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To

JOAN

O Lord … Grant that she and I may find mercy
 and grow old together

Tobit 8:7b

Editors’ Preface





God's Word does not change. God's world, however, changes in every generation. These changes, in addition to new findings by scholars and a new variety of challenges to the gospel message, call for the church in each generation to interpret and apply God's Word for God's people. Thus, THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is introduced to bridge the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This new series has been designed primarily to enable pastors, teachers, and students to read the Bible with clarity and proclaim it with power.

In one sense THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is not new, for it represents the continuation of a heritage rich in biblical and theological exposition. The title of this forty-volume set points to the continuity of this series with an important commentary project published at the end of the nineteenth century called AN AMERICAN COMMENTARY, edited by Alvah Hovey. The older series included, among other significant contributions, the outstanding volume on Matthew by John A. Broadus, from whom the publisher of the new series, Broadman Press, partly derives its name. The former series was authored and edited by scholars committed to the infallibility of Scripture, making it a solid foundation for the present project. In line with this heritage, all NAC authors affirm the divine inspiration, inerrancy, complete truthfulness, and full authority of the Bible. The perspective of the NAC is unapologetically confessional and rooted in the evangelical tradition.

Since a commentary is a fundamental tool for the expositor or teacher who seeks to interpret and apply Scripture in the church or classroom, the NAC focuses on communicating the theological structure and content of each biblical book. The writers seek to illuminate both the historical meaning and contemporary significance of Holy Scripture.

In its attempt to make a unique contribution to the Christian community, the NAC focuses on two concerns. First, the commentary emphasizes how each section of a book fits together so that the reader becomes aware of the theological unity of each book and of Scripture as a whole. The writers, however, remain aware of the Bible's inherently rich variety. Second, the NAC is produced with the conviction that the Bible primarily belongs to the church. We believe that scholarship and the academy provide an indispensable foundation for biblical understanding and the service of Christ, but the editors and authors of this series have attempted to communicate the findings of their research in a manner that will build up the whole body of Christ. Thus, the commentary concentrates on theological exegesis, while providing practical, applicable exposition.

THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY'S theological focus enables the reader to see the parts as well as the whole of Scripture. The biblical books vary in content, context, literary type, and style. In addition to this rich variety, the editors and authors recognize that the doctrinal emphasis and use of the biblical books differs in various places, contexts, and cultures among God's people. These factors, as well as other concerns, have led the editors to give freedom to the writers to wrestle with the issues raised by the scholarly community surrounding each book and to determine the appropriate shape and length of the introductory materials. Moreover, each writer has developed the structure of the commentary in a way best suited for expounding the basic structure and the meaning of the biblical books for our day. Generally, discussions relating to contemporary scholarship and technical points of grammar and syntax appear in the footnotes and not in the text of the commentary. This format allows pastors and interested laypersons, scholars and teachers, and serious college and seminary students to profit from the commentary at various levels. This approach has been employed because we believe that all Christians have the privilege and responsibility to read and seek to understand the Bible for themselves.

Consistent with the desire to produce a readable, up-to-date commentary, the editors selected the New International Version as the standard translation for the commentary series. The selection was made primarily because of the NIV's faithfulness to the original languages and its beautiful and readable style. The authors, however, have been given the liberty to differ at places from the NIV as they develop their own translations from the Greek and Hebrew texts.

The NAC reflects the vision and leadership of those who provide oversight for Broadman Press, who in 1987 called for a new commentary series that would evidence a commitment to the inerrancy of Scripture and a faithfulness to the classic Christian tradition. While the commentary adopts an “American” name, it should be noted some writers represent countries outside the United States, giving the commentary an international perspective. The diverse group of writers includes scholars, teachers, and administrators from almost twenty different colleges and seminaries, as well as pastors, missionaries, and a layperson.

The editors and writers hope that THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY will be helpful and instructive for pastors and teachers, scholars and students, for men and women in the churches who study and teach God's Word in various settings. We trust that for editors, authors, and readers alike, the commentary will be used to build up the church, encourage obedience, and bring renewal to God's people. Above all, we pray that the NAC will bring glory and honor to our Lord who has graciously redeemed us and faithfully revealed himself to us in his Holy Word.

SOLI DEO GLORIA

The Editors

Author’s Preface





In this commentary the author of the Third Gospel is viewed as an authoritative spokesman of the Gospel tradition. It is unnecessary to choose between whether he is a “historian” or a “theologian,” for such a disjunction is neither necessary nor accurate. He is both! Luke's interest in history is shown by his tying the Jesus events to the events of his day (2:1-2; 3:1-2) and his desire to help his readers know the certainty of the traditions which they had been taught (1:4). Yet the Evangelist, led by the Spirit, not only recounts these historical traditions but interprets them as well. Thus he presents to Theophilus not just a collection of brute facts but something even more valuable—the meaning of those facts.

The primary goal of the commentary is to assist the readers in understanding what Luke seeks to teach by the traditions found in his Gospel. One can study a Gospel in order to learn about the life and teachings of Jesus, the early church which preserved those traditions, the sources used by the Evangelist, the history of the traditions found in those sources, etc. In the present commentary, however, the study of each passage focuses on the question of what Luke is seeking to teach Theophilus by the passage. Thus after introducing the readers each time to the “Context” surrounding a passage and providing various exegetical “Comments” on the material, the final section of each passage is entitled “The Lukan Message.” In this section the commentary seeks to complete the following paradigm: “I, Luke, have told you, Theophilus, how that… [the passage being discussed], because…” In “The Lukan Message” the focus of attention is upon the because. In so doing the object of investigation is not so much on what happened but rather on how Luke interpreted what happened, i.e., on the meaning of what is being reported.

Numerous references are cited within the commentary which cast light on the passages being discussed. These are usually found in parentheses such as (2:22-24), (contrast Mark 15:15; Matt 27:26), (cf. Lev 5:7; 6:23; Ezek 43:21), (cf. 9:22; 24:46; Acts 1:3; 3:18; etc.), etc. At times the reader will also come across “See comments on 4:15; 6:47” and “See Introduction 7 (2),” and so forth. The reader is encouraged to look up these passages or sections in the commentary because at these locations there is a more detailed discussion of this or a related subject that will be of value for understanding the present passage.

I would like to thank my teaching assistants Jeannine Brown, Alison Bucklin, and Luiz Gustavo da Silva Goncalves, along with my colleague Dr. Tom Schreiner, for their help in reading the earlier manuscripts of the commentary. Their suggestions and criticisms have made this a much more readable and useful work. I also want to thank Gloria Metz, the faculty secretary, for her invaluable assistance. I never cease admiring her skills. Her help in rescuing me on numerous occasions from confrontations with my word processor is most appreciated, as is her editorial work in preparing the final draft submitted to the publisher. Finally, I want to express my thanks to and for my wife, Joan, without whom this work could not have been written.
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INTRODUCTION

1. Authorship

The authorship of the Gospel of Luke was never disputed until the second half of the nineteenth century. Yet it should be observed that Luke and Acts are two of the nine books in the NT canon that are anonymous.1 Evidence for the authorship of Luke comes essentially from three main areas: internal evidence, church tradition, and the “we” sections of Acts.

(1) Internal Evidence

Several clues about the author of Luke-Acts can be found within the works themselves. One such clue is found in Luke 1:2, where the author relates how he (“us”) received (“was handed down”) information for his Gospel from those who were “eyewitnesses and ministers of the word.” From this it is clear that the author of Luke-Acts was not an apostle or follower of Jesus during his ministry. The same prologue shows the author was a well-educated person who intended his writings to be understood as a serious literary and historical work. The author apparently was a Gentile Christian, since he avoided Semitic words (cf. 6:14; 8:54; 22:42; 23:45) and omitted various traditions dealing with intra-Jewish controversies.2 The strongest evidence of Gentile authorship is his reference to Jews, which suggests he was not part of this group.3 This is also supported by Col 4:10-14, if this Luke was the actual author of Luke-Acts.

In the nineteenth century W. K. Hobart sought to demonstrate that the author of Luke-Acts was a physician and thus to support the tradition that the author was Luke, the “beloved physician” (Col 4:14).4 Evidence for this was found in the medical interests and language of Luke-Acts.5 Luke's interest in healing is evident from the fact that he recorded all the Markan healing accounts, shared with Matthew the healing of the centurion's slave in Luke 7:1-10, and had five healings unique to his Gospel (7:11-17; 13:10-17; 14:1-6; 17:11-19; 22:51). Furthermore the terminology Luke used in these accounts has close parallels with the ancient Greek medical writers such as Hippocrates, Galen, and Dioscorides. Hobart's reasoning, however, was refuted by H. J. Cadbury in his doctoral thesis. Cadbury demonstrated that the language of Luke-Acts was no more “medical” than that of educated nonmedical writers such as Jose-phus, Lucian, or Plutarch. Thus the medical language of Luke-Acts does not prove that the author was in fact a physician, although such terminology and interests fit well the view that the author of this two-part work was Luke, the physician.6

(2) Church Tradition

The church tradition for the Lukan authorship of Luke-Acts is early and unanimous. Possibly the earliest references to Luke as the author of Luke-Acts are to be found in the Bodmer Papyrus ([image: image]75) and the Muratorian Canon. The oldest Greek manuscript of Luke ([image: image]75) dates at the end of the second century and contains the title “Gospel according to Luke” at the end of the Gospel. The Muratorian Canon (ca. 170-180) reads: “The third book of the Gospel: According to Luke. This Luke was a physician.” About the same time (ca. 185) Irenaeus (Against Heresies 3.1.1; 3.14.1) referred to Luke, the companion of Paul, as the author. The so-called Anti-Marcionite Prologue also refers to Luke as a physician and a Syrian from Antioch.7 About 208 Tertullian (Against Marcion 4.2.2; 4.2.5; 4.5.3) mentioned Luke, a follower of Paul, as the author of the Third Gospel. Lukan authorship was also attested by Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Eusebius, Jerome, and other early church fathers.

Such unanimity in the tradition is impressive. Although care must be taken not to equate tradition with truth, readers should also be careful not to be so cynical as to reject such testimony simply because of dislike for anything traditional. In general such uncontested and ancient tradition should be accepted unless there is good reason to the contrary. This is especially so when it names a minor figure in the early church and a non-apostle as the author of over one quarter of the entire NT.8

(3) The “We” Sections

The third major area involved in the discussion of authorship is the “we” sections found in Acts 16:10-17; 20:5-21:18; 27:1-28:16. The common authorship of Luke-Acts is accepted by almost all.9 The Gospel of Luke was written with Acts in mind, for without Acts the plan of the Gospel would be incomplete. And Acts was plainly written in light of and to complete the Gospel of Luke. The author of Luke-Acts claimed in the “we” passages to have been a companion of Paul during certain periods in the apostle's ministry. Traditionally the “we” sections have been understood as eyewitness accounts stemming from the author's own experience. Recently an attempt has been made to see in these “we” sections a sea-voyage genre used by the author, who was not an actual participant of the events recorded in these sections.10 Yet more careful investigation of the passages that supposedly demonstrate the use of “we” passages in such a genre has revealed no such documented use.11 Many of the “we” passages furthermore have nothing to do with a sea voyage (cf. Acts 16:13-17; 20:7-12,18-38; 28:2-10a), and numerous sea passages in Acts have no “we” style (cf. 13:4-5,13; 14:25-26; 17:14-15; 18:18,21; 20:1-2).

Other interpretations that deny the author's participation in the events of the “we” sections assert that the author used another's eyewitness source or that this was simply a fraudulent claim on the author's part to have been a participant in certain events. These interpretations, however, do not arise out of an exegesis of the text itself but are imposed upon the text because of the interpreter's presupposition that the author of Acts could not have known Paul or been an eyewitness to these events. Yet such a fictitious “we” is almost without parallel in the literature of its day and would have contradicted the author's intention in Luke 1:1-4 that his work be taken seriously. This is especially true if Theophilus knew Luke personally. Since the “we” sections appear incidentally in Acts and without any literary pretense, it is most difficult to think of them as a contrived deception or ploy by the author. The author clearly wanted his readers to believe he was a participant in the events of the “we” sections.

The main objection for taking the “we” sections at face value is a historical-critical one. For one, certain historical discrepancies between Acts and the Pauline Letters are said to exist, such as the accounts of the Jerusalem Council (cf. Acts 15:1-29 and Gal 2:1-10). It is also believed that the theology of Paul and Luke-Acts is so different and that the theology attributed to Paul in Acts is so different from that of the Pauline Letters that the writer of Luke-Acts could not have known, and still less been a companion of, the apostle Paul. Supposedly the differences in such areas as Christology, eschatology, soteriology, the law, Paul's apostleship, and natural theology are simply too diverse.

In response to these objections, significant differences between the theology of these two writers cannot be denied. Clearly the author of Luke-Acts was not the protégé of Paul. Yet the author of the “we” sections is not portrayed in Acts as a protégé or disciple of Paul but as one of several companions of the apostle. He was furthermore not a companion of Paul during the major debates on justification by faith. His actual time with Paul also may have been considerably less than sometimes imagined. In addition the author probably did not write his works until perhaps two decades after events narrated in the last “we” section, so that one would expect various differences to exist. One must also allow that personal differences in emphasis and situation might play an important role in how each author formulated his works. Differences of emphasis do exist between the author of Luke-Acts and Paul, but one should not overlook the broader unity underlying both sets of writings. The writer of Luke, like Paul, knew that justification is by grace (Luke 18:13-14) and that Jesus has been exalted as Lord (24:25-26). And Paul knew that the baptism of the Spirit (1 Cor 12:13) is the distinguishing mark of the believer (Rom 8:9-11).

If the author of Acts was Paul's companion, he quite likely was one of those Paul listed in his letters, especially in the letters written during the “we” periods of his ministry. Eliminating those companions of Paul mentioned in the third person in the “we” sections of Acts (and thus distinguished from the author, cf. Acts 20:4-5), we arrive at a number of possibilities. Among these is Luke (cf. Col 4:14; Phil 24; 2 Tim 4:11).

(4) Conclusion

In light of the universal voice of tradition and the author's claim to be Paul's companion, the case for Lukan authorship of Luke-Acts is quite strong. It is furthermore quite probable that this Luke is identical with Luke, the beloved physician and Paul's companion in Col 4:14. To what other Luke would the tradition be referring? Other traditions, such as Luke's being a resident of Syrian Antioch, that he was unmarried, or that he died in Boeotia, are much more questionable.12

How valuable or important is the establishment of Lukan authorship for the understanding of the Third Gospel? It may seem strange after our discussion of authorship to realize that whether the author of Luke-Acts was Luke or someone else, the meaning of Luke-Acts remains the same. The Third Gospel means what its author intended it to mean. Whoever the author was, he meant to share with his readers his understanding of the life and teaching of Jesus Christ. That meaning can only be obtained from the text he has given us. If knowing his name were essential for understanding his work, he would have included it. Yet no Gospel writer believed that knowing his name was essential for understanding his work since all the Gospels are anonymous. The Third Gospel has the same meaning whether the author's name was Luke or Julius! Thus the meaning of this Gospel is obtained by knowing the range of meanings of the words used, the possibilities of the grammar, and how the grammatical context used limits these possibilities to the author's intended meaning. All we know about the vocabulary, style, and theology of the author comes from within his twofold work itself.

In the past there was a great concern for authorship questions because of apologetic considerations. Apostolic authorship, i.e., the authorship of the eyewitnesses, was assumed to guarantee the truthfulness of their accounts. Whereas the Gospels of Matthew and John were associated with two of the apostles, Mark and Luke were not written by eyewitnesses. However, Mark was associated with Peter and thus was the recording of Peter's eyewitness testimony by his disciple. Similarly, the Third Gospel's truthfulness was assured since its author (Luke) was Paul's disciple. Though the author of the Third Gospel did seek to impress his readers that his account ultimately was due to eyewitness testimony (1:2), he also added that he had “carefully investigated everything from the beginning” (1:3), so that his readers “may know the certainty of the things… [they] have been taught” (1:4). Such certainty does not ultimately come from knowing that Luke, the beloved physician, wrote Luke-Acts. Rather, only the Spirit, working in and through this work, is fully able to persuade us that this orderly account is in fact the Word of God.

2. The Date of Luke

The earliest and latest possible dates for the writing of the Third Gospel are quite clear. The earliest would be immediately after the events of Acts 28, i.e., after Paul's arrest and two-year stay in Rome. This would give a date in the early sixties. The latest possible date would be shortly before the earliest reference to the Gospel in early Christian literature. However, it is far from certain about where the earliest “clear” reference to Luke is to be found.13 Within the period of 60-170, two main factors are determinative. The first involves the ending of Acts. Why did Luke not tell his readers what happened to Paul? It seems strange not to share that information if the author wrote after, perhaps decades after, Paul's trial and ultimate martyrdom. The simplest explanation about why Acts ends where it does is that Luke could not write anything more. He had brought his readers completely up to date. If this is so, then Luke wrote his first work before 60-62. (The possibility that Luke wrote Acts before his Gospel is refuted by Acts 1:1.)

The second main factor affecting the dating of Luke-Acts involves the relationship of the Gospel of Luke to the Gospel of Mark. If one of the accounts Luke investigated and used was the Gospel of Mark, then we must, of course, date Luke after Mark. Despite some objections to the priority of Mark, it seems reasonably certain that Luke used Mark in the writing of his Gospel,14 and this will be demonstrated repeatedly in this commentary. The tradition concerning the authorship and date of Mark is particularly strong. The attribution of authorship to a nonapostle is so contrary to the tendency of the early church, as witnessed to by the apocryphal gospels, that this tradition must be taken seriously. The tradition attributes the work to John Mark and dates it with Peter's death (usually after, although in one instance before). There is little reason to doubt the tradition that Peter was martyred ca. 65-67, near the end of Nero's reign. If Luke used Mark, then Luke-Acts would have been written after 65-67 and thus after the events of Acts 28. The Lukan use of Mark would suggest a date of 70-90 for the Gospel.

Such a date fits well three additional pieces of evidence found within the Gospel. The first involves the “many” accounts Luke referred to in 1:1. A later date would fit the existence of many accounts of Jesus' life more easily than an earlier one. The second involves certain prophecies concerning Jerusalem's destruction in Luke which seem to look back at the events of A.D. 70. This in no way requires that these prophecies must be vaticinia ex eventu, or prophecies after the events; but it does appear that Jesus' prophecies concerning Jerusalem's destruction were written in light of the knowledge of that destruction. Passages such as 13:35a; 19:43-44; 21:20; 23:28-31, while not requiring a post-70 date, probably are best understood as having been written after the event. The third piece of evidence involves the positive light in which the Roman government is portrayed. See Introduction 7 (4). This would suggest a date some years after the Neronian persecution in the midsixties and before the persecution under Domitian in 95-96.

As to the lack of information concerning Paul's trial, we must remind ourselves of the purpose of Acts. Acts was not meant to be Paul's biography any more than it was to be Peter's. Luke's interest in Peter ended when his function in the spread of the gospel in the world had been told. Peter's value in Acts is that he was a vital instrument in the fulfillment of Acts 1:8—the spread of the gospel in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the first Gentile convert. (Compare how Barnabas also was forgotten after Acts 15:39.) The references to Paul function similarly. His role in the spread of the gospel among the Gentiles and before the emperor is recorded. To write about Paul's trial in Rome and its outcome would be to change Acts from a primarily theological-historical work to a biographical one. Luke intended Acts to serve as the former, not the latter.

Acts fulfills Luke's purpose of showing how the gospel message, rejected by Judaism, had found fruit among the Gentiles. Within Acts are three events, each recorded three times, and all relate to the spread of the gospel to the Gentiles. These are Paul's conversion (chaps. 9; 22; 26), Cornelius's conversion (chaps. 10; 11; 15), and the rejection of the gospel by Judaism and its offer to the Gentiles (13:46-47; 18:5-6; 28:25-28). Thus Luke ended his two-volume work quite appropriately for his purpose and demonstrated that the breach between Judaism and Christianity was the fault of Jewish unbelief.

3. The Audience of Luke

Both Luke and Acts are addressed to someone named “Theophilus” (Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1). Someone has suggested that since Theo-philus means friend of God, the name does not refer to an actual person but to a metaphorical or fictional one. It is far more likely, however, that Theophilus was a real person. The adjective “most excellent” (Luke 1:3) used to describe him is found three other times in the NT and is used in addressing the Roman governors Felix (Acts 23:26; 24:2) and Festus (26:25). As a result some have suggested that Theophilus also may have been a provincial governor or Roman official, perhaps even the official who was to hear Paul's case in Rome. However, this is unlikely if, as we will see, the readership addressed in Luke-Acts was Christian. Theophilus probably was a Gentile Christian of some means and social position, and the description “most excellent” was a polite form of address. Identifying him specifically with any known historical person is not possible.

That the audience envisioned in Luke was Gentile is evident for a number of reasons. These involve (1) Luke's avoidance of Semitic expressions (6:14; 8:54; 22:42; 23:45); (2) the substitution of non-Palestinian architecture (5:19; 8:16), weather, or geography (6:48-49) for Palestinian; (3) the substitution of the term “lawyer” for the more Jewish “scribe” (10:25; 11:52); (4) the use of Judea to describe Palestine in general (1:5; 4:44; 6:17; 7:17; etc.); (5) the explanation of Jewish customs (22:1,7). Other reasons include (6) the omission of accounts dealing with specifically Jewish traditions or customs;15 (7) the extension of Jesus' genealogy back past Abraham to Adam (3:38); (8) the references to the Jews in the third person (7:3; 23:51; Acts 10:39; 13:5; 14:1; 17:1; 21:11); and (9) the concern for the Gentile mission (Acts 10-11; 13:46-48; 18:6; 28:24-28). None of these reasons by itself is absolutely convincing (Matthew, for instance, also omitted Semitic expressions and had a similar concern for the Gentile mission), but together they suggest that Luke was writing to a primarily Gentile audience. The Hellenistic style of the prologue (Luke 1:1-4) also supports such an interpretation. It is also probable that this was a Gentile audience unfamiliar with Palestinian geography (1:26; 4:31).

The Gentile audience for which Luke wrote can be further described as a Christian audience. There are several reasons for this. It is clear that Luke expected his readers to be familiar with the Gospel traditions. They had been taught them (1:4), and he expected them to understand such expressions as the “Son of Man” and the “Kingdom of God,” which he never explained. At times he even omitted parts of the tradition he assumed his audience would “fill in” by their previous knowledge.16 There are also present various teachings (12:35-48; 16:1-9 [esp. vv. 8-9]; 17:7-10) and worship materials (the Lord's Prayer and Lord's Supper) that apply specifically to Christians. In general the Third Gospel does not appear to be an evangelistic tract addressed to unbelievers, for Luke did not seek to explain difficult or confusing issues as he would have done if writing to non-Christians.

If Luke's readers were Gentile-Christians, there are some clear implications about the purpose of his writing. Various suggestions that Luke wrote Luke-Acts for the purpose of evangelism or to defend Paul at his trial or to defend Christians in the eyes of Rome must be rejected. The purpose of Luke-Acts must be understood in some way as ministering to the needs of a specifically Christian audience.

4. The Place of Origin

The place of origin of Luke-Acts is uncertain. Numerous suggestions include Antioch, Achaia, Rome, Caesarea, the Decapolis, and Asia Minor. All such suggestions, however, are quite speculative and ultimately of little, if any, importance and value for understanding Luke-Acts.

5. The Sources of Luke

In his prologue (1:1-4) Luke stated that he was not an eyewitness with regard to the Gospel materials but that his information came from those who were “eyewitnesses and servants of the word” (1:2). He also revealed that other written accounts existed (1:1) and that he had followed all these things for some time. In writing his account, Luke made use of certain written sources. This is evident from the close verbal agreements we find in the Synoptic Gospels. Such close verbal agreements, as we find in 18:15-17; 20:27-40; 21:7-11 and the parallel accounts in Mark and Matthew (and in Luke 10:21-22; 11:9-13; 13:34-35; 16:13 and the parallels in Matthew) reveal that some sort of literary source lies behind these agreements. Along with these verbal agreements we also find agreements in the order of the material (cf. Luke 4:31-6:19; 9:18-50; 18:15-43 with the parallel accounts in Mark and Matthew) and even in the presence of common parenthetical material (cf. Luke 5:24; 8:29 and parallels). From all this it is clear that Luke in writing his Gospel made use of various written sources.

The attempt to explain the sources used by Matthew, Mark, and Luke that caused them to “look alike” is called the Synoptic Problem. The majority of NT scholars see some form of what is called the two-document (or four-document) hypothesis as the best explanation of this common look-alike character. According to this explanation, Mark was the first Gospel written and was used by both Matthew and Luke in the writing of their Gospels. In addition to Mark, Matthew and Luke also used at least one other source, which has been called “Q.” (Q is a symbol for the German word Quelle, which means source.)Along with these two sources Matthew and Luke also had other sources available to them that are represented by the symbols “M” (Matthew's unique source or sources) and “L” (Luke's unique source or sources). Whether Q and L were written sources is uncertain. Probably Q, or at least part of what is called Q, was; but the nature of the L material is uncertain. Of Luke's 1,149 verses, approximately 350 come from Mark, 230 from Q, and the rest from L or Luke's own editorial work. The exact number of verses he obtained from Q is uncertain, for by definition the Q material consists of the material common to Matthew and Luke, but not Mark. If, as is almost certain, Luke at times used material from their common source which Matthew chose to omit, this material by definition will appear as L material. (The same would also be true of the Q material in Matthew, which would appear as M material.)17

Along with written sources, various oral traditions no doubt also played a part in the Third Gospel's composition. Some of these oral traditions were of the kind that circulated throughout the church in the form of parables, pronouncement stories, stories about Jesus, and so forth. Some, however, may have been oral recollections shared with Luke during his time in Judea (Acts 21:7-27:1). Perhaps during this period many of the traditions contained in Luke 1-2 and Acts 1-8 were obtained.

Although Luke tends to follow the Markan outline quite closely, there is one section of Mark (6:45-8:26) not found in Luke. There have been a number of suggested explanations for this. One is that Luke may have used a defective copy of Mark (or of an Urmarkus, i.e., an early edition of Mark) that lacked these verses. This explanation, however, faces the difficulty that the Gospel of Matthew contains this material and elsewhere the copy of Mark that Matthew used appears to be very much like the copy Luke used. Probably the best explanation for the “great omission” is that Luke did this intentionally. Perhaps he omitted this section because he wanted to de-emphasize a Gentile mission of Jesus during his earthly ministry. Since Mark 6:45-8:26 might have been considered by Luke as occurring in Gentile territory (cf. 6:45,53; 7:24,31; 8:22), and since Luke would deal systematically with the spread of the gospel to the Gentile world not in his Gospel but in Acts, he may have omitted this material to preserve the “orderly” (1:3) flow of his Gospel. It has been suggested that the omission may be due to Luke's desire to connect the confession at Caesarea Philippi with the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand (9:10-17). Others have sought to explain Luke's omission of this section pericope by pericope.18 In writing his Gospel, Luke was also confronted with a scroll of limited length. The Gospels of Matthew, Luke, and John, as well as the Book of Acts are roughly the same size; and each would have taken up all the thirty feet that made up the average scroll. In his desire to include not just the material in Mark but also the Q and L material, Luke had to select what he would include and also what he would exclude from his Gospel. As a result such material as Mark 6:45-8:26 was omitted because it did not serve his purpose as well as other material (e.g., Luke 1-2; 24).

Some have suggested that in the construction of his Gospel, Luke may have used or composed an earlier draft he later incorporated into his Gospel. This earlier draft, or Proto-Luke as it is called, supposedly began at 3:1 and consisted of Q and L material. Later Luke in composing his Gospel added material from Mark.19 There are a number of difficulties with the proto-Luke hypothesis. Most important is that our present Gospel possesses a clear overall unity. Chapters 1-2, for instance, are not simply tacked onto the rest of the Gospel but are carefully integrated into and foreshadow what appears later. It also seems that Luke inserted his Q and L material into Mark rather than inserting the Markan material into an earlier proto-Luke.20 For the purpose of this commentary, whether Luke used or wrote a proto-Luke is of no major importance because we will not concern ourselves with a history of the traditions that led up to our present Gospel of Luke, i.e., the discipline called Traditionsgeschichte. Rather, we will concern ourselves with what the Evangelist was seeking to teach his readers by our present Gospel of Luke. In other words, this commentary will concern itself with the meaning of Luke 1:1-24:53.

6. An Outline of Luke

Any outline of the Gospel of Luke is to a certain extent arbitrary. Whereas there are certain clear divisions in the Gospel (1:5; 3:1; 9:51), elsewhere we face considerable uncertainty. Where does the central section beginning at 9:51 end? At 19:10; 19:17; or 19:44? Should Jesus' ministry in Jerusalem (19:28-21:38) be included with the passion narrative (22:1-23:56) and the resurrection account (24:1-53), or should these be considered two or three separate divisions? Or should these be broken down into even smaller divisions? If we have too many divisions in our outline, the value of the outline will be diminished, and we would be less able to grasp how Luke organized his Gospel. Therefore we will divide Luke into the following eight sections:

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

I. The Prologue (1:1-4)

II. The Infancy Narrative (1:5-2:52)

1. John the Baptist's Birth Announced (1:5-25)

2. Jesus' Birth Announced (1:26-38)

3. The Meeting of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:39-56)

4. The Birth of John the Baptist (1:57-80)

5. The Birth of Jesus (2:1-52)

 (1) The Birth Proper (2:1-20)

 (2) The Circumcision and the Prophets, Simeon and Anna (2:21-40)

 (3) The Boy Jesus in the Temple (2:41-52)

III. The Preparation of Jesus' Ministry (3:1-4:15)

1. John the Baptist (3:1-20)

 (1) The Person of John the Baptist—The Eschatological Prophet (3:1-6)

 (2) The Mission of John the Baptist (3:7-20)

2. Jesus (3:21-4:15)

 (1) The Person of Jesus—The Son of God (3:21-38)

 (2) The Prelude to Jesus' Mission (4:1-15)

IV. Jesus' Ministry in Galilee (4:16-9:50)

1. The Beginning of Jesus' Ministry (4:16-5:16)

 (1) Jesus' Sermon in Nazareth—A Thematic Explanation of Jesus' Ministry (4:16-30)

 (2) Jesus' Healings in Capernaum (4:31-44)

 (3) The Call of the First Disciples (5:1-11)

 (4) Jesus' Healing of a Leper (5:12-16)

2. The Beginning of Controversy (5:17—6:11)

 (1) Conflict over Jesus' Forgiveness of Sins (5:17-26)

 (2) Conflict over Jesus' Association with Tax Collectors and Sinners (5:27-32)

 (3) Conflict over Jesus' Disciples' Not Fasting (5:33-39)

 (4) Conflict over Jesus' Attitude Toward the Sabbath (6:1-11)

3. The Teaching of the Disciples: The Sermon on the Plain (6:12-49)

 (1) Choosing the Twelve Disciples (6:12-16)

 (2) Ministry to the Crowds (6:17-19)

 (3) Beatitudes and Woes (6:20-26)

 (4) Love of One's Enemies (6:27-36)

 (5) Judging Others (6:37-42)

 (6) Two Foundations (6:43-49)

4. Who Is This Jesus? (7:1-50)

 (1) Jesus Heals the Centurion's Servant (7:1-10)

 (2) Jesus Raises the Widow of Nain's Son (7:11-17)

 (3) Jesus Reveals Himself to John the Baptist (7:18-23)

 (4) Jesus Bears Witness to John the Baptist as His Forerunner (7:24-30)

 (5) Jesus Experiences Rejection (7:31-35)

 (6) Jesus Forgives Sins (7:36-50)

5. Jesus Teaches in Parables (8:1-21)

 (1) A Summary of Jesus' Ministry (8:1-3)

 (2) The Parable of the Soils (8:4-15)

 (3) The Parable of the Lamp (8:16-18)

 (4) Jesus' True Family (8:19-21)

6. Jesus Reveals His Mastery over the World, the Devil, and the Flesh (8:22-56)

 (1) Jesus Calms the Sea (8:22-25)

 (2) Jesus Casts Out a Demon (8:26-39)

 (3) Jesus Heals the Hemorrhaging Woman and Raises Jairus's Daughter (8:40-56)

7. Jesus and the Twelve (9:1-50)

 (1) The Mission of the Twelve (9:1-6)

 (2) Herod's Question about Jesus (9:7-9)

 (3) Feeding the Five Thousand (9:10-17)

 (4) Peter's Confession and Teachings on the Passion and Discipleship (9:18-27)

 (5) The Transfiguration (9:28-36)

 (6) The Healing of the Boy with an Unclean Spirit (9:37-43a)

 (7) The Second Passion Announcement (9:43b-45)

 (8) Humility and Openness (9:46-50)

V. Jesus' Journey to Jerusalem (9:51-19:27)

1. The First Mention of the Journey to Jerusalem (9:51-13:21)

 (1) The Mission to Samaria (9:51-56)

 (2) Teachings on Discipleship (9:57-62)

 (3) The Mission of the Seventy(-two) (10:1-16)

 (4) The Return of the Seventy(-two) (10:17-20)

 (5) The Blessedness of the Disciples (10:21-24)

 (6) The Parable of the Good Samaritan (10:25-37)

 (7) Martha and Mary (10:38-42)

 (8) Jesus' Teaching on Prayer (11:1-13)

 (9) The Beelzebub Controversy (11:14-23)

 (10) The Return of the Unclean Spirit and True Blessedness (11:24-28)

 (11) The Sign of Jonah (11:29-32)

 (12) Sayings about Light (11:33-36)

 (13) A Denunciation of the Pharisees and Scribes (11:37-54)

 (14) Warnings and Exhortations (12:1-12)

 (15) The Parable of the Rich Fool (12:13-21)

 (16) Care and Anxiety (12:22-34)

 (17) The Watchful Servants (12:35-48)

 (18) Jesus—The Great Divider (12:49-53)

 (19) Signs of the Time and Settling with One's Opponents (12:54-59)

 (20) The Need to Repent (13:1-9)

 (21) The Healing of the Crippled Woman on the Sabbath (13:10-17)

 (22) The Parables of the Mustard Seed and Leaven (13:18-21)

2. The Second Mention of the Journey to Jerusalem (13:22-17:10)

 (1) The Narrow Door (13:22-30)

 (2) Warning concerning Herod and the Lament over Jerusalem (13:31-35)

 (3) Healing of the Man with Dropsy (14:1-6)

 (4) Sayings concerning Banquet Behavior (14:7-14)

 (5) The Parable of the Great Banquet (14:15-24)

 (6) Conditions of Discipleship (14:25-35)

 (7) The Parables of the Lost Sheep, Lost Coin, and Gracious Father (15:1-32)

 (8) The Parable of the Dishonest Manager (16:1-8)

 (9) Sayings on Stewardship (16:9-18)

 (10) The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (16:19-31)

 (11) Teachings Addressed to the Disciples (17:1-10)

3. The Third Mention of the Journey to Jerusalem (17:11-19:27)

 (1) The Grateful Samaritan (17:11-19)

 (2) The Coming of the Kingdom of God (17:20-37)

 (3) The Parable of the Unjust Judge (18:1-8)

 (4) The Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (18:9-14)

 (5) Jesus' Blessing the Children (18:15-17)

 (6) The Rich Ruler (18:18-30)

 (7) The Third Passion Announcement (18:31-34)

 (8) The Healing of the Blind Man at Jericho (18:35-43)

 (9) Zacchaeus, the Tax Collector (19:1-10)

 (10) The Parable of the Ten Minas (19:11-27)

VI. Jesus' Ministry in Jerusalem (19:28-21:38)

1. The Messianic Entry into Jerusalem (19:28-40)

2. Lament over Jerusalem and the Cleansing of the Temple (19:41-48)

3. A Question of Jesus' Authority (20:1-8)

4. The Parable of the Wicked Tenants (20:9-19)

5. A Question about Tribute to Caesar (20:20-26)

6. A Question about the Resurrection (20:27-40)

7. A Question about the Son of David (20:41-44)

8. Warnings concerning the Scribes (20:45-47)

9. The Widow's Offering (21:1-4)

10. The Destruction of the Temple (21:5-6)

11. Signs before the End (21:7-11)

12. The Coming Persecution of the Disciples (21:12-19)

13. The Desolation Coming upon Jerusalem (21:20-24)

14. The Coming of the Son of Man (21:25-28)

15. The Parable of the Fig Tree (21:29-33)

16. Exhortation to Vigilance (21:34-36)

17. The Ministry of Jesus in the Temple (21:37-38)

VII. Jesus' Passion (22:1-23:56)

1. The Last Supper (22:1-38)

 (1) The Plot to Kill Jesus (22:1-6)

 (2) Preparation of the Passover Meal (22:7-13)

 (3) The Passover—Lord's Supper (22:14-20)

 (4) Jesus' Betrayal Foretold (22:21-23)

 (5) Greatness in the Kingdom of God (22:24-30)

 (6) Peter's Denial Foretold (22:31-34)

 (7) Two Swords (22:35-38)

2. Arrest and Trial (22:39-23:56)

 (1) The Prayer of Jesus (22:39-46)

 (2) The Arrest of Jesus (22:47-53)

 (3) Peter's Denial (22:54-62)

 (4) The Mocking of Jesus (22:63-65)

 (5) Jesus before the Sanhedrin (22:66-71)

 (6) Jesus before Pilate (23:1-5)

 (7) Jesus before Herod (23:6-12)

 (8) Pilate's Sentence (23:13-16)

 (9) Jesus Delivered to Be Crucified (23:18-25)

 (10) The Way to the Cross (23:26-32)

 (11) The Crucifixion (23:33-38)

 (12) The Two Criminals (23:39-43)

 (13) The Death of Jesus 23:44-49)

 (14) The Burial of Jesus (23:50-56)

VIII. The Resurrection and Ascension of Jesus (24:1-53)

1. The Women at the Empty Tomb (24:1-12)

2. Jesus' Appearance on the Road to Emmaus (24:13-35)

3. Jesus' Appearance to the Disciples in Jerusalem (24:36-43)

4. Jesus' Commission to the Disciples (24:44-49)

5. The Ascension (24:50-53)

7. The Purpose of Luke

Rather than speak of a single purpose,21 it may be more accurate to speak of the various purposes Luke had in writing Luke-Acts.22 There does not appear to be a single theme that is able to explain why the Evangelist wrote his entire two-volume work. The wealth of material found in Luke-Acts seems to indicate that whereas Luke clearly had some specific aims in mind, there also exists lesser themes he sought to share with his readers as he related to them the Gospel traditions and the traditions he had either learned or shared in concerning the early church. It has also become clear that one cannot treat the Gospel or the Book of Acts in isolation from each other, for they are both parts of one work which the author had planned from the beginning. Therefore to understand why Luke wrote his Gospel we must seek an answer not from the Gospel alone but from Luke-Acts.

Luke was not writing a work of fiction. On the contrary, in his prologue (1:1-4) he asserted that he was writing as a historian. As a historian there were restraints placed upon Luke by his sources. Since his readers already were familiar with these traditions, Luke was under even greater restraint, for how could he convince his readers of the certainty of the traditions they had been taught if he were to change them radically? It is unlikely that everything in the fifty-two chapters of Luke-Acts is directly applicable to the particular purposes for which he was writing. Although Luke would not have knowingly included materials that would contradict his purposes and goals, he might well have included traditional materials not directly related to them. As a result some traditional material in Luke-Acts may have no specific bearing on the immediate situation of Luke's readers.

The “mirror reading” of Luke-Acts, i.e., seeing behind every command and teaching a specific application for the situation of Luke's readers, is clearly an error. Some teaching may be preventative (Acts 20:28-31 does not require that there was a problem of false teachers troubling Luke's readers) or historical (the references to and warnings about persecution for the gospel may refer to a past situation, not to a present one) in nature. Various stories and teachings of Jesus may have been included because Luke wanted his readers to know the acts and teachings of the Lord, not because he saw a specific need in his readers' situation that a certain account met. Was the Lord's Prayer in 11:2-4 given because of a particular need? Not necessarily. Having said this, it should not be denied that the selection of material in Luke-Acts will generally reveal something concerning the Lukan purpose(s).

(1) To Help Convince His Readers of the Tru thfulness of What They Had Been Taught

LUKE'S CREDENTIALS AS A HISTORIAN. One major purpose of Luke was to assure his readers of the truthfulness of that which they had been taught about Jesus' life and teachings. This is clear from the prologue, where Luke stated that “it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught” (1:3-4). He sought to do this in several ways. One was by emphasizing the care with which he had researched his work. In the prologue he listed his credentials as a historian. He had investigated (1) “everything,” i.e., all things, (2) “from the beginning” (3) “carefully” (4) in order to write “an orderly account” (1:3). Throughout his work Luke sought to demonstrate the truthfulness of what he recorded by tying the events to universal history.23 He even appealed to the well-known nature of this material (24:18). Luke emphasized to his readers what Paul confessed to Festus, namely, that this “was not done in a corner” (Acts 26:26).

Luke expected that his readers would accept his account as a faithful interpretation “of the things that have been fulfilled among us” (Luke 1:1). Since Luke also expected that his account would agree with what his readers had been taught, he anticipated that as they read his “orderly account” (1:4) they would come to a greater assurance of the truthfulness of this material. Luke did not expect to have his work treated with skepticism. On the contrary, since it corresponded with what his Christian readers already had been taught, he expected that it would be received warmly and with faith. Whether a non-Christian reader in Luke's day would have come to believe the “truthfulness” of what Luke wrote is another question. Luke, however, was not writing to skeptics or to a hostile audience. Rather he was writing to believers whose hearts he expected would “burn within them” (24:32) as he recounted in a more organized way the things they already had been taught. Of course, this does not mean that everything in the Gospel was already known to his readers. Much, however, was familiar to them, and Luke built on this prior knowledge and understanding.

EYEWITNESS TRADITIONS. A second reason Luke's readers could know the certainty of what they had been taught was that this teaching, which is now written down in his Gospel, came from those who were eyewitnesses from the beginning (1:2). The Gospel of Luke begins with a reference to these eyewitnesses and concludes with a similar reference to them (24:48). Acts then begins with Jesus commissioning his disciples to be his witnesses (Acts 1:8). The first task of the disciples in Acts was to replace the apostate Judas, and the only mentioned requirement to becoming one of the Twelve is that he must “have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from John's baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us. For one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection” (1:21-22). Time and time again in Acts the disciples mentioned that they were witnesses, i.e., eyewitnesses, of what they were proclaiming: “God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact” (2:32). “We are witnesses of this” (3:15), Peter stated as he proclaimed the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. (Cf. also 5:32; 10:39-41; 13:31.) The apostolic preaching in Acts seeks to persuade its listeners, in part at least, by the claim that this preaching comes from eyewitnesses who were proclaiming what they themselves had seen. (Cf. 1 John 1:1-3.) Luke also anticipated that the eyewitness testimony that lies behind his twofold work would provide additional assurance to his readers about the truthfulness of the Christian teachings they received. This eyewitness testimony along with the Spirit's witness (Acts 5:32) would enable them to know that what they had been taught was divine truth.

THE PROOF FROM PROPHECY. A third means by which Luke sought to bring assurance to his readers was through demonstrating that the things that had taken place in the experiences of Jesus (and the church in Acts) were the fulfillment of prophecy. Luke in fact referred to these things in his prologue as “the things that have been fulfilled among us” (Luke 1:1). In no other Gospel, not even in Matthew, do we find so many references and allusions to how the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus fulfilled the Scriptures. This same emphasis is continued in Acts, where the experiences of the church are also understood as the fulfillment of prophecy. The extent to which the many allusions to and quotations of the OT fit a “proof from prophecy” scheme in Luke-Acts is debated, but that such a scheme is present cannot be denied. Luke sought to assure his readers of the truthfulness of the Christian message by showing how all that took place in Jesus' ministry, passion, and resurrection, as well as in the Jewish rejection and Gentile acceptance of the church's preaching, was prophesied beforehand in the Scriptures.

This proof from prophecy is seen in several areas. The most evident is in the fulfillment of the OT Scriptures.24 To these can be added general references to the OT.25 Luke anticipated that such references to the Scriptures would help his readers understand why the crucifixion took place and why Judaism had not accepted the Christian message. In particular he sought to demonstrate that since Jesus' sufferings and resurrection correspond to numerous prophecies concerning the Messiah, Jesus must be the Messiah. Jesus' hearers (24:32; cf. Acts 8:27-40) came to this conclusion, and Luke expected that his readers would also. Since what Luke's readers had been taught and now read in his Gospel was in accord with this prophetic material, they should have had a greater certainty of the truthfulness of the Christian message.

Two other areas of prophetic fulfillment also play a role in Luke-Acts. One involves the prophecies of Jesus concerning various future events. These include prophecies of his rejection by Israel (9:22; 13:32-34; 17:25; 18:31; 24:7), his delivery to and death by the Gentiles (9:44; 18:32), his resurrection (9:22; 11:29-30; 18:33; 24:7), the Spirit's coming (24:49; Acts 1:4-5,8; 11:16), and Jerusalem's destruction (11:49-51; 13:5,35a; 19:27,43-44; 21:5-24; 23:28-31).26 The second area of fulfillment involves prophecies from angels,27 from prophets,28 and from God.29 Just as later in the history of the Christian church the proof from prophecy argument was used both apologetically and even evangelistically to convince people of the truthfulness of the Christian faith, so in a similar although less developed way Luke sought to help his readers come to a greater assurance of the truthfulness of what they had been taught. He did this by showing that the events experienced by Jesus and the early church fit God's plan and were foretold by the prophets.30

THE PROOF FROM MIRACLES. A fourth way in which Luke sought to assure his readers is through the proof of miracles.31 For Luke the truth that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, was “attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs which God did through him in your midst” (Acts 2:22, RSV). Jesus himself used his miracles as an explanation and proof that he is the expected Messiah (7:18-23). The apostles in Acts referred to their working miracles as proof that Jesus is the Christ (3:12-16; 4:30), and Luke emphasized this in editorial work in Acts (2:43; 5:12; 6:8; 8:13; 14:3; 15:12). The life of Jesus is clearly bathed in miracles. For those with eyes to see, the miraculous birth (1:31-35), the baptism (3:21-22), the numerous healings (4:40-41), the nature miracles (8:22-25; 9:10-17), and the miracles of Acts are all signs and proofs of the truth of the Christian message, not only to the original audience but now also to Luke's readers. Yet there is one supreme miracle that serves as a proof of Jesus' claims and the Christian message in general. It is the sign of Jonah (11:29-30). Although this is not enough to convince the hard of heart (16:31; cf. John 12:9-11), it is enough for those open to the divine message. The greatest miracle and proof is the resurrection. This is evident by the amount of space devoted to the resurrection in Peter's Pentecostal address (Acts 2:24-36; cf. also 13:33-38). Luke sought to bring assurance to his readers concerning their Christian faith by recalling to their minds the miracles associated with the life of Jesus, his resurrection, and also those that occurred in the life of the early church.

THE PROOF FROM THE GROWTH OF THE CHURCH. A final proof of the truth of the Christian message is found in the growth of the Christian church. Luke was fond of reporting how the church increased. Starting with 120 (Acts 1:15), it increased on the day of Pentecost to over three thousand (2:41). Following Pentecost God added to this number daily (2:47). Shortly thereafter we read of five thousand (4:4), of the number of disciples in Jerusalem increasing rapidly (6:7; cf. 5:14; 6:1). We read of a church throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria (9:31), of a great number in Antioch believing and turning to the Lord (11:21,24), and of the increase and spread of the word of God (12:24). We further read of a great number believing in such places as Iconium (14:1), of the winning of a larger number of disciples in Derbe (14:21), of churches in the Greek world growing daily (16:5), and of the word of God spreading widely and growing in power (19:20). For Luke all this must be understood in light of the advice given by Gamaliel in Acts 5:33-39. Concerning the Christian movement he told the Sanhedrin: “Therefore in the present case I advise you: Leave these men alone! Let them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God” (5:38-39). Luke, through Gamaliel's speech, told his readers that if the Christian movement and message were not true, it would have failed. But since it has grown mightily, it is evident that Christianity is not “of human origin” but “from God.” The growth of the Christian church reveals that what Theophilus had been taught came from God, for God had witnessed and was still witnessing to its truth by providing growth.

From the above it seems clear that one of the purposes of Luke in writing his twofold work was that his Christian readers would come to a greater assurance of the certainty of their faith (cf. Luke 1:4). We cannot know whether he was successful in accomplishing this purpose, but we must remember that Luke was not seeking to convince atheists, agnostics, or skeptics of the truth of the Christian faith. Rather he was seeking to help Christian readers come to a deeper assurance of this truth. The preservation of Luke-Acts suggests that this work obtained a favorable reception from its original audience.

(2) To Clarify the Christian Self-understanding of His Readers

In Luke-Acts the author sought to resolve two related problems. The first was the rejection of Christ and Christian preaching by the majority of Israel. Why had Israel rejected the fulfillment of God's promises in Jesus Christ? Luke assumed that his readers were aware of this rejection by the Jews. This is clear in the way Jesus (4:23-30) and Paul (Acts 13:45-47) presupposed and anticipated the Jewish rejection of the divine message. That this rejection by the Jews was also a problem for Paul is evident in Rom 9-11. The second problem was how Gentile believers related to the promises God made to Israel. Or to state this somewhat differently: How were ethnic Israel and the Christian church related? (Cf. Acts 10-11; 15.) Again we find that Paul wrestled with this problem as well. (Cf. Rom 9-11 and Gal 3-4.)

For Luke Christianity was not a new religion. It was not even a revised form of Judaism resulting in a new Israel. On the contrary the Christian church is the present-day expression of the religion of Abraham, Moses, and the prophets. It is the religion of the patriarchs and prophets now fulfilled. Ethnic Israel, as in OT times, consists of both a believing Israel, i.e., the Israel that follows in the faith of the OT saints, and an unbelieving Israel. The former are the sons of the prophets (Acts 3:25-26) and thus believe in Jesus; the latter are the sons of those who killed the prophets (Luke 6:23; 11:47-48,50; 13:34) and thus do not believe in Jesus. The church thus consists of faithful Israel and those Gentiles who in faith have joined faithful Israel in following Jesus and live in the fulfillment of the OT promises now realized in the coming of Jesus as Messiah/Christ. This is clearly seen in the early preaching of Acts. The apostolic message is weighted on the side of continuity with the OT. In essence the early Christian proclamation was that “the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and the Prophets have been fulfilled.”32 It was not, Do you want to join a new religion? Thus in Luke we do not find a dichotomy of law, i.e., Judaism and the OT, versus grace, i.e. Christianity and the NT. Rather we see a complementary scheme of promise and fulfillment, a looking forward and an already realized, an expectation and the dawning of the new age.

The promises God made to Israel had now come to pass. The kingdom of God had come. God's reign had begun. The salvation promised to Israel had been realized through Jesus' birth, life, passion, and resurrection. The rejection of their Messiah by most of Israel did not negate this. Their unbelief caused them to reject and crucify God's Son. Nevertheless believing Israel faithfully accepted this message and carried it to the Gentiles as the Scriptures foretold, and there it brought forth much fruit. Judgment would therefore come upon unbelieving Israel and blessing upon believing Israel. The church was not in any way to be blamed for what had happened. Its relationship with Israel had been without fault. The strong apologetic concerning Paul's innocence in Acts 21-28 was directed less to Roman authorities than to demonstrate to Luke's readers that the Jewish rejection of the apostolic message and their subsequent persecution of the church were due solely to hardness of heart.

Luke's entire geographical scheme serves to illustrate this theme. The Gospel begins in Jerusalem (1:5ff.; 2:22,41-45); the temptations end in Jerusalem (4:9-13); the transfiguration points to Jerusalem (9:31); the large travel section has as its goal Jerusalem;33 and the Gospel concludes in Jerusalem (19:29-24:53; esp. 24:49-53), where all the resurrection appearances take place (contrast Matthew and John). Acts then begins in Jerusalem (1:4ff.) and gradually reaches outward to Judea, Samaria, and the Gentile world (1:8; 8:1,5; 9:2,31; 10:1ff.; 11:19ff.; 13:lff.) until it ends with the gospel being proclaimed in Rome (28:16-31). For Luke, Jerusalem and the temple represented the Jewish people and demonstrated how God visited his people in fulfillment of the OT promises. The movement away from Jerusalem in Acts reveals how these promises were now also offered to the Gentiles and how the majority of Israel rejected the fulfillment of the hopes of their fathers as accomplished in Jesus, the Christ.

Luke revealed the importance of this also by his threefold repetition of Israel's rejection of the gospel and the subsequent mission to the Gentiles in Acts 13:46; 18:6; 28:28. As has been mentioned, only two other incidents in Acts are repeated three times, and both relate to this one. These are Paul's conversion and call to preach to the Gentile world (9:3-19; 22:6-16; 26:12-18) and the conversion of the “first” Gentile—Cornelius (10:34-48; 11:1-18; 15:7-11,13-21). The importance of this theme can also be seen in the fact that the two longest OT quotations in Acts are found in 2:17-21 and 28:26-27. Whereas the former reference is less explicit (“all people” and “everyone”), the latter is explicit in referring to the unbelief of Israel and is followed by Paul's words that now the gospel would be offered instead to the Gentiles. Clearly for Luke what had happened to Israel was due solely to their unbelief.34

(3) To Clarify Jesus' Teachings concerning the End Times

The importance of this theme for Luke is debated. For some it is the purpose of Luke-Acts. For others this is of lesser importance. What is clear is that the discussion of Luke's view of the end times has played a major role in all discussions of Luke-Acts in the last forty years. This is due primarily to the work of Hans Conzelmann.35 Conzelmann argued that during the earliest days of the church there was present a dominating eschatological expectation of the parousia. The early church possessed a hope in the imminent return of the Son of Man within their own lifetime. As the fulfillment of this hope was frustrated, this eschatological expectation came to naught. Luke in his work therefore sought to allay this disappointment by replacing this hope in the imminent return of Jesus with an understanding of salvation history in which the parousia was pushed back into the distant future36 and the missing Son of Man was replaced by the presence of the Holy Spirit. This history of salvation was divided into three distinct periods. The first was the Period of Israel, which consisted of the time of the OT through the ministry of John the Baptist. The second was the Period of Jesus, i.e., the middle of time (in German Die Mitte der Zeit), which included the time between Jesus' ministry and his ascension. The third period, in which Luke and his readers found themselves, was the Period of the Church, in which the parousia has been pushed into the distant future. Because he found himself in this latter period, Luke emphasized a realized eschatology.

This schematization of Luke-Acts has undergone a great deal of examination, and its various weaknesses have been recognized.37 For Conzel-mann the key verse for his thesis was Luke 16:16. Yet this verse does not speak of three periods but only two, and John the Baptist is best understood as being part of the second period, not the first. Since Conzelmann rejected the first two chapters of Luke from consideration, this led him to place John the Baptist with the old period rather than the new. Yet in Luke 1-2 it is clear that he belongs to the new period. It is also clear in Luke 1-2, as well as in the speeches of Acts, that Luke sought to emphasize the continuity of the new period with the old, not its disjunction. The new period is the fulfillment of the old, not a rejection of it. Luke recognized two developmental stages in salvation history: The Period of Promise (the OT period), and the Period of Fulfillment (the NT period inaugurated by Jesus) which continues into the time of the church. John the Baptist belonged to the latter. (Cf. how in 3:1-2 Luke introduced the beginning of Jesus' ministry with the dating of the coming of John the Baptist.) Again, Luke did not understand these as two different and isolated periods or dispensations but as two stages in the covenantal dealings of God with his people. See comments on 16:16.

It is furthermore incorrect from the Lukan point of view to speak of a “delay” of the parousia. Luke's emphasis upon God as the Lord of history, upon the necessary fulfillment of the Scriptures, and his understanding of the divine will as controlling events (see Introduction 8 [1]) clearly reveal that there could be no such “delay” in God's plans. God, who controls history, does not determine something and then “delay.” On the contrary God's plan by definition has to be on time, for God is clearly in control of history rather than controlled by it. What Luke sought to correct was the misunderstanding of certain Christians who thought that Jesus taught the parousia would come immediately.38 Yet this was a misunderstanding of the early Christians, not a delay on God's part. Luke did not demythologize the parousia (Acts 1:11) or push it into the far distant future.39 He still possessed an imminent expectation.40 In Luke-Acts realized eschatology41 has not displaced consistent eschatology.42 For Luke the believer lives in the joy of the already now and the hope of the final consummation. In part the joy of the already now keeps alive and fuels the hope of the final consummation. The length of the interval until the parousia was of less importance to Luke.43

(4) To Assure His Readers That Rome Was Not a Threat to Them

Throughout his two-volume work Luke sought to portray Rome in a positive light. If Rome had been left to itself, it would have released Jesus; for both Herod (Luke 23:15) and Pilate (23:4,14-16,22) pronounced him innocent. (Cf. also the Roman centurion [23:47].) It was due to Jewish pressure alone that Jesus was crucified. In Acts, Paul also would have been released except for Jewish pressure; for Festus (25:18-19) and Agrippa (26:32) acknowledged his innocence, as did Felix (24:23,26-27) and the Roman tribune (23:29). Time and time again, for example in Corinth (18:12-17) and Ephesus (19:35-37,40), Rome protected the believer. When persecution arose, it usually was due to opposition from the Jewish leadership (Acts 4:1-22; 5:17-40; 9:1-2) or a mob stirred up or led by the Jewish leadership (7:1-8:3). When persecution came from Rome, it was due to error and ceased, as in Philippi, when this error was recognized (Acts 16:22-39). Isolated instances such as Herod's persecution of the church (Acts 12:1-5) were exceptions, as were isolated attacks from Gentiles (Acts 19:23-41). Sometimes, however, Jews were portrayed as taking part in such incidents although no mention was made of the Jewish leadership (Acts 9:23-25; 13:50; 14:19).

How should this positive portrayal of the Roman authorities be understood? If Luke-Acts was written to non-Christians, this might indicate that Luke was seeking to write an apologetic for the Christian faith in order to show that Christians posed no threat to the empire. On the contrary, the portrayal of the church's behavior in Acts would indicate that they were living out the teachings of Jesus in Luke 20:20-26 and thus were not a threat but an asset to the empire. If on the other hand Luke wrote to Christians, and this seems more likely, then his purpose was not to defend Christianity before unbelievers but rather to assure Christians that as they followed Jesus they did not need to fear Rome. They should have prepared for persecution, but such persecution was seen as coming from Jewish or family opposition.44 Ultimately, however, they needed to fear no one but God himself (12:4-5).

8. The Lukan Theological Emphases

The distinction between Luke's theological emphases45 and his purposes for writing (see Introduction 7) is somewhat arbitrary. The relationship between the two is further confused in that a number of theological emphases are closely related to and involved in the Lukan purposes for writing. The latter, however, deal more with why Luke wrote. They tend to be broad in scope and deal with possible problems or needs of the community to which Luke wrote. Luke's theological emphases on the other hand tend to be more specific in nature and need not involve an explicit reason for his writing. While writing Luke-Acts, the Evangelist emphasized certain theological truths that he thought were important, irrespective of the particular situation of his readers. The selection of which theological emphases were seen as important is somewhat arbitrary. The majority of the following, however, do appear to have legitimate claims to be Lukan emphases.

(1) The Sovereign Rule of God over History

In this area more than any other Luke's purpose for writing and his theological emphases come together. For Luke all history is salvation history, for God clearly controls and directs history's course.46 Luke especially sought to demonstrate how the crucifixion of Jesus, the rejection of the gospel by the majority of Jews, and the extension of the divine promises to the Gentile world followed the divine plan exactly. He did so in various ways. We have referred earlier to Luke's use of the “proof from prophecy.” See Introduction 7 (1). One way in which Luke demonstrated God's sovereign control of history was by showing that these events, which cause the most questions with regard to God's control of history, had been prophesied beforehand. As a result their occurrence in history must coincide with the divine plan.

Concerning these events Luke stated that Jesus “was handed over … by God's set purpose and foreknowledge” (Acts 2:23) and that Herod, Pilate, the Gentiles, and the Jewish people “did what… [God's] power and will had decided beforehand should happen” (Acts 4:28). What took place was according to the divine will (boul[image: image]),for God was in control of all this.47 Luke firmly believed in the sovereign will of God controlling history.48 Because of God's sovereign will, there lies over history a divine necessity for God's purposes to be fulfilled. Luke referred repeatedly to this divine “must” (dei): “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life” (9:22, author's italics).49 To these can also be added those passages in which God is seen as controlling history and the course of events both specifically and in general.50 Since God is in sovereign control of history, believers can rest secure that even those events of history that seem confusing, such as the rejection and crucifixion of God's Son and Israel's rejection of the gospel message, are not simply acts of cruel fate but are under God's sovereign control and rule.

(2) The Kingdom of God

The importance of this theme is evident both by its frequency of occurrence (some forty times in Luke and thirty-two specifically as the “kingdom of God”) and its centrality in the Gospel. It occurs in the birth narratives (1:33) and is the main theme of Jesus' (4:43) and the disciples' preaching (9:2).51 The kingdom is the inheritance of the righteous (6:20), the most important petition of the prayer Jesus taught his disciples (11:20), and the future hope of the believer (13:28-29). In Acts this theme also plays an important role.52 At times salvation is portrayed as entering the kingdom.53

According to Luke the kingdom of God has come, i.e., it has been “realized” in history with Jesus' coming. When Jesus announced that the OT prophecies were fulfilled in his coming (4:16-21), he announced that God's kingdom had come (4:43; 8:1; Acts 28:31). His overcoming of Satan (11:20) witnesses to this. Thus Jesus did not announce simply the nearness of the kingdom but its arrival. It was in their midst, i.e., in their presence (17:20-21). Salvation history consists of two stages: the period of promise and the period of fulfillment when the kingdom comes. With John the Baptist the period of fulfillment began (16:16; Acts 13:32-33). God's kingdom has come, for in Jesus' coming God “has come and has redeemed his people” (Luke 1:68; cf. 7:16; 19:44; Acts 15:14).

The kingdom's presence is seen in Luke's Gospel primarily in Jesus' ministry. Prophecies are fulfilled (4:16-21; 7:22-23; 10:23-24); the oppressed are delivered from demons (10:17; 11:20); Satan is defeated (10:18; 11:21-22); the poor and outcast have the gospel preached to them (1:52-53; 7:22). Salvation has come upon God's people (1:68-71,77; 2:30; 3:6; 19:9-10). Yet it is above all in the Spirit's coming that this realized eschatological dimension of God's kingdom is seen. He who anointed the Son of God at his baptism (3:21-22) is promised to every believer as well. This baptism of the Spirit, which distinguishes the members of the kingdom from the OT devout as represented by John the Baptist's followers, is prophesied by John as coming upon Jesus' followers (3:16), is promised by Jesus at the end of Luke (24:49) and the beginning of Acts (1:5,8), and comes upon every believer at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-2). See Introduction 8 (3). To use Pauline terminology, the Spirit was for Luke the “firstfruits” (Rom 8:23) and “guarantee” (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14, RSV), or better yet the “earnest,” of God's kingdom.

Whereas for Luke God's kingdom already was realized, it also possessed a future, not-yet-realized dimension. The consummation of the kingdom in all its fullness is still future. The general resurrection of the believer has not yet begun (20:27-38). Sin, death, and disease are still present. The final judgment has not yet occurred (Acts 17:31). Faith has not yet turned to sight. Thus believers pray for the kingdom to come (Luke 11:2) and look for the time when they will sit at table and eat in God's kingdom (13:28-29; 22:18), when the hungry will be fed and the weeping will laugh (6:21). The church therefore lives in the joy of the already now but still awaits our Lord's coming with anticipation and hope (18:1-8; 21:27-28; Acts 1:11).54

(3) The Holy Spirit

The Holy Spirit's importance in Luke's theology is widely acknowledged. In comparison to Mark (six times) and Matthew (twelve times), Luke referred to the Spirit at least seventeen times in his Gospel; and to this we can add such references that refer to the Spirit as “power” or “promise.” It is above all in Acts, however, where we encounter most strongly this Lukan emphasis. Here the Spirit is referred to approximately seventy times, and specific reference is made to the “Holy Spirit” over forty times. This Lukan theological emphasis is present from Luke 1 through Acts 28.

We find reference to the Spirit's being active in Jesus' conception (Luke 1:35) and birth (2:25-27) as well as in John the Baptist's birth (1:15,17). He was present in Jesus' baptism, in which Jesus was anointed and empowered for his ministry (3:22). He was present at the temptation (4:1), in Jesus' earliest ministry (4:14; 5:17), and was referred to by Jesus in his first sermon (4:18). He was prophesied by John the Baptist as coming upon Jesus' disciples (3:16) and promised to them by Jesus (24:49; Acts 1:4-5,8). This “baptism of the Spirit” comes upon every believer at Pentecost in fulfillment of Joel 2:28-32 (Acts 2:1ff.) and is promised to all who will become Christians (Acts 2:38-39).

The Spirit's presence is the single most distinctive mark of the Christian. Cornelius's possession of the Spirit was proof that God had accepted him and other Gentile believers into full membership in the church despite their uncircumcised status (Acts 10-11). Thus circumcision could not be required of Gentile believers because the gift of the Spirit witnesses to God's acceptance of them in their uncircumcised state. As a result Peter baptized Cornelius (10:44-48), the church recognized that God had granted repentance to the Gentiles (i.e., that God had accepted believing Gentiles apart from circumcision [11:17-18]), and the church concluded that nothing more was needed of Gentiles but to live in faith and to be sensitive with respect to various Jewish traditions (15:12-21). If the question arose about whether someone was a Christian, this could be addressed by a simple but definitive question, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” (19:2).

(4) Christology

Because of the central role Jesus played in all four Gospels, it is evident that each Gospel has a Christological emphasis. Luke's Gospel is no exception since Jesus Christ lies at the center of Luke's twofold work. This is not only evident in the Gospel, where Jesus is the main theme from chap. 1 through chap. 24, but also in the early sermons in Acts. If we omit Stephen's sermon in chap. 7, we find the Christological content dominates the earliest sermons.55 Clearly the early sermons of Acts are Christologically oriented. Throughout the Gospel the reader encounters the crucial and decisive question, “Who is this?”56 Luke even reported that the name given to early believers was “Christians” (Acts 11:26).

The Christology of Luke-Acts is rich and varied. Numerous titles and attributes are given Jesus, and these are not to be isolated from one another. Jesus is Prophet,57 Christ/Messiah,58 Son of God/Son,59 Lord,60 Son of Man,61 Servant (Acts 3:13,26; 4:30), King of the Jews,62 Son of David,63 Holy and/or Righteous One,64 Author of Life (Acts 3:15), Leader (Acts 3:15; 5:31), Savior,65 and Judge (Acts 10:42; 17:31). Luke made no specific reference to preexistence in his Christological description of Jesus. It may be, however, that the designation “God” is applied to Jesus in Luke 8:39; 9:43; Acts 20:28, although this is uncertain.

Since all these titles apply to Jesus, it is not surprising that they are at times used interchangeably. We can note Luke 2:11 (Savior-Christ-Lord; cf. also the implications of his birth in the City of David); 1:32-33 (Son-King of the Jews [cf. “the throne of his father David”]); 4:34,41 (Holy One of God-Son of God-Christ); 22:67-70 (Christ-Son of Man-Son of God); 23:35-37 (Christ-Chosen One-King of the Jews). All these titles, of course, refer to the same person—Jesus. Because the same person possesses all these titles, it is not surprising that some titles, whose full realization lay in the future, are proleptically attributed to Jesus during his ministry. Thus, whereas Jesus was “made both Lord and Christ” in the fullest sense after the resurrection (Acts 2:36; cf. Rom 1:4; Phil 2:9-11), at his birth he already was Christ and Lord (Luke 2:11), and he was crucified as the Christ (Acts 23:3; 24:26; 3:18). Since for Luke the early Jesus and the risen Lord are one and the same person, all the above mentioned titles can be used of Jesus of Nazareth from the very beginning even if their full significance lies in the future.

The Lukan Christology involves far more than just the titles applied to Jesus in Luke-Acts. We must also include the unique way he acted and spoke. Jesus claimed and manifested a unique authority (Luke 20:1-8; 6:1-5) over nature (8:25; 9:10-16), over disease (4:38-40; 7:22), and over Satan (4:36,41; 10:17-20). Jesus also spoke with a unique authority and made what can only be called ultimate claims (12:8-9; 7:23; 9:23-26). Luke's overall Christology, like that of the other Gospel writers, was of one who was not only greater than all other men (i.e., he was not only quantitatively different) but was also qualitatively different in that he claimed divine prerogatives (5:20-26; 7:48-49; 24:52).

(5) The Last Shall Be First—The Great Reversal

A strong theological emphasis that continually appears in Luke-Acts involves God's concern for the downtrodden and outcasts:66 the poor,67 tax collectors,68 sinners,69 Samaritans,70 Gentiles,71 and women.72 The Gospel opens with a hymn of praise, for God was about to lift up the humble (1:52) and fill the hungry with good things (1:53). It was to the barren (1:7) and humble (1:48) that God would manifest himself. It was to those reckoned last (13:30) that the kingdom would come. In the Gospel's opening thematic sermon (4:16-30) Jesus announced that the Spirit had anointed him to bring the gospel to the poor, freedom for prisoners, sight for the blind, and release for the oppressed (4:18). Thus Jesus' ministry to the hated tax collectors was not simply an accident but intentional. (Note the “I must” of 19:5 and the explanations in 5:32; 19:10.) It furthermore was understood by his opponents as intentional (5:32; 19:7). One of the signs that the kingdom had come was that God was now visiting the outcasts. When Jesus was asked by John the Baptist whether he was the one the people expected (7:20), he answered that the blind, the lame, the lepers, the deaf, the dead, and the poor were receiving the divine salvation (7:22). For Luke this proved that Jesus was the Expected One.

(6) The Call to Salvation

In Luke-Acts a number of different expressions are used to describe the salvation God offers in Jesus Christ.73 One can describe this as “entering the kingdom of God” (18:17,24-25), being “saved” (Acts 16:30), inheriting “eternal life” (Luke 10:25; 18:18), or receiving “the forgiveness of sins” (1:77; 24:47). That these are essentially synonymous is evident from the fact that these various expressions are frequently used interchangeably. In the account of the rich ruler “salvation” (18:26), “eternal life” (18:18), and the “kingdom of God” (18:25-26) are freely interchanged. This is also clear in that repentance is the requirement for forgiveness (3:3; 24:47), entering the kingdom of God (Acts 20:21,25), being saved (2:21,38), and inheriting eternal life (11:18).

How does one share in God's gracious offer of salvation? What response is demanded by God's initiative in offering salvation to humanity? In Luke-Acts this also is expressed in various ways. One of the most frequent descriptions of the necessary response is “to believe.” This is clearly seen in Acts 16:31, where the question “What must I do to be saved?” in 16:30 is answered, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.” The offer of salvation requires the human response of faith.74 A second response frequently emphasized is the need for repentance. One receives salvation by repenting.75 This repentance can be expressed in specific ways, such as selling one's possessions and giving to the poor (16:9; 18:22; 19:8-10) or bearing fruit befitting repentance (3:8; Acts 26:20). The need for baptism is also frequently associated with the human response, which results in salvation.76 Sometimes the needed response is said to be confessing Christ (9:26; 12:8-9; Acts 22:16; cf. Rom 10:9), taking up a cross (Luke 9:23; 14:27), following Jesus (9:23,57-62), keeping the commandments (10:25-28; 18:18-20), hearing and keeping God's word (11:28), or being obedient to God (Acts 5:31-32; 10:35).77

Clearly these are not to be understood as different ways of acquiring salvation. Rather they are various ways of expressing the needed human response to God's offer of salvation. All the above are part of the response God demands. Disciples do not pick and choose which aspects of the response they “like.” They enter into God's kingdom through one response that involves faith, repentance, baptism, confessing Christ, following Jesus, and keeping the commandments. This does not mean that entrance into salvation is a process. Rather entrance into salvation involves that indivisible act in which all these responses are contained; for true faith includes repentance, the willingness to be baptized, and obedience.

(7) The Christian Life

Several distinct Lukan emphases exist concerning Christian living. Only two will be mentioned here. The first involves the importance of prayer for the believer. Whereas the terms “prayer” and “pray” are found thirteen times in Mark and seventeen times in Matthew, they are found twenty-one times in Luke and twenty-five times in Acts.78 More significant, however, than the frequency of this concept in Luke-Acts is that it occurs at key times and places. The Gospel begins with prayer in the temple (1:9-10). After its brief summary of the Gospel's contents, Acts begins with the disciples' praying (1:14) and maintains this emphasis.79 Luke alone recorded that Jesus was praying at his baptism when he was anointed by the Spirit (see comments on 3:21) and that Jesus chose the Twelve after he had prayed all night (Luke 6:12). Only Luke recorded that Jesus prayed before he asked his disciples, “Who do the crowds say I am?” (9:18). Again only Luke mentioned that at his transfiguration Jesus went up on the mountain to pray and that while he was praying he was transfigured (9:28-29). In the context of his own praying, Jesus taught the Lord's Prayer (11:1-4). Through prayer believers are able to persist and not lose heart (18:1) and to keep from falling into temptation (22:40,46). And because of Jesus' prayer, Peter's denial did not turn into apostasy (22:32). Clearly for Luke prayer was seen as a vital and necessary part of the Christian life both individually and corporately.80

A second area of concern in Luke-Acts involves possessions. No other books in the NT are as concerned about the Christian's relationship to material possessions. Within Luke's writings are several passages that appear to teach the need for Christians to renounce all personal possessions. For example we read, “Sell your possessions” (12:33), or, “Any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple” (14:33). Luke quoted Jesus' words to the rich ruler found in Mark but intensified the demands by adding “everything”: “You still lack one thing. Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. And come, follow me” (18:22).81 Elsewhere we find in Luke an emphasis on generosity and the giving of alms.82 The danger of possessions is emphasized (12:13-21; 16:10-13,19-31) because a primary reason for the choking of God's word is riches (8:14). Disciples should use possessions to obtain treasure in heaven (12:33-34; 16:9; 18:22). “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35); and the generosity of Tabitha (Acts 9:36), Cornelius (Acts 10:2,4,31), the centurion (Luke 7:5), the good Samaritan (10:34-35), and the women who followed Jesus (8:3) are held up to the reader as exemplary.83

prayer (6:6), and the work of the Twelve is summarized as a ministry of preaching the word and prayer (6:4). Prayer is mentioned in the Samaritans' receiving the Spirit (8:15), in Ananias's going to baptize Saul (9:11), and in Dorcas's being restored to life (9:40). The conversion of the first Gentile is directed by God through prayer (10:4,9,30-31; 11:5), and Peter's rescue from prison was due to prayer (12:12). The first missionaries, Barnabas and Saul, were commissioned with prayer (13:3) as were the elders they appointed (14:23). Prayer is associated with the conversion of the Philippian jailor (16:26), in Paul's going to Jerusalem (21:5), and in the healing of Publius's father (28:8).

Perhaps the earliest attempt to bring together this radical demand for selling all one's possessions and the more moderate call to generosity and charity is the early church interpretation of a two-level Christian ethic. On the one level were those demands that every believer had to keep: the Ten Commandments; the Golden Rule; the love commandment; and, in the case of one's possessions, generosity. These were the “requirements” the gospel placed upon every Christian. On the other hand, there was also a higher “evangelical counsel” for those seeking a greater righteousness; and this involved such things as the renunciation of family (14:26), marriage (Matt 19:3-12), and possessions. One can readily see how such an understanding would lead to a two-level Christianity. On the one level stood the laity and on the other the clergy.84

Luke's teaching in this area, however, does not divide neatly into this two-level system. What the rich ruler lacked because he did not sell all that he had was not a higher righteousness but membership in the kingdom of God (18:24-25), i.e., salvation (18:26). What Jesus was giving to the rich ruler was not “evangelical counsel” but rather an answer to the question “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” (18:18). We must also note that the demand to “sell your possessions” in 12:33 is followed by “provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out.” This latter command assumes that one will continue to have the means to give alms, i.e., that one will still have purses out of which to give alms.85

It may be that 12:33 provides the needed clue for resolving this tension between the radical demand to sell and the more moderate teaching concerning the need for generosity. As is often found in the Gospels, various teachings of Jesus are presented hyperbolically and without qualification. The context of 12:33a clearly indicates that the total renunciation of all personal possessions is not the intent of this saying since disciples are expected to have the means to practice a continual generosity (12:33b). At times believers may be called on to sell all their possessions, as in the case of the rich ruler (18:22), but this is not a universal demand. Luke strongly emphasized the danger that possessions involve (8:14; 12:13-21; 16:10-13,19-31). He, more than any other Evangelist, saw how riches can keep one from God's kingdom. He perceived clearly that the possession of wealth tends to lead to arrogance and self-sufficiency and so warned, “Woe to you that are rich, for you have already received your comfort” (6:24). Here Luke stood in close agreement with such OT teachings as Jer 5:26-29; Amos 8:4-6; Mic 2:1-5. But to the humble poor who share what they have with those who are even more needy, he shared the beatitude, “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (6:20). One cannot serve God and mammon (16:13). One must use mammon in order to serve God, not God in order to serve a lust for mammon.

(8) The Atonement

Luke did not emphasize the atoning significance of Jesus' death in his two-volume work. Some have even argued that he in fact rejected a soteriological significance for the cross. This is seen primarily in two editorial changes made to his sources. The first involves his omission of Mark 10:45, where Jesus' death is described as a “ransom for many.” That Luke omitted Mark 10:45 from his Gospel is obvious. But it must be pointed out that Luke omitted the entire pericope, Mark 10:35-45, from his Gospel and replaced it with another tradition at a different place—Luke 22:24-27.86 Furthermore Luke was following a different source in 22:24-27. As a result we cannot say that his omission of Mark 10:45 proves his rejection of the atoning significance of Jesus' death. For some reason Luke chose to omit Mark 10:35-45, but to say that he omitted this entire account because he disagreed with Mark 10:45 is not permissible. If this were true, he could have included Mark 10:35-44 and simply omitted v. 45. More likely Luke omitted Mark 10:35-45 because of his inclusion of similar material in 22:24-27 and his desire to avoid a doublet (two similar accounts). It may also be that Luke omitted Mark 10:35-45 due to his desire to portray the disciples in an exemplary light.87 It could even be that Luke omitted the Markan account in order to bring the travel journey to a close.88

A second reason Luke has been seen as opposing an atoning significance for Jesus' death is his modification of “poured out for many” in his account of the last supper to “poured out for you” (cf. Luke 22:20 with Mark 14:24). Yet this entire expression is missing in the Pauline version of the last supper, and it certainly would be incorrect to argue that the lack of this expression in Paul's version of the last supper indicates that he saw no atoning significance in the death of Jesus. Actually the Lukan change is due less to theological grounds than to literary ones. After the reference to the bread in Luke 22:19, Luke used the expression “given for you,” which is paralleled in 1 Corinthians but not found in Matthew or Mark. As a result it was quite natural for Luke in 22:28 to change “poured out for many” in his Markan source to “poured out for you” in order to give the same rhythmic balance after each element of the last supper. Thus we have, “This… given for you” and “This… poured out for you.”

There are several additional reasons why one should hesitate in saying that Luke saw no soteriological significance in the cross. For one, we find in Acts 20:28 the statement that God has “bought” the church “with his own blood.” The fact that in the Lukan crucifixion account “blood” is not mentioned supports the view that Acts 20:28 is not simply referring to the fact that Jesus died on a cross but rather that his death was sacrificial. To this we can also add the reference in Luke 22:20 where Jesus referred to the cup as “the new covenant in my blood.” The interpretation most available to Luke and his readers was that Jesus' death was like the sacrificial offering in Exod 24:5-8. Here the sacrificial blood of the Passover lamb is covenantal blood “poured out” for the people. It is blood that makes atonement and brings forgiveness of sins. That this was the normal understanding of Exod 24:8 is evident from the Targums Onkelos and Pseudo-Jonathan, where this aspect of the blood of the covenant is made explicit by the addition of the phrase “to atone for the people,” and by Matt 26:28, where the Evangelist likewise made explicit this implicit dimension of the blood of the (new) covenant by adding “for the forgiveness of sins.” (Cf. also Heb 9:20-22.) It is difficult to imagine that Luke and his readers would not have interpreted these references to Jesus' blood and death in light of the OT passages dealing with sacrifice and in particular with respect to the Passover sacrifice.

Along with these specific references are also several possible allusions to the atoning significance of Jesus' death in Luke-Acts. In the account of the last supper we read, “This is my body given for you” (Luke 22:19). The term “given” can have sacrificial implications as 2:24; Mark 10:45; Gal 1:4; 1 Tim 2:6; and Titus 2:14 indicate. In the context of the reference to “blood” in Luke 22:20, given may well mean given in sacrifice for you. It should be observed that give is used with reference to sacrifice in Exod 30:14 and Lev 22:14. The references to Jesus “hanging on a tree” (Acts 5:30; 10:39; cf. 13:29) probably should be interpreted in light of Deut 21:23 (cf. Gal 3:13), where such a person is “cursed.” Luke did not develop this thought, but an understanding such as we find in Gal 3:13 is not impossible. The references to the divine necessity of Jesus' having to suffer89 naturally raise the question of why. To claim that Jesus had to die because this was the plight of all the prophets (13:33) loses sight of the fact that Jesus was much more than a prophet and that no prophet's death was portrayed as providing the “blood of a covenant.” For Luke salvation did not come despite Jesus' death on a cross. Rather it came because of Jesus' death on a cross. (Cf. how the cross and forgiveness are associated in 24:46-47.)90

Jesus' death as the Righteous One (Acts 3:14; 7:52; 22:14; cf. Luke 23:47) does not emphasize primarily that he was innocent. Paul also was innocent in his trial, but he was not described as “the” or even “a” righteous one. Rather he was described as undeserving of death or imprisonment.91 Even if one refrains from reading into this the theology of 2 Cor 5:21 or 1 Pet 3:18, the source of this title is most likely the Righteous Servant of Isa 53:11.92 Luke's references to Jesus as “servant” (pais, Acts 3:13,26; 4:27,30) make it difficult to imagine that Luke expected these references to the Suffering Servant of Isaiah to be interpreted in an altogether different manner from the other NT writers in Rom 4:25; 1 Pet 2:24; 1 John 3:5.

Finally, even though Mark in contrast to Luke is understood to have portrayed Jesus' death as having soteriological significance, only two explicit references to this are in his Gospel—Mark 10:45 and 14:22-25. If one interprets the various allusions listed above as suggested, the Lukan emphasis may in fact be greater.

Luke in his portrayal of Jesus' death usually went no further than to explain it as due to divine necessity. In those instances, however, where Luke did address himself to why there was this divine necessity (Luke 22:20; Acts 20:28), he made use of the sacrificial terminology “new covenant in my blood” and “bought with his own blood.” Most probably Jesus' death can be referred to as the shedding of blood because Luke, like the other NT writers, understood that “the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one's life” (Lev 17:11).

9. The Goal of This Commentary

The task of writing a commentary is not a self-explanatory one, for what one does in a commentary is not specifically defined by the term commentary. There is furthermore no definition of a commentary on which all commentators have agreed.93 Generally the commentator and/or publisher determine what the goal of the commentary will be.94 This commentary on Luke is not primarily concerned with cutting trenches or “balks” in this Gospel “tell” in order to discover the various layers of Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek traditions. As a commentary on Luke it focuses on the message Luke himself sought to convey to his readers. This approach (sometimes called composition criticism)has more in common with redaction criticism than with any of the other historical-critical disciplines.95 Nevertheless, it differs from redaction criticism in that it seeks to understand not just the unique Lukan emphases but his complete message, i.e., it seeks to understand Luke's total message, not just that part of his message that is unique in content or emphasis to him. In this commentary we will seek to answer the question, What was Luke seeking to teach his readers through the stories and teachings of Jesus that make up his Gospel?

In this commentary we will seek in the investigation of each pericope to answer the following: “I have told you, Theophilus, this account/teaching of Jesus because …” It is the conviction of the present writer that the most important task of a commentary is not to reconstruct the process by which the work came into being or to reconstruct the historical situation being reported. Even less important is the idolatrous desire to arrive at one's own self-understanding. Rather the primary task is to understand the author's message. With regard to Luke's Gospel this means that the goal of a commentary on Luke above everything else should be to seek to understand what the author of Luke 1:1-24:53 wanted to tell Theophilus. Whatever the difficulties facing such a task, this goal must be clearly understood and pursued.

In this commentary we will seek to avoid the so-called intentional fallacy by concentrating on what Luke consciously willed to express in his work and not by seeking such inaccessible matters as the subconscious state and desires of the author while writing. If we grant to Luke anywhere near the intelligence and literary skill that present-day scholarship does, we should have no problem attributing to him the linguistic ability to express in his writings what he consciously intended to say through them. Furthermore if one attributes to Luke a divine enabling by the Holy Spirit, such an ability should be even more readily granted. In concentrating our attention on the Evangelist's conscious meaning, we hope to avoid both the so-called intentional fallacy and the error of concentrating on the various subject matters discussed in the text instead of on the meaning of the text itself.

We will also avoid seeking to interpret the Gospel in light of a particular hypothetical situation in the early church (Sitz im Leben Kirche),such as defending Paul at his trial, resolving a crisis of faith due to the delay of the parousia, defending Christianity against Gnosticism, or defending Paul against Jewish Christians. The why of what the Evangelist was saying is far less accessible to the reader than the what. We frequently can and do know what Luke was telling his readers even if we do not know why. Furthermore we must understand the what before we can posit a hypothetical why. It is therefore foolish to seek to ascertain the more accessible what of the Gospel on the basis of the much more hypothetical why.

The methodology to be used in seeking Luke's meaning presupposes that Luke wanted his readers to understand him and that he possessed the ability to express his meaning adequately. In writing his Gospel, Luke submitted himself to the vocabulary and grammatical norms of the Greek language of his readers. This as well as the context he provided his readers in Luke-Acts is the main source for understanding his Gospel. Some helpful contexts for understanding the vocabulary and grammar of Luke can be found in the other Synoptic Gospels, John, the rest of the NT, and the Septuagint; but it is Luke-Acts itself that provides the most helpful and definitive context for understanding the meaning of the author, Luke.

The use of historical and traditional materials by Luke limited the extent and method by which the Evangelist could shape his Gospel. If Luke were composing a pure work of fiction, his freedom and creativity would have been unlimited. However, since he was working with known pieces of tradition and historical events, this placed considerable restraint on his “creativity.” This was especially true because his readers were already familiar with the Gospel traditions he used (Luke 1:4) and because of the historical pretensions he made in writing his work (1:1-4; 2:1-2; 3:1-2). Luke worked within a particular historical-traditional context. (This is also true with regard to Acts, although to a lesser extent since the Acts traditions were not nearly as well known to his readers as the Gospel traditions.) It should not be surprising therefore to find in the Gospel various emphases of Jesus and the early church that are not especially Lukan. That these are not opposed to Luke's theology is evident, for Luke could have omitted such traditions from his Gospel. Clearly for Luke the traditions he included in his Gospel do not conflict with his overall purpose and meaning. They may at times be tangential to his purpose, but in Luke's mind they were not contradictory to it. It is inconceivable that Luke could at any point be thought to have said, “Theophilus, I have included this tradition in my orderly account because it is well-known even though it clearly contradicts my purpose and I do not believe it!” Unless we accuse the Evangelist of deceit or incompetence, we can assume that he believed in the truthfulness (1:4) of what he was writing and that the traditions he repeated fit, or at least did not contradict, his overall purpose in writing.

How then did Luke draw out his own particular theological emphases from these traditions? One way was by his selection of material. What Luke chose to include in his Gospel is clearly indicative of what he sought to teach. The same is true of what he chose to omit, although this is less accessible. (It may be that the “great omission” of Mark 6:45-8:26 is best explained as intentional since those verses do not fit well Luke's overall geographical plan and scheme.) We are also better able to understand his purpose in writing by carefully observing his editorial reworking of the traditions. This is most clearly seen in his introductory, summary, and interpretative comments as well as in the modifications of his sources. These are most evident in the material of the triple tradition, i.e., those accounts for which Luke (and Matthew) used Mark or the traditions best represented by Mark. It can also be seen reasonably well in his use of the Q traditions, for here one can compare Luke with the form of the tradition in Matthew. It is less clearly seen in the L traditions. Yet one must be careful not to limit one's investigation of the Lukan purpose and theology to his editing of Mark, Q, and L; for this would reveal primarily what is “unique” to Luke, but not the emphasis of his entire Gospel. The redaction critic who focuses attention only on the unique emphases of Luke will understand “Lukan theology” less well than the individual who simply reads Luke 1:1-24:55 and seeks to understand the meaning of the entire work. Redaction criticism provides helpful clues to various Lukan emphases, but to understand the meaning of the Gospel of Luke we must not pay attention simply to what is unique to Luke but to all that Luke sought to teach in his Gospel.96
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SECTION OUTLINE

I. THE PROLOGUE (1:1-4)



1Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, 2just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. 3Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, 4so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.

Context

Luke's Gospel begins with a literary prologue or “period” that ranks among the best Greek literature of the first century. Numerous parallels of such a prologue exist in the Jewish and Hellenistic literature of that day.1 In this period Luke manifested his skill as a writer (cf. also 3:1-2 and Acts 1:1-2) and his conscious intention to follow the conventional introductory form of contemporary literature. In so doing he clearly revealed literary as well as historical pretensions.

Whether the prologue introduces both Luke and Acts is debated. Although all accept that the third and fifth books of the NT were not designed as two independent works (i.e., Luke and Acts) but rather as two parts of a single work (i.e., Luke-Acts), the prologue introduces primarily the first part. Support for this conclusion is found in Acts 1:1-2, which introduces anew the second part of Luke-Acts. Also the description of the handing down of “the things… fulfilled among us” in Luke 1:1-2 fits better the handing down of Gospel traditions (found in Luke) than the handing down of church traditions (found in Acts). Finally, the prologue refers to others' having also written accounts of these things (1:1). Although we know of Gospels or gospel-like accounts similar to Luke, we do not have any knowledge of works similar to Acts. As a result the prologue serves primarily as an introduction to Luke's Gospel.2 Nevertheless when Luke penned his Gospel, he already had in mind the second part of his work—Acts.

Luke artistically crafted the prologue. It consists of a single sentence with two relatively equal parts. The first (vv. 1-2) is a dependent clause (the protasis)informing Theophilus of Luke's predecessors and the prior transmission of the Gospel traditions. The protasis consists of v. 1, to which Luke added the parenthetical comment of v. 2. The second part of the prologue (vv. 3-4) is an independent clause (the apodosis)in which Luke presented his credentials (1:3) and his purpose in writing (1:4). There is a carefully constructed parallelism between these two parts. Compare the balance between “many” in v. 1 and “also to me” in v. 3, “draw up an account” in v. 1 and “to write an orderly account” in v. 3, and “eyewitnesses” in v. 2 and “certainty” in v. 4.

Comments

1:1 Luke began his prologue with an opening conjunction not translated by the NIV that can be either causal (because) or concessive (even though). This is the only time “forasmuch” (KJV, Greek epeid[image: image]per)occurs in the NT or in the LXX. Certainty as to its meaning is impossible, but in other literature the meaning tends to be causal.

Many. The number implied by this term is unclear. Some have suggested that it refers to two or three.3 Others have suggested it may refer to dozens. We should not simply read into this term an implied number in order to fit our solution to the Synoptic Problem. Since “many” and its related expressions are frequently found in rhetorical prefaces, the term should not be taken as an exact reference to a specific number. It probably is best to understand it as meaning others. What is clear is that before Luke wrote his Gospel, others had written accounts concerning Jesus. The reference to “many” does focus on the importance of what Luke was reporting. These “things” were so important that “many” have written about them.

Have undertaken. This word is frequently used to describe the literary effort of authors. It can be used in a pejorative sense (cf. Acts 9:29; 19:13; and esp. Josephus, Life 9 [40]; 65 [338]). This does not seem to be the case here, however, because (1) it is frequently used in literary introductions in a positive sense; (2) Luke made positive use of his other sources (Mark, Q, L); (3) the statement in v. 3 “it seemed good also to me” identifies itself with the other works rather than criticizes them; and above all (4) the positive attitude of Luke in Acts toward the witnesses and ministers of the word (Acts 1:8,22; 2:32; 3:15; 26:16; etc.) requires that Luke 1:1 be understood positively as well. The lack of any clearly critical comments about his predecessors sets Luke apart from most authors of other prologues and suggests that this word should not be interpreted pejoratively.4

An account. This term was frequently used by Greek writers to describe historical works. Thus Luke related his own work to that of the historians, and such passages as 2:1-2 and 3:1-2 clearly reflect historical pretensions.

Of the things that have been fulfilled. This does not refer primarily to specific OT prophecies fulfilled in Jesus' life, for Luke did not understand all the various teachings of Jesus as fulfilling specific prophecies. Not even all the events in Jesus' life had specific OT prophecies associated with them. Therefore it is best to interpret this as referring to how Jesus' life and teachings fulfilled the OT. Jesus is the awaited Messiah who by his life and death fulfilled the promises of the OT. The fulfillment of prophecy is a clear Lukan theme. See Introduction 7 (1).

Us. This does not refer exclusively to Luke and his readers but broadly to the Christian church at large. This includes the characters of Luke 1-2, the eyewitnesses and servants of the word, Luke, Luke's Christian readers, and others.

1:2 Handed down. This is a technical term used to describe the passing on of authoritative tradition.5

Us. The pronoun at this point has been narrowed down to a smaller group within the church, i.e., those like Luke and his readers who were neither eyewitnesses (1:2) nor writers of the Gospel traditions mentioned in 1:1.

From the first. This, according to Acts 1:21-22, refers to the beginning of Jesus' ministry, i.e., his baptism by John. This does not mean, however, that the events occurring before the baptism, as found in Luke 1-2, do not ultimately come from eyewitness testimony. The eyewitnesses of these earlier events were not, however, the eyewitnesses referred to in 1:2.

Eyewitnesses and servants of the word. The use of a single Greek article before “eyewitnesses and servants” indicates that Luke was referring to a single group, i.e., the eyewitnesses and servants of the word” rather than “the eyewitnesses plus also the servants of the word.” (Note how servant and witness refer to the same person in Acts 26:16.) The term “were” (genomenoi) was frequently used with “eyewitnesses” among Greek writers and thus should be interpreted as describing both nouns, i.e., “were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word” rather than “eyewitnesses who became ministers of the word.”6 For Luke the leading element of this group was the Twelve (Luke 6:13-16; Acts 1:21-26; 13:31), even if others (such as the seventy, Luke 10:1-12) could be included.

Word. This term and the expression “word of God” are technical terms in Luke-Acts for the gospel message. In Luke-Acts they are used over forty times in this sense.7

1:3 Customarily ancient authors gave some statement concerning their qualifications for writing. Luke in this verse set forth his credentials.

Have investigated. The three primary ways of understanding this verb involve Luke's (1) having studied the various narratives referred to in v. 1, (2) having become acquainted with the things that had been fulfilled (1:1), and (3) having participated in the events.8 Although the latter interpretation is possible in Acts with regard to the “we” sections, Luke was not interested at this point in establishing his qualifications for writing the second part of his work (Acts) by showing his participation in those events. This interpretation is also refuted by 1:2, where the author implied that he was not an eyewitness, i.e., he did not participate in the things referred to in his Gospel. It seems best to understand this term (a participle in Greek) in the first sense. Luke, in describing his credentials for writing his Gospel, claimed that he had investigated the various narratives and eyewitness accounts which tell of “the things fulfilled.”

Carefully. Luke added that his investigation was carefully/accurately done. This adverb modifies the participle “having investigated” rather than the verb “write.”

Everything. Luke's careful investigation involves all the things that have been fulfilled among us (1:1).

From the beginning. The adverb an[image: image]then goes with “have investigated” and can be translated either “for some time past,” indicating the length or duration of his research, or “from the beginning,” which would designate the extent of Luke's research. It is best to interpret this as a synonym for “from the first [beginning, ap’ arch[image: image]s]” in 1:2 and thus as a designation of the extent of his research, i.e., he had investigated the things he was reporting from start to finish. The starting point therefore for Luke was not the baptism of Jesus but rather the conception of Jesus' forerunner (cf. l:5ff.). This interpretation is supported by the only other appearance of the same term in Acts 26:4-5, where an[image: image]then is once again preceded by its synonym ap’ arch[image: image]s.

Also to me. A few Old Latin manuscripts add “and the Holy Spirit” (cf. Acts 15:28). This, however, is clearly a later scribal addition to the text.

To write an orderly account. The exact meaning of “orderly” is uncertain. It can refer to a temporal (Acts 3:24), geographical (18:23), or literary-logical sequence (11:4). The fact that Peter in 11:15 stated that the Spirit came upon Cornelius as he began to speak, whereas in 10:44-45 the Spirit came after Peter had spoken for some time, indicates that the “order” Luke was referring to was a logical rather than a chronological one. Several examples of Luke's concern for logical order can be mentioned. In Luke 3:19-20 the arrest of John the Baptist is placed next to the baptism account due to topical considerations, whereas chronological considerations would place it later (cf. Mark 6:17-18), after Jesus' baptism (Luke 3:21-22). In 4:16-30 Luke recorded Jesus' “first” sermon even though earlier he had preached/healed in Capernaum (4:23). In 6:12-16 Jesus' calling of the twelve disciples is placed before his withdrawal with them in 6:17-19, whereas the order in Mark is reversed (3:13-19 and 3:7-12). In Luke 8:23 Jesus' sleeping is mentioned before the storm (cf. Mark 4:37-38). In Luke 8:42 the daughter's age is given at her first mention rather than as a parenthetical comment at the end (cf. Mark 5:42). In 9:14 Luke placed the number of people present next to the amount of bread needed (cf. Mark 6:44), and in 22:56-62 he placed Peter's denial next to the mention of Peter in 22:54-55 rather than reintroducing him later as Matthew and Mark did (cf. Matt 26:57-58 and 26:69-75; Mark 14:53-54 and 14:66-72).

The term orderly was used throughout Greek literature by writers who sought to convince their hearers of the meticulous research and careful organization of their material. By his use of this term Luke was stating that he had written his Gospel in a logical fashion. In the next verse he gives the purpose of this meticulous research and orderly writing.

Most excellent. This polite form of address used of lofty persons is found in the NT only here and in Acts 23:26; 24:3; and 26:25. In the latter instances it is used to address Roman governors. This address unfortunately does not allow us to conclude what kind of person Theophilus was. See Introduction (3).

Theophilus. This name means friend (philys) of God (theos). This probably was the name of a real person rather than a symbolic metaphor or a pseudonym to obscure the real identity of the letter's recipient. Numerous suggestions about Theophilus's identity have been made; they include a Roman governor, the official who was to hear Paul's case in Rome, and Luke's literary patron. Nevertheless who this person was remains unknown. Compare Acts 1:1.

1:4 So that. Along with the presentation of the writer's credentials, some comment concerning the work's purpose was an integral part of an ancient prologue.

May know the certainty. If “orderly” is understood to mean “chronological,” then Luke's purpose would have been to convince Theophilus that the things he had been taught were chronologically correct. However, since it is best to understand “orderly” as designating a logical order, the certainty being sought involves the truthful quality of the material. In using this phrase Luke did not mean that he was seeking to demonstrate that the church traditions go back to the historical Jesus. This concern belongs primarily to the eighteenth to twentieth centuries. Rather Luke hoped that through his Gospel the Christian faith of his readers would be strengthened and encouraged as they saw how Jesus' life and death truly fulfilled what the prophets had earlier proclaimed, how God confirmed the life and teachings of Jesus by numerous miracles, and so forth. For a fuller discussion of how Luke hoped Theophilus would come to this certainty, see Introduction 7 (1).

You have been taught. The term “taught” can be understood in the sense that Theophilus had been “informed” (Acts 21:21,24) or taught/instructed in (18:25-26; cf. Gal 6:6) the Gospel traditions. The Greek term is kat[image: image]ch[image: image]th[image: image]s, from which the word “catechism” comes. It later became a technical term for the prebaptismal teaching or catechizing of new converts. This later meaning, however, should not be read into the present context. The meaning of this term is intimately connected with the issue of whether Theophilus was a Christian. If we knew for certain how this verb should be translated, we would know whether Theophilus was a Christian. Similarly, if we knew for certain whether or not Theophilus was a Christian, then we would know how to translate this verb. In Introduction 3 we have argued that the readers of Luke-Acts probably were Christians. As a result it appears best to translate kat[image: image]ch[image: image]th[image: image]s as taught rather than as informed.

The Lukan Message

Although Luke in his prologue sought primarily to establish his credentials as a writer and historian, he revealed a great deal about how the Gospel traditions proceeded from the historical Jesus to the writing of the Gospels. Of all the Gospel writers, Luke alone discussed the methodology used in the composition of his Gospel, and his prologue is the most explicit statement available about how the Gospel traditions were transmitted and incorporated into a Gospel.9 Luke informed us that three separate situations in life (Sitz[e] im Leben)were involved. (1) The situation of the events themselves, i.e., the time of “the things that have been fulfilled among us” (1:1). This refers to the life and teachings of the historical Jesus. (2) The time and situation in which the eyewitnesses and ministers of the word handed down these materials (1:2). This is the period in which the Gospel materials were being passed on orally under the supervision of the eyewitnesses. (3) Finally, there is the period in which the Gospel traditions were being written down and in which our present Gospels came to be formed. Luke placed himself in this last situation. For Luke these latter two periods overlapped somewhat, for the traditions his readers received according to 1:2 were being circulated while he and others undertook to write them down. The study of the first situation, or Sitz im Leben, involves various historical interests such as the quest for the historical Jesus and the pursuit for Jesus' actual words. The investigation of the second situation involves primarily the discipline of form criticism, and the investigation of the third situation involves primarily the disciplines of literary and redaction criticism. These three situations together form the provenance of the discipline of tradition history or Traditionsgeschichte.10

For Luke this process was not chaotic but controlled by the apostolic eyewitnesses and by writers like himself. He believed that his orderly presentation of the Gospel traditions would reinforce his readers' present understanding of these traditions because his Gospel was in accord with what they had already been taught, and what they had been taught came from those who were themselves eyewitnesses of Jesus' acts and sayings. It has been the conviction of the church through the centuries that the God who sent his Son as Savior of the world by the divine superintendence of his Spirit also guided in the writing, preservation, and recognition of this material. This, of course, is a theological confession and not capable of demonstration, but it is a confession that has served the church well over the centuries.

For Luke the main purpose of the prologue was to establish his credibility as a historian. He sought to do this in 1:3 by compounding terms that reveal his care and expertise in writing. Such terms as “carefully,” “everything,” “from the beginning,” and “orderly account” describe qualities that any historian would be proud to have included in an assessment of his or her work. Luke further argued the case for the accuracy of what he wrote by pointing to a direct tie between his Gospel and the testimony of the eyewitnesses in 1:2 and by mentioning his investigation of various written accounts (1:1). Finally he stated that his goal in writing was to help his readers come to a certainty of the truthfulness of the gospel teachings the readers had been taught. Was Luke successful in this? We cannot be certain, but the very fact that his works were preserved indicates that his earliest readers thought sufficiently of them to preserve them. As for later readers they quickly included Luke-Acts among the Homologoumena or books that everyone in the church confessed and acknowledged as authoritative. The church has reserved a place in its canon for this Gospel, and commentaries, like this one, continue to be written on it because throughout the centuries people have come to recognize the truthfulness of what it says and to encounter in and through it the Lord of whom it speaks.



1 See for example Acts 15:24-26, the prologues that begin Ecclesiasticus, Josephus's Against Apion 1.1-18 and Jewish War 1.1-30, and the numerous examples given by H. J. Cadbury in “Commentary on the Preface of Luke” in The Beginnings of Christianity, ed. F. J. Foakes-Jackson and K. Lake (London: Macmillan, 1922), 2:489-510.

2 For the contrary view see I. H. Marshall, “Luke and His ‘Gospel’” in The Gospel and the Gospels, ed. P. Stuhlmacher (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 278-80.

3 See R. J. Dillon, “Previewing Luke's Project from His Prologue (Luke 1:1-4),” CBQ 43 (1981): 207.

4 C. H. Talbert, Reading Luke (New York: Crossroad, 1982), 7; cf. also Marshall, “If Luke had any quarrel with his predecessors, it was not because what they wrote was faulty but because it was incomplete” (“Luke,” 291).

5 Cf. Mark 7:13; Acts 6:14; 1 Cor 11:2,23; 15:3; 2 Pet 2:21; Jude 3.

6 See R. H. Stein, “Luke 1:1-4 and Traditionsgeschichte,” JETS 26 (1983): 425.

7 Cf. Luke 5:1; 8:11,12,13,15; 10:39; 11:28; Acts 4:4,29,31; 6:4.

8 J. A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke, AB (Garden City: Doubleday, 1981), 296-97.

9 M. O. Tolbert (“Luke,” BBC, vol. 9 [Nashville: Broadman, 1970], 17) rightly points out that “any adequate concept of inspiration of the biblical record must come to grips with this the sole autobiographical statement of a Gospel writer about his method.”

10 For further discussion see R. H. Stein, The Synoptic Problem (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987).


SECTION OUTLINE

II. THE INFANCY NARRATIVE (1:5-2:52)

1. John the Baptist's Birth Announced (1:5-25)

2. Jesus' Birth Announced (1:26-38)

3. The Meeting of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:39-56)

4. The Birth of John the Baptist (1:57-80)

5. The Birth of Jesus (2:1-52)

(1) The Birth Proper (2:1-20)

(2) The Circumcision and the Prophets, Simeon and Anna (2:21-40)
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II. THE INFANCY NARRATIVE (1:5-2:52)



After stating in his prologue that he sought to write an orderly account that started at the beginning, Luke commenced his narrative by providing his readers a carefully organized account of “the things that have been fulfilled among us” (1:1). He began with God visiting his people (1:68) in the miraculous birth of the Messiah's forerunner, John the Baptist, and in the Messiah's even more miraculous birth. Unlike Mark, who started his Gospel at the baptism, Luke began his with the fulfillment of the covenantal promises God made to his people. This divine fulfillment commences with the miraculous conceptions and births of the Messiah and his forerunner.

The orderly nature of the Lukan account involves a careful paralleling of the events associated with the birth and coming of John the Baptist and the birth and coming of Jesus. Through this parallelism Luke emphasized both the common unity of their task and the differences between John as the forerunner and Jesus as the Messiah. John is not seen as a rival of Jesus (regardless of how one explains Acts 19:1ff.); rather in these parallels Jesus is always displayed as the superior. The Lukan parallelism reflected in the outline above extends to specific elements in the accounts: the same angel, Gabriel, appeared to Zechariah and Mary; both were troubled by the angelic visit; both were told not to be afraid; both were told of the future birth of a son; both births were associated with the work of the Holy Spirit; in both passages the angel gave the name for the son; in both the angel stated that the son would be great; in both the sons' future roles in God's plan were announced; and in both we are told of the birth, circumcision, and naming of the sons. Both the opening (1:8-23) and concluding (2:22-38,41-51) accounts of this section (1:5-2:52) took place in the temple. By this inclusio Luke bracketed the unit and gave it an overall unity.1

In this section Luke revealed his meaning to Theophilus in several different ways. One way was through the hymns and prophecies of various authoritative spokespersons, including angels (1:13-17,30-37; 2:10-12), the “upright” priest Zechariah (1:67-79), the “upright” Elizabeth (1:41-45), the “highly favored” Mary (1:46-55), and the “righteous and devout” prophet Simeon (2:29-32,34). Their hymnic and prophetic pronouncements declare to the reader the divinely ordained coming of the Messiah and his forerunner and their future roles and work. They even allude to the future passion of which the readers are already aware. The reliability of these pronouncements is evident in the Lukan description of their character and in their subsequent fulfillment.

Another means by which Luke shared his meaning with the readers was through the numerous allusions and analogies to the OT Scriptures. Some of the more evident are barrenness followed by a miraculous birth and a special divine mission for the child (Gen 18; 25; 30; Judg 13; 1 Sam 1), a birth announcement (Gen 25; Judg 13), reference to the angel Gabriel (Dan 8-9; cf. 1 Enoch 9; 40; 2 Enoch 21:24), the appearance of a prophet and a divine revelation, and various other allusions to the OT.2 Finally Luke helped his readers to a proper understanding by means of his editorial work throughout the narrative3 and his repetition of important themes, such as the divine promises having been fulfilled;4 God's having sent his Son, the Messiah, to Israel;5 the Messiah's being born of a virgin (1:27,34,37); the Spirit's being active once again in Israel;6 God's seeking the downtrodden;7 and the presence of the joy of salvation (1:14,46; 2:10).

The infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke are frequently compared and contrasted. The differences between them are well known.8 Numerous common elements exist between them, however, and should not be overlooked.9 Thus although there are some serious differences between the two accounts, we must also observe the broad agreement that exists between them.

The Semitic character of Luke 1-2 has been recognized for a long time. In the past this was seen as an indication of an Aramaic source or sources lying behind these chapters. More recently scholars have stressed Luke's conscious decision to imitate Jewish Septuagintal Greek in order to explain why this was the most Jewish section of his Gospel. Still others have suggested that the Semitic character of this section arises from the fact that Luke was using Hebrew sources.10 While the investigation of this issue is a legitimate exegetical task, it has surprisingly little value for understanding the meaning of Luke 1:1-24:53. Our task is to understand the meaning of our present Gospel, not to investigate the individual pre-Lukan sources. As a result we will not seek to resolve this present issue, which may in fact be unsolvable.

At times the rest of the Gospel has been treated in almost total isolation from these first two chapters.11 Conzelmann has argued that there is present in Luke a threefold scheme of salvation history. The first is the Period of Israel, the second is the Period of Jesus, and the third is the Period of the Church.12 However, once one seeks to interpret Luke 3:1-Acts 28:31 in light of these two chapters, it appears that John the Baptist cannot be relegated to the OT Period of Israel. He clearly is part of the good news (1:19,77) and belongs with Jesus. It is best therefore in light of 1:1-2:52 to see in Luke-Acts a twofold scheme of salvation history. The first is the Period of Promise, which is the time of the law and the prophets, i.e., the OT. The second is the Period of Fulfillment, which consists of the transition period to which John the Baptist and Jesus belong and which is followed by the arrival of the new age at Pentecost.

1. John the Baptist's Birth Announced (1:5-25)

5In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. 6Both of them were upright in the sight of God, observing all the Lord's commandments and regulations blamelessly. 7But they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren; and they were both well along in years.

8Once when Zechariah's division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. 10And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside.

11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. 12When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. 13But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. 14He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, 15for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. 16Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. 17And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”

18Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.”

19The angel answered, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.”

21Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why he stayed so long in the temple. 22When he came out, he could not speak to them. They realized he had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making signs to them but remained unable to speak.

23When his time of service was completed, he returned home. 24 After this his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclusion. 25“The Lord has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people.”

Context

In this section Luke recorded how God after four hundred years once again visited Israel and raised up a prophet who would prepare the people for the coming of the Messiah. Although the Qumran community believed that God was active and revealed himself through their movement and that their Teacher of Righteousness was a prophet, for the majority of Israel the prophets had fallen asleep (2 Bar 85:1-3; 1 Mace 4:46; 9:27; 14:41) and the Holy Spirit had ceased in Israel (Tosefta Sota 13:3). As a result most people tended to look back to the period of the law and the prophets when God was active among his people or forward to the time of the messianic age when God would once again be active and fulfill his covenantal promises. Thus God's visit to Zechariah marks for Luke the breaking in of the messianic age, i.e., the beginning of the things that God has fulfilled among his people.

The announcement of the birth of John the Baptist can be subdivided into the following units: the setting (1:5-7), the announcement (1:8-20), the people's amazement (1:21-23), and the fulfillment of the announced promise (1:24-25).

Comments

1:5 In the time of Herod king of Judea. Literally, And it came to pass in the days of. This is a common literary form in Luke-Acts.13 The expression “in the/ those days” also occurs frequently.14 Luke at the very beginning of his Gospel revealed his historical and chronological interests (cf. also 2:1-2; 3:1-2). Jesus' birth is also tied to Herod the Great in Matt 2:1. Unfortunately Herod's reign was long (ca. 40 B.C. [granted kingship by Rome] or 37 B.C. [established his rule] to 4 B.C.), so that this temporal designation does not satisfy the desire for greater specificity.

Judea. The term is used broadly here for the land of the Jews15 and not in the narrower sense for the Roman province of Judah.16

Priestly division of Abijah. The service of the temple was divided into twenty-four divisions, and each provided for the needs of the temple service for a week at a time, twice a year.17 During the major religious festivals (Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles) all the divisions served.

1:6 Both of them were upright [righteous] in the sight of God. Righteousness is an important characteristic of God's people in Luke-Acts.18 Their righteousness was in the sight of God and not just in appearance as in the case of some Pharisees.

Observing … commandments and regulations blamelessly. “Commandments and regulations” is a frequent OT combination.19 Other synonyms are laws, ordinances, and judgments. For Luke, as for the psalmist in Ps 119:1, keeping the commandments and regulations results in being upright and blameless before God. This is true for the Christian as well.20 A correct understanding of the law includes recognizing God's gracious provision of mercy for the sinner and the law as the ethical embodiment of God's will for his children. To keep God's commandments and regulations means to believe in and follow God's Son and by his grace to observe the “commandments and regulations” that embody his will. Zechariah and Elizabeth represent the best of OT piety and as the faithful remnant received the good news of the gospel (Luke 1:19). They are an indication that the good news Jesus brings does not conflict with the faith of Israel in the OT. If some in Israel opposed Jesus, it was not because there was a conflict between the religion of the OT and the Christian faith. Rather it was due to their being unfaithful to the teachings of the law and the prophets. See Introduction 7 (2). The term “blamelessly” does not mean that they possessed a sinless perfection as 1:18-20 reveals. Luke used this verse to explain to his readers that Zechariah and Elizabeth's childlessness, as mentioned in the next verse, was not due to sin.21

1:7 No children … both well along in years. The Greek term “no children” (steira) is used of Sarah (Gen 11:30), Rebekah (25:21), Rachel (29:31), and Samson's mother (Judg 13:2-3; cf. also 1 Sam 1:5). “Well advanced in years” is used in Gen 18:11 of Sarah. The mention of Zechariah and Elizabeth's childlessness and their being past childbearing age points to the human impossibility of the coming events and heightens the miraculous character of God's intervention in their son's birth. Luke assumed that his readers would recall similar situations in the OT in which God blessed the barren with a son who was uniquely called to fulfill a divine task.

1:8 Luke began and closed his Gospel with a scene taking place in the temple (cf. 24:53). In Acts we also find a temple scene in the beginning (2: 1f.), and the temple remains central from Acts 2 through 26.

1:9 He was chosen by lot. This indicates that God's providential leading caused Zechariah to be chosen.22 For Luke this was not the result of “chance” or “fate.” God was clearly in control of this event. See Introduction 8 (1).

Since so many priests served the temple (about eighteen thousand), entering the holy place to clean the altar of incense and to offer fresh incense usually occurred only once in the lifetime of a priest.

To go … and burn incense. Compare Exod 30:7-8.

Temple. Temple (naos) here refers to the sanctuary proper and not the entire temple complex (hieron) as in Luke 2:27,37,46.

1:10 Time for the burning of incense. We are not told whether this was the morning or evening time.

Were praying. It is a Lukan characteristic to point out that major events are associated with prayer. See Introduction 8 (7). By his reference to worshipers being assembled outside for prayer, Luke prepared his readers for 1:21ff.

1:11 Appeared. This term ([image: image]phth[image: image]) frequently denotes divine epiphanies.23

Angel of the Lord. This refers to God's messenger who in OT times was at times indistinguishable from God himself.24 In 1:19 he is named Gabriel.

Right side. This favored side indicates that the visit was not ominous but one of favor and blessing (cf. Acts 7:55). For a similar incident outside of Scripture, see Josephus, Antiquities 13.10.3 (13.282-83).

1:12 Startled and was gripped with fear. This is a standard reaction even for the upright (see comments on 1:65; 23:40) when experiencing the presence of God.

1:13 Do not be afraid. This is a standard word of reassurance.25

Your prayer is heard. Does this refer to a prayer Zechariah was currently praying, i.e., was Zechariah still hoping that God would bless them with a child? In light of 1:7 this seems doubtful. More likely this refers to the prayer for a son made previously. Another possibility is that this refers to Zechariah's prayer for God to send the Messiah and deliver Israel. Verses 13b-17, however, speak more of John the Baptist as forerunner than to the Messiah's coming. It appears in light of 1:7 and the latter part of this verse that Luke expected his readers to assume the content of this prayer involves the birth of a child.26 This prayer will be answered but in a richer sense than Zechariah and Elizabeth ever dreamed. No doubt Zechariah and Elizabeth, as devout Israelites, also prayed for the coming of the redemption of Israel. Both these prayers were to be answered in the same event because their son would prepare the way for the Messiah.

John. The name means Yahweh has been gracious, but the significance of the name was not explained. The name was not given because of its etymology (contrast Matt 1:21). It was noted because Luke's readers already knew of John the Baptist and his role in salvation history and because Luke wanted to point out John's miraculous birth and divine calling to prepare for the coming of the Messiah. John is referred to again in Luke 3:1-20; 5:33; 7:18-35; 9:7-9; 11:1; 16:16; 20:4-6.

1:13b-20 The angelic announcement follows a typical pattern found in OT birth announcements.27 The pattern usually involves (1) the appearance of the angel, 1:11; (2) a response of fear on the part of the one contacted, 1:12; (3) a word of reassurance, 1:13a; (4) the divine message, 1:13b-17; (5) an objection and request for a sign, 1:18; (6) the giving of a sign of assurance, 1:19-20.28 The importance of this announcement is evident by its coming from an authoritative messenger (the angel Gabriel), by its allusions to Scripture, and by its later fulfillment.

1:14 Joy and delight. Just as Jesus' birth would bring joy, so did John's. This joy was not just a personal feeling but the eschatological joy brought by the arrival of the messianic age (2:10; 10:17; 24:41,52).

Many will rejoice because of his birth. “Birth” here means the coming on the scene [of the Messiah's forerunner]. Clearly Luke did not see John the Baptist as bringing a negative message that stands in contrast to Jesus' “good news.” On the contrary, he brought the joyous announcement of the awaited eschatological hope of Israel!

1:15 He will be great in the sight of the Lord. Luke 1:15-17 gives the reason for the joy and delight mentioned in 1:14. In the subsequent description in 1:32, Jesus' superiority over John is evident in that there is no qualification of the designation “great.” Luke in his comparison of John the Baptist and Jesus did not minimize John's greatness (7:28). Instead he maximized Jesus' greatness.

Lord. “Lord” refers here to God, as 1:16 indicates.

He is never to take wine or other fermented drink. This could refer to John's being a Nazirite (Num 6:2-5; Judg 13:4-5; 1 Sam 1:11) or to a requirement to abstain from strong drink since he was to live an ascetic life (7:33) and serve God in a special way (Lev 10:9). The latter is more likely, for other things required of a Nazirite, such as not cutting the hair, are not mentioned.29

He will be filled with the Holy Spirit. Compare Luke 1:41,67, where this same expression is used.30 The work of the Holy Spirit is a favorite Lukan emphasis. See Introduction 8 (3). The expression “filled with the Spirit” probably is traditional.31 Once again God was about to send a prophet to his people. Although the Spirit came upon John and made him “a prophet of the Most High” (1:76), his followers would not share in the promised baptism of the Spirit, whereas the followers of the One he announced would (3:16; cf. Acts 1:5; 2:1ff.; 11:15-16).

Even from birth. This expression can mean “from birth” as in Ps 22:10; Isa 48:8; or “while still in the womb” as in Judg 13:3-5; 16:17; Isa 44:2. The latter is undoubtedly the meaning here due to Luke 1:41. In the OT the Holy Spirit usually came upon a prophet later in life, although certain prophets were also called while still in the womb or from birth (Samson, Judg 16:17; Jeremiah, Jer 1:5; the Servant of the Lord, Isa 49:1,5; Paul, Gal 1:15).

1:16 Will … bring back. “Bring back” is a technical term for conversion in the NT.32

1:17 Go on before the Lord. “Lord” (literally him) can refer to God as in Luke 1:15-16 or to Jesus, but of the twenty-six times it is used in chaps. 1-2, it is used of Jesus at most only three other times (1:43,76; 2:11). Nevertheless, since this describes the role of John in preceding and preparing the way for Jesus (1:76-77; cf. 3:4 and 7:26-27 with the quotation from Isa 40:3-5), it is best to see “Lord” (or “him”) as a reference to the Lord Jesus Christ. Luke no doubt built on his readers' understanding (Luke 1:4) of John's role, which was to go before the Lord and prepare the people. As a result it would have been quite natural for them, as for the present-day reader who knows the story, to interpret “Lord” in light of John's specific role as the Lord's forerunner. See comments on 1:43.

In the spirit and power of Elijah. Like Elijah (2 Kgs 2:9-10) John was endowed with the Spirit. There is a close tie between “spirit” and “power” in Luke-Acts,33 and when “power” is mentioned, one can usually assume that it is the Spirit who is empowering (5:17). This role of John will be described in 3:1-22. John never exhibited this “power” by way of miracles in Luke (or the other Gospels; cf. John 10:41), but there was clearly present in his ministry and preaching the power of the Spirit.

To turn the hearts … of the righteous. The meaning of these words is uncertain. One of the problems involves to whom “disobedient” and “righteous” refer. Is this best interpreted as an example of synonymous parallelism in which “disobedient” parallels “fathers” and “righteous” parallels “children,” i.e., fathers are to children as disobedient are to righteous? Or should this be interpreted as an example of chiastic parallelism in which “disobedient” parallels “children” and “righteous” parallels “fathers,” i.e., fathers (A) to children (B) and disobedient (b) to righteous (a)?

Some suggest it refers to the restoration of family relationships. Others suggest it means that disobedient fathers will receive children's hearts. It may be that seeing this as an example of chiasmic parallelism is the best interpretation of these verses. Because of John's ministry, fathers will turn compassionately and lovingly toward their children (cf. Mal 4:6), and disobedient people will turn and accept the wisdom of the righteous.34

1:18 Zechariah demanded proof by means of some sign. Compare Luke 11:16,29; 16:27-31. Also compare the disbelief of Abraham in Gen 15:8 as well as the parallels in Exod 4:1-17; Judg 6:36-40; 1 Sam 10:2-7; 2 Kgs 20:8-9; Isa 7:11.

1:19 I am Gabriel. By revealing himself as Gabriel, the angel of Dan 8:16; 9:21ff. (cf. 1 Enoch 9:1; 10:9-10; 40:9) and one of only three angels named in the OT, he lent reliability to what he was saying. He thus was qualified to speak for God to Zechariah and also to reveal Luke's meaning to his readers.

I stand in the presence of God. This statement gives additional weight and a sense of truthfulness to what the angel was saying.

To tell you this good news. This verb (euangelisasthai) was a favorite term of Luke even though he avoided the related noun totally in the Gospel and used it only twice in Acts.35 Because of his role in introducing Jesus the Christ to Israel, the conception of John the Baptist is part of the “good news” of Jesus Christ.

1:20 You will be silent. Zechariah graciously was given a sign as an aid to faith even though the sign also was a rebuke for lack of faith. The sign was a punitive miracle but contained the promise “until the day this happens.” Muteness is a sign in Ezek 3:26; 24:27 and a judgment in 2 Macc 3:29.

Because you did not believe my words. This was the punitive reason for the sign.

1:21 A delay in the priest's leaving the sanctuary would cause alarm and concern (cf. Yoma 5.1 and Yoma 52b).

1:22 He could not speak to them. According to Tamid 7.2 priests coming out of the holy place were expected to pronounce a customary blessing, such as Num 6:24-26, upon the people. Whether Luke's readers would have known this is uncertain. Luke 1:62 implies that Zechariah also could not hear.

They realized he had seen a vision. Luke did not say how they came to this conclusion, but the implication is that they noted the delay and the muteness of Zechariah and assumed that something must have happened in the sanctuary where God dwelt.

1:23 This transition verse explains the return of Zechariah and Elizabeth to their home somewhere in Judah (1:39).

1:24 For five months remained in seclusion. We know of no custom that would have required Elizabeth to do this. During this period her pregnancy apparently was unknown (cf. 1:36). Some have suggested that Elizabeth went into seclusion in order to avoid reproach from incredulous neighbors during the time when her pregnancy was not obvious. Luke, however, did not explain why Elizabeth remained in seclusion, but this explains Mary's ignorance of Elizabeth's pregnancy in 1:36.

1:25 The Lord has done this for me. In typical Jewish piety praise is addressed to God for what he has done. Attention was focused by Elizabeth for her neighbors and by Luke for his readers on the “Blessor” rather than the blessing. Compare Gen 21:6; 30:23—“God has.”

He has … taken away my disgrace. Compare Gen 30:23. For childlessness as a disgrace see comments on 1:6. (The hoti that begins this sentence should be left untranslated. It is best understood as introducing a quotation rather than a causal clause.)

The Lukan Message

In the opening account of his Gospel, Luke introduced his readers to several important theological emphases. This is not surprising since good writers seek to prepare readers for what is to come by foreshadowing numerous themes and events. Luke therefore used the infancy narratives to establish a theological foundation for understanding what he was planning to write in the rest of his work. We find several important themes in this section.

One such theme is that the OT promises have been fulfilled in Jesus.36 Luke showed his readers that the hopes of the upright/righteous (1:6) have been fulfilled in the coming of Jesus and his forerunner, John the Baptist. God has come to redeem his people (cf. 1:68). Zechariah's prayer had been heard; and while this involves primarily the birth of a son (1:13), it also includes every devout Israelite's prayer that God would establish his kingdom. The angelic announcement also points out that Zechariah's son would play a major role in this by preparing a people for the Lord's coming (1:17).

Another emphasis involves the Spirit's coming. Closely related to the previous theme is the Spirit's activity among his people. In this account he is portrayed as active in John the Baptist's birth and ministry (1:15,17; cf. 1:36 with vv. 35,37). This foreshadows the Spirit's even greater activity in the Messiah's birth to a virgin (1:35). The Spirit is portrayed as active in Jesus' ministry (see Introduction 8 [3]), but the ultimate fulfillment of the Spirit's coming involved the promised baptism of the Spirit (3:16; Acts 1:4-5) which came upon Jesus' followers at Pentecost (Acts 2:1 ff.; 11:15-16). Three times within the first chapter of Luke (1:15,41,67) we find a reference to being filled with the Holy Spirit (cf. also Acts 4:8,31; 9:17; 13:9,52).

Luke in this opening account also painted a portrait of what an ideal believer should be. Zechariah and Elizabeth possessed a righteousness or uprightness not simply before others but more importantly before the Lord (Luke 1:6). Like these ideal believers Luke's readers should keep blamelessly the ethical teachings found in God's revelation. For Luke and his readers this meant, of course, the commandments and regulations found in the OT.37 Jesus' teachings, which are not mentioned here due to the orderly nature of Luke's presentation, would also be included in the thinking of the Evangelist and his readers, but they in no way negate the OT ethical teachings. Rather, Jesus' teachings help interpret the OT teachings more clearly and fully. There is no legalism here, for people come to salvation by grace through faith (Acts 16:31), but saving faith seeks to know how a person can live to the glory of the God who by grace has granted the sinner salvation. This knowledge is found in the commandments and regulations of Scripture. It is clear that Luke in no way disparaged the ethical teachings of the OT.

We also find in this account a Christological foreshadowing of future events. Although Jesus' name does not yet appear, the Gospel readers know that the role of Zechariah and Elizabeth's son was to make ready a people prepared for Jesus, the Lord (1:17). As they read this story, they thus already know how John's birth related to Jesus, the chief actor, in “the things that have been fulfilled among us” (1:1) and “the things [they] have been taught” (1:4). Furthermore the various aspects of John the Baptist's conception and birth invite comparison with what the reader already knows about Jesus.

Several other emphases of Luke are alluded to in this passage and will be mentioned briefly. There is a reference to God's people praying together (1:10, see Introduction 8 [7]), as well as an emphasis upon the eschatological joy that has come to God's people (1:14).38 Also present is an obvious concern on Luke's part to place his orderly account within the framework of history (1:5; cf. 2:1-2; 3:1-2). Thus it is evident that Luke was writing Theophilus a historical narrative. Luke 1:5-25 is not written in the literary genre of myth. There is no “Once upon a time” but rather “In the time of Herod king of Judea.” Readers may deny the historicity of the events Luke described, but they cannot deny he was asserting that these events were a part of universal history. To describe them as myth is to confuse a critical evaluation of a historical account—which takes place at a specific time in history (the time of Herod the Great), at a historical place (the temple in Jerusalem), involves specific people (a priest named Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth), and concerns the birth of a historical person (John the Baptist)—with a literary genre called myth. What we have in Luke 1:5-25 is not the literary form one finds in an ancient myth. Nor is it the form found in a midrash, for we do not have in 1:5-25 OT texts explained and interpreted by historical events, but on the contrary we have historical events interpreted and explained by OT texts. In other words the starting point of 1:5-25 is not Luke's exegesis of OT texts but the historical events he was reporting, which are then seen as the fulfillment of the OT texts. In a midrash the OT texts are primary and rule the events. Here the events are clearly primary and rule the OT texts.

2. Jesus' Birth Announced (1:26-38)

26In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's name was Mary. 28The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.”

29Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. 31You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.”

34“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”

35The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. 36Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37For nothing is impossible with God.”

38“I am the Lord's servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.

Context

Having just described the announcement of John the Baptist's birth, Luke proceeded with a description of the announcement of Jesus' birth. This account is tied to the first not only by the parallelism between the two accounts but also by the mention of the sixth month (1:26) and of two of the main characters from the previous account: the angel Gabriel (1:26ff.) and Elizabeth (1:36-37). An even more important tie between the accounts is that the whole significance of John the Baptist's ministry, as pointed out in 1:17, is found in his preparation for the One coming after him who was more powerful than he (3:16). The parallels between the two accounts are found both in content and form.39

This passage assumes and builds upon the previous one. The mighty work God has done in John the Baptist's conception would be surpassed by an even greater miracle in the virginal conception of Jesus, God's Son. The mighty work God foretold he would do through John the Baptist's ministry would be surpassed by an even greater work through his Son's ministry. Whereas John would be “great in the sight of the Lord” (1:15), Jesus would be great without qualification (1:32) and would be called the Son of God (1:35).

Much research has been expended in an attempt to explain the origin of the story Luke reported here. It is clear from the first chapter of Matthew as well as the traditional nature of the material in Luke 1 -2 that Luke did not create all this material. In the past attempts have been made to explain the origin of the virgin birth story by proposing that the early church borrowed mythical material from pagan sources. Yet it is clear today that one cannot explain the virgin birth traditions as originating from pagan sources. There are simply no clear pagan parallels.40 The Jewish nature of the virgin birth traditions also make this theory most improbable.41 Attempts have also been made to see the virgin birth traditions as originating from Jewish myths. Yet we find no evidence anywhere of a Jewish expectation that the Messiah would be born of a virgin.42 If one is open to the possibility of God entering into history and being able to transcend the “laws of nature,” it is not difficult to believe that the God who raised his Son from the dead and empowered him to do many mighty miracles could have sent him into the world by the miracle of the virgin birth.

Comments

1:26 In the sixth month. This refers not to the sixth month of the year but to the sixth month of Elizabeth's pregnancy as indicated by 1:36.

Nazareth, a town in Galilee. The qualifying phrase was to help Luke's intended readers, who were non-Palestinian, understand Nazareth's location.

1:27 To a virgin. Luke clearly emphasized that Mary was a virgin (not just a “girl” as in the NEB) both before and after conception (1:34-35). For Luke's tendency to pair men and women, see comments on 13:19.

Pledged to be married. Marriage consisted of two distinct stages: engagement followed by the marriage itself. Engagement involved a formal agreement initiated by a father seeking a wife for his son. The next most important person involved was the father of the bride. A son's opinion would be sought more often in the process than a daughter's. Upon payment of a purchase price to the bride's father (for he lost a daughter and helper whereas the son's family gained one) and a written agreement and/or oath by the son, the couple was engaged. Although during this stage the couple in some instances cohabited, this was the exception. An engagement was legally binding, and any sexual contact by the daughter with another person was considered adultery. The engagement could not be broken save through divorce (Matt 1:19), and the parties during this period were considered husband and wife (Matt 1:19-20,24). At this time Mary likely was no more than fifteen years old, probably closer to thirteen, which was the normal age for betrothal.

A descendant of David. This describes Joseph, not the virgin as is evident from Luke's reintroduction of Mary (“the virgin's name”) immediately following this description. If it referred to Mary, Luke could simply have said “a descendant of David whose name was Mary.” By this comment Luke was preparing his readers for what he would say in 1:32-33. The importance of the Davidic descent of Jesus is evident from 2:4; 3:23-38 (cf. Matt 1:1-17; Rom 1:3; 2 Tim 2:8). Compare 2 Esdr 12:32, where the Messiah is equated with the Son of David.

Mary. Luke made nothing of the etymology of this name (“exalted one”).

1:28 Greetings. “Hail” (RSV) was a normal form of address in the NT and the Greek world. Some have sought to see in this greeting a special emphasis to “rejoice” (chaire, cf. Luke 1:14), but Luke's readers would not have understood this as anything more than a normal greeting.

You who are highly favored. Mary had been “graced” by God in that she had been chosen to bear God's Son (1:31,35). She had not been chosen for this task because she possessed a particular piety or holiness of life that merited this privilege. The text suggests no special worthiness on Mary's part.43 Some scholars have argued that behind the Greek term for “highly favored” lies a Hebrew word that translates into the name “Hannah” and that there may therefore be an echo here of Samuel's miraculous birth to Hannah. Luke, however, made nothing of this, and Theophilus would never have picked up a subtle play on words in Hebrew. The Latin Vulgate translated this “full of grace” (gratia plena).

The Lord is with you. Compare Judg 6:12; Ruth, 2:4. This is not a wish (“may the Lord be with you”) but a statement and refers to God's mighty power being present and upon Mary.44

1:29 Mary was greatly troubled. Compare 1:12. Mary's surprise was not primarily because it was not customary for a man to greet a woman but because it was not customary for an angel to greet a woman.

1:30 Do not be afraid. This parallels 1:13.

You have found favor with God.45 Here as in Judg 6:17; 2 Sam 15:25 (cf. 1 Sam 1:18) the issue is God's gracious choice, not Mary's particular piety (cf. Gen 6:8); for unlike Luke 1:6, nothing is made of Mary's personal piety either before or after this verse. The emphasis is on God's sovereign choice, not on human acceptability.

1:31 You will be with child. For the combination of conceive, bear, and call, which we find in this verse, see Gen 16:11; Judg 13:3,5; Isa 7:14; Matt 1:21. For other instances in which women “name” their child or are told the name of their child, see Gen 16:11; 30:13; Judg 13:24; 1 Sam 1:20.

You are to give him the name Jesus. This means “He shall be called Jesus.” (Cf. Matt 1:25, where Joseph named him “Jesus” as a sign of his legal adoption.) This is fulfilled in Luke 2:21.

Jesus. Although heaven-given names usually have etymological significance, nothing is made of this by Luke. Contrast, however, Matt 1:21.

1:32 Here Luke began a fivefold description about “who” Jesus is.

He will be great. This greatness contrasts with the rest of humanity, which is not great, and also with the greatness of John the Baptist, whose greatness was not “absolute” but qualified with “in the sight of the Lord” (Luke 1:15). Thus Jesus and John were both alike (“great”) and different (Jesus' greatness is an unqualified greatness). This adjective functions not as a name but rather indicates his being and nature.46

He … will be called the Son of the Most High. This means “will be the Son of God.” This is evident from Matt 5:9 and Luke 6:35, where “will be called” in Matthew has the same meaning as “will be” in Luke (cf. also Rom 9:7; Heb 11:18; Gen 21:12). “Most High” is a circumlocution for God (Luke 1:35,76; 6:35; Acts 7:48). Once again Jesus is shown to be greater than John the Baptist, for John is described as a “prophet” of the Most High (Luke 1:76) whereas Jesus is described as “Son” of the Most High. The mention of Jesus' divine sonship before mention of his Davidic messiahship in the next part of the verse indicates that the latter is grounded in the former and that Jesus' messiahship should be interpreted in terms of his sonship.

The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David. Clearly 2 Sam 7:12-13,16 and Jesus' role as Israel's Messiah are in view here. Compare Luke 1:69; 2:4,11; Acts 2:30 for this same emphasis. Jesus' Davidic descent already has been alluded to in Luke 1:27, where Joseph is described as “a descendant of David.”

1:33 He will reign over the house of Jacob. Like the previous description, this description depicts Jesus as the awaited Messiah. Thus, like David, he is the King of Israel.47 The “house of Jacob” was a traditional term to describe Israel (Exod 19:3; Isa 2:5-6; 8:17; 48:1).

Forever. The eternal rule of the Davidic kingship is taught in 2 Sam 7:13,16; Pss 89:4,29; 132:12; Isa 9:7, but in this verse it is the final Davidic King, the Messiah, who will reign forever. Compare also Dan 7:13-14, where one “like a son of man” is given an everlasting kingdom.

His kingdom will never end. This may be an allusion to Isa 9:6 (LXX) or to Dan 7:14. The kingdom of God that is realized in the coming of Jesus and is to be consummated at the parousia will continue forever.

1:34 How … since I am a virgin? Literally since I know no man. Although technically Joseph was Mary's husband (see comments on 1:27), no sexual consummation had as yet taken place (cf. Matt 1:25). The word “know” is used to describe the sexual act.48 Attempts to interpret the Lukan account as portraying a normal birth by a virgin who will give birth in a normal way, i.e., by later sexual intercourse with her husband, are impossible since the angelic message had not mentioned Joseph or the normal marital relationship. Furthermore, since it would be natural to assume that a young woman would in the marital relationship bear children, the angelic message is interpreted by Mary as meaning that she, as she was then, i.e., as a virgin, was to bear a son; and she asked, “How?” That this was to be a virgin birth49 is also confirmed by the fact that, since Jesus is greater than John the Baptist, his birth must also be greater. If John's birth was miraculous but Jesus' birth was the result of a normal sexual relationship, then the whole parallel between 1:5-25 and 1:26-38 breaks down at this point. Jesus' birth had to be greater than that of John the Baptist, and this requires us to understand his birth as a virgin birth. Luke told his readers this to prepare them for 1:35.

Attempts to interpret Mary's words in this verse as expressing a vow of perpetual virginity (several early church fathers)50 are incorrect. (Such explanations clash with Matt 1:25, which implies that after the birth of Jesus, Joseph and Mary had a normal husband-wife relationship.) Although Luke and Matthew both clearly affirmed that Jesus' conception was miraculous in that Mary was a virgin when she conceived, what is most important in the NT teaching of the virgin birth (or virginal conception) is not the manner in which God sent his Son but the fact that he sent him. To use later terminology we might say that what is of primary importance is not the virgin birth but the incarnation. In other words it is not the “how” but the “what” of Christmas that is most important.

Mary's question should not be understood as reflecting the same kind of doubt Zechariah possessed (Luke 1:18), since there is present no rebuke as in 1:19-23.

1:35 The Holy Spirit will come upon you. For similar wording see Acts 1:8. Whereas John the Baptist was filled with the Spirit from his mother's womb (Luke 1:15), Jesus was conceived by the Spirit, and this witnesses to his being greater than John.

And the power of the Most High will overshadow you. This sentence stands in synonymous parallelism with the preceding one. Luke was fond of referring to the Spirit's influence as “power” (see comments on 1:17). For “overshadow” cf. 9:34. There is no allusion here to the shekinah glory “overshadowing” Mary.

So. “So” (literally Therefore) is causal and has been explained in two ways: (1) Jesus is God's Son because of the Spirit's activity in causing the virgin birth,51 and (2) Jesus is holy because of the Spirit's activity.52 According to John's Gospel, Jesus was God's Son before creation (John 1:1-3), so that the manner of his birth would have nothing to do with his nature or being. Yet it is dangerous to read into our passage John's teaching on preexistence, since Luke did not explicitly teach this theological concept in Luke-Acts. A determining factor in this issue involves how the rest of this verse should be translated.

The holy one to be born shall be called the Son of God. The other possible way of translating this sentence is “the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God” (footnote in NIV; RSV). Both are grammatically possible; but in light of Luke 2:23, where there is a similar construction,53 “holy” is the object of the verb. Thus the marginal translation of the NIV and the RSV is better. If we have “holy” and “Son of God” here, we have a better parallel to the twofold description in 1:32, where we have “great” and “Son of the Most High.” It is better therefore to understand the Spirit's activity as resulting in the Son of God's being called, i.e., being (see comments on 1:32) “holy.” In light of 2:23 the term “holy” is best interpreted as designating not a particular ethical quality (as in Acts 3:14) so much as indicating that the Son of God was to be dedicated or set aside for a unique, divine purpose. Each firstborn male (Luke 2:23) was consecrated to God. This does not mean that the firstborn possessed a moral or ethical quality over his brothers at birth. Rather he was dedicated to God in a unique way because God had a special claim on the firstborn (cf. 2:23). In a similar way the Son of God through his conception by the Spirit was set apart by God for a divine task. In this sense “holy” is related to “anointed,” which also points out that God set apart (and equipped) his Son for a particular task (cf. how “anointed” and “holy servant” are closely related in Acts 4:27). For Jesus as “holy,” cf. Luke 4:34; Acts 3:14; 4:27,30.

One should not read into this verse the thought that since Jesus was not conceived through sexual intercourse he was as a result “uncontaminated” by such a natural birth. Rather, Luke sought to teach that since Jesus' birth was entirely due to the “overshadowing” of the Holy Spirit, Jesus would be uniquely set aside for God's service, i.e., he would be “holy.”

Son of God. At times this title is a synonym for Messiah/Christ (4:41; Acts 9:20,22). We find a similar paralleling of the title “Son of God” and of the Davidic Messiah in Rom 1:3-4. Yet Jesus cannot be described simply in messianic terms such as the Son of David. He is more than this, and the title “Son of God” carries with it other implications as well.54 The title does not demand an ontological sense of preexistence, but it allows for this.55

1:36 Sixth month. Compare 1:26. Elizabeth's conception of John the Baptist when she was past childbearing age reveals God's miraculous power and confirms the angelic message to Mary. God already had done the impossible in Elizabeth's case so that the problem Mary raised in 1:34 is insignificant.

1:37 For with God nothing will be impossible. Compare Gen 18:14 (LXX), where the same expression is found; cf. also Matt 19:26; Job 42:2; Zech 8:6 for the same thought. This refers primarily to Mary's conceiving as a virgin, but it also alludes to Elizabeth's conceiving referred to in the previous verse.

1:38 I am the Lord's servant.… May it be to me as you have said. Compare 1 Sam 1:18. Whereas Zechariah and Elizabeth provide an example for the reader of true discipleship in their obedience to the commandments and regulations of the OT (1:6), Mary is exemplary because of her submission to God's will.

Then the angel left her. Luke frequently concluded an account with such a departure (cf. 1:23,56; 2:20; 5:25; 8:39; 24:12).

The Lukan Message

Although the present account involves a conversation between the angel Gabriel and the virgin Mary, the key figure in this section is clearly Mary's future offspring, Jesus, just as the key figure of the previous section was Zechariah and Elizabeth's future offspring, John the Baptist. As might be expected, Luke used this section dealing with Jesus' conception to reveal Christological insights to his readers. He did this through the same reliable messenger from God which the reader already met in 1:5-25. The angel Gabriel, coming from God's presence (1:19), informs us of what we should know about Jesus of Nazareth. Luke in no way minimized John the Baptist's greatness in describing Jesus. Rather he showed that whereas John was great, Jesus is greater still. This is shown in several ways. John was “great in the sight of the Lord” (1:15), but Jesus is “great” (1:32), and his greatness is unqualified. Whereas John is later described as “a prophet of the Most High” (1:76), Jesus is the “Son of the Most High” (1:32). Whereas John's birth was miraculous and had OT parallels, Jesus' birth was even more miraculous. John's conception, like that of Isaac, Samson, and Samuel, was miraculous; but Jesus' conception was absolutely unique. It was not just quantitatively greater; it was qualitatively different. Whereas John's task was to prepare for the Coming One (1:17,76-79), Jesus is the Coming One who will reign forever (1:33); and whereas John was filled with the Spirit while still in the womb (1:15), Jesus' very conception would be due to the Spirit's miraculous activity in a virgin (1:35-37).

Various aspects of the Lukan Christology that appear in this passage are Jesus as the Son of God (1:32,35), Jesus as the Davidic Messiah (1:32-33) and King whose reign is eternal (1:33), and Jesus as the Holy One (1:35). Jesus' greatness described in our text is not due to any human achievement on his part. The greatness of Mary's son is not a result of his human striving. In light of this account no adoptionist Christology can be found in Luke. Jesus is the Messiah and Son of God from birth. In fact he was this before birth as 1:41-45 indicates. Luke sought to show his readers that Jesus, who was already well known to them, was born in a unique way and was already Son of God, Christ, and King before his birth.

Several other Lukan emphases also appear in this account. These involve the Holy Spirit once again acting in history and his association with the power of God (1:35). We also have present a model of Christian obedience in Mary's acquiescence to the divine will (1:38). Finally, as in 1:5-25, we are not dealing with the literary genre of myth here. On the contrary Luke was using the literary form of historical narrative and expected his readers to understand that he was recalling history. (See comments on 1:5-25, “The Lukan Message.”)

3. The Meeting of John the Baptist and Jesus (1:39-56)

39At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, 40where she entered Zechariah's home and greeted Elizabeth. 41When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. 42In a loud voice she exclaimed: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! 43But why am I so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? 44As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. 45Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!”

46And Mary said:
“My soul glorifies the Lord 
47and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
48for he has been mindful
of the humble state of his servant.
From now on all generations will call me blessed,
49for the Mighty One has done great things for me—
holy is his name.
50His mercy extends to those who fear him,
from generation to generation.
51He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;
he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.
52He has brought down rulers from their thrones
but has lifted up the humble.
53He has filled the hungry with good things
but has sent the rich away empty.
54He has helped his servant Israel,
remembering to be merciful
55to Abraham and his descendants forever,
even as he said to our fathers.”
56Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months and then returned home.

Context

This section complements the previous two accounts and is built upon them. At this point the two miraculously conceived children encounter each other. Luke prepared the reader for this episode by means of 1:24-25,36-37. The account consists of an introductory narrative (1:39-41) followed by two hymns (1:42-55) and a conclusion (1:56). The hymnic section divides naturally into two parts: 1:42-45, in which Elizabeth uttered praise toward Mary and her child, and 1:46-55, in which Mary uttered her praise to God in the famous “Magnificat.” (The name “Magnificat” comes from the opening word in the Latin Vulgate's translation of Mary's hymn.) Although the former lacks a clear literary structure, the Magnificat is carefully formed and structured and contains several examples of parallelism.56 The phraseology of Mary's hymn of praise shows clear similarities to Hannah's hymn of praise in 1 Sam 2:1-10 as well as other OT passages (cf. also Jdt 16:1-17).57

Comments

1:39 At that time. The time notice (literally In these days) serves primarily as a literary link tying what follows to the previous account (cf. 6:12; Acts 1:15).

Got ready and hurried. This should not be interpreted as an attempt to prevent Mary's neighbors in Nazareth from knowing that she was pregnant. Rather Luke here described Mary as a model believer eagerly responding in obedience to the heavenly message of Luke 1:36.

A town in the hill country of Judea. Compare 1:23. Judea refers here to the Roman province in contrast to 1:5, where it refers to Palestine. The name of the city is not given. Perhaps Luke did not know it or thought it unimportant. Or he may have sought to use terminology that would be parallel to Samuel's miraculous birth. Compare 1 Sam 1:1, where Samuel's parents are described as being from the “hill country” of Ephraim.

1:40 Greeted Elizabeth. Nothing is said concerning the content of this greeting, for this is not important. Luke reported only what is theologically significant.

1:41 Leaped in her womb. Just as John the Baptist in his ministry was to be Jesus' precursor and prepare his way (1:17,76), so even here he prepared the way, i.e., he announced the Messiah's presence by leaping in his mother's womb. Compare Gen 25:22 for an OT parallel. (For leaping for joy, see 2 Sam 6:16; Mal 4:2.) Attempts to see this as a technical medical term and thus identify Luke as a physician are unconvincing due to the appearance of this expression in Gen 25:22. This prenatal cognition is meant to attest to the truth and fulfillment of Gabriel's prophecy in Luke 1:31-33,35. In 1:44 Elizabeth would explain the significance of her child's action.

Filled with the Holy Spirit. What was promised to Zechariah (1:15) was now fulfilled. John and Elizabeth were filled with the Holy Spirit even before John's birth. Thus they were the first persons to realize that Mary's child is the Messiah. That the hymn that follows conveys a correct Christological understanding is evident from the character description of Elizabeth in 1:6 and from the fact that she was filled with the Holy Spirit as she spoke.

1:42 In a loud voice. This expression is frequently used to describe an inspired utterance (cf. Mark 9:24; John 1:15; 7:28,37; Rom 8:15; 9:27; Gal 4:6). The first two lines of Elizabeth's blessing found in this verse possess poetic parallelism, but the rest do not.

Blessed are you among women. Compare Judg 5:24; Jdt 13:18. This is a Semitic way of saying “most blessed.” “Since according to contemporary Jewish ideas a woman's greatness was measured by the greatness of the children that she bore,” Fitzmyer notes, “the mother of the Kyrios (1:43) would naturally be said to surpass all others.”58 (Note, however, that Jael's and Judith's blessedness was not due to their children.) What God had done in Mary outshone even what God had done in Elizabeth. Mary was blessed here not because of her faith, as in Luke 1:45; rather her blessedness depended entirely on her son and his greatness. A similar beatitude is repeated in 11:27. This blessing is not to be interpreted as a call to praise/bless Mary but as an affirmation that Mary stood in a state of blessedness.

Blessed is the child you will bear. “The child you will bear” is literally the fruit of your womb (cf. Gen 30:2; Lam 2:20; cf. also Deut 7:13; 28:4). The Lord had already been conceived.

Although the two blessings stand essentially parallel, i.e., they are in parataxis, the first stands logically in subordination to the second. Mary's blessedness was based on the blessedness of the child she would bear. This fits an OT pattern in which the second blessing gives the cause of the first (cf. Gen 14:19-20; Deut 7:14; Ruth 2:20; cf. also Jdt 13:18).59

1:43 My Lord. This indicates that the focus in this account is upon Mary's child more than Mary herself. Here “Lord” is clearly a Christological title and refers to Jesus. The title is used in our account (and in Luke 1-2 in general) both for God (1:46) and Jesus (1:43; cf. Acts 2:36), and it reveals the greatness of Mary's child already before his birth. Whereas the title “Lord” is used for Jesus only six times in Mark,60 it is used over twenty times in Luke.61 To these can be added the nineteen times Jesus is addressed in the vocative as Lord.62 It is above all by the resurrection that Mary's child is recognized as Lord (Acts 2:36), although this verse indicates that from his conception he was already Lord. The use of the title “Lord” indicates that Luke understood Jesus as standing on a different level from others. He, like God, is deserving of the title “Lord.”

1:44 For joy. This is a partial fulfillment of Luke 1:14. For a similar expression of joy on Mary's part, cf. 1:47. Even as Elizabeth rejoiced in her subservient role to Mary, so later John would also rejoice in his subservient role in preparing for Jesus (John 3:29).

1:45 Blessed. Although the word used here is different (makaria) from that used in Luke 1:42 (eulog[image: image]men[image: image]/os), no theological significance should be read into this since the words have essentially the same meaning.

Blessed is she who has believed. Elizabeth's praise both begins and now ends with a reference to Mary's blessedness. The blessedness of Mary's faith stands in contrast to Zechariah's lack of faith in 1:20. Her blessedness is a present state (cf. 6:20-22). Again Mary serves as an example for the believer. Indeed Luke sought to maximize Mary's role as a model believer. For example, in 8:19 he omitted the “outside” (heks[image: image]) of Mark 3:31; in 4:24 Luke omitted “in his own house” (cf. Mark 6:4); and in Acts 1:14 he mentioned that Mary and her other children were among the inner core of disciples. Mary is “blessed” here for her faith but is “most blessed” in Luke 1:42 for the privilege of being the mother of God's Son.

That. “That” (hoti) could be causal (cf. 6:20-21; 14:14) and would refer to Mary's being blessed “because” of believing that what God had promised would come true. On the other hand it could refer to the content, i.e., the “that” which Mary believed as in the parallel construction in Acts 27:25.

1:46 And Mary said. The best textual reading by far, which is found in all the ancient Greek manuscripts and in almost all the ancient translations, is “Mary” rather than “Elizabeth.”

The Magnificat which follows is named from the opening verb of the Latin Vulgate's translation of Mary's hymn in 1:46.63 As Hannah did in 1 Sam 2:1-10, Mary praised God for what he was about to do and for the part she was privileged to play in his plan.

My soul glorifies the Lord. Compare Ps 69:30. The use of “my soul” for “I” is found in Gen 27:4 (LXX); 27:25 (LXX); Ps 34:2. The verb “glorifies” also appears in Luke 1:58; Acts 5:13; 10:46; 19:17. “Lord” refers here to Yahweh as the parallelism with the next verse indicates.

1:47 My spirit. This is another synonym for “I” as shown by Gen 6:3; Ps 143:4. We find a similar parallelism between “soul” and “spirit” in Ps 77:2-3; Job 12:10 (LXX); Isa 26:9; cf. Wis 15:11. This verse stands in synonymous parallelism with Luke 1:46 and thus emphasizes the praiseworthiness of God by repetition.

God my Savior. Compare Pss 24:5; 25:5; 95:1; Mic 7:7; Hab 3:18; cf. also Sir 51:1. (In the OT “Savior” is used thirty-five times with respect to God and five times with respect to persons.) This verse anticipates the thought of Luke 1:69,71,77; 2:11,30. The use of alternative names for God in parallel statements is common in the OT (cf. 1 Sam 2:2; Pss 62:11-12; 69:6; 70:1).

1:48 For. What follows will be the grounds for Mary's praise of God.

He has been mindful of the humble state of his servant. This is the first ground for Mary's praise and has as its background Hannah's prayer and vow (1 Sam 1:11).64 In the coming of God's Son into the world, the poor and downtrodden have been visited with salvation. See Introduction 8 (5).

Humble state. This humble state or lowliness is referred to again in 1:52. It need not refer to childlessness as in 1 Sam 1:11 (or to a hypothetical vow of perpetual virginity and thus childlessness on Mary's part). Rather it refers to such a low estate as described in Acts 8:33; Phil 3:21; Jas 1:10. In this verse it may refer to the low state or status in which Mary was held by the standards of this world. Her child would also share this low estate, being born in a manger and of poor, insignificant parent(s). Yet the salvation of which Mary rejoiced also looks beyond her to the nation of Israel, as Luke 1:50-55 makes clear.

Servant. This self-designation has already been used by Mary in 1:38.

[For] from now on. This does not stand in parallelism with the first part of the verse but gives the result of God's having been mindful of his servant in her humble state. “From now on” in Luke frequently refers to an important event in salvation history. Compare 12:52; 22:18,69; Acts 18:6.

All generations will call me blessed. Mary would not be called blessed because of any intrinsic personal worth or holiness on her part but because of the child she was bearing. Compare Gen 30:13 for an example of synonymous parallelism in which Leah's blessedness was due not to her own piety but to God's goodness toward her in granting her a child. For a parallel to the proclamation of Mary's blessedness to all generations, see Jdt 13:18; 14:7.

1:49 For he who is mighty has done great things for me. This is best seen not as a second ground for Mary's praise but as a synonymous parallel with Luke 1:48a much like 1:42c stands in parallel with (and gives the cause of) 1:42b.65 God is described as “mighty” in Ps 24:8; Zeph 3:17, and Luke used this word to describe God's mighty power (Luke 18:27; 24:19). As affirmed in Deut 10:21, God does “great things.” Whereas in Deuteronomy this refers to God's having worked his wonders for Israel in leading them out of Egypt, here the “great things” refers to the virginal conception of Jesus, who in his ministry would bring about the events described in Luke 1:51-55. Since this involves not only Mary but is for all believers, perhaps we should understand “for me” as meaning “to me,” although the parallel with 1:48 favors “for me.”

Holy is his name. Compare Ps 111:9. This is simply another way of saying, “He [i.e., God] is holy.” God's holiness here refers not simply to his moral perfection but even more to his acts of righteousness and justice by which he fulfills his covenantal promises to the humble and lowly (Luke 1:48-50,53-55) and brings judgment upon the unrighteous and haughty (1:51-52). In 11:2 the believer prayed that this holiness would soon be manifested, and in Matt 6:10 this is further clarified by the words “on earth as it is in heaven.” Luke's statement probably is best taken with what follows rather than with what precedes.

1:50 The hymn now moves from Mary to believing Israel as the change of pronouns from the first person singular to the third person plural indicates. This statement of God's positive behavior toward the humble stands roughly parallel to Luke 1:48. It parallels closely Ps 103:17. God's gracious mercy comes upon the humble devout (such as Mary) who “fear,” i.e., reverently obey, him. See comments on 23:40.

1:51 Whereas the first strophe of the Magnificat refers to the great things the Mighty one had done to Mary, the second strophe is a prophetic forward look at the results of the ministry of Mary's child for believing Israel (Luke 1:54). For a hymn or psalm to begin with an individual's situation and conclude with a reference to Israel's situation is not unusual (cf. Pss 25; 69; 128; 130; 131).

He has performed mighty deeds with his arm. This is the second ground for Mary's praise in Luke 1:46b-47. God's “arm” is a frequent anthropomorphism and symbol for God's might66 and the thought of the verse finds a close parallel in Ps 89:10b. The tense of the verb (and the following verbs) is best understood as a futuristic aorist or the equivalent of the prophetic perfect in Hebrew. It describes the future work of God's Son with the certainty of a past event. Mary saw as already accomplished what God would do through her son.

He has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. The proud are those who do not fear God (Luke 1:50), who are not hungry (1:53) or afflicted (1:48,52). The salvation Jesus brings to the humble also works judgment for the arrogant (cf. 6:20-26). Compare Num 10:35; Pss 68:1; 89:10; 146:7-9.

Inmost thoughts. “Inmost thoughts” are literally hearts. The heart serves as the center of a person's reasoning power (cf. 1 Chr 29:18).

Whatever the original meaning of Luke 1:51-53, for Luke the rich/poor contrast was not primarily a political one, i.e., the rich, ruling Gentiles versus the poor Israelites. Luke understood the contrast in its religious sense as a contrast between the humble poor and the haughty rich (cf. 6:20-26). This does not mean that there are not sociopolitical implications in this contrast. The proud are frequently the ruling rich; and the humble, the oppressed poor.

1:52 In 1:52-53 we find an example of chiasmic parallelism.67 Whereas each verse alone is an example of antithetical parallelism, together they are an example of chiasmic parallelism—A (rulers) B (humble) b (hungry) a (rich).

He has brought down the rulers from their thrones. The rulers are identified in this verse with the proud of 1:51 and the rich of 1:53. There are several OT allusions here (cf. Job 12:19; 1 Sam 2:7; cf. also Sir 10:14; 1 QM 14:11), but how did Luke understand these words? Such passages as Luke 10:13-15; 14:11; 16:19-31; 18:14 reveal that Luke interpreted this primarily in a metaphorical sense as indicating the reversal of fortune Jesus brought. See Introduction 8 (5).

Exalted the lowly. This is demonstrated in the immediate context by the divine selection of Mary to be the mother of Jesus, but it is found elsewhere in that “the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost” (19:10; cf. 15:7,10).

1:53 He has filled the hungry with good things. This reflects such OT passages as 1 Sam 2:5; Pss 72:11-12; 107:9 but foreshadows such future teachings of Jesus as Luke 6:21; 11:5-13; and 16:19-31 and such events as the feeding of the five thousand (9:10-17) and the breaking of bread at the Lord's Supper (22:14-20; 24:13-35; Acts 2:42,46; 20:7,11).

But has sent the rich away empty. Compare 6:24-26; 12:13-21; 16:25; 21:1-4.

1:54 He has helped his servant Israel. For Israel as the Lord's servant, cf. Isa 41:8-9; 42:1,19; 44:1,21; 45:4.

Remembering. This is an infinitive in Greek, but its exact relationship to the verb “helped” is uncertain. It may function here to express the cause of his helping Israel and should then be translated “because of remembering [his] mercy.” This thought is repeated in Luke 1:72 (cf. Gen 19:29; Exod 2:24; Pss 98:3; 105:42).

1:55 To Abraham and his descendants. By referring to Abraham, Luke emphasized the continuation of salvation history in Jesus' coming rather than its disruption. It is probably best to see this phrase as being in apposition to “our fathers,” thereby avoiding having a parenthetical comment within the hymn.68 For God remembering Abraham, see Exod 2:24; 32:13; Deut 9:27; Ps 105:7-11,42.

1:56 Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months. It is uncertain why Luke mentioned this. It is not, however, to indicate that Mary assisted in the birth of John the Baptist, for no mention is made of her being present at his birth (1:57-58).

And then returned home. Luke did not specify whether “home” referred to her mother's home or Joseph's. For Luke this was unimportant.

The Lukan Message

Within this account we find several important Lukan theological emphases. One that is dealt with at length is the theme of reversal. The humble are exalted, and the arrogant are brought low. We find the coming of God's mercy and salvation to the lowly especially in 1:48-49,52b,53a. The corresponding judgment and bringing low of the haughty is found in 1:51b,52a,53b. Whereas this teaching has OT precedents,69 we find this theme frequently in Jesus' teaching (6:20-26; 13:30; 16:25). Clearly Luke saw in Jesus' coming a great reversal of the world's value system. Indeed with Jesus' coming the humble poor and outcasts become first, i.e., they are receiving salvation, whereas the proud and arrogant become last, i.e., they are rejecting salvation and receiving divine judgment.

A second Lukan emphasis found within our passage involves the fulfillment of prophecy and the divine promises. This is already seen in Elizabeth's and the virgin Mary's pregnancies (1:41-44); but it is also evident in Mary's hymn, which speaks of God's visiting his people (1:51-54), remembering God's mercy, and helping his servant Israel just as he said, i.e., promised, to the fathers (1:54-55). Although the term “fulfilled” is not found in the account, the entire context and vocabulary come from the OT and speak of God's keeping his covenantal promises and visiting his people in his Son's coming. This theme is again picked up in 1:67-80 and in the next chapter in 2:11,25-26,29-32,38. For further discussion see Introduction 7 (1).

A third emphasis found in our text involves the Christological understanding of Mary's offspring. The child born by Mary was clearly greater than the child born by Elizabeth. Thus Jesus received homage from John the Baptist in 1:41,44 and from Elizabeth's prophetic utterance (1:42) that Mary was the most blessed among women. Since Mary's blessedness came from the child she bore (1:43), her child must be greater than all other children born of women. The Christological emphasis takes on an even nobler significance when Elizabeth called Mary the “mother of my Lord” (1:43). Even though unborn, Mary's son was Elizabeth's Lord. Those familiar with the Greek OT, as Luke's readers were, would be aware that the name Yahweh in the OT was translated in Greek by the title “Lord” (kyrios). Jesus' ministry would be the means by which God's promises were fulfilled to his people (1:54-55). Jesus is the mediator of God's salvation and judgment (1:48-55).

Two other Lukan themes appear in this account. The first involves Mary's role as an ideal believer who believed God's promises (1:45) and who praised God (1:46-55), and the second is the Holy Spirit's active role once again in Israel's history (1:41). See Introduction 8 (3) and (5).

4. The Birth of John the Baptist (1:57-80)

57When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. 58Her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and they shared her joy.

59On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were going to name him after his father Zechariah, 60but his mother spoke up and said, “No! He is to be called John.”

61They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that name.”

62Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to name the child. 63He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone's astonishment he wrote, “His name is John.” 64Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue was loosed, and he began to speak, praising God. 65The neighbors were all filled with awe, and throughout the hill country of Judea people were talking about all these things. 66Everyone who heard this wondered about it, asking, “What then is this child going to be?” For the Lord's hand was with him.

67His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied:

68 “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel,
because he has come and has redeemed his people.
69He has raised up a horn
of salvation for us
in the house of his servant David
70(as he said through his holy prophets of long ago),
71salvation from our enemies
and from the hand of all who hate us—
72to show mercy to our fathers
and to remember his holy covenant,
73the oath he swore to our father Abraham:
74to rescue us from the hand of our enemies,
and to enable us to serve him without fear
75in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.
76And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High;
for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him,
77to give his people the knowledge of salvation
through the forgiveness of their sins,
78because of the tender mercy of our God,
by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven
79to shine on those living in darkness
and in the shadow of death,
to guide our feet into the path of peace.”
80And the child grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the desert until he appeared publicly to Israel.

Context

At this point Luke recorded the fulfillment of the birth announcement concerning John the Baptist (1:5-25). In the following account he continued the Jesus—John the Baptist parallelism by recording Jesus' birth. The present passage falls into three parts: 1:57-58 (the birth); 1:59-66 (the circumcision and naming); and 1:67-80 (Zechariah's hymn of praise). The latter part, which is called the Benedictus because in Latin Vulgate the hymn begins in 1:68 with the word “Benedictus” (like the Magnificat), is heavily dependent on the OT both for its terminology and content and can be divided into four parts: 1:67 (the narrative introduction); 1:68a (the opening statement of praise); 1:68b-79 (the hymn itself, which can be subdivided into 1:68b-75,76-79); and 1:80 (the narrative conclusion).70

The Benedictus has been the object of much research. The views concerning its prehistory vary.71 In its present form the function of the Benedictus is clear. Luke wanted his readers to understand this as Zechariah's divinely inspired hymn praising God for fulfilling his promises to his people and describing the roles of John the Baptist and especially the Messiah.

Comments

1:57 When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby. Compare 2:6 (Gen 25:24) for a similar miracle and vocabulary.

1:58 Her neighbors and relatives heard. Apparently Elizabeth remained in seclusion throughout her pregnancy.

The Lord has shown her great mercy. Compare Luke 1:25 and Gen 19:19 for similar terminology. One should not seek to find here a play on the Hebrew name for John (Yohanan, meaning Yahweh has given grace), for this would have been much too subtle for Luke's Greek readers who would not have been able to understand a Hebrew pun such as this.

And they shared her joy. This joy is a partial fulfillment of Luke 1:14. Later in the description of Jesus' birth, Luke would parallel this with the shepherds' joy (2:10).

1:59 On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child. Here Luke pointed out John the Baptist's Jewish origin. This will be paralleled in 2:21 with Jesus' circumcision and naming. Note also how Paul in Phil 3:5 pointed out his Jewishness in a similar manner. Circumcision was the covenant mark (cf. Gen 17:12-14; 21:4; Lev 12:3). It is irrational for a Gentile believer to be anti-Semitic when the leading heroes of the faith (John the Baptist, Paul, Peter, the apostles, the OT saints, and above all the Savior of the world) were Jewish.

And they were going to name him. We find a parallel to this naming of John the Baptist at his circumcision in the following account about Jesus (Luke 2:21), but it was more common to name a child at birth (cf. Gen 4:1; 21:3; 25:25-26). It was unusual to name a son after his father, since a man tended to be identified as (John) son of (Zechariah), i.e., (John), Bar-(Zechariah); and Zechariah Bar-Zechariah would have been strange.

1:60 How Elizabeth knew that the name to be given was John is not stated. Zechariah probably revealed this to her along with what happened to him in the temple (cf. Luke 1:13).

John. The etymological meaning of the name is not stated, and it is doubtful that Luke's readers knew it. Nothing therefore should be made of it. For Luke what was important for his readers was to know that the birth and role of the one they knew as John the Baptist were divinely foreordained.

1:62 Zechariah was both deaf and mute (cf. 1:22,64), so they appealed to him by means of signs. He responded by means of writing (1:63). These two infirmities are often associated with each other (cf. Mark 7:32,37; 9:25).

1:63 He asked for a writing tablet. The writing tablet consisted of a wood tablet (a pinakidion) covered with wax.

To everyone's astonishment he wrote, “His name is John.” Why the astonishment? Probably this was because “John” was not a name used in their family and because Zechariah was not able to hear Elizabeth's choice of this name. Since Zechariah was mute, he could not “say” anything.72 The NIV translation recognizes this.

1:64 Immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue was loosed. Zechariah's speaking further heightens the miraculous nature of this event, and thus its importance. It also fulfills the angel Gabriel's word in 1:20. The neighbors (and the readers) realized that God would work great things through this child.

And he began to speak, praising God. Zechariah is a model of an ideal believer. His first words were used in praise of God. These words are found in the Benedictus of 1:68f., which begins, “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel.” The importance of the praising or blessing (eulog[image: image]n) for Luke is evident.73

1:65 The neighbors were all filled with awe. “All” here, later in this verse, and in 1:66 should not be pressed. It probably means “many.”74 “Awe” is literally fear (phobos, Compare 1:12 and 1:30). Awe, or fear, is the proper reverent attitude which those who witness a heavenly intervention or manifestation of divine power should express. It may begin as a terrifying fear of judgment or wrath,75 but it progresses to a holy awe of God and a recognition of his otherness, which leads to “glorifying and praising God” (cf. 2:10,20; 5:26; 7:16). This experience at John's birth is paralleled at Jesus' birth (2:17-18). See comments on 23:40.

And throughout the hill country of Judea people were talking about all these things. This comment by Luke enhances John the Baptist's importance and role as well as the magnitude of this event. Clearly Luke in no way sought to minimize John's importance.

1:66 Everyone … wondered. Compare 2:19,51; 3:15; 5:22 (cf. also 1 Sam 21:13-14; Mal 2:2 [LXX]). This again heightens the importance of these events.

What then is this child going to be? The use of what instead of who emphasizes John the Baptist's role as the one who will go before his superior, i.e., the Messiah, and prepare his way. John was important not in himself but because he assisted in preparing for Jesus. Luke sought to help his readers, who knew of John the Baptist's importance, to understand that his importance was due to his role in preparing the way for the One greater than he.

For the Lord's hand was with him. This is better understood as an editorial comment than as part of the preceding quotation due to the change in the tense of the verb (an imperfect instead of a future). “Hand of the Lord,” is a common OT expression for God's powerful presence.76

1:67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied. Just as Elizabeth was filled with the Spirit (Luke 1:41), so was Zechariah. See comments on 1:15. Since Zechariah was a reliable witness due to his character (1:6) and his being filled by the Spirit, the hymn that follows reveals the divine understanding of the relationship of John the Baptist to Jesus and their respective roles.

1:68 What follows in 1:68-75 consists of a single sentence in Greek.

Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel. The verb “be” (rather than “is”), although not in the text, is assumed. Even as Mary in the Magnificat (1:46-47) began with a word of praise, so Zechariah in the Benedictus began similarly.77

Because he has come and has redeemed his people. The “because” indicates that what follows is understood to be the cause of the preceding praise. The past tenses (aorists) witness to the fact that the promised time of salvation has already come. God has already in the events recorded in 1:5-67 visited his people, and although the “redemption” awaits the future work of the Son of God, its certainty is such that a past tense corresponding to a prophetic perfect can be used to describe this future event (cf. 1:50). In this hymn Luke understood the work of John the Baptist and Jesus as two parts of the same divine visitation.78 The term “came” or “visited” appears in 1:78; 7:16; Acts 15:14 (cf. Gen 21:1; Exod 4:31; Ruth 1:6; Jer 15:15), and “redeemed” is found in Luke 2:38; 21:28; 24:21 and is a synonym for “salvation” found in 1:69,77. The Dead Sea Scrolls (CD 1:5-12) also refer to God's having visited his people and having raised up the teacher of righteousness.

1:69 He has raised up a horn of salvation for us. The image of a horn symbolized the strength of the animal.79 Since John the Baptist is not linked to the house of David (Luke 1:69b; cf. Ps 132:17), the “horn” refers not to him but to the Messiah he was announcing. The fifteenth benediction of the Shemonah Ezreh, a Jewish prayer dating from the first century, states, “Blessed be Thou, O God, who causeth the horn of salvation to sprout forth.” The salvation Jesus brought is a strong Lukan theme. The term “Savior” found in Luke 1:47; 2:11; Acts 5:31; 13:23 appears only once in the other Gospels (John 4:42); “salvation” is found ten times in Luke-Acts80 but only once in the other Gospels (John 4:22); and the verb “to save” is found seventeen times in Luke (more than any other Gospel) and thirteen times in Acts. This salvation is not primarily concerned with political matters but with the individual's relationship to God. It involves the individual's “life” (Luke 9:24) and is for those who recognize that they are “lost” (19:10). It comes through faith81 and involves the forgiveness of sins (1:77).82 See comments on 7:50.

In the house of his servant David. See comments on 1:27. Compare 2 Sam 7:12-16.

1:70 As he said through his holy prophets of long ago. This parenthetical comment, probably from Luke, emphasizes the theme of prophetic fulfillment. See Introduction 7 (1). The Greek text uses the expression “through the mouth of his holy prophets.”83

1:71 Salvation from our enemies. This terminology comes from such OT passages as Pss 18:17; 106:10; 2 Sam 22:18. The “enemies” are further described in this verse as those who “hate us.” Luke understood this less as a political and nationalistic deliverance from enemies than as an OT metaphorical description of personal salvation from sin (Luke 1:77) and judgment. See comments on 1:69. In the case of physical healings, the healing usually serves as a type of the individual's spiritual salvation. This is how, according to Luke, John the Baptist understood the salvation the Coming One brings as witnessed in John's message (3:7-14). Nevertheless there is a sense in which believers will be saved from their enemies at the parousia (18:7-8; 21:27-28).

1:72 To show mercy to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant. This begins the second major part of the hymn.84 The two parts of this verse stand in synonymous parallelism with each other and describe two aspects of the same idea. For Luke the coming of Christ clearly did not bring the creation of a new religion but the fulfillment of the covenantal promises God made to the saints of the OT. See comments on 1:5-25—“The Lukan Message.”

1:73 The oath he swore to our father Abraham. Compare Gen 17:4; 22:16-17. For “father Abraham” see Josh 24:3; Isa 51:2.

1:74 To rescue us from the hand of our enemies. Compare Ps 97:10. This clause and the next verse give the oath's content. Again Luke understood this rescue figuratively. It involves the kind of salvation that we read of in the rest of Luke-Acts and that is exemplified by such passages as Acts 2:37-41.

Without fear. This expression appears emphatically as the first word of this verse in Greek. It could go with the participle “rescue” but fits better with the infinitive “serve.”

1:75 The Benedictus, begun in Luke 1:68, ends at this point.

1:76 This verse begins the second major part of the hymn honoring the miraculously born child whom God has appointed for his service. There is a change of tense at this point, from the past tense, which describes what God had already begun to do, to the future tense, which speaks specifically of John's future mission.

Will be called a prophet of the Most High. As in 1:35 this is not simply a prediction of what John would be called but primarily of what he would be. God would make John his prophet. John is called a prophet in 7:26 and 16:16. The one whom John announced, however, would be called “the Son of God” (1:35).

For you will go before the Lord to prepare the way for him. This clause provides the reason for John's prophetic status. John's preparatory role already has been stated in 1:15,17 and prepares the reader for its fulfillment in 3:4 and 7:27. “Lord” (and “him”) is best understood in light of 3:4; 7:27 and John's preparatory role, namely, as a reference to Jesus (cf. 1:43) rather than to God (Yahweh) as in 1:15-16.

1:77 To give his people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of sins. This verse explains how John prepared Jesus' way. The expression “through the forgiveness of sins” defines salvation and reveals that Luke understood the Benedictus to refer to a spiritual rather than a political salvation. John's role is not being contrasted here with that of Jesus, for repentance and baptism leading to forgiveness and salvation are intimately associated with the preaching of both. The main difference is that the eschatological gift of the Spirit would be given to Jesus' disciples, but not to John's. This, however, must wait until after Jesus' glorification. Here “knowledge” is not theoretical but rather the experiencing of this salvation by means of the forgiveness of sins.

Forgiveness of sins. This important Lukan theological emphasis is found in key places throughout Luke-Acts. It is mentioned in the overall summary of John the Baptist's message in 3:3 and is mentioned in both Jesus' sermonic summary of his mission (4:18) and his great commission to the disciples after his resurrection (24:47). It is also found in the conclusion of the introductory sermon of Acts (2:38), in the explanation of God's having accepted the Gentiles apart from circumcision (Acts 10:43), in Paul's defense before Agrippa (26:18), and in two other sermons in Acts (5:31; 13:38). The redemption with which God visits his people is not a political liberation but rather a salvation that involves the forgiveness of sins.85

1:78 Because of the tender mercy of our God. The reason this salvation is possible, i.e., its cause, picks up the thought of Luke 1:72.

The rising sun. This is an enigmatic and most difficult phrase. In 1:76-77 Luke clearly referred to John the Baptist, since in 1:76 the allusions to Mal 3:1 and Isa 40:3 are used of his mission elsewhere (cf. Luke 3:4) and 1:77 contains terminology used of John's baptism (cf. 3:3). Nevertheless it is most unlikely that the phrase “the rising sun” refers to John the Baptist, for the present context (1:78-79) refers to Jesus' works. (Note how the terminology of 1:79 is used for Jesus in Matt 4:16.) Suggestions about what “rising sun” (anatol[image: image]) means include the rising of a star or sun, a metaphor for Yahweh (but 1:78a seems to distinguish God from anatol[image: image]), the shoot or offspring of David (Jer 23:5; 33:15; Zech 3:8; 6:12), and the star from Jacob (Num 24:17). At the present time it is impossible to be certain about the exact meaning Luke intended. It seems best to assume he was in some way referring to the coming of the Messiah—Son of God—and leave it at that.86

1:79 To shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death. This picks up the image of “the rising sun” in the previous verse. Compare Ps 106:10 (LXX) for this terminology (cf. also Isa 9:2; 42:7; 49:9).

To guide our feet into the path [way] of peace. John prepared the way of the Messiah (Luke 1:76), which is the way of peace. Compare Acts 10:36.

1:80 And the child grew and became strong in spirit. We find parallel statements describing Jesus' growth in Luke 2:40 (the first seven words [six words in Greek] are identical) and 2:52. (Cf. Gen 21:8; Judg 13:24-25; 1 Sam 2:21,26.) In light of Luke 1:15,41,67 “spirit” here may refer to the Holy Spirit.

And he lived in the desert [wilderness] until he appeared publicly to Israel. With this conclusion to the narrative Luke prepared the reader for 3:2, where John once again appeared “in the desert [wilderness].” Since the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, there has been much speculation about whether John the Baptist was a member of the Qumran community, which produced these scrolls.87 While parallels between John and the Essenes permit all sorts of speculation, at the present time no definitive decision can be made. Even if John were once a member of the Qumran community, this would have no real bearing on understanding the Lukan portrait of John since Luke made no reference to this.

The Lukan Message

The present passage is a rich source for understanding the Lukan message. Several important Lukan themes appear, including Lukan Christology. The Evangelist continued his comparison of the mission of John the Baptist and Jesus, and time and time again Jesus' superiority is shown. This is even seen in the amount of space given to John's birth (1:57-58) in comparison to the amount devoted to Jesus' birth (2:1-20). Whereas John is described as “a prophet of the Most High” (1:76), Jesus is “the Son of God” (1:35), “a horn of salvation” (1:69), and “the Lord” (1:76), who through his life and death will “redeem” God's people (1:68). John is described by the question “What?” (1:66), for his greatness is seen in how he served the Greater One. On the other hand Jesus will be described by the question “Who?” (5:21; 7:49; 9:9; cf. also 4:34; 19:3).

Another Lukan emphasis involves the dawn of a new stage in salvation history (1:68-79) and John the Baptist's role in it. Clearly John's conception, birth, and ministry (1:76-77) are part of the coming of God's kingdom in fulfillment of God's covenantal promises (1:68-75). The coming of the kingdom in fulfillment of the OT begins with John's conception and includes his birth and ministry; Jesus' conception, birth, and ministry; and it reaches its climax in Acts 2:1f. with the Spirit's coming. It cannot be narrowed to a single moment of time such as the resurrection or Pentecost but involves God's visitation of his people begun at 1:5f.88

Some other important themes found in our passage involve (1) God's sovereign rule over creation as revealed in his raising up the horn of salvation for his people (1:69); one can compare this with Dan 2:21; 4:15,25,34-35; 5:21; (2) the continuity between Christianity and the religion of Israel; God has visited his people not to start a new religion but rather to fulfill the holy covenant he made with Abraham and the fathers (Luke 1:72-73); (3) the close association between salvation and the forgiveness of sins (1:77); (4) the coming of the Spirit to Israel (1:67); and (5) Zechariah as a typical Lukan model of piety.89

5. The Birth of Jesus (2:1-52)

At this point Luke continued the parallel presentation of the coming of John the Baptist and Jesus by recounting Jesus' birth. In contrast to John the Baptist's birth, which is told in only two verses (1:57-58), Jesus' birth occupies twenty verses (2:1-20). This is in keeping with the superiority of Jesus over John. The birth narrative is followed by Jesus' circumcision and Simeon's and Anna's prophetic pronouncements (2:21-40; cf. 1:59-79) and the boy Jesus' visit to the temple (2:41-52; cf. 1:80).

(1) The Birth Proper (2:1-20)

1In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3And everyone went to his own town to register.

4So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. 5He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

8And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. 11Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. 12This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”

13Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,

14“Glory to God in the highest,

and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests.”

15When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.”

16So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. 17When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. 19But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.

Context

This present passage consists of three distinct parts: (1) the historical setting, which explains how Mary, whose home was Nazareth (1:26), gave birth to God's Son in Bethlehem (2:1-5);90 (2) the birth itself (2:6-7); and (3) the angelic announcement to the shepherds (2:8-20).91 Just as the pronouncement to Mary of Jesus' birth was superior to that given to Zechariah about John the Baptist's birth, and just as Jesus' conception was more wonderful, so was his birth. John's birth was marked by his father Zechariah's prophecy. Jesus' birth was marked by a theophany and angelic chorus, a historical dating, and the use of several Christological titles.

Comments

2:1 In those days. According to Luke, all that follows must be understood as falling under God's sovereign rule. The date is imprecise (contrast 3:1-2)92 and probably is due to Luke's ignorance of the exact date. Note the “about thirty years old” in 3:23.

Caesar Augustus. Born Gaius Octavius, the Roman senate bestowed upon him the title Augustus in 27 B.C. He ruled until A.D. 14 and was succeeded by Tiberius (3:1). Like Nebuchadnezzar and Cyrus, Caesar Augustus is seen as a divine agent bringing about God's purpose and plan. In mentioning this Roman emperor, Luke revealed his historical interests and indicated that salvation history is both particular (Jewish) and universal in its implications (the Roman world). “Augustus,” which is both a title and a name, is the transliteration of the Latin term into Greek and functions primarily as a name here. The Greek translation of the term would have been Sebastos, which we find in Acts 25:21,25, where it is used as a title.

Issued a decree. A “decree” is an “imperial edict” as in Acts 17:7.

That a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. This census was for taxes and not military service, since Jews were exempted from the latter. “The entire Roman world” (oikoumen[image: image]n; the Greek text has no qualifying “Roman”), as in Acts 11:28, is hyperbolic. “Entire” or “all” is used twenty-three times in chaps. 1-2.

2:2 This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria. This statement is a crux interpretum due to the historical problems incurred in this text. These problems include the lack of an extrabiblical reference to a universal census of the whole Roman Empire and the unusual nature of Joseph's returning to his birthplace for the census and Mary's normally unnecessary presence at the census. The date of the census causes the most difficulty. The dating of the governors of Syria appears to have been as follows: 10 B.C., M. Titius; 9-6 B.C., C. Sentius Saturnius; 6-4 B.C., P. Quintilius Varus. The birth cannot be later than this because Herod the Great died in 4 B.C., and he was alive when Jesus was born (cf. Matt 2:1-18). We also know that P. Sulpicius Quirinius (Cyrenius, KJV) was governor of Syria from A.D. 6 to 7.

Numerous attempts have been made to explain these difficulties. Although no record exists of a single census involving all the Roman Empire, under Augustus a tax assessment of all the Roman Empire did take place, even if this was not the result of a single census. In addition at times it was important for persons to return to their hometowns for a census. (Such a census took place in Egypt under G. Vibius Maximus in A.D. 104.) We also know of a poll tax in Syria in which women of twelve years or older were required to appear personally for the tax. And, of course, Mary could simply have wished to be with Joseph during the time of her delivery, and this required her to go with him to Bethlehem for his required enrollment.

The heart of the problem, as has already been stated, is the dating of the census within the rule of Quirinius. It is the date, not the existence of the census, that is problematic. Several attempts have been made to reconcile this biblical statement with the historical materials. Some of these involve the discrediting of Josephus, who stated that the census under Quirinius took place in A.D. 6-7. Another attempt is to argue that the appearance of the name “Quirinius” in 2:2 is a textual error and that the name C. Sentius Saturnius should be read instead. There is, however, no textual evidence that the name “Quirinius” is a scribal error. Another attempt is to divide the census into two parts. The first part, or ordering of a census, took place during the time of Caesar Augustus; and the second part, the census itself, was completed under Quirinius in A.D. 6-7 (cf. Acts 5:37). But why then would Joseph and Mary go to Bethlehem during the ordering of the census in the time of Herod when the actual census did not take place until later? Another attempt is to understand Quirinius, who was placed in charge of putting down the Homodensian revolt in northwestern Syria, i.e., southeastern Turkey today (see Strabo, Geography 12.6.5), as being a kind of second governor at the time. He was the governor of external affairs, whereas Saturnius was governor of internal affairs. Still another explanation is that the term “first,” or “first census,” should be understood not as “first” but should be translated, “This was the census ‘before’ Quirinius was governor.” The genitive absolute “while Quirinius was governor of Syria,” however, makes this unlikely. It must be confessed that there is no easy explanation at the present time for this historical problem of the census date, but some new evidence might in the future vindicate the historical accuracy of Luke on this point.93

Governor. The rulers of imperial provinces such as Syria were technically called “legates” or “prefects.” (The latter were also called “procurators.”) The more established senatorial provinces had “proconsuls.” The term “governor” is not used in a technical sense here and means ruler.

2:3 And everyone went to his own town to register. “Own town” means one's ancestral home. In 2:39 Joseph's hometown is called Nazareth and is described as where he and Mary lived. Luke, as a result, did not see any conflict in calling both Bethlehem and Nazareth the hometown of Joseph. “Everyone” is another example of Lukan hyperbole.

2:4 So Joseph. Joseph is introduced as one already known (cf. 1:27), and this reveals that chap. 2 builds upon chap. 1.

Went up. Due to the height of Bethlehem (2,564 feet above sea level), travelers would go up from Nazareth (1,830 feet above sea level) to Bethlehem even though proceeding south.94

Because he belonged to the house and line of David. Joseph's Davidic lineage, and thus Jesus' Davidic (and messianic) lineage, is pointed out. The redundancy “house and line” probably is a result of Luke's fondness for doublets (see comments on 2:25) and does not imply that Joseph owned a house in Bethlehem. If the latter were true, then his search for a room in an inn (2:7) makes no sense.

From … Nazareth … to Bethlehem. This would entail a trip of eighty-five to ninety miles if one went through Samaria. Although Jerusalem is called the city of David,95 Bethlehem could also be called the city of David since it was his ancestral home (1 Sam 16:lff.; 17:12,15,58; Ps 78:70). Compare also Luke 2:11.

2:5 To register with Mary. It is uncertain why Mary went to Bethlehem. Was it to register along with Joseph? Usually women were not required to register, although in Syria women had to register for a poll tax. If Mary did not personally have to register, did she go to be with Joseph? Was it because of a conscious desire on her part to have her son born in David's city and thus fulfill Mic 5:2? Was it to avoid scandal? Luke did not tell us the immediate reason for this, but ultimately he would say that it was due to God's providence, for God's Son had to be born in David's city. As for Mary's own thinking, we are not able to know her thoughts.

Who was pledged to be married to him. This is an unusual way of expressing a journey made by a husband and wife. Luke may have been suggesting here what Matt 1:25 states explicitly, that the marriage had not yet been consummated, although Mary was living as a wife with Joseph (as her going to Bethlehem with him suggests).

And was expecting a child. This is not a causal clause but an adjectival one, i.e., “being with child,” not “because she was with child.”

2:6 The time came for the baby to be born. Compare Luke 1:57 and Gen 25:24. Whether Luke placed Jesus' birth sometime after Joseph and Mary arrived in Bethlehem (cf. Prot. Jas. 17.3) or immediately upon their arrival is uncertain.

2:7 And she gave birth to her firstborn. The reference to Jesus as the “firstborn” does not preclude Mary's and Joseph's later having had children as “only” (monogen[image: image]s) would, but it need not require the birth of other children either. An ancient grave inscription that speaks of the deceased as having died while giving birth to her “firstborn” son proves this (cf. also 2 Esdr 6:58; Pss. Sol. 13:9; 18:4).96 In light of the later references to the “brothers and sisters of Jesus” (Luke 8:19-21; Acts 1:14; cf. Mark 6:3; etc.), Luke probably used “firstborn” instead of monogen[image: image]s because he knew of other sons. Luke clearly did not want to indicate that Jesus was Mary's only son, or else he would have used monogen[image: image]s. In addition Matt 1:25 strongly implies that Joseph and Mary lived in a normal marital relationship after Jesus' birth. This reference to Mary's firstborn son prepares the reader for Luke 2:22-24.

She wrapped him in clothes. “Wrapped … in clothes” is literally swaddled him. This normal child care of the time sought to keep the limbs of a child straight (Ezek 16:4; cf. Wis 7:4). The irony of the most important event in history taking place in a manger should not be lost sight of; it reveals how God elevates the lowly and humble and rejects the proud and mighty of this world. Compare Phil 2:6-7. For Luke this theme of reversal was of major importance. See Introduction 8 (5).

And placed him in a manger. The manger was no doubt a feeding trough for animals. One should probably not see here any allusion to Isa 1:3; Jer 14:8; Wis 7:4-5.

Because there was no room for them in the inn. This does not refer to a lack of a “hotel room” but lack of a suitable “place” for Mary to give birth to her son. It does not imply any rejection on the part of the much maligned innkeeper. The “inn” probably refers to a public caravansary (a crude overnight lodging place for caravans), which was the one lodging place in Bethlehem. Note that Luke made no mention of either animals or wise men being present.97

2:8 And there were shepherds. The scene changes, and the “humble” of Luke 1:52 are visited (cf. 7:22). One should not romanticize the occupation of shepherds. In general shepherds were dishonest (Sanh 25b) and unclean according to the standards of the law. They represent the outcasts and sinners for whom Jesus came. Such outcasts were the first recipients of the good news.

Out in the fields. Shepherds were out in the fields with their flocks usually during the months of March to November. Nothing in the two birth accounts ties Jesus' birth to any specific date.

Keeping watch. “Keeping watch” is literally watching watches—a Semitic literary form.

2:9 The subsequent material follows the same announcement form we have encountered in 1:13-20,28-37. Here we again have (1) the angel's appearance (2:9a), (2) a response of fear (2:9b), (3) a word of reassurance (2:10), (4) the divine message (2:11), and (5) the giving of a sign (2:12). What is lacking is the objection and request for a sign. See comments on 1:13-20.

An angel of the Lord appeared to them. Unlike 1:11,19,26 the angel is not identified. For “appeared” cf. also 24:4; Acts 12:7; 23:11.

Glory of the Lord. This is the manifestation of God's presence among his people. Compare Exod 16:7,10; 24:17; 40:34; Ps 63:2.

2:10 Do not be afraid. See comments on 1:13.

I bring you good news. This translates the Greek verb euangeliz[image: image], which means to preach the good news. The noun (euangelion) is translated by the word “gospel.” This verb is found eleven times in the Gospels, and ten of these are found in Luke. See comments on 1:19.

Of great joy. See comments on 1:14.

That will be for all the people. Are Gentiles included here, or is this a reference only to the Jewish people? Luke envisioned the gospel as being for all people, including the Gentiles (Acts 15:1-29; 18:10); but here, as in 3:21; 7:29; 8:47, the people of Israel were primarily in Luke's mind. The singular “people” refers everywhere else in Luke to the people of Israel.98

2:11 Today. This term designates the beginning of the time of messianic salvation.99

A Savior … Christ the Lord. Jesus' role as Savior is qualified by the title “Christ” and “Lord.” For the pairing of these last two titles, cf. Lam 4:20; Pss. Sol. 17:36 (32). For the use of multiple titles for Jesus, see Introduction 8 (4). This verse gives a brief summary of the gospel message and provides the reason for the statement found in the previous verse. It tells of the birth of a Savior. This title is applied to God in Luke 1:47, but its use here of Jesus is prepared for by 1:69 (cf. Acts 5:31; 13:23). There is a sense in which this statement is not only Christological in nature (in what it says about Mary's child) but also anthropological, for it says that the Gospel's readers, both past and present, are the kind of people who need a Savior! This verse also states that the child's name is Christ, for Christ functions here primarily as an identifying name. Although “Christ” is actually a title (Acts 5:42; cf. also Acts 17:3), this verse reveals that the title was so closely identified with Jesus of Nazareth that it soon became part of his name—Jesus Christ. The reader has been prepared for the use of this title by 1:32-33,69; 2:4. This Savior is also the Lord. See comments on 1:43; cf. also 1:17,76. (In 2:26 we have the expression “Lord's Christ,” but here in 2:11 the title “Lord” clearly refers to Jesus rather than God.) Although the realization of the authority of the titles “Christ” and “Lord” would await the resurrection (Acts 2:36), Jesus at his birth was already both Christ and Lord, for the one born to Mary in Bethlehem is the same person who is raised in glory and given the authority to be Lord and Christ. See Introduction 8 (4). No doubt for Luke's readers this description of the child would have far greater theological meaning than for its original hearers. These three titles also appear together in Phil 3:20.

In the town of David. By this phrase Luke was drawing attention to the messianic role of Mary's child (cf. 1:27).

2:12 This shall be a sign. Since the odds of finding another newborn baby boy lying in a manger would be extremely small, this would function as a sign of identity for the shepherds.

2:13 Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared. Compare 1 Kgs 22:19; Jer 19:13; Dan 8:10; Hos 13:4 (LXX); 2 Chr 33:3,5; cf. Rev 19:1-2,6-8; also Neh 9:6.

Praising God. “Praising God” is the proper response not only of the believer (Luke 2:20; 19:37; 24:53; Acts 2:47; 3:8-9) but all of God's creation (cf. Ps 148:1-4). The term “praising” was a favorite of Luke and is found eight times in the NT, six of which appear in Luke-Acts. See comments on 1:64; 5:25-26.

2:14 We find a parallelism in the following two lines consisting of glory-peace; in the highest-on earth; to God-to men.

Glory to God in the highest. The verb “be” is understood. Here the “highest” refers to the highest heavens (cf. 19:38), not to the highest degree. For the glory of Jesus, cf. 9:26,32; 21:27; 24:26; for his receiving glory from people, cf. 4:15.

And on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests. “Peace” refers here to the fullness of blessing which the Savior/Christ/Lord brings and is essentially a synonym for salvation (cf. Acts 10:36). The latter part of the hymn has been interpreted in several ways: goodwill to men (KJV); to men of good will (Douay); among men with whom he is pleased (RSV). The favor/goodwill referred to in the verse does not belong to men but to God. This is clear from Luke 10:21 (cf. also 1 QH 4:32-33; 11:9), where the Father's good pleasure or favor is referred to, so that it is best to translate this sentence as it is found in the NIV, RSV, NRSV, REB.

2:15 Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened. “This thing” is literally this word as in Luke 2:17,19, but “this word” can refer to an event as it does here.

Which the Lord has told us about. The angelic intermediary is left unmentioned, and only the ultimate source of the revelation is mentioned.

2:16 So they hurried off. This refers more to the obedience of the shepherds than to the actual speed of their travel (cf. 1:39).

No mention is made here of the child's virginal conception, and Joseph appears to be the father. Some scholars have claimed that this account once existed independently of chap. 1 and did not know of a virginal conception. But for Luke the mention of the virginal conception at this point was totally unnecessary. His readers before reading chap. 2 would have read chap. 1 and assumed that Luke intended for them to read the present account in light of the previous chapter. In fact, this is the way Christians have always read this account. Joseph's mention here is quite natural since the trip to Bethlehem was made due to his need to enroll in the census. The shepherds' visit at Jesus' birth corresponds to the neighbors' visit at John the Baptist's birth (1:58). See comments on 2:27.

Lying in the manger. The child was found just as the angel had prophesied in 2:12.

2:17 Child. A different word is used here from the one in 2:12,16, but there does not seem to be any theological significance in this.

Spread the word. Compare 1:65-66.

2:18 And all who heard it were amazed. “Amazed” is a favorite term of Luke and is found thirteen times in Luke and five times in Acts, whereas it is found only four times in Mark and seven times in Matthew.100

2:19 But Mary treasured up … and pondered. This along with Luke 2:51 indicates that Mary did not fully understand the implications of all that happened to her. Compare Dan 4:28 (LXX) and Gen 37:11, where this word or a similar one is used to describe a person who is puzzled by what they have heard but keeps it in mind in order to understand, often with divine help, its meaning. Luke did not specify exactly what the object of this pondering was. Was it the titles Savior-Christ-Lord? Was it the nature of what had taken place in her life? Probably Luke intended his readers to think of all that had happened in Luke 1:5ff., i.e., how God had visited his people through the miraculous conceptions of John the Baptist and Jesus and the significance of all this. It has been argued that the Lukan portrayal of these events cannot be historical because of the lack of understanding portrayed in Mark 3:21, but it would have been remarkable indeed for Mary not to have been confused about the significance of all that had happened to her. No doubt she recognized her child's divine calling and destiny; but exactly what that entailed was not known to her, and she may at times have had the same kinds of questions that John the Baptist had in Luke 7:18-23. Earlier commentators held that this reference to Mary's inner thoughts (cf. also 2:51) indicated that Mary was the source for this account.

All these things. This includes not just the immediate encounter with the shepherds but all that preceded from 1:5ff.

In her heart. This can go with either “treasure up” or “pondered,” but its location suggests that it goes with “pondered.”

2:20 The shepherds returned glorifying and praising God. What the angelic host had done in 2:13-14 was now carried on by the shepherds.

For all the things they had heard and seen. This is the ground for the shepherds' glorifying and praising God.

Just as they had been told. This refers to the fulfillment of divine prophecy given by the angel.

The Lukan Message

Several Lukan themes are found in our passage. The Christological description of Mary's firstborn son is clearly one. Luke taught his readers that Jesus is the fulfillment of the Jewish messianic hopes by showing that he was born in David's town (2:4,11). Although he did not quote Mic 5:2 as Matt 2:6 does, the account of the birth in Bethlehem is clearly meant to demonstrate that Jesus is David's legitimate offspring and the promised Davidic King/Messiah. Thus Luke 2:4,11 picks up the theme of 1:27,32-33,69. Mary's child is also referred to as a Savior, is called the Christ in a way that indicates that Luke's readers were already aware that this title had become a name for Jesus, and is called the Lord (2:11). Although the child's work as Savior and full authorization as Lord was still future, he was proleptically referred to as such. Later the church would proclaim that Jesus is the only Savior, for salvation is found in no one else (Acts 4:12). Luke also continued the John the Baptist—Jesus parallelism in this account. Once again the greater nature of Jesus is evident, for whereas John the Baptist was the prophet of the Most High (1:16,17,76; 7:26), Jesus is Savior, Christ, and Lord. And whereas at John the Baptist's birth Zechariah uttered a prophetic pronouncement, at Jesus' birth an angelic host sang a doxology to God.

Another theme that appears in this passage involves God's sovereignty over history. The historical description in 2:1-3 is to be understood not simply as an accidental quirk but rather as showing how God, who rules over nations, directed Caesar Augustus to issue the census decree in order to bring about the fulfillment of what God had decreed centuries earlier. Thus in God's providence while they were there (2:6) David's greatest Son was born. God's sovereign rule is also emphasized in 2:20, where Luke remarked that all took place “just as they had been told.”

A final Lukan theme is the divine visitation to the poor and humble of Israel. God's visitation of salvation comes to the humble (1:48,52) and hungry (1:53), not the proud (1:51-52) and rich (1:53). Thus those present at the birth of God's Son were not this world's rulers or its religious leaders. Rather the angelic invitation was extended to shepherds on the fringe of society, and they were present to see the birth of the Lord Christ.

(2) The Circumcision and the Prophets, Simeon and Anna (2:21-40)

21On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise him, he was named Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he had been conceived.

22When the time of their purification according to the Law of Moses had been completed, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23(as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord”), 24and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.”

25Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. 26It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord's Christ. 27Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts. When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, 28Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying:

29“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
you now dismiss your servant in peace.

30For my eyes have seen your salvation,

31which you have prepared in the sight of all people,

32a light for revelation to the Gentiles
and for glory to your people Israel.”

33The child's father and mother marveled at what was said about him. 34Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, 35so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”

36There was also a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, 37and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. 38Coming up to them at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.

39When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth. 40And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him.

Context

This section continues the Jesus-John the Baptist parallelism and corresponds to 1:59-80. We have Jesus' circumcision and naming, 2:21 (2:22-24 are also best included here; cf. 1:59-66); Simeon's and Anna's prophetic encounter and pronouncements, 2:25-38 (cf. the Benedictus of Zechariah in 1:67-79); and a summary of Jesus' growth, 2:39-40 (cf. 1:80). As with its parallel, so here also we find in this passage a good example of first-century Jewish piety. It is better to include 2:21 with this section than to place it with 2:1-20 in order to retain the Jesus—John parallelism. Thus even as 1:56 concludes 1:39-55 with a reference to Mary's returning home and 1:57 introduces a new account (1:58-80), so 2:20 concludes 2:1-19 with a reference to the shepherds' returning (to the fields), and 2:21 is linked to what follows. Both the opening (1:9-23) and concluding (2:22-38,41-51) accounts of this section (1:5-2:52) take place in the temple. By this inclusio Luke bracketed this unit and gave it an overall unity. The literary influence of 1 Sam 1:24-28; 2:20,21,26 on this section is quite evident.101

Comments

2:21 On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise him. For the “eighth day” see comments on 1:59; for similar chronological references, cf. 1:23,57; 2:6,22. Even though it is not emphasized, Jesus' circumcision reveals the solidarity of God's Son with his people, namely, that he was born under the law (Gal 4:4).

He was named Jesus. As in the case of John, the emphasis falls not on the child's circumcision but rather on his naming. Unlike Matt 1:21, however, no interpretation or etymology of the name (Jesus means Yahweh saves) is given, although Acts 4:12 suggests that Luke may have been aware of the etymology due to the play on the words “salvation” and “name.” Luke did not specify who named the child (cf. Luke 1:31).

The name the angel gave him. Compare 1:31.

2:22-24 The “purification” contained three elements: Mary's purification (Lev 12:6-8), which involved a sacrifice being offered at the Nicanor Gate in the court of the women; the redemption of the firstborn son (Exod 13:1-2), which involved five shekels (Num 3:47-48) and which Luke did not mention; and the consecration of the firstborn son (cf. 1 Sam 1:11,22,28). We find in 2:22-24 a chiasmus.102

2:22 When the time of their purification according to the Law of Moses had been completed. This would have been forty days after Jesus' birth (seven days after birth, circumcision; thirty-three days after circumcision, purification; cf. Lev 12:3-4). The law is mentioned five times in this account (Luke 2:22,23,24,27,29 [cf. RSV]), and thus its value as a moral guide is revealed. The reference to “their purification” is difficult in that only Mary needed the purification rite. Also does “their” refer to Jesus and Mary or to Joseph and Mary? The clearest antecedent of “their” appears to be subject of the verb “took,” i.e., they. (The names Joseph and Mary are not found in the Greek text.) If it refers to Joseph and Mary, the pronoun “their” gives a sense of family solidarity in which Mary's need of purification is seen as a need for this “one flesh” (Gen 2:24) unit. Since a child did not need to experience any such purification, if the “their” refers to Mary and Jesus this would indicate that Luke simply used the term “purification,” which was one element of the ritual, to describe the entire ritual that Mary and her son needed to experience. Compare 1 Sam 1:22-24.

Took him. “Took him” is literally took him up. One always goes up to Jerusalem, even though in this instance Bethlehem is slightly higher than Jerusalem. Since Nazareth is not mentioned in Luke 2:1-39, Luke expected his readers to think of this trip as originating in Bethlehem, which is five miles south of Jerusalem. It is uncertain about whether the purification-redemption-consecration had to be done in the temple in Jerusalem, although Neh 10:35-36 at least portrayed this as the ideal. Since Bethlehem lay so close to Jerusalem, there is good reason to think that Joseph and Mary would have sought to perform these rites in the temple. For Luke this scene is crafted after such passages as Exod 13:2,12,15; Lev 12:6,8; 1 Sam 1-2 (esp. 1:24-28).

To present him to the Lord. This was seen by Luke as the main reason for going to Jerusalem. One should not interpret the verb “present” as the offering of Jesus as a sacrifice to God along the lines of Rom 12:1. This goes beyond the Lukan teaching.

2:23 (As it is written). The tense of this verb is an “intensive perfect” and indicates that what has been written in the past has an abiding value, i.e., what has been written in the Scriptures remains written. This verse demonstrates that the main element in this account for Luke was the Savior's consecration rather than his redemption or Mary's purification.103 One should not read into this a Nazirite dedication, for Luke made no mention of this.

2:24 And to offer … “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.” Why did Luke describe the sacrifice? Was it purely for historical reasons? Was it to demonstrate that Joseph and Mary obeyed the law? Or was it because he expected his readers to know that according to Lev 12:8 the normal sacrifice involved a lamb and a dove or pigeon and thus to understand that Joseph and Mary were of a “humble state” (Luke 1:48), i.e., too poor to be able to afford a lamb? Certainty is impossible, but the latter explanation fits well the Lukan emphasis in 1:48,52-53; 2:8. That Mary offered a dove as a sin offering (Lev 12:6) for her purification indicates that the mother of God's Son also needed the forgiveness and redemption that her son brought. (The description of Mary's offering also suggests that Joseph and Mary were not yet in possession of the rich gifts of the wise men mentioned in Matt 2:11, i.e., the wise men had not yet come. Cf. also Matt 2:7,16.)

2:25-38 Even as John the Baptist's circumcision and naming was followed by prophetic statements praising God and indicating John's future destiny, so Jesus' naming and consecration was followed by praise to God and the foretelling of Jesus' destiny. Jesus' destiny, however, involved a surpassing greatness.

2:25 Simeon. Apart from this incident Simeon is unknown. Who he was was unimportant for Luke. Only the role he played in Jesus' story is important.

A man … who was righteous and devout. Compare 1:6; 23:50-51; Acts 10:22. Luke had a love for pairs.104

He was waiting for the consolation of Israel. This refers to the consolation that would be brought about by the inauguration of the messianic age.105 Compare Luke 2:26, where this consolation is described as “seeing the Lord's Christ” (cf. also 1:54,68-75). For Luke this referred not to the fulfillment of Jewish political hopes involving deliverance from their enemies and restoration of David's throne but rather to the salvation Jesus brought. This is clear when one compares 2:30 with such verses as 19:10. See the discussion at 1:69. Like other devout model believers (Anna, 2:38; Joseph of Arimathea, 23:51; cf. also 12:36; Acts 24:15), Simeon was looking forward to Israel's consolation (2:25), i.e., Jerusalem's redemption (2:38); the coming of God's kingdom (23:51); the Master's return (12:36); the resurrection of the just and the unjust (Acts 24:15).

And the Holy Spirit was upon him. See Introduction 8 (3). Luke wanted his readers to understand that Simeon was providing reliable testimony to the person and work of God's Son.106

2:26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit. Here there is an article before “Holy Spirit.”

Should not die. “Should not die” is literally “to see death,” an OT expression for dying.107

The Lord's Christ. Perhaps this can better be translated “the ‘Anointed’ of the Lord” or “the Lord's Messiah” (NRSV; REB).108

2:27 Moved by the Spirit. This does not refer to an ecstatic experience such as Rev 1:10 but rather to the Spirit's guidance such as referred to in Luke 4:1.

He went into the temple. Here “temple” refers to the temple court, not the temple sanctuary. Luke knew the difference between hieron (temple court or temple in general, 2:37,46; 4:9; etc.) and naos (temple sanctuary or holy place, 1:9,21-22; 23:45).

When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required. Luke omitted the details of the carrying out of Mary's purification, since the readers already knew what was involved due to 2:24. Luke described Joseph and Mary as Jesus' “parents” (cf. also 2:33,41,43,48). He, of course, intended his readers to understand his use of this term here in light of the virginal conception discussed in chap. 1. Joseph was the adopted and legal father of Jesus. Attempts to say that this designation was part of a pre-Lukan source that either denied or was unaware of a virginal conception tradition are both highly speculative and unprovable. Luke at least saw no contradiction between this term and a virgin birth. As a result he avoided any awkward circumlocution for “parents,” such as “virgin-mother of Jesus and his adopted, but not physical, father.”

2:29 Sovereign Lord. “Sovereign Lord” (Greek despota, cf. Acts 4:24) is an appropriate title in light of the use of the term “servant” (doulos) in the latter part of the verse.

Now. It is unfortunate that the NIV places this word in the middle of the sentence. It is the first word in the Greek text and thus in an emphatic position: “Now [that salvation, God's Kingdom, the Messiah has come] dismiss your servant in peace because.”

Dismiss your servant in peace. A Semitic way of saying, “Let me die.”109 For “in peace” see Gen 15:15. The verb “dismiss” is a present indicative (“you are dismissing”) and introduces some difficulties in translating. Perhaps it should be understood as indicating that now that Simeon had seen the Lord's Christ, God was beginning to fulfill Luke 2:26, and Simeon was already in the process of experiencing his “peaceful dismissal.” This verse and 2:26 suggest that Simeon died shortly after 2:35.

2:30 For my eyes have seen your salvation. This does not imply that Simeon had been physically blind up to this point. “Salvation” here further describes the “consolation” of 2:25. For “salvation” see comments on 1:69. In the child Jesus, Simeon saw the Savior who would bring about Israel's salvation. There is a clear allusion here to Isa 40:5 (LXX).

2:31 Which you have prepared in the sight of all people [Greek “peoples”]. Does “people” refer to the Jews alone (cf. Acts 4:25,27) or to Jews and Gentiles together (cf. Acts 26:17,23, where the singular is used for Israel and is contrasted with the Gentiles)? It is best understood as referring to both Jews and Gentiles due to the reference to Gentiles and Israel in the next verse and the use of “people” (singular) there for Israel. Luke probably changed the quotation in Isa 52:10 (LXX) from nations to peoples in order to include both Jews and Gentiles. For other prophecies referring to salvation coming to the Gentiles, cf. Luke 3:6; Acts 2:21; 28:28.

2:32 A light for revelation to the Gentiles. “Light” stands in apposition to “salvation” in Luke 2:30 (cf. Isa 49:6). For “light” as a metaphor to describe Jesus see John 1:4-5,9; 8:12; 9:5; 12:46; etc.

And for glory to your people Israel. “Glory” can be understood as standing in apposition to “revelation” (NIV, RSV) or to “light.” All three nouns are accusatives in the Greek text. The latter possibility is better due to the parallels in Isa 60:1,19; 58:8 so that our text should be translated “light for revelation to the Gentiles and glory to your people Israel.” Thus the salvation Jesus brings is light (to give revelation) to the Gentiles and glory to Israel. (The Jews already had the divine revelation but awaited the manifestation of the glory God had promised.) This verse goes a step further than the angelic song found in Luke 2:14 and is the clearest indication so far of the universal dimension of Jesus' redemptive work.

2:33 The child's father and mother. This is the most natural way of referring to Joseph's and Mary's relationship to Jesus apart from a cumbersome circumlocution. See comments on 2:27.

Marveled at what was said about him. Did Joseph and Mary marvel because Simeon's prophecy in 2:31-32 revealed a new dimension to Jesus' ministry not previously revealed to them? Or was this simply a normal reaction in the experiencing of a divine revelation or the witnessing of a miracle?110 The latter is more likely.

2:34 Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary. Simeon addressed his words to Mary rather than to Mary and Joseph. This may be because of Mary's unique relationship to Jesus due to the virginal conception or due to Joseph's death pre-dating the crucifixion, so that a sword could not pierce his soul. Whether Luke intended this to be understood as a priestly blessing (cf. 1 Sam 2:20; Num 6:23ff.) is uncertain. Luke must not have thought the latter was an important issue, however, because he did not indicate whether or not Simeon was a priest.

This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel. The prophecies concerning John the Baptist given at his birth (1:68-79) are now paralleled by prophecies concerning Jesus at his presentation in the temple. Luke may have been referring here to one group that falls (humbles itself) and rises (is lifted up by God). If so, this saying is to be interpreted positively and stands in contrast to the sign being “spoken against,” which is negative. On the other hand Luke may have been referring to two separate groups, one of which falls (negative) and the other of which rises (positive). The latter appears more likely and indicates that there is a double significance to Jesus' ministry. For the humble and poor it is positive, salvation; for the haughty and rich it is negative, judgment. This twofold aspect of the coming Messiah is found both in the OT (Isa 8:14; 28:16-17) and the NT (Rom 9:33; 1 Pet 2:6-8).

Jesus' rejection by his people (cf. John 1:11), which was already known to Luke's readers, was announced early in his infancy. This verse foreshadows such passages as Luke 4:29; 13:33-35; 19:41-44,47-48; 20:14,17-19. “Many” here and in 2:35 should be understood in the Semitic sense of “all” (cf. Isa 53:12).

And to be a sign that will be spoken against. Just as in the case of Isaiah and his children (cf. Isa 8:18; 7:14), so Jesus would be a sign from God rejected by Israel (cf. Luke 11:30).

2:35 So that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. This indicates one of the purposes for Jesus' coming. “The thoughts of many hearts” (dialogismoi, the innermost thoughts) should be understood negatively here because in its other uses in Luke (five times) and in the rest of the NT (eight times) it is always used pejoratively.

And [in addition] a sword will pierce your own soul too. The meaning of this parenthetical comment is not certain. The most common interpretation is that it refers to the sorrow Mary would experience in seeing her son rejected and crucified. It has also been suggested, however, that this should be interpreted in light of 8:19-21, and this refers to the fact that Mary would also stumble and experience difficulty in her son's mission.111 Such passages as 8:21; 11:27-28; 12:51-53 and the fact that Mary was not stated as being present at the crucifixion tend to support this interpretation. However, Luke knew that Theophilus was well aware of Jesus' rejection and death and possibly even of Mary's presence at the crucifixion (cf. John 19:25, although Luke did not mention this). It is difficult to be dogmatic about which is the more likely interpretation, although the context favors the second.

2:36 There was also a prophetess. Being a prophetess,112 Anna recognized the child and Jesus' salvific role. Just as Simeon's righteous and devout character qualified him to give reliable information concerning Jesus, so Anna's prophetic role and piety (2:37) qualified her in a similar way. She clearly was a reliable spokesperson for the reader. Why Luke made mention of her coming from the tribe of Asher is unclear, but it does lend credence to the story. See comments on 13:19.

She had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. Whether “eighty-four” is meant to signify Anna's age or the years of her widowhood is uncertain. Judith was devout (Jdt 8:4-8) and lived to be 105 years old (Jdt 16:23). While of historical interest, this question is of no exegetical importance. Whether Luke sought to portray Anna here as a prototype of the Christian widow is also uncertain.113

2:37 She had never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. The reference to Anna's age indicates her long and single-minded devotion to God. Like Zechariah and Elizabeth (1:6) and Simeon (2:25), Anna was devout and righteous and a model for the believer. “Night and day” corresponds well to the Jewish reckoning of time since a day began at sunset (cf. Acts 20:31; 26:7). This expression should probably not be pressed to mean twenty-four hours a day, i.e., she lived in the temple, because women were not normally allowed to stay in the temple during the night. It is best therefore to interpret it in the popular sense of all the time, i.e., she was “in church” all day long (cf. 24:53).

2:38 She gave thanks to God. This serves as an example of model Christian behavior.

Looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. The “redemption of Jerusalem” (cf. 1:68, “redeemed his people”) serves as a synonym for the “consolation of Israel” in 2:25 (see discussion there) and “salvation” in 2:30. The references in 2:25 and here serve as an inclusio and bracket the Simeon and Anna accounts.

2:39 When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the Lord. Luke portrayed Joseph and Mary as models for his readers. They, like Zechariah and Elizabeth (1:6), kept the law blamelessly. This is not a simple historical anecdote that has no value for the reader. Rather Luke sought to show that this was how Theophilus and the other readers should live.114

They returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth. With this comment Luke prepared his readers for the following account in 2:41-52. Luke did not mention a visit to Egypt as we find in Matt 2:13-22, but such a visit would have to be placed between Luke 2:38 and 2:39.

2:40 In comparison to the account of John the Baptist's growth in 1:80, which contains a twofold description (“grew and became strong in spirit”), this verse gives a fourfold description of Jesus (“grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him”). This again shows that Jesus was greater than John. Instead of a reference to Jesus' becoming strong in spirit, Luke made mention of Jesus as full of “wisdom.” This prepares us for the following account, where Jesus' wisdom is displayed (cf. 2:46-47,52; cf. also 4:22; Acts 6:3) and perhaps highlights the Spirit's coming upon Jesus at his baptism (Luke 3:21-22). Compare 1 Sam 2:21,26; 3:19.

The Lukan Message

Within this passage two major Lukan theological emphases can be seen. The first involves the ethical behavior Luke was commending to his readers. We find several ethical models in this passage, and they were all commended by Luke because they keep God's law. Joseph and Mary, whose behavior hitherto has been portrayed most positively, kept the ritual law by submitting their son to the circumcision rite (2:21) and by having Mary and Jesus fulfill the rites of purification and redemption (2:22-24). They did what the law required (2:27). In fact, they did “everything” the law required (2:39). Likewise Simeon is described as righteous and devout (2:25), and the reader at this point assumes that he was so because he observed “all the Lord's commandments and regulations blamelessly” (1:6). Anna also portrays the best in OT piety, for she was always worshiping in the temple, fasting, praying, and giving thanks (2:37-38). Significantly Luke referred to the law four times in this passage (2:22,23,24,27, cf. also 2:29 [rh[image: image]ma, “thy word,” RSV]). He clearly believed that the OT is still operative as a guide for Christian behavior. True piety in the kingdom is basically no different from true piety in the OT period. The God of Abraham is the God of Jesus Christ and the God of Peter and Paul as well. The behavior God sought from Abraham is the same behavior he was seeking from Theophilus.115

There is also an emphasis in this passage on Mary's child. Even as the circumcision and naming of John the Baptist is followed by a revelation of what he would do (1:76-79), so Jesus' circumcision, naming, and consecration is followed by a revelation of what this one who is greater than John would do. Jesus is clearly portrayed as the object of Israel's fondest hopes and dreams (2:25-26,29-32,34,38). Mary's child is the long-awaited Christ (2:26) who would bring about the fulfillment of Israel's dreams, i.e., their consolation (2:25), salvation (2:30), glory (2:32), and redemption (2:38).

A number of other Lukan themes are also alluded to in this passage. These include the activity of the Holy Spirit (2:25-27); the fulfillment of various prophetic hopes (2:26,29,38); perhaps a reference to God's visitation of the poor as evidenced by the sacrifice offered by Mary and Joseph (2:24); and a brief comment about the universal offer of the gospel (2:32).

(3) The Boy Jesus in the Temple (2:41-52)

41Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover. 42When he was twelve years old, they went up to the Feast, according to the custom. 43After the Feast was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it. 44Thinking he was in their company, they traveled on for a day. Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends. 45When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem to look for him. 46After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. 47Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers. 48When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to him, “Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.”

49 “Why were you searching for me?” he asked. “Didn't you know I had to be in my Father's house?” 50But they did not understand what he was saying to them.

51Then he went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them. But his mother treasured all these things in her heart. 52And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.

Context

With this account Luke ended the infancy narrative (1:5-2:52) in the temple where it began (1:5-23). Just as the previous account portrayed Jesus as having fulfilled the Jewish law by his circumcision and redemption (2:21-40), so here he is portrayed as trained in the law (2:46-47). There has been a great deal of speculation about whether 2:40 may have been the original conclusion to the infancy narrative and whether this passage was a later insertion into the account by Luke.116 As it now stands, however, the account concludes the infancy narrative, and in it Luke portrayed Jesus' awareness of his unique relationship to the Father. Because of that relationship, Jesus must be in his Father's house. Later in 9:51-19:28 Jesus would again go to Jerusalem, and again it would be at a Passover. The form of this account is that of a pronouncement story in that its goal and culmination come in the concluding statement or pronouncement by Jesus in 2:49. This is the first such story in the Gospel.

The existence of other stories concerning the unusual abilities of great men in their youth says nothing about the historicity of such stories but only of the fact that there exists a natural interest in information concerning the childhood and youth of famous people. Today historians are often interested in the early years of famous people in order to understand how and why they developed into the people they became. What were the childhood experiences that caused them to become the kind of people they were? Luke had no such purpose in mind. He sought rather to show that Jesus Christ, the risen Lord, was already aware of his being Christ and Lord, or better yet the Son of God, when he was twelve.

The setting of our story is Jewish and the history-like quality of the account becomes immediately apparent when one compares it to the stories found in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas or the Protevangelium of James.117 The present account foreshadows Jesus' future greatness as well as his future teaching mission and reveals an awareness of his unique relationship with God. It forms a fitting transition to Jesus' ministry in 3:1ff.

Comments

2:41 Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover. “Went” is an example of the iterative imperfect which indicates that Jesus' family habitually went to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover. “Every year” further emphasizes this. Passover was one of the three annual festivals Jewish men were required to celebrate in Jerusalem (Deut 16:16). Passover itself was the opening feast of the seven-day (or eight-day by another reckoning) festival called the Feast of Unleavened Bread and was celebrated on the fifteenth day of Nisan. The entire feast, however, was popularly called the Feast of Passover (cf. Luke 22:1; John 13:1). Passover commemorates God's deliverance or exodus of his people out of Egypt and the death angel's passing over Israel's firstborn. In this last plague the death angel visited Egypt's firstborn. However, when he came upon the households of Israel, he observed the blood of the Passover lamb smeared on the door lintels and “passed over” those homes. Passover could not be observed annually by Jews living in the Diaspora since it had to be observed in Jerusalem. This verse and the next indicate that Joseph and Mary, as devout Jews, sought to celebrate the festival yearly in Jerusalem (cf. 1 Sam 1:3,7,21; 2:19).

2:42 When he was twelve years old. At the age of thirteen a Jewish boy became obligated to observe the law (Nid. 5:6; Nazir 29b) and in more recent years has begun to be called a “son of the covenant—Bar-Mitzvah.”

According to the custom. Compare Luke 1:9; 22:39.

2:43 After the Feast was over. That is, after seven days (cf. Lev 23:5-6).

While his parents were returning home. For “parents” see comments on 2:27.

Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem. Luke did not tell us whether this was intentional or unintentional on Jesus' part, and this was ultimately irrelevant for his purpose.

But they were unaware of it. Since Joseph and Mary were traveling in a caravan of pilgrims, they assumed that Jesus was with the other children (cf. 2:44) and did not notice that he was missing until evening when the people in the caravan would come together again as family units. Although later interpreters speculated about where they stopped that night, how large the group was, and so forth, Luke showed no interest in such details.

2:44 They traveled for a day. A day's journey was about twenty to twenty-five miles.

2:46 After three days. We probably should not see in this temporal designation a reference to the resurrection because when Luke referred to the resurrection, he used the expression “on the third day” (9:22; 18:33; 24:7,21,46; Acts 10:40). This expression probably is to be understood (as in 25:1; 28:7) as simply a temporal designation, i.e., after the first day of travel from Jerusalem, they returned back on the second day to Jerusalem; and they found Jesus on the third day. Luke was not interested in such details about where Jesus spent the first and second nights, for this was irrelevant to his purpose.

In the temple courts. The temple plays a central role in Luke's Gospel. See Introduction 7 (2).

Sitting among the teachers. Luke did not use the term “teachers of the law” (“scribes” in the RSV) here, since this has a negative connotation in his Gospel. This scene may foreshadow Jesus' future teaching ministry (Luke 19:47; 21:37-38) as well as the ministry of the early church (Acts 4:2; 5:25).

2:47 Everyone who heard him was amazed. Jesus' wisdom (cf. 2:52) caused Israel's leading teachers to be amazed. No doubt Luke wanted his readers to see in this incident the unique wisdom of God's Son. This amazement is caused by the wisdom of his understanding as revealed by both his questions (2:46) and answers (2:47). We have already seen the response of “amazement” in 2:18,33, and this was a favorite word of Luke's (see comments on 2:18). Since this amazement is frequently the result of an encounter with the supernatural (cf. 8:56; 24:22; Acts 2:7,12), Luke may have intended his readers to see in this incident a supernatural display of wisdom. (Cf. Acts 9:21 for the same reaction to the witness of Saul of Tarsus.)

2:48 When his parents saw him, they were astonished. The object of their astonishment is uncertain. Their astonishment may have been due to their seeing Jesus' wisdom as manifested in the scene described in Luke 2:46-47.

Your father and I. For Luke this did not contradict the account of the virginal conception in chap. 1. “Your adopted father and I” would be most awkward, and it would be unnecessary since his readers would interpret this saying in light of chap. 1. See comments on 2:27. Luke actually chose the wording carefully, for he was preparing his readers for Jesus' saying in the next verse.

2:49 The culminating verse of this account lies not in the comment concerning Jesus' wisdom in 2:46-47 but rather here in Jesus' pronouncement. This pronouncement shows Luke's readers that Jesus possessed a unique relationship with God and confirms the angelic message that Jesus is God's Son (1:32,35).

Why …? Didn't you know? Some have sought to see in these words an accusation by Jesus' parents of deception or betrayal on the basis of such passages as Gen 12:18; 20:9; 26:10, but this seems too subtle and would not have been perceived by Luke's readers. Why were Joseph and Mary surprised by this incident in light of the miraculous announcement of Jesus' birth (1:26-38), the angelic message (2:1-20), and the prophetic pronouncements (2:21-40)? Mary, despite all these indicators, seems to have been uncomprehending of just who her son really was. Such a failure to understand is also found in the disciples (cf. 9:44-45; 18:31-34; 24:25-26). We should remember, however, that some twelve years had transpired between this event and what had preceded. In the meantime the lack of other stories like this suggests that Jesus' “silent years” were quite normal. After over a decade of normalcy the supernatural nature of their son and his destiny broke in on them again. As a result they were surprised and once more needed to reflect on these things (2:19,51). Also possible is that the confusion of Jesus' parents here involved not so much the identity of their son, i.e., his divine sonship, but rather how his sonship was manifesting itself.

Why were you searching for me? This can be understood in two ways: (1) Why were you searching all over for me? Didn't you know I would be in the temple? (2) Why were you looking for me? Didn't you know I must be in my Father's house? The latter (which focuses on the why) is more probable than the first (which focuses on the where), since it better fits the thought of the rest of this verse. It is unnecessary to see in this a rebuke or accusation on Jesus' part. Rather it is better to see this as an expression of surprise. It assumes that Joseph and Mary, due to their previous experiences as recorded in chaps. 1-2, had a basis for understanding Jesus' unique behavior and relationship to God. The “me” and the “I” in the next phrase are emphatic.

I had to be. There is a strong sense of divine causality present here in this verb (dei). See Introduction 8 (1).

In my Father's house. Literally in the ____ of my Father. This can also refer

to the “things/affairs” or “people” of my Father, but it is best understood as “house of my Father” due to the parallels in 6:4 and 19:46, where the temple is referred to as God's house. (Cf. also John 2:16, where in the temple cleansing Jesus called the temple “my Father's house.”) The fact that Jesus was found in the temple (Luke 2:46) also supports this interpretation. Compare 10:22; 22:29; 24:49, where Jesus referred to God as “my Father.”

2:50 But they did not understand. In the past attempts have been made to preserve Mary, the mother of God's Son, from this lack of understanding; but such attempts do violence to the text and lose sight of the contrast between Jesus' wisdom and understanding as God's Son (2:40,47,52) and his parents' lack of understanding. Similar misunderstandings occurred throughout Jesus' ministry (cf. 4:22; 9:45; 18:34; 24:5-7,25-26,45) and would only be remedied by the resurrection.

2:51 Then he went down to Nazareth with them. This is the reverse of “went up” in 2:4.

And was obedient to them. Luke probably emphasized this in order to avoid the misconception that Jesus was disobedient to his parents in this incident. The use of a paraphrastic (“was being obedient”) adds emphasis to the assertion.

But his mother treasured all these things in her heart. Compare 2:19 and also 1:66.

2:52 Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God. Luke provided his readers with a concluding summary of the years between this event and Jesus' baptism. Compare 1:80 and 1 Sam 2:21,26 for similar statements concerning John the Baptist and Samuel, and cf. Luke 2:40 concerning Jesus' earlier years. Some scholars have seen a reference to this commendation in 3:22. For a similar statement concerning the development of Jesus' character, see Heb 5:8-9; 2:14-18.118

And man. In Luke the majority of the Jewish people are portrayed as responding favorably to Jesus. See comments on 4:15.

The Lukan Message

The main theological emphasis of this passage is Christological. Long before Jesus began his public ministry, Luke revealed that he was aware of his unique relationship to God. Already at the age of twelve he knew that he was God's Son and that he possessed a unique calling. He demonstrated a higher allegiance to his divine sonship than to Mary and Joseph (Luke 2:49), although because he kept the law he would be obedient to them (2:51). This is no adoptionist Christology from below but one from above. Before his birth Mary's child was already Lord (1:43) and Son of God (1:35), and this was affirmed by the twelve-year-old Jesus (2:49) and would soon be affirmed by God (3:22).

Along with the “person” of Mary's son, Jesus' role as teacher (cf. 2:46; 4:20-27; 5:3) and the centrality of Jerusalem and the temple may also be alluded to in this account. See Introduction 7 (2). One other possible emphasis found in this passage is the equating of true piety with the keeping of the law. We find this in Jesus' parents' yearly celebration of the Passover Feast of Unleavened Bread in Jerusalem (2:41), in Jesus' training in the law (2:46-47), and in his obedience to his parents (2:52).
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III. THE PREPARATION OF JESUS' MINISTRY (3:1-4:15)

1. John the Baptist (3:1-20)

 (1) The Person of John the Baptist—The Eschatological Prophet (3:1-6)

 (2) The Mission of John the Baptist (3:7-20)

2. Jesus (3:21-4:15)

 (1) The Person of Jesus—The Son of God (3:21-38)

 (2) The Prelude to Jesus' Mission (4:1-15)

III. THE PREPARATION OF JESUS' MINISTRY (3:1-4:15)



In 3:1 Luke began the second major section of his Gospel. This section consists of two balanced parts. The first involves John the Baptist (3:1-20), and the second involves Jesus (3:21-4:15). We can subdivide these sections as indicated in the outline above. Because of the parallelism in this section, it is best to see 4:14-15 as a concluding summary to 3:1-4:13 rather than an introduction to 4:16-9:50.

From the parallelism between Jesus and John the Baptist in this section it would appear that rather than separating John the Baptist and his message from Jesus, as Conzelmann has tried to do (see Introduction 7 [3]), we should see John as a bridge who belongs both to the OT and the NT eras. In preparing the way for the Son of God, he both marked the end of the old era and introduced the new (16:16). Furthermore John's message is understood as identical to that of Jesus and the early church, for Jesus also would preach a repentance for the forgiveness of sins.1 And even as Jesus preached the “good news” (4:18), John did as well (3:18). If Luke had wanted to separate John's ministry from that of Jesus, as Conzelmann argues, then he would have used something like 3:1-2 to introduce Jesus' ministry rather than John the Baptist's.

It has frequently been suggested that 3:1f. was the original beginning of Luke's Gospel and that chaps. 1-2 were added later.2 (Cf. how Jeremiah, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Micah, Zephaniah, Haggai, and Zechariah begin.) There are, however, serious difficulties in seeing chaps. 1-2 as being a simple addendum inserted into the Gospel after chaps. 3-24 had already been completed.3

1. John the Baptist (3:1-20)

(1) The Person of John the Baptist—The Eschatological Prophet (3:1-6)

1In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene—2during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. 3He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 4As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet:

“A voice of one calling in the desert,

‘Prepare the way for the Lord,

make straight paths for him.

5Every valley shall be filled in,

every mountain and hill made low.

The crooked roads shall become straight,

the rough ways smooth.

6And all mankind will see God's salvation.”’

Context

As in 2:1 Luke opened this account by tying the opening events of Jesus' ministry to contemporary history. For Luke the beginning of Jesus' ministry started at a particular time in history (the fifteenth year of Tibe-rius Caesar's reign) with John the Baptist's ministry. That Jesus' ministry began with, rather than after, John the Baptist's is evident not only from the present text but also from Acts 1:22; 10:37; 13:24-25. The good news of the gospel (Acts 10:36) began with God's word coming to John (Luke 3:2). Mark had a similar understanding of the gospel's beginning, for John's appearance is the first account found in his Gospel (Mark 1:2-11). Those who maintain that Q was a written source used by Matthew and Luke believe that it also contained at its beginning a similar account concerning John the Baptist's ministry. This may explain some of the unique Matthew-Luke agreements against Mark in this account.

Comments

3:1 In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar. Although at first glance this appears to give us a specific date for the beginning of John's ministry, upon closer examination several problems arise. (1) Did the first year of Tiberius's reign begin in A.D. 11/12 when he became co-regent with Augustus Caesar, or did the first year begin on August 19, A.D. 14 when Augustus died? (2) Did Luke distinguish between the accession year and the regnal year and count the period between August 19 and New Year's Day as a year? (3) Did he include this period between August 19 and New Year's Day with the first regnal year? (4) Which calendar was Luke using for the regnal years of Tiberius? Was it the Julian (1 January), the Jewish (1 Nisan), the Syrian-Macedonian (1 October), or the Egyptian (29 August)? If, as seems more likely, Luke reckoned these years from Augustus's death, the fifteenth year probably would be A.D. 28 plus or minus a year. Unfortunately the references to the other rulers are not very helpful, for there were several years when their rules overlapped. Luke mentioned them less to add chronological precision than to relate the decisive event of salvation history to the context of world history.

When Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea. The term “governor” could be used to describe a procurator or prefect, of which Pilate was the latter, as a famous inscription discovered at Caesarea in 1961 reveals.4 We encounter Pilate again in 13:1; 23:1-56. Pilate ruled Judea from A.D. 26-36.

Herod tetrarch of Galilee. Herod Antipas5 was the son of Herod the Great and step-brother of Philip the tetrarch, who was also a son of Herod the Great. Herod Antipas ruled Galilee as tetrarch from 4 B.C. to A.D. 39. His step-brother Philip reigned until A.D. 34.

Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene. It is uncertain why Luke mentioned Lysanias. Some have speculated that it may have been because Luke came (supposedly) from Syria, and Abilene bordered Syria.

3:2 During the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas. Caiaphas was the actual high priest at this time, but Annas was the high priest from A.D. 6-15; and it was customary to attribute the title to former living high priests since the high priesthood was a “life office.” (A contemporary practice can be found in addressing former presidents of the United States as “Mr. President.”) Annas continued to exert a strong influence in Israel's religious life after A.D. 15.6 The plural “high priests” is found throughout the Gospels, and Annas is called the high priest in Acts 4:6 and John 18:19 (cf. 18:13,24).

The word of God came to John son of Zechariah. Luke reintroduced John here by the phrase “son of Zechariah.” The lack of this phrase in the parallel accounts in Matthew and Mark indicates that its presence here is due to Luke's hand and that he was writing this account in light of what had preceded in chap. 1. Thus chaps. 1-2 are not a later appendage to 3: 1f., but, on the contrary, Luke wrote 3:2 in light of chaps. 1-2. The similarity in wording to Jer 1:2; Hos 1:1; Mic 1:1; and Hag 1:1 indicates that Luke sought to portray John the Baptist as a God-sent prophet. As one filled with the Spirit from his birth (Luke 1:15,44), he now fulfilled his role as a prophet (1:76).

In the desert. Mark 1:4 and Matt 3:1 place John “in the desert,” indicating that this was part of the tradition; but Luke prepared us for this by Luke 1:80, and he picked it up again in 7:24-28. Although this is a geographical designation, its main function is not to designate a physical place but to indicate that John was the promised prophet of Isa 40:3, i.e., the one who was the voice calling “in the desert” (Luke 3:4).

3:3 Preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. John “preached” (cf. Acts 10:37) just like Jesus (4:18-19,44) and the early church (Acts 8:5; 15:21), and his message was essentially the same “gospel” (3:18)7 Jesus and the early church proclaimed.

“Repentance” here literally means a change of mind but refers more broadly to the human dimension involved in the experience of conversion in contrast to the divine element (regeneration).

“The forgiveness of sins” is a present realization of the future eschatological forgiveness at the final judgment. The message of repentance for the forgiveness of sins is a central theme in Luke-Acts8 and must always be a central part of the gospel message.

This forgiveness, which already has been mentioned as part of John's ministry in 1:77, is seen as intimately associated with repentance (24:47; Acts 5:31) and is the desired result of John's baptism. See Introduction 8 (6). This does not mean that baptism is understood as a rite that automatically brings forgiveness, i.e., that baptism brings forgiveness ex opere operato.

Baptism is not to be isolated from the repentance mentioned here.9 Nor is it to be isolated from faith.10 Josephus (Antiquities 18.5.2; 18.116-19) also stated that John's baptism required a “cleansed soul,” and the baptism-washing at Qumran [1 QS 3:3-12; 5:13-14] was likewise understood as doing nothing by itself.11

3:4 As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet. See comments on 2:23. John the Baptist's ministry, i.e., his preaching of a baptism of repentance to the people, is the fulfillment of Isaiah's prophecy and witnesses to the fulfillment theme in Luke. See Introduction 7 (1). Whereas the Isaianic quotation that follows is preceded by a quotation from Mal 3:1 in Mark 1:2-3, both Matthew (11:10) and Luke (7:27) placed this quote from Malachi later in their Gospels due most probably to the influence of their Q source.

A voice of one calling in the desert. This picks up Luke 1:80. All four Gospels locate John's ministry in the desert, which biblical (Ezek 20:33-38; Hos 2:14-23) and contemporary literature (1 QS 8:12-15; 9:18-20) portrayed as the likely sight for the renewal of the people of Israel. Both the location of John's ministry and his theme verse (Isa 40:3), which was the theme verse of the Qumran community (1 QS 8:12-15), have caused a great deal of speculation about whether John was once a member of this community.12 If John had once been a member of the Qumran community, the “word of the Lord” coming to him probably would refer to his break with the community and his new understanding that the way to prepare for the Lord's coming was not through a monasticlike attempt to keep the law perfectly but to preach to the masses and prepare them for Messiah's coming. All this is highly speculative, however, and at the present time there is not sufficient evidence to tie them together in this way.

Prepare the way for the Lord. “Lord” refers here to the Savior of Luke 2:11 who is “Christ the Lord.” John's preparation for the Lord can be seen in such passages as 7:29-30,31-35; 20:1-8 and because several of Jesus' disciples were originally John's (cf. John 1:35ff.).

Make straight paths for him. “Paths for him” is literally “his paths.” Matthew, Mark, and Luke all refer to “his” paths, whereas the LXX, following the Hebrew, has “paths of our God.” This agreement of the Gospels against the OT texts indicates some literary relationship between the Synoptic Gospels. To “make straight” is a poetic way of saying “make easier.”

3:5 Every mountain and hill made low. This and the other pictures in this verse should be seen as metaphors or images of repentance. To be “made low” (literally humbled)refers to the humbling of the proud mentioned earlier in Luke 1:52 and later in 14:11; 18:14.

The crooked roads shall become straight. This may be an allusion to the “corrupt generation” (literally crooked)of Acts 2:40 (cf. also Luke 13:11-13). That Luke alone added Isa 40:4 to the Isa 40:3 quotation indicates that in his understanding repentance is part of the central core of the gospel message.

3:6 And all mankind will see God's salvation. The Lukan emphasis on the universal nature of the gospel, i.e., that God's grace is offered to all (cf. Luke 2:32), is seen here by his addition of this part of the Isaiah quotation (Isa 40:5b) to his source. This is not found in the parallel accounts in Matthew or Mark. That Luke added to Isa 40:3 (which was found in the tradition), Isa 40:4, skipped 40:5a,13 and then included 40:5b indicates that this latter statement was important for his theological emphasis. The universalism found here has been alluded to already in Luke 2:30-31. The term “salvation” is found in the LXX translation of Isa 40:5 and indicates that this, rather than the Masoretic text, was the OT text Luke was using.

The Lukan Message

This opening account of Jesus' ministry serves as an introductory summary for numerous Lukan themes. One of these involves the coming of divine salvation and the human response needed. That Luke wanted to emphasize the coming of salvation is evident by his preparation of this theme in 1:47,69,71; 2:11,30 and above all by his unique addition of Isa 40:5b to the traditional quotation of Isa 40:3. (For a fuller discussion of this theme, see comments on 1:69.) The human response called for by this offer of salvation is also emphasized. It involves a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. The latter two expressions are tied together in 24:47; Acts 2:38; 5:31 (cf. also 26:18-20). The use of the expression “forgiveness of sins” to describe salvation is already found in Luke 1:77 and is also seen in 24:47.14 The material itself comes from several of Luke's sources: 3:7-9 (Q); 3:10-14 (L, or perhaps Q material not found in Matthew); 3:15-17 (Mark and Q). Luke 3:18-20 is a Lukan summary based on such historical information as found in Mark 6:17-18. “Repentance” is found eleven times as a noun and fourteen times as a verb in Luke-Acts compared to a total of seven and three times in Matthew and Mark, respectively.

We also find in 3:1-2 the Lukan desire to place the coming of Jesus and John within the framework of secular and divine history. The former has already been seen and noted in 2:1-2. The latter is seen in the Lukan emphasis on the fulfillment of prophecy. Luke introduced John the Baptist's mission with an OT quotation and thus placed his ministry within the divine plan. Consequently his ministry was the fulfillment of prophecy. Luke would also introduce the ministries of Jesus, Peter, and Paul with OT prophesies (cf. 4:18-20; Acts 2:17-21; 13:47). Luke wanted Theophilus to understand that the things he had been taught were not done in a corner (Acts 26:26) but in fact occurred in accordance with the divine purpose for history. See Introduction 8 (1).

Several other Lukan themes are found in this passage. One theme is the demand for humility before God and is evident from Luke 3:5, which is a Lukan addition to the tradition and picks up such thoughts as found in 1:48,51-52; 2:24. This theme will be repeated in 6:20-26. Another theme is that the gospel is for all. This will become clearer in 24:47 and above all in Acts, but it already has been alluded to in 2:30-32 and is quite clear in our passage from Luke's addition of Isa 40:5b.

(2) The Mission of John the Baptist (3:7-20)

7John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. 9The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.”

10“What should we do then?” the crowd asked.

11John answered, “The man with two tunics should share with him who has none, and the one who has food should do the same.”

12Tax collectors also came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what should we do?”

13“Don't collect any more than you are required to,” he told them.

14Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?”

He replied, “Don't extort money and don't accuse people falsely—be content with your pay.”

15The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be the Christ. 16John answered them all, “I baptize you with water. But one more powerful than I will come, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 17His winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” 18And with many other words John exhorted the people and preached the good news to them.

19But when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of Herodias, his brother's wife, and all the other evil things he had done, 20Herod added this to them all: He locked John up in prison.

Context

In this section Luke gave three examples of John the Baptist's preaching. The first (3:7-9) is eschatological in nature and proclaims that God's kingdom has come. Because of this the need to repent in light of the times is reinforced. The second (3:10-14) involves various ethical instructions describing the fruits that must accompany the repentance called for in 3:7-9. These two passages indicate that baptism by itself cannot save a person from the coming judgment if unaccompanied by a changed life. The third passage (3:15-17) deals with John's announcement of the coming Messiah. This is followed by a concluding summary of his ministry (3:18) and a historical summary (3:19-20) unique to Luke. The summaries serve to bring to a conclusion the story about John the Baptist before proceeding to the next one. This also serves to prepare for the only other account involving John found in Luke, which takes place during this imprisonment (7:18-28).

The close tie between the preaching of John the Baptist and of Jesus (and the early church) is clearly seen in this material. John in fact served as an example for Christian preaching in Luke's day. Because this passage reflects so well the church's early teachings, some have suggested that these teachings did not originate with John but are later Christian teachings read back on his lips. Yet if the Qumran community warned against a merely formal ritual of washing (see comments on 3:3), why should it be difficult to assume that John taught similarly? There is no convincing reason these teachings could not have originated with John the Baptist.15

Comments

3:7 John said to the crowds. With this transitional verse Luke introduced his readers to John's teachings.

Brood of vipers! Like Jesus, John did not avoid harsh metaphors. For the same expression cf. Matt 12:34; 23:33; cf. also John 8:44. “Viper” probably refers to any of over twenty different kinds of poisonous snakes in Israel. The poison of true “vipers” affects the respiratory systems and destroys the red blood cells, whereas the poison of cobras affects the nervous systems.

Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? This question can be translated in a number of ways: (1) Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? (2) Who has shown you how to flee from the coming wrath? (3) Who has shown you how to flee from the coming wrath (by merely submitting to a rite of baptism)? The implied answer is, I certainly have not! The following verse favors the third alternative, i.e., it is addressed to insincere potential converts. “Wrath” here, as in Luke 21:23, refers to a future manifestation of God's wrath (cf. Isa 30:27-28; Zeph 2:2). John's message appears to conflict with E. P. Sanders's “covenantal nomism,” which argues that Jews in general were not concerned with “getting into” God's kingdom (i.e., in being saved) but with “staying in.”16

John's preaching was clearly concerned with the means of getting into the messianic community and experiencing its salvation, and thus he preached a universal call to repentance.

3:8 Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. John (and of course Luke) emphasized that baptism and holy living go hand in hand, i.e., one cannot separate the objective aspects of conversion, such as the forgiveness of sins and justification, and the subjective aspects, such as regeneration and sanctification. John was aware of the danger of a “sacramentalistic” way of thinking that assumes salvation can be acquired by means of a rite (baptism, Luke 3:8a) or a privileged relationship (having Abraham as father, 3:8b). True repentance will produce fruit (6:43-45). The term “fruit” is frequently used to designate a life of deeds whether good or bad (Ps 1:3; Jer 17:8; cf. also Acts 26:20). The plural (“fruits”) is used due to the details of Luke 3:10-14.

Do not begin to say. This is a Semiticism for “do not even begin to think.”

Abraham as our father. That is, as our forefather. Compare John 8:39,53 (note 8:37). The issue here is not “staying in” the kingdom but “getting in.”

Out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham. Several attempts have been made to see in this expression a pun of some sort (stones and sons, i.e., children, sound alike in Aramaic), but the meaning of this picturesque language is clear without resorting to such literary explanations. From lifeless stones God the Creator can create children for Abraham. He does not need physical offspring. Apart from repentance, one's physical descent from Abraham is valueless.

3:9 The ax is already at the root. The imagery here is clearly one of judgment (cf. Isa 10:33-34; Ezek 31:12; Dan 4:14), but this refers not to the final judgment but rather to the judgment occurring due to the arrival of God's kingdom. Already now the messianic banquet has begun (Luke 14:15-24), and the judgment is taking place. The invited guests are being excluded, and the outcasts are now invited in their place. Indeed the last are becoming first, and the first are becoming last (13:30). The barren fig tree is now experiencing its final hour (13:6-9). Unless there is repentance, it will be cut down (13:9). Compare Rom 11:17f. for a Pauline parallel.

3:10 In this and the following verses we find practical examples of the kind of fruit that is in keeping with true repentance. A living eschatological hope does not ignore social concerns but provides the ground for such concerns as well as its motivation. John did not require his hearers to follow his particular “desert lifestyle” or still less the monastic life-style of the Qumran community. Rather the life of one awaiting the kingdom of God is to be lived out in the world.

What should we do? Such a question does not suggest that the individual is seeking to achieve a relationship with God based upon his or her works but is an appropriate and sincere response to the divine message.17 Luke understood what followed as applicable to his Christian readers since it came from an authoritative spokesman, John the Baptist.

3:11 The man with two tunics. The tunic was the inner garment worn under a cloak. Compare Luke 6:29. What we find in this verse has clear OT roots (Job 31:16-20; Isa 58:7; Ezek 18:7) and is a theological emphasis found throughout the Judeo-Christian tradition. Any proper faith must involve a social concern for the poor and unfortunate, and of all the Evangelists, Luke particularly sought to stress this point (Luke 6:30; 12:33; 14:12-14; 16:9; 18:22).

3:12 Tax collectors also came to be baptized. This is understood better as “toll collectors” who were located at commercial centers, such as Capernaum and Jericho, to collect tolls, customs, and tariffs.18 Such people had bid and won the right to collect such tolls for the Romans. The fact that their profit was determined by how much they collected and that their bid had been paid for in advance led to great abuse. They were hated and despised by their fellow Jews. Dishonesty among tax collectors was the rule (Sanh 25b), and their witness was not accepted in a court of law. Thus they were often associated with sinners and prostitutes.

Teacher. Like Jesus, John the Baptist was recognized as a teacher and an authoritative spokesman for God.

3:13 Tax collectors were not required to resign but to become honest. John's statement confirms the view that most tax collectors tended to be dishonest (cf. 19:8).

3:14 These soldiers probably were not Romans but Jews whom Herod Antipas employed (cf. Josephus, Antiquities 18.5.1 [18.113]) perhaps to assist tax collectors in their duties.19 Soldiers were also not required to resign but to avoid the sins of their profession, i.e., violent intimidation (“extort”), robbing by false accusation, and dissatisfaction with “wages” (or perhaps “rations”).

3:15 The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering… if John might be the Christ. Did Luke add the following account because of the existence of followers of John the Baptist in his day who were rivals to the Christian church?20 John's Gospel suggests that in some circles John the Baptist was the object of great veneration (cf. John 1:20). Whatever the reason, in the present context the following verses serve mainly to point to the one who is greater than John—the Messiah.

3:16 In this and the next verse Matthew and Luke possess several agreements against Mark, including (1) the order of the two clauses about baptism and the Coming One (“I baptize” then “the more powerful one”), (2) the addition of “and with fire,” and (3) the addition of the saying concerning the winnowing fork. This probably indicates that the material common to Matthew and Luke also contained an introductory account concerning John the Baptist which at these points Matthew and Luke preferred over their Markan source.

With water. This is in an emphatic position to show the contrast between John's baptism with water only and Jesus' baptism, which also involved the Holy Spirit. This contrast is seen clearly in Acts 19:1-7.

But one more powerful than I will come. Most translations tend to ignore the article associated with the one more powerful. It would be better to read, “But the one more powerful than I will come.” This indicates that the reader already knows about this more powerful one, who was introduced in the first two chapters.

This same expression is also used in Luke 11:22, where Jesus is described as “stronger,” i.e., more powerful, than Satan. The expression “will come” appears first in this sentence and is thus emphatic—“He is coming, the one more powerful than I.”

He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. Like Matthew's, Luke's description of the baptism of the Messiah involves the Spirit and fire. (Cf. however, Acts 1:5; 11:16, which omit the reference to “fire.”) The main question about this statement involves whether the reference to “fire” is to be understood positively or negatively, i.e., does it refer to a blessing (the flaming, purifying work of the Spirit) the Messiah brings for the believer or to a fiery judgment that will fall upon the unbeliever. In favor of the former is the parallelism between the “you” who received John's baptism and the “you” who receive the Messiah's baptism. This suggests that the same group receives both the Spirit and fire. This would then mean that the baptism of the Spirit Jesus promised (Acts 1:5) was fulfilled at Pentecost when the Spirit came with tongues of fire (2:3). Yet if Luke wanted his readers to see the reference to “fire” in Luke 3:16 as being fulfilled in Acts 2:3, one would have expected him to include “and with fire” in 1:5, but he did not. On the other hand, the reference to fire in Luke 3:9 involves divine judgment, and the immediate context of the following verse that refers to “burning fire” is clearly one of judgment. In fact, “fire” appears throughout Luke as a metaphor for divine judgment (cf. 9:54; 12:49; 17:29). In the other two instances in which Luke mentioned the baptism of the Spirit (Acts 1:5; 11:16), there is no mention of a baptism of “fire.” Perhaps this is because the audience addressed in these two instances consists of believers and thus “fire” does not fit their situation. In Luke 3:16, however, the audience is mixed, and “fire” describes well what happens to those who do not believe in Jesus. For Luke the baptism with the Holy Spirit and fire is thus best understood as involving two separate groups. For the “wheat” there is the blessing of the Spirit, whereas for the “chaff” there is the judgment of burning. The messianic age therefore is seen as twofold in nature. It brings the blessing of the Spirit to the repentant21 but the fires of judgment to the unrepentant.22

According to CD 2:12 the Messiah, who is anointed by the Spirit (Isa 11:2; 42:1; 61:1), would be the bringer of the Holy Spirit. This promise, however, is not fulfilled until Pentecost (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4-5,8; 2: 1ff.). This “baptism of the Spirit”23 is best understood as referring to a water baptism (as in John's case) but associated with messianic benefits that John's mission lacked (the gift of the Spirit). In other words as the response to John's preaching brought repentance, faith, and forgiveness and was marked by baptism, so the response to Jesus' preaching would bring repentance, faith, and forgiveness but also the blessing of the messianic age (the coming of the Spirit) and was likewise marked by baptism. Thus the “baptism of the Spirit” involves a baptism in water by immersion that is the result of repentance and faith on the believer's part and renewal on the Holy Spirit's part. That the baptism of the Spirit is the experience of every true believer is evident from the parallelism with John's baptism; for all, not just part, of John's followers experienced his baptism (cf. also 1 Cor 12:13).24

The thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. The Messiah is so much greater than John that the great prophet was not worthy to perform a task that only non-Jewish slaves had to do for their Jewish masters, for Jewish slaves were exempt from this demeaning act.

3:17 The imagery of this verse is that of a winnowing fork, a forklike shovel used to throw the grain and chaff (husk and straw) into the air so that the wind would blow the lighter chaff away from the heavier grain as they fell to the earth. Since burnable materials were in short supply, the chaff would be gathered to burn in the oven for cooking (cf. Matt 6:30). For Luke this winnowing already was realized in Jesus' ministry rather than in the distant future. Already for Luke and his readers there was a fulfillment of this in Israel's exclusion from God's kingdom, Jerusalem's destruction in A.D. 70, and the gathering of the outcasts into the kingdom. See comments on 3:9.

With unquenchable fire. This portrays the eternal finality and irreversible nature of the final judgment. It fits well the description of Gehenna as a metaphor for the place of eternal judgment, for there Jerusalem's garbage was burned, and its fires never went out. (Gehenna is Hebrew for the Valley of Hinom, which was the valley marking Jerusalem's southern boundary.)25

3:18 And with many other words John exhorted the people and preached the good news to them. Luke concluded this section by a summary statement in which John is portrayed as preaching the “good news,” i.e., the gospel. The message of repentance is “good news,” for it means that forgiveness is possible. Persons can still pass from death to life and become part of God's kingdom if they repent. The tragedy and consequences of sin are not irreversible, and this is “good news.” Thus Luke saw John the Baptist in preaching the “good news” as part of the kingdom age and not simply the last prophet of the old age. By his preaching John was preparing the Lord's way (3:4).

3:19 But when John rebuked Herod. Whereas Josephus's Antiquities 18.5.2 (18.116-19) deals with the political reason Herod imprisoned John, Luke and the other Gospel accounts provide the religious reason.

Herod the tetrarch. See comments on 3:1. Herod is described accurately here as a “tetrarch” whereas Mark 6:14 describes him more popularly as a “king.”

Because of Herodias, his brother's wife. Luke did not go into as much detail as the other Synoptics (Mark 6:17-19; Matt 14:3-4) in describing John's rebuke, but it clearly involved marrying a woman who had been married to his brother. John was scandalized by Herod having married a divorced woman and entering into what OT law regarded as an incestuous relationship. We are not told who this brother was (though see Mark 6:17 and Josephus, Antiquities 18.5.1 [18.109-10]).

3:20 Herod added this to them all. The epitome of Herod Antipas's evil career for Luke, and that for which he is known in history, was the arrest and death of John the Baptist (Luke 9:7-9). Luke could think of no greater evil than to reject and persecute God's messenger. John, however, was not the only one who would be persecuted for rebuking sin (cf. 4:28; 20:19; Acts 7:54).

He locked John up in prison. Josephus (Antiquities 18.5.2 [18.119]) states that John was imprisoned in the fortress of Machaerus on the eastern side of the Dead Sea. According to John 3:22-23; 4:1-2, the ministries of Jesus and John the Baptist overlapped for a time. Luke, however, in presenting his orderly account told of John's imprisonment at this point in order to complete John's story, so that he now could concentrate on Jesus' story (cf. also Mark 1:14 but note 6:17-18).

The Lukan Message

Within this account Luke sought to demonstrate to Theophilus that participation in God's kingdom involves not just a rite of baptism and a profession of repentance but a life that manifests a true conversion. Baptism in itself is insufficient for salvation. Luke clearly rejected a sacramentalist interpretation that thinks the rite of baptism in and of itself brings about the forgiveness of sins. One dare not depend for salvation upon a rite (such as baptism), a family relationship (whether involving a claim to be the offspring of Abraham or of devout, godly parents), or a confession of repentance. One must bear evidence of good fruit. “Each tree is recognized by its own fruit” (Luke 6:44). Thus a good Christian will bear good fruit (6:43-45; 8:15; cf. Jas 3:11-12). This fruit in the Lukan context involves both acts of mercy (Luke 12:33) and the keeping of the commandments (1:6; 2:22-24,27,39), which must be lived out in the world.

An eschatological and a Christological emphasis is present as well. The coming of the messianic age with a twofold dimension of blessing and judgment is evident. Judgment was about to come. The divine axe was about to strike (3:9). God's wrath was about to fall upon unrepentant Israel (3:7). Those who did not respond to the preaching of John and the coming Messiah would be consumed with the divine fire just as chaff was burned up. For Luke and his readers this can now be seen in part by what happened to Israel. Judgment indeed came upon Israel (19:41-44; 21:5-24), for they were excluded from the banquet (14:24), and the vineyard was given to others (20:16; Acts 13:46; 18:6; 28:25-28). Also involved in this eschatological emphasis was the coming of the Spirit for expectant Israel. Although this coming was future for John the Baptist and even for those who followed Jesus during his ministry, it was a present reality for Luke and his readers. For them the events of Pentecost and its meaning for the church had already taken place.

The Christological element in our account is also clear. Jesus is the one “greater” than the prophet, John the Baptist. He is in fact so much greater that John was not worthy to perform the most menial task of untying his sandals. He is the “coming one” upon whom the hopes and longings of Israel focused. He is the one who brings the awaited Spirit. Jesus is the Christ; John was not. John the Baptist's imprisonment may also have foreshadowed Jesus' fate, for this was the fate of all the prophets (Luke 13:33; cf. also 4:24; 11:49-51; Acts 7:52).

2. Jesus (3:21-4:15)

(1) The Person of Jesus—The Son of God (3:21-38)

21When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too. And as he was praying, heaven was opened 22and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”

23Now Jesus himself was about thirty years old when he began his ministry. He was the son, so it was thought, of Joseph, the son of Heli, 24the son of Mat-that, the son of Levi, the son of Melki, the son of Jannai, the son of Joseph, 25the son of Mattathias, the son of Amos, the son of Nahum, the son of Esli, the son of Naggai, 26the son of Maath, the son of Mattathias, the son of Semein, the son of Josech, the son of Joda, 27the son of Joanan, the son of Rhesa, the son of Zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, the son of Neri, 28the son of Melki, the son of Addi, the son of Cosam, the son of Elmadam, the son of Er, 29the son of Joshua, the son of Eliezer, the son of Jorim, the son of Matthat, the son of Levi, 30the son of Simeon, the son of Judah, the son of Joseph, the son of Jonam, the son of Eliakim, 31the son of Melea, the son of Menna, the son of Mattatha, the son of Nathan, the son of David, 32the son of Jesse, the son of Obed, the son of Boaz, the son of Salmon, the son of Nahshon, 33the son of Amminadab, the son of Ram, the son of Hezron, the son of Perez, the son of Judah, 34the son of Jacob, the son of Isaac, the son of Abraham, the son of Terah, the son of Nahor, 35the son of Serug, the son of Reu, the son of Peleg, the son of Eber, the son of Shelah, 36the son of Cainan, the son of Arphaxad, the son of Shem, the son of Noah, the son of Lamech, 37the son of Methuselah, the son of Enoch, the son of Jared, the son of Mahalalel, the son of Kenan, 38the son of Enosh, the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God.

Context

In this section Luke reaffirmed the description of Jesus given in 1:31-35; 2:11. He did this in two ways. The first involved Jesus' baptism. In 3:21-22 Jesus' divine sonship was affirmed by a voice from heaven; and his role as the Christ, or Anointed One, is seen by the Spirit's descent upon him. In the following genealogy Luke demonstrated that Jesus' lineage stemmed not only from David, from whom the Christ was to come, but also from Abraham and from Adam. Thus Jesus is the fulfillment not only of Jewish hopes and aspirations but of the hopes of the entire world. Like Adam, who was described as the son of God because of his unique relationship to God, so Jesus also is understood as possessing a unique relationship to God. The theme of Jesus' sonship unites these two parts of this section (3:22,38) with the following one (4:3,9) as do the references to the Spirit (3:22; 4:1; cf. also 4:18). The section is united to what precedes it by the references to baptism (3:3,7,12,16,21).

Comments

3:21 This verse and the next one consist of a single sentence in Greek, and in these two verses we encounter a classical problem that has plagued interpreters. Why did Jesus submit to a baptism of “repentance”? This problem is evident not only in Matt 3:14-15 but in a number of early church writings (cf. The Gospel of the Nazareans 2 quoted in Jerome, Against Pelagius 3.2). In The Gospel of the Nazareans Jesus, upon being asked by his mother and brothers about going with them to be baptized by John the Baptist, replied: “Wherein have I sinned that I should go and be baptized by him? Unless what I have said is ignorance?” (a sin of ignorance).26 Various answers have been given about why Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist. (1) Jesus was repenting (cf., however, John 8:46; 2 Cor 5:21; Heb 4:15; 7:26; 9:14). (2) Jesus was affirming John the Baptist's ministry as being from God (cf. Luke 20:4-7). (3) Jesus was fulfilling all righteousness (cf. Matt 3:15; what this means, however, is far from clear). (4) Jesus was originally a disciple of John the Baptist and was baptized by him, and this fact remained part of the Jesus tradition (apart from the issue of whether this was true, this was certainly not Luke's understanding). (5) Jesus submitted to baptism as a symbolic anticipation of his passion and death (cf. Luke 12:50; Isa 53:12; Mark 10:38-39). (6) We simply do not know. This very difficulty of explaining why Jesus experienced a baptism of repentance is a guarantee of its historicity. In our present account Luke did not tell us why Jesus submitted to a baptism of “repentance.” Nevertheless the announcement of the voice from heaven that God was well pleased with Jesus probably indicates that the theory that Jesus was here experiencing repentance was far removed from Luke's thinking. Jesus' baptism was important for Luke, even more important than for the other Evangelists, but that Jesus' baptism was a baptism of “repentance” seems not to have entered into his mind.

When all the people were being baptized. That is, the people of 3:7. “Were being baptized” is literally had been baptized.

Jesus was baptized too. Luke saw Jesus' baptism as the climax and culmination of John's ministry of baptism. Luke (cf. John 1:31-33) did not directly state that Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist (cf. Mark 1:9; Matt 3:13). It is unclear why Luke omitted this. Perhaps it is that a reference to John baptizing Jesus might seem anachronistic in light of Luke 3:19-20.

And as he was praying. For Luke prayer was frequently a time of revelation and direction from God.27 Indeed Luke often added to narratives references to Jesus at prayer (6:12; 9:18,28-29; 11:1; cf. 22:40-41). The Holy Spirit, furthermore, often comes in response to prayer.28 Jesus serves here as a model for Christians in their prayer lives. See Introduction 8 (7).

Heaven was opened. The opening of heaven is a frequent apocalyptic motif found in the giving of revelation29 as is a voice from heaven.30

3:22 The Holy Spirit descended on him. Before Jesus began his ministry, he was anointed by the Spirit. The importance of this for Luke is evident from 4:1,14 and especially vv. 18-21 (cf. also Acts 4:26-27; 10:37-38). For Luke, Jesus then was “anointed” for his ministry as the “Anointed-Messiah-Christ.”31 There is a clear allusion here to Isa 61:1, which Luke would develop in 4:18-19 (cf. Acts 10:38). Even as Jesus received this divine equipping for his ministry, so the disciples also would be equipped in the future (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4-8). Luke, unlike the other Gospel writers, added the term “Holy” due probably to Luke 3:16 and the fact that in Luke “spirit” can be used to describe an evil spirit (cf. 4:33; 8:29; 9:39,42; 11:24; 13:11). The Spirit's descent upon Jesus should not be confused with the “baptism of the Spirit” spoken of by John the Baptist (3:16), for the baptism of the Spirit was something Jesus himself did for his followers, whereas the descent of the Spirit was something that happened to Jesus.

Descended on him in bodily form like a dove. The analogy of the Spirit's descent “like a dove” is found also in Mark 1:10, but Luke alone added “in bodily form” and thus intensified the reality of the Spirit's coming upon Jesus. This indicates that, for Luke, Jesus' sonship and anointing go hand in hand (cf. 4:41; 22:67, 70; Acts 9:20,22). Like Matthew, Luke also had the Spirit coming “upon” Jesus rather than “into” him (cf. 4:18). “Like a dove” is a simile and does not mean that the Spirit actually took the form of a dove to descend upon Jesus.

And a voice came from heaven. This bath qol (divine voice) was clearly God's voice.

You are my Son, whom I love. It is unclear whether this is an allusion to Ps 2:7, although a few Western manuscripts (Codex Beza and the Itala) make this explicit by adding “this day I have begotten you.” The latter, however, is a scribal addition. The voice from heaven clearly reveals a unique relationship between Jesus and God and refers to Jesus' past as well as present status with God. The voice did not confer upon Jesus a new status, so we should not see here some kind of adoptionist Christology. Rather, the voice confirmed what the readers read already in Luke 1:32-35 and 2:49, i.e., that Jesus was the Son of God before his baptism.

In light of 20:13 “whom I love,” i.e., beloved, may mean only.

With you I am well pleased. This is a possible allusion to Isa 42:1.

3:23 Unlike Matthew, who placed his genealogy at the very beginning of his Gospel (1:1-17), Luke placed his genealogy between the accounts of Jesus' baptism and temptation. There is OT precedent for this in Moses' genealogy (Exod 6:14-25), which is not recorded at the beginning of his life but just before he started his ministry.32

The genealogy contains seventy-seven ancestors.33 The exact arrangement of generations, in contrast to Matt 1:1-17, is uncertain. The intended pattern may be: Jesus to exile (3 × 7 generations); exile to David (3 × 7 generations); David to Abraham (2 × 7 generations); Abraham to Adam, son of God (3 × 7 generations).34

With this genealogy of Jesus we encounter a classic problem involving the differences between the Matthean and Lukan genealogies. There are several minor differences in form35 and in content. For example, Matthew's genealogy stopped at Abraham, whereas Luke's went back to “Adam, the Son of God”; Matthew added occasional descriptions (cf. 1:3,5-6,11-12,16-17); Luke listed sixty names not found in Matthew.36


The key issue, however, involves the differences in names between David and Jesus in the two genealogies. Thirty-eight names are different, and most important is the difference in the name of the alleged grandfather of Jesus. According to Matt 1:16 it was Jacob, but according to Luke 3:23 it was Heli. Numerous attempts have been made to explain this. Most scholars think that at present the two lists resist any and all attempts at harmonization.37 Others seeking to harmonize the two accounts have offered various explanations.38

The existence of such extensive genealogies in Jesus' day is well established. The rabbi Hillel was able to trace his genealogy back to David, and Josephus (Life 1.3) also gave his own extensive genealogy. Yet at the present time with the material available, no truly satisfying solution has been brought forward to resolve this difficulty.39

Now Jesus himself was about thirty years old. If Jesus was born during the reign of Herod (1:5; Matt 2:1-19) who died in 4 B.C., and if Jesus was born ca. 6 B.C. and began his ministry ca. 28 (see comments on 3:1), Jesus would indeed have been in his early thirties. There does not seem to be here any reference or allusion to David's age when he began his reign (“thirty years old,” 2 Sam 5:4), and there is even less likely an allusion to Gen 41:46 or Num 4:3. Luke may simply not have been able to be more specific about Jesus' age.

He began his ministry. Compare Luke 23:5; Acts 1:22; 10:37. Jesus' ministry began with his anointing by the Spirit.

So it was thought. This assumes that the reader has read Luke 1-2 and knows of the virginal conception. Luke 3:23 was therefore written after Luke 1-2. The best translation seems to be, “Jesus was the son (supposedly) of Joseph, the son of Heli,” although “Jesus was the son (supposedly of Joseph), of Heli” is possible.

3:24 Matthat. This is the Matthan of Matt 1:15. A major agreement in both genealogies is that Matthat/Matthan was the great-grandfather of Jesus.

3:27 Rhesa. No available records indicate that Zerubbabel had a son by this name.

Neri. Although Matt 1:12 and 1 Chr 3:17-19 name Jeconiah as Zerubbabel's grandfather, Jer 22:30 may suggest that Jeconiah was childless and that he adopted Neri as son and heir.

3:28-31 The names (up to David) are all different from Matt 1:7-12.

3:32-34 The names in these verses are the same as in Matt 1:2-6 except for Admin [or Ram] and Arni [or Hezron]. The textual variants in Codex Beza, the Itala, and various church fathers probably are due to an attempt to harmonize the Lukan list with that of Matthew.

3:38 The son of Adam. Clearly Luke's universalistic perspective must be seen here. Jesus is the fulfillment not just of Jewish hopes but of the hopes of all people, both Jew and Gentile. For out of Adam the whole human family has come (cf. Acts 17:26), and Jesus is the son of Adam. Luke (like Paul in Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 15:22,45-49) obviously thought of Adam as a historical person.

The son of God. For a parallel to this, see Philo, On the Virtues, 204-5. There is a sense in which Adam was a type of Jesus in that he did not have a human father, for the one who gave him life was God himself. Similarly God through his Spirit was the creative power who gave life to his Son, Jesus.

The Lukan Message

The main Lukan message in this account is Christological. Yet there are at least three other Lukan emphases as well. One involves the importance of prayer. Only in Luke is Jesus described as praying at his baptism. Although it would be an exaggeration to say that Luke turned the entire narrative about Jesus' baptism into an episode of prayer, he wanted to show his readers that Jesus entered into this crucial experience, as he did all important experiences, in an attitude of prayer. See comments on 3:21 and Introduction 8 (7). Another Lukan emphasis is present in the genealogical record. By tracing Jesus' line back to Adam, Luke stressed the universal nature of the gospel and significance of Jesus, which we have already observed in 2:32.

In addition the Spirit's central role in the new age is once again evident. Like the other Gospel writers, Luke recorded the Spirit's coming upon Jesus like a dove, but he emphasized this anointing in two ways. One was by adding “in bodily form,” and the other was by highlighting the Spirit's role in the events that follow (cf. 4:1,14,18-19; 5:17). For Luke Jesus began his ministry as the Anointed, i.e., the Messiah/Christ. This has been prepared for in 1:27,32-33,69-70; 2:4,11,26,38, and at this point Jesus assumed the messianic calling (cf. 4:18-19; Acts 4:26-27; 10:37-38).

The Christological emphasis found in this account involves the designation of Jesus as God's Son. The voice from heaven announcing that Jesus is God's Son was already part of the tradition Luke drew upon. This is evident from Matt 3:17 and Mark 1:11 (cf. John 1:34). But to this Luke added his genealogy, which traces Jesus' lineage back to Adam and ultimately to God (Luke 3:38). Even if Luke's exact reasoning is unclear, in some way Adam's unique sonship with God was being compared to Jesus' unique sonship.

(2) The Prelude to Jesus' Mission (4:1-15)

1 Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the desert, 2where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing during those days, and at the end of them he was hungry.

3The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become bread.”

4Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone.”’ 5The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. 6And he said to him, “I will give you all their authority and splendor, for it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to. 7So if you worship me, it will all be yours.”

8Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.”’

9The devil led him to Jerusalem and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down from here. 10For it is written:

“‘He will command his angels concerning you

to guard you carefully;

11they will lift you up in their hands,

so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.”’

12Jesus answered, “It says: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”’

13When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until an opportune time.

14Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. 15He taught in their synagogues, and everyone praised him.

Context

In all the Synoptic Gospels the baptism account is followed by the account of Jesus' temptation.40 In Luke it functions as the last preparatory episode that introduces the public ministry of Jesus.41 Having been affirmed as God's Son by the voice from heaven and having been anointed by the Spirit, Jesus was led out by the Spirit into the desert to do battle with the devil. The temptations draw upon the divine pronouncement of Jesus' sonship at the baptism (“You are my Son”) and are Satanic temptations directed at this sonship (“If you are the Son of God”). There is no developmental view of Jesus' sonship portrayed in the temptation. On the contrary, he who was led by the Spirit to do battle and defeat the devil was God's Son long before this (1:32,35; 3:22). Although Luke did emphasize the physical and spiritual development of God's Son (2:40,52; cf. Heb 5:8), it was not a development in which Jesus became progressively more divine. Rather, it was as God's Son that Jesus was baptized and tempted.

The temptations themselves came from external sources, and in all three Jesus was obedient to God's will. The temptations were all messianic in nature and thus should not be seen as a parallel to 1 John 2:16. Jesus was specifically tempted as God's Son. This is most clearly seen in the second and third temptations, but the fact that the temptations were introduced and concluded by “If you are the Son of God” indicates that all three were messianic in nature. The account consists of three scenes, and each scene contains a temptation from the devil and a reply from Jesus. They are also tied together by Jesus' use of Scripture in each of his replies and by the fact that all three scriptural quotations come from Deuteronomy. Apart from these quotations, no other words of Jesus are recorded.

The order of the three temptations differs from the order in Matt 4:1-11. In Matthew the final temptation took place on a high mountain and involved worshiping the devil, whereas in Luke the last temptation took place on the pinnacle of the temple in Jerusalem. This fits well with each of their theological interests, for Matthew preferred the mountain motif (5:1; 28:16-20), whereas Luke was deeply concerned with Jerusalem.42 Which order is the original is uncertain.

Even as Luke concluded the account of the mission of John the Baptist with a summary (3:18-20), so also he concluded the prelude to Jesus' mission with a summary (4:14-15).43 Unlike the parallels in Matt 4:13-17 and Mark 1:14-15, Luke did not at this point give a specific summary of Jesus' preaching concerning God's kingdom. This will be dealt with in Luke 4:14-15 in general terms but will be more specific in 4:43. Luke focused his attention in this concluding summary (4:16-30) less on the message, i.e., the coming of God's kingdom, than on the Messenger and thus heightened the Christological and pneumatical emphases. The general context found in 4:14-44 is Israel's synagogues (4:15-16,20,28,[31], 33,38,44).

Comments

4:1 Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit. Jesus would be victorious over the devil because he was full of the Spirit. This was a favorite expression of Luke.44

Returned from the Jordan. This links the present account to the baptism.

Was led by the Spirit. Luke linked both Jesus' being equipped by God and his encounter with the devil as the result of the Spirit's having come upon him. The conflict was not initiated by the devil but by the Spirit. Thus Jesus was not portrayed as passively being dragged out by the Evil One to endure temptation, for the initiator of this event was not the devil but God. The picture is that of the Anointed of the Lord on the offensive and led by the Spirit to confront the devil.

In the desert. Probably the geographical place designated here by Luke was the wilderness of Judah, but the “desert” is also frequently understood as a place where one contacts God (Hos 2:14-15) or the abode of demons and wild beasts (cf. Isa 13:21; 34:14; Tob 8:3; also cf. Mark 1:13). It was also seen by some as a place where a messianic-like deliverance of Israel would take place (cf. Acts 21:38; Josephus, War 2.13.4 [2.258-60]).

4:2 For forty days. This probably is a round number.45 Although it brings to mind the forty years the people of Israel wandered in the wilderness (Num 14:34) and the forty-day fasts of Moses (Exod 34:28; Deut 9:9) and Elijah (1 Kgs 19:8), the Evangelists did not dwell on or develop any of these allusions.

Tempted by the devil. The present participle (literally being tempted)indicates that Jesus was tempted throughout the forty days and that the three temptations were the culmination of this time of temptation. The term “devil” (seven times in Luke-Acts) is the Greek term used to translate the Hebrew “Satan,” which is also found in Luke (seven times in Luke-Acts). Luke assumed the existence of this supernatural adversary of God and saw no need to convince his readers of the devil's existence.

He ate nothing during those days. Did Luke intend us to interpret this literally, or was this his equivalent of Matthew's “fasting” (4:2)? The latter commonly involved abstinence from certain foods or from all food for certain parts of the day.

4:3 If you are the Son of God. This temptation was intimately tied to the divine affirmation at the baptism and appealed to Jesus' status as God's Son (3:22, 38). A similar challenge appears in 23:35-39, and the latter probably indicates that the titles Son of God, Christ of God, Chosen One, and King of the Jews are mutually interchangeable, i.e., when Luke used one of them to describe Jesus, he assumed the applicability of the others as well.

Tell this stone to become bread. Was this temptation a challenge to provide a sign (such as when God gave manna in the wilderness) in order for Jesus to gain a following? This is unlikely since no audience was present and the miracle was not to provide manna (loaves of bread, plural) for the people but a single loaf for Jesus' own hunger. Or was this a temptation to cause Jesus to doubt that he really is the Son of God? This also is unlikely since Jesus' answer did not deal with such a thought. More likely Jesus was tempted to use his power as God's Son for his own ends. Jesus clearly rejected such a view of his messianic role since it would indicate a lack of trust on his part in the provision and care of his Heavenly Father. He also had to trust and pray, “Give us each day our daily bread” (11:3) and seek first the kingdom of God (12:31), just as he would soon teach his disciples. Later Luke recorded a miracle of Jesus' multiplying bread (9:10-17), but that was to satisfy the needs of others. Jesus would not, however, use his messianic anointing to satisfy his own needs but rather would submit himself to his Father.

4:4 Jesus answered, “It is written.” Throughout his temptations Jesus found his answers in the Scriptures. He was armed with the “sword of the Spirit” (Eph 6:17) for his battle with the devil. See comments on 2:23.

Man does not live on bread alone. This, as well as the other two temptations, was messianic in nature in that Jesus understood the messianic role as requiring that he too must humble himself and trust himself to God (cf. Phil 2:7-8). Israel in the wilderness needed to trust God for their sustenance; so must God's Son (Deut 8:1-3).

4:5 The devil led him up to a high place. How was this done? Was it by walking? By some sort of levitation? We are not told because for Luke what was important was not the how but the what that took place.

Showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. Luke in his wording (esp. “in an instant”) suggested that he understood this temptation at least in part as a visionary experience. “World” (oikoumen[image: image]s) is a favorite term in Luke46 and refers to the inhabited world, whereas “world” (kosmos) refers more frequently to the geographical world.

4:6 I will give you. The “you” is emphatic.

Authority. This favorite Lukan word47 is not found in the Matthean parallel. It is better understood as describing oikoumen[image: image]s than kosmos.

Splendor. Another favorite word in Luke, “splendor,” can also be translated “glory.”48 It refers to the glory that comes to the ruler who possesses such authority. This word is missing from the Matthean parallel.

For it has been given to me. “Has been given” is a divine passive, i.e., God has placed this world's kingdoms under the devil's temporary rule.49 God is clearly sovereign, but within his permissive will the devil is temporarily given this authority. This statement explains why the next one is true.

And I can give it to anyone I want to. That God's Son would one day reign over the world's kingdoms was clear for Luke.50 The issue is how he would achieve this. Would it be through the shortcut the devil offered or by submitting to God's will, which involved suffering and death? The devil offered Jesus a cross-less path of messiahship, and Luke assumed that the devil had in fact the authority to offer the world's kingdoms to Jesus.

4:7 So if you worship me, it will all be yours. God's Son was asked to give to the devil what belonged to God alone and thus to assume a different kind of messiahship from that to which God had called him. Like every believer, Jesus too was faced with the need and choice to take up the cross (9:23).

4:8 Jesus answered, “It is written.” Again Jesus appealed to the Scriptures. See comments on 2:23.

Worship the Lord your God and serve him only. Both Matthew and Luke differ from the LXX translation of Deut 6:13 (and the Hebrew) in their use of the term “worship” instead of “fear.” This suggests their use of a common source. See Introduction 5.

4:9 The devil led him to Jerusalem. The climax of the temptations for Luke took place in Jerusalem. Matthew, writing to a Jewish audience, could simply say “to the holy city” (cf. Matt 4:5; 27:53). For Jerusalem's importance in Luke-Acts, see Introduction 7 (2).

On the highest point of the temple. We do not know exactly what part of the temple is meant. The term is used of the temple only here and in the Matthean parallel in 4:5. The Greek term means “extremity” or “tip.” Traditionally the site thought to be described here is the southeastern corner of the temple area overlooking the Kidron Valley, but again Luke was less concerned with identifying the exact geographical location as in telling what happened.

If you are the Son of God. Like the first temptation, the third was introduced by this conditional phrase.

4:10 For it is written. Even the devil can quote Scripture, and here he sought to support his challenge to Jesus from the Scripture itself. Defeated by Jesus' use of the Word of God in the previous two temptations, the devil sought to use the Scriptures for his own purposes. There is no evidence that Ps 91:11-12, which the devil quoted, was interpreted messianically in Judaism; but if the psalm states a truth concerning any believer, how much more (a fortiori)is this true of the Messiah. Yet knowing Scripture is not enough; one must interpret it correctly.

He will command his angels concerning you. Was Jesus being tempted here to perform a great sign before the people and thus prove that he is the Messiah? The weakness of this interpretation is that Luke did not mention an audience for whom such a sign could be performed.51 Furthermore Jesus' answer was not directed at such an interpretation. The temptation appears to have been to tempt God by putting him to the test by forcing him to fulfill his promise of protection.52 True worship does not seek to dictate to God how he must fulfill his covenantal promises.

4:12 Luke understood the OT quotation from Deut 6:16 as a command for Jesus to obey rather than as a command for the devil to refrain from tempting Jesus, who is the “Lord your God.”

4:13 When the devil had finished all this tempting. Luke understood the three temptations as representative of the kinds of temptations Jesus confronted during the forty days in the desert.

He left him until an opportune time. Someone has suggested that Jesus was free from temptation from here on until Satan entered Judas Iscariot (22:3) and Peter (22:31) and his time came once more (22:53).53 Yet Satan was active during all of Jesus' ministry as well (8:12; 10:17-18; 11:14-22; 13:11-17; 22:28). This statement rather indicates that a direct confrontation with the devil (such as we read of here) does not occur again until the arrest, trial, and crucifixion.54

4:14 Jesus returned to Galilee. Galilee, which has been proleptically alluded to in 1:26; 2:4,39; cf. also 3:1, is described as where the opening scene of Jesus' ministry took place. Compare also 23:5; Acts 10:37; 13:31.

In the power of the Spirit. Having been anointed at his baptism by the Spirit “in bodily form” (3:22, only Luke), being “full of the Spirit” (4:1, only Luke), and having been led by the Spirit to do battle and defeat Satan, Jesus “in the power of the Spirit” (4:14, only Luke) returned to Galilee to begin his ministry. His ministry, like the church's later ministry, was marked by the Spirit's power.55 For the tie between the “Spirit” and “power,” see comments on 1:17.

And news about him spread through the whole countryside. This summary of Jesus' actions and fame was known to Luke's readers even though Luke had not yet given any examples, for these things were “not done in a corner” (Acts 26:26). No doubt they knew “how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth… and how he went around doing good and healing” (Acts 10:38). Another such proleptic reference to Jesus' ministry is found in Luke 4:23.

4:15 He taught in their synagogues. What Jesus taught was not mentioned at this point, but Luke emphasized his role as a teacher.56 As a result of Jesus' teaching ministry, Theophilus could assume that the ultimate source of what he had been taught (1:4) was Jesus himself. All of 4:14-44 is set in the context of Jesus' preaching in the synagogues of Galilee. “Their” suggests that Luke was a Gentile writing to Gentiles.

And everyone praised him. The universal, positive response of the common people to Jesus was a strong Lukan emphasis.57 See Introduction 7 (1). The term “praise” (literally glorified)was usually used for God (Mark 2:12; Matt 9:8).

The Lukan Message

We already have noted the importance Luke placed on the Spirit's coming at Jesus' baptism. This theme is picked up in 4:1,14,18-19,36. Luke retained the reference in the tradition to Jesus' being led by the Spirit into the wilderness (cf. Matt 4:1), but he added the statement that Jesus was “full of the Spirit” (Luke 4:1). We have noted already the frequency and thus the importance of this expression in Luke-Acts. Jesus' victory over the devil thus resulted not simply because of his knowledge and use of the Scriptures (as in Matthew) but also because he was “full of the Spirit.” Thus unlike Israel, which failed in its wilderness experience, God's Son was victorious. The Spirit's importance in this is evident, and Jesus' experience became a model of how Theophilus was to live out his life. Even as Jesus, “full of the Spirit,” was victorious over the devil, so in Acts, Peter (4:8), Stephen (6:5,8; 7:55), Barnabas (11:24), and Paul (13:9) were also filled with the Spirit and followed in their Lord's footsteps. Luke's readers are exhorted by their example to be filled with the Spirit as well. The concluding summary again emphasizes that Jesus' entire future ministry is to be understood as taking place “in the power of the Spirit.”

The passage's primary function, however, is to demonstrate to Luke's readers why Jesus was the kind of Messiah he was. At the temptation Jesus' messianic role is made clear for the reader. The temptation did not serve to clarify this role for Jesus himself, for there was no struggle and introspection for him about which path to take. God's Son clearly knew what the messianic role called for. The temptations involved a willingness to do what he already knew God wanted him to do. For the reader, however, this account makes clear why Jesus was not a political messiah. Such a view of the messianic task comes from the devil. Jesus would have nothing to do with it. Thus he would not fit the Jewish portrait of the messiah. He was called to a messiahship that in our passage is described negatively (i.e., what he would not do). In the next account it would be described positively (cf. 4:18-19).

An additional Lukan emphasis found in this passage involves the central importance of the Scriptures in the life of the church. Jesus' knowledge and understanding of the Scriptures helped enable him to defeat the devil. Like the church in Berea (Acts 17:11), Jesus' attitude was shaped by the Scriptures. Like Zechariah and Elizabeth (Luke 1:6), Jesus observed the commandments and regulations of Scripture blamelessly. He had been raised this way by his parents (2:39,41). He saw his mission in light of the fulfillment of Scripture (4:18-19) and taught that the way to eternal life lies in the obedience to the scriptural teaching (10:25-28; 18:18-22). As for Luke's readers, obedience to that scriptural teaching centers on faith in and obedience to the one who is the focus of the Scriptures—Jesus Christ, God's Son. It would be difficult for Luke's readers not to understand how central and important the Scriptures are for their Christian life. Here as in his being “full of the Spirit,” Jesus is a model for the believer.

Finally we find in the concluding summary the Lukan emphasis that points out that the people (“everyone”) had a positive attitude and response toward Jesus.
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39 For a more detailed discussion, see Fitzmyer, Luke, 488-98; and R. Laurentin, The Truth of Christmas: Beyond the Myths (Petersham: St. Bede's, 1986), 354-57.

40 The source of this account is unclear since no one was present other than Jesus and the devil. Some have suggested that the account originated out of temptations early Christians faced that were then read back into Jesus' life. But were Jesus' temptations Christian-like temptations? They do not appear to have been, for no Christian is tempted to worship Satan in order to be ruler of the world. Others have suggested that this account may have originated out of parabolic stories Jesus told the disciples in which he expressed the temptations he faced with regard to false messianic conceptions of his ministry. Still others have seen this as Jesus' autobiographical sharing with his disciples of his messianic temptation in order to clarify for them his own understanding of the messianic task. It is unlikely that the temptations simply arose out of midrashic reflections on various OT passages, such as Deut 6:10-16; 8:1-9:22.

41 Whether these experiences were mental, i.e., visionary in some way, or whether we should think here of an actual experience in the desert and on the pinnacle of the temple is also debated. Whereas the second temptation does seem to be visionary in some sense (Jesus was shown all the world's kingdoms in an instant), the natural reading of the other two temptations appears to portray a real experience, and most probably Luke understood them this way. (If one denies the existence of the devil and the miraculous, these temptations must, of course, be seen as either mythical or at best visionary in nature.)

42 This we see both in his Gospel (2:49; 9:51; 13:32-35; 19:45-46; 24:53) and in Acts (1:4).

43 This parallelism indicates that 4:14-15 serves better as a summary for 3:21-4:13 than as an introduction for 4:16ff. The term “returned” (4:14) furthermore is often found in the conclusions to accounts or sections in Luke (cf. 1:56; 2:20; 7:10; 9:10; 24:33,52).

44 Cf. Luke 1:15,41,67; Acts 2:4; 4:8,31; 6:3,5 (6:8); 7:55; 9:17; 11:24; 13:9.

45 Cf. Deut 8:2,4; 9:9; Exod 16:35; 24:18; 34:28; 1 Kgs 19:8.

46 Cf. Luke 2:1; 21:26; Acts 11:28; 17:6,31; 19:27; 24:5.

47 Cf. Luke 4:32,36; 5:24; 7:8; 9:1; 10:19; 12:5,11; 19:17; 20:2,8,20; 22:53; 23:7; Acts 1:7; 5:4; 8:19; 9:14; 26:10,12,18.

48 Luke 2:9,14,32; 9:26,31-32; 12:27; 14:10; 17:18; 19:38; 21:27; 24:26; Acts 7:2,55; 12:23; 22:11.

49 Cf. John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 1 Cor 2:6; 2 Cor 4:4; Eph 2:2.

50 Cf. Luke 19:12,15; 21:27; 22:69; 23:42; Acts 1:6; 2:32-36; 17:31; cf. Phil 2:10-11.

51 A rabbinic tradition found in Pesiqta rabbati 36 states that when the Messiah would reveal himself to Israel he would come and stand on the roof of the temple, but this does not seem to play any role in the present account because the tradition says nothing about jumping off. See H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament (München: C. H. Beck'sche, 1956), 1:151.

52 One cannot help thinking of those who handle poisonous snakes and drink poison on the basis of the scribal addition found in Mark 16:18!

53 So H. Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke (New York: Harper, 1960), 28, 124, 170.

54 See S. Brown, Apostasy and Perseverance in the Theology of Luke, AnBib (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1969), 5-19.

55 Luke 4:36; 5:17; 6:19; 8:46; 10:13; Acts 10:38; cf. Luke 9:1; 10:19; 24:49; Acts 1:8; 4:7,33; 6:8; 19:11.

56 Luke 4:31; 5:3,17; 6:6; 11:1; 13:10,22,26; 19:47; 20:1,21; 21:37; 23:5.

57 Luke 5:26; 6:17; 7:16; 9:43; 18:43; 19:37,48; 20:6,19,26; 21:38; 22:2; 24:19; Acts 2:47; 3:9; 4:21.
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