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Full Of It 1.5 -- Full of Fight? (Don’t be!) 
(week of 6/26/2016) 

Text:  Luke 16:16-18 
 

Big Idea:  Stop fighting against what you know God wants in your life.  
 

Icebreaker:  What is the worst thing your mother ever made you eat as a 
child? 

 

Welcome to the first study of our new sermon-&-study series, “Full of It”.  In the series, we’re continuing 
through the gospel of Luke, and we’ve come to a series of passages in chapters 17 and 18 that show what 
Jesus was talking about with his followers and to his enemies while he was making his final trip to Jerusalem.  
This is a series of passages that don’t all have a single uniting theme, so we’ll take five of them that do, and 
use them for the sermon series about the nature of faith -- the things that faith is “full of” -- and we’ll tackle 
the rest in Life Group studies. 

We begin this week by reaching back into chapter 16 and picking up a set of three verses that we skipped over 
earlier.  With just a quick glance at them, they don’t seem to fit with each other, and they don’t seem to fit 
with anything else around them, and the first one is one of the most difficult to understand in the Bible.  On 
first reading, it doesn’t seem to make any sense at all.   

In fact, an excellent bible scholar and teacher, Bob Utley, writes this about these verses:  “As a commentator I 
feel so unsure about the meaning of these verses. They seem so unrelated and out of place. I am sure they are 
sayings of Jesus, but why Luke chose to put them into this context remains a mystery to me.” 

So we have some figuring out to do - why did Jesus say these things while he was saying the other things he 
says in chapter 16, and what did he mean by them?  Should be fun!  And we’ll mostly follow Mr. Utley’s 
thinking on them as we go. 

 

(1)  Luke 16:16 "The Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John. Since that time, the good news of the kingdom 
of God is being preached, and everyone is forcing their way into it. 

 

Sometimes in a sermon, the preacher will refer to the fact that different translations of the Bible offer 
different wordings for a verse than the one you’re used to.  That’s because, unless you’re fluent in ancient 
Hebrew (from the “B.C.” era) or in the “common man’s” Greek of the first century world, you can only read 
the Bible if someone translates it into a language you can read.  The art of translation can be tricky, especially 
when there’s more than one way to translate a certain word or phrase.  For instance: 

 

Q:  How many ways are there to use the word “run”? [List as many as the group can think of in a minute or so.] 
 

One chart lists 179 ways to use the word “run”.  So when you need to translate the word “run” into another 
language, how do you know which word to use?  You use the word that makes the most sense in the context 
in which it is found.  If you need to translate the sentence, “Run to the store for me”, you’ll use a different 
word for “run” than you would when translating the sentence, “I run the welder at work”, or the sentence, 
“She’s going to run for office next year.” 

Bible translators have to make those kinds of decisions.  Sometimes they disagree with each other.  And when 
a preacher or teacher is studying a passage of Scripture, there are times when he or she thinks that a 
different translation is needed to bring out the best meaning of a verse, so they say something like, “We’re 
reading in the NIV, but I think the translation in the English Standard Version makes it clearer for us.” 

Verse 16 has a translation difficulty.  In the NIV (used above), it says that “everyone is forcing their way into” the 
Kingdom of God.  The word translated “forcing” can be translated into at least four different but related 
ideas.  It carries the idea of strong exertion of energy -- sometimes in a violent way (“We’re fighting our way 
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in, boys!”); sometimes in a show of persistent strength (“Don’t stop now, we’re almost there!”); sometimes 
in a persuasive way (“I did all I could to talk her into choosing THAT one!”); and sometimes in an expression 
of strong desire or purpose (“I’m gonna do whatever it takes to be part of that group!”)  The NIV and most 
other English translations of the Bible use the first or second of these. 

So what did Jesus mean?   
 

Q:  Why would a person have to force his or her way into the Kingdom of Heaven?  Who wouldn’t want 
them to get there? 

 

Think about who he was talking to, and follow the whole verse.  Jesus was addressing the Pharisees, and had 
shortly before this had told them the parable of the Prodigal Son (chapter 15.)  In that parable, they were 
clearly the bad guys -- the “older brothers” who wanted to keep the “younger brothers” (anybody who 
wasn’t them) out of the Kingdom as much as they could.  In verse 16, the FIRST thing he did was to compare 
the OLD message from God (the Law and the Prophets), which the Pharisees used to keep people OUT of the 
Kingdom, with the NEW message that John the Baptist and Jesus proclaimed -- that God wanted EVERYONE 
in the Kingdom, and was making a way for that to happen.  

So a (very expanded) way to explain what verse 16 means could go like this:  “Up until now, you Pharisees 
have tried to use God’s Law and the teaching of his prophets to make the Kingdom of God a very exclusive 
place, that only you and your friends get to be part of.  But John brought a different message, and I’m 
continuing what he started -- the Kingdom of God is open to every person, and those people you tried to 
keep out are fighting and pushing and pressing their way past your interference, to get into it.” 

 

Q:  Why must seeking the Kingdom of God be the priority in our lives? 
 

Q:  What excuses keep you from making the Kingdom of God the priority in your life? 
 

Q:  In practical terms, what does it look like to make the Kingdom of God the priority in your life? 
 
 

(2)  Luke 16:17  It is easier for heaven and earth to disappear than for the least stroke of a pen to drop out of the Law. 
 

This seems like an abrupt change to another subject, but it isn’t.  What is the relationship of THIS verse to 
verse 16?  In 16, Jesus said that the message of the Kingdom had changed in a certain way when John started 
preaching.  Now, in verse 17, he quickly clarifies that what he said in 16 DOESN’T mean that no one need pay 
any attention to the Old Testament law.   

 

“least stroke of a pen” -- “The word [translated “least stroke”] literally means "a horn," which in this context, 
refers to the small points or lines that distinguished one Hebrew letter from another. However, remember 
how Jesus commonly used hyperbole. This means the Old Testament is God's revelation and it remains so. It is 
a permanent reflection of God's character and purpose [. . . even though it] surely does not mean that 
detailed observance of all OT ceremonial and cultic requirements is God's will for all humans.” [Bob Utley] 

 

So an expanded explanation of verse 17 could go like this:  “Just because the emphasis of the message from 
God has changed with me, that doesn’t mean that you can now ignore the Law and the Prophets.  Those 
writings are still true; they still provide understanding of God’s way of thinking and living; they are still full of 
examples for us to learn from.  The details of the law will be followed differently now, but the principles 
behind the law and the writings will always be true, and you need to follow them.” 

 

Q:  What are some of the actions in your life that are inconsistent with what you know the scriptures teach? 
 

Q:  How can we avoid distorting Scripture to our benefit like the Pharisees? 
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Q:  How does our view of the Bible affect our submission to God? 
 

Q:  Discuss this statement by Dr Phil Williams:  “The law is the light that reveals how dirty the room is, not 
the broom that sweeps it clean.” 

 

Q:  What are some reasons we have as hard a time as the Pharisees had letting go of legalism (an insistence 
on keeping laws and rules, rather than trusting in the grace of God)? 

 
 

(3)  Luke 16:18  "Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery, and the man who 
marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 

 

This idea about divorce seems kinda like a thought that Jesus decided to stick into this conversation randomly, 
but it isn’t.  It’s a continuation of his challenging them about their using the Law as a convenience when it 
helped them, but ignoring it when it didn’t.  In their day this issue was a hotbed of discussion that 
surrounded regulations about divorce in the Law of Moses:  Deuteronomy 24:1  If a man marries a woman who 
becomes displeasing to him because he finds something indecent about her, and he writes her a certificate of 
divorce, gives it to her and sends her from his house . . . 

 

The debates were about just what that word “indecent” could include.  Many conservative rabbis held to the 
view that the word “indecent” referred specifically to marital unfaithfulness.  The more liberal line of thought 
said that “indecent” could be just about ANYthing that made the husband unhappy with his wife: if he found 
someone he liked better; if she didn’t work hard enough around the house; if it just became inconvenient to 
be married to this woman. 

 

Jesus’ reference here is one example of the Jewish leaders trying to circumvent the obvious purpose of the 
Mosaic Law with the interpretations of their traditions.  So it could be explained this way:  “Even with 
something as simple as the divorce laws that God gave to protect abandoned women, you guys have messed 
it up.  You work so hard at finding loopholes and exceptions and excuses to do what you want to do.  Listen -- 
it says what it says, and it will always mean just that.  Stop trying to make it say something else.” 

 

Q:  In Luke 16:14-18, Jesus accuses the Pharisees of justifying their actions in ways that undermine and distort 
what the scriptures have taught.  In v. 18 he uses the example of how lightly they view divorce in contrast to 
Genesis 2:24.  Do you see examples of this kind of rationalization at work in the church of today’s world, in 
this or other areas of discussion? 

 

Q:  These ideas apply to you and me, too.  What are some of the actions in your life that are inconsistent 
with what you know the scriptures teach? 

 

Q:  In what situations, or on what subjects, is it harder for you to WANT to live consistently with what 
Scripture teaches us? 

 

Q:  Can you give suggestions to fellow group members about how you have been able to grow in your desire 
to let God’s word shape your attitudes and values? 

 
 

NEXT STEPS:  It’s self-examination time again.  Ask your spouse or a friend to help you evaluate your desire to 
follow God’s will in every part of your life.  Choose one area where you have trouble with that, and agree to 
let your spouse or friend challenge you regularly on how you’re doing with it. 
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FURTHER STUDY NOTES 
 
[Bob Utley]  As a commentator I feel so unsure about the meaning of these verses. They seem so unrelated and 

out of place. I am sure they are sayings of Jesus, but why Luke chose to put them into this context remains a 
mystery to me. Here is a good place to remind interpreters that clear texts must interpret difficult texts. It 
would be inappropriate to use these verses, or for that matter Luke 16, as the only biblical support for any 
doctrine or application. The overall meaning of Luke 15-16 is clear, but we must not push the details into 
doctrine. 

-- 16:16 "The Law and the Prophets" These were two of the three sections of the Hebrew Canon. Therefore, 
this phrase refers to the entire OT being in effect (cf. Luke 16:29; 24:44; Matt. 5:17; 7:12; 22:40; Acts 13:15; 
28:23). 

-- "until John" John the Baptist was the last OT prophet and the first preacher of the New Age (cf. Matt. 

11:13). He was the theological and temporal watershed between the Old Covenant in Moses and the New 
Covenant in Christ. 

-- "the gospel of the kingdom of God has been preached" The NASB, NRSV, and TEV include the term 
"gospel" or "Good News" in their translations, but this is not in the Greek text. It comes by implication from 
the verb "to preach" (euangelizō), which means "to proclaim good news" (cf. Luke 4:18; 9:6). 

-- "Everyone" is a hyperbole but it refers to those who hear the gospel.  This refers to the enthusiasm of the 
religious outcasts (i.e., the verb is a present middle [deponent] indicative) in accepting the teachings of Jesus 
versus the stand-offishness and rejection of the religious leaders. This saying of Jesus is used in a very 
different sense in Matt. 11:12. 

-- 16:17 Jesus, though asserting a new day had come with the proclamation of His gospel, nevertheless 
affirmed the stability and eternality of the OT (cf. Matt. 5:17-20). Jesus rejected the Oral Tradition of the Jews 
and its interpretations (cf. Matt. 5:21-48) and even changed some OT requirements (cf. Mark 7:19, food laws; 
Matt. 19:7-8, divorce and remarriage), thereby showing His superiority, even over Scripture! 

-- Remember how Jesus commonly used hyperbole. This probably means the OT is God's revelation and it 
remains so. It is a permanent reflection of God's character and purpose. It surely does not mean that detailed 
observance of all OT ceremonial and cultic requirements is God's will for all humans. Verse 16 has asserted 
that a new day of openness and availability has arrived in Christ. Acts 15 clearly shows that Gentiles (Luke's 
audience) do not have to become practicing Jews to become Christians.  

-- 16:18 "everyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery" This must be understood in 
the light of the context, as one example of the Jewish leaders trying to circumvent the obvious purpose of 
the Mosaic Law (cf. Luke 16:16-17 and the passage in Deut. 24:1-4), with the interpretations of their 
Talmudic, rabbinical traditions. 

 
[The Seen and Unseen War:  saccentral.org]   What about the last phrase of Matt. 11:12 where it says “the violent take it 

by force”? There are two Greek words here: “biastes” (pronounced bee-as-tace) and “harpazo” (pronounced 
har-pad’-zo).The Greek dictionary indicates that Biastes describes forceful, energetic or violent men. Again, 
“violent” was the last definition given. Harpazo means to “seize”, to “catch hold” or to “take forcefully”. 
Using the first definitions this phrase literally means, “the forceful or energetic seize it.” We conclude that 
instead of the kingdom of heaven suffering violence and violent men attacking it, Jesus was saying that 
people were pressing into the kingdom of heaven, and that the zealous, energetic believers were seizing the 
day. He said that it started with the preaching of John the Baptist. Jack Blanco’s interpretation in The Clear 
Word hits the nail on the head. “Beginning with John’s ministry, the kingdom has been forcefully advancing, 
and those who are spiritually courageous lay hold of it with holy boldness”(Matt. 11:12).  


