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“Karl Kuhn’s book on Luke allows readers to appreciate the author and his work. Kuhn provides a portrait of an elite person well studied in Israel’s traditions who is willing and able to venture a meaning of those traditions in light of the radical conviction that Jesus and the earliest followers were continuing to unveil God’s news. Luke’s literacy, artistry, and even his risk taking are especially enhanced by Kuhn’s appreciation for the context of similar authors.”

—Kenneth G. Stenstrup, PhD
Assistant Professor of Theology
Saint Mary’s University, Minnesota




“It is a pleasure to read such a well-written book that takes the reader into the social world of the author of the Third Gospel. Dr. Kuhn focuses on Luke’s literary skills, motifs, and agenda as a way to construct him as a highly literate Jew who once belonged to the social elite but who then turned his back on his status in response to Jesus’ critique of the wealthy and his claims as Lord. The book claims that Luke’s purpose is to encourage others from among the elite to follow him in this counter-cultural move. Dr. Kuhn has a contemporary North American audience particularly in mind and pitches his book at young scholars and students looking to know something about literacy/illiteracy and wealth and status in the Palestinian world of the first century. In addition, Dr. Kuhn is comfortable in his grasp of current issues in Lukan studies and is a useful and clear guide for the reader in that wider field of scholarship. I recommend this book highly and look forward to more in this significant series on Paul’s Social Network.”

—Rick Strelan
Associate Professor in New Testament and
   Early Christianity
University of Queensland, Brisbane
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PREFACE

Human beings are embedded in a set of social relations. A social network is one way of conceiving that set of social relations in terms of a number of persons connected to one another by varying degrees of relatedness. In the early Jesus group documents featuring Paul and coworkers, it takes little effort to envision the apostle’s collection of friends and friends of friends that is the Pauline network.

This set of brief books consists of a description of some of the significant persons who constituted the Pauline network. For Christians of the Western tradition, these persons are significant ancestors in faith. While each of them is worth knowing by themselves, it is largely because of their standing within that web of social relations woven about and around Paul that they are of lasting interest. Through this series we hope to come to know those persons in ways befitting their first-century Mediterranean culture.

Bruce J. Malina
Creighton University
Series Editor
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INTRODUCTION

Exploring Luke’s Identity

Like the other volumes in the Paul’s Social Network Series, this short book aims to explore a certain companion of Paul within the social context of the first-century Mediterranean world. A distinctive feature of this series has been its display of social-scientific methods and models. It has also sought to demonstrate the usefulness of these methods in helping us better understand how companions of Paul may have been shaped by, participated in, and perhaps resisted the dominant social forces of their time. Here I too will make use of social-scientific concepts and models to explore the social location and other features of the companion of Paul who penned the impressive literary and theological achievement we call the Gospel of Luke and Acts of the Apostles (henceforth referred to as “Luke-Acts”).1 In particular, I will draw from current anthropological theories on social stratification in the ancient world and how such stratification governed and legitimated the inequitable distribution of power and resources. This investigation will be interwoven with two additional pursuits: an exploration of literacy in the Greco-Roman world, focusing on Hellenistic and Israelite sources, and a critical analysis (literary, historical, and rhetorical) of the evangelist’s writings. Perhaps among the contributions this volume may make to the series is its example of how social-scientific analysis may be profitably employed alongside other forms of critical investigation commonly utilized in New Testament (NT) studies.

Before getting to the focus of the study, I need to offer some justification for my claim that the writer of Luke-Acts was one of Paul’s companions. The goal of the present chapter is to provide that justification along with some informed speculation regarding the evangelist’s ethnicity. These matters will briefly entangle us in the sometimes tedious realm of scholarly debate. But I will attempt to lead you through this cacophony of voices as efficiently as possible so that we can then move to that dimension of the evangelist which is the focus of this book: his social location.

The Writer of Luke-Acts and Paul

Luke, the Physician

The question of whether the writer of Luke-Acts was a companion of Paul is often connected to the debate regarding the traditional ascription of these writings to “Luke, the physician,” who accompanied Paul on at least some of his missionary travels. That there was a “Luke” who was an associate of Paul is indicated in the following epistle texts:

1) In Colossians 4:14, Paul refers to “Luke the beloved physician,” whose greetings Paul sends to the church at Colossae along with others.

2) In 2 Timothy 4:11, Paul urges that Timothy come quickly, for “only Luke is with me.”

3) In Philemon 24, “Luke” is included among a list of “fellow workers” who send their greetings to Philemon.

We must grant the possibility that more than one “Luke” might be in view in these passages. However, that the epistles each have in mind the same figure is strongly suggested by the fact that they each name a certain Demas in connection with the Luke they reference. Demas is identified by Paul as one who—along with Luke—also sends his greetings (Col 4:14; Philemon 24), or as one who has abandoned Paul and Luke (2 Tim 4:11), suggesting that he was a companion or associate of Luke and Paul. To propose that the epistles identify more than one “Luke” in these passages entails that there must have been more than one Luke of note in the early church connected both to Paul’s mission and to another figure named Demas. This is certainly possible, but it seems much more likely that a single Luke is here in view.

More difficult to ascertain is the relationship between the Luke named in the epistles and the writer of Luke-Acts. Later ecclesial tradition assigns the authorship of the gospel and Acts to Luke, the companion of Paul named in the epistles. Five surviving witnesses dating from the end of the second century into the early third century CE provide this testimony.2 The title, “Gospel according to Luke” is found in the oldest extant (surviving) manuscript of the text, P75, a papyrus codex dating from 175 to 225 CE. The Muratorian Canon, dated by most to 170 to 190, lists a number of works deemed authoritative by Christians, including most of what later comprise the NT, including “The third book of the Gospel: According to Luke.” The canonical list further states, “This Luke was a physician.” The second-century theologian Irenaeus also names Luke as a companion of Paul and the writer of Luke-Acts and considers him the same figure identified in Paul’s epistles. In addition, the ancient, extratextual “Prologue to the Gospel,” also dating from the end of the second century, attributes the gospel’s authorship (and that of Acts) to Luke and identifies him as “a Syrian of Antioch, by profession a physician, the disciple of the apostles, and later a follower of Paul until his martyrdom.”3 Finally, Tertullian, in his writings opposing Marcion, similarly identifies the writer of the third gospel as Luke, a companion of Paul, and describes Luke’s gospel as a digest of Paul’s teaching. These multiple witnesses clearly show that the tradition identifying Luke the physician and companion of Paul as the writer of Luke-Acts was firmly established by the end of the second century.

Many scholars, however, debate the reliability of these traditions due to the fact that the gospels themselves are anonymous and the earliest of these traditions date to about one hundred years after Luke-Acts was composed. Moreover, as I discuss below, some scholars point to several discrepancies between Acts and Paul’s letters in their respective portraits of Paul and his teaching as decisive evidence against the claim that the writer of Acts was a companion of Paul.

The Writer of Luke-Acts

I do not intend to lead you any further into the debate over whether the “Luke” mentioned in the epistles is the writer of Luke-Acts. I am inclined to believe the traditional attributions since I don’t find the arguments against them all that compelling. But at present, we lack the data we would need to render a more certain verdict. More convincing, it seems to me, is the evidence indicating that the writer of Luke-Acts, whether “Luke, the physician” or not, was a sometime companion of Paul and eyewitness to certain events of his ministry. The evidence supporting this judgment is the occurrence of the first-person plural (“We”) to refer to Paul and his comrades in several places throughout Acts. To be more specific, the narrator includes himself among those called to preach the gospel in Macedonia (Acts 16:10) and then travels with Paul and others to Philippi (20:5-6). From there, “we” journeyed to Assos, Mitylene, Samos, and Miletus (20:13-15) and eventually to Tyre, Ptolemais, and Jerusalem (21:1-17). Later, after Paul’s hearings, the writer includes himself in the troop that set sail with Paul (now a prisoner) for Italy (27:1), finally arriving in Rome after a shipwreck at sea and a three-month winter layover on the island of Malta (28:11-16). In the view of many modern readers, the implication of this grammatical anomaly, commonly referred to as the “we passages,” is that the writer intended his audience to understand that he himself participated in some of the events of Paul’s life that he narrates.

This claim is also not without its detractors, as a number of scholars have challenged the view that the writer of Luke-Acts was actually one of Paul’s companions for some of his missionary travels. The primary factor motivating their skepticism is, as noted above, the discrepancies one finds between the portrait of Paul presented in Acts and what can be known about Paul from his letters. The more salient of these inconsistencies include the following:

    
1. In Acts, Paul is portrayed as a great miracle worker, but no mention of this is made in Paul’s letters.

2. Acts never portrays Paul as writing letters and gives no indication of having read any of Paul’s letters.

3. Paul’s letters offer accounts of Paul’s movements and experiences that sometimes conflict with or are not corroborated by Acts, such as the number of his visits to Jerusalem after his conversion, his sojourn to Arabia (Gal 1:17-22), Paul’s various floggings and shipwrecks (2 Cor 11:24-25), the collection for the Jerusalem church as Paul’s motive for his return to Jerusalem (Rom 16:1-4), and his plans to preach in Spain (Rom 15:24, 28).

4. Paul’s theology as can be discerned from his letters conflicts with the preaching of Paul as presented in Acts, including subjects such as the use and place of the law, the salvific significance of the resurrection, and the importance of the return of Christ.



In light of these inconsistencies, some scholars have looked for explanations of the “we passages” in Acts apart from the supposition that the writer was intending to present himself as a companion of Paul. Some have claimed that the first-person narration in certain passages simply reflects the writer’s use of an eyewitness source for these events. The writer then retained the use of the first person to signal to the reader that his narrative here is based on eyewitness accounts.4 Offering another explanation, Vernon K. Robbins cites numerous examples to show that there was a “sea voyage” genre in first-century Greco-Roman literature and that this literature often employed first-person narration as a stylistic device.5 According to Robbins, the occurrence of the first-person plural in these passages reflects the writer’s use of this convention. Robbins also argues that Luke may have been led to utilize this device to convey his sense of solidarity with Paul and the Pauline mission and even to invite his readers to feel as though they are participating in the story themselves.

There are, however, serious problems with each of these two attempts to account for the “we passages” in Acts. Very few scholars have found convincing Robbins’ claim that within “sea voyage” literature of antiquity the use of first-person narrative was a common literary device.6 Ben Witherington, in his commentary on Acts, goes so far to say that “it can now be said with a high degree of certainty that there was no convention in antiquity for sea voyages to be recorded in the first person.”7 Witherington cites studies showing that first-person narration only typically occurred in sea voyage accounts that were part of entire works that narrated in the first person and that there are as many or more sea voyage accounts relayed in the third person. Even more importantly, many have noted that sea voyages are recorded elsewhere in Acts where the first person is not used (Acts 13:4, 13; 14:26; 17:4; 18:18, 21; 20:1-2) and that the first-person narration in Acts is also employed to recount events that take place on land (e.g., 21:8-18).

The chief problem with Luke’s supposed use of an eyewitness source as a means of accounting for the appearance of the firstperson narration is that there are no other indications that such a source is being employed. The grammar, syntax, and vocabulary of the “we passages” is consistent with the rest of Luke-Acts.8 One might argue that the writer has thoroughly reworked the source yet still kept its first-person narration, but that would be to argue the writer’s use of an eyewitness source on the basis of the first-person narration alone. It also begs the question as to why the writer would retain the first person only in these select instances and not in other sections of Luke-Acts. Why is it only here that the writer of Luke-Acts wants to indicate that he has made use of eyewitness testimony?

There is, in my view, a better way to account for the supposed inconsistencies between Paul’s letters and Acts. Joseph Fitzmyer points out, based on our best efforts to reconstruct the chronology of Paul as presented by Acts, that the writer of Luke-Acts was at most an occasional companion of Paul. Moreover,


[this chronology] would reveal that Luke was not with Paul during the major part of his missionary activity, or during the period when Paul’s most important letters were written. It would also mean that Luke was not on the scene when Paul was facing the major crises in his evangelization of the eastern Mediterranean world, e.g., the Judaizing problem, the struggle with the factions in Corinth, or the questions that arose in Thessalonica. Luke would not have been with Paul when he was formulating the essence of his theology or wrestling with the meaning of the gospel. This would explain why there is such a difference between the Paul of Acts and the Paul of Paul’s letters.9



Fitzmyer admits that the writer of Luke-Acts may have been unfamiliar with Paul’s letters, but this only further helps us to account for the differences between Acts and Paul’s own description of his travels, and his perspectives on Torah, resurrection, and Christ’s return, as noted in (4) above.10

Still another factor that may account for inconsistencies in some of the historical details between Acts and Paul’s letters is simply the amount of time that had passed between Paul’s ministry and the writing of the work. Most date Paul’s arrival in Rome between 56 and 61 CE, and this is the last indication from the “we passages” that the narrator was with Paul. This potentially means that our writer wrote his work around twenty to thirty years after his time with Paul, presuming a dating for Acts around 80 to 85 CE.

Finally, it is commonly argued that the more salient differences in the theology of Paul between Acts and Paul’s own letters may be simply due to the fact that the writer has recast certain features of Paul’s teaching in order to have the main heroes of his narrative more closely mirror his own perspective. This need not imply, however, that the writer of Luke-Acts was personally unacquainted with Paul. He may have known Paul very well. But writing two to three decades later, he felt that certain features of Paul’s ministry needed to be given greater emphasis and others downplayed. Similarly, Rick Strelan argues:


I suggest that Luke is not simply a follower of Paul, meekly repeating what Paul stood for. It is fairly clear that he does not do that. Nor does he misunderstand Paul. He probably understood him very well, and from that perspective felt that he could—indeed that he must—modify Paul, provide a balance, and so protect everything that Paul stood for against the wolves that were threatening to rip the flock apart (Acts 20). The “wolves” might have been those who took Paul’s arguments to their logical conclusion. They might have been the forerunners of the Marcionites. In a sense, they probably held Paul more to be their hero than Luke did! Luke thought Paul was in need of some revision, some reclaiming from the wolves; and his thought needed some balancing and nuancing along more conservative lines. In other words, I suggest that Luke is the controller of Paul and wants to present a balance, even a counter-balance to Paul himself and other interpreters of Paul.11



Among the elements of Paul’s teaching that Luke may have de-emphasized is Paul’s perspective on the law’s provisional and now transcended nature and his setting aside of much Israelite legal tradition. In an account intended in part to demonstrate Christianity’s rootedness in Israelite tradition, Luke-Acts “sketches the character of Paul in Jewish contours with Pharisaic overtones.”12 For this reason, Paul is presented as agreeing with the verdict of the Jerusalem Conference that Gentiles follow at least some of the dietary restrictions (Acts 15), as maintaining a close connection to James and the Jerusalem church, and as participating in purification rites to demonstrate his allegiance to Torah (21:17-26).

To summarize, the intermittent nature of his companionship with Paul, the intervening period of twenty to thirty years between that companionship and the writing of Luke-Acts, and the writer’s interest in incorporating Paul into his own theological and rhetorical objectives provide plausible explanations—either individually or in some combination—for the differences we find between Luke-Acts and Paul’s letters. For this reason, I think it best to understand the function of the “we passages” in the way they are most naturally regarded by readers: to indicate that the writer participated in some of the events he describes. Thus, the companion of Paul on which we will focus in the following pages is the one who traveled with Paul for a time, wrote the impressive work we know as Luke-Acts, and devoted a large segment of his two-volume work to recounting (and recasting) Paul’s ministry. For convenience sake, we will henceforth refer to Paul’s sometime companion and writer of Luke-Acts as “Luke.”

Luke: Son of Israel or Gentile?

Just as the authorship of Luke-Acts has been a contested issue among scholars, so too has the ethnicity of the writer implied by the work.13 While space limitations do not allow for a thorough review of this debate, we can succinctly summarize its main contours. The two strongest pieces of evidence in favor of Luke being Gentile are church tradition, which considers Luke a “Syrian of Antioch,” and the reference to Luke in Colossians 4. In Colossians 4:10-11, Paul names Aristarchus, Mark the cousin of Barnabus, and Jesus who is called Justus, as “the only ones of the circumcision among my co-workers for the kingdom of God.” Paul then goes on to list others who also send along their greetings, including Epaphras, “who is one of you,” Luke, and Demas. The implication is that Epaphras, Luke, and Demas are not “ones of the circumcision,” and thus not children of Israel.

Those arguing that Luke was most likely Israelite point above all else to his intimate knowledge of Israel’s Scriptures. This familiarity is exhibited in a number of ways: direct citation and widespread allusion to those Scriptures throughout Luke-Acts, the patterning of characters in Luke-Acts after characters in the Israelite Scriptures, the use of a Semitic or Septuagintal style of Greek in the infancy narrative, and the use of literary devices (such as direct and indirect discourse, widespread allusion to sacred tradition, the tendency to situate the events depicted within the larger story of God’s dealings with Israel) that more closely parallel their use in Israelite tradition than in other Greco-Roman writings (see chap. 2).

In addition, Luke shows concern for the maintenance of at least some forms of Torah piety. As noted above, Luke presents Paul as more favorably disposed to Israelite law and practice than is reflected in Paul’s letters. Both Jesus and the witnesses of the early church honor the Sabbath by attending synagogue or the temple (Luke 4:16; Acts 2:46; 3:1; 5:20; 13:5; 17:2; 21:26). Also, leading characters of his infancy narrative are presented as epitomes of Torah piety. They serve in the temple (Luke 1:5-23; 2:25-38), circumcise their offspring (1:59; 2:21), and make the offerings required of new parents (2:22-24). Another telling piece of evidence that comes from Luke’s gospel is his handling of the tradition found in Mark 7:1-23. In this story, Jesus responds to the Pharisees’ criticism of his disciples for not washing their hands before they ate by stating that it is not what goes into a person that renders them unclean but sinful actions and attitudes toward others (7:18-23). While reporting Jesus’ response, lest the reader miss the point of the story (as Mark understands it), Mark explains in a parenthetical aside, “Thus he declared all foods clean” (7:19). Matthew follows Mark’s account closely but omits the parenthetical comment declaring all foods clean. Luke, however, fails to mention the entire story. Accordingly, in Acts 15 Luke records the verdict of the Jerusalem Conference that Gentile Christians do not need to be circumcised but should participate in some of the dietary restrictions and abstain from certain foods (thus God’s command for Peter to “kill and eat” unclean animals in the vision of Acts 10 is likely meant to be taken as a metaphor, not literally). While there are plenty of elements of Luke’s narrative that challenge traditional Israelite notions of purity and piety, especially with respect to “unclean” and marginalized persons, it seems important to Luke that some dimensions of Torah practice be maintained.

Still another piece of evidence suggesting that Luke is Israelite, and evidence rarely considered in the debate, are several close parallels between Luke’s gospel and writings found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. These parallels suggest that Luke was familiar with and had access to some of the texts collected by the Qumran community. These parallels consist of the “Son of God” text (4Q246; cf. Luke 1:32-35), the “Pierced Messiah” text (4Q285; cf. Luke 4:16-21), the “Resurrection Text” (4Q521; cf. Luke 4:18), and the “Song of Miriam” (4Q365, frag. 6; Luke 1:46-55). Speaking of these parallels, George Brooke states that they suggest “the place of Luke in preserving, in its special material and in its writer’s handling of inherited traditions, the viewpoint of a strand of Judaism which can be found in some fragmentary scroll texts.”14

In my view, the weight of the evidence falls in favor of Luke being of the House of Israel. While not impossible that a Gentile could immerse himself in Israelite sacred tradition to the extent that Luke clearly did, I think such intimate knowledge of that tradition in Luke’s day is far more likely of an Israelite person than a Gentile. Even if Luke were a Gentile convert to Israel’s tradition, one wonders if he would have had the access to written texts and instruction he would have needed to gain such a familiarity with Israelite sacred tradition. There is also the curious matter of Luke’s familiarity with texts that were also housed at Qumran. While copies of those texts could have existed outside of the Qumran community, I think it far more likely that Luke would have come across such writings, let alone even known about their existence, if he were a son of Israel and had Essene acquaintances than if he were a Gentile.

How then are we to account for the evidence suggesting that Luke was Gentile? Luke’s identification as a “Syrian from Antioch” in the earliest strata of church testimony (first to second century) comes from a single source, the extratextual Prologue to the Gospel, a hundred years after the writing of the gospel. Moreover, Luke’s identity as a “Syrian” does not necessarily entail that he is not Israelite, both religiously and ethnically. The term could be meant as a geographic (indicating Syrian Antioch rather than Pisidian Antioch) rather than an ethnic marker. Due to the exiles of the eighth and sixth centuries BCE, Israelites could be found throughout the entire Mediterranean region in Luke’s day. Or, Luke could be from a family of mixed ethnicity that has thoroughly embraced its Israelite heritage. More problematic is the passage from Colossians 4, in which “Luke the physician” is not included among those who are “men of the circumcision.” Strelan argues, however, that the phrase need not be taken as referring to Israelites who were part of the Pauline mission as opposed to Paul’s Gentile associates. Instead, what the phrase likely has in view is not differences in ethnicity but in practice. Thus, “those men ‘of the circumcision’ probably refers to those Israelite followers of Christ who were ritually strict compared to the ritually lax Paul; it does not infer that those not ‘of the circumcision’ were not of Israel.”15

Even More Important—Luke’s Social Location

I generally regard as sage advice the oft-repeated claim that the particular identity of the evangelists is of little consequence for understanding their writings. It is what they wrote about Jesus and the kingdom of God that matters, and knowing this or that about features of their personhood would change little, if anything at all, about our understanding of their work. Does it really matter if the writer of Luke-Acts was a physician, or a companion of Paul, or Israelite, or just a really gifted Gentile historian who gained access to a lot of good sources? Would it really help us better understand what he said and the reason he said it? Perhaps it is simply better for us to work with what we have before us, the text itself, and our general knowledge of the first-century Mediterranean world than to chase after the ghostly contours of Luke’s identity.

Perhaps. But “Bible-geeks” (like me) will still speculate on such things, as trivial as they might seem. And yet, there may very well be a feature of Luke’s identity that is relatively accessible to us. It might also be one that can sharpen our understanding of the third evangelist and his two volumes on Christian origins he painstakingly composed, even though it is given little attention in Lukan scholarship. That feature is Luke’s social location. As I use the term, “social location” refers to where Luke stood—socially and economically—relative to others in his society. But investigating Luke’s social location entails more than just determining Luke’s place on the social scale. It also includes determining Luke’s proximity to those in power and the extent to which Luke shares in that power. It involves Luke’s access to resources (food, shelter, health, leisure time) and the culturally shared perspectives that would have legitimated Luke’s access to those resources based on his social location. It is the aim of this work to shed some light on this little-explored dimension of Luke’s identity and to offer some brief reflection on how it helps us to understand more fully the rhetorical edge of his writing. We will begin in chapter 1 by investigating what will serve as the primary index for assessing Luke’s social location: the relationship between social location and literacy in the Greco-Roman world, including Roman Palestine. Chapter 2 will examine Luke’s level of literacy, focusing on his familiarity with grammar, rhetoric, and other literary devices to determine his probable social status. Chapter 3 will describe Luke’s life and the world he knew as a member of the social elite and how knowing this helps us better appreciate the countercultural contours of his testimony. Finally, the conclusion will build upon the findings of the study, offering a brief “portrait of Luke” that draws together the strands of Luke’s companionship with Paul, his Israelite identity, his social location, and his radical witness to the gospel of Jesus Messiah.
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