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“…to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theolphilus, that you may know the truth concerning the things of which you have been informed.”  Thus begins what is referred to as the Gospel According to Saint Luke.  The popularity of Luke’s revelation
 of Jesus has risen and fallen comparison to its two synoptic counterparts, Matthew and Luke, during the course of church history.  This is largely because the Jesus that Luke reveals has enough differences to the Jesus of the other two synoptics that it stands out, even in the material it has in common.  Luke lacks the quick moving miracle by miracle occurrences that take the reader “immediately” from activity to activity that we find in Mark.  Luke also lacks the lengthy discourses of Matthew that have been one of the hallmarks of Christian teaching for centuries.  Yet, Luke’s popularity is still built upon what it contains, and what it contains has had a dramatic effect on church evangelism and theology.  The people, words, and deeds of the Gospel of Luke have provided the script for the Jesus Film, perhaps the most watched film in history.  The people, words, and deeds of the Gospel of Luke have provided the New Testament support for Liberation, Black, and Feminist theology.  And the people, words, and deeds of Luke have helped give rise to mercy missions such as Samaritan’s Purse and Mercy Ships.  The diversity of the movements spawned by Luke’s gospel hint at the difficulty in attempting to nail down once and for all the theology of Luke.  All of the movements and projects I mentioned above capture portions of Luke’s Gospel, but none truly grab at the heart of the gospel’s message.  While Luke can be exegeted many ways, perhaps the best statement of Luke’s theology is found in the surprise of the gospel.  From the birth of Jesus, through his earthly ministry, and even to the resurrection one theme keeps appearing—surprise.  Luke’s theology is a theology of surprise, the surprising nature of God’s kingdom.  This surprise will be found in many areas - surprise in who is and is not included in the stories, surprise in what Jesus says, and surprise in what Jesus does.  Luke's gospel, through its people, words, and deeds, illuminates that God’s kingdom has come – and in an unexpected way.


The people of Luke provide a starting point to begin to piece together the amazingly surprising nature of God’s kingdom.  Luke’s choice of surprising people begins in the very first chapter.  Only Luke includes the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth.  The future parents of John the Baptist are devout people, but they are unlikely candidates for God’s vehicle of bringing the “new Elijah.”  Zechariah is old, Elizabeth is old and barren.
  These two would seem to be the least likely to be opening point of Luke’s gospel.  By including this story Luke is reemphasizing the ancient nature of how God works – through the surprise of fertile barrenness.   The Old Testament is filled with stories of barrenness bringing life – Sarah, Hannah, Sampson’s mother.   While these stories help to develop the theology of the Old Testament, the surprising nature of how God brings his blessing and salvation had largely been ignored in the 1st century by the Jews (as can be judged by Zechariah’s own response), and to the Gentiles would have been a total anathema.  Only in God’s kingdom can that which is dead bring forth life.

Luke moves from this unlikely couple to the story of Jesus’ birth in Chapter 2.  Both Matthew and Luke have narratives of Jesus’ birth – but who comes to visit the infant Messiah adds to Luke’s revealing of the surprising nature of God’s kingdom.  Matthew tells of  “wise men from the East” visiting the mother and child. (Matthew 2:1)  Luke focuses his attention on a completely different group – shepherds.  In Luke 2:8 the angel of the Lord appears to the shepherds, announcing to the them, not Herod or Pharisees or even wise men, the birth of the Christ.  It is they, not the wise men, that Luke has coming to visit the young couple and their new child in the manger (2:16).  

What begins with the birth narrative, Luke continues in Jesus’ ministry.  Perhaps the best known of these stories is Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10).  This story, found only in Luke, features Jesus reaching out to one of the least of society
 – a tax collector and thief.  The surprise generated by this action is demonstrated in the words of the crowd gathered: “He has gone in to be the guest of a man who is a sinner.” (18:7)  While Matthew includes a statement that the Son of Man came to save the lost, in Luke this is demonstrated by the inclusion of and dining with a known sinner and the statement that “Today salvation has come to this house.” (19:9)  

The inclusion of women is another example of Luke extending the kingdom of God to impact surprising people.  Matthew, Mark, John and Luke all include women at the tomb as the first witnesses of the resurrection.  Luke in his narrative alludes to the strangeness of this (since women were not considered reliable witnesses in 1st century culture) when he says, “But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.”  But Luke goes far beyond the other gospels by including women in disciplelike activities.
   The most noted of these stories is that of Mary and Martha found in 10:38-42.  In this story Mary is found listening to the Lord’s teaching at his feet – the place of a disciple.  To make clear her appropriateness in this action she is contrasted with Martha, who is behaving in the “expected” manner of a 1st century women – serving.  Jesus, though, explains to Martha (and by its inclusion in this story to us) that “Mary has chosen the better part.” (10:42)  Still another story of the inclusion of women that points to the surprising nature of the Kingdom Jesus brings is found in Luke 7:36-50.  In this story Jesus is dining when he is anointed and dried by a “woman of the city, who was a sinner.” (7:37)  Luke places an emphasis on this story that both Matthew and Mark do not.  In both of their retellings Jesus is dining at the house of Simon the Leper, not one who should have been surprised by Jesus’ response to this sinner.  Further, the ones who have disagreements are identified either as the disciples or the crowd (Matt 26:8, Mark 14:4).  Luke sets a very different stage by placing the meal in the home of a Pharisee (a point made three times in the first 2 verses of the story), and having the objection come from a Pharisee homeowner  (7:39).  He then uses her act of a devotion to emphasize the kingdom that he has brought – one where even the vilest female sinner can find refuge and can hear “Your faith has saved you.”  The people of Luke’s gospel are more than object lessons about the nature of the Kingdom of God that has come in Jesus.  They also represent the means and focus of that kingdom.  But Luke does not demonstrate the surprising nature of God’s kingdom only in his cast of characters.


The words of Jesus as found in Luke, especially when compared against similar statements in the other synoptics, further add to Luke’s surprising kingdom revelation.  Jesus’ first words of public ministry provide the launching pad for his revealing the surprising new kingdom he came to bring and proclaim.  Beginning in Luke 4:16, Jesus has returned to his hometown and reads in the synagogue from the scroll of Isaiah.   For the modern reader the image here is hard to capture, due to our book formats and indexed Bibles.  But the ancient reader would have been drawn to the image Luke provides.  Jesus slowly unrolling the scroll, going past important passage after important passage.  The book of Isaiah is filled with many of the Messiah prophecies, yet Jesus continues to go past passage after passage until finally stopping at Isaiah 61.  He reads the words, “…preach good news to the poor…proclaim release to the captives…liberty for the oppressed… year of the Lord.”  This passage is powerful, but as important as what he has included is what is left out.  Luke recounts Jesus as having emphasized a new day for the poor, the blind, the imprisoned, the oppressed – all not too unexpected, although choosing this passage over so many of the other Isaiah prophecies surely raised a few eyebrows.  But the really surprising element is where Jesus stopped – at the year of the Lord’s favor.  Jesus did not finish the reading, “and the day of vengeance of our God.” (Isaiah 61:2)  This passage was one that gave much hope to the 1st century peoples of Palestine living under Roman occupation (and perhaps to peoples everywhere living under the heavy hand of Rome).
  But in Luke Jesus does not include this.  Why?  Jesus explains why in verses 25-27 where he makes it clear that God’s kingdom is not going to be a kingdom strictly for some, but for all the peoples of the earth – rich and poor, Jew and Gentile. It is only after the stories of widow of Sidon and Naaman the Assyrian are shared that the crowd rises up to kill Jesus.  While the expectation of the people should have been of an expanding kingdom (the prophetic sections of the Hebrew Bible are filled with such allusions) it was clearly not.  Luke is using Jesus’ opening teaching passage to wake up all of the readers (beginning with Theophilus) to the intention that God’s kingdom was always meant to be an expanded kingdom, even as it comes as a surprise to those who should have known.  

In Luke 6 this process continues.  Luke 6:20-23 is the parallel of some of the famous Sermon on the Mount material (Matthew 5:3 –7:29), and when compared with the material found in Matthew further illuminates the surprising nature of God’s kingdom.  In 6:20 Luke recounts, “Blessed are you poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” while Matthew has (5:3) “Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  The emphasis on the spiritual nature in Matthew is simply not there in Luke’s passage, especially when Luke 6:24 is added: “But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.”  The issue of how the poor and rich are perceived, both in the Jewish and Gentile 1st century world is complex, but it is clear that at least to some extent the idea of wealth was associated with blessing by God (or the gods).
  Here Luke flies in the face of this by saying that the rich are not the recipients of the kingdom of God, but that it comes to the poor.  The meaning of poor is intended to be much larger than just the economically dispossessed,
 and Luke builds on this in 6:21: “Blessed are you that hunger now, for you shall be satisfied.  Blessed are you that weep now, for your shall laugh.”  Again Matthew provides contrast to Luke’s work by including “and thirst for righteousness” to the hunger statement and leaving out the weeping line altogether.  Luke then adds the same contrasting passage he did for the poor to the hunger and weeping lines in 6:25.  Luke, while likely using some shared material with Matthew in this particular passage, is revealing a surprise to those, perhaps like Matthew’s readers, are expecting the kingdom to follow the expected patterns of society.  This is perhaps why he adds the closing line to his Beatitudes, “Woe to you when all speak well of you, for that is what their ancestors did to the false prophets.”(6:26)  Those who are expecting the kingdom to follow the patterns of this earth are in for a surprise, and it will not be pleasant for those who prefer the world’s kingdom.  

Luke includes many parables, including many that reveal the surprising nature of the kingdom.  Two of Luke’s unique parables best represent Jesus’ teaching about the surprising nature of the kingdom: The Good Samaritan (10:9-37) and the Prodigal Son (15:11-32).  The Good Samaritan is used to answer the question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” (10:25) The question, while framed differently, is present in Matthew and Mark, and results in the same answer – obeying the two great commandments.  But only in Luke does Jesus go on to use an example that flies in the face of the expected norms of the day.  The parable has two individuals who should have know that the beaten man was their neighbor shirking their responsibility – a priest and a Levite.  But then it is an unlikely Samaritan who goes out of his way to show mercy, to love his neighbor, and it is this one that is recognized as a neighbor to the wounded man.  A Samaritan, one of the people who had low status in Palestinian culture, here is representing “the least of these” that Jesus focuses his words upon.  Luke builds on the contrast of those who do and do not receive the kingdom in the Prodigal Son.  This parable is the final of three “Lost” parables in which Jesus is focusing upon God’s desire to find that which is lost.  The parable is used demonstrate that God’s heart rejoices at the finding or return of that which is gone.  Rather than showing disgust or repudiation of the son, the father welcomes him back to the fold.  The expected norm is demonstrated by the elder brother, who is disgusted by his father’s jubilation and generosity, especially in light of the older brother’s seeming devotion.  The current cultural expectations are captured in this older brother, who is shown as being surprised by the turn of events.  So, Jesus concludes, are all those who do not understand that the God’s kingdom is one that rejoices when that which was dead has come to life, that which was lost has been found. (15:32)  Taken together with the other words of Jesus which Luke includes, the surprising and paradoxical nature of God’s kingdom is beginning to take hold.
  But Luke not only uses the cast of his gospel and the words of Jesus to make this point.  Jesus’ actions also carry forward the surprising revelation of God’s kingdom.


The Gospel of Luke is filled with many deeds and actions of Jesus, but three deeds exemplify the unexpected nature of God’s kingdom that Jesus brings.  The first of these is found in Luke 14:1-6.  In this scene Jesus heals a man who had dropsy. This story, again only found in the Luke’s gospel, is set up to make clear Luke’s intention.  Jesus is walking with (or in some way accompanied by) Pharisees and lawyers.  This occurs on the Sabbath.  Still Jesus heals, and then challenges them to answer his questions, essentially, who of you would not do good to your animal or child on the Sabbath.  And they could not respond. (14:6)  Luke makes clear here (and elsewhere) that God’s kingdom will not heed social convention to bring freedom to those who suffer- whether it be from sin or disease.
  The extent of this freedom is made clear in 17:11-19, the story of the ten lepers.  Again, this is L material, and again Luke shows Jesus reaching out to and placing emphasis on a non-Jew in the blessing of the kingdom.   Although Jesus does not touch the lepers to heal them, he does show mercy by his word of healing.  Only one of the 10 healed returns to thank him, a Samaritan.  He points this out to those who are following, and then concludes, “your faith has made you well.”  Jesus has shown, in doing healing and pointing out the faith of “this foreigner,” the extent of God’s kingdom mercies and favor are not limited to any one group, further illuminating the surprise of his kingdom.
  

The final deed is one of the most memorable scenes from Jesus’ crucifixion.  In Luke 23:39-43 Jesus has been nailed between two thieves.  Matthew (Matthew 27:44) and Mark (Mark 15:32) also include the story of Jesus between two thieves, but there account is quite different.  In their accounts the two thieves join with others who are reviling Jesus.  Luke’s account again demonstrates the unexpected nature of the kingdom and those who will enter it.  The chief priests and the teachers of the law are the ones who, with Pilate’s approval, have sentenced Jesus to death, despite hearing from Jesus’ own lips that he is the Son of God and that he will be seated at the right hand of God. (Luke 22:67-71)  They have chosen to reject Jesus’ claim.  Standing in stark contrast is the thief who, recognizing his guilt and Jesus’ innocent (and to some extent God’s Spirit upon him) request that Jesus remember him when Jesus enters his kingdom.  Instead of rejecting such a request, a rejection that is well warranted by the law and social convention, Jesus answers affirmatively: “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”(23:43)  Even in the last act of his life Jesus continue to confound the wise and reveal the unexpected nature of God’s kingdom.  These three acts, in conjunction with the cast of Luke’s gospel and the words of Jesus found throughout the gospel show that the kingdom that God is inaugurating is a surprise, especially to those who should expect it.


The emphasis on surprise in this paper can appear to be overstated.  After all, the Jesus we see in Luke is not radically different from the Jesus found in the other gospels.  And we today recognize in our theology all these things.  Yet, even with our hindsight, the church today still struggles to proclaim the kingdom that Jesus proclaimed.  The challenge is still present to not pick and glean from his words and deeds those things that we like, ignoring the things we prefer not to think about.  The author of Luke’s gospel does not give the modern Christian that choice any more than it gave that choice to the 1st century audiences.  We are not allowed to exclude people from the offer of grace like the Pharisees and crowds desired to.  We are not allowed to prejudge who does and does not receive the blessing of God, rich or poor, well or sick, happy or weeping.  Most of all, the author of Luke challenges us always to examine how God is at work in the world – to see if we, too, are about to be shamed by the surprise of God’s kingdom.
  That is perhaps why, at the beginning of the 3rd millennium, the Gospel According to Luke has returned to favor.  We need its stories, its people, its words and deeds--we need its theology.   

Bibliography

Green, Joel B.  New Testament Theology: The Theology of the Gospel of Luke.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.

Johnson, Luke Timothy.  The Writings of the New Testament.  Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986.

Stanton, Graham N. The Gospels and Jesus.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989.

1 While the issue of who “Luke” is could add some to the theme of this paper, due to limited space it will not be a consideration of this paper.


� Luke 1:25


� Luke Timothy Johnson,.  The Writings of the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 213.


� Joel B. Green, New Testament Theology: The Theology of the Gospel of Luke  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 85.


� Graham N. Stanton, The Gospels and Jesus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 202.


� Stanton, 92.


� Johnson, 26.  Also, Luke makes this point in 16:14, by stating that the “Pharisees, who were lovers of money.”


� Green, 82.


� Green, 79.


� Green, 68.


� Johnson, 217.


� Johnson, 215.





1
3

