
Context in Luke  
 

LUKE – INTRODUCTION (Craig Keener, IVP Bible Background Commentary) 

Authorship. Luke mentions “we” in a way peripheral to the action in passages in Acts 16 and 20–
28; contrary to some scholarly constructs, “we” in historical literature almost always meant that 
the author was present on the occasions specified. Early tradition, attested by second-century 
witnesses and the early title of the book (see the discussion of authorship in the introduction to 
Mark), favors Luke, traveling companion of Paul, as the author of Luke-Acts. Although the case 
for Luke’s use of medical language has been exaggerated, the presence of educated language is 
consistent with the tradition of Lukan authorship. 

 
Date, Purpose. Many views exist. See the introduction to Acts; some of the specific emphases 

of Luke-Acts are clearer in Acts than in the Gospel. Luke and Acts together made up a single two-
volume work. Details of apologetic in Acts also suggests for Luke’s second volume a date within 
a decade or two of the events depicted (probably no later than the 70s). 

 
Setting. Luke writes for hearers in the Greek-speaking northern Mediterranean, probably 

Aegean, world. At least some of his audience is well-to-do and literarily sophisticated, and 
possibly desires confirmation in their faith or arguments they can use to defend it. See comment 
on 1:3–4 and the discussion of purpose in the introduction to Acts. 

 
Genre. See the introduction to the Gospels. Whereas the other Gospels are closer to the 

genre of Greco-Roman biography, Luke’s Gospel is the first volume of a two-volume work, Luke-
Acts, which is in many ways closer to a Greco-Roman history than a biography. Multivolume 
histories sometimes included a volume about a particular individual, hence a biographic volume 
within a larger history. Luke-Acts thus combines biography and historical monograph. Because 
Mark is one of Luke’s sources, I treat many of the passages where they overlap more thoroughly 
in Mark than in Luke. 

 
Luke’s Message. Various themes are especially prominent in Luke: Jesus’ ministry to the 

outcasts, the religiously unfit, the poor and women; this emphasis paves the way for his 
treatment of the Gentile mission in volume two, the book of Acts. The plot movement is from 
Galilee to Jerusalem in Luke (though the book is framed by scenes in the temple), and from 
Jerusalem to the ends of the earth in Acts. Although those who wish to date Acts very late seek 
to separate it from Luke’s Gospel, most scholars recognize that the two volumes have a strong 
narrative unity and were meant ideally to be read together (see Acts 1:1). 
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DISCOVERING LUKE - ‘Dear Theophilus’ (Andrew Knowles, The Bible Guide)  

Luke dedicates all his work—both the Gospel and Acts—to Theophilus. The name means ‘friend 
of God’, and we can guess that Theophilus was a Roman man—perhaps a Christian, or at least 
interested in the Christian faith. 

A famous Roman historian, Tacitus, records that Christians were hated in Rome. When a fire 
destroyed a large part of Rome, in AD 64, it was the Christians who were blamed. Other accounts 
say that Christians were suspected of cannibalism, because they spoke of eating the flesh and 
drinking the blood of Christ. The Romans assumed that Jesus was a criminal, because a Roman 
governor, Pontius Pilate, had sentenced him to death. And many Roman husbands were 
suspicious of their Christian wives, because they attended ‘love feasts’! 

In the face of all this, Luke sets out the facts about Jesus for his Roman reader. He shows that 
Jesus Christ was not a criminal. Jesus came to start a revolution—but not a political one. His is a 
revolution of love.1 

 

INTRODUCTION TO LUKE – (Darrell L. Bock, NIV Application Commentary) 

Audience 

DISCUSSION ABOUT LUKE’S audience runs the gamut. Is he writing for a Jewish audience, given 
his full attention to their rejection? Is he writing for Gentiles, given the prominence of that 
mission in Acts? Is it a combination of the two? Part of the problem in deciding the audience is 
that the destination of this Gospel is not clearly known. Theophilus, to whom the Gospel is 
addressed in Luke 1:1–4, seems to be a socially prominent figure, but we do not know where he 
lived, nor are we certain of his nationality. The recipient has had some exposure to the faith, 
and the fact that he needs reassurance means he is likely a believer. It also seems clear from 
the way Luke wrote that he also knew Theophilus would not be his only reader—note the 
general character of many of the Gospel’s exhortations… When one considers Luke alone, it is 
the person of Jesus and the nature of God’s work through him to deliver humanity that takes 
center stage. Theophilus is probably a believer, who as a Gentile, a non-Jewish Semite, or a 
God-fearer may well be wondering what he is doing in an originally Jewish movement that has 
faced so much rejection from the Jews. Does he really belong, and is salvation really found in 
that movement? Is this what God is about? Luke reassures Theophilus that Jesus does stand at 
the center of God’s redemptive plan by explaining how that rejection took place. He explains 
that the community Jesus formed must be prepared to walk a similar path.2 

 
 
 

 
1 Andrew Knowles, The Bible Guide, 1st Augsburg books ed. (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg, 2001), 
472. 
2 Darrell L. Bock, Luke, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1996), 22. 
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