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  Series Preface 


   


   


  The purpose of the Crossway Classic Commentaries is to make some of the most valuable commentaries on the books of the Bible, by some of the greatest Bible teachers and theologians in the last ﬁve hundred years, available to a new generation. These books will help today’s readers learn truth, wisdom, and devotion from such authors as J. C. Ryle, Martin Luther, John Calvin, J. B. Lightfoot, John Owen, Charles Spurgeon, Charles Hodge, and Matthew Henry. 


  We do not apologize for the age of some of the items chosen. In the realm of practical exposition promoting godliness, the old is often better than the new. Spiritual vision and authority, based on an accurate handling of the biblical text, are the qualities that have been primarily sought in deciding what to include. 


  So far as is possible, everything is tailored to the needs and enrichment of thoughtful readers—lay Christians, students, and those in the ministry. The originals, some of which were written at a high technical level, have been abridged as needed, simpliﬁed stylistically, and unburdened of foreign words. However, the intention of this series is never to change any thoughts of the original authors, but to faithfully convey them in an understandable fashion. 


  The publishers are grateful to Dr. Alister McGrath of Wycliffe Hall, Oxford, Dr. J. I. Packer of Regent College, Vancouver, and Watermark of Norfolk, England, for the work of selecting and editing that now brings this project to fruition. 



  THE PUBLISHERS 


  Crossway Books 


  Wheaton, Illinois 


  









 


 


 




 Introduction 


  


  


 The welcome given to J. C. Ryle’s volumes on Matthew and Mark led this eminent Victorian to move on to Luke and eventually to John. He treats both more fully than he did the ﬁrst two Gospels, but the sweet-and-sharp ﬂavor of his exposition, and his power to rivet our attention and prod our conscience as he explores the dimensions of faith and faithfulness, are as before. Ryle on Luke thus makes a worthy addition to the Crossway Classic Commentaries series. 


 Luke’s Gospel has been called the most beautiful book ever written, and repeated readings incline one to agree. Luke writes as a physician interested in everything to do with human healing, as a Gentile interested in all the different sorts of people who make up the human race, as an evangelist interested in all the angles of commitment to Christ, and as a literary man interested in ﬁnding the best shape and wording for the story he has to tell. His viewpoint is reﬂected in both his selection of material and his technique of so putting it together that it speaks for itself. His portrait of Jesus as Son of God and Saviour of the world, man of the Spirit and lover of the lost, fulﬁller of prophecies of a suffering Messiah and blazer thereby of the trail that leads to glory haunts the mind, as do the brief but telling vignettes of the people with whom Jesus was linked during his life on earth. 


 Luke has a marvelous ﬂair for communicating character simply by reporting people’s words and actions; in this he matches, probably on purpose, the great Greek historian Thucydides, who pioneered the writing of past events in such a way that their meaning shines through without the narrator needing to say anything in his own person. Matthew and Mark wrote this way too, within the frame of their own concerns (Matthew’s, to show Jesus as Davidic Messiah and new Moses; Mark’s, to show him as ransomer and renewer of the sinful and foolish); but Luke is the virtuoso of the art. 


 Ryle the expositor tunes in on Luke’s wavelength with equal deftness, so that we can easily overlook his interpretative skill and mastery, just as we can when a great pianist plays well with the deceptively simple ﬁrst move-ment of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. If you or I were writing on Luke after producing books on Matthew and Mark, we might ﬁnd ourselves lacking fresh things to say and actually repeating ourselves much of the time. But it is not like that with Ryle! Scholarly within popular limits and sensible and spiritual throughout, his Luke is a masterful guide to life in Christ that has permanent value. 


 His manner helps his matter. Ryle’s style is fascinating. It is an emphatic, didactic preacher’s style, perfectly honed for the job it is meant to do. Ryle once said that in order to become an effective communicator, he “cruciﬁed” his style, meaning that he turned his back on the effusive long-windedness that was the Victorian ideal for Christian speech. He might have said that he forged a style that achieves in English what the down-to-earth simplicity of the New Testament achieves in Greek. The arresting, challenging quality of Ryle’s hammer-blow sentences is as potent today as it ever was. Here, you feel, speaks a clear-headed, large-minded, warm-hearted, pastorally oriented, totally serious man, sharing with us the momentous things he has found in Luke’s text; surely such a man will be worth listening to. You are right. 


 Travel through Luke with Ryle. You will not regret the time spent in the journey, and you will be amazed at how much you gain. 


  


  J. I. PACKER 









 


 


 


  Preface to
 

  the First Edition 


  by J. C. Ryle 


   


   


  The volume now in the reader’s hands is a continuation of the Expository Thoughts on the Gospels, of which two volumes have been already published. 


  The general purpose of the work has been so fully explained in the Preface to the volume on St. Matthew that it seems needless to say anything further on the subject. I will only remark that I have steadily adhered to the threefold object which I proposed to myself when I ﬁrst began. I have endeavored to produce something which may meet the needs of families conducting family prayers, of district visitors in reading to the sick and unlearned, and of private students of the Bible who have neither large libraries nor much leisure. These three classes I have constantly kept in view. Their needs have been constantly in my mind. Whatever would be unsuitable for them, I have diligently tried to avoid. 


  In one important respect the present volume will be found to differ from the two which have preceded it. I allude to the explanatory notes which I have appended to each portion of Scripture expounded. A few words on the nature of these notes may not be out of place. 


 

   1. My ﬁrst object has been to throw light on difficulties. I can say with a good conscience that I have endeavored to examine every difficult passage and have never turned aside from any perplexing expression or text. I have striven to gather together all the information I could obtain on each difficulty and to present it to the reader in a compact and lucid form. I do not pretend for a moment to say that I have explained everything. I am deeply conscious that I have left many a hard thing in St. Luke where I found it. But I can honestly say that I have never shrunk from the discussion of difﬁculties. I have resolved that it should never be said that I commented upon easy things and left hard things untouched. 


   2. My second object has been to assist those readers who do not understand the Greek language. I have tried to point out the literal meaning of words in the original Greek, which for various reasons our English translators have rendered less literally than they might have done. 


 

  3. My third aim has been to quote passages from approved writers which throw light on subjects under discussion and to name writers who may be referred to on special points by those who have libraries and leisure. 


   4. My last aim in these notes has been to combat existing false teachings and heresies on every occasion and to point out the answers to them which the text of Scripture supplies. I have unhesitatingly avowed that I hold to the plenary inspiration of every word of Holy Scripture and that I thoroughly adhere to those views which are commonly called Protestant and Evangelical. 


 

  On one point only I have carefully abstained from offering any opinion. I refer to the vexed questions of the comparative claims of various readings, of the authority of manuscripts, and of the best Greek text of the New Testament. 


  It only remains for me to say that in the preparation of these notes, as well as of the Expository Thoughts, I have made a diligent use of all the commentators within my reach, both ancient and modern. I add a list of them which may prove interesting to some readers and useful to those who want to know the names of writers who have commented on St. Luke. In giving this list, I trust my motives will not be misunderstood. My simple desire is to show that I have not written on St. Luke’s Gospel in ignorance of other people’s labors, and that when I disagree with them, it is not because I do not know what they have to say. The names of those writers whom I have consulted are as follows: 


  

   1. Fathers: Ambrose, Theophylact, Euthymius, Augustine’s Sermons on the New Testament, and the Catena of Corderius. 


   2. Foreign Protestant commentators: Calvin, Brentius, Bucer, Bullinger, Beza, Pellican, Gualter, Chemnitius, Flavius, Illyricus, Piscator, Cocceius, De Dieu, Calovius, Aretius, Schottgen, Bengel, Heinsius, Olshausen, Stier. 


   3. Foreign Roman Catholic commentators: Jansenius, Barradius, Maldonatus, Cornelius à Lapide, Quesnel, Stella, Clarius, Novarinus. 


   4. English commentators: Trapp, Mayer, Cartwright, Lightfoot, Baxter, Ness, Leigh, Hammond, Poole’s Synopsis and Annotations, Henry, Whitby, Burkitt, Gill, Pearce, Scott, A. Clarke, Barnes, Davidson, Alford, Wordsworth, Ford, Watson, Burgon, Major. 


 

  In reading these commentators I have often been surprised to ﬁnd light where I expected darkness and darkness where I expected light. I have also discovered that some of the best commentaries on Scripture are comparatively little known. 


  I now send forth this volume with an earnest prayer that the Holy Spirit may bless it and that God may be pleased to use it for his own glory and the beneﬁt of many souls. My chief aim in this, and in all my writings, is to exalt the Lord Jesus Christ and make him beautiful and glorious in the eyes of men, and to promote the increase of repentance, faith, and holiness on earth. If this is the result of this volume, the labor that it has cost me will be more than repaid. 


  I have a strong conviction that we want more reverent, deep-searching study of the Scripture in the present day. Most Christians see nothing beyond the surface of the Bible when they read it. We want a more clear knowledge of Christ as a living Person, a living priest, a living physician, a living friend, a living advocate at the right hand of God, and a living Saviour soon about to come again. Most Christians know little about Christianity but its skeleton of doctrines. If I can do anything to make Christ and the Bible more honorable in these latter days, I shall be truly thankful and content. 


  J. C. RYLE 


  August 1858, 


  Christ Church, Oxford 











  

   


   


   


Luke 


Chapter 1


 

 


St. Luke’s general introduction to his Gospel (1:1-4)


St. Luke’s Gospel contains many precious things which are not recorded in the other three Gospels. For example, the histories of Zechariah and Elizabeth, the angel’s announcement to the Virgin Mary, and, in general terms, the ﬁrst two chapters of his Gospel. Only St. Luke records the conversions of Zacchaeus and the penitent thief, the walk to Emmaus, and the famous parables of the Pharisee and the tax collector, the rich man and Lazarus, and the lost son. These are parts of Scripture for which every well-instructed Christian feels peculiarly thankful. And for these we are indebted to the Gospel of St. Luke.


The short preface (verses 1-4) is a peculiar feature of St. Luke’s Gospel.


1. A sketch of the nature of a Gospel


In the ﬁrst place, St. Luke gives us a short but valuable sketch of the nature of a Gospel. He calls it an account of the things that have been fulﬁlled among us (verse 1). It is a narrative of facts about Jesus Christ.


Christianity is a religion built on facts. Let us never lose sight of this. It came before mankind at ﬁrst in this shape. The ﬁrst preachers did not go up and down the world proclaiming an elaborate, artiﬁcial system of abstruse doctrines and deep principles. They made it their ﬁrst business to tell people great plain facts. They went about telling a sin-laden world that the Son of God had come down to earth and lived for us and died for us and rose again for us. The Gospel, as it was ﬁrst proclaimed, was far more simple than many make it now. It was neither more nor less than the history of Christ.


Let us aim at greater simplicity in our own personal religion. Let Christ be the Sun of our system, and let the main desire of our souls be to live the life of faith in him and to daily know him better. This was St. Paul’s Christianity (see Philippians 1:21).


2. The true position of the apostles in the early church


In the second place, St. Luke draws a beautiful picture of the true position of the apostles in the early church. He calls them eyewitnesses and servants of the word (verse 2). There is an instructive humility in this expression. There is an utter absence of that man-exalting tone which has so often crept into the church. St. Luke gives the apostles no ﬂattering titles. He affords not the slightest excuse to those who speak of them with idolatrous veneration because of their office and nearness to our Lord.


He describes them as eyewitnesses. They told people what they had seen with their own eyes and heard with their own ears (see 1 John 1:1). He describes them as servants of the word. They were servants of the Word of the Gospel. They were men who counted it their highest privilege to carry about, as messengers, the tidings of God’s love to a sinful world and to tell the story of the cross.


Well would it have been for the church and the world if Christian ministers had never laid claim to higher dignity and honor than the apostles claimed for themselves. It is a sad fact that ordained men have constantly exalted themselves and their office to a most unscriptural position. It is no less sad that people have constantly helped this evil by a lazy acquiescence in the demands of priestcraft and by contenting themselves with a mere vicarious religion. There have been faults on both sides. Let us remember this and be on our guard.


3. St. Luke’s qualiﬁcations for writing a Gospel


In the third place, St. Luke describes his own qualiﬁcations for the work of writing a Gospel. He says that he carefully investigated everything from the beginning (verse 3).


It would be a mere waste of time to inquire from what source St. Luke obtained the information which he has given us in his Gospel. We have no good reason for supposing that he saw our Lord work miracles or heard him teach. To say that he obtained his information from the Virgin Mary or any of the apostles is mere conjecture and speculation. It is enough for us to know that St. Luke wrote by God’s inspiration. Unquestionably he did not neglect the ordinary means of obtaining knowledge. But the Holy Spirit guided him, no less than all other writers of the Bible, in his choice of material. The Holy Spirit supplied him with thoughts, arrangements, sentences, and even words; and the result is that what St. Luke wrote is not to be read “as the word of men” but “the word of God” (1 Thessalonians 2:13).


Let us take care to hold on to this great doctrine of the plenary inspiration of every word of the Bible. Let us never allow that any writer of the Old or New Testament could make even the slightest verbal mistake or error when writing, since he was “carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21). Let it be a settled principle with us in reading the Bible that when we cannot understand a passage or reconcile it with some other passage, the fault is not in the Bible but in ourselves. The adoption of this principle will place our feet on a rock. To give it up is to stand on quicksand and to ﬁll our minds with endless uncertainties and doubts.


4. St. Luke’s main purpose in writing his Gospel


Finally, St. Luke informs us of one main purpose he had in mind in writing his Gospel. It was that Theophilus may know the certainty of the things which he had been taught (verse 4). There is no encouragement here for those who place conﬁdence in unwritten traditions and the voice of the church. St. Luke knew well the weakness of human memory and the readiness with which a history alters its shape both by additions and alterations when it depends only on word of mouth and report. What therefore does he do? He takes care to write (verse 3).


There is no encouragement here for those who are opposed to the spread of religious knowledge and talk of ignorance as the “mother of devotion.” St. Luke does not wish his friend to remain in doubt on any matter of his faith. He tells him that he wants him to know the certainty of the things he had been taught (verse 4).


Let us close the passage with thankfulness for the Bible. Let us bless God daily that we are not left dependent on human traditions and need not be led astray by ministers’ mistakes. We have a written volume which is “able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:15).


Let us begin St. Luke’s Gospel with an earnest desire to know more for ourselves the truth as it is in Jesus and with a hearty determination to do as much as we can to spread the knowledge of that truth throughout the world.


Notes on Luke 1:1-4 


Luke. Our information about St. Luke is scanty. What we have no reason to doubt is that he was the companion of St. Paul on his travels and that he was a “doctor” (Colossians 4:14). It is generally agreed that his Gospel was written with a special reference to Gentile converts rather than Jews.


 1. Many have undertaken. Who these many were, we do not know. St. Luke’s meaning appears to be simply that they wrote without any divine call or inspiration.


 2. The word. Some think that this means the Lord Jesus Christ, the “Word” who “was made ﬂesh” (John 1:14). It seems, however, more probable that we are to take it as the written word or the word of the Gospel.


 3. Orderly account. We must carefully observe that this expression does not imply that Luke followed the chronological order of the chief events in our Lord’s life more than the other evangelists. It rather means that he grouped together and classiﬁed in an orderly way the principal facts which he was inspired to record.


Theophilus. We know nothing certain about this person. The prevailing opinion is that he was some Christian Gentile in a high position to whom St. Luke, for reasons unknown to us, was directed to address himself in writing his Gospel. The expression most excellent seems to indicate that he was no common person. It is the same expression which St. Paul used in addressing Felix and Festus (Acts 24:3; 26:25).


Zechariah and Elizabeth, and Zechariah’s vision (1:5-12)


The ﬁrst event recorded in St. Luke’s Gospel is the sudden appearance of an angel to a Jewish priest named Zechariah. The angel announces to him that a son is to be born to him by a miraculous interposition and that this son is to be the forerunner of the long-promised Messiah. The Word of God had plainly foretold that when the Messiah came, someone would go before him to prepare his way (Malachi 3:1). The wisdom of God provided that when this forerunner appeared, he would be born in the family of a priest.


It is hard for us to imagine the immense importance of the angel’s announcement. To a pious Jew it must have been glad tidings of great joy. It was the ﬁrst communication from God to Israel since the days of Malachi. It broke the long silence of 400 years. It told the believing Israelites that the prophetic weeks of Daniel were at last fulﬁlled (Daniel 9:25), that God’s choicest promise was at last going to be accomplished, and that “the seed” was about to appear in whom all the nations of the earth would be blessed (Genesis 22:18). We must place ourselves in imagination in Zechariah’s position if we are to give these verses their true weight.


1. The character of Zechariah and Elizabeth


Let us note, ﬁrst, in this passage the high testimony which is given about the character of Zechariah and Elizabeth. We are told that they were both upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commandments and regulations blamelessly (verse 6).


It matters little whether we interpret such righteousness as that which is imputed to all believers for their justiﬁcation or that which is wrought inwardly in believers by the work of the Holy Spirit for their sanctiﬁcation. The two sorts of righteousness are never separated. No one is justiﬁed who is not sanctiﬁed, and no one is sanctiﬁed who is not justiﬁed. It is enough for us to know that Zechariah and Elizabeth had grace when grace was very rare and kept all the burdensome observances of the ceremonial law with devout conscientiousness when few Israelites cared for them except in name and form.


The main thing that concerns us all is the example that this holy pair holds up to Christians. Let us all strive to serve God faithfully and live fully up to our light, just as they did. Let us not forget the plain words of Scripture, “He who does what is right is righteous” (1 John 3:7). Happy are those Christian families where both husband and wife are “righteous” and “keep [their] conscience clear before God and man” (Acts 24:16).


2. The heavy trial which God laid on Zechariah and Elizabeth


Let us notice, second, in this passage the heavy trial which God was pleased to lay on Zechariah and Elizabeth. We are told that they had no children (verse 7). The full impact of these words can hardly be understood by a Christian today. To a Jew in those days they would communicate the idea of a very weighty affliction. To be childless was one of the bitterest of sorrows (1 Samuel 1:10).


The grace of God exempts no one from trouble. Let us count trial no strange thing. If afflictions drive us nearer to Christ, the Bible, and prayer, they are positive blessings. We may not think so now. But we will think so when we wake up in another world.


3. How God announced the birth of John the Baptist


Let us note, for another thing, in this passage the means by which God announced the coming birth of John the Baptist. We are told that an angel of the Lord appeared to Zechariah (verse 11).


The ministry of angels is undoubtedly a deep subject. Nowhere in the Bible do we ﬁnd such frequent mention of them as in the period of our Lord’s earthly ministry. This teaches the church that the Messiah was no angel but the Lord of angels, as well as of men and women. Angels announced his coming. Angels proclaimed his birth. Angels rejoiced at his appearing. And in doing this they made it clear that he who came to die for sinners was not one of themselves but one far above them, the King of kings and Lord of lords.


One thing, above everything else, we must not forget about angels— they take a deep interest in the work of Christ and the salvation which Christ has provided. They sang high praise when the Son of God came down to make peace by his own blood between God and men and women. They rejoice when sinners repent and sons are born again to our Father in heaven. They delight to minister to those who will be heirs of salvation. Let us strive to be like them while we are on this earth—to have their minds and share their joys. This is the way to be in tune for heaven. It is written of those who enter there that “they will be like the angels” (Mark 12:25).


4. The effect the angel’s appearance had on Zechariah


Let us note, lastly, in this passage the effect which the appearance of an angel produced on the mind of Zechariah. We are told that he was startled and was gripped with fear (verse 12).


The experience of this righteous man here tallies exactly with other saints under similar circumstances. Moses at the burning bush, the women at the tomb, and John on the island of Patmos—they all showed fear like Zechariah. Like him, when they saw visions of things belonging to another world, they trembled and were afraid.


How are we to account for this fear? There is only one answer to that question. This fear arises out of our inner sense of weakness, guilt, and corruption. The vision of an inhabitant of heaven reminds us forcibly of our own imperfection and of our natural unworthiness to stand before God. If angels are so great and terrible, what must the Lord of angels be like?


Let us bless God that we have a mighty Mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus. Believing on him, we may draw near to God with boldness and look forward to the day of judgment without fear. When the mighty angels will go and collect God’s elect, the elect will have no reason to be afraid. To them the angels are fellow servants and friends (Revelation 22:9).


Let us tremble when we think of the terror of the wicked at the last day. If even the righteous are troubled by a sudden vision of friendly spirits, how will the ungodly act when the angels come to collect them like tares to be burned? The fears of the saints are groundless and endure for just a short while. The fears of the lost, when once aroused, will prove well-founded and will endure forever.


Notes on Luke 1:5-12


5. The priestly division of Abijah. There were twenty-four divisions of the sons of Aaron, among whom the temple service was divided. Abijah was the eighth at the original institution (1 Chronicles 24:10).


A descendant of Aaron. “Yet Elizabeth was cousin to Mary, who was from the tribe of Judah. This indicates the marriage of some predecessor into the other tribe. The priests were allowed to marry into any of the tribes of Israel” (Watson).


 1. All the assembled worshipers were praying outside. “When the priest came into the holy place to offer incense, notice was given to all, by the sound of a little bell, that the time of prayers was now” (Lightfoot).


 2. An angel of the Lord appeared. “The presence of angels is no novelty, but their apparition. They are always with us, but rarely seen, that we may awfully respect their message when they are seen” (Bishop Hall).


The angel announces John the Baptist’s birth and describes his ministry (1:13-17)


We have, in these verses, the words of the angel who appeared to Zechariah. They are words full of deep spiritual instruction.


1. Long delay does not mean prayers are rejected


We learn here, ﬁrst, that prayers are not necessarily rejected because the answer is long delayed. Zechariah, no doubt, had often prayed for the blessing of children, and to all appearances he had prayed in vain. At his advanced age he had probably stopped mentioning the subject before God long ago and had given up all hope of being a father. Yet the very ﬁrst words of the angel show clearly that Zechariah’s prayers of long ago had not been forgotten: “Your prayer has been heard” (verse 13).


2. No children bring true joy like those who have God’s grace


Second, we learn that no children bring true joy like those who have God’s grace. It was to a father of a child about to be ﬁlled with the Holy Spirit that was said, “He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth” (verse 14).


Grace is the principal portion that we should desire for our children. Whatever else we seek for our children, let us ﬁrst seek that they have a place in the covenant and a name in the book of life.


3. The nature of true greatness


We learn, thirdly, the nature of true greatness. The angel describes it when he tells Zechariah that his son “will be great in the sight of the Lord” (verse 15).


The measure of greatness which is common among human beings is utterly false and deceptive. Princes and potentates, conquerors and leaders of armies, statesmen and philosophers, artists and authors—these are the kind of people whom the world calls great. Such greatness is not recognized by God’s angels. Let us not be ashamed to make God’s angels our example in this matter.


4. Children are never too young to receive God’s grace


We learn, fourthly, that children are never too young to receive God’s grace. Zechariah is told that his son “will be ﬁlled with the Holy Spirit even from birth” (verse 15).


There is no greater mistake than to suppose that infants, by reason of their tender age, are incapable of being blessed by the Holy Spirit. The manner of the Holy Spirit’s work in a little child’s heart is undoubtedly mysterious and incomprehensible; but so also are all the deeds of the Holy Spirit on men and women. Let us beware of limiting God’s power and compassion. He is a merciful God. With him nothing is impossible.


5. The character of a really great and successful minister of God


We learn, lastly, from these verses about the character of a really great and successful minister of God. The angel’s description of John the Baptist set	s a striking picture before us. He is one who will “turn . . . hearts” (verse 17)—turn them from ignorance to knowledge, from carelessness to thoughtfulness, from sin to God. He is one who will go “before the Lord” (verse 17); he will delight in nothing so much as being the messenger and herald of Jesus Christ. He is one who will “make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (verse 17). He will strive to collect from the world a company of believers who will be ready to meet the Lord on the day he appears.


For such ministers let us pray night and day. They are the true pillars of a church, the true salt of the earth, the true light of the world. Happy is that church, and happy is that nation, which has many such men. Without such men, learning, titles, endowments, and splendid buildings will keep no church alive. Souls will not be saved, good will not be done, Christ will not be gloriﬁed except by men full of the Holy Spirit.


Notes on 1:13-17


13. “Give him the name John.” The word John means “the grace, gift, or mercy of the Lord” (Cruden).


15. “He is never to take wine or other fermented drink.” From this it would appear that John the Baptist was a Nazirite, a person separated by special vow to the Lord (see Numbers 6:3).


17. “To turn the hearts of the fathers to their children.” This is a difﬁcult expression. De Dieu’s is the most likely explanation. He says it means, “the fathers upon, or together with the children”—that is, all ages and all sorts of people—parents and children together.


Zechariah’s unbelief and punishment (1:18-25)


1. The power of unbelief in a good man


We see in this passage the power of unbelief in a good man. Righteous and holy as Zechariah was, the angel’s announcement appears incredible to him. He thinks that it is impossible for an old man like him to have a son. “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years” (verse 18).


Let us learn from Zechariah’s fault. It is a fault to which God’s people in every age have been sadly liable. The stories of Abraham and Isaac and Moses and Hezekiah and Jehoshaphat all show us that a true believer may sometimes be overtaken by unbelief. It is one of the ﬁrst corruptions which came into man’s heart when he fell, when Eve believed the Devil rather than God. It is one of the most deep-rooted sins which plagues saints and from which they are never entirely free until they die. Let us pray daily, “Lord, increase my faith.” Let us not doubt, then, that when God says a thing, that thing will be fulﬁlled.





2. The privilege of God’s angels


We see next in these verses the privilege and portion of God’s angels. They carry messages to God’s church. They enjoy God’s immediate presence. The heavenly messenger who appears to Zechariah rebukes his unbelief by telling him who he is: “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you” (verse 19).


The name Gabriel would doubtless ﬁll Zechariah with humility and self-abasement. He would remember that the same Gabriel, 490 years previously, had brought the prophecy about “sixty-two ‘sevens’” to Daniel and told him how the Messiah would be cut off (Daniel 9:26). He would doubtless contrast his own sad unbelief, when peacefully ministering as a priest in God’s temple, with the faith of holy Daniel when living as a captive in Babylon, while the temple at Jerusalem lay in ruins. Zechariah learned a lesson that day he never forgot.


3. How sinful unbelief is in God’s sight


We see, ﬁnally, in this passage how exceedingly sinful is the sin of unbelief in God’s sight. The doubts and questionings of Zechariah resulted in his being punished heavily. “Now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words” (verse 20), says the angel. The punishment ﬁt the offense. The tongue was not ready to speak the language of believing praise and so was struck dumb. It was a lengthy punishment, lasting at least nine months. Zechariah was condemned to silence and was daily reminded that through unbelief he had offended God.


Let us watch and pray daily against this soul-ruining sin (see Hebrews 3:19; Isaiah 7:9). Let it be a settled maxim in our religion to trust every word of God implicitly and to beware of unbelief.


Notes on 1:18-25


18. “How can I be sure of this?” There is a big difference between Zechariah’s question here and the Virgin Mary’s in verse 34. Zechariah’s question implies doubt about the angel’s whole announcement, but Mary’s question implies no doubt about the event but is only asking about how it will be accomplished.


The angel’s announcement to the Virgin Mary (1:26-33)


We have in these verses the announcement of the most marvelous event that ever happened in this world—the incarnation and birth of our Lord Jesus Christ. It is a passage which we should always read with mingled wonder, love, and praise.


1. The unassuming way in which the Saviour of humankind came


We should notice, ﬁrst, the lowly and unassuming manner in which the Saviour of humankind came among us. The angel who announced his coming was sent to an obscure town in Galilee—Nazareth. The woman who was honored to be our Lord’s mother evidently held a humble position in life.


We need not hesitate to conclude that there was a wise providence in all this arrangement. The almighty counsel, who gives orders for everything on earth and in heaven, could just as easily have appointed Jerusalem to be the place of Mary’s residence as Nazareth, or could as easily have chosen the daughter of some rich scribe to be our Lord’s mother as a poor woman. But it seemed good that it should not be so. The ﬁrst coming of the Messiah was to be a humble coming. This humility started from his conception and birth. (See 2 Corinthians 8:9.)


Let us wonder at the amazing condescension of the Son of God. The heir of all things not only took our nature on himself but took it in the most humble way. It would have been great condescension to come to earth as a king and reign. It was a miracle of mercy beyond our understanding to come to earth as a poor man, to be despised and suffer and die. Let his love make us live not for ourselves but for him. Let his example daily bring home to our conscience the precept of Scripture: “Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position” (Romans 12:16).


2. The great privilege of the Virgin Mary


Second, we should notice the great privilege of the Virgin Mary. The words the angel Gabriel uses when talking to her are very remarkable. He calls her “highly favored,” and he tells her that “the Lord is with you” (verse 28). He goes on to tell her, “you have found favor with God” (verse 30).


It is a well-known fact that the Roman Catholic Church pays an honor to the Virgin Mary hardly inferior to that which it pays to her blessed Son. The Roman Catholic Church has formally declared that she was “conceived without sin.” She is held up to Roman Catholics as an object of worship and prayed to as a mediator between God and man, no less powerful than Christ himself. For all this, it must be remembered, there is not the slightest warrant in Scripture.


But while we say this, we must in fairness admit that no woman was ever so highly honored as the mother of our Lord. It is clear that one woman only out of the countless millions in the human race could be the means whereby God could be manifest in the ﬂesh, and the Virgin Mary had the great privilege of being that one. No wonder she is called “highly favored.”


3. The wonderful account of our Lord Jesus Christ


We should note, ﬁnally, in these verses the glorious account of our Lord Jesus Christ which the angel gives to Mary.


Jesus “will be great” (verse 32), says Gabriel. He has brought great salvation. He has shown himself to be a prophet greater than Moses. He is a great high priest. Gabriel also says, “His kingdom will never end” (verse 33). Before his glorious kingdom, the empires of this world will one day pass away. Like Nineveh and Babylon and Egypt and Tyre and Carthage, they will all come to nothing one day, and the saints of the Most High will take the kingdom. Before Jesus every knee will one day bow, and every tongue will confess that he is Lord. His kingdom alone will prove to be an everlasting kingdom, and his dominion one that will not pass away (Daniel 7:14, 27). The day draws near when Christ will take his great power and reign, when all who have served him faithfully will exchange a cross for a crown.


Notes on 1:26-33


 27. Pledged to be married. Let us note the wise providence through which the mother of our Lord, though a virgin, was a virgin pledged to be married. It screened her reputation from unseemly remarks. It provided a helper and protector for her in her time of weakness and need.


 28.  “Highly favored.” “The angel greets the virgin; he does not pray to her. He greets her as a saint; he does not pray to her as a goddess” (Bishop Hall).


 29. Greatly troubled. The Greek word here is very strong and intense and is used nowhere else in the New Testament.


The Virgin Mary’s question to the angel, and his answer (1:34-38)


1. The reverent way Gabriel speaks about Christ’s incarnation


Let us note in these verses the reverent manner in which the angel Gabriel speaks of the great mystery of Christ’s incarnation. Replying to the Virgin Mary’s question, “How will this be?” he says these remarkable words: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you” (verse 35).


We do well to follow the example of the angel in all our reﬂections on this deep subject. Let us always regard it with holy reverence and abstain from unproﬁtable speculations about it. It is enough for us to know that the Word became ﬂesh and that when the Son of God came into the world, a real body was prepared for him and he was born of a woman (John 1:14; Hebrews 10:5; 2:14; Galatians 4:4). Here we must stop. The way in which all this was brought about is wisely hidden from us. In a religion which really comes down from heaven, there will always be mysteries. Of such mysteries in Christianity, the Incarnation is one.


2. The prominent position given to the Holy Spirit in the Incarnation


Let us note, second, the prominent position given to the Holy Spirit in the great mystery of the Incarnation. We ﬁnd it written, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you” (verse 35).


An intelligent reader of the Bible will probably not fail to remember that the honor here given to the Spirit is in precise harmony with the teaching of Scripture in other places. In every step of the great work of mankind’s redemption we ﬁnd special mention made of the work of the Holy Spirit. Did Jesus die to make atonement for our sins? (See Hebrews 9:14.) Did he rise again for our justiﬁcation? (See 1 Peter 3:18.) Does he comfort his disciples between his ﬁrst and second coming? (See John 14:27.)


3. The important principle the angel Gabriel lays down


Let us note, third, the important principle which the angel Gabriel lays down to silence all objections about the Incarnation. “Nothing is impossible with God” (verse 37).


A warm welcome to this great principle is of immense importance for our own inner peace. Questions and doubts rise in our minds about many religious topics. They are the natural result of our fallen state. Our faith is at best very feeble. Our knowledge at its highest is clouded with much infirmity. Among the many antidotes to a doubting, anxious, questioning mind, few will be found more useful than the one before us—a thorough conviction of the almighty power of God. Faith never rests so calmly and peacefully as when it lays its head on the pillow of God’s omnipotence.


4. The Virgin Mary’s readiness to follow God’s will for her


Let us note, lastly, the meek and ready acquiescence of the Virgin Mary to God’s revealed will concerning her. She says to the angel, “I am the Lord’s servant. May it be to me as you have said” (verse 38).


There is greater grace here than at ﬁrst meets the eye. It was no light matter to become the mother of our Lord in this unheard of and mysterious way. It brought with it, later on, great honor; but for the present it put Mary’s reputation at stake and was a great test of Mary’s faith. All this danger and trial the holy Virgin Mary was willing to risk. She asks no additional questions. She raises no further objections. She accepts the honor placed on her. She says, “I am the Lord’s servant.”


Notes on 1:34-38


36. Even Elizabeth your relative. The angel helps the Virgin Mary’s faith by telling her about something that will assist her to receive his message. This is how God deals with us. He knows our weakness.


The Virgin Mary’s visit to Elizabeth (1:39-45)


1. The beneﬁt of fellowship among believers


We should observe from this passage the beneﬁt of fellowship and communion among believers. We read about a visit made by the Virgin Mary to her cousin Elizabeth. We are told how the hearts of both these holy women were encouraged. If this visit had not taken place, Elizabeth might not have been ﬁlled with the Holy Spirit as she was, and Mary might never have uttered her song of praise which is now known throughout Christ’s church. The words of an old divine are deep and true: “Happiness communicated doubles itself. Grief grows greater by concealing: joy by expression.”


2. Elizabeth’s spiritual knowledge


We should notice in this passage the clear spiritual knowledge which is apparent from Elizabeth’s words. She uses an expression about the Virgin Mary which shows that she herself was deeply taught by God. She calls her “the mother of my Lord” (verse 43).


These words “my Lord” are so familiar to our ears that we miss their impact. They meant much more when they were spoken than we realize. They were nothing less than a declaration that the child who was to be born by the Virgin Mary was the long promised Messiah, the “Lord” of whom David in spirit had prophesied—God’s Christ. Viewed in this light, the expression is a wonderful example of faith. It is a confession which is worthy of being placed alongside’s Peter’s when he said, “You are the Christ” (Mark 8:29).


3. Elizabeth praises the grace of faith


Lastly, we should note from these verses the high praise Elizabeth gives to the grace of faith: “Blessed is she who has believed” (verse 45).


We do not need to wonder that this holy woman should thus commend faith. No doubt she knew the Old Testament Scriptures well. What is the whole story of God’s saints in every age if it is not the record of men and women who received a good report by faith? By faith they embraced promises. By faith they lived. By faith they walked. By faith they endured hardships. By faith they looked to an invisible Saviour and future good things. By faith they battled against the world, the ﬂesh, and the Devil. The Virgin Mary was showing that she belonged to this group of people. No wonder Elizabeth said, “Blessed is she who has believed.”


The Virgin Mary’s song of praise (1:46-56)


These verses contain the Virgin Mary’s famous hymn of praise at the prospect of becoming “the mother of [the] Lord.” After the Lord’s Prayer, perhaps few passages of Scripture are better known than this. No words express more aptly the praise for redeeming mercy.


1. It shows deep knowledge of Scripture


Let us note, ﬁrst, the full acquaintance with Scripture which this hymn shows. We are reminded, as we read it, of many expressions from the Psalms. Above all, we recall the song of Hannah (1 Samuel 2:1ff.). Clearly, the Virgin Mary’s mind was full of Scripture. So when out of the fullness of her heart she spoke, she uttered scriptural language. Moved by the Holy Spirit to break into praise, she chose words which the Holy Spirit had already consecrated and used. Let us strive, every year we live, to become more deeply acquainted with Scripture. Let us study it, search it, dig into it, meditate on it until it dwells in us richly (Colossians 3:16).


2. The Virgin Mary’s deep humility


Let us note, second, the Virgin Mary’s deep humility. She who was chosen by God for the great honor of being the Messiah’s mother speaks about her “humble state” (verse 48) and acknowledges her need of a “Savior” (verse 47). She does not say one word to indicate that she is a sinless, “immaculate” person. On the contrary, she uses the language of someone who has been taught by God’s grace to feel her own sins and who, far from being able to save others, requires a Saviour for her own soul.


Let us copy this holy humility of our Lord’s mother, even while we steadfastly refuse to regard her as a mediator or to pray to her. Like her, let us be lowly in our own eyes and think little of ourselves. Humility is the highest grace that can adorn the Christian character. It is a true saying of an old divine that “a man has just so much Christianity as he has humility.” This is the grace which of all graces is the most becoming to human nature. Above all, it is the grace which is within the reach of every converted person. All are not rich. All are not learned. All are not highly gifted. All are not preachers. But all of God’s children may be clothed with humility.


3. The gratitude of the Virgin Mary


Let us note, third, the great gratitude of the Virgin Mary. It is prominent in the ﬁrst part of her hymn. Her “soul praises the Lord” (verse 46). Her “spirit rejoices in God” (verse 47). “The Mighty One has done great things for me” (verse 49). We do well to walk in Mary’s steps and cultivate a grateful spirit.


4. Knowledge of God’s dealings with his people


Let us note, fourth, that the Virgin Mary knew about God’s dealings with his people in the Old Testament. She speaks about God’s mercy extending “to those who fear him” (verse 50). She says that God “has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble” (verses 51-52). She traced the handiwork of Israel’s covenant God as she recalled the story of the Old Testament. The true Christian should always pay close attention to Bible history.


5. The ﬁrm grip the Virgin Mary had on Bible promises


We notice, lastly, the ﬁrm grip which the Virgin Mary had on Bible promises. She ends her hymn of praise by declaring that God “has helped his servant Israel” and that he has done “as he said to our fathers” (verses 54-55). This shows that she remembered the promise that all the nations of the world would be blessed through Abraham. Let us learn from this holy woman’s example to lay hold of Bible promises. God’s promises are the manna that we eat each day, our daily drink as we travel through the wilderness of the world.


Notes on 1:46-56


47. “My Savior.” Let us notice the Virgin Mary’s expressions of need of salvation. It would be difficult to ﬁnd a more complete answer to the Roman Catholic teaching about her, and especially the doctrine of the immaculate conception, than her language in this hymn.


51. “His arm.” “God’s great power is represented by his finger, his greater power by his hand, his greatest power by his arm. The production of lice was by God’s finger (Exodus 8:19). His other miracles in Egypt were performed by his hand (Exodus 3:20). The destruction of Pharaoh and army in the Red Sea, by God’s arm (Exodus 15:6)” (Whitby).


The birth of John the Baptist (1:57-66)


This passage records the birth of a burning and shining light in the church, the forerunner of Christ himself, John the Baptist.


1. An example of the kindness we owe to each other


We see in the behavior of Elizabeth’s neighbors and cousins a striking example of the kindness we owe to each other. It is written that they shared her joy (verse 58). There would be a great deal more joy in this evil world if more people behaved like Elizabeth’s relations. Sympathy over one another’s joys and sorrows costs little, and yet it is a very powerful grace. The heart that is warmed by good news or chilled by affliction is particularly open, and such a heart welcomes sympathy more than precious gold. (See Romans 12:15; John 2:1ff.; John 11:1ff.)


2. An example of the beneﬁt affliction can bring


We see in Zechariah’s behavior in this passage a striking example of the beneﬁcial result of affliction. Zechariah resists the wishes of his relations who want to call the new baby after him. Zechariah shows that his nine months of dumbness had not been inﬂicted on him in vain. He is no longer faithless but believing. Zechariah now believes every word that Gabriel told him, and he obeys every word of that message.


The sorrow that humbles us and drives us closer to God is a blessing and a positive gain. No case is more hopeless than that of the person who in times of affliction turns his back on God. One of the kings of Judah, Ahaz, made this terrible mistake (see 2 Chronicles 28:22).


3. A blessing for all children


We see at the beginning of the story of John the Baptist the nature of the blessing that we should want all young children to possess. We read that the Lord’s hand was with him (verse 66).


Doubtless the Lord’s hand was with John to sanctify and renew his heart, to teach him all he needed for his work as the forerunner of the Lamb of God, to encourage him in his bold denunciation of people’s sins, and to comfort him in his last hours as he faced imprisonment and execution by being beheaded. We know that John the Baptist was ﬁlled with the Holy Spirit from his mother’s womb.


This is what we should seek for our children. What the Lord did for the son of Zechariah, he can do for our boys and girls. But the Lord waits to be asked. If we want the Lord’s hand to be on our children, we must diligently seek it.


Notes on 1:57-66


59. On the eighth day. This is in line with Leviticus 12:3. If a child died uncircumcised before the eighth day, we ﬁnd nothing in Scripture to say that it was not saved. Using the same argument, we may rightly conclude that baptism is not necessary for the salvation of infants under the Christian dispensation. It is not the lack of ordinances but the contempt for them that destroys souls. A little child cannot be guilty of such contempt.


62. Made signs. It is probable that Zechariah was deaf as well as dumb.


Zechariah’s prophecy and song of praise (1:67-80)


Another hymn of praise demands our attention in these verses. We have read the thanksgiving of Mary, the mother of our Lord. Let us now read the thanksgiving of Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist. We have heard what praises the ﬁrst coming of Christ drew from the virgin of the house of David. Let us now hear what praise it draws from an elderly priest.


1. Gratitude at the prospect of the Messiah’s appearance


We should notice, ﬁrst, the deep gratitude of a Jewish believer’s heart at the prospect of the Messiah’s appearance. Praise is the ﬁrst word that falls from Zechariah’s mouth as soon as his speech is restored. He begins with the same expression with which St. Paul begins several of his letters: “Praise be to the Lord” (verse 68).


We must put ourselves in Zechariah’s shoes. We must imagine ourselves seeing the fulﬁllment of the oldest Old Testament promise—the promise of a Saviour. We must recall what a dim and imperfect sight people had of the Gospel before Christ appeared, before the shadows and types passed away. Then perhaps we will have some idea of the feelings Zechariah had as he shouted out, “Praise be to the Lord.” Christians have a very low and inadequate appreciation of the amazing privileges they have as they live in the full light of the Gospel. Let us open our eyes to the extent of our obligations. Let us learn from Zechariah’s example and be more thankful.


2. God’s fulﬁllment of his promises


We should notice, second, in this hymn of praise how much stress Zechariah lays on God’s fulﬁllment of his promises. He declares that God “has come and has redeemed his people” (verse 68), speaking about it as if it had already happened, just as the prophets did when they were certain it would take place. Zechariah goes on to proclaim the instrument of this redemption—“a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David” (verse 69). And then he adds that all this is done “(as he said through his holy prophets of long ago), to show mercy to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant, the oath he swore to our father Abraham” (verses 70-73).


It is clear that the souls of Old Testament believers fed a great deal on God’s promises. They were obliged to walk by faith far more than we are. Far from disparaging Old Testament believers, as some are disposed to do, we ought to marvel that they were what they were.


3. Zechariah understood about Christ’s kingdom


We should notice, third, in this hymn what an appreciation Zechariah had about Christ’s kingdom. He speaks of being rescued “from the hand of our enemies” (verse 74), as if he had being delivered from an earthly kingdom in mind. But he does not stop here. He declares that the kingdom of the Messiah is a kingdom in which his people are to “serve him without fear in holiness and righteousness” (verses 74-75). This kingdom, he proclaimed, was approaching. In the birth of his son John the Baptist and in the closeness of Christ’s coming, Zechariah saw that this kingdom was close at hand.


4. Zechariah’s clear understanding about doctrine


We should notice, ﬁnally, Zechariah’s clear understanding about doctrine. He ends his hymn of praise by addressing his infant son, John the Baptist. He foretells that he will “go before the Lord to prepare the way for him” and “give his people the knowledge of salvation” (verses 76-77) that the Messiah is about to bring. This salvation will come through “the tender mercy of our God” (verse 78). This salvation brings forgiveness, light, and peace (see verses 77, 79).


Let us end this chapter by examining what we know of these three privileges. De we know anything of pardon? Have we turned from darkness to light? Have we tasted peace with God? These, after all, are the realities of Christianity. Let us never rest until the Spirit witnesses with our spirit that our sins are forgiven, that we have passed from darkness to light, and that we are actually walking in the narrow way, the way of peace.


Notes on 1:67-80


 69. “Horn of salvation.” “The horn of an animal is its weapon for defense and vengeance, its ornament and beauty too. It is used therefore in the prophetic style, to denote the power of the strongest empires. This is how we are to understand it here. By this image the exceeding greatness of the Redeemer’s strength, and the never-ceasing exertion of it on behalf of his church are signiﬁed” (Henry Venn).


 70. “As he said through his holy prophets.” Let us note that it is expressly said that God spoke through the prophets. When we read their words we read the words of God. “They neither spake nor wrote any word of their own, but uttered syllable by syllable as the Spirit put it into their mouths; as a harp or lute gives a sound according to the discretion of the musician” (Hooker). 
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Christ’s birth at Bethlehem (2:1-7) 


We have in these verses the story of a birth—the birth of the incarnate Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ. Every birth of a living child is a marvelous event. It brings into a being a soul that will never die. But never since the world began was a birth so marvelous as Christ’s birth. In itself it was a miracle: God was manifest in the flesh (1 Timothy 3:16). The blessings it brought into the world were unimaginable. It opened to men and women the door of everlasting life. 


1. The time when Christ was born


In reading these verses, let us first notice the time when Christ was born. It was in the days when Augustus, the first Roman emperor, issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world (verse 1).


God’s wisdom is seen in this simple fact. The Jews were coming under the dominion and taxation of a foreign power. Strangers were beginning to rule over them. Augustus taxes the world, and at once Christ is born. It was a moment which was particularly suitable for the introduction of Christ’s Gospel. The whole civilized earth was at last governed by one ruler. There was nothing to stop the preacher of a new faith from going from city to city and country to country. It was indeed “the right time” (Romans 5:6) for God to interpose from heaven and for Christ to be born.


Let us always rest our souls on the thought that times are in God’s hands


(Psalm 31:15). He knows the best time to send help to his church and new light to the world. Let us beware of giving in to anxiety about the events around us, as if we knew better than the Kings of kings when relief should come. 


2. The place where Christ was born


Let us notice, second, the place where Christ was born. It was not at Nazareth in Galilee, where his mother, the Virgin Mary, lived. The prophet Micah had foretold that the event was to take place at Bethlehem (Micah 5:2). And so it came about. At Bethlehem Christ was born. 


The overruling providence of God appears in this simple fact. He orders things in heaven and earth. He turns the hearts of kings to do his will. He overruled the time when Augustus decreed the taxation. He directed the enforcement of the decree in such a way that Mary had to be in Bethlehem when the time came for the baby to be born (verse 6). Little did the haughty Roman emperor and his officer Quirinius think that they were only instruments in the hand of the God of Israel and were only carrying out the eternal purposes of the King of kings. Little did they think that they were helping to lay the foundation of a kingdom before which the empires of this world would all fall down one day and Roman idolatry pass away.


The heart of a believer should take comfort in recalling God’s providen- tial rule of the world. A true Christian should never be greatly upset by the conduct of the rulers of the earth. He should see with the eye of faith a hand overruling all that they do, to the praise and glory of God. 


3. The way in which Christ was born


Let us notice, lastly, the way in which Christ was born. He was not born under the roof of his mother’s house but in a strange place. When born, he was not laid in a carefully prepared cradle. He was placed . . . in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn (verse 7).


We see here the grace and humility of Christ. Had he come to save mankind with royal majesty, surrounded by his Father’s angels, it would have been an act of undeserved mercy. But to become the very poorest of mankind and as lowly as the lowliest—this is a love which passes under- standing. Never let us forget that through this humiliation Jesus has bought for us a title to glory, and through his poverty we are made rich (see 2 Corinthians 8:9). 


Notes on 2:1-7


1. Caesar Augustus. This is that Octavius who, after the defeat of Anthony and Cleopatra at Actium, took the government of the Roman Empire into his own hands and was the first Caesar or Roman emperor.
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