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Discuss the distinctive Christological features of one of the four canonical gospels and their contribution to the overall presentation of Jesus within that gospel narrative.
Luke’s Gospel has a unique portrayal of Jesus in contrast with the other Gospels with a focus on his humanity and his role as a universal saviour. This essay will explore the various distinct Christological features in the Gospel of Luke and how they contribute to the Lukan presentation of Jesus’ identity and significance. Of particular focus will be the characterisation of Jesus as a prophet, and the adaptation of the figure of the Jewish Davidic Messiah into a new Son of Man, the Christ who is a saviour to Gentiles as well as Jews. 
Firstly, Luke depicts Luke as a learned man, a teacher with education enough to preach to the masses. From Luke’s unique narrative on Jesus as a child, we learn that he debated in the Temple as a child (2:41-52) and later as an adult in synagogues (e.g. 4:16-30). The preferred venue for addressing the public for educated men was the local synagogue, and Jesus used this public assembly location to spread his message.[footnoteRef:1] Luke, distinctly from the other gospels, has Jesus explicitly teaching a crowd, therefore showcasing his reputation as a publicly educated figure. Perhaps most conclusively, Jesus is addressed as teacher, ‘didaskalos’, and acknowledged with this role consistently,[footnoteRef:2] not just by the public (e.g. 9:38; 12:13), but also by members of elite groups like the Pharisees (7:40), the ruling class (18:18), scribes (20:21) and lawyers (10:25).  [1: Joseph Blenkinsopp, Luke’s Jesus: Between Incarnation and Crucifixion (Fortress Press, 2021), 51.]  [2:  Ibid., 51.] 

One of the most prominent characteristics of the Lukan portrayal of Jesus is that of his depiction as a prophet. Luke highlights how Jesus, throughout debates and disputes, his trial and last words, “utters oracles and discerns thoughts.”[footnoteRef:3] His character can be interpreted as specifically constructed to follow the precedent set by Israel’s previously rejected prophets.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Jocelyn McWhirter, Rejected Prophets (Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 2013), 57.]  [4:  Ibid., 57.] 

Luke’s Gospel has the story of Jesus’ rejection in the synagogue located at the beginning of his ministry. This is a deliberate change from Mark and Matthew, where the story is situated at a midpoint in his ministry; Luke then sets up Jesus’ rejection and execution, along with his status as a prophet, with all of his later actions then fulfilling Jesus’ declaration that no prophet is accepted in his hometown (Luke 4:24).[footnoteRef:5] The emphasis is then, in Luke, distinctly placed on Jesus as a prophet from the start of his ministry. McWhirter argues that Luke furthers this by creating specific parallels with Jesus and Israel’s prophets: a birth similar to Samuel, rejections like Moses and Jeremiah, and predictions of the destruction of Jerusalem like Ezekiel.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Bart D Ehrman, Brief Introduction to the New Testament. (S.L.: Oxford Univ Press Us, 2020),107]  [6:  McWhirter, Rejected Prophets, 11.] 

Luke also uses parables to highlight Jesus’ prophetic role, with the most crucial being the parable of the wicked tenants, found in Luke 20. This parable is a symbolic portrayal of the idea God sent Jesus not to die, but, like all of his other prophets, to send a message, and that he died for the same reason as well, that those he was sent to rejected his message.[footnoteRef:7] As the owner of the vineyard’s beloved son is killed by builders, Jesus too is the ‘cornerstone’ whose rejection will lead to the destruction of his rejectors and the reallocation of the owner, God’s, creation (20:9-17).  [7:  Delbert Burkett, ‘Jesus in Luke-Acts’, in The Blackwell Companion to Jesus (Wiley Blackwell, 2013), 57.] 

In addition, Luke alone out of the Gospels has the story of Jesus raising the widow of Nain’s only son from the dead (7:11-17). Not only does this lead to the acknowledgement of Jesus as a “great prophet” by the onlookers (7:16) but is also clearly reminiscent of a miracle accomplished by the prophet Elijah who raised the only son of the widow from Zerephath from the dead (1 Kgs. 17:17-24). Another comparison with Old Testament prophets can be drawn between Elisha’s feeding of one hundred men (2 Kgs. 4:42-44) and Jesus’ feeding of the five thousand (Luke 9), as both include a small amount of food miraculously providing for a large number of people with leftovers to spare.[footnoteRef:8] Ravens describes the allusions to and mentions of Israel’s prophets as examples that are then used as antetypes for the role of Jesus, to demonstrate his prophetic identity.[footnoteRef:9] Luke’s account of the Transfiguration is significant, Ravens argues, as it brings a marked change in his use of Hebrew prophets.[footnoteRef:10] Moses and Elijah are portrayed in their ascended, glorified forms, and the heavenly voice of God points to Jesus as the prophet like Moses in Deut. 18:15.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  D. A. S. Ravens, ‘Luke 9.7-62 and the Prophetic Role of Jesus’, New Testament Studies, 36 (1990), 122.]  [9:  Ibid.,119.]  [10:  Ibid., 124.]  [11:  Ibid.,124.] 

Williams mentions the inclusion in the transfiguration scene of an unparalleled reference to Moses and Elijah speaking about Jesus’ imminent ‘departure’ (exodos) (9:31). He argues that the understanding of Jesus as a prophet points to his death and resurrection as a ‘new exodus’.[footnoteRef:12] Jesus is also shown to have surpassed Elijah in his strength through Luke’s deliberate paralleling of James and John’s request for the calling down of fire from heaven on the unreceptive Samaritans (9:54) in the same way Elijah did on messengers of King Ahaziah of Samaria (2 Kgs. 1:9-12). Jesus refutes this action as no longer the appropriate way to treat Samaritans, confirmed later by the parable of the Samaritan (10:29-37). Ravens argues that this incident shows the limitations of the earthly Elijah as an antetype for Jesus; Jesus is shown to have reformed the ways of the old prophets and acts as a messenger for God’s love and salvation.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Catrin Williams, ‘New Testament Christology: Interpretations of the Identity and Role of Jesus’, in The Biblical World (Routledge, 2021), 823.]  [13:  Ravens, ‘Luke 9.7-62 and the Prophetic Role of Jesus’, 127.] 

At Jesus’ arrest, McWhirter argues his prophetic status is made clear by the nature of his persecution by the guards.[footnoteRef:14] His prophetic abilities are mocked by the Jerusalem officials by blindfolding and beating him, commanding him to, “Prophesy! Who is it that struck you?” (22:63). Even this action fulfils one of his earlier pronouncements that he, the Son of Man, “will be mocked and insulted and spat upon,” (18:32). Luke portrays Jesus as a righteous martyr, who has suffered from a miscarriage of justice.[footnoteRef:15] Ehrman argues that the narrative of Luke explains “the movement of God’s salvation from Jew to Gentile by portraying Jesus as a Jewish prophet, rejected by his own people.”[footnoteRef:16] Jesus then surpasses being solely a prophet to the people of Israel and becomes a messenger of God’s salvation to all people.  [14:  McWhirter, Rejected Prophets, 65.]  [15:  Ehrman, Brief Introduction to the New Testament, 110.]  [16:  Ehrman, Brief Introduction to the New Testament, 114.] 

Luke also characterises Jesus using the framework of the Jewish Messiah. The Hebrew title Messiah refers to a person “anointed with sacred oil for a particular purpose or mission”,[footnoteRef:17] and was used most prominently for the reigning monarch, beginning in Israel with Saul and pre-eminently with David.[footnoteRef:18] Other titles given to Jesus, such as “Son of God” (1:3), “Beloved Son” (3:22), and “Lord Most High” (1:12) are also consistent with titles given to royalty in ancient Israel.[footnoteRef:19] The ideology of a liberating Messiah comes from 2 Samuel 7, in which the prophet Nathan explains to King David that God would establish “kingdom of David’s offspring forever” (2 Sam. 7:12). This descendant of David would be related personally to God, who said “I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me” (2 Sam. 7:14), just as Jesus is portrayed in Luke as being God’s Son. Williams highlights that Gabriel’s announcement of Jesus’ conception is full of this language of royal messianic aspirations.[footnoteRef:20] Gabriel announces the birth of a saviour in the city of David “who is Messiah, Lord” (Luke 2:11).  [17:  Blenkinsopp, Luke’s Jesus: Between Incarnation and Crucifixion, 10.]  [18:  Ibid.,10.]  [19:  Ibid., 11.]  [20:  Williams, ‘New Testament Christology: Interpretations of the Identity and Role of Jesus’, 823.] 

However, the depiction of Jesus in Luke’s Gospel is not wholly parallel with the traditional Jewish Messianic figure. In the Jewish conception, the Messiah was a king anointed with the spirit of God who would be triumphant over Israel’s oppressor to establish a future independent kingdom for the Jewish people.[footnoteRef:21] The hope of the Jews at the time of Jesus was for a Davidic Messiah who would deliver them from the oppression of the Romans who ruled over them.[footnoteRef:22] Jesus does not fulfil ideas about this messianic figure: he is humiliated and executed by the oppressors instead of liberating the Jews from Roman control. Luke uses a distinctive title, ‘Son of Man’ (ben adam), sourced from the book of Daniel, in which the son of man comes to God in heaven and receives an “everlasting kingdom” (Dan. 7:13-14). Describing Jesus as the Son of Man, who ascended to God in heaven to receive that kingdom, explains why he did not drive out the Romans to establish God’s kingdom as the Jewish Messiah was expected to – he first had to ascend to heaven.[footnoteRef:23] Early Christians identified Jesus as this son of Man figure and created a new figure of the Messiah, written in Greek as ‘Christos’ or Christ, to serve as an alternative to the traditional Davidic Messiah concept.[footnoteRef:24] [21:  Burkett, ‘Jesus in Luke-Acts’, 56.]  [22:  Ibid., 48.]  [23:  Ibid., 54.]  [24:  Ibid., 54.] 

Not only does the title ‘Son of Man’ connote his humanity, as in Hebrew the second title signifies at the most basic level ‘a human being’, but for Jesus it also represents a human being destined to suffer rejection and be murdered at the hands of other humans.[footnoteRef:25] Later, in the passion narrative, Jesus “resists being identified with traditional conceptions of the Messiah” when he replies to questioning from the Sanhedrin about his Messiahship ambiguously.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Blenkinsopp, Luke’s Jesus: Between Incarnation and Crucifixion, 13.]  [26:  Burkett, ‘Jesus in Luke-Acts’, 56.] 

Furthermore, Luke’s Jesus is presented as a saviour to all, including Gentiles, who are presented as a distinct focus of Jesus’ mission. Luke constructs the narrative of Jesus’ ministry in a form that would appeal to and be understood by Gentile audiences in order to showcase Jesus’ saving power over them as well as the Jews. Firstly, Jesus’ deliberate violation of enforced social boundaries, such as including women and social outcasts in his teaching, in order to remove barriers of division can be viewed as preparing the way for the Gentile mission of the apostles as recorded in 24:47.[footnoteRef:27] Secondly, Luke moves Jesus’ genealogy to chapter 3, unlike Matthew who locates it in chapter 1, and there is another more pressing variation between the two Gospels: Matthew’s genealogy goes back to Abraham, the father of Israel, whereas Luke links his ancestry back to Adam, the father of the human race. The choice to trace Jesus back to the beginning of humanity would make his ancestry far more important for Gentiles who would be unaffected by an Israelite lineage.[footnoteRef:28] Adam is therefore “the organic relation of Christ to all humanity”[footnoteRef:29] and this highlights that Jesus’ mission, for Luke, is ultimately to all mankind.[footnoteRef:30] [27:  Williams, ‘New Testament Christology: Interpretations of the Identity and Role of Jesus’, 823.]  [28:  March and Moyise, 39]  [29:  Clive Marsh and Steve Moyise, Jesus and the Gospels (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), 39.]  [30:  S G Wilson, The Gentiles and the Gentile Mission in Luke-Acts (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge At The University Press, 2005), 39.] 

There are several distinct stories found in Luke’s Gospel that point towards Jesus being open to the inclusion of Gentiles in his ministry. The first and perhaps most crucial is the healing of the centurion’s servant (7:1-10). The centurion exhibits such trust in Jesus’ abilities that Jesus is left amazed, and exclaims, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith” (7:9). Luke’s motivation for this portrait of a faithful Gentile was potentially a pragmatic approach to the Jew-Gentile problem, and Wilson argues that his changes from Matthew alter the narrative with the purpose of emphasising rather than toning down the implicit universalism.[footnoteRef:31]The second key passage comes from Jesus’ rejection at the synagogue in Nazareth, where he cites the stories of Elisha and Elijah saving Gentile widows instead of those of Israel (4:25-27). Wilson argues that this reference not only provides a Jewish precedent for the performance of miracles around and for Gentiles but are also prophetic of the positive result of Jews’ rejection – the inclusion of the Gentiles.[footnoteRef:32] There are other sayings in the Gospel of Luke that indicate this, including John the Baptist’s proclamation that “all flesh shall see the salvation of God” (3:6). Jesus’ commandment to his disciples before his ascension at the end of Luke’s Gospel is arguably the most conclusive: “repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (24:47). The character of Jesus’ ministry and the statements he and other characters make all point towards his identity as a saviour to all, including Gentiles.  [31:  Ibid., 32.]  [32:  Ibid., 41.] 

In conclusion, the distinctive Christological features of Luke’s Gospel include the utilisation of the title ‘Son of Man’ to create a new Christian form of Messiah, the inclusion of Gentiles in Jesus’ saving message, and the characterisation of him using Israelite prophetic examples. These features all contribute to the overall presentation of Jesus within the Gospel as a prophet who died a martyr under corrupt Jewish authorities, and a teacher who worked to spread a saving message to all, not just people who shared his Jewish faith.
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