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Chapter 1: Introduction to Old Testament Christology
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The study of Christology in the Old Testament is an expansive theological endeavor, one that delves into the intricate connections between Jewish Scripture and the revelation of Jesus Christ in the New Testament. Christology, at its core, concerns the nature, person, and work of Jesus, yet its roots extend far beyond the Gospels. The Gospel of Luke, in particular, is rich with Old Testament allusions and themes, presenting Jesus as the fulfillment of ancient prophecies, covenants, and divine foreshadowings. Understanding the depth of Old Testament Christology in Luke requires an exploration of historical Jewish expectations, theological constructs, and the interpretative methods used by both early Christian writers and Jewish scholars.

Old Testament Christology is founded on the belief that the Hebrew Scriptures contain anticipatory references to the Messiah, a figure who would be anointed by God to bring salvation, restoration, and the ultimate fulfillment of divine promises. These references appear in various forms: direct prophecies, typologies, and thematic foreshadowings. Figures such as Moses, David, and Isaiah emerge as central in the formation of Messianic expectations. While Jewish interpretations often varied—sometimes emphasizing a future king from David’s lineage, sometimes a suffering servant, sometimes a cosmic figure like the Son of Man—the early Christian movement, and especially Luke, saw all of these elements coalescing in the person of Jesus.

The historical backdrop to the development of Old Testament Christology is crucial for understanding how early Christians, including the author of Luke, framed their understanding of Jesus. The Second Temple period (circa 516 BCE – 70 CE) was a time of intense Messianic speculation. Jewish sects, including the Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and various apocalyptic movements, debated the nature and role of the awaited Messiah. The Qumran community, known for producing the Dead Sea Scrolls, envisioned a dual messianic figure—one priestly and one kingly—who would restore Israel’s spiritual and political standing. The Book of Daniel, particularly the vision of the “Son of Man” in Daniel 7:13-14, added another layer to these expectations, portraying a figure with divine attributes receiving eternal dominion.

Luke’s Gospel, written between 70 and 90 CE, is deeply informed by these Jewish traditions yet reinterprets them in light of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Unlike Matthew, who emphasizes Jesus as the Jewish Messiah in a way that appeals directly to Jewish readers, Luke presents a more universal Christology, portraying Jesus as the fulfillment of divine promises not only to Israel but to all nations. This is evident from the very beginning of the Gospel, where Luke records the angel Gabriel’s words to Mary: “He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end” (Luke 1:32-33, NIV). Here, Luke weaves together several Old Testament promises, particularly those found in 2 Samuel 7, where God covenants with David that his lineage will endure eternally.

The study of Christological themes in the Old Testament relies heavily on key interpretative methods, particularly typology and prophecy. Typology, an essential tool of biblical theology, views Old Testament figures, events, and institutions as prefigurations of Christ. The Passover lamb (Exodus 12), for instance, is seen as a type of Christ, whose sacrificial death brings salvation. The priesthood of Melchizedek (Genesis 14; Psalm 110) prefigures Christ’s eternal priesthood, a theme later elaborated in the Letter to the Hebrews. Luke employs typology extensively, particularly in portraying Jesus as a new Moses, a new David, and the ultimate fulfillment of Israel’s prophetic tradition.

Prophecy, on the other hand, involves direct or indirect statements in the Old Testament that are interpreted as referring to the Messiah. The Book of Isaiah, especially the Servant Songs (Isaiah 42, 49, 50, 52-53), plays a dominant role in New Testament Christology. Luke’s Gospel, more than any other, explicitly connects Jesus with Isaiah’s vision of the suffering servant. In Luke 4:16-21, Jesus reads from Isaiah 61 in the synagogue of Nazareth and declares, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing,” a momentous claim that links him directly to Isaiah’s prophecy of an anointed liberator. This moment not only establishes Jesus’ mission but also confirms Luke’s Christological perspective—Jesus is the one who brings the Old Testament’s promises to fulfillment.

Among the primary sources that influence Luke’s Christology, the Septuagint (LXX) holds significant importance. The Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures produced in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE, was the version of the Old Testament most commonly used by early Christians, including Luke. In many cases, the LXX’s wording differs slightly from the Hebrew Masoretic Text, sometimes leading to distinct interpretations. For example, in Isaiah 7:14, the LXX translates the Hebrew word “alma” (young woman) as “parthenos” (virgin), which later became foundational for the Christian understanding of the virgin birth, as seen in Luke’s infancy narrative. The LXX’s influence is also evident in Luke’s quotations of the Psalms, particularly Psalm 110:1, which plays a significant role in early Christology by portraying the Messiah as seated at God’s right hand.

The figures of Moses and David loom large in Old Testament Christology, and Luke carefully constructs Jesus’ identity in relation to both. Moses, the great lawgiver and deliverer of Israel, is echoed in Jesus’ role as the one who inaugurates a new covenant and leads his people to ultimate redemption. The transfiguration account in Luke 9:28-36, where Jesus speaks with Moses and Elijah, reinforces his continuity with the law and the prophets. David, the ideal king of Israel, is invoked in Luke’s infancy narratives, where Jesus is repeatedly called “Son of David.” The use of Psalm 110, one of the most frequently quoted Old Testament passages in the New Testament, further cements the idea of Jesus as the true Davidic king, ruling with divine authority.

Places and historical events also shape the Old Testament Christology in Luke. Jerusalem, the epicenter of Jewish worship and expectation, plays a crucial role in Luke’s narrative. It is in Jerusalem where Jesus is presented at the temple as an infant, where he teaches as a boy, where he is eventually crucified, and where the resurrection is first proclaimed. The journey motif in Luke, particularly Jesus’ deliberate movement toward Jerusalem (Luke 9:51), echoes the journey of Israel through the wilderness toward the Promised Land. The historical destruction of the temple in 70 CE, which likely occurred before or shortly after Luke’s Gospel was written, adds another layer to the text’s interpretation—Jesus himself replaces the temple as the ultimate meeting place between God and humanity.

The Old Testament Christology in Luke is thus a complex and richly woven tapestry of historical traditions, theological insights, and interpretative strategies. Luke’s Gospel does not merely present Jesus as a new teacher or prophet; rather, it portrays him as the culmination of Israel’s entire history, the fulfillment of the law, the prophets, and the psalms. By drawing extensively from Old Testament themes, Luke constructs a vision of Jesus that is deeply rooted in Jewish expectations while simultaneously transforming them in light of his life, death, and resurrection. This foundational Christological vision sets the stage for the rest of the Gospel and for the broader theological narrative of the New Testament.
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Chapter 2: The Gospel of Luke and its Jewish Context
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The Gospel of Luke stands as one of the most theologically sophisticated writings of the New Testament, offering a unique perspective on Jesus’ life, ministry, death, and resurrection. While it is often regarded as the most Gentile-oriented of the Gospels, its roots in Jewish tradition, scripture, and historical context cannot be overlooked. The world in which Luke wrote was one shaped by centuries of Jewish religious development, theological expectation, and political upheaval. The careful interplay between Jewish history and the Christological themes in Luke’s Gospel reveals a writer deeply engaged with the Old Testament, the Jewish interpretative traditions of the Second Temple period, and the socio-political realities of first-century Judea and the broader Roman world.

Luke’s Gospel is traditionally dated between 70 and 90 CE, written after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple by the Romans in 70 CE, an event that fundamentally altered the religious and political landscape of Judaism. The destruction of the Temple, the heart of Jewish worship and identity, forced Jewish communities to redefine their faith apart from sacrificial offerings, leading to the rise of Rabbinic Judaism as the dominant form of Jewish religious expression. Within this milieu, early Christianity was emerging as a distinct yet deeply Jewish movement, interpreting Jesus’ life and work in light of the Old Testament. Luke’s Christology reflects this transition, presenting Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish hopes while simultaneously broadening the message to include Gentiles.

The authorship of Luke has long been a subject of scholarly debate. Early Christian tradition, dating as far back as Irenaeus (c. 180 CE), identifies the author as Luke, a companion of the Apostle Paul (Colossians 4:14, Philemon 24, 2 Timothy 4:11). Luke is traditionally believed to have been a physician and a Gentile, though some scholars argue that his intimate knowledge of Jewish customs and reliance on Old Testament references suggest he may have been a Hellenized Jew or a Gentile God-fearer—a non-Jewish adherent to Jewish monotheism. His Gospel is part of a two-volume work, Luke-Acts, which provides a continuous narrative from Jesus’ birth to the early expansion of Christianity. The seamless connection between the Gospel and Acts suggests that the author saw Jesus' story as integrally tied to the history of Israel and its fulfillment in the spread of the Gospel to all nations.

Luke’s Gospel exhibits a sophisticated engagement with Jewish thought, particularly in its use of the Septuagint (LXX), the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures widely used in the Hellenistic Jewish diaspora. The Septuagint was more than a translation; it was also an interpretative work that subtly reshaped certain theological ideas. Many of Luke’s citations from the Old Testament align with the Septuagint rather than the Hebrew Masoretic Text, indicating that he relied on this version as his primary source for scriptural references. For example, in Luke 4:18-19, when Jesus reads from Isaiah in the synagogue, his quotation aligns closely with the LXX rather than the Hebrew version of Isaiah 61:1-2. The LXX emphasizes the release of the oppressed, a theme that resonates throughout Luke’s Gospel and connects Jesus to the broader Jewish hope for deliverance.

One of the most striking aspects of Luke’s Gospel is its emphasis on the Temple and Jerusalem, which hold profound significance in Jewish history and theology. Unlike the other Gospels, Luke begins and ends in the Temple. The opening chapters describe Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, serving in the Temple (Luke 1:5-23), and the final chapter concludes with the disciples worshiping in the Temple after Jesus’ ascension (Luke 24:53). The Temple serves as a central motif throughout Luke’s narrative, symbolizing continuity with Israel’s religious past and the transformation of that religious identity through Jesus.

The infancy narratives in Luke 1-2 reflect deep engagement with Jewish traditions, particularly in their echoes of Old Testament figures and themes. Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) is reminiscent of Hannah’s song in 1 Samuel 2:1-10, drawing a connection between Jesus and the prophetic traditions of Israel. Likewise, Simeon’s song in Luke 2:29-32 recalls the prophetic expectations found in Isaiah regarding the Messiah as a light to the Gentiles. These early chapters establish Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish hopes, rooting his mission firmly in the covenantal history of Israel.

Luke’s portrayal of Jesus as a prophetic figure is another key aspect of his engagement with Jewish traditions. Throughout the Gospel, Jesus is compared to the great prophets of Israel, particularly Moses, Elijah, and Elisha. In Luke 7:11-17, Jesus raises the widow’s son in Nain, an event that closely parallels the miracles of Elijah (1 Kings 17:17-24) and Elisha (2 Kings 4:32-37). The allusion is not accidental; by presenting Jesus in continuity with these prophets, Luke reinforces the idea that Jesus is the ultimate prophet who brings divine revelation to its climax. The transfiguration narrative (Luke 9:28-36) further cements this portrayal, with Moses and Elijah appearing alongside Jesus, symbolizing the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets in his person.

Jewish expectations of the Messiah during the Second Temple period were varied and complex, reflecting a range of hopes and interpretations. Some groups, such as the Zealots, envisioned a political Messiah who would overthrow Roman rule and restore Israel’s independence. Others, influenced by apocalyptic literature like the Book of Enoch and the Dead Sea Scrolls, expected a divine figure who would execute God’s judgment on the wicked. The Pharisees, who emphasized the role of Torah and oral tradition, anticipated a Messiah who would uphold and purify the law. Luke’s Gospel engages with these expectations but redefines them through Jesus. Rather than a militant leader or apocalyptic judge, Jesus is portrayed as a suffering servant who fulfills Isaiah’s vision of a Messiah who brings salvation through sacrifice.

The role of Jerusalem in Luke’s Gospel further underscores its Jewish framework. Jerusalem is not just a geographic location but a theological symbol of God’s redemptive plan. The narrative structure of Luke places great emphasis on Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem (Luke 9:51-19:27), a journey that mirrors the exodus motif of the Old Testament. Just as Israel traveled toward the Promised Land, Jesus sets his face toward Jerusalem, where his ultimate destiny—death and resurrection—will unfold. This journey motif reinforces the theme of fulfillment, with Jesus as the new Moses leading his people into a new covenant.

Luke’s careful integration of Jewish traditions, scriptural references, and historical context reveals a Gospel deeply rooted in Israel’s story while simultaneously reaching beyond it. By employing the Old Testament as a foundational framework, Luke presents Jesus not as a break from Judaism but as its fulfillment. His Gospel navigates the tension between continuity and transformation, demonstrating that the promises made to Abraham, David, and the prophets find their ultimate realization in Christ. This theological vision would have been particularly compelling to both Jewish and Gentile audiences in the post-Temple era, offering a vision of faith that honored Jewish heritage while extending its hope to the entire world.
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