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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in the “discussion.” I hope that all are doing well. Below 
are notes that I prepared for the December 27 class. As members know, in class I would convert a number of 
the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion. I guess these notes should best be understood 
as points that I would hope to raise in discussion. I would welcome any response, or as I asked at the 
beginning of each class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, comments, arguments?” 

CURRICULUM NOTE: Please let Sheri know if you would like a copy of The Present Word for 
the Winter Quarter. We will return to that book in late January.


Assignment for January 3:  Finish Chapter 3.  In my book this is pages 95 through 108.


In this week’s Scripture selection (I recommend reading in the KJV — the Common English 
Bible just loses much of the beauty of Luke’s writing), Luke is near the end of his story of the 
birth of Jesus. In that story, he presents and develops his theology. He does this very 
intentionally. He begins by telling Theophilus, possibly a general reference to his anticipated 
readers, that he has “investigated everything carefully” and will “write an orderly account…
so that you may know…the truth concerning the things about which you have been 
instructed.” O. Wesley Allen, Jr., in Theological Bible Commentary suggests that Luke may 
have found in his sources troubling inconsistencies, vagueness, perhaps even errors. Allen 
says that, unlike the other Gospel writers, Luke does not develop understanding event by 
event in his account of Jesus’s life. Rather, he presents his theology at the beginning to 
enable the reader to understand the events in Jesus’ life and teachings. He presents his 
theology in story form. We have discussed what the story of Jesus’ birth reveals of Luke’s 
theology: God is invested in history, acting through chosen humans. God keeps his promise 
of salvation of the Jews and ultimately of the whole world.


Prof. Levine states that, ”The universal is always anchored in the particular: Jesus is fully 
located in Jewish geography and Jewish lineage because, as Mary sang, he is the fulfillment 
of the promises to Israel. What kind of savior he is will need to be shown.” (my emphasis).

Luke sees that there is much to explain here. He knows from his sources that, during the life 
of Jesus, there was considerable confusion as to what kind of Savior he would be as well as 
what kind of salvation he would bring. The early church needed clarity. 


(Enter: shepherds): The angel declares to the shepherds who were“abiding in the field, 
keeping watch over their flock by night,” (KJV) that “…to you is born this day in the city of 
David, a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” (NRSV) The Songs of Zechariah and of Mary 
have established that the child will be the Savior who will fulfill God’s promise of salvation to 
the Jews and to the world. That he will be called Lord means that, as the Son of God, he will 
have the salvific (good seminary word) authority of the Lord God. In contrast, the Hebrew 
Bible states frequently that God himself will save his people. Of the three appellations, only 
“Messiah” is unclear in meaning. Messiah in Greek is christos, the anointed. Anointed to 
save in the name of God — but what kind of Savior will he be?


Prophets, especially Isaiah, had spoken of a Messiah who would be of the house of David 
who would be great leader, a “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince 



of Peace.” (Isaiah 9:6). Isaiah during the Exile, wrote The Songs of the Suffering Servant 
about a faithful servant who, although rejected and treated cruelly by those whom he serves, 
remains kind and faithful. Although scholars believe that Isaiah was speaking of the duty of 
the nation to remain faithful to God and accept its punishment of being exiled, many Jews 
saw in the Songs of the Suffering Servant a prophecy of the nature of the Messiah to come 
— a humble servant who, in spite of rejection by many, would lead the people in the paths of 
righteousness by his example. (In fact, the early church concluded that Jesus was indeed the 
anointed one from correspondences between his life and that of the Suffering Servant). John 
Bowker argues in The Complete Bible Handbook, that this Messiah was not what many Jews 
had hoped for after nearly five post-exilic centuries of being subjugated to Persia, Greece, 
and now Rome. Rather, the Jews adhered to other stories in the Hebrew Scriptures that told 
of either a religious leader or a charismatic military leader who would deliver the nation from 
its enemies and restore it to greatness. The promise of such a Messiah in times of troubles 
was a central tenet of Jewish history. The shepherds will provide clues as to which Messiah 
Jesus would be. 


Prof. Levine paints a compelling picture of the shepherds. She speaks of their being 
protectors of their flocks, as Jesus comes to be known as Good Shepherd. They establish 
connection to Jewish history and tradition — Moses and David were shepherds early in their 
lives. They are community — gathering at the end of the day to talk and share stories. They, 
the most common of people, are the ones chosen by God to hear first of all people the 
announcement of Jesus’ birth. In contrast, Augustus’ “birth” as son of a god was announced 
from the center of world power through diplomatic channels to rulers throughout the known 
world. The shepherds’ respond to the amazing news “sore afraid,” but faithful. Their 
observation of the baby and his parents reflects faith —this little gathering of plain, ordinary 
people in such a poor place must have been quite a shock compared to the grandeur of a 
host of angels singing in the night sky, but, they did not analyze and doubt — they believed. 
Most important, I think, is Prof. Levine’s statement that, “When we see the shepherds, we 
see Luke express another concern. Jesus himself needs angels less than he needs these 
people. He wants the human companionship, and he wants humanity to be more like 
companions, able fully to love their neighbors.”  This is the kind of Messiah that Jesus will 
be: the Savior, anointed by God, who defeats Rome and all domination systems not by force 
of arms, but by bringing the Kingdom of God. This Messiah is more the priest/messiah 
spoken of in the Hebrew Bible — the High Priest, exalted by God, that the writer of Hebrews 
named as higher than Moses or earthly High Priests. His mission is salvation of humanity, all 
humans from the highest to the lowest. Shirley Guthrie, in Christian Doctrine, explains that 
the unique fact about Christianity is that God humbled himself to reach out to mankind, to be 
with humans through the life, death, and resurrection of his Son. The salvation that he brings 
means that humans can overcome human weaknesses and self-concern to become fully 
human, as God intended man to live in companionship with him and to enable others to do 
so. Prof. Levine states, “Salvation means that there is respite from whatever oppresses in the 
community that hears, and lives, this Gospel. Men and women, slaves and free people, all 
come together to say, ‘In our midst, we have a savior.’” And, she adds, “The Gospel says 
that we do not need to wait until some far-flung future. …We can see salvation in the actions 
of the past,… and in the present, … And we can anticipate it tomorrow.”  (Cut to Linus: “And 
there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock 
by night….”  



