The Gospel According to Luke

Central Theme

God’s end-times salvation predicted by the prophets has arrived through the coming of Jesus the Messiah, the Savior of the world, and this salvation is now going forth to the whole world.

Key Verses

Luke 2:11; 19:10

Author

Luke, the beloved physician (2 Tim 4:10-11; Philem. 1:23-24; Col. 4:7-17)

Literary Features

Longest book in the NT

(And w/ Acts—the most by any one author in the NT). Contrary to popular assumption, Luke (not Paul) penned the lion’s share of our New Testament. (In terms of overall material, 27% comes from the pen of Luke; Paul contributed 25.6%, and John 17.7%.) 

Unity with Acts

Acts is Luke’s sequel—a single two-volume work (cf. Acts 1:1-2—“began to do and teach”)

Focus on events in history

Carefully drawing from eyewitness accounts, carefully investigating—dates the Gospel with references to Roman history (key leaders, etc.—1:5; 2:1-3; 3:1-2; etc.)—though not strictly chronological. Matthew=reporter; Mark=storyteller; Luke=historian (and, as with all the Gospels—with a point).

The travel narrative to Jerusalem

Luke 9:51-19:27 (more later on this under “plot and structure”)

28 of the 40 parables in the Gospels are in Luke

15 of the 28 parables are found ONLY in Luke. For the most part, these parables do not include the more enigmatic parables—designed to separate wheat from chaff; to weed outsiders from insiders (e.g., Mark 4 and Matthew 13). Instead, they are down-to-earth, simple, illustrative stories for Jewish peasant folk. 

 The four hymns in chapters 1-2

The Magnificat (by Mary—1:46-55)—God’s exaltation of the lowly and humiliation of the mighty

The Benedictus (by Zechariah—1:68-79)—God’s salvation through the Davidic Messiah, prepared for by John the Baptist

Gloria in Excelsis (by angelic chorus—2:14)—Glory to God; peace to the recipients of his grace

The Nunc Dimittis (by Simeon—2:29-32)—God’s salvation as the glory of Israel and a light to the Gentiles

Plot and Structure

Follows general pattern of Synoptics: Galilean ministry, journey to Jerusalem, and death/resurrection in Jerusalem. Yet, whereas Matthew has two chapters (19-20) and Mark has one (10) to the journey to Jerusalem, Luke covers this section in 10 chapters (9:51-19:27)!

Although Luke has been identified as the “hardest Gospel to outline,” notice that Luke’s second volume (Acts) moves from (cf. Acts 1:8): Jerusalem to Judea/Samaria to Gentile world to Rome. However, Luke’s first volume (Gospel) roughly/generally moves in the opposite sequence. For example, . . .

Note at the beginning of Luke, the cluster of references to the Roman world (rulers, appointees; events—1:5; 2:1; 3:1)

Then Jesus ministers in Galilee (3:1-9:50) (commonly thought of as a Gentile context—Is. 9:1; Mat. 4:15) 

Then Jesus is in/near Judea (18:35; 19:1, 11, 28, etc.) and Samaria (9:52; 17:11)

And then Jesus in Jerusalem (passion/resurrection—chpts. 20-24)

The geographical structure of Luke-Acts looks something like this (adapted from Blomberg, 143):

Gospel begins in context of world history and Roman Empire

Jesus’ ministry in Galilee

Jesus in Samaria

Jesus in Judea

Heart of Luke-Acts 
 Jerusalem
  Resurrection/Ascension

Gospel in Judea

Gospel in Samaria

Gospel to the Gentiles

Gospel to the world and heart of the Roman Empire

Outline

I. Introduction to John the Baptist and Jesus (1:1-2:52)

II. Preparation for Ministry: Anointed by God (3:1-4:13)


A. Jesus’ Baptism (3:1-22)


B. Jesus’ Genealogy (3:23-38)


C. Jesus’ Temptation (4:1-13)

III. Galilean Ministry: The Revelation of Jesus (4:14-9:50)


A. The Presentation of Christ (4:14-30)


B. The Demonstration of Christ’s Powers (4:31-5:28)


C. The Explanation of Christ’s Mission (5:29-6:49)


D. The Expansion of Christ’s Mission (7:1-9:50)

IV. Jerusalem Journey: Jewish Rejection and the New Way (9:51-19:44) (“The Gospel for Outsiders”)


A. Jesus’ Teaching Raises Opposition (9:51-13:35)


B. Jesus’ Teaching Shapes Discipleship (14:1-19:44)

V. Jerusalem: The Innocent One Slain and Raised (19:45-24:53)


A. Opposition in Jerusalem (19:45-21:4)



B. Judgment for Jerusalem (21:5-38)


C. Betrayal and Farewell (22:1-38)


D. Trials and Crucifixion (22:39-23:56)


E. Resurrection and Ascension (24:1-53)

Date

Acts ends with Paul in prison in Rome (c. AD 62). Luke may have finished Acts before Paul’s release, and would have finished the Gospel account a few years before. So, Luke may have been written around AD 61-62. (Also, there is no mention of Neronian persecution [mid to late 60s] or destruction of Jerusalem [AD 70].)

Audience

At face value it is addressed to “Most Excellent Theophilus”—probably his patron, but also intended for a wider audience. Luke’s obvious concerns for the poor suggest to many that Luke was addressing a wider Christian community, which was at least somewhat more well-to-do than many, though not without poor people in its midst. He would then, in part, be calling the better-off Christians to give generously and share with needier brothers and sisters in the Lord.

Occasion/Purpose

Luke 1:1-4 could be more literally translated, “I have written a narrative accurately and sequentially (in chronological order) …that you may know the certainty of those things you have been taught.”

Luke was concerned that his first-century readers understood the certainty of what’s been fulfilled in the life and death of Jesus Christ. The events of Christ’s life and death didn’t just happen, they were fulfillments of the predictions and pictures laid out in the OT. Like a tree with deep roots—you can only see the tree/the growth, but it is the root system that gives it health, life, and vitality. Christianity is not an upstart religion—a cult alongside Mormonism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Buddhism, Islam—it has deep roots—into the OT and into God Himself. This should give you comfort knowing that your faith isn’t just based on promises made by God, but on promises kept by God.

In summary, Luke’s Gospel was written for a variety of reasons/purposes (see Luke 1:1-4):

(a) to teach believers about the reliable origin of their faith

(b) to defend Christianity against its opponents (it is not anti-Rome or anti-Jew)

(c) to establish a firm historical foundation for the Gospel now advancing around the world

Portrait of Jesus

Jesus’ exalted nature does not dominate, though it is present. Titles such as “Christ,” “Son of God,” or “Lord” are not as prominent—though they are used. In this Gospel, Jesus’ humanity shines through, particularly his association with and compassion for numerous categories of social outcasts. 

Christ, “the Savior of the world”

( Christ=messiah (1:32-33)—which here communicates “saving,” rescuing/delivering emphasis (2:11)—“Messiah,” “Son of God,” “Savior,” and “Lord”—are all closely linked, all portraying Jesus as God’s agent of deliverance, the fulfillment of God’s saving purposes. (Remember the OT anointed judges and then kings? They were the deliverers! It’s what a king—the Son, the anointed one—did.)

( The Greek word for “Savior” and “salvation” (soter; soteria; soterion) occur 8Xs in Luke (9Xs in Acts)—and NO WHERE else in the Synoptics! Luke 19:10—arguably the best one-verse summary of the book: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”

( “Savior”—2x (1:47; 2:11)  [MT=0x; MK=0x; JN=1x; ACTS=2x]

( “Salvation”—6x (1:69, 71, 77; 2:30; 3:6; 19:9)  [MT=0x; MK=0x; JN=1x; ACTS=6x]

( “Save”—18x  [MT=15x; MK=14x; JN=6x; ACTS=13x]

( How deliver? Through suffering (“the Christ had to suffer”—24:25-27 and 46). And . . . this salvation is available to all. (See next point.)

Other Emphases

Salvation to All 

Immediate Availability of Gospel Message and Benefits

( Use of “today” unique to Luke

· 2:11—Angelic announcement that salvation has arrived

· 4:21—Jesus’ announcement that prophecy had been fulfilled in Him

· 5:26—people saw Jesus’ amazing miracles “today”

· 19:5, 9—Immediacy of Zaccheus’ salvation

· 23:43—Immediacy of repentant thief’s entrance to paradise

Universal Availability of Gospel Message and Benefits

( dating to secular history (1:5; 2:1; 3:1-2)

( genealogy goes back to Adam (3:23-28)

( extended quotation from Isaiah 40:5 (3:6)—“all mankind will see God’s salvation”

( God’s blessing to Gentiles in the Nazareth sermon (4:25-27)

( Jesus speaks highly of widow of Zarephath and Naaman (both Gentiles) (4:25-27—unique to Luke’s account)

( Great Commission is “to all nations” (24:46f)—this is what has always been foreseen in Scripture.

( Contrast with Matthew (Gentile mission held until end—Mt. 28:20) v. Luke (Gentile mission foretold at the start—Lk. 2:32—salvation will extend to the Gentiles). “By fulfilling the promises to Israel, Jesus becomes the Savior of the whole world.” (Strauss)

Recipients of Salvation

Instead of focusing on the global/Gentile availability of salvation (as in Acts—“horizontally” across the globe, as it were), Luke’s Gospel focuses on those in different “vertical” stations on the social/cultural ladder. This has been called “salvation for outsiders” Jesus mingles with people from all positions in life—offering salvation to all:

( the poor (Pharisees are “lovers of money”—16:14; woes against the rich—6:24-25; invite the poor and handicapped to feasts—14:12-13; rich man and Lazarus—16:19-31; rich fool—12:13-21) [“poor” 9x (MT=5x; MK=5x; JN=0x) & “rich” 13x (MT=3x; MK=2x; JN=0x)]

( social outcasts (Samaritans)—more than other Gospel accounts. Good Samaritan (10:29-37); James and John rebuked for wanting to destroy a Samaritan village (9:51-56); the one thankful leper was a Samaritan (17:11-19); this is continued in Acts, too.

( social outcasts (women)—generally relegated to positions of little status in the ancient world, Luke however, emphasizes their value as Jesus did on them as disciples and participants in ministry. Luke refers to 13 women who are not mentioned elsewhere in the Gospel accounts. Chapters 1-2 feature Mary, Elizabeth, and Anna, for example. Men and women are healed on different Sabbaths (13:10-17; 14:1-6). Jesus praises Mary’s devotion to his teaching (10:38-42), and He is funded and followed by several well-to-do women (8:1-3). Resurrection “testimony” also comes from the lips of women—something unheard of (they’re legal testimony was unacceptable in that culture—cf. chpt. 24). (See Strauss, 287, for references.)

( sinners and tax collectors=the “down and out” [=sinners] and the “up and out” [=tax collectors] (cf. these two terms used together—5:30; 7:34; 15:1). (Also note: the “sinful” woman who loved much—7:36-50; Zaccheus—19:1-10; repentant criminal on the cross—23:39-43; prodigal son—15:11-32; two men in the temple—18:9-14). Sinners (as the object and focus of Christ’s ministry) [“Sinner(s)”—17x (MT=5x; MK=6x; JN=4x)].

Responses to Salvation

( Repentance (emphasized in Luke’s Gospel and Acts) [Metanoeo 9x (MT=5x; MK=2x; JN=0x; ACTS=5x) & Metanoia 5x (MT=3x; MK=2x; JN=0x; ACTS=6x)]
( Joy—this salvation/deliverance (seen in miracles and ultimately in the cross/resurrection) is received with joy! (5:25-26; 7:16; 13:13; 17:15, 18; 18:43). Leon Morris: “Luke is a singing Gospel.” “God is to be praised, for the joyful time of redemption has arrived!” (Strauss)

( Joyfulness of Gospel (1:14, 44, 47, 58; 2:10; 6:23; 8:13; 10:17, 20; 13:17; 15:5, 7, 10, 32; 19:6, 37; 24:41, 52—Note: all references are unique to Luke except 6:23 and 8:13. Luke uses “joy/rejoice” 20x (MT=16x; MK=4x; JN=9x)

( Humor (6:41-42; 7:24-25; 7:31-34; 11:5-8; 11:11-12; 18:4-5; 18:11-12; 22:25)  Luke includes the most examples of Christ’s sense and use of humor in his teaching.

Key Passage

Luke 9:51-19:27—Journey to Jerusalem (Gospel for the Outcasts)

Look for These While Reading Luke

( historical notes and dating with references to secular and religious leaders

( the universality of the Gospel message: it is for all peoples

( references to Jesus as Savior, Christ, Lord, and Prophet

( OT allusions to Isaiah and the promise of salvation for all people

( emphasis on promise and fulfillment

( the presence, or “today,” of salvation in the words and deeds of Jesus

( Jesus’ special concern for outsiders: the poor, sinners, Samaritans (in Acts: Gentiles)

( the theme of reversal of fortunes: the rich become poor and vice versa

( special emphasis placed on women and their needs and concerns

( the coming of the Holy Spirit as a sign of the new age

( references to Jesus’ prayer life and his teaching on prayer

( references to praise, joy, and celebration at the arrival of God’s salvation

( the importance of Jerusalem and Jesus’ extended journey there

( emphasis on the present reign of Christ following his ascension




