfillment
is to remind us that God has spoken and promised, and God has kept His promises by 
fulfilling them in Christ.  This grounds not only our certainty in the truthfulness of the 
events, but our assurance in the faithfulness of God and the certainty of all the promises of 
God coming to pass.

The third thing we must note in v1 are the words ‘among us.’  The events of Jesus life were 
not done in a corner but in public.  There were hundreds of witnesses to the events of 
Christ’s life.  These are real facts of history and not myth or fabrication that we are dealing 
with.  

V2, ‘just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word 
have delivered them to us.’  Luke is not a pioneer, he is not deciding to make an 
authoritative life story of Christ but he is following in the train of others who have gone 
before him.  Namely those who were eyewitnesses, and ministers of the word.  Luke himself
was not an eyewitness but his investigation was based upon accounts of those who were.  
Not only this he studied those sources that were gotten from ‘ministers of the word,’ in 
other words, the apostles.  These sources were not hidden diaries that people have 
discovered and promoted as authoritative accounts, but they ‘delivered them to us.’  In 
other words, this was a deliberate act of formal hand off.  The apostles who had been hand 
picked by Christ and authorized to be witnesses made formal accounts and delivered them 
to the church.  Luke has used the proper sources in doing his homework.  



Why stress the apostolic nature of the sources?  John 14:26, ‘But the Helper, the Holy Spirit,
whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your 
remembrance all that I have said to you.’  John 14:26 is made out to teach that the Holy 
Spirit is our personal bible memorisation helper.  Instead of seeing it as being first and 
foremost an indication of the ministry of the Spirit to the apostles to aid them in recording 
the gospel for the church we reduce it to a personal devotional tool.  We are being told in 
this verse that the Holy Spirit will supernaturally guard the memories of the apostles and 
preserve supernaturally their memories of Christ that they can preach and write about them.
No doubt it is true that the Spirit will bring Scripture to mind, but this verse ministers to us 
by assuring us of the supernatural way in which information about Jesus was preserved in 
the minds of the apostles.  This is another foundation for our assurance, the apostolic 
nature of the sources, these we are told by Christ are specially enabled to inscripturate the 
truth for us.  

V3, ‘it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to 
write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus.’   Luke having done his 
research feels there is a need for another gospel and we can be grateful for this.  At least 
40% of Luke gospel is unique to Luke.  The birth narratives, 17 parables, some of the most 
famous ones like the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son, and other material is exclusive 
to Luke.  V3 gives us 5 characteristics of Luke’s work.  ‘having followed’ means having 
investigated.  ‘All things’ speaks about the span of his material.  ‘Closely’ speaks of his 
method being scrupulous and accurate.  And ‘for some time past’ indicates that this gospel 
is not the result of a quick Wikipedia search but the fruit of many hours of labour, research 
and thinking.  ‘an orderly account’ refers to the factual nature of the account.  Many have 
doubted the historical accuracy of the Bible but Luke is a model in historical research.  Have 
you ever heard of Sir William Ramsay?  He is known as one of the world’s greatest 
archaeologists, he was Professor of classical art and architecture at Oxford university, 
Regius Professor of humanity at Aberdeen university, the holder of nine honorary 
doctorates, and finally knighted for his distinguished contribution to the world of scholarship.
While a student Ramsay had believed all that Wellhausen a leading German critic had said 
about the Bible.  That they were not written by eye witnesses but rather long after the facts 
and were full of inaccuracies.  Ramsay set off to Asia to the various places mentioned in 
Acts to put the final nails into the coffin of the NT.  What he discovered made him reel, for 
as he scratched through the historical records the absolute accuracy of Luke’s accounts 
amazed him to the extent that he said, ‘Further study… showed that the book [Acts] could 
bear the most minute scrutiny as an authority for the Aegean world, and that it was written 
with such judgement, skill, art and perception of truth as to be a model of historical 
statement’. (Blanchard, p401).  Ramsay proved Luke to be an eye witness to the events of 
the Bible and to have recorded the events with better accuracy than any other ancient 
source.  He was called a first class historian.

V4, ‘that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught.’  Here is the 
purpose of Luke’s gospel, to help a man who has been taught certain things about Christ 
but has encountered hostility and criticism and has been thrown into doubt.  Let me ask 
you, what do you rely on when you are doubting?  When people attack Christianity and cast 
doubts upon the Bible how do you answer?  This is Luke’s counsel.  Remember that the God
who promised the Saviour of the world has been faithful in bringing these historical facts to 
pass.  Remember that our faith is built on historical facts not fiction or hearsay.  These facts
have been established by eyewitnesses.  These eyewitnesses are authorized apostles who 
have promises about God’s power enabling them to miraculously remember and preserve 
the truth for us.  Not only that we have Luke’s own creditable historical acumen and efforts, 



which we know have been overseen by the Spirit to give to us an account derived from 
those original sources.  

We do not rest our faith on our works, our performance, an emotional experience, but upon 
the work of God in history accurately preserved and recorded for us in His word.  The work 
of God in Christ accurately recorded in the word of God this is our surety and upon this we 
can stand.  So as we go on to study this wonderful gospel let us remember the certainty 
that we are to gain from it.              

           


