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Overview of Our Lesson  
After the birth of Jesus Christ the Gospel of Luke gives us opportunities to see what takes place 
in the local synagogues through the lens of Jesus and his earthly parents.  Because we are 
talking about Jesus, the Son of God, these stories combine the ordinary and expected rituals 
(circumcision, naming, presentation) with the prophetic responses by Simeon and Anna.  The 
stories are framed around Mary and Joseph who remain obedient to the laws of God which is of 
paramount importance to the author of the gospel.  Luke also allows us to see how the law 
functions in harmony with the Holy Spirit.  Behind both (the law and the Spirit) stands the 
fulfillment of God’s plan.   
 
The Circumcision and Presentation of Jesus (Luke 2:21-24) 
Luke presents these actions (circumcision, naming, purification, presentation, consecration) as 
the normal flow of events following the birth of a firstborn son in a Jewish family.  The author 
presents the family of Jesus as obedient to the Lord and unquestionably pious.  As a result – 

They circumcise Jesus on the eighth day (Genesis 17:9-14 and Leviticus 12:3). 
They give the child the name mandated by Gabriel (Luke 1:31). 
They follow the law with regard to purity following childbirth (Leviticus 12). 
They follow the law with regard to bringing Jesus to Jerusalem (Exodus 13). 
They offer the appropriate sacrifice for the purification of Mary (Leviticus 12:8). 
 

The author of Luke highlights not what they do but why they do it and shows us the results of 
their actions.  The normal occurrences are filled with purpose that redirects everything to the 
plan of God.  It reveals once more that Mary and Joseph are willing participants of these plans.  
It also confirms that Jesus will operate from within the purposes of God.   
 
Gabriel had instructed that the boy should be called Jesus, that he would be holy, and that he 
would be called the Son of God.  Luke emphasizes the first by noting explicitly the words of the 
angel at the annunciation.  He emphasizes the second in his reference to the law in verse 23.  It 
is not a direct quotation of any scriptural passage but a blend of Exodus 13:2, 12, and 15 to 
which Luke added – shall be designated as holy.  In this way he shows not only the fulfillment of 
the words from Gabriel but also how obedience to the angel and to the law has brought about 
that fulfillment.   
 
The real purpose for the trip to Jerusalem is then related to Jesus’ being presented to the Lord.  
Here Luke portrays Mary as faithful to the law and Jesus’ family as being poor.   
 
 
 



The Manifestation of Jesus to Simeon (Luke 2:25-35) 
Simeon is introduced and joins the company of characters.  He is described as devout.  His 
message comes from within the historic purpose of the God of Israel.  In addition he comes 
from within the hopes of Israel for deliverance from its oppressors.  Far from being an outsider, 
Simeon personifies a faithful and expectant Israel.  The words looking forward are used by Luke 
in contexts of eschatological anticipation.  Consolation is used by Luke in the sense of the 
restoration of Israel under the reign of God.  It is used only in Luke and Acts.   
 
Simeon is also portrayed as one on whom the Holy Spirit rested.  Simeon seems to have a direct 
line with God (having received by way of revelation the news that Jesus would soon appear in 
the Temple).  God has Simeon come to the Temple at just the right time and place.  God (by 
means of what was customary under the law) required the parents of Jesus to bring their son to 
the Temple at this particular time also.  Although God is operative through the law and the 
Spirit to achieve this end, this encounter is also dependent on the obedience of Mary, Joseph, 
and Simeon.   
 
The location of this encounter has significance.  The Temple is the center of the presence of 
God (the meeting place between the divine and the human).  Here is the place where divine 
revelation takes place.  Here the message of Simeon makes legitimate the universal reach of 
the gospel: In the center of the world of Israel (the Jerusalem temple) God discloses that 
salvation for Israel includes salvation for the Gentiles.   
 
The response of Simeon to this encounter is one of praise to God.  The parents of Jesus are 
amazed.  In Greek the word for amazement is neither negative nor positive.  It is an expected 
reaction to the miraculous.  What Simeon has asserted in his prayer-like hymn is so extra-
ordinary that even Mary and Joseph are amazed.   
 
The Song of Simeon borrows heavily from the vision of salvation that we find in Isaiah 40-66.  It 
roots firmly his message in the purpose of God that is voiced throughout Scripture.  It also roots 
his message specifically within the vision of Isaiah that speaks of divine restoration and healing.  
It emphasizes the universal reach of God’s redemption.  It points to the image of Isaiah’s 
Servant of the Lord as a scriptural metaphor for interpreting the mission of Jesus as a whole. 
 
In the Greek text, the word now (in verse 29) emphasizes once more the importance for Luke 
that salvation has already dawned on humanity with the coming of Jesus.  Simeon also 
addresses God as Master which only appears here and in Acts 4:24.  In both texts God as 
Master is used to contrast humans as servants.  It underscores that God is the one whose 
primary aim drives the story from creation to redemption.  God will overcome the efforts of 
those who oppose his purpose.  Those present here are those who act in submission to God 
and through whom the purpose of God is realized.  With the arrival of God’s salvation the task 
of Simeon is complete. 
 
 



     Simeon turns to address Mary.  Here we  
     see how salvation and light are metaphors 
     not only of consolation but also of the  
     eschatological crisis that Mary will face.   
 
     Simeon emphasizes that Jesus was  
     destined to reveal the secret thoughts of  
     those who oppose God.  It is the first  
     explicit reference of the reality that the 

purpose of God will not be universally supported and the first candid omen that the narrative to 
follow will be a story of conflict.   
 
Simeon moves from the general to the specific to show that the division that will strike Israel 
will affect Mary also.  In fulfilling his role Jesus will be opposed just as the reign of God will be 
opposed.  The opposition will be such that it will reach as far as the experience of Mary.  We 
receive from Simeon an unmistakable anticipation of coming conflicts surrounding the mission 
of Jesus.  We become aware that this opposition will arise from within the people of God.  The 
author at this point encourages us to join Mary and the others in mulling over these matters in 
order to understand them within the Lukan narrative of the consummation of God’s purpose. 
 
The Manifestation of Jesus to Anna (Luke 2:36-39) 
As a counterpart to Simeon, Luke introduces Anna.  Like Simeon before her, Anna is introduced 
with a number of clauses marking her credentials as a faithful Jew.  As a prophet, she is by 
implication endowed with the Spirit.  As for her ancestral heritage, the mention of Asher (one 
of the northern tribes) locates Anna within the realm of an Israelite.  In addition she is also of 
great age (a symbol of respectful status in her world but all the more because she has achieved 
her advanced age as a widow).  She exemplifies the ideal of marrying once and devoting herself 
only to God in widowhood.   
 
Her continual presence in the Temple emphasizes once more the importance and positive role 
this space played in these early chapters of Luke.  Fasting was of special significance because it 
was a deliberate departure from cultural norms.  In the world of Luke and Acts meals were of 
great social significance.  Fasting was a form of protest and an assertion that all was not well in 
the world.  Her abstinence from eating might have been an expression of her hope (a form of 
prayer asking God to set things right). 
 
Given the insights to those with prophetic vision Anna recognized the significance of Jesus.  She 
perceived in him the answer to her prayers, her hopes, and those of others who looked for the 
redemption of Jerusalem.  To redeem Jerusalem was to redeem Israel.  Once more we hear 
from the author of Luke that Jesus will be raised in a home headed by parents who stand on the 
side of God’s purpose. 
 
 
 



The Growth of Jesus, Son of God (Luke 2:40-52) 
In this section we come to the close of the narrative in Luke of Jesus’ birth.  The chief concern 
of the author is Jesus as an adult but he follows here contemporary Jewish and Greco-Roman 
literature.  He wants us to know that Jesus already possessed the qualities that will make him 
extraordinary in later life.  Of special interest is Jesus’ wisdom.  In effect we are hearing how the 
purpose of God advances towards its final culmination. 
 
Already we have heard about the exemplary piety of Mary and Joseph to assure us that Jesus 
will be raised in a household that was in alignment with the purposes of God.  This section 
elaborates on this same theme.  They go on the pilgrimages to Jerusalem to celebrate Passover 
that were held annually.  The presence of Jesus with his parents year after year is assumed.   
But the author of Luke introduces a surprising countermeasure as well.  Jesus is being raised in 
a pious environment but his commitment to God’s purpose transcends that piety and that 
environment.  In this case it appears that to act on behalf of the purposes of God placed the 
behavior of Jesus at odds with parental expectations. 
 

     The center of the story is 2:46 – Jesus is in 
     the Temple amazing the teachers with his  
     scriptural knowledge.   
 
     In the whole section the central phrase is  
     among the teachers.  It draws our  
     attention to the status of Jesus as a person  
     already known from an early age for his  
     wisdom.   

 
Jesus is on equal footing with the Jewish teachers.   
 
But we also pay attention to the reply of Jesus to his mother in 2:49.  It is the first time that 
Jesus speaks in this gospel.  It is a good thing to keep the Passover but the pious environment to 
which Jesus had become accustomed at home must serve the more fundamental purposes of 
God.  Not even family claims take precedence over aligning oneself uncompromisingly on the 
side of God’s purpose.  In the Scripture passage for Sunday (Acts 5:29): But Peter and the 
apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than human authority.” 
 
The words of Jesus are pivotal.  They contain both an affirmation of his particular relationship 
to God and his commitment to the purposes of God.  Luke repeatedly refers us to Jesus’ 
parents.  Mary speaks to Jesus as her child and Jesus counters by naming the God of the Temple 
as his Father.  The primary issue is who is Jesus’ father?  To whom does Jesus owe his 
allegiance?   
 
The phrase in my Father’s house is not talking about location.  In the Greco-Roman world it was 
not only a designation of place but also of authority.  Jesus was in the Temple (the center of the 
presence of God) but he was there under divine obligation and engaged in teaching.   



Once more he must align himself with the purposes of God even if it appears to compromise his 
relationship with his parents.   
 
The occasion of this interchange is a foreshadowing of what is to come but for the present 
Jesus will return with his parents to Nazareth.  He returns under different circumstances than 
before.  Now he is active in the story, set on working within the contours of Gods’ purpose 
irrespective of the consequences.   
 
Luke records the inability of Mary and Joseph to understand.  It states that Mary treasured all 
these things in her heart.  It is an invitation to set aside hasty conclusions and to maintain an 
openness to the direction the narrative will take as it develops these themes further.  With the 
passing of years and prior to his baptism the life of Jesus continued along a similar path that we 
saw in the Temple.  As the years passed the wisdom of Jesus increased as demonstrated by his 
understanding of the Scriptures and discernment of God’s purpose.   
 
Everything ends on a positive note so far.  Jesus was met with favorable responses among the 
teachers.  He was esteemed by the people.  Luke adds that Jesus enjoyed divine favor. 
 
Jesus Proclaims the Good News in Nazareth (Luke 4:16-30) 
Luke introduces Jesus’ public ministry by characterizing Jesus and orienting us to his ministry.  
After his baptism and time in the wilderness Jesus returns to Galilee equipped for (and 
committed to) his divine mission as a charismatic figure.  He draws on the power of the Holy 
Spirit for his ministry. 
 
Luke draws special attention to Jesus as teacher but without specifying the content of his 
message.  He carefully balances teaching and the miracles of Jesus.  His reputation early in his 
ministry is neutral and even overwhelming positive in some cases.   
 
In the opening verses we learn that Jesus returned to his hometown where (on the Sabbath) he 
proclaimed a message of grace to the poor, the captive, and the blind.  This is the first narrated 
episode of Jesus’ public ministry.  As we read this passage it becomes clear that the synagogue 
occupied a central place in Jewish religious observance by the first century.  On the Sabbath the 
synagogue was specifically the center for the reading and lively discussion of Scripture.  The 
very structures of these houses of worship seemed to have encouraged the free exchange of 
thoughts among those assembled.  The practice allowed anyone to speak who had something 
of significance to say.   
 
Luke indicates that Jesus regularly demonstrated his piety by attendance on the Sabbath but 
also that it was his practice to take the role of the one who read and explained the Scriptures.   
 
The mission of Jesus was directed to the poor.  By announcing his good news to these people 
Jesus indicated that even outsiders were the objects of divine grace.  Others may regard such 
people as beyond salvation but God opened a way for them to belong to the family of God.  
 



The crowds were impressed by Jesus and recognized in his message the active grace of God.  
They responded positively to him.  Their response was one of admiration.  It may be that some 
of the people there recognized in his gracious words good news for themselves.   

 
      
     In vs. 23-29 Jesus develops more fully his  
     presentation and this time it results in a startling 
     negative response.  The positive response to Jesus by 
     those in the synagogue was based on a narrow 
     understanding of his identity and mission.  They  
     filtered his message through their restrictive  
     presumptions about him.   
 

      
He needed to unveil further the nature and implications of his identity and mission.  In effect 
Jesus had to counter their assumptions that as the son of Joseph he would be an advocate for 
them as a source of God’s favor.  But his was a ministry to all and especially to those who had 
no claim to status or favor with God. 
 
By now the significance of Jesus’ mission had become all too clear to his audience in Nazareth.  
They responded by seeking to stone him in their rage.  Their actions may have been motivated 
by laws related to the stoning of persons making a false claim to divine intervention as prophets 
(Deuteronomy 13:1-11).  But here is seems to be a rejection of Jesus’ self-assertions regarding 
his identity.  The hostile reaction of the people at this beginning point of Jesus’ public ministry 
prefigures his end – from increasing hostility to execution.  Some would say his escape was a 
prefiguring of God’s rescue of Jesus from the grave.     
 
Jesus Proclaims the Good News in Capernaum (Luke 4:31-44) 
In this story the content of Jesus’ teaching is not indicated but there are some parallels.  Both 
groups of people react in astonishment but the reason in this case is specifically related to their 
recognition that his word carried authority.  No hint in the text points to a particular mode of 
argumentation.  Rather Jesus’ authority is grounded in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Luke does not stop to puzzle over the presence of a demonized man in the synagogue but is  
more concerned with communicating the evil influence at work in this man.  The primary focus 
on teaching did not elicit a particular concern with purity.  There was also no evidence that 
women were segregated from the men.   
 
The response in the synagogue to Jesus’ encounter with the demon is parallel to the response 
to his teaching.  Both expressions of the good news (exorcism and teaching) are words with 
authority.  Both elicit responses of wonder and amazement.  Such reactions may or may not 
have led to faith.   
 
May 4 – Book of Acts   


