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1.1 Introduction
The Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts together are the most prominent and popular source for the Christian festive calendar, traditions and narratives which they transmit, actually shape the Christian liturgical year. Thus the festive days of Annunciation, the Birth of the Messiah, Epiphany, Passion and Easter, Ascension and Pentecost have their origins in the narrative of Luke-Acts. In addition, a significant number of hymns and prayers are found in these narratives as well, the Ave Maria,  the Magnificat, the Benedictus, the Nunc Dimittis are part of the Gospel of Luke. Of course the birth narrative, epiphany and the passion and Easter narrative are not only found in the Gospel of Luke, but many traditions accompanying these special days have their roots here and as for Ascension and Pentecost, they have no parallels in any other Gospel or New Testament writing. Thus the double work Luke-Acts is of great significance for Christian self-understanding. 
Luke-Acts as a Literary Unity
This module presupposes that Luke-Acts is a literary unity. This presupposition is not undisputed but there is significant scholarly consensus which renders the unity of Luke-Acts a viable working hypothesis. Reasons for this presupposition will be given throughout the module where relevant. To begin with, I want to draw attention to some crucial aspects which are found at the very beginning of the two volumes and at the beginning and end of the entire narrative.

Verses 1:1 of both the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts mention the same person to whom the work is addressed – Theophilus. In addition Acts 1:1 also explicitly refers to a prior work which is taken as a clear indication that the two parts are seen as connected to each other as narratives and historical sequels. 
The Setting of the Narrative  
The symbolic universe the reader enters upon entering the narrated world of Luke-Acts is  indicated  in the first few verses of the Gospel of Luke. It is stated that what is about to be unfolded in the narrative happened ‘In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah…’ (Lk 1.5). This sets the geographical and temporal scene – in Judea at the time of King Herod a priest with a clearly Hebrew, that is, prophetic name is introduced. At the end the narrative is framed again with reference to this same world, in a long citation from the Scriptures (Acts 28.26 ff.). There can be no doubt that the narrative of Luke-Acts is embedded in the symbolic universe of the Jewish Scriptures, that what the author is telling us has to with the traditions of this particular people and its perception/interpretation of life. This means that the primary tradition this narrative is embedded in is not the symbolic universe of the Roman Empire although the latter has a huge impact on the lives of the earliest Christ-followers; it is not the philosophical world of the Greeks, although eventually Greek philosophy will have an influence on the early Christ-movement, and it is not the world of near Eastern mythology which is the primary context of this narrative. Of course Jews did not live in a vacuum and Judaism did not develop without interaction and influence from all these cultures, nor were the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts immune against such influences, but the primary reference of these two books, as for the early Christ-movement as such, is the Jewish tradition.
Authorship
Although there is an explicit introduction to both parts of the double-work ( Lk 1.1-4 and Acts 1.1-5[11]) the author is not explicit about himself. He does not mention his name although he addresses one specific person – Theophilus. It is not known who this Theophilus was, and speculation ranges from an elite supporter or member of the Christ-movement to a exemplary name meaning any God-lover who may wish to learn more about Jesus.
The name of Luke is found at the end of the oldest surviving copy of the gospel according to Luke, Papyrus Bodmer XIV p75 dating from 175-225. Historically it cannot be decided whether this is accurate information or whether it has to do with the church’s desire to attribute gospels either to apostles or followers of apostles. 

In Phlm 24 we find Paul referring to a certain Luke who is one of his fellow workers – and Col 4.14 refers to someone called Luke, the beloved physician.In documents from the end of the second century references to Luke as the author of one of the gospels can be found and this Luke is identified at once as the physician of Colossians  and the fellow worker of Paul referred to in the letter to Philemon (Muratorian Canon, Irenaeus ‘Adversus Haereses’ and gospel prologues commonly called anti-Marcionite prologues). The so-called ‘We’ passages in Acts have been taken as a clue to the author, who is perceived to be a travel companion of Paul who kept something like a logbook which was later incorporated into the narrative. The scholarly opinions on these passage are divided: Some scholars see in these ‘we’ passages sufficient evidence that the author of Luke-Acts actually was a travel companion of Paul; others see major problems in this perception and among these are points of apparent disagreement between the Paul of the letters and the Paul of Acts. One example is the fact that the number of Paul’s journeys to Jerusalem in Acts, including the Jerusalem consultation in Acts 15, does not agree with Paul’s own account of his journeys to Jerusalem in Gal 1.11-2.10. 

The ‘We’- passages could also be fictional and serve the purpose of adding historical credibility to the narrated story. But it remains unclear why this technique is  introduced where it actually is, in  passages which tell nothing of real significance but only mention place after place where the travel group apparently stayed for some time. These ‘We’ passages remain puzzling and a satisfactory hypothesis has not really been presented so far.  
Despite problems with explaining the existence of the ‘We’ passages, it cannot be ruled out that the author of Luke-Acts was a travel companion of Paul. It is not necessary to envisage that he had been well informed about all aspects of Paul’s life. He most likely was writing more than twenty years after the events, and appears to have been an independent thinker in the tradition of Paul.   There seems to be more coherence between the image of Paul as presented in Acts and as is evident from Paul’s own letters than has previously been seen, especially in earlier German scholarship.  Perhaps the author chose to draw from themes of Paul – or the early Christ-movement of which Paul was part, themes which served his purposes and the situation of the communities for which he was writing,  and he thus neglected other themes that may be regarded as more characteristic of Paul from a contemporary perspective.

Whether the author of Luke-Acts was a travel-companion of Paul, and/or the Luke identified as author in second century sources or somebody else cannot be decided conclusively but that he was a writer who was familiar with Pauline tradition can be assumed with much historical likelihood. In this module ‘Luke’ will be referred to as the author of Luke-Acts without claiming that the Luke of tradition was the actual author.
Audience and Setting
Except for Theophilus there are  no direct references to the audience of these narratives.   There are no specific issues or particular problems addressed which would allow us to come to conclusions concerning  a clearly identifiably group of Christ-followers as in Pauline letters. Nevertheless some characteristics of the narrative could be taken as indications to the composition of a possible audience. The people mentioned in the course of the narrative are of diverse social background and include people from different ethnic and religious traditions, social status and wealth. They are Jews and gentiles, men and women, poor and relatively wealthy people, maybe also a few members of the elite or retainer class.
It is worth noting that Luke-Acts pays significant attention to issues relevant to ‘poor people’. This raises questions:  the teaching about poverty and wealth in Luke and Acts makes more sense if they were directed to people who actually had some wealth. Acts in particular provides evidence of such persons – there are references to the conversion of ‘leading’ people or people of ‘high standing’ particularly women (17.4,12), and there are specific converts with varying degrees of status and wealth such as Cornelius the centurion (10.1), Sergius Paulus the proconsul of Cyprus (Acts 17.3), Dionysius the Areopagite (17.34) and Crispus the synagogue ruler (18.8). Lydia probably had some wealth as well (16.14). 
Halvor Moxnes thus concludes that  ‘We can envisage Luke’s community as a group of nonelite persons who are culturally and ethnically mixed but who also include among them some who come from the elite periphery.’ (Moxnes 1994:387)

Another important issue throughout Luke-Acts is the relation to Jews and Judaism. Luke-Acts has commonly been regarded as a document of a gentile church. But the kind of knowledge Luke-Acts actually presupposes in its audience and the kind of people who dominate the narrative particularly in Acts leaves no doubts that there must have been significant numbers of Jews and Godfearers (Gentiles who participated in the synagogue and learned about Jewish matters) were influential in the Lucan communities. Such people are honoured and the work is written in such a way as to be persuasive to them. There a number of characteristics which indicate that Judaism and its Scriptures are not merely a negative foil over against which the emerging Christ-movement is depicted:
References to the Scriptures are not mere proof texts to support a statement previously made. There are also allusions and echoes not introduced as citations from the Scriptures  and someone without considerable knowledge of these will miss completely what this message and this story is all about.  Acts also insists that Paul was and remained a faithful Jew., and the leaders of the early Christ-communities according to Acts were all Jews (or God-fearers if we include Cornelius, Lydia, Titius Justus)

Date

Luke-Acts was probably completed around one or two decades after the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. 

A number of issues point towards this:  Lk 1.1 mentions previous accounts of the events  which indicates that Luke knew and most likely used some of these. The hypothesis proposes that he knew the Gospel of Mark and had some other ‘special Luke’ traditions at hand and maybe shared another source with the author of the Gospel of Matthew.  
Since Mark’s Gospel seems to reflect on events of the Jewish War, and Luke knew it, his Gospel must have been written at a later time.  Lucan accounts clearly refer to a military siege (Lk 19.43-44; 21.20-24) and Luke also puts an emphasis on the destruction of Jerusalem (13.32-35; 19.41-44; 21.5-6,20-24; 23.27-31) which seems to indicate that he was aware of its destruction.    

Indications of the most likely latest date of completion can be taken from  Acts: Luke does not seem to know of a collection of Pauline letters – such a collection was known however  at the beginning of the second century  as 2 Peter 3.15 f demonstrates. The fact that the Roman rule is not depicted too negatively is an additional indicator for a date of origin somewhere between the writing of Mark (around 70) and prior to the beginning of Domitian’s rule in 90CE.
Geographical Location

There are no indications which would allow scholars to identify a place where Luke-Acts may have been written and where the community it probably was embedded in, and for which it was written down, actually lived. It seems to be outside of Judea/Galilee. 
Useful Reading
Shillington, V.George,  An Introduction to the Study of Luke-Acts. London, New   

                   York:  T&T Clark 2007, pp. 1-38
Tannehill, Robert C.  Luke. Nashville, TN: Abdingdon Press 1996, pp. 19-31.

Further Reading

Any introduction of a recent commentary on Luke, or Luke-Acts will provide an overview on the issues addressed in 1.1 
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1.2 The Birth Narratives I
Overture and Finale
The Overture and Finale in a musical work are of crucial significance as they usually touch upon all the themes that are relevant throughout the work that follows.  The beginning (Lk 1-2) and ending (Acts 28. 16-30) of Luke-Acts can be viewed in parallel to this. Themes and issues which are most relevant throughout the entire work are all touched upon in the first two chapters of the Gospel of Luke – and in the ending of Acts we find what is the primary concern expressed in the entire work.
Some scholars even perceive the ending of the entire work, that is the ending of Acts, to be the hermeneutical key to understanding the entire work. They propose to begin to read Luke-Acts from the end. The ending of Acts indeed has puzzled generations of scholars – as it seems to leave the readers/hearers somewhat out there in the open – with an ‘open end’. 

The narrative tells us that Paul has arrived in Rome, but leaves us in the dark as to what eventually happened to him. There is neither an account of a success story or a tragedy. The only thing we learn about Paul’s stay in Rome is that he meets Jews talking with them about all the issues and events around the Christ.  ‘The chief emphasis at the end of Acts is on the unsolved problem of Jewish non-response…..Paul stating in 28:20 that he is there in chains for the hope of the Jewish people Israel …..’ (Marguerat……)
Although I consider the question of the ending of Acts and thus the ending of the double-narrative to be important, we will begin by looking more closely at the beginning of the Lucan work.
The Beginning 

The infancy narrative sets the scene for the entire narrative which is to follow. This introduces the audience to what is going on here in providing theological context for understanding Jesus ministry and the ministry of the emerging  Christ-movement.  The theme throughout the infancy narrative, and particularly in the three angelic announcements and the three hymns, is the saving purpose of God. Significantly the infancy narrative arouses expectations which are not immediately fulfilled in the following narrative of the Gospel. A tension is built up from the very beginning which seems to provoke the audience to react or think about the issues told in the narrative. The narrative from 1.5 to 2.52  seems to focus entirely on salvation for the Jewish people except for the brief passage 2.20-23.  Salvation seems to imply political freedom – but Jesus will be rejected in Jerusalem and, as the audience must be aware of,  the course of events is leading to Jewish defeat by the Romans.
The Structure

It has been noted that the Lukan infancy narrative is constructed as a parallel story of the birth of John and Jesus:

Both men’s birth is announced by angels (Lk 1.5-23 and 1.26-38). In both cases the human reaction to this is one of disturbance. Both, Mary and Zechariah, are reassured by the angel, with the same words ‘do not be afraid’ (Lk 1.13; 1.30). In both cases the message contains the announcement of the coming birth of a son and  the name of the child. In both cases the angel indicates that the son will be great, and the Holy Spirit is associated with both children. It is also worth noting that a parallel of three can be found in these chapters: three angelic annunciations are made, to Zechariah Lk 1.11-2, to Mary Lk 1.26-38, and to the shepherds Lk 2.8-14, and three hymns are proclaimed, which in later liturgical tradition are called the Magnificat Lk 1.46-55, the Benedictus Lk 1.67-79, and the Nunc dimittis Lk 2..29-32

These elements indicate that the birth narratives are carefully structured and by introducing both, John the baptizer and Jesus, the author clearly tells the audience who Jesus is. 
The Use of Scriptures

There are numerous allusions and citations from the Jewish scriptures in these birth narratives, but not only there. To fully appreciate the first three scenes the reader/hearer needs to know the story of Abraham and Sarah (Gen 15.1-18.15) the story of Hannah (1Sam 1.1-2.11),  the prophecy of the messenger who will prepare the Lord’s way, that is, the Elijah tradition (Mal 3.1 and 4.5-6) and the promise to David that his descendant will regain the throne and be recognized as son of God ( 2 Sam 7. 4-17). Luke’s narratives carry memories and hopes associated with a tradition which he seems to presuppose is known by the audience. 
This is significant for the presuppositions contemporary readers may bring to Luke-Acts. The story Luke is about to tell is not a story of dispute and dissonance between Jewish tradition and faith in Christ. He makes it clear right at the beginning that the roots and the context of the Gospel of Jesus Christ are found in the Jewish tradition. It is essential that Luke depicts this Jewish tradition from the very beginning in a positive way. Luke even imitates the style of the Septuagint (LXX) in the style of his narrative. He thus presents his narrative about ‘the events which have been accomplished among us’ (1.1) in the language of the Scriptures of his time and tradition. 

History or Biography or the Question of the Genre of Luke-Acts
From his introductory statement it can be concluded that Luke wanted to create a historical account, that is ‘an orderly account’ (Lk 1.3) of the events ‘as they were delivered to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word’ (Lk 1.2). But is he a good historian ? Or is he more a biographer than a historian as e.g. Loveday Alexander recently advocated, or a combination of both ? 
Until the beginning of the nineteenth century the question of the reliability of Luke’s work was not even an issue. If one wanted to know how the church was born one had to read the Book of Acts.  Doubts concerning its reliability began to be formulated with the emergence of the historical-critical method in the 19th century. The narrative and data of Acts were compared with the rest of the New Testament, particularly with the Pauline letters. The narrative of Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus in Acts 9.1-30; 15.1-35 did not match Paul’s own account in Gal 1.13-2.21. And Paul’s version of the Jerusalem assembly and agreement in Gal 2.6-10 was perceived as contradicting Luke’s account in Acts 15.20.29a.
When evaluating the historicity of Luke-Acts, and in fact of the other Gospels as well, the question which needs to be asked is, in what sense and according to what concept or theory of history or/and biography and  historical, biographical literature are these narratives classified as one or the other. The 19th century concept of historical truth as being equivalent to documentary facts is now seen as a hermeneutical construct which is critically discussed in the disciplines of history as well as philosophy and theology. Insights from these discussions are helpful in Biblical Interpretation in general and for the interpretation of Luke-Acts in particular. On these issues see the essays by Marguerat and Meeks included in the module handbook. 
The reading of Luke-Acts in this module follows a narrative approach, but does not exclude research into the cultural, political and religious context of the narrated time as well as of the time of the narrator. Issues concerning the sources, theories of literary dependency, and redactional work of the narrator will only be touched upon occasionally. In that sense this module presents a limited perspective on Luke-Acts. References to other approaches are included where relevant, and some additional material is included in the handbook. 
Useful Readings:
Meeks, Wayne A., ‘Assisting the Word By Making (Up) History : Luke’s Project   

      and Ours’ in Interpretation April 2003, pp.151-161.
Marguerat, ‘How Luke Wrote History’ in The First Christian Historian : Writing the
      ‘Acts of the Apostles’, pp.1-25
Further Readings

‘Luke-Acts, Book of’ in ABD 1992
Barclay John, ‘Memory Politics : Josephus on Jews in the Memory of the Greeks’ in L.T.Stuckenbruck, S.C.Barton, B.G.Wold eds. Memory in the Bible and Antiquity.Tübingen : Mohr Siebeck 2007, pp.129-141.
Aune D.E., ‘Luke 1.1-4: Historical or Scientific Prooimion ?’ in A. Christopherson, C.Claussen, J. Frey, B. Longenecker eds., Paul, Luke and the Greco-Roman World. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press 2002, pp. 138-148.
Alexander Loveday, The Preface to Luke’s Gospel: Literary Convention and Social Context in Luke 1.1-4. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1993.
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1.3 The Birth Narratives II
The first narrative scene (Lk 1. 8-23) after the introduction (1.1-4) is set in the temple of Jerusalem, that is, right at the centre of Jewish faith and piety. It is worth noting that this is also the location where the Gospel of Luke ends (24.53).  The first characters introduced in Lk 1.5-7, are people of priestly descent who are depicted as pious adherents of the tradition of their ancestors. There is no polemic in these characterizations, the temple, serving as a priest and keeping the commandments of the Lord are presented as positive aspects of Jewish life.
The Annunciation to Zechariah (Lk 1.8-23)
 Moreover the temple is perceived to be an appropriate place to receive an angelic message (1.8-20). In a detailed account we learn what Zechariah was doing when he saw the angel and received his message. The offering of incense was something that was done inside the temple, whereas most other offerings were given on outside altars. Thus this offering was special as it allowed the priest to enter the temple building and to be as near to the ‘holy of holies’ as possible! The angelic message was delivered to Zechariah in close proximity to the innermost part of the temple.  But to encounter a divine messenger is not a joyful event in the first instance but something terrifying . Zechariah needs reassurance by the angel through the words ‘Do not be afraid’  (Lk .1.13) – words which we also find in 1.29 because Mary obviously needs the same kind of reassurance. In the following verses, 14-17, the angel clarifies who this first announced child is and by way of implication the reader learns who he is not! He will be a special child (v.13), whose birth will be welcomed (14) , he will devote his life to God (15), be filled with the Holy Spirit (15), turn the people Israel to the Lord (16) and walk in the power and spirit of the prophet Elijah (17). The annunciation of the angel is full of allusion to the Scriptures and these indicate clearly that he is not the messiah but in the vein of Elijah the one who prepares the way for the one who is to come. There are a number of issues concerning the relationship between Jesus and John which are already indirectly touched upon in the two birth narratives – questions concerning their relationship and the relationship between their disciples. These issues will be dealt with later in the module, but it should be noted here that according to Acts 19.1-3 there were disciples of John in Ephesus, and the baptism of John was remembered according to Acts 18.25 well after his death.
Luke emphasizes through the narrative of the annunciation of the birth of John  in scriptural language (90% of the language used in Luke 1-2 originates from the LXX)  that John actually is someone of great importance, ‘he will be great before the Lord’ ( v.15 , cf. also Jesus opinion in 7.28). But he is not the Messiah, he is the one who prepares the way – in preparing people through his message and baptism of repentance. He is the one who is sent to prepare people to receive God’s salvation and to prepare the restoration of Israel.  In identifying John with the prophet Elijah, he is identified with the Jewish tradition stemming from the book of Malachi which formulates the belief that the prior to the coming of the day of the Lord, which in later expectations is also seen as the day of the coming of the  Messiah (Mal 3.1 and 3.22-23/4. 5-6), Eljiah would come again. John is thus put in line with prophets of old, he is depicted in the vein of the prophetic tradition of Israel.  (The renunciation of wine and strong drink is an act of special consecration, part of the vow of the nazirite, one who is separated for the Lord, cf. Num 6.2-3)
Zechariah responds with doubts similar to those of Abraham and Sarah when the birth of a son is announced to them (Gen. 15.2-3; 18.12) and for this he is ‘punished’ and looses his speech.  
The Annunciation to Mary (Lk 1.26-38)
Six months into the pregnancy of Elizabeth the angel is sent to Mary – this time the angel has a name – Gabriel and tradition has it that this is the same angel who appeared to Zechariah! 
Mary is introduced as a very young woman engaged to a man. From a historical perspective this indicates that she was around 12 -13 years of age, as this was the age a girl was deemed to be a young woman which was identical with the legal age for marriage. Young men usually were about 16-18 years of age when they got married. The engagement was a binding legal agreement between two families. The engagement was part of the legal process of arranged marriages. When looked at from this perspective the encounter with the angel and the angelic announcement of a pre-martial pregnancy (not from Joseph) must have been a frightening experience as the girl would be seen as having been involved in adulterous activities. Viewed from outside and with a view to the cultural standards of the day the special role which is attributed to Mary by the angel is not obvious at all. It is only from an insider perspective, that is as part of the narrative which is embedded in the promises and hopes of the Scriptures and the traditions of the Jews  that is does become obvious that Mary has found favour in the eyes of God. The angel Gabriel informs Mary who this child she will get pregnant with is going to be. The terminology used does not leave any doubt that this is the one who is to come – the Messiah: he is called ‘the son of the most high, he will be on the throne of his ancestor David, of the house of Jacob, the one whose kingdom will never end (1.32-33).  These terms indicate clearly that the one who will be born by Mary will be fulfilling the promises of Israel, that is, the Jewish people not a Christian church. These terms are the language of messianic expectation – which encompassed expectations of freedom for the people Israel as well.

Whether the emphasis in the narrative is on the virginal conception or on the divine power which is at work here through and in this child is open to interpretation.  Special emphasis is certainly put on Mary’s openness to be God’s servant, which is a title of honour in the according to the Scriptures, where prophets and people who are called or anointed to special tasks are called servants. Some interpreters are of the view that the narrative of a conception of a child without participation of a male is an indication that in this child a power is at work which differs fundamentally from the powers of this world (the power of the father in Graeco-Roman society is in view here).
 The following scene of the encounter of the two expectant mothers has found numerous expressions in works of art – and illustrates again the joy, but also the hierarchy, between the two miraculously conceived children.
Mary’s Song – the Magnificat 1.46-55
Gabriel announced not merely the birth of a son to Mary but also explained that this child will be the fulfilment of the promises of the prophets, that is, the promised king of Israel who will succeed on David’s throne. This is an emphasis which will be found throughout Luke’s work. It is a theme which is developed in the Benedictus, the hymn which makes it clear that this hope implies rescue from foreign oppressors (1.69-71), and has connotations of political freedom.
The Magnificat, the song of Mary, focuses not on the arrival of the child but rather on the intervention of God on behalf of his people. It is significant that the first praise in Luke-Acts is a praise of God. This indicates that whatever follows in the narrative is first and foremost related to God. 
The Magnificat is a hymn of praise, in other words a psalm, which is composed of elements of  psalms of the Jewish Scriptures – sung by a Jewish girl/young woman. 

This is not without precedent. One is reminded of Hannah’s song of praise, the psalm which is offered to the Lord in 1 Sam 2.1-10 which resonates with a number of themes of the Magnificat. There are allusions to other psalms and some prophetic and narrative passages form the Scriptures throughout the hymn: 
47 Hab 3.18

48 Ps 113.6.7

49 Ps 126.3 and 111.9

50 Ps 103.13;17

51 Ps 89.11 and 2.Sam 22.28 and Isa 51.9

52 Ps 147.6; Job 5.11

53 Ps 107.9

54 Isa. 41.8 and Ps 98.3

55 Gen 17.7; 18.18; 22.17

The structure of the hymn adds a particular emphasis to the content, in that, in the original Greek at the beginning of each line we find a strong verb referring to an activity. The subject is always God himself. This grammatical peculiarity adds to the emphasis of the hymn on God as acting on behalf of his people. The translation below is an attempt to imitate the structure and emphasis of the Greek original:

46 Magnifies/ my soul/ the Lord

47 And has found gladness/my spirit/in God/my Saviour

48 For he has regarded/the humble state/of a slave girl

For behold henceforth/will call me blessed/all generations

49 For has done for me/great things/the mighty one

And holy/his name

50 and his mercy/to generations/and generations/

   
      for those who fear him

51 He has done/ a mighty deed/with his arm

He has scattered/proud people/in thoughts/of their hearts

52 He has put down/mighty rulers/from thrones

and has exalted/humble people

53 He has filled/ hungry people/H/with good things

He has sent out/ And rich people/empty

54 He has helped/Israel/his servant

To remember/ mercy

55 As he spoke/ to our fathers/to Abraham/and his

            seed/forever.

(Italicized word translates one Greek word – the divisions within the lines indicate that there is a rhythm of phrases or words in the poem)
Theological Emphases of the Magnificat
Mary depicts herself as lowly and later she speaks of what God has done for the lowly that is the oppressed and the hungry.  It is God’s action for the lowly and the poor which initiates and drives the story of Jesus and his witnesses, which implies that it is God’s story which unfolds here.

And God is described here as most powerful as the one has mercy and power ,he is the one who has looked upon the slave girl and has helped Israel his servant/slave. He is the mighty one who has done  a mighty deed with his arm – scattering and putting down humans who claim to be mighty. The two types of description come together in what seems to be the climax of the song : 52-53 – God’s mercy for the humble and poor is manifested in the mighty overthrow of the powerful and rich who oppress them.  This reversal motif can be found throughout Luke-Acts. In addition it is significant to note that in v. 54 God is praised for his intervention on behalf of Israel, and there is no mentioning of anybody else. First of all the promises which are confirmed in the arrival of this child are the promises made by God to his people Israel. 

 The Magnificat speaks of God’s mighty and powerful deeds in the past tense – although what gives rise to such hopes is only in just to happen – and as the reader knows has not been fulfilled in their time! This remembering what God has done in the past for his people nourishes the hope for the future. This is a pattern found frequently in the psalms: when there is no sign that gives reason for hope in the present there is the act of remembrance which nourishes hope beyond the present.
The Magnificat is a theological psalm which states right at the beginning of the narrative who is present and thus shaping what is unfolded in the narrated events. 
It seems that the author want the audience to understand, who it is who is present and at work here: God who is mighty but who uses his might to turn the world upside down, who has mercy towards the weak, who is upsetting human hierarchies, keeps his promises, and in so doing acts against human oppressive and dominating power. 
The Birth and Naming of John the Baptizer

The narrative of the birth of John in 1.59 is very brief. The focus is on the eighth day after his birth, the event of his circumcision which is the moment when the name of the child is made public.  Against the will of the people/relatives around, Elizabeth insists that the baby should not be named after his father but that his name should be John. (There is a gap in the narrative as we do not learn how Elizabeth came to know about this)

Zechariah agrees to that name and thereby demonstrates his obedience to the angel’s command and moreover acknowledges that he now believes the angelic annunciation of the special role of this child. With this acknowledgement the power of speech is given back to Zechariah, a power which he uses to praise God.

The questions raised in 1.66 give Zechariah the narrative opportunity to reply to these questions via a praise of God.

Zechariah’s Song – the Benedictus 1.68-79

This is a relatively long hymn/psalm in which surprisingly only verses 76-77 refer directly to the child just born, John.

The Benedictus pulls together themes from the two annunciations and the Magnificat and moreover introduces some new themes which will be developed in the angel’s words to the shepherds  and in Simeon’s words in the temple.

The main part celebrates God’s act of salvation for Israel of which John will be a part.

The emphasis on the restoration of David’s kingdom, which we found in the annunciation to Mary (1.32-22) and the emphasis on the fulfilment of the promise to Abraham, found in the Magnificat (1.54-55) are united here (1.69; 1.72-73). To this implications for Israel of both the promise to David and to Abraham are added (1.74-75).
The Benedictus is like the Magnificat composed of and alluding to elements from the Hebrew Scriptures – which would be heard by anybody familiar with those.

Thus e.g.  Lk.1.68-69 celebrate God’s act of redemption for his people – through raising up a ‘horn of salvation in the house of David’. A Horn of a bull or buffalo is a symbol of strength, the reference to a ‘horn of salvation’ which is ‘in the house of David’ is a clear reference to the strength and power of the Messiah.
The redemption for which God is praised, again as in the Magnificat is Israel’s redemption. This king is expected to bring salvation from enemies, so that Israel be free to serve her God without fear. The fulfilment of the promises to Abraham and David seem to include a hope that the restriction of life caused by foreign rulers may come to an end.  The hymn could have contextual overtones here in that enemies are neither individuals nor are they merely some spiritual powers. The political and cultural context of the Christ movement in the first century CE is not without relevance for  understanding certain aspects of the narrative of Luke-Acts in as much as the Scriptural, that is, intertextual context is important. Fear might refer to foreign rulers like Antiochus Epiphanes who tried to obliterate Jewish practice of worship and identity by hellenizing it beyond recognition, Herod Antipas and his officials, rich collaborating landowners and Romans who from time to time threatened the rights of Jews to practise their faith. Opposition to foreign rule, and at the narrated time of Roman rule in particular, did not only manifest itself as armed upheaval. There were different forms of resistance to Roman rule and power, E.P. Sanders has identified 4 groups of resistance, the fourth group ‘praying quietly for God to liberate his people’ (examples of such quiet resistance can be found in the ‘Wisdom of Solomon, Philo and Josephus). 
According to the Benedictus salvation includes political freedom, but is not restricted to it. This hope tragically did not come to fulfilment as yet since freedom and peace were lost for the Jewish people in the destruction of the temple and of Jerusalem in 70CE.
Nevertheless, freedom from slavery is seen here as a prerequisite to enable Israel to worship God without hindrance. Zechariah’s interpretation of the promise of Abraham should be seen not as narrow nationalism but rather as an expression of hope for freedom so Israel can shape its own identity in worshipping God in her own way.

Lk.1.77 mentions salvation as forgiveness of sins. This is not in tension with the political dimension of the hymn just mentioned since there was no distinction between the religious and the political. In antiquity such dimensions as sin and salvation were intrinsically intertwined with the political and public life. The religious and political dimension of life were not so much concerned with the life of the individual as with the corporate dimension of it, that is, the life of communities. 

In the two verses which actually do refer to John the Baptizer (1.78-79) it is made clear that he is not the Messiah. It is evident that he has a role to play in the coming of the Messiah. The Messiah is introduced via the image of light which is familiar from the book of Isaiah (Isa. 60.1-2). It is an image which the narrator will take up later and which will be extended to the gentiles (Lk 2.32; Act 13.47) For Israel as well as the gentile nations the activity of salvation in and through Christ indicates that divine light is breaking the power of darkness/Satan (Acts 26.18.)

 The Birth of the Messiah
The registration decree of Augustus served taxation purposes. Historically this is complicated as Augustus was actually emperor at the time of Jesus birth which he reigned from 27 BCE – 14 CE, but no tax registration request is known from this time, in this region. The reference to Augustus may thus serve a number of purposes which are not so much historical as theological.
In the narrative the decree functions to get Mary and Joseph from Nazareth to Bethlehem, the city of David. This is significant since some prophetic tradition expected the Messiah to come from Bethlehem (Micah 5.3). But theologically more could be indicated here. Augustus claimed to be the saviour of the world, the one who had ended decades of civil war in the Roman Empire by defeating his rivals, and thus had provided peace and justice to the Empire. In setting the narrative of the birth of the Messiah in this imperial context an inherent challenge to this Augustan claim to bring peace is set up.
The first to learn about the birth of this child are shepherds. A number of reasons have been postulated for this:

a) 
They are ordinary people who would not feel out of place in a stable.
b) 
They were outcasts of their society – the message is first and foremost

addressed to them.
c)
There is some connection with Bethlehem as the city of David. He was  

shepherd, before he was anointed to become king (1 Sam 16.11); later he is told that ‘It is you who shall be shepherd of my people’ (2 Sam 5.2). There are other traditions which refer to  a future David as the shepherd over Israel (Ez 34.23) and Micah refers to a ruler who will come from Bethlehem and who will ‘ feed his flock in the strength of the Lord’ (Micah 5.4).
The angelic annunciation to the shepherds also resonates with the annunciation of the birth of the special child Caesar Augustus, and thus with aspects of imperial ideology ! Augustus had not claimed divinity for himself but he had willingly let himself be hailed as divi filius (son of a divine). The ruler’s birth was referred to as ‘good news’ (euangelion), the title of saviour was applied to him and he was hailed as the one who brought peace and justice (pax at iustitia/ eirene kai dikaiosune) to the entire world (orbis mundi/oikoumene). The Roman province of Asia minor at the narrated time had adopted a new calendar with Augustus’ birthday and in the Greek city of Priene an inscription states that ‘The birthday of the god has marked the beginning of good news for the world’.  The language and allusions in the birth narratives are not explicitly political and they are certainly do not represent a revolutionary programme. But it should not be overlooked that these narrative bear overtones which are beyond the private realm and concern for individuals. They introduce a message which has implications for the communal life of people, and claim that this messages has an effect on the entire life of people, public and private, political and ‘religious’, cultural and economic.
The Presentation in the Temple
Doubts have been raised in scholarship as to the historical accuracy of this account which need not concern us here. What seems to be relevant is that Luke wants to present the parents of Jesus/the Messiah as pious adherents of the traditions of their ancestors, the Jews, and it is no mere accident that their obedience to the law is mentioned more than once here ( 2.22-24 and 27 and 39)

Moreover the setting in the temple sets the scene at the centre of Jewish piety, as was the case with the annunciation of the birth of John. 

It should be noted here that with Simeon and Anna we find another male-female pair in the birth narrative, after Zechariah and Elizabeth, Mary and Joseph. Luke will introduce more such pairs later in the narrative. We will return to this characteristic later in unit 3.
Simeon and Anna take up themes which are already present in Mary’s and Zechariah’s hymns (peace, salvation, light). Simeon is ‘looking forward to the consolation of Israel’ (2.25), and Anna  is among those who were ‘looking for the redemption of Jerusalem’ (2.38).These sentences reflect the language and message of consolation also found in Isaiah 40 -66 (particularly Isa 52.9), a part of the prophetic book which has strong influence on Luke-Acts throughout (anticipating the restoration of the exiles and the rebuilding of the ruined city  Jerusalem). But in addition there is a theme that has not been introduced before: it is in this context that the first inclusion of the gentiles in salvation is mentioned, which alludes to the inclusive perspective of second Isaiah (see Isa 42.6; 49.6 and 40.3-5).
The text of Lk 2.32, ‘a light for revelation to the nations/gentiles - and for glory to thy people Israel’  is a parallel construction which emphasizes that salvation and light are for both Gentiles and Jews, and the extension to the gentiles certainly does not mean exclusion of the people Israel.

After hymn of celebration and welcoming, Simeon delivers a rather sinister oracle to Mary which indicates that there will be problems, even violent opposition to the Messiah. The narrator here after the joyful atmosphere created in the birth narratives, introduced a theme which will later in the gospel become central, the suffering of the Messiah. The reference to the ‘falling and rising’ can mean two things: some fall and others rise (which would resonate with the theme of the rich and poor of the Magnificat); or the same people will fall and rise, which would resonate with themes of the book of Isaiah which is prominent in this passage already.  A possible reading then would that the narrator indicates that those who fall (Jews) might later rise (cf Isa 51.17).
Simeon’s hymn and oracle serve as guidance for Luke’s audience for the narrative that follows. The events of which the narrator intends to give Theophilus an orderly account concerns God’s saving purpose for both Jews and Gentiles, which does not unfold unhindered but eventually will be fulfilled.
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