
THE BENEDICTUS
A Closer Look at the Gospels of Advent and Christmas



THEIR ORIGIN
The Four Canticles in the Gospel of Luke



THE 4 CANTICLES

• Two are read in Advent

• The Benedictus

• Proclaimed by Zechariah at the 
birth of John the Baptist

• It is the first thing Zechariah says 
after his tongue is loosed

• The Magnificat

• Proclaimed by Our Lady at the 
Visitation

• Rather than bless Elizabeth, Our 
Lady blesses God

• Two are read in Christmas

• The Gloria

• Proclaimed by the angels to the 
shepherds at the birth of the Savior

• Probably much longer than what is 
recorded in the gospel

• The Nunc Dimittus

• Proclaimed by Simeon at the 
Presentation of the Lord in the 
Temple



NOT PERSONAL COMPOSITIONS

• There are lines that do not seem to 
be appropriately referenced by the 
one to whom it is attributed

• The have a poetic polish and 
common style that does not seem 
to support that they were 
composed on the spot by the 
speaker

• Many argue that they are from a 
pre-Lucan source that he has 
adapted and inserted into his 
narrative



LUCAN COMPOSITIONS?

• Some question if Luke himself wrote 
these?

• If so, one would expect more 
common aspects and greater 
continuity between them

• Seems that they are not organic to 
the narrative, that is, if they were 
removed or had been omitted, no 
one would suspect that something is 
missing



WHERE DID THEY ORIGINATE?

• They are reflective of a Jewish hymn 
style that was prevalent in 200 BC to 
100 AD as we can see from 
Maccabees, Judith, Baruch, Ezra, 
and the Dead Sea scrolls

• There is a centro or mosaic pattern 
where every phrase is taken from 
earlier poetry in the writings of Israel

• Some question if Luke assimilated 
writings that had nothing to with the 
Lord Jesus



DAVIDIC REFERENCES

• These canticles have clear 
references to divine salvation as 
having been accomplished.

• There is an emphasis on the House 
of David that would not be present 
in the non-Christian Jewish writings 
during this time period.

• Most probably, we are dealing with 
Jewish Christian hymns celebrating 
the salvific action of God in Jesus 
Christ.



HYMNS OF EARLY JEWISH 
CHRISTIANS

• Luke appropriates these hymns

• Most likely, these are hymns used by 
our most ancient ancestors in the 
faith to praise God

• Adapts them and places them on 
the lips of the first actors in the story 
of salvation history in Christ

• Luke uses them to provide context 
to the events his describes.
• Zechariah’s tongue is loosed, his 

praise is the Benedictus

• When Our Lady visits Elizabeth, her 
Magnificat are her only words



THE BENEDICTUS
The Canticle of Zechariah at the birth of John the Baptist

Luke 1: 68-79



BLESSED BE THE LORD, THE GOD 
OF ISRAEL (VERSE 68)

• Most closely resembles a hymn of praise

• As such, it begins with a praise of God, the God of Israel

• The earliest of Christians understood themselves as continuing to belong to 
Israel, they would not have seen themselves as separate from the Jewish 
nation and people

• This same blessing of God occurs at the end of each of the three sections of 
the book of Psalms and on the lips of David after Solomon’s enthronement

• This would be logical since the praise is for the last anointed king of David’s 
line.



THE FIRST STROPHE

• Because he has visited 

• And accomplished the redemption of His people,

• And has raised up for us a horn of salvation

• In the house of David his servant,

• As He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets from of old:

• Salvation from our enemies

• And from the hand of all those who hate us,



THE SECOND STROPHE

• Showing mercy to our fathers

• And remembering His holy covenant,

• The oath which He swore to our father Abraham,

• To grant us that, without fear,

• Delivered from the hands of our enemies,

• We might serve Him in holiness and justice,

• Before Him all the days of our lives.



LUCAN INSERTION

•But you, child, will be called prophet of the 
Most High;

• For you will go before the Lord to make ready 
His ways,

• To grant to His people knowledge of salvation

• In the forgiveness of their sins.



CONCLUSION

• Through the heartfelt mercy of our God

•By which there has visited us a rising light from 
on high,

•Appearing to those who sat in darkness and 
the shadow of death,

•Guiding our feet into the way of peace.



REFERENCE TO JOHN

• Luke inserts it before the conclusion

• They are not at the end lest they misrepresent by their 
appearance there as the culmination of the praise.

• To preserve the sequence since John is not an end in 
himself, but prepares and bears witness to the truth of 
Christ

• The Baptist is mentioned before Jesus, but it is Jesus who 
guides us out from darkness and death to the saving 
work of God



MESSIANIC INHERITANCE

• The first two strophes supplies the motive for this praise of God

• The action of the God of Israel to save his people

• They are approximately the same length and have a similar structure

• Each begins with what God has done in his mercy and to redeem his people

• Each proceeds on how this has been done for us, filling promises made to 
David and to Abraham, recalling the genealogy of Matthew as well.

• The first strophe indicates the messianic inheritance from David that was 
anticipated by the prophets while the second connects Abraham with the 
covenant.

• This is about the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets



EARLY CHRISTOLOGY

• The theme concerns the Messiah

• It does not articulate or reference specific events in the life of Our Lord as 
does John’s Prologue or Paul hymn in Philippians

• The reference is not simply to the fact that Luke places them in the Infancy 
Narrative, since he takes the liberty to insert references to the Baptist

• Raymond Brown, SS, believes that these are the oldest preserved Christian 
prayers of praise wherein Jewish believers expressed themselves entirely in 
the language of their ancestors, before there was a Christian vocabulary

• Reciting these canticles unites us with the most primitive faith and expression 
of our Christian ancestors.


