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READING LUKE’S GOSPEL IN 2022 

Karl Möller  

 

The Gospel of Luke: Author, Readers, Book 

It’s a common conceit among biblical scholars to believe that the book they happen to be 

studying is the most important book in the Bible. Fully in line with that tendency, if not 

even topping it, French scholar Ernest Renan considered Luke to be ‘the most beautiful 

book there ever was’.1 Jack Dean Kingsbury, somewhat more modestly, called it ‘one of 

the most “beautiful” [stories] ever told’,2 mainly because of what he regards as Luke’s 

romantic qualities: ‘An angel suddenly appears to shepherds announcing Jesus’ birth and 

a multitude of heavenly choristers burst forth in praise of God’. 

Yet another variation on this theme is Jane Schaberg and Sharon Ringe’s warning that 

‘the Gospel of Luke is an extremely dangerous text, perhaps the most dangerous in the 

Bible’.3 It certainly is a challenging text, as we’re going to see, and it’s one that deserves 

to be studied closely and with fresh eyes if we can manage that. In fact, let me begin by 

saying something about how we perhaps should – and shouldn’t – read this text, or any 

biblical text for that matter. But don’t worry, I have no intention of suggesting that there’s 

only one true reading of Luke’s Gospel. We’ll be looking at some themes that I believe are 

important, and I would like to explore those with you, but we each bring our own 

perspective to this and any other text, and no two readings will ever be the same. 

How to Read Luke’s Gospel 

So, what did I mean when I suggested there might be ways of reading that we should 

avoid? What I have in mind is that we so often tend to murder the Bible and then find that 

it’s lost its appeal for us. The great tragedy of our engagement with the Bible is that we 

find it all so familiar, mundane, and humdrum – when it is anything but. We treat the Bible 

as a special kind of book, and I don’t mean this in a good way. So, to stay with our specific 

example, when we turn to Luke’s Gospel, we see a text that’s usually broken up into lots 

of small bits by the insertion of countless headings, although some translations refrain 

from that practice. If we’re lucky and there are no headings, we’re still confronted with 

all those chapter and verse numbers, which immediately set this text apart, prompting us 

 
1 Renan, Les évangiles et la seconde génération chrétienne, p. 283. 
2 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, p. 1. 
3 Schaberg and Ringe, ‘Gospel of Luke’, p. 493. 
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to read it differently from any other text. I don’t need to tell you, of course, that neither 

the headings nor the chapter and verse numbers were part of the original text written by 

Luke. 

And the problem is that they deform the text and radically change our reading 

experience. Yes, headings and chapter and verse numbers can be useful to find and refer 

to passages more easily, but all that comes at a high price. Some biblical texts are truly 

great literature. Some experts in comparative literature would, for instance, regard the 

book of Job as one of the true literary masterpieces of all time. Even beyond that, there’s 

some great poetry and some awesome storytelling in the Bible, yet we don’t always notice 

it. But – and here’s the next problem – we don’t stand much chance of noticing it, if we 

only ever read just a few lines of the biblical text at any one time. 

If you were to quantify how often you open the Bible (or your Bible app) to read just 

that one little chunk of text specified by the lectionary or some Bible reading plan, what 

would you say? Is it 50% of the time, 80%, 90%, or 100% of the time? We all too often 

read but chunks, not the full poems or the sweeping stories that the biblical writers often 

so ingeniously and imaginatively crafted. 

Did you know, for instance, that the Hebrew writers even invented prose, that they 

were the ancient precursors to our modern novelists? As far as we know, there were no 

pre-biblical prose texts. There were epics, which we may know from ancient Greek 

mythology (such as Homer’s Iliad or the Odyssey), but those were written in poetry. 

There’s much more that could be said about this, but my point is simply that the Hebrew 

writers invented a whole new array of storytelling techniques, so they could tell us the 

story of Israel and their experiences with God, so they could draw us into their world, 

made to come alive in the stories they told. 

That’s exactly what Luke did. He even adopts a special style of storytelling, especially 

at the beginning of his Gospel, which recreates the Old Testament story world, with its 

special language and atmosphere. He doesn’t only want to tell his readers that the events 

he’s about to narrate connect with the Old Testament, that they fulfil various things that 

God had promised in the olden times. No, he’s keen to transport his readers, that’s you 

and I, right into that world. We’ll come back to this in a moment. 

So, if we ask how we should read Luke’s Gospel, then I would want to highlight that 

we should read the whole story, and that we should read it as a story, as a piece of 

carefully crafted literature. Unfortunately, however, that’s made rather difficult by all 

those headings and chapter and verse numbers. So, if possible, you might want to read 

the text without them. There are Bibles that allow you to do just that. So, read Luke as a 

whole, enter into the story, and allow yourself to be gripped by it. As Kingsbury says, ‘it 
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is as one dwelling within this world that the reader or hearer experiences Luke’s gospel 

story and is shaped by it’.4 

How Does Luke Tell His Story? 

There’s something quite distinctive about the way that Luke tells his story, even when 

compared with the other Gospel writers, and it’s worth us reflecting on that. 

God’s Involvement 

Let me read a paragraph from Kingsbury’s narrative study, which picks up a key feature 

of Luke’s Gospel when he makes the point that there are lots of ‘signs of God’s activity or 

presence’: 

Angels from heaven suddenly appear; 

Zechariah and the women are the recipients of visions; 

the Spirit of prophecy fills Elizabeth, Zechariah, and Simeon; 

the neighbors and relatives of Zechariah recognize that the ‘hand of the Lord’ is with John 
(1:57-66); 

the word of God impels John to begin his ministry (3:2); 

heaven opens and the Spirit descends in bodily form upon Jesus (3:21-22); 

twice God’s voice sounds from above (3:22; 9:35); 

Jesus is led by the Spirit in the desert and into Galilee (4:1, 14); 

Jesus announces his anointment with God’s Spirit (4:18); 

Jesus teaches with divine authority (4:32); 

with divine authority Jesus heals (5:17), exorcises demons (4:36), raises the dead (7:16), 
rebukes wind and wave (8:24-25), and multiplies loaves and fishes (9:16-17); 

individuals or the crowd sense God’s presence in Jesus’ mighty acts and praise or glorify God; 

Jesus is transfigured and Moses and Elijah appear with him in splendor (9:29-31); 

the disciples preach and heal and demons are subject to them (10:17); 

darkness and the tearing of the temple curtain attend Jesus’ death (23:44-45); 

Jesus’ death incites the centurion to glorify God (23:47); 

the women enter Jesus’ tomb but find it empty and are told God has raised him (24:3, 7); 

and Jesus’ resurrection appearances and ascension into heaven are themselves numinous 
events (24:13-53).5 

Having read it all before, we might not even bat an eyelid, but that’s quite some list of 

special events, all suffused with signs of God’s presence, which is further emphasised in 

that God is mentioned 122 times in Luke’s Gospel (even Jesus only features 88 times).6 

What’s going on here? What is Luke doing? How is he telling Jesus’ story? 

 
4 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, p. 1. 
5 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, p. 12. 
6 For those figures, see Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, pp. 10, 11. 
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As already said, Luke, especially at the beginning of his Gospel, is conjuring up an Old 

Testament atmosphere. And in doing so, he’s basically saying that, after many centuries 

in which God had been felt to be absent, all that is now suddenly changing in Jesus’ life 

and ministry. It’s like the good old Old Testament times again in that God is suddenly once 

again involved in the life of his people. 

No, in fact, that doesn’t even come near to what Luke is saying. The Old Testament 

does, of course, speak of angels, visions, prophecies, God speaking with an audible voice, 

prophets speaking, healing, and even raising the dead with divine authority. But in the 

Old Testament you’d never find so many signs of God’s presence and activity in any one 

of its stories. The kinds of things that in the Old Testament happened over hundreds of 

years, are now matched, or even surpassed, within a period of three years, possibly less. 

What Luke is saying in the way he tells Jesus’ story is not simply that God had got involved 

in Israel’s history again. No, Luke’s story portrays a breath-taking climax in the way that 

God is present and active, a climax that totally eclipsed anything that’s ever happened 

before. 

When, therefore, Kingsbury suggests that, ‘within Luke’s story world, … human 

history is not closed to supernatural influences’,7 he’s massively understating the case. In 

fact, in addition to all those signs we just mentioned, there are lots of references to ‘God’s 

“purpose” or “will,” or … the things God “determines” or “predestines,” or … the persons 

God “appoints” or “chooses beforehand”’,8 all of which also make the point that God is 

behind everything that’s going on in the story that Luke is so keen to tell us. 

Key Themes and Developments 

With 19,482 words, Luke is not only the longest Gospel but the longest text in the New 

Testament. In terms of its length, it’s equivalent to a modern novella, which has between 

10,000 and 40,000 words. According to one estimate, it takes about 2.5 hours to read 

Luke from start to finish. So, to help us find our way through the book, it might be helpful 

to think about its structure, for it is, as mentioned earlier, a carefully arranged text, or, as 

Luke himself put it, ‘a carefully ordered account’: 

Many people have already applied themselves to the task of compiling an account of the 
events that have been fulfilled among us. They used what the original eyewitnesses and 
servants of the word handed down to us. Now, after having investigated everything carefully 
from the beginning, I have also decided to write a carefully ordered account for you, most 
honourable Theophilus.9 

A common way of thinking about Luke’s structure is to divide it into five sections:10 

1. Introduction of the Son of the Most High (1–2) 

 
7 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, p. 2. 
8 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, p. 11. 
9 Biblical texts have been quoted in the translation of the Common English Bible. 
10 My outline is a modified version of the one found in Bock, Luke. Volume 1: 1:1–9:50, p. 20. 
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2. Preparation for ministry: Jesus anointed by God (3:1–4:13) 

3. Ministry in Galilee: Jesus’ liberating acts and teaching (4:14–9:50) 

4. Journey to Jerusalem: Being with or against Jesus (9:51–19:44) 

5. In Jerusalem: Jesus executed and raised (19:45–24:53) 

My first observation would be that, if this outline is anywhere near successful in 

demarcating the book’s major sections, then we can see how randomly the chapter 

numbers have been inserted. However, for us to get our heads round this Gospel, it may 

be helpful to take a closer look at the individual parts. 

Introduction of the Son of the Most High (1–2) 

 

My aim is not to give you a full summary, although in this case, with it being just two 

chapters, it is almost complete. What I want to highlight is that everything here serves 

not just to tell readers about Jesus’ birth but to flag up his significance. Not only does the 

angel tell Mary that Jesus will be the Son of the Most High, but Mary’s praise of God, known 

as the Magnificat, Zechariah’s prophecy, the angels’ announcement to the shepherds, and 

Simeon and Anna’s responses all serve to emphasise the special nature of what’s about to 

happen, how God has finally come to deliver his people, and the role that this child Jesus 

would play in all this. It’s an extraordinary introduction to an extraordinary story. 
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Preparation for Ministry: Jesus Anointed by God (3:1–4:13) 

 

In this, the shortest section, we jump forward about eighteen years to re-encounter John 

and then Jesus, both now about thirty years old. Everything here serves to prepare Jesus 

– and us – for the ministry that’s about to begin. Jesus’ baptism is yet another opportunity 

to state his importance when the Holy Spirit comes down from heaven in the form of a 

dove, and a heavenly voice confirms Jesus to be God’s son. In contrast to Matthew’s 

genealogy of Jesus, Luke traces his ancestry back beyond Abraham all the way to Adam, 

thus stressing not only his Jewish but his universal significance, a strong theme in Luke’s 

Gospel. Jesus’ temptation is especially relevant for some of the themes we’ll be exploring, 

but more about that later. 

Ministry in Galilee: Jesus’ Liberating Acts and Teaching (4:14–9:50) 

And then Jesus’ ministry begins, and it begins in Galilee in the northwest of the country. 

So, before we have a look at the key aspects of Jesus’ early ministry, some geography 

might be helpful. You’ll be familiar with maps of first-century Palestine, so let’s zoom right 

in on Galilee. Here, between the Mediterranean and the Sea of Galilee, we find Bethlehem 

and then also Nazareth where Jesus’ ministry gets off to a remarkable start with an 

astonishing programmatic announcement. Thereafter, Jesus initially concentrates on this 

north-western corner of the country. 
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There’s lots going on in this first longer section, which begins with Jesus announcing his 

liberative agenda: good news for the poor, release of the prisoners, liberation for the 

oppressed, etc., but again, more about that later. In what follows, it soon becomes clear 

that Jesus has an authority and a power not matched by anyone else, but the key point is 

that he uses this for a liberating purpose, driving out the demonic forces that were 

destroying people’s lives, healing many, thereby re-integrating them into society (more 

about that later), and preaching the good news of the alternative, counter-cultural, 

liberating kingdom of God. That, too, we’ll have to come back to, but just to say at this 

point that, to get away from the problematic term ‘kingdom’, some prefer to speak of 

God’s vision or dream instead. 

And then there are all those meals with tax collectors, prostitutes, and other social 

outcasts, all of whom find radical acceptance with Jesus who, for his part, demonstrates a 

great desire to be around them. As American theologian and ethicist John Howard Yoder 

notes, this is highlighted especially in the Gospel of Luke, who is particularly ‘attentive to 

underdogs’.11 As for his teaching, all that stuff about the reversal of fortunes (good news 

for the low, not such good news for the powerful), the loving of one’s enemies whoever 

they might be, or the demand not to judge others massively challenged the ones, such as 

the religious leaders, who saw themselves as superior to those who didn’t quite manage 

to live up to their high, though often hypocritical standards. It’s no surprise, therefore, 

that, doing what he did and saying what he said, Jesus quickly found himself embroiled in 

conflict, especially with the religious authorities who opposed him at almost every turn. 

Journey to Jerusalem: Being with or against Jesus (9:51–19:44) 

In Luke 9:51, we read: ‘As the time approached when Jesus was to be taken up into 

heaven, he determined to go to Jerusalem’. Rather than to stay in the moment, Luke is 

 
11 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 54. 
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here very much telling the story from the perspective of someone who already knows its 

outcome. But what is also notable is that it’s at this comparatively early point in the 

Gospel – we haven’t even reached its halfway mark yet – that Jesus is heading for 

Jerusalem. And so, the longest section of Luke’s story is devoted to that journey to 

Jerusalem. But what is happening while they’re on the way? 

 

There’s lots going on here while Jesus is steadily heading for Jerusalem, but perhaps it’s 

possible to detect two key themes, which may be best expressed in the contrasting terms 

of ‘being with’ or ‘being against’ Jesus. 

Being with Jesus means to follow him, to become one of his disciples. This, in turn, 

means to be loyal to him, to love one’s neighbour, to be generous, faithful, and sacrificial 

in giving to others, especially the poor. It’s a theme that connects with Jesus’ initial 

message, in the synagogue at Nazareth, of good news for the poor, which he expects his 

followers to embody. It’s a theme that comes up again and again as something that defines 

what it means to be a disciple, and so we’ll consider it in some detail in our third session. 

Another important issue, that of radical welcome, which Jesus practices in his meals 

with social outcasts, is highlighted in the famous parables about the lost sheep, coin, and 

sons in Luke 15. 

The contrasting strand of being against Jesus is found in all those stories and episodes 

that speak of conflict with the religious authorities, of Jesus’ and the disciples’ rejection, 

and of Jesus expressing his sorrow for Jerusalem. And then this long section is concluded 

by Jesus’ procession into Jerusalem and his prediction of its destruction. 

In Jerusalem: Jesus executed and raised (19:45–24:53) 

So, that then takes us to the last part of Luke’s Gospel, which is, of course, set in Jerusalem, 

and which comprises the final five chapters. 
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Again, there’s a lot going on in the concluding chapters of Luke’s Gospel. And while the 

decisive events have usually been seen to be Jesus’ execution on a Roman cross and his 

resurrection, reading through the text, I thought that the contrast we detected in the 

journey narrative also continues here. On the one hand, there’s an ongoing conflict 

between Jesus and the religious authorities, which, indeed, only intensifies, thus leading 

to his crucifixion. That conflict manifests itself in some of Jesus’ actions and sayings but 

also, of course, in those of the religious authorities. 

On the other hand, there’s a story here about Jesus and his disciples. Initially, that 

story finds them together before Jesus then goes on his lonely journey that ends with his 

crucifixion, death, and burial. Except that it doesn’t end there, and so various groups of 

disciples, after first finding Jesus’ tomb empty, encounter him again before Jesus finally 

ascends to heaven. Of course, for Luke that isn’t the end of the story either, but we haven’t 

got the time to move on into the book of Acts. 

Power, Conflict, and Discipleship in Luke 

Jack Dean Kingsbury, in his study entitled Conflict in Luke, identifies conflict as a major 

theme of Luke’s Gospel. Firstly, he detects conflict between Jesus and Israel, although he 

quickly nuances this, pointing out that the people are mostly well-disposed towards Jesus, 

at least until he appears before Pilate when they turn against him. It’s the religious 

authorities that turn out to be Jesus’ chief opponents.12 Secondly, there’s conflict between 

Jesus and his disciples, which concerns what Kingsbury calls their ‘double-mindedness’ 

in following both God’s and human purposes, as well as the fact that they frequently fail 

to understand God’s plan and thus Jesus’ ministry, seeing it from a this-worldly human 

perspective rather than from a divine one.13 

 
12 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, pp. 21, 79. 
13 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, pp. 109-110. 
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Thirdly, not discussed by Kingsbury, there’s conflict between Jesus and non-human 

figures, such as the devil and several demons, and then, fourthly, also not explored by 

Kingsbury, there’s the underlying conflict generated by the fact that the whole drama told 

by Luke unfolds against the context of the Roman Empire. It’s with this that we’ll begin. 

Empire, Power, Victory, Peace, and Salvation 

Luke differs from the other evangelists in the way he refers to political figures, such as 

Caesar Augustus, Quirinius, the governor of Syria (2:1-2), the emperor Tiberius, Pontius 

Pilate, the governor of Judea, etc. (3:1). As Pyung Soo Seo points out, Luke sets ‘his 

narrative within [the] imperial history’ of Rome.14 That, of course, is no coincidence, as 

Luke sees Jesus’ life and ministry within the context not only of the people of Israel, but 

also of the Roman Empire, whose subjects the people at that time were. More than that, 

Luke’s way of telling the story of Jesus and the salvation he has come to bring is 

profoundly influenced by that wider imperial context. 

We have for hundreds of years tended to spiritualise that story, so much so, in fact, 

that we may not even realise that terms that for us are profoundly spiritual were 

originally political or imperial terms. Examples include the phrase ‘gospel’ or ‘good news’ 

(1:19; 2:10; 3:18; 4:18 et.), which often referred to the bringing of the good news of a 

military victory, or the term ‘saviour’, which was frequently used with reference to the 

Roman emperor. Of course, in antiquity, religion and politics were much more closely 

linked. Our separation between religion and politics is, therefore, a modern phenomenon, 

whereas ‘in antiquity, nobody could imagine politics without religion, and neither did 

Israelite or early Jesus groups’.15 

But what about Jesus and the Roman Empire? In a recent study of this issue, Seo has 

argued that Luke portrays Jesus as victor, peace-bringer, and saviour, all of which were 

attributes of the emperor. However, Luke’s portrayal of Jesus does, of course, stand in 

sharp contrast to the way the Roman emperor would have embodied those roles. The 

Gospel of Luke, together with the book of Acts, therefore, offers ‘a vigorous critique of 

Rome and its claims to universal authority and dominion’,16 and it does that by radically 

redefining terms and concepts that were usually associated with Roman power. 

Caesar Augustus (63 BCE – 14 CE), also known as Octavian, who was mentioned in Luke 

2:1, was the first Roman emperor, who reigned from 27 BCE until his death in 14 CE. What’s 

significant is that he wasn’t only venerated as a political leader but also often worshipped 

as a divine being due to his power and charisma, which were seen as so special and 

transcendent that he seemed to people to be both human and divine.17 In 9 BCE, an edict 

 
14 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 2. 
15 Theissen, ‘The Political Dimension of Jesus’ Activities’, p. 226. 
16 Gilbert, ‘Roman Propaganda and Christian Identity in the Worldview of Luke–Acts’, p. 242. 
17 Thus Mitchell, Anatolia, p. 103, on emperor worship more generally. 
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by a Roman consul saw Augustus’ birthday as the beginning of a new golden age. Talking 

about ‘the birthday of the most divine Caesar’, it says: 

We could justly consider that day to be equal to the beginning of all things. … He gave a new 
appearance to the whole world … a person could justly consider this to be the beginning of 
life and of existence … it seems proper to me that the birthday of the most divine Caesar be 
the one, uniform New Year’s day for all the polities.18 

There is some strikingly elevated language here. A provincial council decree further 

explains the reasons for honouring Augustus, describing him as ‘a benefaction to all 

humanity; … a savior who put an end to war and brought order to all things’, and noting 

that ‘the birth of the god was the beginning of good tidings [good news, gospel] to the 

world through him’.19 

All this is part of the wider context against which Jesus’ life and ministry must be 

understood, as Luke himself emphasises by mentioning Caesar Augustus and other 

Roman imperial figures at the beginning of his Gospel. Beyond that, Luke, according to 

Seyoon Kim, 

deliberately contrasts Jesus the Messianic king/lord to Caesar Augustus, and implicitly claims 
that Jesus is the true kyrios [lord] and sōtēr [saviour], the true bearer of the kingship of God, 
and that he will bring the true pax [peace] on earth, replacing the false pax brought about by 
the military conquest of Caesar, a false kyrios and sōtēr.20 

Kim suggests that Jesus, the true Lord and saviour, brings true peace, in contrast to the 

coercive, military power exercised by the Roman emperors, who were known as saviours 

of the ‘whole human race’ or the ‘entire world’.21 Especially Augustus’ power, because of 

his military victories and the peace that these achieved, was thought to surpass that of 

both humans and the gods.22 Of course, the empire was effectively held together by the 

Roman army, and the celebrated Pax Romana, achieved by military might and coercive 

power, never led to the creation of an integrated society.23 

Against that context, Luke takes the formula ‘victor – peace-bringer – saviour’, which 

summed up the emperors’ achievements, to present Jesus as an alternative victor, peace-

bringer, and saviour.24 Jesus’ vision of an alternative kingdom, the kingdom of God, thus 

emerges as a counter-cultural vision that rejects and replaces imperial constructions of 

reality. Jesus, in other words, has a different concept of what our world is or should be 

like. 

 
18 As quoted in Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 12. 
19 Again, as quoted in Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, pp. 12-13. 
20 Kim, Christ and Caesar, pp. 80-81. 
21 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, pp. 117, 118. 
22 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 119. 
23 See Lintott, Imperium Romanum, pp. 190-191. 
24 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 127. 
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Jesus as Victor 

So, how is Jesus portrayed as a victor in Luke’s Gospel, and who are Jesus’ enemies? There 

are, as we said, non-human and human opponents, but we will, at this point, only look at 

the non-human ones. One of the chief figures is the devil, who appears quite early in the 

Gospel, in the episode of Jesus’ temptation (4:1-13). Let’s focus on the second temptation, 

the one where the devil shows Jesus ‘all the kingdoms of the world’: 

Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world 
[οίκουμένη (oikoumene)]. (NRSV) 

Luke, in contrast to Matthew, does not use the term κόσμος (kosmos) here to refer to the 

world but οἰκουμένη (oikoumene), a term he had already used in 2:1 and which CEB 

translates as ‘empire’: 

In those days Caesar Augustus declared that everyone throughout the empire [οἰκουμένη 
(oikoumene)] should be enrolled in the tax lists. 

Oἰκουμένη (oikoumene) in Luke’s Gospel (2:1; 21:26) refers to the empire as the world 

under the emperor’s power and authority. Significantly, too, whereas the devil, in 

Matthew’s Gospel, merely says that all those kingdoms would be given to Jesus (Matt. 

4:9), in Luke, the devil promises to give Jesus the glory of those kingdoms and the 

authority over them (4:6). According to Richard Hays, Luke here emphases that, in 

contrast to the Roman emperor and other coercive political leaders whose authority 

originates with the devil,25 such authority is firmly rejected by Jesus. 

Jesus’ victory over the devil is illustrated in several exorcism stories. One example is 

the Beelzebul controversy (11:14-23), which highlights that, in contrast to the emperor’s 

power, Jesus’ power is given by God, for Jesus casts out demons by the finger of God. In 

an important detail (vv. 21-22), we find Jesus talking about a strong man, fully armed, 

who, guarding his palace, finds his possessions to be secure (literally: in peace, ἐν εἰρήνῃ 

[en eirene]). In this scenario, peace and security are achieved by means of coercive power. 

What makes the militaristic language even more significant is that no such language is 

used in the parallel account in Mark 3:27, which Luke most likely knew. Luke, therefore, 

seems to be saying that it is because of his military power that the strong man is enjoying 

peace (ἐν εἰρήνῃ [en eirene]). And by introducing armour into the controversy about 

Beelzebul, Luke associates the ‘power of Satan with the emperor’s military power’.26 

Jesus, however, is depicted as stronger than either of them. 

Earlier, we find the story of the Gerasene demoniac (8:26–39). As on other occasions, 

the demon acknowledges Jesus’ superior authority: ‘Jesus, Son of the Most High God. I beg 

you, do not torment me’, he says. His name, ‘Legion’, which is often simply taken to say 

that there were many demons involved, does, of course, evoke the Roman Empire. The 

 
25 Hays, ‘The Liberation of Israel in Luke–Acts’, p. 9. 
26 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 135. 
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Greek word λεγιών (legion) is borrowed from the Latin term legio, which designates ‘a 

body of front line soldiers in the Roman army, generally 6,000 strong’.27 This particular 

demon, moreover, is operating with chains and shackles, thus providing another example 

of the use of coercive power. However, due to Jesus’ intervention, the demon-possessed 

man is saved and ends up sitting at Jesus’ feet. Bearing in mind our earlier formula ‘victor 

– peace-bringer – saviour’, it’s significant to see Luke emphasising that the demon-

possessed man had been saved (v. 36). CEB uses the term ‘healed’, but the Greek text 

literally says ‘saved’ (ἐσώθη [esothe]), which, again, is Luke’s addition to the story. 

Jesus as Peace-Bringer 

Having considered some examples of Jesus being victorious in his encounters with the 

devil and several demons, we now move on to Jesus as peace-bringer, another key feature 

of the Roman emperor’s authority. Luke is keen to respond to the Roman imperial 

ideology that wanted people to believe there was ‘an inseparable bond between peace 

and imperial rule’.28 In Luke’s Gospel, by contrast, peace is linked to Jesus being the 

‘saviour’. Passages in which peace and salvation are directly connected include 

Zechariah’s praise (1:69, 79), the angels’ song (2:14), and Simeon’s praise (2:29-30), all 

of which are highly programmatic texts at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel that are 

designed to prepare readers for what’s to come. In contrast to the emperor’s coercive 

peace, achieved by military means, Jesus’ peace in Luke is of a different nature.  

But what then do we make of Jesus’ words after the Last Supper: ‘But now, whoever 

has a wallet must take it, and likewise a bag. And those who don’t own a sword must sell 

their clothes and buy one’ (22:36)? To pre-empt the answer, it’s widely agreed that Jesus’ 

words weren’t meant to be taken literally, as Hays points out: 

On the night of his arrest, just after his last supper with the disciples, Jesus reminds his 
followers of an earlier phase in their mission when they could rely on the goodwill and 
hospitality of those to whom they preached [v. 35]; however, they must now be prepared for 
a time of rejection and persecution. They will need to take along their own provisions [v. 36], 
and the sword serves as a vivid symbol of the fact that they must now expect to encounter 
opposition.29 

It’s been said that Jesus’ saying ‘can be regarded only as grimly ironical, expressing the 

intensity of the opposition which Jesus and the disciples will experience, endangering 

their very lives’.30 Completely misunderstanding Jesus, however, the disciples manage to 

produce some swords and say, ‘Lord, look, here are two swords’ (22:38). This, in turn, 

leads Jesus rather impatiently to dismiss their remark: ‘Enough of that’, he says. 

 
27 Evans, Saint Luke, p. 386. 
28 Gilbert, ‘Roman Propaganda and Christian Identity in the Worldview of Luke–Acts’, p. 240 
29 Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, p. 333. 
30 Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, p. 823. 
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One commentator notes that ‘Jesus will have nothing to do with swords, even for 

defense’,31 which is confirmed shortly afterwards in his arrest (22:47-53). When those 

with him ask, ‘Lord, should we fight with our swords?’, and one of them immediately cuts 

off the ear of the high priest’s servant, Jesus again quickly puts an end to all that: ‘Stop! 

No more of this’ (v. 51), he says and heals the slave’s ear, which once more is something 

that only Luke mentions. Similarly, in 9:51-56, another brief episode only found in Luke, 

when a Samaritan village fails to welcome Jesus, James and John are only too eager to ‘call 

fire down from heaven to consume them’. Jesus, however, reprimands them because they 

haven’t understood the nature of his power and authority. 

Mennonite biblical scholar Willard Swartley suggests that ‘Jesus came to heal 

precisely what the sword devastates’,32 while Hays comments that, ‘here again, literal 

armed resistance is exposed as a foolish misunderstanding of Jesus’ message’.33 Luke 

clearly highlights ‘Jesus’ non-violent action, healing, and acceptance of his arrest, … 

passion and death’,34 presenting him ‘as the one who [even on the cross] embraces … his 

enemies by forgiving their sins in contrast to the emperor who conquers them by force.’35 

Luke also ‘contrasts Jesus’ rejection of the use of coercive power and his healing with the 

[chief priests, temple officers, and elders’] use of swords and clubs as a means of bringing 

opponents into submission (22:52)’. 

In 6:27-38, we find Jesus teaching that we must love our enemies, using a term 

(ἐχθροί [echthroi]) that often refers to national or military enemies (as in the Greek 

translation of Deuteronomy 20:1 or in Luke 19:43) but includes personal, social, religious, 

and political enemies. Jesus’ command, therefore, is unrestricted. All types of enemies are 

envisaged, including all those who hate, curse, and mistreat us, as he points out (6:27-

28). But this passage also illustrates what is meant by loving one’s enemies when Jesus 

talks about ‘doing good’, ‘blessing’, and ‘praying for’ those who meet us with enmity. Thus, 

‘while the emperor conquers his enemies by his military troops, … Jesus’ way of victory 

over enemies is not based upon the use of violence, but upon love’.36 Kim maintains that: 

Jesus’ authority/power is not a militaristic one like that of Caesar, and his peace and salvation 
is not a product of subjugation of his enemies like that of the Roman Empire, but is rather a 
fruit of his humble service for humankind symbolized by the manger and the cross. So Jesus 
brings salvation … in the way of the Kingdom of God: [by means of] forgiveness and love.37 

This was well understood by Martin Luther King, as can be seen from his sermon, ‘Loving 

Your Enemies’, written while he was in a Georgian prison. Disagreeing with Friedrich 

Nietzsche’s belief that Jesus’ exhortation to love one’s enemies is an ethic for the weak 

 
31 Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke X–XXIV, p. 1434. 
32 Swartley, Covenant of Peace, p. 132. 
33 Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament, p. 333. 
34 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 144. 
35 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 176. 
36 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 151. 
37 Kim, Christ and Caesar, p. 105. 
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and cowardly, King concluded that it was ‘an absolute necessity for our survival’ and ‘the 

key to the solution of the problems of our world’.38 For King, loving our enemies was 

essential because he couldn’t see any alternative. As he put it: 

Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only 
love can do that. Hate multiplies hate, violence multiplies violence, and toughness multiplies 
toughness in a descending spiral of destruction. … The chain reaction of evil – hate begetting 
hate, wars producing more wars – must be broken, or we shall be plunged into the dark abyss 
of annihilation.39 

King went on to focus on how hate destroys us and how only love can keep us sane and 

in relationship with God.40 Only love, he adds, will enable us to get rid of our enemies by 

transforming them into friends. And he concludes: 

The great military leaders of the past have gone, and their empires have crumbled and burned 
to ashes. But the empire of Jesus, built solidly and majestically on the foundation of love, is 
still growing.41 

Jesus as Saviour 

And with that we move on to consider, more briefly, how Luke portrays Jesus as saviour. 

Luke uses ‘salvation language’ (σωτήρ [soter], σωτηρία [soteria], and σωτηρίον 

[soterion]) more often than Mark and Matthew (e.g., 2:11, 30-31; 3:6), and he’s keen to 

highlight that Jesus’ salvation is for all. Seo notes that, ‘as Luke’s writing has a universal 

concern, he intentionally includes men and women, adults and children, Jews and 

Gentiles, and people representative of various social classes in his salvation accounts’.42 

Luke uses the verb ‘to save’ (σῴζω [sozo]) seventeen times, in twelve cases referring to 

Jesus healing people or affecting some other restoration of their earthly condition (6:9; 

7:50; 8:36, 48, 50; 9:24a; 17:19; 18:42; 23:35–39), while five passages speak of 

forgiveness or some other restoration affecting their eschatological salvation (7:50; 8:12; 

9:24b; 13:23; 18:26).43 

Salvation, in Luke, therefore, has a range of meanings, which include ‘peace, 

restoration, healing, exorcism, and forgiveness’.44 But the key point to note in the context 

of our discussion is that Jesus is portrayed as a universal saviour who brings salvation to 

all humanity (3:6; 24:47) in a claim that parallels the portrayal of the Roman emperor.45 

Except, of course, that Jesus’ salvation is achieved by peaceful means that, therefore, differ 

markedly from those of the emperor. Again, Luke differs in this from Mark and Matthew, 

 
38 King, Strength to Love, p. 44. 
39 King, Strength to Love, p. 47. 
40 King, Strength to Love, p. 50. 
41 King, Strength to Love, p. 51. 
42 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 158. 
43 For these statistics, see Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, loc. 5155, n. 566. 
44 Thus Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 157. 
45 Seo, Luke’s Jesus in the Roman Empire, p. 165. 



Reading Luke’s Gospel in 2022 (Karl Möller) 

16 

which do not portray Jesus as victor, peace-bringer, and saviour in comparison with the 

Roman emperor. 

Power, Conflict, and Discipleship 

On the human level, it’s the Jewish leaders – the Pharisees, scribes, chief priests, temple 

officers, elders, rulers, and Sadducees – that, time and again, show themselves to be Jesus’ 

opponents. Historically diverse, they become, in Luke’s Gospel, a group character and 

Jesus’ stereotypical opponents who function as ‘the custodians of law, traditional values, 

and temple cult’.46 After a Sabbath controversy, we’re told that the legal experts and the 

Pharisees ‘were furious and began talking with each other about what to do to Jesus’ 

(6:11). A little later, having had a sharp exchange with him, they ‘began to resent him 

deeply and to ask him pointed questions about many things. They plotted against him, 

trying to trap him in his words’ (11:53-54). Some other time, a synagogue leader, we’re 

told, was ‘incensed that Jesus had healed on the Sabbath’ (13:14). 

Later still, following some conflict in the temple, ‘the chief priests, the legal experts, 

and the foremost leaders among the people were seeking to kill him’ (19:47). Yet another 

controversy, this time over the issue of authority, leads Jesus to respond with the parable 

of the tenant farmers, after which ‘the legal experts and chief priests wanted to arrest him 

right then because they knew he had told this parable against them. But they feared the 

people’ (20:19). Shortly afterwards, we’re again told that ‘the chief priests and the legal 

experts were looking for a way to kill Jesus, because they were afraid of the people’ (22:2). 

In the end, the chief priests, the officers of the temple guard, and the elders came to 

get Jesus with swords and clubs (22:52), using coercive power, much like the secular 

political forces of the Roman Empire, to prevail over the one with whom they disagreed, 

the one who challenged not only their authority but their whole way of executing their 

role as religious leaders, the way they excluded those whom they deemed to be unworthy 

of inclusion. 

What all these texts illustrate is that Jesus’ ministry and mission occasioned 

sustained, ongoing conflict. Kingsbury characterises it as conflict over the question of 

authority.47 There were also some other issues involved, such as the interpretation of the 

scriptures or the understanding of Israel’s traditions, but I think Kingsbury is right to 

suggest that it was ultimately about power and authority. It’s an issue that Jesus himself 

saw it as important to address. Following the Last Supper and just prior to his arrest, Luke 

tells us that: 

An argument broke out among the disciples over which one of them should be regarded as 
the greatest. But Jesus said to them, ‘The kings of the Gentiles rule over their subjects, and 
those in authority over them are called “friends of the people.” But that’s not the way it will 

 
46 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, p. 23. 
47 Kingsbury, Conflict in Luke, p. 109. 
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be with you. Instead, the greatest among you must become like a person of lower status and 
the leader like a servant. So which one is greater, the one who is seated at the table or the one 
who serves at the table? Isn’t it the one who is seated at the table? But I am among you as one 
who serves’ (22:24-27). 

My sub-heading for this part of our session reads ‘Power, Conflict, and Discipleship’, 

because how we deal with power and conflict seems to me to be a vitally important aspect 

of what it means to follow Jesus. We already saw how Jesus’ ministry is contrasted with 

the rule of the Roman emperor whose approach appears, at times, to be linked to the 

realm of the demonic. But there’s also some ongoing conflict between Jesus and the 

religious leaders, which, I believe, especially anyone with leadership roles in the church 

would do well to pay careful attention to. 

An Alternative to Accepted Patterns of Leadership 

Commenting on these verses from Luke 22, John Howard Yoder notes that a key mark of 

the new social order called the kingdom of God is that ‘it is marked by an alternative to 

accepted patterns of leadership’.48 Sharon Ringe similarly suggests that in Jesus we see 

‘God’s style of sovereignty that inverts our usual ways of thinking about power and 

authority.’49 In our next session, we’ll say more about that new social order to which 

Yoder alludes; for now, let’s just focus on the issue of leadership. I find Yoder’s reference 

to ‘an alternative to accepted patterns of leadership’ highly suggestive. But to what extent 

do we truly find this in the local, diocesan, or national church? 

Yoder suggests that we have a choice between living prophetically and falling in line 

with the practices of the institution.50 While the prophets may be right, he says, it’s often 

claimed that their high demands of ‘love, self-sacrifice, and nonviolence provide no basis 

for taking responsibility in this world’. Hence, ‘those who are called to assure the survival 

and the administration of institutions will … accept violence in order, one day, to diminish 

or eliminate it’. Yet, insists Yoder, ‘the new regime instituted by Jesus as Messiah forbids 

us to make this choice’.51 

Talking about the institutions and structures of our society, Ringe also emphasises 

that ‘allegiance to the Christ means that the power of those institutions over us, and 

through us over others, has been broken’.52 She goes on to say that ‘the message brought 

by Jesus … had the effect of pronouncing sentence on the powers preventing the exercise 

of God’s new reign, which would touch, transform, and redeem the whole created 

order.’53 Yoder, in turn, asks whether Jesus’ teaching on meekness and his attitude 

towards power and servanthood might raise a deeper question about whether or to what 

 
48 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, pp. 38-39. 
49 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 13. 
50 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 104. 
51 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 105. 
52 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 13. 
53 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 89. 
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extent we should even seek to ‘govern history’, as he calls it.54 Of course, this could be 

easily misunderstood as an argument for passivity but that’s not where Yoder is going. 

The clue lies in words such as ‘violence’ and ‘govern’. The issue for Yoder is power and 

how we use it, i.e., whether and to what extent we employ coercive power to get our way, 

especially when we see that way as the best possible or even the only right way forward. 

He notes that Jesus’ ‘choice of suffering servanthood rather than violent lordship, of 

love to the point of death rather than righteousness backed by power, was itself the 

fundamental direction of his life’.55 The key phrase in this for me are the words 

‘righteousness backed by power’, which express exactly that temptation to pursue one’s 

goals and agenda at all costs because, seeing them as the only sensible or workable option, 

one feels entirely right and justified to do so. Yet, for Yoder, Christ, ‘who renounced the 

claim to govern history’, is ‘the standard by which Christians must learn how they are to 

look at the moving of history’.56 And again: ‘what Jesus renounced is … the 

compulsiveness of purpose that leads the strong to violate the dignity of others.’57 ‘The 

compulsiveness of purpose that leads the strong to violate the dignity of others’ – another 

powerful and, I believe, important phrase. 

Put positively, Yoder suggests that ‘in Jesus we have a clue to … which kinds of 

community-building, which kinds of conflict management, go with the grain of the 

cosmos’, as he put it.58 Looking at Jesus’ life and ministry, we see, for instance, how he 

embodies God’s concern for the poor, the dispossessed, the marginalised, and the 

excluded. We also see how Jesus resists coercive power, such as at his temptation (4:1-

13) when he resolutely rejected the demonic offer of imperial power. 

Similarly, in the synagogue at Nazareth (4:14-30) and quoting from the prophet 

Isaiah, Jesus presents his programme of good news for the poor, release of the prisoners, 

recovery of sight for the blind, liberation of the oppressed, and the proclamation of God’s 

Jubilee – but decisively leaves out Isaiah’s words about God’s vindictiveness. He’d come 

‘to proclaim the year of the LORD’S favour’ – yes, absolutely – ‘and a day of vindication for 

our God’ – no, there’s no word of that. Some have commented that such selective reading 

of scriptural texts wasn’t really done in Jesus’ day,59 but his deliberate omission clearly 

sets the tone for Jesus’ coming ministry. 

 
54 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, pp. 230-234. 
55 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 233. 
56 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, pp. 233, 234. 
57 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 237. 
58 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 246. 
59 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 39; Jeremias, Jesus’ Promise to the Nations, pp. 44-46; 
Sanders, ‘From Isaiah 61 to Luke 4’, pp. 96-99. 
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Resisting the Demonic Temptation to Use Coercive Power or Violence 

Coming back to the final part of Luke’s Gospel and that time on the Mount of Olives (Luke 

doesn’t mention the Garden of Gethsemane directly), we find that, having just advised his 

disciples to pray that they won’t succumb to temptation (22:40), Jesus himself prays: 

‘Father, if it’s your will, take this cup of suffering away from me. However, not my will but 

your will must be done’ (22:42). Later, after they’d put him on the cross, Luke tells us that 

‘the [religious] leaders sneered at him, saying, “He saved others. Let him save himself if 

he really is the Christ sent from God, the chosen one”’ (23:35). The Roman soldiers 

similarly mocked him, saying, ‘If you really are the king of the Jews, save yourself’ (23:37). 

Yoder suggests that Jesus’ prayer about doing the Father’s will must be understood 

in connection with the danger of temptation, i.e., the temptation to succumb to the use of 

coercive power or violence. He wonders whether Jesus might have considered, at that 

moment, the very possibility of averting his own execution by means of what Yoder calls 

‘messianic violence’.60 There is, after all, a fair amount of such violence in several Old 

Testament texts that express the longing and the hope for a divine intervention against 

Israel’s enemies. However, having resisted the temptation of coercive power in his 

encounter with the devil in the wilderness, Jesus again renounces it here and then again 

on the cross. 

Perhaps that phrase in the Lord’s prayer about us not being led into temptation (11:4) 

also begins to make more specific sense in this context. Rather than all kinds of possible 

temptations, Jesus might have had the temptation of coercive power or violence in mind. 

It is, after all, a prayer for the new social reality of God’s kingdom to come, and Jesus asks 

us to keep praying that we won’t succumb to the temptation of enforcing that new reality 

by coercive or violent means, which, as we saw, in Luke’s Gospel are deemed to be 

demonic. That this is how the prayer might have been understood by some early readers 

is suggested by the fact that in some important early manuscripts the words ‘and do not 

lead us into temptation’ are followed by ‘but rescue us from the evil one’. Rescue us, in 

other words, from the demonic temptation of coercion and violence that features 

repeatedly in Luke’s Gospel. 

Martin Luther King spoke of the enduring ‘empire of Jesus’ compared to the many 

fallen empires our world has seen. Jesus’ empire, the kingdom of God, a non-coercive, 

non-violent empire built on love, compassion, inclusion, and the absence of any form of 

judgementalism, is a powerful alternative to the manifold abuses of power that are so 

pervasive in our world and, sadly, all too often also in the church. 

As Yoder recognises, when facing Jesus, ‘both Jewish and Roman authorities were 

defending themselves against a real threat’, a non-violent threat, to be sure, but one that 

‘nonetheless bothered them to the point of their resorting to irregular procedures to 
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counter it’. This, for Yoder, proves that Jesus’ non-violent approach is, as he puts it, of 

‘political relevance’,61 which is to say that it is of relevance in the polis, the city, the public 

sphere, in every shared space of human interaction. Jesus, again in Yoder’s words, was 

‘the bearer of a new possibility of human, social, and therefore political relationships’,62 

and all this is part of why Jesus’ message and enactment of the kingdom of God are still 

such amazingly good news! 

Gospel, Jubilee, and Liberation in Luke 

Some, as we saw at the beginning, consider Luke to be an ‘extremely dangerous text’. As 

we now explore how the gospel – the ‘good news’ about Jesus –, the tradition of the 

Jubilee, and the issue of liberation are developed in Luke’s Gospel, we might get a clearer 

idea of the nature of that ‘danger’. In many ways, the place to start is Luke 4:16-30 where 

we find Jesus, at the very beginning of his public ministry, making quite a programmatic 

announcement about it. So central and significant is that passage that Sharon Ringe calls 

it a ‘gospel-in-miniature’.63 

The Magnificat 

But to begin in chapter 4 would be to ignore the ways in which Luke prepares us for Jesus’ 

revolutionary ministry. Most importantly among these, we find the Magnificat, Mary’s 

powerful praise of God in Luke 1:46-55. It puts Jesus’ approaching birth in the context of 

Israel’s life and the people’s longing for God’s intervention on their behalf. Mary’s prayer 

as presented by Luke is anything but privatised religion, as especially vv. 51-53 indicate: 

He has shown strength with his arm. 
He has scattered those with arrogant thoughts and proud inclinations. 
He has pulled the powerful down from their thrones 
and lifted up the lowly. 
He has filled the hungry with good things 
and sent the rich away empty-handed. 

In what Nicaraguan priest and liberation theologian Ernesto Cardenal calls a ‘song to the 

poor’ that the people of Nicaragua have been ‘very fond of reciting’,64 Mary anticipates 

God’s intervention in Jesus’ birth to have far-reaching public, which is to say political, and, 

indeed, rather radical implications. The polis, as we said, is the city and thus the public 

arena. John Howard Yoder comments that ‘the one whose birth is now being announced 

is to be an agent of radical social change’,65 which is surely no overstatement, given Mary’s 

 
61 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 49. 
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words. One of the Nicaraguan campesinos with whom Cardenal used to discuss the 

weekly Gospel readings during Somoza’s dictatorship in the 1960s and ’70s put it simply 

but starkly: ‘The hungry are going to eat’.66 

Jesus’ Programmatic Synagogue Statement 

But how, according to Luke, did Jesus understand his ministry? In 4:16-30, we find him 

traveling to his hometown Nazareth where, in the synagogue, he reads from Isaiah 61:1-

2; 58:6: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because the Lord has anointed me. 
He has sent me to preach good news to the poor, 
to proclaim release to the prisoners 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 
to liberate the oppressed, 
and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 

Then, with the reading completed, Jesus makes the astonishing claim that ‘today, this 

scripture has been fulfilled just as you heard it’ (v. 20). Noting that, ‘at its very root, the 

Jubilee is about liberty’,67 Ringe points out: that ‘liberty is [here] presented in economic, 

social, and political terms: freedom for slaves, release for captive peoples, cancellation of 

debts, redistribution of land, care for the poor, food for the hungry, and healing of physical 

ailments’.68 And this is no isolated instance, for the emphases that we find in this opening 

portrait of Jesus’ ministry recur in various ways in the stories, sayings, parables, and 

prayers throughout Luke’s Gospel. 

However, before we look at some of the key texts, we should note that Jesus here 

describes his ministry in language and imagery borrowed from the prophet Isaiah and, 

beyond that, from the concept of the Jubilee as found in Leviticus 25. Ringe’s statement, 

with its references to the cancellation of debts and the redistribution of land similarly 

refers to those Jubilee themes from Leviticus 25. According to that text, every fiftieth year 

was supposed to be a Jubilee year, during which slaves were to be released so they could 

return to their families and their family properties, while the land was to be returned to 

its original owners. Leviticus 25 effectively envisages that ‘economic life would start over 

from scratch’.69 Isaiah, in turn, anticipated an even more all-encompassing renewal, and 

in quoting Isaiah’s vision, Jesus basically portrays God’s kingdom as a ‘socio-political, 

economic restructuring of relations among the people of God’,70 as affecting, quite 

concretely, how we, as Jesus’ followers, live together and conduct our financial affairs. 
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Jesus’ focus, in his description of God’s salvation, on all those economic, social, and 

political aspects of life was quite revolutionary. Or perhaps it wasn’t, considering the long 

line of Old Testament prophets in which he stood. As a very short-hand summary, we 

might just refer to Amos’s well-known demand that the Israelites ‘let justice roll down 

like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream’, rather than keep annoying 

God with the noise of all their songs (5:24). Amos, Isaiah, Micah, and many other Old 

Testament texts are full of this, and so we shouldn’t be surprised that Luke’s Gospel 

remembers ‘Jesus’ life as marked by openness to and advocacy for the outcast, and by 

participation with the poor, the sick, and the dispossessed at their points of greatest 

pain’.71 

We in the West, however, have traditionally found it difficult to hear and see this, 

because, as Ringe says, our ‘social location among the privileged muffles the images of 

liberation’.72 Or we might only note those aspects that are non-threatening to us. And so, 

in stark contrast to people from Latin American, African, black American, or Asian 

contexts, we have tended to emphasise the ‘otherworldly and transcendent’ implications 

of Christ’s life and ministry, which, as again Ringe notes, 

has its parallel in the devaluing of physical, historical life, and in the denying of the importance 
of one’s involvement in the activities and choices of the secular political, social, and economic 
world. Under this influence, salvation has been regarded as a matter affecting only the soul 
and determined by the life of one’s spirit, rather than intimately connected with the public, 
political, and social dimensions of one’s life.73 

Of course, these developments have been neither accidental nor innocent but have 

preserved hierarchical models and ‘existing patterns of dominance and oppression’ that 

have little to do with the type of servant leadership that Luke associates with Jesus 

(22:25-27): 

But Jesus said to them, ‘The kings of the Gentiles rule over their subjects, and those in 
authority over them are called “friends of the people.”74 But that’s not the way it will be with 
you. Instead, the greatest among you must become like a person of lower status and the leader 
like a servant. … But I am among you as one who serves. 

These have always been inconvenient words, especially for those whom Ringe calls the 

‘winners and beneficiaries of political, social, and ecclesial’ systems ‘for whom the 

existing systems of society and of the community of faith function well’.75 

Ringe specifically includes the leaders of ‘ecclesial’ systems among those having a 

vested interest in turning Luke’s dangerous portrayal of Jesus as a herald of God’s all-

encompassing, this-worldly, life-giving liberation into a transcendent, otherworldly, 
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purely spiritual gospel that doesn’t interfere with their, or should we say our, interests in 

maintaining power and status. What all this leads to is that ‘Christ is no longer the bearer 

of “good news to the poor” since [those transcendent, otherworldly, spiritual] models 

support the status quo’ and serve to detach ‘questions of salvation and faith from doing 

justice’.76 

An example of this can be found in Azariah France-Williams’s discussion of slavery in 

his book Ghost Ship where he quotes a 1727 statement by Edmund Gibson, the then 

Bishop of London. ‘Christianity does not make the least alteration in Civil Property’, the 

bishop said, ‘it continues persons just in the same State as it found them … [it] is a freedom 

from the bondage of Sin and Satan … but as to their outward condition … whether bond 

or free … becoming Christian makes no manner of change’.77 Joseph Washington, in his 

book about anti-blackness in English religion, quotes an example of a Negro prayer that 

expresses the same sentiment, only as internalised by a slave: 

O Thou great God, the Maker and Lord of all creatures, I, a poor sinner, black in body, and still 
blacker in sin, would humbly try to worship thee … and make the land of my slavery, the place 
of my true freedom … Bless my master, and all that are his.78 

Washington goes on to note that, when asked how slaves could be both free and yet 

enslaved at the same time, the expected answer was: ‘I am free indeed, although my body 

and services may be at the command of another’. Free from the enslavement to sin, not 

so free from the enslavement that wrecked their lives physically, socially, and 

economically. Not quite what Leviticus 25, Isaiah 61, and Jesus in Luke 4 had envisaged. 

As Ringe notes, 

the images of the Jubilee tradition highlight the fact that in Christ people are met by the 
healing, freeing, redeeming presence of God at their points of greatest pain. The redemptive 
work of Christ is depicted as touching all of human life. The Jubilee images point toward God’s 
liberating and healing intent wherever institutions, customs, or physical conditions are seen 
to limit human life. Divisions between sacred and secular are removed. The political, 
economic, and social realities of life … are identified as the precise arenas where the impact 
of God’s reign is felt.79 

Following this programmatic statement in the synagogue at Nazareth, Luke goes on to tell 

us that Jesus quickly made an enormous impact. He was an authoritative teacher (4:32), 

and an effective exorcist (4:33-37, 41) and healer (4:38-40; 5:12-26). Ringe comments on 

these healings from a Jubilee perspective when she describes them ‘as manifestations of 

the liberation that is part of the Jubilee in that they portray release from powers inimical 

to the eschatological reign of God’.80 

 
76 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 11. 
77 Edmund Gibson, as quoted by France-Williams, Ghost Ship, p. 39. 
78 Washington, Anti-Blackness in English Religion, 1500–1800, p. 509. 
79 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, pp. 92-93. 
80 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 71. 
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Blessings and Woes 

Moving on in Luke’s Gospel, we next turn to the blessings (beatitudes) and woes in 

chapter 6: 

6:20-21 6:24-25 

Happy are you who are poor, 
because God’s kingdom is yours. 
Happy are you who hunger now, 
because you will be satisfied. 
Happy are you who weep now, 
because you will laugh. 

Happy are you when people hate you, reject you, 
insult you, and condemn your name as evil 
because of the Human One. Rejoice when that 
happens! Leap for joy because you have a great 
reward in heaven. Their ancestors did the same 
things to the prophets. 

But how terrible for you who are rich, 
because you have already received your comfort. 
How terrible for you who have plenty now, 
because you will be hungry. 
How terrible for you who laugh now, 
because you will mourn and weep. 

How terrible for you when all speak well of you. 
Their ancestors did the same things to the false 
prophets. 

Jesus’ words here illustrate the reversal of fortunes that Mary talked about in the 

Magnificat. And they are a good illustration of his good news to the poor (see also 7:20-

22). As Ringe points out, ‘many people knew firsthand the pain of hunger, poverty, grief, 

and persecution. Such an accent on the reversal of circumstances would reach into the 

midst of people’s pain to make vivid and concrete the promises to which the ancient [Old 

Testament] witnesses pointed’.81 To those, however, who had learned to profit from 

Roman occupation or whose position, such as that of the religious leaders, ‘provided 

relative prestige or comfort’, ‘the Beatitudes doubtless brought more threat than 

comfort’, simply because ‘the old order was working for them’.82 

A Woman from the City, a Sinner 

In Luke 7:36-50, a remarkable woman enters the house of Simon the Pharisee where 

Jesus was dining. Luke describes her as ‘a woman from the city, a sinner’. This phrase, 

together with her unbound hair, her coming by herself, and her being in possession of an 

expensive ointment, have led many to conclude that she must have been a prostitute. 

Simon, the host, cannot believe what he’s witnessing. The woman’s extraordinary display 

of emotion, her touching Jesus, and Jesus’ easy acceptance of her just don’t compute. 

Perhaps particularly disturbingly for Simon, there’s nothing in this story to suggest that 

the woman’s forgiveness was preceded by any act of penitence on her part, and indeed 

Jesus’ parable implies that her presence and actions are expressions of gratitude, not of 

penitence. As Jesus says: ‘her many sins have been forgiven; so she has shown great love’. 

Ringe comments that: 

 
81 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, pp. 53-54. 
82 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 54. 
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this account … depicts Jesus’ bridging of the gaps of social, religious, and ethical exclusivism 
by his association with outcasts and sinners. … in each case Jesus’ relationship with the 
outcasts is to be understood as an enactment of the ‘forgiveness’ or ‘release’ in which those 
persons are restored to their place in the community. The bonds that are broken with Jesus’ 
advent are the bonds that deprived people of a place in their society.83 

There are a couple of points worth noting here. The first concerns the term ‘forgiveness’, 

which Ringe defines with the phrase ‘“forgiveness” or “release”’. In the Greek, we find the 

verb aphiemi (ἀφίημι) and the noun aphesis (ἄφεσις). Both describe the secular, legal 

notion of ‘release’, as in the release of slaves, the liberation of captives and prisoners, or 

the cancellation of debts, on the one hand (Lev. 25; Isa. 58:6; 61:1-2; Luke 4:18), and the 

religious concept of the forgiveness or removal of sins, on the other (7:47-50). 

In our tendency to limit the significance of the gospel to transcendent, spiritual, or 

private matters, we have often emphasised the latter while ignoring the former. However, 

Ringe maintains that ‘ethical and cultic [religious] concerns … can be distinguished but 

not separated …. Both are means of talking about the effect of the advent of God’s reign in 

breaking the tyranny of evil in all of its forms.’84 It’s precisely this that Jesus highlights in 

quoting from Isaiah 61:1-2; 58:6 in his opening message in the synagogue, making the 

point that God’s kingdom is going to break the stranglehold that the old order has on ‘the 

poor’ socially, politically, and economically. 

We might perhaps describe the common denominator in the secular and religious 

meanings of aphiemi (ἀφίημι) and aphesis (ἄφεσις) in terms of the restoration of right 

relationships, both with other human beings and with God. Which brings us to the second 

observation regarding Ringe’s statement about Jesus overcoming ‘social, religious, and 

ethical exclusivism’. In the case of that ‘woman from the city’, all three forms of 

exclusivism were at work, and so, in embracing her fully and unconditionally, Jesus 

overcomes and invalidates every form of exclusivism. And it’s not only here that we 

witness him doing so, for, as Ringe notes: 

Each episode of Jesus’ table community or other contact with outcasts and sinners can be seen 
as an enactment of ‘forgiveness’ [or ‘release’]. In these episodes, cultic [religious] and ethical 
barriers are overcome, and the person previously excluded finds herself or himself 
reincorporated into the community, and by extension reincorporated into the covenant 
relationship with God.85 

Praying for Forgiveness 

The language of aphiemi (ἀφίημι) and aphesis (ἄφεσις) features also in the Lord’s prayer 

in the petition for forgiveness (11:4). It may be helpful here to do a bit of a comparison of 

the different versions: 

 
83 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 71. 
84 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 66. 
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Reading Luke’s Gospel in 2022 (Karl Möller) 

26 

Forgive us our sins 
as we forgive those who sin against us. 
(Contemporary Version) 

And forgive us our trespasses, 
as we forgive those who trespass against us. 
(Traditional Version) 

And forgive (ἀφίημι [aphiemi]) us our debts (ὀφείλημα [opheilema], ‘debt’), 
as we also have forgiven (ἀφίημι [aphiemi]) our debtors (ὀφειλέτης [opheiletes], ‘debtor’). 
(Matt. 6:12, NRSV) 

And forgive (ἀφίημι [aphiemi]) us our sins (ἁμαρτία [hamartia], ‘sin’), 
for we ourselves forgive (ἀφίημι [aphiemi]) everyone indebted (ὀφείλω [opheilo], ‘to owe’) to 
us. 
(Luke 11:4, NRSV) 

The most important observation is that both the traditional and the contemporary 

version of the Lord’s prayer as used, for instance, in the Church of England limit the 

phrase to the forgiveness of sins. Matthew’s version makes no reference to sins at all but 

speaks of debts and debtors. Luke combines the two notions but, like Matthew, makes it 

clear that to follow Jesus and pray his prayer has economic implications, for the verb 

opheilo (ὀφείλω) and nouns, such as opheilema (ὀφείλημα) and opheiletes (ὀφειλέτης), 

usually refer to an economic or legal obligation (Luke 7:41; 13:4; 16:5, 7; 17:10). 

Yoder notes that aphiemi (ἀφίημι), which can mean ‘remit, send away, liberate, 

forgive a debt’, ‘is regularly used in connection with the jubilee’,86 while the 

corresponding noun aphesis (ἄφεσις) is the term employed the by Septuagint, the ancient 

Greek translation of the Old Testament, to refer to the Jubilee (Lev. 25:28, 54; Deut. 

15:1ff.; Isa. 61:2; Jer. 35:8). All this leads him to conclude that the Lord’s prayer is ‘a 

jubilary prayer’, and that ‘Jesus was establishing a strict equation between the practice of 

the jubilee and the grace of God’. Put more simply, Yoder suggests that Jesus ‘tells us 

purely and simply to erase the debts of those who owe us money’ and thus ‘practice the 

jubilee’. Ringe, for her part, regards ‘forgiveness’ as used in the Jubilee traditions as an 

essentially political term87 that envisages people being set free from: 

• the dehumanising effects of social exclusion, as in the case of the woman at Simon 

the Pharisee’s house (7:36-50), or as in Zacchaeus’ case (19:1-10), to which we’ll 

turn in a moment; 

• the stigma and the physical consequences of disease, as in Jesus’ healing miracles; 

• and the vicious cycle of economic oppression, as envisaged by Leviticus 25 and 

picked up by Jesus in his announcement of ‘good news to the poor’. 

The issue of not expecting to be repaid clearly was important enough for it to have come 

up already earlier in Luke’s Gospel where it was one of the marks of a true follower of 

God (6:32-36): 

 
86 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 62. 
87 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 94. 
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If you love those who love you, why should you be commended? Even sinners love those who 
love them. If you do good to those who do good to you, why should you be commended? Even 
sinners do that. If you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, why should you be 
commended? Even sinners lend to sinners expecting to be paid back in full. Instead, love your 
enemies, do good, and lend expecting nothing in return. If you do, you will have a great reward. 
You will be acting the way children of the Most High act, for he is kind to ungrateful and wicked 
people. Be compassionate just as your Father is compassionate. 

But coming back to the Lord’s prayer, Ringe once again distinguishes between different 

interests when she suggests that the commitment to ‘forgive’ those indebted to us, i.e., to 

release them from their debts, would be seen as good news by all those whose debts 

denied them the fulness of life, the outcasts and those ‘ensnared in the vicious cycle of 

literal indebtedness in the struggle to make of less-than-subsistence wages an adequate 

livelihood’. Compounding all this, their literal indebtedness often comes with various 

‘dehumanizing patterns of obligation’ that define their social roles and their participation 

in society. For them, ‘the advent of God’s reign is indeed an event of liberation at the most 

basic level of human life’. On the other hand, such a commitment to debt release might be 

seen as bad news by ‘those who profit from the patterns of indebtedness that characterize 

business as usual’.88 

We might just note that the Jubilee notion is, of course, also present in the prayer for 

our daily bread. It’s been suggested that this is reminiscent of both the manna the 

Israelites received in the wilderness (Exod. 16) and the bread of the messianic banquet 

(Isa. 25:6; Luke 14:15). The request would thus speak of daily sustenance and God’s 

constant care in this life, while also anticipating God’s gift of eschatological fullness in the 

next.89 

Guests at a Banquet 

In Luke 14:16-24, we find Jesus telling a story about a man putting on a great banquet. 

It’s the guests that are the crux of the story, for the original invitees turn out to be less 

than keen to attend. And so, you know the story, it’s ‘the poor, crippled, blind, and lame’ 

who are brought in instead. Ringe points out that ‘the categories of invitees echo lists 

found elsewhere in [Luke’s] Gospel of those groups of people to whom the message of 

“good news” is particularly directed’.90 These lists look as follows: 

Jesus’ synagogue 
announcement 

Beatitudes Jesus’ response 
to John the 
Baptist 

Advice on giving 
a banquet 

Story about a 
banquet 

4:18 6:20-22 7:22 14:13 14:21 

• poor • poor • blind • poor • poor 

 
88 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, pp. 79-80. 
89 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, pp. 82-83. 
90 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 57. 
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• captives 
• blind 
• oppressed 

• hungry 
• mourners 
• persecuted 

• lame 
• lepers 
• deaf 
• dead 
• poor 

• maimed 
• lame 
• blind 

• maimed 
• blind 
• lame 

As you can see, there’s significant evidence in Luke’s Gospel of the importance of ‘the 

poor’ in Jesus’ ministry, and it’s also clear that they include not just those who were 

disadvantaged economically but also people suffering from physical ailments and social 

exclusion. Again, Ringe draws attention to the significance of what’s happening here 

when she points out that, in Jesus’ parable of the banquet, ‘the guest list functions as a 

commentary on the theme of election’.91 In all the texts listed here, ‘God’s reign … has 

been interpreted as encompassing those people usually denied access to human 

occasions of celebration, as well as to the benefits of the social, political, and economic 

order’.92 The good news about God’s reign is that it specifically includes those ‘who can 

find no security or hope in the structures of human institutions or the plans of human 

rulers’.93 

Zacchaeus, a Rich Young Man, and the Disciples 

In the story of Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10, following Jesus is closely linked to being 

generous towards ‘the poor’. Zacchaeus, a rich tax collector, is a despised and excluded 

outsider because of his occupation. When Jesus crosses the boundaries set by society by 

arranging to stay in Zacchaeus’s home, Luke tells us that ‘everyone who saw this 

grumbled, saying “He has gone to be the guest of a sinner”’. The portrayal of the people’s 

reaction captures Zacchaeus’s exclusion well, but Luke subverts the people’s negative 

attitude by reporting Zacchaeus’s exemplary reaction to his having been included by 

Jesus. Half his possessions he’ll give to the poor, and that concern for the poor here 

becomes the way of expressing one’s determination to follow Jesus. To confess Jesus as 

Lord and Christ takes the form of doing generous deeds of justice, and that, in turn, leads 

to the experience of forgiveness and salvation. 

Earlier, in the encounter with the rich young man (18:18-30), Jesus’ radical demand 

that he sell all his possessions and distribute the money among the poor becomes the 

stumbling block that turns the man away. A difficult episode this and yet, earlier still, 

having told the disciples not to worry about their life, food, and clothes, Jesus had 

commanded them, too, to sell their possessions and to give to those in need (12:22-34), 

‘to practice the jubilary redistribution of their capital’, as Yoder puts it.94 These are 

 
91 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 59. 
92 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 58. 
93 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 60. 
94 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 69. 
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difficult texts for us but, whatever we make of Jesus’ radical demand, it seems to me that 

Ringe is right when she says that ‘“the poor” are not simply those to whom charity is to 

be shown’. It is rather the case that ‘the good news of God’s reign and God’s blessing … 

becomes incarnate [takes on flesh, becomes real] in the concrete acts of care for “the 

poor”’, while the Jubilee context suggests that the aim is not simply to ‘sustain the poor in 

their poverty’ but to enable them to make a fresh start.95 

It appears to be for this reason that, following the encounter with the rich young man, 

Jesus and his disciples are engaged in quite a momentous conversation (18:24-27): 

When Jesus saw this [i.e., the rich young man departing], he said, ‘It’s very hard for the wealthy 
to enter God’s kingdom! It’s easier for a camel to squeeze through the eye of a needle than for 
a rich person to enter God’s kingdom.’ Those who heard this said, ‘Then who can be saved?’ 
Jesus replied, ‘What is impossible for humans is possible for God.’ 

Here, giving to the poor becomes virtually the heart of the gospel and what it means to 

follow Jesus, to be his disciple. It’s partly about shifting one’s loyalties or allegiances from 

the structures, systems, and institutions of the old order to the principles of the new 

order, which Jesus calls the kingdom of God. As Yoder notes, the Jubilee proclaimed by 

Jesus was intended to ‘resolve the social problem in Israel, by abolishing debts and 

liberating debtors whose insolvency had reduced them to slavery’. It’s for this reason that 

‘those who would refuse to enter this path could not enter into the Kingdom of God’.96 

Some Concluding Thoughts 

This morning, we discussed issues of power, conflict, and discipleship in Luke’s Gospel. 

Jesus’ message of the kingdom of God, his gospel proclamation of good news to all the 

wrong people, his evocation of Jubilee themes and the hope of liberation for those on the 

margins of society, the poor, the sick, the excluded, and the oppressed, is what was 

responsible for all that conflict. For his good news wasn’t good news to everyone, as 

especially the reactions of the religious leaders demonstrated. Ringe suggests that ‘the 

Jubilee message is … good news to those who know themselves to be dependent on God’s 

grace and not on their own powers’, whereas it’s ‘a word of judgment to those unable or 

unwilling to share in its rhythms of release and liberation’.97 Yoder, too, recognised this, 

commenting that ‘Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom was unacceptable to most of his 

listeners not because they thought it could not happen but because they feared it might, 

and that it would bring down judgment on them’.98 

Of course, it’s one thing to recognise in Luke’s Gospel those dynamics of conflict, of 

the reversal of fortunes, and people’s reactions to all that. And because of the way Luke’s 

 
95 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, pp. 61, 93. 
96 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, pp. 68-69. 
97 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 90. 
98 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, p. 85. 
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text is written, we’re strongly encouraged to identify with Jesus and his mission. And yet, 

if we’re honest, there are parts to that Jubilee message that have been and still are very 

difficult for us to hear – and even more difficult to live up to. Perhaps it’s become clear 

after all why Luke may indeed by a dangerous text. Ringe for me puts it well when she 

suggests that the Jubilee message of Luke’s Gospel ‘requires a careful hearing, with 

courage where it frightens us, and gentleness where it sets us free, in the name of the 

Christ and for the sake of the sovereign God’.99 

To be sure, the biblical texts, be they Leviticus 25, Isaiah 61, or Luke’s Gospel, do not 

prescribe any specific solutions to the social, political, and economic issues of our time. 

That said, however, as Walter Brueggemann insists, ‘the Jubilee cannot be taken simply 

as an ancient and outmoded social proposal [either], because its literary power lets it be 

poignant even in our new circumstance’.100 What these texts do is to urge us to respond; 

they spark our imagination, and they reorient our perspectives – at least if we allow them 

to do so. Given the variety of contexts in which the biblical texts are read all over the 

world and across different generations, they call for ongoing interpretation and 

application. As again Ringe therefore points out, ‘each generation must take responsibility 

for responding to God’s decree of liberty, and for doing justice, in its own circumstances 

and for its children’.101 

God and God’s People as Guests and Hosts in Luke 

This, then, takes us to our final session on ‘God and God’s People as Guests and Hosts in 

Luke’, in which we shall be considering the issue of hospitality. That this is a key theme 

in Luke’s Gospel has been suggested by Brendan Byrne whose commentary is called The 

Hospitality of God. Of course, to speak of both God and God’s people as both guests and 

hosts is no accident but one important observation among others. 

Away in a Real Manger 

We couldn’t possibly explore Luke’s Gospel, especially this close to Advent, and not 

consider the Christmas story. And so, this is what we’re going to do now, except that we 

are just going to focus on one specific aspect. As you all know, although Mary was already 

at an advanced stage of her pregnancy, she and Joseph had to travel to Bethlehem to be 

enrolled in Caesar Augustus’s tax lists. And so, Jesus ends up being born in Bethlehem 

and, as the story goes, is put in a manger when there was no room in the inn (2:1-7). It’s 

a story that’s been told all over the world for almost two thousand years. Perhaps it’s not 

 
99 Ringe, Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee, p. 90. 
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surprising then that, over time, it has acquired some additional features and characters 

not mentioned by the evangelists. These typically include a stable, conjured up by the 

manger; an ox and a donkey, imported from Isaiah 1:3; and an assortment of sheep, 

assumed to have accompanied the shepherds – though school nativity plays can feature 

all sorts of weird and wonderful characters well beyond these. 

More to the point, though, we know it as a story of hospitality refused. Even Jesus, the 

new-born king of the Jews, ends up in a lowly stable when there’s no room for him in that 

notorious inn. But what if it’s a story of hospitality generously given, as would have been 

the custom in that society? The story that’s etched in our minds is that of Joseph and Mary 

arriving in Bethlehem where, due to the sudden onset of her labour pains, they soon rush 

to an inn, only to be refused, which is how Mary ends up giving birth in a stable. However, 

Luke in fact tells us that they had already been in Bethlehem, apparently for some time, 

and that, ‘while they were there, the time came for Mary to have her baby’ (2:6). 

They must already have been staying somewhere when Mary’s birth pangs began. 

That, of course, eliminates the need for that desperate search for an inn, which Luke 

doesn’t mention anyway, at least not in his story of Jesus’ nativity. The word used by Luke 

instead is kataluma (κατάλυμα), which most likely refers to a ‘guestroom’. That’s 

certainly how Luke uses it in 22:11, the only other place where the term occurs in his 

Gospel. In that passage, Jesus instructs the disciples to find a room for the Passover 

celebration. More specifically, they are to make enquiries about ‘the guestroom’ 

(κατάλυμα [kataluma]) where Jesus can eat the Passover meal with them. When Luke 

does talk about an inn, which he does in the parable of the Good Samaritan, he uses the 

Greek word pandocheion (πανδοχεῖον, 10:34). 

Perhaps Mary and Joseph had been staying with Joseph’s relatives. Bethlehem, after 

all, was his ancestral home; that’s why they were there to be registered. We can’t be sure, 

of course, but what we do know is that they were staying in someone’s guestroom. That, 

incidentally, is also how visitors to the annual feasts in Jerusalem were traditionally 

accommodated. It’s what was done in a society and culture that prized hospitality and 

honoured kinship. 

However, when Mary’s baby was about to be born, there wasn’t enough space in the 

guestroom, which may have sheltered other visitors besides them or may just have been 

too small. And so, Mary ends up placing her new-born baby boy in a manger. While that 

may make us think of the famed stable that Luke never mentions, Judean houses at that 

time usually featured an area near the entrance where the family’s animals were kept at 

night, although no animals are mentioned in Luke’s account. 

This area would have included a manger or mangers to provide food and water for 

the animals. The family themselves would have lived, eaten, and slept on some raised 

terrace in the same room, and there was also usually a guestroom either right next to the 
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family room or upstairs on another floor, as in this illustration. So, for Joseph, Mary, and 

Jesus to be taken into the family room, where the baby could be conveniently placed in 

an empty manger, implied neither unkindness nor a lack of hospitality. Quite the 

opposite, in fact. And in a culture where neighbouring women were traditionally involved 

in a major event such as childbirth, the main room downstairs would have been the best 

choice anyway. 

As Luke’s story therefore shows, Jesus, the ‘Son of the Most High’, at his birth enjoyed 

the hospitality that was the norm in the society into which he was born. His entry into 

this world was aided by hospitality freely given when it was most sorely needed. And 

whoever provided the room for Mary to give birth, ended up sheltering none other than 

the Son of God, who himself would grow up to meet with compassion all those who 

needed it the most. Subsequent Christian thinking about Jesus’ birth described it in terms 

of the incarnation of God. What this, in connection with our story, suggests is that we have 

here a story of God himself being given hospitality among human beings, of God coming 

to be a guest in his own creation. 

Partying with All the Wrong People 

At times, Jesus’ words have a deep ring of exasperation. Luke records one such moment 

where Jesus reflects that, whatever he or John the Baptist do, they can never quite satisfy 

the people’s expectations (7:31-34). While John’s austerity, his fasting and refusal to 

drink wine, are seen as a sign of demonic possession, Jesus’ own practice of eating and 

drinking with people is condemned as misguided and excessive. ‘Look’, people said, ‘a 

glutton and a drunk, a friend of tax collectors and sinners’ (7:31-34). Jesus’ disciples fared 

no better, being known to be ‘always eating and drinking’ (5:33). 

Apparently, Jesus and his followers had a reputation for partying a bit too hard – and 

for mixing with all the wrong people, the ones you wouldn’t wish to be seen with. English 

author Francis Spufford put it well when he said that, time and again, Jesus unerringly 

settled on the most unrespectable citizens when deciding where to have dinner each 

night.102 It’s a recurring theme in Luke’s Gospel, which features ten meal scenes, three of 

which have parallels in the other gospels, while seven appear only in Luke and are 

integral to his theological emphases.103 Having called Levi to follow him, Jesus and his 

disciples end up at the tax collector’s house (5:27-32), having a meal with a large group 

of tax collectors and sinners. Many of them, collaborators with the occupying Roman 

forces and disreputable suppliers of illicit sex, all of them shunned by respectable society, 

had become his followers, a fact that we are perhaps sometimes in danger of missing. 

 
102 Spufford, Unapologetic, p. 121. 
103 Kelley, ‘Meals with Jesus in Luke’s Gospel’, p. 123. 
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Luke tells us about yet another occasion when all the tax collectors and sinners were 

gathering around Jesus to listen to him (15:1-2). The Pharisees and the scribes, the 

experts of religious law, just didn’t get it. Why on earth would Jesus spend time with these 

folks? Why would he welcome them and eat with them? Well, says Jesus, they’re precisely 

the kind of people he’s come to look out for, to forgive, to heal, to include, to call as his 

disciples. And so, he tells the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son(s) 

that we all know so well. As we saw earlier, even Zacchaeus, high-ranking among the tax 

collectors and thus especially loathed by the people, who promptly complain about Jesus 

partying at a sinner’s house, is embraced – and transformed – by Jesus (19:1-10). 

Other social outcasts, alongside the tax collectors and prostitutes, were all those who 

were considered dirty, impure, and untouchable for no fault of their own. Such as the 

crippled, the lame, the blind, those with contagious diseases … the list goes on. What we 

usually fail to see is that Jesus’ exorcisms and healings did far more than relieve the 

mental or physical afflictions of some lucky individuals. They had far wider implications 

in that Jesus specifically and deliberately included those who had been excluded. As 

Jeffrey John once pointed out, the healing miracles in the Gospels: 

seem to have been deliberately selected by the evangelists to show Jesus healing at least one 
of every category of persons who, according to the purity laws of Jesus’ society, were 
specifically excluded and labelled unclean, or who were set at varying degrees of distance 
from worship in the inner temple. The list of those who suffered from some degree of taboo 
and exclusion contains menstruating women, lepers, Samaritans, Gentiles, tax-collectors, 
homosexuals, prostitutes, adulteresses, women in general, children, people with withered 
limbs, the deaf, the dumb, the blind, the lame and the dead.104 

For John, the miracles’ significance lies in ‘the overturning of social and religious barriers’, 

which makes them an expression of ‘Jesus’ declaration of God’s love and compassion for 

everyone, expressed in the systematic inclusion of each class of the previously excluded 

or maginalized’.105 

And then there were the ones who’d fallen on hard times or had been born into 

desperate situations: the poor, the destitute, those who had no means to support 

themselves. When you throw a party, says Jesus, they’re the ones to put on your guest list. 

Don’t invite your friends, your family, your rich neighbours; invite the poor, the crippled, 

the lame, the blind, those who can’t return the favour but will be glad to have been invited 

(14:12-24). 

It has been said, and with good reason, that Jesus’ table fellowship with sinners and 

outcasts and the abolishment of purity and other social boundaries that such fellowship 

 
104 John, The Meaning in the Miracles, p. 10. The reference to ‘homosexuals’ more specifically refers to the 
healing of the centurion’s servant (7:1-10) about whom John maintains that a first-century reader would 
have concluded that his relationship with the centurion was more than just professional (p. 158). John, 
therefore, wonders ‘whether we are meant to see Jesus deliberately “including” homosexuals here as 
another category of the despised. For his discussion of the issue, see John, The Meaning in the Miracles, pp. 
155-165. 
105 John, The Meaning in the Miracles, p. 11. 
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implied and enacted was at the very heart of his mission.106 But such practice was highly 

contentious, so much so that Jesus may effectively have died for eating with the wrong 

people. His unreserved inclusion of the excluded had been far too radical for those used 

to controlling the social fabric to remain silent and let it go. Just as today the most vicious 

and acrimonious battles within the church are still fought about who should and who 

shouldn’t be included. And just as in the case of the Pharisees as portrayed by Luke, it is 

still from a position of assumed ethical superiority that boundaries are drawn. Jesus, by 

contrast, seems to have gone out of his way to reach out to and spend time with despised 

groups, such as tax collectors and prostitutes, enjoying shared meals with them in what 

can only be described as radical and mutual hospitality where he was both guest and host. 

As American theologian Sallie McFague once put it, ‘the central symbol of the new 

vision of life, the Kingdom of God, is a community joined together in a festive meal where 

the bread that sustains life and the joy that sustains the spirit are shared with all’.107 The 

bread and the joy are shared with all! Sara Miles, founder and director of the San 

Francisco Food Pantry, describes God’s kingdom as ‘a banquet where nobody [is] 

excluded, where the weakest and most broken, the worst sinners and outcasts, [are] 

honored guests who [welcome] one another in peace and [share] their food’.108 The 

kingdom of God thus is a realm of hospitality where everyone – the poor, the 

marginalised, the strangers, the unclean, those who have transgressed ethical boundaries 

– enjoys life and dignity. Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf goes a step further in pointing 

out that, 

since he who was innocent, sinless, and fully within God’s camp transgressed social 
boundaries that excluded the outcasts, these boundaries themselves were evil, sinful, and 
outside God’s will … By embracing the ‘outcast’, Jesus underscored the ‘sinfulness’ of the 
persons and systems that cast them out.109 

The boundaries themselves are evil and outside God’s will. That’s why Jesus’ all-inclusive 

table fellowship becomes the model for our own hospitality, which, if it is to imitate his 

values, is to be equally inclusive and all-embracing. Those who are routinely excluded by 

persons and systems unwilling to include or even to acknowledge them are to be 

embraced by us who are following Jesus, who was himself denounced and despised for 

mixing with all the ‘wrong’ people. 

The Eucharist as the Supreme Act of Hospitality 

Jesus sharing food, bread and wine, as well as him enjoying table fellowship with others 

are reminiscent of the Eucharist (or Holy Communion), which has been described as the 

 
106 Bretherton, Hospitality as Holiness, p. 128. 
107 McFague, Models of God, p. 173. 
108 Miles, Take This Bread, p. 158. 
109 Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, p. 72. 
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‘supreme act of hospitality’ and an event that foreshadows the great heavenly banquet.110 

Symbolising and re-enacting Jesus’ inclusive and socially levelling ministry of table 

fellowship,111 the Eucharist is a celebration of God’s welcome and hospitality, a welcome 

and hospitality that are shared by guests who ‘commit themselves to become fellow hosts 

with God’.112 The celebration of the Eucharist thus is, as Lucien Richard put it, ‘an 

affirmation of the community’s solidarity with the poor, the aliens, and the marginalized 

people of the world’.113 Samuel Wells takes this even further, commenting that: 

by sharing bread with one another around the Lord’s Table, Christians … develop the skills of 
distribution, of the poor sharing their bread with the rich, and the rich with the poor. They 
develop the skills of equality, of the valued place of the differently abled, differently gendered 
and oriented people, those of assorted races and classes and medical, criminal, and social 
histories. They develop the practices of giving and receiving … They practice the virtues of 
justice, generosity, and hope.114 

Hospitality, in Wells’ vision, importantly expresses ‘the valued place’ of the many people 

that are so often excluded because of being differently abled, gendered or oriented, 

people of different races and classes, people with ‘a history’, people such as the tax 

collectors and prostitutes of Jesus’ day, people like the woman with a bit of a reputation 

at Simon the Pharisee’s house who couldn’t stop anointing Jesus’ feet with costly perfume 

(7:36-50). The Eucharist affords us an opportunity to welcome everyone without 

distinction, and thus, as Wells suggests, learn to practice justice, generosity, and hope. 

However, that’s not usually what’s practiced, which has led Stephen Burns to 

comment that ‘celebrations of Communion buoyed up by traditional Anglican and other 

Protestant theologies of “worthy reception” are not an encouraging basis for 

hospitality’.115 Miles has expressed similar concerns, noting that, while it was intended to 

be ‘a sign of unconditional acceptance and forgiveness, [the Eucharist] was doled out and 

rationed to insiders; a sign of unity, it divided people’. 

This makes it so important for us to remind ourselves of Jesus’ all-inclusive table 

fellowship, his breaking down of all barriers between clean and unclean, worthy and 

unworthy, his offering of communion to everyone without exception, which Luke 

portrays so well. When we recognise just how central this was to Jesus’ ministry, we’re 

challenged to reflect on how we might celebrate the Eucharist in a way that, as Miles put 

it, allows us to ‘re-member what had been dis-membered by human attempts to separate 

and divide, judge and cast out, select or punish’.116 I believe we must question any 

theology of ‘worthy reception’ whose agenda would appear to be much closer to that of 

 
110 Ross, ‘Hospitality’, p. 8. 
111 Beck, Unclean, pp. 112-113. 
112 Thus Hellwig, The Eucharist and the Hunger of the World, p. 18. 
113 Richard, Living the Hospitality of God, p. 51. 
114 Wells, Improvisation, p. 83. 
115 Burns, Welcoming Asylum Seekers, p. 24. 
116 Miles, Take This Bread, pp. 76-77. 
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the Pharisees than to Jesus’ infuriating habit (for some) of seeking the company of the 

‘unworthy’. 

However, hospitality that knows no bounds will always be offensive to those who 

insist on degrees of worthiness, however those might be measured. It was, as we said, not 

least for that reason that Jesus found himself embroiled in conflict throughout his 

ministry, conflict that often made him an outsider alongside the people to whom he was 

drawn. In a striking study of Matthew’s Gospel, Robert Myles has argued that Jesus is 

there presented as a homeless person.117 And while that may be less pronounced in Luke, 

Jesus here, too, utters those well-known words: ‘Foxes have dens and the birds in the sky 

have nests, but the Human One118 has no place to lay his head’ (9:58). As Myles maintains, 

in these words, Jesus ‘laments the destitution of homelessness’.119 

Born though he may have been into the hospitable bosom of Joseph’s wider family, 

Jesus found himself largely misunderstood by even his closest followers, rejected in the 

end by the people whose lives he came to transform, and opposed at every step by those 

in power, the guardians of the established social boundaries and hierarchies. He shared 

in the social exclusion of those in whose company he delighted – and eventually ended up 

crucified like a common criminal. Yet, he refused to resort to any form of coercion or 

violence but, in an act of ultimate hospitality, prayed for the forgiveness of those who 

executed him, for, as he said, they hadn’t got a clue as to what they were doing. 

Slides, notes and, Luke text are available at: https://karlmoeller.net/luke/. 
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