
The Lukan Elephant 

or Why Luke-Acts Doesn't Work  

There is a large structural problem with Luke-Acts which makes its narrative weak and ineffective, 
and renders its theological message incoherent at its heart. At least, the way we've always read it 
there is. The problem lies on the surface of the thing, it's quite obvious, yet surprisingly no one much 
has been willing to look at it. Let's call it the Lukan Elephant in the Room. This problem creates an 
atmosphere of caution and uncertainty in Lukan studies: there are directions you can't look, for fear 
of glimpsing the elephant. Most Lukan scholars get quite distracted playing Don't Mention the 
Elephant. The results for the study of Luke-Acts are as you would expect: more than most other 
biblical disciplines, Lukan studies on the whole fail to add much value to the church's reading of this 
largest NT contributor. There is a lethargy and lack of morale in the field. Few new ideas are being 
injected. Few scholars seem excited about the potential of Luke's Gospel for the church today. The 
best scholars tend to work in other areas. 

I propose to look straight at the Lukan elephant. I invite you to look with me. I would like to 
understand this beast, and then suggest an approach to dealing with him. He may possibly be 
induced to leave the room. If he can be, this would give us the 'breathing space' we need to do some 
serious and undistracted study of this little-appreciated author. 

The Problem with Luke-Acts 

The problem can be stated simply. It is this: Luke goes to a lot of trouble to set up expectations for his 
story in the opening chapters of his Gospel, but then he doesn't fulfil them in the rest of the story. In 
particular, he is deliberate in framing those expectations in certain OT categories - but then he 
appears to forget all about the categories he set up, and go on with the story in quite different terms. 
This is bad narrative practice: if your story starts off being about a bunny looking for mother, it had 
better continue being about a bunny looking for mother. If the quest for mother gets forgotten, and 
the story ends with the bunny finding (say) a carrot, we the readers will not be happy. This 'narrative 
drift' is the elephant in the room of Lukan scholarship. More on this below. 

This 'narrative drift' also leads to a second and closely related problem: lack of coherence in the 
theological message of Luke-Acts. For the expectations set up relate to Luke's main character, Jesus. If 
Jesus fulfils those expectations, we the readers will learn something about him. If he fails, we will 
learn something different. But how if the expectations are forgotten, and Jesus goes on to achieve 
other things? What then is Luke telling us about Jesus? Nothing clear. Reading the theological 
summary in the introduction to a standard commentary on Luke (say for instance, Bock), one can see 
this problem at work. Luke's gospel, it seems, is about everything, and nothing in particular. Though 
they do not acknowledge the problem, commentators struggle to find a theological focus for this 
book. Commentaries continue to be written, but little progress is made on the essential question of 
meaning in Luke-Acts. The Elephant gets in the way. 

Expectations: Jesus' Mission-Statement in Luke 

What are these expectations that Luke sets up at the beginning of his story? Few views enjoy universal 
agreement in bible scholarship, but one that nearly does is the importance of Jesus' annnouncement 
in the synagogue at Nazareth (recounted in Luke 4:16-21). Everyone agrees it is important for Jesus' 
view of himself: here Jesus presents his personal 'mission-statement'. It is important for Luke's story: 
the author brings that episode forward, out of chronological order, to place it at the start of his 
account of Jesus' ministry. This allows it to function as the introduction to that ministry, revealing the 
purposes and giving the categories which give meaning to what follows. There is no more important 
scene for understanding Luke's story and its main character, Jesus. 

Jesus takes the scroll of Isaiah 61, reads the first verses,  



The Spirit of the Lord is on me… 

and then makes one simple comment on them.  

What expectations are set up in this scene? The choice of text is significant. Isaiah 61 was a popular 
eschatological (end-times) text for Jews of that time. For them it spoke of the hope of Israel for final 
deliverance from the oppression which Israel had suffered for over five hundred years. For Jesus to 
choose this text, would have woken up the sleepiest member of the congregation in the Nazareth 
synagogue that day. No wonder 'everyone's eyes were fixed on him'. 

Jesus' comment is summed up by Luke in these amazing words:  

 Today this Scripture in fulfilled in your ears. 

It is difficult to overstate the effect of this assertion on the Nazareth congregation. Jesus has made an 
intro so breathtaking, a claim of such audacity, that no one in the synagogue could remain 
uninvolved. And indeed, within minutes the congregation will explode in murderous fury.  

What exactly has Jesus said? Let’s look at his Scripture reading: 

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
 because He has anointed me 
 to preach good news to the poor. 
 He has sent me 
 to proclaim freedom to the captives 
 and recovery of sight to the blind, 
 to set free the oppressed, 
  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 
     Luke 4:18-19 

Jesus makes a salvation-historical claim of the highest order: that the deliverance which Israel has 
awaited for half a millenium is now to be accomplished in him; that the time of God’s wrath is past; 
and that Jesus has now been anointed and empowered by the Spirit of the Lord to bring mercy and 
release to the nation. What he announces is no less than the great and central turning point in world 
history, the time of God’s decisive intervention. He declares the fulfilment and vindication of Israel’s 
dearest hopes for herself. Freedom at last. 

This is how Jesus’ announcement would have been heard by the Jewish congregation in Nazareth 
that day. And they would have been justified in giving his words such an interpretation. For Isaiah 
certainly had captive Israel in mind when he wrote this song. The servant is anointed in order to: 

Is. 61:3  to provide for those who mourn in Zion— 
  to give them a garland instead of ashes, 
 the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 
  the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. 
 They will be called oaks of righteousness, 
  the planting of the LORD, to display his glory.  
4  They shall build up the ancient ruins, 
  they shall raise up the former devastations; 
 they shall repair the ruined cities, 
  the devastations of many generations. 
 
7  Because their shame was double, 
  and dishonor was proclaimed as their lot, 
 therefore they shall possess a double portion; 
  everlasting joy shall be theirs. 
 
As a result of this national salvation,  
 



Is. 62:4  You shall no more be termed Forsaken, 
  and your land shall no more be termed Desolate; 
 but you shall be called My Delight Is in Her, 
  and your land Married; 
 for the LORD delights in you, 
  and your land shall be married. 
 
In owning for himself this prophecy, Jesus could hardly have claimed more. The Nazareth synagogue 
scene establishes Jesus as the central character of Luke’s narrative, and sets the reader’s expectations 
very high indeed. This is to be a story of salvation, a salvation of eschatological proportions. Captive 
Israel to be released, freed from their oppressors, cured of their blindness, an end to exile, and the 
year of Yhwh’s Jubilee favour (Greek ajfesiß) ushered in. The devastated nation restored to its former 
glory, the forsaken people of Israel reclaimed by Yhwh their God. After all the disappointments of 
Israel’s history, Luke promises us a happy ending at last. 

Everything in the infancy narratives that led up to this scene has pointed in the same direction. The 
angel promises to Mary that her son will re establish the Davidic kingdom and throne, so that  

Luke 1:33 He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 
  and His kingdom will have no end. 
 
Old Zechariah the priest, holding his baby son John, prophesies that now is the time of: 

Luke 1:71 salvation from our enemies 
  and from the clutches of those who hate us. 
 
Aged Simeon, waiting for the restoration of Israel, finds what he’s been waiting for in the infant Jesus. 
Meeting him in the temple, he cries: 

Luke 2:30  Now, Master, 
 You can dismiss Your slave in peace, 
 according to Your word. 

For my eyes have seen Your salvation 
 
32  a light for revelation to the Gentiles 
 and glory to Your people Israel. 
 
The prophetess Anna, seeing Jesus,  

Luke 2:38  came up and began to thank God and to speak about him to all who were looking forward to the 
redemption of Jerusalem. 
 
In other words, Luke goes to a great deal of trouble in the opening chapters to set up a particular set 
of expectations for the shape his narrative: it is to be a rescue story. And these expectations are 
couched in distinctively Hebrew salvation-historical terms: national redemption and Davidic 
restoration for Israel; the ushering in of the eschatological (end-times) day of Jubilee. Jesus is to fulfil 
the prophetic hope of Israel.  

The rest of the story 

These expectations are acknowledged by many Lukan scholars. The important role of Jesus’ Nazareth 
announcement as the introduction to his ministry, is well-accepted. But this is where things get 
strange. For very few commentators find much interest in these themes in the rest of Luke’s gospel. 
The fate of Israel seems to drop off Luke’s agenda, the way his story is normally interpreted. One 
scholar stands out as an exception: Tannehill, with his appreciation of narrative categories, insists on 
pursuing through the rest of the story the expectations raised in these early chapters. But he draws a 
blank. He finds so little fulfilment of the expectations, he ultimately classifies Luke’s Gospel as a 
tragedy: an example of that sort of narrative in which early hopes are ultimately disappointed.  



Tannehill’s reading of Luke is extremely problematic for our view of Jesus. Yet it represents much 
better scholarship than does the more common view, in which the early hopes in Luke are merely 
forgotten. By the end of the book, say most of the scholars, Luke’s interest has moved on from Israel. 
Israel has simply been superseded and replaced. On this reading, Luke is not so much a narrative 
tragedy, as a tragedy of bad writing. And this leads to a tragedy of bad scholarship, in which 
respectful commentators gloss over the drift in the narrative, and fail to acknowledge the strange 
inadequacy at the heart of Luke’s story. This is Scripture after all: is will not do to criticise the quality 
of the writing! So the narrative drift is not mentioned: one is apparently not to ask what happened to 
all the expectations Luke so forcefully set up for Jesus.  

That Troublesome Elephant 

Having dodged this central structural problem, all possibility of finding a coherent and meaningful 
narrative is of course gone. The Elephant is too big, he doesn’t leave enough space in the room for an 
adequate story. This leaves the scholars with no alternative but to hang out in isolated corners, 
discussing the fragments of story they discover there, disconnected from the whole. An uninspiring 
task, judging from most of their output!  

The theological consequences of defering to this Elephant are also severe. Can we be surprised if an 
approach like this results in an unclear message about Jesus, the hero of the story? Who is he and 
what does he achieve? It is hard to even ask the question when studying Luke, for if Jesus’ identity is 
revealed in the story itself, and the story has little coherence, what then does that say about Jesus? 
Does Jesus manage to restore and rescue Israel? Umm… 

So Luke’s Gospel has traditionally been thought to add very little to our understanding of Jesus: very 
little, that is, that we could not find in Matthew or Mark.  

A Way Forward 

We are faced with three options then. Either:  

1. Luke presents us with a tragic failed Jesus, or  
2. Luke writes so badly that it is unclear what he is trying to say about Jesus, or 
3. We need a fresh re-reading of the whole of Luke’s Gospel (and Acts as well) that finds there 

the fulfilment of the claims Jesus makes in the synagogue at Nazareth. The work of 
interpreting this Gospel must begin again from the drawing board.  

Could it be that Luke-Acts is really a story of Jubilee-release for Israel (and the world), in a way as yet 
not understood? We think it could be. But there is much work to be done. It’s time to face the Lukan 
Elephant. 


