
00 – Introduction to the Gospel of Luke 
 

The Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles, together, represent a little more than one quarter of the 

New Testament and form its largest block.  As a unit, they are larger than the Pauline corpus of thirteen letters.  

A study of the words peculiar to the Gospel of Luke and contained in the Acts of the Apostles make it clear that 

both had the same author.  They were both were written in the popular, nonliterary Greek that served as the 

international language of the day.  Luke knew and observed the rules of good Greek grammar and syntax.  He 

was the most polished of all the evangelists in his use of the Greek Language. 

The Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles were not written as two books.  They are two volumes 

of one work conceived and composed as a unit.  Luke’s purpose was to write history and to create literature.  Even 

historical and literary interests were often subordinated to his concerns as a practical churchman. 

Luke wished to show that Christianity was not a subversive sect.  The state was intolerant of any religion 

that might threaten imperial unity.  Christianity had to seek legal status;  or suffer the consequences of being a 

subversive element in society.  Judaism enjoyed toleration;  and the Christian church was regarded as a Jewish 

sect by the Roman officials for the first few decades.  When Judaism repudiated Christianity, Roman officials 

gradually became cognizant of a distinction between the two groups. 

Luke was eager to stress the fact that Christianity was a world religion that recognized no racial limitations.  

Luke traced Jesus’ ancestry to Adam, the primal man, rather than to Abraham, the father of the Jewish people.  

The prophet Simeon declared that Jesus was to be “a light for the revelation to the Gentiles” as well as “glory” to 

the people Israel. 

Luke gave prominence to the work of the Spirit.  There are six references to the “Spirit” in the Gospel of 

Mark and twelve in the Gospel of Matthew.  There are seventeen references in the Gospel of Luke;  and fifty-

seven in the Acts of the Apostles.  “The Holy Spirit” is the most common phrase;  but “the Spirit” is frequently 

used.  “The Spirit of the Lord” and “the Spirit of Jesus” are also used. 

Luke emphasizes the prayer life of Jesus and the place of prayer in the life of the early church.  Jesus 

engaged in prayer after His baptism.  He prayed in the wilderness after healing a leper.  He prayed before He 

chose the twelve apostles.  He prayed during His transfiguration.  He prayed just before His arrest and His last 

words on the Cross were a prayer.  “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit!” 

Luke shows a marked interest in the role of women in the gospel tradition and in the history of the early 

church.  Stories about Mary, the mother of Jesus, Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist, and the prophetess 

Anna form a large part of the introductory birth narratives.  There are many references to Jesus’ relationships with 

women throughout the body of the Gospel. 

The birth and infancy narratives in the gospel volume testify to an interest in Jesus’ origins that had not 

existed at the time the Gospel of Mark was written.  Luke extends this interest to the supernatural events associated 

with the birth of John the Baptist. 

Mark’s Gospel gave no account of any resurrection appearances of Christ;  and the Gospel of Luke sought 

to correct that deficiency.  Luke tells of appearances to two disciples on the road to Emmaus;  and to the company 

of eleven assembled at Jerusalem.  This interest in the Resurrection is carried over into the opening chapter of the 

book of Acts. 

The Gospel of Luke shows a marked sympathy for the poor.  The birth narratives stress Jesus’ humble 

origin.  John the Baptist teaches that men should share their possessions with the needy.  Jesus quotes Isaiah’s 

prophecy that the Spirit of the Lord has anointed him “to preach good news to the poor.” 

The proper stewardship of wealth is stressed in both the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles.  The 

parables of the rich fool, of the dishonest steward, and of the rich man and Lazarus serve this end.  Zacchaeus 

promises to give half his goods to feed the poor.  Many early Christians are said to have pooled their resources 

for distribution “to each as any had need.”  Barnabas is cited as contributing all the proceeds of the sale of a piece 

of property to this common fund.  The story of Annanias and Sapphira in Acts illustrates the gruesome fate of 

those who lied “to the Holy Spirit” when they claimed to have given their all. 

Scholars believe that the Acts of the Apostles was written as a continuation of St. Luke’s Gospel sometime 

between 80 and 90 AD.  This dating is based the fact that Luke used the Gospel of Mark as a source.  It is also 

based on the lack of reference to the Pauline Epistles in Acts.  It is important to visualize the Gospel of Luke and 

the Acts of the Apostles as two parts of a single whole.  The “former treatise” referenced in the first verse of Acts 



refers to the Gospel of St. Luke.  Theophilus means “lover of God” which means it could have been addressed to 

all “lovers of God”.  The word is also used in the third verse of the first chapter of St. Luke.  In that case, he 

addresses “most excellent Theophilus” which could mean it was all being addressed to a specific person.  Both 

volumes were written at a time when Christians were suspected of covert disloyalty and were being regarded with 

a measure of hostility by imperial officials.  They both make a pleas for state toleration of the new religion on the 

ground that the history of the church had been devoid of political offense.  It appears some things never change. 

There is no doubt Jesus normally spoke Aramaic.  It had been the “lingua franca” of Palestinian Jews and 

was still their primary oral and literary medium.  However after Pompey’s capture of Jerusalem in 63 BC, Aramaic 

was in competition with a Greek dialect, now known as “koine” or “popular” Greek.  This became the 

international language of the Greco-Roman world.  It had become the language of commerce, of politics, and of 

unpretentious literature.  Every Jew who wished to trade or do business with any non-Semitic reading person had 

to be bilingual.  Jesus was reared in the Jewish village of Nazareth in Galilee.  Nazareth was a suburb of Sepphoris, 

which was the largest city outside Jerusalem, and, like other cities, Greek in culture and in language.  Jesus is said 

to have conversed with a Roman centurion, with a woman from Syrophoenicia, and with Pontius Pilate.  In each 

instance, it is likely Greek was the language employed.  Still Jesus’ teachings bear the marks of its Semitic origin.  

It has the characteristic features of Semitic poetry:  parallelism, antithesis, and rhythm.  It makes use of typically 

Jewish methods of illustration as the parable and the example story.  It employs the familiar imagery of everyday 

life in the Palestine of Jesus’ day.  Jesus spoke to Jewish hearers as a Jewish teacher, legislator, and prophet, and 

employed categories of thought and vehicles of teaching similar to His fellow Jews. 

The primitive church was a missionary community.  It consisted of “eyewitnesses and ministers of the 

word.”  It was composed of men and women who believed that Jesus, the crucified and the risen, was the Messiah 

of Jewish expectation.  They were convinced that Jesus’ message and mission had been divinely vindicated and 

demonstrated by the Resurrection.  Jesus the Christ was the clue to history, the key to the meaning of life, and the 

word of God to man.  He revealed God’s purposes by what He had done, by what He had said, and by what He 

had been.  This was the gospel the community was privileged and compelled to proclaim. 

Mark’s work was more as an editor than an author.  He selected and arranged the Christian tradition with 

which he was familiar and provided a vague framework.  By adding narratives, discourses, miracle stories, myths, 

parables, and sayings to the passion story, the evangelist showed Jesus as the Messiah:  foretold by John the 

Baptizer;  accredited by His authority over demons;  opposed by Pharisees and scribes;  recognized first by 

unclean spirits;  confessed by Peter;  transfigured before  his followers;  betrayed by a follower;  crucified by 

Pontius Pilate;  suffering on the cross;  and triumphed over death by the discovery of the empty tomb.  The Gospel 

of Mark is short;  but dramatic and definitive. 

The Gospel of Matthew is best described as a revised and enlarged edition of Mark.  He then added Q or 

other appropriate material into the Marcan context.  Only at the beginning and the end is his Gospel completely 

independent of Mark. 

The Gospels of Mark and Matthew are complete in themselves.  The Gospel of Luke is the first volume 

of a two-volume work.  When the canon of the New Testament was established, the Gospel of Luke was placed 

in the “Gospel” section;  while the Acts of the Apostles was placed in the “Apostles” section. 

Luke, himself,  provides the history of the tradition in Luke’s Gospel.  First there are the events 

themselves:  “The things which have been accomplished among us.”  Then came the oral tradition:  “They were 

delivered to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word.”  The oral tradition 

was committed to writing:  “Many have undertaken to compile a narrative.”  Finally came the evangelist’s own 

contribution:  “It seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an 

orderly account.” 


