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PRESENTATION OVERVIEW

1. WHO WAS LUKE?

2. HOW IS LUKE’S GOSPEL DIFFERENT FROM THE OTHER 
GOSPELS?

3. WHAT ARE THE SIGNATURE THEMES OF LUKE’S GOSPEL? 

4. WRAP-UP: A SAINT’S READING OF LUKE’S GOSPEL



1. WHO WAS LUKE?
• Luke is the author of the Third Gospel, written after 70 A.D., and the Acts of the 

Apostles.
• Some details about Luke are found in the letters of St. Paul, who describes Luke in 

Colossians 4:14 as “beloved physician.” Luke was also Paul’s disciple, collaborator 
in the ministry, and traveling companion.

• According to tradition, Luke’s hometown was Antioch in Syria. A convert to 
Christianity, he was one of the first members of the Antioch community, which 
explains his in-depth knowledge of church affairs there, as recounted in Acts of 
the Apostles. As Fr. Ed indicated in his presentation kicking off this series, Luke was 
not an apostle nor eyewitness to Jesus’s life and ministry, but he knew and 
benefitted from many who were.

• According to a popular medieval tradition, Luke was also a gifted painter and the 
artist of a famous icon of Mary, now preserved in the basilica of St. Mary Major in 
Rome. This tradition possibly came about because of the prominence that Mary 
has in Luke’s Gospel and in the account of Pentecost in Acts.



Maerten de Vos, St. Luke Painting the Madonna,1602

Besides being the patron saint of 
physicians (many hospitals are named 
for Luke), Luke is also the patron of 
painters. He is often depicted in sacred 
art—as he is here—as a painter at work, 
and his model is the Virgin.

In the 16th and 17th centuries, trade 
unions for painters were often known as 
Guilds of St. Luke. Notice the open book 
on the table behind the Madonna and 
Christ Child—a reference to Luke’s 
Gospel. And also Luke’s trademark 
symbol of the ox behind the painter’s 
easel.



The Four Evangelists and their symbols

•Matthew is symbolized by a cherub or winged 
human face to signify Christ’s human nature. He is 
given this symbol because his Gospel begins with the 
genealogy or human ancestry of Jesus. 
 
•Mark is symbolized by a lion. His Gospel begins 
with “the voice of one crying in the wilderness,” like 
the roar of a lion.
 
•Luke is symbolized by an ox, which is a figure of 
sacrifice. The opening episode of Luke’s Gospel is 
Zechariah’s priestly service of offering sacrifice in the 
Temple. Luke’s Gospel also begins with the 
Christmas story, and the ox also brings that to mind.
 
•John is symbolized by an eagle because he soars 
to the loftiest heights in his Gospel, whose initial 
verse is “In the beginning was the Word.”



2. HOW IS LUKE’S GOSPEL DIFFERENT FROM THE 
OTHER GOSPELS?

Luke ushers the New Testament into the 
world of literary excellence. He is 
well-educated, which is borne out by the 
quality and flexibility of his literary style. 
He is also a master storyteller. His 
Gospel is considered a masterpiece of 
world literature. Think, for example, of 
Luke’s masterfully crafted telling of the 
parable of the prodigal son or of the 
story of the two disciples on the road to 
Emmaus on the first Easter evening.

(Jan Wildens, Christ and the Disciples on the Road to Emmaus 
([1640] [detail])



2. HOW IS LUKE’S GOSPEL DIFFERENT FROM 
THE OTHER GOSPELS?

Luke the physician writes with an 
observant eye to mannerisms, 
psychological reactions, and 
hidden motivations. For example, 
3:15: “The people were in 
expectation, and questioned in 
their hearts concerning John, 
whether perhaps he were the 
Christ.”

(St. John the Baptist Preaching to a Crowd, engraving by Bernard 
Lepicié, after Giovanni Battista Gaulli [Il Baciccio], c.1729)



2. HOW IS LUKE’S GOSPEL DIFFERENT FROM THE 
OTHER GOSPELS?
Luke’s pagan origin, as well as his 
extensive travel, is probably 
responsible for his broadminded 
openness to all groups of people. He 
shows a favoritism for minorities, 
segregated groups, and the 
underprivileged. Samaritans, lepers, 
publicans, soldiers, public sinners in 
disgrace, illiterate shepherds, the 
poor—all these have a special place 
in Luke’s Gospel as the recipients of 
God’s love and mercy.

(Vincenzo Catena, The Adoration of the Shepherds, after 1520)



2. HOW IS LUKE’S GOSPEL DIFFERENT FROM 
THE OTHER GOSPELS?
• Luke writes primarily for Gentile Christians. For this reason, he does not use 

Semitic words that occur in the other Gospels, e.g., abba (Father), etc. Instead of 
the Hebrew title rabbi, Luke prefers teacher or master. He seldom quotes the Old 
Testament because he considers Jesus Himself as the prophet, which is Luke’s 
signature title for Jesus.

• For Luke, the heart of Jesus’s entire ministry is encapsulated in the episode of the 
inauguration of His public life in the synagogue in Nazareth, Jesus’s hometown. 
Jesus’s mission is “to preach good news” not only to Israel, but beyond its 
boundaries. This ignites “all in the synagogue […] with wrath.” They drive Jesus 
out of Nazareth and attempt to kill Him by casting Him over the brow of a hill. In 
the manner of the Old Testament prophets Elijah and Elisha, who crossed 
boundaries into Sidon and Syria, Jesus’s ministry would not be confined “to His 
own homeland.” From the start, Jesus’s ministry elicits deadly hostility, which 
ultimately leads to His Passion and crucifixion.



2. HOW IS LUKE’S GOSPEL DIFFERENT FROM 
THE OTHER GOSPELS?

To bring “outsiders” in and treat them 
on an equal basis was counter-cultural 
and revolutionary. Jesus’s 
boundary-breaking ministry reached out 
to tax collectors, sinners, women and 
Gentiles. Jesus’s adversaries bitterly 
criticize Him for being “a friend of tax 
collectors and sinners.” Jesus’s response 
to this criticism bespeaks the universal 
sweep of salvation: “For the Son of Man 
came to seek and to save the lost.”
(Berthold Werner, Jesus Teaching in the Synagogue in Nazareth, 
2008)



3. Signature Themes: The “Gospel of Mercy” 
or “Gospel of Great Pardons”

Luke alone includes the parables of the lost sheep, 
the lost coin, and the prodigal son, and the episodes 
of the sinful woman, Jesus’s presence in the house of 
Zacchaeus, and His forgiveness of His executioners 
and the good thief. Luke records Jesus’s words, “Be 
merciful as your Father is merciful,” which Matthew 
renders as “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is 
perfect.” Luke’s Sermon on the Plain, which parallels 
Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount, focuses attention 
on the social bond of charity, whereas Matthew is 
more concerned with legal aspects and the relevance 
of the Mosaic Law. Writ large in Luke’s Gospel is 
Jesus’s declaration, “I have not come to call the just 
but sinners.”

(Julie Ribault, Return of the Prodigal Son, 19th century)



3. Signature Themes: The “Gospel of 
Universal Salvation”

Luke’s genealogy does not limit Jesus’s 
ancestry to the royal line of David, as 
Matthew does, but places Jesus within 
the family tree of the entire human race 
as a son of Adam. In citing the prophet 
Isaiah to introduce John the Baptist’s 
ministry, Luke quotes Isaiah’s text in its 
entirety, including “all flesh shall see the 
salvation of God,” which Matthew and 
Mark omit.
(James Tissot, Jesus Preaching to the Multitudes, 1886-1894)



3. Signature Themes: The “Gospel of the 
Poor”

Merciful concern for the poor and lowly shines 
brightly in Luke’s Infancy Narrative, where the 
poor and insignificant are chosen for the 
greatest privileges: the childless couple 
Zechariah and Elizabeth; Mary and Joseph from 
unknown Nazareth; shepherds from the 
geographical and social outskirts of Bethlehem; 
an old man and elderly widow at the Temple. 
Luke preserves a strong regard for actual 
poverty in his beatitudes, rather than simply 
being “poor in spirit,” as in Matthew. Again, Luke 
quotes the full text of the prophet Isaiah about 
the poor to whom the Gospel is proclaimed.

(Simon de Vos, Mary and Joseph Seeking Refuge in Bethlehem, 
1664)



3. Signature Themes: The “Gospel of 
Absolute Renunciation”

According to Luke, disciples of Jesus 
must leave “all things”; Matthew and 
Mark restrict renunciation to nets and 
father to follow Jesus. Again, while 
Matthew writes “lay up for yourselves 
treasure in heaven,” Luke has “sell what 
you have and give alms.” The necessity 
of renunciation and suffering as the way 
to glorious fulfillment surfaces in 
repeated assertions that Jesus “must” 
suffer.
(Duccio di Buoninsegna, Calling of Peter and Andrew, 1308-1311)



3. Signature Themes: The “Gospel of Prayer”

What makes detachment and renunciation 
possible is communion with God. Luke 
explicitly portrays Jesus at prayer before 
every important step of His ministry: His 
baptism; before the calling of the Twelve; 
before Peter’s profession of faith; at the 
Transfiguration; before teaching the Lord’s 
Prayer; in Gethsemane. Jesus was the 
master of prayer and frequently insists that 
His disciples also be devoted to prayer. 
Luke’s Gospel also contains prayers that the 
Church prays daily: Zechariah’s Canticle, 
Mary’s Canticle, the Hail Mary, and 
Angelus.

(Lo Spagna, The Agony in the Garden, 1500-1505)



3. Signature Themes: The “Gospel of the 
Holy Spirit”

Luke constantly alludes to the role of the 
Holy Spirit. Matthew speaks of the good 
things the heavenly Father gives to those 
who ask, whereas Luke speaks of the Holy 
Spirit as the gift par excellence. Once given 
to the Old Testament Judges, this Spirit is 
now sent to John the Baptist and his 
parents. Jesus is conceived through the 
power of the Holy Spirit and is Himself filled 
with the Holy Spirit. The Spirit occupies the 
same prominent position in Acts of the 
Apostles, beginning with the descent of the 
Holy Spirit upon the apostles gathered 
together in prayer in the Upper Room with 
the Mother of Jesus on Pentecost.
(Unknown artist,The Descent of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, ca. 
1776)



3. Signature Themes: The “Gospel of Joy”

The Spirit, possessed by Jesus, spreads joy and 
peace among those who listen to Him. Various 
Greek words for joy or exultation occur with 
great frequency in Luke and more than in any 
other Gospel. Matthew’s Gospel is serious, 
almost majestic, and Mark has the relaxed 
candor of a diary; however, Luke overflows with 
joy, specifically after one has had time to ponder 
the wonder of what has taken place. More than 
any of the other evangelists, Luke tells of the 
admiration of the crowds following Jesus. Such a 
spirit among the people fulfills Jesus’s promise 
that His followers will be “happy” and “blessed.” 
(Disciple of Abraham Bloemaert, Annunciation to the Shepherds, 
early 17th century)



4. WRAP-UP: A SAINT’S READING OF LUKE’S GOSPEL

• A lot has been packed into this brief overview of Luke’s Gospel. As a way of 
wrapping up, we might consider how one particular episode—Mary’s visitation of 
her cousin Elizabeth—presents in miniature several of Luke’s signature themes. 
One very astute reader who observed and reflected this in his retelling of this 
Gospel event is St. Francis de Sales, upon whom I draw here.

• As soon as Jesus becomes incarnate by the power of the Holy Spirit in the womb 
of the Virgin Mary, He is eager to begin His mission of sanctification of the world. 
Thus, He inspires His blessed Mother to undertake in haste a visit to her elderly 
cousin Elizabeth, who is pregnant with John the Baptist.

• When Elizabeth hears Mary’s greeting, the infant in her womb “leaps for joy,” and 
Elizabeth is “filled with the Holy Spirit” and prophetically exclaims: “Blessed are 
you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.” Mary responds with 
prayer, The Magnificat, which the Church prays daily at Evening Prayer. 



4. WRAP-UP: A SAINT’S READING OF LUKE’S GOSPEL

Francis de Sales further explains: Mary’s 
visit “filled the whole family of 
Zechariah with the Holy Spirit.” “Indeed, 
the whole house was overwhelmed with 
joy: the infant leapt for joy, the father 
recovered his speech, the mother was 
filled with the Holy Spirit and received 
the gift of prophecy, for on seeing this 
blessed Lady enter her house, she 
exclaimed: Who am I that the mother of 
my Lord should come to visit me?”
(Guillaume Ernest Grève, The Visitation with Saints, 1626-1631)


