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    Preface




    The Biblical Imagination




    “Though seeing, they may not see; though hearing, they may not understand.”




    Luke 8:10 niv, from Isaiah 6:9




    When we hear these words of Jesus, something inside us shudders. We wince at the thought of someone—anyone—who has the ability to see and hear and yet stubbornly refuses to perceive and understand. Our greatest fear is that inwardly we might be just that person.




    He had just told the parable of the sower. And we will learn in Luke that a parable demands the use of the imagination. If we are to take our place alongside the disciples as ones to whom these “secrets of knowledge” have been entrusted, then we too must learn what it means to read, to perceive, to understand the Bible with our imaginations.




    It is impossible, when a seed is planted in you, to know just what sort of fruit it will eventually produce. Almost thirty years ago, when Dr. William Lane smiled at me over his crooked glasses and said, “I am going to teach you how I read Scripture,” how could I have known that I would spend the rest of my life in pursuit of his stated goal: reading the Scriptures with my imagination.




    “We must learn to read the Bible at the level of the informed imagination”: this was how he encapsulated his approach to studying God’s Word. In the years that followed, he never once explained how we were supposed to do this. Instead, he simply did it. That is, Bill incarnated for his students a deep interaction with the biblical text by means of his remarkably informed imagination. A Ph.D. from Harvard, he spoke fourteen languages. You saw his imagination when he simply opened the Bible; it seemed to tremble in his hands. You heard it when he read with his booming voice, usually from the New Testament. You saw it in your mind’s eye when he used primary source backgrounds to paint the image of Jesus the rabbi. Sometimes you even smelled it when Bill recounted a scene like the anointing of Jesus’ feet. “ ‘The smell of the perfume filled the house’ [Jn 12:3]: now, why do you think John included that detail?” he would ask, his voice modulating for effect.




    In our own way, those of us who studied with Bill in the religion department of Western Kentucky University adapted and adopted this luminous approach. We absorbed the primary sources for ourselves: Suetonius, Eusebius, Tacitus, Josephus and the rest. We learned to ask the same sort of questions he might ask of the text: “Why is this detail there?” “What does it mean?” “How would the first hearers of this document have understood this?” “Why did the writer leave that out?” In time, on our own, we would learn to ask even better questions . . . questions of our own.




    Precisely because he neglected to present this method as a full-blown system, we were left to struggle on our own. His refusal to provide a systematic, didactic outline had a powerful purpose: we were left to engage with Scripture at the level of our imaginations, by ourselves.




    And now, all these years later, I would like to show you how I read Scripture, to show you what I’ve come to understand about engaging with the Scriptures at the level of the informed imagination. I do not intend to present a system or an outline of my own, even if I could. In this new series of explorations of the Gospels, I would simply like to share some of the discoveries I’ve made along the way.




    Disintegration/Reintegration and the Holy Spirit




    We are a disintegrated people. The signs of it are all around us. Every bird that flees when you’re taking a walk is a reminder that the integrated place we once had with creation has been violated. We experience this when we witness the disintegration of every human relationship while our souls tell us that wife belongs with husband, friend with friend, child with parent. Yet at every turn we find it almost impossible to fit the fragmented pieces of the puzzles of our lives together.




    This disintegration affects the way we come to the Scriptures as well. Some of us embrace the Bible with our hearts, which is right to do, and yet we do not bring disciplined minds into the process. Sometimes the reverse is true: we apply first-rate minds to the Bible and yet fail to be sensitive to what the Word is whispering to our hearts. In the end, it is not a heart problem, nor is it a head problem. It is an integration problem. We must ask the Lord to help us bring our whole self to the task of listening to the Bible. How can we begin to reconnect what became disconnected at the Fall? How can the heart and mind become reintegrated?




    The imagination is the vital bridge between the heart and the mind. It is the means by which the Spirit begins to reconnect what was dis­integrated by the Fall. This explains why the majority of the Bible is seeking to recapture our imaginations, whether it is the poetry of the psalms, the imagery of the prophets or the luminous parables of Jesus.




    It is appropriate, then, that we start this series with Luke’s Gospel, because he is more preoccupied with the Holy Spirit than any other Gospel writer. After all, it is Luke who, in his second volume, tells us the story of the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost. From the very beginnings of the church, the Holy Spirit was recapturing the imaginations of the first followers of Jesus, reintegrating their hearts and minds. The Spirit enabled them to bring selves made whole once more to the task of understanding those “secrets of the kingdom” (Lk 8:10).




    As we proceed in this process, we will discover a new appreciation for the work of biblical scholarship, for the men and women who have received the call to vocationally study the Word and share the fruits of their strenuous labor with you and me. Along the way we will discover a fresh appreciation of scholarship—not as an end in itself but as a beginning. Often we are tempted to believe that the commentary or the lecture is an end, the final word. Here are the facts: record, digest, and the work is done. To the contrary, I hope we will see that the thoughtful commentary is only where you and I begin. The lecture is only the seed, not the fruit. You and I are called to move forward on our own, interacting with heart and mind, continually asking what all the facts mean. This is our calling, just as academic scholarship is the calling of the commentator. Most of us are not scholars. Perhaps we should begin thinking of ourselves as “imaginators,” or “biblical imaginators”—or, better yet, “christological biblical imaginators.” We are being conformed to his image as we engage our hearts and minds, by means of the imagination, with the Word of God.




    The Biblical Imagination Series




    This series intends to work its way through all four Gospels, illustrating all along what it means to take the imagination seriously in the understanding of the Bible. These are not, strictly speaking, a collection of academic books, although I intend to draw from the best scholarly sources. Instead, I hope to present a fresh way to approach the Gospels for the lay reader. If the scholarly book or article represents not the end but only the beginning, I intend to take what responsible scholars have faithfully and arduously fought for and demonstrate what it might look like to engage with their facts and with the Scripture on our own, to take their facts and ask what they mean in a larger sense.




    Beginning with the Gospel of Luke, the Biblical Imagination Series is an invitation to work through the Gospels along with me. I will take seriously the individual life of each Gospel writer, as well as the life situations that called forth each individual book. Instead of dealing with the texts line by line, or even word by word, we will work with larger blocks of material, looking for major themes and trying to grasp the flow of the story of the life of Jesus. I will do my best to ask good questions and to always be aware of your presence on the journey with me. So consider this my personal invitation to join me as we make our way through the Gospels.


  




  

    Introduction




    Who Is Luke?




    A Companion of Paul’s




    The middle of Acts 16 tells the mysterious, unprecedented and somewhat cryptic story of a portion of Paul’s roundabout journey through the Roman province of Asia. It serves as a wonderful example of the benefits of engaging the text with the informed imagination and asking what the facts might mean. If you simply read Acts 16:6-8, you are left with a list of long-forgotten regions and cities. (It took me some time to find a map that listed all of the sites mentioned in the passage.) But once your mind is armed with the information on the map, you can trace this frustrating leg of what is commonly referred to as the second missionary journey. Then your heart just might engage with the story in a fresh way. So let’s get started.




    Paul and his companions had been traveling within the regions of Phrygia and Galatia, telling the good news about Jesus of Nazareth. When they wanted to travel west, into the Roman province of Asia (not Asia as we define it), the Holy Spirit kept them from doing so (Acts 16:6). Next we are told they set out to the north, in the direction of Mysia, hoping to enter the town of Bithynia, but the “Spirit of Jesus” would not allow them to (Acts 16:7). If you look at the map, you’ll see that the only way left for them to go was west, to the town of Troas. In other words, traveling west to Asia, the Spirit said, “No.” Then north to Mysia, Jesus said, “No.” In essence, they were being funneled to Troas. Once in Troas, Paul had a vision of a man from Macedonia (a region farther west, across the Aegean Sea, Acts 16:9). Acts 16:10 says that after the vision, “we” got ready to leave. This is the first of the “we” passages in Acts, and it indicates that the narrator of Acts had joined Paul’s team. During that frustrating time of trying to go west and then north and then southwest to Troas, the Spirit was driving Paul, as it were, to the solitary man who would be his companion for the rest of his life. As they set out on this, their first missionary journey together, they never could have guessed just how deep their friendship would eventually become. The man’s name was Luke.




    In the letter to Philemon, Paul refers to Luke as simply one of his “fellow workers” (Philem 1:24 niv). By the time he writes Colossians, Paul, in prison in Rome, mentions Luke again, next to Demas, but now he singles him out as “our dear friend” (Col 4:14 niv). By the end of his life, Paul confesses in 2 Timothy 4:11 that “only Luke is with me.” Although we do not know that much about Luke, something tells me that this is all we really need to know. Luke had become his most faithful friend. Who is to say that he did not stay by Paul’s side until the very end, perhaps claiming and caring for the decapitated body? So fact one concerning Luke is this: he was a companion of Paul.




    Not an Eyewitness




    In the opening verses of his Gospel, Luke indicates that he was not an eyewitness to the stories he is recording but has in fact spoken to those “who from the first were eyewitnesses” (Lk 1:2 niv). Fact two concerning Luke: he was not an eyewitness. This means he had to self-consciously pick and choose which eyewitness accounts he would utilize as he wove together the story of Jesus.




    A Doctor




    Could it be that Paul simply needed a doctor to travel with him to help treat whatever his “thorn in the flesh” might have been? Some believe the mysterious ailment might have been progressive blindness. (At one point Paul speaks of having to write in such “large letters” [Gal 6:11].) Others think he might have suffered from malaria contracted on an earlier mission trip. Or could it have been that their mutual respect and concern for the marginal men and women of their time brought Paul and Luke together in ministry? Or was it the fact that they both cared so deeply for the universality of the gospel that their hearts resonated together with compassion for the Gentiles? Perhaps it was for all these reasons and others we may never know. In Colossians 4:14, Paul refers to Luke as an iatros, or doctor. Fact three concerning Luke: he was a doctor.




    Perhaps a Slave




    In Paul’s day, many doctors were recruited from the slave community. So based on his profession, there is at least a chance that Luke might have been a slave. Whereas the Greeks forbade slaves to practice medicine, the Romans promoted the idea. In fact, even Augustus’s personal physician was a freedman (former slave) named Antonius Musa. By the end of the first century, the emperor Domitian was forced to issue a decree that forbade any more slaves to study the medical arts, presumably because the profession was becoming overloaded with slave doctors.[1] Many of the most respected Roman doctors were in fact slaves.[2]




    Another piece of evidence that points in the direction of Luke being a slave is his very name. “Luke” is technically known as a hypocorism, a fancy word for “nickname.” In the first century, slaves were usually renamed each time they were purchased. Some slave names bespeak qualities, like the name Onesimus, which means “useful.” Other slaves were given shortened forms of their masters’ names, or nicknames. Hence, a slave purchased by someone named Demetrius might receive the name Demos. If I were to have owned a slave in the first century (God forbid), I might have named him Mike. Likewise, someone named Lucius would have renamed his new slave Luke. I find it most interesting that Paul has a relative named Lucius (Acts 13:1; Rom 16:21). I admit that this idea is quite a stretch, and my scholarly friends have told me this theory would never wash in the halls of academia, but I suggest to you that Luke may have been a slave who was perhaps freed and given to Paul to serve him as his personal physician by his relative Lucius. We will look for more evidence for this later, but for now let us put forth, not as a fact but as a distinct possibility: Luke might have been a slave.




    A Gentile




    It is widely accepted that Luke was a Gentile. First, there is his Greek name. Then there is the fact that Paul first meets up with him in Asia. Also, a close look at the text of his Gospel indicates that he is writing to a Greek audience. In Colossians 4:10-17, Paul lists his “co-workers.” In verses 10-11 he names Aristarchus, Mark and Justus, mentioning that they are the only fellow workers who are “of the circumcision,” meaning they are the only Jews. In verses 12-17, Paul lists the other, presumably non-Jewish coworkers. In verse 14 he lists Luke, “the loved physician.” So Luke was a Gentile.




    Here is where we stretch out and try to apply our method of engaging with the imagination. We have listed some facts and possible truths about Luke. Facts rest well in the mind, but our imaginations need to do something with the facts. So let’s try to ask some better questions based on what we have seen so far. Let’s try to interact with the facts at the level of the informed imagination.




    If it is true that Luke was a companion of Paul’s, then what would we expect from a companion of Paul’s? Here’s where it gets interesting.




    First, Paul is not shy about confessing the fact that he was once a Pharisee (Acts 23:6; 26:5; Phil 3:5). When we come to the Gospel of Luke, we find that Luke deals with the Pharisees differently than the other Gospel writers do. In fact, in Luke’s Gospel we see Jesus sharing meal fellowship with the Pharisees on three separate occasions (Lk 7:36; 11:37; 14:1). Only in Luke do the Pharisees come to warn Jesus about Herod’s plan to take his life (Lk 13:31). In the final chapters that record all that leads up to the crucifixion, we see that the Pharisees are not implicated in the plot. So what we might expect from the traveling companion of a Pharisee like Paul is exactly what we find. Luke has a broader perspective on the Pharisees.




    Shortly after they first met (Acts 16), Paul and Luke set out on a journey. For the vast majority of the remainder of their time together they would be traveling. It is interesting then, when we turn to the Gospel of Luke, to see that 40 percent of the book, what is known as the great central section, records Jesus’ final journey to Jerusalem. It is also known as the travel narrative (Lk 9:51–18:14). From the time he spent traveling with Paul, Luke seemed to understand the spiritual life as a journey. And so when he comes to tell the story of Jesus, he emphasizes Jesus’ final journey to Jerusalem. In fact, someone has said that Luke is simply the story of a journey from Galilee to Jerusalem, while Acts is the story of a journey from Jerusalem to Rome. So what we would expect to find from the traveling companion of Paul is exactly what we find in the Gospel of Luke.




    Paul was also not ashamed to acknowledge himself as an “apostle to the Gentiles” (Rom 11:13). So you might expect that a companion of Paul would be unusually sensitive to the Gentile world. And that is precisely what you find in the Gospel of Luke, as well as in the larger context of Luke and Acts. In Matthew, where the genealogy of Jesus is recorded, Matthew begins with Abraham, pointing to the Jewishness of Jesus. But in Luke 4, when Luke records the genealogy of Jesus, he goes all the way back to Adam, stressing that Jesus is the savior who has come for all humankind, including the Gentiles. In chapter 2 the angel speaks of the good news, which has come for “all the people.” In the same chapter Simeon sings about “a light for revelation to the Gentiles” (Lk 2:32). This might also be seen as a confirmation that Luke was himself a Gentile. As we work our way through the Gospel of Luke, we will be on the lookout for more of these examples.




    We have seen that Paul clearly states that Luke was a doctor. That, in and of itself, is an interesting fact. But let’s go deeper and ask the question: what would you expect from a Gospel writer who was a doctor?




    Once again, what we might expect is exactly what we find. There is a wealth of medical detail in the accounts of the healings of Jesus’ ministry. In chapter 4, Luke records that Peter’s mother had a “high” fever. Even as today we speak of high-grade and low-grade fevers, doctors in the ancient world differentiated between great and small ones. In chapter 3, John the Baptist baptizes for the remission of sin. Luke uses the same word for remission that we use when we speak of the remission of cancer. Only Luke speaks of the man with “dropsy” (Lk 14:2 niv). In chapter 9, the man in the crowd asks Jesus to examine his son. Here Luke uses the same word that is used of a doctor examining a patient.




    One of the best examples of the medical background in the Gospel of Luke is a detail that Luke leaves out. In Mark 5, the story is told of a woman who has had a hemorrhage for twelve years. Mark tells us that she has suffered much at the hands of many doctors and has spent all she has, and that instead of growing better, she has grown worse. Interestingly enough, when Luke tells the same story in Luke 8, he leaves out that detail! This is precisely the kind of omission we would expect from someone invested in a particular profession.




    Earlier we posited the idea that because of his name and his profession, Luke might have been a slave. If this is so, then what might we expect from a writer who was a slave? Once again, what we might expect is precisely what we find. Luke is known as the Gospel of the poor and marginalized because he shows more concern for women, who were the most marginalized group in the first century, and for those who existed on the bottom rung of Jewish society. Luke alone tells us of the shepherds who are the first recipients of the good news of the birth of Jesus. Shepherds were regarded as outcasts in first-century Judaism, barred even from testifying in a court of law. Only Luke tells of the impoverished baby who sleeps in a cattle trough. Only Luke tells us the story of the widow of Nain, as well as the widow who offers both of her remaining coins to the temple treasury.




    We might expect that a slave would have longed to see the world turned upside down, and this is also exactly what we find in Luke’s Gospel. From Mary’s song of the radical reversal that the coming of Messiah will bring, to the Beatitudes of Jesus, which announce that those who are laughing now will mourn while the mourners will soon find reason to laugh, Luke the slave celebrates the coming of Jesus. He longs for and wonders at the world being turned upside down by this arrival.




    Luke loved songs. In the opening chapters everyone seems to be singing. Mary sings her Magnificat. The angels pronounce their Gloria in Excelsis. The father of John the Baptist, Zechariah, sings his Benedictus as he holds the infant prophet in his arms. And as Simeon embraces the infant Jesus, he sings his swan song, his Nunc Dimittis. While I would love to make a connection back to his companion, I do not see Paul as a very musical person. There are only a few fragments of hymns in his writings (Phil 2:6-11). All I can conclude is that Luke, in his own right, was a lover of songs. Perhaps in his experience as a slave he found that singing was an effective way to cope with his suffering. Whenever one of his eyewitnesses spoke or perhaps even sang a song to him, Luke was careful and, it seems to me, delighted to put it down.




    Luke believed in prayer. More than any other Gospel writer, Luke shows us the prayer life of Jesus. Jesus went into the wilderness and prayed all night (Lk 5:16). He prayed before the Twelve were chosen (Lk 6:12). Only Luke tells us that “as He was praying” Jesus was transfigured (Lk 9:29). Jesus pronounces two parables on the subject of prayer (Lk 11:5-13; 18:1-8). And finally, the reason for the second temple expulsion in Luke was so that a place of prayer might be reestablished for the Gentiles (Lk 19:46). Interestingly, after a long wait, when we finally get to hear Jesus himself at prayer in Luke, it is the shortened Lord’s Prayer—sometimes called the Lukan Lord’s Prayer—which can be spoken with a single breath (Lk 11:2-4).




    We have a long journey ahead as we make our way through Luke’s Gospel. As we go, I hope we will learn to listen to the tone of his voice, for he is our principal guide, our companion on the journey. All along the way we will continue to ask questions of his life and particular interests in telling the story of Jesus. He has already been revealed to be a courageous, faithful, prayerful and sensitive person. I can think of no one better at this present moment to accompany us.




    


  




  

    Major Themes




    The Gospel of Amazement




    They were, all of them, quite simply amazed. Zechariah’s friends, the shepherds, all who heard the shepherds, Joseph and Mary, the people in his hometown of Nazareth, those in Capernaum, those who heard the boy Jesus in the temple, the disciples, the parents of the girl who had died, even the Pharisees: all were amazed, astonished, in awe and afraid. Three decades later, as Luke interviews the ever-decreasing group of eyewitnesses, he finds them still amazed, still struggling to put into words just what it was like to encounter the rabbi from Nazareth. And thirty years away from the event that was Jesus’ life, Luke still finds himself amazed as well.




    Luke exhausts the language of amazement. They were “amazed,” “astonished,” “in awe,” “astounded,” “spellbound.” Surely Matthew, Mark and John were amazed as well: Matthew speaks twelve times of the people being amazed, and Mark does it fifteen times. John only uses the term six times. There are five Greek words that can be translated “amazed,” and only Luke uses every one of them. Sometimes he uses two different words in the same sentence (see Lk 5:26)!




    thaumazo: “amazed,” “marvel,” “wonder,” “astonished” (Lk 1:63; 2:18; 4:22; 7:9; 9:43; 11:14; 20:26)




    ekple4sso: “astonished,” “astounded,” “spellbound” (Lk 2:48; 4:32; 5:26; 9:43)




    ekstasis: “amazement,” “trance” (Lk 5:26)




    thambos: “astonishment” (Lk 4:36; 5:9; this appears only in Luke)




    existe4mi: “amazed” (Lk 2:47; 8:56; 24:22)




    




    I used to sum up this material by asking the convicting question, “Why am I not amazed?” But I have found a better question. If we truly engage with the text of Luke, I hope that we will rediscover a sense of wonder and amazement at this remarkable, mysterious, amazing person called Jesus. With Luke, we might just begin to ask the world, “Is he not amazing?” After all, Bonhoeffer was right: “Bewilderment is true comprehension.”[3]




    When Those Who Should Don’t




    Luke is a self-conscious writer; we will see this clearly in his introduction. He has set himself the task of interviewing eyewitnesses of Jesus’ ministry some thirty years after the event. This means that, with the Holy Spirit’s guidance, he must pick and choose his material. The man whom God has created Luke to be will shape the final form of the material. This is one facet of the backgrounds of all the Gospels that makes them endlessly complex and fascinating.




    As Luke went about the task of collecting eyewitness accounts of the life of Jesus, he noticed a pattern emerging. Time and time again religious leaders—supposedly spiritual men, people who should have understood what Jesus’ ministry was about—were simply unable to comprehend the rabbi from Nazareth. On the other hand, simple, run-of-the-mill people—most of them women—were able to almost immediately grasp the gift of grace that Jesus was offering them. Eventually the sheer weight of examples caused Luke to develop these stories into a literary theme which, for lack of a better term, I call “when those who should don’t, and those who shouldn’t do.”




    We will take a closer look at each example when we get into the chapter-by-chapter discussion of the text. So for now, I will simply provide an annotated list.




    

      	Zechariah (the father of John the Baptist) and Mary (Lk 1:5-56, 67-79)


    




    Zechariah, a priest serving in the holy place in the temple, is given a promise directly from the mouth of the angel Gabriel and yet does not believe. Mary, on the other hand, a simple young girl from the backwater town of Nazareth, hears Gabriel and immediately responds by submitting herself as the “Lord’s slave” (v. 38).




    

      	Jews and the centurion (Lk 7:1-10)


    




    The Jewish friends of the pagan soldier come to Jesus, insisting that he “deserves” Jesus’ attention (v. 4 niv). The Roman centurion, however, sends word, “I am not worthy” (v. 6). Nevertheless, he still asks for Jesus’ gift of healing for his slave. His faith amazes Jesus.




    

      	Simon the Pharisee and the “sinful” woman (Lk 7:36-50)


    




    Simon, a Pharisee who has invited Jesus for meal fellowship, inwardly judges both Jesus and the sinful woman who has crashed the party. While the woman who is a “sinner” (v. 37) weeps over the feet of Jesus and dries them with her hair, Jesus responds to Simon, “Do you see this woman?” (v. 44) because Simon has only viewed her as one of his categories.




    

      	Jesus’ family and the listeners (Lk 8:19-21)


    




    Jesus’ mother and brothers come to “see” Jesus. We know from Mark’s account that they have decided that Jesus is out of his mind and needs to be taken away from the presence of the crowd. The crowds, however, who are apparently listening to the words of Jesus, are relabeled as his mothers and brothers. Jesus’ own family, for the moment, doesn’t understand, while the group of strangers does. They become the new, listening family of Jesus.




    

      	The unpossessed Gerasenes and the possessed man (Lk 8:26-39)


    




    After having been delivered from the legion of demons, the man pleads to go with Jesus, while the townspeople plead for Jesus to leave.




    

      	The priest and Levite and the good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37)


    




    So pervasive is this literary theme that it even makes it into the parables of Jesus. Here the priest and Levite pass by the wounded traveler, while the Samaritan goes far out of his way to help.




    

      	Those invited to the banquet and those on the streets (Lk 14:15-24)


    




    Those who are initially invited to the extravagant banquet bow out at the last minute with a host of lame excuses, while the “street people” are invited and dragged into the feast.




    

      	The older brother and the lost son (Lk 15:11-32)


    




    The younger son, who has wasted his father’s inheritance, limps home and asks to become a servant. The older brother scorns the father’s forgiveness and complains that he is really a slave.




    

      	The rich man and Lazarus (Lk 16:19-31)


    




    Here the rich man, who would have been seen as blessed, ends up in hell. The “cursed” beggar, on the other hand, finds himself in Abraham’s bosom. Even in hell the rich man still does not “get it.”




    

      	The nine lepers and the one who returned (Lk 17:11-19)


    




    Out of the ten lepers who are healed, only one comes back to give thanks, and he is a Samaritan.




    

      	The Pharisee and the tax collector (Lk 18:9-14)


    




    The religious Pharisee is praying “about himself” (v. 11 niv) before God and goes home unjustified. Unthinkably, the tax collector seems to understand the grace and forgiveness of God when he merely blurts out, “God, have mercy” (v. 13 niv).




    

      	The rich young ruler and Zacchaeus (Lk 18:18-30; 19:1-10)


    




    The young man cannot give up his possessions. Zacchaeus, the tax collector, repents and pays restoration.




    

      	The rich people and the poor widow (Lk 21:1-4)


    




    The poor widow puts more into the treasury than the rich people.




    

      	The religious leaders and the thief and soldier (Lk 23:35, 40-41, 47)


    




    The religious leaders mock Jesus on the cross, while the thief and the Roman soldier protest that he is innocent.




    

      	The eleven disciples and the women (Lk 24:8-12)


    




    After the resurrection, the women come to the eleven disciples, believing Jesus has been raised from the dead. The disciples think they are merely speaking “nonsense” (v. 11).




    Parables at Work




    Of all the Gospel writers, Luke makes the most of Jesus’ parables. Matthew and Mark record several, going so far as to say that Jesus said nothing to the people without a parable (Mt 13:34; Mk 4:34). But Luke tends to show us parables at work. Whereas Matthew and Mark say things like, “And then Jesus spoke to them this parable,” Luke gives us places and names. He gives us context—for example, the stubborn widow (Lk 18:1-8) and the Pharisee and the tax collector (Lk 18:9-14). He tells us why Jesus is speaking a particular parable. And Luke, far more than the other writers, shows the parables taking effect—for example, Simon the Pharisee responding to the parable of the two debtors (Lk 7:36-50), and the lawyer responding to the story of the good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37). In reference to the parable of the minas in Luke 19:11-27, Luke says Jesus told it because he was nearing Jerusalem for the last time and knew that the people had false expectations about the coming of the kingdom.




    The parables of Christ are a mystery. They are not equations to be solved. You are never done with a single parable of Jesus—or perhaps it is better to say that his parables are never done with you. The simplest parable will continue speaking for the rest of your life—that is, if you choose to listen. No one understood this better than Luke.




    Two aspects of Jesus’ parables give them great persuasive power: identification and lack of closure. Identification seeks to engage our imaginations by drawing us into the story. Once there, we identify with one or more characters. I am the father whose son has run away with his inheritance, or the woman who has lost the precious coin. The character with whom you identify in any given parable can tell a lot about who you truly are.




    Lack of closure is seen in Jesus’ tendency to leave off the moral summing up at the end of the story. The stories have endings in and of themselves. The boy returns home, the judge finally listens to the widow, the pearl is found. But what is left silent is the moral, the conclusion. Within the freedom of the form of the parable, Jesus leaves the “aha!” to us. The moment of realization is ours to savor. Explaining the parables to death can rob them of this, their most important characteristic. So in one sense, the parable’s greatest strength is also its greatest weakness. The transcendent moment of the opening of the eye of the heart is left to you alone with the Spirit. (See the appendix for a list of the parables of Jesus.)




    An Unimaginably Paradoxical Prototype




    “We have seen paradoxical things today” (Lk 5:26, author’s translation). Whenever we work closely with the text of Scripture, we will notice levels of structure. Sometimes the structure is intentional. For example, in Luke’s nativity narratives, he contrasts the births of Jesus and John the Baptist. If you look closely, you will see that Luke intentionally presents them in a parallel structure. I believe that the same is true of the travel narrative. Luke’s opening statement of the travel narrative “He determined to journey to Jerusalem” is a literary device that intentionally opens the story of Jesus’ final trip to Jerusalem and the cross (Lk 9:51).




    Other times it is not so clear. Sometimes it’s difficult to say whether what seems to be a literary structure to us was actually intended by the author. The theme of the paradoxical prototype (Lk 5:1–7:30) cannot be conclusively proven to be intentional. But does it need to be? It represents a segment of the life of Jesus that was dominated by a central theme of unorthodoxy. Or perhaps it is a small window into a life that was continuously dominated by it. This literary block on the “unorthodoxy” opens with a statement that sounds, to my ear, like a literary device. See what you think: “Then everyone was astounded, and they were giving glory to God. And they were filled with awe and said, ‘We have seen incredible things today!’” (Lk 5:26).




    Two different terms in this statement speak of the amazement of the crowd: “astounded” (ekstasis) and filled with “awe” (phobos). They give “glory” (doxa) to God and conclude that they have seen “incredible” (paradoxos) things. This is the only time the Greek word paradoxos appears in the New Testament. It is translated elsewhere “remarkable” (niv, nasb) or “strange” (kjv) or even “amazing” (nlt). But I would like to propose a somewhat unorthodox phrase to translate it. I wonder if it is only a coincidence that the word doxa, which means “glory” and represents half of the word paradoxos, appears in the same sentence. Could the two be linked somehow? Did the people give doxa to God and then respond, “We have seen things that might otherwise (para) bring glory (doxa) to God.”




    I propose this translation because what follows it is a long collection of stories that have to do with the unorthodoxy—even the “paradoxy”—of Jesus. In the very next incident Jesus chooses Levi, the tax collector, as one of his disciples. Given the fact that tax collectors were always listed next to murderers and adulterers in the rabbinic literature, the choice of Levi should be seen as nothing less than wildly unorthodox. In Luke 5:31-32, Jesus says he has come for sinners. In the next passage, it is pointed out that Jesus and his disciples do not fast and pray in an orthodox way. Jesus responds with the parable of the wineskins. The old orthodoxy—that is, the old wineskins—cannot contain the new orthodoxy that is the new wine of Jesus’ message.




    Next, Jesus and his disciples violate the Sabbath by harvesting grain. Then Jesus heals on the Sabbath, something the Pharisees thought he should not do. This is followed by the radically reversed blessings and woes we have come to know as the Beatitudes. This is followed by the impossible command to love our enemies. Jesus’ rationale? God loves his enemies.




    And on it goes. Next we meet the Gentile centurion who understands the grace of Jesus better than the Jewish elders. Later John the Baptist, the one who should have been least likely to ask this question, asks whether Jesus is the Messiah or whether they should look for someone else. Surely this remarkable question, coming from the one who had leaped in his mother’s womb, signals the fact that Jesus’ ministry is highly unorthodox, thoroughly paradoxical and contrary to what might otherwise bring glory to God.




    This block seems to end, or at least to ebb, with another literary statement in Luke 7:29-30 that sounds like a bookend to me: “And when all the people, including the tax collectors, heard this, they acknowledged God’s way of righteousness, because they had been baptized with John’s baptism. But since the Pharisees and experts in the law had not been baptized by him, they rejected the plan of God for themselves.”




    Hesed in Luke




    I have had a lifelong love affair with words, especially untranslatable ones. Of all the biblical words I have encountered, no single one is more fascinating than the Hebrew word hesed. It is the word God uses to define himself again and again in the Old Testament (for example, Ex 20:6; 34:6-7; Num 14:18-19; Deut 5:10). The best translation I have found for this untranslatable word takes an entire sentence: “When the person from whom I have a right to expect nothing gives me everything.” Without requiring an entire book, that phrase pretty well captures the meaning of hesed in the Old Testament. When the concept of hesed appears in the New Testament, it is usually translated “grace” or “mercy.”




    Despite Luke’s non-Jewish background and the fact that he writes in Greek and not Hebrew, we find the notion of hesed reflected in the text over and over. We do not simply see mercy or grace portrayed in a one-dimensional way. Rather, the fully formed Hebrew notion of hesed is what we inevitably find.




    Mary’s Magnificat is full of hesed. In Luke 1:50, “His mercy is from generation to generation” is an echo of Exodus 20:6. In Luke 1:54 we are told again that he is “mindful of His mercy.” Then, four verses later in Luke 1:58, we read that mercy has been shown to Elizabeth, the mother of John. It becomes the theme of Zechariah’s song a few verses later (Lk 1:72, 78). When Jesus makes the impossible demand on his disciples to love their enemies, they are reminded that God loves his enemies, that “He is gracious to the ungrateful and evil” (Lk 6:35). Sound familiar? When the person from whom I have a right to expect nothing gives me everything. In Luke 10, the Samaritan shows compassion. Though the wounded man on the ground has no right to expect anything from a no-good Samaritan, behold, he receives over-the-top mercy: first aid, a donkey ride to the hotel, room and board, and the promise that the Samaritan will be back to check on him. And when Jesus forces the legal expert who called for the story in the first place to decide who his neighbor is after all, he is forced to mumble, “The one who showed mercy” (Lk 10:37).




    Time and time again in Luke’s Gospel, we will hear that perfect prayer coming from the poor and the leper, “Have mercy!” Once again the people who are asking know they do not deserve what they are asking for. Nonetheless, they ask because of the defining characteristic of Jesus: hesed, or undeserved mercy. Ultimately, upon the cross Jesus will forever define hesed.




    The Long Journey to Jerusalem




    The largest literary block in the book of Luke has to do with Jesus’ final journey to Jerusalem. It begins in Luke 9:51, when Jesus “determined to journey to Jerusalem.” It ends in Luke 19:44 when Jesus arrives at last. This block comprises almost 40 percent of the Gospel. In Matthew, this period is covered in two chapters (Mt 19–20). Mark covers it in chapter 10. But Luke takes up ten chapters out of twenty-four to tell what he clearly understands as a major event in the story of Jesus. The final journey does not begin until the question “Who is Jesus?” is finally answered by the transfiguration and the confession of Peter.




    Once the journey has begun, Luke’s language continually reminds us that we are on the road with Jesus: “As they were traveling on the road” (Lk 9:57); “He sent them ahead of Him in pairs to every town and place where He Himself was about to go” (Lk 10:1); “While they were traveling” (Lk 10:38); “When He left there” (Lk 11:53); “He went through one town and village after another, teaching and making His way to Jerusalem” (Lk 13:22); “Yet I must travel today, tomorrow, and the next day, because it is not possible for a prophet to perish outside of Jerusalem” (Lk 13:33); “Now great crowds were traveling with Him” (Lk 14:25); “While traveling to Jerusalem” (Lk 17:11); “Listen! We are going up to Jerusalem” (Lk 18:31); “As He drew near Jericho” (Lk 18:35); “When He had said these things, He went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem” (Lk 19:28); “As He approached and saw the city” (Lk 19:41).




    Luke is always moving us along with these phrases. We will see that the closer Jesus comes to Jerusalem, the more concentrated his teaching becomes. You sense urgency in his voice to complete his teaching ministry before time runs out. As we work through this section, we too must feel the sense of urgency; otherwise, we have failed to engage the text with our imaginations.




    Luke as a Bridge




    If indeed we regard the imagination as a bridge between the heart and mind, then Luke’s Gospel is the best beginning place for a series on the biblical imagination. Luke itself is a bridge.




    Luke is a literary bridge between the Gospels and the letters. In fact, some believe it was originally a cover document for a collection of Paul’s letters to be used at his trial.




    It is a generational bridge, spanning from the first generation of Christian believers, who were actual eyewitnesses, to the second generation, who had only heard about the things Jesus said and did.




    It is a bridge between two worlds of Christian leadership: the world of having one perfect leader, namely, Jesus, and the world of having many decidedly imperfect leaders.




    Finally, it is a bridge between the Old Testament world, in which having faith meant waiting like Simeon, and the world in which having faith meant following, like the twelve disciples.




    So in more than one sense, reading the Gospel of Luke will be like crossing a bridge. On one side, those first witnesses are encouraging us to move forward. Those from the old world of waiting call out to us, “What are you waiting for?”




    On the far side, the followers are bidding us to come. They welcome us to cross over to the new world of expressing our faith by following—really following—Jesus, with all that it costs and means.




    Lord Jesus, as we begin our journey through Luke’s great work, grant us perseverance, for the way can sometimes seem long. Give us focus so we might shut out the noise and busyness of the world that would distract us from you. Grant us peace when we are confronted by the disturbing nature of your kingdom and the impossible demands of your call.




    Most of all, Lord, grant us empowered imaginations, that we may see and feel and hear your Word, your voice, your call, your great love.




    We ask this in the name of Jesus, the Amazing One!




    


  




  

    Luke 1
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    A Self-Conscious Writer




    1:1-4 Formal prologue.




    Parallel Pre-Birth Stories




    1:5-25 Details of the birth of John the Baptist. Focus on Zechariah’s disbelief and request for a sign.




    1:26-38 Details of the foretelling of the birth of Jesus.


    Focus on Mary’s willingness to believe.




    Mary Sings




    1:39-45 Mary visits Elizabeth.




    1:46-56 Mary responds with a song (compare to the song of Hannah in 1 Sam 2).




    Zechariah Sings




    1:57-66 Birth of John.




    1:67-79 Zechariah’s tongue loosed.


    He responds with a song.




    1:80 Single-verse summary of the growing up of John (compare to Lk 2:40).




    




    A SELF-CONSCIOUS WRITER




    1Many have undertaken to compile a narrative about the events that have been fulfilled among us, 2just as the original eyewitnesses and servants of the word handed them down to us. 3It also seemed good to me, since I have carefully investigated everything from the very first, to write to you in orderly sequence, most honorable Theophilus, 4so that you may know the certainty of the things about which you have been instructed.




    Luke sits down with his pen and parchment and writes his opening statement in perfect Greek. It is an educated man who writes. Over seven hundred words appear in Luke’s writing that can be found nowhere else in the New Testament. This opening paragraph is one single perfectly balanced and constructed sentence!




    He acknowledges that many others have already accomplished what he is only beginning to do. Other accounts of the life of Jesus have already been written and apparently circulated. If Luke has the sort of mind we believe him to have, we can be sure he has read them all and fully digested their content. Moreover, Luke has collected eyewitness accounts; one of the most interesting exercises as you read his Gospel is to try to determine who his source might have been.




    When we read the nativity accounts, we see that Luke knows what Mary was thinking and feeling. He knows about the secret things she treasured and pondered in her heart. He has eyewitness detail about the twelve-year-old Jesus in the temple—especially the exasperation of his parents who, after having been entrusted with the raising of the Messiah, have lost him for three days. Who would have been able to tell Luke all of that information?




    Then Luke mentions an “orderly” account. But certainly this means more than the fact that he has simply gotten his chronological details straight. Indeed, he has “ordered” the story of Jesus. He has collected stories and grouped them together in meaningful ways. And so Theoph­ilus is entrusted with one of the greatest pieces of literature on the planet, all for the purpose of being sure of his original catechism.




    Don’t believe anyone who claims that they know the true identity of Luke’s patron. I will outline the choices, and, armed with these facts, you can make as valid a choice for yourself as anyone. Just don’t be dogmatic about what the Bible is not dogmatic about!




    First, Theophilus could be nobody—a made-up person who represents all those who are “lovers of God.” That is what his name means.




    Lately there has been an attempt to identify him with a high priest by the same name who served between a.d. 37-41. Josephus mentions him in his Antiquities of the Jews. This would place the writing of Luke within four to eight years of Jesus’ death. And Luke does tell us that many of the priests had come to believe in Jesus (Acts 6:7). The problem is this seems too early a date for the writing of the book. And if Luke was written for a Jewish high priest, how do we explain the emphasis on Gentiles? How do we explain the fact that he never even uses the word rabbi?




    One final theory—and one, it seems to me, that is fairly believable—is that Theophilus was a Roman official who was involved in Paul’s trial. This accounts for his official title “most honorable,” which was used to designate those who belonged to the upper-middle or equestrian class in Rome. It also explains the focus on the innocence of Jesus in the closing chapters.




    So, finally, we can never be sure of the identity of the mysterious Theophilus. But that is not, strictly speaking, true either. He is you. He is me. For we have received some initial instruction on Jesus’ life and ministry. We need to know with more certainty the truth of what we have heard. And you would not be holding Luke’s book in your hands if you weren’t in some sense a “lover of God,” or at least someone who longed to become one.




    Parallel Pre-Birth Stories




    5In the days of King Herod of Judea, there was a priest of Abijah’s division named Zechariah. His wife was from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. 6Both were righteous in God’s sight, living without blame according to all the commandments and requirements of the Lord. 7But they had no children because Elizabeth could not conceive, and both of them were well along in years.




    8When his division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, 9it happened that he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and burn incense. 10At the hour of incense the whole assembly of the people was praying outside. 11An angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing to the right of the altar of incense. 12When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and overcome with fear. 13But the angel said to him:
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