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Passages:
Luke 1:1-4 (Acts 1:1-8)
Idea:
No reserves.  No retreats.  No regrets.
Subject:
Physician, Missionary, Researcher, & Writer; a life study of Luke
Title:  
The Many Roles of a Gifted Man:  Luke, JJB, SPUC, 29 July 2007
In 1904 a young man by the name of William Borden graduated from a Chicago high school.  In one sense he was an average teenage guy, but in another sense, he was extraordinary.  Being heir to the famous Borden Dairy estate, he was, already at that age, a millionaire.  For his high school graduation present, his parents gave him a trip around the world – a gift that was, in that day and age, unheard of, especially for a 16-year-old youth!
But an unexpected thing happened.  As Bill Borden traveled in luxury around the globe, he developed heartache for the world’s hurting people.  He became compas​sionate:  he felt both deep sorrow for the suffering of others and deep desire to help them.  Before that trip was over, Bill wrote these words home to his parents:  “I’ve decided to give my life to prepare for the mission field.”
More than a few people were shocked by his decision to prepare to serve on the mis​sion field.  One surprised friend expressed his response with these words:  “He’ll be throwing his life away as a missionary.”  But such responses didn’t discourage Bill; instead he wrote these two words in the back of his Bible:  “No reserves.”
In other words, Bill was saying, “I’m not holding anything back.  I’m giving myself, my future, and my fortune to God 100%.  I’m not going to stockpile a couple hundred thousand dollars, or even a couple thousand dollars, in case this missionary venture doesn’t work out.  I’m giving myself and my all to God and to his work in this world.”
Bill got accepted at Yale University, which at the time (and still is today) one of the top universities in the United States of America.  As a freshman at Yale, Bill recognized, in many of the students and faculty members alike, the sad results of what he called “moral weakness and sin-ruined lives.”  In contrast, Bill became for so many of his classmates a source of great spiritual strength.  One classmate wrote this of Bill, “We who were his classmates learned to lean on him and find in him a strength that was solid as a rock, just because of this settled purpose and consecration.”  The reason for that evident strength was perhaps best summed up in one of his journal entries of that year.  It simply said this:  “Say ‘no’ to self and ‘yes’ to Jesus every time.”
Within just a few months of being at Yale, Bill started a prayer meeting with one of his friends.  Soon another friend joined them, and then another, and by the end of that first year, 150 students were meeting weekly for Bible study & prayer.  By the time Bill Bor​den was a senior, 1,000 of Yale’s 1,300 students were meeting weekly for Bible study & prayer.  These prayer meetings transformed campus life!

He also was leading groups of students to minister to widows, orphans, cripples, and drunks in the local city, and he founded Yale Hope Mission.  One student wrote that Bill would “often be found in the lower parts of the city at night, on the street, in a cheap lodging house or some restaurant to which he had taken a poor hungry fellow in to feed him and to try to lead him to Christ.”  Another student wrote this:  “He certainly was one of the strongest characters I have ever known, and he put backbone into the rest of us at college.  There was real iron in him, and I always felt he was of the stuff martyrs were made of, and heroic missionaries of more modern times.”
And a missionary is what Bill had determined to become, at all costs.  Eventually, his missionary call was narrowed to the Muslim Kansu people of China, and once that peo​ple group was in his focus, he never wavered in his decision.  In fact, upon his gradua​tion from Yale, he turned down outstanding job offers.  And at that time in his life he wrote two more words in the back of his Bible.  Beneath those words “No reserves,” he wrote “No retreats.”  No second thoughts.  No going back.  No turning aside from the call.
That, dear Friends, is what Luke was like.  As with both Mark and Matthew, we don’t have many firm facts about Luke and his life.  But we do learn from passages like Col​. 4:10-14, for example, some interesting facts about him.  There we learn that Luke was not a Jew, but a Gentile, and his exceptionally fine use of the Greek language strongly suggests that he himself was a Greek.  We can also gather from Scripture that Luke had several roles that he fulfilled, at least for a time.  And as we consider each of these roles today, I trust that we will find helpful connections to our own lives, and, if you’re like me, you’ll gain no small amount of inspiration from this gifted man named Luke.
First of all, Paul tells us in Col. 4:14 that Luke was a doctor.  Luke was probably born in Syrian Antioch, as both the ancient historians Jerome and Eusebius claim.  And the fact that Luke made more references to that city than just about any other city in his writings suggests that it was a place that was dear to him.  A few modern historians have made conjectured (made educated guesses) that Luke may have gone to the University of Tarsus with Paul; they may have been school friends.  In any case, Luke had received a fine education, and had become what relatively few were able to be​come in those days:  a medical doctor.
As a medical doctor, Luke had a promising future.  He could have settled down and opened a successful practice.  There would be no end to people he could have treated in a city like Antioch, a city which, believe it or not, was more crowded (as in people per square meter) than even Calcutta, India in our day and age.  As a physician in a city like Antioch, Luke very likely would have become both wealthy and well-known.  He may have even become famous, like other medical doctors of antiquity – Hippocrates and Galen, for example.
However, like Bill Borden, we might say, Luke’s life, evidently during travels, took a sharp turn in direction.  In Acts 16:10, during the account of Paul’s Second Ministry Journey, a distinct change in the text indicates this life change for Luke.  There we read, “After Paul had seen the vision (of the man from Macedonia), we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.”  Did you pick up from that verse what Luke is subtly telling us?  He’s basical​ly telling us that he’s taken on a new role:  Luke has become a missionary.

This verse in Acts and the verses that follow it constitute the first of four passages in Acts in which Luke uses the pronoun ‘we’, including himself in the account.  It wasn’t that Luke ceased his work as a doctor; on the contrary, he unquestionably put his me​dical knowledge and skills to work on a frequent basis.  For example, in Acts 28:7-10, we come across a subtle revelation of Luke’s medical services:  (read verses).  Where we read, ‘the rest of the sick on the island came and were cured,” literally that word for cured means ‘medically treated.’  Luke very modestly – humbly – indicates here that he was as busy as a doctor in a disaster zone.

That kind of busyness immediately arises when a doctor goes to work, free of charge, in an area where there are a lot of poor people, especially when a miracle worker like Paul is also present!  I remember our first visitor to us in Istanbul back in 1990 was our family doctor and his daughter from Santa Barbara, California.  When he arrived at our home, news got out that he was a medical doctor and was willing to examine the physi​cal problem of a neighbor.  So, an arrangement was made for us to go to that person’s house, and when we got there, we made an interesting discovery. Not just the neighbor with the stated physical problem was there waiting for us, but virtually every ailing person in the neighborhood!  Our doctor, Kirk Gilbert, was there for hours examining and treating people, writing out prescriptions, and showing compassion to one and all.
That is how Luke was most likely frequently engaged while traveling with Paul, but throughout the Book of Acts, Luke (the author) makes sure to keep Paul on center stage, so to speak.  He himself is, I think, remarkably humble.  Luke also very likely treated Paul and his ‘thorn in the flesh’ (whatever that ailment was) on a regular basis, and when Paul got stoned or flogged, and Luke was there, then Luke would have been the first one at Paul’s side, treating him & his wounds with great care & compassion.  I think there’s good reason to believe that Luke and his medical care helped to preserve Paul’s life, saving him from death on several occasions.  In any case, Luke was almost certainly the first university-trained medical missionary, who stuck with the Apostle Paul to the end.  When Paul wrote his last letter, 2 Timothy, from the dismal dungeon in Rome, he wrote this sentence, toward the end (2 Tim 4:11):  “Only Luke is with me.”
If Luke had had a Bible … or if he had a journal to write in, we may have found words such as these written inside:  No reserves.  No retreats.
In addition to the roles of doctor and missionary, there is yet another role that this gifted man fulfilled:  historian.  Do you realize that as a skilled historian, Luke contribu​ted more to our New Testament than even the Apostle Paul?  In producing both the book that bears his name and the Book of Acts, Luke wrote more than one-fourth of the NT – more than any other NT writer!  Probably while Paul was imprisoned at vari​ous times, working on his letters with secretaries such as Silas, Luke was busily working on his two volumes.  In the first four verses of the Gospel of Luke, he tells us four things about his work.  First, he has ‘investigated’ the story – he followed it close​ly, with a long look.  Second, he went back to the ‘beginning’ – he starts with John the Baptist, the forerunner, and his genealogy goes all the way back to Adam.  Third, Luke was thorough – he studied ‘everything.’  And finally, he worked ‘carefully,’ taking great care to present an orderly account in a way that told the whole story both clearly and convincingly.  And the result was an altogether trustworthy version Gospel.
I’m not implying, of course, nor would Luke want to imply, that the Gospels according to Mark and Matthew were not trustworthy.  He almost certainly would have used each of them as resources for his account of the Gospel.  But his historical work was un​questionably broader than both Mark’s & Matthew’s, for roughly 30% of Luke is unique to him; that is, the material is found in no other Gospel account.  Probably when Paul was imprisoned in Caesarea, not far from Jerusalem and Judea and even Galilee, Luke was engaged in research, talking at length with individuals such as Jesus’ mother Mary, the shepherds who observed Jesus in the manger, and countless others who heard Jesus tells stories such as the beloved Prodigal Son, one of many stories unique to Luke.
Were the verbal accounts that Luke listened to reliable?  Well, ancient peoples, and it seems the Jews in particular, were masters at accurately passing on oral tradition.  There is a lot to be said for oral tradition in any age.  I encouraged a man living in Istanbul to write up a story he shared with me during my interview with him; I believed the story would be good for others to read in the wake of the recent martyrdoms in Malatya.  He did so – writing it up and sharing it widely for perhaps the first time since it happened.  Here is the account:  (read).  That account, dear Friends, was no older in Tom Aiken’s mind than the memories of Jesus were in the minds of Luke’s informers.  And just as we have no reason to doubt the accuracy of Tom Aiken’s account, we have no reason to doubt the accuracy of those who fed information to the keen and discern​ing mind of Doctor Luke, who excelled in writing a universal Gospel of the Savior of all men – not just for Theophilus (who was probably a wealthy government official in Antioch who supported Luke to some degree), but also for especially Gentiles every​where and ever since … including for you and for me.
No reserves.  No retreats.  And there are two other words of Bill Borden that Luke would have gladly owned.  On his way to China, Bill stopped in Egypt to spend time there learning Arabic, since he would be working among Muslims.  Not long after he arrived there, he came down with a very serious illness:  spinal meningitis.  Within one month, 25-year-old Bill Borden was dead.  Sometime during that brief period in Egypt, he wrote two more words in the back of his Bible, & they were these:  No regrets.
No reserves.  No retreats.  No regrets.  May God help each of us to worthily own those words as well.  Amen.
