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ABSTRACT 

 

Over the past twenty years a scholarly conversation has been in progress about how 

biblical interpretation can be more faithful by careful attention to mission. Proponents 

of this relatively young field of missional hermeneutics acknowledge that it is still 

developing but hold great hopes for it making a valuable contribution, not only to the 

academy, but especially to the church and its God-given role in the world. Until recently 

the field has been diverse, with five distinct ‘streams’ of missional hermeneutics, each 

emphasising different aspects of the relationship between mission and biblical 

interpretation. One of the ways in which the field could benefit from development is by 

further clarifying the relationship of these streams of emphasis to each other, both 

conceptually and functionally. 

This thesis argues that one can fruitfully shed light on missional hermeneutics by using 

Luke as a hermeneutical exemplar. It analyses four strategic pericopes, two from Luke 

and two from Acts, using an exegetical methodology to discern Luke’s interpretive 

emphases. The thesis contends that one can learn about Luke’s own hermeneutic from 

both his understanding of the Scriptures of Israel and the way he approaches and makes 

use of them. The pericopes show that, from the Scriptures, Luke understands God’s 

dealings with the world to be characterised by purposively relational, mediate, 

liberative, transformative and inclusive dimensions in the divine strategy for the 

universal spread of God’s royal relational rule through Jesus. They also reveal that 

Luke’s approach to the Scriptures was corroborative, holistic and yet focusing.  

In the light, then, of these interpretive emphases, the thesis reconsiders missional 

hermeneutics, first reconsidering each of its five streams of emphasis and then the field 

as a whole. It contends that various Lukan emphases are consistent with all five of the 

streams and in several ways help either to clarify or to suggest possible ways of 

sharpening or extending them. In light of Luke’s interpretation, five central features of a 

missional hermeneutic are proposed. Through applying these criteria to the streams of 

emphasis, George Hunsberger’s findings of their interdependence and synergy are 

strongly supported.  The thesis goes on to examine possible functional relationships 

between the ingredients of missional hermeneutics by considering four interpretive 

scenarios portrayed by Luke. It presents a diagram suggesting one possible view of the 

interacting ingredients of missional interpretation in the light of Luke’s hermeneutical 

emphases.  

This thesis reveals that Luke’s interpretation of Scripture sheds light on the field of 

missional hermeneutics in some potentially helpful ways. 
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ONE 

 

SEEKING LIGHT ON  

MISSIONAL HERMENEUTICS 

 

Increasingly during the past twenty years various scholars have contributed toward the 

development of “an approach to biblical hermeneutics that sees the mission of God 

(and the participation in it of God’s people) as a framework within which we can read 

the whole Bible.”
1
 This missional hermeneutic, explains Christopher Wright, 

“proceeds from the assumption that the whole Bible renders to us the story of God’s 

mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of 

the whole of God’s creation.”
2
 Biblical hermeneutics involves the practice of 

interpretation in which the horizons of a biblical text and of its interpretive community 

are brought into relation by an active and meaningful engagement between the two.
3
 

Missional hermeneutics (hereafter, MH) is concerned with the horizon of the biblical 

text and of the contemporary church as its interpretive community. It argues that the 

far horizon of the text is missional so that if our interpretive stance is to be faithful it 

too must be missional. 

This is a thesis which explores Luke’s interpretive practice for the light that it might 

shed on the developing field of MH, specifically the recent discourse about MH which 

has emerged out of the Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN). This initial chapter 

explains why such a study is worthwhile. First, it shows that MH is potentially 

important, but in need of further exploration. Second, the chapter argues that one valid 

way of shedding light on a theological hermeneutic is with an exemplar from Scripture   

                                                 
1
Christopher J. H. Wright,     M               U    k             ’               v   (Downers 

Grove: IVP, 2006), 17. 
2
Christopher J. H. Wright, “Mission as a Matrix for Hermeneutics and Biblical Theology,” in Out of 

Egypt: Biblical Theology and Biblical Interpretation, ed. Craig G. Bartholomew and Elaine Botha, 

Scripture and Hermeneutics Series (Milton Keynes: Paternoster Press, 2004), 122. 
3
Anthony C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical 

Description with Special Reference to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and Wittgenstein  (Exeter: 

Paternoster Press, 1980), xix,15-16. A ‘horizon’ denotes “the limits of thought dictated by a given 

viewpoint or perspective” (xix). 
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and that, in relation to MH, Luke is an eminently suitable candidate. Third, it contends 

that important aspects of Luke’s way of interpreting Scripture can be discerned from 

the way in which his approach to and understanding of the OT influences his writing. 

Fourth, it outlines how the thesis will engage with the biblical text by focusing on four 

key pericopes of Luke-Acts. Finally, this chapter shows how, once both MH and 

Luke’s way of interpreting Scripture have been investigated, the thesis reconsiders the 

former in light of the latter to shed light on MH, with the aim of further enhancing the 

contribution of MH to the church and its role in God’s purposes. 

1.1  WHY SEEK LIGHT ON MISSIONAL HERMENEUTICS? 

This thesis shows how MH can be illuminated by investigating the way in which the 

author of Luke-Acts interpreted Scripture. It seeks to answer the question: In what 

ways does Luke’s writing, and especially his interpretation of Scripture, shed light on 

recent discourse on MH? Essentially, “How might the hermeneutics of Luke contribute 

to MH?” Before showing how the thesis will do this, this chapter will first explain how 

this study is warranted because of the importance of MH and the need for its 

continuing development. 

1.1.1  The Importance of Missional Hermeneutics 

Initially to establish that MH warrants further exploration, its value shall be 

considered. It is important for the contribution it can make to biblical studies, theology 

and mission. 

Missional Hermeneutics is important for Biblical Studies  

Proponents of MH contend that the Bible can be interpreted more coherently if mission 

is seen as its unifying motif. This is not a new concept. In 1927 Hugh Martin contended: 

“The Bible is a missionary book, not because it contains isolated texts with a missionary 

flavour, but because the main line of argument that binds all its volumes is the 

exposition, the unfolding, and the gradual execution of a missionary purpose.”
4
 

Nevertheless, until recently mission has generally been a neglected hermeneutical lens 

in biblical scholarship. Its having been out of fashion in most religious circles, and 

society in general, may have influenced scholars’ presuppositions.
5
 Although the 

                                                 
4
Hugh Martin, The Kingdom without Frontiers: The Witness of the Bible to the Missionary Purpose of 

God  (London: Student Christian Movement, 1927), ix, as cited by; J. A. B. Jongeneel, “Mission 

Theology in the Twentieth Century,” in Dictionary of Mission Theology: Evangelical Foundations, ed. 

John Corrie, Samuel Escobar, and Wilbert R. Shenk (Nottingham: IVP, 2007), 238-9. 
5
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, “Miracles, Mission, and Apologetics: An Introduction,” in Aspects of 

Religious Propaganda in Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (Notre 

Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1976), 1. 
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decline of the church in the West has led to a growing consciousness of mission, 

contemporary missiology needs to “pose questions to the biblical text that will help 

recover our understanding of the essential missionary thrust of Scripture.”
6
 Its advocates 

believe MH can contribute constructively in this way. For Michael Goheen, MH 

assumes that the Bible has a “unified narrative plot line” about God’s mission of 

restoration for the sin-ravaged creation and God’s choice of a community who exist to 

participate in his redemptive work. Thus God chose Israel to be a channel of redemption 

to the nations and Jesus took up and accomplished Israel’s mission, assembling a 

“renewed Israel” to continue what Jesus had begun until his return.
7
 Richard Bauckham 

urges that this “missionary direction” in the Bible be taken seriously.
8
 This requires a 

hermeneutic that is attentive to narrative
9
 as well as being canonical.

10
 Wright claims 

that this approach is “illuminating and theologically fruitful in building connections 

between different parts . . . and different major themes within the canon.”
11

 

MH can thus help to integrate missiology and biblical studies,
12

 thereby ameliorating 

modernity’s tendency toward the fragmentation of theological disciplines.
13

 A more 

missiological perspective might help to focus on “the central message of the Bible” and 

to learn from other cultures, avoiding the parochial blind spots of a hermeneutic 

“worked out exclusively within one civilization and history.”
14

 Since the biblical texts 

largely came about both as the products and the tools of mission, understanding of key 

                                                 
6
Michael W. Goheen, “A Critical Examination of David Bosch’s Missional Reading of Luke,” in 

Reading Luke: Interpretation, Reflection, Formation, ed. Joel B. Green, Anthony C. Thiselton, and 

Craig G. Bartholomew, Scripture and Hermeneutics Series (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2005), 233. 
7
Goheen, “Critical,” 231-2;  This divine drama, claims N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People 

of God  (London: SPCK, 1992), 41-2, “is the story of the whole world.  It is public truth.” 
8
Richard Bauckham, Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Postmodern World  (Milton Keynes, 

UK: Paternoster, 2003), 11-16. 
9
“Although not all parts of the Bible are narrative, the narrative character of the story elements provides 

a . . . framework into which the non-narrative parts may be fitted.” James Barr, The Concept of Biblical 

Theology: An Old Testament Perspective  (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), 356. 
10

Bauckham, Bible, 11-12; for more on a canonical approach, see H. Dan Beeby, Canon and Mission, 

Christian Mission and Modern Culture (Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity, 1999);  also cf. H. Dan Beeby, “No 

Loose Canon,” International Review of Mission 89, no. 355 (2000): 572-83; and H. Dan Beeby, “A 

Missional Approach to Renewed Interpretation,” in Renewing Biblical Interpretation, ed. Colin Greene, 

et al., The Scripture and Hermeneutics Series (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 2000), 268-83. 
11
Christopher J. H. Wright, “A Response to Ross, Mccoy, Dakin and Jensen on the Mission of God,” 

Anvil 24 (2007): 290. 
12
Charles R. Taber, “Missiology and the Bible,” Missiology 11 (1983): 229-45; David J. Bosch, 

“Mission in Biblical Perspective,” International Review of Mission 74 (1985): 531-38; David J. Bosch, 

“Towards a Hermeneutic for ‘Biblical Studies and Mission’,” Mission Studies 3 (1986): 65-79. 
13
Ellen F. Davis, “Teaching the Bible Confessionally in the Church,” in The Art of Reading Scripture, 

ed. Richard B. Hays and Ellen F. Davis (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), xv. 
14
Taber, “Missiology,” 243 & 40 who also says that “to study the Bible without noticing its missionary 

focus is like studying the Mona Lisa without noticing that it is a portrait of a woman” (231). 
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missional issues can assist toward a deeper appreciation of the Bible’s meaning.
15

 For 

instance, Michael Barram’s missional hermeneutic has helped the missional dimensions 

of Paul’s letters to be better appreciated and analysed.
16

 Moreover, people actively 

engaged in mission can arguably bring a unique perspective to interpreting Scripture.
17

 

Missional Hermeneutics is important for Theology and Mission 

Over twenty years ago David Bosch emphasised the vital importance of a missional 

perspective for theology, advocating “a missiological agenda for theology” and arguing 

that mission should be “the theme of all theology.”
18

 J. Andrew Kirk, too, sees theology 

and mission as “inextricably linked,” maintaining that: 

All true theology is, by definition, missionary theology, for it has as its object the 

study of the ways of a God who is by nature missionary and a foundation text 

written by and for missionaries.19 

A growing appreciation of missional themes in theology over recent years also 

indicates that mission, and thus MH, are important for theology. 

What of the importance of MH for mission? MH could help mission to be more faithful 

to God’s purposes through the formation of more truly missional communities,
20

 greater 

integrity in representing Christ
21

 and clarifying the goals of missional activity. Hays and 

Davis believe that the church at the beginning of the 21st century is unclear about what 

hermeneutic to use and that this has “hindered its witness and mission, causing it to 

speak with an uncertain voice to the challenges of our time.”
22

 MH could help to restore 

confidence in understanding God’s purposes and the church’s part in them, leading to 

                                                 
15
Marion L. Soards, “Key Issues in Biblical Studies and Their Bearing on Mission Studies,” Missiology 

24 (1996): 107;  cf.  Wright, “Matrix,” 103, 20. 
16

Michael D. Barram, Mission and Moral Reflection in Paul, Studies in Biblical Literature (New York: 

Lang, 2006), 22. 
17

Richard B. Hays,        v              I            P       I    p         I     ’      p      (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 49, claims “Paul’s allusive texts will . . . speak only to those actively engaged 

in carrying out the ministry of reconciliation.” 
18

David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, American Society of 

Missiology Series (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991), 494, citing from; Harvie Conn, “The Missionary Task 

of Theology: A Love/Hate Relationship?,” Westminster Theological Journal 45 (1983): 13, and; Hans-

Werner Gensichen, Glaube Für die Welt: Theologische Aspekte der Mission  (Gütersloh: Gerd Mohn, 

1971), 250. 
19

J. Andrew Kirk, The Mission of Theology and Theology as Mission  (Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity, 1997), 

3, 50-51. 
20

Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 

America, The Gospel and Our Culture Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 
21

Cf. Bauckham, Bible, 53  who recognises that “the church’s mission cannot be indifferent to the 

inequalities of the world into which it is sent” but “engages with the injustices of the world on its way to 

the kingdom of God.” 
22

Richard B. Hays and Ellen F. Davis, eds., The Art of Reading Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2003), xiv-xv. 
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greater and more faithful participation.23 Grasping “the coherent revelation of the 

mission of God” as “the very heartbeat of all reality” might result in radical 

transformation towards a “disturbingly subversive” God-centred worldview which 

“uncomfortably relativises one’s own place in the great scheme of things.”
24

 

MH is thus important for its potential contribution to biblical studies, theology and 

mission. George Hunsberger contends that in the further development of MH “lies real 

hope for an integrative biblical, historical, and practical theological academy. More 

than that,” he says “in its faithful practice lies real hope for the renewal of the church’s 

vibrant life and witness in the world.”25 

1.1.2  Much to do about . . . Missional Hermeneutics 

Although MH is important, there is much to do because it is still developing and 

significantly diverse. So MH invites further exploration and reflection. 

MH is still Developing   

MH is relatively new, with comparatively few participants, and is still developing. 

Even one of its most comprehensive works, The Mission of God, is far from exhaustive. 

Its author observes that “the task of establishing missiology as a viable framework for 

biblical hermeneutics is still very much in the construction stage” and he offers merely 

“some scaffolding for the project”!
26

 Wright acknowledges many gaps in his book,
27

 

which include the need for greater engagement with theologians,
28

 ecumenical 

missiologists,
29

 “theologies from the majority world contexts”
30

 and philosophical 

hermeneutics.
31

 So, even Wright’s tome has significant gaps that need filling.
32

 

Hunsberger, too, contends that MH is an “emerging field” and that the “time is ripe for 
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a rigorous and robust missional hermeneutic.”
33

 He believes that “further constructive 

work . . . is needed both to extend the implications of the proposals to date and to place 

into the mix other features essential for the development of a missional hermeneutic.”34 

MH is significantly diverse 

The significant diversity of MH is evidenced by the proposals of its various proponents 

as helpfully analysed and grouped together by George Hunsberger into an original four 

“streams of emphasis” and a subsequent fifth.
35

 They focus, respectively, on: (i) the 

framework of scripture as missional (as proposed by Wright,
36

 Goheen, Beeby and 

Bauckham
37

); (ii) the purpose of Scripture as the formation of missional communities 

(as developed by Guder);
38

 (iii) faithful interpretation as requiring interpretive 

communities to ask questions of Scripture which arise from their own missional social 

location (as advocated by Barram);
39

 (iv) the gospel’s function as the interpretive 

matrix within which the received biblical tradition is brought into critical conversation 

with a particular human context (as postulated by Brownson);
40

 and (v) “reading 

Scripture with the other” (as proposed by James Brownson and Michael Barram, and 
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further developed by GOCN forum members, in response to Hunsberger’s initial 

conference paper).
41

 

Not only is MH diverse, but until recently it had lacked a unified understanding. Most 

attempts to interpret the Bible missionally
42

 have tended to espouse particular views of 

MH. Little work has been done to explore what it is that unifies the streams of 

emphasis or what they share in common. Although Hunsberger does not attempt to 

draw the insights of each of the streams “into a comprehensive whole,” he sees the 

need for synthesis of the different streams and observes that it “could be done by 

someone and to everyone’s great benefit.”
43

 He concludes that “our collective sense of 

a missional hermeneutic . . . is taking shape” and that “the force field created by the 

synergy of these four centering visions demonstrates the genuine gravitas of this 

emerging missional hermeneutics.”
44

  His hope is that his work “will at the least 

stimulate further dialogue about the critical, central features of a missional 

hermeneutic.”45 

1.2  WHERE TO SEEK LIGHT ON MISSIONAL HERMENEUTICS 

1.2.1  Luke as an Exemplar from Scripture  

It is one thing to establish that MH can benefit from further exploration and 

development; however a more challenging question is how one might best contribute 

to the broader conversation regarding MH. Given the significance of Scripture in the 

church’s history and tradition, a hermeneutical exemplar from Scripture is one valid 

way to seek to illuminate a hermeneutic and a suitable candidate is the author of Luke-

Acts (henceforth Luke). 

The validity of exemplars from Scripture as guides to interpretation 

Richard Hays maintains that from studying the Apostle Paul’s reading of the Scriptures 

of Israel, one can learn how to interpret the Bible faithfully and see things in a 

                                                 
41
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“radically new way.”
46

 While not a new idea,
47

 there is now a recognition of “the major 

role played by Scripture in constituting [Paul’s] imaginative world.”
48

 So Hays discerns 

Paul’s hermeneutic as poetic, narrative, eschatological, trusting and ‘ecclesiotelic’, 

meaning that Paul saw God’s activity in Scripture as “directed . . . toward the creation 

of the eschatological evkklhsi,a.”49
 Just as Hays has used Paul as an exemplar, much 

might be learnt from the interpretive practices of any one of a number of the canonical 

authors of the Scriptures.  Whilst no one exemplar can provide a totally adequate basis 

for a reconsideration of MH, nevertheless one well-chosen can potentially make a 

significant constructive contribution. 

  k ’   uitability as an exemplar for missional hermeneutics 

Luke is a particularly suitable exemplar for reconsidering MH due to both the 

missional characteristics and the scope of his two-volume work. To start with, the 

themes, theology and purposes of Luke-Acts are missional in nature. First, Luke’s 

themes are missional.
50

 The theme of mission is of such “profound importance”
51

 in 

his two-volume work that it has been described as perhaps “the clearest presentation of 

the church’s universal mission in all of the New Testament.”
52

 The mission to the 

Gentiles is a central concern of Acts, and Luke consistently uses the theme of the plan 

of God to “justify” that mission as a part of the divine plan.
53

 In his story of “how a 
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small Jewish sect became a worldwide movement in one generation” Luke struggles 

with “theological issues” associated with this move of the gospel “from the particular 

to the universal.”
54

 

Thus, a second missional aspect of Luke-Acts is its theology.
55

 Hans Conzelmann sees 

Luke distinguishing between different forms of mission in the time of Israel, the time of 

Jesus and the time of the Church.
56

 In describing the mission of the early church Luke’s 

concern is the “progress of the Word,” rather than the institutional church, and Luke 

implies that, despite opposition and persecution, the nature of the church must continue 

to be missional.
57

 God’s purpose “to bring salvation to all” is central in Luke-Acts.
58

 

Third, Luke has missional purposes. Not only is Luke’s Gospel about mission but it 

“does mission,” with its readers either being evangelised or finding themselves “in 

possession of a document by which they may evangelise others.”
59

 In Acts Luke 

teaches about God’s will for the church in regard to mission, with the main focus being 

on “salvation applied” as the gospel spreads to the ends of the earth.
60

 It is full of 

“examples for those who carry out the mission of God.”
61

 

In addition to the missional orientation of Luke’s work, it has a broad scope. Luke-

Acts is broad in temporal scope, spanning both the missions of Jesus and then of the 

early church, and broad spatially, traversing a range of geographical locations in its 

movement from Galilee toward Jerusalem and then to the ends of the earth (Acts1:8). 

It is also broad in its socio-cultural scope, expanding in influence from Israel to all the 

nations. This vast scope, along with his missional themes, theology and purposes, 

makes Luke eminently suitable as one whose way of interpreting Scripture can serve as 

a model for reflecting critically on MH. This thesis seeks to understand the way Luke 

interpreted Scripture in the following way. 
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1.2.2  Discerning Luke’s Hermeneutic in his Scripture-Shaped Narrative 

Luke is “above all . . . an exegete, an interpreter of the Scriptures,”
62

 so this thesis seeks 

to discern the hermeneutic which Luke uses by a variety of approaches, including some 

similar to Hays’ work on Paul. Some aspects characterising Luke’s hermeneutic are 

discernible from the ways in which the OT influenced his writing, especially as 

evidenced in Luke’s uses of the LXX and handling of the traditions available to him. 

Naturally, there are other factors which influenced Luke’s interpretation of the 

Scriptures of Israel, not least the context in which he was reading them and that of the 

interpretive community for which he was writing. Just as we, as 21
st
 century readers, are 

part of a hermeneutical circle, so was Luke. Luke’s compositional purposes and plans 

for Luke-Acts shaped his selection and interpretation of Scripture, and those purposes 

and plans, in turn, resulted in part from his contemporary context and his understanding 

of it. Yet, arguably, Luke’s understanding of the events of his context were, in turn, 

substantially influenced by his understanding of God’s plans and purposes and dealings 

with his world and its people, as interpreted by Luke in the Scriptures of Israel.
63

   

Use of the OT in the NT 

According to Joel Green, Luke shows his interest in the divine plan by his 

“deployment” of the Scriptures of Israel.
64

 This suggests that the way Luke uses the OT 

helps to reveal his understanding of the mission of God, and hence his hermeneutic.  

The NT writers used the OT in different ways.
65

 In his Gospel, Luke’s implicit use of 

the OT in summary references or, especially, within the narrative, is even more 

significant than his explicit use.
66

 Both strategically-placed quotations and scriptural 

echoes, even including the “septuagintal ‘feel’ of the infancy narratives,” are important 

ways in which Luke uses the OT.
67

 By each of these uses Luke reveals his 

understanding of the Scriptures of Israel, and they all serve Luke’s theological agenda. 

They serve to draw comparisons between ancient and contemporary contexts and 

demonstrate the unity of God’s purposes, thus rooting his narrative “in the 
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authoritative story of Israel.”
68

 François Bovon affirms the importance of identifying 

the “theological and hermeneutical function” of Luke’s references to the OT, observing 

that “the nature of the scriptural argument specifies the logic of Lukan faith.”
69 

           k ’             OT 

This general approach is not new. In Bovon’s survey of scholarship on Luke’s 

hermeneutic he analyses work done fifty years ago, or more, by Clarke, Schubert, 

Dupont and Amsler.
70

 Then, in looking at Lukan typology, Bovon deals with the 

publications of Dahl, Allen, Menak, Bihler, Lövestam, Holtz and Schweizer.
71

 From 

Bovon’s analysis it appears that all of these earlier writers focused primarily on explicit 

rather than implicit forms of intertextuality, especially on Luke’s quotations from the 

LXX. The same is true of C.K. Barrett, who notes that the literary and theological 

influence of the OT on Luke’s writings are “profound and pervasive” but intentionally 

restricts his examination of the topic to literal OT quotations introduced by a citation 

formula.
72

 

More recently there have been numerous scholars who have explored topics related to 

Luke’s use of Scripture,
73

 and others who have dealt more generally with the use of 

Israel’s Scripture in the NT.
74

 Nevertheless, there appears to be more room for study of 

the use of the OT in Luke-Acts. Stanley Porter observes that the United Bible Society 

“counts 27 explicit quotations of the OT in Luke’s Gospel and 45 in the book of Acts,” 

but “not nearly as much” scholarly writing has been generated in discussion of usage 
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of the OT in Luke-Acts as in Matthew or John.
75

 Even though there seems to be a 

consensus, “at least in English-language Luke-Acts scholarship,” on the prediction and 

fulfilment motif, there still seems to be scope for contribution, such as Porter’s own 

recent proposal which builds on that consensus about the motif with regard to Luke’s 

use of the OT.
76

 In particular, this thesis contends that there is also some scope to 

discern Luke’s hermeneutic in helpful ways by taking account of more implicit forms 

of intertextuality, to which we will now turn.
77

 

Implicit intertextuality  

Scripture shapes a NT author’s symbolic world in a much more pervasive manner than 

in only those cases where he explicitly quotes a text, so it is important to give attention 

to metalepsis in order to learn more about the thought processes, and therefore the 

hermeneutic, of an author. Metalepsis is “a rhetorical and poetic device in which one 

text alludes to an earlier text in a way that evokes resonances of the earlier text beyond 

those explicitly cited.”
78

 Its interpretation requires one to “recover unstated or 

suppressed correspondences between the two texts.” By examining the wider contexts 

in the scriptural precursors one can better understand the figurative effects produced by 

the intertextual connections.
79

 In evaluating such allusions, Hays has postulated seven 

criteria as tests for discerning their presence.  They are: (i) availability of the proposed 

source of the echo to the writer and his original readers; (ii) volume of the echo in 

terms of “the degree of exact verbal correspondence” and the “relative weightiness of 

the material cited”; (iii) recurrence and clustering of quotations or allusions from a 

particular unit of Scripture; (iv) thematic coherence of “the proposed precursor text” 

with the writer’s line of argument at that point; (v) historical plausibility that the 

alleged allusions and echoes would make sense to the first-century hearers in their 

historical context; (vi) evidence from the history of interpretation that other readers in 

the past have “heard the same echoes that we now think we hear”; and (vii) the test of 

satisfaction, in which one asks whether an awareness of the proposed intertextual 
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reference enhances one’s understanding of the overall argument of that book or 

surrounding passage.
80

 

Techniques like these can make intertextuality a powerful tool to augment one’s 

exploration of a writer’s way of interpreting the precursor text. Yet just as hearing real 

echoes requires not only volume of the echo, but acuity of hearing, so too do our literary 

ears need to be sensitised to the potential forms of metalepsis which are found in Luke’s 

writing. Much metalepsis can be missed due to our insufficient familiarity with the OT 

and with Luke’s milieu. Hays observes that interpretive blind spots arose after the 

Christian tradition “lost its vital connection with the Jewish interpretive matrix in which 

Paul had lived and moved.”
81

 He thus attempts to recover this “‘cave of resonant 

signification’ in which Paul’s voice originally sounded.”
82

 In attempting to recover a 

similar “cave” in which Luke’s voice originally sounded, this thesis seeks a deeper 

understanding not only of the Jewish interpretive matrix but, in Luke’s case, a 

Hellenistic interpretive matrix.  Whilst Hays’ methodology seems to offer potentially 

fruitful insights, it holds the danger, if not taken in moderation, of claiming more than 

can be reasonably seen within the text. Consequently, this thesis applies it cautiously in 

a critical and careful fashion. 

Thus this thesis seeks to contribute constructively to MH by discerning aspects of 

Luke’s way of interpreting Scripture from the ways in which the OT influenced Luke-

Acts. For such a voluminous text as Luke-Acts, however, the thesis has had to be 

realistic in its approach to where and how it would seek to examine such evidence. 

1.2.3  A Focus on Four Pericopes 

Within the limits of this thesis, the most feasible way of investigating the effects of the 

OT’s influence on Luke’s writing is to look for them in selected pericopes of Luke-

Acts, two from Luke’s Gospel and two from Acts. There are important factors and 

features in other parts of Luke-Acts, such as Luke 24 and Acts 1 and 2; however the 

bulk of careful exegetical attention has been targeted at the original Greek texts of 

Luke 1:67-79, Luke 4:16-30, Acts 15:13-21 and Acts 28:23-31. These are dealt with in 

chapters 3-6 of this thesis, respectively. The pericopes for primary focus were selected 
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because of their strategic position, their programmatic function, their richness of OT 

intertextual features, their potent missional significance or a combination of the above. 

Close examination of related OT texts in Greek and Hebrew and an exegetical 

methodology reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of the study has been used. A 

hermeneutically sensitive exegetical treatment of the passages has been carried out, 

incorporating insights from narrative and rhetorical criticism and some consideration 

of the issues of intertextuality demonstrated by Hays and others. Unless otherwise 

indicated, translations of the pericopes under examination are my own. 

It could be argued that one cannot determine anything definitive from examining only 

four pericopes from a large two-volume work. While not claiming that any four 

passages can be representative of Luke-Acts as a whole, by probing Luke’s work at 

these critical points some common trends and tendencies have been revealed. 

Attempting more than four passages would have precluded the required depth of 

exegetical engagement. 

Luke 1:67-79 

Chapter 3 examines Zechariah’s Song (Luke 1:67-79), a key passage on account of its 

position, content and intertextuality. Very near the beginning of Luke’s two volumes, it 

introduces his central theme of salvation—previously promised to Israel, through 

Abraham and David, and now fulfilled for the world in the person and work of Jesus—

thus setting the theological tone for the whole work.
83

 Zechariah prophesies that his 

son, John, will be a prophetic (re-)interpreter of the promised messiah who will visit 

God’s people (1:76-78). This messiah and the salvation he brings will be substantially 

different from the military deliverance Israel was originally expecting in that it is 

“through the forgiveness of sins” (1:77)
84

 and springs from God’s compassionate, 

faithful, covenantal love (1:78). This is a declarative song of praise and prophecy 

resembling OT psalms and the “bursts of song” which punctuate some OT narratives and 

serve to “make explicit the theology latent” in them.
85

 It is rich in intertextual features, 
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a veritable “biblical tapestry”
86

 using language which for a Jew of that time would have 

strongly resonated with overtones of their biblical heritage.
87

 

Luke 4:16-30 

Chapter 4 explores Jesus’ visit to Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30). It is of vital significance 

because of its LXX quotation from Isaiah 61:1-2 (with 58:6) and the way it is 

interpreted and qualified. Luke reappropriates the Nazareth scene and reinterprets the 

Isaianic tradition to focus on rejection by the Jews and “the reconstitution of the people 

of God with the inclusion of the Gentiles,” thereby constructing his theological claim 

“that the Christians are now the legitimate heirs of ancient Israelite traditions.”
88

 The 

theme of Gentile mission is prominent here and will resurface in Acts, for which this 

passage is programmatic.
89

 

Acts 15:13-21 

Chapter 5 analyses James’ speech at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:13-21). Acts 15 

lies at the centre of Acts, both physically and narratively, as the watershed event that 

transitions Luke’s history from its earlier Jewish and Jerusalem focus to its increasing 

focus on Gentiles and the ends of the earth.
90

 At the centre of Acts 15 lies James’ 

speech. It sums up Peter’s argument, confirms it from Scripture by quoting Amos 

9:11-12 from the LXX and goes on to propose a course of action which will change the 

church, and with it the course of history. The, up until then oxymoronic, concept in 

Acts15:14 of God taking for himself ἐξ ἐθνῶν λαὸν (a people from out of the nations) 

stretches them to ratify a radical paradigm shift, as the church officially corrects its 

course to align with the Holy Spirit’s clear but revolutionary initiative.
91

 They follow 

this path because “the words of the prophets” (15:15) are in accord with it, serving to 

re-introduce Luke’s underlying theme of promise and fulfilment and providing yet 

further echoes of the very beginnings of Luke’s narrative. 

                                                 
86

Coleridge, Birth, 118. 
87

Green, Luke, 112, calls it “an interplay of Scriptural echoes”; Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the 

Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in Matthew and Luke, 1st ed. (New York: 

Doubleday, 1979), 384-5, who details, in a comprehensive table, how this song functions as “a mosaic 

or cento of OT and intertestamental phrases and ideas.” 
88

Pao, Acts, 75-8 &109, for whom the Isaianic new Exodus “functions as a hermeneutical key to both 

Luke and Acts.” 
89

Pao, Acts, 78,81; cf. Jeffrey S. Siker, “‘First to the Gentiles’: A Literary Analysis of Luke 4:16-30,” 

JBL 111 (1992): 83. 
90

Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, 1st ed. (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 538. 
91

F. F. Bruce, The Book of the Acts, Rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 293, who highlights the 

outstandingly “paradoxical force of the Greek” in verse 14 juxtaposing a term for ‘people’,  previously 

always reserved for Israel, with the normal term for Gentiles – usually diametrically opposed categories. 



32                      Ch 1 – Seeking Light on Missional Hermeneutics 

 

 

Acts 28:23-31  

Finally, chapter 6 investigates Paul’s teaching in Rome (Acts 28:23-31). The crucial 

importance of this passage lies in its strategic final position, missional significance and 

citation from Isaiah 6:9-10 in the LXX.
92

 As the end and climax of Paul’s ministry in 

Luke’s account, his final word invokes the Holy Spirit’s authority, and Isaiah’s (Acts 

28:25), to announce that God’s people “have closed their eyes” (28:27) leading to a 

“dramatic reversal of the original Isaianic scheme.”
93

 

1.3  MISSIONAL HERMENEUTICS IN A LUKAN LIGHT  

This chapter has argued that MH is important but could benefit from further 

development and that a valid way of going about that is to use Luke as a hermeneutical 

exemplar for MH. In the rest of the thesis the scholarly discussion of MH is first 

surveyed, in chapter 2, and the above biblical texts then carefully analysed, in chapters 

3-6. Having examined those particular passages for key features of Luke’s own 

interpretive practice, the findings from them are reviewed and integrated in chapter 7.
94

 

In chapter 8 the thesis then juxtaposes the first two foci by reconsidering MH in the 

light of Luke’s hermeneutical emphases. It contends that through this process Luke 

sheds light on MH, specifically the discourse about MH emerging from the GOCN, 

thereby contributing to its continuing development. Many of the findings from this 

critical engagement with the hermeneutics of Luke-Acts are consistent with the claims 

and current directions of MH, but in certain respects they also clarify and even suggest 

possible ways of sharpening or extending some of its aspects. Thus the insights 

revealed by this research make a constructive contribution to the developing field. It is 

hoped that this will help in some way to enhance the positive influence of MH on 

biblical studies, theology and mission, thereby advancing the church’s understanding 

and practice, especially in regard to its engagement with the wider world.
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TWO 

 

MISSIONAL HERMENEUTICS:  

NAVIGATING CURRENT STREAMS 

 

The seeds of the now-flowering MH conversation were sown during the latter half of 

the twentieth century by a number of scholars from different disciplines. The person 

who most influenced the initiation of this conversation was Lesslie Newbigin, a 

missionary bishop from India who, on his return to Britain, was struck by its 

increasingly post-Christian culture and the consequent need for missional engagement 

with Western culture.
95

 His challenge led to the Gospel and Our Culture Network 

(GOCN), which continues to facilitate the MH conversation in the UK and North 

America.
96

 Missiologists such as Johannes Blauw and David Bosch, theologians such as 

Jürgen Moltmann, and biblical scholars such as Brevard Childs have also influenced the 

early development of the MH conversation.
97

  

Although enlightening, further exploration of the antecedents of MH is beyond the 

constraints of this thesis. A comprehensive investigation of MH would also need to 

deal with its relationship to wider issues of hermeneutical theory as espoused by major 
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thinkers from the philosophical side
98

 and from the theological side.
99

 That too, 

however, is beyond the scope of this thesis. For the purposes of this thesis the 

conversation about MH which has taken place over the past twenty years, since the 

term was first used in a published work, will be considered. Principally utilising a 

recently proposed schema, this chapter will give an overview of five identifiable 

emphases, or streams of emphasis, that make up MH, outline the major proponents of 

each and briefly consider how they relate to each other. 

The schema which will, for the most part, guide this exploration of the recent MH 

conversation, and serve as its heuristic, has been proposed by George Hunsberger.
100

 

Factors which have uniquely equipped him to do that include: his close familiarity with 

the work of Lesslie Newbigin, the seminal thinker who helped to inspire the MH 

discussion;
101

 his own extensive writing in the area of missional ecclesiology;
102

 and his 

role since the late 1980s of coordinating the Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) 

in North America, which has initiated and nurtured the MH discussion. This chapter 

will build on Hunsberger’s mapping of the GOCN conversation partners by also 

considering others from outside that forum. The order in which Hunsberger describes 

the “streams of emphasis” which he proposes is valuable from a functional perspective 

and that order will be returned to later in the thesis. Nevertheless, in this chapter the 

order in which they are addressed has been altered to reflect chronological factors for 

the sake of elucidating the development of the conversation. 

Hunsberger originally identified four proposals for a missional hermeneutic which 

differ in their primary accent or emphasis.
103

 These broad streams
104

 focus respectively, 
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in the approximate order of their emergence, on what will here be called: (i) 

interpretation for missional engagement with particular contexts;
105

 (ii) the missional 

purpose of the Bible and its interpretation;
106

 (iii) the missional metanarrative of the 

Bible;
107

 and (iv) the missional locatedness of biblical interpretation.
108

 Subsequently a 

fifth stream, emphasising biblical interpretation “with the other,” was proposed by 

respondents to Hunsberger’s schema and, in recent years, GOCN participants have 

been engaging with this stream alongside the other four in their annual forum on 

MH.
109

 Hunsberger thus sees these streams of emphasis as reflecting “a range of basic 

notions about what such a hermeneutic is” within the MH conversation.
110

 These 

streams shall now be explored, identifying a few of the major contributors 

representative of each, before briefly considering how they relate to each other. 
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2.1  INTERPRETATION FOR MISSIONAL ENGAGEMENT
111

 

James Brownson   

James Brownson is credited by Hunsberger as the first person, in 1992, to use the term 

“missional hermeneutic,” and then in publication two years later.
112

 His basic thesis, 

refined and expanded in his 1998 book, is that we can learn how to approach biblical 

interpretation for our own, increasingly missional, context today in the West from the 

way that the writers of the NT interpreted the Hebrew Scripture and traditions for their 

diverse first-century contexts.
113

 He calls their hermeneutic missional because of the 

“specifically missionary character” of the early Christian movement.
114

 

Brownson proposes that, in order to maintain coherence with tradition yet contingency 

in their cross-cultural contexts, the NT authors needed an interpretative matrix—“a set 

of interpretative rules or assumptions” by which they discriminated between what they 

regarded as “legitimate and illegitimate uses of Jewish and Christian traditions in any 

specific situational or literary context.”
115

 It was “the lens through which both context 

and tradition are viewed.”
116

 Brownson asserts that the gospel of Christ functioned as 

this interpretive matrix. It provided “a hermeneutical vantage point” from which the 

Hebrew Bible, and associated Christian stories, hymns and confessional materials, 

could be “properly” understood—that is, from “a distinctively Christian 

p   p    v .”
117

  

Brownson argues that such a hermeneutic of diversity and yet of coherence, which will 

enable us to “speak the truth in love,” is badly needed in our post-Christendom West 

made doubly resistant by the legacy of both the Enlightenment and now post-

modernity.
118

 

Ross Wagner 

A similar emphasis to Brownson’s is detected by Hunsberger in the missional 

hermeneutic employed by Ross Wagner in his doctoral study of Paul’s letter to the 
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Romans.
119

 Wagner asks how Paul’s “understanding of the gospel” and his calling as 

an apostle shaped his reading of Isaiah and how Isaiah helped “form Paul’s own 

conception of his message and mission.”
120

 Wagner acknowledges having built on 

Richard Hays’ research into Paul’s reading of scripture.
121

 Hays asserts that Paul’s 

hermeneutic teaches us, among other things, to read the Scripture “in the service of 

proclamation.”
122

 

Although he doesn’t speak of an interpretive matrix per se, Wagner shows how the 

story Paul tells in Romans “reflects the dynamic interplay of his foundational 

convictions, his reading of Israel’s scriptures, his labors in mission, and his cultural 

and historical contexts.”
123

 He shows “how radically Paul rereads scripture in light of 

his belief that, in Christ, God has decisively revealed his righteousness for Israel and 

for the world and that God is working out his redemptive plan in the present time 

through Paul’s own ministry.”
124

 So, in Romans 9-11, Paul makes “a bold and 

sweepingly revisionary rereading of scripture” to argue that God has designed a two-

stage redemption of Israel in order to allow room for the Gentiles.
125

 

Sungkook Jung  

A further example of deriving a missional, or apostolic, hermeneutic by using Paul as a 

hermeneutical exemplar is seen in the doctoral dissertation of Sungkook Jung.
126

 Jung 

demonstrates that Paul’s hermeneutical stance on many issues can be “largely framed in 

terms of his Christotelic understanding of the Jewish Scriptures” but that in his letters to 

his churches, the way he expresses and develops that stance is “strongly affected by his 

mission of persuasion.”
127

 Jung believes that MH can be sharpened by the insight that 

“biblical authors’ formulation and communication of the messages vividly reflect their 

missionary communicative, rhetorical strategies for achieving their missional 

agenda.”
128
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2.2  THE MISSIONAL PURPOSE OF SCRIPTURE  

AS THE AIM OF MH 

Darrell Guder  

Another stream of emphasis of MH identified by Hunsberger, of which the foremost 

proponent is Darrell Guder, emphasises the missional purpose of Scripture and its 

interpretation.
129

 Guder headed up a team of six missiologists in a three-year GOCN 

research project which culminated in their 1998 publication.
130

 In it they sought to 

develop an ecclesiology springing out of God’s redemptive mission and clarifying the 

church’s purpose and meaning in the light of that mission. This Princeton-based 

theologian believes that the purpose of Scripture is, and continues to be, the formation 

of missional communities.
131

 He claims that the New Testament churches’ life was 

“centered around their missional vocation and their formation to practice it” and that 

this discipling takes place as the “Word of God written” works powerfully within the 

community.
132

 This formative purpose is obvious in the epistles, but is also operative 

in the Gospels, which not only invited those first communities to accompany the 

disciples “in following Jesus in order to be equipped and sent out by him” but still 

“carry forward that discipling” for today’s apostolate.
133

 So the first generation of 

Christians were personally formed by Jesus, and their testimony then became the tool 

of their apostolic strategy for the continuing formation of missional communities.
134

  

The hermeneutical ramifications of this are significant. According to Guder, “Scripture 

is appropriately read and interpreted as the Spirit-empowered testimony that equips 

God’s people for their mission, that is, for their incarnational witness.”
135

 Thus, the 

question which Guder would have us ask to guide our interpretation of any passage of 
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Scripture is: “How did this text equip and shape God’s people for their missional 

witness then, and how does it shape us today?”
136

 

Hunsberger believes that more work is necessary to discern how each of the biblical 

writings can be understood in this way and wisely recommends further exploration of 

the relationship between the overall “intentions of God in and by this literature, and the 

specific, contextual sense of an author and his/her intentions in writing.”
137

 He 

suggests it might be helpful to see the purpose of Scripture as wider than just 

equipping for mission, and perhaps view it as the imparting of a shared missional 

identity, as does Brownson.
 138

 Richard Hays’ calls Paul’s hermeneutic “ecclesiotelic,” 

namely, that it suggests God’s activity in Scripture being directed toward the creation 

of the eschatological ἐκκλησία.
 139

 Proponents of the next stream, however, as we shall 

now see, had even broader ultimate divine purposes in mind. 

2.3  THE MISSIONAL METANARRATIVE OF SCRIPTURE 

 AS THE FRAMEWORK FOR MH
140

 

A third stream of emphasis of MH emerged whose proponents, although having 

expressed it in various ways, basically contend that the Bible can be interpreted 

faithfully or coherently only to the extent that it is interpreted in the context of its 

missional metanarrative, the missio Dei. The mission of God is seen as the unifying 

motif, direction and overarching story of scripture and thus becomes the framework for 

its interpretation.  

H. Dan Beeby  

Though not figuring prominently in Hunsberger’s schema, one of the first to propose 

this variety of MH in an intentional and systematic way, by publication, was Dan Beeby 

in 1999.
141

 He claimed only to “begin to examine the possibility of what might be called 
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a missionary hermeneutic” and to be furnishing “merely the notes for an introduction to 

the prolegomenon of any future” development of the concept, however his “mere hors 

d’oeuvre” has proved to be remarkably sustaining.
142

  

Beeby argued that canon and mission are interdependent: that, to be complete, 

Christian mission “requires the whole canon” and that the entire canon read as 

Scripture is “a missionary document.”
143

 He maintained that while books or fragments 

of books in the Bible can each be read in various contexts, “the most significant context 

is the theological context of the entire Bible read in the present and read 

missiologically.”
144

 Beeby contended that once the pieces of the canon are seen as parts 

of a whole, “one realizes that this great totality has a clear focus and that it coincides 

with what we know as mission.”
145

 He believes that the account of the missio Dei in the 

Bible thus “provides a trajectory essential to full hermeneutical renewal.”
146

 Is mission, 

he asks, “the key and clue that will help us appreciate in new ways the totality of 

scripture?”
147

 

Beeby’s convictions had been partly shaped by “countless hours” of discussion with 

Lesslie Newbigin, his colleague at Selly Oak Colleges in England who, in turn, had 

been “increasingly influenced” by canonical writers like Brevard Childs and James 

Sanders.
148

 Part of the urgency of Beeby’s proposal stemmed from his realisation that 

because Europe had been all Christendom there had thus been “no need for a 

mission.”
149

 The curse of Christendom, according to Beeby, was that it left us “with a 

church that does not realise that the church exists for mission” by obscuring and 

concealing “the fact that God is a missionary God”; “that theology is the handmaid of 

mission”; and “that the Bible from Genesis to Revelation, if taken as a unity, is a 

handbook for mission.”
150

 

Beeby was disturbed that, in view of all this, MH had such little place in biblical 

scholarship and argued that “a satisfactory hermeneutics must give a permanent place 

to mission, the missional and missiology,” by which he meant the praxis, as well as the 
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science, of mission.
151

 Whilst maintaining that “a missionary hermeneutic should be 

given a high place in scholarly interpretation” Beeby claimed he was not arguing for an 

exclusive hermeneutic or ruling out other valid starting points.
152

 Nevertheless, he 

challenges his readers that “we must affirm the canonical metanarrative over against all 

others confessed or unconfessed, and, where all metanarratives are denied, we must 

there boldly assert the canonical account of created beginning, crucial middle and 

redeemed end.”
153

 

Richard Bauckham  

Late in 1999, in the same year that Dan Beeby published his “mere hors’d’oeuvre,” the 

British NT scholar, Richard Bauckham, gave a guest lecture at Cambridge entitled 

“Mission as Hermeneutic for Scriptural Interpretation.”
154

 This theme he developed 

further in a series of lectures, published in 2003, about “how to read the Bible in a way 

that takes seriously its missionary direction.”
155

 Bauckham, like Beeby, argues for a 

missional hermeneutic by which one reads the parts of the Bible in the context of the 

overarching missional story of the whole.
156

 Like Beeby, he acknowledges his 

appreciation for the writing of Lesslie Newbigin
157

 and argues that such a hermeneutic 

must be canonical. It must also be attentive to narrative.
158

 

Bauckham’s particular emphases feeding into this ‘framework’ stream of MH are 

threefold. First, he provides assistance and tools by which the missional direction of 

the Bible can be better understood, for instance, by analysing the relationship in 

Scripture between particularity and universality. He writes: 

I shall try to show how the Bible itself embodies a kind of movement from the 

particular to the universal, which we as readers need to find ourselves inside. The 

Bible is a kind of project aimed at the kingdom of God, that is, towards the 

achievement of God’s purposes for good in the whole of God’s creation. This is a 

universal direction that takes the particular with the utmost seriousness. Christian 

communities or individuals are always setting off from the particular as both the 

Bible and our own situation defines it and following the biblical direction towards 
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the universal that is to be found not apart from but within other particulars. This 

is mission.
159

 

Bauckham proposes that the Bible embodies this narrative movement from the 

particular to the universal in “all three dimensions of time, space and human 

sociality.”
160

 Mission, then, is what takes place “on the way from the particularity of 

God’s action in the story of Jesus to the universal coming of God’s kingdom” and is “a 

sending from the one human person Jesus Christ into all the world as his witnesses.”
161

  

Bauckham also identifies four thematic trajectories of the narrative which assist us in 

reading the Bible in a missional way. The first three are historic trajectories which lead 

from the particular to the universal: the trajectory of blessing—“from Abraham to all 

families of the earth”; that of God’s self-revelation—from Israel to all the nations; and 

the trajectory of rule—from Zion, by David, to “God’s kingdom coming in all 

creation.”
162

 These trajectories help us to understand the “universal direction and goal” 

that are so apparent in the NT.
163

 Bauckham observes that “in Jesus God’s kingdom is 

both particular and universal, and mission is the mediation of the two.”
164

 A fourth 

trajectory is “to all by way of the least” —a consistent divine strategy by which God 

habitually overturns status and establishes a “downward movement of solidarity with 

the people at the bottom of the social scale of importance and wealth” only alongside 

whom we can enter the kingdom.
165

 

A second of Bauckham’s contributions is his compelling argument for how Scripture 

can be read coherently as a unified missional narrative despite the great diversity of the 

biblical texts.
166

 Within the Bible, he argues, one can find a “single coherent story,” 

which all of the narratives within it “together tell and each partially tells.”
167

 Even the 

literature of non-narrative genres is held together with narrative in “an intelligible 

whole” by the unifying element of “the story Scripture tells, from creation to new 

creation.”
168
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A third contribution is Bauckham’s guidance on how the Bible can be read missionally 

in the context of postmodernism.  Bauckham sees the biblical story as a “non-modern 

metanarrative.”
169

 He explains a metanarrative as “an attempt to grasp the meaning and 

destiny of human history as a whole by telling a single story about it.”
170

 He observes 

that the metanarratives of universalist cultures (those “with an ideological drive to 

universalize themselves”) are by nature oppressive and dominating.
171

  But, the 

universalising culture of the biblical metanarrative, when faithfully interpreted and 

obeyed, reveals the biblical story as a uniquely non-totalising metanarrative and, in 

fact, the only way to resist the totalising narratives against which postmodern relativism 

is powerless.
172

 

In fact, postmodern relativism “offers no cogent resistance” to the totalising 

metanarrative of the current universalising culture, economic globalisation.
173

 

Ultimately it tends toward collusion with the metanarratives of consumerist 

individualism and free-market globalisation, thus “continuing the sort of oppression 

that the modern metanarratives of progress have always legitimated.”
174

 Bauckham 

contends that we need a story which “once again affirms universal values while 

resisting their cooption by the forces of domination.”
175

 We need to reclaim the 

missional metanarrative of the Bible “in a way that expresses its non-coercive claim to 

truth” and works against rather than colluding with oppression.
176

 

Michael Goheen  

Another proponent of this stream of emphasis of MH, Michael Goheen, believes that 

the Bible has a “unified narrative plot line” about God’s mission.
177

 Rather than being 

a jumble or “mosaic of little bits,” the Bible is a “progressively unfolding drama of 
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God’s action in history for the salvation of the whole world.”
178

 Goheen sees it as a 

mission of restoration for God’s sin-ravaged creation and God’s choice of a 

community to participate in his redemptive work.
 179

 

Israel is chosen so that it might mediate God’s salvific blessing to the nations. 

The people of Israel are redeemed from idols to serve the Lord alone so that their 

holy lives might display before the nations what a nation looks like when God 

dwells in its midst. The presence of God and the wisdom of the Torah are to set 

Israel apart and make it an attractive model before the watching eyes of the 

nations. The covenant that God establishes with Abraham and with Israel has as 

its goal the salvation of the nations. Thus Israel’s role and identity are missional 

to the core and from the beginning.
180

 

When Israel fails, says Goheen, “Jesus takes upon himself Israel’s missionary 

vocation,” assembling a “renewed Israel”
 
to continue what he had begun, “gathering all 

nations into God’s covenantal blessing.”
181

 In Christ each of the above-mentioned 

characteristics of God’s OT people are fulfilled and transformed in the NT people of 

God, “and yet … the missional implications of each characteristic remain with the 

church today.”
182

 

Goheen insists that the “recovery of reading the Bible as a grand narrative” is crucial if 

Scripture is to “function as God’s word in the life of his people” so that they indwell or 

live in God’s story, relate it to all of life and are shaped by it.
183

 This is an example of 

the evident influence on Goheen’s thought and writing of Lesslie Newbigin,
 
for whom 

Dan Beeby claims that “what had to be ‘indwelt’ was the whole sacred story from 

Genesis to Revelation.”
184

 This is not surprising in light of Goheen’s doctoral 

dissertation having focused on Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology.
185 
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Christopher Wright   

Christopher Wright’s writing on MH has become well known, so will only be dealt 

with briefly here. Wright holds that the Bible is “the story of God’s mission through 

God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of the whole of God’s 

creation”
186

 and that the church most faithfully interprets Scripture within that 

framework.
187

 Wright claims that Jesus told his disciples to read the OT “as a missional 

text” through his messianic and then missiological reading of Scripture (Luke 24:45-

47) and that he “urges this double hermeneutical strategy on those who read the OT in 

conscious relation to himself.”
188

 Wright’s greatest contribution to MH is his 

comprehensive 2006 book detailing and demonstrating how the whole Bible can be 

read fruitfully from the perspective of God’s mission.
189

 In defining mission in this 

way, Wright has been accused of removing the term’s “connection with ‘sending,’”
190

 

however he denies this, observing that he merely states “that the biblical concept of 

mission cannot be confined to that dimension.”
191

 Since then he has written, at a more 

popular level, about the mission of God’s people, beginning the book with “the notion 

of sending and being sent.”
192

  

2.4  MISSIONAL LOCATEDNESS OF INTERPRETATION 

The most recently emerged of Hunsberger’s original four streams of emphasis 

proposes that faithfulness in one’s interpretation of the Scriptures requires missional 

locatedness.
193

 This means that interpretive communities need to approach the Bible 

from their missional social location, asking questions of the text which arise from that 

context.  
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Michael Barram 

This locatedness stream, and the importance of social location, has been advocated by 

Michael Barram.
 194

 He regards a missional hermeneutic as “an approach to the biblical 

text rooted in the basic conviction that God has a mission in the world and that we read 

Scripture as a community called into and caught up by those divine purposes.”
195

 As 

such, the Bible is read “from a social location characterized by mission” from which 

“every interpretative question becomes a ‘missional’ question.”
196

 That “missiological 

‘location’ of the Christian community in the world,” says Barram, needs to be 

privileged “as a hermeneutical key” in our approach to the Scriptures if we are to be 

faithful interpreters,
197

 and “is at the very heart of a missional hermeneutic.”198 

Barram’s conviction is that biblical interpretation needs to be done “from the 

perspective of the church’s location as a ‘sent’ community,” and that “mission” in the 

Bible is too often reductionistically restricted to texts involving evangelistic 

outreach.
199

 Barram intentionally uses the adjective “missional” in his monograph on 

Paul to describe the apostle’s “comprehensive vocation” and “overarching purpose.”
200 

 

He uses it in preference to “missionary” which he observes is used in Pauline 

scholarship “almost exclusively in reference to Paul’s ‘evangelistic,’” in 

contradistinction to his “pastoral,” work.
201

  Barram acknowledges that there are some 

significant similarities between “theological interpretation” and MH, however: 

for “missional hermeneutics” the “sent-ness”’ of the interpretive community is 

not merely one of a number of worthwhile hermeneutical considerations; rather, 

in some very real sense it seems to function as the fundamental consideration. 

Missional hermeneutics may be a necessary enterprise, therefore, precisely 

because its focus on the “sent-ness” of the interpretive community may, in some 

                                                 
194

 Michael D. Barram, “Toward the Practice of ‘Missional Hermeneutics’: A Response to Colin 

Yuckman’s ‘An Ulterior Gospel’,” (paper presented to the GOCN forum on Mission and Biblical 

Interpretation: Toward a Missional Hermeneutic at the annual meeting of AAR, Philadelphia, 2005), 2. 

There he notes Yuckman’s references to the importance of locatedness in MH, and the place of social 

location in a previous presentation of his own; Cf. James C.  Miller, “Missional Hermeneutics: An 

Experiment in Implementation and Reflection,” (paper presented at the GOCN Additional Meeting at 

AAR/SBL, Philadelphia, 2005). He is another scholar whose work asks questions of the biblical text 

from a missional social location. 
195

 Barram, “Located,” 3. 
196

 Barram, “Located,” 3. 
197

 Barram, “Bible,” 42-43. 
198

 Barram, “Bible,” 58. 
199

 Michael Barram, “Reflections on the Practice of Missional Hermeneutics: ‘Streaming’ Philippians 

1:20-30,” (paper presented to the GOCN Forum on MH at the annual meeting of the SBL, New Orleans, 

2009), 11. 
200

 Barram, Mission, 179. 
201

 Michael Barram, Mission and Moral Reflection in Paul, SBL (New York: Lang, 2006), 176-79. 



                        Ch 2 – Missional Hermeneutics: Current Streams                                                    47 

 

 

cases, enable it to go beyond forms of “theological interpretation” that lack this 

emphasis.
202

 

2.5  INTERPRETATION WITH THE ‘OTHER’ 

At the time when George Hunsberger first presented his useful schema of MH, both 

the official respondents at the GOCN Forums that year raised the issue of the need for 

a further stream of MH which emphasised the importance of reading Scripture together 

“with the other.”  Michael Barram wondered whether “we have dealt adequately with 

the context of the other, that is, the context of the one who is engaged—in whatever 

form—by the missional community.”
203

 He suggested a stream of emphasis which 

privileges “the perspective of the other confronted by mission.”
204

 James Brownson, in 

his response, emphasised that a missional hermeneutic is one which sees cross-cultural 

encounter, and in this he includes all missional encounters between people, as “the 

central context out of which interpretation takes place,” and envisions interpretation 

taking place in “a three-way conversation between the reader, an ‘other’ who hears the 

text differently, and the text itself.”
205

  “It is this notion of otherness, implicit in 

reading the text in the midst of cross-cultural encounters,” he goes on to say, “which is 

vital to a missional hermeneutic.”
206

 

Grant LeMarquand 

Grant LeMarquand is one writer whose work has already taken into account this stream 

of interpreting ‘with the other,’ in addition to the related locatedness stream. He 

observes that reading the Bible “in a ‘mission’ context,” will sometimes “confront the 

reader, perhaps even assault the reader, with its message,” acknowledging that, having 

gone to Africa “ostensibly to teach the Bible to theological college students—I ended up 

being taught the Bible in remarkable ways.”
 207 

LeMarquand outlines nine things “that 

the churches of the ‘West’ can learn from our fellow Anglican Christians in the global 

‘South’,” and one of those is “learning about reading the Bible with new eyes.”
 208

 His 

awareness of the existence of a “Western interpretative hegemony” and the prevalence 
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of “Eurocentric approach[es]” to biblical interpretation
209

 have influenced his writing, 

and his insightful monograph compares Western and African interpretations of a well-

known narrative text.
 210

 Some of his other work has also reflected these dynamics of 

otherness.
211

  

2.6  HOW THE ‘STREAMS’ RELATE 

George Hunsberger has made a valuable contribution to MH by exploring the mutual 

relationship of the proposed streams of emphasis. His work reveals four main aspects 

of the way the streams relate, pointing out that they: (i) have things in common,
212

 (ii) 

have differences,
213

 (iii) are interdependent
214

 and (iv) produce synergy.
215

 Thus, in the 

most recently articulated form of his 2008 address, Hunsberger refers to the elements 

as “contributing and converging streams of emphasis” and “foundations for the 

continuing development of a robust missional hermeneutic”.
216

 Thus, in the end, his 

stream metaphor metamorphoses so that the ‘streams of emphasis’ converge to become 

a set of foundational aspects for the developing MH conversation with their various 

“accents hav[ing] made proposals regarding the framework . . . aim . . . approach. . . 
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and . . . interpretive matrix of a missional hermeneutic”.
217

 Hunsberger observes that 

the various accents of the streams of emphasis—these proposals made regarding the 

framework, aim, approach and interpretive matrix of a MH—“spread across matters to 

which any hermeneutical proposal must attend”.
218

 Although he does not explicitly say 

so, he hints here that the synergy which “begins to exhibit itself” between the streams 

of emphasis is likely a function of the contributions of each stream toward one of these 

various necessary components or processes of the hermeneutical task. Thus he can 

conclude that “[i]n substance and in girth, these conversations have provided 

foundations for the continuing development of a robust” MH.
219

 In other words, 

Hunsberger believes that it is in the coming together of these streams of emphasis from 

different directions, and their meeting, that they form an underlying basis on which 

further development of this important field can take place. 

2.7 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has outlined five ‘streams of emphasis’ of MH, exploring their nature and 

some of the major contributors to each. The first four were identified in George 

Hunsberger’s schema, although in this chapter, to help show the way in which the field 

developed, they have been presented in the approximate order of their emergence and 

publication. Hunsberger’s four streams of emphasis focus on: (i) interpretation for 

missional engagement; (ii) the missional purpose of the Bible and its interpretation; 

(iii) the missional metanarrative of the Bible;
 
and (iv) the missional locatedness of 

biblical interpretation.
 
 The fifth stream, emphasising biblical interpretation “with the 

other,” was proposed in response to Hunsberger’s schema and has been engaged with, 

alongside the other streams, by participants in GOCN forums over the last few years.   

Having now surveyed the MH conversation over the past twenty years, using 

Hunsberger’s schema as a valuable heuristic, this study now goes on to focus on Luke 

as a hermeneutical exemplar. In the course of the next four chapters it will examine 

four Lukan pericopes to investigate his interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel. After 

integrating these in chapter 7, the final chapter will reconsider the discourse about MH 

to see in what ways Luke’s hermeneutical emphases can illumine our own interpretive 

practices. Hence by, firstly, examining MH and, secondly, Lukan hermeneutics, this 

thesis will, finally, reconsider MH in light of Luke’s interpretation of  Scripture.
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  LUKE 1:67-79 

67
And his father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied, 

saying: 

68a
“P         to the Lord, the God of Israel, because  

68b
he came with concern and made redemption for his people, 

69
and he raised up a horn of salvation for us consisting in the dynasty of his 

servant David—
70

just as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets of 

long ago—
71

salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all those who 

hate us,  

72
to practice compassion towards our fathers and to remember his holy 

covenant, 
73a

the oath he swore to our father Abraham, 

73b
in order to allow us,  

74
without fear, having been rescued from the hand of enemies, 

to serve him 
75

in holiness and righteousness in his presence all our days. 

 

76
But you also, child, will be called a prophet of the Most High:  

for you will go on ahead, in the presence of the Lord, to prepare the road for 

him 

77
in order to give his people knowledge of salvation consisting in release from 

their sins 

78a
because of the heartfelt compassion of our God,  

78b
in which the rising sun shall come with concern to us from heaven  

79a
to shine on those sitting in darkness and the shadow of death,  

79b
in order to lead our feet into the road    p    .”  

       Author’s Translation  

 



 

 

 

 

THREE 

 

LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF 

SCRIPTURE IN LUKE 1:67-79 

 

The previous chapter surveyed MH to summarise the emerging conversation over the 

past twenty years. This current chapter is the first of five which investigate and then 

characterise Luke’s interpretation of Scripture, in the light of which MH will then be 

reconsidered in the final chapter. 

In this chapter the Benedictus (Luke 1:67-79) is analysed with a view to discerning 

Luke’s interpretive emphases. It is important to analyse because of the prominence of 

Scriptural references, allusions and themes in the passage, as well as its centrality to 

Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with the world and its people. Luke seems to 

be using this passage to prepare his readers with an understanding of the context into 

which God sent Jesus. 

After discussing some of the relevant exegetical features of this pericope, particular 

aspects of Luke’s interpretive practice are demonstrated in each segment of the 

Benedictus. The analysis shows that Luke understands God’s dealings with his world 

to be through other-focused mediate, liberative and transformative strategies, for which 

he has compassionate and inclusive purposes toward his ultimate aim, which is his 

relational rule. All of the terms in this sentence and the next will be defined and 

explained in the sections to follow. Luke’s use of and approach to the Scriptures of 

Israel are also seen to be corroborative, as well as holistic, yet focusing. 

3.1  GENERAL EXEGETICAL DISCUSSION 

This section discusses exegetical features of the Benedictus which are of relevance to 

Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. The context and form of the pericope are initially 

considered followed by the structure of the passage, which is seen to comprise six   
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segments. Each segment is examined to show aspects pertinent to the argument of the 

remainder of the chapter, including syntactical, lexical and rhetorical elements. 

3.1.1  Context and Literary Form  

Prior to the Benedictus, Luke’s first chapter gives the background to this scene by 

recounting the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth. Luke reveals that both are of priestly 

lineage (1:5) and blamelessly righteous (1:6), yet have reached old age childless due to 

Elizabeth’s barrenness (1:7). Richard Dillon claims this tragic state of affairs sets up a 

disequilibrium and consequent tension in the plot which is carried through their whole 

story.
220

 While on temple duty, an angel promises a son to Zechariah, who is rendered 

unable to speak because of his skepticism (1:8-22). Elizabeth becomes pregnant (1:23-

25) and their son is born (1:57) and named John (1:59-63), at which time Zechariah’s 

tongue is set free and he begins to speak, “praising God” (1:64) by way of the 

Benedictus (1:67-79).
221

 The community is awed and all ponder the role and future of 

this child (1:65-66), a question which is answered by his father’s prophecy. 

The gathered community is introduced almost as a third ‘character’ (1:10) and are 

significant in their recurrence at crucial points (1:21-22, 58, 59-63, 65-66). Dillon sees 

their repeated presence as assuring us that the childless couple “is representative of a 

nation without a future” to whom John’s birth is “an omen of restoration.”
222

 Dillon 

concludes that in order for the tension to be resolved, a divinely assured answer for the 

people’s hopelessness and despair must be found.
223

 The Spirit-attested prophecy of 

Zechariah furnishes this opportunity and by it “the future of Israel’s pious remnant is 

guaranteed.”
224

 

Some commentators appear to promote the notion that the canticles “do not seem to 

add anything except decoration or gilding” to the infancy narratives and that these 

lyrical passages are in some sense intrusions into the narrative sections where the 
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important action takes place.
225

 On the contrary, significant action takes place in this 

pericope, the first part of which functions narratively more like a flashback. This 

enables the current happenings, and John’s future role, to be understood in the light of 

God’s dealings with Israel in the past. Robert Tannehill sees Luke’s canticles as 

allowing “deep participation in the meaning of an event” in the same way as does an 

aria in an opera, the artistic conventions of which “allow the composer to stop the 

action at any point so that, through a poetic and musical development exceeding the 

possibilities of ordinary life, a deeper awareness of what is happening may be 

achieved.”
226

 Thomas Kaut describes the change in form of the narrative, to become 

prophecy, as adding a “meta-syntax” to the narrative syntax of its context.
227

 Dillon 

explains that, as signaled by the “poetic discourse” and Luke’s introduction to it 

(1:67), the narrative gives way to prophecy here in a way that “breaks through the 

confines of space and time, which are required coordinates of descriptive narration, to 

declare the future outcome and, indeed, the eschatological significance of the events at 

hand.”
228

 Joel Green sees this prophecy as a “narrative pause” in which the movement 

of the narrative is brought “to a halt in order to promote reflection on the events just 

described.”
229

 

3.1.2  Structure, Language and Textual Issues 

The structure of this pericope (Luke 1:67-79) will now be discussed, after which its six 

segments in turn will be briefly explored to identify any exegetical features relevant to 

Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. The pericope’s structure is diagrammatically 

portrayed in figure 1. The Benedictus falls into two main strophes based on the aspect 

of its indicative verbs and divided very clearly by δέ (1:76). Aorist indicative verbs 

dominate the first strophe, describing God’s past dealings with the world and its people 

(1:67-74), whereas future indicatives dominate the second strophe, describing God’s 

future dealings (1:75-79). This structure is obscured in most English translations by 

their rendering of some of the aorist verbs as perfect tense verbs in English. After the 

                                                 
225
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introductory verse, those two main strophes can each be seen as roughly comprising 

three segments on the basis of a thematic symmetry: the first segment in each focusing 

on God’s actions (1:68-71, 76-77 and 78b), the second on his motivations, or strategies 

(1:72-73a, 78a, 79a), and the third on his ultimate purposes or goals (1:73b-75, 79b). 

In each of those six segments there are exegetical features which are relevant to the 

following analysis of Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. Limitations of space, 

however, mean that, apart from a closer examination of the issues in the first of the 

segments, the consideration of them must generally be representative rather than 

exhaustive. 

Luke 1:67-71 

The first segment of the pericope starts with an introductory verse and a half (1:67-

68a) and then goes on to focus on God’s past promised actions in dealing with his 

people (1:68b-71). There are five exegetical features in this segment which are 

sufficiently relevant to Luke’s interpretation of Scripture to deserve mention here: the 

purpose of the introductory verse (1:67); the rendering of ἐπεσκέψατο (1:68); the 

meaning of κέρας σωτηρίας, a horn of salvation (1:69); the way in which three aorist 

verbs should be translated (1:68-69); and the nature of the salvation God has provided 

(1:71). 

The first relevant exegetical feature of this first segment (1:67-71) is the purpose of the 

introductory verse (1:67). It initially serves to locate the speech, as well as to specify 

and, especially, to authorise, the speaker. Luke shows Zechariah as given divine 

authority to speak at this time: by his identity, as pious, upright and of priestly 

pedigree (1:5-6); by the Holy Spirit’s filling him; and by the language, with 

accompanying ‘meta-syntax’, of prophecy. The next half verse (1:68a) is an expression 

exhorting praise of God, and the word ὅτι (‘because’) focuses the rest of the pericope 

on the reasons Zechariah will give as to why the Lord is worthy of  being praised. 

The second relevant exegetical feature is the verb ἐπεσκέψατο (1:68b). It can have a 

number of senses, sometimes being rendered as ‘having concern for’ (Gen 21:1 LXX) 

and sometimes as ‘visiting’ (Judg 15:1 LXX), or in some contexts referring to a census 

(Num 3:39-42; 4:34-49 LXX) or military inspections (Josh 8:10 LXX; 2 Sam 18:1 LXX). 

Nevertheless, in this context, used of God in relation to his people corporately, it 

seems to best describe God’s ‘coming with concern’ into more direct involvement in a 

situation, such as the Exodus events (Exod 3:16; 4:31 LXX), to which the Benedictus is 
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referring here. It is relevant to Luke’s interpretation of Scripture due to the recurrence 

of this concept, and even the term, later in the pericope (1:78). 

The third relevant exegetical feature in Luke 1:67-71 concerns what it was that Luke 

was referring to as κέρας σωτηρίας, a horn of salvation (1:69). The identity of the 

referent of this term is an important determinant of one’s understanding of the overall 

meaning and structure of the passage, especially with the variance of views on this 

question. Horns are primarily used in the OT as a symbol or image of military strength. 

The image is one of the formidable strength demonstrated by a set of bovine horns. 

They are used by the males of bovid species in territorial disputes over females, but 

also by cows in fearsome maternal protective behaviour, to gore, toss and crush any 

predators which might endanger their calves. Moses said of the tribes of Ephraim and 

Manasseh: “In majesty he is like a firstborn bull; his horns are the horns of a wild ox. 

With them he will gore the nations, even those at the ends of the earth” (Deut 33:17 

NIB). The metaphor is particularly used of military strength, as in “The horn of Moab is 

cut off, and his arm is broken, declares the LORD” (Jer 48:25 ESV). This suggests that 

Luke 1:69 implies that God raised up or brought into being a formidable military force 

or capability which was particularly used for the deliverance of God’s people from the 

tyranny of their enemies, in a similar way to that in which the cow might use its horns 

to rescue and protect a calf threatened by a lion or a wolf. 

To raise up, ἤγειρεν, is to bring into being something or someone, usually with the 

implication that that object will have a task to fulfil.
230

 Although κέρας σωτηρίας 

(1:69a) does not appear anywhere else in Scripture, David’s song of praise to God for 

his deliverance from his enemies refers to God as “the horn of my salvation” (2 Sam 

22:3; Psalm 18:2 [LXX 17:3]). Leonard Maluf acknowledges that the usual referent of a 

“horn of salvation” in the OT is God, but that it would not make sense for God to raise 

up God, so that someone or something else must be in mind. He suggests that rather 

than any one person, who would usually require a pronominal reference in the passage, 

Luke is referring here (1:69) to the military strength which brought rescue to God’s 

people Israel.
231

 

Related to this is Luke’s use of οἴκῳ Δαυὶδ (1:69b), which seems straightforwardly to 

refer to the dynasty of King David. The preposition ἐν can be used in various ways, 
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making a considerable difference to the interpretation of this passage. One of the ways 

in which it can be used is as a “marker of specification or substance”.
232

 Maluf 

suggests that this is the sense in which it is used here, so that rather than meaning that 

God has raised up a horn of salvation from within the dynasty of David, it would mean 

that God has raised up a horn of salvation “             ” the dynasty of David 

(1:69b).
233

 This would be compatible with a view that sees Zechariah referring not to 

the future divine salvific acts but to those which have already occurred in the past, 

specifically through God’s provision to Israel of a powerful Davidic dynasty which 

was able to defend and protect Israel against hostile neighbours. This view also seems 

much more consistent with the aorist tense of ἤγειρεν and the other verbs used in this 

passage than to suppose that Zechariah is referring here to a future Davidic descendant. 

The fourth relevant exegetical feature of Luke 1:67-71 is the presence of three aorist 

verbs (1:68-69) which have often been interpreted as referring to the accomplished 

work of the Lord for whom John the Baptist is preparing the way (1:76). Despite this 

not appearing to be the plain meaning of the text here, these three aorists have thus 

generally been rendered as perfect in most English translations even though four other 

aorist verbs, in Luke 1:67, 70 and 73, have usually been translated straightforwardly by 

the English simple past. The traditional consensus, that this is speaking of the Messiah, 

appears to be based on two assumptions: first, that, because Zechariah is prophesying, 

all he says must involve prediction of events which are still in the future, as in 1:76-79. 

The second assumption is that there should be grammatical and stylistic consistency 

throughout Zechariah’s speech, which has influenced interpreters to harmonise the two 

strophes as both predictive.  

There are four ways in which these three aorist verbs have been understood by 

commentators: (i) Bovon is among those who consider that such aorists reflect the way 

in which Hebrew perfect tense is used in prophecy.
234

 Referred to as “prophetic 

aorists”
235

 or “aorists of accomplished divine action” they render the Hebrew 

‘prophetic perfect,’ which is encountered in Hebrew prophecies when a qatal form is 

used where “a future event is sometimes regarded as having already been 
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accomplished.”
236

 (ii) Others have suggested that these are gnomic aorists, which 

describe God’s usual characteristic way of doing things and as such should be 

translated by the English present tense.
237

 (iii) Brown believes that these aorists, like 

those in Luke 1:51-54, refer to “a definite action in the past, namely, the salvation 

brought about through the death and resurrection of Jesus,” but as seen from the later 

perspective of the authors of Luke’s Jewish-Christian source-hymn.
238

 (iv) Still others 

contend that these are inchoative or inceptive aorists, expressing events “which are 

truly in past time, yet are also the beginning and model of the final salvation they 

inaugurate.”
239

 Probably interpreting the verses as referring to Christ’s work, most 

English versions end up translating these Greek aorist verbs as English perfects. 

Commentators usually make no attempt to justify this shift even though translating 

them straightforwardly as simple past tense would make good sense if Zechariah is 

here praising God for things he did in the past. This rendering is even more 

questionable since, in NT Greek, “the perfect is used less frequently than the present, 

aorist, future, or imperfect” and that “when it is used, there is usually a deliberate 

choice on the part of the writer”.
240

 

The final relevant exegetical feature in this first segment (1:67-71) pertains to the 

nature of the salvation God had given his people (1:71). Luke is characterising the type 

of salvation for which the horn was raised up (1:69), and perhaps even for which God 

came with concern and rescued his people (1:68), as being for deliverance and 

preservation from their enemies (cf. Ps 106:10).
241

 The participle in τῶν μισούντων 

ἡμᾶς (1:71b), as well as having a range of meaning from disfavouring to detesting 

someone or something, is also used in the context of the Semitic shame-honour 
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system.
242

 This suggests that the deliverance in view here is not only from physical 

danger or military defeat, but also from associated elements of dishonour or shame.  

Luke 1:72-73a 

The second segment of the pericope deals with God’s motives for, or purposes in, his 

past dealings with his people (1:72-73a). Two relevant exegetical issues in this 

segment are: how one should understand ποιῆσαι ἔλεος μετὰ τῶν πατέρων ἡμῶν 

(1:72a); and the identity of the covenant and oath to which Luke was referring (1:72b-

73a). They are important because of their bearing on what the passage reveals about 

Luke’s understanding of the Scriptures of Israel. 

In Luke 1:72 the aorist infinitives ποιῆσαι and μνησθῆναι show the immediate 

purposes or motivations of God’s saving his people in the prior verses (1:68-71). The 

first of the motivations for God’s salvation is to practise or show ἔλεος, but how 

should that be understood? On one hand it could be understood as compassion or 

mercy, namely, as “kindness or concern expressed for someone in need” (cf. Luke 

10:37).
243

 On the other hand, I. Howard Marshall claims that ἔλεος here is “expressing 

the idea of loyal behaviour in accordance with the covenant”.
244

 This is probably 

because, almost invariably (e.g. in Exod 20:6; Ruth 1:8; 2 Sam 2:6), the LXX 

translators have used ἔλεος to render the MT’s ֶחֶסד, which does refer to “proper 

covenant behaviour, the solidarity which the partners . . . owe one another.”
245

 The 

Hebrew term is “based on legal concepts”, whereas the Greek word comes from a very 

different, psychological, background of thought.
246

 While it is true that the LXX must 

be interpreted “from the standpoint of the Hebrew original,”
247

 when it comes to 

interpreting phrases from the LXX which are found in NT texts, who is to say that the 

shades of meaning ‘imported’ into the original situation or concept from the Greek 

were unintentional on the part of the NT author, divine or human alike? It seems 

reasonable to suppose that Luke is aware of the contemporary meaning of the words he 

uses, and that he uses them intentionally to signify those meanings, rather than the 

meanings of Hebrew words which they had been used to translate in the LXX. Luke’s 

comment that his salvation was to show compassion μετὰ τῶν πατέρων ἡμῶν (1:72a) 
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implies that it was past generations of Israel who received God’s rescue. This is further 

evidence calling into question the popular hypothesis that Luke is primarily referring 

here to a future, or even present, salvation through Jesus. 

The other important issue in this segment (1:72a-73a) is the identity of διαθήκης ἁγίας 

αὐτοῦ (1:72b). Although God also made covenants with Noah (Gen 6:18), Moses 

(Exod 19:5-23:32; Deut 5:2-3), David (2 Sam 7:8-16) and others, Luke recounts 

Zechariah specifying that the primary covenant in question here is ὅρκον ὃν ὤμοσεν 

πρὸς Ἀβραὰμ (“the oath he swore to Abraham”, 1:73a). This was the same agreement 

with which God comforted the Israelites in Egypt, that he would “bring you to the land 

I swore with uplifted hand to give to Abraham” (Exod 6:8) and about which Moses 

assured the Israelites that God would not forget “the covenant with your forefathers, 

which he confirmed to them by oath” (Deut 4:31). In fact, by way of Peter’s speech in 

Solomon’s Colonnade, Luke identifies “the covenant God made with your fathers” as 

God’s promise to Abraham that “through your offspring all peoples on earth will be 

blessed” (Acts 3:25), namely, that he would bless them and that they would be a 

blessing (Gen 12:1-3).  

Luke 1:73b-75 

The third segment of the pericope is all about God’s goal, intended outcome or 

ultimate purpose for his past dealings with his people (1:73b-75). Three relevant 

exegetical features in this segment are: the purposiveness of τοῦ δοῦναι (1:73b); the 

parenthetical nature of the reiterated salvation (1:74a); and the primacy of God’s 

people’s presence with him as God’s ultimate aim (1:74b-75). These features are 

important to the investigation of Luke’s interpretation of Scripture because of their 

clarification of God’s purposes as contrary to popular assumption. 

First, Luke’s use of the strongly purposive ‘τοῦ plus infinitive’ construction, in τοῦ 

δοῦναιἡμῖν (1:73b), indicates that he is about to reveal God’s purpose for those actions 

which had come before. Second, the salvation that is reiterated in Luke 1:74 (ἐκ χειρὸς 

ἐχθρῶν ῥυσθέντας), far from being the purpose of God’s actions, is revealed as merely 

the means, rather than the end, of God’s plan. Third, the purpose of God’s salvific 

action is that his people can serve him ἐνώπιον αὐτοῦ (“in his presence,” 1:75)—

without fear, in holiness and righteousness, forever (1:74-75). Thus, because 
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ῥυσθέντας is syntactically subordinated to λατρεύειν,
248

 salvation leads to service, 

rather than service leading to salvation, as popularly (mis-)understood. 

Luke 1:76-77 

The fourth segment describes some of God’s future actions (1:76-77, 78b). It begins 

the pericope’s second strophe, which is dominated by future indicative verbs and 

focused on God’s future dealings with his world and people (1:76-79). The exegetical 

feature in this segment most important for Luke’s interpretation of Scripture is the oft-

overlooked adversative contrast of καὶ σὺ δέ (1:76a). This is important for its bearing 

on how the pericope is understood, and its structure. BDAG observes about the 

common particle δέ, even on its own, that “when it is felt that there is some contrast 

between clauses—though the contrast is often scarcely discernible—the most common 

translation is ‘but’.” If the δέ had no καὶ with it, it could legitimately have a mere 

coordinating function, however, in combination καὶ ... δέ is rendered “but also” or “and 

also” as “a marker of heightened emphasis.”
249

 None of the major English versions 

translate the “but” or even the “also” here. They appear to discount the possibility that 

the passage can make sense with δέ in an adversative role, and so omit the δέ 

completely.
250

 The markedly differing verbal aspects of the two strophes, however, 

suggest that the passage draws a clear contrast between God’s dealings in the past 

(1:67-75) and his future dealings through Jesus (1:76-79). In addition, the “also” would 

make perfect sense if John’s future prophetic role were being compared to that of the 

ἁγίων ἀπ᾽ αἰῶνος προφητῶν αὐτοῦ (1:70). 

Luke 1:78-79a 

The fifth segment of the pericope deals with God’s motives for, or purposes in, his 

future dealings with his people (1:78a, 79a). The central clause at Luke 1:78b (ἐν οἷς 

ἐπισκέψεται ἡμᾶς ἀνατολὴ ἐξ ὕψους) is another of God’s future actions, thematically 

belonging more with the previous segment, but treated here according to its location. 

Four exegetical features of relevance to Luke’s interpretation of Scripture are 

considered here, namely: the significance of God’s σπλάγχνα ἐλέους (1:78a); how one 

should understand the ἀνατολὴ ἐξ ὕψους (1:78b); the occurrence, and significance of, a 

textual variant (in 1:78b); and the change in object from first (1:78b) to third person 

(1:79a). 
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First, God’s σπλάγχνα ἐλέους (1:78a) is a compassion which wells up from the 

σπλάγχνα, those inner parts which are the seat of emotions, equivalent, in Western 

tradition, to the heart. This heartfelt compassion signals an emotional intensification 

from the divine compassion in Luke 1:72 and is thus in even greater contrast to the 

covenantaly loyal behaviour describing ֶחֶסד. 

The second exegetical issue of relevance to the investigation of Luke’s interpretation 

of Scripture is how one should understand the ἀνατολὴ ἐξ ὕψους (1:78b). Dillon notes 

that a clear majority of exegetes interpret this expression as the messianic “shoot” 

coming from the lineage of David, partly convinced by the influence of Balaam’s 

prophecy (Num 24:17),
251

 as well as the “branch” (Jer 23:5; Zec 3:8; 6:12). The 

evidence of the attributive ἐξ ὕψους and the epexegetical infinitive ἐπιφᾶναι, however, 

through their defining ἀνατολὴ as both of heavenly origin and light-shedding function, 

connects it with “the sun of righteousness” (ἥλιος δικαιοσύνης) who “will rise 

(ἀνατελεῖ) with healing in its wings” (Mal 4:2).
252

 

The third relevant exegetical issue is the occurrence of a textual variant of ἐπισκέψεται 

(1:78b). The variant reading as an aorist, ἐπεσκέψατο, may have arisen by scribes 

attempting to ‘correct’ its tense from the future to harmonise it with its occurrence in 

this aorist form earlier in the pericope (1:68b). This is quite plausible; especially if 

their presupposition was that the earlier verse was speaking of God’s visitation as the 

incarnate Messiah. In that case it would definitely have seemed erroneous to be 

speaking about it as past in one place and yet still in the future a few verses on. This is 

relevant as yet further evidence calling into question the traditional rendering of earlier 

aorist verbs as ‘prophetic’ perfect tense. 

The fourth and last exegetical issue to note in this segment is the change from the first 

person object in ἐπισκέψεται ἡμᾶς (“he will come with concern to us,” 1:78b) to the 

third person object in ἐπιφᾶναι τοῖς (“to shine on those,” 1:79a). This opens up the 

possibility that the coming of “the rising sun . . . from heaven” so illuminates God’s 

people (1:78b) that they, in turn, reflect that light “to shine on those” still sitting in 

darkness (1:79a). 
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Luke 1:79b 

The final segment of the pericope is all about God’s goal, intended outcome or 

ultimate purpose for his future dealings with his people. There are no significant 

exegetical issues which have a bearing on the following argument except to note: (i) 

the marked purposiveness of the τοῦ κατευθῦναι construction (1:79b); and (ii) the fact 

that there is a change from third person object back to first person, namely, “those 

sitting” (in 1:79a), to “lead our feet” (in 1:79b). 

3.1.3  Conclusion 

The exegetical features of this pericope which are relevant to Luke’s interpretation of 

Scripture have been discussed above. After exploring issues of context and literary 

form, the structure of the pericope has been examined and its six segments explored for 

relevant exegetical features. With that foundation having been laid, the next section 

will analyse the pericope with a view to discerning Luke’s hermeneutical emphases. 

3.2  LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE 

Having looked at the text, grammar and syntax and come to an understanding of what 

this pericope says, it is important now to step back from the fine detail and examine 

the song as a whole—the apparent purpose for which Luke has included it and the 

structure with which he has presented it to his hearers and readers. An examination of 

the song in the context of this overall structure will help to clarify Luke’s interpretation 

of Scripture.  

In the Benedictus Luke is presenting an authorised summary of the highlights of God’s 

dealings with his people, past and future. Zechariah was a priest who, together with his 

wife, had an impeccable pedigree (1:5), was “righteous in the sight of God” and 

“observing all the Lord’s commands blamelessly” (1:6). All that, as well as his 

extreme age (1:7), made him one whom Luke’s readers would have respected as a 

prime representative to speak authoritatively on behalf of the Jewish people of his day 

about Yahweh’s dealings with their people throughout history. Not only that, but Luke 

accords Zechariah’s words the status of Spirit-inspired prophecy (1:67), giving 

credibility to his words about future events as well. So when Zechariah erupts in 

exhortation to praise God “because . . .” (1:68a), both the qualifications of the speaker 

and the witness of the Spirit warrant the reader’s close attention to, and acceptance of, 

the reasons he gives as to why God should, indeed, be praised.  
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It has been suggested that Luke 1-2 is like the trailer of a movie “in which key scenes 

and characters are flashed momentarily across the screen, anticipating the unfolding 

plot before the film itself begins.”
253

 More to the point, the Benedictus could be seen 

as the series of flashbacks screened early in the second part of a trilogy, to recap what 

happened in the first part and bring the viewer up to date. Luke appears to be using this 

initial segment of his writing to remind his audience of those essential features of the 

Scriptures of Israel which are important for them to keep in mind if they are to make 

sense of, and properly benefit from, what he has in store in the rest of his account. 

So, in the way he presents Zechariah’s song, Luke sets forth for his audience his 

understanding of the key highlights of the story of God’s dealings with his people, that 

story which comprises the vast majority of the Scriptures of Israel. As such this 

pericope becomes a potentially valuable guide for seeking to discern Luke’s 

understanding of the Scriptures of Israel and, thus, for beginning to gain insight into 

Luke’s interpretation of Scripture.  

Luke understands the story of the Scriptures of Israel as being a cause for great praise 

of God, both for what he has done throughout the history of his past dealings with his 

people and in what he has planned for his future dealings with them. Both these parts 

of the Benedictus shall now be examined, paying close attention to what Luke presents 

as being the most important highlights of this story of God’s dealings with Israel, and 

what that may reveal about Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. 

3.2.1  God’s Past Dealings with his People (1:68b-75) 

Go ’   ctions through their past (1:68b-71) 

To begin with, Luke’s understanding of the nature of God’s past actions in his dealings 

with his people, Israel, will be examined (1:68b-71). Three features in the Scriptures of 

Israel related to God’s past actions are particularly significant for Luke. 

First is God’s desire for relationship, and presence, with his people. One of the 

greatest reasons for praise, in Luke’s eyes, had been the relationship which God had 

desired particularly and specially with Israel. He is “the God of Israel” (1:68a) and 

they are “his people” (1:68b). They could praise him that his mighty acts have been 

“for us” (1:69a), and this preponderance of first person plural pronouns carries through 

into 1:71 (“our”, “us”), 1:72 (“our”) and 1:73 (“our”, “us”). On a superficial viewing 
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Israel could perhaps be forgiven for thinking that it was ‘all about us’. Even more 

significantly, God’s relationship to his people was so important to God that “he came 

with concern” in their time of trouble (1:68b). Merely helping them seemed 

insufficient—he wanted to be present, in some sense, in their hardship.  

The second significant feature is God’s liberative actions on behalf of his people. He 

“made redemption” (1:68b) for them and provided salvation for them (1:69a) “from 

[their] enemies and from the hand of all those who hate[d]” them (1:71). 

A third feature which stands out in Luke’s understanding of God’s historic action in 

the Scriptures of Israel is the mediate nature of God’s dealings with his people, 

namely, his tendency to involve intermediate agencies.
254

 Rather than being the direct 

agent of rescue for his people, God “raised up a horn of salvation . . . consisting in the 

dynasty of his servant David” (1:69). Even much of God’s speaking, to reveal himself 

and his intentions, was done via intermediate agents as God “spoke through the mouth 

of his holy prophets of long ago” (1:70), in this case to announce his salvific plans for 

his people. Earlier in this chapter Luke made mention of other intermediaries whom 

God had used, even in recent times, such as the angel Gabriel, sent “to speak to” and 

pass on “good news” to Zechariah (1:19) and to Mary (1:26). Soon after that, the Holy 

Spirit is active in regard to Mary (1:35), who saw herself as God’s “servant” (1:38). 

The Spirit fills Elizabeth (1:41) and, later, Zechariah (1:67), with the latter now 

uttering this prophecy (1:68-79). Luke puts great emphasis on God’s practice, 

throughout his dealings with his people, of sending faithful, suitably authorised and 

empowered intermediaries to speak and act on his behalf. 

So, it can be seen that Luke understood God’s actions through his past dealings with 

his people as being relational, liberative and mediate. Luke goes on to tell his readers 

God’s reasons for these actions. 

God’s motivations through their past (1:72-73a) 

Luke reveals that God’s reasons for these relational, liberative and mediate actions for 

his people were at least twofold. 

In the first place, it was “to practice compassion towards [their] ancestors” (1:72a). 

This compassion had already been hinted at by the way in which God “came with 
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concern” (1:68b) but here is identified as the motivation or purpose for that visit, as 

well as for God’s redemption (1:68b) and salvation of his people (1:69, 71). 

The second motivation or purpose Luke gives for God’s actions is “for his holy 

covenant to be remembered” (1:72b). Due to this verb being passive and therefore its 

agent being unspecified, there is an inbuilt ambiguity as to whether God’s salvific acts 

were carried out in order that he might faithfully honour a covenant he had made with 

his people, or whether God’s motivation was for them to see his faithfulness to his 

covenant with them and be reminded of their own covenant responsibilities. In any 

case, Luke is revealing his understanding of God’s strongly inclusive motivation by 

identifying the specific covenant Zechariah is speaking of here as “the oath he swore to 

our ancestor Abraham” (1:73a). Luke records Zechariah as saying that God’s salvific 

acts for his people had been motivated, not just by compassion for them, or general 

covenant faithfulness, but especially for the remembrance of a particular promise he 

had made to one of Israel’s patriarchs. God’s oath to Abraham was that all nations 

would be blessed through Israel—that through God’s blessing of Israel, all of the non-

Hebrew nations would also be included in his blessing.  

Luke understood from the Scriptures of Israel that God’s actions for his people were 

motivated by his compassion for his people and his covenant faithfulness, particularly 

in regard to his promise to include all nations in his plans for blessing. But to what 

end? 

God’s Goal through their past (1:73b-75) 

Luke indicates, by the Greek construction τοῦ δοῦναι (1:73b), that God acts 

purposively and that his overriding goal in these actions and motivations is to allow his 

people to be in relationship with him, serving him unhindered by fear of further 

captivity by enemies (1:74), holy and righteous in his presence, all their days (1:75). 

There are three crucial features of Luke’s understanding of the Scriptures of Israel here 

which deserve attention, two new and one which has already been noted. 

Firstly, it is noteworthy that the main verb describing the activity for which God’s 

people have been redeemed and rescued is “to serve” him (1:74b). Luke is presenting 

the understanding that, in God’s economy, rescue is not the primary goal, but a means 

to an end. The captivity of God’s people by their enemies had been preventing them 

from serving God, so it was necessary that they be delivered from that captivity if they 

were to be able to enjoy the privilege and blessing of serving him (1:74a). Although 

being counterintuitive that people should be rescued only to serve someone else, that is 
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plainly what Luke is presenting here: a selfless service which is other-focused, in this 

case on God. 

Secondly, it is clear that Luke understands that there is a transformative aspect to 

God’s purposes for his people. He portrays the goal for them as serving him “in 

holiness and righteousness” (1:75), although there is a sense of living justly in the 

latter word which the English word fails to capture. 

Finally, God’s relational priorities reappear with part of his goal being that his people 

should be “in his presence all [their] days” (1:75). As Luke understands the Scriptures 

of Israel, God’s relational, liberative and mediate actions in the history of his dealings 

with his people, which have been motivated by his compassion and desire to include 

all nations in his blessing, were to lead to an other-focused, transformative and 

relational outcome for God’s people. How that would be achieved, however, given that 

the experience of Zechariah and his audience is that they have not yet reached that 

endpoint, is another question. 

3.2.2  God’s Future Dealings with his People (1:76-79) 

At this point, Luke’s writing takes a distinct turn, as clearly shown in figure 1. In the 

first section of the Benedictus (1:68b-75) all his indicative verbs were aorist in aspect, 

indicating the past nature of God’s dealings. From this point (1:76-79) they are all 

future in aspect, marking these actions as still to come. It is significant that almost all 

of the features of Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings in the world seen in the first 

section of the pericope are repeated as primary emphases in this second section, albeit 

with some significant differences in order, expression, depth and intensity. As in the 

last section, first Luke’s understanding of what the Scripture reveals of God’s future—

promised—actions will be examined, followed by his motivations and goal. 

God’s Actions in the Future (1:76-77, 78b) 

The same three features that were prominent in Luke’s summary of God’s past actions 

for his people reappear here in regard to God’s future actions, however this time the 

order of the features is reversed. In their order of appearance, the mediate, liberative 

and then relational dimensions of God’s dealings will here be considered, although 

some overlap, interweaving and mutual reinforcement of the different features will 

start to be observed as Luke utilises allusion to tap into rich banks of concepts and 

images from the Scriptures of Israel. 
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Zechariah begins now to address his infant son and Luke emphasises again the mediate 

nature of God’s dealings with his people. God is once again going to announce 

salvation to his people via the agency of a prophet. John will “be called a prophet of 

the Most High” because he will “go on ahead” of the Lord “to prepare the way for 

him” (1:76) so as to give God’s people “knowledge of salvation” (1:77). It is 

significant that Luke has already told us, earlier in the chapter, how God would fill 

John with the Holy Spirit in utero (1:15, 41), set him apart by elements of a Nazirite 

lifestyle (1:15b) and make him to be “great in the sight of the Lord” (1:15a). Luke 

understands that God authorises and empowers his intermediaries to speak and act on 

his behalf. He sees continuity in this feature of God’s actions. 

In these future actions of God which Zechariah is announcing, God’s salvation for his 

people once again features prominently. Here, however, there is an element of 

discontinuity, since the liberative actions being foretold here are to be implemented as 

release “from their sins” (1:77) rather than from their enemies (1:71). Even though past 

liberation from the terrible burden of bondage under their military enemies must have 

been wonderful, this new and revolutionary salvation now being predicted would be 

taking freedom to a whole new level. Although this has traditionally been translated as 

“forgiveness of their sins” (1:77), that rendering obscures the full scope of this 

salvation, which would not only rescue people from the guilt of sin, but also from the 

power of it. Through the sacrificial system Israel had, for a long time, known access to 

means of forgiveness which could help them to deal with the guilt of their sin before 

Yahweh, even if the procedures were repetitive, temporary and partial. What had been 

the great downfall for Israel had been an inability to escape the power of their sin, 

which had prevented them from faithfully serving Yahweh in the way in which he had 

stipulated for them in his covenant. It was this intractable national sin and 

disobedience on their part that many of them recognised as the reason for God’s 

continuing punishment on them by way of Roman subjugation. So it is doubtful that 

this salvation should be limited to forgiveness, when the text literally leaves the scope 

of this release from sins unstipulated. Even if it were, however, the forgiveness in view 

here is a complete, permanent and once-for-all solution, thus a revolutionary 

development compared to the limitations of the sacrificial system.  

In the final of the future actions which Luke features in the Benedictus God’s 

relational priorities re-emerge, especially his desire to be present with his people. 

Initially it seems similar to before, but then, like God’s liberative action, greatly 

intensified. Luke affirms, as before, that it is “his people” who will be given 
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knowledge of salvation (1:77a). He reveals that “the Lord’s hand was with” John 

already (1:66) and that he will, somehow, go on “in the presence of the Lord” (1:76b). 

Yet then he announces something truly astounding: that they would receive a visit 

“from heaven” (1:78b)! Although Luke has already mentioned a previous visit from 

God (1:68b) he does not say it had been directly to his people, even though specifying 

the accompanying redemption as being “for his people” (1:68b).
255

 This time the 

“rising sun” would definitely come “to us” (1:78b), which indicates his coming to 

Israel or, at least, eschatological Israel. Luke knew that, for those in Zechariah’s 

audience who were familiar with the Scriptures, this clause, and the images portrayed 

by it, would have evoked a whole network of interrelated images and concepts. 

Hearing this clause would have held strong associations for them with at least two 

particular passages, one in Malachi and one in Isaiah.
256

 

First, this “rising sun” (ἀνατολὴ, 1:78) would have brought to mind the final words in 

the Hebrew scriptures, where YHWH, speaking through Malachi, warned of a coming 

day in which evildoers will all be burnt up (Mal 4:1). On those who fear the LORD, he 

said, “the sun of righteousness will rise (ἀνατελεῖ)” (Mal 4:2, MT/3:20, LXX). Apart 

from the obviously close relationship of ἀνατολὴ and ἀνατελεῖ  here, there are three 

other reasons why Malachi 4:1-6 might have come to the minds of Luke’s audience as 

they heard or read this:  

(i) They would have recognised this same striking image of the sun rising on God’s 

people, which occurs in both places. The rising of the sun of righteousness in Malachi 

4 was “a metaphorical way of describing the day of the LORD as a time of restoration 

when God vindicates his people.”
257

 Some of what this restoration would entail will 

become clearer in our discussion of Isaiah 60, below, which foreshadows the events in 

more detail. 

(ii) Luke’s audience would already have had this passage in their minds from earlier in 

this chapter. In Luke 1:17 it was revealed that Zechariah and Elizabeth’s baby, who 

had now become the subject of the last two verses (1:76-77), would fulfil the very 

promise that the Lord had made through Malachi, namely, that before that day he 
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would “send you Elijah the prophet ... [to] turn the hearts of fathers to their children” 

(Mal 4:5-6).
258

 

(iii) The momentous news of release in the preceding verse (1:77), in association with 

the other connections noted above, would likely have led them also to identify with 

Malachi’s prediction that God’s people would “go out and skip about like calves 

released from their tethers” (Mal 4:2). After hearing of the salvation which God had in 

store for them, Zechariah’s hearers may well at that moment have felt like doing 

exactly that. This is a familiar and potently evocative image of joy for people with 

pastoral roots and associations, like Palestinians of that day.
259

 

The other passage which would surely have come to mind is in Isaiah 60, where God’s 

people are told to “shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD has risen 

upon you” (Isa 60:1, ESV). Once again, the image evoked is very similar and 

ἀνατέταλκεν (“has risen”), here, is closely related to ἀνατολὴ (“rising sun” 1:78).
260

 

The prominence of this image is intensified by its repetition in the following verse 

where “the LORD will arise upon you, and his glory will be seen upon you” (Isa 60:2, 

ESV) .What is important though is not so much the image but the eschatological events 

which would have been associated with it in people’s minds. Because it coheres as 

such a discrete unit, by so clearly alluding to the first and second verses of Isaiah 60 

Luke has, effectively, evoked for his audience the whole chapter. Arguably, this has 

brought to bear, or at least made available for conscious or subliminal influence, the 

total complex of related images and concepts which populate this chapter.
261

 This has 

considerable significance for the verses that follow. For now, however, it is sufficient 

to notice its effects on the relational, liberative and mediate aspects of God’s dealings 

with his people: 

(i) Relationally, the nature (Isa 60:1, 2, 7, 13 & 14), duration (Isa 60:15, 18-21) and 

far-reaching impact (Isa 60:3-18) of the presence of God suggested by Isaiah 60 is on a 
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far greater scale than the visit Luke referred to in God’s past dealings with his people 

(1:68b). 

(ii) Much of Isaiah 60 connects strongly with God’s liberative action for his people. In 

it he is revealing his plan for liberating his people from darkness (Isa 60:2, 20), wrath 

(Isa 60:10), enemies (Isa 60:14-15), oppression (Isa 60:17), devastation (Isa 60:18), 

mourning (Isa 60:20) and, most significantly, in view of Luke 1:77, their sin (Isa 

60:21). God’s people shall know that the LORD is “your Saviour and your Redeemer” 

(Isa 60:16). 

(iii) In regard to the mediate nature of God’s dealings, there are hints in Isaiah 60 that 

God has a wider scope in his choice of intermediaries than his Spirit, the angels and 

the prophets, of which Luke has previously made mention. As the glory of the LORD 

rises on his people they are somehow to become the bearers of it as “his glory will be 

seen upon you” (Isa 60:1-2).  

(iv) This sort of corporate mediate role requires God’s transformative action in the 

lives of his people. There are clues that God is not just blessing his people here with 

abundant happiness, wealth, livestock, skilled migrants, international supremacy and 

peace (Isa 60:5-7, 10-12, 14-15, 17). The LORD seems to be using them as an 

instrument by which the nations will be attracted (Isa 60:3, 9) and gathered (Isa 60:3,4, 

11), to bring “the praises of the LORD” (Isa 60:6), livestock for sacrifice by which 

God “will beautify [his] beautiful house” (Isa 60:7) and timber “to beautify the place 

of my sanctuary” (Isa 60:13). God’s transformative strategy for his people is evident in 

the penultimate verse where God declares: “Then will all your people be righteous and 

they will possess the land forever. They are the shoot I have planted, the work of my 

hands, for the display of my splendour” (Isa 60:21, NIB), or, in other words, “that I 

might be glorified” (Isa 60:21, ESV). This theme of God transforming and using his 

people as a “servant”, to bring glory to him, runs even more strongly through many 

other parts of Isaiah’s writing, as shall soon be seen. Yet even this chapter, Isaiah 60, 

accessed through the use of the “rising sun” image, would have been sufficient for 

those transformative and mediate dimensions of God’s dealings to be filtering into the 

minds of Luke’s readers.  

Thus, Luke shows God continuing in the future to use appropriately empowered and 

authorised intermediaries to transform and represent him in his dealings with the 

world, but that they need not be individuals. He reveals that God will continue to act 

liberatively for his people but that its nature and scope would deepen radically. Finally, 
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he would continue to act definitively to maintain relationship with his people, but the 

pursuit of his presence with them was to rise to new heights.
262

 The next segment of 

the pericope shows that Luke understands from the Scriptures that God’s motivations 

for his future actions will be strikingly similar to what motivated his past dealings with 

Israel. 

God’s motivations in the future (1:78a, 79a) 

In this segment Luke shows God’s motivations for his future actions for his people to 

be, firstly, compassionate, and, secondly, inclusive, transformative and other-focused. 

These are aspects of Luke’s understanding of Scripture which have already been 

introduced while discussing God’s past dealings with his people. 

The first motivation is compassionate. God’s actions in rescuing his people from their 

sins, and perhaps also his plan to provide knowledge of that salvation, are once again 

“because of” his compassion.
263

 The coming of “the rising sun” (1:78b) is located after 

the “because of” clause and so cannot be its primary intended referent. It is possible, 

nevertheless, that its coming will be ἐν (‘in’ or ‘by’) that same compassion, although 

perhaps by that same God, depending on whether the οἷς refers to his compassion 

(‘which’) or to God (‘whom’). This compassion is the same that Luke had described as 

motivating his past actions for his people, except that it has been modified by an 

adjective, specifies its possessor and no longer has an indirect object. This makes a 

difference. In the first place, Luke now reveals that God’s compassion is “heartfelt” 

(1:78a). In ancient times one’s internal organs were thought of as the seat and source 

of one’s emotions; a role very similar to that now attributed in the West to the heart.
264

 

Thus Luke shows God’s compassion here to have a raw visceral quality which may 

have been present but was not explicit in Luke’s past parallel (1:72a). In human terms 

it would be experienced as emerging from “deep inner feelings rather than ... the 

intellect.”
265

 In addition, Luke has specified clearly here that it is “our God” (1:78a) 

who is feeling compassion, which suggests that the feelings of possessiveness in this 
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Or, altitudinally, descend to new lows. 
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 The lack of precision here is due to the difficulty of discerning the proper referent of “because”, but it 

makes little difference to our argument. One cannot claim compassion as God’s motive for “the rising 

sun” coming “with concern” (1:78b) since that action comes after the “because of” clause and so cannot 

be the intended referent. 
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Bauer et al., BDAG, 6772. 
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Catherine Soanes and Angus Stevenson, Concise Oxford English Dictionary, Eleventh (revised) ed. 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). Given the unchanging nature of God’s character, this makes it 

unlikely that Luke is referring, in 1:72a, to ֶחֶסד, or covenantal loyalty, rather than a true mercy or 

compassion; Contra Marshall, Luke, 92, however we shall have more to say about this matter in due 

course. 
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relationship go both ways, with God’s people also valuing the intimacy of the 

relationship. Finally, whereas previously Luke had specified that God’s compassion 

was “towards our fathers” (1:72a), in this instance there is no indirect object, which 

leaves open the possibility that this new salvation of his people is motivated by 

compassion not only for those who are presently his people, but for others too, which 

leads to another motivation.  

The second motivation Luke reveals for God’s future dealings with his people is 

inclusive, transformative and other-focused and particularly relates to the action in the 

immediately preceding clause. The reason that “the rising sun shall come” to God’s 

people (1:78b) is “to shine on those sitting in darkness and the shadow of death” 

(1:79a). To understand the original impact of this phrase one needs to consider the 

resonances these words and images would have evoked for Luke’s audience. When the 

scriptural resonances evoked, first by “sitting in darkness and the shadow of death” 

and, second, by “shining”, are examined in turn they together show that Luke 

understood God’s motivations, as revealed in Scripture, to be inclusive, transformative 

and other-focused.  

First, Luke reveals that the ones being shined on are “those sitting in darkness and the 

shadow of death” (1:79a). Their further identity is left conspicuously unspecified,
266

 in 

contrast to Luke’s clarity in specifying that “the rising sun shall come with concern to 

us,” namely to Zechariah and those people of Israel for whom he spoke (1:78b). Luke 

could have intended his audience to understand God’s people, others, or even both as 

being the ones sitting in darkness and shined on here. On the one hand, it might seem 

logical that the people who would be shined on would be those to whom the rising sun 

had come. Indeed, one scriptural passage which resonates strongly with this clause 

seems to allow that the people of Israel could be among them. Isaiah reveals that in 

“Galilee of the nations” (Isa 9:1) “the people who walked in darkness have seen a great 

light; those who dwelt in a land of deep darkness, on them has light shined” (Isa 9:2, 

ESV). Given the mixed nature of Galilee’s population in later years, this is equivocal, 

but at least shows that people of Israel are included among those who are in darkness. 

There are other parts of Scripture which also resonate with this phrase and which 

support the presence of people of Israel among the ‘shined-on’ group. For   
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 Because the inflection of Greek participles does not mark person, we cannot specify unequivocally to 

whom Luke is referring. 
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instance, it is clearly Yahweh’s people, Israel, who are lamenting that in his judgement 

he “covered us over with the shadow of death” (Ps 44:19, ESV), and who “sat in 

darkness and in the shadow of death” (Ps 107:10, ESV). So there is definitely overlap 

between those to whom the rising sun comes and those on whom it shines. 

On the other hand, there are indications that the group sitting in darkness and being 

shined on is wider than just those to whom the rising sun comes. Isaiah 60, to which 

Luke has already alluded in earlier verses, says: “Arise, shine ... [f]or behold, darkness 

shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the LORD will arise upon 

you, and his glory will be seen upon you. And nations shall come to your light, and 

kings to the brightness of your rising” (Isa 60:1-3). Luke’s account with Zechariah’s 

use of these same words and images in the Benedictus suggests that he understands 

that the rising sun would come from heaven to “arise upon” (60:2) God’s people in 

such a way that they, in turn, would be caused to “arise [and] shine” (60:1). Thus the 

LORD’s glory would be seen on or in them, reflecting the shining of the rising sun 

onto those peoples in thick darkness and attracting those nations to their bright light 

(60:3). This would mean that although God’s people may have been among those in 

darkness, the coming of God’s rising sun restores and transforms them so that they can 

be a contrast community with a role of shining God’s light on the other nations in deep 

darkness. This is a motif which is present in many places in Isaiah and by Luke 

alluding to that here shows that he understands God’s motivations to be strongly 

inclusive, as well as transformative. It also reveals his understanding from the 

Scriptures that God’s intention for his people is to transform them to be other-focused 

in such a way that God is blessing his people not as an end in itself but as a means of 

bringing blessing to others. That this is Luke’s understanding of God’s plan in the 

Scriptures is supported in other places in his writing, such as in Acts 26:18 where, 

having already opened his eyes, God tells Paul that he is sending him to the Gentiles 

“to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan 

to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are 

sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26:18, NIB). In that sense, Paul was part of the 

eschatological Israel whom God redeems and transforms to reach others. 

Second, it is important to examine the resonances evoked by Luke’s use of the word 

ἐπιφάναι (‘to shine’), principally in Numbers 6 and in Psalm 67. The Aaronic blessing 

was a very special and familiar invocation for the people of Israel by which the priests 

would bless them by asking that the Lord, in the words of the LXX, would cause τὸ 

πρόσωπον αὐτοῦ (his presence or ‘face’) to shine upon them (ἐπιφάναιἐπὶ σὲ) and be 
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compassionate toward them (ἐλεήσαι σε, Num 6:25). Luke’s scripturally conversant 

audience would have seen that this prayer was being answered very graphically and 

powerfully by what takes place in the compassionate coming of the rising sun to his 

people from heaven foretold in Luke 1:78. The Aaronic blessing was seen as 

something intended very much for the people of Israel (Num 6:23). Psalm 67, 

however, reveals the reason that God wants to bless his people, be compassionate to 

them and ἐπιφάναι τὸ πρόσωπον αὐτοῦ ἐφ᾽ ἡμᾶς (“make his presence to shine upon 

us,” Ps 67:1). It is so “that your way may be known on earth, your saving power 

among all nations” (Ps 67:2, ESV) in order that all nations of the earth will rejoice in 

God’s equity and guidance and so fear and praise him (Ps 67:3-7). Luke’s resonant 

choice of words in the Benedictus shows his understanding of God’s motivations as 

being profoundly inclusive, transformative and other-focused. Psalm 67 shows that 

God’s inclusive, transformative and other-focused motivations here are not ends in 

themselves, but are means to the more ultimate end of the universal praise of God’s 

glory. So, Luke’s use of resonant language here suggests that he has an understanding 

from Scripture that God’s dealings with his world are doxotelic—leading toward an 

ultimate goal of his praise and glory—even though that may not be explicit here in the 

Benedictus. Although praise is only mentioned at the beginning of the Benedictus 

(Luke 1:68a), that is in the context of subsuming the whole song under the rubric of 

reasons why the Lord should be praised.  

Despite Luke’s reference to covenant faithfulness as being a possible motivation for 

God’s past actions for his people, he makes no explicit mention of that, or any 

prominent allusion to that, within this summary of his understanding of God’s future 

dealings with his people. There are obvious links between God’s plan for his people’s 

release from sins (1:77), the promises of a new covenant (Jer 31:31-34) and the impact 

that will have on the nations (Eze 36:22-28), but none which Luke brings to the 

attention of his readers in this passage. Indeed some of the passages to which Luke 

clearly does allude have their own connections with covenant concepts. For instance, 

Isaiah repeatedly makes strong connections between God’s covenant with Israel and 

their role among the nations (Isa 42:6; 49:8-9; 55:3-5; 61:8-9), but none is explicit in 

the particular passages, such as Isaiah 60, to which Luke had primarily alluded.  

Thus it appears that, in Luke’s understanding of the Scriptures of Israel, although there 

are some significant differences between the nature of God’s actions in his past and 

predicted dealings with his people, his motivations for those actions remain consistent. 

Luke does not, however, explicitly mention or allude to God’s covenant faithfulness as 
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one of those motivations, despite his reference to it in God’s past dealings. Naturally, 

this does not rule out God’s covenant faithfulness as being a significant feature of 

Luke’s understanding of the Scriptures of Israel, but merely means that there is not 

substantial evidence for that so far in this pericope.  

God’s Goal in the future (1:79b) 

The final words of Zechariah’s prophecy show that once again Luke has used the τοῦ 

plus infinitive construction, τοῦ κατευθῦναι (1:79b), to signal that this guidance of feet 

is the significant outcome for which purpose the rising sun will come and shine (1:78b-

79a), and perhaps even for which the salvation from sins was provided (1:77). In 

addition to this purposive aspect, there are once again evidences of transformative and 

relational dimensions to the goal God has in mind for his people, as well as a newer 

inclusive dimension. 

In order to appreciate the transformative and relational dimensions of this final clause, 

it is important to examine what Luke was referring to by ὁδὸν εἰρήνης (“the way of 

peace,” Luke 1:79b) and what it meant for people to walk in it. The phrase only occurs 

twice in the LXX and both demonstrate that the biblical concept of peace (εἰρήνη), and 

especially its Hebrew equivalent ( לֹום  ,entails far more than the absence of war ,(שָׁ

primarily denoting a community’s completeness, intactness, wellbeing or 

healthiness.
267

 Isaiah describes people who do not know ὁδὸν εἰρήνης (“the way of 

peace”) as evil, violent and unjust liars whose sins have defiled them and separated 

them from God (Isa 59:2-8). He then switches to the first person to speak for his nation 

in confessing that though they “hope for light” they are in darkness and “walk in 

gloom,” groping “like the blind” (Isa 59:9-10). Similarly, the LXX translators of Psalm 

14 characterise those “who have not known” ὁδὸν εἰρήνης as deceitful, cursing, violent 

and destructive people with “no fear of God before their eyes” and who are “good for 

nothing” (Ps 13:3, LXX). Luke’s audience, who would have known these Scriptures, 

would have been aware of the state of people who do not know the way of peace, and 

thus gathered what Luke understood it to be. Whatever Luke intended by ὁδὸν 

εἰρήνης, it is obvious that to lead people like this into it will require profound spiritual 

and moral transformation. 

Although not specifically referring to the way of peace, there are other parts of the 

Scriptures of Israel which speak of walking ἐν ταῖς ὁδοῖς αὐτοῦ (“in his ways”) and 
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which would be evoked for Luke’s audience not only by his reference to ὁδὸν but by 

the use of the words “lead our feet into” (Luke 1:79b). Walking in God’s way, in these 

passages, was, for Israel, closely associated with fearing, loving and wholeheartedly 

serving God (Deut 10:12), keeping his commands and obeying him (Deut 26:17), God 

establishing them as a people holy to himself (Deut 28:9), doing no wrong (Ps 119:3) 

and their clinging to God (Josh 22:5). These show that walking in God’s way refers to 

people’s relationship with God and the way they live, in light of that. For them “to 

walk in all his ways and to keep his commands” required the LORD’s presence with 

his people (1 Kgs 8:57) “that he may incline our hearts to him,” transforming them to 

be both willing and able to do so (1 Kgs 8:58). Luke’s choice of words makes it clear 

that this is what he means by “lead[ing] our feet into the path of peace” (Luke 1:79b). 

Even the images of leading and walking which Luke uses suggest a process rather than 

a state, a relational following rather than just a theoretical grasp, orthopraxy in contrast 

to mere orthodoxy. Some passages draw a parallel between walking in God’s law and 

walking “before” him or in his presence, like David did (2 Chr 6:16). Micah affirms 

that the LORD requires his people to “walk humbly with” him (Mic 6:8). Luke’s 

understanding from Scripture is thus clearly that God uses a profoundly transformative 

strategy in his dealings with his people and that that transformation is dependent on 

people’s relationship with God and his presence with them. This also highlights the 

involvement here of God’s desires for relationship and presence with his people. 

The same resonant passage also reiterates Luke’s inclusive understanding of God’s 

dealings. It goes on to ask that God would “maintain the cause of …   his people Israel 

…   that all the peoples of the earth may know that the LORD is God; there is no 

other” (1 Kgs 8:59-60, ESV). Isaiah describes the outcome of a similar process, namely, 

that Zion “shall be lifted up above the hills; and all the nations shall flow to it, and 

many peoples shall come, and say: ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, 

to the house of the God of Jacob, that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk 

in his paths’” (Isa 2:2-3, ESV; cf. Micah 4:1-2). The progression of pronouns 

throughout the Benedictus also allows for an inclusive process. Luke presents the past 

salvation as being from “our” enemies (1:71), but the future salvation as from “their”, 

rather than “our”, sins—leaving room for God’s future forgiven people, the 

eschatological Israel, to include more than just Zechariah’s nation. This apparent desire 

to emphasise the increased scope of God’s people may also lie behind the previously 

discussed contrast involved in the rising sun coming “to us” (1:78b) to shine on 

“those” (1:79a). In the final verse of the Benedictus, however, Luke identifies the goal 
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of all this as being “to lead our feet into the path of peace” (1:79b). There are three 

possible explanations for this first person plural possessive pronoun. First, it could 

mean that it was all for the nation of Israel after all, and be ruling out the Gentiles from 

the path of peace, but that would be inconsistent with God’s purposes from elsewhere 

in Scripture and provokes the question of what happens to those sitting in darkness 

who were shone on. Second, it could refer to ethnic Israel and the phenomenon 

whereby the Gentiles being shined upon would lead in turn to Jewish rejecters 

eventually becoming envious and turning back into the path of peace (as in Romans 

11:11 and 31). Luke gives no indication, however, of the outcome in Luke 1:79b as 

being a later stage prospect, which is what Paul seems to be suggesting at the time of 

his writing (Rom 11:12, 15, 23). Third, and most likely, is that it is an inclusive first 

person pronoun referring to the feet of both the ones the rising sun originally came to 

as well as ‘those’ on whom he resultantly shone. This is a wonderfully inclusive and 

relational note on which Luke finishes the Benedictus, evoking an image of a diverse 

community of both older and newer members of God’s people following together hand 

in hand along the road of shalom. 

3.2.3  Features of Luke’s Approach to Interpretation of Scripture  

Luke’s attitudes to Scripture or his approach to interpreting it, as revealed in this 

pericope, might lead us to characterise Luke’s hermeneutic as: 

1.  Corroborative 

This pericope shows that Luke regarded the Scriptures of Israel as the very words of 

God, spoken “through the mouth of his holy prophets of long ago” (1:70).
268

 Luke 

clearly also understood that divine revelation had not ceased. This is evident from his 

recognition that this newborn, John, whom he had previously announced would “be 

filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb” (1:15), was to be called “a 

prophet of the Most High” (1:76a). Luke went to great lengths to show how the same 

prophetic and Spirit-authorised speaking was continuing to take place as it had 

previously in the Scriptures of Israel. Thus Zechariah received divine revelation from 

the angel of the Lord (1:11-20), had wilderness time to dwell on it all (1:20-63), then 

experienced God’s vindication through the miracles of naming and of restoration of his 

speech (1:59-64) and was filled with the Spirit (1:67). 
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The immediately preceding context in Luke 1:64-66 reveals Luke’s understanding of 

the Scriptures of Israel’s power of explanation and for making sense of inexplicable 

circumstances such as those which caused Zechariah’s neighbours to be in awe (1:65), 

and perplexed compatriots to ask, “What then is this child going to be?” (1:66). 

Zechariah’s, and even some of Luke’s, contemporaries would justifiably have been 

perplexed and discouraged by current events in their region. They would have 

understandably been depressed by their ongoing subjugation by the Romans, and the 

lack of future they saw for their nation. They no doubt yearned for some sort of 

assurance that the God of their fathers was still interested in them and was, somehow, 

intending to restore their fortunes. 

Luke understood the Scriptures of Israel to be an authoritative source of revelation 

about God, his nature, character, purposes, plans and strategies, as well as his faithful 

dealings with humankind, and especially his people, through history. This is apparent 

from Luke’s use of the Scriptures of Israel to show the constancy and continuity of 

those same qualities of God exhibited in the current events and realities about which he 

is giving “an orderly account” (Luke 1:3). This would help his readers to make sense 

of those events and their meaning, to verify and vindicate them as still being within the 

purview of divine purposes and to guide them in the appropriate way in which to 

respond.  

The Benedictus shows Luke comparing and contrasting God’s past and future 

salvation. He is showing the continuity and the discontinuity, the things that remain the 

same and the things that will be very different. Luke is confirming and reminding his 

readers of what they know and then showing them where things are heading. As he 

does this he is at pains to show that he is giving a faithful representation of what have 

been God’s dealings with Israel and that he is summarising Scripture in doing so, 

because he is using the same terminology and style. He also wants to show that the 

new events bear all the same marks of divine activity and revelation as those in the 

Scriptures of Israel and so uses the same sort of words, structures and language. 

Closely related to this is Luke’s understanding of the power and veracity of Scripture, 

as seen by the way he uses current events to legitimise and verify the Scriptures of 

Israel. He shows how, despite opposition, God’s plans and purposes are inexorably 

progressing, even if in ways that are often unexpected. This is seen in the manner by 

which divine promises and predictions previously announced in Scripture have been 

fulfilled in contemporary circumstances, despite not always having been 
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straightforward to discern. This would have built his hearers’ trust in God and his 

word, “so that [they] may know the certainty of the things [they] have been taught” 

(Lk1:4), both what they had previously been taught from the Scriptures of Israel and 

what had been handed down to them from eyewitnesses regarding recent events, which 

verify and fulfil those Scriptures. 

Luke’s summary would have assured his hearers that Yahweh was the same 

compassionate, faithful, rescuing God of Israel, yet that he was about to do something 

new that would further deepen his previous dealings with his people. It would have 

encouraged his audience that though, in the past, God had kept his promises to 

Abraham and David in granting salvation from military enemies, there was salvation 

from even more basic existential enemies ahead for God’s people. Thus, Luke has a 

high view of Scripture and his approach to it seems to exhibit a corroborative 

hermeneutic by which Scripture both is confirmed, and functions to confirm. 

Another function of Scripture in Luke’s corroborative hermeneutic is that it is 

formative, in the sense that Luke views the Scriptures of Israel as a source of equipping 

for God’s people. Luke has portrayed Zechariah as having been influenced by the 

Scriptures of Israel in the shaping of his language, priorities, purposes and praise 

(Luke 1:67-79). Likewise, Luke uses the Scriptures to assure his hearers and to 

emphasise the values, purposes and priorities of God which should shape their lives. 

This shows us that Luke’s use of Scripture, namely, what he does with the Scriptures 

of Israel, can be a valuable guide to how he reads the Scriptures of Israel, and so also 

deserves our close attention in this study. 

 2.  Holistic 

The nature of this passage seems to suggest that Luke understands the meaning and 

importance of the Scriptures as residing in its whole, that is, in the overarching story it 

tells. This is in contrast to taking an atomistic approach by which the meaning of 

individual portions override the clear intention of the overall story. Without this 

perspective it would have been difficult for him to be comfortable in presenting such a 

condensed summary as this. This is also visible in his interpreting of individual 

passages in the light of the wider holistic story, taking his interpretation of the 

Scriptures from a wide transect of it rather than only individual passages (cf. Luke 

24:25-27, 32, 44-47). 

A holistic view of Scripture is required in order to draw principles and habits of God’s 

operations from the case histories of Scripture. Luke appears to have done this in order 
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to be able to generalise about them and thus infer parallel structures, such as was noted 

in discussion of Luke’s corroborative approach to Scripture.  

3.  Focusing 

Ironically, in view of his corroborative and holistic approach to Scripture, Luke also 

uses what may be described as a focusing approach to present his particular 

interpretive perspective. Despite his portrayal of the Scriptures’ overarching story of 

God’s purposes for his creation, in different contexts Luke uses various techniques to 

selectively bring into focus specific elements of that story. Luke often uses this 

focusing approach in the service of a holistic approach, in that the key features which 

Luke emphasises are often those which assist his hearers to more clearly grasp the big 

picture of the Scriptures, as he sees them. Luke demonstrates this focusing in the 

Benedictus, despite the continuity and constancy of God’s character, purposes and 

goal, by highlighting God’s different ways of expressing or pursuing these in different 

contexts or at different stages of his plan. So, whereas in the past, God rescued his 

people from their military enemies (1:71-73), Luke shows how in the future God will 

release them from their sins (1:77). 

In the Benedictus, Luke also uses echoes and allusions to resonant passages to evoke 

and focus his hearers’ attention on additional nuances and aspects of God’s dealings 

which he wants to highlight. For instance, by his use of πάσαις ταῖς ἡμέραις ἡμῶν 

(“all our days”, Luke 1:75) Luke imports a raft of concepts and images in addition 

to its literal face-value meaning. This is because that very distinctive phrase, with 

its striking double assonance (-αις,-αῖς,-αις, ἡμ-, ἡμ-), only occurs in one location 

in the Scriptures of Israel, namely in Psalm 90, the prayer of Moses. So, for those 

of Luke’s audience who were familiar with the Scriptures, they would be 

reminded, through this phrase, of God being the dwelling place of his people, of 

eternity and the ephemerality of life, and of a longing for his return (Ps 90:1-13). 

For many of them an image of being glad in God’s presence, singing for joy 

satisfied by his unfailing love (Ps 90:14), would have sprung to mind, even 

perhaps even along with the tune with which that psalm was associated. 

3.3  CONCLUSION 

The Benedictus, Luke’s masterful preliminary summary of the highlights of God’s past 

and future dealings with his people, has provided a window into Luke’s understanding 

of the Scriptures. In examining it a number of characteristics of Luke’s interpretation 

of Scripture have become apparent and recurred throughout the passage.  
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Luke’s emphases in the Benedictus show that Luke understands God’s past and 

predicted actions in the Scriptures of Israel to have had strong relational, liberative and 

mediate qualities. In Luke’s perspective of the Scriptures of Israel, each of these 

qualities would carry over into God’s future predicted actions but would be intensified 

in scope and depth. Luke’s view seems to be that God has been motivated to these 

actions, whether past or predicted, primarily and consistently by his compassion and 

his inclusive desire to see all nations participate in his blessings. Finally, Luke has 

shown his understanding of God’s goal for his dealings with his people to be 

relational, transformative and other-centred, characterised by his people’s selfless 

service, in his presence, for the praise of his glory. 

In addition to what this pericope has shown about Luke’s understanding of God’s 

dealings with his people, the Benedictus has revealed Luke’s approach to the 

interpretation of Scripture as corroborative, holistic and focusing. 

 





 

 

LUKE 4:14-30
 

14 
Jesus returned with the power of the Spirit into Galilee and news 

about him spread throughout the whole region. 
15

 He was teaching in 

their synagogues and being praised by all.
 

16
Jesus entered Nazareth, where he had been brought up. He went into 

the synagogue, as was his custom on the Sabbath day, and stood up to 

read. 
17 

A scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him and, having 

unrolled the scroll, he found the place where it is written:  
18

 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,  

because he anointed me to bring good news to the poor;  

he has sent me to announce release to captives and recovery of sight 

to the blind,  

to set free the downtrodden, 
19

                                 ’    v   .” 

20
 Having rolled up the scroll, and having given it back to the attendant, 

he sat down. Every eye in the synagogue was focusing on him. 
21

 Then 

he began speaking to them, saying: “Today this scripture has been 

fulfilled in your hearing.” 
 

22
 All were speaking well of him and were amazed at the gracious 

words coming from his lips, and they were saying, “I  ’       J   p ’  

son?” 
23

 So he said to them, “Doubtless    ’   q          p  v       

    ‘      ,              ! Ev                         pp        

Capernaum—                               !’” 

24
And he said “Truly I tell you that no prophet is acceptable in his 

hometown.
 25

But, I tell you for a fact, there were many widows in Israel 

at the time of Elijah when the sky was closed up for three years and six 

months and a great famine gripped the whole land. 
26

Yet Elijah was 

sent to none of them, but only to Zarephath in Sidon, to a woman—a 

widow.
27

Also, there were many people with skin diseases in Israel at the 

time of Elisha the prophet, yet not one of them was cleansed, but only 

Naaman the Syrian.” 

28
 When they heard these things, everyone in the synagogue was filled 

with rage.
 29

 They rose up and drove him out of the town. They led him 

up to the summit of the hill on which their town had been built so that 

they could throw him over a cliff. 
30

But he passed through the midst of 

them and was on his way. 

       Author’s Translation 



 

 

FOUR 

 

LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF 

SCRIPTURE IN LUKE 4:14-30 

 

The pericope examined in the previous chapter shows pervasive influence from the 

Scriptures of Israel. Whereas that pericope alludes in a general way to many parts of 

the Scriptures, the pericope considered in this chapter includes a citation from, and 

explicit references to, quite specific parts of those Scriptures. 

This pericope, Luke 4:14-30, is here examined with a view to discerning from it some 

emphases of Luke’s hermeneutical approach. After two further passages have been 

analysed in the next two chapters, the findings from all four pericopes will be 

integrated in chapter 7 to draw some general observations about Luke’s interpretive 

emphases. In the final chapter the GOCN-related discourse about missional 

hermeneutics will then be reconsidered in the light of Luke’s interpretation of 

Scripture. First, however, this passage shall be examined with a view to discussing its 

major exegetical features. It shall then be explored to consider Luke’s interpretation of 

the Scriptures of Israel and what might be discerned of his hermeneutical emphases. 

4.1  GENERAL EXEGETICAL DISCUSSION 

Prior to focusing specifically on those elements of the pericope which reveal aspects of 

Luke’s interpretive practice, attention will be given to some of its major exegetical 

features which may be relevant to the argument which follows. The analysis will begin 

with a consideration of its context, structure and language, beginning with its context, 

in its first segment, and then proceeding sequentially through the other six segments of 

this pericope. After that the citation from Isaiah will be examined with attention given 

to its source texts, the modifications made to them, and the cited verses in their 

original setting. 
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4.1.1  Context, Structure and Language 

Luke 4:14-15  

The pericope begins with a statement of Jesus’ return to Galilee and his preaching in 

the synagogues there, accompanied by a measure of fame and popularity. In regard to 

the context of the pericope, verse 14 has been directly preceded by scenes in which 

Luke introduces his readers to Jesus’ identity through his baptism (3:21-22), genealogy 

(3:23-38) and temptation in the wilderness (4:1-13). This segment thus serves as a neat 

transition from accounts of Jesus’ preparation for ministry into this first phase of his 

public ministry. Fitzmyer notes wide agreement by commentators that 4:14-15 is a 

“generic summary” which gives a brief overview of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee before 

Luke fleshes out the details through the scene at Nazareth.
269

 

In verse 14a Luke describes Jesus as returning to Galilee ἐν τῇ δυνάμει τοῦ πνεύματος 

(“with the power of the Spirit,” 4:14).
270

 Max Turner claims that, by using this phrase, 

along with his reference to the Holy Spirit in 4:1, Luke has been laying “a clearly 

marked track from the banks of the Jordan right up to the door of the synagogue in 

Nazareth.”
271

 Luke describes Jesus’ return at that time to Galilee, where Luke had 

already anchored Jesus’ early history (Luke 1:26; 2:4, 39). Luke’s use of the plural ἐν 

ταῖς συναγωγαῖςαὐτῶν (“in their synagogues”) highlights that Luke 4:14-15 is a 

summary statement of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee.
272

 The people of Galilee, initially in 

Nazareth too, seem generally to have been very welcoming of Jesus (4:14-15). At least 

part of the reason might have been their joy at what it was that Jesus “was teaching” 

(ἐδίδασκεν),
273

 some of which Luke now reveals in a brief cameo describing one such 

occasion. 

                                                 
269

Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke I-IX  (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 

1981), 526. 
270

Max Zerwick and Mary Grosvenor, A Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament  (Rome: 

Biblical Institute Press, 1974), 186. They point out that the ἐν here is one of concomitant circumstances 

(a ‘sociative’ ἐν) thus giving the sense of ‘with’. 
271

Max Turner, P             H          p        I     ’  R                            k -Acts, 

Journal of Pentecostal Theology Supplement Series (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1996), 213. 
272

It fulfils a similar function to Matt 4:23 which is then filled out in greater detail in the verses which 

follow. Green, Luke, 203, contends that Luke 4:14-15 forms an inclusio with 4:42-44 which summarises 

Jesus’ ministry yet which brackets concrete illustrations of that ministry such as proclamation, healings 

and exorcisms (4:31-41). 
273

The use in 4:15 of the imperfect verb form which supports the sense of this summary verse is in 

contrast to the predominant use of the aorist tense for specific instances of his ministry in the verses that 

follow. Although the nominative pronoun αὐτὸς is often an intensifier, Wallace, Exegetical Syntax, 323, 

points out that it is not necessarily used here for emphasis and is more likely to be functioning here as a 

switch reference device to signify the change of subject from the news report back to Jesus. 



                Ch 4 –   k ’  I    p                p          k  4 14-30                                                  87 

 

 

Luke 4:16-17 

The presence of partially parallel pericopes set in Nazareth (Matt 13:54-58 and Mark 

6:1-6) poses the question of why this incident appears so early in Jesus’ public 

ministry compared to its later appearance in Matthew and Mark. It also raises the issue 

of Luke’s sources.
274

 A significant proportion of the copious literature on this pericope 

deals with this issue and suggested sources of material for this pericope include 

Mark,
275

 Q
276

 and possibly other traditional material.
277

 However the focus of this 

thesis is on Luke’s sourcing from the Scriptures of Israel.
278

 As for the relationship 

with the parallel versions, George Caird proposed that Luke’s pericope is “probably an 

independent version of the same incident,” perhaps with verses 22b and 24 having 

been added from Mark.
279

  

Luke indicates (in Acts 13:15, 27; 15:21) that reading from the Torah (and probably 

the Prophets) was part of the regular practice of synagogue meetings and there is 

considerable evidence to support the general consensus that this was the case.
280

 Luke 

recounts Jesus unrolling the scroll, finding “the place where it is written” (4:17b), and 

then reading from both Isaiah 58 and Isaiah 61. This suggests that Luke regarded “it,” 

namely the section of Isaiah stretching from at least 58:1 to 61:11, as one, and that 

Jesus was able to unroll the scroll far enough to read all of that, and perhaps more, at 

one “place.” This is significant for the probable content of Jesus’ exposition following 

the reading. 

                                                 
274

 It is of interest that in this verse Luke uses the Aramaic form of the place name whereas elsewhere he 

spells Nazareth differently, preferring Ναζαρὲθ (Lk1:26; 2:4; 2:39; etc.). Cf. John Nolland, Luke 1-9:20, 

Word Bible Commentary (Dallas: Word, 1989), 192, who contends that the Aramaic form indicates 
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JSOT Press, 1981), 164. 
278

 A consideration of other possible sources would be important in a full study of this pericope but must 

be omitted here for reasons of space. 
279

G. B. Caird, The Gospel of St Luke, PNTC (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1963), 86. 
280

See  Lee I. Levine, The Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand Years (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2000), 139, who claims that “by the first century, a weekly ceremony featuring the communal 

reading and study of holy texts had become a universal Jewish practice” which was “a unique liturgical 

feature in the ancient world; also see Frederick S Tappenden, “Aural Performance, Conceptual 

Blending, and Intertextuality: The (Non-) Use of Scripture in Luke 24.45-48,” in Biblical Interpretation 

in Early Christian Gospels Volume 3: The Gospel of Luke, ed. Thomas R Hatina (London: T&T Clark, 

2010), 183n11, for a convincing selection of first century CE sources (from writers such as Josephus and 

Philo) linking Torah readings to “synagogual contexts.” 
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Tiede has proposed that the material between Luke 4:16 and 4:20 is chiastically 

arranged.
281

 The synagogue setting and Jesus’ standing and sitting down are at the 

periphery of the suggested chiasm (4:16, 20) inside of which the book is given and 

taken back (4:17, 20) and then the book is opened and closed (4:17, 20).
282

 At the 

centre of the chiasm lies the reading from Isaiah (4:18-19).
283

 This demonstrates 

Luke’s desired focus. 

Luke 4:18-19 

The citation from Isaiah which makes up these two verses states the reason for which 

the Spirit of the Lord is upon the speaker. It is “because he anointed me to bring good 

news to the poor” (4:18b). The rest of the actions listed in the citation (4:18c-19) 

appear to be epexegetical to this, οὗ εἵνεκεν ἔχρισέν με εὐαγγελίσασθαι πτωχοῖς 

(4:18b), and describe elements involved in that process of bringing good news. Jesus, 

later in that chapter, reiterates this same reason for his commission by his 

announcement that he was sent “to bring the good news of the kingdom of God” 

(4:43).
284

 Once each of the pericope’s remaining segments has been considered for 

relevant exegetical features, the citation shall be examined, with attention given to its 

source texts, the modifications which have been made to those, and the cited verses in 

their original settings. 

Luke 4:20-21 

Rather than indicating that he was finished, Jesus’ sitting down (4:20a) marked the 

beginning of his teaching.
285

 The reading has riveted everyone’s attention on the 

speaker, perhaps due to its conflation, and it seems they now look forward with 

expectation to how he will expound on the passage (4:20b). An imperfect periphrastic 

construction indicates the ongoing nature of their fixation on him, rather than it having 

been a punctiliar, once-off, phenomenon.
286

 Luke records other instances of people 

paying close attention to Jesus when he taught (cf. Luke 19:48). Jesus’ reading appears 

to be the springboard for the sermon that he is about to give, but which Luke does not 

record.  

                                                 
281

David L. Tiede, Prophecy and History in Luke-Acts  (Philadelphia: Tartress Press, 1980), 103-7. 
282
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283
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284
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285

 The NT suggests that Jesus did a lot of his teaching sitting down (e.g. Matt 5:1-2; 13:2; John 8:2). 
286

Wallace, Exegetical Syntax, 648. 
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Luke merely says that Jesus began (ἤρξατο) his sermon by announcing that these 

prophecies had been fulfilled there and then, even as they had been listening (4:21). By 

this claim, even more than by his quoting the Servant’s statement of commission 

(4:18-19), Luke showed Jesus applying these God-given purposes to himself. Thereby 

Luke uses this pericope strategically in his Gospel to indicate the purpose for which 

Jesus came and the directions which his ministry would take, setting these out in terms 

of the Scriptures of Israel.
287

 This belief that Luke here flags Jesus’ ministry agenda, as 

well as central themes in Acts, is widely held.
288

 Christopher Schreck notes the 

“seemingly overwhelming and universally reigning consensus” that this pericope is 

programmatic, despite fierce disagreement among scholars as to the nature of that 

programme.
289

His comprehensive survey of the vast literature on this pericope has 

convinced him that the paradigmatic significance given it has resulted in “as many 

competing interpretations of its meaning as there are of the whole of Luke’s two-

volume work”.
290

These comprise the perspectives of a variety of commentators and 

other scholars who have engaged with this passage during the 1960s and 1970s,
291

  

including specific studies in English published in that period,
292

 as well as in the 

1980s,
293

 the 1990s
294

 and also more recently.
295
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Luke 4:22-23 

It would appear, based on their unanimous testifying about him and amazement at his 

words of grace (4:22a), that the reaction of the audience to Jesus’ teaching had been 

positive.
296

 Their amazement appears to have been due to his wisdom and the 

incredible thought that the Lord’s anointed was one who came from their own town 

and whom they could remember as the son of Joseph (4:22b).
297

 Yet, he spoke well 

and the prospect of such a long-awaited fulfillment of the Scriptures must have been 

welcome.
298

 

The proverb with which Jesus pre-empts their quoting (4:23a) bears some similarity to 

the sentiments expressed in mockers’ taunts while Jesus was on the cross (Luke 

23:39). In this case, however, there appears, in Jesus’ estimation, to have been an 

element of self-interest whereby they would have liked to have seen him performing 

the same sorts of helpful miracles which he had been doing elsewhere (4:23b). The 
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mention here of Capernaum supports the contention that Luke has repositioned this 

pericope to an earlier point in the chronological sequence of events so as to better suit 

his rhetorical aims.  

Luke 4:24-27 

Two words are particularly worth noting here. Jesus is stating emphatically that no 

prophet is δεκτός (i.e. “welcome” or “approved of”) in his own πατρίδι (“hometown,” 

4:24). The first is the same word as Luke uses earlier for ἐνιαυτὸν κυρίου δεκτόν (“the 

year of the Lord’s   v   ,” 4:19). The second, πατρίδι, can also be translated as 

“homeland,” the significance of which becomes more apparent when one ponders the 

limited level of appreciation for a number of Israel’s prophets by their compatriots. 

Luke 4:28-30 

The explosive and violent actions which immediately follow the ignition of the 

crowd’s rage re-emphasise the suddenness of the crowd’s change of attitude. It is 

instructive that the moment at which they all became furious is “when they heard these 

things,” (ταῦτα, 4:28), namely, Jesus’ stories of God’s favour toward Gentiles. Daniel 

Wallace points out that ταῦτα is “the usual means of referring to an unspecified 

concept” and seems “almost always to refer to what precedes it”.
299

  

Under Israelite law, stonings needed to be done outside the camp (Nu 15:35), and in 

Stephen’s case his killers dragged him out of the city to stone him (ἔξω τῆς πόλεως 

ἐλιθοβόλουν, Acts 7:58). The frenzied mob’s intent (4:29) was likely along the lines of 

the army of Judah who took their captives “to the top of a cliff and threw them down 

(κατεκρήμνιζον) so that all were dashed to pieces” (2Chr 25:12), after which they 

would possibly also hurl stones down on him.
300

 Wright points out the irony of this 

scene, following Satan’s tempting Jesus to throw himself off a high place in the 

knowledge that God would protect him, and suggests Luke is telling his readers that 

here (4:30) God did protect him.
301

 

4.1.2  The Citation from Isaiah 

1.  The texts from which Luke cited 

Although it is clear that Luke has cited from Isaiah 58 and 61, the textual tradition 

from which is he quoting is less apparent. According to Hays and Green, the question 
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of which particular text form a NT writer might have employed is difficult to answer 

with any certainty because neither the text nor canon of the OT were precisely fixed 

during the first century C.E.
302

 During the first century C.E. the LXX was still in an 

ongoing process of rescension and it is even uncertain that one can assume a fixed text 

form for the Masoretic Text (MT) at that time.
303

 Hays and Green also raise the 

possibility that some NT writers might have utilised early available and emerging 

formulations of Aramaic pre-targumic paraphrases.
304

 They suggest that other authors 

could possibly have cited from memory, with others even shaping their OT quotations, 

“amending the language of the OT—so as to work at the interpretive task already in the 

way the text is cited”.
305

All of these factors complicate the process of determining, 

with any precision, a writer’s textual sources. 

Nevertheless, comparing Luke 4:18-19 with Isaiah 61:1-2 in currently available forms 

of the MT and the LXX, as is done in figure 2, provides some indication as to which of 

those two Luke is likely to have used.
306

 Some, mainly minor, differences between the 

MT and the LXX texts are apparent and often Luke’s citation seems to follow the latter. 

So, in the first line of figure 2, Luke follows the LXX translation of the MT’s ָ֥י  ֛רּוַח ֲאדֹנָׁ

ה  ִ֖  as πνεῦμα κυρίου. Similarly, in the second line Luke conforms with the LXX in its יְהו 

omission of  יְהוָָׁ֙ה and in the third line follows the LXX in its rendering of ים  as ֲענָׁו ִ֗

πτωχοῖς. The latter word tends to emphasize the economic dimensions
307

 and 

underplay the socio-hierarchical nuances of the poverty conveyed by the Hebrew 

word.
308

  

Even more convincing evidence that Luke 4’s citation was, at least partially, taken 

from a septuagintal tradition can be seen in the seventh line of Isaiah 61:1 MT (figure. 

2). Here Luke’s version is once again identical to the LXX’s interpretation of  ים ִ֖ ְוַלֲאסּור 
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 The text used for Luke 4:18-19 is from the Novum Testamentum Graece, Nestle-Aland, 27

th
 ed. 

(Stuttgart: German Bible Society, 1993), with the texts of Isa 61:1-2 being taken from the Codex 

Leningradensis of the MT and LXX Septaguinta (Old Greek Jewish Scriptures), ed. Alfred Rahlfs 

(Stuttgart: Württembergische Bibelanstalt /German Bible Society, 1935). 
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as “materially poor, needy”, as opposed to πλουσίας  and in contradistinction to ταπεινὸς but somewhat 

similarly to πένης. 
308
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 is a ἅπαξ and its intensive stem ְפַקח־ֽקֹוחַ  as καὶ τυφλοῖς ἀνάβλεψιν. The term ְפַקח־ֽקֹוַח 

form, פקח, is only ever used elsewhere in the sense of opening eyes or ears, either from 

physical or metaphorical blindness.
309

 This is perhaps why those responsible for the 

LXX infer “that the imprisonment principally in view here is that which results from 

blindness rather than from incarceration in a dungeon”.
310

 Another rationale for the 

LXX’s choice at this point may have been in the interest of avoiding superfluity, since 

the previous clause had already spoken of proclaiming liberty to the captives.
311

 That 

Luke’s rendering of this phrase is identical to that of the LXX, even though the latter 

differs so clearly from the MT, suggests that, at the very least, Luke had the LXX 

available to him as a source for this citation. 

On the other hand, there is reason to believe that if Luke used the LXX, he certainly did 

not follow it slavishly. Out of the first nine lines of Isaiah 61:1-2 MT and one from 

58:6 (fig. 2), it is true that Luke’s version was identical with the LXX in the four cases 

mentioned above, in which the LXX and MT clearly differed. In four other lines of the 

ten, however, Luke has rendered the citation equivalently with the MT version that is 

now available even though on two of those occasions it required going against the 

LXX’s translation. So, in lines 4 and 6, in which the MT and LXX agree, Luke has used 

the LXX’s rendering, but in line 8 of Isaiah 61:1-2 MT and in the phrase from Isa 58:6 

Luke has rejected the LXX reading in favour of words which more accurately reflect 

the meaning of the MT. So, in line 8 (of fig. 2), καλέσαι (Isa 61:2 LXX) has been 

replaced with κηρύξαι (Luke 4:19), which more accurately represents  קרא (Isa 61:2 

MT) and is consistent with the way Luke, and the LXX, had rendered the same word in 

the previous verse (line 6 of fig. 2). Again, in line 11 of figure 2, Luke renders the 

Hebrew infinitive ַשַלַּ֤ח   in Isaiah 58:6 MT as the equivalent infinitive, ἀποστεῖλαι (Luke 

4:18), rather than use the imperative form, ἀπόστελλε, found in the LXX. 
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310

Gleason L. Archer and Gregory Chirichigno, Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament  

(Chicago: Moody, 1983), 260-1. 
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 Nevertheless, the consequence of the LXX translating it this way has been its overshadowing of the 

significance carried by the MT usage of ים ִ֖  even if perhaps it is their ,(’those who are bound‘) ֲאסּור 

blindness which had kept them bound. 
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The evidence, therefore, suggests that Luke was aware of both MT and LXX traditions 

and appraised both to select the version that, in his opinion, would have most 

accurately expressed the words on the scroll that Jesus would have read from in 

Nazareth. Lines 5 and 9 of the MT text (in fig. 2) Luke omits completely from his 

version. Perhaps this may have been because, in his opinion, the LXX was not a 

sufficiently accurate translation of the Hebrew tradition at those points, 
312

 although it 

may also have been due to Luke’s emphasis. Some of these modifications Luke made 

to the source texts shall now be further examined, after which the original content of 

the verses in their OT setting will be considered. Later the remaining modifications will 

be discussed in the context of investigating features of Luke’s interpretive practice. 

2.  Modifications to the cited texts  

Having considered the original content of the passage in its OT setting, the issue of 

possible modifications to these texts shall be addressed. It shall be assumed that, in 

recounting Jesus’ reading in the synagogue, Luke had available to him the same LXX 

text of Isaiah 61:1-2 as is available today. Figure 2 shows that, to arrive at the text of 

Luke 4:18-19, Luke portrays Jesus as inserting the phrase from Isaiah 58:6 as well as 

making two major omissions and two word changes. The insertion, and the omission 

of the vengeance clause, shall be dealt with later, in the context of Luke’s interpretive 

emphases, and the remaining modifications addressed first here. 

Luke has made two omissions from the quoted texts, one of which is Isaiah 61:1e (in 

fig. 2), namely, “to bind up” (MT) or “heal” (LXX) the broken-hearted (ἰάσασθαι τοὺς 

συντετριμμένους τῇ καρδίᾳ). One possible reason for the omission is that Luke may 

not have been satisfied with the LXX’s rendering of it; however it is unlikely that he 

would have omitted it on those grounds alone. A more probable reason has to do with 

Luke’s interpretive emphases and will be dealt with in the second half of this chapter.  

The two changes which Luke made to individual words in his citation have already 

been discussed.
313

 It is suggested that in both cases, these are changes which Luke has 

made to the LXX to keep them more consistent with the Hebrew words which Jesus 

would have read from the scroll. It also kept Luke’s version more consistent in using 

                                                 
312

 Perhaps Luke may have felt that the LXX translations of lines 11 & 8 were also inadequate, however 

it is possible that those phrases may have been too important for his purposes to omit, so that he 

amended them to match the MT. 
313

 The first is the change of the imperative, ἀπόστελλε (Isa 58:6 LXX), to its infinitive form, ἀποστεῖλαι 

(Luke 4:18), to match the infinitive in the MT. The second is the change of words from καλέσαι (Isa 

61:2 LXX) to κηρύξαι (Luke 4:19). 
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the same Greek word, “to proclaim” (κηρύξαι, Isa 61:1), to translate the Hebrew  א ַֹּ֤  inְקר

the two places it occurs in this citation.
314

 

3.  The cited verses in their original setting 

The material which Luke quotes is from Isaiah, mainly from Isaiah 61:1-2, but with 

one phrase included from 58:6. The verses come from the last movement of the book 

of Isaiah, about which Kirk Patston notes considerable diversity of opinion among 

scholars.
315

 After an overview of Isaiah’s central theme and major parts, attention will 

briefly be focused on the particular sections of it which form, and inform, the source of 

this citation. 

John Oswalt’s insights are valuable for understanding the overall thrust of Isaiah and 

how its major parts cohere. He argues that its central theme is “the servanthood of 

God’s people through whom his saviorhood is revealed to the world,” as is previewed 

in Isa 2:1-5.
316

 He contends that Israel was not fit for this task of being God’s servant 

(2:6-4:1; 5:1-30) because of their “inability to trust God,” and that Isaiah 7-39 deals 

with the issue of whether they would trust in him or in the nations.
317

  

Oswalt sees chapters 40-55 as addressing the possibility of God’s restoring his people 

from the Babylonian exile.
 318

 Chapters 40-48 reveal that not only does he have the 

ability but also the desire to deliver his people and that, “far from having given up on 

his people because of their sins, he intends to use their lives as incontrovertible 

evidence of his sole deity.”
319

 Oswalt views Isaiah 49-55 as facing the question of 

what God would do about the sin that caused Israel’s exile in the first place, and 

assuring Israel that he would bring about the necessary changes in her relationship and 

character through the Servant, whose function is “to restore Israel” and make her 

servanthood possible by a deliverance effected by his “substitutionary self-

sacrifice.”
320

  

Oswalt notes the attention given in chapters 56-66 to the human inability to live out 

“the life of God in the arena of daily affairs . . . even after the glorious promises” in 

                                                 
314
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Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 7. 
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318
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320

 Oswalt, Isaiah 40-66, 9-10, 285-88. 
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chapters 60-62, the focus of which is “the delivering grace of God”.
321

 He observes 

that “along with the inability of humans to deliver themselves or to replicate the divine 

character, there is a countervailing emphasis on the divine ability to do what the human 

spirit cannot.”
322

 Oswalt sees chapters 56-59 as especially emphasising human failure, 

particularly in regard to “promoting social righteousness” (56:1-57:13 & 58:1-59:14), 

a theme which is interrupted, in two passages, by promises of God’s Spirit-mediated 

empowerment for his struggling people (57:14-21 & 59:15-21).
 323

 Then, after Isaiah 

60-62, there is an inversion of these emphases so that the major stress is on God’s 

ability (63:1-9 & 65:1-66:24), with a lesser focus on human inability (63:10-64:12). 

Oswalt comments: 

In particular, these last chapters speak of Israel as the repository of God’s glory, to 

which all the nations come (e.g., 56:1-8; 60:1-3, 13-14; 66:18-23). The 

reminiscence of the thought of 2:1-5 is such that it can hardly be accidental: the 

symphony is ending as it began. A trusting, redeemed servant Israel becomes the 

messenger with clean lips through whom the world can find its Savior.324 

In relation to the specific section from which the citation is taken, and particularly to 

the prior development of the Servant figure who appears there, Kirk Patston’s 

comments are also helpful. He sees these final chapters (56:9-66:24) as following on in 

the context of the final days of the Babylonian exile, as established by Isaiah 40.
325

 In 

that chapter a messenger to Zion is commissioned (40:1) and the main source of 

Luke’s citation (Isa 61:1-3) presents an anonymous figure whose passionate preaching 

(62:1) seems to be in response to that commission. Whereas Isaiah 56:9-59:20 contains 

stark descriptions of people and their practices still untransformed,
326

 Isaiah 59:21-

64:12 introduces someone powerfully able to transform. This figure reminds the reader 

of Isaiah 1-12, which describes the birth of a righteous royal son (Isa 9:6-7), and also 

of Isaiah 49:1-56:8 with its prophetic suffering servant, both of whom would “put the 

world right”.
327

 Similarities to previous servant passages in Isaiah 40-56:8, where God 

speaks in the first person (42:1; 52:13) and addresses the servant in the second person 
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322
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323
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324
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(49:3), justify the reading of 59:21 as beginning another servant passage.
328

 It presents 

the servant again “as a prophet, equipped with the Spirit and word of God” through 

whom God will bring about transformations for Zion.
329

 Throughout Isaiah 60 a 

feminine singular pronoun is used to address the city about God’s plans for wondrous 

transformations which will attract the nations to her (60:3), fulfilling Isaiah’s vision of 

2:1-4.
 330

 Some will be more profound than merely ending political exile, having even 

cosmic proportions.
331

 

Then in Isaiah 61:1-3, the primary source of Luke’s Nazareth citation, the first person 

voice returns “speaking in a manner reminiscent of 49:1-6 and 50:4-9”.
332

 This is the 

servant continuing the idea from 59:21 of his being “the agent of transformation” and 

setting forth what it is that God has commissioned him to do.
333

 His mission (61:1-3) 

bears close similarities to that of the servant of Isaiah 40-56:8 who was anointed (42:1) 

and sent by God (48:16) to “open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners 

from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness” (42:7). Its language of 

good news to the poor and ministry to the broken-hearted (61:1) “takes us back to 

Isaiah 40 and the comfort that God wanted to bring to the exiled community.”
334

 The 

year of the Lord’s ֹון   צִ֖ רָׁ (favour, goodwill, acceptance) is to be announced (61:2) 

recalling that time of  צֹון  at which the servant will act, when the prisoners will (49:8) רָׁ

be brought out (49: 9). It is the same word used of the unexpected acceptance ֹון צִ֖ (רָׁ ) of 

Gentile offerings in 56:7.
335

 The mention of ְשנַת (‘a year’, 61:2), and especially the 

proclaiming of ְד֔רֹור (‘liberty’, 61:1), also “echoes the refreshing generosity of the year 

of Jubilee (Lev 25:8-55).”
336

 

4.2  LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE  

Having established a plausible rendering of Luke 4:14-30 and discussed some of the 

relevant exegetical features of the pericope and the citation incorporated therein, it 
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shall now be examined for evidence of how Luke interpreted the Scriptures of Israel. 

Each of the segments of the pericope will be considered in turn, including Luke 4:14-

17, the citations from Isaiah 61 and 58 (Luke 4:18-19), the reference to Jesus’ sermon 

(4:20-21) and, finally, the remainder of the passage (4:22-30). By paying attention to 

features such as their more implicit resonances and associations for Luke’s audience, it 

will be seen that each of these sections point to various dimensions of Luke’s 

multifaceted understanding of the Scriptures of Israel. This will be helpful in piecing 

together a picture of Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. 

4.2.1  Luke 4:14-17  

1.  Mediate 

This segment of the pericope focuses on a number of intermediary agents which, 

together, show Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with his world to be 

mediate.
337

 He portrays Jesus as the major intermediary (4:14-17); however other 

important participants in God’s mediate dealings are the Holy Spirit (4:14), the prophet 

Isaiah and the written Word of God in the scroll from which Jesus was about to read 

(4:17). 

2.  Relational 

This segment also has indications that Luke understands God’s dealings to be 

purposively relational. First, there are intimations of the importance God places on his 

relational proximity to us as expressed in terms of physical presence: in Jesus’ return 

(4:14), his entry into Nazareth and into the synagogue (4:16).
338

 Second, relationship is 

prominent in Jesus having brought up in Nazareth (4:16a) and having become 

accustomed to life there (4:16b). 

3.  Focusing 

The chiastic structure in Luke 4:16-17 which centres on Jesus’ reading from the 

Scriptures suggests that Luke wants to focus his readers’ attention on the central 

importance of the quotation which will follow on from his introductory formula 

referring explicitly to the prophet Isaiah (4:17).  

The differences in Luke’s ordering of this pericope compared to the parallel versions 

(Matt 13:54-58 and Mark 6:1-6; cf. section 4.2.1.2) implies that Jesus had previously 
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ministered in Capernaum but that Luke positioned the event at the beginning of his 

story of Jesus’ Galilean ministry so as to use it to announce the programme and pattern 

of the ministry to follow.
339

  

4.2.2  Luke 4:18a-d, 19 (cited from Isaiah 61:1-3) 

The citation from Isaiah 61 dominates Jesus’ reading in Luke’s account of his visit to 

Nazareth. As the images and connections which would likely have come to mind for 

hearers of this citation are explored, significant aspects of Luke’s understanding of 

Scripture emerge. This segment of the pericope shows that Luke understands God’s 

dealings with his world to be characterised by mediate, liberative and inclusive 

dimensions. It also reveals that Luke has a focusing approach to scripture. 

1. Mediate dealings 

Prominent within this citation is language which strongly shows God dealing in a 

mediate way, namely, using intermediate agents rather than direct unmediated action. 

Thus, “the Spirit of the Lord is upon” the speaker, in the same way that God has 

“anointed” and “sent” him, in order to accomplish particular objectives on God’s 

behalf (Luke 4:18). While anointing of kings and prophets was common in Israel (1 

Kgs 19:16), only on David had the Spirit come in combination with anointing (1Sam 

16:13), so this was rare. By having Jesus read out this passage and then apply it to 

himself, Luke identifies Jesus as having been anointed (ἔχρισέν) by God. Although 

various figures in the Scriptures of Israel had already been anointed by God, the people 

at that time were still expectantly waiting (προσδοκῶντος) for “the Anointed One” (ὁ 

χριστός). This is demonstrated by their wondering whether John was the one (Luke 

3:15). This clause (and Luke 2:11) is a strong pointer from Luke to identify Jesus as 

that one—God’s ultimate intermediate agent sent to act on his behalf. 

To people familiar with the Scriptures of Israel, the lines from the citation would have 

been well known and would have brought to mind the whole surrounding segment of 

Isaiah (Isa 59:21-64:12), which includes other aspects of God’s mediate way of 

dealing. The chosen agent is commissioned for the tasks spelled out in Isaiah 61:1-3, 

and the results of his work are then enumerated (Isa 61:3-11). One of those results is 

that even God’s people themselves “shall be called the priests of the LORD; . . . the 

ministers of our God” (Isa61:6 ESV). This indicates his use of them, in turn, as 

intermediaries for his dealings with others. In addition there are references in this part 
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of Isaiah to the need to “prepare the way” (Isa 62:10) and to some of God’s other 

mediate dealings for which he sent angels, Moses, the Holy Spirit and even his own 

“arm of power” (Isa 63:9, 11-14; cf. Exod 14:21).  

The most prominent intermediary in this unit of Isaiah, however, is not identified 

explicitly. Prior examination of the citation in its original setting showed that he 

preached with passion (Isa 62:1) and that he would be used in powerful and 

momentous ways for God’s purposes (Isa 61:1-62:12). As discussed earlier, Luke’s 

audience would have been familiar with other parts of Isaiah where there are 

references to such intermediaries (e.g. Isa 9:6-7; 11:1-2; 40:1-2, 9), and to the nation 

Israel as God’s servant (Isa 41:8-9).
340

 Luke’s audience would have known, from 

Isaiah 42, of a servant upon whom God had put his Spirit who would “bring forth 

justice to the nations” (Isa 42:1, ESV), be sent by God and be endowed with his Spirit 

(Isa 48:16). Luke would have known that, for anyone familiar with the Scriptures of 

Israel, the citation from Isaiah 61 would have triggered images of the suffering servant 

figure who is prominent in Isaiah 49:1-56:8. This suggests that Luke’s understanding 

of the Scriptures involved not merely a mediate dimension in God’s dealings with the 

world, but one which quite explicitly involved servanthood and sometimes even 

suffering.  

2. Liberative actions   

Language of release is strong and ubiquitous throughout this brief citation from Isaiah 

61 and emphasises Luke’s understanding of the great significance of God’s liberative 

actions for his people. Each of the four clauses shall now be examined. They 

communicate directly, through the vivid liberative images they paint for Luke’s 

audience, and indirectly, through the rich resonances and ongoing reverberations these 

evoke. 

First, when Luke’s hearers heard Jesus read about he who was anointed “to bring good 

            p   ” (Luke 4:18b), they would have immediately made connections with 

what Luke had previously told them. Jesus’ birth had been announced to Luke’s 

audience as being “good news” (Luke 1:19 and 2:10) and the one charged with 

preparing his way had been already proclaiming it (3:18). They may also have recalled 

the exhortation in Isaiah 40:9-10 to bring the good news of God’s coming and how the 

describer of the beauty of the feet of those who bring good news equated that act to 

                                                 
340

 Israel is also referred to as a servant in Isaiah 42:19; 43:10; 44:1-2, 21; 45:4 and 48:20. 
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announcing deliverance (Isa 52:7). But with whom would they identify these πτωχοῖς 

who were the recipients of the good news (Luke 4:18b)?  

On the one hand, this Greek word has “a connotation of need and affliction.”
341

 Rather 

than merely referring to people of low status, πτωχοῖς entails the sense of a material 

form of poverty that fits well with the exploited, and thus economically oppressed, 

workers referred to in Isa 58.
342

 This is consistent with the motif of release, perhaps in 

this case more specifically from material affliction, but, in the following clauses, 

paralleled by release from captivity, blindness and oppression. The sorts of prosperity 

and abundance promised to Israel in Isaiah 60 and 61 would certainly have been good 

news to anyone who was materially impoverished. Apart, however, from some 

references to ruin and devastation (Isa 61:4), shame and disgrace (Isa 61:7), little other 

mention is made of this sort of poverty in those chapters. 

On the other hand, if all the other actions found in Luke 4:18-19—for captives, blind, 

downtrodden and dispossessed—are epexegetical to this clause, then this 

understanding of πτωχοῖς will be hard-pressed to subsume all those categories. Indeed, 

for those of Luke’s audience who were familiar with the Scriptures of Israel, the 

identity of these πτωχοῖς would not necessarily have been restricted to those who were 

economically needy. Godfrey Mdimi Mhogolo traces the usage of ים   ֲענָׁו ִ֗ (Isa 61:1), the 

Hebrew counterpart of the LXX’s πτωχοῖς, and observes a gradual development of that 

term within the OT.
343

 It starts out being used for people who are socio-economically 

poor and who needed to be protected under Israel’s legal code (e.g. Exod 21:1-23:19; 

Deut15:1-18).
344

 This same socio-economic meaning is evident in both Northern and 

Southern kingdoms (e.g. Amos 2:7; 5:11; Isa 3:14-15; 10:2; Mic 2:2) and in some 

Wisdom Literature (Prov 6:6-11; 14:20).
345

 In the Psalms, however, the  ים  become ֲענָׁו ִ֗

those who suffer injustices, who are “helpless and in need of help” and turn in prayer 

to God to seek his protection (e.g. Psalm 25:16; 40:17; 86:1).
346

 In the context of the 

exile, ים  then came to be used for the “eschatological people of God collectively” to ֲענָׁו ִ֗
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whom various eschatological promises were made (Isa 29:19; 49:13; 51:21; 54:11 and 

61:1).
347

  

While Mhogolo’s work is helpful in demonstrating a range in meaning for this term in 

the OT, this is quite different to having proved a change in its meaning, much less a 

change which obliterates the influence of its prior range of meanings. Mhogolo claims 

it had become “a comprehensive theological term,” but he seems unwarranted in 

making a blanket statement that “[i]n these passages, the term is seen not in socio-

economic terms, but as an entity of the eschatological people of God in need of 

Yahweh’s eschatological salvation”.
348

 When Luke uses a term from the Scriptures 

which appears in different eras or genres, it is difficult to determine which of those 

contexts it will resonate with in his audience’s minds. If it was used at different stages 

with different senses, might they not all contribute to the hearer’s understanding? 

There is insufficient evidence to say that the most recent Scriptural meaning would 

necessarily be normative. Even if one could somehow establish that the Hebrew ים  ֲענָׁו ִ֗

had changed significantly in meaning over time, it is questionable whether that should 

necessarily outweigh the inherent meaning of the Greek word πτωχοῖς, which Luke 

selected to render it. Surely the meaning of a word in Luke’s writing should not only 

be assessed by comparing with its use in the LXX, but also with its contemporaneous 

use by him and other authors. 

This is not to diminish, however, the value of concepts evoked by images and words 

from the LXX or MT. On the contrary, those resonances which could be expected to 

wield the greatest influence in shaping the understanding of Luke’s listeners are 

resonances with the source of his citation, Isaiah 61 and 58, which shall be further 

considered below. Mhogolo concludes that πτωχοῖς refers to “the eschatological 

people of God in connection with Jesus, the eschatological Messianic prophet, and the 

eschatological message, the εὐαγγελίον, which Jesus the Messianic-prophet is 

delivering to the πτωχοῖς of God”.
349

 To arrive at this he has taken into account the OT 

context, especially Isaiah 61, and the rest of Luke’s Gospel, however, in light of the 

findings below, his conclusion may be overly restrictive and perhaps understates the 

depth and richness of Isaianic and Lukan intent. 

Second, having been “     ...    p                     p  v  ” (ἀπέσταλκέν με, 

κηρύξαι αἰχμαλώτοις ἄφεσιν, Luke 4:18c) adds to Jesus’ identification as this one 
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348
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whom God has sent (as indicated by the perfect tense verb) and whose role is 

prophetic. The phrase also serves to develop the motif of release from captivity 

through this metaphor of “releasing from … bondage” (ἄφεσιν).
350

 Captives (i.e. 

αἰχμαλώτοις) are those who have been taken as prisoners-of-war by a conquering army 

and who often would have been deported into servitude to a foreign power.
351

As well 

as recalling its primary source in Isaiah 61, Luke’s audience would have been aware of 

other parts of Isaiah, such as where God comforted his people in exile and proclaimed 

to Jerusalem that “her hard service had been completed” (Isa 40:1-2); or where he 

would make his servant “to say to the captives, ‘Come out,’ and to those in darkness, 

‘Be free!’” (Isa 49:9, NIB). They would also have remembered parallels in other places 

where God “upholds the cause of the oppressed … sets prisoners free … [and] gives 

sight to the blind” (Psalm 146:7-8). Whilst no longer in captivity or exile, in that strict 

sense, the people of Palestine in Jesus’ day may well have presumed that the release he 

was talking about was to be from tyranny and subjugation by the Romans. If only they 

could be delivered from the oppression they still suffered (4:18c) then their “days of 

sorrow [would] end” (Isa 60:20).
352

 Deliverance from Roman occupation, however, 

was not the sort of release which God was offering, and if that was their expectation 

then their expectations were not met. 

The third clause, in which the sent one is also to proclaim “    v                    

     ” (τυφλοῖς ἀνάβλεψιν, Luke 4:18d), is a powerful storehouse of images to which 

Luke’s readers have thereby been given access.
353

 As noted earlier, and as can be seen 

in figure 2, this is the septuagintal rendering which Luke selected over and against the 

original Hebrew MT, the literal meaning of which appears to have been: “an opening 

for those who are bound,” namely, for the prisoners. There are at least two important 

reasons why Luke has done this: to help prepare people to recognise the signs 

authorising Jesus as the one who was to come, and to enrich the readers’ mental 

picture of what the in-breaking of God’s reign would accomplish.  

                                                 
350

One sense in which the word is vividly used in the LXX is as a “channel for accumulated water to flow 

through,” according to Muraoka, Lexicon of LXX, 106, who notes its usage in respect of riverbeds (Joel 

1:20) or, figuratively, of streams of tears (Lam 3:48), also citing Preisigke I 245, to point out that the 

word is used in the papyri in the sense of “sluice gates”, a powerful image of release. 
351

Muraoka, Lexicon of LXX, 18. 
352
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353
Bauer et al., BDAG, 445-6, shows that in the NT it is often also used in the sense of receiving sight, 

sometimes of those who have previously been able to see but not necessarily so (e.g. John 9:11,15,18). 
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On one hand there is a clear intimation in Luke 7:22 that Jesus’ miracles attest that he 

was “the one who was to come” (7:19). Having heard the Nazareth citation Luke’s 

audience would have seen extra significance in Luke’s statement that “Jesus gave sight 

to many who were blind” (7:21) and later in his account of the healing of the blind man 

on the road to Jericho (18:35-43). 

Yet on the other hand, there is a clear metaphor through Scripture which uses the 

category of physical blindness to parallel spiritual blindness.
354

 The receiving of 

physical sight by the literally blind, while itself no less a real part of the transformation 

Jesus was bringing, was, paradoxically, to be primarily symbolic of a much greater and 

more ultimate release which Jesus was actually fulfilling. So in Acts 26:18 God tells 

Paul that he is sending him to the Gentiles “to open their eyes and turn them from 

darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive 

forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 

26:18, NIB). In this passage there is a parallelism so that turning from Satan’s to God’s 

power is an explanation and reiteration of the process of having eyes opened and 

turning from darkness to light. This figurative sense is almost certainly present in Luke 

4 on the grounds of Isaiah’s sweepingly figurative use of the language of blindness and 

light. The image evoked by the MT phrase in Isa 61:1g was quite similar to the 

preceding one (“release to captives”, Isaiah 61:1f), but by using the LXX’s 

interpretation Luke provided for his audience an alternative metaphor. It expressed the 

same release which Jesus had come to proclaim but this time it is release from an 

inability to see rather than from imprisonment by, or servitude to, a captor. As will be 

seen below, Luke’s incorporation of this metaphor into the citation taps powerfully 

into a recurrent theme within Isaiah with which Luke’s audience would have been 

familiar. 

Throughout Isaiah blindness explicitly occurs in eight chapters, and in all eight appears 

to be used primarily in a figurative sense. Blindness is a metaphor for a lack of 

spiritual perception (6:9-10) and for an inability to access and understand God’s 

revelation (29:11). It can be due to a lack of effective prophets and a God-given 

spiritual stupor (29:10), but there is promise that one day that access shall be restored 

so that “the blind will see” (29:18), when God comes to save (35:4-5). God’s leading 

                                                 
354

 In John 9:39 Jesus said, “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and 

those who see will become blind.” The latter part of his statement makes it clear that Jesus is not 

primarily talking here about healing visually disabled people to restore their vision, even though there 

are some in Acts who become blind. 
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of “the blind in a way that they do not know” and turning “the darkness before them 

into light” (42:16) will require them to trust in him and not in man-made idols (42:17). 

As in Isaiah 61:1-2, there is a close association with the motif of release (42:7), so that 

the blind (42:18-20) are also described as “a people plundered and looted”, all “trapped 

in holes and hidden in prisons; . . . plunder with no-one to rescue” (42:22). It is the 

blind, in Isaiah 43:8, who are brought out to be redeemed (43:1) and ransomed (43:3-

4), for God to be with them (43:2, 5), and to be gathered as his children (43:5-7), who 

were, until now, blindly unresponsive to God’s word, yet who now assemble at his call 

to be his witnesses and to know and trust him (43:9-10). Blindness can refer to 

ignorance (44:9; 56:10) or a lack of understanding (44:18; 56:11), and to a state of 

separation from God (59:2) due to one’s iniquities (59:3-8) so that those affected can 

testify that they “look for light, but all is darkness . . . Like the blind we grope along 

the wall, feeling our way like men without eyes. At midday we stumble as if it were 

twilight (Isa 59:9-10 NIB). This passage reminds us that, as well as the explicit 

references to blindness within Isaiah, there are implicit ones. Language likening 

alienation from God to darkness abounds
355

 and there is much imagery of light and 

dawn associated with God’s presence,
356

 as well as with Israel becoming a light 

through which the nations will be attracted to God.
357

  

The usage of language concerning blindness, darkness and light in Isaiah is, thus, 

overwhelmingly figurative rather than literal. By incorporating “sight for the blind” 

into the Nazareth citation, Luke was evoking all of the powerful Isaianic imagery with 

which his readers would have been familiar, in order to richly texture in their minds 

this aspect of the release he had come to bring. In addition, he may also have been 

preparing his readers to recognise those signs which were to authorise Jesus as the one 

from God whom they should be expecting.  

Fourth, the sent one’s commission to “announce                     ’    v   ” (Luke 

4:19) is yet another metaphor for release which is rich in its significance for those 

familiar with the Scriptures of Israel. By it, and its associations, even more colour and 

detail continues to be woven into the complex tapestry expressing God’s future 

liberative actions for his people. It is based on God’s instructions to Israel to celebrate 

the Jubilee year every fifty years (Lev 25:8-55). In a Jubilee year liberty was to be 

proclaimed (25:10), property redeemed and returned (25:13), the people would eat 

                                                 
355

 Cf. Isa 5:20, 30; 8:20, 22; 9:2; 45:7; 47:5; 49:9; 60:2. 
356

 Cf. Isa 2:5; 9:2; 42:16; 50:10; 58:8-10; 60:1, 19-20. 
357

 Cf. Isa 42:6; 49:6; 60:3 
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their fill and enjoy security in their land (25:19) and the poor would be supported and 

released from exploitation and oppression (25:36-37, 43). A significant passage 

sharing common themes with the chapters around Isaiah 61 also refers to the time of 

God’s favour (καιρῷ δεκτω, Isa 49:8). That is the time at which God will answer and, 

in the day of salvation, will help his people and make them “to be a covenant for the 

people, to restore the land” (49:8) and to set free the captives (49:9).  

All these various metaphors from the four clauses of the citation from Isaiah 61 help to 

add nuance and depth to the motif of liberation which Luke is portraying Jesus as 

communicating in the synagogue at Nazareth. He has come to set people free. That 

freedom is described as being good news for people captive to various expressions of 

poverty (4:18b) and being like the release: of prisoners of war (4:18c); of people in 

darkness (4:18d); of people in heavy debt or slavery, as well as dispossessed people, 

and land, restored to their rightful relation (4:19).  

3. Inclusive motivations 

As well as Luke understanding God’s dealings with the world to have mediate and 

liberative dimensions, the citation from Isaiah 61 reveals that he also sees them as 

inclusive. That is to say that God acts in his dealings to intentionally include into his 

people those who were previously not his people but outsiders, especially the nations 

of the world other than his original people, Israel. God’s inclusive motivations would 

have been manifest to Luke’s audience through resonant connections with each of the 

clauses in the citation from Isaiah 61, as shown sequentially here.  

God’s inclusive motivations are revealed in Luke 4:18a and Isaiah 42:1 when the one 

upon whom God has put his Spirit is identified as the same chosen servant of God who 

will bring justice to the nations (Isa 42:1). In his law “the islands will put their hope” 

(42:4) and they will “proclaim his praise” (42:12). The announcement of release to 

captives and recovery of sight for the blind (Luke 4:18c-d) is to be fulfilled (Isa 42:7) 

by the actions of the one he makes to be “a light for the nations” (42:6). In the last 

days (Isa 2:2) that “light of the LORD” (2:5), restored to the eyes of those who were 

blind (Luke 4:18d), will be the Light in which God’s people, the house of Jacob, will 

walk in (Isa 2:5). At that time, “many peoples will come . . . to the mountain of the 

LORD . . . so that [they] may walk in his paths” too (Isa 2:3), and “all nations will 

stream to it” (2:2). God’s inclusive motivations are also seen in the announcement of 

ἐνιαυτὸν κυρίου δεκτόν (“the year of the Lord’s favour,” Luke 4:19). That would have 

reminded Luke’s hearers’ of God’s unexpected acceptance (δεκταὶ, Isa 56:7) promised 

for “foreigners” (56:6), and their offerings, when he brings them to his holy mountain, 
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and makes them “joyful in my house of prayer; ... for my house shall be called a house 

of prayer for all peoples” (Isa 56:7 ESV). As well as resonant connections with other 

nearby inclusive parts of Isaiah,
358

 the passage from which the citation is taken goes on 

to explain some of the attraction which forms part of God’s inclusive strategy. It says 

of God’s people that “[t]heir offspring shall be known among the nations, and their 

descendants in the midst of the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge them, that 

they are an offspring the LORD has blessed” (61:9) 

4. Focusing approach  

This citation from Isaiah 61 has revealed something of Luke’s understanding of God’s 

dealings with his world—that they can be characterised by mediate, liberative and 

inclusive dimensions. In addition to that, this citation shows that Luke had what could 

be described as a focusing approach to the Scriptures of Israel. It describes the use of 

various techniques to selectively focus the attention of his hearers on certain aspects of 

the Scriptures in order to communicate his particular perspective. In this citation Luke 

shows Jesus use a focusing approach by his choice of a reading with contextually 

impacting imagery. Luke, himself, also achieves this focusing or emphasis through his 

selective use of the LXX, omission and other modifications of parts of the source text, 

and by conflation with Isaiah 58, the last of which shall be examined in another 

section. 

Luke shows Jesus using a focusing approach to Scripture by his choice of a synagogue 

reading with imagery that would have been particularly impacting in his hearers’ 

context. Jesus was expressing the nature of the salvation he had come to bring in terms 

which would have been understandable for a society with a strong collective memory 

of oppression, subjugation and national slavery in exile. Increasingly, for the free 

citizens of the Roman Empire, the legal metaphors of Paul would become more 

meaningful. For the Palestinians of Jesus’ day, however, who struggled daily under the 

burden of Roman oppression, the loads of a guilt-ridden conscience may have been 

dwarfed by comparison with their lot. Even the darkness metaphor is much less 

impacting for modern urban dwellers who rarely experience total darkness than for 

first century hearers for whom it would evoke intense feelings and memories of 

lostness, stumbling and fear. 
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overtones, cf. chapters 2, 6, 9, 29, 35, 40, 42, 43, 44, 48, 49, 52, 55, 56 and 58. 
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Luke demonstrated a focusing approach to the Scriptures of Israel in deciding to adopt 

the LXX’s rendering of Isaiah 61:1g, “recovery of sight to the blind” (καὶ τυφλοῖς 

ἀνάβλεψιν) rather than “the opening for the bound”(MT). As has already been noted, 

there is, in Isaiah, a recurrent metaphor of blindness and darkness signifying a lack of 

relationship with God. Along with that, however, is given the hope, indeed the 

promise, that one day “the deaf will hear the words of the scroll, and out of gloom and 

darkness the eyes of the blind will see” (Isa 29:18, NIB). By opting for the ‘blind’ 

rather than the ‘bound’ version, Luke seems to be affirming the causal link, suggested 

here, and elsewhere in Isaiah, between hearing God’s word and the blind coming from 

darkness into sightedness. Whether one’s inability to see is due to an absence of light 

or to a defect in one’s vision makes no difference to the outcome. Hence the 

restoration of sight to the blind (Isa 61:1g) and light breaking forth like the dawn (Isa 

58:8) will both have the same dramatic effect of enabling people to “see the light” 

when they previously could not.
359

 

Other focusing, or de-focusing, techniques in this citation include the way in which 

Luke has omitted Isaiah’s reference to binding up the broken-hearted (Isa 61:1). It 

is likely that the phrase was not sufficiently important to Luke’s purpose in the 

Nazareth narrative to let it detract from what was most crucial and so he omitted it so 

as to focus on the liberative and defocus the therapeutic aspects of his work. Luke 

may have judged that the juxtaposition of binding with the antonymous “release” (in 

4:18c-19) may have detracted from his desired liberative emphasis.
 360

 Arguably this 

therapeutic ministry of Jesus toward the broken-hearted could be viewed as in some 

way subsidiary and less central to his mission than his liberation of those who had 

been captured, blinded and crushed. Perhaps it could be seen as one aspect or 

consequence of the more immediate liberative function of his work. 

Perhaps with the same rationale, Luke de-emphasises judgment by a second 

omission, this time of the part of Isaiah 61:2 regarding God’s day of “vengeance” (ם  נָׁקָׁ

MT) or “recompense” (ἀνταποδόσεως LXX). It could be argued that it is not really 

omitted; rather the citation simply ends at that point, so that less can be read into its 

absence than if it had been omitted from within a cited passage. This might carry some 

weight except that, in this case the omitted phrase (61:2b) is not only part of the same 

                                                 
359
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sentence as the citation, but one half of a couplet, with parallels, which shares the same 

verb with Isaiah 61:2a and a coordinating conjunction (“to proclaim the year of the 

LORD’s favour and the day of our God’s vengeance,” 61:2a-b). This makes its 

absence particularly conspicuous, increasing the likelihood that Luke has intentionally 

excised it from the citation. What significance, however, is placed on that omission is 

contentious. Some might say that, even if intentional, the omission is inconsequential 

because the reader is aware that judgement is understood to be part and parcel of the 

Isaiah 61:1-2 context, so that the phrase, even though omitted, is actually still 

implied.
361

While that might often be the case, others might argue that the deliberate 

omission of a phrase in a citation, perhaps particularly when dissected from a couplet 

like this, suggests that the editor wants his readers to understand the passage without 

the force of that phrase, contrary to its original context.
362

 Like them, one could 

explain Luke’s omission of judgement from this passage on the basis that it is not the 

primary aim of Jesus’ mission and rather is merely one of the factors which contributes 

towards that. Alternatively, and perhaps most satisfactorily, a case could be made that 

the mention of judgement here has been omitted because this is a sermon outlining the 

programme for Jesus’ first earthly ministry. Judgement is not a part of that, but rather a 

part of the programme for his second coming, and even then is more a means to an end 

than the ultimate aim. Luke uses a focusing approach to Scripture to emphasise what 

he is keen for his hearers to understand at that point. 

In contrast, to intensify and extend the scope of this emphasis on release, Luke inserts 

“to set free the oppressed” (Isa 58:6). To explore other aspects of that conflation, in 

addition to its use as a focusing technique, Luke’s citation from Isaiah 58 will now be 

examined. 

4.2.3  Luke 4:18e (cited from Isaiah 58)  

As has been noted, Luke conflated his citation from Isaiah 61:1-3 with a clause from 

Isaiah 58. This phenomenon will now be considered to see what can be discerned from 

it, and from this element of the citation, about Luke’s interpretation of Scripture.  
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With only one clause from this high-impact chapter Luke taps into a reservoir of potent 

images and concepts in which his Scripture-savvy readers will be awash with ever-

widening ripples of recollection. The main new dimension of Luke’s understanding of 

Scripture that is strongly introduced through this citation source is that of a 

transformative strategy in God’s dealings. Also interspersed within and throughout 

Isaiah 58 the other previous three dimensions found in the citation from Isaiah 61—the 

mediate, liberative and inclusive—are reiterated. Nevertheless, they are so intertwined 

with, and secondary to, the transformative aspects that they will just be taken note of in 

situ, as it were, while the transformative aspects are described. This will be done in 

conjunction with a brief investigation of the original setting of the cited clause and 

what it teaches about Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with the world as being 

transformative. 

Transformative strategy 

The only content in Luke’s citation (Luke 4:18-19) which is additional to that from 

Isaiah 61:1-2 LXX comes from the insertion of the extra clause, ἀποστεῖλαι 

τεθραυσμένους ἐν ἀφέσει (“to set the oppressed free,” Luke 4:18e).
363

 As has already 

been observed, this closely resembles ἀπόστελλε τεθραυσμένους ἐν ἀφέσει (“set the 

oppressed free!” Isaiah 58:6d LXX).
364

 This comes from a chapter of Isaiah which is 

often echoed elsewhere in the NT
365

 and adds to the other metaphors which are used 

from Isaiah 61:1-2 in describing the good news.
366

 In Isaiah 58, however, the prophet 

specifically calls on God’s people to act justly, as he does in Isaiah 40-55, thus adding 

an important transformative element to what is being programmed and proclaimed in 

Luke 4:18-19.
367

  

This phrase of Luke’s citation from Isaiah 58:6 intensifies the already strong liberative 

dimension contributed by Isaiah 61:1-3 through reinforcing the idea of ‘freedom’ or 

‘release’ (ְדרֹור MT; ἄφεσιν LXX) already present in Isaiah 61:1f. Its main thrust, 

however, appears to be transformative. Isaiah 58 paints a portrait of the untransformed 

religious practices of Israel alongside a contrasting picture of the type of 
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LXX Septuaginta edited by Alfred Rahlfs (Stuttgart: Württembergische Bibelanstalt /Deutsche 
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 As noted above, the verb ἀπόστελλε in Isa 58:6d LXX is a 2
nd

 person singular present active 

imperative, as opposed to the aorist infinitive, ἀποστεῖλαι, used by Luke in 4:18. 
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transformations the Lord wants to effect.
368

 God wants his people to know that, 

although they “seek me daily and delight to know my ways” (58:2) and carry out 

religious rituals, yet “in the day of your fast you seek your own pleasure and oppress 

all your workers” (58:3). To their exploitation they add violence yet wonder why God 

does not hear them (58:4). Significantly, Isaiah categorises their practices as definitely 

not “a day acceptable to the LORD” ( ֽה ֹון ַליהוָׁ צִ֖ ֹום רָׁ  Instead God describes the .(58:5 ,יָ֥

kind of fast he does approve of, namely, one marked by transformed lives—putting an 

end to exploitation and by the enacting of compassion and justice toward the hungry, 

homeless, naked and afflicted (58:6-7, 10).
369

 It is from this context that the second 

component of the Luke 4 synagogue reading comes, describing Jesus’ mandate “to set 

free the oppressed” (Luke 4:18e). This emphasis, of Isaiah 58, on keeping God’s 

statutes and living just and compassionate lives, is also reminiscent of the practices 

commanded for the Jubilee (e.g. Lev 25:14, 24, 36, 43), which Darrell Bock sees as 

clearly tied to Luke’s account of the synagogue reading by Jesus’ mention of the year 

of God’s favour (4:19).
370

 

Isaiah 58 also gives further perspective on the ones needing this release. Not only are 

they like people captive “in a foreign land as a consequence of lost war” (αἰχμαλώτοις 

in Isa 61:1f)
371

 but they are τεθραυσμένους (Isa 58:6)—oppressed and crushed through 

being treated “very harshly” so that they are now “heavily in debt.”
372

 That is certainly 

the picture gained from the surrounding context of Isaiah 58:6d, of which Luke’s 

audience would have been very aware and in the light of which they would have 

understood the phrase. 

Luke 4:18-19 shows indications that the phenomenon which the clause describes can 

be understood as the second in a two-stage process of release. Instead of placing the 

clause from Isaiah 58:6 before or after the end of the verses from Isaiah 61 (i.e. Luke 

4:18a-d, 19), Luke records Jesus as having split the material from Isaiah 61 by 

inserting the clause (i.e. Luke 4:18e) within it.
373

 This unusual order suggests that Luke 
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intended his hearers to understand the setting free of the crushed and the 

announcement of the year of the Lord’s favour (4:18e-19) as the result of the captives’ 

release and the blind’s recovery of sight (4:18c-d). Such a causal relationship would 

make Luke 4:18e-19 contingent upon Luke 4:18c-d rather than parallel to it. If this 

were the case then the first stage of the release process would be that announced as the 

release of captives and recovery of sight for the blind (Luke 4:18c-d). Those released 

in the first stage—the ex-captive and ex-blind, newly released and seeing, people of 

God—would then set free the crushed (4:18e) in the second stage of the release 

process. The first stage would thus largely refer to the release and restoration of 

Israel—the recovery of sight for God’s blind people (cf. Isa 56:10). This, with their 

concomitant transformation, would enable them to begin to act justly to those whom 

they formerly oppressed, thus setting free the crushed (4:18e), the indebted and the 

dispossessed (4:19) by their just and righteous living (Isa 42:1).  

Isaiah 58, and indeed the whole of the unit of which this chapter forms a part, is 

dominated by the theme of the transformation which God wants to bring for Israel and 

for the world. Thus, by inserting this key phrase into the citation (at Luke 4:18e), along 

with the preceding promise of the deliverance from sin which would bring it about (at 

4:18c-d), the hope of divine transformation would have reverberated within the 

awareness and consideration of the astute listener. Indeed, closely following this 

particular phrase Isaiah reveals that as God’s people heed his call to live in this way 

their “light will break forth like the dawn” (58:8); it “will rise in the darkness” and 

their “night will become like the noonday” (Isa 58:10 NIB). Light, and its strong 

resonances with the first day of creation (Gen 1:3),
 374

 may have suggested that such a 

transformation would be like a new start for them as a people assured of God’s 

presence, guidance, strengthening, protection, provision and rebuilding (58: 9-12). It 

surely also would have reminded them of Israel’s need to “walk in the light of the 

LORD” and thereby be a light to attract the nations so that they too might stream “up 

to the mountain of the LORD”, be taught his ways and hence transformed (Isa 2:2-5, 

NIB).
375

 

                                                                                                                                             
the one verb, “announce”, for all three objects (i.e. “he sent me to announce release to the captives, 

recovery of sight to the blind and the year of the Lord’s favour; to set free the downtrodden”).  
374

Patston, Isaiah, 301, who notes that “getting fasting and Sabbath-keeping right will also mean that the 

Lord will travel with them.” 
375

Patston, Isaiah, 301, who observes that “Obedience to God and lives of justice and compassion will 

demonstrate to the world just how important and attractive the Lord is.” 
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These outcomes reiterate the inclusive dimension evident from the other citation 

source, as well as the mediate dimension, as God works to include all nations in his 

global purposes through the agency of his people, who now, because of their 

transformation, will be enabled to live “for the display of [God’s] splendour” (Isa 

60:21). Whereas God’s intermediaries are commonly acknowledged as speaking and 

acting on his behalf, here they are also representing his kingdom by living transformed 

lives. In Isaiah the underlying motivation and overarching purpose for transformation 

of God’s people is thus that the “nations will come to your light and kings to the 

brightness of your dawn” (Isa 60:3) for the praise of God’s glory (Isa 60: 6, 7, 9).  

The transformative dimension of God’s dealings with his world which Luke seems to 

have implanted in his citation is prominent not just in Isaiah 58 but the whole of 

Isaiah’s final section (Isa 55-66). This is evident in John Oswalt’s observations 

regarding the whole of Isaiah being a parallel outworking of Isaiah 6. He says it is  

 when the ‘people of unclean lips’ get a vision of God (chs. 7-39), receive the 

gracious forgiveness and deliverance of God (chs. 40-55), and are enabled to live 

as God lives (chs. 56-66), that the nations will come to know the Holy One of 

Israel. In other words, chs. 56-66 are about the marks of the servants of the Lord, 

the divine character replicated in them by means of the same grace that delivered 

them from the effects of their sin. These chapters are about the internalization of 

the law by means of an intimate relationship with the God who alone can enable 

people to live holy lives.376 

4.2.4  Luke 4:20-21  

Following his reading of the Scripture, Luke recounts Jesus proclaiming that: “Today 

this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). This statement reveals 

that Luke understands God’s dealings with his world to be mediate and transformative, 

and his approach to the Scriptures of Israel to be corroborative. 

1.  Mediate and transformative 

In this segment of the pericope Luke shows Jesus’ self-identification as the 

intermediary foretold in Isaiah, as well as adding further support to the view that the 

release spoken of here is a two-stage transformative process. If by “this scripture” 

Luke is referring to these particular phrases which Luke shows Jesus reading (4:18-

19), then it is straightforward to see the way most of it could have been fulfilled on that 

occasion. Jesus’ Spirit-imbued status (4:18a; cf. 4:14) and his commission to bring 

good news (4:18b; cf. 4:15) as well as announce release to captives, recovery of sight 

to the blind (4:18c-d) and even the year of the Lord’s favour (4:19), could be 
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considered fulfilled in his public reading of those verses. For “to set free the 

oppressed” (4:18e) to have been fulfilled on that day, however, suggests that this 

action must be the second stage of a two-stage process of release. As previously 

proposed (cf. section 4.2.3), there are indications that this release of the oppressed 

(4:18e) is the result of the release of captives and recovery of sight (4:18c-d). If so, 

then the second-stage setting free of the oppressed would be contingent on the first-

stage transformative release of God’s sin-captive people in such a way that the 

announcement, and thus fulfilment, of the former release, would constitute fulfilment 

of the whole. Jesus’ insistence that that scripture had been fulfilled “today . . . in your 

hearing” (4:21), namely, there and then, seems to preclude any supposition that Luke 

regarded that ‘setting free of the oppressed’ was fulfilled by Jesus’ prior or later acts of 

healing or exorcism (cf. 4:23). 

It is interesting to ponder whether the ἐν here (4:21) might have more force than just 

acting as a marker of position, and also be acting as a marker of means or instrument. 

If it has instrumental force then Jesus could be saying that “[t]oday this scripture has 

been fulfilled with your hearing” of it, or “by your hearing” of it. Their hearing, as 

representatives of Israel, about the release from their captivity and the recovery of their 

sight that Jesus had been sent to bring them, was what would enable them “to set free 

the downtrodden” (Luke 4:18). Thus, to the extent that Israel did hear it (and act on 

this responsibility) then the downtrodden would be set free. Regardless, however, of 

whether or not they followed through with their part, in reading that Isaianic prophecy 

Jesus had fulfilled his commission “to announce release to the captives, and recovery 

of sight to the blind, to set free the downtrodden” (4:18). 

2. Corroborative approach to Scripture 

As well as supporting the notion that Luke understands God’s dealings with the world 

to be mediate and transformative, this segment of the pericope demonstrates that 

Luke’s approach to the Scriptures of Israel is corroborative. This is shown by Luke’s 

recounting Jesus claiming to be the fulfillment of the Scripture read in the synagogue 

(4:21). Luke thus uses the Scriptures of Israel, specifically those texts from Isaiah 58-

61, to corroborate contemporary events, namely, to confirm the identity and authority 

of Jesus and interpret his life and ministry. At the same time, in a closely related way, 

Luke also uses the events of the life and ministry of Jesus to corroborate the Scriptures 

of Israel, confirming their reliability by interpreting them to show the, often 

unexpected, ways in which the purposes of God revealed in those Scriptures are being 

fulfilled. 
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The Scriptures of Israel corroborate Jesus’ ministry and future agenda as the fulfilment 

of God’s purposes. This exercise, though initiated by Luke’s recounting Jesus’ reading 

the scripture in the synagogue and claim of its fulfilment in him (Luke 4:18-19, 21), 

extends on throughout the full length of Luke’s Gospel, and even on into his second 

volume, as Luke continues his account of “the acts of the risen Lord Jesus.”
377

 Richard 

Bauckham argues that “[i]n some sense the whole narrative from Luke 3 to Acts 28 is 

recounted as the fulfilment of the hopes of restoration expressed in Luke 1-2.”
378

 In his 

view, Luke 4:18-19 establishes Jesus “as authoritative teacher and healer.”
379

 Luke’s 

two-volume account of Jesus’ words and actions also corroborates the Scriptures of 

Israel as accurate and trustworthy as his hearers see them fulfilled by the recorded 

events. In addition, understanding more about the life and ministry of Jesus helps 

Luke’s hearers to understand the Scriptures of Israel better. Bauckham notes that Luke 

reads Scripture as the Messiah taking “an unexpected route to the restoration of 

Israel.”
380

 Luke portrays and explains the unexpected way whereby the scriptural 

prophecies are fulfilled and how this fulfilment, sometimes, reinterprets them in 

significant ways.
381

 Luke regards not only the Prophets, but the Torah and Psalms, 

indeed all of the Scriptures of Israel, as dealing with things concerning Jesus which 

needed to be fulfilled (24:27, 44). In chapter 24, however, he does not indicate the 

parts of Scripture to which he is referring. In this and the next segment of this pericope 

Jesus refers to various parts of the Scriptures of Israel in order to announce what he 

had been sent to do and why, suggesting the sorts of passages from the Scriptures of 

Israel which Jesus might have used in explaining his mission to his disciples (24:27, 

32, 45). 

Mhogolo sees the literary function of Luke 4:16-30 as being to draw attention to “the 

fulfilment of the Old testament story of salvation as foretold in Isa 61:1-2.”
382

Not only 

does verse 21 make it clear that the theological motifs from Isaiah 61:1-2 and 58:6 are 

“said to be fulfilled in the person and ministry of Jesus” but it also serves “to 

commence fulfilment of the predictions and expectations” of Jesus’ birth narratives 

(Luke 1:52; 2:31-2, 34-5).  
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Luke has already been using a corroborative approach from the outset of this pericope 

(4:14-17) as he helps his hearers to observe that Jesus’ actions and history have already 

begun to align with predictions from the Scriptures of Israel. For instance, when his 

audience hears Jesus read that “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me” (4:18a) they have 

already been primed through the earlier parts of the account (cf. Luke 1:35; 3:22; 4:1, 

14) and will continue to receive corroborative information (e.g. 4:43). If, having heard 

Luke 4:18-19, Luke’s hearers then somehow miss the significance of Jesus’ exorcisms 

and healings of the sick and blind, Luke makes sure that the corroborative significance 

is not lost on them by Jesus’ clear answer to the question passed on from John the 

Baptiser (7:20-22). 

4.2.5  Luke 4:22-30  

The final segment of this pericope comprises Luke’s account of the people’s reactions 

to Jesus’ words (4:22), what he said in response to that (4:23-27), and how they 

reacted to his response (4:28-30). This segment demonstrates Luke’s understanding of 

God’s dealings with his world in the Scriptures of Israel to be inclusive, mediate, 

relational and liberative. It also shows Luke’s approach to the Scriptures as 

corroborative. 

1. Inclusive motivations 

This final segment shows a strong inclusive dimension to Luke’s understanding from 

the Scriptures of God’s dealings with the world. Luke recounts Jesus relating two 

incidents from the lives of the prophets of Israel which involved these agents of God 

dealing with people usually considered to be on the margins of society, even outsiders 

(4:25-27). Not only was God willing to bless them but he was willing to bless them 

even to the exclusion of the insiders, if necessary. Jesus told first how, in a time of 

famine, God sent Elijah to a Sidonian widow (1 Kgs 17:9-24). Though God had sent 

Elijah to her to be fed, as a result of her obedience God blessed her with food through 

a time when many widows of Israel went hungry (1 Kgs 17:15). Jesus also told how a 

Syrian leper, Naaman, was cleansed through the instructions of Elisha, while many 

lepers in Israel were left uncleansed (Luke 4:27). Those familiar with the Scriptures 

would have known that the one on whose behalf God’s mediate agent intervened was 

no less than the commander of the army of Israel’s arch-enemies—a radical and 

momentous act of grace (2 Kgs 5:1-23). 

Thus, Luke here emphasises God’s interest in the Gentiles and appreciation of their 

faith by highlighting examples of Gentiles who became recipients of God’s mercy and 

grace. These stories further interpret the Scriptures from Isaiah which Jesus had just 
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read and then taught about. They show that the good news Jesus brings “will extend to 

those at the margins of society, whether through gender, race or uncleanness”.
383

 God’s 

blessing has been extended to outsiders and some of those outsiders are receptive, as is 

demonstrated by the Sidonian widow’s testimony that “Now I know that ... the word of 

the LORD ... is truth” (1 Kgs 17:24). Naaman testifies that “I know that there is no 

God in all the earth but in Israel” (2 Kgs 5:15) and appears to change allegiance as well 

(5:17). By his inclusion of these stories Luke demonstrates his understanding from the 

Scriptures of Israel that God’s dealings with his world are motivated by inclusive 

purposes, that his relational rule shall spread to all nations. 

This inclusive hermeneutic shown by Luke is in stark contrast to the exclusive 

hermeneutic which Peter Mallen, from studies of the literature of late Second Temple 

Judaism, identifies as having been common at that time.
384

 Jesus’ indications that 

insiders will not be the only ones to benefit from God’s blessing thus cause great anger 

among the people of Nazareth.
385

  

2.  Mediate roles 

In this segment of the pericope Luke shows Jesus’ mediate role as indicated by his 

λόγοις τῆς χάριτος (“gracious words,” 4:22), his continuing teaching (4:24-27) and the 

acts which he had carried out in Capernaum (4:23). This segment reveals some of the 

difficulties faced by those intermediaries who God uses in mediate roles. These include 

the pressures which can be brought to bear on them by self-interested hearers (4:23) 

and the resistance particularly met among their own compatriots (4:24). The prophet 

Elijah (4:25-26) is shown in his mediate role as one who “was sent” (ἐπέμφθη, 4:26) by 

God, but not to those one might expect, and Elisha (4:27) as one who did not heal the 

lepers of Israel (4:27). This was part of Jesus’ explanation of a prophet’s unpopularity 

among his own which helps to show the often high cost which is often borne by those 

who serve in mediate roles. This is most dramatically illustrated by the angry response 

and murderous actions of the crowd in response to Jesus’ teaching of ταῦτα (“these 

things,” 4:28).  

Those of Luke’s hearers who were familiar with the Scriptures of Israel would have 

known that the widow of Zerephath (4:26) was used by God to feed Elijah during the 
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time of famine (1 Kgs 17:9). Luke’s decision to include this piece of Jesus’ teaching 

suggests Luke’s desire to point out that God can and will, where necessary, bypass 

those who are traditionally his people to use, as his mediate agents, those on the 

margins who might not be expected to be chosen as his intermediaries. The same can 

be said for God’s use of Naaman, the commander of the army of Israel’s enemies 

(4:27), who, when he returned to Syria with a new allegiance to Yahweh, would 

potentially have had great influence on his king there (2 Kgs 5:1, 5, 17). 

3.  Relational purpose 

Through what Luke has included in this segment he seems to have put an emphasis on 

matters of relationship and presence, or the contrasting lack of it, which supports 

previous findings that he understood God’s dealings with his world to be relational. 

The local people acknowledge their community’s relationship with Jesus, as the son of 

local man Joseph (Luke 4:22) and Jesus identifies the relational bonds and 

expectations of those in one’s πατρίδι (“hometown” or “homeland,” 4:23), however the 

pericope ends with them trying to kill him (4:29). There is a focus on the relationship 

which was present but which has been rejected, and this is illustrated in terms of 

positional proximity. Although Jesus has returned to Galilee (4:14) and entered 

Nazareth to be physically present with them in their own synagogue (4:16), they end 

up driving him out of their town (4:29). His response to this is to pass through the 

midst of them and be on his way (4:30)—their opportunity for divine presence with 

them, and relationship, had been rejected. Peter Mallen points out that Jesus’ 

vindication here (4:30) is a foreshadowing that God’s plan will not be thwarted, but his 

salvation offered to those who are more receptive (cf. 4:31-37; Acts 28:28).
386

 Luke’s 

inclusion of the reference to the sky being closed up for years and famine gripping the 

land (4:25) vividly illustrates what was said in Isaiah 58-61 about how the sin of God’s 

people effects their relationship with him. It separates them from God and stops him 

from hearing them (Isa 59:2). 

4.  Liberative actions 

This segment supports previous findings that Luke understood from the Scriptures that 

God’s dealings with the world have a liberative dimension. Jesus’ actions in 

Capernaum are alluded to in a context that suggests that it is Jesus’ miraculous 

healings and exorcisms which are in view (4:23). Luke’s use of the reference to 

Elisha’s cleansing of Naaman from his skin disease (4:27) is another indication of the 
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importance of God’s liberative actions for Luke. In contrast to the deliverance 

experienced by Naaman, both from disease (4:27) and from his allegiance to other 

gods (2 Kgs 5:17), the people of Nazareth appear, by their untransformed actions and 

rejection of Jesus, to have remained unreleased (Luke 4:28-30).  

5.  Corroborative approach 

Finally, this segment supports previous findings which showed that Luke’s approach to 

the Scriptures of Israel is corroborative. Luke recounts Jesus using stories from the 

Scriptures of Israel to corroborate his claim that “no prophet is approved of in his 

homeplace” (4:24), and possibly to justify his refusal to give in to the peoples’ desire 

for healings. What is more, Luke uses those same stories from the Scriptures to 

corroborate, for his hearers, the legitimacy of Jesus as a mediate agent of God as he 

faced the experience of rejection in his own home town (4:28-29) and increasingly 

throughout the rest of Luke’s gospel. As was noted above (cf. section 4.2.5.3), Luke’s 

retelling of the historical events surrounding the severe famine in which the “sky was 

closed up” (4:25), serves to corroborate the reliability of those parts of Isaiah which 

teach that the sins of God’s people separate them from him and cause him not to hear 

them (Isa 59:2). In this way Luke is seen to use events to corroborate the Scriptures, 

just like at other times he uses the Scriptures to corroborate events. 

 

4.3  CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, Luke’s account of Jesus’ return to Nazareth (Luke 4:14-30) has been 

examined in order to learn more about Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel. 

The chapter began by considering those major exegetical features of this pericope 

which might be of relevance to the investigation of Luke’s hermeneutical emphases. 

Each of the pericope’s segments was examined for relevant aspects of its context, 

structure and language, after which special attention was given to Luke’s citation from 

Isaiah. The texts from which Luke cited, his probable modifications of those texts and 

the cited verses in their original contexts were considered as a foundation for 

discerning Luke’s emphases in his interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel.  

That next step was then undertaken, examining each of the main segments, with 

separate consideration of the contributions of both Isaiah 61 and Isaiah58 to the 

citation. Various aspects of these segments strongly suggest that Luke understood from 

the Scriptures of Israel that God’s dealings with his world could be characterised by 

certain dimensions. Distinct mediate, liberative, transformative, inclusive and 
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relational dimensions of Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with his people are 

discernable. As well as that some of the segments reveal a corroborative approach to 

the Scriptures of Israel and others, a focusing approach. 

Having now examined two key pericopes from Luke’s Gospel, in the next chapter a 

central pericope from the book of Acts will be considered. After analysing one further 

pericope from Acts, the findings of all four pericopes will be integrated in chapter 7, so 

as to come to conclusions about what has, generally, been discerned about Luke’s 

hermeneutical emphases. In the final chapter, then, the discourse about MH will be 

reconsidered in the light of Luke’s interpretation of Scripture.



 

 

ACTS 15:13-21 

13
Then, after they stopped speaking, James responded, saying:  

“Brothers: Listen to me. 
14

Simeon reported how first God 

came with concern to take from the Gentiles a people for his 

name. 
15

And the words of the prophets are in accord with this, 

just as it is written: 

16
‘After this I will return and I will rebuild the tent of David 

that is fallen and its ruins I will rebuild and restore, 
17

in order 

that the rest of humanity might seek out the Lord, even all the 

Gentiles whom I have claimed as my own— says the Lord, who 

does these things—
18

known from long ago’. 

19
For this reason I judge that we should stop making it difficult 

for those Gentiles who are turning toward God; 
20

rather, write 

and instruct them to avoid things polluted by idols, sexual 

immorality, animals that haven’t been properly slaughtered 

and blood. 
21

For from ancient times in every city Moses has 

those who have been proclaiming him in the synagogues in 

which he is read aloud on every Sabbath.”       

     Author’s Translation 

  

ü 



 

 

FIVE 

 

LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF 

SCRIPTURE  

IN ACTS 15:13-21 

 

This third pericope is very different from those previously examined. Luke had 

positioned his ‘Nazareth’ pericope early in Luke’s first volume and used it to set the 

agenda for his account of “all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was 

taken up to heaven” (Acts 1:1-2, NIV). In contrast, the pericope in focus in this chapter 

comes halfway through Luke’s second volume and describes a critical watershed event 

in the life of the growing and spreading church. In this chapter, the context, form and 

structure of Acts 15:13-21 will be discussed, followed by an examination of what can 

be learnt from this passage about Luke’s interpretation of Scripture, which will reveal 

important dimensions of Luke’s understanding of Scripture and aspects of his 

approach to it.  

5.1 GENERAL EXEGETICAL DISCUSSION  

5.1.1  Historical and Literary Context 

Acts 15 is the crucial “turning point of Luke’s story” positioned exactly halfway 

through Acts.
387

 Until this point Jerusalem and the role of various apostles and deacons 

in the growth of the new church have been the focus; henceforth it will be Paul’s part 

in the advance of God’s Kingdom toward the ends of the earth.
388

  

The context of the pericope is Jerusalem around 49 AD where there is an important 

meeting underway to discuss a controversial issue. According to Luke, the Antioch 

church had sent a delegation after men had come from Judea insisting that people 

could not be saved unless they were circumcised (Acts 15:1-2). In Jerusalem the same 
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view resurfaced,
389

 about which the apostles and elders then met and debated until 

Peter reminded them of God’s initiative in sending him to proclaim the gospel to the 

Gentiles (15:6-7),
 
 and how God testified to their salvation by his impartial giving of 

the Spirit just as at Pentecost (15:8-9). He warned them not to test God by making such 

demands of the new Gentile believers, which was inconsistent with their belief that it 

was through God’s faith-giving grace that any of them would be saved (15:9-11). This 

silenced the whole gathering, who then listened to Paul and Barnabas reinforce Peter’s 

argument with their testimony to God’s amazing deeds among the Gentiles (15:12). 

James responds with his important speech (15:13-21), after which men are selected to 

take a letter which summarizes the findings and encourages the Antioch believers 

(15:22-30). 

5.1.2  Genre, Form and Sources 

The genre of Acts 15 is historical narrative, with the literary form of the passage under 

consideration being speech, which Marion Soards defines as “a deliberately formulated 

address made to a group of listeners.”
390

 Soards contends that Luke used the “repetitive 

occurrence, form and contents of the speeches” in Acts to unify the “otherwise diverse 

and incoherent elements” of the narrative, such as “personalities, ethnic groups, 

communities, geographical regions and historical moments.”
391

  This particular speech, 

like Peter’s before, is ‘deliberative rhetoric’, with James also proposing specific 

actions.
392

 

The question of sources for this chapter is controversial, particularly since views 

regarding this are necessarily impacted by one’s presuppositions about the relationship 

of this chapter to Paul’s letters. If one assumes that the Acts 15 account is parallel to 

the account in Galatians 2, as do some scholars,
393

 then to make sense of it, a popular 

approach has been to posit that Luke has conflated or “compressed” reports of two 

separate events into one account in Acts 15 “to save time and space.”
394

 Other 

scholars, however, make an excellent case for equating Paul’s Jerusalem visit in 
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Galatians 2 with that in Acts 11.
395

 Though Torrey’s proposal of a single Aramaic 

source has now been widely rejected, many scholars still accept Harnack’s theory that 

Acts 15:1-35 is from an Antiochene source
396

 and others suggest Antiochene with a 

“Lukan suture” at 15:1-2.
397

 If one accepts authorship by a companion of Paul, 

however, then there would have been ample opportunity for gathering of oral 

recollections about such an important event from Paul, and quite possibly even from 

Peter and other participants.
398

  

5.1.3  Structure, Language and Textual Issues 

James’ speech comprises three main segments which will now be surveyed to note 

some of the most relevant features of each. In the first segment James begins his 

speech by summing up the background to the issue (Acts 15:13-15); in the second he 

cites from “the words of the prophets” (15:16-18); and in the third he gives his 

conclusions (15: 19-21). 

Acts 15:13-15 

James, already mentioned in Acts at 12:17, waits for the proceedings to come to a 

pause (15:13). He summarizes Peter’s argument and in so doing refers to him as 

Συμεὼν, a “grecized” form of the common Hebrew name.
399

 It was “an apt way” for an 

Aramaic speaker to refer to Peter but, because Peter is only referred to once again in 

the NT like this (2 Pet 1:1), Fitzmyer seems sympathetic to the theory that Luke 

misunderstood his ‘Antiochene source.’
400

 The word πρῶτον here (15:13) should 

probably be taken as “first” in sequence
401

 rather than importance
402

 because the whole 

                                                 
395

 Ben Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary  (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1998), 442; and an even more cogent and compelling case is made for this by Colin J. 

Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History  (Tübingen: Mohr, 1989), 247-51. 
396

 D. A. Carson, Douglas Moo, and Leon Morris, An Introduction to the New Testament  (Leicester: 

Apollos, 1992), 199. 
397

Fitzmyer, Acts, 540, 544, 552-53. 
398

Hemer, Acts, 336-64,  makes a clear and plausible case for Luke having had considerable personal 

contact with Peter to gather material for both his volumes. Carson, Moo, and Morris, Introduction, 200, 

suggest a probable lengthy stay in Caesarea during Paul’s imprisonment which would have enabled 

Luke to interview major participants. 
399

 Fitzmyer, Acts, 554, who notes that it was usually rendered as the equivalent Greek Σίμων. 
400

 Fitzmyer, Acts, 552-54, who relates the theory that the Antiochene source that Luke was using 

actually referred to Συμεὼν ὁ καλούμενος Νίγερ  (Ac13:1).  He uses this theory to help support his view 

that Luke has conflated reports of two separate incidents; Fitzmyer lists confusion about Simeon’s 

identity as one of the three considerations leading to a conflation theory, evaluating the ‘Simeon of 

Niger’ mixup as “highly plausible”and concluding that Luke “undoubtedly... joined these two reports”.  

Cf. Jason S. Sexton, “Reading the Parables Theologically to Read Them Missionally: Test Cases from 

the Early Galilean Parables in Luke’s Gospel,” Currents in Theology and Mission 40 (2013): 264, who 

argues that unless it referred to Peter the reference would be “nonsensical”. 
401

 Bauer et al., BDAG, 6397.1b. 
402

 Bauer et al., BDAG, 6397.2b. 
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thrust of Peter’s address is that the salvation of the Gentiles was God’s initiative. He 

made the choice to initiate it—it was God’s initial action (15:8). Luke’s use here of 

ἐπεσκέψατο  transports the reader back to Zechariah’s prophesying that God “has come 

with concern and redeemed his people” and, of the Messiah, that “the sunrise shall 

come with concern to us from on high to give light to those who sit in darkness.”
403

 

Luke Johnson observes that the author uses ἐπισκέπτομαι “as shorthand for God’s 

interventions in history.”
404

 Highlighting the outstandingly “paradoxical force of the 

Greek” in verse 14, F.F. Bruce speaks of  God taking for himself a λαὸν (“people”), a 

term previously always reserved for Israel,  ἐξ ἐθνῶν  (“from the nations”), the normal 

term for Gentiles, usually diametrically opposed categories.
405

 This concept of a 

Gentile people of God, which most contemporary Jews would have held to be 

oxymoronic, signals that a radical paradigm shift of monumental proportions is here 

being ratified, as the church officially corrects its course to align with the Holy Spirit’s 

clear but revolutionary initiative. Yet, radical though it may seem, οἱ λόγοι τῶν 

προφητῶν are in accord with it (Acts 15:15), “so alike or similar as to match.”
406

 In 

keeping with Acts 15:3 and 7, ἐθνῶν in Acts 15:14 probably should be rendered as 

‘Gentiles’ rather than as ‘nations’, which would be rather strange in the context of 

those earlier verses.  

Acts 15:16-18  

Proceeding from this scriptural confirmation, Luke shows James quoting from Amos 

9, but with an ending which is probably derived from Isaiah 45. James quotes Amos 

9:11-12 from the LXX version, which differs from the Hebrew.  For instance, whereas 

the Masoretic text speaks of “the remnants of Edom”, the LXX speaks of “the remnant 

of humankind (Adam)”. Many scholars find it implausible that James would use a non-

Hebrew version.
407

 Ben Witherington, however, maintains that part of the Antioch 

delegation probably required the use of Greek for discussion, and that there was a high 

                                                 
403

 Luke 1:68 and 1:78, where Luke uses the same word twice on Zechariah’s lips in his prophetic song. 

Some  scholars choose to translate it differently, e.g.Fitzmyer, Acts, 551,54,  translates verse 14  “God 

first concerned himself with acquiring ... a people to bear his name.”  
404

 Sexton, “Reading the Parables Theologically to Read Them Missionally: Test Cases from the Early 

Galilean Parables in Luke’s Gospel,” 264,  noting examples at Luke 1:68, 78; 7:16; 19:44 & Acts 7:23. 
405

 Bruce, Acts, 293, observes that τῷ ὀνόματι αὐτοῦ here means, in effect, ‘for himself’. 
406

 Bauer et al., BDAG, 6999. 
407

 C. K. Barrett, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, 2 vols., vol. 2, ICC 

(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), 728, strongly doubts it because James was a Jerusalem Jew and using it 

to suit his argument better, and so concludes “with high probability, that the quotation . . . cannot be 

attributed to James”; Haenchen, Acts, 448, is even more sure that it is Luke speaking here, since “Nearly 

every expositor concedes that . . . James would not . . . have used a Septuagint text, differing from the 

Hebrew original, as scriptural proof .” 
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degree of Hellenisation among first century Palestinian Jews, especially Galileans.
408

 

Here τὴν σκηνὴν Δαυὶδ τὴν πεπτωκυῖαν is not David’s ancient residence, but rather the 

nation of Israel herself, including the temple David intended to build, in which God 

dwelt among his people, as well as the dynasty established through David but later 

discontinued. God was returning to rebuild and restore “a wholly new dwelling place 

of God”.
409

 This was to be a new community, but radically different in that it was to 

include οἱ κατάλοιποι τῶν ἀνθρώπων who would seek out τὸν κύριον because of the 

restoration of Israel in verse 16.
410

 That remnant of humanity is unmistakably 

identified as all of those Gentiles who have had God’s name attached to them or, as 

C.K. Barrett renders it, “upon whom my name has been named, that is, with a view to 

marking them out as my property.”
411

  

Verse 18, which is probably derived from Isaiah 45:21, makes clear that “this insight is 

not a novelty but is what God has been making known” ἀπ᾽ αἰῶνος .
412

 Textual 

variants for verse 18 mostly provide wordier ways of saying essentially the same thing 

as the shorter preferred text.
413

 

The context in Amos from which this citation comes is one in which Israel, because she 

was God’s chosen, had been punished by him (Amos 3:2) for her injustice and greedy 

oppression of the vulnerable (2:6-7; 3:10; 4:1; 5:10-12; 6:12; 7:12-16; 8:4-6), her 

immorality (2:7), her obstruction of God’s prophets (2:12), and her idolatry (5:26)—all 

ironically amidst a proud religiosity (4:4-5) which God abhors (5:21-23; 6:8). Despite 

God’s repeated chastening, Israel had persisted in refusing to repent (4:6, 8, 9, 10, 11; 

cf. 7:3, 6, 8), until the point at which God decided to decimate her (4:12-5:3; cf.7:8; 

8:2) and pronounces her “fallen” (ἔπεσεν), “never to rise (ἀναστῆναι) again” and “with 

none to raise her up” (Amos 5:2). Despite God’s exhortations that they “Seek 

(ἐκζητήσατέ) me and live” (5:4, 6), and act with justice and righteousness (5:24), 

persistently unrepentant Israel will be punished by God and sent into exile (5:27). He  

                                                 
408

 Witherington, Acts, 457 , also cites Bauckham, “James and the Gentiles (Acts 15:13-21)”, 160-1, 

who claims that the Dead Sea Scrolls have shown that James’ use of the variant LXX to suit his 

interpretation was consistent with legitimate Jewish exegetical practice of the day.   
409

 Victor McCracken, “The Interpretation of Scripture in Luke-Acts,” Restoration Quarterly 41, no. 4 

(1999): 181. 
410

 Gerd Luedemann, Early Christianity According to the Traditions in Acts: A Commentary  

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 168, points out that “through v.17a. the restoration of Israel and the 

Gentile mission are brought into a causal connection (ὅπως ἂν).” Witherington, Acts, 459, affirms that 

“the eschatological restoration of God’s people was always intended to attract Gentiles to seek God.” 
411

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 727. 
412

 H.C. Kee, To Every Nation under Heaven: The Acts of the Apostles  (Harrisburg: Trinity Press, 

1997), 181.  
413

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 728. 
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“will smash the great house into pieces and the small house into bits” (6:11). He will 

bring darkness, mourning, weeping and a famine of hearing the words of the LORD, 

so that people will search for it but not find it (8:9-12). God’s judgement will be 

relentless and severe (9:1-8) yet God reveals that he “will not totally destroy the 

descendants of Jacob” (9:8). When, finally, God announces that “[i]n that day I will 

raise up the booth of David that is fallen” (Amos 9:11, ESV), he uses verbs from the 

very same verb roots with which, in Amos 5:2, he referred to the fallen (πίπτω) Israel 

who would have none to raise (ἀνίστημι) her up. This would signal a joyfully 

prosperous turnaround in which God would “bring [his] people Israel back from exile” 

(9:14) and establish them permanently “in their own land” (9:15).  

Acts 15:19-21 

In verse 19 διὸ binds James’ conclusions to the foregoing argument, while the ἐγὼ is 

emphatic that it is he who is deciding, even if only as a chairman-type figure summing 

up the sense of the meeting.
414

 The compounds παρ and εν reinforce the sense of 

ὀχλέω (to ‘trouble’ or ‘annoy’) 
415

 so that James is strongly endorsing Peter’s 

indictment that they had been burdening the Gentiles with an unbearable yoke.
416

 The 

use of μὴ here with the present infinitive means “stop pestering” and so carries the 

implication of “stop hindering or obstructing” τοῖς ἀπὸ τῶν ἐθνῶν ἐπιστρέφουσιν ἐπὶ 

τὸν θεόν. 
417

  

In verse 20 James proposes that instructions be sent in writing for them ἀπέχεσθαι (‘to 

be abstaining from’) certain things or activities as the minimum requirements for 

mutual association between Jews and Gentiles in the churches. These were seen as a 

concession to the Gentiles rather than an imposition,
418

 and were:  (i) the ‘defilement 

caused by idols’ (ἀλισγημάτων τῶν εἰδώλων),
419

 which could be caused by eating food 

sacrificed to idols or by other involvement in idolatry;  (ii) ‘sexual immorality’ (τῆς 

πορνείας), which most scholars take in a general sense, but which some identify as 

“marriage of close relatives”, in line with regulations given in Leviticus17-18 for 

                                                 
414

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 729, who points out that the lack of an accusative subject with the infinitive 

παρενοχλεῖν implies, however, that James has the power to say “I am deciding not to trouble...”  rather 

than using a plural pronoun which would be subtly different (“I am deciding that we should not 

trouble...”). 
415

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 729. 
416

 Acts 15:10. 
417

 It is not hard to imagine that the threat of circumcision could be a significant obstacle for some males 

contemplating turning to God.   
418

 Haenchen, Acts, 449. 
419

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 731, tells us that εἰδώλων is a “subjective genitive: the idols cause defilement.”  In 

15:29 and 21:25 it is restricted to εἰδωλοθύτων, which is usually ‘meat sacrificed to idols.’ 
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Gentiles residing in Israel, 
420

 and yet others as a more specific reference to sacred 

prostitution;
421

  (iii) ‘that which is strangled’ (καὶ τοῦ πνικτοῦ), which meant animals 

which were choked or strangled rather than having their throats slit to drain the blood 

in a kosher fashion;
422

 and  (iv) ‘blood’ (αἵματος) which, most simply, would refer to 

the consumption of blood, however could alternatively refer to bloodshed, that is, 

murder.
423

  

There is textual uncertainty as to what abstentions are included in this ‘decree’ and 

Witherington summarizes the basic three textual possibilities as follows:
424

 

 .B and various Byzantine texts have εἰδωλοθύτων, blood, things strangled and πορνεία ,א ,74  .1

2.  45 has only εἰδωλοθύτων and things strangled. 

3. D and various Western texts have εἰδωλοθύτων, blood, πορνεία and the negative Golden Rule. 

Bruce explains that the Western text (version 3) probably developed at a later time 

when the issue dealt with in Acts 15 was “no longer a live one” and the provisions 

adopted then “were modified so as to become purely ethical injunctions,”
425

 with 

αἵματος being interpreted as ‘bloodshed’. Witherington excludes  45 (version 2) from 

being original since the omission of πορνεία is easily explicable because it has nothing 

to do with food.
426

 Thus, most scholars accept version 1 as the earliest form.
427

     

                                                 
420

 Gerhard Krodel, Acts  (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981), 58, who also points out that Luke is the 

only NT writer who “conceptually distinguished the religious-moral demands . . . from the cultic and 

ceremonial laws, the customs which Moses gave us,” citing Luke 10:27; 16:17 & 18:20 for the former,  

and Acts 15:1, 21:21; 26:3; & 28:17 for the latter.  Kee, Nation, 182, also notes that others propose that 

the requirements are based on the seven commands to Noah found in a rabbinical tractate which were 

used as the guidelines for Gentiles living among Jews. However this rabbinic tractate Sanhedrin was 

only written from the second to the sixth century C.E.  The links to Leviticus 17-18 are clearer, where 

very similar commands are given for how alien residents are to behave in Israel.   
421

 Witherington, Acts, 462-4, makes the case that all four abstentions “should be seen as referring to 

four different activities that were known or believed to transpire in pagan temples” and that James’ 

instructions amounted to a prohibition of “the attending of temple feasts and all that they entail.”  

Correspondingly, he takes James’ reference to defilement (ἀλισγημάτων), which was used in Mal. 1:7 

(LXX) in regard “to polluted food offered on altars,” as an indication that what was at issue was not the 

eating of meat which had previously been sacrificed to idols, so much as contact with idol worship per 

se.  
422

Kee, Nation, 182, notes that its omission by some manuscripts has caused some to assume that the 

earlier text dealt with religious and moral matters (idolatry, immorality and bloodshed) rather than just 

ritual issues. Witherington, Acts, 464, supports his temple-related interpretation at this point (see 

previous note) by revealing evidence that “the choking of the sacrifice, strangling it, and drinking or 

tasting of blood transpired in pagan temples.”  
423

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 732-3, sees either it or καὶ τοῦ πνικτοῦ as superfluous if it refers to consumption of 

blood, given that the primary reason that a strangled animal would be unclean would be because its meat 

would still contain the blood.  Some argue that it is due to this redundancy that καὶ τοῦ πνικτοῦ has been 

omitted in some manuscripts. 
424

 Witherington, Acts, 460, summarizes the textual variants for the ‘decree’ as it appears here in Acts 

15:20 as well as at 15:29 (from where he takes the term εἰδωλοθύτων) and 21:25. 
425

 Bruce, Acts, 296. 
426

 Witherington, Acts, 460. 
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Verse 21 has been classed “among the most difficult in the New Testament,”
428

 to 

which the great variety of commentators’ interpretations testifies.
429

 The problem is 

largely due to uncertainty as to which verse the γὰρ refers back to, as James now gives 

the justification for a previous statement.
430

  Whatever that may be is justified because 

of the “long-standing (ἐκ γενεῶν ἀρχαίων) and widespread (κατὰ πόλιν) and regular 

(κατὰ πᾶν σάββατον) practice of reading (ἀναγινωσκόμενος) and studying Torah 

(Μωϋσῆς) throughout the Diaspora.”
431

  It is most probable that verse 21 is referring 

back to verse 20, not just because of proximity but also because verse 19 has a causal 

connection of its own with the material preceding it (15:16-18, or more likely even 

15:14-18).
432

 In that case the thrust of James’ reasoning may have been along these 

lines: ‘We should instruct them to refrain from these things because the Jews 

everywhere have been hearing the Torah for so long that their cultural consciousness is 

imprinted with an internalised revulsion toward these particular things which would 

make it almost impossible for them to overlook in order to have fellowship with 

Gentiles who practice them’. 

5.2  LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE IN ACTS 15:13-21 

Luke’s account of James’ speech at the Council of Jerusalem provides evidence of 

numerous dimensions of Luke’s understanding of Scripture as well as several aspects 

of his approach to and use of it. The foregoing discussion of the speech’s major 

features has identified three main segments: James’ introduction summing up the 

recent events in question (Acts 15:13-15); his citation from “the words of the 

prophets” (15:16-18); and his conclusions (15: 19-21). This section will consider each 

segment of the pericope in turn, showing evidence of numerous dimensions of Luke’s 

                                                                                                                                             
427

 James D. G. Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles  (Peterborough: Epworth Press, 1996), 205, maintains 

that the very confusion in the textual tradition “is a reminder that the terms of association continued to 

be debated and revised during the period when the apostolic decree played a vital role as the basis of 

mixed churches.” 
428

 Martin Dibelius and Heinrich Greeven, Studies in the Acts of the Apostles  (London: SCM, 1956), 97, 

cited by Haenchen, Acts, 450. 
429
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reasons why they seem less plausible alternatives than the suggestion given below;  Soards, Speeches, 

95, calls verse 21 “an interpretive riddle.” 
430

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 737. 
431

 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Acts of the Apostles  (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 1992), 

267. 
432

 So James summarizes Peter’s argument, quotes Amos to support it and then concludes: ‘Because of 

this (Peter and Amos’ argument), therefore (διὸ) let’s not require circumcision, but (ἀλλὰ) let’s write to 

them to abstain from these other things because of (γὰρ) how entrenched Mosaic teaching is and how 

widespread.’ This reading of verse 21 also fits the context in which the Jerusalem Assembly was held 

and the reasons behind what was decided. Cf. Bruce, Acts, 296, who notes as a possible interpretation 

that: “ . . . James mean[s] that, since Jewish communities are to be found in every city, their scruples 

must be respected”.   
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understanding of the Scriptures of Israel, namely, his understanding of God’s actions 

as having inclusive and relational purposes and being characteristically liberative, 

transformative and mediate, with his intermediaries often serving with selflessness or 

suffering. It also demonstrates Luke’s approach to Scripture, and use of it, in a way 

which is corroborative, focusing and holistic, with the corroborative approach having a 

navigational function. 

5.2.1  God’s Recent Dealings and the Present Situation (Acts 15:13-15) 

1. Relational and inclusive motivations 

In Acts 15:13-15, Luke narrates James’ summing up of recent events, showing God’s 

“coming with concern” to have had both relational and inclusive motivations. First, 

God’s relational motivations are clear in Acts 15:14 in that the stated reason he “came 

with concern” (ἐπεσκέψατο) was λαβεῖν . . . λαὸν τῷ ὀνόματι αὐτου (“to take . . . a 

people for his name”). God’s wanting a people of his own like this suggests a desire 

for relational intimacy. This has been noted previously as a dimension of Luke’s 

understanding of Scripture, which is both characteristic of God’s dealings (Luke 1:68, 

77) and a goal of them, as expressed in the aim for God’s people to serve him “in his 

presence all our days” (1:74-5). God’s coming was an opportunity for God’s presence 

with his people in a spatially, even if not necessarily a relationally, closer way. Luke 

shows through James’ words, however, that God’s recent dealings have led to an 

increase in actual relational intimacy, with these people turning ἐπὶ τὸν θεόν (“towards 

God”, Acts 15:19).  

Second, God’s inclusive purposes are evident in that the people he has taken for his 

name in Acts 15:14 are ἐξ ἐθνῶν (“from the Gentiles” or “nations”). These people, by 

definition and in actuality excluded by Israel, are seen to have been included as God’s 

people in a move which was initiated, πρῶτον (“first”), by God (15:14). Luke records 

James’ reference to Peter’s report (15:13) to make it clear that God has been quite 

deliberate in his choice that Gentiles should hear the word of God and believe (15:8). 

He gave the Holy Spirit to them just as he had to the Jewish-background believers, 

οὐθὲν διέκρινεν μεταξὺ (“making no distinction between”) the two (15:9). 

2. Mediate roles with liberative and transformative elements and selfless suffering  

James’ introduction in Acts 15:13-15 also shows Luke’s understanding of God’s 

mediate dealings through intermediaries whose roles have involved both liberative and 

transformative elements, with some having suffered difficult consequences. Luke   
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shows James playing a mediate role in God’s plans by his apostolic leadership (15:13, 

19), and has already written about the roles of Barnabas and Paul (15:12). The primary 

human intermediary in focus here, however, is Peter, or Simeon, to whose report 

James refers (15:14). Luke provides Peter’s recount of how God chose that it be διὰ 

τοῦ στόματός μου (“through my mouth”) that the Gentiles would hear the word of the 

gospel and believe (15:7). The word of the gospel, having thus played a role, shows 

that God uses non-human agents, the most notable being the Holy Spirit, which God 

gave to Peter’s Gentile hearers (15:8; cf. 10:44-45). That the role of Peter, the gospel 

and, especially, the Holy Spirit in this process has been a liberative one is made clear 

by what God has done in the Gentiles, “having cleansed their hearts by faith” (15:9), 

releasing them from their sin.
433

 That cleansing, and the fact that the Gentiles are 

indeed turning towards God (15:19), is also an indication of the profound 

transformative dimension of what has taken place through the intermediaries’ 

activities. The στάσεως (“strife”) in Acts 15:2 and criticism (11:2) faced by Peter after 

the events which he reported (15:7-11) demonstrate that the role of God’s intermediary 

in this situation has also involved its share of selfless, suffering service. This is a 

dimension of Luke’s understanding of how God operates which became evident in the 

previously-examined pericope (cf. chapter 4). 

3. Corroborative approach to Scripture 

James, in Acts 15:15, reveals Luke’s corroborative approach to Scripture by 

comparing the recent events which have led to their current situation with what “is 

written” in the Scriptures of Israel. James has just referred to what has been taking 

place as reported by Peter (15:14). He now affirms that God’s plans and purposes as 

set out in the Scriptures are in accord with this (15:15) and proceeds to cite from them 

to demonstrate the significant parallels he sees with their current situation (15:16-18). 

This will have the effect of verifying that contemporary events, though unexpected 

(10:45) and highly unorthodox from the perspective of Torah-observant Jewish-

background believers of that day (11:1-3, 8), are actually consistent with God’s 

prophetically-declared purposes. This corroborative use of the Scriptures of Israel 

enables Luke’s readers to be able both to interpret current events in the light of the 

Scriptures, and to read the Scriptures in light of current events. The latter serves to 
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 Cf. Bauer et al., BDAG, 3811, and also the closely related καθαρός (3814) which is pertinent to 

“being clean or free of adulterating matter ... being cultically/ceremonially pure ... being free from moral 

guilt.”  
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verify the Scriptures, thus bolstering the confidence of those who may have been 

questioning their veracity. 

5.2.2  God’s Plan as Previously Predicted (Acts 15:16-18) 

1. Relational and inclusive motivations 

In Acts 15:16-18 Luke’s version of James’ citation from Amos portrays a promised 

coming of God which has inclusive, but ultimately more widely relational, purposes. It 

also has immediate relational ramifications in its own right. Inserting ἀναστρέψω (“I 

will return”) in Acts 15:16 to parallel ἐπεσκέψατο (15:14) helps to make explicit the 

underlying symmetry which Luke understands between God’s plans in the Scriptures 

of Israel and contemporary events. Yet whereas James’ use of the word ἐπεσκέψατο in 

regard to what Peter reported gives the connotation of a temporary visit by God 

(15:14), it is significant that the word inserted into the citation has no such connotation 

and could be seen as a permanent return (15:16). This is consistent with God’s desire 

for relational intimacy with his people, which Luke portrays as a factor motivating 

God’s plans as revealed in the Scriptures of Israel. 

The more ultimate motivation is also relational, concerning God’s relationship with οἱ 

κατάλοιποι τῶν ἀνθρώπων, the “rest of humankind” (Acts 15:17). The construction 

using ὅπως (15:17) 
 
clearly indicates that God’s return, along with his associated 

rebuilding activities (15:16), are for an express purpose.
434

 It is that this remnant 

ἐκζητήσωσιν  . . . τὸν κύριον (“may seek the Lord”, 15:17) so that, along with the 

restored Israel (15:16), all of humanity might be in relationship with their Creator. The 

type of seeking in mind here is not merely finding God’s ‘location’. For Luke’s 

scripturally literate readers it would communicate an act of seeking God to serve him, 

reminding them of some of the Psalms (Pss 13:2; 33:5; 52:3; 68:33), but perhaps 

especially Deuteronomy 4:29. There Moses had been warning Israel that God would 

destroy them and scatter them in exile where they would serve idols (Deut 4:26-28). It 

would be from that context, however, “[w]hen you are in tribulation, and all these 

things come upon you in the latter days” (4:31) that they would “seek the LORD . . . 

and . . . find him” (4:30) and “return to the LORD . . . and obey his voice” (4:31). 

Luke’s insertion of ἂν into the citation from Amos 9:12 reinforces the contingency of 

its subjunctive verb to emphasise that this seeking of God by the rest of humanity was 
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“dependent on some circumstance or condition.”
435

 Perhaps one clue to this condition 

could be the resonant promise of Moses that “you will seek the LORD your God and 

you will find him, if you search after him with all your heart and with all your soul” 

(Deut 4:29, ESV). Alternatively, from a different perspective, the condition may be 

related to whether ‘God’s name has been called over’ those in question—whether God 

has ‘called them to be his own’ (15:17). In any case, it appears that the primary 

motivation of God’s return in Acts 15:16 is to lead to a situation in which all humanity, 

universally, might have opportunity to seek out (15:17) and turn to (15:19) him.  

In addition, and as a step toward, that more ultimate and universal relational purpose, a 

more immediate inclusive purpose is apparent for God’s return and rebuilding 

programme.
436

 Luke shows James’ understanding of Scripture that God will return in 

order that, not merely the remainder of humanity, but “even all the Gentiles whom I 

have claimed as my own,” might seek him out (15:17). God desires that all be 

included, even the Gentiles whom Israel had so long excluded. The Lord’s purpose of 

relational intimacy with his creation was not only to be universal, but particular. That 

particularity is obviously necessary as a prerequisite for universal intimacy but would 

also add to the rich diversity of God’s kingdom community. Nevertheless, the disdain 

in which Gentiles had been held made it unexpected that “even … the Gentiles” would 

seek out the Lord (15:17). Inclusion of the Gentiles, however, and the associated 

opportunity for all humanity to find relationship with God, is clearly the primary 

reason given here for God’s return (15:16).  

2.  Transformative processes  

This second segment of the pericope suggests that Luke’s understanding of God’s 

dealings is also marked by transformative processes. The way in which Luke records 

James as citing these two verses from Amos 9 would likely have caused strong 

resonances in the minds of the scripturally astute members of his audience. Through 

clearer connections Luke has made the resonances even stronger in the form in which 

he cites them than would have been evoked by the same verses in the MT. The citation 

focuses on “these things” which the Lord does (Acts 15:17) which are “known from 

long ago” (15:18). They are the rebuilding of Israel’s ruins (15:16) and the consequent 
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 Bauer et al., BDAG, 437. 
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motivation because other parts of Scripture, beyond the scope of our current pericope, indicate that there 
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subsidiary and prerequisite. 
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seeking out of God by “the rest of humanity”, namely, the nations (15:17). It is clear 

that the intended purpose of the restoration of Israel, and presumably therefore of the 

restored Israel, is to cause the rest of humanity to seek the Lord (Acts 15:16-17). The 

question which arises, however, is how this restorative strategy of rebuilding Israel’s 

ruins results in the nations seeking out God, and the resonant passages strongly suggest 

an answer: that God accomplishes this strategy by transformative processes.  

There are some scattered places where the Scriptures of Israel talk about Israel’s ruins 

being rebuilt but, primarily in two places, there are recurrent mentions which would 

have been particularly resonant for hearers of this citation. One is in the latter chapters 

of Isaiah (58:12 and 61:4) and the other in Ezekiel 36 (36:10, 33). Even though Amos 

spends just five verses describing Israel’s restoration (Amos 9:11-15),
437

 Isaiah’s 

prophecy of the ancient ruins being rebuilt (Isa 58:12) is only one of many parallels 

between that chapter and the book of Amos. For Luke’s readers, the description of 

God’s people in Amos would have been markedly reminiscent of the rebellious and 

untransformed people in Isaiah 58. Isaiah 58 features the untransformed lives of people 

who piously fast and yet on that very day “do as [they] please,” “exploit all [their] 

workers” and quarrel violently (58:3-4). The parallel prophecies in Isaiah show that if 

it were to have any chance of being effective, the restorative process in Amos 9 would 

need to radically transform the lives of God’s people. It also tells of the illuminating 

effects of this promised transformation as the chapter proceeds to describe the sort of 

just and compassionate behaviour which would make their “light … break forth like 

the dawn” (Isa 58:8) so that “your night will become like the noonday” (Isa 58:10). 

That image is remarkably contrasting with the noon-time darkness described in Amos 

8:9, suggesting that Isaiah is describing the eventual reversal of the same terrible 

predicament which Amos spends much of his book describing.  

The other nearby resonant reference to rebuilding ancient ruins (Isa 61:4) comes 

immediately after Isaiah’s prophecy of God’s provision “for those who grieve in Zion” 

and his promise that “they will be called oaks of righteousness, a planting of the 

LORD for the display of his splendour” (61:3, italics added).  This helps to establish a 

primary purpose of the rebuilding or restoration of God’s people (Acts 15:16) which is 

explicitly seen to be transformative in Isaiah 58-61. This purpose is that it displays 

God’s glory (60:1-2; 61:3, 10; 62:1) and attracts the attention of the nations, so that 
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they will seek out God (60:3; 61:9,11; 62:3; cf. Acts 15:17). The rebuilding of Israel’s 

ruins results in the nations seeking out God by a process of transformation. 

The other parallel passage which would have been evoked for Luke’s audience by his 

citation from Amos, and especially the image of rebuilding Israel’s ruins (Acts 15:16), 

is Ezekiel 36. Its resonant references to rebuilding ruins are multiple (Ezek 36:10, 33-

36), yet its other similarities to the scenario in Amos include: the sin of God’s people 

(36:17-18; cf. Amos 3:10), their consequent judgement and exile (36:18-19; cf. Amos 

9:4), their profaning of God’s holy name (Ezek 36:20-23; cf. Amos 2:7), his bringing 

them back to their own land (Ezek 36:24) and the resultant productivity of the land 

(36:8, 29-30, 34-36). What the chapter adds to this familiar picture, however, and to 

our understanding of Acts 15:16-17, is that “for the sake of [his] holy name” (Ezek 

36:22) God was going to enact a transformative strategy par excellence. He would 

“show the holiness of my great name” so that “the nations will know that I am the 

Lord . . . when I am proved holy through you before their eyes” (36:24, italics added). 

He reveals that this will be accomplished by the following astounding transformation:  

I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will 

cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will 

give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove 

from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I 

will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be 

careful to keep my laws. You will live in the land I gave your 

forefathers; you will be my people, and I will be your God. (Ezek 

36:25-28, NIB, italics added) 

Not only does this passage show the amazing depth and intensity of God’s 

transformative plans for Israel’s restoration, it also reveals even more resonant 

correspondences with Acts 15. No wonder Luke can portray James as convinced by the 

accord between “the words of the prophets” and the reported events (Acts 15:15). God 

was giving the Holy Spirit to the Gentiles just as he had to Jews (15:8), cleansing the 

hearts of the former just as he had the latter (15:9) and describing this process as 

“taking … a people for his name”, which is to say, for his own (15:14). With the way 

Luke has worded Acts 15, this resonant passage from Ezekiel 36 would likely have 

helped Luke’s readers, as it may have James, to make sense of how God had worked 

transformatively within them and then, through their witness, in the lives of others, like 

the Gentiles described in Acts 15. There are even resonances here with the final 

segment of the pericope, in which Luke narrates the decision to encourage their 

Gentile brothers to avoid impurity and idols (15:20). 
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As well as the image of rebuilding ruins evoking similar parts of the Scriptures, the 

two verses cited from Amos 9 would, for Luke’s scripturally aware readers, likely have 

brought to mind the prominent and discrete unit of Amos 9:11-15. It culminates in the 

momentous final verse of the book where God promises to “plant Israel in their own 

land, never again to be uprooted from the land I have given them” (Amos 9:15, NIV). 

This may, in turn, have resonated with similar plant- and land-related promises in 

already resonant passages from Isaiah (60:21) and Ezekiel (36:28).  

Finally, as shown in figure 3, there are three ways in which the citation from the LXX 

has been amended in Acts 15:16 which are consistent with what could be expected of 

the deep, enduring and radical nature of the transformation which Luke appears to 

have understood the Scriptures to be forecasting for God’s people. First, Luke replaces 

“in that day” (Amos 9:11) with “after this” (Acts 15:16) allowing it to be interpreted as 

a continuing and perhaps progressive process, as opposed to necessarily being a 

phenomenon which would take place at one point in time. Second, while both 

instances of the verb ἀνοικοδομήσω (“I will rebuild”) are retained from Amos 9:11, 

both instances of ἀναστήσω (“I will raise up”) are omitted. The second instance of the 

latter is replaced in Acts 15:16 by ἀνορθώσω, which, although defined by BDAG as 

“to build something up again after it has fallen,”
438

 is more often used in the LXX to 

translate the Hebrew verb כון. This has the sense of establishing something firmly in an 

enduring way so that it is “set up to last”, such as God’s establishing of the world (Jer 

10:12), the house of David (1 Chr 17:24) or the throne of his kingdom (1 Chr 

22:10).
439

 Third, Amos had originally prophesied that God would rebuild Israel καθὼς 

αἱ ἡμέραι τοῦ αἰῶνος (“as in days of old”), restoring her to her former glory (9:11). 

Yet Luke’s citation of it omits that phrase, thus not limiting her transformation to that 

prior standard, great as it may have been, but allowing for something even far more 

radical and glorious, such that “nations [would] come to [her] light, and kings to the 

brightness of [her] dawn” (Isa 60:3). 

3. Mediate roles with liberative effects 

James’ citation in Acts 15:16-18 highlights God’s transformative, but also mediate, 

strategy in his continued use of Israel to accomplish his purposes, which will have 

liberative results for non-Israelites. On one hand, God is clearly portrayed as the one 
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intending to return, rebuild and restore Israel (Acts 15:16) and he reaffirms that it is he 

who does these things (15:17). Yet, on the other hand, as seen previously, his clear 

intent is to use the restored Israel as the intermediary through which the rest of 

humanity might seek him out (15:17). This will require liberative action to enable 

this—as previously uninterested blind eyes come alive to seek out the light which will 

in turn lead to further transformative effects in the lives of the Gentiles as they seek 

God out and serve him (15:17). As well as Israel’s mediate role, God’s frequently 

mediate way of dealing is also seen in Acts 15:18 by the agency of those prophets and 

others who were responsible for making his deeds γνωστὰ ἀπ᾽ αἰῶνος (“known from 

long ago”). 

4.  Corroborative and focusing approach 

The final verse (15:18) of the citation is a good reminder that Luke’s approach to 

Scripture in this segment of the pericope evidences both his corroborative utilization 

and focusing approach to it. His corroborative use of Scripture has established the 

continuity of God’s plans and purposes, reassuring Luke’s readers that what has been 

happening in recent times, as reported by Peter (15:14), is consistent with God’s 

anciently ordained modus operandi and purposes (15:16-17). Obvious parallels to 

various elements of James’ summary of Peter’s report (15:14) which appear in the 

citation (15:16-17) include God’s coming, his purpose, claiming a people for himself, 

and inclusion of the Gentiles. Perhaps Luke’s readers were also meant to understand 

Simeon (15:14), the rest of the twelve, and their associates as the proper referent of an 

Israel in the process of rebuilding and restoration (15:16). Also parallel are the 

predicted ones who will “seek out the Lord” (15:17) with those who are currently 

“turning toward God” (15:19).  Finally, to confirm all this demonstrated continuity, 

Luke’s readers are reminded by James in Acts 15:18 that these things which God has 

promised, and which he does, are γνωστὰ ἀπ᾽ αἰῶνος (“known from long ago”) rather 

than being something totally new.  

The same verse (15:18), through its very presence at the end of the citation, suggests 

Luke has a focusing approach to Scripture, since it is not part of the source text in 

Amos 9:12. A focusing approach involves Luke exercising a degree of selectivity in 

order to emphasise the aspects of the Scriptures of Israel which will best communicate 

the concepts at stake. It could be likened in some ways to modern dynamic equivalence 
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translation theory, in contrast to a more rigid formal equivalence approach.
440

 The 

phrase at Acts 15:18 could have been James’ comment on the citation rather than 

having been quoted by James as part of the citation. Nevertheless, there are other 

examples in this segment of the pericope which are less equivocal.  

Three amendments to Acts 15:16 have already been mentioned above (in section 

5.3.3.2) and possibilities discussed as to how these modifications helped Luke’s 

readers get a clearer idea of Luke’s interpretation of God’s plans and purposes seen in 

the Scriptures. Those are examples of where Acts 15:16-18 diverges from the LXX 

version of Amos 9:11-12. Other differences in that category include Luke’s insertion 

of “I will return” in Acts 15:16 (discussed above in section 5.3.3.1), which assisted 

Luke’s corroborative purposes, and the omission of two instances of “I will raise up” 

from Amos 9:11 (see fig. 3). The latter may have been merely to make room for the 

insertion of ἀναστρέψω and ἀνορθώσω, or perhaps it may have also helped to avoid 

any confusion in the minds of Luke’s readers that he might possibly be alluding there 

to resurrection.   

A different category of differences are those elements of James’ citation which follow 

the LXX where the latter has diverged markedly from the Masoretic text.
441

 They 

include the LXX rendering of  ּו  in Amos 9:12 as (”they may possess“)    י ֽיְרשׁ֜

ἐκζητήσωσιν (“they may seek out”) and of ֱאדֹום   (“Edom”) as ἀνθρώπων 

(“humanity”), differences shown in figure 3 by bold font. By retaining these translation 

differences, Luke’s corroborative parallels are effective in a way that they would not 

have been had he insisted on following the Hebrew version for James’ citation. 

5.2.3  Future Action Decided Upon   (Acts 15:19-21) 

1.  Navigational use of Scripture 

The final part of this pericope, Acts 15:19-21, shows Luke’s perspective of the 

navigational use of Scripture, as James helps plot the future course of the church in the 

light of each of the dimensions of God’s continuing plans and purposes just seen in his 

citation. James looks back to the Scriptures of Israel in a similar way to which 

bushwalkers take a back-bearing from whence they have come in order to confirm 

their position and decide on how to proceed. “For this reason” (15:19) makes clear that 
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James is basing his judgement on his understanding of what God’s purposes are in this 

present situation as shown by the purposes set out in Scripture. James looks at the 

principles by which, and purposes for which, God has acted in the past and verifies 

that they are consistent with what they see taking place.  He then uses these principles 

to help them as church leaders to discern a course of action to resolve the current 

conflict in a way that is consistent with those principles and indeed, further advances 

God’s purposes. By very clearly showing this process, Luke is reassuring his readers 

that the decisions which have influenced and shaped the growth and spread of the 

church have been taken in a manner which has sought to follow the timeless principles 

of the purposes and plans of God which are revealed in the Scriptures of Israel. On the 

basis of their deliberations and navigational use of Scripture, James gives instructions 

both to those believers from a Jewish background and those from a Gentile 

background. 

2.  Instructions for Jewish-background believers 

In Acts 15:19, James instructs Jewish-background believers to act liberatively to 

further God’s purposes which, though requiring selflessness, will enable transformed 

and attractively diverse communities likely to have inclusive as well as relational 

outcomes. In addressing the delegates at the gathering he was primarily talking to 

those from a Jewish background (15:19). His judgement that they should “stop making 

it difficult for” the Gentiles (15:19) was effectively asking the Jewish Christians to 

release them from what Peter had said was a burden which even Jews found 

unbearable (15:10). The recognition that the Gentiles were being saved by grace 

removed the theological obstacle to the Jewish-background believers liberating 

Gentiles from the compulsion to be circumcised (15:11).  

The real barrier, however, was more their long-standing and deeply engrained cultural 

bias against any contact with Gentiles, based on their belief that they were unclean 

(10:28; 11:2-3). This uncleanness, which in their eyes could only be overcome by the 

Gentile becoming a proselyte by circumcision, was not something that could be easily 

or comfortably overlooked (10:14-16; 11:8-12).  

James undoubtedly realised that it would require a high level of selflessness for the 

Jewish-background believers to overcome this deeply ingrained prejudice in order to 

accept and fellowship with uncircumcised believers. Yet, it is likely that James had 

seen from the Scriptures, not just Amos, that those who serve God as his 

intermediaries are usually called to do so in a selfless way or can expect to suffer in 
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that service. This may have helped persuade him that it was better that they decide to 

turn a negative conflict into a positive act of selfless suffering service rather than 

requiring the Gentile-background believers to be the ones to suffer through 

circumcision, which would make it difficult for those of them turning to God (15:19).  

James decided that the Jewish-background believers should be willing to put 

themselves out by liberating the Gentiles from needing to be circumcised. Through 

making their participation bearable this would result in both increased Gentile 

inclusion and uniquely diverse transformative communities which would likely have 

an attractional effect in furthering God’s more ultimate relational purposes so that “the 

rest of humanity might seek out the Lord” (15:17). 

3.  Instructions for Gentile-background believers 

Then, in Acts 15:20-21, James instigates the instruction of Gentile-background 

believers, to act selflessly to enable attractively diverse communities likely to further 

God’s purposes by liberative and relational outcomes. The Gentiles who were turning 

to God (15:20) were to be written a letter instructing them to abstain from four things 

which Jewish people found abhorrent and detestable.  It would have been a significant 

and perhaps costly undertaking for Gentiles to abide by these Jewish rules, but at least 

it would be more bearable than circumcision. Perhaps, too, James regarded that, as 

people now serving God and being transformed by him, he should expect them to be 

willing to be selfless in their service to their brothers and sisters, and so to God. By 

their avoidance of these things they would enable their Jewish-background brothers 

and sisters to have fellowship with them without turning their stomachs by their 

detestable practices. This contention is supported by James’ rationale for his 

instruction, namely the long-standing, regular and widespread indoctrination of Jews in 

these regulations (15:21), which would explain their deeply ingrained nature.  

Such concessions by the Gentile-background believers thus could not help but promote 

and enable the formation and growth of uniquely diverse and attractive communities 

which would now be bearable for Jews, since they would no longer be repulsed by the 

Gentiles’ activities. This would have liberative effects as other Jews would be attracted 

by these communities so that they too “could be saved through the grace of the Lord 

Jesus, just as” the Gentiles were (15:11). Removal of the unnecessary obstacles would 

thereby stop making it as difficult for those of the Jews who were turning toward God. 

This is a good reminder that an inclusive motivation focused on Gentiles is not an end 

in itself, but rather a means to the end that all of humanity might be represented in 
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relationship with God. Inclusivity may not be about Gentiles so much as about the total 

universality and rich diversity of worship which God desires and deserves. So James’ 

decisions in Luke’s account appear to reflect principles consistent with an 

understanding of Scripture which holds God’s dealings to be characterised by 

selflessly liberative actions and transformative strategies which are inclusively, and 

ultimately relationally, motivated.  

4.  Holistic Approach to Scripture 

The way James has come to decisions based on principles derived from his 

understanding of God’s overall plan and purpose shows Luke’s holistic approach to 

Scripture. James has reasoned that because God’s plan for restoring Israel has the 

inclusion of the Gentiles as one of its main motivations, these should thus take 

precedence over individual Mosaic laws such as those regarding circumcision—

allowing them to be overruled for the Gentiles.  Thus, for James, the overarching plan 

has trumped the individual rule. It suggests that, rather than using the Scriptures of 

Israel as a template, Luke has portrayed James as using a holistic approach where he is 

guided by the principles he finds there to introduce new policies or practices, if they 

better fulfil God’s purposes. He is willing not to be bound by the old ways of doing 

things if they are not fulfilling God’s purposes, or as in this case, if they are 

obstructing them. 

Ironically, in verse 21, James gives his rationale for maintaining some other old 

practices; although now, it seems, for very different motives. It appears that he is not 

prohibiting these behaviours out of a necessity for holiness or righteousness, but rather 

advising them out of a desire to avoid causing unnecessary stumbling blocks for 

present or potentially future Jewish brothers and sisters. This suggests that Luke has a 

holistic, ‘big-picture’ approach to the Scriptures of Israel whereby the overarching 

story and God’s plan and purposes take precedence in interpretation, and in which 

action is shaped by principles rather than taking a formulaic or mechanistic approach. 

5.3  CONCLUSION 

Acts 15 lies at the centre of Luke’s second volume, physically, but also narratively, as 

the watershed event that transitions Luke’s history from its earlier Jewish and 

Jerusalem focus to its increasing focus on Gentiles and the ends of the earth. At the 

centre of Acts 15 lies the speech of James, a piece of declarative rhetoric which sums 

up Peter’s argument, confirms it from Scripture and then goes on to propose a course 
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of action which will change God’s church forever, and with it the course of history. 

Luke uses this speech to add to his “orderly account” (Luke 1:3), to help unify it and to 

further his themes of Scripture-fulfilling, Spirit-initiated mission to all nations.  

This pericope is also valuable for what it reveals about Luke’s understanding of and 

approach to the Scriptures of Israel. Acts 15:13-21 demonstrates some of the 

dimensions of that understanding, including inclusive and ultimately relational 

motivations, a transformative strategy, liberative actions and mediate dealings 

involving selfless or suffering service on the part of God’s intermediaries. It also 

reveals several features of Luke’s approach to the Scriptures, including corroborative 

utilisation, a focusing approach, navigational use and a holistic approach. Having 

already examined two pericopes from Luke’s first volume and one from his second in 

order to try to discern Luke’s interpretation of Scripture, it now remains to explore the 

final pericope in that second volume, Acts 28:23-31.



 

 

ACTS 28:23-31 

23 
So, arranging an appointed day with him, they came to him in 

the lodging in even greater numbers, to whom he was explaining 

things, testifying about the royal rule of God and trying to 

persuade them about Jesus on the basis of both the Law of Moses 

and the prophets— from early in the morning until evening. 
24 

Indeed some were being persuaded of the things being said, but 

others refused to believe.  
25 

So, being in disagreement with one another, they started going 

away after Paul made this one statement: “The Holy Spirit spoke 

correctly through the prophet Isaiah to your ancestors  
26 

when he 

said: 

‘Go to this people and say: “You will listen and listen and yet 

never understand; being able to see, you will see and yet never 

perceive!”    
27 

For the heart of this people became dull and they 

heard with difficulty with the ears and they closed their eyes, in 

order that they might not perceive with the eyes and hear with the 

ears and understand with the heart         ,     I               .’ 
28

 “Therefore let it be known to you that this salvation of God was 

sent to the Gentiles and they will listen!”
  

30
 So he stayed for two full years in his own rented lodging 

welcoming all those who came to him,             

 
31 

proclaiming the royal rule of God and teaching about the Lord 

Jesus Christ quite openly and without hindrance. 

                                                       

            Author’s Translation 



 

 

 

SIX 

 

LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF 

SCRIPTURE  

IN ACTS 28:23-31 

  

Like the pericope examined in the last chapter, Acts 28:23-31 is also made up of three 

segments. Both pericopes begin with the present situation, are followed by a citation to 

emphasise elements of God’s plan from the Scriptures, and then finish with a segment 

dealing with the way forward in the light of what is seen there. In the previous 

pericope Luke records James seeking Scripture’s input to help decide on a momentous 

paradigm shift in the policy of the early church. In this pericope, however, the 

protagonist whose speech Luke recounts uses the Scriptures to explain a situation and 

course of action which had been in process for some time. This chapter first discusses 

some relevant exegetical features of Acts 28:23-31 before then focusing on what can 

be discerned from the pericope about Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures.  

6.1  GENERAL EXEGETICAL DISCUSSION 

After some preliminary comments about the literary form, sources and context of this 

pericope, this section will discuss each of its three segments and those of their 

exegetical features which are of relevance to an investigation of Luke’s interpretation 

of the Scriptures of Israel.  

6.1.1 Literary Form, Sources and Context 

The literary form of this pericope can be categorised as narrative into which a speech 

has been incorporated.
442

 Marion Soards classifies Paul’s speech (Acts 28:25b-28) as 
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“epideictic rhetoric with strong judicial tones.”
443

  In regards to source, Fitzmyer 

regards this pericope to have been composed by Luke with the help of details gained 

from a Pauline source.
444

 Luke’s writing in the first person plural up until and 

including Paul’s arrival in Rome (Acts 28:16) suggests that he is present, at least 

initially, in Rome.
 445

 He presumably uses third person singular from that point on 

because his narrative then focuses on the words and actions of Paul. The summary of 

the rest of Paul’s stay in Rome was “written by Luke himself,”
446

 but was probably 

informed by Pauline and Roman sources, since “tradition about Paul’s stay … would 

certainly have circulated through the church.”
447

  

This pericope’s context within Luke’s narrative is that Paul has reached Rome after an 

arduous journey. At trial in Caesarea before the new governor, Paul appealed to Caesar 

to avoid being handed over to his Jewish accusers (Acts 25:12). After an audience with 

King Agrippa (26:1-32), Paul was put under the charge of a centurion, Julius, and sent 

with other prisoners on a long sea journey to Italy (27:1-2). En route God miraculously 

spared their lives in the face of adverse winds, storms and a shipwreck (27:3-44). 

Then, on the island of Malta he delivered Paul from snakebite and used him to heal 

many people before bringing them safely by ship to Puteoli (28:1-14). From there, in 

the company of an enthusiastic welcoming committee, they walked into Rome where, 

along with a soldier to guard him, Paul was permitted to live on his own (28:15-16). 

He soon held talks with Rome’s Jewish leaders, explaining his legal situation and his 

loyalty to their people and “the hope of Israel” (28:17-20).  It is their interest in hearing 

more about Paul and his sect (28:17-22) which leads them to arrange the gathering 

(28:23-28) described in the pericope now being examined. Paul’s stay in Rome appears 

to have taken place at the beginning of the 60s A.D., during the reign of the Emperor 

Nero.
448

 

6.1.2 Structure, Language and Textual Issues  

Relevant structural, linguistic or textual features of this pericope will be discussed for 

each of its three segments: one segment on either side of the embedded citation 

segment. In the first segment, prior to the citation, a narrative component describes 

                                                 
443

 Soards, Speeches, 131. 
444

 Fitzmyer, Acts, 790. 
445

 Bruce, Acts, 503. 
446

 Barrett, Acts, 2, 1250. 
447

 Bock, Acts, 750. 
448

 Cf. Mogens Müller, “The Reception of the Old Testament in Matthew and Luke˗Acts: From 

Interpretation to Proof from Scripture,” NovT 43, no. 4 (2001): 721. 



Ch  6 –   k ’  I    p                p        A    28:23-31                              149 

 

Paul’s meeting and talks with the local Jews and then begins his speech to them (Acts 

28:23-25). The second segment to be examined will be the citation from Isaiah (Acts 

28:26-27). In the third segment, following the citation, Paul finishes his speech to the 

Jews and Luke summarises the remainder of Paul’s time there (28:28-31).  

Acts 28:23-25  

In the first segment (28:23-25) of the pericope Paul meets with the Jews who come to 

him, as previously arranged, to hear his views about the controversial “sect” of which 

he is a part (28:22-23). He speaks to them about τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ and περὶ τοῦ 

Ἰησοῦ from early in the morning until late (28:23) but with a mixed response (28:24). 

They go away disagreeing with each other after Paul cites to them from Isaiah (28:25).  

The primary matter of relevance to be discussed from this segment is how best to 

translate the central portion of the first verse (Acts 28:23), which deals with what Paul 

spent all day explaining to his Jewish guests. How Luke portrays Paul utilising the 

Scriptures here is crucially pertinent to an investigation of Luke’s interpretation of 

Scripture, even more so given the variety of ways in which this verse is commonly 

rendered. The three issues from this sentence which will be briefly considered here are 

the intended object of ἐξετίθετο, the appropriate rendering of τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ 

and the effect of Luke’s use of the enclitic particle τέ. 

The first issue is that of the intended object of ἐξετίθετο.
449

 There are two possible 

approaches. One is to assume that its object is τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ, and have it 

share that object with the following participle διαμαρτυρόμενος.
450

 Another is to 

assume that the object of Paul’s explanation is the topic referred to in the previous 

verse, namely Paul’s views on the widely criticised sect (28:22). In that approach, τὴν 

βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ is left as the object for διαμαρτυρόμενος and ἐξετίθετο can then 

either be rendered alone, as an intransitive verb,
451

 or with a generic object added to 

indicate that he was explaining about the Way.
452

 Given the immediate context of the 
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preceding sentence and the dearth of an equivalent English verb which sounds natural 

when used intransitively, the latter approach seems most satisfactory.
453

 

The second issue is how one should render τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ. It is apparent from 

the footnotes to the previous paragraph that all English translations cited there render 

this as “the kingdom of God”. The difficulty here is that BDAG, to which respected NT 

scholars usually defer as an authoritative lexicon guiding translation of New Testament 

Greek, disagrees. It contends that βασιλεία can be understood in either of two primary 

senses: “the act of ruling” or “the territory ruled by a king.”
454

 The way in which it 

glosses the former depends on whether it refers to human rule (thus glossed as 

‘kingship’, ‘royal power’, ‘royal rule’) or God’s rule (in which case, ‘the royal reign of 

God’). The latter, territorial, sense it glosses as “kingdom”.  Although it acknowledges 

that the expression usually is rendered as “kingdom of God,” the authors of the lexicon 

appear to be advocating that, in the majority of cases, it ought not to be, pointing out 

that the phrase is, perhaps consequently, often “understood as royal realm but with 

dilution of the primary component of reigning activity.” Doubtless the phrase has 

achieved the status of a technical term and is thus understood by most biblical scholars 

in the way it is meant rather than the way it is expressed. Nevertheless, in the interests 

of clarity, for the sake of non-expert readers and to avoid the semantic confusion and 

dilution of which BDAG warns, the rendering of this phrase must be carefully 

weighed. In the absence of evidence to the contrary it seems best to follow BDAG’s 

implied advice and, by using language of rule to express it, make it clear that the sense 

of territory is not inherent in most usage of this phrase. Because “reign” is a somewhat 

archaic term, and due to its tendency to refer to the period of a monarch’s rule, perhaps 

the best way to render the phrase in this context is “the royal rule of God.” 

The third exegetical issue concerns how the twin occurrence of the enclitic particle τέ 

affects the meaning of this sentence. The first τέ is believed by BDAG to be 

connecting the two participles διαμαρτυρόμενος (“testifying about”) and πείθων 

(“trying to persuade”).
455

 If this is correct, and assuming that Luke does not intend the 

two participles to be sequential, they must therefore be coordinate, namely, “equal in 
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rank and fulfilling identical functions.”
456

 If the participles are coordinate it thus seems 

likely that Luke intended the prepositional phrase which follows them to apply to both 

equally, so that, significantly, Paul both testified about God’s rule and tried to 

persuade them about Jesus, on the basis of the Scriptures. Although there is a comma 

before the second of these two participles in the NA27 text, that punctuation was not 

part of the original, having been added at a later stage, and should not unduly influence 

translators to separate what the τὲ has clearly connected. The second τὲ is usually 

translated in combination with the following καί to render the phrase as “both from the 

Law of Moses and the prophets.”
457

 Its position preceding the article there would seem 

to rule out its operation as part of a τὲ … καί construction,
458

 however, Blass and 

Debrunner identify it as such, pointing out what appears to be an exception overriding 

this rule, perhaps influenced by Classical Greek.
459

 

A rendering of Acts 28:23 which takes these three factors into account is thus as 

follows. “So, arranging an appointed day with him, they came to him in the lodging in 

even greater numbers, to whom he was explaining things, testifying about the royal 

rule of God and trying to persuade them about Jesus on the basis of both the Law of 

Moses and the prophets—from early in the morning until evening.” I. Howard 

Marshall observes, correctly, that the OT says a lot about God reigning yet very rarely 

uses the term “kingdom” with reference to God.
460

 He concludes from this, however, 

that in Acts 28:23 it is not surprising that it is Paul’s speaking about Jesus, rather than 

about the kingdom of God, which is based on the Scriptures. Marshall cites Acts 17:2-

3 and 18:5 to demonstrate that Paul used the Scriptures of Israel to preach Jesus’ 

messianic identity to the Jews. Even that process itself, however, would have required 

some testimony from the Scriptures about God’s royal rule. Marshall’s inference that 

Paul would not also have used the Scriptures to testify about God’s royal rule is 

questionable. Given his observation of the prevalence of divine rule in the OT, the close 

relationship of that with the reality of Jesus’ role in that rule make it surprising if Paul 

                                                 
456

 Soanes and Stevenson, Concise Oxford English Dictionary. 
457

 Cf: KJV, ESV, NET.  
458

 Bauer et al., BDAG, 7280, explain that “when used with a noun that has the article τέ comes after the 

latter: ὅ τε στρατηγὸς … καὶ οἱ ἀρχιερεῖς Ac 5:24; cp. Lk 23:12; J 2:15; Ac 8:38; 17:10; 27:1; Hb 2:11 

… Lk2:16” each of which manifestly follow that rule. 
459

F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature, trans. Robert Funk (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 230.“Correlative τὲ comes 

as a rule after the first word of the pair that is to be correlated. Exception: it follows a preposition which 

precedes and governs both of the words to be connected.” 
460

 I. Howard Marshall, “Acts,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. 

K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 600. 



152                        Ch  6 –   k ’  I    p                p        A    28 23-31         

 

had not used the Scriptures at times when explaining to Jews about God’s rule, as this 

pericope suggests that he did.  

Acts 28:26-27   

In the second segment (Acts 28:26-27) of this pericope, Paul cites from Isaiah 6. 

Luke’s interpretation of Isaiah has influenced the way in which he has recounted 

Paul’s speech, thus the differences between the source in its MT form and Luke’s 

version of how Paul quoted it are pertinent to this investigation. These differences, 

some of which arise through Luke’s use of the LXX, are shown in figure 4. A 

comparison is made there between Acts 28:26-27 and its potential MT and LXX sources, 

with line numbers corresponding to those noted here in the text. Luke utilises LXX 

differences from the MT to focus the attention of his audience on four related 

emphases.  

First, Luke emphasises foreknowledge rather than predestination by adopting the LXX 

translators’ rendering of MT imperatives as future indicative verbs (in lines 4 and 6) 

and an aorist passive (in line 8). This effectively transforms the MT commands into 

predictions (lines 4, 6) and allows Luke to later use this (line 8) as an explanation of 

what has happened to the Jews to make them non-receptive, instead of an instruction to 

Isaiah of what he is to cause among his listeners.  

Second, Luke puts an emphasis on causal relationship by embracing the LXX 

translators’ insertion of an inferential conjunction (in line 8). This enables Luke to later 

use line 10 to explain why so many of the Jews would never see nor understand.  

Third, Luke emphasises the people’s rejection of the message and de-emphasises 

God’s rejection of them. In the MT, hiphil imperative verbs (in lines 8, 9) show Isaiah 

under instruction to cause Israel’s hearts and ears to be insensitive and unresponsive. 

The LXX translators have changed them to aorist passive (line 8) and active (line 9) 

verbs, which merely state the fact that their heart became dull, and their ears 

unresponsive, moving the focus away from God’s sovereign role in causing their lack 

of perception. 

Next the LXX translators go a step further, and Luke embraces their amendment from 

Isaiah sealing up Israel’s eyes, to their having closed their own eyes (line 10). This 

would have had the effect of bringing to the forefront of Paul’s speech the dimension 

of personal responsibility so that the recalcitrant Jews would see their own culpability 

for rejecting Paul’s proclamation. This is in contrast to the MT source where the  
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Figure 4 1



 

 

emphasis is so much on the dimension of divine sovereignty that it seems as if the 

Israelites had little choice in the matter. For Luke, and perhaps even more usefully for 

Paul, it would reduce the possibility of the Jews complaining of unfairness that they 

should be held responsible for something over which they apparently had no control 

and thus no real opportunity to respond. 

Fourth, and finally, Luke emphasises God as being the source of salvation by adopting 

an LXX change from an unspecified third person subject doing the healing (“heal 

itself”), to a first person subject (“I will heal them”) who is clearly God (line 15). This 

would prevent people misunderstanding the MT  in its lack of clarity around who is 

able to bring healing and restoration. 

Acts 28:28-31  

In the third and final segment of this pericope Paul finishes his speech to the Jews and 

the narrator describes Paul’s future activities there (28:28-31).   One issue of particular 

relevance to Luke’s interpretation of Scripture is the question of the function of αὐτοὶ 

and ἀκούσονται (28:28). The nominative masculine plural reflexive pronoun, αὐτοὶ, is 

being used here as an intensive marker, “setting an item off from everything else 

through emphasis and contrast.”
461

 By specifically directing attention toward the 

Gentiles “to the exclusion of other lexical units,” it behaves in an almost demonstrative 

manner.
462

 The verb ἀκούσονται is a third person plural middle voice future indicative 

form of ἀκούω, “to heed or give careful attention to.” According to Wallace it is here 

being used both as an intensive (or indirect) middle, as well as a redundant middle, by 

virtue of it acting “in a reflexive manner with a reflexive pronoun.”
463

 By using all of 

these strong means of emphasis, Luke is here focusing maximal attention toward the 

Gentiles and the fact that, in contrast to the Jews, THEY will take heed.  

6.1.3  Conclusion 

This section has discussed some relevant exegetical features of the three segments 

which make up this narrative pericope with its embedded speech. It has clarified how 

Luke depicts the nature and scope of Paul’s use of the Scriptures in his long meeting 

with the Jews in Rome. It has also demonstrated Luke’s emphasis on four alternative 

perspectives of Isaiah’s message through his adoption of LXX changes to the MT. 
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Finally it has shown how Luke has used various means to focus attention and emphasis 

on the contrast between the Jewish and Gentile responses.  

6.2  LUKE’S INTERPRETATION IN ACTS 28:23-31 

In the previous section of this chapter the main structural, literary and linguistic 

features of each of the three segments of Acts 28:23-31 have been examined and those 

same three segments will each now be explored for evidence of how Luke interprets 

the Scriptures of Israel. In the first segment (28:23-25), Luke gives an account of 

Paul’s all-day meeting with the Jews of Rome and its ironic and tragic result in which 

his message about God’s rule is largely rejected by the very ones who had traditionally 

been God’s people. In the second segment (28:26-27), Luke records Paul’s explanatory 

citation from Isaiah about an analogous situation from the Scriptures of Israel. In the 

third and final segment (28:28-31), Luke shows the way forward in the light of the 

Scriptures by portraying Paul’s parting words to his Jewish visitors and summarising 

his activity during his following two years in Rome.  

Thus, in these three segments Luke compares a current situation with a somewhat 

similar past scenario from the Scriptures and then portrays continuing events in a 

manner consistent with God’s purposes and activities as seen there. On the basis of this 

pericope, the analysis below reveals dimensions of Luke’s understanding of God’s 

dealings in Scripture which involve recurrent potentially liberative, often rejected, 

mediate roles, with relational purposes.  In addition to those dimensions occurring in 

all three segments, however, there emerges an inclusive dimension, as well as some 

other features, such as corroborative, holistic and focusing aspects of Luke’s approach 

to Scripture. Some of these features are similar to those observed in previous 

pericopes, though with different emphases. 

6.2.1  Paul’s conference with the Jews (Acts 28:23-25)  

The first segment of the pericope, Acts 28:23-25, describing Paul’s instruction of the 

Jews in Rome, and their response, reveals mediate, liberative, and relational 

dimensions of how Luke understands God’s dealings with his world, as well as 

demonstrating Luke’s corroborative use of Scripture. 

1. Mediate roles with liberative potential, and often rejection 

This segment reveals Luke’s understanding of the mediate roles of Paul and other 

agents as God’s intermediaries in his dealings with his world. Paul’s role is shown to 

have various facets, with Luke portraying Paul as explaining and testifying about the 
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royal rule of God and trying to persuade his hearers regarding Jesus (28:23), as well as 

evaluating his hearers’ reception of the message and responding to them appropriately 

(28:25). In the same way, Luke shows God also having used Jesus, Moses, the 

Prophets and the Law or Word of God to carry out his purposes in his world (28:23). 

In addition, the Holy Spirit uses Isaiah as his mouthpiece to proclaim, and 

enscripturate, his Truth (28:25b, 26a). Thus Paul’s statement shows Luke’s view of 

Scripture: that it is ultimately the Holy Spirit who speaks but that he does it through 

agents like the prophets (28:25). 

On one hand, Luke portrays these mediate roles as having the liberative potential to 

free and rescue people. This is apparent in that the combined contributions of the 

above agents, whether past or present, result in some Jews “being persuaded” (28:24) 

about Jesus, the salvation of God (28:23). Although that potential is not always 

realised, it is nonetheless present. Here, Luke reports with an imperfect verb that some 

“were being” persuaded, but does not actually reveal whether any did receive salvation 

that day (28:24).  

On the other hand, Luke’s portrayal of Paul shows his understanding that these 

mediate roles often involve suffering through rejection of one’s message, and even 

one’s person. Despite Paul’s selfless investment of long hours that day to give his 

Jewish hearers the opportunity to hear the good news and believe, Luke reports 

division amongst the Jews in their response to his message. Although some “were 

being persuaded,” others “were refusing to believe” (28:24), and Luke emphasises this 

by their disagreement with each other and their beginning to depart (28:25). It is also 

clear from the context of his house arrest and “chain” (28:16, 20) that, in Paul’s past 

experience, rejection had been just as much of the messenger as the message. Robert 

Tannehill suggests that Luke had been drawing obvious parallels between Paul and 

Jesus, reinforcing “the portrait of Paul as a true follower of Jesus in facing the same 

sort of rejection and suffering.”
464

 Paul summarises the circumstances of his arrest and 

trial in his initial meeting with the local Jewish leaders (28:17-20) such that his 

“experience as a prisoner recapitulate[s] Jesus’ experience of rejection and 

suffering.”
465
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This suffering service of God’s agents through rejection is consistent with Luke’s 

portrayal of Jesus’ visit to Nazareth in Luke 4:22-30 (see chapter 4), where Luke 

showed that he understood this as having been characteristic of God’s purposes and 

dealings through the prophets (Luke 4:22).  Luke’s account of Paul’s restriction to his 

house (28:16), his bound state (28:20) and the refusal of many of the Jews to believe 

(28:24-5) might have brought to the minds of Luke’s audience another of God’s 

agents, whom Yahweh had made “a watchman for the people of Israel” to “give them 

warning from me” (Ezek 3:17). The Spirit told Ezekiel to “Go, shut yourself within 

your house”, saying “you … shall be bound … so that you cannot go out … ” (Ezek 

3:24-5, ESV) and prepared him that some of these “rebellious” people would refuse to 

listen (3:27). These resonant parallels would have helped Luke’s audience to see Paul 

as an intermediary of God following in the steps of the selfless, and often suffering, 

prophets of long ago. 

2.  God’s royal relational rule as goal 

Another dimension of Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings shown here is the goal 

of God’s universal royal rule, and his relationship with his people as the subjects of 

that rule. Paul explained about the Way that day, using the Scriptures both to testify 

about God’s rule, not his realm, and to try to persuade his hearers about Jesus (Acts 

28:23). That royal rule, according to the Scriptures, arrives through, and is fulfilled in, 

King Jesus (Acts 17:7). Paul’s purpose was that his hearers might trust in Jesus and 

enter into God’s royal rule (26:18-20).   

Luke’s deliberate mention that “they came to him” (28:23) leads on to the hearers’ 

encouraging interest in Paul’s message; but hope of a turnaround then sinks again as 

Luke clearly contrasts their coming with the revelation that Paul’s guests “started 

going away” (28:25). Their departure is not only a consequence of their rejection of 

Paul’s message but is also illustrative of their relationship with God.  For Luke, their 

spatially moving away from God’s agent, Paul, symbolises their relational distance 

from God.  Luke uses language of proximity to signify opportunities for people to 

submit to God’s rule in their lives, as seen in his account of Jesus’ sending out of the 

seventy-two. There he taught his messengers that whenever they were not welcomed in 

a town they were to wipe the dust from their feet and tell the residents to “be sure of 

this: God’s royal rule has come near” (Luke 10:10-11).  This spatio-directional 

metaphor is carried through into Acts with images such as entering into God’s royal 

rule (14:22), and exhortations such as that which the apostles spoke to the people of 
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Lystra to “turn from these worthless things to the living God,” who, “in the past, … let 

all nations go their own way” (Acts 14:15-16, italics added). 

3.  Corroborative approach to Scripture 

Finally, this first segment of the pericope clearly shows two instances of Luke’s 

corroborative approach to Scripture. First, in Acts 28:23, Luke shows Paul using “the 

Law of Moses and the prophets” in a corroborative way to help explain, confirm and 

persuade his hearers about the events concerning Jesus as well as, arguably, about 

God’s royal rule.
466

 Even if one were to restrict Paul’s use of the Scriptures in Acts 

28:23 to his attempts to persuade them about Jesus, this would necessarily contribute 

to Paul’s explanation about God’s royal rule. This is because the Scriptures of Israel 

show that Jesus and the promise of God’s rule go together, since for Luke the Lord 

Jesus is at the centre of God’s plan for his universal rule (Luke 24:27, 44-49; Acts 

3:18-26).
467

 Using Scripture to confirm and explain the reasons behind Jesus’ life, 

death and resurrection in turn enables those contemporaneous events to illuminate and 

deepen Luke’s audience’s understanding of themes and purposes from the Scriptures 

of Israel, and hence of God’s concerns and purposes. This serves to show the value and 

importance Luke places on the Scriptures of Israel, not only for confirming and 

convincing people about Jesus but also for understanding God’s royal relational rule, 

and how that fits in with his global plans and purposes (28:23b, 31b).  

Second, Luke uses Scripture corroboratively in Acts 28:25 when he shows Paul saying 

“The Holy Spirit spoke correctly …” and then proceeding to cite from Isaiah. The 

potentially perplexing question facing Luke’s audience would have been why the Jews 

were rejecting Paul’s proclamation when they had supposedly been God’s chosen 

people, and expert in the Scriptures. If Paul’s claims about the prophecies and events 

were really true then why would the Jews not be turning en masse to their Messiah? 

Paul saw Isaiah’s words as applicable and appropriate to the situation in which the 

Jews were rejecting his message. Luke thus uses the citation from Isaiah to corroborate 

current events by showing that they are within God’s plans and not some sort of 
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‘mistake’ which might cause them to doubt the veracity of Paul’s proofs. Luke’s 

corroborative use of the Scriptures in these ways would reassure Theophilus and the 

rest of Luke’s audience that they “might know the certainty of” the things they had 

been taught (Luke 1:4). They could trust what they had been taught about the 

significance of Jesus and his life, death and work, because the Scriptures backed it up. 

Despite its rejection by many Jews, they could trust what they had been taught about 

Jesus’ royal rule because these puzzling events were yet in accordance with God’s 

purposes.  

6.2.2  Paul’s citation from Isaiah (Acts 28:26-27) 

The Isaianic second segment of this pericope evidences dimensions of Luke’s 

understanding of God’s dealings which, like the first segment, include mediate, 

potentially liberative roles that require preparedness for suffering rejection. Also 

similarly to the first segment, there are signs of God’s relational purposes, and it 

continues the corroborative exercise which Luke began in the previous verse (28:25).  

1.  Mediate roles with liberative potential 

The agent in the mediate role in this citation is Isaiah, despite Paul’s applying it to his 

own situation. Whereas in the first segment the modes in which Paul carried out his 

mediate role were predominantly verbal, here it becomes obvious that to “go” is, in 

this case, just as important an element of that role. It is significant that Luke records 

Paul’s words as “Go to this people and say …” (28:26) rather than “Go and say to this 

people,” which is what appears in our extant version of the LXX and MT (Isa 6:9), as 

shown in figure 4. Although only subtly different, it is more applicable to Paul’s 

situation, which usually required him to travel extensively to take God’s message to 

people (certainly in this case), compared to Isaiah, who lived among the people to 

whom God sent him to speak (Isa 6:5). The citation of Isaiah 6:9-10 could be expected 

to have brought to the minds of Luke’s audience the wider context of Isaiah 6:1-13. It 

would likely have caused them to ponder some of the similarities between what was 

involved for Isaiah and for Paul in the process of being sent by God to represent him as 

an intermediary in his global purposes. If, by having Paul cite this passage from Isaiah, 

Luke had in mind a larger context, perhaps he wanted to signal something of the 

anguish that Isaiah feels in being the bearer of such news of God’s judgement, 

especially to his own people. The words given Isaiah to proclaim were so bitter that he 
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cries out “Until when, Lord?!” (Isa 6:11).
468

 That Paul felt similar anguish in his 

situation, whilst not explicit in this pericope, is certainly evident elsewhere (Rom 9:2-

3).  

Another mediate role in this segment is played by the implicit message of truth which 

is the object of the unsuccessful listening, seeing and perceiving of Israel. The role of 

Isaiah and of God’s message, like that of the agents in the first segment, has liberative 

potential, as seen in Israel’s opportunity to see, perceive, hear and turn and be healed 

(28:26-7). As discussed in relation to the pericopes from Luke 1 and Luke 4, the motifs 

of blindness or darkness, and sight or light, are commonly and powerfully used in 

Scripture to symbolise bondage to ignorance and rescue by illumination, respectively 

(see chapters 3 and 4).  

One might, at this point, object and ask whether it can truly be said that there is 

liberative potential when Isaiah was apparently sent with the intention that his 

audience would not listen. This is a valid question; however the LXX version used by 

Luke affirms that the opportunity of salvation was definitely present (see fig. 4). In line 

5 of figure 4 the LXX implies prediction (“and yet never understand”) in contrast to the 

overtones of predestination, and even reprobation (“do not understand”), carried by the 

MT (Isa 6:9). Luke’s words from the LXX state merely that rejection happened (“the 

heart of this people became insensitive”, line 8), and was even their choice (“they 

closed their eyes”, line 10), thus deemphasizing the divine judgement (“make the heart 

of this people insensitive”, line 8; “seal tight its eyes”, line 10) implied in the MT (Isa 

6:10). The LXX, followed by Luke, adds a γὰρ to clearly spell out the causal 

relationship between the prediction in 28:26 and its cause in 28:27—they would never 

understand or perceive because they actively rejected the message—“they closed their 

eyes.” This causal relationship between Isaiah 6:9 and 6:10 is absent in the MT. This is 

not to suggest that the meaning has definitively been altered here, just that the 

emphasis has subtly shifted. A further ‘refinement’ in the LXX version is that, in line 

15, it emphasises God as the source of the potential salvation (“I will heal them”) over 

against the more passive construction (“find healing for itself”) of the MT (Isa 6:10). 
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2.  Relational dimension 

A relational dimension is also present in this segment of the pericope (Acts 28:26-7), 

albeit not as prominent as in the first segment. In the original context of the citation, 

God desired relationship with his people (Isaiah 1:18; 5:1), but that required 

submission to God’s rule (1:19), without which they would, and did, encounter his 

punishment (1:20; 5:5-30). God sent his representative, Isaiah, to go and, in their 

presence, to speak to them (6:9). Similarly, Luke narrates Paul’s sending to be present 

with and speak to the Roman Jews to encourage them to turn (or return) to God (Acts 

28:23). This is consistent with Luke’s understanding from the Scriptures that God 

desires all people to be in relationship with him, ultimately incorporated into the realm 

of his rule and dwelling together with him.  

3.  Continuing corroboration 

In addition to what has been noted above, there is a further way in which the citation 

from Isaiah has been very useful for Luke’s (and Paul’s) corroborative aims. The 

translators of the LXX rendered the hiphil imperative verbs from Isaiah 6:10a as aorist 

indicatives (see lines 8-10 of fig. 4). Whatever reasons those translators may have had, 

they are unlikely to have realised how useful this would make their work in Luke’s 

hands some centuries later as a type of divine commentary on recent events. Perfectly 

suited to referring back to a past event, it would serve to explain the recalcitrance of 

many of the Jews in response to Paul’s instruction and help to reassure Luke’s 

audience that they could be certain of the things they had been taught.  

6.2.3  Paul’s continuing role in Rome (Acts 28:28-31)  

In the third segment of this pericope, Acts 28:28-31, Luke narrates Paul’s final words 

to the Jews and then concludes his epic account with a summary of Paul’s continuing 

activities in Rome. It reveals dimensions of Luke’s understanding of God’s dealing in 

the Scriptures of Israel similar to those seen in the first two segments, as well as an 

inclusive dimension and further evidence of a corroborative and a holistic approach to 

the Scriptures. 

1.  Continuing mediate role with liberative potential 

This final segment, like the first two in this pericope, reveals mediate roles with 

liberative potential. Paul’s mediate role is illumined even further in its different facets 

as Luke continues, in this segment, to show his understanding of God’s dealings with 

his world as found in the Scriptures. Paul sees his responsibility to the Jews as to 
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γνωστὸν … ἔστω ὑμῖν (Acts 28:28) and this is an important role of God’s agent—to 

make things known to people. As previously seen, verbal means are important in 

making God’s salvation known and this is reiterated as Luke portrays Paul κηρύσσων 

and διδάσκων, with his topics of choice being τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ and τοῦ κυρίου 

Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (28:31). Luke also informs his audience of the manner in which Paul 

spoke about these things, namely μετὰ πάσης παρρησίας (28:31). Luke, however, also 

portrays Paul’s mediate role as involving other equally important non-verbal facets. In 

order to be able to make God’s salvation known in Rome Paul stayed on there for two 

full years chained under house arrest, paying the expense of his lodging there and 

welcoming everyone who entered his home (28:30). It was those prerequisite actions 

which allowed Paul the opportunity of talking with his visitors about his favourite 

topics. So Paul’s mediate role involved many facets, not all of them verbal.  

In addition to Paul’s mediate role, Luke notes two others with mediate roles in this 

segment. He tells his audience, in Paul’s words, that “this salvation … was sent” 

(28:28), suggesting that the gospel itself has a mediate role. Also, when he names 

Jesus here, Luke includes his title as Messiah, reminding the audience of the Lord 

Jesus’ anointed role as God’s supreme agent (28:31). These same elements, “the 

salvation of God” (28:28), as well as the title, and the very name, of “Jesus” (28:31), 

remind Luke’s audience of the intensely liberative dimension of these mediate roles. In 

this segment what was previously only liberative potential is realised in almost 

tangible liberative outcomes. This is clear from Paul’s confident assertion that “they 

will listen!” (28:28) and, in Acts 28:31, by the narrator’s concluding affirmation that 

Paul’s hospitable proclamation and teaching went on quite openly and ἀκωλύτως 

(“without hindrance”). That is Luke’s final word: the unhindered spread of the 

liberative good news of the royal rule of the Lord Jesus the Messiah, from the centre of 

the ends of the earth, by God’s faithful intermediaries. 

2.  Purposively relational 

In this final segment, Luke shows, once again, his understanding of God’s purposive 

advance of his royal relational rule, through Jesus. Luke shows Paul welcoming all 

who came to him during those two years in Rome and thereby giving an open 

opportunity for all to hear about and submit themselves to God’s plans of universal 

royal rule under the kingship of the Lord Jesus (28:31). Paul was like God’s 

ambassadorial presence in that capital city of the contemporary world. It is interesting 

that Luke tells his audience that Paul stayed in Rome for two years, the same period for 
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which he found it necessary to keep holding his daily discussions in Ephesus “so that 

all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord” 

(19:10). This may even be Luke’s hint to suggest that it suited Paul’s strategic 

missionary purposes to be there for that time. His being there, in that selfless but 

liberative mediate role as God’s agent, enabled whosoever wanted, both Jews and 

Gentiles, with no one excluded, to hear the good news and so have “an open door to 

the presence of God.”
469

 That “this salvation of God was sent to the Gentiles” (28:28) 

reminds Luke’s audience of what they had learnt from his two volume account, that 

Jesus—Yeshua, meaning “Yahweh saves”—indeed came to the people of this world 

for the purpose of bringing people into transforming relationship with the living God, 

to be able to dwell forever in his presence serving under his rule. This is reminiscent of 

the pervasive motif of divine visitation which has been observed, in one form or 

another, in each of the three other pericopes (cf. Luke 1:68, 78; 4:16, 18; Acts 15:14, 

16).  

Luke had revealed the royal rule of God and Jesus’ part in that, according to Scripture, 

as having been the focus of Paul’s teaching of his Jewish visitors (28:23). Now Luke 

returns to this in the final verse of the book, telling his audience that Paul continued to 

proclaim and teach these things (28:31). This is especially significant in view of 

Luke’s use of inclusio here with the same focus in Acts 1:1-3.
470

 Luke finishes this 

pericope, and indeed his whole book, with the assurance that it was progressing toward 

its goal, as Paul proclaimed and taught quite openly and without hindrance (28:31). 

3.  Inclusive of gentiles 

In this third and final segment a new inclusive dimension emerges which is not evident 

in either of the first two. Luke shows Paul’s purpose for his continuing activities, and 

God’s dealings through him, as the inclusion of the Gentiles among God’s people. Paul 

announces to the Jews that God’s salvation, τοῦτο τὸ σωτήριον τοῦ θεοῦ, “was sent to 

the Gentiles and they will listen!” (28:28). Tannehill points out that σωτήριον, the 

word used here for salvation, is a rare neuter form which Luke uses here as “a 

reminder of promises of Isaiah quoted or paraphrased in the Lukan birth narrative.”
471

 

Apart from here, this word only appears twice in the NT. Luke uses it on the lips of 
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 Teaching about the royal rule of God also appears in Acts 8:12, 14:22 and 19:8, with the concepts 

also being present in Acts 2:17-36, 3:12-26 and 13:32-39. 
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Simeon (Luke 2:30) and in a citation from Isaiah 40 (Luke 3:6) to refer to seeing this 

salvation of God and to “an inclusive salvation that will embrace Jews and 

Gentiles.”
472

 Luke’s certainty of the Gentile’s response here (28:28), following on 

from the citation’s emphasis on unclosed eyes to see and perceive God’s liberative 

actions (28:26-7), suggests that the Gentiles will not only heed but will see God’s 

salvation. By this Luke demonstrates his understanding that the Isaianic promise has 

been fulfilled, bringing Luke’s audience back to where he had begun. Luke’s 

beginning and concluding his two-volume account with the concept of all peoples 

seeing the salvation of God is a powerful clue to what he sees as most important in the 

Scriptures of Israel. As well as this current pericope resonating with these references to 

sight (Luke 2:30-31; 3:6) and light (2:32) they also connect strongly with similar 

concepts and images (Luke 1:78-79; 4:18) in previously examined pericopes (see 

chapters 3 and 4). 

It is God’s desire and plan for all nations to come into his presence under the rule of 

King Jesus and this, Luke affirms through Paul’s words, is what God will cause to 

happen. God will cause it to happen whether Israel accepts his royal rule, as many 

Jews had in Acts 15 (see chapter 5), or whether Israel rejects the offer, as most Jews 

are doing in this pericope (Acts 28:23-31; cf. Acts 3:17-18). He will use both scenarios 

to advance his purposes and plan. Paul proclaimed and taught to all those who came to 

him in his lodging. If the letters traditionally associated with Paul’s time in Rome were 

indeed written there, then they suggest that his associations there were broad. Some of 

those who may have entered would have been already believers from Jewish (Col 

4:10-11) or Gentile backgrounds (Col 4:12-14), but others would have been non-

believing people who had cause to enter Paul’s lodging in the course of their work, 

such as guards (Acts 28:20). Paul’s time in chains gave opportunity to impact the 

whole palace guard (Phil 1:13), with even members of Caesar’s household becoming 

believers (Phil 4:22). Paul was also an encouragement to many of the local believers 

(Phil 1:14) and speaks of his brothers there as “my co-workers for    ’            ” 

(Col 4:11). 

Thus Luke concludes his account with Paul welcoming all those who entered and 

proclaiming and teaching quite openly and without hindrance (28:30-31). The Jews in 

Rome largely rejected Paul’s message, ironically opening up the opportunity for Paul 

                                                 
472

 Tannehill, Narrative, 2, 349. 



Ch  6 –   k ’  I    p                p        A    28 23-31                              165 

 

to instruct many more Gentiles. This was in accordance with God’s plan so that, 

through Paul, Luke can affirm to his audience that “they will listen!” (28:28).  

4.  Holistic approach to Scripture 

This segment of the pericope suggests that Luke’s approach to Scripture is holistic. 

One might imagine Paul would have been justified in seeing God’s judgement at work 

in Isaiah 6:9-10 and the prior chapters and concluding that he should no longer bother 

with the Jews. After all, in Isaiah 6 God was unwilling to have them respond and 

ordered Isaiah to keep them that way, lest they repent. But, instead of interpreting the 

Scriptures of Israel in a mechanistic and formulaic manner, Luke shows Paul here not 

excluding the Jews from the opportunity of hearing, but rather keeping his door open 

to all who visited him. Indeed, in view of Romans 11:11-12 and 25-32, Paul may have, 

in Acts 28:28, been attempting to provoke the Jews, through jealousy of the Gentiles, 

to turn to God.
473

 In any case, Paul shows compassion and does not close the door on 

the Jews as one might expect from a surface reading of Isaiah 6:9-10. Instead, Luke 

portrays Paul as acting on the principles of God’s dealings which he can see in the 

Scriptures of Israel, rather than parroting the forms. Luke shows Paul looking to the 

purposes of God and realizing that what is required to accomplish those differ 

depending on the context and the stage of the process.  

5.  Corroborative approach to Scripture  

These last few verses of Acts support the earlier contention that Luke’s utilization of 

Scripture is corroborative. William Brosend argues that this allegedly abrupt ending of 

Acts is intentional and helps to show Luke’s purpose in writing.
474

 He contends that 

Luke’s purpose is not Pauline biography, or else he would have informed his audience 

of what eventually happened to Paul; nor is it primarily apologetic, or else he would 

have made it clear that Paul was exonerated or that his case was dismissed.
475

 Luke’s 

point was not entertainment, as claimed by Richard Pervo,
476

 or else he would have 

included gory details of Paul’s demise. Rather, claims Brosend, Luke’s point is to 

show the advance of God’s word to the ends of the earth as had been planned and 

promised in the Scriptures of Israel (cf. e.g. Luke 24; Acts 1:8). Hence Luke uses Acts 
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28 to corroborate Scripture, just as much as he uses Scripture to corroborate current 

events.  

Luke’s corroborative approach to the Scriptures also has navigational and formative 

functions. Having encountered the rejection of his message by many of his Jewish 

visitors in Rome (Acts 28:24-25), and having taken his bearings from a pertinent 

passage from Isaiah (28:26-27), in this segment of the pericope Luke portrays Paul 

taking action consistent with the principles and divine purposes he sees there. On the 

basis of that Scripture (“therefore”) Paul reveals to the Jews not only that the Gentiles 

were sent God’s salvation but that they will receive it (Acts 28:28), and proceeds to 

proclaim to and teach all who come (28:30-31). Finally, if Luke is presenting Paul as 

someone who was guided and shaped by looking to Isaiah’s example of obedient 

proclamation despite rejection, this shows that he regards Scripture as formative. It is 

therefore no surprise that Luke uses his writing in the same formative way, presenting 

Paul to his audience as a faithful witness whom God is using to advance his royal 

relational rule to the ends of the earth, and thus, perhaps, as someone to be emulated. 

6.3  CONCLUSION 

This chapter has explored what can be discerned from Acts 28:23-31 about the way in 

which Luke interprets the Scriptures of Israel. After discussing some relevant 

exegetical features of this pericope, the chapter examined each of its three segments to 

look for evidence of Luke’s hermeneutical emphases. All three segments demonstrated 

Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with his world, and its people, to be 

characterised by mediate roles with liberative potential, and by God’s purposes for his 

royal relational rule. The final segment also showed a strong inclusive dimension. 

Luke’s approach to Scripture was shown by all three segments to be corroborative, and 

the final segment also demonstrated a holistic approach. Having now examined four 

pericopes to see what might be learnt from each about Luke’s interpretive practice, in 

the next chapter the findings will be brought together to determine what might be said 

generally about Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. Then, in the final chapter the 

discourse about MH which has emerged from the GOCN and beyond over the past 

twenty years will be reconsidered in the light of Luke’s interpretive emphases.



 

 



 

 

ACTS 26:22-23 

    I   v         ’     p         v       ,        I            

and testify to small and great alike. I am saying nothing beyond 

what the prophets and Moses said would happen—that the 

Messiah would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, 

would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles. 

         NIB 

 



 

 

SEVEN 

  

THE LIGHT OF LUKE’S 

INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE 
 

Just as the pericope analysed in the previous chapter concludes Luke’s canonical 

literary work, so it concludes this series of four pericopes. They were analysed to 

discern emphases of Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures in order to ascertain the 

ways in which Luke’s hermeneutic might shed light on the discourse about missional 

hermeneutics which has emerged out of the GOCN, and beyond, over the last twenty 

years. The Lukan epigraph on the preceding page is a reminder that, although only four 

pericopes were selected, other parts of Luke’s writing also inform about his 

interpretive practice. The constraints of the thesis, however, have dictated that the 

analysis be representative rather than exhaustive.  

In this chapter, conclusions from the probed pericopes are integrated to discern what 

might be said generally about Luke’s interpretation of Scripture.
477

 The findings 

demonstrate emphases of Luke’s interpretive practice, not necessarily consciously 

formulated principles. A definitive list is precluded since more extensive analyses, or 

different readers’ perspectives, may bring others to light. Nevertheless, the four 

pericopes, together with other resonant parts of Scripture to which Luke clearly alludes 

in those pericopes, suggest certain characteristic ways in which Luke understands and 

approaches the Scriptures of Israel. The first section of this chapter describes Luke’s 

understanding from the Scriptures that God’s dealings with his world have purposively 

relational, mediate, liberative, transformative and inclusive dimensions. The second 

section then shows how the pericopes also demonstrate that Luke’s approach to the 
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Scriptures is corroborative and focusing, yet holistic. In light of these integrated 

findings, missional hermeneutics is then reconsidered in the final chapter. 

7.1  LUKE’S UNDERSTANDING OF GOD’S DEALINGS 

The most prominent aspect of Luke’s interpretation of Scripture in the four examined 

pericopes is his understanding of the Scriptures of Israel as being, largely, the story of 

God’s dealings with his world and its people.
478

 This is seen in the various elements of 

the Scriptures which Luke weaves into these passages and the close parallels he draws 

with the accounts of contemporary events among which they are interwoven. The 

diagram in figure 5 shows one possible view of the way in which the various 

dimensions  of God’s dealings, set out below, relate to each other as part of Luke’s 

understanding of God’s plan. Luke seems to understand God’s plan as to bring about 

the progressive spread, to an eventual universal extent, of God’s royal relational rule. 

His strategy for accomplishing that relational purpose is mediate and involves a 

restorative process of new creation comprising liberative, transformative and inclusive 

processes which both look forward to, and are subsequently fulfilled in, the life, 

ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus.  

7.1.1   Purposively relational 

Examination of the four pericopes reveals that Luke’s understanding of the Scriptures 

of Israel is that: (i) God desires close relationship with his people; (ii) such relationship 

involves God’s royal rule over his people; and (iii) that God works purposively toward 

that end—his universal relational rule. 

Luke portrays the intimacy God desires with his people as relationship characterised 

by a proximity which is both positional and ‘possessional’. The motif of positional 

proximity is prominent in each of the pericopes, in terms of the immanent presence of 

God, Jesus or his agents with God’s people. In the first pericope Luke speaks twice of 

God coming with concern to his people (Luke 1:68, 78) and, in the third, once of 

coming with concern and once of his return (Acts 15:14, 16). God’s motive for the 

latter is to give the rest of humankind opportunity for seeking (15:17) and “turning 

toward God” (15:19), once again expressing relationship in terms of increasing 
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positional proximity. In the second and fourth pericopes Luke portrays God sending to 

his people either Jesus (Luke 4:18) or God’s salvation (Acts 28:28), which are 

analogous. For Luke’s audience the Spirit’s resting on Jesus is evidence of God’s 

presence with him (Luke 4:1, 18; 3:22; cf. Isa 11:2). Luke emphasises Jesus’ 

immediate physical presence as he “returned … into Galilee”, “entered Nazareth” and 

“went into the synagogue”, identifying himself as the anointed one “sent” to fulfil 

“today … in your hearing” the scripture from which he read (Luke 4:14-21, italics 

added; cf. 3:15).
479

 God’s agents, Isaiah, and then Paul, both went to be present with 

their hearers to encourage them to turn, or return, to God (Acts 28:23-26). Even though 

the offer was rejected and Paul’s hearers started going away, Paul continued his 

presence in their city for two years, welcoming all who entered his lodging (Acts 

28:25, 30). God’s goal of delivering his people from their enemies was to allow them 

to serve him “in his presence” all their days (Luke 1:75) and John was to go on “in the 

presence of the Lord” (1:76). Resonating with Luke 1:78 and the citation in Luke 4 are 

suggestions of God’s future presence on a more intense, far-reaching and enduring 

scale (Isa 60:1, 13, 19-20).  

God’s positional proximity by his presence, or face, is associated not only with his 

glory but also with his shining on, blessing and transforming his people.
480

 Walking in 

God’s ways, laws or peace, especially when it is the rising, shining “sun” who leads 

the feet of God’s people in this way (Luke 1:79), is equated to walking with him (cf. 2 

Chr 6:16; Mic 6:8).
481

 Under the old covenant one was encouraged to “cling” to God to 

stay close to him (Josh 22:5), however Luke refers to God’s Spirit being given to his 

people (Acts 15:8) to dwell within them. That is an even more potent and radical 

expression of God’s close presence with his people and a foretaste of future eternal 

face-to-face relationship with him.
482
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This positional proximity to God is absent, however, when God’s people are not 

walking with him but continuing in disobedience and injustice. As will be seen below, 

relationship with God goes hand in hand with submission to his rule, and the converse 

is evident here. In these circumstances God would hide himself from them, not hear 

them (Isa 58:4; 59:2) and leave them unseeing and in the dark (Isa 59:9-10). Luke 

refers to the sky being “closed up for three years and six months” during the time of 

Elijah (Luke 4:25), suggesting God’s judgement on Israel (cf. 1 Kgs 16:33). Where sin 

is renounced and people live in justice and compassion, however, Isaiah claimed their 

darkness would be reversed and their light would break forth, and God would be 

present with them (Luke 4:18d; cf. Isa 58:6-11). God’s releasing his people from sin 

and giving his Spirit to indwell enables his permanent presence with his people. In 

declaring Scripture to have been fulfilled at Nazareth, Luke shows Jesus confirming 

that he was that anointed one sent for those purposes (Luke 4:21). When his childhood 

neighbours violently rejected him, however, they drove him out of their presence 

(4:29). He passed through the midst of them and was on his way (4:30). The divine 

presence had left Nazareth.
483

 

In addition to positional proximity, Luke also strongly expresses God’s desire for 

relational proximity in possessional terms. Luke shows his understanding of a special 

mutual relationship between God and Israel by use of possessive pronouns and 

expressions. Luke uses possessive pronouns bilaterally of God as “our” God, 

belonging to Israel, and of Israel as “his” people, belonging to God (Luke 1:68-79). 

Luke intimates that this community of mutually “possessed” persons potentially 

increases in scope over time by his widening of the pronouns from “us” and “our 

enemies” (1:69-75, 78b) to “his people”, “their sins” and “those” (1:77, 79a), allowing 

for the inclusion of those who were not ethnically Israel. This same inclusivity is 

reflected in Luke’s understanding that it is God’s desire that the rest of humankind 

enter into relationship with him (Acts 15:17) so that, with Israel, all flesh will see the 

glory of the Lord (Isa 40:5; cf. Acts 28:28).
484

 Other expressions which Luke uses to 

evoke a sense of close possessional relationship include taking “a people for his name” 
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which speaks of “those Gentiles who are turning to God” (as opposed to those who are not). Cf. Rev 7:9. 
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or claiming people “as my own” (Acts 15:14, 17). Usually this relational dimension of 

Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings involves relationship in community rather 

than individually. Luke anchors Jesus’ life in communally relational realities through 

his reference to the place where Jesus had “been brought up” and become accustomed 

to things (Luke 4:16). In addition, Luke includes the question about Jesus being 

Joseph’s son and the mention of hometowns (4:23-4).  

Luke also understands from the Scriptures that relationship with God and submission 

to his rule go hand in hand, since God’s plan for his dealings with his world involves 

the establishment of his royal rule. Luke shows that the royal rule of God arrives 

through King Jesus, as reflected in his account of Paul’s teaching (Acts 28:23). God’s 

desire is also expressed in Paul’s welcoming all and giving them the opportunity to 

hear about and submit themselves to God’s plans of universal royal rule as a global 

community under the kingship of Jesus (28:30-31). Paul’s citation shows that, despite 

Israel’s rejection of it, God’s ultimate desire was Israel’s healing and his relationship 

with them (Acts 28:26-7; cf. Isa 1:18; 5:1). God’s pursuit of relationship with his 

people is thus inextricably linked with the establishment of his universal rule. This 

stands to reason since any genuine relationship is shaped by the character, function or 

authority of each of the parties involved and is ordered appropriately to reflect those 

dynamics. The appropriate relationship of created people with their sovereign creator 

is one of submission to their creator’s loving will in all areas of life.  

Not only does Luke understand God to desire this relational rule, but Luke understands 

God’s dealings with his world to be purposively ordered toward that end—the 

universal spread of his royal relational rule. Luke shows God’s liberative actions for 

his people as motivated by both compassion and his inclusive programme for the 

nations (Luke 1:68b-73a). Nevertheless, Luke’s syntax shows his understanding to be 

that God’s ultimate purpose was that his people would be able to freely serve him “in 

holiness and righteousness in his presence all our days” (Luke 1:73-75). Similarly, 

God’s promised future liberative actions, whilst immediately being motivated by both 

compassion and inclusivity, are also primarily aimed at the same ultimate relational 

goal, namely to enable God’s new inclusive people to walk together with him in his 

way of peace (Luke 1:78-79). This means enjoying and serving him in submission to 

the royal sovereign rule of King Jesus.  
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Luke shows this same purposiveness taken on by God’s mediate agents, such as John, 

Isaiah and Paul. The purpose of John’s going on ahead to prepare the way is to give 

God’s people knowledge of salvation by the release from their sins (1:76-77). Purpose 

is also evident in God’s giving instructions to Isaiah lest his hearers turn and be healed 

(Acts 28:27). Whether the people of Israel accept God’s good news (Acts 15:11) or 

reject it, nonetheless God would use both scenarios to cause the nations to listen and to 

come under the royal rule of Jesus (Acts 28:25-28). Thus Luke’s account makes it 

clear that God’s plans will prevail despite opposition to, rejection of, or imprisonment 

of God’s agents (Acts 28:30-31). This same purposiveness causes the focus of Paul’s 

teaching to be the royal rule of God and Jesus’ part in it (Acts 28:23) and to continue 

to welcome everyone and proclaim these things in Rome (28:31). The importance of 

Jesus and God’s royal relational rule to God’s purposes is underlined by Luke’s 

creation of a prominent inclusio between similar references in Acts 1:1-3 and at the 

very end of Acts.
485

 Luke clearly demonstrates his understanding of the importance of 

God’s purposive advance of his royal relational rule through Jesus by finishing his 

book with the assurance to his readers that it was progressing surely toward its goal, as 

Paul taught openly and without hindrance (Acts 28:31).  

7.1.2  Mediate  

Prominent in each of the four pericopes is Luke’s understanding from the Scriptures of 

God’s tendency to carry out his dealings with his world in a mediate way—that is to 

say, involving intermediate agents rather than by direct unmediated action. The 

mediate roles are performed by different types of agents; involve different forms of 

service; and are typically other-focused, selfless and entailing significant personal cost. 

There are many types of intermediaries mentioned in these four pericopes. There are 

individuals: prophets like Isaiah or John; a Sidonian widow; a righteous priest; a 

church leader like James; or an apostle like Paul. Alternatively, they can be corporate, 

like David’s royal regime (Luke 1:69), ethnic or eschatological Israel (Acts 15:16), or 

believers from a Jewish or Gentile background (15:19-21). They can even be non-

human, such as the Holy Spirit or Scripture.  Jesus the Messiah is the ultimate 

confluence of God’s mediate and direct action (Luke 1:78b; 4:18; Acts 28:31). 

                                                 
485

 Also note teaching about the royal rule of God in Acts 8:12; 14:22 and 19:8; and regarding related 

concepts in Acts 2:17-36; 3:12-26 and 13:32-39. 
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The mediate roles of these agents involve other-focused service of God and his people 

in preparing the way, bringing good news and freedom or making God and his glory 

known—both by verbal and non-verbal means. Verbal means include speaking, 

explaining, testifying, preaching and openly teaching, while non-verbal means include 

living justly, relocating, rescuing from enemies, walking with God, leading, releasing, 

staying, welcoming, being holy and reflecting God’s glory to shine on, attract and 

gather nations.  

To be entrusted by God with a mediate role, and thus to be part of God’s priesthood  in 

these ways (cf. Isa 61:6), is a Spirit-enabled privilege granted by God and for which he 

rescues his people from whatever hinders such service (Luke 1:73-75). The very 

purpose of being privileged in this way, however, is overwhelmingly other-focused 

and involves being shone on in order to shine on others (Luke 1:78b-79a), being set 

free in order to set others free (Luke 4:18) and recovering one’s sight in order that 

others might see.
486

 This other-focused service is characteristically selfless and often 

sacrificial, entailing significant personal cost which may take the form of opposition, 

rejection, suffering, criticism, conflict or the foregoing of comfortable practices or 

prejudices. Preparation for the role can involve discipline or even painful punishment, 

and, for some, the role involves the anguish of being an instrument of God’s 

judgement on one’s own people.  

So, the analysed pericopes show that Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with his 

world and its people can be characterised by a strategy which is both purposively 

relational and mediate. They also reveal that this is a restorative strategy of new 

creation involving three interrelated processes, which can be described as liberative, 

transformative and inclusive.  

7.1.3  Liberative  

The primary element in God’s restorative strategy of new creation, which the pericopes 

show Luke as understanding from the Scriptures, is liberative. Luke understands God’s 

liberative activity as mediated by various agents and expressed in multifaceted ways; 

as a divinely ordained privilege accompanied by responsibilities; as brought to life in 
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 Acts 28:23, 27-8; cf. 22:13; 26:18. 
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the Scriptures by the use of light- and sight-related imagery; and as often motivated by 

divine compassion.
487

 

Luke understands these divine liberative processes to be mediated by various agents 

and expressed in multifaceted ways. Luke understands God to be the ultimate source of 

liberative actions. Nevertheless, as well as there being unique roles for the Holy Spirit 

and the Messiah, God’s salvation can be sent by way of mediate agents, as indicated 

above, in various capacities. Luke understands God’s liberative actions to comprise 

various activities, releasing various recipients from captivity to various types of 

bondage. The liberative actions include redeeming, releasing, rescuing, healing, 

bestowing divine favour and cleansing hearts. The recipients are the blind, fearful, 

poor, captives, oppressed, lepers, dispossessed and those burdened by yokes too heavy 

for them. In the past, God freed his people from captivity to, fear of and oppression by 

military enemies that prevented them from walking with him and serving him with joy. 

God announced, however, that in latter days he would release his people from other 

sorts of obstacles to their service—captivity to their sins, their blindness and darkness, 

as well as the injustice, oppression and mourning these cause.  

From a human perspective God’s liberative actions can be rejected, but Luke 

understands that God’s plans will not be thwarted and that there are those who will 

listen. God’s intention is that those who are set free and turn to him will live under the 

rule of the Messiah, through whose grace this rescue is made possible (Acts 15:11), 

encountering the presence and light of his glory in a new way reminiscent of God’s 

original Creation. They have the privilege and responsibility of walking in God’s way 

of shalom, living justly and being reflectors of his light, to bring his freedom to others. 

In this manner, Luke adopts clusters of light- and sight-related tropes from the 

Scriptures of Israel. These include images of a rising sun dawning on people; of those 

sitting in thick darkness being shone upon and led into roads of peace (Luke 1:78-79); 

of release from dark dungeons, of blindness and the recovery of sight (Luke 4:18-19); 

of eyes that see and yet do not perceive because of being closed (Acts 28:26-27). 

Luke’s use of these images opens up resonances with various parts of the Scriptures 
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 For discussion of many verses revealing Luke’s understanding of this liberative aspect of God’s 

dealings with his world—its agents, actions, expressions, recipients, reception, responsibilities, imagery 

and motivations—see sections 3.2.1, 3.2.2, 4.2.2.2, 4.2.5.4, 5.2.1.2, 5.2.2.3, 5.2.3, 6.2.1.1, 6.2.2.1 and 

6.2.3.1 of this thesis.  
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where they are employed and in doing so supplies a much deeper context within which 

his audience can more fully interpret the implications and applications of his writing. 

Luke shows divine compassion as an important motivator for God’s liberative actions 

but it is only explicit in the first of these four pericopes. There it is a major reason for 

both past and future instances of God’s coming with concern to his people for their 

redemption and salvation (1:72, 78). In the future occurrence his compassion is 

described as heartfelt—particularly deep and intense—as well as potentially wider, 

because it is not specifically restricted to Israel or limited in its scope to God’s present 

people (1:77-79). Concern is also inherent within the verb ἐπεσκέψατο (“he came with 

concern,” Luke 1:68; Acts 15:14; cf. 1:78). After Jesus, motivated by compassion, had 

raised a widow’s only son in Nain, Luke uses the same verb to describe the crowd’s 

response that “God has come with concern to his people!” (Luke 7:13-16, italics 

added). 

7.1.4  Transformative 

Following on from, and related to, the liberative element of God’s restorative new 

creation strategy, as Luke understands it from the Scriptures, is his transformative 

process. The pericopes demonstrate, in a number of ways, Luke’s understanding of this 

transformative nature of God’s dealings with his world.  

God’s transforming of his people by his Spirit enables them to serve God in holiness 

and righteousness, walking in the way of peace (Luke 1:74-75, 79). This living of just 

and compassionate lives in God’s presence by keeping his statutes (4:18-19; cf. Lev 

25:8-55) stands in contrast to a life of rebellion against God’s ways (Isa 59; cf. Ps 14). 

It is closely related to God’s liberative action in that it requires the light and glory of 

God’s transformative presence to come and shine on his people to “incline [God’s 

people’s] hearts to him, to walk in all his ways and to keep his commandments.”
488

 

Transformation requires rescue from the fear of, and captivity to, enslaving forces and 

the shame they bring—initially primarily enemies (Luke 1:71, 74), but more latterly 

sins, darkness and unseeing, and the alienation from God which those things bring. 

God’s purification of unclean hearts by faith takes away guilt and atones for sin (Acts 

15:9; cf. Isa 6:5-7). This cleansing from uncleanness and idols will be so deep, 

enduring and radical as to be like removal of the old hard heart and its replacement 
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 1 Kgs 8:57-58; Luke 1:77b, 78b; 4:18c; cf. Mal 4:2-6. 
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with a brand new receptive heart (Acts 15:9, 16; cf. Ezek 36:25-6). God will give his 

Spirit to his people, putting it inside them to cause them “to walk in my statutes and be 

careful to obey my rules” (Acts 15:8; Ezek 36:27).  

This transformative element of God’s restorative strategy has relational, compassionate 

and inclusive purposes. First, relationally, the cleansing and transformation wrought 

by God in those people he accepts and claims as his own makes possible not only their 

dwelling in the land but also a mutual intimacy with him, by which they live as a 

people belonging to him and he as their God (Acts 15:8, 14, 17; cf. Ezek 36:28). 

Israel’s problem had been exile and punishment for their sin (Amos 9:4; cf. 2:7; 3:10; 

Isa 58), but by transforming them God would make them righteous and once again 

gather his people and bring them back to plant them in and possess their own land, for 

the display of his splendour (Amos 9:15; cf. Isa 60:21; Ezek 36:24).   

A second motivation for divine transformative action is God’s compassion, not only 

for his people but also for those to whom they will be just and on whom they will 

shine. Thus, an important manifestation of the transformation of God’s people will be 

their living righteous lives so as to set free others whom they had been oppressing and 

exploiting by their greedy and unjust practices (Luke 4:18e; cf. Isa 58:6d).  

This leads to a third, inclusive, motivation for God’s transformative actions. In the 

analysed pericopes it is so prominent among Luke’s interpretive emphases as to 

warrant it being considered a distinct dimension of God’s dealings and placed in a 

separate category.  

7.1.5  Inclusive 

According to the analysed pericopes, a further element of God’s restorative strategy in 

his dealings with the world, as understood by Luke from the Scriptures, is an inclusive 

dimension. It is so important to Luke that he strategically places it early in his first 

volume (Luke 2:30; 3:6) and late in his second (Acts 28:28)—an inclusio of 

inclusivity.
489

 God’s inclusive actions are carried out purposively, through the 

participation of mediate agents. Those agents have usually themselves been the object 

of God’s liberative and transformative activities which were motivated to bring 
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 Luke uses σωτήριόν, a neuter form noun only found in the New Testament in those three places, 

which in the first two is associated with “seeing” God’s salvation. Then, in Acts 28, Luke records Paul 

as affirming that the Gentiles will listen but, in contrast to the Jews (28:26-27), he is making the point 

that the Gentiles will see God’s salvation, as promised at the beginning of Luke’s account and by Isaiah 

where he prophesies that “all flesh shall see the glory of the LORD” (Isa 40:5, italics added). 
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inclusion to various types of outsiders, resulting in various outcomes, and ultimately 

the praise and glory of God. 

Luke clearly understands that God initiates his inclusive activities (Acts 15:7, 14) for a 

definite relational purpose. This is borne out by the intentional nature of God’s 

returning to rebuild and restore Israel in order that the Gentiles he had claimed might 

seek him out to be in relationship together (Acts 15:14-17). Even that aim of Gentile 

inclusion, however, is for God merely a means to the end that people from all nations 

might know him and come under his compassionate rule. God’s ultimate purpose is 

that all peoples might live in his presence unhinderedly submitting to his rule and 

serving him as King (Luke 1:75), so that “the earth shall be full of the knowledge of 

the LORD as the waters cover the sea” (Isa 11:9). Thus, ultimately, inclusivity is a 

means to the increased universality and diversity of God’s relational community with 

his people, and between people (Acts 15:20-21), so that all humankind is represented 

within God’s royal relational rule (see fig. 7). 

God brings about inclusion through the participation of various mediate agents, usually 

those who have themselves been the object of God’s liberative and transformative 

action. Ultimately it is the Spirit-anointed Messiah who brings justice to the nations 

(Luke 4:18; cf. Isa 42:1-4), however, God’s people are also to participate in this 

process. Luke sees that the rising sun would arise on God’s people, so that his glory 

would be seen on them, and shine on those sitting in the darkness which Isaiah had 

said would cover the earth and its peoples (Luke 1:78b-79a; cf. Isa 60:1-2). Isaiah 

seems to indicate that it is God’s people whom he calls, in turn, to arise and shine in 

that situation, so that the nations would come to their light (Isa 60:3). As God inclined 

his people’s hearts to walk in his ways, this transformation would be evident among 

them who, acting as a display people or contrast community, would reveal his great 

power and glory so that all peoples of the earth may know that Yahweh is God (1 Kgs 

8:60).
490

 By walking in the light of the Lord (Luke 1:79; cf. Isa 2:5) they become a 

light to the nations to open eyes that are blind, and to set free prisoners and those who 

are in darkness (Isa 42:6-7; cf. Luke 4:18). Their offspring will be known among the 

nations as blessed by God (Isa 61:9), so that many peoples and nations shall come, 

wanting to learn of God’s ways, so they too can walk in them (Isa 2:2-3). 
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 Goheen, Light, 41, 76, 88-94, 122, 81-86. 
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The pericopes show that Luke understands God’s inclusive purposes to motivate many 

of his other dealings with his people in the Scriptures of Israel. God’s inclusive oath 

that he would bless Abraham, and that all nations would be blessed through him, lay 

behind God’s liberative actions for his people (1:72b-73a; cf. Gen 12:2-3; 18:18). 

God’s transformative actions, however, are even more potently motivated by inclusion. 

God thus chose Abraham to “direct his children and his household after him to keep 

the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just, so that … all nations on earth 

would be blessed through him” (Gen 18:18-19, italics added). God transformatively 

restores and rebuilds his people in order that others might be included among his 

people (Acts 15:16-17). God’s transformed people will be righteous and so shine that 

their light will break forth (Isa 58:8-10) in terms reminiscent of the first light of 

Creation and in a way which will attract the nations because God’s glory will be seen 

upon them for the display of his splendour (Isa 60:1-3, 21; 2:1-5; cf. Gen 1:2-3). Thus, 

God’s blessing of them will lead to a universal knowledge of, and submission to, 

God’s glorious rule (cf. Ps 67) so that “the nations will know that I am the LORD . . . 

when I am proved holy through you before their eyes” (Ezek 36:23, NIV).  

God includes various types of outsiders into his community of relational rule. Luke 

describes Jesus’ discourse about the Sidonian widow and Naaman the Syrian 

commander who were Gentiles that came to know more of Yahweh’s glory through the 

mediate roles of God’s representatives (Luke 4:25-27). The widow came to know of 

the truth of God’s Word, and Naaman, the God of Israel’s unique status, so that 

Naaman even changed his allegiance (2 Kgs 5:15-17). An example of Luke’s 

understanding of a parallel contemporary situation might be the willingness of Jewish 

background believers to release their potential Gentile brothers from the onerous 

burden of circumcision in order to facilitate their inclusion (Acts 15:19). Although 

included outsiders appreciated God’s inclusive programme to extend benefits beyond 

the group of insiders, Luke’s account suggests this view was not shared by many of 

Jesus’ insider contemporaries (Luke 4:22-30).
491

 The people of Galilee were all 

praising Jesus, until some came to see that what he was teaching went against their 

self-interested presuppositions (Luke 4:15, 28). In that context the unappreciated 

outsiders were mainly Gentiles, however, others who are marginalised as “other” in 

Luke’s account are the poor, the oppressed, captives and the dispossessed or exploited. 
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period of Second Temple Judaism. 
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Luke shows God’s inclusive motivation shaping Paul’s activities in Rome, where he 

welcomed everyone who came to him (Acts 28:30).  

Four significant outcomes of inclusion are reconciliation and relationship with God, 

with others, for others and for God’s glory. First, those who are included come into a 

reconciled relationship with God so as to be accepted, set free, transformed and 

submitted to his rule, rather than still in rebellion to it (Isa 56:7; cf. Luke 4:19). 

Second, those who are included are also to be reconciled to, and in relationship with, 

other people (Luke 1:79; Acts 15:19-21). Third, included people are to become those 

through whom God mediates blessing, like the Sidonian widow to whom God sent 

Elijah, telling him that he had “commanded a widow there to feed you” (1 Kgs 17:9).  

Finally, and equally significantly, God’s inclusive motivations result in God’s glory. 

The inclusion of all nations and types of people within God’s rule, and his resultant 

universal worship, is logically appropriate for a universal Creator God with universal 

sovereignty. God’s restored creation under his royal rule is made all the more glorious 

by the universality and rich diversity of both God’s people and his creation, which 

leads, in turn, to even more attraction and inclusion of the nations, bringing God ever 

greater glory. Luke understands from the Scriptures that all God’s dealings with his 

people are reasons for his people to praise him (Luke 1:68a). This praise, however, 

seems never so potently multiplied as by God’s inclusive dealings. God’s shining on 

his people is associated with his glorious ways and salvation being known among, and 

praised by, all nations (1:78-79; cf. Ps 67:1-2). The Sidonian widow, thanks to Elijah, 

knew that the Word of God was the truth (Luke 4:26; cf. 1 Kgs 17:24), and Naaman, 

through being healed by Elisha, came to know that there was no God in the entire 

world except in Israel (Luke 4:27; cf. 2 Kgs 5:15-17).  

7.2.  LUKE’S APPROACH TO THE SCRIPTURES 

Beyond Luke’s understanding from the Scriptures about God’s dealings with his 

world, another facet of Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures has come to light 

through analysis of these four pericopes. The pericopes examined demonstrate that 

Luke’s approach to the Scriptures of Israel is corroborative and holistic, yet focusing.  

7.2.1  Corroborative 

In all four analysed pericopes Luke’s approach to the Scriptures of Israel has a strongly 

corroborative character. This corroborative approach serves a confirmatory and 
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interpretive function, and flows in both directions, so that Luke both uses the 

Scriptures to corroborate and interpret current events, and uses current events to 

corroborate and interpret the Scriptures. In addition to its confirmatory and interpretive 

functions, Luke’s corroborative approach also has navigational and formative 

functions. 

1. Confirmatory and interpretive 

Luke uses the Scriptures to corroborate and interpret current events, even from the 

very first chapter. There Luke recaps the essentials of the story of God’s dealings with 

his people so far (Luke 1:68-75). This assists his audience to make proper sense of 

what is to follow in his two-volume account as well as to corroborate that that is 

consistent with God’s previous dealings.  Luke sets out the flow and the structure of 

his accounts of God’s past and promised dealings with his people so as to emphasise 

the parallels, continuities and contrasts between them. Just as Zechariah prophesies and 

uses the Scriptures to explain and make sense of recent events for his neighbours 

(1:64-66), so Luke uses this old priest’s Spirit-authorised speaking from the Scriptures 

to assure Luke’s audience of God’s continued concern for them through difficult times.  

In the second pericope, too, Luke uses an Isaianic citation to corroborate and interpret 

the unfolding events of Jesus’ life and ministry. Luke understands the Scriptures to be 

authoritative regarding God’s nature, character, actions, motives, purposes and plans. 

By setting forth God’s plans and purposes from the Scriptures Luke can show the 

continuity of all those things in current events so as to corroborate those events as 

being part of God’s plan. Luke uses a chiastic structure to make the Isaianic citation 

the central focus of the Nazareth synagogue scene. By doing so he corroborates and 

makes sense of Jesus’ mission as it unfolds throughout his account, showing that it 

properly fulfils God’s previously announced plans (Luke 4:18-27; cf. Luke 7:18-23). 

Instances like this may have been in Luke’s mind when he records Jesus as reminding 

his disciples, “this is what I told you while I was still with you” (Luke 24:44). 

In the third pericope Luke narrates James’ use of the Scriptures to corroborate and 

interpret recent developments in the spread of the church.  James compares the recent 

events with what is written in Scripture and concludes that God’s plans and purposes 

in Scripture are “in accord with” them (Acts 15:15). James draws parallels between his 

summary of the reported events and the citation from Amos. This suggests that Simeon 

and his colleagues here represent the restored Israel of Acts (15:16) and that the 
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Gentiles who are turning toward God (Acts 15:19) are those who would seek him in 

Acts 15:17. He thus corroborates current happenings as being consistent with God’s 

declared purposes, even though they are both unexpected and unorthodox (cf. Acts 

10:45; 11:1-3). This corroborative approach to Scripture serves both to establish the 

continuity of God’s plans and purposes (Acts 15:18) and also to reassure Luke’s 

audience that the events he describes are consistent with those plans and not a 

departure from them, thus bolstering their confidence in what they had been taught 

about such events (Luke 1:1-4). 

In the fourth pericope Luke shows Paul using the Law and the Prophets to corroborate 

current events regarding Jesus and his role in the royal rule of God (Acts 28:23, 31). 

He also uses Isaiah to explain the Jewish rejection of his message and to corroborate 

that as part of God’s plan, rather than something which should cause Luke’s audience  

to doubt God’s sovereignty (Acts 28:25-27).  

As well as using Scripture to corroborate and interpret current events, Luke also uses 

current events to corroborate the Scriptures as trustworthy and to help his audience to 

interpret them correctly. This is achieved by showing the progressive implementation 

of God’s scriptural plans and promises, such as his covenant with his people through 

Abraham (Luke 1:72-73), or by showing the mission of Jesus fulfilling the sending of 

a Spirit-anointed Servant (Luke 4:21). By the time Jesus reads in the Nazareth 

synagogue, Luke’s audience has already heard of Jesus’ early circumstances and 

actions aligning with scriptural prophesies.
492

 As Luke’s account continues this 

corroboration increases (e.g. Luke 4:43; 7:21). This shows God’s Word as accurate and 

trustworthy, building trust and certainty in what Theophilus and the rest of Luke’s 

audience had been taught about the Scriptures (Luke 1:4), as well as giving an 

expectation of what lay ahead. Knowing more about Jesus and the events of his life 

and ministry would also assist Luke’s audience in understanding the Scriptures. Paul’s 

teaching about the life, ministry and teaching of Jesus would have helped people better 

understand what they had been told from the Scriptures about God’s universal 

purposes and his coming royal rule (Acts 28:23). Luke is sometimes accused of ending 

Acts abruptly but, at that point, his primary interest is not to entertain or to give a 

biography of Paul.
493

 His objective there is to reassure his audience that God’s Word 
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and Jesus’ rule is advancing unhinderedly towards the ends of the earth, as planned and 

promised in the Scriptures.
494

 In this way Luke uses his final pericope to corroborate 

the Scriptures. 

2 Navigational 

One function of Luke’s corroborative approach to the Scriptures, evident in the two 

pericopes from Acts, is navigational, similar to a navigator taking bearings from the 

stars in order to determine how to stay on course. Luke shows God’s mediate agents 

reflecting on the Scriptures of Israel to help them decide a plan of action on the basis 

of what they see of God’s revealed plans and purposes. Luke portrays James, having 

considered the events reported to him (Acts 15:14), corroborating these events by 

quoting a passage from the Scriptures to show that what has been happening is 

consistent with God’s plans and purposes (15:15-18). On the basis of the principles 

and priorities he sees there (“for this reason”), he goes on to outline his preferred 

course of action (15:19-21). Luke shows Paul encountering a difficult situation, in this 

case the Jews’ rejection of the gospel at Rome, and citing from Isaiah 6:9-10. On the 

basis of that Scripture (“therefore”), Paul makes his final statement to the Jews, not so 

much perhaps by way of ultimatum as to make it known that he has been obedient to 

the task entrusted to him and why he now sees it right to move on to give the Gentiles 

in Rome their opportunity (Acts 28:28).  

3. Formative 

Luke’s corroborative approach to the Scriptures not only has navigational but also 

formative function. Luke saw the Scriptures of Israel as a source of shaping and 

equipping for God’s people by assuring them and explaining the values, purposes and 

priorities to which God wanted them to conform. This is the way he has depicted the 

influence of Scripture on Zechariah in shaping his language, as well as his priorities, 

purposes and praise (Luke 1:67-79). Luke also depicts Paul as having been shaped by 

the Scriptures of Israel. Luke’s account of his ability to use the Law of Moses and the 

prophets to explain and testify about the royal rule of God from early morning until 

evening suggests more than a familiarity with the Scriptures—rather a thorough 

soaking with them which would have shaped his whole system of priorities and values. 

Luke’s portrayal of Paul’s perseverance in the face of rejection, especially in the 

context of his reflection on Isaiah’s ministry, suggests that he may have taken heart 
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 Acts 28:31; cf. 1:8; Luke 24:25-27, 44-49. 
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from and, in some measure, been moulded by his reading the Scriptures about God’s 

prophets of old (Acts 28:23-31). 

If the Scriptures of Israel functioned to shape characters within Luke’s account, it 

would therefore be no surprise that Luke might seek to use the Scriptures to impact his 

audience in the same formative way. Luke states that the objective for his orderly 

account is to give Theophilus certainty about the things he had been taught, and some 

of those things he had been taught would surely have included the appropriate 

responses to the truths of Scripture and the events of Jesus (Luke 1:1-4). Part of Luke’s 

objective may have been to shape Theophilus with such a certainty about God’s 

priorities, purposes and plans that he would become more and more aligned with them 

and be motivated to participate wholeheartedly in them, even modeling himself on 

servants of God depicted in Luke’s account. A possible example of this is the way in 

which Luke presents Paul as a faithful witness who walks in the steps of Jesus and thus 

is worthy of similar emulation (cf. 1 Cor 11:1). Luke draws parallels with Jesus in 

Paul’s account to the leaders of the Roman Jews, where he was “arrested”, “handed 

over to the Romans” and “examined” after which, though having “done nothing” and 

being found to be “not guilty of any crime deserving death,” the Jews had objected to 

his release (Acts 28:17-19).  

7.2.2  Holistic 

Some of the analysed pericopes also show that Luke’s interpretation of Scripture 

involves a holistic approach. A holistic approach to the Scriptures is one which 

recognises that they deal with the big picture of what God is doing in his dealings with 

his world. It appreciates that certain wholes are greater than the sum of their parts, in 

contrast to an atomistic, dichotomistic or reductionistic approach. This has the 

advantage of enabling a text to be interpreted in its context and in light of the whole 

story. It enables an interpreter to take into account associations arising from the whole 

story and not just the words of a particular text. Another advantage of discerning 

patterns and principles is the enabling of more effective application of a text to 

situations and circumstances which may differ from the original. It has the 

disadvantage of requiring interpreters to have a wider knowledge of the background 

and story of Scripture, so as to enable them to engage with different texts and threads 

that impact meaning, rather than just concentrating on the one text or section of text. It 

also requires a greater knowledge of the context for application than is required for an 

atomistic approach.  
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Luke shows this holistic approach to the Scriptures in the Benedictus through the wide 

sweep of Scriptures which are summarised and condensed there. It suggests that Luke 

saw meaning and importance residing in the overarching story rather than solely, or 

even primarily, in the individual details and verses. 

Luke shows a holistic approach to the Scriptures in his account of J    ’ decisions, 

which are based on principles derived from the overall plan and purposes of God rather 

than on individual specific rules. The decision not to insist on circumcision of Gentile 

believers was a departure from a specific covenantal requirement in the original 

context but was consistent with the inclusive purposes seen as a greater priority in the 

overall scheme of God’s plan (Acts 15:19). Likewise, James applied principles to 

arrive at his decision to require Gentiles to abide by various guidelines, not so much 

because of the original motivations for which they were given, but because of the 

desire to avoid creating stumbling blocks for Jewish-background believers. So, in the 

one case, practices were changed so as to fulfil their original rationale in the age-old 

purposes of God. In the other, practices were retained, but for new reasons, in order to 

fulfil those same age-old purposes. This demonstrates Luke’s holistic approach to the 

Scriptures. 

In Luke’s account, Paul acts on principles based on a holistic understanding of 

Scripture and his knowledge of God’s long-term purposes. Paul could potentially have 

seen God’s judgement in Isaiah 6 and concluded that he should not bother with 

reaching out to the Jews in Rome, but he opts against such a mechanistic, formulaic 

approach. Instead, he keeps the door open to all, not just Gentiles, trusting God’s 

expressed love of, and purposes for, the nation of Israel. Paul’s statement after the 

citation may even have been an attempt to bait the Jews to reconsider (Acts 28:28; cf. 

Rom 11:11-14). A holistic approach realises that there is more to a story than may 

meet the eye, especially a human eye which can only view that story from one 

standpoint at a time. It realises that what is required to accomplish God’s long-term 

purposes may differ with circumstances in a particular location or stage of that process.  

7.2.3  Focusing 

Finally, all four analysed pericopes reveal that, although Luke has a holistic approach 

to the Scriptures, he also has what may be described as a focusing approach. Thus, 

despite keeping a firm grasp of the big picture of the Scriptures of Israel, at times he 

pays particular attention to certain important elements of them, using his literary skills 
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to bring those into sharper focus for his audience. This optical metaphor is also apt 

because one’s focusing ability enables one to adapt to prevailing levels of light so as to 

see clearly in varied conditions. In the same way, Luke’s focusing approach to the 

Scriptures enables him to take into account that the significance and application of its 

parts are influenced by their context and circumstances, as well as those of the 

audience for which it is being interpreted.  

Initially, they may seem contradictory, but, ironically, Luke’s focusing approach 

contributes to his holistic approach. This is because often those details of Scripture 

which Luke brings into focus with this approach are features which help his audience 

to more clearly understand the big picture of the Scriptures. Although this seems 

counterintuitive, the great diversity, breadth and complexity of the Scriptures of Israel 

require that the reader has some way of discerning which aspects are centrally 

significant and primary as opposed to those which are more peripheral and of 

secondary importance. Luke’s focusing approach provides guidance to identify and 

understand the central crucial elements of the Scriptural story for an audience who, 

otherwise, may sometimes miss seeing the forest for the trees.
495

 The corollary of this 

is that a holistic approach can also assist in achieving focus.
496

 Luke’s selection of 

                                                 
495

 There are different facets to the relationship between a holistic and focusing use of Scripture. In 

order to make the holistic picture clear to an audience, a selective focus on some key aspects of it 

might be necessary. Sometimes there are so many details that one “can’t see the forest for the trees” 

and some selectivity is required by a guide who can “interpret” it for the newcomer by pointing out 

the most significant landmarks, especially those most relevant and necessary to make sense of it. 

The same is true for an interpreter of artworks or of natural sites assisting his audience to 

understand and appreciate what they are seeing or experiencing. Historians do the same—focusing 

on selected events in order to assist their audience to holistically understand the overarching themes 

which make clear the meanings which that historian sees as the central story of that time and place. 

A film director’s task is similar, by her use of camera and scene selection, to guide her viewers to a 

certain understanding of the overall plot and narrative which she wants to communicate. This 

shows how, ironically, focusing is often necessary to achieve holistic portrayal. They have a 

synergistic relationship in this way. 
496 A holistic approach can potentially allow an audience to see the big picture of a narrative in 

order to focus on what is really important, the overarching purpose which is the priority of the 

author or creator of that narrative. The task of assisting one’s audience to come away from the 

communicatory experience with one primary truth or story having been etched into their 

consciousness—the one intended or selected by the communicator—is not an easy one, especially 

for a long and complex narrative. Luke utilises his holistic approach to help toward achieving a 

focusing outcome. Having appreciated the scope of the full story or scene it is easier to identify and 

zero in on the specific areas of greatest relevance. Whereas a holistic approach is like a panoramic 

wide-angle view that can take in the whole scene, focusing is like zooming in on one small part of 

the scene. It could be likened to the way in which an eagle, flying high above a vast plain, utilises 

its high-powered eyesight to spot a mouse hundreds of metres below. Without having first seen 

holistically, viewing large swathes of the landscape, it would not be able to zero in on those 

features of it which are salient to its primary purpose, to attain its goal of capturing suitable prey. 

The focusing ability enables concentration on a small area or on a whole scene. Thus, in one sense, 
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these particular aspects on which to focus has been guided by his understanding of 

God’s purposes and plans.
497

 

There are at least five different ways in which Luke accomplishes this focusing. First, 

and most obviously, Luke focuses by a simple selection of topics. Luke’s focusing 

approach is apparent in Zechariah’s prophecy, where he shows God to be working 

to accomplish constant purposes and goals with consistent values, but using 

different ways to do so in different contexts, or at different stages of his plan. 

Thus, in the past God’s salvation for his people has often taken the form of rescue 

from their military enemies, whereas in the future Luke shows it to consist 

especially in release from their sins (Luke 1:71-73, 77). 

Second, Luke focuses by the re-arrangement of his account in line with his 

rhetorical purposes. He departs from chronological order in his narration of Jesus’ 

visit to Nazareth, describing it first. This is in contrast to Mark and Matthew, who 

show Jesus as not visiting there until later in his itinerary. This use of a thematic 

rather than chronological order enables him to emphasise the reasons why Jesus 

was sent by God, so that his audience has that information to make sense of his 

ministry that follows. Another example of Luke’s focusing by rhetorical 

rearrangement is the use of rhetorical devices such as the chiastic structure in Luke 

4:16-20. 

                                                                                                                                             
focusing or holistic approaches could perhaps be thought of as two ends of an attentional spectrum 

which can attend to either a very narrow area in fine detail or a broad area in lesser detail. 
497

 Whilst it would be fascinating to know what lies behind and beneath Luke’s selected focus 

points, I have not speculated on Luke’s motivations in this regard beyond the proper limits of 

exegetical investigation. Nevertheless, where the text has made it clear I have certainly tried to 

point out, in my exegetical chapters, the way Luke seems to understand the motivations which have 

lain behind God’s activities and priorities. For instance, in the Benedictus Luke twice makes it 

clear that compassion has motivated God’s salvific actions toward his people. The relationship 

between Luke’s holistic and focusing approach is seen in all four analysed pericopes. In each there 

is a crucial relationship between his focusing approach and his understanding of God’s dealings. 

Luke uses a focusing approach to ensure a prominence of those features and qualities of God’s 

dealings which he sees as being centrally important, such as God’s restorative strategy being 

purposively relational, mediate, liberative, transformative and inclusive, as has been visible in the 

examples. Where Luke rhetorically makes clear the causal or purposive connections between 

events or divine actions then I have considered it legitimate to draw some tentative conclusions 

regarding what lies behind and beneath the particular choices which Luke makes for focusing by 

one method or another. In fact, much of the initial section of this chapter, which has been 

summarising the findings regarding Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings, has been seeking to 

reiterate what lies behind Luke’s particular focus choices. Hence, Luke’s view of missio Dei “is 

seen in the various elements of the Scriptures which Luke weaves into these passages and the close 

parallels he draws with the accounts of contemporary events among which they are interwoven”. 
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Third, Luke uses intertextual resonances to focus on particular aspects of God’s 

dealings which he wants to emphasise. By juxtaposing evocative words or images 

within his writing Luke not only suggests connections, but in some cases creates 

virtual hyperlinks which connect members of Luke’s audience to a different place  

and time in the Scriptures of Israel. In this way the Scriptures of Israel act as a 

huge repository of these potential resonances, a linguistic warehouse from which 

Luke furnishes his account with images and concepts from Israel’s past. One 

example, considered in chapter 3, is the way Luke’s use of πάσαις ταῖς ἡμέραις 

ἡμῶν (Luke 1:75) evokes, and so focuses on, the concepts presented in Psalm 90.  

Fourth, Luke emphasises particular elements of Scripture through selective 

citation, either by omitting elements from the original citation or by inserting 

elements from other texts. So, in the Nazareth pericope, for example, on one hand 

Luke omits Isaiah’s reference to binding up the broken-hearted (Isa 61:1), perhaps 

to avoid the distracting juxtaposition of the verbally antithetical binding with his 

desired emphasis on “release.”
498

 Probably for similar reasons Luke de-emphasises 

judgement by a defocusing omission of “the day of vengeance of our God” (Isa 

61:2, ESV). On the other hand, to intensify and extend the scope of this emphasis 

on “release,” Luke inserts “to set free the oppressed” (Isa 58:6).  

Fifth, Luke accomplishes his focusing approach by being willing to embrace and 

utilise the LXX despite its significant differences from the Masoretic text at some points. 

Thus, Luke’s use of τυφλοῖς ἀνάβλεψιν (Luke 4:18d) suits his purposes to emphasise 

the scope of release Luke has in mind by introducing potent light- and blindness-

related imagery which is commonplace through the Scriptures of Israel. In Acts 15 

Luke makes good use of the LXX’s very convenient announcement that God will 

return, and uses three other LXX differences which help emphasise the deep, enduring 

and radical nature of the transformation God will accomplish in his people (Acts 

15:16-17). In Acts 28 Luke embraces the differences within the LXX to defocus 

underlying MT intimations of judgement and reprobation and to emphasise a predictive 

rather than a predestinatory perspective of that situation (Acts 28:26). Luke utilises 

other LXX differences to focus on the causal relationship between their unseeing and 

their actively closing their eyes, as well as on God being the source of their potential 
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 Whilst the meaning of      here is “to bind up”, as in bandaging wounds, Koehler, Baumgartner, and 

Stamm, HALOT, 2651, shows that one of its senses is “to fetter” or “imprison.”  
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healing (Acts 28:27). Related to the differences between the LXX and the MT are the 

dynamics of the translation process and the differences in semantic range between 

some Hebrew words and the Greek words used to translate them in the LXX, some of 

which Luke has used. 

7.3 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has drawn together and integrated the findings from the four previously 

analysed pericopes, two from Luke’s Gospel and two from Acts, regarding how Luke 

interprets the Scriptures of Israel. Analysis of these four pericopes suggests that Luke’s 

interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel can be characterised according to two main 

categories: first, Luke’s understanding from the Scriptures of God’s dealings with his 

world; and, second, Luke’s approach to the Scriptures. The examined pericopes 

indicate that Luke understands God’s dealings with his world to be purposively 

relational, mediate, liberative, transformative and inclusive. They demonstrate that his 

approach to the Scriptures is corroborative and holistic, yet focusing. Having discerned 

some of Luke’s interpretive emphases, in the final chapter of this thesis the discourse 

about missional hermeneutics which has emerged from the GOCN, and beyond, over 

the past twenty years will be reconsidered in the light of what has been learned about 

Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. 



 

 

 



 

 

EIGHT 

 

RECONSIDERING  

MISSIONAL HERMENEUTICS 

IN THE LIGHT OF 

LUKE’S INTERPRETATION OF 

SCRIPTURE 

 

In the previous chapter the findings from chapters 3-6 were reviewed and integrated to 

consolidate what has been learnt about the nature of Luke’s interpretation of 

Scripture.
499

 Having thus attained greater clarity on what may be said about Luke’s 

interpretation of the Scriptures, the important task remains now, in this final chapter, to 

return to the question: In what ways does Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures of 

Israel shed light on GOCN-related discourse about missional hermeneutics?  

Each of the five streams of emphasis of MH outlined in chapter 2 is reconsidered here 

individually in the light of the findings of chapters 3-7 before then reconsidering the 

field of MH as a whole.
500

 Ramifications of the findings will first be explored for each 

of those streams of MH which can be characterised as emphasising: (i) the missional 

metanarrative of the Bible; (ii) the missional purpose of the Bible and interpretation; 

(iii) missional locatedness of interpretation; (iv) interpretation for missional 

engagement with a specific context; and, finally, (v) interpretation together with the 

‘other’. Each of the five streams, in varying ways, show consistency with the emphases 

of Luke’s understanding of and approach to the Scriptures of Israel. Some aspects of 

                                                 
499

 The findings about Luke’s interpretive emphases here are based on the summary of findings in 

chapter 7 and are representative rather than prescriptive. Nothing in this chapter should be read to imply 

that the thesis has uncovered everything that might be said about Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. 

Rather, every affirmation about Luke’s interpretive emphases arises inductively from the exegetical 

chapters in the body of the thesis. 
500

 For discussion of what constitutes a ‘stream of emphasis’ please see section 2.1. 
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Luke’s interpretive practice, however, shed light on how several of the streams of 

emphasis might be clarified or developed further. In a few cases the findings from the 

study even suggest possible ways of sharpening or extending an aspect of one of the 

streams. 

Finally, the emerging field of MH as a whole will be reconsidered in the light of what 

has been learned about Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures. The central features of a 

missional hermeneutic will be considered and five particular emphases of Luke’s 

hermeneutic will be proposed in this role. The capacity of each of the existing streams 

to supply those emphases will be pondered and their relationship further explored, 

especially in regard to their synergy and possible synthesis. Ramifications of Luke’s 

interpretation of Scripture for defining ‘mission’ and MH will be discussed, as well as 

the potential of MH to continue to contribute to the task of the church. Finally, 

suggestions for further research in this field will be made. 

8.1  ‘STREAMS’ OF MH RECONSIDERED 

The streams of emphasis of MH which will be reconsidered are those conceptualised 

by George Hunsberger, namely, those original four streams which primarily 

emphasise, respectively, the missional metanarrative, purpose, location and 

engagement for biblical interpretation, as well as a later suggested stream emphasising 

the need for interpreting alongside the “other” from that context.
501

 It will now be 

considered whether any of the emphases of Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures 

might be consistent with, suggest possible ways of sharpening or extending, or in any 

other way clarify or shed light on, each of those streams. Luke’s interpretive emphases 

include dimensions of his understanding of God’s dealings with his world as well as 

aspects of his approach to the Scriptures of Israel.
502

  

                                                 
501

 In chapter 2 the order of the ‘streams’ was amended to reflect the approximate chronological order of 

their emergence for the sake of elucidating the development of the conversation. Here, where the 

historical development of the discussion is not in view, the order of the streams has reverted to that 

originally proposed by Hunsberger (“Proposals,” 309-21) out of respect for his original intentions. 
502

 It might be argued that Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with his world (cf. section 7.1) may 

be less relevant to MH than those emphases derived from his approach to Scripture (cf. section 7.2), 

because it does not result in the formulation of hermeneutical principles of the same category as those 

developed in the various MH proposals. Importantly, however, this research has not set out to determine 

what light might be shed by the current MH conversation on Luke’s interpretation of Scripture, but, 

rather, what light Luke’s interpretation might shed on MH. For that reason, current MH theory should 

not ultimately set the parameters of this study and determine what is or is not relevant, and therefore 

what aspects of the findings from Luke’s hermeneutical practice may or may not be used to illumine it. 

Rather, the findings from the pericopes in Luke-Acts must be allowed the opportunity to illuminate MH, 

even if the result may not totally fit into the categories traced out by the scholarly conversation so far. 
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8.1.1  The Missional Metanarrative of Scripture as the Framework for MH
503

 

The first of Hunsberger’s streams of emphasis is that developed by scholars such as 

Dan Beeby, Richard Bauckham, Michael Goheen and Christopher Wright. This stream 

emphasises the missional metanarrative and direction of Scripture and sees this as the 

appropriate framework for biblical interpretation. Despite this stream’s multiple 

contributors and consequent variations there are, nevertheless, some significant ways 

in which Luke’s interpretive practice seems to be aligned with its general direction. 

Both Luke’s approach to Scripture and his understanding of God’s dealings in the 

Scriptures are consistent with this stream, particularly in the way it places emphasis on 

important aspects of God’s dealings which can be neglected by other varieties of 

contemporary biblical interpretation.
504

  

First, Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures is consistent with this stream of emphasis 

of MH because of Luke’s holistic and corroborative approach to the Scriptures.
505

 

Luke’s holistic approach is similar to Dan Beeby’s emphasis on the importance of 

canon in interpretation and consistent with all this stream’s other advocates’ insistence 

on the need for reading the parts of Scripture in the light of the whole overarching 

narrative.
506

 Luke’s corroborative approach to Scripture is also consistent with this 

stream because all four pericopes rely on a comparison between various elements of 

the Scriptures of Israel and contemporary events. This comparison can only have a 

valid basis if Luke assumes a coherence and consistency in God’s dealings and 
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 In his discussion of this stream Hunsberger (“Proposals”) identifies “the story . . . of the mission of 

God” (310) as the framework, clue or key for biblical interpretation (311), citing various proponents as 

seeing “mission”, or a “missional narrative core” (311), as that “key or clue for understanding the 

Scriptures” (312). In his conclusion he identifies the framework for MH as “the narrative of the missio 

Dei” (319). Similarly, in section 2.3, I characterise the proponents of this stream as “contend[ing] that 

the Bible can be interpreted faithfully or coherently only to the extent that it is interpreted in the context 

of its missional metanarrative, the missio Dei. The mission of God is seen as the unifying motif, 

direction and overarching story of Scripture and thus becomes the framework for its interpretation” (39). 

Where my terminology differs from Hunsberger’s in my description of (and label for) this stream, it 

reflects the influence of the primary sources on which I directly base most of my discussion (cf. section 

2.3). Thus, the ideas of Beeby and Bauckham have shaped my language to a much greater extent than 

for Hunsberger, whose schema deals more with Chris Wright’s and Goheen’s writings (310-312). 
504

 See chapter 7 for a summary of what the four selected pericopes demonstrate as emphases of Luke’s 

interpretive practice. Together they suggest certain characteristic ways in which Luke understands and 

approaches the Scriptures of Israel. See section 7.1 for a description of Luke’s understanding from the 

Scriptures that God’s dealings with his world have purposively relational, mediate, liberative, 

transformative and inclusive dimensions. For the other main category of Luke’s hermeneutical 

emphases see section 7.2, which describes Luke’s approach to the Scriptures of Israel as corroborative 

and holistic, yet focusing. 
505

 For an explanation of the way in which the terms ‘holistic’ and ‘corroborative’ are used in this thesis 

in regard to specific Lukan interpretive emphases, see sections 7.2.2 and 7.2.1, respectively. 
506

 Beeby, Canon, 5-6. 
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between the parts of the Scriptures, just as proponents of this stream propose a “single 

coherent story” running “from creation to new creation.”
507

 

Second, Luke’s interpretation of Scripture is consistent with this stream of emphasis in 

his strongly purposive
508

 understanding of God’s dealings with his world and of the 

nature of those actions, strategies and purpose.
509

 This stream’s conception of an 

overarching biblical story with a clear direction fits well with the trajectory seen in 

Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with his world—namely, God’s purposively 

relational dealings through other-focused mediate agents involving liberative and 

transformative actions with inclusive motivations
510

 leading to the universal spread of 

his royal relational rule throughout all creation (cf. fig.5).
511

 Although proponents of 

this stream would not necessarily speak of the metanarrative in these specific terms, 

there is considerable similarity. For example, Richard Bauckham speaks of the 

narrative movement of Scripture being toward the Kingdom of God, which he defines 

as “the achievement of God’s purposes for good in the whole of God’s creation.”
512

 

A particular strength of this stream, which becomes apparent in the light of Luke’s 

understanding from Scripture of God’s dealings, is its emphasis on transformative 

dimensions, which are referred to within this stream as the need for God’s people to be 

a display people or a contrast community. Both Chris Wright and Michael Goheen 

have helped to show the importance of the transformed lives of God’s people to their 
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 Bauckham, “Reading,” 43, 39. 
508

 For an explanation of the way in which the term ‘purposively relational’ is used in this thesis in 

regard to a specific Lukan interpretive emphasis, see section 7.1.1. 
509

 This story of God’s dealings with his world and its people is, in essence, a metanarrative, and, if I am 

correctly assessing the prominent features of Luke’s understanding, it could properly be considered to 

be a missional metanarrative, in essence the missio Dei. If this is the case then Luke could be said to be 

using a missional metanarrative as his framework for biblical interpretation. 
510

 For explanations of the way in which the terms ‘mediate’, ‘liberative’, ‘transformative’ and 

‘inclusive’ are used in this thesis in regard to specific Lukan interpretive emphases, please see sections 

7.1.2, 7.1.3, 7.1.4 and 7.1.5, respectively. 
511

 In one sense, what is detailed here as the emphases of Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings is just 

one particular rendering of what the missional metanarrative of the Bible is understood to be, and thus 

lies alongside other renderings. This is true in as much as they are merely features derived from 

observations of the evidence of Luke’s interpretive process in the selected pericopes, and because it is 

just Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings and, therefore, of the scriptural metanarrative. Luke’s status 

as an author of God-breathed Scripture, however, gives greater weight to his understanding of that 

metanarrative. As an apostolic author, Luke’s understanding of Scripture—his rendering of its 

overarching story—is potentially of considerable importance in guiding us as to how Scripture should be 

read today. Moreover, if Luke is a legitimate hermeneutical exemplar, as is argued in chapter 1 of this 

thesis, then his use of a missional metanarrative as his framework for interpretation of the Scriptures 

lends support to the proposal of the proponents of this stream of emphasis that the missional 

metanarrative of the Bible should be the framework for faithful biblical interpretation.  
512

 Richard Bauckham, Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Postmodern World  (Grand Rapids: 

Paternoster, 2003), 11. 
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carrying out of his mission.
513

 This is a valuable reminder to those of us who may be 

tempted to give so much attention to liberative (or redemptive) aspects of the gospel 

that its transformative, inclusive, relational and eschatological dimensions are 

comparatively under-emphasised.
514

 This makes the emphasis that some proponents of 

this stream give to the transformative dimension, which is highlighted by Luke’s 

understanding of Scripture, both valuable and timely. Luke’s transformative dimension 

will also be increasingly necessary for biblical interpretation in today’s post-modern 

context where, as Richard Bauckham rightly points out, people need to understand 

how to read the Bible as a uniquely non-oppressive, non-coercive, “non-totalising 

metanarrative”, in contrast to those of the universalist cultures seen in some 

expressions of Islam, Western Enlightenment modernity and today’s economic 

globalisation.
515

 These are ways in which Luke’s hermeneutical emphases are 

consistent with the metanarrative stream. 

One possible way in which Luke’s interpretation of Scripture may assist in clarifying 

this stream of emphasis of MH is by its potential for elaboration on what is involved in 

God’s ‘mission’. At times some scholars within this stream have been accused of 

vagueness in their reliance on terms such as missio Dei, or ‘mission of God’, as a 

blanket term to describe what the biblical story is about, but without defining it 

precisely enough. Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings with his world and the 

purposes towards which he is working can thus potentially add to the definitional 

clarity of this stream.
516

 This will be further discussed in section 8.2.3. 

In regard to possible ways in which Luke’s interpretation might suggest possible ways 

of sharpening or extending this stream of emphasis of MH, there is little to be said in 

view of its positive development over the past few years. In recent years two excellent 

publications have filled this stream’s alleged lacunae regarding the sending aspects of 
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mission and an ecclesiology rooted in the church’s identity. In The Mission of God’s 

People, Christopher Wright seeks to answer the question of “why the people of God 

exist and what it is they are supposed to be and do in the world?”
517

 and in A Light To 

the Nations, Mike Goheen seeks to “analyse the missional identity of the church by 

tracing its role in the biblical story.”
518

 Luke’s emphasis on the other-focused, selfless 

and often suffering nature of the service of God’s mediate agents is another biblical 

dimension which today’s church, especially in the West, needs to hear. Both these 

books highlight the importance of this aspect.
519

  

One aspect of Luke’s understanding of the Scriptures, however, which does appear 

able to extend the metanarrative stream is Luke’s strong emphasis on the relational 

nature of God’s desires and purposes. This could be a significant contribution, 

especially in view of the metanarrative stream’s being so well-placed to help reclaim 

the Bible’s missional story as a uniquely non-totalising metanarrative which can resist 

the current totalising metanarratives of economic globalisation and consumerist 

individualism.
520

 Discussing the metanarrative stream in section 2.3 of this thesis, 

Richard Bauckham’s view was noted. He points out that postmodern relativism is 

powerless to resist these oppressive and dominating metanarratives, because it 

ultimately tends toward collusion with them,
521

 and yet, sadly, the Christian story “has 

been equally compromised by oppressive distortions and collusion with the modern 

myth of progress.”
522

 He thus contends that what is needed is a “retrieval of aspects of 

the biblical story that resist its ideological distortions,”
523

 for, when faithfully 

interpreted and obeyed,
524

 this reclaimed missional metanarrative of the Bible would 

be able to work against, rather than collude with, oppression.
525

 If Bauckham is right, 

then this stream of MH, with the strong case it makes for the missional metanarrative 

as the framework for faithful interpretation of Scripture, could play an important role 

in helping the church in that reclamation. If so, then Luke’s emphasis on the strongly 

relational nature of God’s purpose and dealings could be a valuable resource to assist 
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in this by helping to reinforce our understanding of the deep relationality of the 

missional metanarrative of the Bible.
526

 

8.1.2 The Missional Purpose of Scripture as the Aim of MH 

The second of Hunsberger’s streams of emphasis is the one largely pioneered by 

Darrell Guder which emphasises the missional purpose of Scripture as being to form 

missional communities and the aim of biblical interpretation as being to fulfil that 

equipping purpose. Luke’s interpretive practice is consistent with this stream in a 

number of ways, in addition to perhaps contributing some clues about Luke’s 

understanding of how formation takes place from Scripture. 

This second stream is consistent with Luke’s corroborative and holistic approach to the 

Scriptures as well as with Luke’s emphases on the other-focused mediate and 

transformative dimensions of God’s dealings and his goal of relational rule. First, in 

terms of approach, Luke’s corroborative approach to Scripture for navigational and 

formative functions (as discussed above in section 7.2.1) is consistent with this stream 

of MH by its very nature of guiding and shaping. Similarly, Luke’s holistic approach 

to Scripture, which places greater importance on supra-cultural principles over the 

details of specific instances or situations, is also consistent with this stream. When it 

comes to forming communities to serve God, an ability to interpret Scripture by an 

understanding of the whole story and its associated principles, priorities and identity is 

an essential attribute. 

Secondly, Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings and purposes is also consistent with 

the direction in which this stream of emphasis is heading. Like Luke, this stream 

places a strong emphasis on God’s use of mediate participants in his purposes, 

especially the church as God’s primary intermediary community today. The other-

focused mediate dimension of Luke’s understanding of Scripture thus strongly 

suggests the importance of this stream by its implication that, as God’s intermediaries 

in his dealings with his world, it is not enough for God’s people merely to interpret 

Scripture in order to understand it. Scripture is a primary means by which God’s 

intermediaries are moulded, equipped and directed as they hear it and act upon it. This 

stream is also very strong on the other-focused nature of the mediate task, in contrast 
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to an overly self-centred and inward-looking church which some might see as typical 

of the West today. This stream also resonates with Luke’s emphasis on God’s 

transformative strategy, as exemplified in its representatives’ oft-repeated adage that 

God’s people need not only to say and do witness, but also to “be” witness.
527

 Finally, 

Luke’s emphasis on the relational rule of God as his goal is consistent with this 

stream’s same conviction about the centrality of God’s rule and that “the church is the 

sign, foretaste, instrument, and agent of God’s in-breaking kingdom.”
528

 

The ways in which Luke corroboratively interprets the Scriptures of Israel as forming 

and equipping individuals and their communities to participate in God’s purposes are 

perhaps instructive for this stream of emphasis. Examples include Luke’s assurance of 

Theophilus and his portrayal of the ways in which the protagonists of his four 

pericopes had been equipped and shaped by Scripture. By his interpretation of 

Scripture Luke was helping to equip and form Theophilus and other members of his 

audiences to be missional communities (Luke 1:1-4). This may partly have been by 

helping them to interpret Scripture by understanding God’s purposes and strategies and 

seeking to be aligned with these. Luke also seems to read the Scriptures of Israel as 

formative texts by the way that he portrays them, humanly speaking, as having formed 

and equipped, to some extent, the priest Zechariah (by the Pentateuch, Writings and 

Prophets), Jesus (by Isaiah 58 and 61), James (by Amos 9) and even Paul (by Isaiah 

6).
529

 Finally, Luke portrays a variety of ways in which God deals through mediate 

participants from many different walks of life. Luke’s example should encourage 

proponents of this stream to continue to advocate and model the interpretation of 

Scripture for the purpose of equipping and forming a similarly wide range of today’s 

people—not just full time professionals, but people involved in bivocational or lay 

ministries whom Luke’s emphases would suggest are intrinsically strategic and 

valuable as God’s intermediaries. 
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8.1.3  The Missional Locatedness of Interpretation 

The third of Hunsberger’s streams of emphasis, which has been developed by Michael 

Barram and others, deals with the missional locatedness of interpretation.
530

 It 

maintains that a faithful interpretive community needs to ask questions of Scripture 

which arise from its particular social context. This third stream is particularly 

consistent with Luke’s navigational approach to the Scriptures of Israel.
531

 Luke’s 

portrayal of  important questions being asked from socially located contexts in three of 

the four analysed pericopes, and then answered from the Scriptures, is consistent with 

the central premise of this stream. 

 Luke recounts how everyone who hears about the miraculous events surrounding the 

birth of Zechariah’s son explicitly asks: “What then is this child going to be?” (Luke 

1:66). This Luke answers, using many elements from the Scriptures of Israel, through 

Zechariah’s prophecy. Along with that he answers the implicit but more important 

question, which his contemporaries were asking, about whether the God of Israel still 

cared about his people, as he had in the past, and would console and restore them 

(1:76-79; cf. 2:25, 38).  

After Jesus’ reading and sermon in the synagogue at Nazareth, Luke records the 

question the local crowd was asking: “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” (4:22). He also 

suggests the less rhetorical question that they may not have actually been verbalising, 

but were wondering: “Why isn’t he doing here in his own hometown what we heard 

he’d done in Capernaum?” (4:23). The answer Luke records Jesus as giving, once 

again from the Scriptures of Israel, was not to their liking (4:24-30).  

Luke’s account of the Council of Jerusalem records the deliberations over two implicit 

but crucial questions facing the church at that time, namely: “On what basis should 

Gentiles be incorporated into the church?” and “How will Jewish-background and 

Gentile-background believers be able to have fellowship together?” Luke portrays 

James answering both of those questions from the Scriptures of Israel (Acts 15:14-21). 

These six questions are all “intentional and socially ‘located’ questions about God’s 

mission relative to the concrete realities of [the] contemporary world” of the various 
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people within those contexts.
532

 The fact that Luke then provides answers to each of 

those questions from the Scriptures of Israel suggests that he sees it as legitimate to 

come to the Scriptures with socially located questions, as is the contention of 

proponents of this stream. 

Finally, Luke’s account of Paul in Rome also uses the Scriptures to answer two 

questions, although this time they are questions that Luke’s audience would have been 

asking rather than from within the context of the pericope. One question which must 

have been puzzling some at that time was why, if this new teaching really were from 

God, were so many of his people, the Jews, rejecting it. Luke shows Paul helping to 

answer that from the Scriptures (28:25-28). Similarly, in the light of so much 

opposition, many of Luke’s audience would have been asking, as Luke’s account went 

along, how it would be possible that this Judean sect could even survive, let alone 

spread to the ends of the earth. In Luke’s final sentence he helps to answer that 

question by his assurance of Paul’s quite open and unhindered teaching in the capital 

of the known world (28:30-31).  

Although strictly outside the purview of the four analysed pericopes, Luke is also 

using the whole of his two-volume account to answer the implied questions of 

Theophilus and his other hearers, as to the reliability of what they have been taught 

(Luke 1:1-4). What is more difficult to know with any certainty is the social location or 

context of Luke’s own faith community. That Luke’s interpretive strategy as he read 

Scripture characteristically involved asking contextually located questions may be 

reasonable to assume but is hard to prove either way. What can be said is that, judging 

by the questions he answers in these four pericopes, he endorses this approach.  

In view of Luke’s emphasis on God’s inclusive desire for the outsider or ‘other’, and 

the boundary-straddling nature of truly inclusive ministry, this aspect of Luke’s 

interpretation of Scripture suggests a possible way of sharpening or extending the way 

in which questions are asked in this stream of emphasis. It would have taken one who 

was very familiar with the context to be able to ask the questions that were asked in the 

first three of Luke’s pericopes. Does one, then, actually need to read, to some extent, 

with the other—at least to be deeply engaged in the life of the other—before being able 
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to ask truly located questions?
533

 This is, perhaps, part of the rationale behind the fifth 

suggested stream of MH, which will be considered in due course.  

8.1.4  Interpretation for Missional Engagement 
534

 

The fourth of Hunsberger’s streams of emphasis, first described by Jim Brownson in 

1994, proposes that for engagement with diverse cultural contexts Scripture can be 

faithfully interpreted by using the gospel as an interpretive matrix. Proponents of this 

stream, such as Brownson and Ross Wagner, have studied the way in which NT 

authors, such as Paul, interpret the OT for their first-century contexts. Brownson 

contends that the “set of interpretive rules or assumptions” which they use to determine 

what usage of Scripture or tradition is legitimate in any particular context, is the 

gospel.
535

 

Luke’s interpretation of Scripture is consistent with this stream of emphasis, first, in 

his corroborative approach, and, second, in his focusing approach to the Scriptures. 

First, Luke’s corroborative approach to the Scriptures of Israel is consistent with this 

stream in each of the pericopes examined.
536

 His reading of Scripture in the Benedictus 
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exhibits a corroborative comparison between the Scriptural story of God’s dealings in 

the past and as predicted for the future. On the one hand Luke establishes continuity 

between the two by the enduring nature of God’s strategies, motivations, plans and 

purposes. On the other hand he demonstrates a discontinuity in terms of other aspects, 

such as the specific focus and scope of his salvation (Luke 1:71, 77). Luke does this by 

using the interpretive lens of the momentous contemporary events of Jesus’ life, 

ministry, death and resurrection. Luke similarly interprets Isaiah through the lens of 

Jesus’ ministry which followed, by recounting Jesus’ reading and message in Nazareth 

which became his mission manifesto (Luke 4:18-21). He also shows Jesus giving new 

insights into well-known stories of Elijah and Elisha (4:24-27). Luke’s corroborative 

use of the Scriptures of Israel in Acts 15 and 28 are similarly consistent with this 

stream by Luke’s demonstration of his own Scriptural interpretation for the sake of his 

audience, as well as of James and Paul modeling the faithful use of Scripture within 

the narrative for the missional contexts confronting them. Luke is effectively 

swimming in this stream when he uses Scripture in a corroborative fashion with 

formative purposes for Theophilus and the rest of his audience. Luke interprets God’s 

dealings with his people and his world, as seen in the Scriptures, in the light of the 

things concerning Jesus, serving to reassure and encourage his hearers of the 

trustworthiness of what they had been taught.  

Second, Luke’s focusing approach to the Scriptures is also consistent with this 

stream.
537

 It is consistent with the stream’s emphasis on the importance of contextually 

                                                                                                                                             
practice. In chapter 7 the Scriptures’ corroboration of current events was complemented by the current 

events’ corroboration of the Scriptures. When the momentous events promised in the Scriptures of Israel 

finally came to pass, their very occurrence, and the realisation that those events were fulfilling the 

ancient prophesies, played an important corroboratory function in testifying to the trustworthiness of the 

Scriptures which foresaw them. It is thus not surprising that we see Luke using this reciprocal 

corroboration in his writing, especially since an important part of his acknowledged goal was that his 

audience “may know the certainty of the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4). Those “things” they 

had been taught would, arguably, have included not only the events of Jesus’ life and the work of the 

early church, but also significant parts of the Scriptures of Israel which foretold them. Most of the 

current events in focus in the pericopes studied in this thesis, however, were quite unique to that specific 

time in salvation-history—whether the coming (Luke 1) or ministry (Luke 4) of Jesus, or the gospel’s 

acceptance by the Gentiles (Acts 15) and rejection by many of the Jews (Acts 28). Thus, although the 

current events of Luke’s period may well have corroborated the Scriptures, that same direction of 

corroboration may not be so easily applicable to the current events of our own day in which we are 

interpreting Scripture. We should therefore not be surprised, here in the final chapter as we seek to glean 

lessons from Luke’s interpretation of Scripture for our own task of interpreting Scripture today, if that 

aspect of the current events corroborating the Scriptures becomes less prominent. There are some 

features of Luke’s hermeneutic which prove less easily and directly transferable to our situation than 

others, and these could be expected to recede from view as we move from examining Luke’s 

interpretation into an application of this to our own interpretive practice. 
537

 For an explanation of the way in which the term ‘focusing’ is used in this thesis in regard to a 

specific Lukan interpretive emphasis, please see section 7.2.3. 



                  Ch 8 – Reconsidering Missional Hermeneutics                                                              205 

 

 

appropriate interpretation which is not only faithful to the original Scriptural tradition 

but is sufficiently sensitive to diverse, often cross-cultural, contexts. By various 

methods (discussed in section 7.2.3) Luke focuses on certain aspects of the Scriptures 

which he wants to emphasise so as to be most useful for the context which he is 

addressing. So, in addressing an audience needing reassurance that God has not 

abandoned his nation Israel, but who are puzzled over the large-scale rejection of the 

gospel by the Jews, Luke shows Paul using the LXX to emphasise those aspects of the 

Isaianic citation which display God’s willingness to save and yet Israel’s unwillingness 

to see (Acts 28:26-27). This is over against a more literal rendering of the MT which 

might have been construed as implying God’s rejection or reprobation of the Jewish 

nation. These same emphases may also have been more fruitful in Paul’s immediate 

context, namely, of his departing Jewish hearers in Rome, some of whom were 

interested in his message and at least partially persuaded (28:24-25). 

Luke’s focusing approach to Scripture nevertheless suggests one way in which Luke’s 

interpretation of Scripture might sharpen or extend this stream of MH. Proponents of 

this stream of emphasis acknowledge the importance of retaining a faithful coherence 

with Scripture while also attending sufficiently to the unique context for which one is 

interpreting. In a number of places, such as those discussed in section 7.2.3, Luke 

demonstrates his focusing approach by making interpretive choices which may, for 

instance, result in him choosing to cite the LXX even though a more literal translation 

of the MT may have made a significant difference to the meaning.  

This stream’s proponents advocate that today’s interpreters can learn from the NT 

authors’ approach to the OT and, to a degree, that is definitely the case. How far, 

however, can today’s interpreters go in following those uniquely recognised canonical 

writers while still remaining faithful to Scripture? To what extent can interpreters of 

our day safely imitate the hermeneutical practice of Paul, for example, who, according 

to Ross Wagner, revises Israel’s story in Romans 9-11 in a “bold and sweepingly 

revisionary rereading of Scripture”?
538

 The special status of apostles, and the others 

whose writings have subsequently been made part of the canon, is thus something 

which interpreters using this stream of MH must keep in mind.  
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Particularly in regard to the use of focusing, then, this question is especially pertinent: 

How far can contemporary interpretive communities go in making their own focusing 

choices as they follow the models of hermeneutical exemplars like Luke or Paul?
 539

 In 

this area Luke’s interpretive practice can make a contribution in so far as we allow our 

interpretive focusing to be guided by the extra definition and shaping which Luke’s 

perspective of God’s dealings can give to what we understand as the missional 

metanarrative of the Bible. Moreover, if the gospel is understood as, broadly speaking, 

what God has done, through sending Jesus, to further his relational purposes of 

bringing his royal rule by his mediate, liberative, transformative and inclusive 

restorative strategy, then the gospel is the heart and lifeblood of the Bible’s missional 

metanarrative. If so, then Luke’s interpretive emphases can make a significant 

contribution towards our faithful understanding of that gospel which this stream relies 

on as the “hermeneutical vantage point” that enables faithful interpretive decisions.540 

8.1.5  Interpretation Along with the ‘Other’ 

In addition to George Hunsberger’s four original streams, over recent years the 

Missional Hermeneutics Forum of the GOCN has added “a fifth point of accent,” 

namely, the need to “read together with the culturally and socially ‘other’.”
541

 This 

resulted from recommendations by Jim Brownson and Michael Barram in their 

responses to Hunsberger’s seminal conceptualisation of the streams.
542

 This new 

stream of emphasis shares similarities with the third stream, which emphasises the 

importance of locatedness in interpretation, and the fourth stream which emphasises 

engagement with differing contexts. It also bears common threads with Richard 

Bauckham’s fourth thematic trajectory of the biblical narrative, which demonstrates 

God’s strategy of reaching all people by way of choosing and working through the 
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least significant ones.
543

 This is especially so since many of the remaining ‘other’ in 

the world are marginalised in some way.  

1. Areas of consistency 

Luke’s interpretation of Scripture is both consistent with, and perhaps sheds some light 

on, this newest stream in three main areas. This new fifth stream is consistent with: (i) 

Luke’s practice of interpreting from the perspective of others, (ii) his approach to 

Scripture and (iii) his understanding of God’s dealings as described in Scripture.  

(i) In more than one of the analysed pericopes there is evidence of Luke’s interpreting 

the Scriptures of Israel and contemporary events from the perspective of others—a 

feature which is consistent with this stream. In the Benedictus Luke interprets 

Scripture through the eyes and understanding of Zechariah. There is a sense in which, 

as a representative of a nation which has to some degree become estranged from its 

God, he is ‘other’ in that context. He sees his own people as in need of God’s 

compassionate redeeming presence as well as including the needs of the further 

‘others’ who also sit in darkness and the shadow of death (Luke 1:77-79).  

In Luke’s account of Jesus’ visit to Nazareth there are ‘others’ on various levels. On 

one level the obvious others here are the Gentiles, widows and lepers who are 

mentioned as clear referents of the marginalised πτωχοῖς to whom the anointed one has 

come to bring good news (4:18, 24-27). Much of what follows this pericope in Luke’s 

Gospel is, in one sense, an exercise in ‘reading with’ those physically, socially and 

spiritually marginalised ‘others’ to whom Luke pays so much attention in his account 

by recording their responses to transformative experiences of the Son of Man.
544

 On 

another, more immediate level, the other ‘others’ here are the local residents of 

Nazareth.  Through Jesus’ knowledge of what they were thinking, Luke exposes the 

primarily self-interested way in which they interpreted the Scriptures referred to in 

Jesus’ message (4:22-24).  

In the controversy which led to the Jerusalem Council the ‘others’ were “the Gentiles 

who are turning toward God” (Acts 15:19). Luke does not reveal whether any of the 

believers who had come to the council from Antioch were of Gentile background. 

Nevertheless, by appointing Paul and Barnabas (15:2), the Gentile believers had 
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brothers there who knew and understood them because of having lived among them, 

and so could accurately represent their interests and perspective as the Scriptures were 

considered. 

(ii) Luke’s approach to the Scriptures also suggests the need for this new stream of 

emphasis. Luke’s focusing approach to the Scriptures, by which he emphasises 

different aspects of the truth, helps remind today’s interpreters that, even on issues 

which they may hold dearly, there may be other valid perspectives of which they are 

unaware.  It shows the need for the wider interpretive community to welcome new 

eyes, even from outside the community of faith. They might help it see that aspects of 

Scripture which it may regard as of minimal importance or relevance, may, for people 

from different contexts, be extremely significant, and vice versa. ‘Others’ from 

divergent contexts, including those from outside the community of faith, can help 

expose ways in which Western interpreters’ perspectives have been subverted and 

distorted by accommodation to the prevailing rationalistic and self-absorbed culture. 

This also raises the question of how complete interpreters’ views really are, even when 

they assume they are taking a holistic view of the overarching story. The fresh 

perspective of the other, either from inside or outside the faith community, is an 

important source of correction for this as well.  

(iii) Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings as transformative and inclusive also 

suggests the need for this stream. First, Luke’s transformative emphasis is consistent 

with this stream in his understanding of the need for God’s people to be transformed to 

cease their unjust practices and live righteous lives which set free those ‘others’ who 

are oppressed (Luke 4:18e; cf. Isa 58:1-10).
545

 For God’s people to be able to do this 

requires an awareness of those individual or societal ways in which their behaviour 

exploits and oppresses the ‘other’. The self-deception which comes with privilege 

often prevents this, yet ‘reading with the other’ to see things through their eyes, 

especially those outside the community of faith, can increase awareness of how the 

lives of God’s people impact on others and thus enable them to change.  

Second, Luke’s inclusive emphasis is consistent with this stream’s conviction that at 

the heart of a missional hermeneutic lies the gospel’s unique ability to bring 

reconciliation across barriers of difference with the other.
546

 Whether they be Gentiles, 
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captives, the blind or lepers, Luke’s understanding of God’s aim of inclusion into his 

community, with its long-term goal of God-glorifying diversity, necessitates and 

assumes a reconciliation process which bridges differences without abolishing them to 

the point of uniformity. Certainly some of the pericopes revealed outcomes in which 

reconciliation or the lack of it was prominent. Zechariah contemplated God’s people of 

Israel shining on Gentiles, who also sat in darkness, so as to be able to walk the way of 

peace together (Luke 1:79). This is an example of the gospel bridging and reconciling 

otherwise irreconcilable differences, which is significant because these Gentiles would 

presumably have been of those same nationalities which would have been counted 

among Israel’s enemies so feared in the first half of the Benedictus (1:71-74).  

The same concept is amplified in the case of Elisha’s compassionate assistance of 

Naaman, the commander of their enemies’ army (Luke 4:27). The prospect of a 

restoration of Israel involving reconciliation with Gentiles obviously did not appeal to 

the people of Nazareth, as is evidenced by their intimidating response (4:28-30). As 

Jesus anticipated with the proverb he quoted, they would have preferred for the 

benefits of Jesus’ messiahship to be retained for their own πατρίδι (‘hometown’ or 

‘homeland’, 4:23). Dean Flemming observes that the Jerusalem Council results in a 

reconciled community (Acts 15:33) and that Luke’s focus on the unanimity of the 

decision (15:22, 25) “implies a change among the believing Pharisees.”
547

 

2. Areas of possible clarification 

There are a few ways in which Luke’s interpretation of Scripture may possibly help to 

clarify this stream of MH. Firstly, Luke’s understanding of God’s desire and purposes 

in the Scriptures for relationship with his people, and his emphasis on relatedness, 

could be a fruitful concept for this stream to consider. It suggests that God’s relational 

and inclusive purpose as the solution to otherness is not sameness, which eschews 

diversity, but relatedness, which embraces it.  

Secondly, Luke’s reading with the ‘brother’ other—namely, that ‘other’ who has 

become a brother in Christ—is potentially instructive for this stream of emphasis. 

Notwithstanding the importance which Luke’s inclusivity places on close listening 

engagement with the yet-unincluded other, in Acts 15 it is learning from the Gentiles 

who have already joined the community of faith which is especially fruitful, even via 
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the advocacy of others. Thus, reading with the other is important to practise with those 

who are part of, as well as those who are not yet a part of, the family of faith. 

Thirdly, the mutual intelligibility inherent in all of the cross-cultural encounters Luke 

portrays in these pericopes underlines the importance of adequate Bible translation as a 

prerequisite for genuine reading with the other in interpretation of the Bible. Whether 

it be Zechariah with his audience, Jesus with the people of Nazareth (4:20-30), Jewish 

believers with a Hebraic versus Hellenistic background, believers of a Jewish versus a 

Gentile background, or Paul with the Jews of Rome—in all those situations the various 

parties had the benefit of clear communication together and access to the Scriptures in 

a language they could understand. They could use either Aramaic or Greek to converse 

and the Scriptures of Israel were available in Greek translation or else, for non-Greek 

speakers, presumably reasonably well-established oral traditions.
548

 This would have 

enabled Jesus to expound on his citation in Aramaic, Paul to explain the Scriptures to 

the Romans in Greek, and James to select either Aramaic or Greek depending on the 

linguistic makeup of the delegation from Antioch. When there is an adequate level of 

mutual intelligibility, either already existing or by language learning, and where 

sufficient research, time and effort has been put into establishing a clear, natural and 

accurate vernacular Bible translation, the mutual benefits of interpreting together with 

the other can be unimaginably rich.
549

  

8.2  RECONSIDERING MH AS A WHOLE  

Having reconsidered the individual streams of MH in the light of what has been 

discerned from four of Luke’s pericopes about his interpretive practice; it remains now 

to see what light might be shed by these same Lukan emphases on MH in general. To 
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 The sorts of benefits enjoyed by those interpreting together in this situation can include feeling, with 
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instance, how impossibly difficult it is for the revered wealthy to submit to God’s rule (Luke 18:24-26); 
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on effects, of those changes. 



                  Ch 8 – Reconsidering Missional Hermeneutics                                                              211 

 

 

begin with, in light of Luke’s emphases, the question will be asked as to what might be 

the central features of a missional hermeneutic. Then the ability of each of the 

individual streams of emphasis to supply those central features will be pondered in 

order to see what this might reveal about their relationship to each other, and especially 

their synergy.
550

 After that some possible ramifications for discussing the definition 

and description of mission, and therefore of MH, will be considered. Finally, some 

other potential contributions of MH to the church in the light of Luke’s interpretive 

emphases will be explored, in addition to suggesting a few areas in which future 

research might be fruitful.  

8.2.1  Central Features of a Missional Hermeneutic 

Having in the previous chapter considered Luke’s particular hermeneutical emphases, 

the question must now be asked as to which of them, if any, might be considered 

central to a hermeneutic regarded as missional? Three dimensions of God’s dealings 

from Luke’s understanding of Scripture and two aspects of his approach to Scripture 

stand out as central.  

The dimensions of God’s dealings that commend themselves as central to a missional 

hermeneutic are God’s relational purposes, his other-focused mediate strategy and his 

commitment to inclusive outcomes. First, God is purposively relational.
551

 A case can 

be made for this to be included both on the basis of its centrality to the whole of God’s 

dealings with the world, and because purpose is one generally accepted sense of the 

meaning of ‘mission’.
552

 Luke seems to understand divine purposiveness as being 
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 Hunsberger, in “Proposals”, reveals that the GOCN Forum invites such testing. He states that “the 
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his world. 
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directed toward a particular goal, that being the royal relational rule of God. Like 

Luke, some hermeneutical exemplars or perspectives might conceivably emphasise 

God’s relational desires, the centrality of his spreading rule, and even the importance 

of God’s universal glory. Others may express God’s purposes in other ways. This 

thesis has demonstrated that the key for Luke was God’s deliberate and progressive 

planned movement toward his relational rule. For that reason other aspects of God’s 

plan are here included as subsidiary to the overall purposiveness by which God’s 

goals, strategies and actions are aligned.  

Second, God’s other-focused mediate strategy appears to be a central feature of a 

missional hermeneutic.
553

 This is once again on account of the critical part this 

dimension plays in God’s dealings as well as the prominence of ‘sending’ in both the 

etymology and popular usage of the term ‘mission’. It is worth noting that the roles 

which are mediate in God’s purposes and prominent in Luke’s accounts of God’s 

dealings are strongly and selflessly other-focused, as opposed to alternative forms of 

participation in God’s work which might be oriented primarily toward the nurture, 

blessing, maintenance and growth of one’s own family, church or people—

participations which may be valid, but arguably not missional. 

Third, and perhaps most central of all features, is Luke’s understanding of God’s 

dealings as inclusive.
554

 It is hard to imagine a hermeneutic that could be considered as 

missional without an emphasis on inclusivity, because without inclusivity the 

relational rule of God could never become truly universal, or diverse. Without the 

cosmic universality of his rule and the diversity of those under it, his relational rule 

                                                                                                                                             
missiological perspective which is commonly acknowledged. This is clear from Hunsberger’s 

“Proposals” paper, in which he notes Goheen’s comments regarding Christopher Wright’s influential 

book, The Mission of God. He observes that, rather than understanding the phrase missio Dei, “the 

mission of God”, in its traditional way, in terms of “sending”, Wright “chooses rather to use the term 

mission ‘in its more general sense of a long-term purpose or goal that is to be achieved through 

proximate objectives and planned actions’” (312, quoting Wright 2004,104). Hunsberger, “Starting 

Points”, helpfully acknowledges the validity of God’s purposiveness as being at least part of, and even 

integral to, the meaning of missio Dei, insightfully suggesting that “[t]he relationship between the 

sending and the being sent means that there is not a strict parallel between God and us with regard to 

these two senses of what we may take mission to indicate. Perhaps in the end we may see it this way: 

Missio for God means that God is pursuing purpose, within which God sends. Missio for us means that 

we are those whom God sends, and that joins us to the pursuit of God’s purposes” (6). 
553

 See section 7.1.2. 
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other things, shows how this inclusive dimension of God’s restorative strategy contributes to the 

movement of people and creation from their “bondage to: . . . division, separation [and] alienation” 
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could never be appropriately doxotelic,
555

 since it could never exceed the glory of the 

old creation, let alone reach the heights of a New Creation fitting for One so supreme 

as the God of Israel.  

Although Luke understands God’s dealings to be liberative and transformative, these 

emphases are not included on their own as central features of a missional hermeneutic. 

This is because, despite their importance, one could conceive of biblical interpretation 

which paid attention to liberative or transformative dimensions of God’s dealings in 

Scripture without necessarily being missional. An example might be a hermeneutic 

which placed great importance on personal salvation but with the recipient’s benefit as 

the prime consideration. Another hermeneutic might put emphasis on transformation 

of people and society to live justly, but without giving due attention to the liberative 

elements that make real and sustainable transformation possible, or having any 

motivation to make that transformation inclusive. This is not to say that these features 

are not important for a missional hermeneutic—on the contrary they are prominent in 

Luke’s interpretation of Scripture. Nevertheless, a list of central features cannot 

contain all of them, and in any case, if a hermeneutic is inclusive then that will ensure 

that it is liberative and transformative as well. That is because of the causal nature of 

the relationship between the processes in God’s restorative new creation strategy 

whereby God’s liberative and his transformative actions work together to bring about 

his inclusive outcomes (see fig. 5 in chapter 7). For these reasons the dimensions of 

God’s dealings which are being considered central features of a missional hermeneutic 

are limited to three.  

Two aspects of Luke’s approach to Scripture also seem central to a missional 

hermeneutic—his holistic and his focusing approach.
556

 A holistic approach to 

Scripture is crucial for the understanding and appreciation of the overarching story 

which undergirds Scripture. It is also vital for a missional hermeneutic since it enables 

interpreters to discern the priorities and principles which have made possible the 

translatability of Christian life and faith into so many different global contexts.  
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Just as vital to the translatability and flourishing of the faith into diverse contexts is 

Luke’s focusing approach to Scripture. A focusing approach, not only to Scripture but 

to the context itself, is essential to enable specific, impacting and effective 

apprehension and application of Scripture and its embodiment in different contexts in 

an appropriately indigenous way. This is just as true in a Western suburban context as 

it is in West Africa. From his study of the latter context Lamin Sanneh has shown the 

contrast, in this regard, between Christianity and Islam, which has not proven nearly so 

translatable into specific contextual forms.
557

 This is partly due to Islam’s less holistic, 

as well as less focusing, approach to the interpretation of its scripture and traditions. 

Because of its important role in the accomplishment of the inclusive aims in God’s 

purposes, contextual focusing is a central feature of a missional hermeneutic. 

While Luke also approached Scripture in a corroborative way, including for 

navigational and formative functions, these aspects of his interpretation are not 

considered central to a missional hermeneutic. This is because, although they are 

important, they are common to other interpretive perspectives as well, as illustrated by 

the prominence of corroborative emphases in messianic approaches to interpretation. 

In those cases where the navigational use of Scripture was going to be crucial for 

interpretation to answer located questions from a specific context, that would be 

already incorporated under the contextual focusing discussed above. 

So, by this reckoning, the central features of a missional hermeneutic are an emphasis 

on God’s purposiveness towards his relational rule, his other-focused mediate strategy 

and his commitment to inclusive outcomes, as well as a holistic and yet contextually 

focusing approach to Scripture.  

 8.2.2  Sufficiency, Synergy and Potential Synthesis of the ‘Streams’ 

Having discussed the central features of a MH in the light of Luke’s hermeneutical 

emphases, it is now important to ponder whether any of the individual streams of 

emphasis on their own are sufficient according to those criteria and, if not, whether 

they might meet them together.
558

 In this section, still in the light of Luke’s 
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interpretation of Scripture, the possible synergy of the streams will then be explored to 

ask how they might work together and in what ways Hunsberger’s understanding of 

that interaction might be helpful to our conceptualising the streams in a unified way.
559

  

Do any of the individual streams meet all the criteria? If the streams of emphasis of 

MH, as proposed by various proponents and mapped by Hunsberger, are individually 

evaluated by the criteria above (in 8.2.1) then none of them can be considered totally 

sufficient on its own. By this measure, at least, each of the streams seems to have at 

least one central feature lacking. Whereas the stream of located questions may lack a 

holistic approach, so ‘reading with the other’ may lack an adequate emphasis on God’s 

purposively relational quality. The metanarrative and purpose streams may lack a 

contextually focusing approach to Scripture, and the engagement (gospel matrix) 

stream an emphasis on God’s other-focused mediate strategy. So, at least by the 

measure of the central Lukan hermeneutical emphases proposed above, none of the 

streams are totally sufficient on their own because each lacks at least one of the central 

emphases.
560

 This clearly backs up Hunsberger’s contention that the streams of 

emphasis are interdependent—with “none of them so independent of the others that it 

can stand alone.”
561

  

Do they, then, meet the criteria as streams together? Each of them lacks something, yet 

when all five streams are taken together, all the central emphases are evident. The 

focusing emphasis missing from the metanarrative stream is supplied by the located 

and engagement streams, whereas the purpose stream supplies the mediate emphasis 

missing from the engagement stream. Likewise, the metanarrative and purpose streams 

provide the holistic emphasis lacking from the stream of locatedness. The finding that 

between the various streams together they have all of what have been deemed to be the 

central Lukan interpretive emphases further strengthens Hunsberger’s hypothesis that 

                                                                                                                                             
they can provide an effective MH, then this supports and strengthens Hunsberger’s conclusions that the 

streams are converging, synergistic and provide foundations for a MH. It is helpful for independently 

demonstrating the validity of Hunsberger’s findings so that they can be further built on with greater 

confidence by those who go on to develop this emerging field. 
559
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the streams are synergistic.
562

 George Hunsberger has done the field of MH a great 

service in uniting the streams by showing their interdependence and synergy. 

That the streams, then, are synergistic, seems clear—but how might that synergy 

work? That is, how do they interact to be complete together in a way that they cannot 

be alone? As was seen earlier, Hunsberger observed that the streams, and the proposals 

they had made about the framework, aim, approach and interpretive matrix for a MH, 

“spread across matters to which any hermeneutical proposal must attend.”
563

 He 

appears to be suggesting that the synergy of the streams, or accents, as he calls them 

here, might consist in their each providing different components necessary for faithful 

biblical interpretation in a missional context. This is why he could say that it is “[i]n 

their convergence, [that] these streams of emphasis provide the foundations for the 

continuing development of a robust missional hermeneutic.”
564

  

This re-envisaging of ‘streams’ as foundations reflects the inherent limitations of the 

‘streams’ metaphor to adequately conceptualise any real interaction of the five 

elements. In order to conceptualise this sort of synergistic function of the five 

emphases, the previous metaphor needed to be set aside to make room for a different 

metaphor with which one might be able to envisage greater interaction of the 

emphases. Although Hunsberger has expressed them as foundations, one could also 

think of the emphases as tools, or perhaps as pillars, although each has their own 

limitations. The tool metaphor would underplay the need for all five to be used and 

would not entail any sort of sequence, which may be involved in the process. Pillars 

would give a stronger sense of their prerequisite nature, but perhaps would once again 

lack any suggestion of sequential factors, as well as seeming too fixed and inflexible. 

A useful way to think of them might be in terms of ingredients for a recipe in which 

the order of their processing and addition is not strictly sequential but has some 

bearing on the quality of the result. 
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In any case, it has been established that these ingredients of missional interpretation 

(previously streams of emphasis) need each other to supply the central features of a 

missional hermeneutic and together provide the necessary foundations for the 

development of MH. They obviously do fit together to provide these foundations but 

how they fit together to do so is not immediately apparent.
565

 They are all quite 

different in origin and nature. What they do all seem to have in common is their 

proponents’ shared interest in Scripture and its faithful interpretation in a context of 

commitment to the church’s participation in God’s global purposes. It is in regard to 

this aspect of practical function, therefore, that there seems to be the best prospect of 

exploring how they might fit together. 

This practical functional perspective is one in which Luke’s interpretation of Scripture 

once again helps to shed some light by the way in which Luke not only interprets 

Scripture for himself, but portrays the interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel by 

different characters within his narrative account. Throughout this thesis we have been 

working on the assumption that, in each of the four previously probed pericopes, Luke 

is carrying out his own interpretation of the Scriptures for himself and for his audience. 

On a deeper narrative level, however, he is also showing to his audience his version of 

how Zechariah, Jesus, James and Paul have approached the task of interpreting the 

Scriptures. An analysis of these four interpretive scenarios is set out in tabular form in 

figure 6. Each of the four interpreters are characters with different personalities, from 

different backgrounds and with different roles and agendas. They are each engaged 

with quite different interpretive communities, are interpreting as a result of quite 

different contributing events in very different contexts and using different Scriptural 

texts. Nevertheless, each of the four interpretive situations which Luke portrays 

appears to have some significant features in common. 
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Luke’s interpretive emphases suggest that the streams do fit together interdependently and 
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they actually fit together—might help expand the platform on which to further build our understanding 

of MH. 
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Missional ‘Ingredients’ in Luke’s Portrayal of Biblical Interpretation 

 Interpreters: 

Interpretive 

‘ingredients’: 

Zechariah (Luke 1) Jesus the Messiah (Luke 4) 

1. 

PURPOSE OF 

SCRIPTURE.  

Interpreters already 

moulded by Scripture, to 

both abide in it &take it 

to others, confident in its 

power to shape others as 

God’s intermediaries 

Zechariah childless & initially 

doubted power of God’s Word 

(vs Mary) but saw its amazing 

power as Elizabeth became 

pregnant. So Zec praised God re 

fulfilment & regaining of speech. 

J starts with conviction that the purpose 

of Scripture and Biblical Interpretation is 

shaping and equipping (e.g. as a boy in 

temple J listened to and questioned 

teachers of the Word; J knew man cannot 

live by bread alone; & visiting the 

synagogue was his custom). 

 

2. 

WITH ‘OTHERs’  

Indwelling their world 

& getting to know them, 

‘read’ with them & 

imbibe their perspective. 

Zechariah was part of 

communities ‘with’ priests, 

neighbours & family.  

J lived among & got to know those he 

had been sent to (Israel), esp. his own 

neighbours in Nazareth where he was 

brought up. He knew their thoughts 

before they spoke. Jesus involved the 12 

in whole process. 

3. 

LOCATED Qs  
Seeking to understand 

the big & pressing Qs 

relevant to that specific 

context. 

Likely located questions: 

1. “What then is this child going 

to be?” 

2. Has God forgotten us? 

3. Will God restore us & when? 

4. Who will rule for God? 

Located Qs:  1.When will Israel & the 

rule of God be restored?   

2. When will the Romans, et al, be 

avenged?   

3. How will we finally enjoy God’s 

favour/blessing? 

4. What is Messiah’s role (& who)? 

4. 

METANARRATIVE 
Indwelling God’s story, 

pondering Scripture 

holistically to grasp the 

overarching narrative as 

interpretative framework 

God comes to set his people free 

from whatever keeps them from 

serving him in righteousness in 

his presence so that all nations 

will be blessed & walk in the 

Light and Peace of his rule. 

God’s people separated themselves from 

him by their evil & oppressive injustice 

but he is coming to release them into the 

light so that they can set free the 

oppressed. Then his glory will shine 

from them to attract the nations to gather 

under his rule.  

5a. 
DISCERNING which 

parts of the framework 

on which to climb  

Gen 12, 15 & 18 

Ex 3, 4 & 6; Num 6 

Dt 10, 28 & 33; 1Kgs 8 

Ps 14, 44, 67, 90,106 & 107  

Isa 9 & 59, etc. 

Isa 61 

Isa 58 

1 Kgs 17 

2 Kgs 5 

5.b 

ENGAGEMENT-   

Using the gospel as the 

interpretive matrix, & 

grounded in both text & 

context, discern how 

God is speaking into this 

context. 

Emphasises continuity from past 

dealings but focuses in on 

creative new elements in God’s 

plan. Time is soon coming for an 

audacious new expansion of plan 

to next level & Zec’s baby son 

John is involved! 

Focus on liberative, transformative & 

inclusive dimensions by:  

1.Selective reading with conflation, 

omissions & changes (via LXX)  

2.Strategic resonances from sources 

3.Sermon & stating as fulfilled 

4. Clarification re inclusivity (like it or 

not!) 

6.  (=1) 

PURPOSE OF SCR. 

Seek interpreted Scr. to 

be missionally embodied 

& acted on to effect 

missional shaping 

Finishes with the hope of God’s 

people reflecting God’s glory to 

shine on Gentiles & together 

walking paths of peace to serve 

God. 

Those of disciples who listened became a 

missional community who were sent out 

to be it, live it & announce it as the 12, 

then the 72, & eventually to ends of the 

earth. 

 

 

Figure 6 (Chapter 8) 
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 Interpreters: 

Interpretive 

‘ingredients’: 

James & Council of 

Jerusalem (Acts 15) 

Paul (Acts 28) 

1. 

PURPOSE OF SCR. 

Interpreters already 

moulded by Scripture, 

to both abide in it 

&take it to others, 

confident in its power 

to shape others as 

God’s intermediaries 

Presumably conviction by 

seeing the Word of God’s 

transforming effects in & 

through brother (Jesus) & in 

subsequent ministry.  Also, in 

this situation, by God 

cleansing hearts & giving the 

Holy Spirit to Gentiles. 

Paul’s own personal & ministry 

experience over many years would 

have convinced him of the role of 

Scripture in shaping & equipping.  

His use of the Scripture in his 

teaching about the royal rule of God 

and Jesus’ part in that supports that 

contention (Acts 28:23). 

 

2. 

WITH ‘OTHERs’  

Indwelling their world 

& getting to know 

them, ‘read’ with them 

& imbibe their 

perspective. 

Paul & Barnabas got to know 

Gentile-background believers 

as they ‘did life’ together in 

Antioch; reading with them 

while teaching daily for a year 

(Acts 11:26). 

Paul would have had many chances 

to get to know resistant Jews: 

1.because he had been one 

2. through life & ministry for years 

3. in Rome in first meeting & during 

the long second one as they talked (& 

ate?) & read Scripture together. 

3. 

LOCATED Qs 
Seeking to understand 

the big & pressing Qs 

relevant to that 

specific context. 

P & B discover & bring 

located Qs as advocates from  

Gentiles & church leaders: 

1. Do/did we need to get 

circumcised to follow Jesus? 

2. How can Gentiles be best  

incorporated into church? 

3. How to have fellowship 
together without repulsing & 

scaring off Jews? 

Located questions of resistant Jews: 

1. Why should we believe this? 

2. Why would followers of the Way 

offer this to Gentiles? 

3. Is Paul saying God is rejecting us 

Jews? 

4. Is Paul a traitor - disloyal to Israel 

or to Torah? (28:17-20)  

5. Why are people everywhere 

talking against this sect? (28:22) 

4. 

METANARRATIVE 
Indwelling God’s 

story, pondering 

Scripture holistically 

to grasp overarching 

narrative as interp. 

framework 

God’s purpose, plan & priority 

is to set free & transform his 

people in order that all nations 

will be included as part of his 

people under the relational rule 

of King Jesus.  

The Law of Moses and the prophets 

make clear God’s purpose & plan for 

his royal rule & Jesus’ part in that as 

King. In the past God’s people have 

refused to submit themselves to that 

rule but God will include those who 

accept. 

5a. 
DISCERNING which 

parts of the framework 

on which to climb  

Amos 9 Isa 6 and Isa 40:5 (via Lk 2:30;3:6)  

5.b 

ENGAGEMENT-   

Using the gospel as 

the interpretive 

matrix, & grounded in 

both text & context, 

discern how God is 

speaking into this 

context. 

James focuses on inclusivity of 

God’s plan to discern & 

demonstrate that not 

obstructing Gentiles is God’s 

priority here. He emphasises 

the role of God’s restored 

people in this & calls on 

Gentiles to selflessly help build 

a relational community   

attractive to Jews too. 

Paul discerns and (by use of the LXX) 

focuses on: 1.God’s salvation but 

their blindness, not reprobation. 

2. Inclusion of the Gentiles under the 

rule of King Jesus. 

In effect Paul says: “God has not 

rejected you but you have rejected 

God through closing your eyes to the 

truth. (But the Gentiles will not!)”  

6.  (=1) 

PURPOSE OF SCR. 

Seek interpreted Scr. 

to be missionally 

embodied & acted on 

for missional shaping 

Emerging new missional 

community led to new & 

expanding opportunities & 

contexts (e.g. Gentile role in 

facilitating communities 

attractive to Jews too). 

Paul’s interpretation in Rome over 

two years by open, public, 

unhindered proclamation leads to 

shaping of missional communities as 

a platform and springboard to reach 

the ends of the earth. 

Figure 6 (Chapter 8) continued 
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The table in figure 6 shows these four interpretive situations (in Luke 1, Luke 4, Acts 

15 and Acts 28) analysed to shed light on the roles which might be played in each by 

the five ingredients (previously streams) of MH. The table is helpful not only in the 

comparison it provides between the four interpretive scenarios but especially for the 

insight it gives as to how the various ingredients of MH might interact together in 

actual practical interpretive situations. The latter have been numbered 1-5, with a 

reappearance of the ‘purpose’ ingredient as number ‘6’, as well as ‘1’. An extra 

element, not represented in the ingredients previously discussed, is labeled as ‘5a’ to 

show it as a facet of the engagement ingredient, the remainder of which is labeled ‘5b’.  

The numbers are primarily for reference rather than implying any formal sequence, as 

if they were steps in a process, however this is not to rule out the possibility that some 

of the ingredients have causal, prerequisite or other types of sequential relationships 

with others. In fact there are clues here which hint toward that but since the 

connections are largely apparent on logical grounds rather than for exegetical 

considerations, only brief suggestions of these will be given. There are, no doubt, 

many different ways to look at this, however, there are perhaps ten potential 

relationships which could be postulated from the table which might assist those who 

may want to ponder possible relationships between the ingredients. They are listed 

here with the initial number designating the ingredient which seems to be the 

prerequisite for the latter: 

(i) 1=> 2: Effect of prior and recent missional shaping (through Scripture and its 

interpretation) on the interpreter’s motivation and attitude toward ‘the other’.  

(ii) 1=> 4: Effect of prior and recent missional shaping (as above) on the interpreter’s 

trust of God and their continuing motivation to abide/dwell in God’s missional story. 

(iii) 2=> 3: Living among, for holistic knowledge of, the ‘other’ allows understanding 

of specific located questions relevant to context (in Acts 15 via Paul and Barnabas). 

(iv) 3=> 5a: Understanding of the located questions and their cultural complexities 

assists sound choice of which parts or aspects of Scripture should be explored. 

(v) 4=> 5a: Holistic and comprehensive understanding of metanarrative (along with 

located Qs) enables creative discernment of texts to explore/focus for engagement. 

(vi) 4=> 5b: Indwelling of God’s story deeply entrenches gospel for instinctive use as 

interpretive matrix (hermeneutical gyroscope) for faithful continuity in engagement. 
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(vii) 5a=> 5b: Selection of texts to cite, focus on or allude to seemed to be prerequisite 

to the engagement process of these four interpreters, at least to enable it to proceed far. 

(viii) 2=> 5b: Getting a holistic grasp of the socio-cultural context by living and 

‘reading with the other’ appears to be necessary for culturally sensitive engagement.  

(ix) 3=> 5b: Focused deep understanding of specific issues will bring greater chance of 

knowing how to answer with contingency for the community’s pressing Qs and needs 

(x) 5b=> 6: Faithful engagement of continuity with the gospel, yet sensitively dealing 

with the context in contingency leads to shaping and growing missional communities. 

Besides suggesting these ten possible functional relationships between the ingredients 

of MH, the four interpretive scenarios which Luke has portrayed also serve to further 

strengthen the contention that each of the ingredients, or streams, makes an important 

contribution to the process of biblical interpretation. Some scholars might contend that 

the contextual focus of the ‘reading together with the other’ element and that of 

‘located questions’ are sufficiently similar to warrant their merging into one ingredient. 

This might have merit, however, it could be argued that there is benefit in retaining 

both due to complementarity in their orientation toward the cultural context: on the one 

hand, holistic (reading with the other) and, on the other, focusing (located questions). 

Generally speaking, the longer that a would-be interpreter is indwelling a cultural 

context, and the more closely they are living among its people, the broader and more 

intuitive their holistic understanding of that context might be expected to become. The 

continuing process of getting to know, listening to, coming to be involved with and 

understanding the ‘other’ and their context undergirds and enables the locatedness 

component to lead to a more focused understanding of the particular issues and located 

questions arising from that specific context at particular points in time. The holistic 

indwelling is thus a foundation for the more focused deeper understanding of that 

culture’s specific issues which will also be necessary for effective engagement with it.  

This could be seen as analogous to the way that the metanarrative and engagement 

components are holistic and focusing, respectively, in their approach to Scripture. 

Whereas indwelling of the metanarrative component involves a continuing process of 

familiarisation with the Scriptures and being part of the overarching story within it, 

there is great value in having a complementary, more focused ingredient which focuses 

on engaging by interpretation of Scripture for specific contextual situations. Such 
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engagement, however, relies on the more holistic metanarrative ingredient whereby the 

framework for more focused interpretation is supplied by an existing familiarity with 

the overarching story as continuingly reinforced by the ‘indwelling’ of it.  

No diagram can hope to adequately represent complex hermeneutical realities. The 

exploratory diagram in figure 7 hopefully captures one perspective of some of the 

relationships which could be involved between the ingredients of MH in the process of 

biblical interpretation. It is largely self-explanatory but a few comments are in order. It 

follows the lead of George Hunsberger in categorising some of the ingredients as 

“more located in the text” and others as “more located in the readers,”
566

 although the 

former I have represented as ‘word’ and the latter as ‘world’.
567

I have also represented 

Brownson’s engagement ingredient as straddling word and world, rather than as purely 

‘reader-located’. This is even more the case if that ingredient is deemed to include the 

text-discerning element which was labeled as 5a in the table from figure 6. 

The other feature of this diagram is the juxtaposition of some of Luke’s interpretive 

emphases to show how they might relate to the ingredients of MH. This move broadly 

categorises the ‘metanarrative’ and ‘other’ ingredients as holistic (despite the latter 

being contextual) and the ‘locatedness’ and ‘engagement’ ingredients as more 

focusing.  The back and forth interrelationships between the word and world 

ingredients bears strong resemblance to Luke’s corroborative approach to Scripture, by 

which Luke corroborated Scripture by current events and current events by Scripture. 

568
 The outcomes of gospel-guided interpretive engagement which is both faithfully in 

continuity with Scripture and yet contingently sensitive to the cultural context is that 

the receivers are enriched by a word which indeed speaks the truth in love. It combines 

both light and life in a way which, when embodied and acted upon, leads to an 

enhanced relationship with God, others and creation which is not only purposively 

relational but is liberative, transformative and inclusive. It leads to missionally shaped  

intermediaries who will be motivated not only to continue to abide in God’s story, but 

to go into the world to live among ‘the others’ for their blessing. 

                                                 
566

 Hunsberger, “Convictions”, 3. 
567

 This is partly in solidarity with the large proportion of the world’s population who effectively do not 

read (although increasing numbers now have access to oral and aural forms of Scripture) but more 

importantly because many missional situations among unreached people groups require many years of 

indwelling a context with ‘the other’ before there are any who are willing to listen to God’s Word. 
568

 See section 7.2.1. 
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8.2.3  Ramifications of this Research for Defining ‘Mission’ and MH 

Consensus over the meanings of terms like ‘mission’ and ‘missional’ is naturally 

important in a field like MH. Dialogue about this will probably continue due to the 

elusive nature of the terms, and the variation with which they are used in other arenas. 

Nevertheless, the discussion above (in 8.2.1) regarding the central features of a 

missional hermeneutic helps to shed some light on definitional questions and brings 

hope of alternative ways to talk about missional concepts.  

The previously proposed central features of a missional hermeneutic could perhaps be 

further focused to define what is central to the concepts of mission and missional. 

These definitions would not need to incorporate the holistic and focusing approaches 

to Scripture, since interpretation would not be in view. This would leave the important 

Lukan emphases to be: (i) the other-focused participation of God’s people in (ii) God’s 

purposive plans to bring his royal relational rule by King Jesus (iii) into the lives of 

every people and over all of creation. The last phrase implies a diversity and 

universality which necessitates God’s inclusive strategy to be understood as part of the 

process. 

A concept of God’s mediate or participatory strategy in his dealings with the world, as 

prominent in Luke, helps to overcome some of the traditional limitations of the term 

“mission”. It does so by making it clear that in Scripture God uses many different sorts 

of people in different capacities for significant roles, many of whom have not been sent 

in the way that it might traditionally be defined. This is in contrast to definitions of 

mission which rely heavily on the assumption of a tight correlation with the linguistic 

category of sent-ness.
569

  

Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings and his plan and purposes also help to clarify 

the integral relationship between the liberative and transformative elements of his 

restorative strategy and how vital transformation is to God’s global plans. The 

transformation of God’s people to live lives of righteousness and justice is crucial to 

God’s purposes for the inclusion of the nations into his spreading royal relational rule 

through Jesus. 

                                                 
569

 Cf. Michael Raiter, “Sent for This Purpose: ‘Mission’ and ‘Missiology’ and Their Search for 

Meaning,” International Congregational Journal 5, no. 1 (2005): 11-13. 
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8.2.4  Other Potential Contributions of MH in the Light of Luke 

The reconsideration of MH in the light of Luke’s interpretation of Scripture has 

confirmed and further highlighted the importance of this developing field for its other 

potential contributions to the church and to God’s global purposes. Although further 

elaboration of these is beyond the scope of this thesis, a few such areas deserve brief 

mention. First, Luke’s interpretive emphases highlight, and if heeded could heighten 

and perhaps enhance, the relevance of MH in the face of unhelpful societal and 

ecclesiastical tendencies. For instance, Luke’s transformative, focusing, other-focused 

and inclusive interpretive emphases underline the suitability of MH to equip the church 

for its appropriate response to both the positive and negative aspects of our 

postmodern, globalised and pluralistic world.
570

 In addition, its purposiveness could be 

a valuable antidote to widespread nihilism and what Bishop Lesslie Newbigin might 

describe as the purposively deficient scholarship, science and society of post-

Enlightenment humanism.
571

 

Furthermore, to the extent that MH reflects Luke’s interpretive emphases, it could be 

an increasingly valuable tool for theologians. The dynamism of Luke’s understanding 

of God’s dealings could be a helpful counter-balance to what Stan Nussbaum sees as 

modern systematic theology’s focus “on timeless truths about God.”
572

 In addition, 

Luke’s emphasis on a purposive movement toward God’s relational rule could be a 

great help in “recentering theology around the arriving kingdom” as advocated by 

Nussbaum.
573

 

This is not to imply that the various theological and hermeneutical perspectives which 

have dominated the thought and practice of church and academy have not been 

valuable. The point is that, for various reasons, the place of missional hermeneutics in 

the interpretation of Scripture has been seriously under-theorised and 

underemphasised, not that other hermeneutics are not also necessary. Other emphases 

in interpretation, such as messianic readings of Scripture, are definitely still important, 

and eminently sound from a biblical perspective. Those sorts of emphases, however, 

have already been intensively theorised for many years—some for many centuries—

and are already extensively acknowledged, so that further emphasis is unnecessary. 

                                                 
570

 Cf. Baukham, “Reading,” 46-7; Bauckham, Bible, 94-103. 
571

 Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture, 34-35. 
572

 Stan Nussbaum, “A Future for Missiology as the Queen of Theology?,” Missiology: An International 

Review 42, no. 1 (2013): 6 (italics his). 
573

 Nussbaum, “Future,” 7-8. 
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This is in contrast to missional approaches to the interpretation of Scripture, which 

have been neglected and are deserving of greater emphasis. 

8.2.5  Possible Future Research Needs for MH  

The investigation and findings of this thesis raise a number of questions that would be 

fruitful for further exploration and which will be briefly mentioned here. First, further 

study would be worth undertaking to see how consistent other parts of Luke-Acts are 

with these findings.  

Second, in view of the wisdom of reading with the other, and as a check on the validity 

of the results obtained by solo mono-cultural interpretation, it would be valuable to 

reanalyse some of these pericopes in collaboration with an interpretive community of a 

different culture. 

Third, it would be fruitful to further investigate the inter-relationships and 

interconnectedness of the ingredients of MH. The original ‘streamed’ state of MH has 

been useful for the initial development of the conversation, however George 

Hunsberger has done a great service to the field by his mapping and unifying of it to 

the point of describing ‘foundations’ for the further development of MH. Could the 

streams have been an artifact of modernity’s societal penchant for specialisation in so 

many fields of endeavour? Continued investigation of the integrated nature of MH can 

help combat the unhelpful compartmentalisation of academia’s knowledge and 

practice. This is not to deny the rightful place of specialists, and people to whom God 

has gifted with an awareness of important and underemphasised angles—naturally all 

of these specialists are important to the development of this field. But there also should 

be a greater role for the “reflective practitioner” in contributing to these fields to 

ensure that its explorations and findings remain grounded in reality and so that they 

can remain functional and practical in their orientation. George Hunsberger has raised 

related concerns over the greater attention which has been paid to the text-oriented 

streams so far, in preference to those which are contextually- oriented, and advocates 

the greater involvement of pastors and their congregations in researching MH to help 

address this deficit.
574

 This whole area could benefit from further research. 

Finally, it would be helpful to explore further the interpretive matrix by which one 

discerns legitimate contextual focus in biblical interpretation. It could be especially 

                                                 
574

 Hunsberger, “Convictions,” 3-4. 
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fruitful to clarify its relationship to one’s understanding of the overarching story of 

Scripture. In view of Jim Brownson’s identification of this interpretive matrix as the 

gospel, to what extent is this gospel the same as the universal spread of God’s royal 

relational rule through Jesus which is the essence of the overarching story of Scripture? 

If so, this would help to explain a key relationship between these two very important 

ingredients of MH. 

8.3  CONCLUSION  

The quest at the heart of this thesis has been to seek ways in which Luke’s 

interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel might shed light on recent discourse about 

missional hermeneutics. In the first chapter the relatively young field of MH was 

shown to be potentially important and relevant to both scholarship and the church, and 

yet still to be developing and diverse. It was proposed that by probing Luke’s writing 

at key points some of his interpretive emphases might be discerned in such a way that 

he could serve as a hermeneutical exemplar for those seeking to interpret the Scriptures 

faithfully today. In the second chapter the scholarly conversation about MH over the 

past two decades was briefly surveyed. Following the lead of George Hunsberger, 

various contributions to the field were seen to belong to one of five ‘streams of 

emphasis’, each of which emphasises different aspects of, and approaches to, the use 

of a missional hermeneutic. 

In the following chapters, four strategic Lukan pericopes were scrutinised, two from 

the Gospel of Luke and two from Acts, with the particular aim of learning about 

Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel. To start with, chapter 3 examined the 

Benedictus (Luke 1:67-79), which gives Luke’s account of Zechariah’s prophecy—

praising God’s past, and then his predicted, dealings among, and on behalf of, his 

people. Next, chapter 4 considered Jesus’ visit to the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 

4:14-30), in which Luke narrates Jesus’ reading of and teaching from the Scriptures of 

Israel, as well as the response this evoked from the townspeople there. Chapter 5 then 

analysed James’ speech at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15:13-21), in which Luke 

recounts James’ use of a passage from Amos to arrive at a landmark decision for the 

early church. Lastly, chapter 6 studied Luke’s narration of Paul’s teaching from the 

Scriptures at Rome (Acts 28:23-31) and his parting statement to the local Jews, which 

centres on a citation from Isaiah 6.  
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The penultimate chapter drew together findings from the analysis of these four 

pericopes regarding Luke’s interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel. There are 

commonalities between the pericopes in two main areas of Luke’s interpretation of 

Scripture: in how Luke understands God’s dealings with his world, as seen in 

Scripture; and in how Luke utilises and approaches the Scriptures. First, Luke 

understands God’s dealings with his world to be characterised by purposively 

relational, mediate, liberative, transformative and inclusive dimensions. Second, the 

pericopes demonstrate that Luke’s use of Scripture is corroborative and that his 

approach to it is holistic and yet focusing.  

Having discerned some of Luke’s interpretive emphases, MH was reconsidered in the 

light of those emphases, which has been the task of this final chapter. In the light of 

what had been demonstrated about Luke’s hermeneutic, each of the current five 

streams of MH was first reconsidered individually and then the field of MH as a 

whole.  

The reconsideration of the streams of emphasis was done in the order in which George 

Hunsberger conceptualised them, and the question was asked for each of them as to 

whether there were aspects of Luke’s hermeneutic which might be consistent with, 

clarify, or suggest possible ways of sharpening or extending each of those streams. 

First, the ‘metanarrative’ stream is consistent with the holistic and corroborative 

aspects of Luke’s approach to Scripture and his strongly purposive understanding of 

God’s dealings. Luke’s hermeneutical example also shows the strength and value of 

this stream’s emphasis on transformative aspects of God’s purposes and reminds it to 

stay adequately relational. Second, the ‘purpose’ stream is consistent with Luke’s 

interpretive practice in a number of ways as well as being informed by Luke’s 

understanding from Scripture as to how formation takes place.  

Third, the ‘located’ stream is particularly consistent with Luke’s navigational approach 

to Scripture and the located questions which appear, albeit sometimes implicitly, in 

each of the four pericopes. Luke’s interpretation suggests possible ways of sharpening 

or extending this stream in that it may need to exercise deep engagement in the lives of 

those from that context before being able to ask truly located questions. Fourth, 

Brownson’s engagement stream is consistent with Luke’s corroborative and focusing 

approach but the latter aspect also raises a question for this stream of emphasis as to 

how far contemporary interpreters can go in following the sometimes bold and 

revisionary interpretations of inspired apostolic authors.  
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Finally, the ‘reading with the other’ stream is consistent with Luke’s portrayal and 

practice of doing just that, as well as his focusing approach to Scripture and his 

understanding of God’s dealings as transformative and inclusive. Luke’s understanding 

of God’s relational purposes and emphasis on relatedness was suggested as helpful to 

ponder for this stream, as was the particularly strategic nature of reading with the 

‘brother other’ and the crucial importance of scripture translation to make this church-

enriching process possible. 

After reconsidering each of the streams of MH in the light of Luke’s hermeneutic, 

attention was turned to MH as a whole, to reconsider it in the light of Luke’s 

interpretation of the Scriptures. Central features of a missional hermeneutic were 

considered and five of Luke’s interpretive emphases assessed as being central. The 

dimensions of Luke’s understanding of God’s dealings considered central to a 

missional hermeneutic are God’s purposiveness toward his relational rule, his other-

focused mediate strategy and his commitment to inclusive outcomes. Luke’s holistic 

and focusing approach to Scripture are also considered central.  

Next, those proposed central features were used to measure the sufficiency of the 

streams of emphasis and all five were found to be lacking in some way on their own, 

and yet able to supply all of Luke’s central hermeneutical emphases when together. 

This was consistent with the streams being independent and synergistic, thus adding 

support to the significant contribution of George Hunsberger, who described a 

relationship between the streams of emphasis characterised by similarity, difference, 

interdependence and synergy, and postulated the primary emphasis or contribution of 

each stream of emphasis as a foundational aspect of a MH.  

Through investigation of the synergistic relationship of the streams it was agreed that 

the stream metaphor was inadequate and it was more helpful to think of the streams as 

ingredients. The interrelationships of these ingredients was investigated by considering 

four interpretive scenarios portrayed by Luke. This suggested some possible 

interrelationships of sequence and causality which were briefly enumerated. One view 

of the possible interactions of the ingredients of MH was depicted in a diagram in 

figure 7 in which Luke’s interpretive emphases were included to show how they might 

relate to the ingredients of MH. 
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Ramifications of Luke’s interpretation of Scripture for defining ‘mission’ and MH 

were then briefly discussed, as well as the potential of MH to continue to contribute to 

the task of the church. Finally, some suggestions for further research in this field were 

made. 

Thus, this thesis has argued that the relatively new field of MH can potentially benefit 

from studying the ways in which Luke interprets the Scriptures of Israel. The scholarly 

conversation about missional hermeneutics over the past twenty years has been 

surveyed and the current understanding of its different ‘streams of emphasis, or 

ingredients, explored. Through probing the Gospel of Luke and his Acts of the 

Apostles at some strategic points, some of Luke’s interpretive emphases have been 

discerned. In the light of these various dimensions of Luke’s understanding of, and 

approach to, the Scriptures, the various streams of MH, and the field as a whole, have 

been reconsidered. This thesis has revealed that Luke’s interpretation of Scripture 

sheds light on this field of missional hermeneutics in some potentially helpful ways.
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