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If Church tradition is correct  SYMBOL 8212 \f "Times New Roman" \s 12 and there is no concrete reason to doubt it on these points  SYMBOL 8212 \f "Times New Roman" \s 12  Luke was a first generation Christian who is also an eyewitness to some of the events he narrates in the book of Acts. This sometime companion of Paul was also a physician (Colossians 4:14) and a Gentile. Further, his two volume work, Luke-Acts, constitutes almost a third of the collection of documents we refer to as the New Testament, and he was the only non-Jewish author to contribute.

In the quality and approach of his writing, Luke’s Greek education becomes obvious. He begins his initial work, the gospel we call by his name, with a formal methodological prologue:

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught. (Luke 1:1-4 NIV)

There has been much reflection on these introductory statements, and while there is much that is clear, several points remain murky. First, the clear. By Luke’s time, while most of those who belong to Jesus’ inner circle of disciples, and the apostle Paul and other early Church leaders are still alive, there are multiple accounts of the events surrounding the life and death of Jesus. Luke makes it clear to his reader(s) that he intended to work like the best ancient historians, and sifted through both oral traditions and written documents to determine what was trustworthy in the mass of stories and anecdotes and teachings that have accumulated since the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. His priority was to verify matters by consulting with those he terms “eyewitnesses and servants of the word.” After this major undertaking was completed, Luke compiled this material into an “orderly account.” Thus his reader could be assured that the instruction he had received was valid and “certain.”
Now for the murky. Theophilus is a common name in the first century, meaning simply “Lover of God.” But though a well attested name, the designation might also be symbolic and hide the intended recipient of the document. So we don’t know whether to take “most excellent Theophilus” at face value and imagine a wealthy and powerful Roman official who has become a convert to Christianity, or to understand the addressee as the patron of a house church who is treated with deference as a Christian leader and is perhaps the supporter of Luke’s various missions in service of the church, or some other imagined recipient. Does the name indicate an individual or a group? Can the reader be intended as the “one who loves God” and seeks the truth? Or can a church group be addressed in this same manner? Clearly, in the role the work now plays in the New Testament, the reader is invited to enter into the story and discover the truth about Jesus through a careful consideration of a narrative crafted by a trusted guide. So whatever further reasons for Luke’s writing which remain hidden from view  SYMBOL 8212 \f "Times New Roman" \s 12 a defence of Christianity for Roman civil officials, a work to encourage such an official who has embraced what seemed to most in his world at the time a dangerous cult, or some more prosaic purpose  SYMBOL 8212 \f "Times New Roman" \s 12 the work serves us as an introduction to Jesus, the offer of salvation he brings from God, and the transformation of life offered to those who become his disciples.

Though Luke is a first generation Christian and a Gentile, he knows his Bible. The Bible for much of the early Church was the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures known as the Septuagint. The origins of this translation are themselves buried in legend and tradition, but it is seems clear that the translated text had emerged in stages in Egypt a couple of centuries before Luke’s time. The reasons for the translation were largely pragmatic. Greek was used throughout most of the world, and as time went on many Jews who were born outside of Judea grew up not learning Hebrew. (Even in Judea itself, the dominant language was Aramaic, which while related to Hebrew was not the same.) As a result, through much of the Roman world, the translation of the scriptures into Greek served an important purpose in helping Jews to learn and reflect on their traditions. The early Church thus found a ready made aid to learning how the purposes of God were fulfilled in the coming of Jesus as Messiah, saviour of the world. 

Luke draws deeply from these texts in his presentation of Jesus for he wants to demonstrate that in Jesus the purposes of God for the whole world are fulfilled. In his account of the birth of John the Baptist, a figure who is understood to be a prophet in the style of Elijah of old, Luke alludes to many narratives and traditions from the scriptures. Likewise the account of the birth of Jesus describes the angelic announcement of the birth of “Christ the Lord” with the hosts of heaven breaking into praise with the declaration “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace” (Luke 2:14), all of which is surrounded by narrative and poetry rich in biblical allusions.

In preparation to begin his account of the mission of Jesus, Luke introduces to us the adult John who is “preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” John’s work is described by citing Isaiah: “A voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord . . . [so] all mankind will see God’s salvation’” (3:4, 6). Following Luke’s further description of the mission of John, Jesus’ baptism, the genealogy describing Jesus’ descent from Adam, and the temptation in the desert, Luke tells us that one Sabbath Jesus went to synagogue in Nazareth. Luke tells us this was his normal practice, but this time things were different. After his return from temptation, Luke notes us that “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. He taught in their synagogues, and everyone praised him” (4:14-15).

As the home-town celebrity, Jesus is invited to address the synagogue in the town where he had lived and worshipped. Jesus takes the scroll of Isaiah, finds a passage, and reads:

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 for the prisoners

and recovery of sight for the blind,

to release the oppressed,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’ (4:18-19)

When he tells his fellow worshippers, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing,” they remain receptive, amazed at his skilled oratory. But when Jesus goes on to suggest that God’s grace and mercy had to be bestowed on the Gentiles in the past because of the resistance of Israelites to the purposes of God, their amazement turns to outrage. And they seek to kill him.

As we prepare for Easter, are we open to the purposes of God for our lives, for our church, for our community? Or have we a predetermined agenda, a schedule which God should be compelled to comply with?

Reading through Luke’s account and reflecting on his message allows us the opportunity to consider anew the call of Jesus on our lives. As those who perhaps struggle to be assured about our faith, as those who may be confused about the purposes of God in our world, as those seeking assurance concerning the things we have been taught, we are offered the opportunity to consider Luke’s orderly account. And to journey with Jesus as he demonstrates that “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”

