The Gospel Writers

This is the second of four articles that look at the writers behind the four gospels in the New Testament.


 Part 2 – The Gospel According to St Luke

Luke, the writer of the third gospel was also the author of the Acts of the Apostles.  He is linked to Paul as a ‘fellow worker’ (Philemon 24) and is also described as, ‘the beloved physician.’ (Col. 4 :14)  Both of Luke’s writings have an introductory dedication to someone called, Theophilus, from whom Luke appears to have received patronage for his work.  The name ‘Theophilus’ literally translates as, ‘lover of God’, which links neatly with the universal appeal of both books.

Luke was a Gentile and has the unique distinction of being the only non Jewish New Testament writer.  He probably wrote his gospel sometime during the last two decades of the first century.  Tradition suggests he was part of a Christian church in Antioch.  In his introduction to the gospel, Luke acknowledges the existence of a number of sources that were available to him as a gospel writer.  One of these was Mark’s gospel upon which he draws heavily and often verbatim.  Another was, probably, a collection of oral and written tradition which was also available to Matthew.  About two hundred verses, in some form or another, of Luke’s gospel can also be found only in Matthew’s gospel.  Scholars have, not too creatively, identified this source material as ‘Q’!  Luke’s third source appears to have been material known only to him and is unique to his gospel.  This material includes Luke’s account of the birth of John the Baptist, the witness of the shepherds and the ancient Christian hymns we know as the Magnificat and the Nunc Dimittis.

As a gentile writer, Luke demonstrates little interest in particularly Jewish matters, though he sees Jesus’ birth as part of a divine plan revealed through the Old Testament.  He comes across as a keen historian of that time and anchors his gospel in the mainstream of Roman history.  However, for Luke, history is a vehicle of theological interpretation and not an end in itself.

Luke has been described as, ‘the gospel of the poor and disadvantaged’.  While Matthew writes, Blessed are the poor in spirit, Luke, significantly writes, Blessed are the poor,!  The feeling one has is that this concern for the poor was not just a feature of Luke’s gospel but of the Christian community in which he lived.  Luke’s gospel is universal and he, alone among the gospel writers, portrays the Samaritans in a favourable light. (Luke 10:25 - 37 and 17:11 – 19)  Although Luke puts women in the traditional roles of prayer, almsgiving and supporting the missionary labours of men, he, nevertheless, has a special place for them in his gospel as the interplay between Mary and Elizabeth in chapter 1 illustrates.

Unlike the ending to Mark’s gospel, Luke clearly identifies a number of resurrection appearances by Jesus, including the full account of the story of the appearance on the road to Emmaus which is unique to his gospel.  However, Luke goes even further and includes a reference to the Ascension both at the end of his gospel and at the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles.

The gospel of Luke has been called, ‘the loveliest book in the world’.  Luke himself has been adopted as the patron saint of both doctors and artists.  Tradition clearly identifies him as a physician while legend suggests he was a skilled painter.  There is a portrait of Mary in a Spanish Cathedral which is said to have been painted by him.  However, it is as the writer of two books that remind us of the basis and origins of our faith that we shall remember him.
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