INVITATION TO
LUKE-ACTS

Luke and Acts are two volumes of a single work. Beginning with the life and ministry
of Jesus the Messiah, they trace the history of his followers down to the author’s own
day, some time after the middle of the first century AD.

Luke wrote this history to serve several important purposes. The first was to
assure followers of Jesus that what they’d been taught about him was trustworthy. It's
likely that Theophilus, the man who sponsored and helped circulate this work, was a
Roman official, since Luke addresses him in his opening dedication as most excellent
Theophilus, using the title generally reserved for such officials. Luke speaks of him as
someone who's been instructed in the Christian faith and says he wants him to know
the certainty of the things you have been taught. Luke no doubt wishes the same for
the many people that Theophilus will share the work with.

Luke-Acts also shows that the true God is faithful and can be trusted completely.
It does this by documenting how God kept a promise made to the people of Israel
by sending them Jesus as their long-awaited Messiah, or King. It then shows how
God invited non-Jews (known as Gentiles) to follow Jesus as well. Luke’s history thus
demonstrates that the extension of God’s blessings to people such as Theophilus and
his friends represents not a fickle change in plans, but the masterful fulfillment of a
plan God has been pursuing over the ages. In the Bible’s story, it has been Israel’s role
all along to bring God’s light to the rest of the world. The earliest Jesus-followers take
up this calling by announcing Jesus’ victory over sin and death to all the nations. This
theme runs all the way through both volumes, with Paul and Barnabas telling one
Jewish audience:

The Lord has commanded us:
“I have made you a light for the Gentiles,
that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.”

So Luke-Acts tells the story of how God invited first the people of Israel, then the
people of all nations, to follow Jesus. The form of Luke’s history reflects this message.
In the first volume, the movement is towards Jerusalem, the center of Jewish national
life. In the second volume, the movement is away from Jerusalem to other nations,
closing with Paul proclaiming the kingdom of God in Rome, the capital of the empire.

Compared with other national histories of the time, which often contained twenty
or more volumes, Luke’s is short. Each of its two volumes covers about thirty years.
Like other historians of his day, Luke provides an outline of important events and
stocks it with details from the sources available to him: letters, speeches, songs, travel
accounts, trial transcripts and biographical anecdotes. (Luke had access to these as a
co-worker and traveling companion of the apostle Paul.)

The first volume, the book of Luke, begins with a preliminary section that
introduces the main themes of the whole work by telling the story of Jesus’ early life.
This book then has three main sections:



2 Luke-Acts

: The first one describes Jesus’ ministry in Galilee, the northern area of the land
of Israel (pp. 11-24).

: The second section presents a long journey to Jerusalem, during which Jesus
teaches and answers questions about what it means to follow him (pp. 25-42).

: The third describes how Jesus gave his life in Jerusalem and then rose again to be
the Ruler and the Savior of the world (pp. 42-54).

The second volume, the book of Acts, has six parts. Each one describes a
successive phase in the expansion of the community of Jesus-followers outward from
Jerusalem. The divisions between them are marked by variations on the phrase, The
word of God continued to spread and flourish.

: In the first phase, the community is established in Jerusalem and becomes Greek-
speaking, enabling it to spread its message throughout the empire (pp. 55-64).

: In the second phase, the community expands into the rest of Palestine
(pp- 64-70).

: In the third phase, Gentiles are included in the community along with Jews
(pp- 70-75).

: In the fourth part, the community intentionally sends messengers westward into
the populous Roman province of Asia (pp. 75-81).

: In the fifth phase, these messengers enter Europe (pp. 81-86).

: In the final phase, the community reaches all the way to the capital of Rome and
into the highest levels of society. God’s invitation is thus extended to all nations
(pp. 87-102).
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any have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have

been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by
those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. With
this in mind, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the
beginning, I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent
Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been
taught.

n the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah,

who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was
also a descendant of Aaron. Both of them were righteous in the sight of God,
observing all the Lord’s commands and decrees blamelessly. But they were
childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were both
very old.

Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as
priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the
priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And when
the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers
were praying outside.

Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side
of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was
gripped with fear. But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah;
your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and
you are to call him John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will
rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He
is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the
Holy Spirit even before he is born. He will bring back many of the people of
Israel to the Lord their God. And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit
and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children and
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the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous —to make ready a people
prepared for the Lord.”

Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? Tam an old man
and my wife is well along in years.”

The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God,
and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. And
now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens,
because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their ap-
pointed time.”

Meanwhile, the people were waiting for Zechariah and wondering why
he stayed so long in the temple. When he came out, he could not speak to
them. They realized he had seen a vision in the temple, for he kept making
signs to them but remained unable to speak.

When his time of service was completed, he returned home. After this
his wife Elizabeth became pregnant and for five months remained in seclu-
sion. “The Lord has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has shown
his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people.”

In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, God sent the angel Gabriel
to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man
named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The
angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The
Lord is with you.”

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of
greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary;
you have found favor with God. You will conceive and give birth to a son,
and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of
the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David,
and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never
end.”

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power
of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be
called the Son of God. Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child
in her old age, and she who was said to be unable to conceive is in her sixth
month. For no word from God will ever fail.”

“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May your word to me be
fulfilled.” Then the angel left her.

At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of
Judea, where she entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth. When
Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Eliza-
beth was filled with the Holy Spirit. In a loud voice she exclaimed: “Blessed
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are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! But why am
I'so favored, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? As soon as the
sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for
joy. Blessed is she who has believed that the Lord would fulfill his promises
to her!”

And Mary said:

“My soul glorifies the Lord

and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
for he has been mindful

of the humble state of his servant.

From now on all generations will call me blessed,
for the Mighty One has done great things for me —
holy is his name.

His mercy extends to those who fear him,
from generation to generation.

He has performed mighty deeds with his arm;
he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts.

He has brought down rulers from their thrones
but has lifted up the humble.

He has filled the hungry with good things
but has sent the rich away empty.

He has helped his servant Israel,
remembering to be merciful

to Abraham and his descendants forever,
just as he promised our ancestors.”

Mary stayed with Elizabeth for about three months and then returned
home.

When it was time for Elizabeth to have her baby, she gave birth to a son. Her
neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown her great mercy, and
they shared her joy.

On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child, and they were
going to name him after his father Zechariah, but his mother spoke up and
said, “No! He is to be called John.”

They said to her, “There is no one among your relatives who has that
name.”

Then they made signs to his father, to find out what he would like to
name the child. He asked for a writing tablet, and to everyone’s astonish-
ment he wrote, “His name is John.” Immediately his mouth was opened and



6 | Luke

his tongue set free, and he began to speak, praising God. All the neighbors
were filled with awe, and throughout the hill country of Judea people were
talking about all these things. Everyone who heard this wondered about it,
asking, “What then is this child going to be?” For the Lord’s hand was with
him.

His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied:

“Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel,
because he has come to his people and redeemed them.

He hasraised up a horn of salvation for us
in the house of his servant David

(as he said through his holy prophets of long ago),

salvation from our enemies
and from the hand of all who hate us —

to show mercy to our ancestors
and to remember his holy covenant,
the oath he swore to our father Abraham:

to rescue us from the hand of our enemies,
and to enable us to serve him without fear
in holiness and righteousness before him all our days.

And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High;
for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him,

to give his people the knowledge of salvation
through the forgiveness of their sins,

because of the tender mercy of our God,
by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven

to shine on those living in darkness
and in the shadow of death,

to guide our feet into the path of peace.”

And the child grew and became strong in spirit; and he lived in the wil-
derness until he appeared publicly to Israel.

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be tak-
en of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place
while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to their own
town to register.

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea,
to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and





