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Preface


THIS VOLUME IS THE PRODUCT of many years of teaching Luke–Acts to students across the UK, United States, and Australia. It is also the result of periodic forays in and out of Lukan scholarship. It is designed as an accompaniment to a class on the themes and text of Luke–Acts. It is certainly no replacement for a decent commentary on Luke and Acts but hopefully complements them, as it introduces students to the various debates and discussions in Luke–Acts. Yet it is also written with an eye on contemporary application, as people of Christian faith and communities of faith must constantly strive to discern in the precincts of their own consciences how Luke–Acts applies to them today. I hope the book will prove to be useful to researchers, instructors, students, seminaries, and anyone interested in Luke’s testimony to Jesus and his history of the early church.

There are several people I need to thank. First and foremost, the editorial team at InterVarsity Press for the patience of Job in allowing me to deliver this manuscript after displaying what can only be described as rude contempt for deadlines and deadline extensions. Thanks to Anna Gissing for ensuring that I finally did get to this project, and thanks, too, to Rachel Hastings for seeing this book through its editing and production process.

Second, this volume is also indebted to my colleagues and students at Ridley College among whom these ideas were worked out. Several of my colleagues have made their own forays into Luke–Acts, taught it themselves, preached on it, and modeled its pastoral and moral imperatives in our community. The team of librarians, ably led by Ruth Weatherlake, helped to track down several volumes and articles I needed to complete this book, so I am naturally thankful to them, especially Alison Foster and Harriet Sabarez. Also thanks to Mrs. Alison Flynn for doing the indices. Decades of students have also endured my teaching through Luke–Acts and slowly but surely working out my own ideas as to how to understand and grasp this important New Testament subcorpus. The Australian College of Theology also generously supported the research for this volume with a senior research fellowship grant.

Finally, this book is dedicated to my colleague and friend Scott Harrower, who has been the John to my Peter and the Barnabas to my Paul. Scott is a great theologian, teacher, pastor, sounding board, collaborator, and friend with whom to do the sort of things that the church did in Acts 2:42. Thank you, Scott!
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What’s So Special
About Luke–Acts?



WHY THE GOSPEL OF LUKE AND ACTS
OF THE APOSTLES DESERVE YOUR TIME
              Often when I’m thinking about a holiday destination, I must convince my family that we should journey to a particular place, especially if they are not familiar with it. After all, what is there to see in the Bunya Mountains, in northern Tasmania, in the mountains of Colorado, or the seaside of Cornwall? This volume is about a journey, a journey into the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles (i.e., Luke–Acts). Maybe you are already up for it, maybe you think it will be boring, maybe you think it will be just cute stories about Jesus and quaint tales about the apostles. Well, as your tour-guide-in-chief through Luke–Acts, I want you to know that there are several reasons why Luke–Acts is a great read, a terrific study, and sumptuous feast of history, theology, and biblical insights. I offer six reasons why you should make Luke–Acts one of your top destinations for biblical study:

First, Luke–Acts forms a distinct corpus within the New Testament. Both books are written by “Luke,” an evangelist and the church’s first historian. Luke–Acts comprises a unified two-volume work with a distinctive approach to telling the story of Jesus, and it is one of our best sources about first-century Christianity.

Second, Luke–Acts makes up 28 percent of the New Testament. That is significant because Paul’s epistles are only 24 percent of the New Testament, while John’s Gospel, epistles, and apocalypse comprise 20 percent of the New Testament. Luke, then, is by far the biggest contributor to the New Testament.1

Third, by marrying a biography of Jesus to the history of the early church, Luke has effectively written a New Testament in miniature. His two-volume work is the story of Jesus and the mission of the apostles. Luke–Acts is the New Testament in a nutshell.2

Fourth, Luke–Acts contains some unique materials and unforgettable stories. Luke provides famous passages such as Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55), Zechariah’s Benedictus (Luke 1:67-79), Jesus’ Nazareth sermon (Luke 4:16-31), the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:1-32), the parable of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37), the two disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35), the ascension (Luke 24:50-53; Acts 1:1-11), the beginning of the church at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-47), the division between the Hebrews and Hellenists (Acts 6:1-6), Paul’s conversion (Acts 9:1-30; 22:1-21; 26:2-23), and the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:1-33). And that is just the tip of the iceberg.

Fifth, Luke–Acts emphasizes several key things:


	■ Jesus’ concern for the poor and outcasts


	■ the rigorous nature of discipleship


	■ the importance of prayer and attitudes toward possessions


	■ the place of women among Jesus’ disciples


	■ an emphasis on Israel’s hopes fulfilled in Jesus


	■ the identity of Jesus as the messianic Lord


	■ the importance of the Holy Spirit in the mission of the church


	■ the apostolic preaching of Jesus


	■ the beginnings of the Christian mission to the nations


	■ the beginnings of Paul’s apostolic ministry


	■ the church’s contentious relationship with the Jews and the Roman Empire




Sixth, Luke–Acts is valuable for your devotional life and in a church’s preaching cycle. For a start, the Gospel of Luke shows what it means to be a follower of Jesus. The Lukan travel narrative (Luke 9:51–19:44) contains most of Luke’s teaching about discipleship and urges disciples to a manner of life that separates the followers from the fans (see esp. Luke 9:57-62 about three would-be disciples). The book of Acts tells us of the beginnings of the church and gives an ideal picture of the church as committed “to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42).


Why Read Luke?


“The most important reason to study Luke’s Gospel is captured in the words of Cleopas and another, unnamed disciple. After an encounter with the resurrected Jesus, they say to each other, ‘Did not our hearts burn within us . . . while he opened to us the Scriptures?’ (Luke 24:32). Jesus had been teaching them that all of Scripture has always been centered on him as the fulfillment of God’s plan of redemption (Luke 24:26–27). When we study Luke’s Gospel, we see Jesus, the Redeemer. We hear the words of Jesus, the friend of sinners. We feel the heartbeat of Jesus, who seeks and saves the lost. When we study this book, will not our hearts burn within us with love for him? And will not this love overflow for the salvation of the world?”a

C. D. “Jimmy” Agan III, “Why Study the Book of Luke?,” Crossway, May 28, 2019, www.crossway.org/articles/why-study-the-book-of-luke/.







Why Read Acts?


“The book of Acts offers something unique in the Christian canon. It has no rival in terms of a book spanning so many different lands. Its references to the Spirit far outpace any other work. It functions as a hinge canonically, bridging the Gospels and Epistles. It recounts the birth of the church age, and its content has no parallel in the New Testament. Acts is also unparalleled in that it recounts a new stage in Christian history: post-Jesus life. Everything (canonically) before this has been either pre-Jesus or with Jesus. No longer are readers and characters looking forward to a Messiah, or following him on the dusty roads of Galilee. Now, readers get a glimpse of Jesus’s followers as they seek to be faithful to Jesus after he has departed.”a

Patrick Schreiner, The Mission of the Triune God: A Theology of Acts (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 19-20.






All this is to say, going deeper into Luke–Acts is a great way to be reminded of authentic discipleship and a terrific refresher on the church’s mission.




WRESTLING WITH LUKE

Reading Luke–Acts brings up some thorny questions and knotty challenges for us to consider in our thinking about the contents of this two-volume work and how to apply it. What follows is a list of what I intend to cover in each chapter of this volume with an explanation of why it matters for understanding Luke–Acts.

First, origins story. This includes exactly who was Luke, why he wrote his two-volume work, the details about date, genre, outline, and all that scholarly preamble. I know it is not exactly riveting theater, but we cannot afford to skip this part because we do need to place Luke in his social and historical context. We must have a working hypothesis about Luke’s sources, we should try to figure out what is motivating him, and we need to at least consider how Luke–Acts holds together as a story.

Second, granted that Luke and Acts can both stand alone, if we read them together, can we discern a particular purpose that Luke has in mind? What makes someone write a biography of Jesus and the history of the church? Is the Lukan Gospel for the social justice–loving churches of the region of Achaia in Greece? Was Acts composed as kind of friend-of-the-court brief to help Paul during his trial in Rome? Assuming that Luke is not writing his two-volume story purely for the curiosity of posterity, it is incumbent on us to ask what impact he wanted his writings to have, both immediately and in the long haul.

Third, should we think of Luke as mainly a historian or a theologian? Scholars crank out huge tomes on these questions. It is a dense topic but a necessary one. That is because there are a few places where one wonders whether Luke has the details quite right (e.g., the census under Quirinius in Luke 2:1-5), but there are other places where Luke seems to be a historian of the first rank (e.g., the man really knows his ancient nautical travel itineraries in Acts 21–28). History aside, if Luke is principally a theologian, then what is driving his theological agenda? Is Luke trying to compensate for the failure of Jesus to return as quickly as everyone thought by telling the church to get comfy and hang in for the long haul in the “times of the Gentiles” (Luke 21:24)? Or is Luke simply a Jesus-freak and Paul fanboy who wants everyone to know the “way of salvation” (Acts 16:17)?

Fourth, who is Jesus, according to Luke? Luke has some unique material about Jesus that gives us Luke’s own perspective about who Jesus is. Spoiler alert: in Luke’s testimony Jesus is the messianic herald of salvation, Lord of the church, the anointed Spirit bearer, the exalted Spirit dispenser, and the only name in whom salvation can be found. While Luke’s portrayal of Jesus operates differently in the Gospel (through the story of Jesus’ life) versus in Acts (through Jesus heralded as the exalted Lord), Luke has a consistent and well-rounded view of Jesus as the Messiah of God in whom the nations find their hope.

Fifth, Luke is very big on the theme of salvation (Greek σωτηρία), with people attaining wholeness or deliverance from sinful deeds, dispossession, dishonor, disease, disability, demons, death, and despotic powers. Jesus is the prophesied “horn of salvation” from David’s house (Luke 1:69 NIV), and “There is salvation in no one else” other than Jesus, “for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). We must unpack the theme of salvation with its holistic and wide-ranging scope of meaning.

Sixth, Luke is a biblical theologian concerned with the how Israel’s sacred Scriptures find their fulfillment in Jesus and the early church (see esp. Acts 13:32-34). Luke kicks off his Gospel by stating that his purpose is to provide “an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us” (Luke 1:1). At the end of his Gospel, the risen Jesus gives the two travelers to Emmaus a lesson in christological readings of the Old Testament: “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (Luke 24:27 NIV). We’ll see how Luke considers his Jesus-church story as built with the scaffolding of Israel’s Scriptures.

Seventh, Luke has a lot to say about Jesus’ disciples and what it means to be his disciple. The travel narrative (Luke 9:51–19:44) is filled with many episodes, encounters, parables, and sayings that demonstrate how nothing less than total commitment to Jesus and his kingdom is required for true disciples. The strenuous nature of discipleship is illustrated in Jesus’ encounter with would-be disciples who are challenged as to whether they are really devoted to God’s kingdom and Israel’s sacred traditions or are only committed to the point of convenience. Acts provides a lot of details about how the early church cultivated its own pattern of devotion to Jesus and the God of Israel. The challenge is for us, too, to forsake possessions, luxury, family expectations, and career and to follow the risen and exalted Jesus.

Eighth, women are far more prominent in Luke–Acts than in any other part of the New Testament. Women have key voices and roles from the infancy narrative (Luke 1–2) all the way through to the churches of the eastern Mediterranean with those such as Lydia (Acts 16:14-15). However, if you are expecting Luke to be a fourth-wave feminist, then you are going to be disappointed. Luke is writing from within the Greco-Roman world, where female roles were still socially limited. At no point does Luke demand that we burn the patriarchal barn to the ground. Accordingly, feminist interpreters dispute whether Luke is truly pro-women or merely reiterates patriarchal power and privilege with slight modifications. For example, in Luke 10:38-42, does Luke commend Mary for sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to his teaching (unlike her sister Martha, who is irate that she has to do all the housework herself)? Or does Luke have Jesus commend Mary because she sits down and shuts up rather than actively serves?

Ninth, some parts of Luke–Acts sound a bit like socialism. Luke records John the Baptist telling someone, “Whoever has two coats must share with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise” (Luke 3:11), while the early church’s members “would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need” (Acts 2:45). To cut to the chase, Luke is not calling for state control of the means of production and for the abolishment of private property by a politburo on behalf of some industrial urbanized proletariat. However, Luke does have a lot—I mean a lot—to say about possessions and wealth, which is challenging as it is jarring. If your thing is based on your things, then you are going to find the Lukan Jesus’ teachings about wealth quite disturbing. Luke may not be a political Marxist, but he’s not exactly thrilled, either, at the prospect of the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer. In Luke’s view, the first will be last and the last will be first (Luke 13:30). This is unsettling stuff for those of us who live in a consumerist and affluent society.

Tenth, Luke was the first “Pentecostal” theologian, with his emphasis on the Holy Spirit. Jesus is both the bearer of the Spirit (Luke 3:22) and the dispenser of the Spirit (Luke 3:16). The Spirit is the “promise of the Father” (Acts 1:4) and “power from on high” (Luke 24:49). But don’t get the wrong impression—the Spirit is not some kind of divine fog or a performance-enhancing drug for preachers. The Spirit really does not like being lied to (Acts 5:3, 9), and he directs the apostles toward missionary ventures (Acts 13:2). While not every church today is Pentecostal in the denominational sense, if it were not for Pentecost, there would not be any churches (see Acts 2).

Eleventh, Luke in many ways is trying to hold together the church’s Jewish heritage while simultaneously affirming that the full inclusion of Gentiles in the church is a very Jewish thing to do. Luke gives us a Jewish Jesus who operates as the living Lord of a largely Gentile church. Luke tells a complicated story on that front, full of surprising twists, debates, setbacks, and controversy. At the same time, Luke knew that Jesus and Paul had some big religious showdowns with the Jews of Judea and the Diaspora, and some scholars wonder whether Luke had an anti-Jewish inclination born of sectarian debates between Jews and Christians. So there are lots of things to discuss here on Luke, Jesus, Jews, and Gentiles.

Twelfth, what did Luke think of the Roman Empire? Did Luke think the empire was inherently evil, useful but dangerous, or a good thing that facilitated the spread of Christianity? Luke appears so eager to blame the Jews for Jesus’ death and for anti-Christian riots that he can sometimes make Roman officials look good in comparison. Other times, however, Luke portrays Roman officials as greedy, corrupt, indifferent to injustice, idolatrous, murderous, or even plain incompetent. It will be useful to see what Luke really thinks about Rome and its supporters out in the provinces of the empire.

Thirteenth and finally, we need to look at Luke’s conception of hope. An older line of scholarship argued that Luke was trying to compensate for the failure of Jesus to return as soon as the first generation thought he would. Luke, so the argument goes, is trying to explain what happened and what the church was going to do in this long, long interim period. Even beyond that dry discussion, there is the matter of what Luke thinks will happen on earth when the Son of Man comes (Luke 18:8) and what it means that to believe that “it is through many persecutions that we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). In Luke’s telling, Paul declares that he is on trial for “my hope in the promise made by God to our ancestors” (Acts 26:6). This hope is based on Jesus as God’s expression of his faithfulness to Israel and his invitation for everyone to “eat in the kingdom of God” (Luke 13:29; see Luke 14:12).

These are the questions, or perhaps the challenges, that Luke sets before us, and we will carefully address them in the following chapters. At the end I hope that readers will know Luke’s two-volume work better and will be more equipped to follow Jesus as the prince of life.




REVIEW QUESTIONS


	1. What percentage of the New Testament is Luke–Acts?


	2. To whom did Luke address his Gospel and Acts?


	3. Luke 9:51–19:44 is known as what section of the Gospel of Luke?


	4. How does Luke challenge the affluence and consumerism of our society?


	5. What do you think Luke means by “salvation”?
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Luke–Acts

The Origins Story



LUKE BEHIND THE CURTAIN

Whenever I’m invited to speak somewhere, whether a church, college, university, or prison, I’m normally introduced with a summary of who I am, where I’m from, and why people should bother listening to me. Or I’m interviewed by an emcee, and the audience gets to hear a little bit about who I am and what I do before they have to endure a grueling forty-five-minute lecture or twenty-five-minute sermon from me. I think such an introduction helps because you want to know something of the person you’re listening to, as that adds context, color, texture, and realism to the person’s talk. I really, really wish that before we delved into Luke–Acts we could interview Luke himself, perhaps watch an interview with him from two thousand years ago or even read his autobiography. I’d love to know about the man himself, how he wrote Luke–Acts, to question him about this bit or that part, to try to understand his motivations, and to inquire about the key motifs in his two-volume work. But alas, Luke is not with us; all we have is the text inside our New Testaments. But those big questions remain. We still desire to know the author and to try to grasp the backstory to Luke–Acts. Consequently, before we get into the story within Luke–Acts, we must first look at the story behind Luke–Acts.

Here we are exploring several things: Who was Saint Luke? When did he write? Whom was he writing for? What kind of work was he writing? Where did he get his material from? How do we know Luke and Acts go together?

These topics are not just throat-clearing exercises; they provide useful background information that will help us as we read through Luke–Acts. It will enable us to situate Luke–Acts in the context of ancient Judaism, emerging Christianity, and the Greco-Roman world. Covering these topics will help us later when we wrestle with hairy questions about Luke and his surrounding environment and his account of the birth of the early church.




WHO WAS LUKE?

Luke according to the New Testament. The superscription or title of the Third Gospel, “The Gospel according to Luke” (ΕΥΑΓΓΕΛΙΟΝ ΚΑΤΑ ΛΟΥΚΑΝ), appears at the end of one of our earliest manuscripts of Luke, designated as P75 and dated to AD 175–225. The title itself was probably not part of the original composition because, we suspect, the titles were added later by copyists in order to distinguish the individual Gospels from each other after they began to circulate as part of a single collection (i.e., the Tetraevangelim or Four Gospels). However, the attributions of the canonical Gospels to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John respectively were unanimous in the early church from Alexandria to Lyons, and this probably counts against the view that the Gospels ever circulated anonymously. The Gospels, prior to being put together into one literary collection, may well have had some indication of authorship inscribed on them, such as a reference on the reverse side of a papyrus scroll or a marginal note inside a small codex.1 The attribution of the Third Gospel, and by extension Acts, to Luke, then, is probably a lot earlier than the late second century.

According to the Pauline letters, Luke (Λουκᾶς) was a prominent member of the Pauline circle, a “coworker” (συνεργός), a physician (ἰατρός), who assisted Paul during his captivities in Ephesus and Rome (see Colossians 4:14; Philemon 23-24; 2 Timothy 4:11). Some have tried to identify Luke with one of the characters in Luke–Acts, such as one of the seventy(-two) sent out on a mission by Jesus (Luke 10:1-17), the unnamed disciple on the road to Emmaus with Cleopas (Luke 24:13-35), or even Lucius of Cyrene (Acts 13:1; Romans 16:21).2 These are interesting ideas, perhaps, but purely speculative.

An important observation is that during Paul’s second missionary journey, the author suddenly switches to the first-person plural (i.e., we and us) beginning with Paul’s stay in Troas (Acts 16:7-17) and continuing thereafter up to his arrival in Rome (Acts 20:5-15; 21:1-18; 27:1–28:16). These are usually referred to as the “we” passages and could indicate that the author of Acts accompanied Paul during part of his missionary travels. This would neatly correspond to the presence of Luke in several of the Pauline letters. Alternatively, the “we” passages might reflect the testimony of the author’s sources, such as a travel diary, or else comprise a type of literary device to make the narrative seem more vivid. Such options are theoretically possible, but I see no reason not to take the “we”/“us” passages as genuine firsthand accounts of someone who accompanied Paul in his travels as narrated in the later chapters of Acts.

Luke according to patristic sources. Christian authors of the second, third, and fourth centuries identified the author of the Third Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles with Paul’s traveling companion, the physician Luke.


Was the Author of Luke–Acts Really a Traveling
Companion of Paul?


“In some cases it almost appears to be regarded as a test of critical integrity, a proof of critical virility, to find an explanation for these passages which can provide a believable alternative to the most obvious solution (that the narrator was personally involved in the episodes related). In fact, none of the alternatives has proved so credible as the most obvious solution. And the most probable solution remains that the author of Acts was indeed personally involved in the ‘we/us’ episodes, and so provides an eye-witness and near third-hand authority for most of at least the second half of Acts.”a

James D. G. Dunn, Beginning from Jerusalem, CITM 2 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 58.






Bishop Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. AD 130–200) regarded Luke as a companion of Paul who wrote a Gospel during the Pauline mission (Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.1.1; 3.10.1; 3.11.8; 3.14.1; 3.15.1). The connection between Paul and Luke was so close that it was commonly thought that Luke’s Gospel was a collection of Paul’s preaching about Jesus. Luke’s Gospel is literally the “my gospel” Paul refers to in his letters (see Romans 2:16; 16:25; 2 Timothy 2:8; Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.1.1; Tertullian, Against Marcion 4.5.3; Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 3.4.8; 5.8.3).


Luke the Marcionite Gospel?


The connection between Luke and Paul was particularly important for Marcion of Sinope (ca. AD 85–160), an heretical Christian from the southern coast of the Black Sea who established his own congregations in Rome. For Marcion, Luke’s Gospel, once shorn of its Jewish elements, was the only authentic Gospel of the apostle Paul. Some scholars argue that Marcion edited a proto-Lukan text as his Gospel and that our canonical Luke–Acts is a subsequent edition largely written in response to Marcion’s Gospel.a Marcion came to Rome in the 140s AD with hopes of attaining leadership in the Roman churches. He rejected the Old Testament for its ethics and its purportedly vengeful God, wrote a book called Antitheses pointing to alleged contradictions between the Old Testament and the teaching of Jesus, accepted only ten of Paul’s letters (excluding the pastoral epistles), and used only the Gospel of Luke (shorn of its Jewish elements, which he regarded as corruptions). Marcion was excommunicated, so he split off and founded his own network of churches, which became popular and persisted for some centuries. Marcionism was attractive because (1) it resolved the ethical problems presented by the Old Testament; (2) it resonated with the anti-Jewish rhetoric in Christian tradition and the anti-Jewish prejudice of pagan civic leaders; (3) it amplified Paul’s strong statements about discontinuity between the old and the new in Galatians 2–5; 2 Corinthians 3; and Romans 9; and (4) it made Christianity more palatable to pagans by turning Christianity into a pagan religion with Jesus at the center.

As to what Marcion did to the Gospel of Luke, Irenaeus writes, “He mutilates the Gospel which is according to Luke, removes all that is written respecting the generation of the Lord [i.e., birth and infancy], and sets aside a great deal of the teaching of the Lord’s discourses in which the Lord is recorded most clearly confessing that the creator of this universe is his Father” (Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.25.1). It is far more likely than not that Marcion was editing a version of Luke not too dissimilar from canonical Luke.b


aSee Markus Vinzent, Marcion and the Dating of the Synoptic Gospels (Leuven: Peeters, 2014); Dieter T. Roth, The Text of Marcion’s Gospel (Leiden: Brill, 2015); Roth, “Marcion’s Gospel and Luke: The History of Research in Current Debate,” Journal of Biblical Literature 127 (2008): 513-27.

bJudith Lieu, Marcion and the Making of a Heretic: God and Scripture in the Second Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 209.







The Muratorian Canon (or Fragment) is a description of the origins of several New Testament books. It stems from a fourth-century codex that is a collection of Latin texts, including quotes from key church leaders, an exposition of the catholic creed, and a fragment of eighty-five lines of text listing the recognized books of the New Testament and explaining how they relate to the catholic faith of the church. Concerning the Gospel of Luke and Acts of the Apostles, the fragment says:

The third book of the Gospel is that according to Luke. Luke, the well-known physician, after the ascension of Christ, when Paul had taken with him as one zealous for the law, composed it in his own name, according to [the general] belief. Yet he himself had not seen the Lord in the flesh; and therefore, as he was able to ascertain events, so indeed he begins to tell the story from the birth of John [the Baptist]. . . . Moreover, the Acts of all the Apostles were written in one book. For “most excellent Theophilus” Luke compiled the individual events that took place in his presence—as he plainly shows by omitting the martyrdom of Peter as well as the departure of Paul from the city [of Rome] when he journeyed to Spain.3


This listing of the books probably stems from the late second century, and the fragment names the author of the Third Gospel and Acts as Luke the physician, not an eyewitness to Jesus’ life but a companion of Paul, who wrote his works prior to Paul’s and Peter’s deaths.4

Information about the Evangelists is also found in the prologues to several Gospel collections of Latin manuscripts of later centuries. While these are based predominantly on church tradition, they tell us at least what the current thinking was about the origins, purpose, and background of each Gospel in the second to fourth centuries. The anti-Marcionite prologue to Luke’s Gospel says:

Luke is a Syrian of Antioch, a Syrian by race, a doctor by profession. He had become a disciple of the Apostles and later followed Paul until his [Paul’s] martyrdom, having served the Lord continuously, unmarried, without children, filled with the Holy Spirit, he died at the age of eighty-four in [Thebes of] Boeotia. . . . And indeed afterwards the same Luke wrote the Acts of the Apostles.5


We observe here perhaps the first indication of Luke’s origins in Antioch, a proposed Gentile audience for his Gospel, and a setting in the Greek province of Achaia for his place of writing.

Church historian Eusebius (ca. AD 263–339) comments, “Luke, an Antiochene by birth and a physician by profession, was long a companion of Paul and was closely associated also with the other Apostles” (Ecclesiastical History 3.4). Eusebius goes on to say that Luke’s Gospel was written on the basis of the testimony of others and Acts was based on his own experience. The great Bible scholar and translator Jerome (ca. AD 343–420) writes:

Luke a physician of Antioch as his writings indicate was not unskilled in the Greek language. An adherent of the apostle Paul, and companion of all his journeying, he wrote a Gospel, concerning which the same Paul says, “We send with him a brother whose praise in the gospel is among all the churches” and to the Colossians “Luke the beloved physician salutes you,” and to Timothy “Luke only is with me.” He also wrote another excellent volume to which he prefixed the title Acts of the Apostles, a history which extends to the second year of Paul’s residence at Rome, that is to the fourth year of Nero, from which we learn that the book was composed in that same city. (Jerome, De viris illustribus 7)6



Luke the Doctor?


W. K. Hobart popularized the notion that the author of Luke–Acts was a physician, given the presence of medical terminology and vivid descriptions of illnesses in his two-volume work (e.g., Luke 4:38; 5:12; 8:43-44; 14:2; Acts 3:7; 28:8).a However, the verbal similarities between Luke and Greco-Roman medical writers only prove that Luke was well-educated and perhaps even well-read in medical literature. Hobart overlooked the fact that many non-medically trained contemporaries of Luke used similar language in their writings.b Although the author could well have been a physician, there is nothing in the text that explicitly and without ambiguity suggests that the author had an unusual grasp of medical terminology.


aW. K. Hobart, The Medical Language of St. Luke (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1954); also Adolf von Harnack, Luke the Physician (New York: Putnam, 1907).

bH. J. Cadbury, The Style and Literary Method of Luke (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1920), 39-72.







So who was Luke? Thus, in the traditions across the centuries, the Third Evangelist was thought to be the physician Luke, a native Antiochene, not an eyewitness to Jesus’ life but a traveling companion of Paul. Luke’s Gospel was the “my gospel” that Paul himself referred to, Luke was associated with the Greek province of Achaia, and he allegedly wrote for Gentiles. Much of this is probably based on what the New Testament says about Luke and from evolving legends about the apostles and their companions.

Based on the text of Luke–Acts itself, the author self-identifies as a second-generation Greek-speaking Christian (Luke 1:1-2). He wrote under the sponsorship of his patron Theophilus, for whom this two-volume work provided instruction in the way of Jesus Christ (Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1). The author was highly literate, familiar with Greek rhetoric, biography, and historiography, while also immersed in the Greek version of the Old Testament Scriptures (i.e., the Greek Bible, sometimes called the Septuagint). He was conversant with Jewish interpretive schemes and messianic expectations. The author probably had access to the Gospel of Mark, perhaps the Gospel of Matthew. It is not out of the realm of possibility that he knew of Paul’s letters, and some even wonder whether he knew the works of the late first-century Jewish historian Josephus. He seems to have had contact with other Christians in Judea, Syria, Asia Minor, Greece, and Rome, from whom he has garnered information about the church’s beginnings. In light of the “we” passages in Acts, the author was quite likely at one time a traveling companion of Paul. His own theology represents a post-Pauline position that ultimately stands on the shoulders of Paul but does not feel constrained to mimic Paul’s own theology and language at every turn. Although there were many coworkers in the Pauline circle, Martin Hengel’s conclusion on authorship may not be too far off the mark: “The author of the two-volume work is probably Luke the physician (Col. 4.14; cf. Philemon 24).”7


Was Luke Gentile or Jewish?


Luke is normally regarded as having been a Gentile, but there is nothing in Luke–Acts or Paul’s letters that explicitly requires that he was a Gentile. According to Jacob Jervell, “Luke’s stylistic home was the synagogue. He was a Jewish Christian. Maybe he was born a Gentile, but then he came from God-fearers, having his roots in a Hellenistic-Jewish Christianity.”a Others have found that view persuasive. More acutely, Rick Strelan argues that Luke was perhaps a convert from the priestly class to the Jesus movement and was among the many priests that converted and joined the church: “The word of God continued to spread; the number of the disciples increased greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7).b


aJacob Jervell, The Theology of the Acts of the Apostles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 5. See also Michael Fuller: “Luke may very well have been a Diaspora Jew or God-fearer. If Luke was a Gentile (convert), as many scholars contend, he has been educated in Israel’s history and Scriptures, and feels compelled to situate the story of Jesus within this interpretative frame.” Fuller, The Restoration of Israel: Israel’s Re-gathering and the Fate of the Nations in Early Jewish Literature and Luke–Acts, BZNW 138 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2006), 198n5. See similarly David A. Smith, “The Jewishness of Luke–Acts: Locating Lukan Christianity Amidst the Parting of the Ways,” JTS (2021): 738-68.

bRick Strelan, Luke the Priest: The Authority of the Author of the Third Gospel (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate: 2007).










DATE

When did Luke write his two-volume work? Well, as per everything in biblical studies, it is disputed. Here are the factors that affect dating.


	■ Luke records Paul’s visit to Rome in Acts 28, so it was written no earlier than circa AD 62, depending on how one reconstructs Pauline chronology.


	■ Luke is probably dependent on the Gospel of Mark (ca. AD 70) and possibly on the Gospel of Matthew (ca. AD 80).


	■ The Gospel of Luke is first alluded to by the bishop Clement of Rome in his letter to the Corinthians circa AD 95 (see 1 Clement 46.8 = Luke 17:2; 1 Clement 13.2 = Luke 6:31, 36-38).


	■ The book of Acts is probably first alluded to by the bishop Polycarp of Smyrna in his letter to the Philippians circa AD 115–135 (see Pol. Phil. 2.1 = Acts 10:42; Phil. 2.3 = Acts 20:35; Phil. 3.2 =Acts 16:12-40; Phil. 6.3 = Acts 7:52; Phil. 12.2 = Acts 26:18; 8:21).


	■ Some scholars think Luke is dependent on a collection of Paul’s letters for his reconstruction of Paul’s career (compiled ca. AD 65–140) and dependent on Josephus for his account of the destruction of the Jerusalem temple and for information about the various uprisings that took place in Judea by Judas the Galilean, Theudas, and the Egyptian (Jewish Wars ca. AD 75 and Antiquities ca. AD 93–94). Alternatively, maybe Luke simply knew from oral reports about the Roman siege of Jerusalem, had heard about the tumultuous history of Judea under the Romans, and knew of Paul’s letters directly from Paul himself.


	■ Our earliest manuscripts of Luke (P75) and Acts (P29) both come from the third century.




Some try to date Luke–Acts very early (ca. AD 65–70) based on the observation that when Acts ends, Paul is in house arrest in Rome, and if Luke knew about Paul’s trial and martyrdom, he would surely have told his readers about it. I see the attraction of that view, but it is sadly pushing a big rock up a steep hill. Scholars tend to date the Gospel of Mark to circa AD 70, and Luke is clearly dependent on Mark’s outline for his own Jesus story. Plus, it helps if we remember that Acts is not a Pauline biography; it is about the beginnings of the church, the spread of the Christian mission, the proclamation of Jesus to the ends of the earth, how things began in Jerusalem and arrived in the streets of Rome.

Therefore, the Gospel of Luke was probably composed circa AD 75–95. The book of Acts could have been written immediately after or else separated by some decades, with an upper limit of circa AD 115. To be more precise, I’d opt for a date for Luke–Acts between AD 80-90.




AUDIENCE

Whom did Luke write his Gospel and Acts for? Well, at one level the answer is quite obvious: Theophilus. I tend to think that Theophilus was not a fictive figure but a real person. Theophilus was probably the patron sponsoring Luke’s literary endeavors, perhaps a pagan convert to Christianity or a leader in the church wanting a fresh account of the story of Jesus and the story of how the church began.

Of course, I doubt Luke thought that the only person to read his Gospel and Acts would be Theophilus. Undoubtedly Luke intended his own circle of fellow believers and like-minded networks of churches to be interested in his literary endeavors. Yet what impact did Luke think his Gospel was going to have on them? This brings us to the question of purpose, which deserves and will receive a chapter of its own—the very next one. Suffice it to say for now that Luke’s Gospel edges toward emphasizing Jesus’ concern for the outcasts and marginalized, while Acts has a very clear apologetic edge, especially in terms of Paul’s legacy and the status of Gentile Christians.

Beyond Theophilus, we can imagine Luke’s Gospel being intended for—in different ways—Jewish Christians, Gentile Christians, perhaps even pagan inquirers of Christianity, or even non-Christ-believing Jews of the Diaspora. These audiences are not mutually exclusive and Luke might have envisaged his two-volume work as finding a home among a variety of audiences who had a variety of responses to it. I’m partial to what François Bovon wrote: “Among this readership, Luke, who writes with the care of a historian, the apologetic enthusiasm of a convert, and the earnest appeal of a missionary, envisages three target groups: educated Gentiles, Hellenistic Jews, and Christians unsettled by rumors (Luke 1:4; Acts 22:30).”8




GENRE

Luke’s Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles are different texts. They tell united albeit distinguishable stories, they move from Jesus to the early church, and they are arguably intended to function in different ways. So we will deal with the genre of each one separately.

First, we have to ask: What is genre? It might seem like a mundane question, but it is a necessary one. Genre is kind of like an implied contract between author and readers on how a text relates to reality, the rules for understanding it, and how it should be received. In other words, the reality, rules, and reception of a text that begins, “Once upon a time” are different from a text that begins, “You can expect scattered showers and light northeasterly breezes.” Scholars debate whether genre is based on a family of characteristics that texts share (types of narrator, use of symbolism, written in first or third person, etc.) or on the social function of a text (morality tale, apologetic, polemic, etc.). Just note for now that the meaning of genre is disputed.

Second, when it comes to the genre of the Gospel of Luke, the consensus is that it is a form of ancient biography, similar to Xenophon’s Memoirs of Socrates or Philo’s Life of Moses.9 Ancient biography was a very flexible genre and could be written differently. In the case of the Gospel of Luke, it is tied very closely to Israel’s sacred history and literature, it puts the Jesus tradition (i.e., teaching given by Jesus and stories about Jesus) into a biographical literary form, it marries together ancient rhetorical devices with Jewish schemes of scriptural interpretation, and it is connected to Christian evangelistic and apologetic preaching. For those reason I tend to think of the canonical Gospels, including Luke, as a type of kerygmatic biography (kerygma means “preaching”).

Third, the genre of the Acts of the Apostles is a more challenging problem. In fact, there are some days where it feels as if every second PhD candidate in New Testament in the English-speaking world is writing their dissertation on the genre of Acts. We could think of Acts as historiography, a telling of history albeit with rhetorical and religious interests.10 Or Acts could be a succession narrative or collected biography dealing with a preeminent figure and his later followers.11 Or again, maybe Acts is a Hellenistic writing of sorts, but one strongly influenced by Israel’s Scriptures, a new piece of “biblical history.”12 More likely than not, Acts is something like an apologetic historical work written up according to Greco-Roman literary conventions, as a conscious extension of Israel’s sacred history, with a key focus on the lives of Jesus’ followers, especially the apostles Peter and Paul.




UNITY

By now some readers will be wondering why Luke–Acts is being treated as one literary item rather than as two separate things, that is, Luke and Acts. Normally we read Luke beside the other three Gospels, while Acts gets read as a kind of preamble to the Pauline and Catholic epistles. Yes, they have the same author and some common themes, but the truth is that there is a something of a debate about the unity of Luke–Acts. While scholars today assume the unity of Luke and Acts and treat Luke–Acts as a single literary entity, this has not always been the case. Believe it or not, “Luke–Acts” with the hyphen or dash was not used by anyone until Henry Cadbury in 1927.13 In other words, scholars have been thinking about Luke–Acts for less than a century. Across church history, in patristic, medieval, and early modern biblical interpretation, Luke was normally studied beside the other three canonical Gospels, while Acts was set beside the Pauline or Catholic epistles. Thus, Luke–Acts, with the notable hyphen or dash, is something of a recent novelty. In fact, Mikael Parsons and his coauthor wonder whether the hyphen in Luke–Acts needs to be loosened because each book represents “very distinct narratives embodying different literary devices, generic conventions, and perhaps even theological concerns.”14 We have to remember that Luke and Acts can be read independently of each other, they were read independently of each other until relatively recently, they possess different genres, they can have different purposes, and they focus on different persons in different situations. Maybe Luke and Acts should go their own ways?

While a caveat about the reception of Luke and Acts is necessary, it is more probable than not that Luke wrote his Gospel with Acts in mind and that Acts was intended to be read by someone familiar with the Lukan Gospel. Evidence for that is (1) the prologues in Luke 1:1-4 and Acts 1:1 indicate that we have two parts of the one work, and Theophilus, the real reader, is expected to integrate both works in his own reading; (2) the consistent development of themes across Luke–Acts, such as promise and fulfillment, Gentile inclusion, Jesus as prophetic Messiah, Holy Spirit as promise and power, are indicative of a rhetorical, narrative, and theological unity; (3) material in the Lukan Gospel has been organized and distilled in light of what follows in Acts. For instance, Luke appears to omit material found in Mark (like the story of the Syro-Phoenician woman in Mark 7:24-30) because he is saving-up his best pro-Gentile stories for later. Some events in the Gospel anticipate what is to happen in Acts by giving attention to groups like the Samaritans who figure in the early Christian mission; (4) the ending of the Gospel is specifically drawn up with a view to the book of Acts as an intended sequel as apparent from the disciples being told to wait in Jerusalem until they receive the Holy Spirit (Lk 24:49).

In sum, Joel B. Green is correct that Luke’s purposes require him to write both his Gospel and the book of Acts. According to Green: “Luke’s agenda is not to write the story of Jesus, followed by the story of the early church. . . . Rather, his design is to write the story of the continuation and fulfillment of God’s project—a story that embraces both the work of Jesus and of the followers of Jesus after his ascension. From start to finish, Luke–Acts brings to the fore one narrative aim, the one aim of God.”15




REVIEW QUESTIONS


	1. What can be known about the author “Luke” from the text of Luke–Acts?


	2. Whom did the early church think wrote the Third Gospel?


	3. When were Luke and Acts probably written?


	4. What genre are Luke and Acts?


	5. What are the benefits of reading Luke and Acts together?
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The Purposes
of Luke–Acts



THE PROBLEM OF FINDING LUKE’S PURPOSE

People write for a reason. There is a reason I’m writing this book, this chapter, and this paragraph. There is a reason Julius Caesar wrote his Gallic Wars (i.e., to celebrate Caesar’s Gallic campaign and to defend himself from criticisms of his character), and there is a reason Ralph Ellison wrote Invisible Man (i.e., to expose the hardships of African Americans in the 1950s). Luke’s literary achievement is remarkable, taking us from Nazareth to Rome, encompassing a biography of Jesus and an historiographical narration of the beginnings of the early church. We must ask, Why? Why did Luke write Luke–Acts, and what was he trying to achieve? The problem is that, apart from the preface (Luke 1:1-4), Luke is not explicit about his literary intentions, so we have to infer them or work them out from a close reading of Luke–Acts.

At one level the genres of Luke and Acts tell us something about Luke’s purposes. The Gospel of Luke, as a biography, narrates the story of Jesus to inform an audience who Jesus is, what he said and did, why he matters, why he died, how he died, and what about Jesus is admirable. The book of Acts, as historiography, narrates the beginnings of the early church and its spread from Jerusalem to Rome in order to present the church as an idealized community and to offer a positive account of the apostles Peter and especially Paul.

But even beyond the generalities of purpose associated with genre, we can identify Luke’s stated purpose from his own words. Luke tells us in his prologue that he writes for Theophilus an “orderly account” (διήγησις, Luke 1:1) as a continuation and complement to the works of others (Mark and maybe Matthew). Luke writes not for the sake of posterity but so that Theophilus will have a sense of assurance about the things he has been told about Jesus and the apostles (Luke 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-2). Diane Chen comments that Luke intends to assure Theophilus and his circle that what they have “learned about Jesus is true and trustworthy, and that they must stay firm in their bold witness and faithful discipleship [even] in spite of persecution and rejection.”1 Similar is Alan Thompson: “Luke is writing to provide reassurance to believers about the nature of the events surrounding Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, the spread of the message about Jesus, and the nature of God’s people following Jesus’ ascension.”2 Thus, Luke–Acts is a kind of advanced catechism for Theophilus and others like him, for people who desire to know more about Jesus and the apostles, who want to be rooted in the gospel story and understand the beginnings of the church.

There might also be several unstated purposes that Luke intends to achieve, or types of effects he wishes to have on an audience even if they are not plainly stated. The most obvious is, as we will see, the apologetic aspect. Luke has one eye on smears against Jesus, the early church, and the apostle Paul. Luke might also have his own response to Jewish objections to the Jesus movement, a scheme of Christian hope that he desires to advocate, a particular perspective on the Roman Empire that he weaves in, and a few erroneous views he intends to correct. Luke might have intended to achieve far more than what he materially says.

Otherwise, we need to also consider several utilities for Luke–Acts. That is, what Luke–Acts was used for, even if these uses were not specifically intended. For instance, Luke’s Gospel, alongside the other Gospels, was used in Christian worship, as missionary literature, and as instruction for converts to the faith. The book of Acts was used as a refutation of heretics such as Marcion and also as a literary companion beside the general epistles to form a literary collection known as the Apostolos. Even up to the present time, Luke–Acts has several uses that Luke perhaps did not envisage, ranging from a manifesto for Christian socialism all the way through to a church-planting manual.3 Luke–Acts has many utilities, a life beyond and beside anything Luke could have even imagined himself.

To recap, there are purposes for Luke–Acts associated with the genre of both books, Luke’s stated aims to Theophilus, and his unstated aims, and there are also several utilities for Luke–Acts. The unstated aims are the most controversial. There scholars have to do some detective work or literary archaeology to find clues as to what Luke was up to beyond giving Theophilus and friends an advanced adult Sunday school class. This is what we’ll explore in some depth.




PROPOSED PURPOSES FOR LUKE–ACTS

The various proposals for the purpose of Luke–Acts, with numerous variations, include the following:4


	■ to defend Paul at his trial


	■ to legally defend Christianity as a religio licita (i.e., legal religion)


	■ to defend Christianity to Romans


	■ to defend Christianity to Jews


	■ to defend Pauline Christianity to Jewish Christians


	■ to explain the persecution of Christians


	■ to attempt to unify the apostle Paul with Jerusalem traditions


	■ to combat certain heresies by means of telling a story


	■ to explain why Jesus has not returned by appeal to salvation history


	■ to provide a piece of missionary literature for either Jews or Gentiles


	■ to defend and confirm the message of salvation


	■ to show how Jesus and the early church embody the plan and purpose of God


	■ to explain the existence of a Jewish messianic sect in a Gentile world


	■ to provide sociological legitimation for the full inclusion of Gentiles in the church


	■ to attempt to reconcile Christian faith with common Judaism


	■ to prevent Jewish Christians from relapsing into Judaism


	■ to provide a polemical document against the Jews




Most of these views have something going for them; they seem at least partially right, so it is difficult to discern between them. That said, some views are probably more right than others, and some have a bit more explanatory power than others. I think it is reasonable to suggest that when it comes identifying the purposes of Luke–Acts we need to pay attention to four aspects: (1) the story of salvation, (2) the apologetic edge, (3) the polemical thrust, and (4) the matter of legitimacy. We can explore all four aspects to come to an informed view of the purposes of Luke–Acts.




THE STORY OF SALVATION IN LUKE’S GOSPEL

Luke has a rich and multifaceted understanding of God’s salvation wrought in Jesus. This emphasis on salvation and deliverance is apparent from a cursory reading of Luke–Acts as the various horizons of salvation are set out. Notably, there is far more to Lukan salvation than the forgiveness of sins and something like going to heaven after death. Luke’s notion of salvation covers various aspects ranging from Israel’s own rescue, the problem of paganism for Gentiles, human frailty in a fallen world, and even spiritual and physical oppression. One might want to jump to the book of Acts and launch into the apostolic gospel sermons to explore the topic of salvation, but that would be premature, since there’s much in Luke’s Gospel on salvation. Luke takes his readers through a biography of Jesus because he wants to make four things about salvation abundantly clear.

God remembers Israel. First, God’s salvation is seen in God’s faithfulness to Israel as demonstrated in Jesus. The birth stories of John the Baptist and Jesus bristle with unexpected excitement that God at last is about to do something dramatic for his people. An angel tells Zechariah, “He [John] will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1:16-17). Later, an angel tells Mary that through her the messianic deliverer is coming: “He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:32-33). We have here the coming Elijah (Malachi 4:5) and the Davidic King (Isaiah 9:7; Jeremiah 23:5; Ezekiel 34:23-24).

In Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) and Zechariah’s Benedictus (Luke 1:67-79) there is a chorus of praise to “God my savior” (Luke 1:47), who has raised up a “horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David” (Luke 1:69 NIV). All this transpires in relation to God’s past, present, and future: his mercy, mighty deeds of deliverance, bringing down the mighty, lifting up the humble, remembering his servant Israel, remembering his covenant, agricultural abundance, making good his promises to Abraham, and the forgiveness of sins. The celebration is because the God of Israel has come to redeem his people (Luke 1:69). When Simeon meets the baby Jesus in the temple, he rejoices in finally seeing God’s salvation, just as the prophetess Anna gives thanks to God for the child and for the “redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38).

We could easily take parts of Luke 1–2 and add them to the end of Malachi, and it would make perfect sense as an Old Testament story about Israel’s God bringing forth a couple of new prophets to bring deliverance once again to Israel, this time under Roman rule. The major motifs are: God is coming, God is bringing his salvation, and this means redemption for Israel and a reordering of power for Israel’s enemies. But there’s a twist, as Simeon declares to the holy couple, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul too” (Luke 2:34-35). Salvation is coming, but perhaps not as people thought, perhaps not for whom some people thought, and maybe not everyone in Israel will receive it with gladness. So, while Luke narrates the story of salvation, the salvation that comes will be contested; there will be opposition from those within and around Israel.

Much of the Gospel of Luke is about Jesus dispensing salvation. Importantly, in Luke–Acts, salvation is holistic. It is not the immortality of the soul in a disembodied eternity. Rather, salvation includes healing (from illness, disability, demonic oppression, social ostracism, shame, and disgrace), cleansing, physical restoration, relational reconciliation with family and to God, escaping divine judgment, finding divine mercy, the liberation of a people group from foreign domination, and the forgiveness of sins. This salvation is in many ways coterminous with entering the kingdom of God, which is a mixture of destination, deliverance, and discipleship. If entrance into the kingdom entails the presence of salvation, then the kingdom must be entered and pursued, even if it costs a person their possessions or even their own mortal life. At several points, Jesus’ kingdom preaching is married to acts of healing and exorcisms, so that the saving word and saving power are joined together (Luke 8:1-2; 9:2, 11; 11:20). Importantly, it is by placing faith in Jesus that many people are healed of their infirmities (Luke 7:50; 8:48-50; 17:19; 18:42). It is by believing and heeding Jesus’ words that one is saved (Luke 8:12). This salvation is also universal, for the high and mighty as well as the lowly and humble (Luke 14:7-23; 19:2-10). Wherever Jesus goes, healing and hope follow, and this is what Israel’s God promised his people and is now delivering on.

Jesus as Savior. In brief, “the story of Jesus,” says Chen, “is the centrepiece of the plan of salvation ordained by the sovereign God, a plan that began with Israel but is intended for the nations.”5 Mary, in her famous song, rejoices in “God my savior” (Luke 1:47), a terrific reminder that Luke’s Jesus story is fundamentally a God story about how God’s redemptive reign and saving power hinge on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Jesus too, is called “savior,” prophesied from before his birth as “mighty savior” from the house of David (Luke 1:69), and acclaimed by angels as the Savior and messianic Lord (Luke 2:11). Furthermore, when Jesus explains his own prophetic vocation, he roots it in the scriptural promises of deliverance. In the “Nazareth Manifesto” the Lukan Jesus regards Isaiah 61:1 as his own job description: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19). Jesus believes he is following the Isaianic script to make Israel’s postexilic deliverance a reality, and the healings he performs are the concrete proof of it (Luke 7:22-23). In addition, Jesus declares that he has come not to call the righteous “but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:32) and “to seek out and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10).

Community of the saved. To follow Jesus is to join those being saved. This is clear in the parable of the narrow door (Luke 13:22-30). Salvation means experiencing the kingdom of God, both its current manifestation and its future consummation. Because this salvation is contested, opposed, doubted, chided, and sometimes abandoned, only a few will be saved. Salvation is like a narrow gate; many might consider it, try it, start it, but few will see it through to the end. Even though this salvation is universally offered, few embrace it. Many might claim familiarity with the master, but only those who have faith will receive him.

Salvation for outsiders. If the Jews reject the offer of salvation, then “others” will be saved. Salvation is clearly intended for Israel, that much is clear from Luke 1 to Luke 24. However, Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom brings a rupture within Israel; some believe in him, some sneer at him, some earnestly oppose him. The Lukan Jesus does not come offering Israel grace over religion, morality over purity, much less a universalism to overcome their particularism. He comes to Israel bringing glad tidings of a new exodus where God’s kingship is bristling and burgeoning in their midst, to warn of a judgment coming on all, to set forth an alternative way of being Israel, and to urge people to follow him as the last chance for Israel. He claims to speak for God, yet others say that this is not what God has told them. One can observe a distinct pattern beginning in Luke 4:16-30, one that continues in Paul’s missionary career in Acts 13 and 17. This pattern goes synagogue sermon, scriptural fulfillment, initial acceptance, eventual rejection, and lethal attack.6 While there is much joy in that God’s salvation is reaching the covenant people, there is also deep lament that many Jews are turning their backs on it.




THE STORY OF SALVATION IN THE BOOK OF ACTS

Switching our attention to Acts, we find that the story of salvation continues unabated, albeit in the context of the postascension situation of the early church and its mission.

First, in the earliest days of the Jerusalem church, the people are urged to call on the name of the Lord and be saved (Acts 2:21). God sent Jesus to Israel so that there would be “times of refreshing” and that “universal restoration” could come on Israel, as God announced long ago through his holy prophets (Acts 3:20-21). There is a strong sense in Acts that salvation does not bypass Israel or come despite Israel but comes through Israel to the Gentiles. Peter and Paul both remained fixated on sharing the gospel with their fellow Judeans and Diasporan Jews. Jews and Gentiles are both saved “through the grace of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 15:11).

Second, the proof of God’s faithfulness is that Jesus was sent to Israel as their Savior for their repentance and forgiveness of sins (Acts 5:31; 13:23). Jesus is from God and for Israel; irrespective of how Gentiles are included, Jesus is Israel’s own prince and deliverer. In fact, there’s a certain degree of exclusivity in operation, a sort of Christo-finality, as there is “no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12) than that of Jesus.

Third, there are a couple of points where the message of salvation is considered the very purpose of the apostolic ministry. We see this especially in the account of Paul’s ministry in Philippi. A slave girl with a pythonic spirit of divination pesters Paul by crying out to the people, “These men are slaves of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation” (Acts 16:17), illustrating that even the spiritually afflicted can grasp the significance of the apostles’ work. Also in Philippi, when the local jailer realizes that all the prisoners have been unchained, he asks Paul and Silas, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” to which they answer, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts 16:30-31).

Whatever we think of the story behind Luke–Acts, we have to admit that it is a story about salvation. Luke proclaims salvation for Jew and Gentile alike, by grace and through faith, a salvation of body and soul, a salvation that cuts across ethnic and economic distinctions, brought by Jesus the Savior and a God who is mighty to save. It is not salvation history—a demarcation of Israel, Jesus, and the church age—that is foremost but salvation itself. One of Luke’s purposes is to declare and describe how God’s saving purposes are worked out through Israel, in Jesus, and among Christ-believers in the Greco-Roman world.


God’s Purpose Across Redemptive History
According to Luke


“Luke’s agenda is not to write the story of Jesus, followed by the story of the early church . . . Rather, his design is to write the story of the continuation and fulfillment of God’s project—a story that embraces both the work of Jesus and of the followers of Jesus after his ascension. From start to finish, Luke–Acts brings to the fore one narrative aim, the one aim of God.”a

Joel B. Green, The Theology of the Gospel of Luke, NTT (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 47.
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