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Chapter 3 

The Synoptic Gospels and Acts (Part 2) 

 
 

In this section of chapter 3 we will deal with the structure, content, 

and basic theological constructs of the Gospel of Luke. We will 

dedicate special attention to the high level of narrative artistry and 

the representation of salvation history in this Gospel.  

 

The Gospel of Luke is that book among the Synoptic Gospels that 

contains the most amount of independent content:   

  
• it is only here where we read of the disciples of Emmaus,   

• only here do we find the highly poetic hymns sung by Mary, 

Zachariah, and Simeon,   

• only here (and in the book of Acts) is there any account of Jesus’ 

ascension. 

 

1.1  The Gospel of Luke 
 

1. The author  

 

The Gospel of Luke is the third book in the canon of the New Testament and, like the other Gospels 
we know, it too was originally handed down anonymously. As is the case with the other canonical 

Gospels, the author of the Gospel of Luke cannot be positively identified. The church tradition of 

attributing the authorship of this work to Luke, an apostle’s pupil, is based—like the attribution of the 
other Gospel authors to their respective works—on testimony from the second century AD.  

  

However, the Papias-fragment, which acknowledges the Gospels of Matthew and Mark, says nothing 

about the Gospel of Luke. The first to mention anything about the Gospel of Luke was the early 
Christian theologian Irenaeus, and the canon register known as the Muratorian Canon from the second 

century AD. These attestations are supported by early church tradition (Tertullian, Eusebius, 

Hieronymus), which also names Luke, the physician and companion of Paul, as the author of this work.   

  

This attestation from the second century thus occurs at a later point in time than any content that can 

be recognised from this Gospel or the book of Acts themselves. Neither of these mention an author.   

  

However—contrary to the case with the other Synoptic Gospels—the unknown author actually comes 

to expression personally, namely in the prologues to both the Gospel and the book of Acts.   
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• Luke 1: 1-4:  

“Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those things which have 

been fulfilled among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 

ministers of the word delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having had perfect 

understanding of all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most 

excellent Theophilus, that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were 

instructed.”  

The author clearly benefits from a solid Hellenistic education. Whether he is a physician or a historian 

or both cannot be said. The borders between these “professions” are rather fluid in antiquity.   

 

He knows that historically defined texts of his time have prologues, as well as how to employ them 
effectively.   

 

What is certain is that both the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts were composed by the same 
author. This can be clearly established by comparing the style, vocabulary, and theological notions of 

both works.   

 
Things to know: the author of the Gospel of Luke 

 
We do not know exactly who wrote the Gospel of Luke (or the book of Acts). All 
that is certain is that both works were written by the same hand.  

  

Church tradition sees the physician Luke as the author, and bases this view on 
records from the second century (Irenaeus, Muratorian Canon). 

 

 

 
2. Time and place of composition   

 

2.1 Time of composition  

 

Some passages allow us to conclude that, as he wrote this Gospel, its author was looking back upon 

the fact that Jerusalem had already been destroyed (AD 70), and that the Christian congregations had 
already had to suffer its first persecutions (possibly referring to persecutions under Nero in Rome in 

the year AD 64).   

 

Examples:   

  

• Luke 19: 43-44  

“For days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment around you, 

surround you and close you in on every side, and level you, and your children within you, to 

the ground; and they will not leave in you one stone upon another, because you did not know 

the time of your visitation.”  

• Luke 21: 20  

“But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation is near.”  
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Since, according to the Two Source Hypothesis, the Gospel of Luke likely made use of the Gospel of 

Mark (which came into being in AD 70), it is assumed that the Gospel of Luke was composed in AD 80, 

at the earliest, and more likely closer to AD 90.   

  

The book of Acts might have come into being somewhat later than the Gospel of Luke, probably 

around the year AD 90.   

 

2.2 Place of composition  

 

It cannot be positively said where the Gospel of Luke was composed. However, the idea that it might 

have been composed in Palestine can be ruled out. It must have come into being in a Gentile-Christian 
environment because its addressee is a certain Theophilus, presumably a Gentile-Christian 

householder. Whether it was composed in Caesarea, Antioch (which is mentioned with conspicuous 
frequency), Asia Minor (Ephesus), Greece, or Rome is uncertain.  The Gospel is directed at a Gentile-

Christian readership in Hellenistic metropolitan communities. People in such centres were used to 

reading historiographical accounts interspersed with edifying narratives. They might well have 
belonged to the educated classes.   

  

In large cities there is a stark contrast between rich and poor. They had Hellenistic philosophical 

schools (Acts 17), and a highly defined municipal culture.   

  

• Acts 17: 16-18  

“Now while Paul waited for them at Athens, his spirit was provoked within him when he saw 

that the city was given over to idols. Therefore he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews 

and with the Gentile worshipers, and in the marketplace daily with those who happened to be 

there. Then certain Epicurean and Stoic philosophers encountered him. And some said, ‘What 

does this babbler want to say?’  

Others said, ‘He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign gods,’ because he preached to them Jesus 

and the resurrection ...”  

3. Structure of the Gospel  

 

The Gospel of Luke is very well organised. It is structured into a prologue and three main sections. 

 

Structure and content of the Gospel  

Prologue  Childhood story and preparation  

1: 5 – 2: 52  Conception and birth of John the Baptist and Jesus.  

3: 1 – 4: 13  Preparation for the activity of Jesus: appearing of John 

the Baptist, Jesus’ baptism, lineage, temptation of 

Jesus.   

1st Main section:  The activity of Jesus in Galilee (4: 14 – 9: 50)  

4: 14 – 5: 16  Beginning of Jesus’ activity  
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5: 17 – 6: 11  Disputations in Galilee  

6: 12 – 9: 50  Further proclamation of Jesus in word and deed   

2nd Main section:  Jesus on the way to Jerusalem (9: 51 – 19: 27)  

9: 51 – 13: 21  First part  

13: 22 – 17: 10  Second part  

17: 11 – 19: 27  Third part  

3rd Main section:  Jesus’ activity, suffering, and death, resurrection, 

appearances, and ascension (19: 28 – 24: 53)   

19: 28 – 21: 38  The activity of Jesus in Jerusalem  

22: 1 – 23: 56  The Passion of Jesus  

24: 1-53  Resurrection, appearances, and ascension  

 

 
4. Special features of the Gospel of Luke  

 

Like the Gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of Luke also follows the thread of the Gospel of Mark.  

However, the Gospel of Luke deviates more from the Gospel of Mark than the Gospel of Matthew. 

Luke leaves out more material from the Gospel of Mark than Matthew does.   

  

The prologue to the Gospel of Luke (1: 1-4) has no parallels in any of the Gospels.   

Even the background narratives concerning Jesus’ birth and the birth of John the Baptist are only to 

be found in this Gospel.   

 

4.1 Smaller interpolation (6:20-8:3) 

 

The first main section of the Gospel of Luke (Luke 4: 14 – 9: 50) essentially follows Mark 1 – 9, but it 

also begins to diverge from Mark.   

 

This is known as the “Smaller Interpolation”. Here the evangelist combines sayings from the Logia 

source Q and his own special content source.   

 

An example is the Sermon on the Plain in Luke 6: 20-49, which somewhat corresponds to the Sermon 
on the Mount in Matthew.   

 

In Luke 8:4 – 9: 50 Luke begins following the Marcan thread again. 
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Things to know: The Sermon on the Plain in the Gospel of Luke 

 
Luke incorporates the sayings of Jesus assembled in the Sermon on the Mount by 
Matthew into his Sermon on the Plain. The Sermon on the Plain is shorter than the 

Sermon on the Mount. Luke presents all the other statements Jesus makes in the 

Sermon on the Mount in other passages of his gospel.  

 

 
4.2 Longer interpolation (9:51-18:14) 

 

The “longer interpolation”—in which there are hardly any parallels to Mark—begins with Luke 9:  

51. It contains material that is typical of the Gospel of Luke, such as, for example:   

  

• Mary and Martha (10: 38-42),   

• the story of the foolish rich man (12: 13-21),   

• parables of lost items, and the prodigal son (chapter 15),   

• poor Lazarus (16: 19-31)   

• and much more .  

The “longer interpolation” concludes with Luke 18: 14.   

  

4.3 Travel narrative (9:51-19:27) 

 

The Gospel of Luke reports exhaustively on the events that transpired during Jesus’ journey from 

Galilee to Jerusalem. This is known as the Lukan travel narrative. This travel account begins with the 

“bigger interpolation” (Luke 9: 51), and ends just before Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem (Luke 19: 28).   

  

4.4 Special content of Luke  

 

The accounts of the Lord’s appearances to the disciples of Emmaus ... (Luke 24: 13-35): “Now it came 

to pass, as He sat at the table with them, that He took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. 

Then their eyes were opened and they knew Him; and He vanished from their sight. And they said to 
one another, ‘Did not our heart burn within us while He talked with us on the road, and while He 

opened the Scriptures to us?’ So they rose up that very hour and returned to Jerusalem, and found 

the eleven and those who were with them gathered together saying, ‘The Lord is risen indeed, and 
has appeared to Simon!’ And they told about the things that had happened on the road, and how He 

was known to them in the breaking of bread.”  

  

... and to the other disciples in Jerusalem... (Luke 24: 36-49):  

  

• “Now as they said these things, Jesus Himself stood in the midst of them, and said to them, 

‘Peace to you.’”  

 ... and the account of the ascension ... (Luke 24: 50-53):  
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• “And He led them out as far as Bethany, and He lifted up His hands and blessed them. Now it 

came to pass, while He blessed them, that He was parted from them and carried up into 

heaven.”  

… conclude the Gospel.  

  

These passages of the Gospel of Luke are unique content which are not found in the other Gospels.   

 

5. Templates for the Gospel of Luke  

 

Luke makes use of the Gospel of Mark and the Logia source as templates. Beyond these he also has 

his own special content that is completely distinct from Matthew.   

 

In his chronology, Luke largely follows the Gospel of Mark, however, he completely leaves out Mark 
6: 45 – 8: 26 (this is known as Luke’s omission). He adds materials in blocks taken from Q into the 

Markan framework, by contrast to Matthew. The Gospel of Luke has preserved the sequence of Q 

more precisely, while Matthew tends to preserve the actual wording.   

 

The unique content of the Gospel of Luke is found at the start (Luke 1-2: prologue) and at the end 

(Luke 24: Resurrection account and ascension).   

  

In addition, Luke incorporates unique content in 9: 51 – 18: 14, where he draws almost exclusively 

from the Logia source and his special content. The unique content of Luke may be derived from a 

written source, or from oral tradition.   

 

The narrative artistry of which the evangelist makes such expert use is especially well demonstrated 

in the Gospel’s unique content. The fact that Luke is an accomplished author is also attested by the 

poetic texts that can be found in association with the childhood accounts of Jesus:   

  

• the “Magnificat”, Mary’s song of praise, Luke 1: 46-55  

“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit has rejoiced in God my Saviour. For He has regarded 

the lowly state of His maidservant; for behold, henceforth all generations will call me blessed. 

For He who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is His name. And His mercy is on 

those who fear Him from generation to generation. He has shown strength with His arm; He 

has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts. He has put down the mighty from 

their thrones, and exalted the lowly. He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich 

He has sent away empty. He has helped His servant Israel, in remembrance of His mercy, as 

He spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to his seed forever.”  

• the “Benedictus”, Zachariah’s song of praise, Luke 1: 68-79  

“Blessed is the Lord God of Israel, for He has visited and redeemed His people, And has raised 

up a horn of salvation for us in the house of His servant David, as He spoke by the mouth of 

His holy prophets, who have been since the world began, that we should be saved from our 

enemies and from the hand of all who hate us, to perform the mercy promised to our fathers 

and to remember His holy covenant, the oath which He swore to our father Abraham: to grant 

us that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve Him without fear, In 

holiness and righteousness before Him all the days of our life. And you, child, will be called the 
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prophet of the Highest; for you will go before the face of the Lord to prepare His ways, to give 

knowledge of salvation to His people by the remission of their sins, through the tender mercy 

of our God, with which the Dayspring from on high has visited us; to give light to those who 

sit in darkness and the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”  

• the “Nunc dimittis”, Simeon’s song of praise, Luke 2: 29-32  

“Lord, now You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word; for my eyes 

have seen Your salvation which You have prepared before the face of all peoples, a light to 

bring revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel.”  

 

Things to know: the cantica in the Gospel of Luke 

 
Luke records three songs of praise, which are known as the cantica (Latin: “songs of 
praise”). They are each named after the initial words in the Latin Bible (the Vulgate):   
  

• Magnificat anima mea Dominum – “My soul praises the Lord”  
• Benedictus – “Praised (or blessed) be”   
• Nunc Dimittis – “[Lord] Now you are allowing [Your servant] to depart …”   

 
6. Theology of the Gospel of Luke  

 

Luke incorporates the events surrounding Jesus Christ into world history by using the method the date 
the events he narrates. He is the only one of the evangelists to do so to such a degree.   

  

Examples:  

Dating using Caesars Augustus and Tiberius.  

He mentions the year of the public activity of John the Baptist and Jesus in the style of ancient dating 

methodology, namely by the years of reign of the Roman emperor (Luke 3:1-2; 2:1-2):   

  

• “Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of 

Judea, Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and the region of 

Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, while Annas and Caiaphas were high priests, the 

word of God came to John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness.”   

• “And it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the 

world should be registered. This census first took place while Quirinius was governing Syria.”  

In his foreword or prologue (Luke 1: 1-4), the author of the Gospel of Luke even includes the intentions 

behind his literary activity. Thus we have here one of the few texts in the New Testament that even 

conceives of enshrining the oldest traditions in writing, and in which at least the broad strokes of an 
author can be recognised:   

  

• “Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those things which have 

been fulfilled among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 

ministers of the word delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having had perfect 

understanding of all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most 
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excellent Theophilus, that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were 

instructed.”  

Luke references a line of tradition: “many” had written such reports before him and, in so doing, had 

based their accounts on “eyewitnesses”.   

  

Luke himself wants to write down everything “from the beginning” and provide a “perfect 

understanding”. His statement of account aims for reliability (“an orderly account”), which may refer 
to a kind of judicial verifiability of facts.  

  

Luke is thus quite familiar with his sources, and one can thus identify a line of tradition in early 

Christianity:   

  

• first eyewitnesses,   

• then Gospel texts.  

Luke directs his Gospel to a man by the name of Theophilus, so that the latter may be properly 

instructed in faith and that his faith may be strengthened. Theophilus is likely a high-ranking personage 
in early Christendom, to whom people would dedicate and address such a document in accordance 

with the customs of antiquity. However, this could also be a fictitious dedication, which was also a 
practice of antiquity: the name Theophilus means “friend of God”, or “beloved of God”, or “lover of 

God”, so could represent each believer.   

  

6.1 History as salvation history  

 

The Gospel of Luke comes the closest to a biography of a person according to Hellenistic 

understanding. The prologue makes it clear that the author is concerned with depicting historical 

events. However, his sources (Mark and Q) only give him insight into the public activity of Jesus. So 
Luke supplements his Gospel with a prologue incorporating a narrative of the birth and childhood of 

Jesus and ordering them by contemporary events of world history.   

  

With Jesus, a new era begins—the “middle of time” (Hans Conzelmann).   

 

Up until John (the Baptist) the era of the Old Testament served as a preparatory period for the coming 

of Jesus. Now the era of Jesus begins as the “middle of time”, which is followed by the era of the 
church as a period of proclamation by the apostles. Luke 16: 16:   

 

• “The Law and the prophets extend to the time of John (the Baptist). From then on, the gospel 

of the kingdom of God is preached…”   

Since God has intervened in this history, it becomes salvation history, which has a reference point in 

world history.   

  

Historical dates are provided at the promise of the birth of the Baptist, at the birth of Jesus, and at the 

beginning of the public activity of the Baptist. It is within this history that God’s plan of salvation 

unfolds.  
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In Luke 2: 1-3 the worldly ruler commands that all citizens be registered. This is the reason for which 

Jesus was born in Bethlehem, the city of the Messiah:   

• “And it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the 

world should be registered. This census first took place while Quirinius was governing Syria. 

So all went to be registered, everyone to his own city.”  

There are often references to God’s plan of salvation (24: 7, 24-27, 44-49):  

  

• “Thus it is written, and thus it was necessary …”  

Here God’s intent to save all men, which unfolds in world history, is clearly evident:   

 
Things to know:  middle of time 

 
“Middle of time” is a theological term coined by the New Testament scholar Hans 
Conzelmann. He understood the time of Jesus as the time between the Old 

Testament and that of the church developing under the early apostles.  

  

The reference point of this theological conception of the Gospel of Luke is the idea 
that the era of the Old Testament (“the Law and the prophets”) extends until the time 

of John the Baptist. It is from then on that the era of the proclamation of the gospel 

dawns (Luke 16: 16). 

 

 
 

6.2 Christology in the Gospel of Luke   

 

For Luke, Jesus has always been the Christ and Lord right from the beginning. Jesus knows the plan of 

God and is already aware of His ascension when He makes His way to Jerusalem (9: 51).   

  

In particular, Jesus is the Saviour of the poor: the poor may be without possessions, but they are 

receptive to the word of God. The shepherds and women are mentioned. Shepherds represent the 

poor of the country. They are the very first to hear the announcement of the glad tidings. Another 
expression of this theology of the poor is the Magnificat sung by the mother of Jesus: “… For He [God] 

has regarded the lowly state of His maidservant […] He [God] has put down the mighty from their 

thrones, and exalted the lowly.” (Luke 1: 48, 52).  

  

In the conception of Jewish antiquity, women are thought to be among the lower echelons of society, 

similar to children and slaves. Jesus shattered this way of thinking with the care He showed to women. 

It would have been unbecoming of a Jewish man of the time of Jesus to address a woman. Women 
were likely of great significance in the congregational life of the early Christians. In the Hellenistic 

world, women enjoyed a measure of independence from men (for example, Lydia in Acts 16).   

  

Beyond that, Jesus is especially perceived as the Saviour of the sinner. Tax collectors were seen as the 

very epitome of sinfulness: they worked in collaboration with the Roman occupying forces, and thus 

did not believe in divine rule or liberation from foreign rule. Since they worked with Gentile money, 

they were considered unclean. However, Jesus is seen as the One who goes out of His way to turn His 
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care and attention to the lost. It is particularly in His table fellowship with sinners that this care 

becomes evident, much to the disapproval of the people in Jesus’ surroundings (Luke 15:1-2):  

  

• “Then all the tax collectors and the sinners drew near to Him to hear Him. And the Pharisees 

and scribes complained, saying, ‘This Man receives sinners and eats with them.’”  

6.3  Eschatology and ethics  

 

Jesus is presented as a Teacher by Luke. Through His parables in particular, He shows Himself to be 

familiar with the daily needs of the people. In vivid narratives, Jesus announces the coming of the 

kingdom of God. This coming was often still expected in the time in which the events were narrated, 

however, the Gospel of Luke does reflect the idea that individuals will still die before the return of 
Christ—which of course, has not happened yet.   

  

There is the notion of individual judgement (Luke 16: 19-31):  

  

• “There was a certain rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and fared sumptuously 

every day. But there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, full of sores, who was laid at his 

gate, desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich man’s table. Moreover the 

dogs came and licked his sores. So it was that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels 

to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man also died and was buried. And being in torments in Hades, 

he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom. Then he cried and 

said, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his 

finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame.’ But Abraham said, ‘Son, 

remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things; 

but now he is comforted and you are tormented. And besides all this, between us and you 

there is a great gulf fixed, so that those who want to pass from here to you cannot, nor can 

those from there pass to us.’ Then he said, ‘I beg you therefore, father, that you would send 

him to my father’s house, for I have five brothers, that he may testify to them, lest they also 

come to this place of torment.’ Abraham said to him, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; let 

them hear them.’ And he said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if one goes to them from the dead, 

they will repent.’ But he said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will 

they be persuaded though one rise from the dead.’”  

  

... and of Paradise, into which one could enter after death (Luke 23: 43):   

  

• “And Jesus said to him, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.’”  

Thus the question of one’s conduct during one’s lifetime before the return of Christ grows in 

significance. The believer must already align his life accordingly here and now. He requires instructions 

for his behaviour, which cannot merely be limited to the demand for vigilance and perseverance to 

the end (as, for example, in Mark 13).    

 

The Gospel of Luke follows these requirements by dealing with questions of lifestyle, for example:   

• how to deal with wealth,   



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

15 New Testament | The Synoptic Gospels and Acts (Part 2) 

 

• legal matters, and   

• love for one’s neighbour.  

In many passages the poor are compared and contrasted with the rich (1: 53; 6: 20, 24; 16: 19-31). 

God is clearly on the side of the poor. The preaching of Jesus, however, demands an ethic of abstinence 
from violence for the poor (Luke 6: 27-31).   

  

Only the willingness to show generosity on the part of the wealthy and the renunciation of violence 
on the part of the poor can create the proper equilibrium that will benefit all and bring about fair living 

conditions for everyone as a result.  

  

Possessions were not understood as private property, but rather as a means to sustain life. The many 
texts in the special content that deal with material possessions always ultimately aim to inspire people 

to use material gifts (gold, food, claim to rights) in such a way as to sustain the lives of others.    

 

For Luke, the church is the continuation of the true Israel. Although the word of God is first offered 
and announced to the Jews, it is ultimately offered to the Gentiles too.   

 

Right from the start, the spread of the word of God was intended for all mankind. This is demonstrated 
by Luke in the book of Acts: from Jerusalem, the message of the gospel travels through Judea and 

Samaria, and ultimately to Rome, the centre of the then known world.   
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3.2  Acts 
 

 

In this topic we will analyse the structure, content, and 

basic theological constructs in the book of Acts, along with 

the central importance of the apostles’ councils, the 

discourses of the apostles, and the journeys of Paul.  

 

 

 
1.  The importance of the book of Acts  

 

The book of Acts is the most exhaustive book of the New Testament. In the canon of the New 

Testament it is located after the four Gospels.   

 

After the four Gospels, which relate the activity and sufferings of Jesus, there is a report of the early 

Christians and the activity of the apostles, especially that of Apostle Paul. The book of Acts is thus the 

first church history of the Christian church, which was still in its infancy at the time.   

  

It encompasses the era of the early church in Jerusalem and extends all the way to the arrival of 

Apostle Paul in Rome (30-60 AD). It is there that the book of Acts ends, because—according to the 
Lukan conception of salvation history—the word of God has now found its way to the centre of the 

known world, namely Rome.   

  

That is why the death of the Apostle in Rome is not included in the book of Acts, nor is Apostle Paul’s 
planned journey to Spain mentioned. After all, in his letter to the Romans, Paul had pointed out that 

he intended to travel to Spain.   

  

• Romans 15: 23-24  

“But now no longer having a place in these parts, and having a great desire these many years 

to come to you, whenever I journey to Spain, I shall come to you. For I hope to see you on my 

journey, and to be helped on my way there by you, if first I may enjoy your company for a 

while.”   

• Romans 15: 28  

“Therefore, when I have performed this and have sealed to them this fruit, I shall go by way 

of you to Spain.”   

1.1  The term ‘Acts’ [of the apostles]  

 

‘Acts’ is a modern designation. In its original language—which was Koine, a Greek dialect—the work 

was referenced as the “Acts of the apostles” starting in approximately the second century AD. It was 

in this manner that it was distinguished from other books about the “acts of the apostles” that thrived 

in the early Christian period.   

  

For example, there was the Acts of Philip and Acts of Thomas, and so on. Although these took their 

example from the Lukan book of Acts, they were more like novels in nature. The Manichaeans, for 
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example, collected whole series of such “Apostle Acts” (from Latin acta = deeds, acts). However, out 

of all the books of “Acts of the apostles” in circulation in the first century, only the Lukan version found 

its way into the canon.   

 

2.  The author of the book of Acts  

 

The book of Acts and the Gospel of Luke were both composed by the same author. This can be clearly 

established by comparisons of style, vocabulary, and theological content.   

 

Accordingly, the book of Acts is the second volume of Luke’s two-volume work, which scholars refer 

to as “Luke-Acts”. As we saw with the Gospel of Luke, it is impossible to determine who their actual 
author really was.   

  

According to the majority opinion of historical-critical exegesis, the author was a Gentile-Christian, 
who was likely a “God-fearer” (a Gentile adherent of the synagogue) before his conversion to 

Christianity. He was very educated, a member of the third Christian generation. It is likely he lived in 

a large Hellenistic city.   

 

Church tradition identifies the author as the physician Luke. The link to Luke, the co-worker of Paul—

as recorded in Philemon 24, Colossians 4:14, and 2 Timothy 4:11—remains uncertain and hypothetical.   

 

On the basis of the travel account containing some “we” passages in the second part of Acts (cf. Acts 

16:11, 16; 20:5-6 etc.), modern New Testament interpreters assume that the man was an eyewitness. 

The author would thus be a companion of Apostle Paul on his second and third missionary journeys—
as well as on Paul’s journey to Rome.  

 

We nevertheless refer to the author of the two works with the traditional name “Luke”.  The author 

writes in good Greek, is familiar with the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, and 
very well acquainted with Jewish customs and traditions.   

 

3. Origin, target audience, and tradition  

 

3.1 Time and place of composition   

 

The book of Acts might have come into being a little later than the Gospel of Luke, that is, in around 

AD 90/100. It cannot be said for certain where the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts were written. 

The question of whether the Gospel and the book of Acts came into being in different places also 

remains uncertain.  

 

The idea that the book of Acts might have been composed in Palestine can be ruled out, however. It 

must have come into being in a Gentile-Christian environment, because the addressee—and likely also 

the person who commissioned this work—is a certain Theophilus, a Gentile-Christian householder.   

  

New Testament scholarship has brought many different possible places of composition into the 

discussion, with various arguments:   

  

• Caesarea on the coast,   

• Antioch, which is mentioned with conspicuous frequency,   
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• possibly also cities in Asia Minor (Ephesus, Troas),   

• Greece, and   

• Italy (Rome) have all been proposed.  

None of these theories have really taken hold. The place of composition of the book of Acts thus 
remains uncertain, just like that of the Gospel of Luke.   

  

3.2 Adressees of the book of Acts  

 

The book of Acts is addressed to a Gentile-Christian readership of congregations located in large 

Hellenistic metropolitan centres, people who were used to reading historiographical accounts 

interspersed with edifying narratives. The importance assigned to Paul in the book of Acts attests that 
readers live in Paul’s missionary working area (Syria, Asia Minor, Greece). The readers were probably 

among the educated classes (Luke 1:1-4; Acts 25:13 – 26:32).  

 

There was a great contrast between rich and poor in the large Hellenistic metropolitan centres. There 
were also large schools of Hellenistic philosophy, such as the Epicureans and Stoics (in Athens, Acts 

17), and a well defined city culture, such as that in Ephesus (Acts 19:23-40).   

  

Both books are dedicated to Theophilus. The name reflects a devout Gentile of Greek descent. In 

accordance with ancient custom, such a dedication to a particular personage signifies that the latter 

is to circulate the work. In addition to Theophilus, there are thus also other Christians who live in 
similar religious situations as he, and thus likewise addressees of Luke’s two-volume work.   

 

3.3 Tradition  

 

Luke’s two-volume work was never handed down in combination in any manuscript tradition. 

Nevertheless, it occupies a central position in the New Testament canon.   

 

The Gospel of Luke appears in third place in nearly every ancient collection of manuscripts. Along with 
the “Catholic epistles” (that is, those of James, Peter, John, and Jude), the book of Acts used to 

comprise an entity known as the Corpus Apostolorum as part of the New Testament containing the 

apostolic letters. The book of Acts thus constitutes a bridge between the Gospels and the Epistles. It 

tells the missionary history of the early church, expanding on the history of Jesus, that is further 

expanded and supported in the epistles.   

 

The textual transmission of the book of Acts does have one problem. In many passages of the so-called 

“Western Text” some sections are significantly longer as a whole and strongly diverge from that 

contained in other records.   

 

On the basis of this situation, New Testament scholarship advocates the theory that the book of Acts 

that exists today might well be a second edition. However, this remains uncertain.    

 

4.  The book of Acts as the second part of Luke-Acts 

 

In Acts 1: 1-2, Luke refers back to his first book, his “former account”.   

  

• Acts 1: 1-2  
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“The former account I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do and teach, until 

the day in which He was taken up, after He through the Holy Spirit had given commandments 

to the apostles whom He had chosen.”  

The “former account” is thus the Gospel of Luke. There Luke relates the story of Jesus, namely “all that 
Jesus began both to do and teach.” He describes the history of the early Christian mission “in 

Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth”:  

  

• Acts 1: 8  

“But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be 

witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”   

The Gospel of Luke makes no reference to any continuation in the book of Acts, from which we can 

conclude that the author was only inspired to write a history of the early church and the apostolate 
after composing his Gospel.   

  

The structure of Luke’s two-volume work, which consists of his Gospel and Acts, is clearly structured. 
Both books are easy to read in succession. The book of Acts presupposes the Gospel of Luke and, 

together with it, comprises a single entity. The book of Acts is assumed to have come into being in 

around AD 90/100.   

 

5. Structure of the book of Acts  

 

The book of Acts begins with the events surrounding the early apostles and deacons under the 

leadership of Apostle Peter.   

 

In the second part, starting in the middle, the focus is on the apostles’ council and the mission to the 

Gentiles endorsed there.   

  

• Acts 15: 6  

“Now the apostles and elders came together to consider this matter.”   

 

Structure and content of the book of Acts   

The time of 

preparation  

(Prologue) Forty days between Easter and  

Ascension (Acts 1)   

The nascent church  Pentecost and the emergence of the early church 

(Acts 2)  

The mission in 

Jerusalem  

Apostles Peter and John as witnesses of the gospel 

(Acts 3-5)  

The martyrdom of 

deacon Stephen  

Defence and vision of heaven (Acts 6: 8 – 8: 3)  
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The mission to 

Samaria  

The work of the deacon Philip (Acts 8)  

Conversion and  

calling   

Apostle Paul and vision of Christ (Acts 9: 

1-22; 22: 5-16; 26: 12-18)   

The mission to the 

Gentiles  

Baptism of the centurion Cornelius by Apostle  

Peter; congregation established in Antioch (Acts 10-

12)  

The first missionary 

journey  

Barnabas and Paul as envoys (apostles) from  

Antioch (Acts 13-14)  

The apostles’ council  Recognition of exemption from circumcision for the 

Gentile mission (Acts 15)  

The second 

missionary journey  

The gospel on the way to the Greeks (Acts 1618)  

  The arrival of the gospel in Macedonia (Acts 16)  

  Apostle Paul in Athens and Corinth (Acts 17-18)  

The third missionary 

journey  

Apostle Paul in Ephesus, Greece, Troas, Miletus,  

Caesarea, and Jerusalem. Farewell of the  

Apostle Paul (Acts 19-20)  

Trial of Apostle Paul 

and his journey to 

Rome  

Accusation and defence (Acts 21-26).  

Shipwreck, rescue, arrest, and preaching (Acts 27-

28)  

 

 

6. Content of the book of Acts  

 

The prologue (Acts 1: 1-3) links to the Gospel of Luke and binds the book of Acts to the latter. The 

ascension of Jesus is described once again, this time as a farewell of Jesus to His disciples (1: 4-14). 
The farewell words of Jesus announce the spread of the word of God (Acts 1: 8):   

  

• “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be 

witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”  

 Since Judas, the betrayer of Jesus, had committed suicide, another disciple had to be elected as an 

apostle:   

• Acts 1: 26  

“And they cast their lots, and the lot fell on Matthias. And he was numbered with the eleven 

apostles.”  
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The Pentecost event, with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit paved the way for the spread of the gospel 

throughout the world. In the process, the confusion of tongues that had prevailed since the Tower of 

Babel, is suspended. Through a stronger link with God established by Jesus, the Holy Spirit effects a 
new kind of speech and understanding that transcends all linguistic barriers.   

  

• Confusion of tongues: Genesis 11: 6-7  

“And the Lord said, ‘Indeed the people are one and they all have one language, and this is 

what they begin to do; now nothing that they propose to do will be withheld from them. 

Come, let Us go down and there confuse their language, that they may not understand one 

another’s speech.’”   

 

• Reversal of the confusion of tongues: Acts 2: 6-8  

“And when this sound occurred, the multitude came together, and were confused, because 

everyone heard them speak in his own language. Then they were all amazed and marvelled, 

saying to one another, ‘Look, are not all these who speak Galileans? And how is it that we 

hear, each in our own language in which we were born?’”  

The apostles bear witness of Jesus Christ, heal the sick in the name of Jesus, and perform other 
miracles. The members of the church share everything with one another. The first Christian 

persecutions begin (Acts 3-5).   

 

To support the apostles, seven deacons are elected. One of them, Stephen, is arrested and stoned to 

death. In his defence speech, he outlines the salvation history of God with His people. Like Jesus on 

the cross, Stephen intercedes on behalf of his executioners.   

  

• Acts 7: 60  

“Then he knelt down and cried out with a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not charge them with this sin.’ 

And when he had said this, he fell asleep.”   

  The mission to the Gentiles begins in Acts 8-12:   

  

• Philip, one of the deacons, baptises the treasurer (eunuch) from Ethiopia (Acts 8),   

• Apostle Paul is called (Acts 9), and   

• Apostle Peter baptises the Roman centurion Cornelius (Acts 10),  

• Apostle Peter defends the mission to the Gentiles (Acts 11),   

• Paul and Barnabas work in Antioch (Acts 11).   

• Apostle James, the brother of John, the son of Zebedee, is executed (Acts 12).   

Together with Barnabas, Paul begins his first missionary journey, and thereby continues the journeys 
begun by Jesus with His disciples. This missionary journey leads Paul to Cyprus, Antioch in Pisidia, and 

other cities in Asia Minor (Acts 13-14).   

  

The apostles’ council in Jerusalem is at the heart of the book of Acts (Acts 15). Jewish-Christians with 
Pharisaic leanings demand the circumcision of Gentiles desiring to convert to Christianity in order to 

adhere to the Judaic Law.   
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Apostles Peter, Paul, and James, the brother of Jesus, deliver their speeches at the council. A decree 

is ratified and sent to Antioch. It contains certain demands of abstention, similar to those found in 

Leviticus 17-18:   

  

• Acts 15: 23-29  

“The apostles, the elders, and the brethren, to the brethren who are of the Gentiles in Antioch, 

Syria, and Cilicia: Greetings. Since we have heard that some who went out from us have 

troubled you with words, unsettling your souls, saying, ‘You must be circumcised and keep the 

law’—to whom we gave no such commandment—it seemed good to us, being assembled with 

one accord, to send chosen men to you with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, men who have 

risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. We have therefore sent Judas and Silas, 

who will also report the same things by word of mouth. For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, 

and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things: that you abstain 

from things offered to idols, from blood, from things strangled, and from sexual immorality. If 

you keep yourselves from these, you will do well. Farewell.”   

Starting from this point in time, the mission to the Gentiles became possible without the need for 

circumcision or any other limitations.   

  

Apostle Paul now begins his second missionary journey, which leads him, via Asia-Minor, to Greece.   

 

Centres of his mission include the cities of Philippi, Thessalonica, and Corinth. He would later write 

letters to the Christian congregations located there (Acts 16-18).   

  

In Athens, the Apostle delivers an impressive speech before Greek philosophers at the Areopagus, the 

sacred hill of the Athenians (Acts 17) 

 

Things to know: discourses in the book of Acts 

 
The discourses or speeches recorded in the book of Acts are of great significance. 
The Apostles (and on one occasion also deacon Stephen) addressed their words to 

both Jews and Gentiles. So it is that we can distinguish three types of discourses:   

  

• conversion sermons to the Jews (discourses of Apostle Peter in Acts 2, 3, 4, 

5, and 10; the discourse of Stephen in Acts 7, and the discourse of Apostle 

Paul in the Synagogue in Antioch/Pisidia in Acts 13).  

• missionary sermons to the Gentiles (discourse of Barnabas and Paul in Lystra 

in Acts 14 and the discourse of the Apostle in Athens in Acts 17), and   

• the farewell discourses and defences of Paul (farewell discourses to the 

elders in Ephesus in Acts 20; defence before the people in Jerusalem in Acts 

22; defence before governor Felix in Caesarea in Acts 24; defence before king 

Agrippa II in Caesarea in Acts 26).   

The common element to all of these discourses is the message that the resurrection 

of Jesus is the decisive event of salvation, which makes it possible for believers to 
share in the salvation granted by God. Whether these discourses were delivered 
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exactly as they are formulated here is beside the point. In any event, early Christian 

missionaries must have preached in this manner before Jews, Gentiles, and Roman 

officers. 

 
 

 

The third missionary journey leads Apostle Paul to Asia Minor (Galatia, Ephesus, Miletus), Greece, and 
then back to Jerusalem (Acts 18-21).   

 

In Jerusalem Paul is thrown into prison, but he insists on his Roman citizenship and is transferred to 
Caesarea (Acts 21-26). Since Paul has appealed to the emperor in Rome, he is brought to Rome on a 

ship, where he—after a difficult trip that includes a shipwreck—is free to proclaim the word of God, 

even though he is under house arrest (Acts 27-28).   

  

Behind all these events, which are portrayed masterfully in the book of Acts, is the will of God. Apostle 

Paul is led to Rome by the Holy Spirit, in accordance with the plan of God, in order to be a witness for 

Jesus Christ.   

 

7.  Templates for the book of Acts  

 

The author of the book of Acts structured this work—like his Gospel—on the basis of existing narrative 
traditions. Since the author’s method of design is known from the Gospel of Luke (after all, he is 

likewise editing from various sources: the Gospel of Mark, the Logia source Q, and the special content 

of Luke), the traditions he has adopted can be distinguished from his editing.   

  

Here we are more likely dealing with individual manuscripts and firm oral traditions than with 

continuous extant written sources as is the case with the Gospels. The people mentioned in the name 
registers could have served as the source of the traditions (Acts 1: 13; 6: 5; 13: 1-2). Also, while the 

author accompanied Paul on his travels (the “we” passages”), he could have spoken to many people 

in Jerusalem and environs about the history of the early church. The martyrdom of Stephen is 

presumably also taken from one of the narrative traditions available to the author. Even when it comes 

to the miracle accounts, there is also the suggestion that they are based on a previously existing 

tradition, either written or oral.   

 

Things to know: the Antioch Chronicles 

 
The Antioch Chronicles derives its name from the assumption that it contains early 

Christian narrative traditions from the city of Antioch. The significant church 

historian Adolf von Harnack believed that this source was reflected in Acts (Acts 6-
8:4; 11:19-30; 12:25-15:35.) Many researchers, such as Rudolf Pesch, have begun to 

advocate this hypothesis, although the definition of the scope of the source differs 

in details. 
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There are text passages that appear suddenly in the second half of the book of Acts (and disappear 

just as suddenly), which are written in the first person plural (using the pronoun “we”) and give the 

impression that they are written by an eyewitnesses (Acts 16: 10-17; 20: 5-15; 21: 1-18; 27:1-28: 16).  

  

These “we”-passages primarily incorporate the miracles worked by Apostle Paul, and are considered 

by many exegetes to be a continuous source presumed to have been authored by either Paul’s 
companion, Timothy, or Luke himself.  Luke could have made travel notes set in chronological order 

(a common practice at the time), consulting his hosts at various stopovers and other eyewitnesses, 

which was later filled out with detail as he composed Acts.  

  

8.  The theology of the book of Acts   

 

Luke is one evangelist who comes quite close to the Hellenistic understanding (not the modern one!) 
of biography in his writings. He links this work to the missionary history of the apostles Peter and Paul.   

  

Luke connects his Gospel and the book of Acts with his theology of the way. In the Gospel of Luke, 

Jesus pursues His way through the whole Jewish land of Galilee on His way to Jerusalem (cf. Luke 23: 
5; cf. Acts 10: 37 et seq. The travel account in Luke 9:51-19:28 is particularly significant in this respect).   

  

In the book of Acts, “the way”, a name by which also early Christians called themselves (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 
23; 22:4; 24:14, 22), winds itself from Jerusalem to the Gentile world.  The mission or “the way” of 

Jesus has now become the mission of the church. The theological and historical guiding principle of 

Luke is that there is an essential relationship between Jesus and the church. This “way” is intended to 
become universal as Jesus expanded His missionary mandate: to the end of the earth (Acts 1: 8).    

 

Jesus and church also belong together because the memory of Jesus is preserved in the preaching of 

the early church. Luke also explains the affiliation between Jesus and church by his view of history as 
the place of God’s agency. This is why he explains the salvation history of Israel, a salvation history 

that has been continued by Jesus and the early church.  At the centre of this salvation history is 

Jerusalem, the place to which Jesus had to go, and from where the Gospel spreads out. 

  

The missionary travels of Apostle Paul are also described by Luke in such a way that Jerusalem is always 

the starting point (Acts 12: 25; 15; 18: 22).  

 

The book of Acts concludes with the reference to the proclamation of the gospel in Rome, which is 

initiated by Apostle Paul (Acts 28: 28).   

  

Luke regards the development of the way as a sign that this way was defined and inspired by the Spirit 

of God. God’s Spirit, who had already effected the virgin birth of Jesus (Luke 1: 35) defines Jesus’ public 

activity (Luke 4: 1, 14, 18, inter alia) from the time of His baptism (Luke 3: 22). He also enables the 
post-Easter witnesses to credibly and understandably preach the gospel (Acts 1: 5; 2: 4, 17 et seq. 

inter alia). Christianity itself is portrayed as the way in the book of Acts:   

  

• Acts 16: 17  

The way of salvation  

• Acts 18: 25  

The way of the Lord   
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• Acts 18: 26  

The way of God  

The continuity between Jesus and the early church comes into being through the circle of the twelve 

Apostles, which—in the writings of Luke—only includes eyewitnesses of the life, activity, and 
resurrection of Jesus. If one of these fall out, another is selected to replace him (Matthias).   

  

Like Jesus, the apostles perform miracles (however, in His name, not through their own power).  Like 
Jesus, they are persecuted (Peter, John, Paul), and die for their faith (James).   

 

Paul and Barnabas are only described as apostles in Acts 14:4, 14, but nowhere else in the book of 

Acts. Here the term ‘apostle’ means “one who has been sent out as an emissary of a congregation”, 
namely the congregation in Antioch (where the elders also consecrate the both of them).  This, in 

principle, is therefore not a designation of a ministry (yet in Paul’s epistles, he understood himself to 

be an Apostle called by Jesus Himself). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

26 New Testament | The Synoptic Gospels and Acts (Part 2) 

 

3.3  Miracle accounts in the New Testament   
 

 

In this section we will familiarise ourselves with the 

miracles of Jesus. In addition, we will take a look at the 

understanding of miracles in both antiquity and the 

modern world. Beyond that, we will explore forms and 

genres of miracles accounts in the New Testament.  

 

 

 
1. Concerning the term ‘miracle’  

 

1.1 What is a miracle?  

 

Miracles are extraordinary events that cause a great impression and seem incomprehensible because 

they transcend the usual order of things.   

 

1.2 Modern understanding of miracles   

 

Today people speak of miracles when something contrary to the familiar natural order occurs, which 

cannot be categorised by the scientific worldview.  

  

In casual speech, modern man understands miracles as something surprising and astonishing, even 

when the order of nature is not contradicted in the process.   

  

Example:   

  

• “The miracle of Lengede”   

“The miracle of Lengede” is the designation for a dramatic and spectacular rescue of eleven 

miners from an iron ore mine near Lengede in 1963. Fourteen days after the accident, in which 

their co-workers were buried the trapped men were saved miraculously. They had actually 

lost all hope of rescue, for which reason the events and their happy ending are described as a 

miracle.   

1.3 Ancient understanding of miracles  

 

The modern conception that a miracle must be contrary to the natural order is actually foreign to the 
New Testament and its environment.   

  

Reason: the worldview of the people of antiquity did not yet have any conception of natural laws, as 

these were only discovered by modern physics.   

  

In the ancient mind, a miracle represented a sensational event that was beyond the usual or habitual, 

and pointed to the agency of a divine power. According to the ancient conception, the miracle thus 
allowed for the presence and effect of divine powers to be experienced.    
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These divine powers can be directly experienced in the exorcism of demons, the healing of the sick, 

influence over nature, and the raising of the dead.  A general contradiction to the natural order is not 

necessarily perceived in the process.   

  

1.3.1  Example of a miracle account from antiquity  

 

Many accounts of miracles have been handed down to us from antiquity, especially from the 

Hellenistic period (from ca. 300 BC to 30 BC). However, the Roman Imperial period is also filled with 

accounts of miracles.  

  

Following is an excerpt from the Apellas inscription (Greek, second century AD). Marcellus Julius 
Appellas, after whom the inscription is known, is healed in the sanctuary of Asclepius in Epidaurus.  

  

• He relates:  

“ I, M. Julius Apellas, […] was called by the god, as I often fell sick and suffered from digestive 

disorders, […] when I had arrived at the sanctuary, he ordered me to cover my head for two 

days, upon which the rains fell; he told me to consume cheese and bread, and celery and 

lettuce, […] to bathe alone and give the bath master an Attican drachma, to sacrifice to 

Asclepius [...]. He also ordered me to write all of this down. With a thankful heart, and having 

been healed, I bade farewell.”   

In the writings of the Roman historian Josephus, who was of Jewish descent and is already familiar to 

us, there is an eye-witness description of a miracle (Antiquities of the Jews 8: 46-48).   

  

• He relates:  

“[…] For I have seen a certain man of my own country, whose name was Eleazar, releasing 

people that were demoniac in the presence of Vespasian, and his sons, and his captains, and 

the whole multitude of his soldiers. The manner of the cure was this: he put a ring that had a 

foot of one of those sorts mentioned by Solomon to the nostrils of the demoniac, after which 

he drew out the demon through his nostrils; and when the man fell down immediately, he 

abjured him to return into him no more, making still mention of Solomon, and reciting the 

incantations which he composed. And when Eleazar would persuade and demonstrate to the 

spectators that he had such a power, he set a little way off a cup or basin full of water, and 

commanded the demon, as he went out of the man, to overturn it, and thereby to let the 

spectators know that he had left the man …”   

The exorcism of the demon occurs here with various aids, and the success is displayed for show in 

drastic fashion. Numerous healings and miracles about the emperor Vespasian, who is mentioned in 
the text, are also handed down to us in the works of Suetonius, Tacitus, Pliny, and other Roman 

authors.  

 

1.4  Biblical understanding of miracles  

 

The biblical understanding of miracles picks up on various features of the ancient understanding of 

miracles, however, it also distinguishes itself from the latter.   
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1.4.1  Linguistic expressions for miracles  

 

The terms with which these miracles are described (for example, thauma or arete) already refer to 
the differences between the general understanding of miracles in antiquity and that of the New 

Testament.   

 

The Greek language uses the terms thauma (“attraction”, “point of interest”) and arete (“heroic 

deed”) to capture miracles in language. These terms are hardly used in the New Testament, however.   

The New Testament almost exclusively uses the following terms to denote “miracles”:   

  

• dynamis ...  

... which means “act of power”.   

 This illustrates Jesus’ evidence of power and the power of God revealed within it.  For example:  

  

• Mark 6: 2  

“And when the Sabbath had come, He began to teach in the synagogue. And many hearing 

Him were astonished, saying, ‘Where did this Man get these things? And what wisdom is this 

which is given to Him, that such mighty works are performed by His hands!’”   

 

• semeion ...   

... which means “sign”.   

This is the term that is preferred in the Gospel of John.   

Example:   

 

• John 2: 11  

“This beginning of signs Jesus did in Cana of Galilee, and manifested His glory; and His disciples 

believed in Him.”   

 

Things to know: miracles as signs of Jesus’ glory 

 
At the conclusion of the narrative about the wedding in Cana, it is pointed out that 
this was the “beginning of signs” that Jesus performed.   

  

The point of this event is not the miraculous element itself, but rather the fact that 
Jesus thereby reveals His glory. This signifies considerably more than a miracle.   

  

The result of this sign is the belief of the disciples.    
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• ergon ...  

... which means “work”.   

This term describes the miracles of Jesus as works assigned to Jesus, in which the oneness of Jesus 

with God comes to expression.   

  

• Example: John 9: 3  

“Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned, but that the works of God should 

be revealed in him.’”   

With all of these terms, the relationship of miracles and the natural order remains outside our scope.   

  

Why?  

  

• The New Testament’s miracle accounts have no interest in statements of natural science.   

• The miracles accounts endeavour to open peoples’ eyes to the salvific presence of God.   

1.5  Significance of the miracles of Jesus  

 

Miracle accounts do not occur in isolation in the New Testament, but rather always in connection with 

the preaching of Jesus or the Apostles (Acts 5: 12; 9: 36-42).   

  

• Acts 9: 36-42  

The raising of the dead woman Tabitha: “And it became known throughout all Joppa, and 

many believed on the Lord.”   

• Matthew 11: 5  

“The blind see and the lame walk; the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear; the dead are 

raised up and the poor have the gospel preached to them.”   

Miracles and the preaching of the gospel are indications of the presence of the kingdom of God in 
Jesus Christ.   

 

The miraculous deeds of Jesus have an expressed eschatological character. They are indications of the 

fact that God has begun to act decisively in Jesus Christ, and that the rule of God has begun to dawn 

in Him.   

 

“Nowhere else do we find the miraculous deeds of any earthly itinerant preacher that are supposed 

to be understood as the end of the old world and the beginning of a new world” (Gerd Theissen). This 

is thus only the case with Jesus.   

 

2.  Historicity of the miracles   

 

The question of the historicity of the New Testament’s miracle accounts is among the most disputed 

theological subjects of the last three centuries.   

 

Up until well into the modern period, the miracle narratives were understood as real interventions of 

God in the events of nature.   
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This idea was already called into question in the time of the Enlightenment—that is, in the eighteenth 

century. In the era of the Enlightenment, reason was the highest authority of thought. There was no 

more room in this worldview for miracle accounts, and so they were rationally explained, which 
means, explained in such a fashion that they could be intellectually understood.    

 

2.1  Rational explanations  

 

Rationalistic explanations of miracles can be characterised as “historical adaptation attempts” (Ruben 

Zimmermann):  The biblical miracle event is adapted to the modern worldview. The elements that 

would have appeared miraculous in antiquity are explained away using scientific or medical methods.   

  

• At the end of the eighteenth and the start of the nineteenth centuries, the rationalism of the 

Enlightenment gained its strongest influence on theology.   

• Reason was to be the standard even for the Christian faith, and so people attempted to explain 

these miracles as natural events.   

• Those elements that contradicted the laws of nature were simply “interpreted out of” the 

New Testament narratives, so to speak.   

The theologians  

  

• Carl Friedrich Bahrdt (1741-1892)   

• Carl Heinrich Venturini (1768-1849)   

• the primary proponent of Rationalism and consistent disciple of Kant, Hermann Eberhard 

Gottlob Paulus (1761-1851) ...   

... wrote books about the life of Jesus, and gave the following natural explanations for the miracles:   

  

• When walking on the water, Jesus was actually walking on timbers floating in the water.   

• At the miraculous feeding, large amounts of bread were stored in a cave ahead of time, which 

the participants did not know.   

• At the calming of the storm on the sea, the storm simply stopped abruptly.   

• The miraculous healings and demon exorcisms were due to the fact that Jesus had a better 

understanding of healing remedies and medical techniques than His contemporaries.   

• The dead whom Jesus brought back to life only seemed to be dead in reality. Jesus recognised 

this on account of His great knowledge.   

• Those who were possessed were in reality only people with nervous disorders, whose 

encounter with Jesus led to an increased outbreak of their disease, followed by a recovery.   

The standards for the interpretation of miracles in New Testament scholarship, which are still being 

discussed today, were established by the German theologian David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874).   

  

Strauss interprets miracles as unhistorical and mythological events which were intended to prove that 

Jesus is the Messiah with references to the Old Testament. Although Strauss acknowledges individual 
demonic exorcisms and healings, he maintains that these events were gradually distorted by the 

evangelists until they fit into their theological concept. He categorises the raising of the dead and 

miracles of nature as completely unhistorical.   
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Accordingly, the models for Jesus’ raising of the dead and multiplication of bread are the 

corresponding Old Testament accounts of Elijah and Elisha.   

 

2.2  Existential and psychological explanations  

 

The existential and psychological explanation pattern (for example, according to Rudolf Bultmann or 

Eugen Drewermann) can be understood as “symbolic miracle interpretation” (Ruben Zimmermann). 

The miracle narrative is thus applied to a “higher”, symbolic level of meaning.    

 

Things to know: existential signifance of the biblical miracles 

 
Existential interpretation regards the biblical texts as having taken place in the past. 

It then seeks statements on what these texts have to do with the lives of present-

day believers. To this end, the biblical miracle narratives must be interpreted and 
lifted to a higher level of meaning.  For example:  

  

According to the Bible, Jesus calms the storm on the sea…   

  

• ... today He calms the storms of our (faith) life.      

 

 

 

2.2.1 Existential explanations  

 

Using religious-historical comparison and form-critical methods, the New Testament scholar Rudolf 

Bultmann interpreted the miracles of Jesus as time-conditioned notions rooted in the mythological 

worldview of antiquity.   

 

According to him, the sources of the miracle accounts were not the life and activity of Jesus, but rather 

popular Hellenistic miracle stories.   

  

Bultmann and his school emphasise that inquiry into the true events is not theologically appropriate. 

The miracles need only be perceived as symbolic testimonies of faith, as preached images of the early 

church.   

  

• “The Messianic miracle accounts only seem to relate extraordinary events from the life of the 

earthly Jesus. In truth, they proclaim that which God has done upon this community— and 

desires to do for the world—through Jesus as the Christ, that is, through the crucified and 

risen Lord. They attest to the present activity of the Lord, in Christian preaching, upon blind, 

lost, and unfree human beings.” (Walter Schmithals, in: Schmithals, Walter: Wunder und 

Glaube [Miracles and faith]. Neukirchen-Vluyn 1970, pp 25 et seq.)  

2.2.2  Psychological explanations  

 

The Catholic theologian Eugen Drewermann is regarded as the founder of depth-psychological miracle 

interpretation. Drewermann interprets biblical texts from a depth psychological perspective, 
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especially using images and symbols developed by the psychoanalyst C.G. Jung in his theory of 

archetypes. In His healings, Jesus lifts the sick to a level removed from our reason, namely to the level 

of the subconscious. The healing occurs because the sick are brought back into a state of harmony 
with themselves and the natural order. The psychosomatic diagnoses of these sicknesses by Eugen 

Drewermann are, at times, quite imaginative and not always easy to comprehend, however.   

  

• Drewermann interprets the raising of the dead as liberation from hypnotic catalepsy or 

akinesia.   

In his interpretation of the raising of the dead, it becomes clear that Drewermann has quite an affinity 

to the rationalistic explanation models of the early nineteenth century.   

 

3. Modern theology  

 

Current theological discourse has been increasingly emphasising historical motifs in the New 

Testament miracle tradition. Considerably more reliability is being assigned to miracle accounts than 
in the fifties and sixties. In the more recent past, theologians have been seeking a path that goes 

beyond a metaphorical or rationalising understanding of miracles.   

  

This is also associated with an attempt to respect the conception of reality in antiquity, which is foreign 

to us, and not to consider our natural scientific worldview as an absolute.   

 

3.1 Socio-historical explanations  

 

According to Gerd Theissen (Theißen, Gerd: Urchristliche Wundergeschichten. 5. Aufl. [Early Christian 

miracle stories, fifth edition], Gütersloh 1987), the miracle narratives can only be understood by taking 
into account the social realities behind them.   

  

• The living conditions of the time are revealed in many miracle narratives (for example the 

woman with the flow of blood in Mark 5: 25-34, who only goes to Jesus after having paid a 

fortune to doctors).   

• Belief in miracles and resorting to itinerant charismatic healers are a phenomenon of the 

lower classes.   

• Miracle accounts make the impression of stories of hope for the little person, who symbolically 

escapes his need. They allow people to feel confidence in victory instead of resignation.   

• By raising opposition to real circumstances, miracle stories point to the possibility of 

overcoming misery and need, and in so doing, advocate for an alternative social practice.   

• Miracles reflect the blueprint of an alternative world that calls for realisation (they thus have 

a Utopian potential).   

3.2 Acceptance of differing perceptions of reality   

 

As a “third approach” a newer trail is being blazed in the effort to interpret miracles. Its main 

advocates are Klaus Berger, Stefan Alkier, and Bernhard Dressler. The foreign conception of reality 

inherent in New Testament miracles, which is so disconcerting to modern man, is respected and not 

interpreted away. Jesus’ miracles can no longer be proven today. Klaus Berger (born 1940) called them 

“soft facts”, in contrast to the “hard facts” associated with the natural order described by modern 
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physics. The soft facts are part of a conception of reality defined by mythical-mystical perception and 

experience with its own logic, which does not necessarily have to be untrue or irrational today. The 

theologian Klaus Berger defines miracles as “numinously substantiated, reality-changing, and 
astonishing experiences of power. As such, the miracle is effected between God (or a deity), His 

representatives (messengers), and the receiver of the miracle, which entails there at least three 

parties involved.” Numinous means that the miracles are not attributed to the power of a human 

being, but to a “divine superior power”.   

  

Stefan Alkier and Bernhard Dressler understand the New Testament’s miracle accounts as alien 

worlds that must be explored anew without measuring them against our conception of reality 

beforehand.   

  

• “We must not read our cultural knowledge, our rationalisms, or our sentiments into the 

biblical narratives if they are really to remain biblical narratives, and if we do not allow them 

to tell what we have already known and have always thought.”  (S. Alkier/B. Dressler: 

Wundergeschichten als fremde Welten lesen lernen. In: B. Dressler u. M. Meyer-Blank (Hrsg.): 

Religion zeigen [Learning to read miracle accounts as alien worlds. In: B. Dressler and M. 

MeyerBlank (Publ). Munich 1998, pp 163-187; p. 183.)  

In the English world, much research is also being done to avoid ethnocentric and anachronistic 

readings of the Biblical text. Many of these scholars are associated with the “Context Group”, such as 
Bruce J. Malina, K. C. Hanson, John H. Elliott, Richard L. Rohrbaugh, John J. Pilch, John S. Kloppenborg, 

Denis Duling, Philip Esler, Douglas E. Oakman, Jerome Neyrey, Wolfgang Stegemann, S. Scott Bartchy, 
and Ernest Van Eck, to name but a few.  

  

4. Form and content of the miracles  

 

The religious-historical research of the beginning of the twentieth century explored the form and 

structure of ancient miracle healings. In so doing, classical philologists and religious scholars such as 

Richard Reitzenstein (1861-1931) discovered many commonalities, but also some differences between 
ancient miracle stories and those of the New Testament. The New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann 

drew upon Hellenistic miracle stories as a comparison and reference for the description of the miracle 

narratives in the New Testament and established a system of generic classification of miracle 
narratives. Other scholars, such as Gerd Theissen, unlocked the commonalities in structure and motif 

of miracle stories with the aid of linguistic and literary scientific methodology. Accordingly, form 

history allows for the New Testament miracle stories to be divided into the following forms and 
genres:   

 

4.1 Healing of the sick (therapies)  

 

Jesus healed the sick, the blind, the lame, the deaf, and the lepers. These healings of the sick are an 

indicator of the divine nature of Jesus Christ, who acts exactly as God spoke of Himself to Israel: “For 

I am the Lord who heals you” (Exodus 15: 26). One of these miracles is the healing of a paralytic in 

Capernaum (Mark 2: 1-12), to whom Jesus first says: “Son, your sins are forgiven you” (verse 5). The 

scribes regarded this to be blasphemy. However, the Lord made it clear that He had as much power 

to forgive sins as to heal the sick. The miracles of healing are all closely associated with the faith of the 

person in question. The healing of the sick is known by the technical term ‘therapies’.   
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Example:  

  

• Mark 5: 34   

“And He said to her, ‘Daughter, your faith has made you well. Go in peace, and be healed of 

your affliction.’”   

The healings of the sick are directly related to the dawn of the Messianic era of salvation and the 

appearing of the Son of God among mankind.   

   

Example:  

  

• Matthew 11: 5  

“The blind see and the lame walk; the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear; the dead are 

raised up and the poor have the gospel preached to them.’”   

4.2 Exorcism of demons  

 

The exorcism of demons is to be distinguished from the healing of the sick. In the ancient worldview, 

demons are the cause of disease and possession. In the religious-historical context, demons are often 

regarded as fallen angels. Only God or the Messiah of God (Jesus) can offer protection against demons.   

  

The miraculous deeds of Jesus include the exorcism of evil spirits (Mark 1: 23-28). Jesus Christ was 
even recognised as Lord by the demons themselves (Mark 3: 11). What becomes clear here is that evil 

is not an independent power, but rather one that is subordinate to the power of God—and the time 

of its destructive rule and its influence on mankind has come to an end with the appearance of Jesus 

Christ (Luke 11: 20).   

  

An exorcism is the enduring and total banishment of a demon from a possessed individual.   

  

Examples:  

  

• Matthew 12: 28  

“But if I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, surely the kingdom of God has come upon you.”   

• Mark 5: 12-13  

“So all the demons begged Him, saying, ‘Send us to the swine, that we may enter them.’ And 

at once Jesus gave them permission. Then the unclean spirits went out and entered the swine 

(there were about two thousand); and the herd ran violently down the steep place into the 

sea, and drowned in the sea.”   

4.3  Raising the dead  

 

The Gospels relate three cases in which the Lord called departed people back to life: the daughter of 
Jairus (Matthew 9: 18-26), the young man of Nain (Luke 7: 13-15), and Lazarus (John 11: 1-44). Before 

the raising of Lazarus, Jesus revealed Himself with the fundamental words: “I am the resurrection and 

the life. He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live. And whoever lives and believes in 
Me shall never die” (John 11: 25-26). Jesus Christ not only had the power to raise the dead—He Himself 
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is the resurrection. The raising of the dead is a symbolic reference to the fact that belief in Jesus Christ 

signifies victory over death, and thus eternal life.    

  

Examples:  

  

• Mark 5: 41-42  

“Then He took the child by the hand, and said to her, ‘Talitha, cumi,’ which is translated, ‘Little 

girl, I say to you, arise.’ Immediately the girl arose and walked…”   

• Luke 7: 14-15  

“Then He came and touched the open coffin, and those who carried him stood still. And He 

said, ‘Young man, I say to you, arise.’ So he who was dead sat up and began to speak. And He 

presented him to his mother.”   

4.4  Miracles of nature (miracles of deliverance)  

 

When the Lord commanded the wind and sea to be calm, His power over the elements was revealed. 

(Matthew 8: 23-27, inter alia). His dominion over the forces of nature underlines the Creatorship of 

the Son of God, the “eternal Word of the Father”, who was before all creation (John 1: 1-3).    

  

Mark 4: 35-41 (Matthew 8: 23-27; Luke 8: 22-25) relates that Jesus set off in a boat on Lake 

Gennessaret with His disciples in the company of other boats.    

  

• “And a great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so that it was already filling. 

But He was in the stern, asleep on a pillow. And they awoke Him and said to Him, ‘Teacher, do 

You not care that we are perishing?’” (verses 37-38).   

Jesus is therefore sleeping peacefully while His companions become increasingly alarmed at the raging 

powers of nature and begin to fear for their lives. Jesus does not immediately respond to the question 
of the disciples. First and foremost, His response consists of composed action: “Then He arose and 

rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, ‘Peace, be still!’ And the wind ceased and there was a great 

calm” (Vers 39). At the command of the Lord, the forces of nature calm down, and a “great calm” 

settles in.   

 

4.5  Feeding miracles  

 

All the Gospels relate of the feeding of the five thousand (Mark 6: 30-44 inter alia), and beyond that, 
Matthew and Mark also record the feeding of the four thousand (Matthew 15: 32-39; Mark 8: 1-9). 

On the one hand, these events recall that God fed His people in the wilderness, and on the other hand, 
they are a reference to Holy Communion: “I am the living bread which came down from heaven. If 

anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever; and the bread that I shall give is My flesh, which I shall 

give for the life of the world” (John 6: 51).  

  

• Matthew 14: 13-21  

“When Jesus heard it, He departed from there by boat to a deserted place by Himself. But 

when the multitudes heard it, they followed Him on foot from the cities. And when Jesus went 

out He saw a great multitude; and He was moved with compassion for them, and healed their 

sick. When it was evening, His disciples came to Him, saying, ‘This is a deserted place, and the 
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hour is already late. Send the multitudes away, that they may go into the villages and buy 

themselves food.’ But Jesus said to them, ‘They do not need to go away. You give them 

something to eat.’ And they said to Him, ‘We have here only five loaves and two fish.’ He said, 

‘Bring them here to Me.’ Then He commanded the multitudes to sit down on the grass. And 

He took the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up to heaven, He blessed and broke and 

gave the loaves to the disciples; and the disciples gave to the multitudes. So they all ate and 

were filled, and they took up twelve baskets full of the fragments that remained. Now those 

who had eaten were about five thousand men, besides women and children”   

 The feeding of the five thousand is repeated, so to speak, in the feeding of the four thousand, which 

is related in Mark 8: 1-9 and Matthew 15: 32-29.   

 

4.6  Gift miracles  

 

Those miracles in which human beings receive an abundance of earthly gifts are signs of the divinity 

of Jesus Christ and the proximity of the kingdom of God. Examples of this include Peter’s great catch 
of fish (Luke 5: 1-11) and the events at the wedding in Cana, when Jesus transforms water into wine 

(John 2: 1-11).    

  

Example: the great catch of fish  

  

• Luke 5: 1-11  

“So it was, as the multitude pressed about Him to hear the word of God, that He stood by the 

Lake of Gennesaret, and saw two boats standing by the lake; but the fishermen had gone from 

them and were washing their nets. Then He got into one of the boats, which was Simon’s, and 

asked him to put out a little from the land. And He sat down and taught the multitudes from 

the boat. When He had stopped speaking, He said to Simon, ‘Launch out into the deep and let 

down your nets for a catch.’ But Simon answered and said to Him, ‘Master, we have toiled all 

night and caught nothing; nevertheless at Your word I will let down the net.’ And when they 

had done this, they caught a great number of fish, and their net was breaking. So they signalled 

to their partners in the other boat to come and help them. And they came and filled both the 

boats, so that they began to sink. When Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, 

saying, ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!’ For he and all who were with him were 

astonished at the catch of fish which they had taken; and so also were James and John, the 

sons of Zebedee, who were partners with Simon. And Jesus said to Simon, ‘Do not be afraid. 

From now on you will catch men.’ So when they had brought their boats to land, they forsook 

all and followed Him.”  

5.  Structure of miracle narratives  

 

The miracle narratives of antiquity have a structure that can be restructured using form criticism:   

  

• Introduction: persons are introduced, situation is described   

• Exposition: name and specification of suffering, plea to the healer   

• Event/focus: the healing is performed (either with a word of healing, remedy, saliva, etc.)   
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• Conclusion: demonstration of success, praise of the multitude (“choral conclusion”)   

 

This can be illustrated concretely on the basis of a simple miracle account (the healing of Peter’s 
mother-in-law, Mark 1: 29-31):   

  

• Introduction: persons are introduced, situation is described:   

“Now as soon as they had come out of the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and 

Andrew, with James and John.”   

• Exposition: name and specification of suffering, plea to the healer:   

“But Simon’s wife’s mother lay sick with a fever, and they told Him about her at once.”   

• Event/focus: the healing is performed:  

“So He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up, and immediately the fever left her.”   

• Conclusion: demonstration of success:  

“And she served them.”   

Note: the unadulterated form of the miracle healing is barely ever possible to find. There are almost 

always deviations in the form of the miracle account.   

 

6. Redaction-critical notes  

 

Redaction criticism concerns itself with the structuring of the narrative material by the evangelists 

and, in a second step, their respective theology. With regard to the miracle stories, the following 
findings have been made:   

  

6.1 The Gospel of Mark  

 

In the Gospel of Mark, healings (therapies) and demon exorcisms are prominent. Yet Mark also tells 

of miracles of deliverance and gift miracles, as well as of epiphanies, in order to demonstrate the 

divine power of Jesus.    

  

The miraculous deeds of Jesus occur in relationship to Jesus’ preaching. The proclamation of the word 

and the miracle narratives complement one another. It is thereby that Mark relativeses the miracles, 

which the reader/listener is not to overestimate:   

  

One must not merely regard Jesus as a miracle worker, but instead follow the entirety of His path, 

all the way to the cross.   

 

6.2 The Gospel of Matthew  

 

The Gospel of Matthew emphasises the power of Jesus to perform miracles, but also builds this subject 

matter into other theological or Christological constructs.   

  

Matthew interprets Jesus’ miracles as the fulfilment of the prophecy of Isaiah (Matthew 8: 17; Isaiah 

53: 4). Beyond that, he strongly associates the Markan miracle stories with Jesus’ person and word in 
his redaction.   



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

38 New Testament | The Synoptic Gospels and Acts (Part 2) 

 

Matthew updates the miracle stories for the benefit of the believers in his time (sea storm, walking 

on the sea). These are reflected in the disciples. They are to follow Him, but are nevertheless of little 

faith.   

 

6.3 The Gospel of Luke / Acts  

 

The Gospel of Luke takes a great interest in passing along miracle accounts:   

  

• In addition to his sources in the Gospel of Mark and the Logia source, he includes yet another 

five miracle stories from his own special content.   

Luke portrays Jesus as an eschatological Prophet by recording Jesus’ inaugural sermon in Nazareth 

(Luke 4:16-30), where Jesus refers to Isaiah 61:1-2 and 58:6, and by sharing Jesus’ reference to miracle 
stories from the prophetic tradition, namely the Elijah-Elisha stories (Luke 4:25-27).  In Acts, miracles 

accompany the success of the early Christian mission. The Apostles perform miracles in the name of 

Jesus.   

 

6.4 Miracles in the Gospel of John  

 

In addition to the Synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of John has another, separate, conception of miracles. 

According to the Gospel of John, Jesus performs seven miracles.   

  

• The miracle of turning water into wine in Cana (John 2:1-12)   

• The healing of the son of the nobleman in Capernaum (John 4:43-54)   

• The healing of the paralytic at the pool of Bethesda on the Sabbath (John 5:1-18)   

• The feeding of the people by the Sea of Tiberias (John 6:1-15)   

• Walking on the sea (John 6:16-21)   

• The healing of the man born blind by the pool of Siloam (John 9:1-12)   

• The raising of Lazarus (John 11:1-57)   

Each of the miracles of Jesus has a different objective:   

  

• the miracle of the wine in Cana saves a wedding, which is a celebration of life, and thereby 

reinforces the divinely desired relationship between husband and wife.   

• the healing of the nobleman saves the life of a child and thereby the relationship between 

father and son.   

• the healing of the paralytic is a sign of the great deliverance to come.   

• the feeding of the people constitutes the people of God as a meal fellowship.   

• the walk on the sea reveals Jesus as God for us.   

• the healing of the man blind from birth reveals Jesus as the Light of the World, and   

• the raising of Lazarus is a herald of the resurrection and our participation in the life of Jesus.   

The constant change in places where the miracles take place is also conspicuous. Is Jesus thus trying 

to demonstrate that He desires to save all of Israel?   

  

John refers to the miracles of Jesus as “signs” (semeia), because they are a references to Jesus’ 

mandate to declare God (John 1: 18). These signs reveal the “glory” of Jesus (John 2:11; cf. 6: 1621). 
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The term ‘sign’ is practically reserved for the miracles of Jesus (cf. John 6:26; 7:31; 9:16; 10:41; 11:47; 

12:18, 38), but is expanded at the end (John 20:30) to include His appearances on Easter. After all, the 

miracle of all miracles is the resurrection.   

 

The miracles of Jesus are to awaken faith, however, this faith will remain superficial if it merely 

perceives these miracles as miracles, and not as signs. If this faith is able to read these miracles as 
signs of the revelation of Jesus’ divinity, it will become deeper.    

 

Explanations concerning miracles in the Catechism of the NAC 

 
All four Gospels of the New Testament handed down to us in writing—Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John—testify unanimously of the miracles of Jesus as real events 

that attest to Jesus’ Messiahship. Accordingly, the Catechism does not advocate any 
rationalistic, existential, or symbolic interpretations of miracles.   

  

In theological terms, the miracles of Jesus are indicators of the merciful care of God 

for suffering people. They are events of revelation in that they illustrate Christ’s 

glory (John 2: 11) and His divine authority (John 5: 21).   

  

In its generic definition of the miracle accounts, the Catechism conforms to the 

general conception of New Testament form-critical exegesis and likewise 

distinguishes the following:   

 

Healing of the sick, casting out evil spirits, raising the dead, miracles of nature, 
miracles of feeding, gift miracles. (See CNAC 3.4.8.5) 
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3.4  The parables of Jesus   
 

 

“Parables are God’s picture book”—that is how theologian 

Helmut Thielicke describes the parables of Jesus. In so 

doing, he himself is using an analogy, namely a metaphor, 

in order to make clear the definition of a parable.   

 

In the parables of Jesus, it is possible to recognise God as 

if in a picture book, namely by way of images—not in 

scholarly speeches. In this lesson we will become 

acquainted with such figurative comparisons, examine 

various forms of analogies, and practise interpreting 

parables using a number of typical examples.    

 

 

 
1.  What is an analogy?  

 

1.1 Analogies in general  

 

An analogy is a figurative linguistic expression used to illustrate a situation by way of a comparison. 

Beyond that, an analogy can be a self-contained construct incorporated as an argument into a speech 
or text. It does not represent itself alone. In classical rhetoric, analogies represent the lowest rung in 

the ladder of comparisons used as rhetorical devices.   

 

In his textbook on rhetoric, Quintilian, a teacher of oratory, categorised analogies as a means of 

convincing simple farmers and uneducated people.   

 

However, it is assumed that Jesus made use of analogies precisely because He wanted to explain His 

message to the uneducated classes among His contemporaries.  

  

1.2 The term ‘analogy’   

 

Beyond that, the term ‘anology’ has two other meanings:   

  

• It describes both a figurative image in general…  

• …and a form of figurative expression, namely the parable in the narrower sense.   

Many parables of Jesus, for example the parable of the mustard seed (Mark 4: 30-32), the parable of 

the leaven (Luke 13: 21), and the parable of the lost coin (Luke 15: 8-10) are actually parables in the 

narrower sense.    

 

In our lesson we will occupy ourselves with these analogies of Jesus, that is, with parables in the 
narrower sense.   
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1.3 The analogical narrative   

 

An analogical narrative is a parable that has been creatively developed into a comprehensive story.  
However, the terminology is often very differently used in the field. Some exegetes call every parable 

of Jesus an analogical narrative. Other exegetes only regard the more exhaustive parables, such as 

that of the prodigal son, as analogical narratives.   

 

Parables, here, analogical narratives, are among the most outstanding elements of Jesus’ preaching in 

the Synoptic Gospels.   

  

• When Jesus acts, as we saw in our last lesson, He often acts by performing miracles.   

• When Jesus preaches, it is often in the form of analogies.   

The main theme of the parables of Jesus is the kingdom of God, which comes to expression in both its 

present manifestation as well as its future manifestation. They illustrate the powerful coming of the 

kingdom of God from very unlikely and modest beginnings (for example, the parable of the sower 
[Mark 4: 1-9], of the mustard seed [Mark 4: 30-32] and of the leaven [Luke 13: 2021]) and the appeal 

for decisive action in view of the kingdom of God (parable of the hidden treasure, and the parable of 
the pearl of great price [Matthew 13: 44-46]).   

  

1.4 Concerning the tradition history of the parables of Jesus  

 

These analogical narratives have been handed down to us without any indication of the context in 
which they originated. This is hardly surprising, given the long way this tradition had to take from the 

time of Jesus’ activity prior to His resurrection to the time of the church that only began collecting oral 
accounts of the parables of the Lord after Jesus’ resurrection.   

 

The situational details in the Gospels derive primarily from the evangelists, who would likely already 

have had these analogical narratives available to them in written collections.   

 

Thus it is no longer possible to link these analogical narratives to any specific situation in Jesus’ life, or 

explain them on the basis of any such situation. It is no longer possible to reconstruct when and where 

Jesus told the individual parables.   

  

In this context, the view of Jesus’ parables in the Gospel of Mark is rather curious. According to Mark, 

Jesus relates parables, but only explains them to His disciples. In contrast to the other Gospels, the 
mystery of the parables remains hidden to the masses:   

• Mark 4: 10-11  

“But when He was alone, those around Him with the twelve asked Him about the parable. And 

He said to them, ‘To you it has been given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God; but to 

those who are outside, all things come in parables.’”  

On the other hand, this mystery is revealed to the disciples as something of a secret doctrine:    

• Mark 4: 33-34  

“And with many such parables He spoke the word to them as they were able to hear it. But 

without a parable He did not speak to them. And when they were alone, He explained all 

things to His disciples.”   
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For William Wrede (Das Messiasgeheimnis in den Evangelien [The Messianic secret in the Gospels]. 

Göttingen 1901), this so-called “parable theory” is part of Jesus’ Messianic secret, which asserts that 

Jesus’ Messianic dignity remained concealed during His lifetime on earth.   

  

This can be attributed to the editing efforts of the evangelist Mark. Modern interpreters already 

recognise parable theory in pre-Markan sources.  

  

1.5  Analogies outside of the Bible   

 

Analogies have already been identified in the early period of European written culture. For example, 

they can be found in Homer’s Illiad and Plato’s Dialogues.   

• Homer (Iliad 16: 156): Achilles asks his Myrmidons to put on their armour:  

“[…] Even as fierce ravening wolves that are feasting upon a homed stag which they have killed 

upon the mountains, and their jaws are red with blood—they go in a pack to lap water from 

the clear spring with their long thin tongues; and they reek of blood and slaughter; they know 

not what fear is, for it is hunger drives them […]”   

• Homer (Iliad 6: 506): Paris hurries from the city to the battlefield:   

“[...] As a horse, stabled and fed, breaks loose and gallops gloriously over the plain to the place 

where he is wont to bathe in the fair-flowing river—he holds his head high, and his mane 

streams upon his shoulders as he exults in his strength and flies like the wind to the haunts 

and feeding ground of the mares […]”   

Plato conceived of many analogies. The three most familiar can be found in his dialogue Politeia (“The 

State”), in which Plato describes the ideal political system:   

• the analogy of the sun  

• the analogy of the divided line  

• the analogy of the cave.  

In these analogies, Plato endeavours to use visible things (the sun, the divided line, the cave) to explain 

invisible things (knowledge, insight, faith, shape, being, goodness) in a comprehensible manner.   

  

Another analogy is that of the “charioteer”   

• (Phaedrus 246 a3):   

“The soul is immortal and originates in the divine realm. Plato compares it to a yoke of horses 

whose charioteer is the Logos. The latter leads two horses: one noble and obedient, and the 

other, wild and given over to its passions. The power of reason within a man functions as the 

reins. He sets the power of the obedient horse—which symbolises the will—against the power 

of a second, unruly horse, which represents appetite and lust. So it is that the charioteer 

‘reason’ leads the yoke of horses to its goal, which can likewise only be determined by reason.”   

Many analogies similar to those of Jesus have been handed down to us from the Rabbinic period of 

Judaism—that is, the period following the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans—by Jewish 

scholars such as Gamaliel I and Hillel.   

 

For example, there is an analogy in the Midrash to Deuteronomy, known as “Deuteronomy Rabba”, 
on Deuteronomy 4:30 that is similar to the parable of the prodigal son. This means that the rabbis 

drew from the same repertoire of images and motifs as Jesus.   
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There is likewise an abundance of analogical discourse in the Hellenistic and Roman Imperial period, 

for example in the writings of the poet Lucian (AD 120-185) and the stoic philosopher Epictetus (ca. 

AD 50 - 138). Epictetus draws analogies and images from the world of daily human experience in order 
to make moral teachings comprehensible.   

  

2. An overview of the most important types of analogies   

 

Not all analogies are the same. There are several forms of analogies. The shortest of these is the 

metaphor:   

 

2.1  Metaphors  

 

A metaphor applies meaning on a non-literal level:   

• “Ship of the desert” for camel;  

• “Herod the fox” Luke 13: 32:  

“And He said to them, ‘Go, tell that fox [Herod], “Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures 

today and tomorrow, and the third day I shall be perfected...”’”   

 2.2  Images  

 

An image is a brief proverb-like form of speech. It provides an image as a comparison (which makes it 

difficult to distinguish an image from a metaphor):   

  

New Testament examples: the incompatibility between old and new:   

• Mark 2: 21-22  

“No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment; or else the new piece pulls away 

from the old, and the tear is made worse. And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; or 

else the new wine bursts the wineskins, the wine is spilled, and the wineskins are ruined. But 

new wine must be put into new wineskins.”   

• Matthew 24: 28:  

“For wherever the carcass is, there the eagles will be gathered together.” — This is a reference 

to the revelation of the appearing of the Son of Man.   

 The seven “I am” statements of Jesus from the Gospel of John are similar to images.   

• The bread of life (John 6: 35, 48)  

• The light of the world (John 8: 12)  

• The true vine (John 15: 1, 5)  

• The door (John 10: 7, 9)  

• The good shepherd (John 10: 11, 14)  

• The resurrection and the life (John 11: 25)  

• The way, the truth, and the life (John 14: 6)  

Images illustrate everyday knowledge in proverb-like fashion. A daily experience is thus used in 

reference to a spiritual reality and is intended to make the latter comprehensible.   
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2.3  Analogies in the narrower sense   

 

Analogies in the narrower sense relate events from daily life. Its images are taken from the frame of 
reference of the listeners or readers. A typical introduction for such a parable is:   

• “The kingdom of heaven is like…” Matthew 13: 44-46  

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and hid; 

and for joy over it he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. Again, the kingdom of 

heaven is like a merchant seeking beautiful pearls, who, when he had found one pearl of great 

price, went and sold all that he had and bought it.”   

 2.4  The parable  

 

A parable is an allegory with an unexpected twist.   

 

For example: in the parable of the prodigal son, the unexpected twist is the son’s joyful reception by 
the father.   

• Luke 15: 11-32  

“And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and am no 

longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring out the best 

robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and sandals on his feet.’”   

2.5  The parable narrative  

 

The parable narrative form can only be found in Luke. This kind of parable functions to criticise one 

kind of behaviour, and demand a different kind of conduct. A typical example is the parable of the 

Pharisee and the tax collector. Jesus presents the behaviour of the tax collector as exemplary and 
worthy of emulation:   

• Luke 18: 9-14  

“And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not so much as raise his eyes to heaven, but 

beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his 

house justified...”  

 2.6  Allegory  

 

An allegory is a parable that exists in association with several metaphors. In the case of allegory, two 

different levels of meaning are linked to one another. Scholars distinguish between an “imperfect 
allegory”—which incorporates elements that assist the reader with interpretation— and a “perfect 

allegory”, which does not contain any elements to help the reader with interpretation.     

 

Imperfect allegory  Perfect allegory  

The parable also imparts the key to 

interpretation.   

The parable provides no help with 

interpretation.   
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2.7  Allegory - allegoresis - allegorisation  

 

The term ‘allegoresis’ is to be distinguished from ‘allegory’. This is a process of interpretation in which 
every individual element of a text is interpreted as a reference to a meaning outside of the text. This 

view is rarely found in contemporary parable interpretation. The inadequacy of an exclusively 

allegorical interpretation of the parables was also explained in Doctrine and Knowledge.   

  

Allegory: the following is an allegorically written text that is also to be interpreted correspondingly, 

namely the parable of the wicked vinedressers.  

• Mark 12: 1–8  

“Then He began to speak to them in parables: ‘A man planted a vineyard and set a hedge 

around it, dug a place for the wine vat and built a tower. And he leased it to vinedressers and 

went into a far country. Now at vintage-time he sent a servant to the vinedressers, that he 

might receive some of the fruit of the vineyard from the vinedressers. And they took him and 

beat him and sent him away empty-handed. Again he sent them another servant, and at him 

they threw stones, wounded him in the head, and sent him away shamefully treated. And 

again he sent another, and him they killed; and many others, beating some and killing some. 

Therefore still having one son, his beloved, he also sent him to them last, saying, “They will 

respect my son.” But those vinedressers said among themselves, “This is the heir. Come, let 

us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.” So they took him and killed him and cast him out 

of the vineyard.’”   

Allegoresis: a non-allegorical text is interpreted allegorically. An example is the parable of the sower:   

• Mark 4: 3-8 (The parable of the sower)  

“Listen! Behold, a sower went out to sow. And it happened, as he sowed, that some seed fell 

by the wayside; and the birds of the air came and devoured it. Some fell on stony ground, 

where it did not have much earth; and immediately it sprang up because it had no depth of 

earth. But when the sun was up it was scorched, and because it had no root it withered away. 

And some seed fell among thorns; and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no 

crop. But other seed fell on good ground and yielded a crop that sprang up, increased and 

produced: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred.”   

• Mark 4: 13-20 (explanation of the parable: allegoresis)  

• “The sower sows the word. And these are the ones by the wayside where the word is sown. 

When they hear, Satan comes immediately and takes away the word that was sown in their 

hearts. These likewise are the ones sown on stony ground who, when they hear the word, 

immediately receive it with gladness; and they have no root in themselves, and so endure only 

for a time. Afterward, when tribulation or persecution arises for the word’s sake, immediately 

they stumble. Now these are the ones sown among thorns; they are the ones who hear the 

word, and the cares of this world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things 

entering in choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful. But these are the ones sown on good 

ground, those who hear the word, accept it, and bear fruit: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and 

some a hundred.”   



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

46 New Testament | The Synoptic Gospels and Acts (Part 2) 

 

Allegorisation: an originally non-allegorical text is changed into an allegorical text: the royal wedding 

in Matthew 22: 1-13 in contrast to Luke 14: 16-24: the king (God), the king’s son (Jesus), sending of the 

servants (prophets), war against the city (destruction of Jerusalem as punishment for rejecting Jesus).   

 

2.7.1  Example of allegoresis  

 

The allegorical interpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 9-37) by Luther: 

 

Bible text  Luther’s allegorical interpretation  

A man falls among thieves.  The fall into sin and its consequences.   

Neither the priest nor the Levite help.  Various levels in Old Testament salvation history.   

The Samaritan fulfils the commandment of love,  Christ.  

turns to the man in suffering, treats him,   with oil (grace) and wine (cross and suffering)  

loads him onto his own beast,   onto Himself as the sacrificial animal  

brings him to the inn,  the church  

leaves him in the care of the innkeeper,  preachers  

leaves two denarii before going away,   ascension, Old and New Testaments   

and promises to return.  Return of Christ  

 

 

It is easy to recognise here that Luther is allegorising individual features of the parable in and of 

themselves, without paying attention to any internal contradictions. Luther’s allegoresis of this 

parable is referenced in the following lecture: Gerhard Ebeling: Evangelische Evangelienauslegung. 

Eine Untersuchung zu Luthers Hermeneutik [Protestant interpretation of the Gospels. An examination 
of Luther’s hermeneutics]. 

 

2.7.2 Example of a New Testament allegoresis   

 

In Mark 4: 3-8 Jesus relates the parable of the sower. This is a perfect allegory because the metaphors 

“sower”, “seed”, “birds”, and “soil” are nowhere explained.   

 

In response to the inquiries of the disciples, Jesus explains the meaning of these metaphors (Mark 4: 

14-20) and thereby provides them with an allegoresis.   

 

 

 



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

47 New Testament | The Synoptic Gospels and Acts (Part 2) 

 

Bible text  

The parable of the sower  

(Mark 4: 3–8)  

Bible text  

Allegoresis  

(Mark 4: 14–20)  

Behold, a sower went out to sow.   

And it happened, as he sowed, that some seed fell 
by the wayside; and the birds of the air came and 
devoured it.   
  

Some fell on stony ground, where it did not have 
much earth; and immediately it sprang up because 
it had no depth of earth. But when the sun was up it 
was scorched, and because it had no root it 
withered away.  
  

  

And some seed fell among thorns; and the thorns 
grew up and choked it, and it yielded no crop.   
  

  

  

 

But other seed fell on good ground and yielded a 

crop that sprang up, increased and produced: some 

thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred.  

The sower sows the word. And these are the ones 
by the wayside where the word is sown. When they 
hear, Satan comes immediately and takes away the 
word that was sown in their hearts.   
  

These likewise are the ones sown on stony ground 
who, when they hear the word, immediately receive 
it with gladness; and they have no root in 
themselves, and so endure only for a time. 
Afterward, when tribulation or persecution arises 
for the word’s sake, immediately they stumble.  
  

Now these are the ones sown among thorns; they 
are the ones who hear the word, and the cares of 
this world, the deceitfulness of riches, and the 
desires for other things entering in choke the word, 
and it becomes unfruitful.  

  

But these are the ones sown on good ground, those 

who hear the word, accept it, and bear fruit: some 

thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred.  

 

3. Analogies in the narrower and broader sense   

 

The parable in the narrower sense portrays a typical event in life. The imagery is taken from everyday 

life. It incorporates the general horizon of experience of the listener.  The analogy in the broader sense 

is called a parable.  

  

3.1 The analogy in the narrower sense  

 

An analogy in the narrower sense incorporates the everyday world and the experiences of daily life. 

The material portrayed is part of the listener’s realm of experience. Some daily images:   

  

• The mustard seed (Mark 4: 30–32)  

“To what shall we liken the kingdom of God? Or with what parable shall we picture it? It is like 

a mustard seed which, when it is sown on the ground, is smaller than all the seeds on earth; 

but when it is sown, it grows up and becomes greater than all herbs, and shoots out large 

branches, so that the birds of the air may nest under its shade.”   

• Leaven (Matthew 13: 33)  

“The kingdom of heaven is like leaven, which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal 

till it was all leavened.”  

• The lost coin (Luke 15: 8–10)  
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“Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp, sweep 

the house, and search carefully until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls her 

friends and neighbours together, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the piece which I 

lost!’”   

3.2 The analogy in the broader sense (the parable)  

 

The analogy in the broader sense is called a parable. The term ‘parabole’ derives from the Greek and 

means “comparison”. A parable tells of an unusual case, of something special. It often has a dramatic 

element.   

 

The New Testament describes the analogical narratives of Jesus as ‘parabole’. According to the Greek 
understanding, the term parabole signifies the juxtaposition of two situations or things, whereby an 

ethical or religious problem is explained by way of an example taken from nature or everyday life.   

  

Examples of analogies in the broader sense (parables) include:  

• the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15: 11-32)   

• the parable of the wise and foolish virgins (Matthew 25: 1-10)   

• the parable of the talents (Matthew 25: 14–30).  

4. Interpretation of a selected parable  

 

With this freshly acquired knowledge, let us examine a selected parable. We will choose the parable 
of the prodigal son:   

• Luke 15: 11-32  

“Then He said: ‘A certain man had two sons. And the younger of them said to his father, 

“Father, give me the portion of goods that falls to me.” So he divided to them his livelihood. 

And not many days after, the younger son gathered all together, journeyed to a far country, 

and there wasted his possessions with prodigal living. But when he had spent all, there arose 

a severe famine in that land, and he began to be in want. Then he went and joined himself to 

a citizen of that country, and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. And he would gladly 

have filled his stomach with the pods that the swine ate, and no one gave him anything. But 

when he came to himself, he said, “How many of my father’s hired servants have bread 

enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and will say to 

him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you, and I am no longer worthy to be 

called your son. Make me like one of your hired servants.’” And he arose and came to his 

father. But when he was still a great way off, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran 

and fell on his neck and kissed him. And the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against 

heaven and in your sight, and am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said 

to his servants, “Bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and 

sandals on his feet. And bring the fatted calf here and kill it, and let us eat and be merry; for 

this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” And they began to be merry. 

Now his older son was in the field. And as he came and drew near to the house, he heard 

music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. And 

he said to him, “Your brother has come, and because he has received him safe and sound, 
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your father has killed the fatted calf.” But he was angry and would not go in. Therefore his 

father came out and pleaded with him. So he answered and said to his father, “Lo, these many 

years I have been serving you; I never transgressed your commandment at any time; and yet 

you never gave me a young goat, that I might make merry with my friends. But as soon as this 

son of yours came, who has devoured your livelihood with harlots, you killed the fatted calf 

for him.” And he said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that I have is yours. It was 

right that we should make merry and be glad, for your brother was dead and is alive again, 

and was lost and is found.”’”   

The “parable of the prodigal son” is part of the special content of Luke. This text is a story from daily 

life which takes on a novelistic character. Thus we can rule out any allegorisational interpretation of 
the text. The parable is comprised of two parts:   

  

1. The prodigal son in the distant land and his return to the father.   

2. The son who stayed home.   

The first part of the story begins with the introduction of this threefold configuration: “A certain man 
had two sons” (verse 11). Verses 12-24 relate the story of the younger son.   

 

Without any further introduction, the narrative focuses on the younger son’s demand to receive his 

inheritance. The father then divides the inheritance between the two sons (verse 12). The younger 

son not only demands his inheritance, but also the right to dispose of it as he pleases. He therefore 

desires to “settle accounts” in order to go off and establish his own living. Dividing an inheritance 
before the death of the testator was not an unusual practice.   

 

The firstborn son customarily received double the amount of the other sons, which means that the 

younger son would have received one third of the inheritance (Deuteronomy 21: 17).   

 

Thus the son does not stay with the father, but rather, after collecting his portion of the inheritance, 

takes everything (presumably he sells the land and other such things he has inherited) and leaves for 
a far country (verse 13). In this land he does not establish a livelihood of his own, but instead, wastes 

his money with prodigal living, and it is soon used up (verse 13).   

 

A famine now brings the impoverished son to the point of extreme need (verse 14). In order to acquire 
some money, he “[joins] himself to a citizen of that country” (verse 15). The son thus breaks with 

Jewish traditions and with the law. The son now earns his living as a swineherd (verse 15)— from a 

Judaic perspective, he would therefore be seen as disgraced and polluted (Leviticus 11: 7 et seq.).  

 

The life he is now compelled to live is characterised by privation and want. While the swine have 

enough to eat, he is not able to still his hunger. The situation in which the son now finds himself is 
characterised by ruthlessness and mercilessness. This hopeless and degrading situation causes him to 

reflect: the son now remembers the hired servants of his father, who have enough to eat while he 

goes hungry.   

 

Verse 16 illustrates that the young man’s social situation has worsened: he is now competing with the 

swine for his food, and even this feed for the swine is denied him in the process. This information 
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makes it clear that even the swine are considered more important than he is, and that he is not to eat 

the food that is meant for them.   

 

The son decides to return home. He turns around and resolves to confess his misdeeds to his father. 

This wrongdoing consists of the fact that he has squandered his inheritance and has failed to observe 

the Law and Jewish tradition.   

 

When the son resolves to say, “Father, I have sinned against heaven [i.e. God] and before you” (verse 

18), we see that the father cannot simply be identified with God. The son wants to work for the father 

as a hired servant because he does not feel worthy to be his son (verse 19).  The son makes his way 
back to the father. The father already sees his son approaching in the distance, which means he must 

have already been expecting him. The father feels compassion when he sees his son (verse 20). The 
father runs toward his son, embraces him and kisses him. All of these are signs of forgiveness. Not 

only does the father accept the younger son again, but even goes on to honour him with a celebratory 

feast. He provides him with a change of clothes and has the fatted calf slaughtered (verses 22 et seq.).   

When the parable mentions that one who was lost has now been found again and that one who was 

dead has now come alive, this is an allusion to the salvific quality of these events:   

 

The conversion of the sinner is understood as the resurrection to life.   

 

God seeks after the sinner and rejoices when the latter changes his ways.   

 

Verse 22: the instruction to bring the son new clothes illustrates that the father plans to make his 

returning son into something more than merely a hired servant—namely a distinguished man. In other 

words, the father honours the son instead of humiliating him.   

 

The fact that the parable speaks of the “fatted calf” is intended to point out that there is only one such 

calf in the stable. The function of this is to further emphasise the significance which the father assigns 

to the return of his son. It also serves to motivate the elder son to even greater anger later on.  

 

The first part of the parable concludes with verse 24: despite all the difficulties throughout, the story 

of the younger son has now come to a happy conclusion.   

  

The second part of the story now focuses on the behaviour of the elder son.   

 

During the celebratory feast in honour of the younger son, the elder son comes back from his work in 

the fields and hears music (verse 25).   

 

He inquires with a servant and learns that his brother has returned and that the father has had the 

fatted calf slaughtered for him (verse 26). The elder son reacts to this news with anger, and refuses to 
participate in the feast (verse 28).   

 

The father then goes out to talk to his elder son (verse 28). The elder son reproaches him for never 

having slaughtered so much as a young goat for him in order to celebrate with his friends. The elder 
son then makes reference to his many years of service to his father, his loyalty to him, and his 

obedience to his word, and says that, for all of these reasons, he would have been much more 
deserving of a feast than his younger brother. The older brother even refuses to accept the returning 

sibling as his “brother” (verse 30).   
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The behaviour and words of the older son convey a feeling of neglect and a lack of appreciation.   

The concluding words of the father incorporate both sons:   

 

• The older one is reminded that he has always been with the father and that he thus shares in 

all the latter’s possessions (verse 31). He should have been cheering and rejoicing that his 

younger brother had been found again, because he, who was once as dead, was now alive 

again.   

Whoever is not with the father here is “dead” or “lost”—and whoever returns to the father has come 

alive again. The negative attitude of the older son is perceived as an expression of resentment.   

 

The older son’s assessment of the two sons is not shared by the father. Although he recognises that 

the older son remained with him and remained loyal to him, while the younger son left him and 

squandered his inheritance, the father does not consider this to be decisive. The important thing for 

him is that both are his sons, and that both should live with him.   

  

Interpretation:   

Jesus uses this parable to criticise His critics, who are not willing to join in the joy of God over the 

return of the sinner. When He speaks of hired servants and obedience to the “commandment” of the 

father He is indirectly alluding to the sanctimoniousness of the Pharisees.   

 

It is not the law-abiding attitude of the Pharisees that is criticised here, but rather their refusal to 

rejoice over the repentance of the sinner. Jesus’ devotion to sinners, His table fellowship with them, 

is justified here.   

 

Jesus’ conduct—like that of the father in the parable—is the application of God’s love upon sinful 

human beings and an expression of God’s joy in response to the repentance of the sinner.   

  

The parable narrative incorporates the motif of the slovenly son who squanders his inheritance and 

comes into need as a result of his lifestyle (the filius luxuriosus), which was familiar in antiquity.   

  
 cf. Aesop’s fable of the young spendthrift who squandered his fatherly inheritance and was left with nothing more 

than his outer garment (Fable 179).   

 

Also popular in antiquity was the motif of the unequal sons, one righteous and one wasteful.    A pair 

of narrative “twins”, whose status is the same at the start of the narrative, is contrasted with a 

“sovereign of action” (in this case, the father).  Over the course of the story, fundamental differences 
between the “twins” become apparent.    

 

It is conspicuous that both of the sons only ever talk, or deal, with the father. They thus only 

communicate with the narrative’s sovereign of action, but never with one another. Thus the conflict 
is fought out via the sovereign of action, but not directly between the two of them. 


