
Theme. Luke’s theme is perfection, that Christ came from God to become the
perfect sacrifice of a sinless, ideal man. Luke records Jesus referring to himself
twenty-two times as the Son of Man, a title the Hebrew Bible used to refer to the
coming Messiah but that also had the connotation of the true or ideal human, God’s
own image for a humankind made to bear that image. As Adam was the broken man
who sinned, separating humankind from God, so Christ is the ideal Son of Man who
did not sin, and in sacrifice reunited God and humankind. As Luke 19:10 states,
“The Son of Man came to seek and save what was lost.” Luke depicts Jesus’s
humanity within his divinity, united, holy, ideal, and pure, with the purpose of
remaking a corrupted humankind in his uncorrupted image. Luke is a book about
Jesus’s relationship with and ultimate love for people.

Author. Luke does not mention his name in the gospel book that tradition and
other internal and external evidence firmly credits to him. The book is the first of
two connected books by the physician author, the other the book of Acts. Luke
wrote both books to a real or imagined benefactor Theophilus, as well-researched,
precise, and factual accounts, as one might expect from a professional trained in
observation. Introductions to both books so state, the introduction to Luke’s gospel
at verse 1:4 further stating Luke’s purpose in writing, “so that you may know the
certainty of the things you have been taught.” Luke expected his readers to take a
scientific, evidentiary, and logical, if not necessarily skeptical, view, those readers
apparently having already been taught the gospel before Luke wrote. The apostle
Paul in Colossians 4:14 names Luke among other Gentiles, and, in fact, Luke writes
from a factual rather than Jewish religious perspective. Luke likely wrote his gospel
book ahead of its second volume Acts, evidence from which suggests that the
gospel book’s date may have been around 60 A.D., about twenty-five years after
Christ’s resurrection.

Context. Luke’s gospel book shares the prophetic, religious, and political context
of the other gospel books. The Jews had not heard from God through their prophets
for several-hundred years. They lived in desultory fashion under a despotic Roman
occupation, with which their religious leaders maintained an uncomfortable and at
times unholy alliance, seen in those leaders’ manipulation of the Roman governor
into crucifying Jesus. Yet Luke’s interest in writing a factual account for his
benefactor Theophilus gave him reason to record some different events and details
from Matthew and Mark, to achieve his different purpose. Theophilus is Greek for
friend of God or loved of God, suggesting that Luke was writing to a non-Jewish
audience sympathetic to the Jews’ holy God. Roman occupation was certainly a
burden but also facilitated travel between Jerusalem and Rome, opening new



avenues for the gospel’s spread, in which Luke’s travels and accounts, both here and
the book of Acts, played significant roles.

Structure. Luke’s three-part book begins with three chapters documenting how
Jesus came to be the Son of Man. Luke’s narrative includes abundant detail
foretelling not only Jesus’s birth but the earlier birth of his relative John the Baptist.
Luke also records details of Jesus’s birth, angelic attestation that Jesus is the
Messiah, and presentation at the temple, not to mention Jesus’s baptism and
genealogy, making for a lengthy and convincing account. Luke’s second part,
formed of chapters four through nineteen, shows Jesus’s compassion for the lost.
Luke records teaching and healing events much like those of the other gospel
books, although his focus tends to be on Jesus’s interaction with outcasts and
outsiders like the Roman centurion, widow whose son he raised, crippled woman
and ten lepers whom he healed, little children who ran to him, and tax collector
Zacchaeus who sought Jesus and believed. When Luke records that a woman
anointed Jesus with perfume as he approached his crucifixion death, only Luke
among the other gospel authors includes the detail of the woman’s sinfulness. Luke
seems a precise recorder, too, of parables like the three consecutive teachings of the
lost sheep, lost coin, and lost son, again emphasizing Luke’s theme of Jesus as the
Son of Man seeking the lost. Luke’s third and final part, comprised of chapters
twenty through twenty-four, shows Jesus ultimately saving the lost, as he promised,
in his crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension. Luke’s account concludes with
abundant post-resurrection detail, like Jesus’s teaching two disciples on the road to
Emmaus, ending with his ascension.

Key Events. Luke does not so much record seminal events, like Peter’s
declaration of Jesus as the Messiah and Jesus’s mountain transfiguration, events that
Matthew and Mark also document, as Luke records abundant detail of Jesus relating
to the people he encountered. Luke’s training as a physician may have made him
take special interest in those relationships, how Jesus responded to disease and other
need and people responded to Jesus’s healing. One such profound event that Luke
records, borne out of details that other gospel books overlooked or for their own
reasons omitted, involved the criminals crucified next to Jesus. Matthew and Mark
only record the criminals hurling insults at Jesus, crucified between them. But Luke
39:43 records that one criminal reached the point of defending Jesus, telling his
fellow criminal that while they deserved to die, Jesus had done nothing wrong. That
criminal then asked Jesus to remember him when Jesus came into his kingdom, to
which Jesus replied that the criminal would that day join Jesus in paradise. Indeed,
Luke’s book communicates above all that Jesus came to save the lost.



Key Locations. While Matthew’s book in places reads like a religious history of
Israel’s geography, and Mark’s book focuses on Jesus’s ministry in mostly
out-of-the-way places, Luke takes his own meticulous approach. He details
locations not so much by history or practicality as by the involved actors’ status and
relationship. Thus, Luke 2:1-5 records Joseph taking the pregnant Mary from their
Nazareth home to Bethlehem to satisfy Caesar’s census, Luke 2:8-9 angels
appearing to shepherds in nearby fields, Luke 4:14 Jesus returning to Galilee in the
Spirit’s power, Luke 5:1 Jesus standing by the Sea of Galilee, Luke 5:27 Jesus
meeting Matthew at his tax collector’s booth, and Luke 14:1 Jesus’s visit to the
house of a prominent Pharisee. Luke fills his book with location details, not for the
location’s prominence but to prove the accuracy of his record. Hence, we see Luke’s
careful reconstruction of exactly what happened at the cross, including that Jesus
promised salvation to a criminal about to die, who had just finished hurling insults
at Jesus before his last-breath repentance. Luke convinces that Jesus came to save
the lost.

Revelation of Christ. Luke’s keen eye and ear for detail helped his gospel book
capture another event that the other gospel books omit, an event that led to Jesus’s
defining statement recorded in Luke 19:10 that “[t]he Son of Man came to seek and
save what was lost.” That event, the wealthy chief tax collector Zacchaeus climbing
a tree out of his intense desire to see and honor Christ, illustrates again Luke’s
sinless-Savior theme. Zacchaeus’s extraordinary commitment to pay back four
times anyone whom he had cheated produced Jesus’s exclamation, recorded at Luke
9:9, that salvation had just come to Zacchaeus’s house. Repeatedly, Luke shows that
Jesus came to reach, attract, and save those sinners whom the religious authorities
most regarded as beyond their own concern or reach. Indeed, Luke 14 records Jesus
dining at the house of one of those religious leaders, teaching the prominent guests
to seek the poor, crippled, blind, and lame. Luke alone of the gospel books records
the parable that Jesus shared there of a great banquet to which the master invited the
usual guests, all whom were too occupied with their own matters to come, and so
the master sent his servant to invite in those same lost. Luke alone of the gospel
books also records, at verse 4:18, Jesus’s own quotation of Isaiah 61:1 that he
carries the Lord’s Spirit to proclaim good news to the poor, freedom for the prisoner
and oppressed, and sight for the blind. The master Jesus’s concern is clearly for his
lost. Luke supplies a core revelation of the sinless Savior Jesus Christ.

Application. Luke teaches us that we cannot fall so far, cannot be so outcast,
cannot be so poor or blind, that Jesus does not seek us out. We must know the heart
of our Savior for us, in whatever weakened, broken, or corrupted condition we are.
We must not see ourselves as outside of his love, when Luke shows that Jesus came



to us precisely because he loves the lost. Luke also teaches that we must show the
same regard for those around us who may be our own lost. We cannot look at others
in any way other than Jesus sees them, which is as worthy of his love and capable
of his salvation. We have that gospel message to share, clarified and put into the
richest perspective by the keen observation of the physician Luke.

Memory Verses. 4:18: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed
me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free….” 6:20:
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.” 6:27: “I say:
Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you….” 6:38: “Give, and it will be
given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will
be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”
9:23: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their
cross daily and follow me.” 12:32: “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father
has been pleased to give you the kingdom.” 14:26: “If anyone comes to me and
does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters – yes, even
life itself – such a person cannot be my disciple.” 19:10: “For the Son of Man came
to seek and to save what was lost.” 23:34: “Father, forgive them, for they do not
know what they are doing.” 23:43: “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in
paradise.”


