
Luke-Acts: A Fresh Reading 
 

Author 
What we know about Luke amounts to this: he is a friend and sometime travelling companion 
of Paul the apostle. He is likely ‘the beloved doctor’ mentioned in Colossians 4:14. Paul 
describes that Luke as a ‘fellow-worker’ (Philemon 24), which would be a good description of a 
missionary companion. Luke was with Paul on his last, fateful visit to Jerusalem, and travelled 
with the apostle to Rome for his trial. He was there with Paul at the end in Rome, when others 
abandoned him – and presumably still there at the time of Paul’s execution. Luke reveals a 
great interest in and knowledge about Paul in his second work, Acts.   
 
Appreciating this relationship with Paul is key to interpreting Luke’s agenda in his writings, both 
Luke and Acts. Put simply, at the time of writing, Luke and Paul were, or had been, thick as 
thieves. Luke is one of Paul’s most trusted lieutenants. In all likelihood Luke’s purpose in 
writing is to further the Pauline agenda for the Church which we find expressed in the New 
Testament epistles. It would be surprising if his work did not reflect Paul’s theological and 
missionary preoccupations, even more strange if he differed from Paul substantially in his take 
on the gospel and its impact in the world. In particular, Luke was involved with Paul at the time 
when Jewish accusation and opposition to his Gentile ministry reached a climax with his arrest 
in Jerusalem. Though Luke’s genius is in storytelling not letter-writing, the reader should not be 
surprised if the Jew-Gentile concerns of an epistle such as, say, Romans, find expression in his 
narrative.  
 

Recipient 
Nothing is known about the identity of Theophilus, the addressee of both Luke’s volumes. Was 
he a believing patron of Luke? Does the use of his name indicate the intended recipient of the 
work, or is it merely a dedication? Does Theophilus even exist, or is he a literary fiction, a 
symbolic figure named for all who are ‘God-lovers’? It seems likely that Luke intended his work 
to enjoy a much wider readership than the dedication would suggest. It is probably intended for 
publication to the churches. This would preclude a reading which assumes a particular sort of 
recipient. 
 

Date of writing 
Nothing definite is known about the date of publication of Luke or Acts, and internal clues are 
not conclusive either. Since Luke is so preoccupied with the city of Jerusalem, the big issue is 
which side of the city’s fall (70 AD) Luke-Acts was written. If you don’t believe in prophetic 
forecasts, then Jesus’ reference to ‘Jerusalem surrounded by armies’ (Luke 21:20) would prove a 
late date. If you do, then it doesn’t prove anything. It is best to make no assumptions about the 
date, and so avoid a reading which relies too heavily on the state of Jerusalem at the time of 
writing. 
 

Purpose in writing 
Luke tells us he is writing to give ‘an orderly account’ that will enable his reader to ‘understand’ 
or discover the ‘certainty’ about Jesus and his mission. Much has been made of this word 
certainty (aÓsfa¿leian), but more important for Luke is the verb that it accompanies: ėpignwˆ◊ß. 
This word ėpiginw/skw (and its briefer version, ginw/skw) is a favourite of Luke’s, especially 
in connection with the apostle Paul. It occurs nine times in the account of Paul’s life. For Luke 
it often implies deep or true understanding which goes beyond appearances to comprehend 
the real significance of a thing. E.g. when Zechariah comes out of the temple mute, the people 
gradually figure out what has happened to him, at which point they ėpe÷gnwsan. 
  



The addition of th\n aÓsfa¿leian (‘the certainty’) to the verb ėpiginw/skw creates an 
important phrase in Luke’s writing. It can be translated as ‘to understand with complete 
certainty or confidence’. The idea is of an understanding that is unshakeable, based on 
overwhelming evidence. Interestingly, ėpiginw/skw th\n aÓsfa¿leian (‘understand certainly’) 
does not occur again in Luke after the prologue (1:4), being held in reserve until the climax of 
Peter’s Pentecost address (Acts 2:36). This integrates Acts tightly with Luke’s Gospel: true and 
certain understanding about Jesus does not become available to the world (or the reader) until 
after Jesus has been crucified and raised, and has poured out the Holy Spirit. The expression 
thereafter occurs only in the account of Paul’s trials, where it occurs several times as his judges 
seek a clear understanding of Paul and all he represents. Its repetition functions as a structural 
marker which alerts the reader that a critical moment has been reached in the narrative. It is 
here in the trials in particular that Luke’s goal of certain knowledge about Jesus is fully 
achieved. If we are to understand Jesus, we must look at Paul. In this way the trial narratives 
draw us in to take an active part in the investigation. For not only the judges, but we the readers 
must now focus our attention and gain a confident understanding of the Christian gospel. The 
trials, then, become the heart of the matter, the place of most clarity, and the point of arrival for 
Luke’s theological agenda. This gives Luke’s authorial intentions a fifty-chapter trajectory – a 
massive span that calls for sustained attention from the readers! 
 
One use of this purpose-phrase is particularly interesting: the commander who rescues Paul 
from the mob cannot understand with certainty (gnw ◊nai to\ aÓsfale«ß) who Paul is and what 
he’s done, because of the commotion made by the mob abusing him. Luke uses this significant 
phrase to draw attention to the symbolic potential of the scene: it is the story of Paul in 
miniature. Paul lived under a constant storm of Jewish slander; it was always difficult for people 
to understand him and his ministry through all the noise. Perhaps the readers may have found 
themselves in a similar position to the commander, unsure about Paul and his gospel for the 
Gentiles. In the chapters that follow, Luke invites them inside, away from the uproar of the 
mob, to calmly listen as Paul makes his defence.  
 
This desire to give his readers an understanding of the gospel of Jesus which is unshakeable in 
its certainty, shapes Luke’s theological discourse. In scene after scene the same themes are 
raised and developed, the same points made and reinforced. While the narrative is varied and 
changing, there is a focus and a relentless persistance at the theological level which leaves 
readers in no doubt about how to understand Jesus and his gospel. Luke offers us a massive 
rhetorical tour-de-force which is ultimately overwhelming. 
 
Why was a fresh Gospel needed? Possibly Luke envisaged readers who did not have access to 
Mark’s or Matthew’s accounts. But given the highly distinctive nature of Luke’s theological and 
salvation-historical argument, he may well have felt that these other works did not do the job, 
did not address the issues he had seen raised through Paul’s missionary achievements. Though 
Luke is telling a similar story to Mark, the things he wants to say through that story are quite 
different. And they are things Luke believes the Church needs to hear if it is to move forward in 
step with the Spirit. In short, Luke has a lot of value to add to what has been already said 
through Gospel-writing.  
 

Theological Agenda 
Luke signals his theological preoccupation up-front. He offers an account of ‘the things fulfilled 
among us’ (tw ◊n peplhroforhme÷nwn ėn hJmi √n pragma¿twn). Fulfilment is the big idea in 
his Gospel, the central emphasis in his presentation of Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus fulfils the 
Scripture, and particularly the prophetic hope of Israel. This theme is focussed in Jesus’ 
announcement in the synagogue at Nazareth. Having read the Jubilee prophecy of Isaiah 61, 
Jesus states, ‘today this Scripture is being fulfilled in your ears’ (sh/meron peplh/rwtai hJ 
grafh\ au¢th ėn toi √ß wÓsi«n uJmw ◊n - 4:21). Achievement of the prophetic Jubilee is quickly 



established as the dominant strand in Luke’s fulfilment theme. Highlighting this Isaianic 
prophecy is one of many ways Luke signals the importance of the book of Isaiah for his 
narrative. Indeed, Luke can be considered as an ongoing dialogue with Isaiah throughout. 
 
Just why Luke feels this theme of fulfilment is so important to understanding Jesus, becomes 
apparent when we consider the Pauline connection. Faced with accusations of betraying his 
nation and the religion of his fathers, Paul writes to the Romans a detailed defence of the 
Jewishness of the gospel of Jesus. Jesus in bringing blessing to the nations acts as heir to the 
Abrahamic covenant. Luke is writing from within the same milieu, presumably facing the same 
issues and criticisms. He like Paul is anxious to preserve the Church’s connection with its 
Jewish roots. The Christian Church comprises a scattering of more-or-less indigent Jewish 
communities in Judea and a growing collection of Gentile congregations – a most unimpressive 
prospect! This state of affairs, and in particular the world-missionary dynamic which had 
developed in the Christian movement, must be shown to arise naturally out of the promises of 
Scripture. The Church of Jesus must be seen to represent, not a break with the Scriptural story of 
salvation-history, but rather its final and greatest chapter. Rather than the Abrahamic covenant 
featured in Romans, the paradigm Luke chooses to focus this argument is that of the Jubilee. 
This is the set of laws in the Torah concerned with mercy to the poor, later modulated through 
the prophets to speak of God’s mercy toward exiled Israel. Jesus comes as the bringer of 
eschatological Jubilee. In this way Luke offers his readers an account of fulfilment. 
 

Setting 
Luke’s story is set in an Israel which has long been enslaved to the Romans. The Jewish 
homeland is split into several provinces, primarily Judea (south) and Galilee (north). Judea is 
ruled over by the Herods, a violent and unstable dynasty from Idumea – not Jewish at all – who 
the Jews distrust and even hate. Roman taxes and poor harvests keep the common people in 
poverty. Life is bleak for the average Jewish family. Exploitation of the weak by the strong is 
rife. Those in authority routinely abuse their power. Society is strongly divided into camps: the 
untouchables (‘sinners’) include prostitutes, tax collectors, lepers, probably shepherds. The tag 
‘sinners’ refers to the class of people barred from the religious life of Israel. They are considered 
to be under God’s judgment. The Pharisees are a super-zealous law-keeping sect who hold 
significant influence over the populace. The ordinary Jew is considered by these leaders to be a 
fairly disreputable character, as he does not keep nearly enough laws. Also he is poor in a 
culture where the poor are despised. The Sadducees are a ‘liberal’ sect which comprises the 
ruling classes. These have collaborated with Rome and been given control of the high 
priesthood. In between Judea and Galilee is the territory of the hated Samaritans, half-Jews of 
mixed race who have their own (syncretistic) version of Judaism, centred not around Jerusalem 
but around Mt Gerazim in Samaria. 
 
Luke introduces us to a society disempowered, deeply divided and full of rivalries, injustice and 
misery. It is a situation ripe for radicalisation, and in fact Judaism is radicalising in these 
decades. Harsh social conditions are encouraging a zealot-style, xenophobic Judaism which 
sees Roman rule as an offense to God. Hatred towards foreigners is on the rise. By 67 AD the 
nation will explode into rebellion and all-out war against Rome, with catastrophic 
consequences. The Jerusalem temple will be destroyed, and the city barred to all Jews. This will 
be the start of Israel’s long, stateless existence. 
 

Main Characters 
Luke is often interpreted as if Jesus were the sole main character, a sort of one-man show. This 
misses the shape of the narrative. The city of Jerusalem also functions as a main character in the 
narrative. Luke begins and ends his Gospel in Jerusalem, and the city is mentioned thirty-one 
times. In particular he shapes his Gospel as a story of the confrontation between Jesus and 
Jerusalem – a meeting which gradually approaches over ten chapters as the Davidic King Jesus 



marches on his capital Jerusalem. In this encounter, the city tragically misses its moment of 
salvation, rejecting its King and sealing its own fate. The city is frequently personified in various 
guises throughout the Gospel. Jesus repeatedly speaks to the city, lamenting and weeping over 
her as over a dear friend (e.g. 19:41). In Acts, when the cast increases with the addition of Paul 
as a protagonist, the Jerusalem focus is only intensified, the city being mentioned sixty times. 
 
The failure to maintain an interest in the fortunes of this main character, Jerusalem, is one of the 
major weaknesses in Lukan scholarship. Luke’s distinctive contribution to Christology cannot 
be appreciated apart from his argument about salvation-history, which centres on the story of 
Jerusalem.  
 

Structure 
Luke’s Gospel begins and ends in Jerusalem, a geographical inclusio that indicates the central 
importance of the city for the narrative. Theologically, this inclusio takes us from promise and 
longing in chapter 1 to rejoicing and fulfilment in chapter 24; from Jerusalem in captivity to 
Jerusalem restored. However, in between these bookends the narrative has a distinctive 
direction: it is dominated by Jesus’ journey towards Jerusalem. Acts is also set in Jerusalem at its 
opening and at its climax, near the end. However, the direction of the narrative is 
predominantly away from Jerusalem. There is a yo-yoing movement, back and forward, but 
each outward move takes us further from the city. Significantly, Luke leaves his readers on an 
outward leg, in Rome. Jerusalem is the launching pad, but the (incomplete) goal of the story is 
‘the ends of the earth’. This gives the narrative movement of Luke-Acts a distinct ‘bow-tie’ 
shape, converging on the city of Jerusalem. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Distinctive Narrative Techniques 
It has not always been sufficiently appreciated that Luke is a literary genius. His writing is vivid 
and beautiful to read, his control of pace precise. There are no dull scenes in Luke-Acts, no fat, 
nothing that does not grip and draw in the careful reader. Every scene is constructed and 
located to contribute to the whole, and in particular to contribute to Luke’s theological agenda, 
described above. While writing a historical narrative, Luke is no slave to chronology, 
introducing scenes at the point where they make most sense and have the most impact. 
 
While all this is impressive, it hardly scratches the surface of Luke’s art. Even more outstanding 
is his eye for symbolism and parallelism. Luke does not merely relate a selection of historical 
anecdotes about Jesus. He frequently sees symbolic potential in an incident, and retells the 
story to highlight the connection. The symbolism in Luke often relates to the author’s central 
preoccupations: Israel and Jerusalem. This is most apparent in the collection of stories in 

Jerusalem Luke Acts 

The narrative movement of Luke-Acts 



chapters 8-9 which make repeated use of the number twelve; but the technique can be seen at 
work on every page, especially in the Gospel.  
 
Closely related is Luke’s use of parallelism, in which a scene or narrative section mirrors a later 
or earlier one. Jesus is rejected by his countrymen and taken outside the city to be killed, not 
once but twice: at Nazareth (4:22-30) and then again in Jerusalem. The account of the apostle 
Paul’s ministry comes to its climax in his journey to Jerusalem where he is handed over to the 
Romans for execution. By dwelling on these episodes in Paul’s life, Luke emphasises its 
parallels with the life of Jesus. Again this technique is to be found throughout Luke’s writing.  
 
These techniques of symbolism and parallelism bind the narrative into a tightly coherent whole, 
in which every scene takes on a significance greater than itself. They also enable Luke to 
embed an ongoing commentary on his main themes and concerns into the narrative itself. Few 
editorial comments are required for Luke to pursue his agenda: these sophisticated literary 
techniques permit him to advance his argument in narrative form. The effect of this is to charge 
the writing with an intensity and rhetorical power that draws the reader powerfully on. Much of 
this is lost on modern Western readers, lacking as we do a deep connection with oral-aural 
storytelling traditions. Our Evangelical preoccupation with historicity makes it even harder to 
appreciate Luke’s art: absorbed as we are with the question of what really happened, we rarely 
connect with Luke’s interest in what it all meant. We read as though Luke is merely writing to 
give us another version of the same events, missing his whole purpose in writing: to provide a 
commentary on those events. For Luke, historicity is a starting point, not the goal. The value he 
adds to Mark and Matthew is largely of the theological, rather than the historiographical kind. 
 
If we struggle to read the intra-textual comments Luke makes, how much more the inter-textual 
ones. More than any other New Testament writer, Luke shows evidence of a deep acquaintance 
with the Greek LXX version of the Jewish Scriptures. This almost instinctive connection can be 
seen in the numerous references to Scripture passages and scenes found throughout Luke-Acts. 
These inter-textual links include explicit quotations, but more common are ‘echoes’ or implicit 
references. Sometimes these are deliberate references, such as Luke’s reworking of the 
Gedarene demoniac scene to echo Isaianic descriptions of derelict Israel. Other times they 
involve the use of rare vocabulary and snatches of phrase which clearly come from the LXX, 
but which Luke may have used subconsciously, e.g. in the crucifixion scene Luke 23:33, ‘one 
on his left and the other on his right’ (o§n me«n ėk dexiw ◊n o§n de« ėx aÓristerw ◊n) from 
Samson’s death scene (Judges 16:29 LXX). The technique is most apparent when Luke reworks 
Markan material but changes the vocabulary seemingly at random. The changes never are 
random – generally they serve to create intertextual links with the LXX.  
 
Similarly, Luke’s (often-noted) use of LXX ‘style’ in the infancy narratives is a conscious device 
by which he references the Scriptures in general, thus positionsing his story as the continuation 
of Israel’s salvation history recorded in Jewish Scripture. 
 
The effect of these links is to provide commentary on the narrative. The referenced LXX passage 
functions as an interpretive overlay or grid through which Luke’s episode can be read. The 
result is a rich web of intertextual commentary which charges Luke’s writing with theological 
meaning. This intertextual technique presents the modern reader of Luke-Acts with a particular 
challenge. Poorly acquainted as we are with the Old Testament in English, let alone in Greek, 
we can easily miss this whole dimension of Luke’s writing. As J. A. Sanders warns, “Luke 
constantly wove phrases and images from the Septuagint into his writing” (1993, 19). “…unless 
the modern interpreter also knows the Septuagint...very well indeed, he or she will miss major 
points Luke wanted to score.” (1993, 16). 
 



These are some of the most important of the literary techniques employed by Luke in pursuing 
his agenda by narrative means. Others may be noted in the exegetical section. 
  


