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Introduction

The Gospel of Luke holds a singular place in the Quaker tradition. If Romans provided the theological architecture and John the mystical depths, Luke supplied the narrative heart — the stories, parables, and proclamations that gave flesh to the Friends’ most radical convictions. It was Luke who preserved the words “The kingdom of God is within you” (17:21), the verse that became the gravitational center of early Quaker theology. It was Luke who recorded the Nazareth sermon — “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me” (4:18) — which George Fox cited more frequently than almost any other passage in Scripture. And it was Luke who gave us the Emmaus road, where the risen Christ opens the Scriptures and sets hearts burning — an experience the first Friends recognized as their own.

Luke writes as the physician-historian, the careful compiler of eyewitness testimony, the only Gentile author in the New Testament canon. His Gospel is the longest book in the New Testament and the first half of a two-volume work completed in Acts. He writes with literary grace, theological precision, and a persistent concern for those whom the religious establishment overlooks: women, the poor, Samaritans, tax collectors, sinners, and Gentiles. His is a Gospel of radical inclusion, of divine reversals, of a kingdom that upends every human hierarchy.



The Kingdom That Cometh Not with Observation

The doctrine of the kingdom within is the gravitational center of the Quaker reading of Luke, and it is drawn from one verse above all others. “The kingdom of God cometh not with observation: Neither shall they say, Lo here! or, lo there! for, behold, the kingdom of God is within you” (17:20–21) became, for the first Friends, the key that unlocked the entire Gospel.

The early Quakers did not arrive at this conviction through speculation but through experience — and then found it confirmed in Luke’s text with startling plainness. If the kingdom of God is within — not in temples, not in ceremonies, not in the outward observances of any religion — then the whole structure of Christendom as it had stood for a thousand years rested on a fundamental mistake. The kingdom is inward. Christ is inward. The Light is inward. The teaching is inward. And therefore all outward religion is, at best, a signpost pointing to the inward reality — and at worst, a substitute for it.

This was not one proof-text among many. It was the hermeneutic by which Friends read the whole of Luke: the angel’s annunciation, the Magnificat’s reversals, the Nazareth manifesto, the parables of mercy, the supper at Emmaus — all of it testifying to a Christ who is not confined to first-century Palestine but who comes to teach his people himself, by his Spirit, in their own hearts.



Luke and the Shape of Quaker Faith

The Gospel of Luke did not merely furnish Quakerism with its watchword. It shaped the movement’s distinctive testimonies and practices.

The Spirit Poured Out. Luke’s Gospel opens with the Spirit descending on Mary, filling Elizabeth, inspiring Zechariah, and resting upon Simeon. Jesus is conceived by the Spirit, baptized in the Spirit, led by the Spirit into the wilderness, and returns “in the power of the Spirit” to begin his ministry, his first public words being “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me” (4:18). For Fox, who insisted that the same Spirit which inspired prophets and apostles is available to all in every age, Luke’s pneumatology was not historical narrative but present reality. The risen Christ’s final charge — “tarry ye in the city of Jerusalem, until ye be endued with power from on high” (24:49) — became the Friends’ own pattern of waiting worship: the soul stilled and silent until the immediate power of the Spirit is felt and known.

Equality and the Lifting of the Lowly. Luke’s concern for the poor and marginalized answered directly to the Quaker testimony of equality. The Magnificat — Mary’s hymn declaring that God “hath put down the mighty from their seats, and exalted them of low degree” (1:52) — was for Friends a prophetic manifesto, not a quaint nativity text. Luke’s prominent inclusion of women, and his stories of Samaritans, tax-gatherers, and outcasts received into the kingdom, undergirded the Quaker refusal of every human hierarchy and its leveling conviction that the Light shines in every one.

Mercy Without Boundary. Luke’s parables of mercy became foundational to Quaker ethics. The Good Samaritan (10:25–37) showed that compassion knows no boundary of race or religion; the Prodigal Son (15:11–32) revealed a Father whose love pursues the lost without condition. These stories nourished the Quaker commitment to universal love that flowered in the peace testimony and the testimony against slavery.

The Cross and the Peaceable Kingdom. Luke’s passion narrative — the silence before Herod, the prayer “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do” (23:34), the word of pardon to the penitent thief, the rending of the veil — supplied the Friends with the very pattern of the suffering Lamb who conquers not by force but by patience. Against the sword Christ heals the servant’s ear; from the cross he forgives his murderers. Here the Quaker peace testimony found its deepest root.



The Voices in This Commentary

This commentary draws upon the writings of the first generations of Friends — those men and women who, between roughly 1647 and 1800, articulated the Quaker vision with a power that has never been surpassed. Among them:

George Fox (1624–1691), founder of the movement, whose Journal and epistles return again and again to the inward kingdom and the Spirit that teaches the people himself.

Isaac Penington (1616–1679), the contemplative whose writings trace the interior workings of Christ in the soul with unmatched depth and tenderness — the opening of the Scriptures, the burning heart, the surrendered will.

Edward Burrough (1633–1663), the “son of thunder,” whose preaching cadence carries the prophetic urgency of the early proclamation.

Robert Barclay (1648–1690), the systematic theologian of Quakerism, whose Apology (1678) sets the doctrines of the Light, of suffering love, and of the spiritual sacraments on their firmest footing.

William Penn (1644–1718), the apologist and statesman, whose No Cross, No Crown and collected writings press the inward cross and the imitation of the suffering Christ upon the conscience.

Thomas Story (c. 1670–1742) and Job Scott (1751–1793), later ministers in whom the Quaker reading of Luke — the new birth, the baptism of the Spirit, the inward supper — continued with quiet power.

We also hear, where they illuminate the text, from Howgill, Nayler, Whitehead, and other early Friends, and from the traveling ministers whose journals carried this vision across two centuries.



How to Read This Commentary

This is a verse-by-verse commentary, but not a dry academic exercise. It seeks to recover the way the first Friends heard the Gospel of Luke — not as scholars parsing an ancient text but as seekers who had found what they sought and recognized their own experience on every page.

Each chapter follows a simple pattern: the full text of the chapter in the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends, followed by commentary that concentrates its depth on a few cornerstone verses while letting the narrative passages stand lean. The aim throughout is to let the early Friends speak in their own words, with enough connection and context to make their insight accessible to the modern reader.

This is Volume 15 of the Friends Illuminated Commentary Series. Luke was chosen because it preserves, more than any other Gospel, the words that gave Quakerism its name for the inward life: the kingdom of God is within you.



A Note on Sources and Citations

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works, Vol. 1, chunk 213). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Fox, Journal
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Howgill, Dawnings of the Gospel-Day
	Francis Howgill, The Dawnings of the Gospel-Day (collected works)



	Nayler, Works
	James Nayler, A Collection of Sundry Books, Epistles and Papers



	Penington, Works, Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Scott, Baptism of Christ / Salvation by Christ
	Job Scott, The Baptism of Christ and Salvation by Christ Alone (collected works)



	Story, Original and Present State of Man / Life and Journal
	Thomas Story, A Discourse of the Original and Present State of Man and A Journal of the Life of Thomas Story



	Whitehead, Christian Progress
	George Whitehead, The Christian Progress of… George Whitehead





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends.




“And they said one to another, Did not our heart burn within us, while he talked with us by the way, and while he opened to us the scriptures?” (Luke 24:32)
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