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Abstract 

Contributing both to scholarship on Lukan joy and to the recent surge of 

publications on emotions in biblical literature, this dissertation examines the conditions—

that is, the circumstances, dispositions, practices, commitments, and so forth—that lead 

to joy in Luke’s narrative. Many have recognized that Luke emphasizes the joy motif; my 

study advances the conversation by asking: What leads to joy, according to Luke?  

Working with a carefully circumscribed list of joy terms and narratively sensitive 

judgments about the presence of unnamed joy in certain passages, I trace Lukan joy’s 

interconnection with the wider life of discipleship, focusing primarily on the Gospel but 

with a few forays into Acts. The study is eclectically interdisciplinary, drawing on 

selected insights from fields such as psychology or philosophy while privileging literary-

theological analysis. In light of the role of Israel’s Scriptures in several Lukan characters’ 

movement into joy, I also attend to issues of intertextuality.  

For Luke, I argue, the conditions that lead to appropriate joy include both divine 

action to bring about joy-conducive circumstances and human receptivity that is bound 

up with factors such as faithfulness/trust, properly oriented hope, and the generous use of 

possessions. The latter half of this claim relates to a significant further finding: Lukan 

joy’s relation to the rest of life renders intelligible joy’s moral weightiness according to 

Luke—a characteristic conveyed narratively through the portrayal of joy(lessness) as 

mandatory, praiseworthy, or even blameworthy in particular circumstances. 
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0. Introduction 

When you start to talk about joy, you can’t 

only talk about joy; you end up talking about 

… the whole of life well-lived. 

 

—Matthew Croasmun, “Theology of Joy,” 

interview with Harold Attridge  

 

More than one scholar refers to the Gospel according to Luke as the “Gospel of 

Joy,” and not without reason.1 Exact tallies differ depending on how one identifies 

instances of joy, but it is widely recognized that Luke’s Gospel shows marked concern 

for joy, a motif that also figures in Acts.2 Though scholarship on this Lukan motif goes 

back decades, the conversation has recently gained fresh momentum thanks to the 

 

1 For Luke as the “Gospel of Joy,” see for example William G. Morrice, Joy in the New Testament (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 91, who already treats it as a conventional epithet. See also A. Rodríguez 

Carmona, “Lucas, el Evangelio de la alegría,” Ephemerides Mariologicae LX.III (2010): 207–216; and 

David Wenkel, Joy in Luke-Acts: The Intersection of Rhetoric, Narrative, and Emotion, Paternoster 

Biblical Monographs (Bucks, UK: Paternoster, 2015), 18. Similarly, see Anke Inselmann, Die Freude im 

Lukasevangelium: Ein Beitrag zur psychologischen Exegese, WUNT 2, Reihe 322 (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2012), 1. Many commentators remark in passing on the importance of joy for Luke. For instance, 

François Bovon observes that “Luke attaches great importance to … joy, which is both personal and 

communal, bound to salvation history, and directed toward the kingdom.” See Bovon, Luke 1: A 

Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 1:1–9:51, trans. Christine M. Thomas, vol. 1 of Luke: A Commentary 

on the Gospel of Luke, ed. Helmut Koester, Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible 

(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2002), 70. Paul S. Minear likewise situates joy as part of Luke’s 

portrayal of a proper response to God, which “includes hearing, turning, repenting, praying, being forgiven, 

rejoicing, deeds appropriate to repentance, the gift of the Spirit, a people prepared and witnessing.” See 

Minear, “Luke’s Use of the Birth Stories,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. Leander E. Keck and J. Louis 

Martyn (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 111–30, here 117. Cf. also the quotation from Richard B. Hays 

at the head of 0.2.2.  
2 E.g., Wenkel, Joy, 160; see also Jane Heath, “Review of Die Freude im Lukasevangelium: ein Beitrag zur 

psychologischen Exegese by Anke Inselmann,” JSNT 35.5 (2013): 60.  
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burgeoning interest in emotions in the wider field of New Testament studies.3 

Contributing to this stream of scholarship, the present project joins a small but growing 

number of extended analyses of Lukan joy.4 Of the multiple questions that remain to be 

explored, I aim specifically to elucidate the conditions—that is, the circumstances, 

commitments, dispositions, practices, and the like—that facilitate joy in Luke’s narrative. 

This holistic approach stems in part from reflection on the findings of the 

Theology of Joy and the Good Life project, a collaborative endeavor of the Yale Center 

for Faith and Culture that brought together leading scholars from a range of academic 

disciplines.5 In the quotation at the head of this introduction, Matthew Croasmun 

summarizes one of the conclusions that emerged from these conversations: to understand 

joy, we have to view it as it occurs in the context of a person’s wider life.6 As will be 

 

3 See further below, in the literature review (0.1). 
4 In addition to Wenkel (Joy) and Inselmann (Freude), see for example Christopher Charles Conver, “The 

Portrayal of Joy in the Gospel of Luke,” (PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1985); as 

well as J. Lyle Story, Joyous Encounters: Discovering the Happy Affections in Luke-Acts (New York: 

Herder & Herder, 2018). See further below in 0.1.1 on these and other publications focused on Lukan joy. 
5 According to its website, “The Theology of Joy and the Good Life project conducts research and 

facilitates interdisciplinary conferences and other gatherings to build a transformative movement driven by 

a Christian articulation of the joy that attends the flourishing human life.” This collaborative endeavor was 

housed at the Yale Center for Faith and Culture at Yale Divinity School and funded by several institutions, 

including the John Templeton Foundation and the McDonald Agape Foundation. See “Theology of Joy and 

the Good Life,” Yale Center for Faith and Culture, https://faith.yale.edu/joy/about. The project resulted in 

the production of a number of resources, including a series of interviews available via YouTube, on some 

of which I will draw in the present study. For the full lineup of interviews, see 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLO-6cjKGDlet70bQZVjSyl5dsRWfCCS. 
6 The quotation comes from Matthew Croasmun’s comment, in an interview with Harold Attridge 

(“Theology of Joy,” interview by Matthew Croasmun, Yale Center for Faith and Culture, n.d., 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UPkqsYLO7YA). One practical implication of this insight is that 

fostering joy may be a necessarily indirect process. This is, too, a recurring motif in the Theology of Joy 

and the Good Life project (see, e.g., Jürgen Moltmann, “Theology of Joy,” interview by Miroslav Volf, 
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shown in the pages that follow, Luke’s portrayal of joy anticipates this interdisciplinary 

insight, situating joy in relation to a complex web of other factors that range from God’s 

action to human practices of piety to the (re)interpretation of disorienting experiences. By 

offering a more thoroughgoing analysis of Lukan joy’s embeddedness in life than has yet 

been given, my study sheds new light on this prominent motif. 

In particular, in the course of parsing out just how Luke embeds joy in the life of 

discipleship, the present study will afford fresh insights into joy’s moral weightiness 

according to Luke. At first glance, this seems a puzzling feature of Luke’s handling of the 

motif. How can someone be commanded to rejoice (e.g., Luke 6:22–23), when 

experience suggests that rejoicing is generally not something one does “on command”? 

Relatedly, what are we to make of Luke’s portrayal of rejoicing or failing to do so as 

praiseworthy or blameworthy (e.g., Luke 22:5)? How can people be held accountable for 

joy(lessness), given that the response of joy(lessness) often seems so spontaneous as to be 

beyond one’s ability to control? This project’s analysis of joy in relation to other aspects 

of discipleship goes a long way toward clarifying how, within Luke’s theological 

framework, the morally charged character of joy(lessness) makes sense.  

 

 

Yale Center for Faith and Culture, Aug 14, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s04zdvrBz-c). See 

also, among others, Matthew Elliott, Faithful Feelings: Emotion in the New Testament (Leicester: 

Intervarsity, 2005), 142–43, and passim; and—with special reference to Lukan joy—Juan Manuel Martín-

Moreno, “Alegría y experiencia de Dios en la obra lucana,” Manresa 75 (2003): 51–68, esp. 66. 
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In order to situate my study in relation to ongoing scholarly conversations, this 

introduction will first review previous scholarship on Lukan joy (0.1.1) and then 

highlight selected publications that advocate and/or model the study of emotions in the 

New Testament more generally (0.1.2). Next, I will clarify the methodological approach 

and working assumptions that inform this project (0.2), before providing a brief preview 

of the study itself (0.3). Subsequent chapters will offer a theologically attuned literary 

analysis of joy and what leads to it in Luke’s narrative, focusing primarily on the Gospel 

but with a few forays into Acts (chapters 1–4, below).7 For Luke, as we will find, 

appropriate joy is bound up both with God’s action in the world and with human 

receptivity that is forged in the whole life of discipleship.  

0.1 Joy in Luke-Acts and Emotions (and the Like) in New Testament 

Studies   

Already in 2016, Françoise Mirguet and Dominika Kurek-Chomycz observed that 

“[e]motions are in full bloom in biblical scholarship.”8 As indicated above, such interest 

 

7 With virtually all scholars, I take Luke and Acts to be written by the same individual; for the sake of 

convenience and in the absence of a more plausible identification than the traditional one, I will 

consistently refer to this person as “Luke,” without thereby intending any strong claims regarding the 

author’s identity. Luke’s two volumes may be fruitfully read either together or (in keeping with their 

placement in the canon) separately. For present purposes, it will be most illuminating to treat them as two 

components of a coherent whole, though I focus primarily on the Gospel. For further comments on joy in 

Acts, see the conclusion and appendix A. On the question of the relationship between Luke and Acts, see 

for example the conversation in Andrew F. Gregory and C. Kavin Rowe, eds., Rethinking the Unity and 

Reception of Luke and Acts (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2010). 
8 Françoise Mirguet and Dominika Kurek-Chomycz, “Introduction: Emotions in Ancient Jewish 

Literature,” Biblical Interpretation 25.4–5 (2016): 435–41, here 435. Some still consider emotions to be 

neglected by biblical studies (e.g., Story, Joyous, 1), but this is increasingly not the case. Cf. F. Scott 
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in “emotions” in biblical studies is a relatively recent development, at least in its present 

form.9 Scholarly studies of “joy” in the New Testament, on the other hand, go back a bit 

further, with several publications focused specifically on Luke and/or Acts. Since my 

own study sits at the intersection of these two conversations, it will be helpful to review 

each in turn.10 

0.1.1 Studies of Joy in Luke and/or Acts  

Although the New Testament itself indicates that Christians have been 

 

 

Spencer’s balanced and characteristically witty comment, made in reference to Mirguet and Kurek-

Chomycz’s optimistic assessment of the situation: “I am not sure how full the bloom is yet, but emotions 

are certainly beginning to blossom in our field with promise of bearing much fruit.” See Spencer, “Getting 

a Feel for the ‘Mixed’ and ‘Vexed’ Study of Emotions in Biblical Literature,” in Mixed Feelings and Vexed 

Passions: Exploring Emotions in Biblical Literature, ed. F. Scott Spencer, Resources for Biblical Study 90 

(Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, 2017), 1–42, here 2–3. 
9 I am thinking here specifically of academic research into emotions within the guild of NT scholarship as 

that discipline is understood today. Of course, Christians have been writing about emotions and emotion-

like phenomena for centuries. See, for example, Jonathan Edwards, The Religious Affections (Carlisle, PA: 

Banner of Truth, 1986), and in a different vein, Athanasius, “The Letter of St. Athanasius to Marcellinus on 

the Interpretation of the Psalms,” in On the Incarnation: The Treatise De Incarnatione Verbi Dei, rev. and 

enl. ed., trans. by a religious of C.S.M.V. (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1993) 97–119. 

A review of the wider reception of emotions and specifically of joy in the Christian tradition would be 

fascinating but is beyond my purposes here.  
10 I make this division for heuristic purposes, but of course some studies fit into both categories. I think 

particularly of Michal Beth Dinkler, “Reflexivity and Emotion in Narratological Perspective: Reading Joy 

in the Lukan Narrative,” in Mixed Feelings and Vexed Passions: Exploring Emotions in Biblical Literature, 

ed. F. Scott Spencer, Resources for Biblical Study 90 (Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, 2017), 265–286. Dinkler’s 

chapter is clearly about Lukan joy and engages with scholarship from that wider conversation; at the same 

time, in keeping with the emphases of the volume in which her essay appears, she is also self-consciously 

reflective about the more general questions about “emotions” (and the like) that occupy scholars involved 

in the recent trend toward studying such phenomena in biblical literature. It is of course also true that still 

other bodies of literature might also be included here, covering the recent treatments of joy in 

neurobiological research, social scientific work, philosophical reflection, and more. My decision to focus 

this literature review more narrowly on discussions happening within NT studies (though sometimes in 

conversation with other fields) reflects the methodological emphases described below (0.2). 
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experiencing and thinking about joy since the first century,11 scholarly monographs on 

the subject of joy in the New Testament are hard to find prior to the twentieth century.12 

E. G. Gulin published what appears to be the earliest extended analysis of New 

Testament joy in the 1930s.13 In keeping with the tendencies of a certain stream of 

German New Testament theology in the period, Gulin devotes an entire volume to John’s 

Gospel and lumps the rest of the New Testament together in a single volume with the 

subtitle Jesus, Urgemeinde, Paulus.14 Nor was Luke-Acts a primary focus in the handful 

 

11 In a sense this joy goes back still earlier; as scholars such as N. T. Wright and Marianne Meye Thompson 

rightly remind us, the NT’s handling of joy is a development of earlier Jewish reflection on and experience 

of joy. See N. T. Wright, “Joy: Some New Testament Perspectives and Questions,” in Joy and Human 

Flourishing: Essays on Theology, Culture, and the Good Life, ed. Miroslav Volf and Justin E. Crisp 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 39–62; as well as Marianne Meye Thompson, “Reflections on Joy in 

the Bible,” in Joy and Human Flourishing: Essays on Theology, Culture, and the Good Life, ed. Miroslav 

Volf and Justin E. Crisp (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 17–38. See also Julius Schniewind‘s 

comment already in the midtwentieth century: “Wir können nicht von der Freude, die das Neue Testament 

verkündet, sprechen, ohne mit dem Alten Testament anzuheben.” See Schniewind, “Die Freude im Neuen 

Testament,” in Julius Schniewind: Nachgelassene Reden und Aufsätze, ed. Ernst Kähler, Theologische 

Bibliothek Töpelmann (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1952), 72–81, here 72. 
12 This literature review will not focus on dictionary entries on NT “joy” or lexicon entries for the relevant 

Greek terms, though I will engage with some of these resources at various points below. For one relatively 

recent example of this type of treatment of the motif, see Joel B. Green, “Joy,” in Dictionary of Jesus and 

the Gospels, ed. Joel B. Green, Jeannine K. Brown, and Nicholas Perrin, IVP Bible Dictionary Series 

(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2013), 448–50, with discussion of Luke on 449. 
13 See E. G. Gulin, Die Freude im Neuen Testament Teil. I: Jesus, Urgemeinde, Paulus, Annales 

Academiea Scientiarium Fennicae B 26,2 (Helsinki: Druckerei-A.G. Der Finischen Literatur-Gesellschaft, 

1932), as well as Gulin, Die Freude im Neuen Testament Teil. II: Johannesevangelium, Annales 

Academiae Scientiarium Fennicae B 37,3 (Helsinki: Druckerei-A.G. Der Finischen Literatur-Gesellschaft, 

1936). In introducing his own treatment of joy in the NT, Eduard Lohse portrays Gulin’s two-volume work 

as the main prior extended study of joy in relation to NT Theology. See Lohse, La alegría de la fe: La 

alegría en el Nuevo Testamento, trans. José Pedro Tosaus, Colección ST Breve 70 (Santander: Editorial Sal 

Terrae, 2008), esp. 10–11n8. (The aforementioned book is translated from Lohse, Freude des Glaubens. 

Die Freude im Neuen Testament [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007]). I will return to the question 

of Lukan joy and NT theology briefly in the conclusion.  
14 There is admittedly good reason to focus on John in a study of joy in NT theology; my complaint is 

simply that Luke merits at least equal space, given that he also and distinctively foregrounds the joy motif. 
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of other German-language studies of New Testament joy in this period. For instance, 

although Julius Schniewind’s posthumously published essay on “Die Freude im Neuen 

Testament” includes some discussion of joy in Luke-Acts, the nuances of Luke’s 

treatment of the motif remain unplumbed due to the essay’s broad scope and relative 

brevity.15 Similarly, A. B. Du Toit’s Der Aspekt der Freude im urchristlichen Abendmahl 

(1965) does not focus on Lukan joy per se.16  

The relative inattention to Luke-Acts’s distinctive portrayal of joy began to be 

redressed within English-language scholarship in the second half of the twentieth 

 

 

See also Rudolf Bultmann’s Theology of the New Testament for a similarly prejudicial sidelining of the 

Synoptic Gospels as distinct literary-theological works in their own right; see Bultmann, Theology of the 

New Testament, trans. Robert Morgan (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2007). The special privileging 

of John’s treatment of joy continues to some extent in Lohse, La alegría de la fe. 
15 Schniewind discusses joy in Luke 15, for example (“Die Freude,” 77). 
16 A. B. Du Toit, Der Aspekt der Freude im urchristlichen Abendmahl (Winterhur: Keller, 1965). Du Toit’s 

Erstes Kapitel offers an overview of NT joy, which includes brief discussion of joy specifically in Luke and 

Acts (see esp. Der Aspekt, 26, 35–37; on Acts 2:46–47, see also Der Aspekt, 112–16). Of course, he also 

draws on Luke-Acts at many places in his study; my point is that he does not examine the distinctive Lukan 

handling of the joy motif in depth. In a related vein, one might also mention here Eckart Otto and Tim 

Schramm. Festival and Joy, trans. James L. Blevins (Nashville: Abingdon, 1980). Originally published as 

Fest und Freude (Kolhammer, 1977), the study is divided into two parts focused (respectively) on the OT 

and NT; however, within these divisions, the organization is primarily by theme rather than by author or 

book. This is particularly so in the case of the treatment of the NT, with the result that the joy motif in 

Luke-Acts does not receive extended analysis as an individual topic of inquiry. As Inselmann suggests, the 

relative neglect of the joy motif in Lukan studies may partly reflect scholars’ intuition that this motif feeds 

into what some have perceived as a problematic “theology of glory” in Luke-Acts. See Inselmann, Freude, 

4–5. Martín-Moreno, for example, finds Acts somewhat excessively triumphalistic about joy (“Alegría,” 

66–68). To the contrary, as evident particularly from the observations in appendix A, Luke’s nuanced 

handling of joy mitigates the danger of an objectionable sort of “triumphalism.” Wenkel also thinks Luke’s 

joy motif hinders triumphalism, though we differ some as to how/why (see Joy, 93–94, 102). 
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century.17 Three scholars offer relatively brief treatments of Lukan joy. John Navone 

published an article on the topic and also includes a chapter on “Joy” in his 1970 study of 

Themes of St. Luke,18 while Robert F. O’Toole’s The Unity of Luke’s Theology: An 

Analysis of Luke-Acts (1984) dedicates a chapter to the themes of “Joy, Wonder, Blessing 

and Praise.”19 William G. Morrice’s Joy in the New Testament (1985)—apparently the 

first English-language scholarly monograph to trace joy throughout the New Testament—

likewise provides a chapter-long discussion of Luke-Acts.20 All three of these scholars 

helpfully draw attention to the prominence of joy in Luke’s narrative and offer some 

valuable exegetical insights along the way, but two others provide more extended 

 

17 I focus here on studies overtly dedicated to the joy motif in Luke and/or Acts. If one casts the net a bit 

wider, of course other publications might also be mentioned. See, for example, Brent Rogers Kinman, 

“‘The Stones Will Cry Out’ (Luke 19:40)—Joy or Judgement?” Biblica 75.2 (1994): 232–35. One might 

also note Helmut Gollwitzer’s commentary on Luke, the title of which emphasizes joy—although the 

commentary itself appears to be simply an introduction to the Gospel, without sustained attention 

specifically to this motif. See La Joie de Dieu: Commentaire de L’Évangile de Luc, trans. Éduard de Robert 

and Jean Carrère (Neuchatel; Paris: Éditions Delachaux et Niestlé, 1958), which was originally published 

as Die Freude Gottes and Jesu Tod und Aufferstehung. Of course, Gollwitzer does register the emphasis on 

joy in passages such as Luke 15 (see La Joie, 161–69). Though not focused on joy, it is also worth 

mentioning Michael Frank Pope’s article, “Emotions, Pre-Emotions, and Jesus’ Comportment in Luke 

22:39–42.” Novum Testamentum 62.1 (2020): 25–43. Pope’s study exemplifies one possible approach to 

studying emotion in Luke (i.e., via careful examination of ancient schools of thought-and-practice—in this 

case, Stoicism) that will not be pursued here (see 0.2, below).  
18 See John Navone, “Lukan Joy,” Scripture: The Quarterly of the Catholic Bible Association 50 (1968): 

49–62; as well as Navone, Themes of St. Luke (Rome: Gregorian University Press, 1970), esp. 71–87. 

Much more recently (in a more popular register and with less emphasis on Luke-Acts), see John J. Navone, 

“Biblical Foundations for a Spirituality of Joy and Beauty,” The Pastoral Review 3.4 (2007): 15–16. 
19 Robert F. O’Toole, The Unity of Luke’s Theology: An Analysis of Luke-Acts, Good News Studies 9 

(Washington, Delaware: Glazier, 1984), esp. 225–60. 
20 William G. Morrice, Joy, esp. 91–99. Morrice also discusses Lukan passages in passing in his treatment 

of key joy terms. This publication is part of Morrice’s dissertation, the rest of which is published in more 

“popular” form in William G. Morrice, We Joy in God (Yale: Yale University Press, 1977); see discussion 

in Morrice, Joy, 9. 
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treatments of the Lukan joy motif. Paul J. Bernadicou wrote a dissertation on the subject, 

published in part in 1970 as Joy in the Gospel of Luke;21 he also published almost half a 

dozen related articles.22 Finally, in 1985, Charles Christopher Conver completed a 

dissertation on “The Portrayal of Joy in the Gospel of Luke,”23 in which he pays 

particular attention to how Luke’s handling of joy compares with that of the other 

Synoptic Gospels.24  

I will engage with these scholars’ specific exegetical claims below, in the course 

of articulating my own analysis of Lukan joy and what leads to it. For now, a few 

overarching observations will suffice regarding the weaknesses and strengths of these 

studies.  

Several of the early treatments of Lukan joy suffer from a certain fuzziness about 

“joy,” sometimes arising from the use of an overly broad list of Greek words that 

supposedly count as joy terms.25 Morrice, for example, in his study of Joy in the New 

 

21 Paul J. Bernadicou, Joy in the Gospel of Luke (Rome: Univ. Gregoriana, 1970). 
22 See Paul J. Bernadicou, “Biblical Joy and the Lucan Eucharist,” The Bible Today 51 (1970): 162–71; 

Bernadicou, “Christian Community according to Luke,” Worship 44.1 (1970): 205–19; Bernadicou, “Lucan 

Theology of Joy,” Science et Esprit 25.1 (1973): 75–98; Bernadicou, “Lukan Theology of Joy (Revisited),” 

Science et Esprit 30.1 (1978): 57–80; and Bernadicou, “Programmatic Texts of Joy in Luke’s Gospel,” The 

Bible Today 45 (1969): 3098–3105. 
23 Conver, “The Portrayal of Joy in the Gospel of Luke” (PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, 1985). Interestingly, I have found no extended studies of joy in Luke-Acts published from the 

late 1980s through the early 2000s.  
24 Since Conver generally avoids making claims about the Synoptic problem, his analysis is more 

comparative than redaction-critical (see “The Portrayal,” 4). Conver also considers the motif of “sorrow” in 

the course of his study of Lukan joy.  
25 This point applies less to O’Toole, since the title of the relevant chapter frames his concern as broader 

than “joy.” His interest is in “reactions to the experience of God’s salvific activity” (Themes, 225) and in 
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Testament, covers phenomena as wide-ranging as “optimism” (εὐθυμέω, εὐθύμοως), 

“pleasure” (ἡδονή, ἡδέως, etc.), “courage” (θαρσέω, θάρσος, etc.), “boasting” (καύχημα, 

καύχησις), and “hilarity” (ἱλαρός, ἱλαρότης). 26 Lists of joy terms as encompassing as 

Morrice’s run the risk of muddying the question of what (specifically) “joy” is according 

to Luke (or whichever other New Testament authors are in view). If we lump all 

“positive” emotion-related terms into the category of joy, we will end up imposing upon 

Luke’s narrative a notion of joy that is unhelpfully broad. Ironically, such a notion of joy 

would also be too narrow to accommodate the evidence of Luke’s Gospel, since joy is not 

always straightforwardly positive in Luke’s narrative.27  

A related but distinct problem occurs when scholars rely too much on a word-

search approach to detecting the joy motif. Conver, who also considers sorrow terms as a 

point of contrast for joy, explicitly maintains that “[t]he passages in which these joy or 

sorrow terms appear comprise Luke’s portrayal of joy in his gospel.”28 The fact that joy 

might be narratively implied without the use of one of these terms does not seem to occur 

to Conver.  

 

 

joy as one example of such a reaction. 
26 I have here given Morrice’s translations of the word groups from his table of contents. Since Morrice is 

examining joy in the NT more broadly, he includes terms that do not occur in Luke-Acts. 
27 At least, not from the perspective of the narrative and its implied readers; the person doing the rejoicing 

still presumably judges the object over which he or she rejoices to be joyous and, in the moment, would 

describe the experience of joy as “positive” (see chapters 2 and 3, below). 
28 Conver, “The Portrayal,” 1–2. 
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Matters are not helped by the fact that scholars sometimes impose on their chosen 

terms very specific meanings, reflective more of the theological leanings of major 

lexicons (or of the interpreter in question) than of a term’s use in a particular context.29 

Morrice, for example, takes χαρά to be specifically “inward joy” in his treatment of joy 

across the New Testament.30 What makes this joy “inward,” though? Does this 

description of χαρά imply that other joy terms do not (as strongly?) refer to an “inward” 

state? If such distinctions can be made at all, they would need to be made at the level of 

an individual author and even a specific passage.31 Moreover, such unwarranted 

specifications of joy terms’ meaning sometimes seem to evince scholarly biases, such as 

a general discomfort with and devaluation of “external,” more emphatically embodied 

joy.32 Navone describes even σκιρτάω as a sort of “inner” joy in Luke 6:22–23.33 The 

immediate narrative context does not require this interpretation, however, and given that 

the term literally refers to a bodily movement as a manifestation of joy elsewhere in 

Luke’s Gospel (1:41–44), we should not automatically rule out that sense in Luke 6. 

To be sure, not all of the studies noted above are equally guilty of these 

weaknesses. For instance, Lohse notes that already in the 1930s Gulin recognized that joy 

 

29 Elliott laments this problematic tendency to predetermine the import of “emotion” terms (Faithful 

Feelings, 126–29, 165). See also, among others, Thompson, “Reflections,” 27n17. 
30 See Morrice, Joy, 68–75, his chapter 10. 
31 See a similar critique of Morrice in Thompson, “Reflections,” 27n17. 
32 In this sense, Wright’s emphasis on the embodied and communal aspect of NT joy is a salutary 

correction, even if some of his suggestions in this vein are admittedly speculative (see “Joy,” esp. 57–58).  
33 Navone, Themes, 73. 



 

12 

 

might be conveyed periphrastically.34 Bernadicou also seems aware that joy can be 

narratively implied, and he at least sometimes makes a robust case for perceiving 

unnamed joy in a particular context.35 I will discuss my own approach to the problem of 

identifying “joy terms”—as well as narrativized but unnamed joy—below (0.2.3). For 

now, I simply observe that several of the twentieth-century studies of Lukan joy are 

lacking in methodological nuance and clarity at this point. 

Nevertheless, these treatments of the joy motif do have much to contribute to my 

project. The broadly theological approach taken in twentieth-century studies of Lukan joy 

is a strength on which my study builds. For scholars such as Bernadicou and Navone, this 

interpretive angle offers insights into the connections between joy and other theologically 

weighty motifs in Luke’s narrative: meals, community, salvation, and so forth.36 O’Toole 

even positions his chapter on “Joy, Wonder, Blessing and Praise” within a larger section 

 

34 Lohse, Alegría, 10–11n8, citing Gulin, Freude, I:2.  
35 See for example Bernadicou, “Biblical Joy and the Lukan Eucharist.” Bernadicou draws on OT 

Testament evidence, theological reflection, and patterns in Luke-Acts to make a case for associating joy 

with some Lukan meals beyond what is explicitly named. Methodologically, this approach has affinities to 

the one I will adopt here (see further below). 
36 On meals, see esp. Bernadicou, “Biblical Joy,” and on community, see for example Bernadicou, 

“Christian Community,” although both themes are touched upon by multiple scholars (e.g., Inselmann 

repeatedly emphasizes the link between joy and community in Freude). See also Bernadicou’s 

theologically focused description of joy in another article: “Joy results from the experience of salvation 

(soteriology), come through Jesus Christ (Christology), incorporating one into the lasting community of 

friendship with the Father (eschatology) through the power of the Spirit” (Bernadicou, “Programmatic 

Texts,” 3098). Navone’s list of “characteristics of Lukan joy” in the travel narrative overlaps at several 

points with topics that I will take up in relation to joy below (Themes, 74–76). 
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on discipleship.37 In this way, the very structure of his study reflects the perception that 

Lukan joy should be viewed in relation to the wider life of discipleship—a key conviction 

also in the present work.38  

At the same time, despite these and other important theological insights, it must 

also be said that the handful of twentieth-century studies of joy in Luke and/or Acts vary 

considerably in their degree of literary-critical acumen and theoretical sophistication. 

Conver’s dissertation tends more toward summary than analysis of passages, for 

example, and most of these studies do not engage in nuanced reflection on several vexing 

questions related to the study of Lukan joy. What is joy-according-to-Luke? Is it a virtue, 

a fruit of the Spirit, an emotion, a passion, or something else? Further and relatedly, how 

does joy-according-to-Luke relate to other portrayals of joy in the ancient world or to 

research into joy in various disciplines today?39  

Happily, the first quarter of the twenty-first century has already seen the 

publication of several studies of Lukan joy, some of which redress one or more of the 

 

37 O’Toole devotes the third part of his study to “Discipleship: How Christians Act in the Presence of God’s 

Salvific Activity” (The Unity, 189–265); his treatment of joy and adjacent phenomena occurs within this 

unit (The Unity, 225–60). The title of O’Toole’s third part also coheres with a key insight of the present 

study—namely, the importance of God’s initiating activity in making joy possible.  
38 Note also the section on “The ‘Fest’ of Discipleship” in Otto and Schramm, Festival and Joy, 149–54, 

though the focus there is primarily on the joy that responding to discipleship itself brings and the 

connection between this joy and love for neighbor.  
39 There are some partial exceptions: For instance, in his part 1, Morrice discusses each of the terms that he 

takes to be NT “joy” words, and in some cases he includes information about the usage of these terms in 

classical, septuagintal, and/or selected other contexts (see Joy, 17–81). He also includes a brief discussion 

of “joy” in relation to various ancient traditions in his introduction (Joy, 11–15). However, the comparisons 

Morrice makes are generally very brief and do not reckon adequately with the difficulties that arise in 

comparing “joy” across traditions, time periods, and cultures.  
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weaknesses and oversights in earlier scholarship. For instance, although technically 

focused on praise rather than joy per se, Kindalee Pfremmer De Long’s Surprised by 

God: Praise Responses in the Narrative of Luke-Acts (2009) does treat joy when Luke 

juxtaposes it with praise.40 As will be apparent from my extensive engagement with De 

Long’s work below, especially in my chapter 1, her literary-theological analysis of joy is 

among the most incisive—a fact that is all the more impressive given joy’s secondary 

status within her larger project.41  

Three other monographs have recently taken Lukan joy as their primary concern. 

Anke Inselmann’s Die Freude in Lukasevangelium: Ein Beitrag zur psychologischen 

Exegese (2012) is, to my knowledge, the longest and most methodologically 

sophisticated study of Lukan joy yet to be published.42 As her subtitle indicates, 

Inselmann—who has also written briefer pieces on Lukan joy and/or the methodological 

issues that attend attempts to study such topics43—offers an example of what she calls 

 

40 Kindalee Pfremmer De Long, Surprised by God: Praise Responses in the Narrative of Luke-Acts, Beiheft 

zur Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren Kirche 166 (Berlin: de 

Gruyter, 2009). 
41 It is worth noting that De Long also prefaces her analysis of Luke-Acts with some comparative studies—

for example, focused on Tobit and Joseph and Aseneth (see Surprised, esp.75–130). Since her focus is on 

praise rather than joy per se, this component of her study is less directly relevant to my purposes here, 

although as she recognizes, Tobit does also foreground joy and joylessness.  
42 It does not, however, seem accurate to characterize it as “the first study of joy (χαρά, χαίρειν, 

εὐφροσύνη) in Luke’s Gospel,” contra Heath (“Review,” 60), esp. given Bernadicou’s Joy. 
43 See Anke Inselmann, “Affektdarstellung und Affektwandel in der Parabel vom Vater und seinen beiden 

Söhnen: Eine textpsychologische Exegese von Lk 15, 11–32,” in Erkennen und Erleben: Beträge zur 

psychologischen Erforschung des frühen Christentums, ed. Gerd Theissen (Gütersloh: Gütersloher 

Verlagshaus, 2007), 271–300; as well as Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions in the New Testament: 

Methodological Issues,” Biblical Interpretation 24.4–5 (2006): 536–554. 
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“psychologische Exegese.”44 She accordingly prefaces her treatment of Luke’s Gospel45 

with discussion of modern psychological theory and the difficulties and possibilities that 

come with applying it to the study of joy in an ancient text such as Luke’s Gospel 

(Kapitel 2–3). Although I will take a more “theory-lite” approach in my own literary-

theological analysis of Lukan joy (see 0.2), Inselmann’s study demonstrates that at least 

some modern psychological theory can give us useful language for speaking about this 

motif and categories with which to analyze it. Rounding out her attention to 

contemporary cross-disciplinary conversations, Inselmann also devotes several 

preliminary chapters to ancient discourses about joy and/or the emotions/affects46 and 

their development. Specifically, she discusses the work of Plato (Kapitel 4), the Stoics 

(Kapitel 5), and Philo of Alexandria (Kapitel 6), as well as the Old Testament (Kapitel 7).  

This nearly 150-page introductory movement of Inselmann’s study sets the stage 

for eight chapters and a conclusion analyzing joy passages in Luke’s Gospel. Though 

Inselmann does not treat all of the passages that will be examined below, she often 

provides markedly thorough discussion of those passages that she does treat.47 She will 

thus prove an important conversation partner for my own analysis of what leads to Lukan 

 

44 Inselmann describes her study as taking a literary, psychological, and historical approach to joy in Luke’s 

Gospel (Freude, 9–10); one might add that she also includes some theological reflection along the way.  
45 Primarily in the Gospel. For her brief comments on Acts, see Freude, 387–389.  
46 See 0.2.1, below, regarding “emotion” versus “affect” and Inselmann’s somewhat distinctive usage of the 

German equivalents.  
47 For example, Inselmann devotes over two chapters and nearly a hundred pages to discussing some aspect 

of or question related to Luke 15 (see esp. Freude, 241–337)!  
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joy. 

Published after Inselmann’s volume, which however appeared too late for him to 

engage thoroughly with her work,48 David H. Wenkel’s Joy in Luke-Acts: The 

Intersection of Rhetoric, Narrative, and Emotion (2015) covers many of the passages 

discussed in the present study. Wenkel’s distinctive contribution, however, lies in his 

interpretation of these passages through a socio-rhetorical lens that draws on the work of 

scholars such as Ben Witherington III and Vernon K. Robbins.49 While Wenkel’s 

application of this approach sometimes becomes rather wooden,50 his concern for 

rhetorical analysis has the advantage of fostering attention to the ways in which Luke’s 

handling of joy serves the persuasive purposes of the narrative.  

That important question will not be a focal point in the present study, but I do 

share with Wenkel a keen interest in the role of Israel’s Scriptures in Luke’s 

narrativization of joy. Seeking to build on the scholarship of David Pao, Wenkel insists 

that evocations of the Isaianic New Exodus routinely contribute to Luke’s joy motif and 

 

48 See Wenkel, Joy, 25–26.  
49 See Wenkel, Joy, 4–9. 
50 Although Wenkel notes Robbins’s insistence that his “interpretive analytic” in fact “does not require 

precise rules and steps to follow” (Joy, 5), Wenkel himself in fact does move through a set of fixed steps in 

his treatment of each passage, asking in each case about the “inner texture,” the “intertexture,” the “sacred 

texture,” and the “ideological texture” of a given passage (see esp. Joy, 5–7, where he introduces these 

terms; emphasis original). While this provides a helpful consistency and clarity in the organization of his 

study, not every passage is equally well suited to each of these angles of approach.   
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its rhetorical force.51 This emphasis on Isaiah is at times illuminating, but some of the 

connections to Isaiah that Wenkel draws are simply not compelling.52 Nevertheless, as 

the unfolding of the present study will make obvious, I concur with Wenkel’s more 

general judgment that Israel’s Scriptures play a key role in Luke’s portrayal of joy, 

rendering intertextual analysis a promising (and as-yet somewhat underutilized) resource 

for exploring this motif.53  

Most recently, J. Lyle Story has written an accessible survey of joy and related 

experiences in Luke, Joyous Encounters: Discovering the Happy Affections in Luke-Acts 

(2018). Story takes up this theme from an avowedly charismatic perspective, which is 

 

51 See for example Wenkel, Joy, 12–16. He specifically draws on David Pao’s scholarship on the Isaianic 

New Exodus and Luke-Acts (Wenkel, Joy, 12).  
52 For example, Wenkel insists that Isaiah 55:12 is in the background of Luke 19:40, though he has to 

concede that the connection “is admittedly conceptual in nature (rather than lexical)” and that Zechariah 9:9 

“remains in the foreground” (Wenkel, Joy, 114–17, here 115, 117). He also strenuously argues that 

Deuteronomy 21:15–22:4 and Ezekiel 34 are not “the dominant intertextual parallel in Luke 15”; rather, the 

presence of “the joy theme” suggests to him, based in part on the cumulative evidence of his study, that 

several passages from Isaiah should be heard echoing through this key chapter in Luke’s treatment of joy 

(see Wenkel, Joy, 105–7, emphasis original). In his discussion of Luke 1:5–25, Wenkel goes so far as to set 

up three “competing interpretations of the intertextual threads running through the reversal of Zechariah 

and Elizabeth” (Joy, 38; these are: interpretations emphasizing the Elkanah/Hannah link; interpretations 

foregrounding evocations of Jacob’s story; and interpretations emphasizing the OT pattern of barrenness 

being healed). Wenkel then makes a case for hearing echoes of Isaiah 40–55 (Joy, 36–42). Even if he may 

be right about Isaiah’s influence being part of the picture in many passages, Wenkel’s tendency to set up 

discussions of intertextuality as if there were a contest between rival intertexts—together with his recurring 

attempts to show that “the primary intertextual source in Luke’s Gospel is Isaiah” (Joy, 106)—is generally 

unhelpful and not entirely convincing.  
53 On the subject of intertextuality and emotions in the NT: Inselmann also notes that the OT plays an 

important role in Luke’s portrayal of joy (Freude, 11), and Kuhn’s work on emotions in biblical literature, 

to which I will return below (0.1.2), attends to the role of the OT in NT authors’ portrayal and evocation of 

various emotions. However, Kuhn’s framing of this device in terms of “nostalgia” threatens to obscure the 

complexity of how these allusions function in the text—not only emotionally, but also theologically, etc. 

See Kuhn, Heart, esp. 54–55. 
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particularly valuable because Lukan joy—like joy elsewhere in the New Testament and 

in the Christian tradition more broadly—is often linked to the Holy Spirit.54 Though he 

does not engage with Inselmann,55 Story shares some insights with her. For example, 

both highlight the link between Lukan joy and “encounters” (or in Inselmann’s terms, 

Begegnungen).56  

In other respects, however, Story’s study recalls the twentieth-century 

publications discussed above and replicates some of their weaknesses. For instance, 

perhaps reflecting the breadth of interest captured by his subtitle (Discovering the Happy 

Affections in Luke-Acts), Story’s list of “Luke’s Joy-Vocabulary”57 is extremely 

inclusive, extending to terms such as ἀνθομολογέομαι, παράδοξος, εὐθυμέω, θαμβέω, 

and more.58 He even counts “the nouns associated with ‘vision’ … because of their links 

with ‘amazement’ and ‘ecstasy,’ in contexts of joy.”59 Though this broader concern limits 

the relevance of Story’s study for the present project, it is worth noting that his book 

offers perhaps the lengthiest treatment to date of joy in the Acts of the Apostles. Story 

 

54 Within the NT, see for example Galatians 5:22 and Acts 13:52. With reference to Luke-Acts, see for 

instance Story, Joyous (passim), as well as A. Rodríguez Carmona, “Lucas,” esp. 212.  
55 At all, as far as I could notice, but certainly not at length. Perhaps more surprising, Story’s selected 

bibliography also does not include Wenkel, Joy, or Conver, “The Portrayal,” though he does engage with 

Miroslav Volf and Justin E. Crisp, Joy and Human Flourishing: Essays on Theology, Culture, and the 

Good Life (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), among other studies.  
56 See Story, Joyous; note esp. the titles of his chapter 1 (“Joyful Encounters,” an introduction to the study, 

1–23) and chapter 7 (“Joyful Encounters in Acts,” 135–280), and Inselmann, Freude, esp. 146–91 and 369–

71. 
57 The title of his chapter 2 (Story, Joyous). 
58 See Story, Joyous, 25–35.  
59 Story, Joyous, 28. 
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thus begins to fill a surprising scholarly lacuna to which I will return briefly in the 

conclusion and in appendix A. 

Along with these monographs, several shorter studies have also advanced the 

scholarly conversation about Lukan joy over the past decade or so.60 Several articles in a 

special 2010 edition of Ephemerides Mariologicae discuss Lukan joy, for example.61 

Among others, I would also particularly note Joel B. Green’s article “‘We Had to 

Celebrate and Rejoice!’: Happiness in the Topsy-Turvy World of Luke-Acts.”62 Though 

technically about happiness, this piece proves relevant for a study of Lukan joy—as 

might be expected, given both its title (alluding to Luke 15) and Green’s other work on 

the joy motif.63 Further insights into joy in Luke-Acts can be found in both N. T. 

Wright’s and Marianne Meye Thompson’s contributions to Joy and Human Flourishing: 

Essays on Theology, Culture, and the Good Life, though each scholar’s focus is on “joy” 

in biblical literature more broadly.64 Finally, Michal Beth Dinkler’s recent chapter, 

“Reflexivity and Emotion in Narratological Perspective: Reading Joy in the Lukan 

 

60 Still other studies take up related questions without being focused primarily on joy per se. See, for 

example, Sung Min Hong, “‘Those Who Weep Now Shall Laugh’: Reversal of Weeping in the Gospel of 

Luke” (PhD diss., Westminster Theological Seminary, 2015). 
61 The issue is 60.3 (2010); see for example Pablo Largo, “Presentación,” Ephemerides Mariologicae 

LX.III (2010): 181–84, as well as Carmona, “Lucas.”  
62 Joel B. Green, “‘We Had to Celebrate and Rejoice!’: Happiness in the Topsy-Turvy World of Luke-

Acts,” in The Bible and the Pursuit of Happiness: What the Old and New Testaments Teach Us about the 

Good Life, ed. Brent A. Strawn (Oxford: Oxford University, 2012), 169–186. 
63 Including Joel B. Green, “Good News of Great Joy … But for Whom?” The Living Pulpit 11.1 (2002): 

12–13, as well as Green, “Joy.” 
64 See Wright, “Joy,” and Thompson, “Reflections.” The title of Wright’s article implies that he will focus 

on the NT, but in fact he also discusses OT and Second Temple Jewish literature.  
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Narrative,” applies a narratological approach, considering the joy motif in relation to 

several instances of “narrative reflexivity” in Luke-Acts (e.g., Luke 4:16–30).65  

0.1.2 Studies of Emotions in the New Testament 

Dinkler’s study appears in the important collection Mixed Feelings, Vexed 

Passions: Exploring Emotions in Biblical Literature (2017), edited by F. Scott Spencer. 

As Spencer indicates in his introductory essay, the title of this volume alludes to scholars’ 

ongoing struggle to settle on the appropriate terminology for such phenomena in ancient 

texts.66 For reasons that I will discuss below (0.2.1), I find the language of “emotion” to 

be useful for speaking about “joy” in Luke. Accordingly, as this second leg of my 

literature review begins to look beyond Luke-Acts to methodological conversations 

happening in the wider field, I will focus on scholarly studies of “emotion(s)” in the New 

Testament.67 

 

65 See Michal Beth Dinkler, “Reflexivity.” 
66 Spencer, “Getting a Feel,” esp. 4–5. 
67 I will highlight here primarily studies that cover multiple books of the NT and/or explicitly puzzle over 

the problems that arise for studies of emotion in the NT. Some of the works discussed below include 

attention to phenomena other than emotions (e.g., affects), and some also treat literature beyond the NT 

proper (e.g., the OT or intertestamental literature). Nevertheless, it is these studies’ treatment of emotion as 

it occurs in the NT that is most relevant here. Many additional studies could be noted as examples of 

exegesis undertaken with a view to the portrayal of one or more emotion in a given NT book or author. 

With at least some reference specifically to joy, see, for example, Amy L. B. Peeler, “With Tears and Joy: 

The Emotions of Christ in Hebrews,” Koinonia 20 (2008): 12–26; Michael R. Whitenton, “Figuring Joy: 

Gratitude as Medicine in 1 Thessalonians 2:1–20,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 39.1 (2012): 15–23; 

and Stephen C. Barton, “Spirituality and the Emotions in Early Christianity: The Case of Joy,” in The Bible 

and Spirituality: Exploratory Essays in Reading Scripture Spiritually, ed. Andrew T. Lincoln, J. Gordon 

McConville, and Lloyd K. Pietersen (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2013), 171–193. As I will discuss 

in the conclusion to this study, Philippians and the Gospel according to John both foreground joy, a motif 

probed in several publications on these NT books. On joy in Philippians, see for example Stephen 



 

21 

 

Matthew A. Elliott’s Faithful Feelings: Emotion in the New Testament (2005) has 

been particularly influential within this subspecialty.68 Elliott devotes a chapter to the 

question of what an emotion is69 and offers overviews of emotion in both Greco-Roman70 

and Jewish71 contexts before turning to survey the New Testament’s treatment of several 

specific emotions, including joy.72 Elliott’s introductory chapters have the merit of 

digesting a wide range of scholarship and presenting it accessibly. The drawback to this 

strength, as might be expected, is that Elliott’s summaries sometimes tend toward 

 

 

Voorwinde, “Paul’s Joy in Philippians,” Reformed Theological Review 76.3 (2017): 145–71; and on joy in 

connection with suffering in Philippians, see L. Gregory Bloomquist, “Subverted by Joy: Suffering and Joy 

in Paul’s Letter to the Philippians,” Interpretation 61.3 (2007): 270–82. As instances of studies that focus 

on emotions other than joy, see many of the chapters in Mixed Feelings and Vexed Passions, as well as two 

fairly recent treatments of Mark’s Gospel: F. Scott Spencer, “Why Did the ‘Leper’ Get Under Jesus’ Skin?: 

Emotion Theory and Angry Reaction in Mark 1:40–45,” Horizons in Biblical Theology 36 (2014): 107–

128; and Michael R. Whitenton, “Feeling the Silence: A Moment-by-Moment Account of Emotions at the 

End of Mark (16:1–8),” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 78.2 (2016): 272–89. With respect to emotions in the 

OT/Hebrew Bible, see (among others) Matthew R. Schlimm, From Fratricide to Forgiveness: The Ethics 

of Anger in Genesis, Siphrut 7 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011). Of course, there are also studies of 

emotions in the Greco-Roman/classical world, such as David A. Konstan, The Emotions of Ancient Greeks: 

Studies in Aristotle and Classical Literature, Robinson Classical Lectures (Toronto: University of Toronto, 

2006); as well as Ruth Rothaus Caston and Robert Andrew Kaster, eds., Hope, Joy, and Affection in the 

Classical World, Emotions of the Past (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016). Studies of joy and 

emotions in fields such as neuroscience and psychology make up yet another body of tangentially relevant 

scholarship. For one fairly recent treatment from the perspective of neuroscience, written by a 

neuroscientist but aimed at a popular audience, see Giovanni Frazzetto, Joy, Guilt, Anger, Love: What 

Neuroscience Can—and Can’t—Tell Us about How We Feel (New York: Penguin Books, 2014). 
68 Elliott, Faithful Feelings. 
69 Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 16–55. 
70 Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 56–79. 
71 Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 80–123. 
72 Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 124–235. In some cases, Elliott devotes subsections to the treatment of a 

particular emotion within a given section of the NT (e.g., the Gospels, Pauline letters, etc.). For my 

purposes here, Elliott’s treatment of “Joy in the Gospels” is most immediately relevant (see Faithful 

Feelings, 167–72); I will engage with Elliott’s specific exegetical claims in the body of my study.  
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oversimplification.73 As I will further discuss below (0.2.2), I share Elliott’s basically 

cognitivist view of emotions; however, I also emphasize more strongly than does Elliott 

the embodied character of the human experience-and-expression of emotions.  

A few years later, Karl Allen Kuhn made another strong case—this time from a 

more literary-rhetorical perspective—for attending to emotions in biblical literature. In 

The Heart of Biblical Narrative: Rediscovering Biblical Appeal to the Emotions (2011), 

Kuhn offers a brief explanation of the debates about emotions,74 reaching conclusions 

that are to some extent compatible with those that guide the present study (on which, see 

further in 0.2, below). The primary contribution of Kuhn’s book lies in the attention he 

draws to how biblical narratives evoke emotional responses from the reader/hearer.75 

After describing and briefly illustrating several ways in which “biblical narratives move 

us,”76 Kuhn demonstrates the exegetical fruitfulness of his proposals through an extended 

interpretation of Luke 1:5–2:40.77 His analysis does not focus primarily on joy, and he 

generally places greater emphasis on reader-response considerations than will the present 

 

73 A criticism Dinkler makes specifically of Elliott’s division of Greco-Roman thinkers into neatly divided 

cognitive vs. non-cognitive views of emotions (“Reflexivity,” 276–77n45).  
74 Kuhn, Heart, 15–28. 
75 As Kuhn puts it in another study, “Affective appeal in varying forms is the means by which narratives”—

and for Kuhn, this emphatically includes biblical narratives—“compel us to enter their storied world and 

entertain the version of reality they present.” See Karl Allen Kuhn, “The Power and Prominence of Luke’s 

Pathos,” in The Kingdom according to Luke and Acts: A Social, Literary, and Theological Introduction, 

Karl Allen Kuhn (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015), 179–201, here 201, emphasis original. 
76 Kuhn, Heart, 32–55.  
77 Kuhn, Heart, 63–130. 
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study. Even so, Kuhn’s careful and sometimes creative close reading of Luke 1–2 leads to 

several insights relevant to my project, with which I will engage below.78 

Published the same year as Kuhn’s study, Stephen Voorwinde’s Jesus’ Emotions 

in the Gospels (2011) offers yet another variation on the theme of studying emotions in 

the New Testament.79 As his title indicates, Voorwinde examines each canonical 

Gospel’s portrayal of Jesus’s emotions. In addition to brief comments about his working 

understanding of “emotions,”80 Voorwinde also includes reflection on the question of 

whether Christians should “feel” like Jesus.81 Thus sketched, Voorwinde’s project raises 

some obvious theological-methodological concerns. After all, already in the late 

nineteenth century Martin Kähler pointed out the multifaceted difficulties that attend 

attempts to speculate about Jesus’s inner life.82 To his credit, Voorwinde recognizes the 

perils in his undertaking and avoids some of the pitfalls to which Kähler drew attention in 

his critique of nineteenth-century lives of Jesus. For instance, in an effort to minimize the 

 

78 In addition to Kuhn’s book study, also relevant are his several article- or chapter-length treatments of 

Luke-Acts that attend to questions of emotion. See Kuhn, “The Power and Prominence,” as well as Kuhn, 

“Deaf or Defiant? The Literary, Cultural, and Affective-Rhetorical Keys to the Naming of John (Luke 

1:57–80),” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 75.3 (2013): 486–503, esp. 502. 
79 Stephen Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels (London: T&T Clark, 2011). See also Voorwinde’s 

earlier study, Jesus’ Emotions in the Fourth Gospel: Human or Divine? Library of New Testament Studies 

284 (London; New York: T&T Clark, 2005). 
80 Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, esp. 2–3. 
81 Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, esp. 3–4, 8, and 215–17. 
82 For one thing, the Gospels do not tell us all that much about Jesus’s inner life; for another, if we rely on 

our own inferences to connect dots not connected by the evangelists, we end up (de facto) denying 

important ways in which Jesus is different from us: i.e., sinless and uniquely related to the Father. See 

Martin Kähler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic, Biblical Christ, rev. and enl. ed., 2nd ed., 

trans. Carl E. Braaten, Seminar Editions (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964).  
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risk of projecting emotions onto Jesus, Voorwinde limits his analysis to passages that 

clearly ascribe an emotion to Jesus, whether through explicit comment on his emotions or 

through an obviously emotionally charged action, such as weeping.83 Voorwinde also 

acknowledges that orthodox Christology discourages a simplistic attempt to imitate 

Jesus’s feelings. In addition to noting the difficulties created by Jesus’s unique messianic 

status and divine identity,84 Voorwinde also points out complications related to the 

doctrine of the incarnation and Jesus’s full humanity. Jesus’s specific emotional 

“temperament” is part of his human particularity, Voorwinde reasons, and is therefore no 

more imitable by every Christian than is Jesus’s Jewishness or his maleness.85 Though 

just one of Voorwinde’s chapters focuses specifically on the Gospel according to Luke, I 

will engage with some of his insights below, especially when examining the only passage 

in which Luke’s Gospel highlights Jesus’s own joy (Luke 10:21).86  

 

83 Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 3–4. 
84 See Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 216–17.  
85 See Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 215–16. Cf. Elliott’s comment that “[t]o be like Christ 

is not only to behave like Christ but also to feel like Christ.… To be conformed to his image is to be able to 

act out of feelings because the feelings are based on the truth of the gospel” (Faithful Feelings, 260). 

Against Elliott, I think Voorwinde is right to insist that the evangelists emphasize “transformation into 

[Jesus’s] character, not into his temperament or personality” (Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 216). 

However, Voorwinde oversimplifies the ways in which narratives shape us when he uses the narrative form 

of the Gospels as support for this conclusion: “[i]t is not the nature of narrative to be normative” (Jesus’ 

Emotions in the Gospels, 217). Cf. David Capes, “Imitatio Christi and Gospel Genre,” Bulletin for Biblical 

Research 13.1 (2003): 1–19. For an example of how narrative can figure in important ways in NT ethics, 

see Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New Creation: A 

Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (London: T&T Clark, 1997). 
86 Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 128–32, treated below at 2.3.4. On specifically Jesus’s 

emotions (or lack thereof) in Luke’s Gospel, see also David G. George, Jesus’ Lack of Emotion in Luke: 
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In conclusion, I return to the volume of essays mentioned at the beginning of this 

subsection, Mixed Feelings, Vexed Passions: Exploring Emotions in Biblical Literature.87 

Published in 2017, this collection represents a major contribution to the broader 

conversation about the study of emotions and adjacent phenomena in the New Testament 

and associated literature. Dinkler’s piece on joy in Luke begins with a brief discussion of 

her working assumptions about emotion, and the other essays in the volume include 

varying degrees of methodological reflection.88 Of particular interest, though, is 

Spencer’s introductory chapter, “Getting a Feel for the ‘Mixed’ and ‘Vexed’ Study of 

Emotions in Biblical Literature.” This orienting essay is valuable for its lucid articulation 

of the methodological difficulties that attend this area of scholarship, in relation to which 

I should now situate the present study.  

0.2 Joining the Conversation: Methodological Approach and Working 

Assumptions  

Spencer helpfully identifies four primary loci of difficulty for the study of 

emotions and related phenomena in the New Testament: “terminological-taxonomic 

concerns,” “textual-generic concerns,” “cross-cultural concerns,” and “cross-disciplinary 

 

 

The Lukan Redactions in Light of the Hellenistic Philosophers (Proquest: UMI Dissertation Publishing, 

2012). 
87 Of course, other publications could be mentioned. See for example Mirguet and Kurek-Chomcyz, 

“Introduction,” as well as other essays in that dedicated issue of Biblical Interpretation 24 (2016). 
88 For Dinkler’s discussion, see “Reflexivity,” 267–73. 
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concerns.”89 Perhaps most basically, there are “terminological-taxonomic concerns” 

regarding what an “emotion” is, how “emotion” relates to categories such as “passion” 

and “affect,” and how we should identify and interpret Hebrew and Greek words that 

convey emotion(s). In addition, “textual-generic concerns” arise with regard to how we 

can study emotion(s) in generically diverse biblical literature. “[C]ross-cultural 

concerns” also loom large. To what extent are emotional experience and expression 

universal versus culturally specific, biologically based versus socially constructed? These 

issues tie into Spencer’s fourth category of “concerns” for biblical scholars studying 

“emotions”: i.e., “cross-disciplinary concerns,” related to the need for engagement with 

complex other fields such as psychology and neurobiology.90 This list could be expanded 

to include questions about the normativity of biblical portrayals of emotions for 

contemporary faith communities,91 the relevance of affect theory for this subfield of 

biblical studies,92 and more. Clearly, the recent explosion in scholarship on emotions (and 

the like) in biblical literature has generated a number of methodological proposals and 

raised a wide range of methodological questions, many of which remain quite contested.  

 

89 This and the next several sentences draw from Spencer, “Getting a Feel,” 2–3, and passim. Emphasis 

original. 
90 Spencer, “Getting a Feel,” 3–4, emphasis original. 
91 See, e.g., Elliott, Faithful Feelings, and Kuhn, Heart.  
92 Spencer himself addresses this question later in the article; see “Getting a Feel,” esp. 25–28. For more on 

affect theory in connection with biblical studies, see Jennifer L. Koosed and Stephen D. Moore, 

“Introduction: From Affect to Exegesis,” Biblical Interpretation 22 (2014): 381–387; and esp. Maia 

Kotrosits, How Things Feel: Affect Theory, Biblical Studies, and the (Im)Personal, Brill Research 

Perspectives (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2016), as well as Kotrosits, Rethinking Early Christian Identity: 

Violence, Affect, and Belonging (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015).  
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In the interest of offering a fully developed specimen of one methodological 

possibility, however, the present study will necessarily leave many other methodological 

stones unturned.93 I will not, for example, engage in extensive comparative work—a 

direction already pursued, in various ways, by scholars such as Elliott and Inselmann.94 

Likewise, though I draw eclectically on the insights of adjacent fields such as philosophy, 

theology, and psychology, I do not view Luke’s narrativization of joy primarily through 

the lens of any one of these disciplines.95 Instead, I take an ad hoc approach to 

interdisciplinarity, drawing selectively on other fields where they can enrich my close 

reading of Luke’s narrative. Even within more literary approaches to emotion in the New 

Testament, I will (for the most part) forego some of the possibilities probed by earlier 

 

93 Without denying that something might be gained through more extensive engagement with comparative 

and interdisciplinary questions than I will undertake in this study, I would insist on two points. First, a 

literary-theological approach such as the one applied here has its own fruit to offer to the conversation 

about Lukan joy, and focusing my study as I have has allowed me to plumb the benefits of this approach 

more deeply. Second, as others recognize to varying degrees, we still lack adequate theoretical resources to 

give a strong account of what exactly we are doing when we compare “joy” in Luke-Acts to “joy” in the 

Stoics—or for that matter, in modern neurobiological research. On the difficulties of comparing across 

traditions, see esp. C. Kavin Rowe, One True Life: The Stoics and Early Christians as Rival Traditions 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016); as well as the further discussion between Rowe and others 

in John M. Barclay and Benjamin G. White, eds., The New Testament in Comparison: Validity, Method, 

and Purpose in Comparing Traditions, Library of New Testament Studies 600 (London: Bloomsbury, 

2020).  
94 Again, see Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 56–123, as well as Inselmann, Freude, 54–14. As noted above, 

Elliott has been critiqued for a lack of precision in his portrayal of Greco-Roman views of emotion 

(Dinkler, “Reflexivity,” 276–77n45). Other studies of Lukan joy sometimes touch upon comparative 

questions in a more cursory way; see for example Morrice, Joy, 11–15, and passim. On the difficulty of 

doing comparative work across traditions, esp. in such a cursory fashion, again see Rowe, One True Life, as 

well as Barclay and White, eds., The New Testament in Comparison.  
95 Cf. Inselmann’s thought-provoking “psychologische Exegese” (Freude; see also Inselmann, “Emotions 

and Passions,” as well as Inselmann, “Affektdarstellung”).  



 

28 

 

scholars, such as Wenkel’s socio-rhetorical approach, Dinkler’s narratological analysis, 

or the reader-response emphases that these authors share with Kuhn and Story.96  

I could go on, but this list of methodological roads not taken is probably long 

enough. Without denying the potential usefulness of many other approaches, I have 

chosen in my own exploration of Lukan joy to privilege literary-theological analysis—

which is to say, theologically sensitive close reading of Luke’s narrative. To some extent, 

my work on Lukan joy is in the vein of recent contributions by Wright and Thompson.97 

However, whereas their chapter-length studies cover a wide swath of biblical literature, 

my project takes a deeper dive into one particular biblical author’s handling of the joy 

motif. This narrower focus allows me flesh out the theological nuances of Lukan joy 

more fully; it also enables me more strongly to foreground literary considerations, such as 

the narrative form of Luke’s work (διήγησις, 1:1).98 As will be seen, many of the present 

study’s insights into Lukan joy arise from carefully tracing out the concrete ways in 

 

96 See esp. Wenkel, Joy; Dinkler, “Reflexivity”; Kuhn, Heart; and Story, Joyous.  
97 See Wright, “Joy,” and Thompson, “Reflections.”  
98 In terms of genre, it is safe to say that the Gospel according to Luke (considered on its own or in 

conjunction with the Acts of the Apostles) is a narrative. Further specifying the kind of narrative would not 

greatly advance my purposes here. I am generally persuaded by Richard A. Burridge’s argument that the 

canonical Gospels are akin to ancient Greco-Roman biographies. See Burridge, What Are the Gospels? A 

Comparison with Graeco-Roman Biography, 2nd ed., Biblical Resource Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2004). At the same time, I am well aware that the existence of Acts complicates this question in the case of 

Luke, such that some would prefer to classify the third Gospel and Acts together as an instance of ancient 

historiography. See, for example, the discussion Daniel Lynwood Smith and Zachary L. Kostopoulos, 

“Biography, History and the Genre of Luke-Acts.” New Testament Studies 63.3 (2017): 390–410. 
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which Luke has narrativized joy and the conditions that lead to (or divert, or prevent) 

rejoicing.99  

Consistent with this more literary approach, I am more inclined to describe than to 

define or categorize “joy” in Luke’s account. I am more interested in illuminating his 

narrative depiction of joy’s formation, deformation, and reformation than in translating it 

into the terms of ancient or modern psychological theory, philosophy, or theology.  

Even so, because we all come to our reading of texts with working assumptions 

about psychological, philosophical, and other matters, it will be helpful here at the 

beginning to note those that I have found useful in my literary-theological analysis of 

Lukan joy and the conditions that enable it. The first subsection below will address the 

question of what “joy” is in Luke’s narrative, explaining my reasons for preferring the 

admittedly unideal terminology of “emotion” over the main alternatives on offer (0.2.1). 

Building on this conclusion, the second subsection offers a brief account of the 

understanding of human emotions and their (re)formation that has proven most 

 

99 I share methodological ground here with Inselmann, who notes that a literary approach to joy in Luke’s 

Gospel should trace out how Luke places this motif within the narrative and whether individual instances 

are related to each other—as presumably they would be if Luke is treating the motif in a sustained, coherent 

way (Freude, 9). We will see several examples of illuminating interconnection between joy passages 

below; see esp. 1.3 and 2.3. I concur with Inselmann’s judgment that, because Lukan theology is narrated 

(“Im Lukasevgenlium wird Theologie ,erzält‘” [Freude, 146]), one cannot properly appreciate the 

significance of joy in Luke unless one attends to its narrative setting, “wie das Motiv [i.e., joy] intratextuell 

mit anderen Bausteinen der Erzählung verbunden ist” (Freude, 146). See also Dinkler’s narratological 

approach to Lukan joy in “Reflexivity.” 
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illuminating for my analysis of Lukan joy (0.2.2).100 Finally, the third subsection will 

take up a more literary methodological quandary: How does one go about detecting “joy” 

in a New Testament narrative (0.2.3)?  

0.2.1 What Is Joy? Or Rather, What Is Joy-according-to-Luke?  

As implied by the heading of this subsection, the pressing question for my 

purposes here is not, “What is joy (in general)?”101—but instead, and much more 

specifically, “What is joy-according-to-Luke?” Whatever scholars in this or that field 

may say of joy in their own study of the phenomenon, and indeed whatever other New 

Testament authors may have to teach us about it, how might we best name the sort of 

thing that joy is in Luke’s narrativization of the motif? Does Luke portray joy as a virtue, 

a fruit or gift of the Holy Spirit, a continual state attained by sheer willpower, a felt 

emotion, a precognitive affect, a passion, or something else?  

Several of these descriptions fit Lukan joy to some extent.102 For example, given 

that Luke associates joy with the Holy Spirit (e.g., Luke 10:21; Acts 13:52), we might be 

justified in borrowing Paul’s language and speaking of Lukan joy as part of the “fruit of 

 

100 Throughout, I focus on specifically human emotions. There are of course debates about whether it 

makes sense to talk about emotions in the case of other beings (whether God/gods, nonhuman animals, or 

other creatures, such as angels). Interesting though that question may be, it is not central to my purposes 

here, so I will simply bracket it for the duration of this study.  
101 Theologically speaking, others have aptly characterized (Christian) joy in general or Lukan joy in 

particular as a fitting response to God’s gracious action in creation and redemption. See similarly, for 

instance, Inselmann, Freude, 401–2, 407; see also Marianne Meye Thompson, “Reflections,” esp. 35.  
102 And several do not fit Lukan joy well at all: in particular, Lukan joy is decidedly not a continual state 

attained by willpower (despite some popular Christian teaching on joy), nor is it a precognitive affect. See 

further below.  
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the Spirit” (Gal 5:22). Luke’s portrayal of joy as connected with circumstances draws 

attention to a further sense in which joy is always in some sense a gift: human beings 

depend on God’s action in the world to create circumstances in which joy is possible.103 

At the same time, Luke also depicts joy as a response that can and should be cultivated by 

human beings—and that may in some cases need to be pruned back and trained to grow 

in a different direction.104 From this perspective, we can speak of joy-according-to-Luke 

as bound up with virtue and with vice.  

However, there is a further and essential characteristic of joy-according-to-Luke 

that these categories do not yet name.105 Joy in Luke’s narrative can prompt poetic speech 

or song (e.g., Luke 1:46–55), leaping (e.g., 6:22–23), and feasting (e.g., 15:23–24, 32). 

These are activities that evince what we might vaguely call strong and—at least in some 

sense—positive feelings.106 How can we name this aspect of Lukan joy?  

 

103 This point is rightly emphasized by Thompson, “Reflections,” 34, and passim. See also Wright, “Joy.” 

On the pastoral implications of God’s role in bringing about joy-conducive circumstances, see further in 

5.3.  
104 As Wright puts it, “The fact that [love and joy] … are part of ‘the fruit of the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:22–23) does 

not mean they somehow grow spontaneously without moral or spiritual effort. They are virtues, to be 

practiced. But they are not, of course, self-generated” (“Joy,” 49–50). On the interconnection between 

emotions and virtues from a Christian perspective, see also Robert C. Roberts, “Emotions among the 

Virtues of the Christian Life,” Journal of Religious Ethics 20.1 (Spring 1992): 37–68. 
105 Some popular Christian teaching about joy insists that it is not an emotion. While I would not want to 

reduce joy to an emotion, if one is talking about a phenomenon that does not involve emotion, “joy” is not 

the word to be used. On the need to acknowledge an emotional aspect of Christian joy (without thereby 

reductively identifying joy with an “internal” feeling), see Wright, “Joy,” 40–41, 56, as well as Thompson, 

“Reflections,” esp. 36–37.  
106 Joy is a positive feeling from the perspective of the person experiencing it, but as Luke’s narrative 

makes clear, it is not always a “positive” phenomenon in the sense of meriting approval (see, e.g., the 

Schadenfreude described in Luke 22:5 and further discussion in chapter 3, below). 
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Various categories suggest themselves, including “passion,” “affect,” and 

“emotion.” Of these three terms, “affect” is least applicable to joy as Luke portrays it. 

Debates about the character of “affects” abound, but in contemporary English-language 

biblical scholarship,107 the term “affect” is generally used to refer to non- or at least 

precognitive responses that are deeply rooted in embodied experience.108 As I will 

discuss further below, joy in Luke’s narrative is always over something and hence 

implies a cognitive judgment (consciously reasoned through or otherwise109) about that 

over which one rejoices. For this reason, “affect” is not an apt descriptor of joy-

according-to-Luke. Between the remaining two options listed above, I prefer “emotion” 

to “passion” for the present study, primarily because my analysis is informed more by 

certain modern insights into emotions than by Greco-Roman thinking about the passions.  

 

107 However, Inselmann—one of the NT scholars who has contributed particularly detailed work in this 

field—uses the German Affekt specifically to talk about ancient discourses’ portrayal of emotional 

experience and its representation and classification, in distinction from modern psychological views of 

emotion: “Den Begriff »Affekt« reserviere ich für das »psychische Erleben«, wie es im antiken Diskurs 

dargestellt und klassifiziert wird, den Begriff »Emotion« für das Gefühlskonzept moderner psychologischer 

Ansätze” (“Affektdarstellung,” 272). As a result, she will often refer to the role of cognitive judgments in 

directing or redirecting/developing an Affekt, whereas in the conventional English usage this would be more 

properly said of an emotion. 
108 See for example Mirguet and Kureck-Chomycz, “Introduction,” 437. 
109 As many proponents of a cognitive view of emotion rightly emphasize, this theory of emotions need not 

imply that every emotion arises from a complex or even consciously articulated process of judgment. 

Martha C. Nussbaum, for instance, holds to a cognitivist (specifically, “cognitive-evaluative”) 

understanding of emotions, according to which “emotions always involve thought of an object combined 

with thought of the object’s salience or importance” and hence “always involve appraisal or evaluation.” 

See Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of the Emotions (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2001), 23. However, Nussbaum further clarifies that “by ‘cognitive,’ [she] mean[s] 

nothing more than ‘concerned with receiving and processing information’” (Upheavals, 23). Hence her 

cognitive account of emotion emphatically does not entail “the presence of elaborate calculation, of 

computation, or even of reflexive self-awareness” (Nussbaum, Upheavals, 23). See similar qualifications in 

Elliott, Faithful Feelings, esp. 31–35. 
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Of course, modern scholarship on emotions presents its own set of complex 

debates. Indeed, in explaining my use of the category of “emotion” above, I have taken 

for granted a particular (cognitivist) account of human emotions. This working 

assumption itself requires further unpacking. 

0.2.2 Human Emotions and Their (Re)formation  

For Luke, the hallmark of right response to 

the message of Scripture is not so much 

obedience as joy: a glad and grateful 

reception of the powerful work of salvation 

performed by God throughout Israel’s story; 

in the events of Jesus’ life, death, and 

resurrection; and in the Spirit’s continuing 

work in the church. 

 

—Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in 

the Gospels, emphasis original  

 

If “emotion” is a helpful way to name at least some important aspects of joy-

according-to-Luke, what does that judgment mean, concretely, for analyzing this motif? 

The literature on human emotions is vast and complex. It spans disciplines ranging from 

neurobiology to philosophy, from psychology and sociology to critical theory and 

theology—to name just a few relevant fields. Following the lead of scholars such as 

Dinkler and Voorwinde, I will not attempt a thorough review of the interdisciplinary 
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debates here but will rather seek to clarify the positions within these debates that best 

cohere with and illuminate Luke’s portrayal of joy and what leads to it.110  

Specifically, this subsection will expand upon the cognitivist view of emotion 

implied above, advocating a version of this position that also takes seriously the role of 

embodiment in the human experience-and-expression of emotions. To be clear, my point 

is not that Luke “consciously” illustrates or endorses the way of thinking about 

joy/emotions that I will outline here. Rather, my claim is that these working assumptions 

prove useful for interpreting joy as Luke portrays it in the context of the wider life of 

discipleship.111 Ultimately, the proof of this claim will be found in subsequent chapters’ 

analysis.  

 

110 Dinkler (“Reflexivity,” 267–73) does offer a somewhat fuller account of her working assumptions than 

does Voorwinde (Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 2–3), in keeping with the partly methodological concern 

of the volume in which Dinkler’s essay appears. My point is that both of them manage to acknowledge 

these larger questions without allowing their analysis of the NT to be overshadowed by them. Since others 

writing on emotions in the NT have attempted a survey and evaluation of the contributions provided by one 

or more of the relevant extrabiblical disciplines, I would refer the reader to those studies for more extensive 

interdisciplinary work and bibliographies. For example, on the debate between noncognitivist and 

cognitivist views of emotions, see Matthew Elliott, Faithful Feelings, esp. 16–42. Regarding the debate 

over whether emotions are universal or socially constructed, see the brief and balanced summary in Barton, 

“Emotions in Early Christianity,” 574–75, drawing on Corrigan. Barton’s own analysis borrows esp. from 

constructivist understandings of emotion as articulated in the social sciences (“Emotions in Early 

Christianity”). Dinkler succinctly sketches her own view as a version of a cognitivist, constructivist 

approach, with a distinctive narratological spin (see “Reflexivity”), while Kuhn works from a (primarily) 

cognitivist view of emotions that seeks to balance elements of cultural construction and universality in 

human emotional experience (see esp. Heart, 22–26). See also F. Scott Spencer’s description of his own 

working assumptions in an earlier article: building on the work of scholars such as Richard Lazarus, Martha 

C. Nussbaum, and Robert Roberts, among others, Spencer describes emotions as “cognitive-motivational-

relational” and “‘value-laden’ desires or interests.” See Spencer, “Why Did the ‘Leper,’” esp. 110–118, 

here, 111, cited approvingly in Dinkler, “Reflexivity,” 277n44. 
111 I intentionally keep this claim modest to avoid straying into difficulties that would be beside the point 

for my purposes. Cf. Elliott’s explanation that, in maintaining that “the New Testament authors generally 
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To begin with, then, Luke’s portrayal of joy seems to assume what we would now 

call a cognitivist conception of emotion.112 According to this view, human emotions are 

inextricably bound up with cognition, broadly understood to include a wide range of 

mental processes.113 As alluded to above, one implication of this cognitivist account of 

emotion is that emotions are always “about” something.114 In this respect, Luke’s 

depiction of joy stands in tension with some earlier teaching, according to which 

Christian joy is somehow detached from everything else or has no concrete object.115 

Contrary to this (in certain circles, still popular) viewpoint, a number of recent studies of 

joy and/or other emotions in the New Testament affirm emotions’ “about-ness.”116 More 

to the point for present purposes, as we will see below, a close reading of Luke’s 

narrative definitively rules out the view that joy-according-to-Luke has no particular 

 

 

write about emotion from a cognitivist perspective,” he does not mean “to say that there was a well 

informed theory of emotions behind the writings but” rather “that a cognitive view was assumed” by these 

writers (Faithful Feelings, 238). Perhaps a better way to put this claim would be to say that the NT writings 

reflect astute observations of phenomena that are also well-described by a cognitivist view of emotion. 

However, to advance that version of the claim would require wading into debates about the degree of 

universality/stability of emotions across cultures, etc.—and that would take us too far afield from the task 

at hand. 
112 Again, see also Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 238, quoted in the previous note. 
113 This is a controversial position within the study of emotion. However, since it is a position held by many 

(albeit not all) NT scholars working in this field—and one for which others have argued at length (see esp. 

Elliott, Faithful Feelings)—I will not make a sustained case for it here. I will, however, note that 

Inselmann’s extended and methodologically sophisticated study of Lukan joy also leads her to affirm such 

a view (Freude, 368).  
114 On the “aboutness” of emotions, see for example Nussbaum, Upheavals, 27–31. 
115 E.g., Elliott (Faithful Feelings, 171) quotes Bultmann’s claim in his New Testament Theology that joy 

“has no describable object in which it rejoices.” Elliott disagrees, and rightly so.  
116 See, e.g., Elliott, Faithful Feelings, as well as Story, Joyous, 4.  
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object. Borrowing from phenomenology, we can describe Lukan joy’s “about-ness” in 

terms of intentionality.117 Joy as Luke portrays it is “intentional” insofar as it is always 

“about”—i.e., intending, pointing toward—some object.  

Three further points should be made regarding Luke’s depiction of joy’s object 

itself. First, Luke portrays (proper) objects of joy as ultimately given by God. This is 

most obviously true in cases where the object about which someone rejoices clearly 

involves an unusual sort of divine intervention (e.g., the conception of Jesus; see Luke 

1:47). However, Luke-Acts suggests that God should also be recognized as the giver of 

joy-conducive circumstances in cases where the object of joy is part of the ordinary 

functioning of creation (e.g., abundant crops; see Acts 14:17).118 Second, although joy as 

Luke portrays it always has an object, that object is not always a presently available good 

 

117 Nussbaum, who also affirms that emotions are “intentional,” portrays this as a more specific claim than 

simply affirming emotions’ “aboutness.” Intentionality further has to do with the perspectival character of 

emotions’ aboutness, the way in which an emotion is bound up with an individual’s own judgment about 

the value of its object for that individual. See her discussion in Upheavals, esp. 27–31. Intentionality is in 

fact a very complex and contested concept within phenomenology. See, for example, 

Ronald McIntyre and David Woodruff Smith, “Theory of Intentionality,” in Husserl’s Phenomenology: A 

Textbook, ed. J. N. Mohanty and William R. Mckenna (Washington, DC: Center for Advanced Research in 

Phenomenology and University Press of America, 1989), 147–79. For my purposes here, however, we need 

only take over a very basic usage of “intentionality” as a way of naming the fact that joy as Luke portrays it 

is always “about” something, directed at something (see McIntyre and Smith, “Theory,” 147).  
118 This is not to deny that human participation may have its part to play in bringing about a would-be 

object of joy (e.g., by planting, tending, and harvesting crops); however, the success of such human action-

toward-joy depends on God’s work as creator and redeemer. On God’s action in both creation and 

redemption/re-creation as necessary for joy, see also, among others, Inselmann, Freude, 388; Thompson, 

“Reflections,” 25, 35, and passim; and N. T. Wright, “Joy,” 42, 44. As Thompson astutely points out, it is 

entirely possible for people to experience joy over God’s action without recognizing it as such 

(“Reflections,” 35; in Luke-Acts, see esp. Acts 14:17). 
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(e.g., 6:22–23).119 Third, as I have alluded to already, Luke is willing to use joy language 

to name people’s rejoicing over what he deems wrongly identified “goods,” i.e., objects 

which do but emphatically should not prompt rejoicing (e.g., 22:5).120  

This last point leads us to consider a further implication of emotions’ 

intentionality. Because Lukan joy is “about” something, a person’s joy or lack thereof 

manifests his or her judgment on or evaluation of the object in question.121 The point will 

be clearer if we consider passages in which characters undergo or are asked to undergo 

emotional re-formation. As Inselmann and others point out,122 Jesus’s teaching in Luke 

10:20 in effect redirects his followers’ joy from one object (power over demons) to 

another (their names being written in heaven). The problem is not that their joy has an 

object but that they have misjudged the object over which they most ought to rejoice. 

 

119 See esp. my further discussion in chapter 2, below, and literature cited there. However, the point is to 

some extent illustrated already in Luke 1–2 (see my chapter 1), insofar as people rejoice over the births of 

children whose larger significance has been foretold but is not yet fully actualized within the narrative. 
120 See further in chapter 3, below, and literature cited there.  
121 Indeed, some go so far as to argue that emotions themselves are akin to or even a species of judgments. 

See Nussbaum’s discussion, esp. in her first chapter (“Emotions as Judgments of Value”), in Upheavals, 

19–88. Elliott similarly holds that “[e]motions have objects” and that “[a]n object, in general, must be 

perceived to have some value in order to produce emotion” (Faithful Feelings, 33). On the role of one’s 

judgment about the object of joy in determining the moral shading of that instance of joy, see also, e.g., 

Inselmann: “Die Freude stellt darher kein Werte an sich dar – entscheidend ist das sie begründende Urteil, 

die Kausalattribution des Affekts” (Freude, 368).  
122 Inselmann devotes a chapter to this passage (Freude, 200–40), and I will further engage with her 

insights below at 2.3.4. See also Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 130. As Elliott notes, “Jesus 

specifically shows people the reasons to rejoice” in the kingdom of God, doing so by substituting kingdom 

objects of joy for the objects that might have been expected; further, this “switching of the object on which 

the emotion is based points to a cognitive understanding of emotion” (Faithful Feelings, 167; in this 

passage, Elliott is not focused on the joy terms that I include here, but the point still holds; see also, e.g., 

Wenkel, Joy, 95).  
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Jesus’s instruction implies that the needed emotional development (a reorientation of joy) 

will occur through a change in their beliefs or judgments about the relative importance of 

potential objects of joy.123  

A person’s evaluation of a given would-be object of joy may be (from Luke’s 

perspective) correct or otherwise, but it will not be free floating or random. Instead, 

consistent with the observations of thinkers in other fields, Luke portrays the judgment 

manifest in or through joy as reflective of a person’s wider system of beliefs and 

values.124 For example, when Jesus’s disciples rejoice as he reaches Jerusalem in Luke 

19, they do so not only because of his deeds of power and their consequent judgment 

about his identity but also because of their beliefs about the implications of this identity 

for what will ensue when Jesus enters the holy city—beliefs encapsulated in the royal-

messianic overtones of their words and deeds at the triumphal entry (Luke 19:35–38; see 

also 19:11).  

Upon closer examination, moreover, the beliefs and values that undergird 

emotions turn out to make sense within an (often unstated, sometimes unconscious) 

 

123 Cf. Elliott’s comment that “[y]ou cannot change the emotion by dwelling on the emotion itself, but you 

can change the emotion by dwelling on and changing the beliefs and evaluations that lie behind it” 

(Faithful Feelings, 38). As I will discuss below, one would do so in part through (at least implicitly) 

narrative means. 
124 See, for example, Kuhn’s reflection on the role of emotion and underlying values in shaping his 

response to a bizarre (hypothetical?) situation involving his children and a renegade rooster (Heart, 23). 

Nussbaum, in her extended discussion of “Emotions as Judgments of Value” (Upheavals, 19–88) draws 

attention to several important nuances here. For example, the value involved in emotions-as-judgments-of-

value “appears to be of a particular sort,” i.e., bound up with “the person’s own flourishing” (Upheavals, 

30). 
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narrative.125 As might be expected given the role of narrative in rendering words and 

experiences intelligible to us in general,126 our ability to make specifically emotional 

“sense” of words and experiences also depends on whether and how we locate those 

words and experiences within a narrative framework. To return to the previous example, 

the scene that Jesus orchestrates at the triumphal entry would not make sense—or at least, 

it would not make the joy-conducive sense that it does for his disciples—apart from a 

particular interpretation of the narrative of God’s promises and faithfulness related in 

Israel’s Scriptures, from which in fact the disciples quote in Luke 19:38 (see further in 

chapter 3, below).127 

The cognitive, intentional, and narratively shaped character of human emotions 

renders it is both theoretically possible and difficult in practice to alter our emotional 

responses. Doing so requires something other and more than a willed change of 

 

125 On this point, see esp. Martha C. Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions: Beckett’s Genealogy of Love,” 

Ethics 98.2 (1988): 225–54; see also Robert C. Roberts, “Emotions Research and Religious Experience,” in 

The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Emotion, ed. John Corrigan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2008), 490–506. Roberts notes that “[o]ften the interpretive grid with which we view a situation 

emotionally is a narrative or incipient narrative,” which he goes on to describe in terms of “our awareness 

of a situation’s historical background” (“Emotions Research,” 491). While the historical context may play 

an important part in emotion-forming narratives (and here we should include not only large-scale historical 

context but also an individual’s personal and familial history), it seems to me that we need not limit our 

conception of emotion-forming narratives to those that are strongly “historical” in their orientation.  
126 See for example Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), esp. 204–25.  
127 We might also consider here Jesus’s instructions about joy in 6:22–23, where those persecuted for his 

sake are told to “rejoice in that day.” As I will argue in chapter 2, Jesus’s teaching in these verses 

succinctly evokes the narrative of Israel’s Scriptures and thereby encourages his persecuted followers to 

understand their own stories within that larger interpretive framework. Their suffering for his sake can be a 

context for (and, to be clear, not an object of) joy because of how it fits into this wider narrative.  
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judgment.128 As Nussbaum has argued, what is needed is an often long process of 

unlearning some emotion-forming narratives and re-learning others—a re-formational 

process that will generally be communal and experiential, just as was the initial process 

of emotional formation.129 We see this process at work in Luke’s narrative when 

characters who formally struggled to rejoice finally enter into narratively affirmed joy. 

Their cognitive-affective transformation often takes (at least implicitly) narrative form, as 

formerly joyless characters rejoice in conjunction with the reinterpretation of their 

experience130 and the Scriptures in relation to each other.131  

I will demonstrate the exegetical strength of this last point below, in relation to 

several specific passages (see esp. 1.2–1.3 and 4.3.2). For now, I would highlight a 

related but more general the methodological implication. Simply put, the view of 

emotions outlined here underscores the need to be aware of the historical distance 

 

128 Sometimes Inselmann gives the impression that critical introspection itself will allow us to alter our 

cognitive judgments and hence change our emotional response to a given object (e.g., Freude, 368; see also 

Elliott’s tendency in this direction in Faithful Feelings, e.g., 38–39). Inselmann recognizes that emotions 

arise from an extended process of conditioning (Freude, 369), but I would add to her analysis a greater 

emphasis on the role of narrative in shaping and when necessary reshaping our judgments about the 

perceptions that lead to our joy(lessness). See also Inselmann, Freude, 203–5, 383, 387n101, 391, and 

passim. 
129 See again Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions.”  
130 Often specifically including their experiences related to Jesus. 
131 This is most obviously true in relation to Jewish characters, although even when addressing primarily 

non-Jewish audiences in Acts 14 and 17 Paul sometimes echoes Israel’s Scriptures in his language and 

reasoning. For example, as the marginal references in the NA28 suggest, one might hear echoes of 

Deuteronomy 32:8 in Acts 17:26, as well as resonances of Exodus 20:11 and/or Psalm 146:6 in Paul’s (and 

Barnabas’s) articulation of creational monotheism in Acts 14:15. In the latter passage, the audience is quite 

obviously “pagan,” as evident from their attempt to sacrifice oxen to Paul and Barnabas as Zeus and 

Hermes (14:11–13). Interestingly, this passage also includes a reference to joy (εὐφροσύνη, 14:17). 



 

41 

 

between us and Luke’s implied audience. The emotion-forming narratives that shape our 

interpretation of Luke-Acts may be different from those that shaped first-century readers 

and hearers of this narrative. This realization should keep us from being too quick to infer 

the presence of unnamed joy simply because a situation in the narrative strikes us as joy-

conducive—or, conversely, to assume that joy terms could not possibly imply joy in a 

context that strikes us as unjoyous. Historical work can help us here to some extent. 

However, some of the most readily available resources for such contextualization come 

from quite other schools of thought-and-practice than that which Luke inhabits. This 

should caution us against simply imposing their emotion-forming narratives on Luke’s 

Gospel.132  

More immediately relevant, as hinted above, is the emotion-forming narrative of 

God’s faithfulness to Israel and the world, the beginnings of which are recounted in 

Israel’s scriptural traditions—and the continuation of which Luke understands himself to 

be writing in his two volumes. Several lines of evidence suggest the relevance of this 

narrative to understanding joy(lessness) in Luke-Acts. By framing his Gospel as an 

“orderly account” of the “things fulfilled among us,” Luke’s prologue already points in 

 

132 For example, the Stoic views of emotion are frequently adduced as interesting points of comparison in 

studies of emotion in the NT; however, again, cf. Rowe’s thought-provoking discussion of the difficulties 

involved in such encyclopedic comparative work in Rowe, One True Life, as well as further discussion of 

the point in Barclay and White, The New Testament in Comparison.  
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this direction (Luke 1:1–4).133 Further confirmation comes from the many Old Testament 

echoes in the jubilant infancy narrative (see chapter 1, below), as well as from the risen 

Lord’s joy-facilitating hermeneutical instruction in Luke 24. The scriptural narrative 

continues to play a key part in Luke’s treatment of joy in his second volume, too, as 

evident from the richly allusive preaching that fosters the (joyful) church’s growth early 

in Acts (see further in chapter 4, below).134  

As these brief previews suggest, the cognitivist perspective on joy just sketched 

will bear significant exegetical fruit below, enriching our understanding of Lukan joy and 

what leads to it. However, a note of strong qualification is also in order. Though I hold a 

cognitive view of emotion and a narrative understanding of how emotions are formed and 

reformed, I also recognize that human emotions are inextricably bound up with 

embodiment. I mean by this affirmation something stronger than the simple 

acknowledgement that (as Nussbaum, for example, points out) because humans are 

embodied, the human experience of emotions must of necessity also be embodied.135 That 

 

133 Here and throughout this study, English translations of the NT and LXX are my own, unless otherwise 

noted. The Greek text follows the NA28 for the NT and Rahlfs-Hanhart for the LXX. Quotations from the 

OT in Hebrew follow the MT. 
134 Other evidence could be adduced as well, including the explicit reference to “Moses and the prophets” 

in the parable in Luke 16:19–31 (on which, in connection with Lukan joy, see chapter 2, below). 
135 Nussbaum, Upheavals, 58–59. See also Elliott’s discussion of his understanding of the role of 

“physiological change” in a “cognitive theory of emotion” (Faithful Feelings, 41), as well as his insistence 

that although “exhibiting a certain behaviour” may be “evidence for or against having an emotion,” that 

behavior “is not part of the emotion itself” (Faithful Feelings, 36). 
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is of course true, but the link between emotions and embodiment is stronger than such a 

statement implies.  

On this score, I concur more with scholars such as Stephen Barton, who observes 

that “emotions both express and impress themselves at the boundary between the inner 

life of a person and his or her outer life.”136 Without opting for the reductively 

physiological account of emotions advocated by some proponents of the noncognitivist 

position, we should still take seriously the integral role of the body in the experience-and-

expression of human emotions.137  

This has to do in part with neurobiology and associated physiological processes. 

However, since Luke does not seem to be aware of neurobiology per se, that dimension 

of emotions’ embodiment need not detain us here. More relevant at present is the 

observation that, from a phenomenological perspective, the experience and the embodied 

expression of emotion are (typically) inextricably intertwined.138 At this point, I draw on 

the work of Edith Stein as interpreted by Alasdair MacIntyre.139 Stein, whose 

 

136 Barton, “Emotions in Early Christianity,” 579, emphasis original. 
137 Cf. Sarah Coakley’s helpful “Postscript: What (If Anything) Can the Sciences Tell Philosophy and 

Theology about Faith, Rationality and the Passions?” Modern Theology 27.2 (2011): 357–61. 
138 Some cognitivist accounts of emotion struggle to take this insight on board. For instance, it is not 

entirely clear whether Elliott views “facial expressions of emotion” as part of or consequence of emotion 

(see Faithful Feelings, 43), but he certainly takes most behaviors to be an effect of rather than part-and-

parcel with the experience of emotion per se: “exhibiting a certain behavior is evidence for or against 

having an emotion but it is not part of the emotion itself,” since, in his view, “[w]here cognition is internal 

to emotion, behavior is external to it” (Faithful Feelings, 36; see also 41).  
139 Alasdair MacIntyre, Edith Stein: A Philosophical Prologue, 1913–1922 (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, 2006). 
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philosophical reflection on empathy was deepened by her experiences as a field nurse in 

World War I, concluded that the expression of emotion is part and parcel of the 

experience of that emotion. If someone is sobbing, this is not merely an external sign of 

internal sadness; in an important sense, the sobbing is the “inner” sadness.140 Contrary to 

some cognitivist views that take embodied manifestations of emotion to be secondary to 

the emotion itself, I work from the assumption that—in general—the experience-and-

expression of emotion are integrally linked, even if the precise triggers of emotional 

experience and the precise shape of emotional expression vary somewhat from person to 

person and culture to culture.141  

This last concession raises the obvious question: Given the possibility of variation 

across and within cultures, how can we know which narrated behaviors manifest joy as 

portrayed by Luke? In keeping with the approach sketched above and building on the 

methodological insights of Inselmann,142 I will rely primarily on literary analysis to make 

a case for discerning unnamed joy(lessness) in Luke’s narrative (0.2.3). Before I expand 

 

140 MacIntyre, Edith Stein, 84. See also Alasdair MacIntyre, “Pain, Grief, and Other Signs of Life,” 

(keynote address, presented at Notre Dame Center for Ethics and Culture, Second Annual Fall Conference, 

“A Culture of Life,” Notre Dame, IN, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TOTpu9pPn1Y). 
141 The qualification “in general” is important here, as there are several kinds of possible special cases that 

could in practice complicate the expression of emotion (e.g., various bodily differences, deceptive 

purposes, etc.). Drawing again on the work of MacIntyre, I will address these complications more fully 

below in the course of reflecting on the relevance of these interdisciplinary borrowings for the 

interpretation of specific passages (see esp. 1.2.1). 
142 See esp. Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions.” 
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upon that point, however, it may be helpful briefly to review the position sketched in this 

subsection.  

In keeping with cognitivist accounts of emotions, Luke portrays joy as arising 

from (or perhaps simply a species of) judgment about some object.143 Lukan joy is in this 

sense intentional; it is always “about” something. Further, Luke’s handling of this point 

coheres with the insight that emotions reflect not only isolated judgments but, typically, 

also one’s wider beliefs and values. To the extent that one is responsible for one’s beliefs 

and values, then, an emotion such as joy(lessness) can be morally weighted.144 This 

inference will prove important for our grappling below with Luke’s portrayal of joy as 

mandatory, praiseworthy, or blameworthy in particular cases.  

Following Nussbaum and others, I have further claimed that emotions—Lukan 

joy included—evince emotion-forming narratives, within which the relevant beliefs and 

values make the emotional sense that they make. This in turn renders it important that we 

attend as much as possible to the emotion-forming narratives that Luke offers or implies. 

 

143 Again, see discussion in Nussbaum, Upheavals, 19–88, as well as Elliott, Faithful Feelings, esp. 31–42. 
144 Similarly, Elliott proposes, “We are responsible for our emotions because they are based on beliefs and 

evaluations” and hence “provide us with a picture of our true values” (Faithful Feelings, 39). One 

important implication, for Elliott, is that “[w]e can work to change those values that do not match our stated 

moral beliefs” (Faithful Feelings, 39). Elliott follows this position to what is in some ways its logical 

conclusion, affirming, “If we are faithful in making our core heart values and beliefs those of the Bible, our 

emotions will be faithfully conformed to” central Christian truth claims (Faithful Feelings, 264). This is 

true to an extent, but Elliott’s statement of the point may reflect and reinforce an overly simplistic and 

pastorally dangerous view of human emotional life (see further in 5.3). Elliott does at least acknowledge 

that “[p]eople differ in how they express emotion and in many cases this is a function of personality [I 

would add, and culture] that is neither right nor wrong” (Faithful Feelings, 266–67); he also allows for 

“fluctuations” in emotions that reflect “seasons of faith and life” and so “should not be seen as sure 

indicators of the state of your spiritual health” (Faithful Feelings, 267). 
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As indicated, I will take up this task below, in part, through my analysis of intertextuality 

and the ways in which reinterpreting Israel’s Scriptures in relation to present experiences 

helps to facilitate joy for multiple Lukan characters.  

All of this is fundamentally consistent with a cognitivist account of emotion. 

However, contrary to some cognitivist theorists, I also insist that the experience and 

embodied manifestation of emotion are in general inseparably linked—a key point, as we 

will see, for identifying unnamed joy in Luke-Acts. With this, I turn to one last 

preliminary matter: How will this study identify instances of joy within the Lukan 

narrative? 

0.2.3 How to Find Joy (in a Narrative): Identifying Key Terms and Avoiding 

the “Danger of the Concordance”145 

Above, I have criticized some earlier studies that rely excessively on word studies 

and overly inclusive lists of joy terms in their examination of Lukan joy. Such a 

procedure, I have said, threatens to obscure both narratively implied joy and the 

particularity of Lukan joy as distinct from other narrated phenomena. But what is the 

alternative? This subsection will lay out my own approach to identifying joy terms and 

 

145 Noting that “the reality” of joy is in some cases “present without the word” in Israel’s Scriptures, N. T. 

Wright wryly observes that “we must always remind ourselves of the danger of the concordance!” (“Joy,” 

41).  
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narrativized but unnamed joy (or, as the case may be, the narratively significant absence 

of joy).146  

On the one hand, the concordance does of course have its role to play here. I will 

primarily address passages in which joy occurs as a named phenomenon. Which words 

name “joy,” though? For present purposes, I count as Lukan “joy” terms the Greek words 

that scholars more or less unanimously associate with joy/rejoicing, i.e., χαρά and 

(συν)χαίρω. I also include words that are set in near-synonymous parallel with these 

terms in Luke-Acts and/or in the scriptural traditions on which Luke extensively draws.  

Thus, for example, in Luke 1:14 χαρά and ἀγαλλίασις work in tandem; Luke 

15:32 juxtaposes εὐφραίνω and χαίρω; and Acts 2:26 sets εὐφραίνω and ἀγαλλιάω 

parallel to each other (see also 2:28). It is worth noting that the joy terms in Acts 2:26 

occur in a quotation from Psalm 15 LXX. This passage illustrates a surprising feature of 

septuagintal joy language that is important to notice here: i.e., the relative rarity of χάρα 

and (συν)χαίρω in the Greek translations of Israel’s Scriptures.147 If we are to attend well 

to the ways in which Lukan joy is shaped by Israel’s Scriptures, we will need to expand 

beyond these most widely recognized New Testament joy terms to include those used 

more commonly in the Septuagint. For example, given that the Septuagint can use 

εὐφραίνω and εὐφροσύνη as joy terms in a strong sense—and given that Luke sometimes 

 

146 The last of these points I will develop further in appendix A in relation to the end of Acts. 
147 As noted by Thompson in “Reflections,” esp. 19.  
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clearly follows this usage (again, see esp. Acts 2:26, 28)—it is justifiable to think that 

these terms are (at least potentially, depending on the context of use)148 just as much joy 

terms as the other terms mentioned above.149 

In sum, my working list of joy terms includes χαρά, (συν)χαίρω, ἀγαλλίασις, 

ἀγαλλιάω, εὐφρασύνη, and εὐφραίνω.150 Further expanding the list of joy terms would 

render the category unhelpfully broad, leading to the sort of fuzziness about joy to which 

I objected in summarizing some previous scholarship.  

Working with the above set of joy terms as a starting point, I have attempted to let 

the use of these terms within Luke-Acts guide my interpretation of them. As we will see, 

 

148 For example, in chapter 2, below, I will take the use of εὐφραίνω in relation to multiple rich men in the 

body of Luke’s Gospel to carry a “joy” sense, in part because of how the wider narrative context repeatedly 

thematizes the connection between use of possessions and joy(lessness).  
149 This is so notwithstanding the tendency of some scholars to treat εὐφραίνω/εὐφροσύνη, esp. in its more 

emphatically embodied expressions, as somehow a lesser form of joy. For example, though he registers the 

breadth of the word group’s usage in other contexts, G. F. Hawthorne claims that, when εὑφραίνω and 

associated terms are used to describe “joy that manifests itself in liturgical, jubilant celebration,” the word 

group “always has a pejorative connotation” in the NT. See Hawthorne, “Joy,” in Dictionary of the Later 

New Testament & Its Developments, ed. Ralph P. Martin and Peter H. Davids (Downers Grove, IL: 

Intervarsity Press, 1997), 887–94, here 888–89. Hawthorne cites in support of this claim Acts 7:41 and 

Revelation 11:10 (“Joy,” 889), which do illustrate his point. However, he fails to see that Luke might 

provide at least a partial counterexample (see esp. 15:24–23, 32), particularly in light of how Luke frames 

this set of parables (see 15:1–3). Cf. Rudolf’s Bultmann’s (in my judgment, more insightful) assessment 

that the LXX usage of εὐφραίνω and εὐφρασύνη suggests that this word group “does not have a specific 

meaning sharply differentiated from other expressions for joy such as ἀγαλλιᾶσθαι, χαίρειν, etc.” See 

Bultmann, “εὐφραίνω, εὐφρασύνη,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 2, ed. Gerhard 

Kittel, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964), 772–75, here 773. For the suggestion 

that NT joy specifically does assume embodied, possibly public, liturgical celebrations, see Wright, “Joy,” 

57–58.  
150 For a full list of the occurrences of these joy terms in Luke-Acts, see appendix B. I note in passing that 

the same “three main groups of words in the New Testament which denote human joy and happiness” are 

highlighted by E. Beyreuther and G. Finkenrath, in “Joy, Rejoice,” in The New International Dictionary of 

New Testament Theology, rev. and enl. ed. Colin Brown et al. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 352–61, 

here 352. (This reference work is translated, revised, and expanded from Theologisches Begriffslexikon zum 

Neuen Testament, ed. Lothar Coenen, Erich Beyreuther, and Hans Bietenhard.) 
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there are cases in which it is not entirely clear whether one of these terms does convey 

joy in a given passage. The most obvious examples of such ambiguity involve Luke’s use 

of χαίρω in greetings. Should we assume any overtones of joy in such a conventional 

salutation? I will argue below in favor of hearing joy (as well as greeting) in Luke 1:28 

(see 1.3.3.1), while I maintain that in Acts 23:26 the same verb conveys a greeting 

without any implication of joy (see appendix A). In both cases, I base my interpretation 

largely on literary analysis, attending to the immediate narrative context and to patterns in 

Luke’s use of joy terms.  

Such literary analysis becomes even more crucial when it comes to discerning 

cases of unnamed but narratively implied joy(lessness). In keeping with the arguments of 

Inselmann and others,151 I grant that joy can be—and, in Luke-Acts, sometimes is—

conveyed narratively, even in the absence of any explicit joy terms. Some passages depict 

joy without any of the aforementioned key words (e.g., Luke 2:25–38); others omit joy 

terms in a narrative context that may render this omission itself telling (e.g., Luke 18:18–

30; see further in 2.5).  

 

151 As Inselmann rightly observes, in Luke’s Gospel joy is “nicht nur explizit erwänt, sondern kann auch 

implizit geschildert werden” (Freude, 9). See also Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions.” As mentioned, 

Lohse notes that already Gulin saw this point (Lohse, Alegría, 10–11n8). Though Bernadicou does not 

theorize about the point as explicitly, he does make a narratively, intertextually, and theologically shaped 

case for discerning unnamed joy in at least some Lukan meal contexts; see for example Bernadicou, 

“Biblical Joy.”  
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Choosing not to do a strictly word-based study renders all the more pressing the 

question of how we can know Lukan joy when we see it. Consistent with what I have said 

above regarding the link between the experience and expression of emotion, I take 

characters’ reported actions (including speech as well as nonverbal behaviors, such as 

jumping or feasting) as potentially indicative of the presence of unnamed joy. Narrative 

patterns, the logic of a given passage or set of passages, and the predictions and 

interpretations offered by reliable speakers can also enable us to recognize 

periphrastically conveyed joy—or for that matter, the narratively significant absence of 

this motif. I will demonstrate this point more fully below, especially in relation to 

Zechariah (see 1.2) and the end of Acts (see appendix A).  

0.3 Preview of Chapters 

Further preliminary questions could be addressed, but the foregoing will suffice as 

an initial framework, to be filled out where relevant as the study progresses.152 Before I 

launch into close readings of Luke’s narrative, however, this last section of the 

introduction will provide an overview of the argument as a whole. Building on earlier 

studies’ observations about the connections between Lukan joy and selected other 

motifs,153 the present project distinctively pursues a comprehensive analysis of Luke’s 

 

152 For example, I will outline my working assumptions about the Synoptic problem in chapter 2, below, 

when I begin to treat Lukan material with significant parallels in Matthew and/or Mark. 
153 Some studies of Lukan joy discuss one or more such factors. Morrice links Lukan joy to faith, hope, and 

love, among other things (Joy, 73–78), while Navone and Bernadicou consider how Lukan joy relates to 
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narrative construal of joy in relation to various situations, dispositions, commitments, 

practices, and so forth. Simply put, what leads to joy, according to Luke?  

The body of my study will address this question by moving through Luke’s 

Gospel and into the beginning of Acts, proceeding largely in narrative order. Chapter 1 

examines several characters’ eventual entry into joy in the infancy narrative. Luke’s 

portrayal of their movement into joy illustrates the interconnection between joy and such 

aspects of discipleship as faithfulness-while-waiting, obedient trust, the experience of 

divine initiative, and the (re)interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures and disorienting present 

events in relation to one another. I will pay particular attention to Zechariah’s struggle to 

rejoice and to the ways in which the partial parallelism between Zechariah and Mary 

lends greater nuance to the infancy narrative’s treatment of the conditions for joy. 

Turning to Luke’s account of Jesus’s earthly ministry and of the days leading up 

to his death, chapter 2 and chapter 3 demonstrate that the body of the Gospel links joy to 

factors such as hope, responsiveness to Jesus, and the generous use of wealth. Luke 

 

 

issues such as eschatology, community, and possessions. As mentioned above, Navone’s ten 

“characteristics of [Lukan] joy” overlap somewhat with my points here (Themes, 74–76). Others 

underscore to the role of divine initiative (e.g., De Long, Surprised, passim, and Thompson, “Reflections,” 

esp. 34–35); scriptural interpretation (De Long, Surprised, passim, drawing partly on Mark Coleridge); 

and/or cognitive judgments (see, e.g., Elliott, Faithful Feelings, as well as Inselmann, Freude) in 

facilitating joy-according-to-Luke. See also Pope Paul VI, “Gaudete in Domino: On Christian Joy” 

(apostolic exhortation, May 9, 1975, http://w2.vatican.va/content/paul-

vi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_p-vi_exh_19750509_gaudete-in-domino.html); as well as Daniel 

Chua, “Theology of Joy,” interview by Matthew Croasmun, Yale Center for Faith and Culture, n.d., 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cb7snQYY5yc, among others.  
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continues to clarify the conditions that lead to joy, doing so not only through joy-

affirming teaching and laudable exemplars (e.g., 6:22–23; 10:21) but also through 

corrective teaching on joy (10:20) and even cautionary narratives involving wrongheaded 

joy (22:5). The second half of this claim may be counterintuitive, given the usually 

positive connotations of “joy” and “rejoicing” in contemporary English usage. However, 

as others have registered, Luke’s “Gospel of Joy” is far from naively sanguine about 

rejoicing.154  

While not all of the characters treated in chapters 2 and 3 manage to rejoice 

rightly within Luke’s narrative frame, Luke does close his Gospel with an extended 

treatment of a successful (albeit slow) movement into appropriate joy on Easter Sunday. 

Chapter 4 takes up this portion of Luke’s narrative. I will offer a close reading of the 

disciples’ process of coming to rejoice after Jesus’s resurrection and after his ascension, 

before rounding out the study by discussing the first recurrence of the joy motif in 

Acts.155  

Time and again, as we shall find, rejoicing proves to be a more complicated 

matter than one might expect. Both joy itself and the conditions that facilitate jubilation 

cut both ways in Luke’s account. When properly shaped and oriented, joy-conducive 

aspects of a would-be joyful person’s life can foster right rejoicing (e.g., Luke 19:6). 

 

154 See, for example, Conver, “The Portrayal,” 194, 213; Inselmann, Freude, 404–5, 408; and Wenkel, Joy, 

75, 78, and passim. 
155 I will return to the latter parts of Acts briefly in the conclusion and in appendix A. 
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Conversely, the absence or distortion of these same factors can prevent, limit, or even 

pervert jubilation. Some initially admirable characters fail to rejoice when faced with 

joyous situations (esp. 1:5–23; see 1.2). Others meet such situations with appropriate joy 

but lack the perseverance that must accompany joy for fruitful discipleship (e.g., 8:13; 

see 2.3.2–3). Still others rejoice in the wrong object (e.g., 22:5; see 3.2). Even on Easter, 

Jesus’s disciples at first have a hard time entering into joy even while conversing with the 

(unrecognized) risen Lord himself (see chapter 4, below)! Luke’s narrative suggests that 

each sort of “failed” joy reflects underlying weaknesses in other aspects of discipleship 

with which Luke is concerned, such as trust, hope, and the ordering of desires.156  

As this brief summary suggests, the joy(lessness) of a particular character depends 

on the extent to which that person’s whole life is conducive to joy. Crucially, “whole 

life”157 here includes both circumstances beyond the individual’s control and also factors 

with regard to which one is able to exercise agency and for which one may be held 

accountable. Such a holistic understanding of what makes for joy has several 

 

156 In several cases, Luke underscores the point through positive counterexamples to cases of “failed” joy. 

These counterexamples create a narrative foil, formed through contrast either with similarly situated 

characters in the narrative (e.g., Zacchaeus in 19:1–10 vs. the rich men in 12:13–34; 16:19–31; 18:18–30) 

and/or with the same character(s) later in the narrative (e.g., Zechariah in Luke 1). Others (variously) 

identify and analyze Luke’s pairing of positive and negative examples of joy. See, for instance, Navone, 

Themes, 86; Bernadicou, Joy, 26–27; “Lucan Theology of Joy,” esp. 88–89; and Kuhn, “The Power and 

Prominence,” 190.  
157 Again, see also Matthew Croasmun’s comment in his interview with Harold Attridge, “Theology of 

Joy.” 
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implications.158 Among them is the corollary that, given certain circumstances, whether 

someone rejoices and why that person does (or does not) rejoice can be matters for praise 

or blame. Insofar as whether and why someone rejoices is bound up with (and hence 

revelatory of) such morally weighted conditions as the ordering of that person’s desires 

or the orientation of that person’s hope, the resulting joy(lessness) itself can be 

praiseworthy or blameworthy according to Luke.159 To see how this works out in 

concrete cases, we should turn now to closer examination of Luke’s narrative itself. 

 

158 I focus here on implications for our interpretation of Luke’s portrayal of joy; however, one could also 

note several implications for the existentially pressing question of what Luke has to say to those seeking 

more joy-filled lives today. Already in 1975 Pope Paul VI perceived that modern society, though it 

facilitates many pleasures, struggles to foster joy (“Gaudete in Domino: On Christian Joy”). Whether we 

consider the academy, the church, or the world at large, his observation seems at least as apt now as it must 

have been then. Particularly if those are correct who maintain that joy cannot be cultivated directly, 

clarifying the conditions for joy in Luke-Acts may not only illumine an understudied aspect of NT theology 

but also contribute to the joyfulness of those communities that, in one way or another, continue to be 

shaped by these narratives. Such “practical” implications will not be my explicit focus in most of this study, 

but see the “pastoral postscript” in 5.3. 
159 I mean the “insofar as” at the beginning of this sentence quite seriously; see further in 5.3. 
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1. Awaiting Joyous Circumstances and Welcoming Them with 

Joy: Joy in the Lukan Infancy Narrative 

Though Luke 15 boasts the highest concentration of “joy” terms per chapter in 

Luke-Acts, Luke 1 comes in as a close second for this distinction.1 With one additional 

explicit reference to joy (2:10) and several scenes that arguably narrate rejoicing without 

naming it as such (e.g., 2:20, 25–35, 36–38), Luke 2 further underscores the importance 

of this motif in the infancy narrative.2 As others have suggested, the prominence of joy in 

 

1 In terms of specific joy terms, those listed in my introduction occur seven times in Luke 1 (1:14 [3x], 28, 

44, 47, 58), and once more in Luke 2:10; ten of these joy terms appear Luke 15 (Luke 15:5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 23, 

24, 29, 32 [2x]). Of course, the tally will vary depending on which terms one includes. Morrice—who, as 

noted in the introduction, uses a more expansive list of terms to guide his study of Joy in the New 

Testament—finds ten mentions of joy in Luke 1 and the same number in Luke 15. See William G. Morrice, 

Joy, 91, 94; see also Conver, “The Portrayal,” 132n1. Bernadicou, on the other hand, counts eight joy terms 

in these chapters (“Lucan Theology of Joy,” 79). In any case, the basic point remains the same. As Joel B. 

Green puts it, “[t]he language of joy and happiness,” though “scattered throughout Luke’s Gospel,” is 

concentrated in several sections, one of which is “the birth narrative (Lk 1–2).” See Joel B. Green, “Joy,” 

449. See also Green, “‘We Had to Celebrate,’” esp. 171, with reference to “happiness.” Similar 

observations are made by others regarding the dominant note of joy in the first two chapters of Luke (e.g., 

Conver, “The Portrayal,” 131–32; Stephen C. Barton, “Spirituality and the Emotions,” esp. 179), 

sometimes also with comparison to the similar prominence of this motif in Luke 15 (e.g., Story, Joyous, 

26). See also De Long’s study, which treats “joy and praise as part of the plot of the infancy narrative” with 

a view to “joy and praise in the hymns and within the narration.” See De Long, Surprised, 135n3, emphasis 

original. 

I should acknowledge at the outset that the sheer volume of scholarship on the Lukan infancy 

narrative will necessitate selective engagement with the body of secondary literature here. As Mark 

Coleridge observes early in his study of these chapters, “The various works engaged here represent only a 

fraction of the entire corpus. At the same time it should be said that a reading of the vast bulk of the entire 

corpus shows that though the works are many the opinions are few.” See Mark Coleridge, The Birth of the 

Lukan Narrative: Narrative as Christology in Luke 1–2, JSNT Supp. Series 88 (Sheffield, England: 

Sheffield Academic, 1993), 25. 
2 With respect to joy, as in numerous other respects, the opening chapters of Luke’s Gospel set the stage for 

much of what is to come. Noting the interpretive importance of Luke 1–2 for the Gospel as a whole, 

Inselmann rightly concludes that the foregrounding of joy in the infancy narrative in effect anticipates the 

portrayal of joy later in the Gospel; not only is joy important in these opening chapters, but “bereits fast alle 

Aspekte der Freude wie in einer Ouverture präludiert werden, die sich im Ablauf des Evangeliums als 
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these opening chapters of Luke is not entirely surprising, given their content. The Holy 

Spirit, often associated with joy in Luke-Acts,3 figures prominently in the infancy 

narrative (1:15, 35, 41, 67; 2:25–27). In addition, these chapters narrate the birth of 

children (generally a joyous occasion in biblical literature) and specifically the birth of 

children who will play a key role in God’s redemptive purposes.4 Though joy is not 

 

 

wesentlich erweisen werden.” See Inselmann, Freude, 188. In keeping with the methodological approach 

sketched in my introduction, I will here treat the infancy narrative as a whole and its various components 

(e.g., the canticles) as part of Luke’s narrative, without wading into the extensive scholarly debates about 

Luke’s sources. Because whatever source(s) Luke may have had are lost to us, it is not at present possible 

to make any but the most speculative claims about his redaction of those sources in the infancy narrative. 

Moreover, given the oft-observed points of (in some cases, theologically weighty) connection between the 

infancy narrative, Luke 24, and Acts 1–2, it seems clear to me that whatever Luke’s source(s) may have 

been, he has redacted them to the point that we may fairly say that Luke is responsible for the shape of the 

Lukan infancy narrative as it stands. On the need to interpret Luke 1–2 and the rest of the Gospel in relation 

to each other, see already, for example, Paul S. Minear, “Luke’s Use.” 
3 Most obviously in passages such as Luke 10:21 and Acts 13:52. Many scholars note this association. See, 

for example, Story, Joyous (passim), as well as A. Rodríguez Carmona, “Lucas,” esp. 212. In the NT 

outside of Luke-Acts, see also Romans 14:17 and Galatians 5:22.  
4 As Green observes, the joyousness of the infancy narrative “is perhaps expected in stories of childbirth, 

but Luke’s interest transcends the happiness attending childbirth in general,” since Luke views these as 

“not ordinary births” but births “of eschatological importance, marking the coming of salvation”—a turn of 

events “call[ing] for eschatological celebration.” See Green, The Gospel of Luke, NICNT (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1997), 74; see also 76. That John and/or Jesus should be seen as a source of joy for reasons that 

extend beyond the birth of a child per se is commonly noted. See, among others, De Long, Surprised, 153; 

Conver, “The Portrayal,” 132; Robert C. Tannehill, The Gospel according to Luke, vol. 1 of The Narrative 

Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Introduction, Foundations and Facets: New Testament, Robert C. Tannehill 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 15; John Nolland, Luke 1–9:20, Word Biblical Commentary 35A 

(Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1989), 35; Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, Sacra Pagina 3 

(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991), 33; François Bovon, Luke 1, 36 and 69; and John T. Carroll, 

Luke: A Commentary, New Testament Library (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 30.  

John’s birth is thus the first of numerous instances in Luke-Acts in which joy over the gifts of 

creation (e.g., a longed-for child) is taken up into joy over redemption/new creation (e.g., in relation to 

John’s salvation-historically important vocation). On the connection between joy and divine activity in 

creation or “any type of redemptive activity,” see Bovon, Luke 1, 40. As Marianne Meye Thompson aptly 

puts it, “Joy is … the human response to God’s establishing, whether in creation or final redemption, a 

good world in which people find shalom,” so that “joy is … linked to, and dependent upon, participation in 
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unmixed with hints of other emotions (e.g., 2:34–35),5 the clear emphasis in Luke’s 

infancy narrative falls on rejoicing.  

Since Luke introduces the main characters in these chapters as admirable figures, 

readers might reasonably expect them to respond to such joy-inviting circumstances with 

appropriate rejoicing. And indeed, some do.6 However, not every character finds it easy 

 

 

the world of God’s creation and recreation” (“Reflections,” 35, italics original). Thompson’s comment 

about re-creation is important: though I do not emphasize the point as much as she does, I agree with De 

Long that there are specifically eschatological overtones to the joyous praise in the Lukan infancy 

narrative, in keeping with the eschatological character of God’s action in these chapters (e.g., Surprise, 

152). Of course, as Thompson’s diction (“creation and recreation”) also implies, these categories of joy 

contexts are interconnected for Luke. They are also bound up with the wider story of God’s faithfulness to 

Israel. In N. T. Wright’s words, “one could say that the covenantal actions of Israel’s God produce 

creational results,” leading (whichever way one looks at it) to joy (“Joy,” 44, emphasis original). 
5 E.g., Robert C. Tannehill, “Beginning to Study ‘How the Gospels Begin,’” Semeia 52 (1990): 185–192, 

esp. 188. Simeon’s words are not only joyful: even in Luke’s generally upbeat infancy narrative, we hear 

hints of the conflict and suffering to come (2:34–35), a holding together of joy and sorrow (and the frank 

reckoning with both) that recurs later in Luke’s two volumes (e.g., Acts 5:41 versus 8:1–2). Some would 

identify additional moments of sadness, tragic irony, ill-foreboding, etc., already in the infancy narrative. 

Robert C. Tannehill has famously argued that the infancy narrative’s “joy, expressed by reliable characters 

who know the divine promises and are sympathetically presented,” ultimately “contributes to a sense of 

tragic reversal when expectations of national salvation for Israel are disappointed” (“Beginning,” 188; see 

also Tannehill, “Israel in Luke-Acts: A Tragic Story,” Journal of Biblical Literature 104.1 (1985): 69–85, 

as well as Narrative Unity, 15). On this point, I tend rather to agree with scholars such as Carroll, who sees 

a reformulation but not a disappointment of hope in Luke-Acts (Luke, 58). A perhaps less widely known 

proposal for hearing a note of sadness in the infancy narrative comes from Karl Allen Kuhn; he argues for a 

sense of loss in the scene of John’s naming, as Zechariah (and Elizabeth) effectively give their long-

awaited son back to God by bestowing the angelically announced name on the child. See Kuhn, The Heart, 

106–7; Kuhn, “The Power and Prominence,” esp. 194–95; and Kuhn, “Deaf or Defiant?” 502.  
6 See De Long’s helpful chart depicting, among other things, “how angelic anticipations of joy and human 

responses of joy and praise infuse” much of the Lukan infancy narrative (Surprised, 136; see table 10 on 

page 137, as well as figure 2 on 143 and figure 3 on 149). Her insightful tracing out of this pattern informs 

my own analysis throughout this first chapter of my study (see esp. De Long, Surprised, 136–80). De Long 

observes that the “structure of anticipation and response establishes a twofold purpose for praise in the 

narrative: praise responses indicate that characters (1) believe in revelation about divine salvation and (2) 

accept and recognize God’s visitation despite its surprising character.” See Surprised, 138. The same can 
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to welcome these joyous circumstances jubilantly. In particular, Zechariah at first 

responds to good news in a way that Gabriel—and presumably Luke—find(s) deeply 

inadequate, resulting in a punitive silencing that effectively postpones any rejoicing on 

Zechariah’s part (1:12–20).7 However, as will be seen, Zechariah’s fraught case plays an 

important role—precisely in its messiness—in deepening Luke’s narrative construal of 

joy and what facilitates (or thwarts) rejoicing.  

To show how this is so, the present chapter will more closely examine the case of 

Zechariah’s jubilation, attending to how the wider context of the infancy narrative 

illumines the import of the aged priest’s example for Luke’s treatment of joy. This 

narrative context proves particularly important because, as we will see repeatedly below, 

 

 

be said of joy—which, as De Long recognizes, is closely linked with praise within the infancy narrative 

(Surprised, 135n3). 
7 See De Long, Surprised, esp. 174–78. Occasionally scholars object to viewing this silencing as punitive: 

e.g., F. Scott Spencer prefers to think of it as a salutary “time out” that allows for beneficial reflection 

(Luke, Two Horizons New Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2019], 36–37). However, as 

Bovon observes, “Retribution is clearly expressed with ‘because’ (ἀνθ’ ὧν)” in Luke 1:20 (Luke 1, 39). In 

my view, Spencer’s characterization of the silencing is not incompatible with registering its punitive 

character. It is, as Coleridge puts it, “both a judgment upon unbelief and an education for belief.” See Birth, 

43; see also L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 34; Green, Gospel, 79–80. Similarly, Michal Beth Dinkler concludes 

that “Zechariah’s silencing is both punitive and positive [i.e., ‘a sign to increase his faith’]”; it is thus “both 

proof of God’s omnipotence and reproof for not believing in God’s omnipotence” and hence is an 

“educative punishment.” See Michal Beth Dinkler, Silent Statements: Narrative Representations of Speech 

and Silence in the Gospel of Luke, BZNW 191 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2013), 76–77, emphasis original. For a 

fuller discussion of the debate, see Dinkler, Silent Statements, 68–72, as well as Dinkler’s refining of these 

interpretations in the pages that follow (72–83). Dinkler’s study is not primarily concerned with the 

emotional overtones of Zechariah’s silencing, focusing instead on how attending to speech and silence in 

this passage sheds light on Luke’s treatment of the relationship between “divine causation and human 

response.” See Silent Statements, 72. 
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Luke often pairs characters who struggle to rejoice aright with one or more exemplars 

who rejoice well in analogous circumstances—and who clarify, by way of contrast, what 

caused others characters’ “failure” in joy. The infancy narrative provides the first and one 

of the most complex instances of this narrative strategy. Zechariah’s initially inadequate 

response to Gabriel finds a foil in the more immediately jubilant responses of the other 

older adults of Luke 1–2; in Zechariah’s own later (joyful) prophecy;8 and in Mary’s 

rejoicing—the last of which, as explored below, is also delayed but evidently not 

objectionably so.  

By examining what differentiates Zechariah’s first reaction to Gabriel from the 

responses of these superior exemplars, as well as by attending to what it is that enables 

Zechariah himself to move from an inadequate response to appropriate rejoicing, this 

chapter will begin to make a case for the basic thesis of my project, discussed in the 

introduction. Already in the infancy narrative, Luke depicts joy as contingent upon both 

God’s action and human receptivity to that action. This receptivity proves to be bound up 

with other aspects of discipleship, among which the infancy narrative especially 

highlights faith(fulness)9 that is expressed both by obedience to God’s commandments 

 

8 See below (1.2.1. and literature cited there) for the argument that Zechariah’s eventual speech expresses 

joy.  
9 This admittedly cumbersome way of rendering πίστις seeks to convey in English its range of meanings, 

which as commonly noted includes not only “belief” but also “trust,” which can be expressed in terms of 

obedience as the enactment of faith/trust (hence: faithfulness). This holistic sort of faith(fulness) is crucial 

to Lukan joy in the infancy narrative, as we will see.  
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and by trust in God’s word, mediated by Scripture10 and/or through divinely authorized 

messengers. 

My analysis will proceed in three major steps. First, I will examine how Luke 

introduces the four elderly (and eventually jubilant) characters who populate his infancy 

narrative: Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna. I will highlight circumstances, 

dispositions, and practices that mark all four characters and that contribute to Luke’s 

depiction of them as those who wait well for joyous situations (1.1). The second section 

will turn to the question of what might account for Zechariah’s relative slowness to 

welcome such a situation with joy (1.2), while the third section of this chapter will 

compare his case with that of Mary, whose (also delayed) response of joy Luke does not 

depict as problematic (1.3). Both divine initiative to bring about joyous circumstances 

and human receptivity arising from faith(fulness) prove crucial to proper rejoicing in 

Luke’s infancy narrative and—as later chapters will show—throughout his Gospel.11  

 

10 As will become apparent over the course of this opening chapter and my study as a whole, Israel’s 

Scriptures figure in multiple ways in Luke’s portrayal of joy. Many studies of Lukan joy attend to this 

dynamic in some degree; for a study that focuses esp. on Isaianic intertexts, see David Wenkel, Joy. For a 

recent discussion of Luke’s engagement with Israel’s scriptural traditions, see Richard B. Hays, Echoes of 

Scripture in the Gospels (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2016), 191–280.  
11 See also Story’s description of joy as “passive, in that it is a response to some grand occurrence in the life 

of a person in deep need and distress” but also “active,” insofar as it is a human response that can be 

demanded, can be blameworthy or praiseworthy, etc. (Joyous, 8–9). 
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1.1 Zechariah and Other Elderly Characters: Awaiting Joyous 

Circumstances  

Knock, and it shall be opened unto you. And even if 

God does not open immediately, take comfort. 

Think of a parent who sat in his drawing room, 

making preparations in order to gladden a child, 

who was expected at a given time. But the child 

came too early. The child knocked, but the door 

wasn’t opened. And the child could see that there 

was someone in the drawing room because the light 

was on. The child’s knock was heard—and yet the 

door wasn’t opened. Then the child becomes 

despondent. Oh, why does the door not open? 

Because the preparations for joy were not yet 

completely finished. 

 

—Soren Kierkegaard, Religious Discourses 

 

Though the joy motif in the infancy narrative is by no means exclusively 

associated with Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna,12 these four minor characters—

especially Zechariah and Elizabeth—prove important for Luke’s opening depiction of joy 

and the conditions that facilitate it. Luke overtly ties Zechariah and Elizabeth to the joy 

motif (1:14, 44, 58), even if rejoicing does not at first come easily to Zechariah (see 1.2). 

Though Luke does not use obvious joy terms in relation to Simeon and Anna, he arguably 

evokes the motif in his portrayal of their faith-filled and jubilant acceptance of what they 

 

12 See 1.3 for more on Mary’s jubilation. John the Baptist also rejoices (in utero [1:41, 44]), as I will briefly 

discuss below. Other characters who are explicitly associated with joy include the angels and the 

shepherds: the former announce joyous tidings to the latter (2:10), and the shepherds’ reaction to finding 

the infant Jesus might be characterized as joyful, though Luke does not use clear joy terms to describe it 

(2:20).  
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recognize as God’s pivotal intervention in history in the infant Jesus (esp. 2:28–32, 38).13 

In this section, I will argue that these four characters’ old age, piety,14 and (eventual) 

jubilation render them exemplars who model how to wait well for God’s joy-facilitating 

action. In this respect, Luke’s treatment of these older adults anticipates the role of 

faith(fulness)15-while-waiting in positioning people to receive joy at the other bookends 

of Luke-Acts (see chapter 4, the conclusion, and appendix A).16 

I will begin by noting how Luke links these four older adults with the wider 

community of God’s people, such that Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna in some 

sense represent faithful Israel in its waiting for the joy-conducive divine intervention 

promised in Israel’s Scriptures (1.1.1). I will then consider these elderly exemplars from 

three interrelated angles, showing how the characterization of these representative figures 

 

13 On the theme of “divine visitation and human recognition of it,” see esp. Coleridge, Birth, 23, and 

passim, on whose work De Long also draws. Minear notes that the prophets in the infancy narrative “[a]ll 

speak of the same salvation,” i.e., “God’s fulfillment of his promise”; moreover, beyond simply indicating 

“the fact of fulfillment,” these characters also “illustrate the communal response evoked by that fact; faith, 

hope, endurance, joy, expectation, exultation.” See Minear, “Luke’s Use,” 119.  
14 As I will discuss below, all four of these minor characters are emphatically devout Jews, and all four are 

apparently advanced in age. (Luke does not explicitly tell us that Simeon is elderly, but there are good 

reasons for assuming that he is—in particular, the apparent references to his impending death [2:26, 29] 

and the pairing of him with the explicitly elderly Anna [2:36–37].) Given how briefly they appear in Luke’s 

narrative, Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna receive surprisingly detailed characterization in the 

infancy narrative. Zechariah is named once more, in connection with his son (3:2), but the other characters 

do not reappear in the narrative at all after the infancy narrative—though some have seen Simeon’s words 

in Luke 2:29–32 as implicitly programmatic for the whole of Luke-Acts (see esp. De Long, Surprised). 
15 In this section, I will focus on faithfulness as expressed in active obedience, which itself arguably implies 

underlying trust—an aspect of faith/faithfulness (πίστις) which will figure more prominently in later 

sections of this chapter.  
16 On “the structural and theological links between Luke 24, Acts 28, Acts 1, and Luke 1–2,” see Minear, 

“Luke’s Use,” 120, approvingly discussing the work of Paul Schubert. 
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early in the Gospel contributes to the unfolding narrativization of joy and what facilitates 

it in Luke-Acts. As will be seen, the emphasis on these (and other) characters’ prolonged 

waiting in Luke 1–2 implicitly underscores the need for divine intervention to bring about 

the joy-conducive but seemingly impossible circumstances for which they wait—and 

over which, eventually, they rejoice (1.1.2). At the same time, the marked piety of all 

four older adults during their waiting highlights the part that obedience—whether in the 

practice of quotidian faithfulness or in response to a special revelation (e.g., 2:27)—plays 

in positioning one to receive God’s joy-facilitating action, whenever it should occur 

(1.1.3). Finally, drawing out a point already implicit in the preceding subsections, I will 

sketch some of the ways in which Israel’s Scriptures shape these characters’ faithful 

waiting for the joyous circumstances that God begins to bring to pass in Luke 1–2 (1.1.4).  

1.1.1 Framing Remarks: The Representative Function of the Infancy 

Narrative’s Older Adults  

While Luke provides sufficient detail about Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and 

Anna to render them of interest in their own right, his depiction of these four older adults 

also strongly connects them to the wider community of God’s people. Put differently, 

these characters’ personal/familial experiences are closely bound up with the experiences 

of God’s people as a whole. Luke forges this connection partly through the scriptural 

allusiveness of his characterization of each older adult. As widely recognized, Zechariah 

and Elizabeth call to mind several Old Testament characters, especially Abraham and 
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Sarah; less obviously, Simeon and Anna may evoke scriptural figures such as Eli and 

Judith.17 These and other links to Israel’s Scriptures locate the older adults of the infancy 

narrative within the historically deep community of God’s people. Intertextual 

connections thus suggest that these individuals’ faith(fulness) while waiting finds its 

intelligibility in the context of that community and its traditions. However, because the 

intertextuality of the infancy narrative will receive further treatment below (see, e.g., 

1.1.4 and 1.2.3.3), I will here focus on other ways in which these characters’ 

representative function becomes clear even on the surface of Luke’s narrative.18 

Of the infancy narrative’s older adults, Zechariah is perhaps the most obviously 

representative of faithful Israel. Both he and Elizabeth are of priestly lineage (1:5), and 

Zechariah is active in temple service (1:8–10), confirming his cultic role as representative 

of his people. Illustrating this point, when Zechariah goes to offer incense, the “whole 

 

17 On the ways in which Simeon evokes Eli, and Anna evokes Judith, see, for example, Green, Gospel, 149, 

151. I will discuss Zechariah (and Elizabeth) further below; their widely recognized link to Sarah and 

Abraham is esp. relevant to my point here, insofar as Abraham and Sarah—as the patriarch and matriarch 

of Israel—have an obvious representative role.  
18 The representative character of these and other figures is widely noted. Bovon, for instance, says that 

Zechariah and Elizabeth “are the embodiment of faithful Israel.” See Bovon, Luke 1, 24; see similarly 

Minear, “Luke’s Use,” 127; Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy 

Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, rev. and enl. ed., ABRL (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 

268; and Michael Wolter, The Gospel according to Luke, trans. Wayne Coppins and Christoph Heilig, 2 

vols., Baylor-Mohr Seibeck Studies in Early Christianity (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016), 1:59. 

Green more pointedly observes, “Zechariah and Elizabeth have no children and she is barren (1:7, 18), a 

fate that parallels Israel’s own need for divine assistance” (Green, Gospel, 62), while De Long maintains 

that “the Lukan characterizations of some people who offer praise (Zechariah, Mary, Elizabeth, the 

straightened woman,…) evoke prophetic depictions of Zion and her oppressed children—barren, 

reproached, lame, blind, deaf, mute, and bent people—who are expected to respond with eschatological joy 

and praise to the long-awaited restoration of Israel.” See De Long, Surprised, 222; on characters in the 

infancy narrative in particular as “broadly representative of Israel,” see also 178. 
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multitude of the people” is at prayer outside the temple (1:10). Since the offering of 

incense provides a visible representation of the offering of prayers,19 this liturgical 

context reinforces the connection between the people’s prayers20 and Zechariah’s priestly 

service.  

Gabriel’s message to Zechariah in the temple underscores this connection. 

Though the angel tells Zechariah, “your (singular: σου) prayer was heard” (1:13),21 

Gabriel’s description of John’s vocation points to the child’s communal significance. 

John will one day “turn many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God” and thus 

prepare them for the Lord (1:16–17). Luke thus implies that John will be an answer not 

only to Zechariah’s personal/familial prayers (apparently, prayers for a child) but also to 

the communal prayers of the people gathered outside the sanctuary (presumably, prayers 

for Israel’s deliverance; see also 2:25, 38).22  

Aside from noting her priestly heritage (1:5), Luke does not connect Elizabeth to 

the wider community of Israel as overtly as he does her husband. However, the 

 

19 The link between incense and prayers is often noted; see for example Mikeal C. Parsons, Luke, Paideia 

Commentaries on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015), 35, who cites passages such 

as Psalm 141:2 and scholars such as I. Howard Marshall. 
20 Green comments, “Though apparently never legislated, the offering of prayer at the time of sacrifice is 

well attested” (Gospel, 71).  
21 As others have noted, it is not entirely clear what Zechariah’s prayer was: For a child for him and 

Elizabeth or for the salvation in which (it turns out) their child will play a part? The unresolved ambiguity 

on this point may itself be telling: as noted above (note 4), the joyous goods of creation are taken up into 

joyous goods of salvation in Luke-Acts.  
22 Green, Gospel, 71. As Green also observes, the return to the people outside the temple in 1:21–23 serves 

in part to “remin[d] us again of the significance of Zechariah’s vision for all Israel.” See Green, Gospel, 80. 



 

66 

 

personal/familial and the communal do intersect in the description of emotional responses 

to the child Elizabeth bears. In keeping with Gabriel’s prophecy that “many will rejoice 

at [John’s] birth” (1:14), neighbors and relatives rejoice with (συγχαίρω) Elizabeth over 

her infant in 1:58.23 This relatively narrow circle of jubilance could at first seem to evince 

ordinary joy over the good gift of a child, accentuated in this case by the preceding long 

period of childlessness (cf. 1:36).24 However, before the end of Luke 1, the community is 

already moving toward perceiving a further and potentially more wide-reaching cause for 

rejoicing over this baby—albeit without yet being able to enter fully into this deeper joy. 

The story of the surprising events surrounding John’s birth and naming evokes fear in the 

neighbors and contemplative puzzlement in “all who hear” of it, as people begin to 

suspect that the elderly couple’s son has a special vocation from God (1:65–66).  

Luke’s depiction of Simeon and Anna also ties them to the wider community of 

God’s people. Simeon has received from the Holy Spirit what is, on one level, a very 

personal promise: he himself will see the Lord’s Messiah before he “sees” death (2:26). 

Nevertheless, this promise has clear communal ramifications, as highlighted by Luke’s 

description of Simeon as one who has been “awaiting Israel’s consolation” (2:25). 

 

23 Cf. Genesis 21:6 LXX. Green implies that those who “rejoice with” Elizabeth must recognize already in 

1:58 “the echoes of the Genesis material in Elizabeth’s conception in her old age, and thus [they] identify 

the extraordinary place of John in salvation history.” See Gospel, 107. I am not sure that Luke indicates 

quite this much understanding on the part of those rejoicing with Elizabeth, though it is true that by 1:66—

after the child’s surprising naming and Zechariah’s still more surprising restoration to speech—people have 

indeed begun to suspect that this child has a special vocation. 
24 So also, e.g., Carroll, Luke, 30.  
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Further, Simeon’s response to the infant Jesus suggests a still more encompassing vision 

of salvation. His prophecy anticipates this child’s impact not only on the community of 

Israel but also—in keeping with God’s promises to Israel—on the gentiles (2:32). 

Though Luke does not attribute specific words to the prophet Anna, he describes her 

audience in ways that connect her, too, to the wider community. She addresses “all those 

who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38).25 

In sum, all four older adults of the infancy narrative prove to be not only faithful 

individuals but also faithful representatives of God’s people more generally26—at this 

point in the narrative, a markedly Jewish people, though with an embryonic vision of the 

Jewish-gentile community that will find further development in Acts (Luke 2:32). 

Together with their placement very early in Luke’s Gospel, the representative function of 

these (eventually) jubilant older adults renders them important for initiating what will 

become recurring patterns in Luke’s narrative treatment of joy. As previewed above, by 

considering three factors that figure in these elderly characters’ waiting-for-joy, the 

 

25 See similarly, e.g., Green, “‘We Had to Celebrate,’” 172, who notes that the infancy narrative’s emphasis 

on eager Israelite waiting and experience of oppression reflects a simplification of historical reality, albeit 

one that serves Luke’s narrative purposes well (171–72). 
26 Again, this is generally agreed upon among scholars. See note 18, above. As Craddock points out, these 

opening chapters of Luke’s Gospel emphasize continuity, and that continuity is to some extent embodied 

by the older adults whose experience demonstrates that “continuity with Israel’s institutions, rituals, and 

faith puts one in position to be used for God’s purpose”; “[t]he old (in this case, an old couple) will usher in 

the new.” See Fred B. Craddock, Luke, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching 

(Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1990), 26. 
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remainder of this subsection will set the stage for analyzing how similar conditions 

facilitate joy for others of God’s people, both in the infancy narrative and beyond.  

1.1.2 Divine Initiative: Waiting on God to Bring about Joyous Circumstances 

The older adults of Luke 1–2 do not start off the narrative rejoicing. At least, 

Luke gives no clear indication of joy in his initial characterization of any of these 

figures.27 This observation is linked to a more general claim, to which we will have cause 

to return repeatedly below: joy in Luke-Acts is always joy over some (real or perceived) 

good, or perhaps more precisely, over the experience or anticipation of such a good’s 

presence and/or accessibility.28 When Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna finally 

rejoice—as all four arguably do29—they rejoice over the reliable announcement and/or 

the reception of concrete goods, goods that had seemed unattainable30 and for which they 

had been waiting in a state apparently not marked by joy. By emphasizing the waiting of 

Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, Anna, and others prior to their joy—as well as by 

highlighting the seeming impossibility of the circumstances over which they eventually 

do rejoice—Luke 1–2 foregrounds the need for divine intervention to facilitate joy by 

 

27 In some cases, the narrative suggests emotions quite other than joy; one thinks of, for example, 

Elizabeth’s reference to her disgrace in barrenness (1:25) and Anna’s somber habit of praying and fasting 

throughout her widowhood (2:37). 
28 In other words, Lukan joy is intentional, in the phenomenological sense. For further discussion of this 

point, see the introduction.  
29 On Zechariah’s implied joy, see further in 1.2.1.2. 
30 I.e., the birth of a child in exceptional circumstances and/or the “consolation of Israel” in which 

(somehow) the tiny children of the infancy narrative are to play a key part. 
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bringing about joy-conducive circumstances that appear, humanly speaking, out of 

reach.31 

Luke 1–2 repeatedly depicts characters, including but not limited to its four older 

adults, as waiting. The aged Zechariah and Elizabeth have presumably been waiting for 

decades for the child whose impending birth Gabriel now announces (1:7, 13). Luke 

more explicitly highlights the waiting of the people who pray while Zechariah tarries in 

the temple. Though the people’s “waiting” (προσδοχῶν, 1:21) refers on one level to the 

immediate situation of Zechariah’s delay during the offering of incense, it may also 

evoke their “waiting” in a deeper sense—particularly in light of the fact that Luke has 

earlier noted that the crowd is at prayer (1:10; cf. 1:13). Luke does not specify the content 

of these prayers, but we receive a clue in the description of other older adults and those 

who wait with them in Luke 2. Simeon is said to be “waiting (προσδεχόμενος) for the 

consolation of Israel” (2:25); similarly, Anna’s audience is “waiting (προσδεχομένοις) for 

the redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38). Presumably, this has also been the focus of the 

 

31 Cf. Green’s comment that this opening section of Luke’s narrative takes place in “an environment 

permeated by the piety of Second Temple Judaism and hope for divine intervention.” See Green, Gospel, 

47. In her analysis of praise and joy responses in the infancy narrative, De Long discerns a pattern in what 

leads to praise/joy responses, highlighting “divine action” as one recurring feature of that pattern 

(Surprised, 138, and passim). De Long comments that the “pattern establishes God as the primary actor in 

the story, who not only announces and enacts salvation but anticipates and energizes human responses of 

praise to these works” (Surprised, 151). As De Long also notes (Surprised, 149–50), the theme of divine 

initiative is also foregrounded in Coleridge’s study (Birth, passim). I will have occasion to return to this 

emphasis in the Lukan infancy narrative at several points below (see esp. 1.2.3.1 and 1.3.4.1). 
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prayers that mark Anna’s own waiting (2:37), as well as the prayers of the people who 

gather outside the temple while Zechariah goes to offer incense (1:21).32 

The theme of waiting finds further expression through Luke’s emphasis on the 

advanced age of Zechariah, Elizabeth, Anna, and (probably) Simeon. Luke reiterates with 

somewhat surprising frequency the point that Zechariah and Elizabeth are elderly.33 We 

learn almost immediately that they are “advanced in their days” (προβεβηκότες εν ταῖς 

ἡμέραις αὐτῶν, 1:7), and when Zechariah expresses doubt about the promise of a child, 

he highlights as a potential obstacle not his wife’s barrenness but the couple’s old age 

(1:18; cf. 1:7). Later, Gabriel also draws attention to Elizabeth’s elderliness when 

informing Mary of the healing of her kinswoman’s infertility (1:36). Old age plays a 

similarly prominent part in the characterization of Simeon and Anna. Apparent allusions 

to Simeon’s approaching death (2:26, 29)34—reinforced by the reference to his “waiting” 

(2:25) and the pairing of Simeon with the clearly elderly Anna (2:36–37)35—strongly 

suggest that Simeon is of advanced age. As for Anna, Luke explicitly refers to her 

elderliness, described at length in 2:36–37.36 Simply by virtue of their age,37 these 

 

32 See Green, Gospel, 71.  
33 This, of course, partly reflects (and reinforces) the link to the Abraham-Sarah intertext; on which, see 

below.  
34 Cf. Green, Gospel, 147. 
35 That Luke tends to set up parallels between similarly situated male and female characters is widely noted.  
36 There is some debate about whether Luke 2:36–37 means that Anna was a widow till the age of eighty-

four (her age in the narrative present) or that she was a widow for eighty-four years after her marriage—in 

which case, of course, she would be older than eighty-four when she encounters baby Jesus in the temple. 

For my purposes, resolving this question is unnecessary; clearly Anna is elderly by ancient standards. For 
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characters embody waiting, specifically waiting for God’s intervention in their 

personal/familial lives and/or on behalf of Israel. All four older adults have personally 

been waiting over the course of many decades for the good news now given to them, 

news which has implications also for the community with whom they wait for God to 

bring about joyous circumstances.  

Reflection on the shape of that divine action helps to clarify the import of the 

older adults’ pronounced waiting. In keeping with the representative function of these 

characters (see 1.1.1), the work of God of which they receive news has implications both 

on the personal/familial level38 and on the communal/global level.39 On both levels, the 

joy-conducive circumstances for which these characters wait share one key trait: namely, 

their apparent unlikelihood, if not impossibility (cf. 1:36–37; see also, e.g., Gen 30:2; 

18:14). Though Luke perceives God’s action also in the “ordinary” joy-conducive goods 

 

 

discussion of the issue and of the possible importance of intertextual links to Judith, see for example Green, 

Gospel, 151.  
37 It is of course conceivable that some of these characters were not waiting so piously earlier in life; 

however, Luke specifically indicates the lifelong character of Anna’s fidelity (2:36–37), and in the absence 

of any indication of some late-life repentance on the part of the other characters, we should assume the 

same in their cases (mutatis mutandis, of course).  
38 E.g., Zechariah and Elizabeth receive a longed-for son; God fulfills a promise to Simeon (2:26, 29). 
39 E.g., God intervenes on behalf of Israel—and even, Simeon’s words suggest, on behalf of the wider 

world (2:29–32). 
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of creation’s usual rhythms (e.g., Acts 14:1–17),40 he here foregrounds cases in which it 

is painfully obvious to those involved that the joyous circumstances for which they long 

depend on unusual divine action to rectify creation gone awry, whether in the oppression 

of God’s people or in the closing of Elizabeth’s womb. Unable to change such 

circumstance themselves, the older adults of Luke 1–2 await God’s intervention to bring 

about a joyous turn of events.  

1.1.3 Faith-Full Obedience as a Joy-Facilitating Response to/while Waiting 

However, by no means does this emphasis on awaiting God’s help imply a merely 

passive role for the older adults of the infancy narrative and the community of God’s 

people whom they represent.41 To the contrary, Luke implicitly highlights the important 

role of faithfulness-while-waiting, especially as expressed in obedience, in enabling these 

characters to experience and respond rightly to the joyous circumstances that God at last 

brings to pass. This condition for joy shows up in multiple ways in the infancy narrative’s 

depiction of the four eventually joyful older adults. Perhaps most obviously, faithful 

obedience-while-waiting appears in Luke’s emphasis on the habitual piety of all four 

 

40 As N. T. Wright, for instance, notes, this is characteristic of joy in the NT and in Christian Scriptures 

more broadly: biblical joy is often tied to “the goodness of the created order” (“Joy,” 42; see also 

Thompson, “Reflections”).  
41 This claim is consistent with Carroll’s emphasis on the way in which Luke’s infancy narrative 

“celebrates God’s saving activity in Israel” even as “it also highlights the human response, showing its 

complexity.” See Luke, 29, with a reference to Coleridge, Birth. Carroll returns to the point repeatedly in 

relation to several infancy narrative passages (see, e.g., Luke, 36, 43, 55, 58); for my purposes here, esp. apt 

is his comment that by “[s]inging her faith in God, Mary models authentic response to divine initiative: 

joyful praise and bold proclamation.” See Carroll, Luke, 47; on Mary’s song, see further below, 1.3. 
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elderly characters before the curtain opens on his narrative—that is, prior to the events 

narrated in Luke 1–2. Reinforcing this point, within the narrative present of Luke 1–2, 

routine Jewish piety and/or obedience to special divine directives plays a part in 

positioning several characters to receive the news and/or advent of joyous circumstances.  

Luke leaves no doubt about the longstanding and still ongoing piety of the infancy 

narrative’s four older adults, all of whom he portrays as faithful Jews who have been such 

for many years prior to the events recounted in the infancy narrative. After noting that 

Zechariah and Elizabeth are both of priestly lineage (1:5), Luke further characterizes the 

couple, repetitively underscoring the thoroughgoing character of their personal obedience 

to the Lord via Torah-observance: “They were both righteous before God, walking in all 

the commandments and regulations of the Lord, blameless” (1:6).42 For his part, Simeon 

is “righteous and devout, waiting for the consolation of Israel” (2:25) and markedly 

attuned to the Holy Spirit (2:25–27). Finally, Anna is a prophet whose habitual piety 

Luke also emphasizes, noting that she has spent her long widowhood frequenting the 

temple and engaging in fasting and prayer (2:37).43 When Luke’s narrative opens, these 

 

42 As Green comments, “To [Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s] ancestral purity,” as descendants of Aaron, Luke 

“now adds the conformity of their lives to the will of God,” with “parallelism” in 1:6 underscoring “their 

moral excellence through repetition.” See Gospel, 65. The description of the pair as “blameless” (ἄμεμπτοι) 

may recall the description of Abraham in Genesis (esp. Gen 17:1; Green, Gospel, 65).  
43 Given whom Anna later addresses with her prophecy, it seems likely that her prayers are at least in part 

for the “redemption of Jerusalem” (see 2:37–38). 
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characters are and have long been practicing faithfulness through routine practices of 

Jewish devotion. 

As noted above, such practices of devotion not only characterize the older adults’ 

lives prior to their experience of God’s joy-conducive action but also play a role, at least 

in some cases, in their actual reception of the announcement and/or advent of this action. 

While Luke by no means indicates that the piety of these older adults somehow earns 

them the joyous circumstances over which they eventually rejoice, it may be fair to say 

that their devout practices position them to receive God’s joy-conducive action when it 

comes. Indeed, in several cases in the infancy narrative, such practices “position” 

characters for the reception of joy in a quite literal sense. 

This happens in two ways. In some cases, good news overtakes a character while 

he or she is going about the business of ordinary Jewish piety. This is especially 

exemplified in the cases of Zechariah and Anna. Before relating Zechariah’s encounter 

with Gabriel in the temple, Luke makes extremely clear that Zechariah’s presence there 

results from the aged priest’s fulfillment of his ordinary duties. Zechariah goes to the 

temple when it is his section’s turn to do so, and his offering of incense is part of Israel’s 

regular cultic life. True, Zechariah is specially chosen by lot to offer the incense; 

however, the casting of lots for this purpose is itself part of the routine of the priesthood 

as Luke understands it (1:8–10). Somewhat similarly, Anna encounters the infant Jesus 
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apparently while going about her usual daily practice of frequenting the temple to engage 

in prayer and fasting (2:37–38).44  

If Zechariah and Anna illustrate how quotidian piety may position someone to 

receive news (or even encounter the embodiment) of God’s joy-conducive intervention, 

Simeon suggests another possibility. In his case, more situation-specific obedience plays 

a key part in—again, quite literally—positioning him to experience God’s joy-conducive 

action in the world.45 It is in response specifically to the Holy Spirit’s prompting that 

 

44 Perhaps one could also include Elizabeth here, since Mary’s joy-conducive visit finds Elizabeth at home, 

presumably continuing in her routine practices of devotion (cf. 1:5–6).  
45 Elizabeth perhaps provides an additional, if less clear-cut, example of the pattern seen more clearly in 

Simeon’s case: she responds to the situation-specific prompting of the Holy Spirit when she interprets her 

son’s in-utero leaping and blesses Mary, in an exclamation that might be interpreted as itself jubilant (1:41–

45). Scholars differ in their judgments of when exactly Elizabeth rejoices: When she discovers her 

pregnancy and conceals herself, when Mary visits, or after John’s birth (1:58)? This question is not crucial 

to the argument I am making here, but it may be worth noting some of the range of opinions. Kuhn, for 

instance, sees Elizabeth’s response to her pregnancy in 1:25 as joyful (Heart, 74; see also Joseph A. 

Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, 2 vols., AB 28–28A 

[Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981–85], 1:329). In my view, it is not clear that Elizabeth’s self-

concealment in the first several months of pregnancy should be understood as joyful within the narrative, 

though of course one would expect her to be jubilant over this longed-for pregnancy.  

Another suggestion, perhaps easier to support with narrative evidence, is that Elizabeth herself (not only the 

child “in” her) rejoices already during the Visitation (e.g., Joseph Vlcek Kozar, “The Function of the 

Character of Elizabeth as the Omniscient Narrator’s Reliable Vehicle in the First Chapter of the Gospel of 

Luke,” Proceedings 10 [1990]: 214–222, esp. 218; see also Kuhn, Heart, 87, 89, 93–95; Inselmann, 

Freude, 177, among others). I am not fully persuaded that we can ascribe to Elizabeth the joy that she 

ascribes to her unborn child, though the fact that Elizabeth is filled with the Spirit at this point may 

obliquely support such a view. Inselmann notes that the role of the Spirit in this scene marks off John’s and 

Elizabeth’s joy as distinct from ordinary joy over meeting; rather, this joy “ist inspiriert durch den Heiligen 

Geist (Lk 1,41): Die Freude ist von Gott offenbart” (Freude, 177). Inselmann goes on to argue that the 

repeated references to Mary’s greeting and John’s and Elizabeth’s strong reactions to it suggest that—

despite the fact that Luke does not relate the contents of Mary’s greeting—we can safely assume that it is 

no ordinary greeting (“ein rein alltäger, einfacher Gruß ist er nicht,” Freude, 177). This may be, but it also 

seems to me that Inselmann’s prior observation about the role of the Spirit renders it unnecessary to explain 

the reactions of John and Elizabeth with reference to the content of Mary’s greeting; moreover, it is hard to 

account for Luke’s decision not to relate Mary’s words if they were as weighty as Inselmann seems to infer 
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Simeon goes to the temple at just the right time to encounter the infant Jesus and his 

family (2:27–28).46  

Before leaving the topic of faithfulness/obedience-while-waiting, I should 

underscore that, as I have noted above, the habitual devotion that shapes these characters’ 

lives and positions them for joy is specifically Jewish piety.47 Their piety is thus rooted in 

Israel’s common life and scriptural traditions. Accordingly, I turn now to Israel’s 

Scriptures and their role in awaiting joy in Luke 1–2.  

1.1.4 Israel’s Scriptures and the Rationale for, Shape of, and Hope that 

Motivates Faithfulness-while-Waiting in the Lukan Infancy Narrative 

In at least three senses, Israel’s Scriptures render intelligible the ongoing and 

situation-specific obedience of Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna leading up to 

God’s joy-conducive action in Luke 1–2. First, by echoing particular scriptural 

(sub)narratives in his characterization of these older adults, Luke implicitly clarifies the 

rationale for their persistent piety in the face of seemingly insuperable impediments to the 

 

 

they were. In any case, as Inselmann further observes, Mary’s greeting is not the object of the joy in this 

scene: “Der situative Auslöser für die Freude ist zwar formal der Gruß, allerdings ist sein Objektbezug 

entscheidend: Er verweist auf die Begegnung mit der Sphäre Gottes, gründet im Wissen um sein 

wirkungsmächtiges und gütiges Handeln” (Freude, 177). 
46 Even in this case, it should be noted that the presence of Jesus’s parents in the temple at this moment is, 

as far as Luke sees it, in keeping with ordinary Jewish legal norms (2:22–24).  
47 I have focused on the older adults here, given the representative function of these faithful individuals 

(1.1.1); however, the crowd of people mentioned in Luke’s opening scene are also portrayed as faithful 

Jews: “The action begins in the temple at Jerusalem, with a Torah-observant people gathered to worship 

God” (Carroll, Luke, 26). 
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joyous circumstances for which they wait. Second, Israel’s Scriptures also shape these 

characters’ manner of waiting, tacitly informing their sense of what it looks like to wait 

faithfully for God’s joy-facilitating action. Third, the specific hopes with which they wait 

also make sense in light of Israel’s Scriptures, a point underscored by Luke’s 

characterization of these older adults and/or by the words with which they respond to 

long-awaited, joy-conducive divine action. In this subsection, I will briefly elaborate on 

each of these points, the first two of which have been treated obliquely above and all 

three of which will be further addressed below in relation to Zechariah’s protracted 

movement into joy (see 1.2.3). 

First, then, intertextual analysis helps to clarify the rationale for these characters’ 

faithful obedience while they await joyous circumstances. As shown above, Luke’s 

characterization of each of the infancy narrative’s older adults evokes one or more figures 

from Israel’s Scriptures (1.1.1). This is true whether we think of Zechariah and 

Elizabeth—whose experiences most clearly, though by no means exclusively, echo the 

story of Abraham and Sarah—or whether we consider the less obviously allusive cases of 

Anna’s Judith-like piety and Simeon’s Eli-esque welcoming of a special child in the 

temple.48 For scripturally informed readers of Luke’s Gospel, these echoes of biblical 

narratives help to make sense of (among other things) why the older adults of Luke 1–2 

continue to wait faithfully, in obedience and trust—even when that for which they wait 

 

48 Again, see for example Green, Gospel, 149, 151. 
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seems unattainable. Thus, for example, Zechariah’s apparent prayers for a son (1:13) 

express a hope for late-life procreation that reflects an imagination shaped by the story of 

Isaac’s birth to the elderly Abraham and Sarah.49 This is so even if, as will be seen below, 

Zechariah himself seems to lose sight of that precedent (and the hope it should foster) just 

when his own waiting is about to end (see 1.2).50  

Deferring for the moment further discussion of Zechariah’s complex case, I would 

here turn to the second way in which Israel’s Scriptures function in Luke 1–2’s depiction 

of the older adults’ waiting: namely, by shaping the manner of that waiting. Whether or 

not Luke 1–2 reflects precisely accurate knowledge of first-century Jewish piety, Luke 

clearly portrays all four of these older adults—as well as other Jews in Luke 1–2—as 

Torah-observant according to Luke’s own understanding of the Torah’s demands. As 

discussed above, Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna all live out their period of 

waiting-for-joy in a manner marked by obedience to Israel’s Scriptures, and in some 

sense the practice of Jewish piety even spatially positions several of these characters to 

receive the news or experience of God’s joy-facilitating action (see 1.1.3). These older 

adults’ conception of how one ought to await joy, a conception that the narrative affirms, 

 

49 Thus Spencer, after observing that “Zechariah … keeps praying, and keeps doing his priestly duty” 

despite his and Elizabeth’s prolonged childlessness, wryly adds, “And you never know: the biblical record 

shines with wonderous examples of God’s blessing barren women with significant sons,” some of whom 

Spencer goes on to name (Luke, 34–5). 
50 Of course, Abraham and Sarah eventually also struggled to accept the good news of a soon-to-be-born 

son late in their lives (see esp. Gen 17:17–18; 18:9–15).  
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apparently takes its shape from Israel’s Scriptures and the community for whom these 

Scriptures are authoritative. Put differently, Israel’s Scriptures provide the framework 

within which these characters’ manner of waiting makes sense as a way to wait well—

that is, faithfully—for God to bring about joyous circumstances.  

Third and finally, Israel’s Scriptures also influence which object(s) of hope these 

characters await. If one takes Zechariah’s prayers to have been at least partly petitions for 

a son (see 1:13), this hope may be informed by the scriptural precedent set by couples 

such as Abraham and Sarah, already noted above (see further below, esp. 1.2.3.3). By 

characterizing Simeon as “waiting for the consolation of Israel” and Anna as addressing 

those who await Jerusalem’s redemption (2:25, 38), moreover, Luke indicates that these 

older adults’ (and/or their audience’s) hope grows out of scriptural promises concerning 

God’s faithfulness to Israel, expressed in images both of comfort (e.g., Isa 40:1) and of 

redemption (e.g., Ps 110:9 LXX; 129:6 LXX).51 In short, these older adults and the 

community they represent wait in scripturally defined faithfulness for the faithful 

intervention of God, for which Israel’s Scriptures have led them to hope. 

 

51 My point here is not that Luke is “alluding” to these OT passages in a strong sense but rather that his 

depiction of the hopes of these characters coheres well with hopes fostered by the OT in passages such as 

these.  
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1.1.5 Conclusion: Faithfulness while Awaiting Divinely Orchestrated Joyous 

Circumstances  

Before considering in more detail how these characters—especially Zechariah—

respond when God finally does act to bring about long-awaited joyous circumstances, it 

is worth pausing to take stock of what the analysis thus far suggests about joy-according-

to-Luke and the conditions that make it possible. All four elderly characters wait for and 

(eventually) receive joyous circumstances. In each case, the joyous circumstances for 

which they wait are, in some marked sense, dependent on God’s action to alter humanly 

irremediable situations. Though their specific practices while waiting vary according to 

their diverse situations and roles, Luke depicts all of them as markedly faithful Jews in 

their waiting for this intervention.52 They continue obediently in practices of piety even 

when the good news for which they wait—a child, divine intervention on behalf of Israel, 

or both53—continues not to arrive, month after month, decade after decade. Indeed, by 

the time Luke’s narrative opens, each of these older adults has already been persevering 

in this active piety over the whole of a long life.54  

 

52 Brown suggests that this serves a purpose also in Luke’s larger depiction of the relationship between 

Israel and the nascent Jesus movement: according to Luke’s theology, “the institutions of Judaism, when 

they were ‘observing all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord’ (1:6), were receptive to Jesus and 

not opposed to him,” as illustrated further in the Torah-observance of Mary and Joseph following Jesus’s 

birth. See Birth, 267. 
53 Again, these levels are interconnected; as De Long argues, “the pattern of praise in Lk 1–2”—where 

praise and joy are deeply intertwined—“establishes that praise responds to divinely-initiated 

transformation, in which personal salvation mirrors corporate restoration” (Surprised, 180). 
54 On the role of perseverance in facilitating joy in Luke-Acts, see further below, esp. 2.3.2.  
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Such obedience-and-faithfulness-while-waiting, up to and including waiting that 

extends over all of life, would seem to be one practice that positions people to receive joy 

as Luke portrays it. Through their habitual devotion over the course of their lives, these 

elderly figures represent—and, in a sense, embody—faithful Israel in its centuries-long 

waiting for the divine action promised in its Scriptures (see also 1.1.1),55 a connection 

reinforced by the intertextual echoes that pervade Luke’s characterization of the older 

adults of the infancy narrative. Interestingly, these intertextual echoes also shed light on 

Zechariah’s initial failure to rejoice, to which I now turn.   

1.2 The Case of Zechariah: Receiving Joyous Circumstances with Joy 

Our joy is the simple willingness to live with the 

assurance of God’s redemption. … joy is the 

disposition that comes from our readiness always to 

be surprised; or put even more strongly, joy is the 

disposition that comes from our realization that we 

can trust in surprises for the sustaining of our lives. 

 

—Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A 

Primer in Christian Ethics 

 

Despite their shared, scripturally informed faith(fulness)-while-waiting, not all of 

the elderly characters in the infancy narrative find it easy to rejoice when God at last 

 

55 Richard B. and Judith C. Hays discuss all four older adults of the Lukan infancy narrative in the context 

of their study of scriptural witness regarding “growing old.” See “The Christian Practice of Growing Old: 

The Witness of Scripture,” in Growing Old in Christ, ed. Stanley Hauerwas et al. (Grand Rapids; 

Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 2003), 3–18; Hays and Hays conclude (among other things) that “[t]he 

advanced age of Simeon and Anna signifies their time-tested wisdom, while at the same time symbolizing 

Israel’s long-suffering expectation of deliverance” (“The Christian Practice,” 7).  
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begins to bring about the joyous circumstances for which they have been waiting. In 

particular, as discussed below, Zechariah proves slow to rejoice. How might the 

emotional snag experienced by Zechariah contribute to Luke’s portrayal of joy and what 

does (or does not) facilitate it?  

Prior to taking up this question in earnest, it will be useful briefly to note the 

contrasting examples provided by the other older adults in Luke 1–2. While the emotional 

tone of Elizabeth’s self-concealment early in her pregnancy is somewhat opaque (1:24–

25),56 she rejoices before long. Six months into her pregnancy, the elderly mother-to-be is 

quite willingly caught up into the joy of her unborn child when Mary visits (1:41–45). 

Elizabeth (with others) also rejoices over John’s birth (συνχαίρω, 1:58), in keeping with 

 

56 Green notes that we have no evidence to suggest that it was conventional for Jewish women to seclude 

themselves in the first months of a pregnancy (Gospel, 81), although one possibility is that “Elizabeth 

would remain in her home so as not to continue to suffer public disgrace as a barren woman; after five 

months her pregnancy—and with it God’s favor toward her—would be apparent to all” (Green, Gospel, 81, 

citing Godet 1:85 in 81n76). As scholars such as Wolter argue, the most obvious explanation may be that 

Elizabeth’s period of concealment is a literary device, allowing for the later use of Elizabeth’s (not only 

unexpected but, thanks to her self-concealment, also secret) pregnancy as a sign for Mary (see Wolter, 

Gospel, 1:71). For additional musings over the import of Elizabeth’s self-concealment, see for example 

Carroll, Luke, 36; Spencer, Luke, 38; Brown, Birth, 281–82; Fitzmyer, Gospel, 1:320–21, 329.  

Though the rationale for and emotional tone of Elizabeth’s concealment may be unclear, it does at 

least seem clear that she accepts God’s intervention in her life more readily than her husband did (Green, 

Gospel, 81). It is perhaps not coincidental that the only words ascribed to her in this scene serve to situate 

her surprising experience within the biblical narrative—the very interpretive context that helps other 

characters move into joy in Luke 1–2 (on which, see further below). After mentioning Elizabeth’s self-

concealment through the first five months of her pregnancy, Luke offers what appears to be an explanatory 

aside from Elizabeth: “…thus the Lord has done for me, in the days in which he looked upon me to take 

away my disgrace (ἀφελεῖν ὄνειδός μου) among people” (1:25). Whatever else this comment may mean, 

many have seen in it an evocation of the once-barren Rachel and her response to the gift of a son (Gen 

30:23). See, e.g., Green, Gospel, 81; Raymond E. Brown, “The Annunciation to Zechariah, the Birth of the 

Baptist, and the Benedictus (Luke 1:5–25, 57–80),” Worship 62.6 (1988): 482–96, esp. 487. Elizabeth’s 

allusive language “suggests that the ground of her interpretation of the present sign is a remembering of 

what God has done in the past” (Coleridge, Birth, 47).  
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Gabriel’s prophecy that many would rejoice over this turn of events (1:14). Though Luke 

does not use overt joy language to describe how Simeon and Anna respond to Jesus, they 

at least prove immediately receptive to the divine action that they perceive in Jesus, 

promptly (and jubilantly57) recognizing in this infant the redemptive divine initiative for 

which they and other faithful Jews have been waiting (2:25–38).  

In contrast, a joyful response—or, indeed, trusting receptivity of any emotional 

tone—does not come so readily to Zechariah. This section will trace in more detail the 

elderly priest’s movement into joy, which both corroborates my preceding claims and 

sheds further light on the conditions for Lukan joy. Consistent with what I maintained 

above (1.1), active obedience—faithfulness in practicing routine piety and in following 

specific divine commands—positions Zechariah to encounter God’s joy-promoting action 

in his life and world. At the same time, however, Zechariah’s initial failure to rejoice also 

points to another aspect of the role of faithfulness in fostering receptivity to joy: viz., the 

need for “faith” in the sense of trust if one is to respond to God’s joy-conducive initiative 

with fitting jubilation.  

 

57 So I would argue, and numerous others also take Simeon and Anna to be rejoicing (e.g., Story, Joyous, 

47–51). De Long maintains that the close linkage of joy and praise in Luke 1–2 is such that “we should 

recognize responses of (implicitly joyous) praise as fulfilling the angelic anticipations of joy” (Surprised, 

147).  
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1.2.1 Framing Remarks: Silence, Speech, and Zechariah’s Joy(lessness) 

Perhaps due to a certain tendency to focus on Mary,58 studies of the joy motif in 

Luke’s infancy narrative often more or less overlook the complications that attend 

Zechariah’s rejoicing. For example, after describing the angelic annunciation to 

Zechariah, Christopher C. Conver comments on the aged priest’s emotional state as 

follows: “Zechariah’s fear, then, is cast out by the joy of this proclamation”—apparently 

immediately, in Conver’s retelling.59 Conver is by no means the only scholar to assume 

that Zechariah more or less instantaneously moves into joy upon hearing Gabriel’s good 

news.60 Such an interpretation has a certain prima facie plausibility, given the content of 

 

58 This focus on Mary probably reflects not only the fact that Luke puts in her mouth what many would 

count as a joy term (ἀγαλλιάω, 1:47) but also the influence of the particular commitments that have 

attached to Mary over the intervening centuries. For example, in the Roman Catholic tradition, Mary is 

referred to as the “cause of our joy” (“causa nostrae laetitiae,” “causa de nuestra alegría,” see Pablo Largo, 

“Presentación,” 181). (Cf. Inselmann’s comment that in the Benedictus and Magnificat it is God who is the 

cause of joy: “Gott wird zwar in beiden Gesängen als ,Verursacher‘ der Freude bestimmt”; see Freude, 

181). Of course, this is not to deny that some studies of Lukan joy do treat Zechariah in ways that engage 

with the complexity of his emotional development more deeply (see esp. Kuhn, Heart, and—though her 

primary concern is praise—De Long, Surprised).  
59 Conver, “The Portrayal,” 133. Conver appears to mean what he says here, too; he repeats the same point 

later in his study: “Zechariah was filled with joy over his child’s birth at 1:14” (“The Portrayal,” 182; see 

similarly 216). At the other extreme, Coleridge seems to miss the fact that the narrative (esp. 1:14) has set 

us up to expect Zechariah’s joy. Of the praise report in 1:64, he writes, “Gabriel had predicted that 

Zechariah would give his newborn son the name John; but the question was how Zechariah might fulfil the 

prediction. Reluctantly? Angrily? … The praise reported in v. 64 gives the answer” (Birth, 112). While I 

whole-heartedly agree with the conclusion Coleridge goes on to make (that the praise evinces a turn to faith 

on Zechariah’s part [Birth, 112]), it seems clear that Gabriel’s prediction also of specifically Zechariah’s 

joy (1:14) leads us to expect a joyful response from him at this point in the narrative.  
60 In some cases, such flattening out of Zechariah’s character seems to result from conflating the two 

prophecies of joy in 1:14 (Zechariah’s joy and that of “many”). Carroll, for example, states that the 

“detailed prediction by the angel” in 1:14 “is realized in the ensuing narrative (1:58)” (Luke 30)—without 

noting that there is no indication that Zechariah rejoices in 1:58 (cf. 1:14a). See also Dinkler’s critique of 

Squires: “Squires highlights Zechariah’s final praise without acknowledging Zechariah’s initial response 
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the message that Zechariah receives, as well as the angelic prediction that there will be 

“joy and gladness” specifically for Zechariah—notice the singular σοι61 in 1:14a. 

However, closer examination of the scene suggests that Conver’s analysis oversimplifies 

Luke’s portrayal of the aged priest’s emotional life. Specifically, this interpretation 

papers over emotional complications that are bound up with the physical impediment of 

muteness,62 imposed by the angel (1:19–20) in response to Zechariah’s doubting question 

in 1:18.  

 

 

and subsequent silencing” (Silent Statements, 77). At the other extreme, Nolland argues that even those 

who do rejoice in 1:58 do not yet do so with the fullness of insight that would be required for “the 

eschatological joy anticipated in 1:14” (Nolland, Luke 1–9:20, 78–79).  
61 That the angel promises Zechariah joy is sometimes overlooked, but it is rightly noted by, e.g., Tannehill 

(Narrative Unity, 23). Some commentators assume or state that the angel predicts joy for Zechariah and 

Elizabeth both (“them,” e.g., Green “‘We Had to Celebrate,’” 173; “Joy,” 449)—perhaps in an attempt to 

make the annunciation to Zechariah more gender-inclusive and/or in response to the fact that Elizabeth 

does indeed rejoice, as one might expect in such a case (1:58). However, to obscure the specific reference 

to Zechariah’s joy in the annunciation (1:14) is to paper over the narrative tension that arises from his 

initial failure to rejoice (see further below). As Brittany E. Wilson has argued, Elizabeth rejoices precisely 

when Zechariah might have been expected to do so, underscoring the narrative tension created by her 

husband’s silencing. See Wilson, Unmanly Men: Reconfigurations of Masculinity in Luke-Acts (Oxford; 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 90–94. 
62 In several publications, Karl Allen Kuhn makes an intriguing argument for understanding Zechariah as 

mute but not deaf during the period between his encounter with Gabriel and the naming of John (see esp. 

“Deaf or Defiant?”). For my purposes here, it does not matter whether Zechariah is or is not deaf while 

silenced, since his hearing (or lack thereof) would not obviously facilitate (or thwart) the act of rejoicing. 

However, I would tend to side with those who argue that Zechariah should be understood as both deaf and 

unable to speak, based on not only the gesturing of 1:62 (which Kuhn sees as inconclusive evidence for this 

point) but also the semantic range of κωφός in 1:22 and the general understanding of auditory and speech 

(dis)abilities in the ancient world. See for example Green, Gospel, 109, as well as Dinkler, Silent 

Statements, 68–69n88 and the sources cited there. As Dinkler notes, De Long points out that if Zechariah is 

understood to be deaf, his restoration can be seen as a fulfilling of Isaiah 35:5–6 (De Long, Surprised, 176–

177; also cited in Dinkler, Silent Statements, 69n88). De Long goes on to note that “the various 

transformations in Isaiah 35:1–10 climax with exuberant joy and praise, as does the Lukan characterization 

of Zechariah” (Surprised, 177). 
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As Michal Beth Dinkler notes in her study of silence and speech in Luke’s 

Gospel, the narrative clearly foregrounds Zechariah’s silence, referring to it (with various 

terms) twice in 1:20 and again twice in 1:22.63 Nor does this emphasis on the priest’s 

silencing serve merely to enhance the wonder of the scene: Rather, as Dinkler argues, 

“Zechariah’s silencing plays a crucial role in the story, and should not be eclipsed by his 

eventually positive prophetic speech.”64 Though Dinkler does not focus on Zechariah’s 

emotions while mute,65 her observation regarding the narrative importance of his silence 

has implications for analyzing his emotional state. After all, Zechariah’s silencing 

effectively forestalls any (vocalized) rejoicing on his part (1:12–20), at least for a time.66  

 

63 Dinkler, Silent Statements, 71–72. Of course, as many note, the repeated references to Zechariah’s 

muteness also demonstrate the angel’s reliability (e.g., Green, Gospel, 80).  
64 Dinkler, Silent Statements, 77. 
65 A related but distinct question might be how Zechariah feels about being mute; Carroll suggests that 

“[t]he language of v. 22 (a present participle in tandem with a verb in the imperfect tense) effectively 

captures Zechariah’s frustration at his repeated failure to speak to the people: ‘He kept motioning to them, 

but he remained speechless’” (Luke, 35). This proposal may be an overinterpretation of the form of the 

verbs, but it is psychologically plausible nevertheless.  
66 As De Long puts it, “Zechariah’s initial response of disbelief and silence delays his response of praise, 

creating tension in the narrative, which is ultimately resolved in Zechariah’s divine healing and immediate 

response of praise” (Surprised, 138; see also 148–149; 175–76). The initial nonfulfillment of the angelic 

prediction of joy is all the more striking given the pattern of “angelic anticipation” and “narrated 

responses” of praise/joy that De Long identifies elsewhere in the infancy narrative (see Surprised, 138, and 

passim, and esp. table 10 on 137, as well as figure 3 on page 149). Note also De Long’s more general 

observation, made primarily with reference to praise responses prompted by instances of “divine visitation” 

in Luke-Acts, that while praise marks “characters’ recognition that events within the narrative—however 

surprising they may be—constitute the restoration anticipated by Israel’s prophets,” “silence and blame 

indicate characters’ failure to recognize and participate in the fulfillment of these hopes” (Surprised, 134). 

Story follows De Long at this point (Joyous, 39). Even those who do not put so much emphasis on the 

narrative tension created by Zechariah’s initial failure to rejoice do sometimes note the impropriety of his 

joyless response to Gabriel’s message: “[S]houldn’t Zechariah’s knowledge of God’s ways have promptly 

kicked in to spark joyous, faith-full thanksgiving instead of the banal, dubious query” that Zechariah 
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This is all the more significant because, as Kindalee Pfremmer De Long 

emphasizes, Zechariah is silenced precisely when one might have expected him to burst 

into jubilant praise. His silencing thus generates a narrative tension.67 We see Mary 

rejoice in the Magnificat (1:47) and Elizabeth and others rejoice over John’s birth (1:58). 

But what about Zechariah’s foretold joy (cf. 1:14)? Presumably the angelic word 

concerning his jubilation is fulfilled, but when?68 How can we tell? And most importantly 

for present purposes, what does Zechariah’s protracted process of entering into joy tell us 

about the conditions that lead to joy-according-to-Luke?  

1.2.1.1 Methodological Aside: Discerning Unnamed Emotions (or the Palpable 

Absence of a Given Emotion) in Biblical Narratives  

As noted in the introduction, recent publications on “emotions” in the Bible 

demonstrate that participants in this nascent subfield continue to wrestle with substantive 

 

 

instead raises (Spencer, Luke 35)? See also, e.g., Gregory J. Polan, “Joy Mixed with Crisis: The Birth 

Narratives in the Gospels, The Bible Today 55.6 (2017): 411–16, esp. 412–13. 
67 Again, see De Long, Surprised, 138, 148–149, 175–176; see also Kuhn, Heart, 73–75. Perhaps it could 

be objected that Zechariah might be among the relatives who rejoice with Elizabeth in 1:58, but one would 

expect that he might be named here if his rejoicing were included, particularly given that the narrative has 

set up the as-yet-unfulfilled expectation that he will rejoice. On the inversion of expectations created by the 

fact that Elizabeth rejoices before Zechariah (despite 1:14), see Kozar, “The Function of the Character of 

Elizabeth,” esp. 218, 220; Wilson, Unmanly Men, 84–85, 90–94; and De Long, Surprised, 176n110. For an 

analysis of this reversal in terms of speech and silence, see Dinkler, Silent Statements, 79–80. See also 

Green, Gospel, 111. 
68 This seems a safe assumption insofar as angels are reliable characters in Luke-Acts, which makes it 

highly unlikely that Gabriel’s prediction concerning specifically Zechariah’s joy (Luke 1:14) would go 

unfulfilled. 
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methodological issues.69 Among these, many would include the question of how we can 

go beyond word searches in our study of emotions in biblical literature. Put differently, it 

is clear that we need a way (or ways) to register the narrativization of an emotion that is 

not explicitly mentioned, without simply making arbitrary claims about an emotion’s 

supposedly implied narrative presence (or, as the case may be, noteworthy absence). As 

others have recognized, the role of embodiment in the experience and expression of 

emotions may prove helpful for moving beyond a word-study approach to emotions in 

biblical literature.70 The analysis of Zechariah’s joy(lessness) below will double as a test 

case for this methodological proposal. That is, the connection between Zechariah’s 

joy(lessness) and his speech(lessness) in Luke 1 will allow us to consider how narrative 

depictions of embodied behavior (such as speech, or the lack thereof) can convey 

unnamed emotions (such as joy, or the lack thereof) in biblical literature, or at least in the 

narrative of Luke-Acts.  

By way of introduction, though, we should first clarify exactly where Zechariah 

falls short in his initial response to Gabriel’s message. De Long is surely right to claim 

that the reader (primed by Gabriel’s prophecy in 1:14) expects Zechariah to exult just 

 

69 In addition to Kuhn, Heart, see also F. Scott Spencer, “Getting a Feel”; Elliott, Faithful Feelings; 

Mirguet and Kurek-Chomycz, “Introduction”; Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions”; F. Scott Spencer, 

“Why Did the ‘Leper,’” esp. 110–18; Barton, “Spirituality and the Emotions,” 171–193; Barton, 

“Eschatology and the Emotions in Early Christianity,” JBL 130.3 (2011): 571–591, esp. 571–78; and, with 

more focus on affect theory, Koosed and Moore, “Introduction” and Kotrosits, How Things Feel.  
70 As Spencer succinctly puts it, “body matters in emotion as in all human experience” (“Getting a Feel,” 

33, emphasis original). 
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when he instead falls silent, generating narrative tension.71 Without denying De Long’s 

point, however, we should also note that Luke’s narrative does not portray Zechariah’s 

most basic problem as his failure immediately to utter jubilant praise. When Gabriel 

addresses Zechariah in the temple, the angel foretells that the father-to-be and many 

others will (in the future) rejoice (ἔσται χαρά σοι καὶ ἀγαλλίασις καὶ πολλοὶ ἐπὶ τῇ 

γενέσει αὐτοῦ χαρήσονται). It may be fair to take the future tense verbs here as 

imperatival,72 but even if so, Gabriel issues no explicit or implicit command to Zechariah 

to rejoice in the present moment. Indeed, the wording of 1:14 may imply that at least the 

rejoicing of the “many” others will not be immediate. Their jubilation will occur months 

later, at the time of the (as-yet-unconceived) John’s birth (πολλοὶ ἐπὶ τῇ γενέσει αὐτοῦ 

χαρήσονται, 1:14).73 While Gabriel does not so clearly specify the timing of Zechariah’s 

foretold joy (1:14), it seems safe to say that the father-to-be does not violate any direct 

instructions by not rejoicing as soon as he hears the angelic message. Nor, for that matter, 

does Gabriel blame Zechariah for the joylessness of his response.  

 

71 De Long, Surprised, esp. 174–78. 
72 The future tense can function imperatively, as Wallace notes, even in classical Greek; this usage is most 

common in the NT in quotations of the OT, under the influence of Hebrew syntax. See Daniel B. Wallace, 

Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament: With Scripture, Subject, 

and Greek Word Indexes (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 452. The “Septuaginal” texture of Luke 1–2 

lends further support to the view that Gabriel’s future-tense statements about joy may be fairly taken as 

commands.  
73 This is one possible interpretation; however, note that De Long argues for the NIV’s rendering of the 

phrase as “because of his birth,” which she views as more consistent with Lukan usage (Surprised, 139n4). 

De Long’s point here, though, is not to claim that the predicted joy precedes John’s birth but rather to 

suggest that the angelic prediction of “many” rejoicing may be fulfilled across the narrative, beyond the 

specific scene of John’s birth (Surprised, 139n7). 
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Nevertheless, Gabriel clearly does take umbrage at the way in which Zechariah 

responds to his message (1:18–20). Moreover, I will argue here that the failure the angel 

identifies—a lack of faith (1:20)—is not unrelated to the extended interval separating the 

future father’s reception of joyous news (1:13–17, 19) from his appropriately joyful 

response (1:64, 67–79). Rather, Zechariah’s slowness to rejoice expresses his failing in 

faith. Zechariah not only does not rejoice right away but also cannot do so, precisely as a 

consequence of his distrust in the divinely authorized good news that he has been given 

(1:19–20).74 Seen from this perspective, the punitive sign of muteness not only confirms 

the trustworthiness of Gabriel’s message but also manifests, on the physical and social 

levels, the emotional and spiritual impediment created by Zechariah’s failure in trust. 

Conversely, Zechariah’s eventual restoration to speech and the rejoicing to which he 

immediately gives voice are bound up with the removal of the emotional/spiritual 

blockage created by his lack of trust. Simply put, in his silence Zechariah embodies 

joylessness that arises from a failure in faith; in his jubilant benediction, he embodies joy 

that depends in part on the restoration of his trust in God’s faithfulness and saving power.  

In recognition of the methodological difficulties involved in such a claim—and as 

a prelude to further consideration of what inhibits Zechariah’s joy (1.2.2) and what  

eventually facilitates his jubilation (1.2.3)—the following pages will provide a 

 

74 Cf. De Long’s observation that “during the period of Zechariah’s doubt, his praise is explicitly silenced” 

(Surprised, 175). 
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preemptive rebuttal to the charge that I am overinterpreting Zechariah’s silencing and/or 

his restored speech. First, it might be questioned whether I am right to claim that 

Zechariah does not rejoice during his time of silence. In response, I will argue that Luke 

gives no narrative indication that Zechariah does rejoice in this period and that, given 

other contextual evidence, we are therefore justified in inferring that the father-to-be is 

not rejoicing while silent (1.2.1.2). Second, however, even if one allows that Zechariah 

does not rejoice during his period of muteness, one might still object to my interpretation 

of his eventual speech as joyful. Luke does not use obvious joy terms in introducing and 

relating Zechariah’s prophecy. Do readers/hearers have sufficient reason to assume that 

the new father is specifically rejoicing when he at last speaks? I will argue that multiple 

narrative details do prompt us to interpret the speech as joyful, even if Luke does not 

label it as such in so many words (1.2.1.3). My response to each of these objections will, 

I hope, also provide fodder for further reflection on how we might “read” emotions in 

biblical narratives—both by reckoning seriously with the claim that embodied expression 

is (ordinarily) integral to human emotions and by attending to narrative cues that suggest 

the implied presence (or marked absence) of unnamed emotion(s).  

1.2.1.2 Speech(lessness) and Joy(lessness) in Luke 1:11–22  

Turning to the first of the aforementioned objections: How do we know that 

Zechariah is not rejoicing during his period of silence? Does the fact that Zechariah does 

not verbally rejoice decisively prove that he is not in some way rejoicing? Perhaps we 
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could instead infer that Zechariah (1) rejoices in some nonverbal way or simply (2) 

rejoices “on the inside,” without conveying his joy verbally or nonverbally. I will respond 

to these two counterproposals in turn. 

I would by no means deny the possibility of (1) nonvocal rejoicing. As Inselmann 

rightly notes, emotions in biblical literature sometimes “appear in paraphrases, in a 

descriptive manner, represented by facial expressions and gestures, by diverse physical 

symptoms, or by metaphors.”75 Indeed, as Inselmann also points out, Luke’s infancy 

narrative itself provides an illustration of such paraphrased jubilation when the still-

wordless John the Baptist leaps joyfully in his mother’s womb (σκιρτάω, 1:41, 44).76 

Zechariah could presumably have leapt with implicit joy while mute (see also, e.g., 

σκιρτάω in Luke 6:23 and ἐξάλλομαι in Acts 3:8). Alternatively, Zechariah could have 

performed some other nonvocal action that would, in a particular context, be understood 

as joyful. In fact, though, Luke makes no reference to Zechariah engaging in any 

nonvocal action that would obviously suggest joy (given, e.g., biblical conventions). Nor 

does the evangelist provide commentary—whether from the narrator or from characters 

within the narrative—that would lead us to interpret as “joyful” those voiceless actions of 

Zechariah’s about which we do hear during his period of muteness.  

 

75 Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 540, emphasis original; see also 536. 
76 See discussion of John the Baptist’s joyful leaping in, among others, Inselmann, Freude, 175–78, esp. 

176–77; Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 541–42, 551–52; and similarly, De Long Surprised, 143–

145. 
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Closer consideration of Luke’s depiction of baby John’s leaping will reinforce 

this point. As Inselmann and others have argued,77 the emotional tone of John’s “leaping” 

could initially be ambiguous. Although σκιρτάω may sometimes be used to suggest joy in 

Israel’s Scriptures (e.g., Mal 3:20 LXX),78 the only scriptural precedent for in-utero 

activity named by this Greek verb is the prenatal “wrestling” of Jacob and Esau in 

Genesis 25:22 LXX.79 Without additional interpretive guidance, those familiar with this 

Greek translation of Genesis 25:22 might well take John’s in-utero movement to be 

indicative of rivalry or strife—especially given that the “step-parallelism” of the infancy 

narrative gestures toward, even as it obviates, the potential for (mis)perceiving John and 

Jesus as competitors.80  

 

77 Again, see for example Inselmann, Freude, 175–78, esp. 176–77; Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 

541–42, 551–552; and similarly, De Long, Surprised, 143–145.  
78 This connection is often noted, though Nolland disputes whether the Malachi passage specifically implies 

joy, suggesting that in Malachi “the image is really of health, rather than rejoicing” (Luke 1–9:20, 66). See 

also the discussion in De Long, Surprised, 144–145, including n22. 
79 See, among others, Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 541–42, 551–552; De Long, Surprised, 143–

145; and Brown, Birth, 332. As De Long notes, other parallels between the Genesis story and Luke 1—

such as the barrenness of Rebekah prior to this pregnancy, corresponding to Elizabeth’s long childlessness, 

and the need in both cases for divinely provided interpretation of the prenatal movement—may reinforce 

the potential connection, even as Luke proceeds to “revers[e] any negative expectation created by the echo 

of Genesis” (Surprised, 145). Kuhn notes the link to Genesis 25:22 in John’s movement but, surprisingly 

(given the focus of his study), does not make as much of its emotional implications (Heart, 86n51). 

Interestingly, Bovon also notes a potential parallel for interpreting in-utero movement as joyous (citing 

Sahlin, Messias) in Odes of Solomon 28:2: “My heart continually refreshes itself and leaps for joy, like the 

babe who leaps for joy in his mother’s womb” (Charlesworth’s translation, quoted in Bovon, Luke 1, 

59n38). 
80 Fitzmyer, for example, refers to the “parallelism with one-upsmanship” as “step-parallelism” (Gospel, 

1:315), while Inselmann refers to this phenomenon in terms of “überbietender Parallelismus” (Freude, 147, 

citing Lyonnet). The unequal parallelism between Jesus and John in Luke 1 is widely noted. As Green puts 

it, “Luke’s parallelism … is not a juxtaposition of equals”; rather, “[r]epeatedly, the balance is tipped in 

favor of Jesus, so that we are left in no doubt as to who is the preeminent of the two children”—a point 
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However, as the narrative continues, such an agonistic interpretation of John’s in-

utero movement is ruled out. As Inselmann, De Long, and others rightly observe, 

although baby John’s emotionally ambiguous “leaping” might at first glance recall the 

competitive “wrestling” of Jacob and Esau, John’s movement in the womb promptly 

receives a quite different emotional interpretation from his mother.81 Elizabeth, whose 

inherent reliability as a pious Jew (1:5–6) is further enhanced by her being filled with the 

 

 

Luke may have wanted to stress due to “the living presence of the Baptist circle,” suggested by passages 

such as Acts 13:24–25; 18:25; 19:1–4 (Gospel, 51). While Green’s proposal seems plausible, scholars offer 

a range of views of the historical origin and the present literary-theological purpose of the step-parallelism. 

Some emphasize the unity and forward thrust of the narrative of God’s saving work more than the 

parallelism per se (e.g., Wolter, Gospel, 1:56–57, 73–74), but I would agree with Tannehill that the 

“repetitive pattern” that characterizes this section of Luke’s Gospel “does not compete with but rather 

contributes to the forward movement of the story” (Narrative Unity, 17; see further on 19–20). Of interest 

for my purposes here, De Long specifically notes how “the motif of praise/joy contributes to” the widely 

recognized unequal parallelism between the two babies (Surprised, 146n24). See also Tannehill’s extended 

literary analysis of the uneven parallelism between John and Jesus (esp. Narrative Unity, 17–44), as well as 

the survey of various structural analyses of Luke 1–2 in José María Muñoz Nieto, Tiempo de anuncio: 

Estudio de Lc 1,5–2,52 (Taipei: Facultas Theologica S. Roberti Bellarmino, 1994), 12–32. 
81 E.g., Inselmann, “Emotions and Passion,” 541–42, 551–552, and similarly, De Long, Surprised, 143–

145. See also, e.g., Carroll, Luke, 46. See also the discussion by O’Toole, who does not make a point of the 

potential for momentary emotional ambiguity in John’s leaping but simply observes (of Luke 1:41–50) that 

“[t]he passage itself explains the joy, blessedness, and praise.” See Robert F. O’Toole, The Unity, 227. 

Coleridge observes that “the function of the leap is not immediately clear, since we are told when John 

leaps but not why” (Birth, 81). Coleridge recognizes that “Elizabeth interprets the leap as an expression of 

joy” but argues that this does not fully resolve the ambiguity, insofar as “she does not say what has caused 

the joy” (Birth, 81). I do not find compelling Coleridge’s attempt to argue that John’s joyful jumping is 

primarily in response to “the presence of Mary the believer” rather than to Jesus (see Birth, 81–82). Cf. the 

comment of Maximus of Turin: “Not yet born, already John prophesies and, while still in the enclosure of 

his mother’s womb, confesses the coming of Christ with movements of joy—since he could not do so with 

his voice. As Elizabeth says to holy Mary, ‘As soon as you greeted me, the child in my womb exulted for 

joy.’” See Maximus of Turin, Sermon 5.4, quoted Arthur A. Just, Luke, Ancient Christian Commentary on 

Scripture 3 (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 21. 



 

95 

 

Holy Spirit on this occasion (1:41),82 proclaims that at the sound of Mary’s greeting “the 

baby in [Elizabeth’s] womb leapt [ἐσκίρτησεν] in joy [or gladness,83 ἀγαλλιάσει]” 

(1:44).84 This pairing of ἀγαλλίασις and σκιρτάω is consistent with Inselmann’s 

observation that, “in many cases,” when an emotion is conveyed more periphrastically, 

“[t]o strengthen the desired effect, lexemes denoting emotions are contextually combined 

with lexemes connoting emotions.”85 The unborn child’s emotionally connotative 

nonvocal action receives emphasis—and, in this case, also clarification—through 

another’s verbalized commentary, confirming for Luke’s audience that (despite what the 

resonance with Genesis might have led us to anticipate) σκιρτάω here names a 

manifestation of “joy.”  

Nothing similar occurs in the case of the silenced Zechariah. We do learn that, 

after his silencing, the aged priest was “making signs” (διανεύων, 1:22) to the crowd 

 

82 For a more extended study of Elizabeth as a reliable character, see Kozar, “The Function of the Character 

of Elizabeth.”  
83 Brown, for instance, insists that the noun ἀγαλλιάσις should be rendered as “gladness,” reserving “joy” 

for χαρά (Birth, 334). However, as Brown himself notes, the two terms “are put together in the angelic 

promise to Zechariah in 1:14” (Birth, 334, citing also Acts 2:26). While the parallelism thus created need 

not imply strict synonymity, it does suggest a strong affinity between the two words. Wright notes that 

“word studies” of joy in the NT often trace “the roots agaliasis and chara/chairô and their cognates,” 

words which “are frequently combined (e.g., Matt. 5:12; Luke 1:14; 1 Pet. 1:8; 4:13; Rev. 19:7)” (Wright, 

“Joy,” 47, italics original; see also Thompson’s discussion of Luke’s tendencies in joy diction, 

“Reflections,” 27). Commenting on the pairing of χαρὰ and ἀγαλλίασις in 1:14, Nolland notes that the latter 

term “has a similar force” to the “joy of eschatological fulfillment” conveyed by χαρά (Luke 1–9:20, 30). 
84 It is interesting to note that, in the Gospel according to John, John the Baptist’s (adult) response to Jesus 

is likened to a friend of a bridegroom who “rejoicing with joy” at the sound of the bridegroom’s voice 

(John 3:29; on this passage and the eschatological overtones of the image, see Thompson, “Reflections,” 

32). 
85 Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 541. 
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awaiting him outside the temple. However, Luke does not so much as hint that Zechariah 

made signs indicative of joy. To the extent that Zechariah’s miming communicates 

anything, it apparently conveys simply that he has seen a vision in the temple (Luke 

1:22)—not what the content or emotional tone of that vision may have been, much less 

how he feels about having received it.86  

In the absence of both vocal rejoicing and narrative signals that would ascribe a 

joyful tone to his nonvocal actions, it seems safe to infer that Zechariah does not rejoice 

in the interval between his silencing and his restoration to speech. Nor is this merely an 

argument from narrative silence: as already mentioned, given the angelic prediction of 

Zechariah’s joy in 1:14, we have good reason to expect the aged priest to be joyful at 

some point, rendering joy’s palpable absence in 1:21–25 more noteworthy than it 

otherwise might be. Indeed, as De Long has argued, Zechariah’s temporary joylessness 

serves an important narrative function.87 The contrast between his lack of joy and 

Gabriel’s prediction in 1:14—a contrast further underscored by Mary’s somewhat more 

immediate rejoicing—generates a narrative tension that finds resolution only after 

 

86 Zechariah’s limited ability to communicate has emotional consequences for the wider community, too: 

see Kuhn’s observation that “the people were able to discern that Zechariah had a vision, but no more”—

with the result that “[t]he multitude that should now be rejoicing in the angelic announcement of good news 

is left in the dark” (Heart, 70; see also 74). Technically speaking, as Coleridge points out, the unaided 

crowd misinterprets Zechariah’s silence; the people outside the temple “judge that he has been struck dumb 

because he has seen a vision, when in fact Zechariah has been struck dumb not because he has seen a 

vision, but because he has not believed Gabriel’s promise” (Birth, 45). 
87 See De Long, Surprised, esp. 149, 174–78. 
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Zechariah speaks following John’s naming.88 Given this narrative context and the fact 

that Luke has but does not here avail himself of resources for narrating nonverbal joy, it 

seems plausible that Zechariah’s silencing should be seen as indicative of his joylessness. 

Of course, at this point someone might raise the second counterproposal noted 

above. Even if Zechariah does not express joy (either vocally or nonvocally), perhaps he 

experiences (2) unexpressed, “internal” joy. In a somewhat related vein, De Long 

maintains that Zechariah’s immediate uttering of praise upon regaining the ability to 

speak suggests “pent-up praise awaiting release.”89 De Long’s claim is specifically about 

“praise,” an activity which may be more inherently vocal (or at least articulate) than is 

rejoicing (cf. 1:41–44). However, it is easy to see how the claim might be extended to 

Zechariah’s emotional state: Perhaps he was not only praise-filled but also joyful all 

along and yet (for whatever reason) did not express his joy, even nonvocally.  

Such a situation is theoretically possible, but both philosophical considerations 

and narrative analysis weigh against this interpretation of Zechariah’s internal state while 

silent. For one thing, the very idea of merely “internal” joy assumes that “internal” 

emotions can be easily disentangled from their “external” manifestations (vocal and/or 

nonvocal), but this is an assumption that some scholars in other fields have called into 

question. For example, in an appreciative analysis of phenomenologist Edith Stein’s work 

 

88 On the juxtaposition of Mary and Zechariah, see further below (1.3); De Long helpfully draws attention 

to these dynamics in the infancy narrative (e.g., Surprised, 149).  
89 De Long, Surprised, 176. 
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on empathy to which I referred in the introduction, Alasdair MacIntyre concurs with 

Stein’s observation that when we observe what we might be tempted to think of as 

“outward signs” of someone else’s “inner thought and feeling”—say, external weeping as 

an expression of inward grief—“what is expressed is not an external sign of some inner 

thought or feeling.”90 Rather, it simply “is the inner thought and feeling.”91  

It would be beyond the purposes of this dissertation to offer a full defense of this 

embodied/holistic view of emotions, but I would maintain that this understanding of the 

experience-and-expression of emotions proves helpful for interpreting Zechariah’s 

emotional depiction in Luke 1. According to this view, Zechariah’s expression of joy—

that is, his embodied activity of rejoicing, vocally or otherwise—should be understood as 

deeply interconnected with his experience of joy. As we have seen, during his period of 

muteness, Zechariah does not appear to rejoice vocally or nonvocally, even though Luke 

clearly has resources for narrating nonvocal rejoicing (e.g., again, 1:41–44). If (“inner”) 

joy and (“expressed”) rejoicing are ordinarily inherently related, then the fact that 

Zechariah does not in any way “outwardly” rejoice provides good grounds—even if not 

conclusive proof—for inferring that he simply is not joyful (even “on the inside”) while 

silenced. 

 

90 MacIntyre, Edith Stein, 84. See also Alasdair MacIntyre, “Pain, Grief, and Other Signs of Life.”  
91 MacIntyre, Edith Stein, 84. See also Barton’s comments on emotions and embodiment: “[E]motions both 

express and impress themselves at the boundary between the inner life of a person and his or her outer life” 

(“Eschatology and the Emotions,” 579, emphasis original). 
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Granted, such evidence of Zechariah’s joylessness is not wholly conclusive, for at 

least three reasons. First, from one angle, the difficulty lies in the fact that rejoicing can 

take various forms, influenced by a given individual’s or community’s culture, history, 

personality, and situation (including bodily capacities, economic status, social 

opportunities, and so forth)—among other factors.92 As a result, it is not always easy to 

interpret others’ embodiments of emotion. It is possible that Zechariah would manifest 

joy in some way that would not be immediately perceived as such by any and every 

observer. However, again, Luke provides no clear narrative signals indicating that such a 

scenario obtains in this case. Neither the narrator nor other characters prompt readers to 

recognize any of Zechariah’s silent actions as joyful. Especially in light of the explicit 

disambiguation of the emotional tone of baby John’s in-utero leaping, discussed above, it 

seems unlikely that Luke would fail to provide clarification if Zechariah were rejoicing in 

some idiosyncratic, hard-to-recognize manner during his period of muteness.  

 

92 For one thing, other people may have what are (to us) culturally different or personally idiosyncratic 

ways of evincing an emotion (see, e.g., MacIntyre, Edith Stein, 78–79, 84–85), and in such cases we may 

misinterpret or even fail to register the embodied expression of their emotion. For instance, a person who is 

unaware that some people express anger through tears might mistakenly assume that everyone who cries is 

sad. Someone who associated anger primarily with a reddened face and shouting might not pick up on the 

anger expressed in another person’s “cold shoulder.” In a different vein, at the level of an emotion’s 

embodied expression as such, one can imagine many possible “special cases” in which the connection 

between some emotion and its embodied expression might be disrupted for one or another reason. In some 

cases, the expression of an emotion might even be rendered physically impossible by a person’s 

circumstance—for example, advanced ALS or extensive paralysis due to stroke or spinal cord injury. My 

concern here, however, is not with all possible complications but only with those which appear in Luke’s 

narrative. 
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A second complication arises from the reality that emotions are often—as the title 

of the recent collection edited by F. Scott Spencer suggests—“mixed.”93 Where multiple 

emotions are complexly intertwined, the presence of one might be obscured by the 

expression of the other(s). Such emotional complexity may be evident in Zechariah’s 

eventual speech. Karl A. Kuhn, though he recognizes the joyfulness of the new father’s 

words (a point to which I will return momentarily), has also made an intriguing case for 

reading the larger scene of John’s naming as infused with sorrow, on account of the 

“sacrificial” character of Zechariah’s de facto relinquishment of paternal authority in the 

naming of his son.94 Be that as it may,95 there is no clear suggestion within the narrative 

that the influence of some other emotion(s) thwarts the manifestation of joy during 

Zechariah’s period of silence. The complications created by the sometimes “mixed” 

character of emotional life, then, do not strongly undermine my thesis concerning 

Zechariah’s joylessness while mute. 

 

93 Mixed Feelings and Vexed Passions: Exploring Emotions in Biblical Literature, ed. F. Scott Spencer, 

Resources for Biblical Study 90 (Atlanta, GA: SBL Press), 2017. See esp. Spencer’s introductory essay, 

“Getting a Feel,” 1–42. 
94 See Kuhn, Heart, 106–7; Kuhn, “Deaf or Defiant,” 488, 502; and, more recently, Kuhn, “The Power and 

Prominence,” 194–95. See also Tannehill’s argument that the infancy narrative as a whole has as its 

“dominant note” “joy at the fulfillment of OT prophecies of salvation” and yet that this joy is accompanied 

by “a subtle tone of pathos” (Narrative Unity, 15) due to what Tannehill views as the incomplete 

fulfillment of narratively established expectations.  
95 My aim here is not to catalogue exhaustively Zechariah’s experience of emotions but rather to pinpoint 

when Zechariah experiences “joy and gladness” (1:14), whatever other emotions he may also feel at the 

time. Feeling one emotion need not rule out feeling others; cf. again the beginning of the title of the edited 

collection Mixed Feelings and Vexed Passions: Exploring Emotions in Biblical Literature. 
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Neither does a third complication, which arises from the fact that social pressures 

and other considerations can lead people intentionally to suppress the embodied 

expression in which an emotion would ordinarily be manifest. Someone might stifle a 

gleeful laugh if such rejoicing would be socially inappropriate, for instance, and people 

sometimes “put on a brave face” if they believe that communicating their fear would be 

harmful to themselves or others. In such cases, though, the ordinary way in which we 

experience-and-express emotions is being manipulated for some (good or bad) reason.96 

While this certainly occurs in daily life, Luke gives no indication that Zechariah is (or 

would have any reason to be) engaged in such an emotional cover-up. 

The absence of any narrative suggestion that Zechariah is joyful during his period 

of silence is all the more telling insofar as Luke is not generally chary of explicitly or 

implicitly flagging emotions—joyful or otherwise—especially in the infancy narrative 

(e.g., 1:12, 29, 41–44, 47, 58). Moreover, there is no evidence that readers of Luke’s 

narrative are expected also to “read” Zechariah’s mind during his period of silence, 

discovering joy there in the absence of any narrative evidence suggesting “outward” 

(vocal or nonvocal) rejoicing. To be sure, as Dinkler has argued, contrary to “the 

dominant paradigm of the ‘anti-introspective’ Mediterranean self,” at least some Lukan 

 

96 On the phenomenon treated in this paragraph, see MacIntyre’s discussion of the fact that someone might 

intentionally deceive us through the apparent expression of some feeling that is not in fact theirs 

(MacIntyre, Edith Stein, 78–79, 84–85), whether for good or for bad reasons (MacIntyre, “Pain, Grief, and 

Other Signs of Life”). 
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characters do have an “interior” life.97 Already within the infancy narrative, when Simeon 

prophesies that the “thoughts of many hearts will be revealed” (2:35), his words imply 

some degree of interiority in the narrative’s construal of the self.98 As Dinkler also 

discusses, we are repeatedly allowed to “overhear” characters’ interior monologues later 

in the Gospel, particularly in parables (e.g., 12:17–20, 45; 16:3–4; 18:4–5).99 Nor is the 

Lukan narrator averse to disclosing, specifically, characters’ emotions—joyful or 

otherwise, as illustrated by the mention of Zechariah’s fear upon first seeing the angel 

(1:12;100 see also, e.g., 1:29, 58; 18:23; 22:5; 23:8).101 Nevertheless, we receive no 

explicit revelation concerning Zechariah’s inner life while he is silenced.  

Further, in most cases in Luke’s Gospel, the disclosure of characters’ “inner” 

thoughts or emotions is tied to some description of those characters’ “outward” behavior, 

so that the two components form mutually illuminating components of a holistic unity.102 

Thus, in the case of Simeon’s prophecy, we learn that responses to Jesus (which will be at 

 

97 See Michal Beth Dinkler, “‘The Thoughts of Many Hearts Shall Be Revealed’: Listening in on Lukan 

Interior Monologues,” JBL 134.2 (2015): 373–399, quotation from 375. 
98 See Dinkler, “The Thoughts of Many,” 375. 
99 The rhetorical effect of such monologues is not my focus here, but see Dinkler, “The Thoughts of 

Many,” on the rhetorical function of such interior monologues in Luke and other ancient literature.  
100 Of course, as routinely pointed out by commentators, Zechariah’s response here is conventional for 

biblical accounts of angelophanies. 
101 Dinkler focuses on cases occurring in parables, but as the passages I have listed above illustrate, the 

phenomenon also occurs within the main narrative of the Gospel, esp. when someone’s unvocalized 

reflections or feelings matter to plot developments or characterization. Dinkler does not focus on emotions 

per se in this particular article, though she mentions them in passing at the conclusion of her study and does 

so in a way that seems to locate them as part of a person’s “inner” life (“The Thoughts of Many,” 399). 
102 I view this point as consistent with Dinkler’s argument (“The Thoughts of Many,” see esp. 375). Put 

differently, when the narrative explicitly describes characters’ “interior” life, this revelation serves 

particular rhetorical purposes, some of which are discussed in Dinkler, “The Thoughts of Many.” 
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least partly expressed in observable actions) will reveal the content of “hearts.” 

Conversely, both in Jesus’s parables and in the main narrative, the disclosure of 

characters’ “inner” thoughts and emotions often provides a key for interpreting the 

(emotional, moral, and the like) overtones of those characters’ “external” actions—much 

as Elizabeth’s commentary clarifies the emotional implications of John’s in-utero leaping 

(1:41–44).103  

In Zechariah’s case, by contrast, neither “inner” thoughts/feelings disclosed by the 

narrator or other characters nor the aged priest’s own “outward” behavior suggests that he 

is rejoicing while silent. Without claiming that Luke is consciously thematizing modern 

insights into the embodiment of emotions, it may not be too much to say that his 

treatment of Zechariah’s speechlessness and implicit joylessness reflects the same reality 

to which philosophers such as Stein and MacIntyre give attention. In short, it is 

philosophically plausible—and, as I have argued, seems narratively quite likely—that 

Zechariah’s silence should be read as an embodied expression of his joylessness.  

1.2.1.3 Zechariah’s (Implicitly) Joyful Speech (1:64, 67–79) 

Deferring for the moment my attempt to account for Zechariah’s silence and 

joylessness, I turn now to the second major objection noted in 1.2.1.1. Someone who 

granted my interpretation of Zechariah’s silencing might still take issue with my further 

 

103 Though Inselmann (“Emotions and Passions”) offers a more extended analysis of this interpretation and 

related methodological issues, the role of Elizabeth in interpreting John’s action is recognized also in 

studies of NT joy such as Morrice’s (Joy, 66). 
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claim that the new father’s speech later in Luke 1 evinces joy. I have claimed that in his 

jubilant benediction, Zechariah embodies his joy; the narrative tension created by his 

silencing finds resolution when he again speaks (joyfully) following John’s naming.104 

But is the new father’s speech later in Luke 1 really so unambiguous in its emotional 

tone? After all, as acknowledged above, neither Zechariah’s eventual prophecy nor 

Luke’s introduction to it makes use of any obvious joy terms (1:67–79; cf. Mary in 1:47, 

καὶ ἠγαλλίασεν τὸ πνεῦμά μου). On what grounds, then, can we infer that the new father 

is specifically rejoicing when he finally speaks at John’s naming? 

As an initial response to this objection, I would argue, with Inselmann, that 

limiting studies of emotion “to only those passages where one can find a specific lexeme” 

would likely foster a problematically “restricted semantic view of the phenomenon.”105 

Even so, as Inselmann also acknowledges, there is always a danger of “overinterpreting” 

the evidence when one goes beyond a mere word-search approach to spotting emotions in 

 

104 De Long, Surprise, e.g., 138, 148–149, 175–176. De Long notes several additional ways in which the 

narrative setting of Zechariah’s initial silencing prompts the expectation of praise/joy. For example, the 

angelophany occurs in the temple, “where praise of God is the norm”; in addition, “[t]he text also 

emphasizes [Zechariah’s] silence through the reaction of the shocked people awaiting his blessing” in Luke 

1:22 (De Long, Surprised, 175). On the narrative tension created by Zechariah’s silencing (and amplified 

by Luke’s structuring of the infancy narrative), see also Dinkler, Silent Statements, 75. 
105 Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 542. In her longer study, Inselmann’s summary comments about 

the infancy narrative in Freude include the related remark: “In lukanischer Erzähltechnik kann Freude … 

explizit als auch deskriptiv ausgedrückt werden” (Freude, 190). See similarly Michal Beth Dinkler’s 

comment, in a slightly different context, that “[l]ooking only at vocabulary that is associated with joy or 

happiness in the modern Western world can obscure” the “complicated dynamics” of joy in biblical 

literature, since “the New Testament invokes, evokes, represents, and recommends joy for multiple reasons 

and in complicated ways” (Dinkler, “Reflexivity,” 270). To quote N. T. Wright again, “we must always 

remind ourselves of the danger of the concordance!” (“Joy,” 41). 
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literature.106 In this subsection, I will address that difficulty by illustrating how narrative 

analysis might shed light on the presence of emotions not named by the narrator or 

characters. Through the setting and content of the Benedictus, Luke provides ample 

reason for us to perceive joy as among the emotions embodied in this act of speaking,107 

even though joy/rejoicing receives no explicit mention in Luke 1:64–79.  

I am certainly not alone in inferring a jubilant tone in Zechariah’s long-awaited 

words. For instance, John Nolland refers to “Zechariah’s rejoicing and prophetic greeting 

of his infant son.”108 Even Tannehill109 and Kuhn,110 who each for different reasons 

 

106 Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 542. 
107 My wording here is intentional: it would be beyond my purposes here to argue that joy is the only 

emotion expressed in the Benedictus.  
108 Nolland, Luke 1–9:20, 23. Many others could be cited along similar lines. De Long, for example, 

characterizes Zechariah’s speech as “(implicitly joyous) praise.” See Surprised, 148 and similarly Story, 

Joyous, 46–47; see also Polan, “Joy Mixed with Crisis,” 413. Carroll also implies that Zechariah’s words 

are jubilant when he remarks, “Luke invites readers to trust Zechariah’s message and so join the chorus of 

joyful praise” (Luke, 58; see also 63). Brown, too, though he does not emphasize the point, comments in 

passing that “Zechariah in his canticle rejoices” (Birth, 661). 
109 Tannehill argues that Luke’s readers would hear “a tinge of pathos” in Zechariah’s “happy words” 

because of what Tannehill views as the tragic nonfulfillment of some of the priest’s expectations, but 

Tannehill still recognizes that in their narrative context “Zechariah’s words are full of joy” (Narrative 

Unity, 34–35). See similar observations in Robert C. Tannehill, Luke, Abingdon New Testament 

Commentaries (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 61. Indeed, Tannehill recognizes Zechariah’s joy as 

fitting, despite what (in Tannehill’s view) will be its later disappointment: “Zechariah, inspired by the Holy 

Spirit, rightly understands the saving purpose for Israel behind the birth of John and Jesus and rightly reacts 

with joy,” not knowing “that much of Israel will reject its king and that this rejection will be prolonged, 

blocking fulfillment of the hope for Israel’s freedom” (Narrative Unity, 35). Tannehill suggests that this 

may have the effect of generating in readers “sympathetic pity for persons like Zechariah whose deeply felt 

joy and hope will be disappointed” (Narrative Unity, 35; see also Narrative Unity, 36–37, and Tannehill, 

Luke, 61). See also Inselmann’s comment on the disjunction between the apparent references to immediate, 

temporal-political divine transformation of circumstances implied in the Benedictus and Magnificat, on the 

one hand, and the reality of Jesus’s death on the cross, on the other (see Freude, 181).  
110 Kuhn, though he emphasizes a note of sadness in the scene of John’s naming because of the parental 

sacrifice that it entails (Heart, 106–7; “Deaf or Defiant,” 488, 502; and The Kingdom, 194–95), also 

recognizes the new father’s words as “tardy but jubilant witness” (“Deaf or Defiant,” 489; see also 503; the 
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suggest that Luke’s audience might hear a note of sadness in this passage, both also 

explicitly name the joyfulness of Zechariah’s speech. Still, given the lack of obvious joy 

vocabulary and the general tendency to treat Zechariah’s prophecy in passing (if at all) in 

some analyses of Lukan joy,111 it may be useful here briefly to review the evidence for 

perceiving joy in Zechariah’s prophecy.  

To begin with, when Luke introduces Zechariah’s speech with a summary 

statement in 1:64, he describes the new father’s words in a way that already implies the 

sort of vocal response to divine action that is often associated with joy in Luke-Acts. As 

soon as Zechariah’s mouth and tongue are freed for renewed speech, he begins “blessing 

God” (εὐλογῶν τὸν θεόν, 1:64) in words that Luke relates at length a few verses later 

 

 

phrase also occurs in Kuhn, Heart, 98; see also 106). Again, my point is not to deny the presence of 

sadness or any other emotions in Zechariah’s speech; a comprehensive analysis of its emotional overtones 

would be beyond the scope of this project. My driving question is rather whether he rejoices (whatever else 

he may also feel) and how we can tell. 
111 For instance, Wenkel’s discussion of joy in the Lukan infancy narrative stops short of Zechariah’s 

speech, focusing on Luke 1:26–66. Wenkel offers various reasons for his decision to limit his analysis to 

1:26–66 (see Joy, 49), but whatever its advantages may be, this (“admittedly artificial,” Joy, 49) breakdown 

of the text implies the questionable assumption that Zechariah’s words are not relevant to Wenkel’s project 

of analyzing the rhetorical function of the joy motif in Luke-Acts. I should also note that it is not 

universally accepted by scholars that Zechariah rejoices when he at last speaks. Indeed, Wenkel himself 

seems later to imply that Zechariah does not (fully) rejoice: “In the case of Luke 1, the joy of Zechariah 

was never totally fulfilled because his response was mixed with unbelief” (Joy, 128). Cf. Kozar’s comment 

that “[j]oy, promised to Zechariah at the child’s birth, is explicitly associated with Elizabeth” (“The 

Function of the Character of Elizabeth,” 220). Of course, many commentators are simply silent about the 

question of the emotional overtones of the new father’s words. 
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(1:67–79).112 Including “blessing” (εὐλογέω) among “joy terms” would, in my view, 

make the category of “joy terms” so broad as to be unhelpful.113 However, as De Long 

has shown, joy is repeatedly (albeit not always) associated with blessing and other praise-

responses in Luke-Acts, not least in Luke 1.114 Thus, by characterizing Zechariah’s 

speaking as an act of “blessing God,” Luke 1:64 arguably encourages the inference that 

these words are jubilant, an interpretation further supported by the fact that Zechariah’s 

first reported word is again one of blessing: “Blessed (Εὐλογητὸς) be the Lord God of 

Israel…” (1:68).  

 

112 Readers/hearers learn in Luke 1:64 that Zechariah blessed God (ἐλάλει εὐλογῶν τὸν θεόν), but the 

narrator then pauses to describe others’ responses to Zechariah’s words and to the news of the associated 

events (1:65–66). The use of the verb εὐλογέω in both passages arguably reinforces the suggestion that 

1:67–79 should be seen as filling out the words mentioned in passing in 1:64 (so also Green, Gospel, 

115n28). On this reading, this would be one of several passages that upset strict chronology for the sake of 

another sort of narrative ordering. As Green comments, “In terms of story time, vv 67–79 belong at the 

close of v 64, where they fill out the content of Zechariah’s praise. Luke, however, is interested in an 

‘orderly account’ (1:3) governed not by chronological but by interpretive or persuasive interests” (Gospel, 

115). Only in 1:67–79 does the narrative returns to the content of the new father’s (presumably more 

immediate) benediction (Εὐλογητὸς κύριος ὁ θεὸς τοῦ Ἰσραήλ, ὅτι…). Though not all scholars follow this 

interpretation, Green is certainly not the only scholar to support it; Fitzmyer, for example, also reasons that 

the blessing of 1:64 is spelled out beginning in 1:67 (see Gospel, 1:366). 
113 See further discussion of joy terms in the introduction to the present study (0.2.3). O’Toole also links 

these and several other terms together in his chapter on “Joy, Wonder, Blessing, and Praise,” but as the 

chapter title suggests, his purpose is not specifically to analyze Lukan joy; instead, he surveys a wider 

range of receptive response to God bringing about salvation (see esp. The Unity, 225, 227–228). Navone, 

however, does explicitly list blessing (εὐλογεῖν) among many other joy terms (Themes, 71). See also the 

discussion of Lukan joy terminology in, e.g., Rodríguez Carmona, “Lucas,” 209–211.  
114 For example, De Long says of “the relationship between joy and praise” that “the infancy narrative 

explicitly unites [joy and praise] as parallel responses to divine action in the plot” (Surprised, 135n3, citing 

Luke 1:46–47 in particular; see also her discussion on 146–147). It is worth noting De Long’s further 

observation that although “joy and verbal praise together comprise praise of God” in Luke 1–2, in the 

subsequent unfolding of Luke-Acts “joy emerges as a possibly ambiguous response, while praise is more 

clearly positive” (Surprised, 135n3). De Long sees a shift, beginning in Mary’s Magnificat, from an 

emphasis on joy to an emphasis on praise (Surprised, 138). Be that as it may, the close association of joy 

and praise in several passages, esp. in the infancy narrative, allows her to suggest that joy is probably 

“implied in the phenomenon of praise, even when not explicitly narrated” (Surprised, 147). 
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Other details in Luke’s handling of the Benedictus reinforce this hint of jubilance 

at the start of Zechariah’s speech (1:67–79). Just prior to relating Zechariah’s words, 

Luke states that the new father is filled with the Holy Spirit (1:67). Given the oft-noted 

association of the Holy Spirit with joy in Luke-Acts (e.g., Luke 10:21; Acts 13:52),115 the 

role of the Spirit here bolsters the view that Zechariah should be heard as rejoicing. 

Moreover, Zechariah’s speech is prompted by the wondrous birth and naming of a long-

awaited and salvation-historically pivotal child (cf. Gen 21:6 LXX; Luke 1:13–17), 

whose birth has (as foretold) already evoked rejoicing among others (1:14, 58).116 

Zechariah’s spoken response to this turn of events also specifically emphasizes God’s 

provision of salvation and peace (1:68–79), which authoritative figures elsewhere in 

Luke-Acts explicitly identify as a cause for rejoicing (e.g., Luke 2:10–14). The catalyst 

and the thematic content of Zechariah’s prophecy thus involve topics associated with joy 

elsewhere in Luke-Acts and/or in Israel’s Scriptures, corroborating the view that these 

words are joyful.  

This impression finds additional support if one considers again the narrative 

tension discussed above. Gabriel, clearly a reliable character (see 1:19),117 has foretold 

 

115 See, for example, Luke 10:21; Acts 13:52; Story, Joyous; and Carmona, “Lucas,” esp. 212. 
116 The fulfillment of the prediction of “many” rejoicing in 1:58 is often noted (e.g., Green, Gospel, 49), as 

is the intertextual link between Elizabeth’s rejoicing-with others and Sarah’s doing so in Genesis 21:6 

LXX. See, e.g., Brown, “The Annunciation to Zechariah,” 484, 487 and Nolland, Luke 1–9:20, 78, 81. 
117 Cf. Daniel 8:16; 9:21 (see, e.g., Brown, “The Annunciation to Zechariah,” 485; Fitzmyer, Gospel, 

1:315–316; and Carroll, Luke, 33–34). As even Tannehill concedes, “We can scarcely doubt that angels are 

reliable messengers from God within the Lukan world view” (Narrative Unity, 22; see also 23). Brown 
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(among other things) that Zechariah will have a son, will rejoice (1:14a), and will regain 

his voice upon the fulfillment of the prophecy concerning his son (1:20). Zechariah 

obviously does have a son and recover his ability to speak,118 but what about his foretold 

joy? Following his silencing, Zechariah cannot vocally rejoice prior to John’s naming. 

Moreover, as argued above, the narrative does not imply any nonvocal or wholly 

unexpressed rejoicing on Zechariah’s part during his period of muteness. Since Zechariah 

no longer plays an active role in the Gospel after Luke 1, his prophecy in 1:67–79 offers 

the final opportunity for the angelic prediction concerning Zechariah’s joy to be fulfilled 

within Luke’s narrative.119 As De Long points out, it is precisely the jubilant character of 

Zechariah’s speech that resolves the tension generated by his silenced joylessness after 

Gabriel foretells his rejoicing in 1:14.120 In sum, multiple considerations suggest that 

Luke narratively portrays the formerly silent (and not joyful) Zechariah as rejoicing in 

1:64–79—albeit without naming his joy as such.  

 

 

comments that “in his allusive way Luke has covered the [‘span of God’s dealing with Israel down to the 

last times’] in this encounter between Zechariah/Abraham and Gabriel, the final messenger who brings the 

years of history to a close” (“The Annunciation to Zechariah,” 485).  
118 Green, for example, draws attention to the fact that Zechariah’s speech is a fulfillment of Gabriel’s 

words in 1:20 (Gospel, 111). 
119 Zechariah is mentioned once after the infancy narrative (as being John’s father [3:2]), but he does not 

play an active role in the narrative after Luke 1. Moreover, given his and Elizabeth’s advanced age at the 

time of John’s birth, it seems likely that they would both be dead long before the start of their son’s adult 

ministry. 
120 See De Long, Surprised, 138, 148–149, 175–176; see also Kuhn, Heart, 73.  
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An important corollary of this conclusion is that the restoration of the new 

father’s voice represents a more holistic healing than might initially appear, touching far 

more than Zechariah’s vocal cords. His prophetic speech, which I will examine in more 

detail below, demonstrates renewed ability to communicate freely with the wider 

community, facilitating a kind of social restoration (cf. 1:22, 62).121 More to the point at 

present, however, his words also attest to a sea change in his spiritual and emotional life. 

Like the speaker in several penitential Psalms, Zechariah finds that the “opening” of his 

mouth enables joyous benediction (see further below).122  

I have argued above that in his temporary speechlessness Zechariah embodies 

joylessness. If, conversely, Zechariah’s joy can be said to be “in” his (verbal) rejoicing, 

then there would seem to be a sense in which his physical healing not only parallels but is 

actually bound up with his emotional/spiritual restoration, as one holistic transformation. 

Building on the “strong” interpretation of Zechariah’s silencing and speech that I have 

advanced here, the next two subsections will seek to identify what at first inhibits the 

 

121 Cf. Story’s comment that “[j]oy is completed when it is communicated with others in communal 

celebration” (Joyous, 10). 
122 Without wanting to argue for a direct literary connection between Luke’s characterization of Zechariah’s 

muteness/healing and any particular Psalm, I do find it striking that the psalms repeatedly thematize verbal 

expressions of faith/praise (e.g., Ps 35:28; 63:3; 119:164; 119:175). With reference to Zechariah, perhaps 

the most intriguing case is Psalm 50:17 LXX (51:15 MT). Luke describes Zechariah’s restoration as the 

“opening” of the new father’s mouth and tongue (ἀνεῴχθη δὲ τὸ στόμα αὐτοῦ παραχρῆμα καὶ ἡ γλῶσσα 

αὐτοῦ, 1:64); somewhat similarly, the penitent psalmist prays for the opening of his lips and mouth in 

Psalm 50:17 LXX (κύριε τὰ χείλη μου ἀνοίξεις καὶ τὸ στόμα μου). Much in keeping with the expectations 

of the psalmist, Zechariah finds that the “opening” of his mouth enables joyous benediction (καὶ ἐλάλει 

εὐλογῶν τὸν θεόν, Luke 1:64; cf. Ps 50:17 LXX: ἀναγγελεῖ τὴν αἴνεσίν σου). Again recalling the petition 

of the contrite speaker of Psalm 51 (50 LXX), Zechariah’s restoration is about more than—even though it 

is also inclusive of—bodily renewal. 
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aged priest’s joy and leads to his silencing (1.2.2), as well as which conditions 

(eventually) facilitate his audible jubilation (1.2.3).  

1.2.2 Zechariah’s Silence: Failed Faith and Thwarted Joy 

On one level, the cause of Zechariah’s opening struggle to rejoice seems obvious: 

as mentioned above, Gabriel explicitly names the problem as a lack of faith (Luke 1:20). 

However, to appreciate this underlying problem more fully, one needs to attend to the 

ways in which Zechariah’s interactions with Gabriel evoke Israel’s Scriptures. As often 

observed, echoes of Israel’s Scriptures pervade Luke’s infancy narrative on multiple 

levels—from syntactical similarities, parallel narrative situations, and broad thematic 

connections to details of characterization and even specific verbal echoes. Luke’s 

depiction of Zechariah is no exception to this rule. Coleridge, De Long, and others have 

argued convincingly that connections to Israel’s Scriptures both underline the inadequacy 

of Zechariah’s initial response to Gabriel’s message123 and point to Scripture as a key 

factor at work in his eventual restoration. I will treat the first half of this claim in the 

present subsection (1.2.2), reserving the second for my later discussion of what finally 

enables Zechariah’s rejoicing (see 1.2.3).  

 

123 Conversely, Brown notes that failing to register the scriptural echoes in this scene sometimes leads to 

unduly harsh judgment of Zechariah’s question in Luke 1:18 (Birth, 80). 
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1.2.2.1 Zechariah and Abraham: “How Will I Know?” 

Of the multiple scriptural intertexts that Luke’s portrayal of Zechariah (and 

Elizabeth) evokes, most important for present purposes are the connections to Genesis’s 

account of Abraham (and Sarah).124 As widely recognized, Abraham/Sarah and 

Zechariah/Elizabeth parallel each other in several striking respects: in age, piety, and 

long-term childlessness that is finally overcome through divine intervention (see Gen 12–

21). Some points of similarity between these two couples merely reflect their shared 

participation in the conventions of biblical birth annunciation stories. However, certain 

details suggest a stronger, more direct tie between these two narratives in particular.125  

For instance, Gabriel’s announcement to Zechariah—“your wife, Elizabeth, will 

bear a son to you” (ἡ γυνή σου Ἐλισάβετ γεννήσει υἱόν σοι, 1:13)—strongly recalls 

 

124 Though I will focus on connections to Abraham here, see also De Long’s compelling case for hearing 

Psalm 125:2 LXX (which includes joy language) in the background of Luke 1:14, 58, 64 (Surprised, 153–

56). I will refer to this couple as “Abraham” and “Sarah” throughout this study, though God only assigns 

these names to them partway through the Genesis account (Gen 17:5, 15). Green notes that Abraham and 

Sarah, as well as Elkanah and Hannah, have in common with Zechariah and Elizabeth the fact that they are 

portrayed both as pious, faithful Jewish people and as a childless couple (Gospel, 63)—a surprising 

combination of descriptors, “given the linkage of obedience to God with the blessing of childbearing in 

passages like Deut 28:4, 11” (Green, Gospel, 65). On the other hand, “for those with ears to hear, Luke 

provides echoes of earlier stories in Israel’s past so that we understand that contained within the framework 

of this tragedy” of Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s childlessness “are the seeds of its resolution. The narration 

of barrenness itself becomes grounds for anticipating the gift of a child” (Green, Gospel, 66, emphasis 

original). On Abraham in Luke-Acts, see also the classic study by Nihls A. Dahl, “The Story of Abraham in 

Luke-Acts,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. Leander E. Keck and J. Louis Martyn (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1980), 139–58. However, Dahl treats the infancy narrative fairly briefly (see esp. “The Story,” 149–

150, 152). 
125 As Green argues, the echoes of Abraham’s story “includ[e] material unrelated to the literary convention 

of the relating of a birth announcement or such stock themes as barrenness” (Gospel, 56), corroborating the 

view that Luke is specifically (even if not exclusively) alluding to Abraham/Sarah. Of course, there are 

other childless couples to whom God gives a child in the OT, whose stories may also be partly evoked by 

Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s; on the birth-annunciation type scene, see, e.g., Green, Gospel, 66n15. 
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God’s similarly worded announcement to Abraham in Genesis 17: “Sarah, your wife, will 

bear to you a son” (Σαρρα ἡ γυνή σου τέξεταί σοι υἱόν, 17:19). It is particularly 

noteworthy that Gabriel names Zechariah’s wife, just as God names Abraham’s wife in 

Genesis 17:19. The naming of the future mother serves an obvious rhetorical/narrative 

purpose in the case of Abraham. He had already fathered a child, Ishmael, with Hagar 

and initially tries to convince God to bless this child (Gen 17:18), deeming laughable the 

suggestion that Sarah would bear a child at her age (Gen 17:17). In the case of Zechariah, 

however, neither Luke’s readers/hearers nor Zachariah has any reason to think that 

Gabriel would mean someone other than Elizabeth when he foretells that Zechariah’s 

wife will bear him a son. As far as Luke tells us, Zechariah has no other wife (or 

concubine, etc.). Rather than serving a purpose within the immediate context of Luke’s 

narrative, the superfluous mention of Elizabeth’s name in Luke 1:13 may subtly 

accentuate the connection between the two sets of elderly parents-to-be.126  

Additional links between Abraham/Sarah and Zechariah/Elizabeth could be 

adduced,127 but for my project, a particularly significant echo occurs in the opening of 

 

126 The mention of a wife/future-mother occurs in some other OT birth annunciations as well, but in at least 

some of these cases, it again serves clear narrative/rhetorical purposes. For example, we might consider the 

case of Eli’s words to Elkanah in 1 Samuel 2:20, where the aged priest specifically asks that the Lord give 

Elkanah more children “from this woman” (ἐκ τῆς γυναικὸς ταύτης, את ה ַהז ֹּ֔  i.e., Hannah. The ,(ִמן־ָהִאָשָּׁ֣

specification that makes narrative/rhetorical sense in the context of the rivalry between Hannah and 

Elkanah’s other wife, Peninnah, reported earlier in 1 Samuel (1 Sam 1:2–7). Elizabeth does not (as far as 

we are told) have any such rival. 
127 For instance, as mentioned above: as in Genesis’s treatment of Sarah, Luke mentions Elizabeth’s 

barrenness when first introducing her (Luke 1:7; cf. Gen 11:30), a connection also noted, e.g., by Green 
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Zechariah’s response to Gabriel. The doubting future father inquires, “How will I know 

this [i.e., that Gabriel’s promise of a son will come true]?” (1:18). As others have 

observed, the precise wording of this question—κατὰ τί γνώσομαι τοῦτο;—closely 

echoes part of Abraham’s question in Genesis 15:8 LXX.128 In response to God’s promise 

about inheriting the land, Abraham inquires, “How will I know that I will inherit it?” 

(κατὰ τί γνώσομαι ὅτι κληρονομήσω αὐτήν, Gen 15:8 LXX).  

The parallelism between the two scenes is admittedly not perfect. Abraham asks 

about a promise concerning the land; Zechariah asks about a promise concerning a 

child.129 Even so, given the other connections between these two men, as well as the fact 

that the promise of land and the promise of offspring are deeply intertwined in 

 

 

(Gospel, 53). However, in both Genesis and Luke, when the birth of the long-awaited child is announced, 

the emphasis falls on his parents’ old age more than on (the mother’s) infertility as such. By way of 

explanation for Sarah’s laughing reaction to the promise that she and Abraham will soon have a son (Gen 

18:12), Genesis 18:11 relates that both parents-to-be were “old, advanced in their days” (πρεσβύτεροι 

προβεβηκότες ἡμερῶν). Using similar terms for elderliness, Zechariah responds to Gabriel’s message by 

pointing out, “I am old, and my wife is advanced in her days” (ἐγὼ γάρ εἰμι πρεσβύτης καὶ ἡ γυνή μου 

προβεβηκυῖα ἐν ταῖς ἡμέραις αὐτῆς, Luke 1:18). Like Abraham, Zechariah does not mention his wife’s 

barrenness, even though this would also seem to be a major impediment to her giving birth (cf. Luke 1:36–

37, in which Gabriel refers to both age and [supposed] infertility when telling Mary about Elizabeth’s 

pregnancy). Brown, for instance, notes that Zechariah’s fixation with his wife’s age may reinforce the 

connection between this passage and the Abraham-Sarah story (Birth, 280). 
128 This connection is widely noted in the commentaries.  
129 And accordingly, Luke does not have Zechariah echo the end of Abraham’s question. 
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Abraham’s story,130 the verbal echo of Genesis 15:8 in Luke 1:18 hardly seems 

coincidental.131  

Nevertheless, these apparently similar questions elicit very different responses in 

their respective narrative contexts. Far from objecting to Abraham’s question in Genesis 

15:8, the Lord accommodates the patriarch’s concern by going through a covenant-

making ceremony that confirms God’s commitment to keeping the promise about which 

Abraham inquires (15:9–20). Gabriel also responds to Zechariah’s query by providing a 

sign; however, it is a punitive sign: temporary muteness.132 Granted, its disciplinary 

character notwithstanding, even this sign serves as confirmation of the promise. 

Zechariah’s muteness will last only until Gabriel’s words have been fulfilled—which, the 

angel affirms in passing, they still will be (1:20; cf. Gen 18:10–15).133 Even so, Gabriel’s 

clear disapprobation of Zechariah's response contrasts sharply with God’s tacit 

acceptance of Abraham’s questioning.  

As argued above, it may also be telling that the specific punitive sign that 

Zechariah receives effectively forecloses any possibility of his immediate (verbal) 

rejoicing (1:19–22; cf. 1:14). Viewed against the backdrop of Luke’s general concern 

 

130 God has just promised Abraham offspring earlier in Genesis 15:4–5; indeed, that was the substance of 

the promise that Abraham believed, prompting affirmation of his righteousness (15:6).  
131 Plus, as Hays and others argue, this sort of partial parallel—Zechariah is like Abraham, but not totally or 

exclusively like Abraham—is typical of Luke’s OT echoes (Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, e.g., 198, 

275–76.) 
132 On the debate over whether this sign should be deemed punitive, see note 7, above. 
133 As Green comments, Gabriel’s “final reference to the occurrence of ‘these things’ [in Luke 1:20] further 

highlights the certainty of his promise” (Green, Gospel, 79; see also 80, 96n11). 
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with joy and joy’s special prominence in the infancy narrative, Zechariah’s silencing 

creates a particularly conspicuous—even if temporary—obstacle to the fulfillment of 

Gabriel’s prophecy concerning his rejoicing (1:14),134 resulting in the narrative tension 

helpfully traced by De Long.135  

1.2.2.2. Zechariah, Abraham, and Joy-according-to-Luke 

Stepping back, how might the curious collection of parallels to and divergences 

from the Abraham-Sarah story in Luke 1:5–22 be significant for interpreting Luke-Acts’s 

construal of joy and what it requires? Building on the work of De Long and others,136 I 

will argue that the ways in which Zechariah’s story echoes and differs from Abraham’s 

serve to underscore the lack of faith/trust that at first impedes Zechariah’s joy.  

 

134 Of course, Gabriel foretells the rejoicing not only of Zechariah but also of many others (1:14). In this 

connection, it perhaps bears reiterating that the fulfillment of the prophecy’s communal component also 

occurs in conjunction with a possible echo of the Abraham-Sarah story. Both Genesis 21 and Luke 1 use 

the verb συγχαίρω to denote the community’s “rejoicing-with” an elderly mother (Sarah and Elizabeth, 

respectively) over the birth of her first child (Genesis 21:6 LXX; Luke 1:58; see also, e.g., Green, Gospel, 

55). Though small, this direct verbal connection may be revealing, given the similar narrative context in 

each case, as well as the multiple other connections between Abraham/Sarah and Zechariah/Elizabeth (cf. 

Richard B. Hays’s guidelines for evaluating the probability of a proposed echo being present as articulated 

in “The Puzzle of Pauline Hermeneutics,” in Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul [New Haven: Yale, 

1989] 1–33, on 29–32; see also Hays, “‘Who Has Believed Our Message?’: Paul’s Reading of Isaiah,” in 

Conversion of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s Scripture [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 2005] 

25–49, esp. 34–45). Relatively uncommon in the NT (occurring only in Luke 1:58; 15:6, 9; 1 Cor 12:26; 

13:6; Phil 2:17, 18), the verb συγχαίρω occurs only in Genesis 21:6 in the Greek translation of Israel’s 

Scriptures (see also Thompson’s discussion of the relative scarcity of χαρά and its cognates in Israel’s 

Scriptures, “Reflections”).  
135 De Long, Surprised, esp. 174–78. 
136 For example, see also Coleridge’s discussion of “some obvious similarities between Abraham and 

Zechariah” and “considerably more differences” between them (Birth, 38). 



 

117 

 

As De Long points out, Zechariah’s allusive question in Luke 1:18 (cf. Gen 15:8) 

might lead the reader to infer that the aged priest knows and, on one level, has 

internalized Abraham’s story.137 At the very least, whether or not Zechariah himself has 

the patriarch’s story in mind, this and other echoes of Genesis should remind the 

biblically literate among Luke’s readers/hearers of the ample scriptural precedent for God 

intervening to heal barrenness138—including precisely for an elderly couple. For the 

reader/hearer who perceives these intertextual connections, the link between Abraham 

and Zechariah lends dramatic irony to the latter’s initial doubt. Zechariah, as a pious 

priest whose situation mirrors that of the patriarch, surely should know (and trust) that 

God can bring about just the sort of unexpected event that Gabriel has announced (cf. 

Luke 1:37; Gen 18:14). Nevertheless, with a question that (unwittingly?) echoes 

Abraham, Zechariah voices doubt—not trust.139 

Readers/hearers familiar with the wider context of Genesis 15 might perceive a 

still more pointed contrast. Just before the question evoked by Luke 1:18 (Gen 15:8), 

 

137 De Long, Surprised, 175; see also, e.g., Coleridge, Birth, 39. 
138 Wenkel, for instance, emphasizes this aspect of the “reversal” experienced by Zechariah and Elizabeth, 

foregrounding what he sees as its Isaianic connections (see Joy, 34–47). 
139 Many note the echo of Genesis 15:8 in Zechariah’s question. The dramatic irony is also highlighted, for 

example, by De Long: “The allusion to Abraham signals to the reader that this pious priest standing in the 

inner sanctuary knows the precedent of Abraham and yet fails to accept or recognize the significance this 

story may hold for his own life”—thereby demonstrating (as Gabriel makes explicit) a dearth of faith 

(Surprised, 175, emphasis original). Cf. Coleridge’s somewhat more sympathetic interpretation of the 

Abraham echo in Zechariah’s question: “The question … implies that Zechariah knows the Scripture, since 

it implies the knowledge that Abraham was given a sign when he asked for it, and that in one other OT 

annunciation scene a sign was given without being requested” (Birth, 39, referring to Gen 15:9–21 and 

Judg 13:9).  
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Abraham famously “believed/trusted God” (καὶ ἐπίστευσεν Αβραμ τῷ θεῷ) concerning 

the promise of offspring, eliciting divine approval (Gen 15:5–6).140 Zechariah, on the 

other hand, does not believe the news about offspring that he hears from this “angel of 

the Lord” (1:11).141 Again, lest there be any doubt about the nature of Zechariah’s 

shortcoming, Gabriel specifically names the failure of the father-to-be as a lack of 

faith/trust in the promise just given (ἀνθ᾽ ὧν οὐκ ἐπίστευσας τοῖς λόγοις μου, Luke 1:20).  

Abraham’s question in Genesis 15:6 and Zechariah’s question in Luke 1:18 are 

verbally similar, then, but the narrative context of each suggests a significant difference. 

One question comes from a posture of faith, while the other evinces distrust142—distrust 

that has somehow grown up even in the midst of persistently faith-full practices, 

including prayer (1:13; see also 1:6 and above, 1.1.3). Indeed, adding a further level of 

irony, Zechariah has apparently been praying that God would act in precisely the way in 

 

140 Cf. Paul’s engagement with this passage, esp. in Romans 4 (esp. 4:3, 9, 22–23) and Galatians 3 (esp. 

3:6).  
141 Zechariah’s departure from the model established by Abraham is all the more striking given that Luke 

introduced the aged priest (and his wife) as “righteous” (1:6). Green notes the connection between 1:6 and 

the description of Abraham in Genesis 15:6, as well as the occurrence of “blameless” (ἄμεμπτος) in both 

Genesis 17:1 and Luke 1:6 (Gospel, 54). 
142 So also, e.g., Green, Gospel, 84. Of course, in the wider narrative of Genesis, Abraham’s faith also 

needs to and does develop; he does not always trust God so readily or consistently. See discussion in Ellen 

F. Davis, Biblical Prophecy: Perspectives for Christian Theology, Discipleship, and Ministry, 

Interpretation: Resources for the Use of Scripture in the Church (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2014), 24–34, esp. 32–33. 
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which, according to Gabriel, God will now act (1:13).143 Why, then, does Zechariah 

doubt? 

Luke does not provide a fully developed answer to this question. One might 

hypothesize that Zechariah’s trust has grown weary during his prolonged wait, a 

psychologically plausible explanation that finds at least indirect support from Luke’s 

emphasis elsewhere on the link between fruitful joy and factors such as hope and 

endurance (e.g., Luke 8:13).144 It is worth recalling in this context that Genesis portrays 

even Abraham (and Sarah) as struggling, later in life, to find God’s promise of a child 

credible. Indeed, as others have noted, the reasoning with which Zechariah proceeds to 

explain his question in Luke 1:18 may evoke Abraham’s and especially Sarah’s later, less 

trusting reflections shortly before God at last brings the promise of a son to fruition in 

their lives (Gen 17:17; Gen 18:11–12):145 

 

143 There is admittedly some ambiguity regarding the precise content of his prayer. However, in a sense, it 

does not matter whether one thinks Zechariah was praying for a son or for the deliverance of God’s people, 

insofar as the son finally given to him is bound up with God’s saving work for Israel and the world.  
144 Though perseverance in trials and rightly ordered hope are more overtly thematized later in the Gospel, 

the infancy narrative already makes clear that doubt does not inevitably result from prolonged waiting, as 

seen in the persistently trusting (and more immediately joy-receptive) examples of the other long-waiting 

older adults in Luke 1–2.  
145 Romans 4:20 notwithstanding, in Genesis Abraham does later appear to have his own doubts about 

God’s promise to him. Indeed, the second part of Zechariah’s question in Luke 1:18—in which he gives the 

reason for his doubt—arguably echoes both Abraham’s later (and less trusting) internal dialogue about the 

possibility of him and Sarah having a son in old age (Gen 17:17) and also Sarah’s expression of similar 

doubts in Genesis 18:11–12 (connections noted by, e.g., Green, Gospel, 55). Again, on Abraham’s own 

process of growing in faith, see also Davis, Biblical Prophecy, 24–34, esp. 32–33. 
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Table 1: Abraham/Sarah in Genesis and Zechariah/Elizabeth in Luke 1:18 

Genesis Luke 1:18 

εἶπεν δέ δέσποτα κύριε  

κατὰ τί γνώσομαι  

ὅτι κληρονομήσω αὐτήν (15:8) 

 

Αβρααμ δὲ καὶ Σαρρα πρεσβύτεροι 

προβεβηκότες ἡμερῶν  

 

ἐξέλιπεν δὲ Σαρρα γίνεσθαι τὰ 

γυναικεῖα ἐγέλασεν δὲ Σαρρα ἐν ἑαυτῇ  

λέγουσα οὔπω μέν μοι γέγονεν ἕως τοῦ  

νῦν ὁ δὲ κύριός μου πρεσβύτερος  

(18:11–12) 

 

See also:  

καὶ ἔπεσεν Αβρααμ ἐπὶ πρόσωπον καὶ  

ἐγέλασεν καὶ εἶπεν ἐν τῇ διανοίᾳ αὐτοῦ  

λέγων εἰ τῷ ἑκατονταετεῖ γενήσεται καὶ  

εἰ Σαρρα ἐνενήκοντα ἐτῶν οὖσα τέξεται  

(17:17) 

 

καὶ εἶπεν Ζαχαρίας πρὸς τὸν ἄγγελον·  

κατὰ τί γνώσομαι  

τοῦτο;  

 

ἐγὼ γάρ εἰμι πρεσβύτης καὶ ἡ γυνή μου  

προβεβηκυῖα ἐν ταῖς ἡμέραις αὐτῆς.  

 

 

In a sense, then, Zechariah’s disbelief also finds a certain sort of precedent in Scripture, 

even if Gabriel’s response to the aged priest’s doubt is more severe than God’s response 

to Abraham’s and Sarah’s incredulous laughter.146  

 

146 In Genesis 17:17–19, God tacitly affirms but then sets aside Abraham’s implied request that God would 

bless Ishmael (a suggestion Abraham has raised because he finds it laughable that he and Sarah will have a 

son at their age). In Genesis 18:11–15, the LORD takes umbrage at Sarah’s laughter over the promise that 

she will bear a child within the year, but she is not punished beyond simply being called out for her 

doubting laughter. Perhaps Zechariah is more culpable for his doubt insofar as he has the precedent of 

Abraham and Sarah and their late-life pregnancy to bolster his faith/trust.  
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Significantly, in neither case does the doubt of the future parent(s) prevent the 

birth of the promised son and the rejoicing that follows (see esp. Gen 21:6 LXX; Luke 

1:58).147 Moreover, as the allusiveness of Zechariah’s eventual jubilation confirms (see 

1.2.3), the scriptural story of God’s relationship with Abraham and his offspring helps to 

facilitate the aged priest’s later, joyful response to God’s gracious intervention in his life.  

1.2.3 Zechariah’s Joy: Divine Initiative, Human Obedience, Israel’s 

Scriptures, and the Faith(fulness) Needed to Enter into Joy 

Though Zechariah may be slower to rejoice than are the other older adults in Luke 

1–2, joyless silence is not the last word even for him. Zechariah does, finally, burst forth 

into jubilant benediction (1:64, 67–79). Building on De Long’s insightful discussion of 

Zechariah’s shift from muteness to joy-filled praise,148 the present subsection seeks to 

identify what contributes to Zechariah’s movement into joy.  

It will be recalled that, in discussing Zechariah’s and the other older adults’ 

narratively affirmed waiting for joyous circumstances, I highlighted three main factors: 

First, the older adults’ prolonged waiting obliquely emphasizes the need for divine action 

to bring about turns of events conducive to joy. Second, these characters model how to 

 

147 In Hebrew, of course, the laughter of Isaac’s parents prior to his birth is taken up into a play on words 

related to his name. His mother’s words after his birth (Gen 21:6), moreover, further extend the pun and 

give it an ironic twist, insofar as what had been laughter expressive of doubt about the promise of a son 

becomes laughter expressive of joy over the birth of that son. In Greek, this word play involving Isaac’s 

name does not work in the same way, which may account for the fact that the Greek translation of Genesis 

21:6 changes the second reference to laughter to a reference to others’ rejoicing with the new mother 

(συγχαίρω).  
148 De Long, Surprised, 174–78, and passim. 
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wait well for joy—i.e., by practicing active obedience, an expression of human 

faithfulness while waiting. Third, Israel’s Scriptures ground and shape these faithful 

Jews’ waiting for divine action to create joyous circumstances (see 1.1). While my point 

above was to highlight how these factors relate to the elderly characters’ wait for joyous 

turns of events, the present subsection will carry the argument a step further by showing 

that the same factors play a part in bringing about Zechariah’s eventual jubilance over the 

birth of his salvation-historically pivotal son.149  

To anticipate: Zechariah’s rejoicing requires not only (1) God’s intervention to 

change his circumstances but also (2) Zechariah’s own response of (trusting) obedience, 

enacted both in routine Jewish piety and also in response to situation-specific directives. 

Through God’s initiative and Zechariah’s obedience, the aged priest experiences the 

fulfillment of the angelic word in which he had earlier struggled to believe: he and 

Elizabeth do indeed have a son. What is more, Zechariah also becomes able to rejoice in 

faith over God’s still future joy-conducive action. When his capacity for speech is 

restored, Zechariah utters a future-looking,150 joyful benediction, the scripturally allusive 

 

149 As Inselmann points out, one of the ways in which Israel’s Scriptures figure in Luke’s portrayal of joy is 

through this emphasis on a scripturally shaped notion of salvation history that becomes evident already in 

Luke 1–2 (Freude, 11).  
150 It is true that aorist verbs are used at many points in the Benedictus, but the question of how to interpret 

the aorist here is contested. On the one hand, that there is a pastness to some of Zechariah’s words may be 

telling; Coleridge comments, “In the first part of the Benedictus (vv. 68–75), the narrator shows that where 

memory failed in the first episode it now triumphs as it did in the Magnificat” (Coleridge, Birth, 124). 

However, it seems to me that the aorist verbs early in Zechariah’s prophecy—in the section referring to the 

as-yet-unborn Jesus—must have at least some significant future orientation (see Bovon’s summary of 
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character of which suggests that his ability to rejoice in this way is bound up also with (3) 

his (re)interpretation of God’s unexpected present action in relation to the narrative 

substructure of Israel’s Scriptures.151 I will begin with the first of these factors—i.e., 

divine action to create circumstances conducive to jubilation (1.2.3.1)—because God’s 

initiative paves the way for Zechariah’s response of trusting obedience (1.2.3.2) and 

faithful (re)interpretation of his disorienting experiences in relation to Israel’s Scriptures 

(1.2.3.3).152 

 

 

options, quoted in De Long, Surprised, 161). Within Luke’s narrative present, the events celebrated in the 

first part of Zechariah’s speech have at most begun to occur, suggesting a future orientation. For her part, 

De Long sometimes seems to interpret the aorist verbs of the infancy narrative’s joyous praise hymns such 

that all of these hymns refer, at least in the first instance, to past events, understood as “one completed 

moment in” the “process” of Israel’s restoration (Surprised, 162n65). However, elsewhere De Long allows 

more space for the view that the hymns with their aorist verbs refer both to what God has already done and 

to the further unfolding of this divine action (see, e.g., Surprised, 179). In any case, it can hardly be denied 

that there is a future element to the end of Zechariah’s speech. He shifts to the future tense explicitly when 

addressing his son (1:76; see Bovon, Luke 1, 67, 76—also on the variant involving ἐπισκέψεται/ἐπισκέψατο 

in 1:78). Coleridge for example observes that “in the second part of the Benedictus (vv. 76–79) it emerges 

that Zechariah has come to look beyond the birth as something for him personally to its wider ramifications 

as part of God’s plan” (Coleridge, Birth, 124). On the aorist verbs in the Benedictus and the shift to future 

tense in 1:76, see, among others, Carroll, Luke, 57, 60, 62–63; Wolter, Gospel, 1:105, 107, 110; and Brown, 

Birth, 379, 660–61. 
151 Cf. Carroll’s comment that the parallel scenes of annunciation to Zechariah and Mary “underscore both 

God’s surprising initiative and the need for interpretation if human recipients of revelation are to 

understand and respond appropriately” (Luke, 29; Coleridge also foregrounds these motifs throughout his 

study). Carroll notes the characters’ struggle to respond adequately and their need “to move from 

understanding of God’s initiative to believing acceptance, which finally finds voice in praise of God” 

(Luke, 29). Though not focused on the role of divine intervention, human obedience, or scriptural 

echoes/interpretation specifically in facilitating joy, Green also notes the prominence of these motifs in the 

Lukan infancy narrative. See, for example, Green, Gospel, 62.  
152 The three major conditions for joy that I am highlighting here—divine intervention, the human response 

of trust/obedience, and interpretation of experience in conjunction with Scripture—should be understood as 

mutually supportive and interconnected conditions, though for the sake of analysis I treat them 

individually. 
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1.2.3.1 Divine Initiative and Joyous Circumstances 

There are several respects in which God’s action makes possible Zechariah’s joy, 

but for now I will focus on two ways in which divine initiative brings about the 

circumstances153 that allow Zechariah to rejoice.154 On the one hand, God gives the 

salvation-historically pivotal child over whom Zechariah rejoices; on the other hand, God 

also gives Zechariah (back) the voice with which he articulates his jubilance.155 It will be 

helpful to consider each of these interrelated, joy-conducive circumstances in turn.  

1.2.3.1.1 Joy-Conducive Faith in View of What God Has Already Done 

 

As maintained above with respect to the older adults of the Lukan infancy 

narrative, the need for God’s special (and joy-facilitating) intervention is underscored by 

these elderly characters’ prolonged wait for seemingly impossible joy-conducive 

situations (1.1.2). Consistent with this claim, Zechariah’s eventual rejoicing depends on 

God’s joy-conducive action to change the relevant circumstances in his life. Had 

 

153 For an insightful discussion of the theological implications of the link between joy and circumstances 

(and the various configurations of this connection) in Scripture, see Thompson, “Reflections.” 
154 God’s initiative receives emphasis in Luke 1–2 in multiple ways (see also note 31, above). As Bovon 

points out, the provision of revelation via an angel already conveys God’s initiative (Luke 1, 34). The need 

for divine initiative is arguably also implied by the frequent association of joy with the Holy Spirit in Luke-

Acts, including earlier in the infancy narrative (e.g., 1:41–46) and just before Zechariah’s joyful 

benediction (1:67). Such a close association of joy and the Spirit arguably implies that (at least in some 

cases) the divinely given gift of the Spirit plays some role in enabling an individual or community to 

respond to God’s gracious initiative with the trust/faith(fulness) and scripturally-shaped understanding that 

facilitate rejoicing (see also 1.2.3.2–3). This observation suggests a complex portrayal in Luke-Acts of 

what receptivity to joy requires of human beings, but unfortunately the thorny problem of human and 

divine agency in Luke-Acts falls too far beyond my purposes to receive extended discussion here.  
155 De Long highlights the latter point: “Only divine healing will reverse Zechariah’s silence and allow him 

to respond with joy/praise” (Surprise, 175). 
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Zechariah never encountered Gabriel nor had a child—or had Elizabeth, despite the 

angelic message, not in fact given birth—the elderly priest presumably would not have 

rejoiced, at least not over a son. Though this claim may seem at once overly speculative 

and exceedingly obvious, it points to an essential but easily overlooked component of 

Luke’s narrative construal of joy. As discussed above, joy-according-to-Luke always has 

an object. It is always joy over some (real or perceived) good.156 Moreover, because Luke 

portrays all (proper) objects of joy as ultimately provided by God,157 no account of Lukan 

joy would be adequate if it did not acknowledge the key part played by divine action that 

brings about joy-conducive circumstances.158  

 

156 See discussion of the point in the introduction. This claim is different from, though potentially related to 

and certainly compatible with, Inselmann’s insistence that affective experiences such as joy are rationally 

grounded in Luke: “Das Affekterleben resultiert im Lukasevaneglium nicht aus willkürlichen innerlichen 

Kräften, sondern ist rational begründet” (Freude, 172; on the cognitive dimension of joy and other 

emotions in the NT, see also Elliott, Faithful Feelings). Elsewhere in her discussion of the angelic greeting 

to Mary, Inselmann suggests specifically a theological component in the rational grounding of affective 

change in Luke: “der Engelsrede wird der Affektwandel mit einer theologischen Argumentation begründet 

und insofern als kognitiver Prozess vermittelt” (Freude, 175). 
157 As mentioned above, though this is most obvious in cases that involve the need for divine intervention 

to bring about seemingly impossible goods, Luke also portrays “ordinary” goods as coming ultimately from 

God as Creator (see Acts 14:16–17; notice that this passage suggests that direct awareness of God’s role in 

providing joyous circumstances is not necessary for any and all right rejoicing, even if such non-

theologically-oriented joy may be divinely intended—according to Luke—to prepare people for receiving 

the further joy-conducive gift of salvation from God. See also Thompson, “Reflections,” 35).  
158 Note for instance Green’s insistence that, from a narratological perspective, God is the “primary actor” 

in Luke 1:5–2:52 (Gospel, 50); see also Thompson, “Reflections,” passim. As discussed above (1.1.2), 

Luke does not portray the prolonged waiting of the four older adults as having been, in itself, markedly 

jubilant. When they finally do rejoice, these elderly men and women do so with a specific object in view. 

As their words confirm (e.g., 1:25, 67–79; 2:28–32, 38), they rejoice in response to joyous circumstances 

that God has now brought (or more precisely, is now in the process of bringing) to pass. I would underscore 

again that the object of joy may remain at least partly in the future—as indeed it does in Zechariah’s case. 

The children over whom he and others rejoice in Luke 1–2 have vocations that will come to full fruition 

only decades later, presumably after Zechariah and the other older adults of Luke 1–2 have died. This 
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In Zechariah’s case, one such circumstance is the birth of his longed-for son, 

which without God’s special intervention would have been impossible (cf. 1:37). Since a 

lack of faith prevents him from entering into anticipatory joy over this turn of events, 

Zechariah cannot rejoice until after God has brought about the joyous circumstances 

foretold by Gabriel. Significantly, however, the content of Zechariah’s joyful speech 

suggests growth in faith such that he can now rejoice not only over the way in which God 

has already changed his circumstances (through the gift of a child) but also over still 

future workings of God (including through this child).  

The contrast between Zechariah’s initial interaction with Gabriel and his joyful 

Benedictus underscores this point. Gabriel’s message includes a promise of both 

personal/familial and broader communal deliverance: Zechariah and Elizabeth will 

finally receive their son, and this son will prepare Israel for the Lord (1:13–17). Luke 

narratively underscores the interconnection of these two levels repeatedly in 1:5–25, in 

keeping with his more general tendency to treat the older adults of the infancy narrative 

 

 

future-oriented aspect of joy in the infancy narrative points to the relationship between hope and joy, a 

question to which I will return in later chapters. Luke-Acts does sometimes go so far as to advocate present 

rejoicing over a wholly future (e.g., eschatological) hope. Even these exhortations to rejoice, however, are 

grounded in the (present and future) security of the hope in question—a security rooted in God’s past 

demonstration of faithfulness (e.g., 6:22–23; see 2.3 and also Thompson’s comments on “joy 

notwithstanding” in “Reflections”).  
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as representatives of the community of faithful Israel (see 1.1.1).159 Zechariah himself, 

however, fixates on the personal/familial dimension of the message. His doubting 

question focuses only on the narrower promise regarding himself and Elizabeth.160 How 

can he be sure that they will have a son at their age (1:18)? The specific concern that 

Zechariah voices—his and his wife’s advanced age (1:18)—suggests that his lack of trust 

springs from doubt that God could (or would) give the couple a child at this point in their 

lives.161 As for whether this child will, as just foretold (1:13–17), play an important part 

in God’s larger redemptive purposes, it seems that this question does not even arise for 

Zechariah as yet.  

In contrast, by the time the aged priest regains his speech and utters his joyful and 

Spirit-prompted prophecy (1:64, 67–79), his perspective and his faith—and hence also 

his jubilation over even God’s future action to bring about joyous circumstances—have 

expanded. This emotional-spiritual growth is apparently prompted by what Zechariah has 

now experienced of God’s joy-conducive intervention in his life. It is only to be expected 

that Zechariah’s specific doubt about his and Elizabeth’s fertility would be laid to rest by 

 

159 See also, for example, Green’s observation that “[b]y acting on behalf of Zechariah and Elizabeth,” God 

is in effect “acting on behalf of Israel” (Gospel, 73).  
160 Green, Gospel, 73 and 73n48. On the narrow focus of Zechariah’s questioning response, see also, e.g., 

Coleridge, Birth, 37 and Kuhn, Heart, 73. 
161 As Green notes, though without reference to the joy motif, the initial characterization of Zechariah and 

Elizabeth as elderly and of Elizabeth as barren makes clear that Elizabeth’s childless “situation is 

impossible, hopeless, apart from miraculous intervention” (Gospel, 66). Cf. Luke 1:37, which addresses 

this concern via an echo of Genesis 18:14. The similarity between these verses is widely noted; see, for 

example, Green, Gospel, 55. At the level of the Christian canon, one might say that the (rhetorical) question 

in Genesis 18:14 finds an explicit answer in Luke 1:37.  
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the time he speaks on the occasion of their child’s circumcision and naming. In this case, 

the need for faith has already been obviated by sight. However, the sight of this 

unexpected son evidently also bolsters Zechariah’s faith in the part of Gabriel’s message 

that he previously ignored, which has yet to be fulfilled—namely, baby John’s future role 

in the redemption of God’s people (see esp. 1:76–77).  

I will consider Zechariah’s engagement with Scripture’s witness in more detail 

below (1.2.3.3); for now, it is important to register how his speech’s future orientation 

relates to Zechariah’s growth in faith, which in turn allows his movement into joy even 

over events that have yet to occur. As often noted, Zechariah’s Benedictus actually 

begins by blessing God for Jesus, who at this point in the narrative has not been born (see 

esp. 1:69). Taken as a whole, moreover, Zechariah’s speech foregrounds the salvation 

that will be achieved through Jesus’s and John’s adult ministries, decades in the future 

and presumably after the aged Zechariah’s own death.162 The future orientation of his 

jubilant words matters for my purposes here because of what it suggests concerning 

Zechariah’s faith: to speak as Zechariah does at this point in the narrative is already to 

express the faith/trust in divine promises that he had lacked earlier in Luke 1. In sum, the 

now-past experience of God’s joy-conducive deliverance in one context (childlessness) 

apparently bolsters Zechariah’s faith regarding and ability already to rejoice over the 

 

162 Luke does not report Zechariah’s death, but given the emphasis on his advanced age at the time of 

John’s birth, it seems highly likely that Zechariah had died before John began his adult ministry—and, in 

any case, that Zechariah would have no reason to assume that he would live to see his son’s future ministry. 
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larger (and largely still future) redemption that God will bring about fully in time to 

come, in part through Zechariah’s supposedly impossible child.  

1.2.3.1.2 Divine Healing and Zechariah’s Restored Emotional-Physical Ability to Rejoice  

 

Before I leave the topic of how God’s action creates joy-conducive situations for 

Zechariah, I should return briefly to the second way in which a divinely orchestrated 

change of circumstance enables Zechariah’s rejoicing. As I have argued, though Luke can 

narrate nonverbal jubilation, in the case of Zechariah, he does not do so (see 1.2.1.2). If 

Zechariah is to rejoice in the only way envisioned for him in Luke’s narrative—i.e., 

orally—then his physical incapacity for speech is among the circumstances-beyond-his-

control that must be changed through divine intervention.163 Like the opening of 

 

163 This point may be helpful for thinking analogously about joy in the context of our growing 

understanding of the role of biochemical/neurological factors in influencing human beings’ emotional 

life—issues of which Luke, of course, would not be directly aware. For example, a person who is suffering 

from major depression may require not only a change of external circumstances but also, maybe in some 

cases even primarily, some sort of physical healing—perhaps mediated through medication, through other 

treatments that can affect the brain’s functioning (exercise, CBT, etc.), or through whatever other means—

if he or she is to be able to rejoice (a point that Elliott’s Faithful Feelings does not account for sufficiently 

in my view). The degree of agency or control that a person has (and/or feels himself or herself to have) in 

such a case of course varies, and the parallel to Zechariah’s physical inability to speak is not perfect. 

However, it may be helpful, pastorally, to reflect on how Zechariah’s need for embodied emotional healing 

creates possibilities for thinking analogically about others sorts of situations in which one’s bodily health 

significantly, and sometimes quite directly, inhibits one’s ability to rejoice in what would seem to be joy-

inducing circumstances. Among other difficulties, this suggestion raises the question of what to think about 

cases in which someone’s depression or other neurological inhibitor to joy (e.g., a brain injury) is not 

healed—much as Elizabeth’s case of late-life pregnancy raises questions about cases in which biological 

infertility is not healed. Luke’s infancy narrative does not provide an “answer” to such questions, but taken 

as a whole, his two volumes may provide at least some indirect help in navigating them. First, as seen in the 

infancy narrative and elsewhere in Luke-Acts, Luke emphasizes that joy often involves waiting faithfully—

persisting in faithful practices with hope and trust—even past the point when any “reasonable” person 

would give up hope. Second, as we will see below in relation to passages such as the Lukan Beatitudes, 

Luke is comfortable—in a way that we sometimes may not be—with saying that in some cases the joyous 
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Elizabeth’s womb, the opening of Zechariah’s mouth is a case of God’s action bringing 

about humanly impossible joyous circumstances. Luke tacitly reinforces this point 

through his use of the (divine) passive to describe Zechariah’s healing (ἀνεῴχθη δὲ τὸ 

στόμα αὐτοῦ παραχρῆμα καὶ ἡ γλῶσσα αὐτοῦ, 1:64).  

Although the role of divine initiative here is in some ways similar to what we saw 

above in relation to the birth of John, in other respects the renewal of Zechariah’s voice 

stands out as distinctive among the several circumstances that require divine redress if he 

is to rejoice. Zechariah’s renewed speech not only is a joyous circumstance in its own 

right but also enables him to receive the joyous circumstance of his son’s birth/naming 

with rejoicing. Such a distinction between joyous circumstances and their joyful 

reception might at first seem superfluous, given how intuitive readers/hearers are likely to 

find the connection between John’s long-awaited birth and his father’s subsequent joy. 

Luke’s narrative, however, suggests that the additional dimension of joyful reception in 

fact does merit special attention as a distinct component of the movement into joy. As 

Zechariah’s initially inadequate response to seemingly joy-conducive news in the temple 

shows (1:18–20), joyfulness does not inevitably follow from the arrival (or reliable 

announcement) of what would appear to be joyous circumstances.  

 

 

circumstances for which one waits simply will not come in this life, and that one should nevertheless wait 

faithfully and perhaps even in some sense joyfully, in sure hope of God’s eventual, even if (only) 

eschatological, faithfulness in bringing about joyous circumstances. See further in 5.3. 
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Nor is Zechariah alone in his struggle to receive joyous developments joyfully: 

responses to Jesus’s deeds of healing, for instance, vary greatly in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., 

Luke 13:10–17; see 2.4.1, below). In short, as will be seen repeatedly in later chapters, 

exposure to joyous circumstances does not automatically produce rejoicing in Luke-

Acts.164 In light of this dynamic in Luke’s narrative, the fact that Zechariah can respond 

to the gift of a son with joy, as he does by uttering his joyful benediction, may point to 

more than the provision of a son and the physical healing of Zechariah’s voice. 

Consistent with the holistic interpretation of his silencing and restored voice advanced 

above, it seems plausible that Zechariah’s jubilant words evince the healing also of the 

spiritual-emotional blockage that had been embodied in his silence (see 1.2.1.2–1.2.1.3). 

This thoroughgoing healing allows him at last to receive the joy-conducive change in his 

familial circumstances with fitting rejoicing.  

More could be said about how God’s intervention makes possible Zechariah’s 

trusting jubilation, not least in relation to the role of the Holy Spirit in prompting his 

 

164 Story’s observation, made with reference to the mixed responses to the healing of the lame man in Acts 

3–4, applies to Luke-Acts as a whole: “For Luke, … Spirit-empowered miracles and witness do not always 

bring joyous conversion. Observers and participants certainly can reject the offer of a joyous new life” 

(Joyous, 167). De Long makes a similar comment about the praise motif, noting that “the response of praise 

is not automatic in Luke-Acts,” and consequently the “praise motif” in effect “introduces [narrative] 

tension related to recognition” (Surprised, 134). De Long sees Zechariah’s temporary delay in joyous 

praise as a case in point (Surprised, 180). In the context of discussing the role of Israel’s Scriptures in 

Zechariah’s transformation, it is worth noting that other passages in Luke-Acts suggest that joyless 

responses to seemingly joyous turns of events (e.g., others’ healing/salvation) can arise from partly a failure 

to see how the events in question cohere with (joyless characters’ understanding of) Israel’s Scriptures 

(e.g., Luke 13:14; cf. 13:17; see also 6:6–11 and below, chapter 2). 
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joyful words (1:67). At this point, though, I will shift my attention to the other factors 

mentioned above as key to Zechariah’s jubilation. As will be seen, Zechariah’s obedient 

actions in the wake of Gabriel’s message (1.2.3.2), together with new insight into the 

relationship between the scriptural narrative and his own befuddling experiences 

(1.2.3.3), foster the trusting receptivity to God’s intervention that finally finds expression 

in Zechariah’s jubilant prophecy. 

1.2.3.2 Faith-Full Obedience and Joy 

Lest we misconstrue Zechariah’s movement from silenced doubt into jubilant 

benediction as a narrowly intellectual exercise in (re)connecting the scriptural dots, it is 

worth tarrying over Zechariah’s actions immediately after being silenced, before we 

analyze his long-delayed and heavily allusive words following the restoration of his 

voice. For Zechariah, as for several others in Luke-Acts, a life of obedience positions him 

to receive joy even—and crucially—in the context of faith-stretching, disorientingly good 

news. Indeed, obedience arguably provides the link between the angelic promise of God’s 

special intervention and the experience of it, in light of which Zechariah at length comes 

to recognize and celebrate God’s surprising work in his life as fulfilling the Scriptures 

(see 1.2.3.3).165   

 

165 Cf. Green’s comment, made in connection with discussing the influence of the commissioning type 

scene on the infancy narrative, that it “becomes apparent throughout Luke-Acts” that “…the miraculous, 

redemptive activity of God calls forth human response and partnership” (Gospel, 56). De Long (e.g., 

Surprised, 151, following Coleridge), emphasizes that the surprising shape of God’s long-expected saving 
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As would be anticipated given Gabriel’s message, when Zechariah returns home 

to Elizabeth, she conceives a child (Luke 1:23–24). What may be more unexpected is that 

Zechariah does not go home immediately after hearing Gabriel’s promise, not even after 

experiencing muteness as a punitive but still confirmatory sign of the message (1:22). 

Notwithstanding what would seem to be intensely exciting news on which one might 

expect him to act immediately,166 Zechariah returns to his wife only after completing his 

term of temple service (1:23).167  

We should be wary of making too much of this detail, which Luke merely 

mentions en passant.168 Still, it is a little odd that he mentions it at all. How might this 

seemingly random aside contribute to Luke’s depiction of Zechariah and of what fosters 

his development from silent doubt to joyful trust? Perhaps carrying out his duties at the 

temple before going home to Elizabeth provides yet another indication of Zechariah’s 

 

 

action contributes in the Lukan infancy narrative to characters’ difficulty recognizing and responding 

rightly to that action.  
166 Not to mention the logistical inconvenience that seems likely to have resulted from attempting to carry 

out his duties while mute. 
167 Admittedly, the wait would not have been too terribly long: according to most scholars, priests in this 

period would have two, week-long shifts at the temple each year (e.g., Brown, Birth, 259; Green, Gospel, 

68). See also Wolter, Gospel, 1:58, with additional references to secondary literature as well as Second 

Temple and Rabbinic Jewish sources.  
168 Carroll notes that “Zechariah completes his rotation of temple service and returns home,” but like some 

others, he seems to see the main point of this detail in its contribution to the role of journeys in 

“structur[ing] Luke’s first two chapters, as [also in] the ensuing narrative” (Luke, 35). In drawing attention 

to the fact that Zechariah’s continuance of his term of service implies faithfulness, I do not mean to rule out 

other possibilities such as the structural proposal made by Carroll. Spencer does note Zechariah’s 

continuance in priestly duties but makes this point with reference to the years preceding the revelation he 

receives in the temple (Luke, 34). 
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characteristic commitment to active faithfulness (1:6), now restored after a temporary 

lapse in trust/faith(fulness) in his interaction with Gabriel.  

This proposal finds support from Luke’s further depiction of Zechariah. Once the 

aged priest goes home, he clearly acts in obedient conformity with Gabriel’s message.169 

In some cases, such obedience is only implied by the course of events. For example, 

Zechariah evidently follows through on Gabriel’s message by impregnating his aged and 

supposedly barren wife, tacitly demonstrating faith in the promise that he initially 

doubted. John’s parents also demonstrate their characteristic obedience to the Law in 

circumcising their son on the eighth day after his birth (1:59).170 When it comes time to 

name the child, Zechariah again follows Gabriel’s lead by insisting on the name “John”—

much to the surprise of those gathered for the occasion (1:63).171 Underscoring the role of 

 

169 Green, for instance, also notes the importance of Zechariah’s obedience—to the Law and also to the 

angelic command concerning John’s name (Gospel, 61), though Green does not connect this observation to 

Zechariah’s jubilation per se.  
170 Green, Gospel, 108; L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 45, 48.  
171 Wolter suggests that the present tense verb in 1:63 is telling: “The phrasing ἐστὶν ὄνομα expresses that 

the fixing of the name has already taken place—namely by the messenger of God in v. 13e,” as Zechariah 

now “acknoweldg[es]” (Gospel, 1:102). Similarly, Justo L. González suggests that the present tense of 

Zechariah’s written declaration—“his name is John” (1:64)—emphasizes that “Zechariah is not making a 

decision; he is being obedient to what has already been decided” and communicated by the angel (Luke, 

Belief [Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2010], 28). On the naming as an instance of obedience, 

see also Green, Gospel, 108–9; L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 47; and Carroll, Luke, 34, 55. While it may not have 

been historically the case that the naming conventions depicted in Luke’s narrative held in first-century 

Judea, Green rightly notes that “the narratological effect” of Luke’s account of tension around the child’s 

naming “is to stress obedience to the covenant/law [esp. regarding circumcision] and fulfillment of 

Gabriel’s words” (Green, Gospel, 109n8, emphasis original). 
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faithful obedience in facilitating joy,172 it is immediately (παραχρῆμα) after this naming 

that the new father regains his voice, enabling him (at last!) to bless the Lord with 

manifest gladness (1:64, 67–79; cf. 1:14).  

Zechariah’s progression from silence to joyful prophetic proclamation thus 

underlines the importance of obedience in positioning one to receive joy-conducive 

circumstances. On one level, this observation corroborates my earlier claim that, 

according to Luke, continuing in ordinary practices of devotion plays a part in waiting 

well for joyous circumstances—as Zechariah, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna have been 

doing for decades leading up to the scenes depicted in Luke 1–2 (see 1.1.3) and as 

Zechariah begins to do afresh when he faithfully completes his term of temple service 

before going home to Elizabeth (1:23). Later passages in Luke-Acts, not least Luke 

23:50–24:12, reinforce the point that persistence in routine practices of piety plays a part 

 

172 Consistent with the interpretation advanced here, Carroll sees this obedience as part of a larger process 

in which Zechariah grows in faith to the point that he himself can prophesy and praise God (Luke, 34) in a 

speech that Carroll later describes as an example of “faithful response to divine initiative” (Luke, 53; see 

also 55). As Brown observes, Zechariah’s “obedience in wanting the child to be named John as the angel 

commissioned shows that indeed [Zechariah] has believed; consequently, his muteness is relieved” 

(“Annunciation to Zechariah,” 487). This perhaps helps to account for the fact that Zechariah is restored 

not after John’s birth but after his naming. The former event would presumably remove any doubt about the 

angelic prediction, but only with the latter does Zechariah have the opportunity to complete his obedience 

to the implied angelic command. 
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in positioning one to receive joyous circumstances even (especially?) when one finds the 

circumstances in question unbelievable or literally inconceivable (see chapter 4).173  

At the same time, recalling Simeon’s obedience to the Spirit’s prompting, 

Zechariah’s case also reinforces the point that an obedient response to more situation-

specific directives may also play a part in positioning one to receive joy-conducive 

circumstances. The birth annunciation in which Zechariah should have believed is, in one 

sense, far from unique, given the several scriptural precedents for this sort of “type 

scene.”174 Nevertheless, it is also clearly not a general message applicable to all similarly 

situated devout people. Rather, Gabriel’s words place very specific demands upon 

Zechariah in particular, obliging him to respond with trust shown in concrete acts of 

situation-specific obedience (e.g., in the naming of his son). This situation-specific sort of 

obedience, an enactment of the faith/trust in Gabriel’s word that Zechariah initially 

lacked, is bound up with Zechariah’s recovery from the spiritual failing of distrust that 

had initially inhibited his jubilation (1:20, 64).  

Several scenes elsewhere in the infancy narrative—notably including Mary’s 

interactions with Gabriel and Elizabeth (1:26–56, on which, see further in 1.3)175—

 

173 One might infer that Zechariah’s previous practice of faithful waiting prior to Gabriel’s announcement 

prepared him to weather the period between his initial unbelief in the angelic message and his (eventually 

joyful) reception of the promised joyous circumstances.  
174 See for example Brown’s table VIII (Birth, 156) and Fitzmyer’s list of conventional features (Gospel, 

1:318). 
175 Perhaps one could also include here the shepherds’ response to the angelic message of Christ’s birth. 

Although Luke does not describe the shepherds as “rejoicing,” he does describe them as “glorifying and 
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underscore the role of such situation-specific obedience both in expressing faith/trust and 

in positioning one to receive joyous circumstances. However, before I consider the ways 

in which Mary’s case both reinforces and complicates the inferences that might be drawn 

from this and other aspects of Zechariah’s movement into joy, it remains to consider the 

role of Israel’s Scriptures in facilitating the aged priest’s delayed jubilation.  

1.2.3.3 The Story of Scripture and Zechariah’s Jubilant (Re)narration of Recent 

Experience 

The foregoing subsections have argued that Luke’s narrative portrays several 

interrelated factors as helping (eventually) to facilitate Zechariah’s rejoicing. As has been 

shown, God’s multifaceted intervention to bring about joy-conducive circumstances is 

required (1.2.3.1), as is Zechariah’s receptivity to this intervention. Such receptivity 

manifests itself partly through the expression of faith/trust via (routine and situation-

specific) acts of obedience, which in turn position Zechariah to receive divinely 

orchestrated joyous circumstances—including the birth of his son and the restoration of 

his voice (1.2.3.2). With this background in view, I turn again to the prophetic 

benediction that Zechariah utters when his voice is restored (1:64, 67–79).  

 

 

praising God” and bearing witness to others concerning the “good news of great joy,” which they heard 

from the angel. If one takes this to imply rejoicing (cf. De Long, Surprised, on the link between joy and 

praise in Luke 1–2), then the shepherds provide another illustration of how obedient response to divine 

intervention (in this case mediated through angels) can position one to receive joy. The shepherds hear 

“good news of great joy” but only encounter the object of this joyous news because they act on the angelic 

revelation (2:8–20; see esp. 2:10, 15–16, 20). 
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I have made a case above for thinking that Luke depicts the new father’s speech 

as joyful, despite the fact that it does not include the most obvious joy terms (1.2.1.3). 

Given the narrative context, Zechariah’s vocal restoration should be understood as one 

component of a more holistic healing, evincing the renewal of his faith and marking his 

movement into joy. I will now take up a further question, examining the content of 

Zechariah’s long-delayed speech and considering its relevance for his unfolding 

relationship to joy. Continuing a line of inquiry begun earlier in this chapter (see 1.1.4 

and 1.2.2), I will focus here on the pervasive echoes of Israel’s Scriptures in Zechariah’s 

speech.176 What further light might the scripturally allusive character of the new father’s 

prophecy shed on the conditions for joy-according-to-Luke?  

As I will argue,177 the allusiveness of Zechariah’s speech suggests that (a 

particular construal of) the narrative substructure of Israel’s Scriptures is the interpretive 

framework within which his bewildering experiences become for him intelligible as 

joyous events.178 They become “intelligible,” that is, not only in a narrowly intellectual 

 

176 I will necessarily be selective here in my treatment of OT intertexts and scholarly discussion of them. 

For a study that examines Lukan joy with special emphasis on Isaianic intertexts, see Wenkel, Joy; again, 

for a recent study of Luke’s engagement with Israel’s Scriptures more generally, see Hays, Echoes of 

Scripture in the Gospels, 191–280. On Zechariah’s speech specifically, see also, for instance, Brown’s table 

XIII depicting OT texts relevant to the Benedictus (Birth, 386–89).  
177 Similarly, De Long follows Coleridge, who argues that characters come to recognize God’s visitation as 

such in the infancy narrative by viewing God’s often surprising action through the lens of their “memories 

of the past (Scripture, properly interpreted)” (De Long, Surprised, 152; see also Coleridge, Birth, e.g., 118).  
178 The qualification—“for him”—matters because Luke-Acts does not portray all joy as accessible only to 

those who are able to interpret their experience of joy-conducive circumstances in light of Scripture. For 

example, as mentioned in an earlier note, in Acts 14, Paul and Barnabas can recognize God’s past provision 
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sense but also emotionally, and specifically in a way that allows these experiences to 

evoke the rejoicing that Luke’s readers/hearers have been expecting from Zechariah since 

1:14. Furthermore, the Holy Spirit’s role in prompting Zechariah’s words may suggest a 

need for divine revelation179 to enable the right perception of the narrative in which 

Israel’s Scriptures and surprising present events cohere in a way that makes for joy 

(1:67).180  

I will begin by addressing a possible objection to this way of framing my 

proposal, explaining how and why I foreground “narrative” in my analysis of Zechariah’s 

 

 

of rain and crops and joy/gladness (εὐφροσύνη) to pagans who did not know that these gifts came from the 

one true (i.e., Israel’s) God (Acts 14:17). Of course, as Paul and Barnabas see it, the purpose of these gifts 

was precisely to bear witness to this God, who now (via their preaching about Jesus) calls these gentiles to 

turn from idols to the true God (14:17)—which, if they do, will be a further cause for joy (cf. Acts 13:48; 

15:3). My point is simply that joyful responses to joy-conducive circumstances in that case precede 

exposure to the story of God’s faithfulness related in Scripture, perhaps even facilitating receptivity to that 

story (Acts 14:16–17). Cf. Pope Paul VI’s observation, in relation to Jesus’s tendency to speak about joy 

using illustrations drawn from daily life, that joys prompted by the goods of creation “are real [joys] 

because for him they are the signs of the spiritual joys of the kingdom of God” (“Gaudete in Domino”). 

The connection between these two sorts of joy has eschatological overtones, as Stephen C. Barton 

emphasizes in defining specifically Lukan joy as “the embodied, performed delight that arises from 

discernment of and participation in the eschatological transformations of time, space, value, and persons 

consequent upon the coming of Christ and the Spirit” (“Spirituality and the Emotions,” 183, emphasis 

original). Wenkel views Acts 14:17 as an instance of “the ‘common grace’ of joy” (159). See also 

Thompson, “Reflections,” 35; and Wright, “Joy,” 60. 
179 I here mean “revelation” in the strong sense, as in the making known of something which human beings 

would not be able to know without such making-known coming from God’s side, so to speak. Cf. also 

Inselmann’s observation, in relation to the three angelic messages of the infancy narrative, that joy in these 

cases consistently has to do with revelation of God’s action in salvation history: “Freude ist im Kontext der 

Angelophanien immer an die Offenbarung gebunden, dass die Heilsgeschichte durch Gottes Eingreifen in 

die Geschichte nun eine neue Wendung erhält, was in den Geburts An- un Ver-kündigung ausgedrückt 

wird“ (Freude, 187).  
180 See also Luke 24, Acts 2, and discussion in chapter 4, below. 
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poetic prayer-prophecy (1.2.3.3.1). I will then examine selected scriptural allusions 

within Zechariah’s speech, seeking to elucidate how echoes of Israel’s Scriptures provide 

traces of the underlying narrative in relation to which he is able, finally, to rejoice both 

over recent disorienting events and over those that are yet to come (1.2.3.3.2). Though 

Zechariah himself largely drops out of view after Luke 1,181 it is worth analyzing this 

aspect of his rejoicing in some detail because of the precedent it sets for Luke’s narrative. 

As will be seen in subsequent chapters of this study, Zechariah is by no means the only 

character in Luke-Acts whose rejoicing takes shape within the matrix of Israel’s 

Scriptures, interpreted anew in relation to the experience of God’s intervention in the 

present and often with the aid of an authoritative interpretive guide, whether the Holy 

Spirit, the risen Lord, or the Spirit-empowered church.182  

 

181 Again, Zechariah is mentioned by name when Luke reintroduces John the Baptist in 3:2, but Zechariah 

himself is presumably dead by this point. In any case, he plays no active role in the narrative after Luke 1.  
182 The fact that Luke ties more than one character’s rejoicing to their engagement with Scripture helps to 

address a possible objection to my argument in this section. It might be asked: Does the intertextuality of 

Zechariah’s prophecy really matter specifically for his movement into joy? Even if we grant that his 

benediction is joyful, might not the scriptural allusiveness of his speech be merely incidental to whatever 

affective development his words evince? While this objection is not without some force, the wider narrative 

context of Luke-Acts supports the view that the allusiveness of Zechariah’s speech does indeed tell us 

something significant about his process of moving into joy. As will be shown later in this study, Luke 

sometimes portrays those who fail to rejoice when and/or as they ought to rejoice as neglecting (Luke 

16:29) or misunderstanding (13:14–17) Scripture and its demands (see chapter 2, below). Conversely, 

Mary’s fitting rejoicing in the Magnificat strongly evokes Scripture (see 1.3.4.3, below), and the joy of 

Jesus’s erstwhile downcast followers in Luke 24 is closely associated with his explanation of how to 

interpret the Scriptures in relation to the disorienting events of his death and resurrection (see esp. 24:41, 52 

and chapter 4). In noting these points of similarity, I do not mean to downplay the distinctiveness of each of 

these cases, which I will discuss in more detail in due course. The basic point, however, stands: rightly 

interpreting Scripture in relation to one’s present circumstances does matter—at least in some cases (see 

note 178, above)—for facilitating joy-according-to-Luke.  
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1.2.3.3.1 A Possible Objection and Some Interdisciplinary Considerations (Briefly) 

 

Before I develop this argument further, I should address a possible objection to 

the emphasis on narrative that informs my interpretation of the affective importance of 

scriptural allusion in Zechariah’s speech. Among other concerns, it might be countered 

that such a narrative approach will likely distort my literary analysis. Specifically, it may 

lead to problematic inattention to the formal diversity both of Israel’s Scriptures and of 

some subsections within Luke’s Gospel—including, in fact, Zechariah’s speech itself.  

One can see why this objection would arise. To take just one example: The end of 

Zachariah’s prophecy evokes Isaiah 9:2 (Luke 1:79; see discussion below). But Isaiah 9:2 

is not, formally speaking, a prose narrative—even if the poetic prophecy of which it is a 

part does have a narrative trajectory of sorts. Similar observations might be made 

regarding Zechariah’s own words. Though set within the narrative of Luke’s Gospel 

(διήγησις, Luke 1:1), Zechariah’s speech itself might be better classified as a poetic 

prayer-prophecy. Moreover, his speech does not evoke scriptural passages in 

narrative/chronological order. To the contrary, he mentions David before he refers to 

Abraham (1:69, 73). Zechariah does not even allude to recent and future events in 

narrative/chronological order; he speaks about Jesus, who has not yet been born, before 

turning to address his own eight-day-old son (see esp. 1:69, 1:76–77).  

Since Zechariah’s speech and at least some of the scriptural passages that he 

echoes are not clearly narrative in form—and since he does not follow an obvious 
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narrative trajectory in ordering either his allusions to Scripture or his references to more 

recent and future events—one might well ask: What sense can it make to talk about 

“narrative” as central to the faith and joy that are embodied in Zechariah’s prophesying? 

Indeed, would not focusing on narrative in this context tend to obscure the formal 

particularity of Zechariah’s speech and of the Scriptures on which he draws?  

This query rightly draws attention to noteworthy formal features of both 

Zechariah’s prophecy and Israel’s Scriptures. However, the objection relies on a narrow 

understanding of “narrative” purely in terms of literary form183—which is not primarily 

what I have in view when I foreground narrative as key to analyzing the scriptural 

allusiveness of Zechariah’s jubilant speech. In fact, I have sought to obviate the very 

misunderstanding that prompts this objection by referring above to the “narrative 

substructure of Israel’s Scriptures.”184 This slightly cumbersome expression signals that 

my concern, in this context at least, is not primarily with the literary form of the passages 

that Zechariah evokes (or of his speech itself).  

Instead, I am focused here on Zechariah’s rendition of the underlying narrative(s) 

that readers of Israel’s Scriptures may perceive in, infer from, and/or construct on the 

basis of those Scriptures’ many, formally diverse parts. Such narrative(s) can be seen, at 

 

183 This is a fairly common misunderstanding in critiques of “narrative” approaches to theology and/or 

biblical interpretation. 
184 Cf. the subtitle of Richard B. Hays’s dissertation, The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative Substructure 

of Galatians 3:1–4:11, 2nd ed., Biblical Resource (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002). 
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least retrospectively, to connect the generically varied parts of Israel’s Scriptures into a 

coherent whole. By extension, readers of Israel’s Scriptures, such as Zechariah, can 

locate their own life story within this scriptural narrative185—and in the process, come to 

make sense for themselves of their own186 bewildering experiences, including 

emotionally.187 

Before I examine in more detail how Zechariah’s allusions imply a particular 

narrative construal of Israel’s formally diverse Scriptures (1.2.3.3.2), it may be helpful by 

way of preface to recall three of the interrelated commitments that undergird my 

insistence on considering narrative, in the broader sense just described, when analyzing 

Zechariah’s joyous speech. To reiterate a qualification emphasized when I sketched these 

claims in the introduction, my point is not that Luke “intentionally” illustrates or endorses 

these views of narrative and emotional (re)formation. However, these insights do cohere 

with and provide helpful categories for analyzing Luke’s portrayal of Zechariah’s 

movement into joy.  

 

185 Cf. Frei’s discussion of how premodern readers engaged with Scripture in this manner and how 

approaches to biblical narrative have shifted (Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative [London: 

Yale University Press, 1980]).  
186 Green comments that Zechariah’s use of the first-person plural “invites his audience (the neighbors—v 

63) and Luke’s (readers and hearers of his narrative) to adopt [Zechariah’s] interpretation” of events 

(Green, Gospel, 115). 
187 The foils in Luke’s infancy narrative may underscore this issue. Green suggests that the juxtaposition of 

Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s responses to God’s intervention in their lives, with their contrasting unbelief 

and faithfulness, respectively, raises questions for the reader both about how Israel as a whole will respond 

to God’s intervention and about how readers themselves will respond: “Will we believe, acknowledging the 

gracious hand of God?” See Green, Gospel, 81. 
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First, then, and most basically: human beings’ ability to make any sense 

(including but not only emotional sense) of our experiences ordinarily depends on some 

(implicit or explicit) narrative. As others have argued, there are compelling philosophical 

and hermeneutical reasons to think that simply to interpret a word, event, or non-narrative 

passage, one necessarily tells or assumes some narrative, even if only tacitly.188 

Registering the general importance of narrative for human understanding helps to clarify 

what is at stake when I suggest that Zechariah’s speech itself seems to assume a certain 

narrative construal of Israel’s generically diverse Scriptures. To be sure, the question of 

which narrative construal of Israel’s Scriptures (if any) elucidates their coherence is a 

contested one.189 What matters here, though, is not whether the narrative construal of 

Israel’s Scriptures that Zechariah implies strikes one as adequate and compelling. The 

important point is simply that his prophecy does suggest a narratively shaped 

(re)interpretation of the Scriptures, even though his speech itself is not narrative in form.  

I will consider some concrete allusions and the narrative implied by them below. 

At a more general level, this first claim about narrative and human sense-making helps to 

explain why and how narrative considerations matter for interpreting Zechariah’s 

 

188 Much has been written on this score, but it would be beyond my purposes to wade into the debates here. 

See for example Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, esp. 204–25. 
189 Indeed, the question of how Scripture coheres narratively—and specifically, whether it points to Jesus as 

the Christ—is arguably part of what is at stake in the summaries of Scripture given in Acts (e.g., 7:2–53; 

13:16–41), where the not-entirely-positive responses to these speeches indicate that not everyone in the 

narrative world accepts the narrative construal of Scripture given by Jesus’s followers.  
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prophecy, even though his speech is not a narrative, formally speaking. Though not itself 

a narrative, Zechariah’s address implies a narrative construal of the Scriptures to which it 

alludes. Furthermore, and crucially, Zechariah implies a narrative construal of the 

Scriptures in relation to his own experience, so that the two clusters of data—the formally 

diverse Scriptures and his own, sometimes perplexing experience of God’s intervention 

in his life—become mutually illuminating components of one overarching, coherent 

narrative.190  

The fact that the intelligibility of human beings’ experiences is narratively shaped 

has particular import for the study of emotion. This brings me to the second of the three 

commitments mentioned above. As discussed in the introduction, I follow Martha C. 

Nussbaum in holding that human beings’ emotional landscape is narratively shaped. 

Which emotion a specific experience evokes for a given person or community depends in 

large part upon the broader, emotion-forming narratives that the person/community in 

question has learned to tell about the sort of situation(s) involved.191 For Zechariah, 

Israel’s Scriptures provide the emotion-forming narrative(s) that eventually render recent 

 

190 This interconnection between interpreting Israel’s Scriptures and interpreting God’s present work is a 

motif that recurs elsewhere in Luke-Acts, perhaps most famously in Luke 24, as will be discussed below 

(chapter 4).  
191 See Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions.” 
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events intelligible to him, not merely with respect to narrowly intellectual sense-making 

but also with reference to his emotional understanding of his experiences.192  

To make this second point more concrete, it may be helpful to reflect briefly on 

our own experience of reading Luke 1. For many readers of Luke 1, it seems intuitively 

fitting that Zechariah would rejoice over the birth of his son. Gabriel’s prediction that 

Zechariah will rejoice strikes us as a statement of the obviously appropriate response to 

John’s birth (1:14). Even without this angelic foreshadowing, we would not be taken 

aback by the fact that Zechariah does (eventually) rejoice over this turn of events. Of 

course he does! However, if we find his response to be the obvious one, this is so only 

because of certain shared, emotion-forming narratives regarding the birth of a son in 

cases such as Zechariah’s. Indeed, for those shaped by Luke’s narrative, Luke 1 may be 

one of the stories that has inscribed this larger narrative about procreation onto our 

emotional landscape.  

Of course, as we well know, other stories could be and have been told about the 

birth of a child, even in cases akin to Zechariah’s. Those shaped by such other stories 

might find very different emotional reactions to John’s birth to be intuitive. As a matter 

of fact, some interpreters of Luke 1 have found other emotional responses to the long-

 

192 Again, of course I would grant that Luke 1:67–79 does not overtly thematize the importance of narrative 

for spiritual understanding or emotional reformation. It is not the case that Luke makes a point of 

narrative’s centrality to human emotion in the way that, say, Nussbaum does. Rather, Luke’s dramatically 

plausible account aptly reflects this aspect of human experience, a dynamic in human thinking and feeling 

to which Nussbaum and others have drawn attention in their own ways.  
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awaited child intuitively apt, particularly when reflecting on the implications of 

Elizabeth’s self-concealment during the first months of her pregnancy (1:24). Puzzling 

over this underexplained detail in Luke’s narrative, fourth-century writer Ephrem the 

Syrian suggests that perhaps Elizabeth’s initial reaction to her pregnancy reflects 

embarrassment over being pregnant at such an advanced age—a sure sign of 

inappropriately youthful lack of sexual restraint on the part of the elderly couple: 

Elizabeth “hid herself because she was ashamed on account of the fact that she had 

resumed intercourse,” and hence “it was because of her old age that Elizabeth hid 

herself.”193  

Ephrem’s interpretation of Elizabeth’s self-concealment clearly reflects particular, 

emotion-forming narratives about age and sexuality.194 Those narratives may feel foreign 

to many “Western” readers today,195 and presumably they would feel foreign, too, to 

 

193 Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron 1.24, quoted in Just, Luke, 11. Admittedly, 

this is just one possible interpretation proposed by Ephrem, who recognizes certain difficulties with the 

proposal (e.g., why did Sarah not conceal herself when pregnant?). That Elizabeth might have hidden 

herself out of initial shame over a late-life pregnancy that attested to sexual activity out of season is also 

implied by Ambrose of Milan (Exposition of the Gospel of Luke 1.43, quoted in Just, Luke, 11).  

One obvious difficulty for such an explanation for Elizabeth’s concealment, of course, is the fact that 

Elizabeth came out of concealment precisely when she would have been more obviously pregnant.  
194 On early Christian perceptions of sexuality in later life, see also Karen Cokayne, Experiencing Old Age 

in Ancient Rome (London; New York: Routledge, 2003), 116–17. 
195 To state the obvious: Our cultural narratives are often lukewarm at best toward the notion of sexual 

restraint (particularly for married couples), while sexual fulfillment is regularly narrated as one of the major 

goals of a human life. Aging baby boomers—many of whom themselves have been in multiple marriages 

or other long-term sexual partnerships, perhaps influenced in part by the aforementioned narratives 

concerning the centrality of sexual fulfillment to human flourishing—are finding that their parents continue 

to be sexual beings even in advanced old age, raising tricky legal questions for adult children, retirement 

communities, and others. In a different vein, new technologies have allowed later-life pregnancies for an 
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people in some other times and places. What matters at present is not whether it is 

historically plausible to think that Luke’s implied audience would have shared Ephrem’s 

emotion-forming narratives about age and sexuality. Rather, the point is that even in the 

case of something that strikes us as “obviously” joy-conducive, such as the birth of a son 

to a long-barren couple, the cultural narratives that one brings to an event strongly 

condition one’s sense of the fitting or “natural” emotional response to it.  

In this context, it may be worth observing that the very fact that Zechariah 

ultimately does find his son’s birth joyous (and not, for example, an embarrassing sign of 

his aged lustiness) already suggests the influence of Israel’s Scriptures on his emotional 

response to this child. Israel’s Scriptures routinely narrate barrenness as a tragic situation 

(e.g., Gen 30:1; 1 Sam 1:1–7). The birth of children is, accordingly, typically recounted 

as a joy-conducive event,196 associated with reward and blessing (e.g., Ps 127:3–5197; Ps 

 

 

increasing number of couples, many of whom would tell their story as one of tragedy and frustration turned 

to triumph and joy through the latest fertility technologies. My point here is not to evaluate these narratives 

so much as to name the fact that they distinctively shape our responses, including our emotional responses, 

to Luke 1.  
196 This is not to deny that Israel’s Scriptures know of cases in which the birth of a child may not be a 

joyous event (e.g., Benjamin [Gen 35:16–18], and Ichabod [1 Sam 4:19–22], etc.). However, it should be 

noted that even in these cases, it is not the childbirth itself that is narrated as non-joyful, so much as the 

circumstances in which the childbirth occurs. See further in note 199, below. 
197 Zechariah’s case is different insofar as he has only one son and that in old age. 
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128:3–6;198 Gen 33:5;199 see also, e.g., 1 Sam 2:5). Especially in cases previously marked 

by prolonged childlessness, having children is also explicitly tied to joy (Ps 113:9 [112:9 

LXX]). Given the particular circumstances and significance of John’s birth, it is 

noteworthy that in Israel’s Scriptures this link between birth and joy occurs specifically 

with reference to aged parents, such as Sarah (Gen 21:6 LXX), as well as in passages that 

have eschatological overtones (e.g., Isa 54:1).200  

Much more could be said about each of these passages, about the general themes 

of barrenness and birth in Israel’s Scriptures, and especially about how passages such as 

Isaiah 54:1 may reverberate in the background of Luke 1 in ways that underscore the 

 

198 Zechariah’s case is again somewhat different: he has only one son, and he probably will not live to see 

grandchildren—both due to his advanced age at John’s birth and due to the fact that John does not seem to 

have married or had children. 
199 In this context, it may be worth noting that when Jacob refers to his children as blessings from the LORD 

(Gen 33:5); his once-barren wife, Rachel, has already birthed Joseph. However, as alluded to in an earlier 

note, two chapters later, Rachel dies in giving birth to a second son (35:16–21). Even in the midst of this 

ultimately fatal labor, the midwife attending Rachel tells her not to fear because she is having another son 

(35:17). Rachel, though, now settles on a rather different emotionally fraught story about this child’s birth: 

with her dying breath, she names him “son of my sorrow” (י ִ֑  ,(in the LXX, υἱὸς ὀδύνης μου ;35:18 ,ֶּבן־אֹונ 

though Jacob promptly renames him “Benjamin” (ין ִֽ ְנָימ   thereby avoiding the way in which his original ,(ב 

name would have undermined the story about childbirth that has informed the Jacob cycle thus far. For 

others in the OT whose names reflect cases in which childbirth (often for very situation-specific reasons) is 

not a joyful occasion, see for example 1 Samuel 4:19–22 (note the midwife’s counsel here, similar to that 

given to Rachel).  
200 De Long, for example, emphasizes the eschatological overtones of the scriptural intertexts evoked in 

connection with the praise-and-joy-producing reversals experienced by characters in the infancy narrative 

(Surprised, 138, and passim, in her chapter 5). On the theme of “Joy in Barrenness Turning to Birth,” with 

particular focus on Isaianic intertexts for Luke 1, see Wenkel, Joy, 28–47. On the motif of barrenness/birth 

and OT intertexts more generally in the Lukan infancy narrative, see Elisabeth Ann Johnson, “Barrenness, 

Birth, and Biblical Allusions in Luke 1–2,” (PhD diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 2000). 
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eschatological import of Zechariah’s son.201 It will suffice for now, though, to note that 

Zechariah’s eventually joyful response to John’s birth would seem highly intuitive for 

those whose emotional life has been structured by Israel’s Scriptures.  

Of course, this renders it all the more surprising that Zechariah takes so long to 

rejoice. Readers/hearers of Luke’s narrative have good reason to assume that the aged 

priest knows at least some of the relevant emotion-forming stories in Israel’s Scriptures. 

After all, in his response to Gabriel, Zechariah echoes Genesis’s telling of the Abraham-

Sarah story and even (unwittingly?) quotes Abraham’s question from Genesis 15:8 

(1.2.2)! Nevertheless, despite being on some level aware of this key biblical precedent, 

Zechariah’s initial response to the annunciation of his son’s coming birth is not trusting 

and, as a result, not joyful. It seems that some other narrative—perhaps a more “realistic” 

or “commonsense” narrative in which couples who have never been able to have a child 

do not suddenly have one in their old age (see Luke 1:18)—is initially more 

determinative of Zechariah’s emotional life than is the biblical narrative in which such 

late-life fertility is entirely possible with God (Luke 1:36–38; Gen 18:14). 

To be sure, Zechariah does not remain joyless forever. This brings me to a third 

claim about the role of narrative in human thinking and feeling, a role reflected in Luke’s 

 

201 I refer the reader again to Wenkel, Joy; see esp. 36–42. As Green points out, Gabriel’s specific identity 

(revealed first in Luke 1:19) adds to the eschatological overtones, insofar as the angel Gabriel “is known to 

us in part as an interpreter of end-time visions (Dan 8:16–26; 9:21–27)” (Gospel, 59; see there for a list of 

other cues of eschatological overtones in the infancy narrative, such as the “association of John with the 

figure of Elijah, particularly against the backdrop of Malachi 3:1–2; 4:5–6” [Gospel, 59]).  
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depiction of the aged priest’s movement into joy. Not only are human beings’ emotional 

lives narratively shaped, but as Nussbaum further argues, the reformation of a person’s 

emotional life characteristically occurs through the unwriting of some and the new 

writing of other narratives on his or her emotional landscape.202 Put differently, major 

shifts in how someone feels about a particular situation typically require a change in the 

emotion-forming narrative within which that situation comes to evoke whatever feelings 

it evokes for a given person or community. 

This dynamic can be seen in Zechariah’s case through his engagement with 

Israel’s Scriptures. His joyous prophecy suggests a re-reading of the scriptural material 

that, though he would seem to have known it already when he encountered Gabriel in the 

temple, he did not initially interpret in a way that enabled him to make the correct 

(intellectual and) emotional sense of—and hence to trust and rejoice in—Gabriel’s good 

news.203 When he at last rejoices, Zechariah does so by setting the birth of his son within 

the unfolding story of God’s promises to Abraham and to David and God’s still future 

work to bring these promises to completion through John and the one for whom he will 

pave the way (1:67–79).  

 

202 See for example Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions.” 
203 See Green’s related (though more cognitively framed) observation, made in the course of commenting 

on the Benedictus and esp. the OT resonances in it, that “[e]vents related to Zechariah, Elizabeth, Mary, 

and their sons are inexplicable apart from God’s story, grounded in God’s aim, manifest in Israel’s history 

as narrated in the Scriptures” (Gospel, 117).  
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1.2.3.3.2. Scriptural Allusions and the Narratively Structured Emotional Intelligibility of 

Zechariah’s Experience 

 

To see how this is so, it will be helpful to consider more closely a sampling of the 

scriptural echoes that permeate the new father’s prophecy.204 As indicated above, 

Zechariah’s speech evokes many parts of—and multiple genres within—Israel’s 

Scriptures. The cluster of allusions points to a larger narrative framework, in which these 

various intertexts cohere (1) with each other and also (2) with Gabriel’s initially 

bewildering message and the events through which it has begun to be fulfilled. By 

(re)narrating his recent experiences and future expectations in the context of this 

overarching narrative, Zechariah comes not only to a deeper understanding of and trust in 

God’s action205 on his behalf but also to a new emotional response to this divine 

initiative: joy.  

 

204 There are of course many scriptural allusions in his speech. As Green, for instance, rightly observes, 

Luke’s “attempt to root current events in Israel’s past depends only in part on explicit references to 

Abraham or the prophets,” since “[i]t is also firmly grounded in the interplay of scriptural echoes present in 

practically every clause of the Song” (Gospel, 112). Green aptly describes Zechariah’s song as “weav[ing] 

the stories of John and Jesus into the one tapestry of God’s purpose” and also notes that the speech draws 

attention to “the continuity with Abraham and fulfillment of eschatological expectations associated with 

David” (Gospel, 111). For further discussion of the structure of the Benedictus and how OT allusions are 

extended, reinforced, and reinterpreted by means of its language, see Green, Gospel, 112–117; see also esp. 

Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, e.g., 199–200.  
205 On the epistemological importance of Zechariah’s understanding his son in relation to Scripture’s 

witness to God’s past relationship with Israel, see also, e.g., Green, Gospel, 112: “What John will become 

can be appreciated only against the backdrop of what God has been doing” (Gospel, 112). 
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Zechariah’s reference to Abraham provides a good starting point for present 

purposes (see 1:72–75, esp. 1:73).206 Although not the first scriptural allusion in his 

speech, the mention of Abraham merits special attention here because it creates a 

connection between this passage and Luke’s Abraham-evoking account of Zechariah’s 

interaction with Gabriel, discussed above (1.2.2). The no-longer-silent Zechariah 

proclaims that God “has remembered his holy covenant, the oath which he swore to 

Abraham, our father” (1:72–73). For readers/hearers who caught the echoes of 

Abraham’s story in Zechariah’s opening scene (Luke 1:5–25), the reappearance of an 

allusion to Abraham in the new father’s speech highlights the fact that Zechariah’s faith-

filled prophecy draws on the same Scriptures—indeed, some of the very same figures 

from within Israel’s Scriptures—that earlier underscored the irony of his lack of 

faith/trust in Gabriel’s message.  

The irony appears still deeper when one considers that readers/hearers of Luke’s 

narrative have good reason to suspect that Zechariah—a pious priest who reflexively 

echoes Abraham’s question in his conversation with Gabriel (Luke 1:18; cf. Gen 15:8)—

knew the relevant biblical accounts all along. For Zechariah, as for several other 

characters over the course of Luke-Acts, the problem seems to be not so much ignorance 

 

206 On the reference to Abraham and/or the reference to David in the Benedictus, see (among others) Green, 

Gospel, 52, 57, 117 and Brown, “Annunciation to Zechariah,” 495–96. Green suggests, “Luke’s account 

[through its references to and echoes of Abraham’s story] participates in a discourse situation in which the 

story of God’s covenantal relationship with Abraham plays a noticeable role in establishing interpretive 

possibilities” (Gospel, 57). 
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of Israel’s Scriptures as a failure to discern aright the narrative coherence between the 

Scriptures’ testimony, on the one hand, and God’s surprising intervention in the present, 

on the other. Despite whatever prior knowledge Zechariah may have had of Israel’s 

Scriptures, he evidently does not at first connect the dots correctly between recent events 

and the scriptural witness. The resulting disconnect—made evident in the dramatic irony 

by which Zechariah quotes the trusting Abraham precisely when voicing his own doubt—

prevents Zechariah from locating his own startling experiences within the story begun in 

Scripture and thereby inhibits his faith in and joy over the news that Gabriel delivers in 

the temple.  

This failure is arguably all the more surprising in view of the clear scriptural 

allusions embedded in Gabriel’s annunciation of John’s coming birth (Luke 1:13–17).207 

As Green points out, Gabriel’s opening exhortation not to fear may already evoke God’s 

assurance to Abraham in Genesis 15:1208—a fairly slight echo, perhaps,209 but one made 

louder by the other reminiscences of Genesis in Gabriel’s message, including the echo of 

God’s promise of offspring to Abraham in Genesis 17 (Luke 1:13; cf. Gen 17:19). 

Gabriel also mentions the prophet Elijah by name (Luke 1:17; cf., e.g., Mal 3:22–23 

 

207 Though his focus is not on Zechariah’s joy(lessness) per se, Coleridge also discusses the way in which 

scriptural echoes in Gabriel’s speech point to Israel’s Scriptures as the interpretive context within which 

this announcement can be rightly understood (e.g., Birth, 35–36). As he observes, these cues may prod the 

reader in the right direction even before Zechariah catches on (Birth, 35).  
208 Green, Gospel, 73. 
209 Green, however, sees it as a “clear echo” (Gospel, 73). It seems to me that the phrase is too common in 

Scripture for the echo of this passage in particular to be “clear,” except insofar as the infancy narrative’s 

other connections to the Abraham narrative invite us to perceive this specific echo here as well.  
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LXX)210 and evokes the Pentateuchal rules concerning Nazarite vows (Luke 1:15; cf. 

Num 6:3; see also Lev 10:9; Judg 13:4–7). Given the prompting provided by these (and 

the many other, more subtle) biblical resonances in Gabriel’s message, one might have 

expected Zechariah immediately to reflect on how Israel’s Scriptures might shed light on 

the bewilderingly good news that he receives.  

Again, this is precisely what lends dramatic irony to Zechariah’s unwittingly 

allusive—and evidently doubting—response to Gabriel in 1:18 (cf. Gen 15:8). 

Notwithstanding his own religious vocation and multiple angelic pointers toward 

Scripture, Zechariah at first appears not to perceive, or at least not to perceive correctly, 

the connection between his experience and the Scriptures.211 In contrast, the scriptural 

allusions scattered throughout Zechariah’s later speech suggest a deeper level of 

understanding on his part. When he finally manages to rejoice, Zechariah does so, it 

seems, only after coming to understand in a new way how his own astonishing 

 

210 As Green notes, several passages in Malachi may also be evoked by Gabriel’s speech, including for 

example a possible echo of Malachi 3:18 and/or 2:6 in the latter half of Luke 1:17 (Gospel, 77; other 

passages that he sees as possibly in the background include Mal 2:7 and 3:18). Green suggests that these 

multiple allusions to Malachi “work together with the explicit reference to John’s being appointed ‘with the 

spirit and power of Elijah’ to identify the promised son as a prophet of no mean significance” (Green, 

Gospel, 77). The allusions also have eschatological overtones: “With these echoes of Malachi,” Green 

observes, “our text is engulfed in end-time anticipation,” a motif strengthened by the influence of “Jewish 

texts outlining a relation between Israel’s repentance and the advent of the eschaton” (Green, Gospel, 78). 

See also, e.g., De Long, Surprised, 153. The connection to Gabriel’s prophecy may be strengthened by a 

subtle verbal allusion to Malachi 3 (also echoed in the angel’s earlier words) in Zechariah’s Benedictus (see 

De Long, Surprised, 155–56, arguing for a connection between Luke 1:78, Mal 3:20, and Luke 1:14). 
211 Readers/hearers of Luke’s narrative receive still more prompting concerning the relevant biblical 

backdrop for interpreting Gabriel’s message and the related events. Between Zechariah’s initially 

inadequate response and his belated benediction, Luke narrates Gabriel’s message to Mary and the latter’s 

unfolding response—both of which prove redolent of Israel’s scriptural traditions (see further below, 1.3).  
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experiences cohere with the scriptural story of God’s relationship with Abraham and with 

Israel more broadly.  

Indeed, Zechariah’s prophecy not only returns to the story of Abraham but also 

evokes other episodes of the larger scriptural narrative within which Israel had come to 

understand the outworking of God’s promise to Abraham and his offspring. For example, 

before Zechariah even mentions Abraham, he refers to another scriptural figure to whom 

God made promises: David (1:69–71). Within Luke’s own narrative, this reference to 

David recalls the earlier description of Joseph as “of the house of David” (1:27). It also 

reminds readers/hearers of Gabriel’s message to Mary, particularly the promise that “the 

Lord God will give” her son “the throne of David, his father” (1:32; see also 1.3, below). 

For those well versed in Israel’s Scriptures, however, Zechariah’s mention of David also 

evokes multiple passages from that wider tradition—perhaps most obviously 2 Samuel 7 

and 1 Chronicles 17,212 in which God promises to establish David’s royal line forever 

(see esp. 2 Sam 7:11–16; as well as 2 Sam 22; 1 Chron 17; Ps 89; Ps 132:11, 17). 

Without overtly referring to all the passages that recount God’s promises to Abraham and 

to David—or that wrestle with tensions between these promises and Israel’s subsequent 

experiences (e.g., Ps 89)—Zechariah’s passing references to these two men evoke the 

 

212 It may be worth noting that whereas 2 Samuel 7:5 describes David as the slave (δοῦλος) of God, 1 

Chronicles 17:4 describes him as the servant/child (παῖς) of God—the latter being the term used by 

Zechariah in Luke 1:69. See also 1 Chronicles 17:24, as well as the superscription in the Greek translation 

of Psalm 17:1 LXX.  
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larger scriptural narrative within which these promises (and related theological wrestling) 

are related.  

Corroborating this suggestion, it should be noted that Zechariah interweaves 

numerous more subtle allusions to other parts of Israel’s Scriptures into his speech. To 

cite one of many possible examples from the first half of his prophecy, Zechariah’s 

opening benediction (εὐλογητὸς κύριος ὁ θεὸς τοῦ Ἰσραήλ, Luke 1:68) almost exactly 

echoes the beginning of Psalm 40:14 LXX (εὐλογητὸς κύριος ὁ θεὸς Ισραηλ); Psalm 

71:18 LXX (εὐλογητὸς κύριος ὁ θεὸς ὁ θεὸς Ισραηλ); and Psalm 105:48 LXX 

(εὐλογητὸς κύριος ὁ θεὸς Ισραηλ), as well as a line from David’s reported response to 

Solomon’s installment as king (εὐλογητὸς κύριος ὁ θεὸς Ισραηλ, 1 Kgs 1:48).  

For my purposes here, it is not essential to identify with certainty the specific 

passage(s) that may lie behind Zechariah’s allusive words, or even to catalogue all of the 

possible echoes of Scripture scattered throughout his speech.213 I have here drawn 

attention to the allusiveness of Luke 1:68 in particular because it illustrates how, from his 

very first words after being healed,214 Zechariah speaks in the idiom of Israel’s 

Scriptures. Through this and other subtle allusions, together with the explicit references 

 

213 The general “septuagintal flavor” of Zechariah’s speech, and of the infancy narrative of the whole, is 

widely recognized; see espescially Hays’ discussion of the manner in which Luke tends to engage with 

Israel’s scriptural traditions (Echoes of Scripture in the Gospel, 198, 275–76). Among the many possible 

allusions that could be noted, it is particularly worth mentioning again De Long’s argument for hearing 

Psalm 125:2 LXX, with its joy language, in the background of several verses in Zechariah’s story (Luke 

1:14, 58, 64); see Surprised, 153–56.  
214 There is a reference to Zechariah speaking in 1:64, but as suggested above, it seems likely that we are to 

take the speech reported in 1:67–79 as the content of that earlier blessing (see note 112, above).  
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to David and Abraham discussed above, Zechariah’s speech underscores both in style and 

in content the continuity215 between his once-startling experiences and the larger 

narrative of God’s faithfulness to Israel, in relation to which he is now able to receive 

with joy God’s intervention in his life.  

More could be said about the import of scriptural allusions in the opening 

movement of Zechariah’s benediction, which focuses on Jesus (1:68–75). For now, 

though, I will instead shift attention to the latter part of Zechariah’s prophecy (1:76–79), 

which begins by addressing baby John (Luke 1:76).216 As he did in the first portion of his 

speech (1:68–75), so also in Luke 1:76–79 Zechariah makes sense of his astonishing 

personal/familial experiences by setting them within the narrative substructure of Israel’s 

Scriptures, now understood with new insight precisely because of perplexing recent 

events.  

 

215 On the way in which OT allusions within the infancy narrative underscore the continuity between God’s 

past and ongoing action, see for example Green, Gospel, 57–58, 62, 69. 
216 The two-part structure of Zechariah’s speech is often noted. See, for example, Green, who characterizes 

“Zechariah’s Song” as dividing “into two parts—the first a ‘Benediction,’ initiated with the clause ‘Blessed 

be the God of Israel’ (v 68); the second a ‘Prophecy,’ marked by the change to a second-person address in v 

76” (Gospel, 113). Green notes that the first half of Zechariah’s speech “employs Exodus typology and 

describes the agent of salvation in Davidic terms,” with an emphasis on past deliverances, while the second 

part focuses more on “how God has begun to bring to fruition his redemptive purposes,” drawing on 

Jeremiah’s and Isaiah’s language of a “new covenant” bringing forgiveness (Jer 31:31–34) and of 

“revelatory light” (e.g., Isa 42:6), and using future-tense verbs to refer to “John’s public ministry” as well 

as “Jesus’ arrival” (Green, Gospel, 113–14, emphasis original; see also 117–18). From one perspective, 

admittedly, this two-part analysis of the speech’s structure is a slight simplification; while the whole second 

part of the speech is addressed to John (beginning in 1:76), it is also the case, as Brown notes, that 

Zechariah’s climactic closing lines focus more strongly on God’s intervention in Jesus as such 

(“Annunciation to Zechariah,” 494–95).  
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Though subtler than his explicit references to David and Abraham (1:69, 73), 

several additional scriptural allusions appear in the second movement of Zechariah’s 

speech. For example, in Luke 1:76, when Zechariah first turns to speak of his own son’s 

vocation, he evokes passages such as Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3 (Luke 1:76; cf. 7:27; 

see also Exod 23:20).217  

 

217 One or more scriptural allusions are often perceived here. De Long, for instance, notes that Malachi 3 

seems to lie in the background of Gabriel’s message, Zechariah’s speech, and possibly John’s in-utero 

leaping (Surprised, 153, 156). Joel B. Green notes that Zechariah’s address to John, like Gabriel’s 

annunciation in 1:15–17, also and more obviously evokes Isaiah 40:3 (Gospel, 118, noting the repetition of 

the characterization of John as “precursor” also in Luke 3:3–4 and 7:26). Though the verbal echoes are in 

some cases not exact in Luke 1:76, clearer allusions to the same parts of Scripture elsewhere in Luke’s 

Gospel strengthen the case for perceiving allusions in Luke 1:76 (cf. Hays’s discussion of factors that affect 

the plausibility of a proposed intertextual link, “The Puzzle,” 29–32, and “‘Who Has Believed Our 

Message?’” 34–45). More to the point for present purposes, in 1:76 these allusions attest to the role of the 

scriptural narrative in structuring Zechariah’s response to the son over whose birth he now rejoices 

(1:76)—the possibility of whose birth he once doubted.  
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Table 2: Selected Allusions to Israel’s Scriptures in Connection with John the 

Baptist 

 

Luke 1:76 Isaiah 40:3  

(cf. Exod 23:20) 

Malachi 3:1218 

 

See also Luke 

7:27 

 

Καὶ σὺ δέ, παιδίον,  

προφήτης ὑψίστου  

κληθήσῃ·  

προπορεύσῃ γὰρ  

ἐνώπιον κυρίου  

ἑτοιμάσαι ὁδοὺς  

αὐτοῦ 

 

 

φωνὴ βοῶντος ἐν  

τῇ ἐρήμῳ  

 

 

 

ἑτοιμάσατε τὴν 

ὁδὸν  

κυρίου  

 

εὐθείας  

ποιεῖτε τὰς τρίβους  

τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν  

 

 

 

ἰδοὺ ἐγὼ  

ἐξαποστέλλω  

τὸν ἄγγελόν μου  

 

καὶ ἐπιβλέψεται  

ὁδὸν  

πρὸ προσώπου  

μου  

καὶ ἐξαίφνης ἥξει  

εἰς τὸν ναὸν 

ἑαυτοῦ  

κύριος ὃν ὑμεῖς 

ζητεῖτε καὶ ὁ 

ἄγγελος τῆς 

διαθήκης ὃν ὑμεῖς 

θέλετε ἰδοὺ ἔρχεται 

λέγει κύριος 

παντοκράτωρ  

 

οὗτός ἐστιν περὶ οὗ 

γέγραπται·  

ἰδοὺ  

ἀποστέλλω  

τὸν ἄγγελόν μου  

 

 

 

πρὸ προσώπου  

σου,  

ὃς κατασκευάσει  

τὴν ὁδόν σου 

ἔμπροσθέν σου. 

  

  

These allusions further expand the scriptural frame of reference within which Zechariah 

prophesies, as does the remainder of the speech.  

More importantly for my purposes here, these allusions also attest to the 

broadening of Zechariah’s joy-conducive understanding of, and faith in, God’s promises. 

As noted above, when Gabriel first tells Zechariah that he and Elizabeth will have a son 

 

218 Compare also Luke 1:17 and Malachi 3:22–23 LXX. 
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who will play a special role in preparing the people of God for the Lord (1:13–17), 

Zechariah latches onto the first, more personal/familial part of this promise, while 

apparently ignoring the rest. Now, however, having received the seemingly impossible 

gift of a son in his family, Zechariah speaks with confidence about the child’s future 

vocation as a key player in salvation history. The chart above displays how, like Gabriel 

(Luke 1:17; cf. Mal 3:1, 22–23 LXX), Zechariah specifically evokes Malachi 3 LXX 

(Luke 1:76; Mal 3:1), among other passages, in his description of John’s mission (see 

table 2). What Zechariah could not receive in faith or respond to with joy earlier in the 

Gospel, he now celebrates. The Scriptures of Israel, or more specifically his particular 

narrative construal of them, provide the framework within which he is able to experience 

and express newfound trust, jubilance, and joy-facilitating hope for the future.  

Among other scriptural echoes that could be identified, I would particularly draw 

attention to the possible reminiscence of Isaiah 9:2 (9:1 LXX), mentioned briefly above 

(1.2.3.3.1), in Zechariah’s closing summary of the salvation that God will bring (Luke 

1:79).  

Table 3: Allusion to Israel’s Scriptures at the Close of the Benedictus 

 

Luke 1:79 Isaiah 9:1 LXΧ 

ἐπιφᾶναι τοῖς ἐν σκότει 

  

καὶ σκιᾷ θανάτου καθημένοις,  

τοῦ κατευθῦναι τοὺς πόδας ἡμῶν εἰς 

ὁδὸν εἰρήνης. 

 

ὁ λαὸς ὁ πορευόμενος ἐν σκότει  

ἴδετε φῶς μέγα  

οἱ κατοικοῦντες ἐν χώρᾳ καὶ σκιᾷ θανάτου  

φῶς λάμψει ἐφ᾽ ὑμᾶς  
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The illumination that the Greek translation of Isaiah 9 frames as a command and a future 

expectation—“people walking in darkness, see a great light; ones dwelling in in the 

region and shadow of death, light will shine upon you” (Isa 9:1)—becomes in 

Zechariah’s speech a proclamation of the purposes of God’s already-begun intervention 

in Jesus and John: “to shine on the ones who are sitting in darkness and in the shadow of 

death” (Luke 1:79).  

Noticing this verbal connection to Isaiah 9 may also draw our attention to 

additional thematic and hermeneutical connections between Isaiah 9 and Luke 1.219 For 

example, Isaiah 9 uses joy language, albeit not the same terms foregrounded in Luke 1 

(εὐφροσύνη/εὐφραίνω, Isa 9:2 LXX), and it links joy to the birth of a child (9:5–6 LXX). 

At another level, Isaiah 9 also illustrates continuity between Zechariah’s prophecy and 

Israel’s Scriptures with respect to the general practice of interpreting present or future 

events in relation to earlier scriptural traditions. In the wider context of Isaiah 9, the 

prophet integrates earlier events in Israel’s story into his account of Israel’s still 

unfolding experiences/expectations, anticipating the sort of narrative-theological 

reflection on past, present, and future that we also find in Zechariah’s speech.  

More specifically, Isaiah 9 anticipates Zechariah’s speech with respect to some of 

the concrete plot points around which this (re)narration of experiences is structured. The 

 

219 See also Wenkel’s discussion of Isaiah 9 in relation to Luke 1:26–66 (Joy, esp. 51–52, 54–56, drawing 

at some points on Pao).  



 

163 

 

child whose birth brings joy in Isaiah will reportedly reign enduringly on David’s throne 

(9:5–6 LXX). As noted above, God’s promise concerning David’s royal line reverberates 

through Zechariah’s own words (Luke 1:69–71; see esp. 1:69), and readers have also 

encountered allusions to the promise of a Davidic king in Gabriel’s earlier annunciation 

to Mary concerning Jesus’s birth (Luke 1:32–33; cf. Isa 9:6 LXX). Thus, both in the 

practice of interpreting ongoing experience in relation to the narrative substructure of 

Israel’s Scripture and in the focus on God’s promise to David as one pivotal moment in 

that narrative, Zechariah’s speech (and Luke 1 more generally) find(s) a precedent in 

Israel’s Scriptures themselves.220  

Though additional intertextual connections could be adduced, the point for 

present purposes should now be clear enough: In its setting in Luke 1, Zechariah’s 

 

220 Many instances of intratextual allusion within what came to be the Tanakh/OT could be adduced. In the 

present context, one might esp. note that Israel’s Scriptures occasionally set Abraham and David together in 

ways that implicitly underscore their interconnection in an underlying narrative (e.g., Jer 33:19–26). This 

combination is one instance of a more general tendency for one part of Israel’s Scriptures to evoke another 

in a way that highlights the narrative continuity between various past events and present/future events in 

Israel’s relationship with God. For instance, when the LORD first promises an unending line of Davidic 

kings, both God and David allude to key moments in Israel’s relationship with the LORD up to that point, 

recalling events such as the Exodus (2 Sam 7:6, 23); the reign of Saul (2 Sam 7:15); and the conquest of the 

land (2 Sam 7:23). Thus, when Zechariah in Luke 1 comes to terms with God’s recent/future intervention 

by setting it within the scriptural story of God’s past faithfulness and current/ongoing work, the devout 

priest does so by extending an interpretive practice begun within Israel’s Scripture itself. By extending this 

interpretive practice into his own present/future, moreover, Zechariah arguably also points to the resolution 

of a particular tension, or seeming tension, within the scriptural account of God’s relationship with Israel. 

Following David’s reign, the biblical accounts suggest, idolatry and other sins eventually led to the exile 

that numerous prophets foretell and/or lament. As passages such as Psalm 89 make painfully clear, the 

resulting break in the succession of Davidic kings created what appeared to be a rupture in the narrative of 

God’s faithfulness to Israel, and particularly to David. Zechariah’s various scriptural allusions implicitly 

underline the point that the surprising events unfolding in his extended family—specifically, in the context 

of the first half of his prophecy, the coming birth of Jesus—fulfill God’s seemingly deferred promises, 

repairing the apparent breach that had resulted from the absence of a Davidic king.  
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allusive prophecy makes sense of surprising recent and future events by locating them 

within—that is, as an extension and continuation of—an emotion-forming narrative 

derived from Israel’s Scriptures. For Zechariah, this particular narrative construal of the 

Scriptures is the interpretive context within which his bewildering experiences can be 

rightly understood, believed, and felt. As mentioned above, the fact that Zechariah is 

filled with the Holy Spirit just as he begins to prophecy (1:67) may suggest that his 

ability to perceive this narrative aright depends in some measure on revelation concerning 

how to “read” the Scriptures and his recent experiences together faithfully.221  

In this respect, Zechariah’s Spirit-prompted prophecy provides an early and 

relatively detailed glimpse of a pattern that recurs elsewhere in Luke-Acts. A certain 

construal of the narrative substructure of Israel’s Scriptures, interpreted anew in relation 

to God’s ongoing intervention and with the help of revelation mediated by an 

authoritative interpretive guide, repeatedly helps to facilitate faith-filled rejoicing-

according-to-Luke. Particularly given the prominent placement and extended depiction of 

Zechariah’s transformation and eventual jubilation, it may not be too much to say that his 

movement into joy is paradigmatic in this respect. His case is indicative of much that 

goes unstated or understated in the account of certain other characters’ movement into 

joy. Anticipating the more overt (though less specific) pointers to the Scriptures that are 

 

221 Green, for instance, notes the inspired character of Zechariah’s prophecy (Gospel, 113), citing Carter 

(“Zechariah,” 242–44) as someone who esp. foregrounds this point (Green, Gospel, 113n22). 
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given for example by the risen Lord in Luke 24,222 Zechariah comes to the correct 

understanding of—as well as faith in and appropriate feelings about—disorienting divine 

intervention in part by interpreting his experiences and forming his expectations in 

relation to the Scriptures’ formally diverse witness to the story of God’s faithfulness.  

1.2.4 Conclusion: Zechariah’s Emotional Transformation and Joy-according-

to-Luke 

Tellingly, not only engagement with Israel’s Scriptures but also the other 

conditions that enable Zechariah’s joy recur in relation to at least some other characters’ 

rejoicing in Luke-Acts, including within the infancy narrative. I have already examined 

the role of divine intervention, obedience, and Scripture in Zechariah’s and the other 

older adults’ waiting-for-joy in the decades leading up to the events narrated in Luke 1–2 

(1.1). Before I turn to another important point of comparison—namely, Mary’s process of 

coming to joy in Luke 1 (1.3)—it may be useful to review the conclusions drawn above 

about joy and what facilitates it in Zechariah’s case.  

For Zechariah, I have argued, joy requires God’s intervention to bring about joy-

conducive circumstances (1.2.3.1), as well as human receptivity to this intervention. Luke 

portrays such receptivity largely in terms of faith(fulness). As we have seen, such 

faithfulness may be manifested in various ways, including through obedience-while-

waiting; trust regarding promised joy-conducive circumstances; and obedient action as an 

 

222 See chapter 4, below.  
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expression of that trust (see 1.1.3 and 1.2.3.2). Further, the scripturally redolent and 

jubilant benediction that Zechariah finally utters suggests that it is by interpreting his 

disorienting experiences in relation to the narrative substructure of Israel’s Scriptures that 

the aged priest is ultimately able to trust in and rejoice over God’s intervention in his life 

and its consequences for redemptive history more broadly, including into the future 

(1.2.3.).223  

Though I have here separated these factors from one another for the purposes of 

analysis, it should be emphasized that divine intervention, human responsiveness, and 

Israel’s Scriptures intertwine in complex ways in Zechariah’s movement into joy. For 

example, I have argued that Zechariah’s ability to rejoice over his experience of divine 

intervention is bound up with his eventual acceptance of a particular construal of the 

narrative substructure of Israel’s Scriptures in relation to his experience. However, it is 

not as though divine intervention were hermetically sealed from the work of (re)narration 

that finds expression in Zechariah’s speech. To the contrary, the emotion-forming 

narrative that undergirds Zechariah’s jubilant words is itself dependent on divine 

initiative. This is so, moreover, on at least three counts: with respect to (1) God’s action 

as related in Israel’s Scriptures; (2) the divinely authorized (and scripturally allusive) 

message of the angel Gabriel in the temple (see esp. 1:19); and (3) the implied guidance 

 

223 Cf. Coleridge’s observations about Luke 1:5–25: “Heaven … offers a clue as to how to interpret the new 

promise and the signs of its fulfillment: first, look backwards and read aright the signs of past fulfillment, 

and secondly, make the leap of faith from the basis of that knowledge” (Birth, 49). 
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of the Holy Spirit in Zechariah’s eventual, allusive jubilation (1:67). Analogous sorts of 

interconnection obtain between all of the conditions for joy considered here. As will be 

seen, the complex interconnection of joy-facilitating factors in Zechariah’s case also finds 

parallels in Luke’s treatment of other characters’ joy (or lack thereof), even if the precise 

configuration of these factors and their interrelation can vary. 

1.3 Zechariah and Mary: Joy-Related Foils and the Narrative Unfolding 

of Joy-according-to-Luke 

As this last comment suggests, other characters’ rejoicing not only confirms the 

import of Zechariah’s example but also complicates it, adding nuance and depth to the 

narrative unfolding of what facilitates joy-according-to-Luke. Already within the infancy 

narrative, multiple jubilant characters’ situations parallel and diverge from Zechariah’s in 

ways that render them foils for each other.224 For example, as my discussion of Zechariah 

and the other older adults of the infancy narrative suggests (1.1–2), one might find a foil 

for the aged priest’s delayed joy in the examples of his somewhat more immediately 

jubilant coevals—one of whom, Elizabeth, Luke explicitly describes as rejoicing just 

 

224 Though I focus here on Luke’s use of the literary device of foils, particularly in relation to Zechariah, it 

is of course true that not all characters associated with joy in Luke 1–2 provide a foil for Zechariah. One 

thinks in particular of the angels and the angels and shepherds (Luke 2:11). Still, as would be expected if 

the portrayal of rejoicing in the infancy narrative reflects a more or less coherent conception of joy on 

Luke’s part, the conclusions about joy that one might reach based on his depiction of the angels and 

shepherds do overlap at key points with the inferences that I have drawn from Zechariah’s case. For 

example, the circumstances that prompt the joy associated with the angels and shepherds again depend on 

divine intervention.  
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when one might have expected Zechariah himself to rejoice (1:58).225 On another level, 

as evident from my analysis of Zechariah’s transformation, it might be argued that 

Zechariah himself eventually provides a foil for his own earlier response to Gabriel 

(1.2).226 The unborn John’s spontaneous jubilation at the sound of Mary’s voice (1:41–

44) also stands in stark contrast to his aged father’s slowness to rejoice. Important though 

all of these cases are, in this section (1.3), I will focus on yet another character whose 

 

225 See, e.g., Wilson, Unmanly Men, 90–94. A brief word on the other two jubilant elders in the Lukan 

infancy narrative: While the response of Simeon and Anna to Jesus in Luke 2 may not be as overtly (or 

exclusively) jubilant, their immediate receptivity to God’s intervention also arguably corroborates my 

analysis of Zechariah’s more tardy coming to rejoice. For instance, for Simeon and Anna, as for Zechariah, 

joy is bound up with God’s intervention in their world. Far from being aimless, their eventual jubilation is a 

response to a concrete (albeit still future-oriented) change in circumstances: namely, the presentation of 

Jesus in the temple, which both recognize as a key turning point in God’s redemptive work. Further, as 

mentioned above, the narrative’s emphasis on the advanced age and piety of Simeon and Anna implies their 

faithful waiting, suggesting again a role for the human response of trusting obedience in facilitating the 

joyful reception of joyous circumstances. Like Zechariah, Simeon and Anna have apparently been waiting 

a long time, but unlike Zechariah, they receive no angelophany to help with interpreting their experiences. 

Their encounter with Jesus occurs in a more ordinary context, too, as Jesus’s parents are simply doing what 

(according to Luke) any faithful Jewish couple would do after the birth of a firstborn son (Luke 2:22–24). If 

Zechariah nearly misses joy because the joy-conducive circumstances with which he is presented are 

disorientingly surprising, Simeon and Anna encounter circumstances that might seem too ordinary to evoke 

the jubilant responses given by these older adults. In addition to highlighting the role of the Holy Spirit 

(explicitly in relation to Simeon [2:27]; implicitly in relation to Anna [2:36]), Luke’s depiction of the two 

characters also suggests that both understand the fuller import of this seemingly ordinary event precisely 

because they interpret Jesus and his presentation in the temple in relation to Israel’s Scriptures. Without 

simply quoting specific scriptural passages, Simeon’s prophecy clearly evokes numerous passages, 

particularly from Isaiah. For example, as others have noted, Simeon’s words about his “eyes seeing [the 

Lord’s] salvation” (σωτήριόν) (Luke 2:30) may recall the language of Isaiah 40:5 LXX, while his reference 

to “a light for revelation to the gentiles and glory for [God’s] people Israel” in Luke 2:32 may also evoke 

passages such as Isaiah 42:6; 49:6; and 52:10, among others. Luke does not record Anna’s precise words, 

but his description of whom she addresses—“all those waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38)—

suggests that she, too, has correctly understood the infant Jesus in connection to the larger scriptural 

narrative of God’s promises to Israel. 
226 It is interesting to note that Abraham in Genesis also shifts between a question/response of faith (15:7; 

see also 15:6) and one (apparently) of doubt (17:17), albeit in inverse order from what we find in Luke 1. 
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movement into joy provides an instructive foil for Zechariah’s: Mary,227 who famously 

rejoices in the Magnificat (ἠγαλλίασεν, 1:47). As will be seen, Mary’s movement into joy 

subtly but significantly complicates the picture sketched above of what leads to joy.  

1.3.1 Framing Remarks: Zechariah, Mary, and Joy-according-to-Luke  

Those well versed in studies of Lukan joy may be surprised that I have thus far 

focused on Zechariah almost to the exclusion of Mary, who often takes pride of place in 

discussions of joy in the Lukan infancy narrative. Multiple factors inform my decision to 

foreground Zechariah. The relative neglect of his case itself makes closer attention to 

Zechariah’s development a useful contribution to the scholarly conversation about Lukan 

joy.228 In addition, both the distribution of joy terms and the narrative emphases in Luke’s 

opening chapter suggest that Zechariah should figure prominently in any analysis of joy 

and what facilitates it in the Lukan infancy narrative.  

Despite scholars’ penchant for focusing on Mary’s jubilation, Luke 1’s various 

joy terms are arguably about as concentrated around Zechariah as they are around Mary. 

Working from the list of joy terms discussed in the introduction, one finds three joy terms 

in Gabriel’s address to Zechariah, though admittedly not all of them refer exclusively to 

 

227 As widely discussed among commentators, some manuscripts do attribute the Magnificat to Elizabeth; 

however, with most modern scholars, I take the textual evidence and narrative context to favor the view 

that Luke attributed the song to Mary (see, e.g., Green, Gospel, 97n13). I will work from this assumption in 

what follows.  
228 Of course, Zechariah has not been entirely neglected. See in particular Brown, “Annunciation to 

Zechariah,” as well as the treatment of his case in longer studies such as Kuhn’s (Heart) and De Long’s 

(Surprised), among others.  
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Zechariah’s own joy. Gabriel tells the priest, “There will be joy (χαρά) and gladness 

(ἀγαλλίασις) for you (singular: σοι), and many will rejoice (χαρήσονται) at [John’s] 

birth” (1:14). Three joy terms also occur in direct relation to Mary: one in Gabriel’s 

greeting to her (χαῖρε, 1:28; see further below on the interpretation of this salutation); one 

in Elizabeth’s interpretation of John’s response to Mary’s greeting (ἀγαλλιάσει, 1:44); 

and one (and only one) in a description of Mary’s own response to God’s intervention 

(ἠγαλλίασεν, 1:47).229 Thus, Zechariah and Mary are roughly on even ground when it 

comes to their explicit association with joy/rejoicing. 

If one considers the narrativization of joy more broadly, rather than focusing 

narrowly on the use of the relevant key terms, then Zechariah arguably begins to take 

precedence. His struggle to enter into joy receives more extended treatment than does 

Mary’s, precisely because it takes him longer to rejoice.230 Gabriel foretells Zechariah’s 

coming joy in 1:14. If one views the Benedictus as the beginning of the aged priest’s 

rejoicing, he does not rejoice until after John’s naming (1:67, or perhaps 1:64). This is 

roughly fifty verses, and over nine months, after encountering Gabriel in the temple.231 

 

229 Two joy terms are also associated with Elizabeth: first in her interpretation of John’s response to Mary’s 

voice (he leapt in joy/gladness, ἀγαλλιάσει, 1:44) and then in the communal response to John’s birth (καὶ 

συνέχαιρον αὐτῇ, 1:58). The only other joy term in the infancy narrative occurs in the angel’s message to 

the shepherds in 2:11, which is not explicitly tied to any of these parents, though it of course has some 

implied connection to Mary. 
230 On the structural effects of Luke’s interweaving of the two stories in this regard, see De Long, 

Surprised, 148–149, and passim.  
231 Luke draws attention to the extended interval by referring repeatedly to the passage of time following 

Elizabeth’s conception of a child (1:26, 36), which itself did not occur until after Zechariah had received 
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As I will further discuss below,232 Mary’s joy also does not immediately follow her 

interaction with Gabriel. In contrast to Zechariah’s prolonged delay in joy, though, the 

narrative gap between the angel’s exhortation to rejoice (1:28; see below) and Mary’s 

jubilation (1:47) spans fewer than a dozen verses—and apparently lasts no longer, in 

narrative time, than it takes for Mary to hurry from Nazareth to Zechariah’s and 

Elizabeth’s house in the Judean hill country (1:39). 

In short, Mary may well have the more crucial redemptive-historical role to play 

in the joy announced by Gabriel and later by the angels in Luke 2:10–12, but for Luke’s 

narrativization of the conditions that facilitate joy, Zechariah is at least as important. Of 

course, this is not to deny that Mary’s jubilation also merits attention. Indeed, Luke’s 

juxtaposition of these two future parents within the infancy narrative—interleafing their 

partly parallel experiences of angelophany, annunciation, and (eventual) jubilation—

arguably invites comparison between them,233 including with reference to their joy or 

lack thereof. This is the task I will undertake in the present section (1.3).  

 

 

the angelic message and completed his term of service in Jerusalem (1:23; see also 1:59). In addition to 

highlighting the duration of Zechariah’s struggle to enter into joy, Luke also emphasizes the struggle itself, 

particularly through narrating Zechariah’s conflict with Gabriel (1:18–20) and confirming its effects both in 

Zechariah’s initial inability to communicate what he has seen/heard (1:22) and in his difficulty participating 

in the naming of his child (1:60–64). 
232 In keeping with the pattern of anticipation and fulfillment-of-anticipation (of praise/joy) as outlined by 

De Long (Surprised; see, e.g., table 10 on 137 and figure 2 on 143). 
233 See in particular De Long’s helpful analysis (e.g., Surprised, 148–49). 
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Ultimately, I will argue that the juxtaposition of Zechariah and Mary as joy-

related foils fills out and nuances Luke’s opening portrayal of the conditions that 

facilitate proper rejoicing. Specifically, Mary’s case adds complexity to Luke’s depiction 

both of the role of faithfulness-while-waiting in positioning one for joy (1.3.2; cf. 1.1) 

and of the import and valuation of delays in rejoicing (1.3.3; cf. 1.2.1–2). At the same 

time, Mary’s eventual movement into joy by and large coheres with observations made 

above concerning the conditions that facilitate Zechariah’s rejoicing. For Mary, as for 

Zechariah, the conditions that facilitate joy include divine intervention to bring about joy-

conducive circumstances (1.3.4.1; cf. 1.2.3.1); the human response of faith(fulness)/trust, 

expressed as needed in obedience (1.3.4.2; cf. 1.2.3.2); and a particular narrative 

construal of recent experiences and future expectations in relation to Israel’s Scriptures, 

resulting in an interpretive framework within which God’s disorienting intervention can 

be experienced as joyous (1.3.4.3; cf. 1.2.3.3).  

1.3.2 Zechariah, Mary, and Faithful Waiting (or Lack Thereof?) 

As is typical of literary foils, similarities between Zechariah and Mary render the 

differences between them all the more striking. For instance, both rejoice over 

circumstances that depend on divine action,234 and yet in some respects, they differ from 

each other precisely in relation to this common ground. The present subsection will 

 

234 This divine action is seen both in the scripturalized past that Mary’s jubilant Magnificat echoes and in 

the recent experiences and expected future events that catalyze her rejoicing.  
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consider one such divergence-within-parallelism, focusing on what precedes each 

character’s reception of the promise of imminent, joy-conducive divine intervention. I 

have argued above that Luke 1–2 highlights faithfulness-while-waiting as one condition 

that positions and prepares the older adults of the infancy narrative for appropriate 

rejoicing (1.1). At the same time, the emphatically pious Zechariah’s initial inability to 

rejoice indicates that faithful waiting may not be sufficient, in itself, to foster receptivity 

to joy (1.2). Mary’s case further complicates this picture.  

Simply put, Mary—in this respect, like the shepherds (Luke 2:8)235—does not 

seem to have been “waiting” for the divine intervention that fuels her joy, at least not in 

the strong sense in which the older adults of the infancy narrative have been waiting for 

the divine intervention over which they rejoice.236 Unlike Zechariah and Elizabeth, Mary 

presumably has not been waiting for a child—in any case, not for a child given in the 

 

235 Though space does not permit a detailed discussion of Luke 2 here, it is worth noting that the shepherds’ 

reaction to the angels in Luke 2:10–20 (joy term in 2:11) can also be seen as an instance of faith/trust 

manifesting in action that conforms to a divinely authorized message (see also Inselmann, Freude, esp. 

186). See Inselmann’s extended discussion of the passage, which compares the angelic message to the 

shepherds with the earlier joy-involving angelic messages to Zechariah and Mary (Freude, 182–188). 

Wenkel also examines Luke 2:1–21 in his study of Lukan joy (see Joy, 62–69). On the political overtones 

of the angels’ announcement to the shepherds, see esp. Joel B. Green, “Good News of Great Joy … But for 

Whom?” The Living Pulpit 11.1 (2002): 12–13. 
236 Not only is Mary not described as having been waiting faithfully; she is also not described in ways that 

suggest particularly pronounced piety or other markers of status, either by the standards of her society or by 

the alternative reckoning of Luke’s Gospel. Green comments:  

Compared to that of the other parents in this [Lukan infancy] narrative, Mary’s introduction is 

striking. It is as if she were an orphan: no family background is provided; she is betrothed to 

Joseph but as such has not yet entered into his house or inherited his status. Yet, she is favored by 

God (1:28, 30), though for no apparent reason other than God’s gracious choice. Like Elizabeth, in 

this social world, Mary undergoes a startling transposition of status (Green, Gospel, 61).  
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unprecedented manner in which her child is given.237 Further, given her status as a 

betrothed virgin (παρθένον, 1:27), Mary appears to be a young adult—too young to have 

been waiting numerous decades, as the older adults have been, for divine intervention on 

behalf of God’s people. In the absence of any indication that Mary consciously awaited 

the joyous circumstances over which she eventually rejoices (1:46–55), someone might 

protest that I have overgeneralized in identifying faithfulness-while-waiting as one of the 

conditions that facilitate joy-according-to-Luke.  

My response to this objection is twofold. On the one hand, Mary’s example does 

indeed complicate the inferences that might be drawn from Luke’s portrayal of the older 

adults’ movement into joy. Faithfulness while waiting—up to and including waiting that 

extends over the whole of a long life—may sometimes be necessary (even if not 

sufficient) for the reception of joy-according-to-Luke. Nevertheless, Mary’s case 

confirms that extended and conscious waiting does not figure prominently in the lead-up 

to all cases of appropriate rejoicing in Luke’s narrative. The infancy narrative shows that, 

for Luke, the scope of the surprise that often attends joy can vary, potentially being so 

 

237 Spencer, for instance, emphasizes that there is biblical precedent for Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s late-

life pregnancy but not for Mary’s virginal conception, “except by a novel interpretation of Isa 7:14 in Matt 

1:22–23, which Luke does not advance” (Luke, 45; see also, e.g., Coleridge, Birth, 61, 69.). 



 

175 

 

expansive that—as in Mary’s case—particular joyous circumstances may be utterly 

unexpected and in that sense unawaited.238 

On the other hand, however, Mary’s rejoicing over God’s 

unanticipated/unawaited intervention in her life does not simply contradict the 

implications of the older adults’ faithfulness-while-waiting. The import of her example is 

more complex, for at least three reasons. First, as I will further discuss below (1.3.3.2), 

Mary does respond to Gabriel’s startling news with faith(fulness)/trust. Indeed, Elizabeth 

highlights this aspect of Mary’s response to God’s intervention in her life just before the 

younger woman bursts into explicit jubilation (1:45; 1:46–55; cf. 1:20). 

Faith(fulness)/trust, expressed in ways that befit Mary’s situation, thus does help to 

facilitate her joy—even if, in Mary’s specific circumstances, waiting does not figure 

prominently as an expression of faith(fulness)/trust prior to her reception of Gabriel’s 

message.239 In this sense, Mary’s example corroborates a point seen above in relation to 

 

238 Indeed, this is arguably true in a particularly strong sense in Mary’s case. As with the news of Jesus’s 

resurrection, an event which Luke portrays as literally unthinkable for the disciples prior to (and even 

immediately following) its occurrence (see chapter 4, below), the news that Mary receives involves a 

qualitatively new sort of divine intervention in the world, one that—precisely on account of this newness—

she could not have anticipated.  
239 Put differently, for Mary, faithfulness takes the shape not so much of extended and conscious waiting 

but rather of trusting openness to what is, relative to her life course, the surprisingly early provision of 

joyous circumstances that come in an unexpected way. I am focusing here on what precedes Zechariah’s 

and Mary’s reception of good news, but it is worth noting that Mary does in some senses “wait faithfully” 

following the annunciation, too. Immediately after she accepts her commission, the angel departs (1:38), 

apparently leaving her alone. Biologically, she will have to wait months for the birth of her child, and 

though the narrative is silent here about Mary’s internal response to this reality, it seems plausible to infer 

that she would experience those months as a time of pronounced waiting. Her initial action—a hurried trip 

to Elizabeth (1:39–40)—does not itself manifest waiting, but Elizabeth’s blessing, which focuses on Mary’s 
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Zechariah: the faith(fulness)/trust that facilitates joy-according-to-Luke may involve 

waiting, but it has other dimensions as well. Taken together, the several (eventually) 

jubilant characters of the infancy narrative indicate that the requisite faith(fulness)/trust 

does not always include—though it may sometimes require—extended, conscious 

waiting. 

Second, though, one might also maintain that Luke’s portrayal of Mary actually 

does imply a certain sort of waiting prior to her reception of Gabriel’s news. When God 

intervenes in her life in an unexpected way and time, Mary’s trusting response arguably 

suggests that she has indeed been waiting, in some more general sense, for divine 

intervention on behalf of God’s people (1:46–55). Her scripturally allusive, faith-filled 

response in the Magnificat—to which I will return below (1.3.4.3)—supports this 

suggestion. Through its echoes of Israel’s Scriptures, Mary’s speech locates her within 

the community of faithful Israel that has been waiting for God’s intervention for decades 

and more, even if she personally has not yet had the opportunity to wait for many years.  

Third, if we consider the narrative time between the annunciation to Mary and her 

rejoicing, we can note a more direct, personal sort of waiting. Immediately after she 

 

 

faith in what is yet to come (1:45), implicitly frames Mary’s faith(fulness)/trust in relation to waiting. 

Following Jesus’s birth, several narrative asides about Mary confirm that she is one who waits and does so 

reflectively, as illustrated by the repeated references to her thoughtful pondering over the great things that 

are said about her infant child (2:19, 51).  
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accepts her commission, the angel departs (1:38). Mary’s initial action—a hurried trip to 

Elizabeth (1:39–40)240—does not itself manifest waiting. However, Elizabeth’s blessing, 

which focuses on Mary’s faith in the still future fulfillment of the angelic message 

(“Blessed is she-who-believed that241 there will be [ἔσται] a fulfillment of the things 

spoken to her by the Lord” [1:45]) highlights Mary’s trust regarding events that are yet to 

come. In a sense, then, Elizabeth implicitly frames Mary’s faith(fulness)/trust in relation 

to waiting, and she does so just before Mary explicitly rejoices (1:46–55).  

 

240 A surprising amount of scholarly ink has been spilt over the question of how we should interpret the 

emotional tone of this trip. Fitzmyer is opposed to psychologizing Mary’s haste, deeming it “merely the 

proper reaction to the heavenly sign that has just been given” (Gospel, 1:362). I tend to agree. However, 

some interpreters propose that Mary’s haste in journeying to her kinswoman already evinces joy, in which 

case her joy response would be more immediate than my argument here allows. For example, Inselmann 

notes that Ambrose of Milan saw the haste of Mary’s journey to Elizabeth as indicative of joy (Freude, 

175n89, citing Lagrange; see further in the same note for a discussion of scholars who do or do not 

advocate a psychologizing interpretation of Mary’s trip). Inselmann—who maintains that haste is 

associated with receiving (news of) joy in Luke’s Gospel (see Freude, 189)—seems favorably disposed 

toward this view (Freude, 175–176), though she later indicates that it is in Mary’s jubilant Magnificat that 

the performative implications of the angelic greeting in 1:28 have their effect (Freude, 178; see also 180). 

While it is certainly not unimaginable that Mary rejoices in/during her hasty trip itself, I do not think there 

is sufficient narrative evidence to conclude that we should assume her joy prior to her expression of it in 

1:47.  

Another possibility is that Mary rejoices when greeting Elizabeth. De Long may imply that joy is 

suggested by Mary’s “greeting” to Elizabeth in 1:40, since this greeting prompts John’s joyful leaping 

(Surprised, 143). However, she recognizes that Mary does not “fulfil[l] Gabriel’s exhortation to rejoice” till 

Luke 1:28 (De Long, Surprised, 145). In my view, narrative evidence does not suffice to suggest that Mary 

either used joy language (χαίρω) in her greeting to Elizabeth or expressed joy herself via this greeting 

(whatever words she may have used). Hence, I will treat 1:47 as the first narrativized instance of Mary’s 

joy. 
241 I here follow Green, who argues for translating ὅτι in 1:45 as “that,” not “because,” due to (1) the 

somewhat parallel usage in Acts 27:25, where “that” clearly seems to be the better translation and (2) the 

fact that this translation coheres with the quite pervasive parallelism between Mary and Zechariah, who 

(conversely) “did not believe, yet, the angel affirms, these things will still be fulfilled (v 20)” (Green, 

Gospel, 96n11).  
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In sum, Luke’s depiction of Mary—a young woman, introduced without explicit 

notices of extended waiting in her own life—suggests that prolonged, personal waiting 

does not always play a prominent part in facilitating joy-according-to-Luke. 

Nevertheless, Mary’s case does not finally nullify the claim, made above with reference 

to Zechariah and the other aged characters in Luke 1–2, that faith(fulness)/trust—

exhibited if need be in extended waiting—helps to make way for appropriate rejoicing in 

Luke’s narrative. Set against each other, Zechariah and Mary narratively underscore that 

the shape of the faith(fulness)/trust that facilitates joy is in some respects situation-

specific, even as Mary’s implicit identification with God’s long-waiting people highlights 

the communal dimension of faith(fulness)/trust-while-waiting. Further, Mary’s own 

characterization later in the narrative suggests that she, too, eventually experiences 

waiting—for the birth of her son, and even more so for the fulfillment of the lofty things 

said of him—and does so with an attitude of trusting wonder (2:19, 51). 

1.3.3 Zechariah, Mary, and the Timing of Rejoicing: Faith(fulness)/Trust and 

Delayed Joy over the Promise of Joyous Circumstances  

I turn now to a more complicated point of similarity-with-difference between 

Zechariah and Mary, one that revolves around the timing of their rejoicing and the 

narrative’s implied evaluation of their respective responses to Gabriel. I have discussed 

Zechariah’s delay in joy above (1.2.2), but as several scholars have noted, Mary’s joy 

also does not come immediately after she receives the news of her impending 
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motherhood. Only after her journey to Elizabeth’s home and reception of Elizabeth’s 

blessing does Mary overtly rejoice, declaring, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit 

rejoiced (ἠγαλλίασεν) in God my Savior” (1:46–47).242 Luke provides no indication of 

Mary rejoicing, verbally or nonverbally, prior to these words.243 However, neither does 

Luke give any indication that the lag between Mary’s reception of joyous news and her 

actual rejoicing is problematic. Mary’s delay in joy, if one may call it that, apparently 

does not merit blame, either in itself or as a manifestation of some other failing that 

prevents proper joyfulness. This stands in contrast to what one finds in the case of 

Zechariah, analyzed above. Perhaps, someone might object, Luke’s handling of Mary’s 

(delayed) joy suggests that I have placed undue emphasis on Zechariah’s slowness to 

rejoice.  

 

242 The use of the aorist tense in Mary’s song has been extensively discussed. On the question of the aorist 

tense specifically of ἠγαλλίασεν (particularly striking given the present-tense μεγαλύνει), see Green, 

Gospel, 102–3n31. The aorist tense in the Magnificat indicates “that what God has done for Mary—her 

election and miraculous conception—signifies a fundamental shift in history,” such that she can speak of 

God’s saving work toward the community also as a past event (Green, Gospel, 104). For more on the aorist 

verbs and the debate about how to interpret them in the Magnificat, see Inselmann, Freude, 179, (who 

follows Mittmann-Richert’s interesting suggestion that in 1:47 we have “der affektive Aorsit”); Bovon, 

Luke 1, 57, 60, 64, and 64n91 (with further references); Carroll, Luke, 48; Parsons, Luke, 41; Wolter, 

Gospel, 1:93, 95; Brown, Birth, 336, 648–49; and Clarice J. Martin, “Mary’s Song,” in Dictionary of Jesus 

and the Gospels: A Compendium of Contemporary Biblical Scholarship, ed. Joel B. Green, I. Howard 

Marshall, and Scott McKnight (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1992), 525–526, esp. 526. See also 

Smyth’s discussion of the “dramatic aorist,” which is “used in the dialogue parts of tragedy and comedy to 

denote a state of mind or an act expressing a state of mind … occurring to the speaker in the moment just 

passed.” See Herbert Weiner Smyth, A Greek Grammar for Colleges (New York: American Book 

Company), 1920, §1937. Thanks to Ross Wagner for drawing my attention to this discussion. 
243 See note 239, above, regarding whether there is any joy implied by her hurried trip to see her 

kinswoman.  
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The present subsection will address this objection through narrative analysis of 

the juxtaposition of Zechariah and Mary as joy-related foils, focusing primarily on their 

interactions with Gabriel. I will begin by explaining why readers/hearers have reason to 

expect Mary’s joy (1.3.3.1). If readers/hearers are primed to anticipate Mary’s rejoicing, 

then the fact that she does not immediately rejoice is striking and merits further attention. 

Significantly, the lag between the annunciation to Mary and her subsequent jubilation 

contributes to what De Long has rightly identified as a chiastic parallelism between 

Mary’s and Zechariah’s (delay in) joyful praise.244  

The multiple parallels between these two future parents provide a backdrop 

against which differences in their interactions with Gabriel stand out all the more starkly. 

To flesh out this point, in the second subsection below I will sketch some of the common 

ground between Zechariah and Mary, before highlighting the significant difference in 

Gabriel’s responses to their seemingly similar (and, in both cases, not-yet-joyful) 

reactions to his words (1.3.3.2). Much as with the issue of faithful waiting (see above, 

1.3.2), the tension between Gabriel’s judgment of the aged priest and Gabriel’s implied 

assessment of Mary does not so much undermine my earlier claims about Zechariah as it 

provides further clarification regarding the conditions for joy-according-to-Luke. In hope 

of showing how this is so, the final part of this subsection will draw attention to 

 

244 See, e.g., Surprised, 148–49. 
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significant details in the wider narrative context that help to explain Gabriel’s contrasting 

evaluations of the future parents’ responses to the angelic message (1.3.3.3).  

As will be seen, through its inclusion of Mary as a foil for Zechariah, the infancy 

narrative underscores from a different angle a point that I hinted at above with reference 

to Zechariah alone. Simply put, for Luke, the speed with which one enters into joy 

matters less than does the posture in which one receives the reliable announcement and/or 

advent of joyous circumstances. In Luke’s narrativization of joy and what facilitates it, 

Mary’s case makes space for a delayed (but not therefore blameworthy) response to the 

often-disruptive advent of joy-conducive circumstances.245 Her example suggests that 

slowness to respond with joy need not be a sign of failed faith—even if, as Zechariah 

demonstrates, it may sometimes be just that.  

1.3.3.1 Mary and the Expectation of Rejoicing 

Since discussions of the Lukan infancy narrative do not often dwell on Mary’s 

delay in joy, I will begin by explaining why it makes sense to speak of her “delay” in joy 

at all. Mary clearly does rejoice (1:47); indeed, Luke makes this more explicit in her case 

than he does in the case of Zechariah. It is also arguably true that she does not rejoice 

immediately after hearing Gabriel’s message (1:28–37).246 Whether Mary’s joy can be 

 

245 Cf. Peter Gomes’s emphasis on the need to attend to what he calls Mary’s “wariness, her caution, indeed 

her reluctance to being pushed into joy” (Good Book, 232, quoted in Spencer, Luke, 41n19). 
246 A few scholars maintain that Mary’s very acceptance of Gabriel’s message is joyful (e.g., Brown, Birth, 

319, and possibly Conver, though Conver gives this impression in passing and subsequently launches into 
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fairly characterized as “delayed” depends on whether readers/hearers have good reason to 

expect her to rejoice sooner than she does. That we do is suggested by at least three lines 

of evidence: (1) the thematic emphases and structural devices in the broader narrative 

context; (2) the general content of Gabriel’s message to Mary; and, perhaps, (3) the 

angel’s word of greeting itself.247 In what follows, I will discuss each of these lines of 

evidence in turn, briefly treating those which seem most secure before offering an 

 

 

discussion of her more complex narrated emotional reaction to the angelic greeting [“The Portrayal,” 135–

136]). However, her joy within the annunciation scene itself is not clearly indicated by the narrative. I tend 

more to concur with Wolter, who argues that the point is not how Mary feels about her answer but rather 

that she “gives [the annunciation] her unreserved trust (see v. 45)—irrespective of whether or not she 

rejoices over it” (Gospel, 85). Of course, she will later rejoice, in keeping with Gabriel’s word (1:28, 45); if 

Mary rejoiced already (implicitly) in 1:38, though, Elizabeth might have mentioned this as well as faith in 

her commendation of the younger woman. 
247 Of the possible “greeting of joy” in Luke 1:28, Inselmann aptly observes, “Es ist zwar nicht die erste 

Belegstelle für das Phänomen der Freude im Lukasevangelium (vg. Lk 1,14), doch die umstrittenste” 

(Freude, 147). Inselmann offers the most thorough recent discussion of 1:28 of which I am aware: she 

covers the state of the scholarly conversation about this verse; reviews at length the evidence for χαῖρε 

being polyvalent in antiquity, discusses the term as greeting and as joy-command, brings in tradition- and 

form-critical analysis, reviews the reception history among the church fathers, offers syntagmatic analysis 

of Luke 1:28 in its immediate literary context, and more (see Freude, 148–175). This extended attention 

reflects the fact that Inselmann finds greetings and encounters to be one of the major loci for joy in Luke’s 

Gospel. Thus, her Kapitel 8 is titled as follows: “Die Freude in Gruß und Begegnung (Lk 1–2)” (see 

Freude, 146–91; on the Visitation, for example, see Freude, 178). I cannot here engage with all of the 

evidence Inselmann adduces, though I will engage with selected details of her argument below. I would 

also note more generally, here at the outset, that Inselmann’s extremely extensive and careful treatment of 

the question leads her to favor the sort of both/and reading (χαῖρε as both greeting and call-to-joy) that I 

will advocate. Inselmann registers that joy occurs in Luke 1:14, but she does not focus on Zechariah’s 

movement into joy at length; however, she of course does discuss the parallels between the angelic word to 

Mary and to Zechariah (see esp. 166–69 and the tables on 167–68 and 183). In this connection she 

concludes: “der formkritische Vergleich, wie gegenüber Zacharias bzw. Maria in Lk 1 jeweils ein Kind 

verheißen wird, spricht deutlich dafür, den χαῖρε-Gruß als Aufruf zur Freude zu interpretieren” (Freude, 

169).  
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extended discussion of the more debatable relevance of Gabriel’s opening word of 

salutation.  

To begin with, (1) the broader narrative context lends plausibility to the 

suggestion that readers/hearers might expect Mary to rejoice in response to Gabriel’s 

message, such that her initial failure to do so could be justifiably described as a “delay” 

in joy. As widely recognized, the Lukan infancy narrative as a whole strongly 

foregrounds joy—especially in chapter 1. Moreover, as I will further discuss below, 

Zechariah and Mary parallel each other in several other respects in Luke 1, an early 

instance of Luke’s oft-noted tendency to set up male-female pairings. Given that the 

(somewhat delayed) movement into joy figures importantly in Zechariah’s 

characterization and development, it would not be surprising if joy, and perhaps 

specifically delayed joy, also played a part in Luke’s treatment of Mary.  

This narrative context matters greatly for interpreting the other two lines of 

evidence to be discussed here. Because of the foregrounding of joy in the infancy 

narrative generally and the emphasis on delayed joy in Zechariah’s case in particular, the 

joy motif and the issue of delayed joy may be evoked in relation to Mary through cues 

that would be too subtle to suggest (delayed) joy in other, less joy-oriented narrative 

contexts.248  

 

248 The narrative context supports the interpretation of χαῖρε advanced here in other ways as well. For 

instance, Inselmann notes that the extraordinary context of the exchange (an angelophany) increases the 
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Such cues are easily discerned in (2) the second line of evidence mentioned 

above, i.e., the general content of Gabriel’s message to Mary. Indeed, the angel’s 

message itself might suffice to suggest the propriety of a joyful response, prompting 

readers/hearers to expect Mary’s rejoicing—particularly given the conventional scriptural 

portrayal of pregnancy and childbirth as joyous occasions, discussed above. Admittedly, 

the unprecedented (and socially awkward249) manner in which Mary is to conceive a 

child might make one hesitant to extrapolate the appropriate emotional response in her 

case from the precedents set by other new or expectant mothers. Even if so, however, 

other components of Gabriel’s message—such as his description of Mary’s child’s lofty 

redemptive-historical role250 and his mention of Elizabeth’s long-awaited pregnancy 

(1:32–33, 35–37)—would seem to provide ample reason to rejoice. 

 

 

likelihood of a polyvalent sense in Gabriel’s opening χαῖρε; in Greek literature, she finds, such out-of-the-

ordinary contexts were precisely the ones in which a play on this word was more likely: “Die semantische 

Polyvalenz [of χαῖρε] wird gerade in außergewöhnlichen Situationen reflektiert und präsent, die vom 

konventionellen Standard abweichen. Das gilt auch in Lk 1,28: Ein Engelsbesuch ist ein Erlebnis, das 

menschliches Erfahrungswissen durchbricht … ein Begegnung mit der Sphäre Gottes!” (Inselmann, 

Freude, 155). Inselmann further suggests that it is precisely the unprecedented character of the visit that 

prompts Mary’s puzzlement over the greeting χαῖρε (Freude, 155). Another consideration that Inselmann 

notes is the lack of a balancing farewell address when the angel leaves Mary, “was noch einmal den 

Eindruck über die Relevanz des χαῖρε-Grußes am Beginn bestärkt” (Freude, 157). 
249 González suggests that Mary’s query to Gabriel in Luke 1:34 “is not only an expression of amazement at 

what would seem impossible” but “also a word of alarm and perhaps also of protest” in view of the 

stigmatization that she would face as someone who was to become pregnant prior to marriage (Luke, 21). 
250 This is not unrelated to the question I will take up next, i.e., the interpretation of Gabriel’s opening 

word. Lyonnet, for example, argues that many of the OT passages evoked by χαῖρε are messianically 

charged, as is of course the annunciation to Mary (Stanislas Lyonnet, “ΧΑΙΡΕ ΚΕΧΑΡΙΤΩΜΕΝΗ,” 

Biblica 20.2 (1939): 131–41, esp. 133). This leads him to conclude that joy, so “caractéristique de toute 
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Finally, turning to (3) the third line of evidence previewed above: a more direct, 

albeit subtler, cue for Mary’s rejoicing perhaps comes in Gabriel’s greeting itself.251 The 

opening of Gabriel’s address to Mary in the Lukan infancy narrative is well known. As 

the NRSV puts it, “Greetings, favored one, the Lord is with you!” (Luke 1:28). Most 

modern English translations offer a similar rendering of the verse,252 taking the angel’s 

first word, χαῖρε, as a simple salutation. Such a translation makes a certain sort of 

obvious good sense. Gabriel is just now encountering Mary and so might be expected to 

greet her; moreover, as is widely recognized, the verb χαίρω commonly served as a word 

of greeting in the ancient Greek-speaking world.253 However, some have argued for a 

 

 

annonce messianique” in both Testaments, is fitting also “dans l’annonce messianique par excellence” 

(Lyonnet, “ΧΑΙΡΕ,” 134). 
251 The import of Gabriel’s greeting as a whole and his opening word in particular has been the subject of 

voluminous scholarly debate, with which I will engage selectively below. As noted above, Inselmann is 

particularly helpful with regard to the debate about χαῖρε (Freude, 148–175). Curiously, though his aim is 

to promote affectively attuned readings of the Bible and his extensive engagement with secondary literature 

suggests that he is surely aware of this debate, Kuhn does not take up the possible polyvalence of Gabriel’s 

χαῖρε in Heart, 78, 83–84. As others have noted, arguments about the translation of χαῖρε sometimes being 

implicitly or explicitly taken up into and influenced by larger debates about Mariology, both within Roman 

Catholicism and between Roman Catholic and Protestant perspectives. 
252 There are exceptions, however; for instance, the New Jerusalem Bible does use “Rejoice” for χαῖρε in 

Luke 1:28.  
253 “In ancient Greek literature as a whole, the imperative form of χαίρω functions primarily but not 

exclusively as a standard greeting” (De Long, Surprised, 139, citing LSJ). That the term does here function 

as a greeting (even if not only that) is confirmed by the fact that 1:29 refers to the angelic message as a 

greeting (see for example Bovon, Luke 1, 50, though Bovon goes on to note that “the profane [greeting] 

meaning … could occasionally attain the original, more vivid sense of a call of joy,” if (“as here”) the 

context is suggestive of this [50]). 
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more explicitly joy-related translation of the verb in this context, drawing out the more 

literal sense of χαίρω: “Rejoice, favored one; the Lord is with you!” (1:28).254 

Without denying that Gabriel’s opening word to Mary is a greeting,255 I concur 

with those who, emphasizing the polyvalence of χαῖρε, take it also to carry overtones of 

joy in this context: “Rejoice!”256 At the very least, the polyvalence of the term alerts 

 

254 See references in the following note for several scholars who interpret Gabriel’s opening word as having 

some connection to “joy” in a strong sense. Although many scholars writing on Lukan joy do perceive 

overtones of joy in Luke 1:28, I should emphasize that this is by no means a settled consensus view in the 

wider field of NT scholarship. As De Long points out, opinions are split on the issue (Surprised, 139). 

Brown, for example, argues for hearing the angel’s opening word as simply a greeting (Brown, Birth, 321–

24). Brown also offers a summary of debates about χαῖρε in Luke 1:28 (Birth, 321–24, with engagement 

with more recent secondary scholarship on 631). 
255 As Inselmann acknowledges, “Dass die Form χαῖρε im vorliegenden Kontext [i.e., Luke 1:28] die 

Funktion eines Grußes erfüllt und eine Kommunikationseröffnung signalisiert, ist offensichtlich” (Freude, 

155). She goes on to discuss the important pragmatic, psychological, and sociological functions that even a 

purely ordinary greeting serves, noting that too narrowly theological and philosophical approaches to the 

debate about χαῖρε in Luke 1:28 may obscure the affective dimension even of an ordinary greeting (Freude, 

155). For instance, one sociological observation Inselmann makes is that the angel’s use of a conventional 

greeting would, even if that were all the term were in this context, show a certain measure of respect for 

Mary—a note of respect not sounded, interestingly, in the angelic messages to Zechariah and later to the 

shepherds (Freude, 156). Another interesting proposal comes in Inselmann’s consideration of whether the 

angel’s greeting could function as a certain sort of performative language in the vein described by J. L. 

Austin (Freude, 157–58). She reasons that such an interpretation (taking χαῖρε as something like a blessing 

[Segen]) will be justified if it can be shown from the subsequent narrative that the greeting effects a change 

in Mary’s behavior or self-understanding (“wenn sich im Folgenden eine Änderung des Verhaltens oder 

des Selbstverständnisses bei Maria aufzeigen lässt,” Freude, 160). Inselmann ultimately sees Mary’s 

Magnificat as completing the act begun in the angelic greeting (Freude, 180). Filling a lacuna in 

scholarship, Inselmann also offers reflections on the topic of greeting-behaviors (Grußverhalten) in the NT 

more broadly (Freude, 158–60; see also 188–89). 
256 Inselmann takes the same position, concluding “dass die Form χαῖρε in Lk 1,28 bedeutungsoffen und 

ambivalent gelesen und daher auch als Imperativ „freu dich“ verstanden werden kann” (Freude, 160). On 

the possibility of χαῖρε being taken “als Imperativ zur Freude,” see Inselmann, Freude, 160–62. De Long 

(Surprised, 139) is one of several recent Anglophone scholars who accept a “strong,” joy-related 

interpretation of Gabriel’s greeting. Conver comments, “Even an untrained reader can recognize the poetic 

craft of Luke” in Gabriel’s first two words, an artistry that Conver sees in (among other things) the double 

entendre created by χαῖρε (“The Portrayal,” 135). Conver reasons that Luke tends to make plays on words; 

moreover, “[i]f Luke had intended a simple greeting, εἰρήνη could have been used” (“The Portrayal,” 135). 

The word play is noted by others, e.g., Morrice, Joy, 92.  
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readers/hearers to the joyousness of the news that Gabriel is about to tell, strengthening 

the expectation of Mary’s rejoicing that would in any case be fostered by the 

considerations discussed above. Four strands of evidence further support interpreting 

Gabriel’s greeting in this “strong” sense—i.e., as a command to Mary, or at least a 

prompt for readers/hearers to look for her rejoicing: (1) Luke’s narrative foregrounding of 

Gabriel’s greeting per se; (2) the form of χαίρω in 1:28; (3) the usage of this verb 

elsewhere in Luke-Acts; and (4) the possible scriptural intertexts in play in Gabriel’s 

salutation.257  

First of all, then, it is significant that (1) Luke draws readers’/hearers’ attention to 

Gabriel’s greeting through Mary’s initial reaction to it. Mary puzzles specifically over 

Gabriel’s salutation (1:29). The point bears underscoring: Luke does not portray Mary’s 

initial response to Gabriel—confusion and reasoning/wondering (διαλογίζομαι, 1:29)—as 

a reaction to the angel’s appearance,258 startling though angelophanies conventionally are 

 

257 In fact, still additional arguments could be adduced in favor of the interpretation advanced here. For 

example, see Inselmann’s syntagmatic analysis of Luke 1:28–30 (Freude, 172–175). Patristic evidence may 

also favor this interpretation: Inselmann, following Lyonnet, maintains that the church fathers interpreted 

the angelic greeting as an invitation to joy (“als Aufruf zur Freude,” Freude, 170). It would be beyond my 

purposes here to follow the reception history through and beyond the patristic period, but for some 

examples and discussion, see Inselmann, Freude, 170–172. She traces the loss of the sense of polyvalence 

to the translation of the text into Latin: “[D]as erste Wort Gabriels in Lk 1,28 [ist] auf der Grundalge der 

Vulgata nur noch als Gruß interpretiert worden”; in contrast, Inselmann indicates that the Eastern Church 

retained the imperative understanding of χαῖρε in Luke 1:28 (Freude, 171). Of course, as she 

acknowledges, that the church fathers interpreted 1:28 as implying also a joy-command does not tell us 

whether this interpretation is correct; it does, however, suggest the plausibility of such a reading 

(Inselmann, Freude, 171). 
258 Some MSS do insert the participle ἰδουσα into 1:29, so that Mary’s confusion and wondering might be 

construed as partly a response to the very appearance of the angel (see also discussion in, e.g., Fitzmyer, 
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in both Luke-Acts and Israel’s Scriptures.259 Instead, what catches Mary’s attention and 

gives her pause is what this angel says: “She was thoroughly confused by the 

word/statement260 (ἐπὶ τῷ λόγῳ) and was wondering what sort of greeting (ἀσπασμὸς) 

this could be” (1:29).261 Mary’s somewhat surprising fixation on the angel’s salutation 

prompts readers to attend carefully to Gabriel’s opening words. All that Gabriel has said 

to Mary at this point is, “χαῖρε [again, often translated as ‘greetings’], favored one, the 

Lord is with you” (1:28). What about this greeting perplexes Mary—and perplexes her 

more pointedly, it would seem, than does the very presence of an angel?  

 

 

Gospel, 1:346). The KJV, which follows this variant, renders the verse as follows: “And when she saw 

[Gabriel], she was troubled at his saying, and cast in her mind what manner of salutation this should be.” 

However, even with this textually dubious participle included, Luke’s wording in the rest of the verse still 

ties both of Mary’s cognitive-emotive responses more directly to Gabriel’s speech than to his mere 

appearance: she “was thoroughly confused (διεταράχθη) by his word” and “was wondering (διελογίζετο) 

what sort of greeting this might be” (1:29).  
259 See similarly De Long, Surprised, 141. As she points out, “The most natural referent for the word 

ἀσπασμός is χαῖρε,” and the fact that this greeting puzzles Mary “signals to the reader that the angelic 

greeting is not a standard means of address in her (narrative) world” (141, emphasis original).  
260 Of course, λόγος has a range of possible meanings in this context and likely refers to the whole of what 

Gabriel has said thus far. In relation to the argument I will develop here, it may be worth noting that LSJ 

lists “command” as an attested meaning of the term (λόγος, II.5).  
261 As Inselmann rightly points out, “Lukas selbst markiert diesen Gruß als erschreckend und 

außergewöhnlich durch die folgende Reaktion Marias,” raising the question of what exactly strikes Mary as 

odd in the angel’s words (Freude, 149); see also her further discussion on 173, where she proposes the 

implication that the greeting is, for Luke, not about conventional rhetoric but rather about theology (“[Es] 

geht … nicht um konventionelle Rhetorik, sondern um Theologie!” [Freude, 173]). See similarly, among 

others, Carroll, Luke, 39–40; Spencer, Luke, 41; and Wolter, Gospel, 1:76–77. Carroll seems tentatively 

open to the possibility of a joy-command in the greeting (Luke, 40n8). Wolter comments, with reference to 

the greeting as a whole, “The phrasing of the greeting has caused not only Mary in v. 29 but also the 

interpreters of Luke to ask about its particular nature and meaning” (Gospel, 1:76). 
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Luke does not further specify the focal point of Mary’s initial puzzlement, but 

several possibilities suggest themselves. To be sure, not all of these have any direct 

connection to joy. For instance, perhaps Gabriel’s assurance that the “Lord is with” Mary 

prompts her confusion. In Israel’s Scriptures, the LORD being “with” an individual in this 

emphatic sense often marks the person in question as specially favored and/or as 

someone who has a special role in God’s redemptive purposes.262 It is a scriptural turn of 

phrase of which Luke seems to be well aware, insofar as Stephen allusively integrates it 

into his review of Israel’s history in Acts (Acts 7:9 [μετά]; cf. Gen 39:2 [παρά]; 39:21 

[μετά]). Perhaps Mary, for reasons not made explicit in the narrative, finds it baffling that 

the Lord would be “with” her in this special sense.263  

 

262 See also Green, Gospel, 87. Green observes that the designation in the OT often is applied to “a person 

chosen by God for a special purpose in salvation history” and that “in such contexts this phrase [‘the Lord 

is with you’] assures human agents of divine resources and protection” (Gospel, 87). He cites as examples 

Genesis 26:24; 28:15; and Exodus 3:12; and Jeremiah 1:8, with particularly pronounced parallels in Judg 

6:11–18. Further, Green also notes the occurrence of the phrase in a similar context later in the Lukan 

corpus, in Acts 18:9–10 (Gospel 87n28). In a related vein, Lyonnet proposes that Mary’s response to the 

angel may be accounted for if we suppose that she heard messianic overtones in the greeting (based on OT 

echoes); Lyonnet sees the angelic word about “do not fear” as evoking these OT intertexts as well (see 

Lyonnet, “ΧΑΙΡΕ,” esp. 134–135). 
263 Cf. Gideon’s response to the angel of the LORD telling him, “The LORD is with you” (Judg 6:12). 

Gideon also finds this claim puzzling, but his reasons for doing so are unlike anything explicitly said of 

Mary in Luke 1. First, Gideon questions whether the Lord really can be with him and his people, given 

their dire straits (Judg 6:13); when told that he himself is being sent as deliverer, Gideon switches tactics 

and questions his worthiness for the job (6:14). There is no reason at all to think that Mary doubts Gabriel’s 

claim that the Lord is with her, and although one might speculate about Mary feeling inadequate for this 

honor, Luke does not actually give this as an explanation for her confusion.  
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Though it has fewer scriptural connections,264 the same basic confusion might 

arise over Gabriel’s designation of Mary as one who has been favored (κεχαριστωμένη, 

1:28). Perhaps Mary finds it surprising that she should be shown grace in this way.265 As 

Green observes, Gabriel’s “greeting and declaration of Mary’s favored status (v 28) form 

an inclusio with his reassurance of divine favor (v 30) around Mary’s perplexity (v 29),” 

and such strong emphasis on her honored status, which the narrative’s characterization of 

Mary thus far has not led readers/hearers to expect, may itself explain her wondering.266 

In support of this suggestion, it might also be noted that part of what Mary rejoices over 

in the Magnificat is precisely her divinely bestowed honor (1:46–49).  

Even so, it is possible that Mary is also or instead taken aback by Gabriel’s 

opening word itself—the greeting proper: χαῖρε.267 Luke perhaps draws attention to the 

word through the repetition of similar-sounding terms in the immediate context 

(κεχαριστωμένη in 1:28 and χάριν in 1:30). Given that χαίρω was a highly conventional 

term of greeting in first-century Greek, it is not immediately clear why this salutation 

 

264 The verb χαριτόω also occurs in Sirach 18:17, but this passage has no obvious relevance to Luke 1:28. 
265 Thus Inselmann, when arguing that the extraordinary context of the exchange (an angelophany) supports 

a polyvalent reading of Gabriel’s opening χαῖρε, adds that the designation of Mary as “highly favored” 

underscores the unusual character of the conversation: “Der außerordentlichen Charakter des Grußes wird 

durch die titulierende Anrede κεχαριτωμένη noch deutlicher” (Freude, 155). 
266 E.g., Green, Gospel, 86.  
267 In support of this suggestion, we should note that Luke draws attention to the word through the 

repetition of similar-sounding terms in the immediate context (κεχαριστωμένη in 1:28 and χάριν in 1:30). 

Others have noted this wordplay. For example, Green, who also translates Gabriel’s opening word as 

“Rejoice” (emphasis original), points out that the angel’s first few words “are related by alliteration in the 

Greek and by their conjoining of two motifs interwoven throughout the Gospel: God acts graciously, 

people respond (appropriately) with joy and praise” (86). See also mention of alliteration in Lyonnet, 

ΧΑΙΡΕ, 131; see also Inselmann, Freude, 156. 
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should be perplexing. However, Mary’s seemingly undermotivated confusion about the 

angelic greeting may itself be telling. Her puzzling perplexity may signal that Mary 

understands χαῖρε here to function not only as a salutation but also as something more: an 

unexpected command to “rejoice,” a command which precedes the annunciation of her 

impending pregnancy and even the assurance that the Lord is with her.  

Like any attempt to account for Mary’s underexplained bafflement at the angel’s 

greeting, this proposal must remain tentative. However, there are good reasons to think 

that the angel’s χαῖρε does carry overtones of joy here for readers/hearers of Luke’s 

Gospel, whether or not Mary herself picks up on (or should have picked up on) the 

double entendre implicit in Gabriel’s salutation. Several of the more general 

considerations discussed above prove relevant here. For example, the foregrounding of 

joy elsewhere in Luke 1 lends greater plausibility to the claim that the χαῖρε of 1:28 

would have at least some connotation of “Rejoice!” for readers/hearers of Luke’s Gospel. 

The several other correspondences between Zechariah and Mary, further examined 

below, provide additional narrative grounds for hearing χαῖρε in 1:28 as suggestive of 

“Rejoice!” Such an interpretation would clarify how—as one might expect would be the 

case—the infancy narrative’s prominent joy motif is woven into the marked parallelism 

between Zechariah and Mary. Given the “step-parallelism” with which the Lukan infancy 

narrative tacitly elevates Jesus over John, it would be surprising indeed if joy were linked 
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to the annunciation of John the Baptist’s birth but not to that of his later-born-but-greater 

kinsman, Jesus.268 Rather, the inclusion of a parallel reference to joy seems more likely: 

Table 4: Joy in Both Annunciations? 

 

Luke 1:14 (Gabriel to Zechariah) Luke 1:28 (Gabriel to Mary) 

 

καὶ ἔσται χαρά σοι  

καὶ ἀγαλλίασις 

καὶ πολλοὶ ἐπὶ τῇ γενέσει αὐτοῦ  

χαρήσονται. 

 

καὶ εἰσελθὼν πρὸς αὐτὴν εἶπεν·  

χαῖρε [greetings/rejoice?: second-person 

imperative], 

κεχαριτωμένη, ὁ κύριος μετὰ σοῦ. 

 

 

A divinely authorized angel first foretells that Zechariah will have joy and 

gladness (ἔσται χαρά σοι καὶ ἀγαλλίασις, 1:14), with the future tense of that prediction 

 

268 So also Inselmann, Freude, 168 (with a helpful chart on 168 as well). Lyonnet, for example, also notes 

that the presence of joy language in the annunciation to Mary maintains the parallelism between the two 

parents-to-be (“ΧΑΙΡΕ,” 134). Admittedly, Mary is in any case associated with joy later in the infancy 

narrative (1:47), so even without the proposed “strong” interpretation of 1:28, the joy motif would play a 

part in the parallelism between her and Zechariah. However, the role of joy is more prominent and more 

structurally significant if one takes Gabriel’s greeting to Mary to be, at least in part, a command to rejoice. 

De Long further notes another narrative pattern that favors hearing “joy” in Gabriel’s greeting: “the infancy 

narrative contains three angelic announcements,” and the other two (to Zechariah and to the shepherds) 

both clearly do refer to joy, lending support to the suspicion that Gabriel’s message to Mary does so as well 

(Surprised, 141–42). Compare the interpretation of Wenkel, who, though he notes the possibility of hearing 

joy in 1:28, views this as unlikely because such an interpretation “makes Mary’s response less than pious 

and her fear a direct rejection of the angel’s command to rejoice” (Wenkel, Joy, 50). While Wenkel is 

correct that “the emphasis of Luke 1:26–38 is not on Mary’s immediate joyful response to the visitation of 

the angel” (Joy, 50, emphasis original), this observation does not at all rule out the possibility of the sort of 

delay-wrought narrative tension discussed above. Wenkel’s resistance to hearing joy in 1:28 leaves him 

with a difficulty: “[W]hy does joy appear in the Magnificat and not in the proclamation text to Mary?” 

(Joy, 50). In other words, it is (in his view) the absence of joy from Gabriel’s speech that is surprising, 

rather than the absence of joy from Mary’s immediate response (see Wenkel, Joy, 50, 59). Given the 

extensive parallels-with-differences between Zechariah and Mary, it seems more probable that the problem 

is the other way around: namely, joy is in Gabriel’s words but not (at first) in Mary’s response to them. 

Wenkel himself even allows that parallels between Elizabeth and Mary “create an anticipation of joy at the 

annunciation to Mary” (Joy, 58). On the much-discussed unequal parallelism between the two baby boys, 

see for example Fitzmyer, Gospel, 1:315; Green, Gospel, 51; and Inselmann, Freude, 147; see further 

above, in note 80. 
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perhaps also carrying a hint of command. Nevertheless, Zechariah does not (indeed 

cannot) immediately rejoice (1.2.2). A few months later, the same angel greets Mary in a 

way that also implies a command to rejoice (1:28). And yet, as De Long for instance has 

observed, Mary likewise does not immediately rejoice.269 This often-overlooked detail 

creates another point of connection with her counterpart, Zechariah, even as it also adds 

an intriguing layer of complexity to Luke’s portrayal of Mary and her joy.  

A second line of evidence, though inconclusive in itself, reinforces the view that 

Gabriel’s opening word may suggest “rejoice” in a strong sense. As already mentioned, 

(2) the angel’s message begins with χαῖρε (1:28), that is, the second-person singular 

imperative form of the verb χαίρω. While the imperatival form certainly does not rule out 

the possibility that the term should be taken purely as a greeting here,270 the form of the 

verb does at least leave open the possibility that, as Inselmann and others have argued, 

Gabriel’s first word to Mary is also a command to rejoice.271 The fact that Mary does, in 

fact, rejoice (albeit after some delay) further supports this possibility (1:47).272  

 

269 See De Long, Surprised, esp. 138–52. 
270 Although Luke-Acts offers no other instances in which the imperatival form of χαίρω functions as a 

greeting, such a usage is attested elsewhere, including within the NT. See, for example, Matthew 26:49; 

27:29; 28:9; Mark 15:8; and John 19:3 (also noted by Green, Gospel, 87n22). In at least one other case—

Jesus’s postresurrection greeting to the women in Matthew 28:9—one might perhaps make a case for an 

ambiguous combination of greeting and command-to-rejoice such as I am here claiming occurs in Luke 

1:28, though there are fewer narrative cues pointing in this direction in Matthew 28.  
271 In addition to the evidence already discussed, it might be noted that Inselmann views it as suggestive 

that κεχαριτωμένη occurs after χαῖρε in 1:28 with no definite article, “wärend bei einem feierlich Gruß mit 

folgendem Partizip häufig der Artikel belegt ist, um den participial ausgedrückten Status der gegrüßten 

Person besonders zu würdigen” (Freude, 160–61, drawing in part on Delebecque’s observations about the 
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This suggestion becomes more credible when one takes into account the third 

consideration noted above, (3) the usage of χαίρω elsewhere in Luke-Acts. It need hardly 

be said that this verb is one of the key joy terms in Luke-Acts. As De Long notes, the 

only other uses of the imperative form of the verb are clearly calls to “‘rejoice’ in 

response to divine salvation (Lk 6:23, 10:20).”273 Admittedly, χαίρω (including in the 

imperative form) does often serve as a conventional word of greeting in first-century 

Greek;274 however, this latter usage is uncommon in Luke-Acts.275Assuming Markan 

priority, we can note that Luke has not taken over the usage of χαῖρε as a (mocking) 

greeting in Mark 15:18, one of just two uses of this verb in Mark’s Gospel.276 Aside from 

 

 

form of the participle). Further, Inselmann maintains that in the case of verbs involving emotional shifts 

(“Verben der Gemütsbewegung”) such a participle often indicates the reason for the emotional shift; in the 

case of Luke 1:28, then, she proposes as a possible rendering the following: “Freue dich, weil du begnadet 

worden bist” (Freude, 161). She sees the “figurative etymology” produced by the juxtaposition of similar-

sounding words as augmenting the probability of this interpretation (Freude, 161; see references to relevant 

secondary literature in 161n47), particularly since χάρις and χαρᾶς are “häufig in einen kausalen oder 

konsekutiven Zusammengang gestellt” in ancient Greek (Freude, 161, with examples given on 162). 
272 Green notes the relevance of Mary’s eventual rejoicing to the question of how to interpret Gabriel’s 

greeting (Gospel, 87; see also De Long, Surprised).  
273 De Long, Surprised, 140. 
274 This is the third use reported in LSJ (see χαίρω, III.1). See also, e.g., De Long, Surprised, 139. 

Inselmann notes that, in literary contexts, χαῖρε/χαίρετε occurs most frequently in letter addresses but can 

occur with reference to reported verbal speech (“In literarischen Zusammenhängen ist diese 

Verwendungsweise [i.e, the term used as a greeting] vor allem in standardisierten Breifanreden zu 

erwarten. Aber sie kann auch in Texabschnitten begegnen, die verbal Gespräche referieren” [Freude, 152]). 
275 As De Long puts it, “While the general ubiquity of χαῖρε as an address cannot be denied, neither can it 

be considered a ‘standard greeting’ in the world of the Lukan narrative or its nearest antecedent [i.e., the 

LXX]” (Surprised, 140).  
276 Noted also by De Long, Surprised, 140n12. Also worth noting is that Luke has taken over Mark’s one 

other use of the verb (not a greeting: Mark 14:11; Luke 22:5), as well as Mark’s one use of the noun χαρά 

(Mark 4:16; Luke 8:13)—and has done so despite the fact that both of these Markan passages portray joy in 
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the contested case of Luke 1:28, the use of χαίρω as a greeting is illustrated in only two 

passages in the Lukan corpus, Acts 15:23 and Acts 23:26. Both of these passages differ 

from Luke 1:28 in that they use the infinitival (rather than imperatival) form of the verb 

(χαίρεν). Only in Luke 1:28 does the evangelist use the imperatival form of the verb in 

the context of a greeting. Moreover, in both instances in Acts, the term of greeting serves 

the clear literary purpose of marking off the opening of a letter that is embedded within 

Luke’s narrative (15:23; 23:25–26).277 Only in Luke 1:28 does Luke use χαίρω as a 

greeting in the context of a face-to-face exchange;278 even other angelophanies do not 

include this formality. Both Acts 15:23 and Acts 23:26, furthermore, include this greeting 

specifically as part of “letters intended for Greek audiences”—whereas Luke’s preferred 

term of greeting in wholly Jewish contexts (as would be the annunciation to Mary) is 

“peace” (εἰρήνη), not some form of χαίρω.279 None of this definitively proves that 

 

 

a somewhat dubious light (see further discussion of Luke 8:13 in chapter 2 and of 22:5 in chapter 3). This 

redactional pattern allows the inference that Luke did not avoid the term in Mark 15:18 simply because of 

its negative/ironic overtones. 
277 Even in the context of the letters in which χαίρειν clearly serves as a greeting, there may be one instance 

(Acts 15:23) in which this infinitive does carry overtones of joy—at least for the recipients of the letter 

and/or for the reader/hearer of Luke-Acts, whether or not those who pen the greeting within the narrative 

“intend” it to have this emotional charge. This is suggested by the fact that the response to the letter that 

begins with this greeting in Acts 15:23 is, in fact, rejoicing (see ἐχάρησαν in Acts 15:31; note also the 

response of some Jews to the situation that prompted the letter, ἐποίουν χαρὰν μεγάλην, 15:3). Morrice, for 

example, notes the possible play on words in the letter greeting in Acts 15:23 (Joy, 98). See further in 

appendix A. 
278 Cf. Mark 15:18; Matthew 26:49; 27:29; 28:9; and John 19:3. 
279 Green, Gospel, 87, citing for example Luke 10:5; 24:36. Fitzmyer traces the point back to Lyonette, 

though Fitzmyer himself favors interpreting χαῖρε simply as a conventional greeting in Luke 1:28 
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Gabriel’s opening word is anything more than a simple greeting; however, the distinctive 

form and context of Luke’s use of χαίρω in the angelic salutation to Mary does increase 

the plausibility of a “strong” (joy-command) interpretation of χαῖρε in Luke 1:28. 

From another angle, hearing Gabriel’s greeting as a call to rejoice also coheres 

well with the way in which joy and God’s gracious intervention are related elsewhere in 

Luke-Acts. As Green observes, “Gabriel’s opening words to Mary” effectively “conjoi[n] 

… two motifs interwoven throughout the Gospel: God acts graciously, people respond 

(appropriately) with joy and praise.”280 This cluster of motifs, of course, is not original to 

Luke-Acts, which brings me to the fourth point mentioned above: (4) possible Old 

Testament intertexts for Gabriel’s greeting further reinforce the suggestion that we should 

hear in the angel’s opening word a call to rejoice.281 As Green notes, Gabriel’s “greeting 

is reminiscent of Zeph 3:14–15; Zech 9:9; [and] Joel 2:21, where the formula is found: 

rejoice! + address + reference to the divine action or attitude to which joy is the proper 

 

 

(Fitzmyer, Gospel, 1:344–45). As Inselmann observes, the strongly septuagintal flavor of Luke 1–2 renders 

the choice of χαῖρε over εἰρήνη/shalom particularly noteworthy here (Freude, 151; see also 173). 

(Occasionally studies of Lukan joy include εἰρήνη among joy terms [e.g., Bernadicou, “Lucan Theology,” 

78; Navone, Themes, 72], but in my view this makes the category of “joy” excessively broad, as discussed 

in the introduction.) 
280 Green, Gospel, 86.  
281 E.g., Green, Gospel, 87. 
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response.”282 If, with Green, one takes “favored one” as effectively substituting for 

Mary’s name in 1:28, then it is easy to see how Gabriel’s salutation fits into this pattern: 

 

282 Green, Gospel, 87. These intertextual links (see also the chart) are very commonly noted in the 

secondary literature. See also, for example, De Long, Surprised, 156–60, 229; and Inselmann, Freude, 

162–63 (Inselmann goes on to discuss Midrashic and other evidence as well). Inselmann describes the OT 

precedents as consistently messianic and related to God’s saving activity (Freude, 163). Also noteworthy is 

De Long’s survey of the OT usage of χαῖρε; she finds that all but one instance imply a call to “‘rejoice’ in 

response to one of two events—either the acts of God in history (related specifically to the fate of Israel) or 

to childbirth”—events which, as she points out, “align closely with the story in Lk 1” (Surprised, 140). 
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Table 5: Intertextual Echoes and Gabriel’s Greeting as a Call to Rejoice 

 

Passage  Rejoice (Etc.)!  Addressee Because 

Zephaniah 

3:14–15 

χαῖρε σφόδρα  

 

 

κήρυσσε  

 

εὐφραίνου καὶ 

κατατέρπου ἐξ 

ὅλης τῆς καρδίας 

σου   

 

θύγατερ Σιων 

 

 

θύγατερ Ιερουσαλημ 

 

θύγατερ Ιερουσαλημ 

 

περιεῖλεν κύριος  

τὰ ἀδικήματά σου 

λελύτρωταί σε ἐκ 

χειρὸς ἐχθρῶν σου 

βασιλεὺς Ισραηλ 

κύριος ἐν μέσῳ 

σου οὐκ ὄψῃ κακὰ 

οὐκέτι 

 

Zechariah 9:9 χαῖρε σφόδρα  

 

κήρυσσε  

 

θύγατερ Σιων 

 

θύγατερ Ιερουσαλημ 

 

ἰδοὺ ὁ βασιλεύς  

σου ἔρχεταί σοι  

δίκαιος καὶ σῴζων  

αὐτός πραῢς καὶ  

ἐπιβεβηκὼς ἐπὶ  

ὑποζύγιον καὶ  

πῶλον νέον 

 

Joel 2:21 θάρσει χαῖρε καὶ  

εὐφραίνου  

 

γῆ 

 

ὅτι ἐμεγάλυνεν  

κύριος τοῦ ποιῆσαι 

 

Luke 1:28 χαῖρε  

 

κεχαριτωμένη 

 

ὁ κύριος μετὰ σοῦ 

 

 

Without claiming that Luke implies a one-to-one identification between Mary and 

the various OT figures who are thus greeted with a command to rejoice,283 the structural 

 

283 Green notes that some object to hearing Gabriel’s greeting as a call to “rejoice” because this 

interpretation has been tied to what they view as an implausible attempt “to identify Mary as ‘Daughter of 

Zion’” (Green, Gospel, 87). However, this identification “is not a necessary inference” from hearing joy in 

1:28 (see further Green, Gospel, 87n23). For one sustained critique of Lauretin’s argument for identifying 

Mary as the Daughter of Zion, see for example Salvador Muñoz Iglesias, “Estructura y Teología de Lucas 

I-II, Estudios Bíblicos 17.1 (1958): 101–7, esp. 103–5. See also the balanced discussion in De Long, 

Surprised, 157–160.  
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and thematic similarity is striking. Given the modification of χαῖρε by σφόδρα in 

Zephaniah 3:14 and Zechariah 9:9, as well as the parallelism between χαῖρε and 

εὐφραίνου in Joel 2:21, it is clear that χαῖρε serves in each of these OT passages as a call 

to rejoice, not merely as a straightforward greeting. At a general level, these passages 

confirm that—whatever one may think about the practical possibility or 

pastoral/psychological wisdom of “commanding” someone to rejoice—in Israel’s 

Scriptures, people can be and are commanded to rejoice.284 Particularly in view of the 

multiple other resonances with Israel’s Scriptures in Gabriel’s message to Mary,285 it 

seems likely that this OT pattern of commanding joy underlies the angel’s opening 

salutation to her. The scripturally attuned among Luke’s readers/hearers should 

accordingly hear χαῖρε in 1:28 (at least partly) as a command to “rejoice.”  

In sum, although Gabriel’s initial word to Mary could be taken as merely a 

conventional greeting, there is good reason to opt for a stronger interpretation of χαῖρε—

as “Hail!”, yes, but also as “Rejoice!”286 However counterintuitive it may seem to us 

 

284 I recognize that this is a controversial—and a psychologically/pastorally sensitive—issue. I will return 

to it below in relation to passages where a joy-command seems unambiguously present in Luke’s narrative 

(see chapter 2, as well as the conclusion, esp. 5.3). 
285 Green, Gospel, 87. 
286 E.g., De Long, Surprised, 141. De Long suggests possible translations to capture this polysemy, 

including, “Joyous greetings” (Surprised, 142). For references to extrabiblical Greek literature that 

illustrates the possibility of χαῖρε (ironically, in the examples she gives) “both function[ing] as a greeting 

and retain[ing] its underlying sense of ‘rejoice,’” see De Long, Surprised, 140, emphasis original; see also 

Inselmann’s discussion of a play on the word that can be seen as early as Homer’s Odyssey (see Freude, 

152–53). As mentioned earlier, given her extensive research into this question from many angles (Freude, 
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today, Gabriel (Luke 1:28)—like Israel’s Scriptures (see also, e.g., Tob 13:15; Joel 2:23), 

the Lukan Jesus (6:22–23; 10:20, on which, see chapter 2), the Matthean Jesus (Matt 

5:12), and Paul (e.g., Phil 2:18; 4:4)—evidently assumes that rejoicing can be 

commanded. Even if there may not be enough evidence to be sure that Mary would hear 

(or be faulted for not having heard) the word as a command, the wider narrative context 

supports the view this term might contribute to readers’/hearers’ expectation that Mary 

will rejoice, much as Luke 1:14 primes readers to anticipate Zechariah’s rejoicing. 

If we are indeed led to expect rejoicing in both cases, then as De Long has argued, 

the fact that neither future parent does initially rejoice creates narrative tension in both 

cases, as readers/hearers await the fulfillment of our expectations concerning these 

characters’ joy.287 Curiously, however, this narrative tension seems to carry a different 

weight in each case. As I will discuss more fully in a moment, the two parents-to-be 

appear to respond to Gabriel similarly—and in neither case with the immediate joy that 

might be expected given the content of the angel’s message and his specific prediction 

(Zechariah) or possible command (Mary) regarding joy (see 1.3.2.2). Nevertheless, 

despite these similarities in the future parents’ responses, Gabriel’s rejoinder to Zechariah 

 

 

148–75), it is esp. noteworthy that Inselmann also prefers a polysemous interpretation of the term in Luke 

1:28.  
287 On this pattern of anticipation and its fulfillment involving joyous praise, see again De Long, Surprised, 

138–52. 
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differs greatly from the angel’s reply to Mary, suggesting that Zechariah’s slowness to 

rejoice is problematic in ways that Mary’s is not. Why might this be, and what might it 

indicate concerning the conditions that make for appropriate joy?  

1.3.3.2 Zechariah and Mary: Similarities and a Difference in Their Exchanges with 

Gabriel  

In hope of gaining some insight into these questions, I turn now to examine in 

more detail the parallels between Zechariah’s and Mary’s interactions with Gabriel, 

points of similarity that set in relief the angel’s contrasting implied evaluations of the 

future parents’ responses to his message.288 To begin with the obvious: both parents-to-be 

receive a message from the same angel, Gabriel, regarding the (in some manner) 

surprising future birth of a child (1:13, 19, 26, 31). Both future parents initially find the 

angelophany (in Mary’s case, specifically Gabriel’s salutation [1:29]) unsettling, and 

Luke describes their immediate reaction in similar terms. Zechariah is “troubled” or 

“confused” (ταράσσω, 1:12); Mary is “thoroughly confused” (διαταράσσομαι) by the 

 

288 Of course, as commonly recognized, many of these points of similarity arise from the two accounts’ 

shared participation in the conventions of biblical type scenes, esp. the type of birth announcements. See 

for example Brown’s table VIII (Birth, 156) and Fitzmyer’s list of conventional features (Gospel, 1:318). 

Green notes several ways in which the annunciation of John’s birth is narratively bound up with that of 

Jesus’s birth. For example, “the opening reference to ‘the sixth month’” in 1:26 “ties the report of 

Elizabeth’s conception and response to” the account of Gabriel’s annunciation to Mary, as does the 

appearance of the same angel; the link is further reinforced by the clear parallelism “both in language and 

[in] form” between 1:5–23 and 1:26–38 (Green, Gospel, 82–83, emphasis original). After listing several 

parallel components, Green observes, “[a]lthough both scenes are examples of an annunciation type scene 

found elsewhere in the Bible, these two [scenes] are more like each other than either is like the other 

representatives of this form” (Green, Gospel, 83; see there for list of parallel features and shared or similar 

vocabulary between the two scenes). 
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angel’s word and reasons/wonders (διαλογίζομαι) about his greeting (1:29). Only 

Zechariah is explicitly said to be afraid (φόβος ἐπέπσεν ἐπ’ αὐτόν, 1:12; see also, e.g., 

2:9), but both he and Mary receive an angelic command not to fear (1:13, 30), an 

admittedly conventional component of biblical angelophanies289 that may nevertheless 

imply that Mary’s response is not totally devoid of fear, either. 

Following the command not to fear, Gabriel in both cases offers what would seem 

to be a reassuring remark. The angel informs Zechariah that his “prayer was heard” 

(1:13), while he tells Mary, who has already received an affirming (albeit also 

disorienting) greeting (1:28), that she has “found favor with God” (1:30). Only after 

offering this explicit encouragement does Gabriel announce the coming birth of a child to 

each future parent. To both, he also gives a scripturally allusive sketch of the promised 

child’s redemptive-historical significance (1:13–17, 31–33).  

Additional similarities could be noted, but for now I move on to the similarities 

between the two future parents’ immediate responses to this news. Both parents-to-be ask 

a follow-up question, and their questions seem at first glance to be fairly comparable to 

each other.290 Zechariah inquires, “According to what will I know this?” (1:18)—that is, 

 

289 It is also, as Green notes, a conventional feature specifically of “promises and announcements related to 

offspring (e.g., Gen 15:1–6; 26:24; 35:17; 1 Sam 4:20; Jer 46:27–28)” (Gospel, 69). Green suggests that the 

close connection between (sometimes tacit identification of) the angel of the Lord and the Lord himself in 

OT tradition may also help to account for the conventional response of fear, since “the appearance of the 

‘angel of the Lord’ takes on the character of an epiphany” (Gospel, 72).  
290 See similarly Green, Gospel, 83. As Green comments, “It is not immediately clear how the objections of 

Zechariah and Mary differ, even if it is certain that the angel can distinguish one from the other” (Gospel, 
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“How will I know that this message will prove true?” He goes on to offer his reasons for 

needing such confirmation: “For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in her days” 

(1:18). Mary, for her part, also asks a question and provides a concise explanation for 

raising it: “How will this [her foretold motherhood] be, since I do not know a man?” 

(1:34).  

In one sense, Gabriel provides the requested information in both cases, along with 

what might be seen as a confirmatory sign.291 Responding to Zechariah’s request for 

verification, the angel first tersely states his credentials and mission (1:19) and then 

announces that Zechariah will be temporarily mute (1:20). Although Gabriel does not 

explicitly refer to Zechariah’s muteness as a sign, this is arguably implied by Gabriel’s 

comment that the priest will be mute (only) until the angel’s words find fulfillment—as 

they indeed will (1:20). For her part, Mary likewise receives further information that 

addresses her point of confusion, even if the explanation given does not clear up the 

mysterious character of the event in question (1:35). In addition, she also receives an 

 

 

89). With regard to the question of how the two future parents’ questions compare, see for example 

Johnson, Gospel, 39.  
291 Similarly, Green, Gospel, 83. On whether to interpret the sign given to Zechariah as punitive, 

instructive, or both, see again note 7, above. 
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(unasked-for) sign of confirmation, in the form of her supposedly barren relative’s late-

life pregnancy (1:36–37).292  

Despite such broad similarities between the two exchanges, however, in other 

respects the angel’s reactions to Zechariah’s and Mary’s questions differ significantly. 

The sign that Zechariah receives—if one can call his silencing a sign—is punitive and 

effectively prevents the expression of joy (see 1.2.1).293 Furthermore, Gabriel’s 

explanation for the sign implies a rebuke (1:20; see 1.2.2). In contrast, the sign that Mary 

receives is joy-conducive and comes without any such chastisement (1:35–37, 39–47).  

This brings me back to the objection raised above. Contrary to the command that 

may be present in 1:28, Mary initially responds to Gabriel’s news with questioning, 

rather than rejoicing. If Luke does not portray her not-yet-joyful reaction as problematic, 

then have I perhaps been making too much of Zechariah’s delay in joy? I will respond to 

this concern by more closely examining the narrative context that frames Zechariah’s and 

Mary’s seemingly similar reactions to Gabriel’s message.  

1.3.3.3 Zechariah’s and Mary’s Delay in Joy: Doubt versus Faith-Filled 

Disorientation 

Key details in the wider narrative context help both to explain Gabriel’s 

contrasting evaluations of the future parents’ responses and to set the stage for other cases 

 

292 Elizabeth’s pregnancy is often recognized as a tacit sign, given despite the fact that Mary has not 

requested such a sign (e.g., Green, Gospel, 89, 91). 
293 Again, see esp. De Long, Surprised, esp. 174–78.  



 

205 

 

of slowness to rejoice in Luke-Acts. Two points especially bear mentioning here: small 

differences in the questions that Zechariah and Mary ask and, more importantly, overt 

differences in how the narrative, through the mouths of reliable characters, interprets and 

evaluates each future parent’s response. I will treat each of these points in turn before 

drawing more general conclusions about how this aspect of the Zechariah-Mary pairing 

contributes to the narrativization of what facilitates joy-according-to-Luke.  

As some have suggested, it is possible that minor details in the content of 

Zechariah’s and Mary’s questions should alert readers/hearers to the absence or presence, 

respectively, of faith/trust. For instance, maybe Zechariah’s query should be interpreted 

as questioning the very possibility of what Gabriel has foretold,294 whereas Mary’s 

question simply seeks clarification about logistics,295 perhaps in an attempt to clarify 

 

294 As seen above, this doubtful question is fraught with dramatic irony, insofar as Zechariah’s words echo 

a moment of pronounced faith in the story of Abraham, in whose life God intervened in a way similar to 

what Gabriel has just promised to Zechariah and Elizabeth.  
295 E.g., see Green’s suggestion that Mary evinces not “doubt that the angel’s words can be realized” but 

rather confusion about how this will come to pass (Gospel, 89, emphasis original). Somewhat similarly, 

Spencer reflects that “Mary’s query is qualitatively different from Zechariah’s, focusing more on process 

than on proof and leaving more room for faith than doubt,” though he still views her question as 

“display[ing] remarkable moxie and agency” (Luke, 42). Cf. Carroll’s emphasis on Mary’s question being 

distinctive because it “concerns the possibility of a genuinely (i.e., humanly) impossible event” (Luke, 42, 

emphasis original). On Mary’s question, see also Coleridge, Birth, 60–66; Kuhn, Heart, 82–85; Fitzmyer, 

Gospel, 1:347–50; and Wenkel, Joy, 44.  

Wenkel draws further conclusions from the contrast between the two future-parents, beyond what 

(in my view) the text warrants. The priest Zechariah’s failure illustrates, according to Wenkel, that “God’s 

actions must not be forced into traditional cultic categories” (Joy, 44; see further on this “reversal that … 

challeng[es] an ideology of [priestly] power” on 45–46). While there may be some truth to this observation 

concerning the narrative’s critique of Zechariah, evidence such as the prominent role of the temple also in 

Luke 24 and early Acts (including, in the final verses of the Gospel, in connection with joy, 24:52–53) 

suggests that Wenkel’s negative valuation of “traditional cultic categories” may be overgeneralizing from 

Zechariah’s case (see Joy, 44).  
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what obedience to Gabriel’s message requires of her.296 This interpretation of Mary’s 

question might find support from the fact that she responds to Gabriel’s further 

explanation by consenting to the vocation she has been given, expressing the willing 

acceptance that is all the obedience required of her at present: “Behold, the slave of the 

Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (1:38). 

Even if the small differences in their questions may be telling in retrospect, 

however, one wonders whether first-time readers/hearers of Luke 1 would pick up on 

these subtle differences between Zechariah’s and Mary’s responses to Gabriel. Had the 

narrative not provided more overt prompting to discern some distinction between the 

future parents’ reactions to the angel’s message, it seems probable that many 

readers/hearers would not have thought to put much weight on the different wording of 

Zechariah’s and Mary’s queries.  

Of course, as it stands, the narrative in fact does provide such prompting, 

primarily through the interpretive and/or evaluative comments of Gabriel and Elizabeth, 

both portrayed as clearly reliable characters. This second line of evidence provides 

clearer indications of what differentiates the superficially similar responses of Zechariah 

and Mary. As argued above, Zechariah receives chastisement not for his delay in joy as 

such—if there were any doubt on this point, Mary’s case should dispel it—but rather 

 

296 Brown comments, “Mary’s question ‘How can this be?’ concerns the way in which she can properly 

respond to what has been told her (and thus can be interpreted as faith)” (Birth, 641).  
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because of the spiritual failing that initially inhibits his rejoicing. Gabriel’s rebuke makes 

this explicit by drawing attention to the aged priest’s failure to believe/trust (οὐκ 

ἐπίστευσας) the angel’s words (λόγοις, 1:20; see 1.2.2). In this context, and given the 

many other parallels between Zechariah and Mary, it is surely telling that Elizabeth 

blesses Mary specifically for believing/trusting the angelic message: “Blessed is she-

who-believed/trusted (πιστεύσασα) that there will be a fulfillment of the things that have 

been spoken (λελαλημένοις) to her from the Lord” (1:45). Beyond any minor differences 

in the phrasing of their questions, then, the substantive difference between the future 

parents’ seemingly similar responses to Gabriel lies in the contrasting postures from 

which they ask their questions. One speaks from doubt, the other from faith/trust297—a 

difference evidently apparent to Gabriel, even if it may not be immediately obvious to 

readers/hearers of Luke 1.298  

This dynamic in the juxtaposition of Zechariah and Mary reinforces a point at 

which Luke has already gestured through the intertextual resonance of Zechariah’s 

response to Gabriel in 1:18. As discussed above, Zechariah’s initial question to Gabriel 

 

297 It is worth noting that Mary is blessed by Elizabeth for her faith and not for her pregnancy per se, in 

keeping with what Jesus will later say in Luke 11:27–28. As Joel B. Green (citing Luise Schottroff) notes, 

the two passages together suggest a vision of the world in which women’s happiness (“happiness” being 

Green’s focus here) is not dependent on reproductivity but rather on faith expressed in obedience (see 

Green, “‘We Had to Celebrate,’” 175; similarly on this point, see Morrice, Joy, 93). 
298 So also Green, Gospel, 89. Though the difference between the two future parents’ questions may not be 

immediately obvious to readers on a first reading of Luke’s narrative (Green, Gospel, 83), the contrasting 

evaluations of their responses to the angel clarify what differentiates their replies. As Green puts it, “The 

contrast [of Mary] with Zechariah could scarcely be more stark: he did not believe but she did” (Gospel, 

96). 
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closely echoes Abraham’s question in Genesis 15:8,299 even though the narrative context 

in each case suggests that the questioners speak from contrasting postures of distrust or of 

faith, respectively (Luke 1:20; Gen 15:6; see 1.2). Likewise, Mary’s question (1:34) in 

some ways evokes Zechariah’s (1:18), and yet the narrative context distinguishes 

between their seemingly similar queries by indicating that Zechariah’s question reflects 

distrust/doubt, whereas Mary’s, like Abraham’s in Genesis 15:8 (cf. Gen 17:17), is 

consistent with faith/trust. Mary’s subsequent submission to the plan that Gabriel 

announces (1:38) suggests what Elizabeth’s Spirit-prompted commentary later confirms: 

the younger woman, despite her initial confusion (1:29), persists in faith/trust where 

Zechariah had failed to do so.  

In sum, by juxtaposing the two parents-to-be, associating both with questioning 

and postponed rejoicing, and yet implying divergent evaluations of their responses to 

Gabriel’s good news, Luke narratively underscores that slowness to rejoice over God’s 

faithful-but-often-disruptive intervention does not inevitably indicate some blameworthy 

failing that hinders joy. More precisely, Luke’s characterization of Mary precludes the 

misimpression that questioning-preceded and delayed rejoicing always indicates the 

presence of objectionable (and joy-inhibiting) doubt.  

 

299 The connection between Luke 1:18 and Genesis 15:8 has been noted, for instance, by several scholars, 

such as Brown, “Annunciation to Zechariah,” 484; Marshall, Luke, 60; Culpepper, “Luke,” 47; and Green, 

Gospel, 78 (cf. Carroll, Luke, 33).  
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This point may seem obvious once stated, but it merits explicit mention because 

of its important implications for understanding joy-according-to-Luke. If Mary can be 

slow to rejoice without earning any chastisement, then it would appear that Luke’s 

conception of appropriate joy does not require that all people in every instance be able to 

respond immediately to the news or arrival of joyous circumstance with spontaneous 

rejoicing.300 To be sure, as seen above with reference to Zechariah, and as will be 

discussed below in relation to figures such as the elder brother in Luke 15:25–32, there 

are cases in which Luke portrays the failure to rejoice readily in joyous circumstances as 

a blameworthy failing—or, perhaps more accurately, as symptomatic of a blameworthy 

failing, whether in faith/trust or in some other respect. Nevertheless, Mary’s example 

confirms that slowness to rejoice may be a symptom of something more benign. By 

pairing Mary and Zechariah as it does, Luke’s Gospel from its very beginning registers 

the psychological and spiritual complexity of the process of entering into joy, a process 

rendered more difficult by the fact that, as scholars working in many disciplines have 

noted and as Luke’s narrative repeatedly illustrates, joyous circumstances often include 

an element of surprise. 

 

300 In other words, the “Gospel of Joy” does not promote a simplistic, happy-clappy conception of joy as 

unwavering optimism or unthinking enthusiasm—not even in the face of key moments in redemptive 

history and not even when these developments are foretold by a messenger as reliable as Gabriel himself.  
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1.3.4 Zechariah and Mary: From Doubt/Disorientation to Jubilant Praise  

Here is a meeting made of hidden joys 

Of lightenings cloistered in a narrow place 

From quiet hearts the sudden flame of praise 

And in the womb the quickening kick of grace. 

Two women on the very edge of things 

Unnoticed and unknown to men of power 

But in their flesh the hidden Spirit sings 

And in their lives the buds of blessing flower. 

And Mary stands with all we call ‘too young’, 

Elizabeth with all called ‘past their prime’ 

They sing today for all the great unsung 

Women who turned eternity to time 

Favoured of heaven, outcast on the earth 

Prophets who bring the best in us to birth.  

 

—Malcom Guite, “The Visitation” 

 

Having examined Zechariah’s and Mary’s experience prior to their reception of 

joyous news (1.3.2), as well as their delay in rejoicing after receiving such news (1.3.3), I 

will now consider points of similarity and divergence in their eventual movement into joy 

(1.3.4). Three components of what facilitates Mary’s rejoicing prove especially relevant 

for comparison with Zechariah: (1) divine intervention that provides joy-conducive 

circumstances (cf. 1.2.3.1); (2) human faith(fulness)/trust, expressed where required 

through obedience (cf. 1.2.3.2); and (3) the interpretation of God’s ongoing intervention 

in relation to the witness of Israel’s Scriptures, which provide a narrative framework 

within which potentially disorienting joyous circumstances become emotionally 
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intelligible for Mary as joyous circumstances (cf. 1.2.3.3).301 Mary’s process of coming 

to rejoice302 does not contradict but does again complicate the inferences that might be 

drawn from Luke’s portrayal of Zechariah, even as the broad similarities between the two 

parents’ movement into joy further confirm the paradigmatic character of Zechariah’s 

example.303  

1.3.4.1 Zechariah and Mary: Divine Initiative and Joyous Circumstances 

As argued above, God’s work of bringing about joy-conducive circumstances 

plays an important part in Zechariah’s eventual rejoicing (1.2.3.1). To review, the aged 

priest presumably would not have rejoiced had the angelic promise of a son not come 

true—a promise that, as Zechariah’s own initial doubt indicates, defied ordinary 

expectations about what is reproductively possible (1:18). Gabriel’s comment to Mary 

about Elizabeth’s pregnancy underscores the point that the latter’s pregnancy attests to 

the powerful intervention of God, for whom not a single thing will be impossible (1:37). 

Moreover, Zechariah’s eventual jubilation makes clear that the experience of God’s 

 

301 As Carroll puts it, “God has seized the initiative to give Israel’s story a new direction, one that realizes 

ancient hopes grounded in the witness of Scripture—and God’s action evokes divergent human responses, 

trusting acceptance and collaboration being the ideal” (Luke, 43). 
302 Although Inselmann and I in part foreground different approaches and lines of reasoning in our analysis 

of Mary’s entry into joy, Inselmann similarly concludes that Mary illustrates for Luke a success story on 

this count: “Aus der irritierten Frau (Lk 1,29) ist im Magnifikat offensichtlich eine freudige Zeugin Gottes 

geworden. Der Marienhymnus ist insofern nicht nur eine paraphrasierende Affektdarstellung, sonder 

demonstriert zudem das Ergebnis eines gelungenen Affektwandels”—bringing to completion the 

“performativ Akt” that Inselmann perceives in Gabriel’s greeting/joy-command (1:28; Freude, 180, 

emphasis original). 
303 Cf. González’s comment regarding how Mary’s case parallels Zechariah’s: “[O]nce again the theme 

appears, of moving from fear—or in this [i.e., Mary’s] case, perplexity—into joy” (Luke, 20). 
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intervention in this context has bolstered his faith in the divine action that he has yet to 

see—that is, the divine action that will be required to bring about Gabriel’s claims 

concerning John’s vocation and the larger redemptive-historical developments in which 

he will play a part (see 1.2.3.1 and 1.2.3.3). 

Divine intervention plays a still more pronounced role in bringing about the 

circumstances over which Mary rejoices. To appreciate how this is so, it may be helpful 

to begin by briefly examining her jubilation in Luke 1:46–55. Over what, exactly, does 

Mary rejoice, and how (if at all) is divine intervention at work in bringing about the 

circumstances that prompt her joy? The Magnificat and its narrative setting suggest that 

Mary’s joy depends on divine intervention in multiple ways, two of which I will discuss 

here. 

First, the content and form of Mary’s jubilation indicate that her joy hinges in part 

on God’s intervention to bring about major reversals in her own life and in the wider 

community.304 She rejoices over divine favor toward her personally in her lowliness, 

 

304 For a reading of Mary’s song—and of joy in Luke-Acts more generally—that heavily emphasizes the 

theme of reversal, see esp. Wenkel, Joy (on Luke 1:5–25 specifically, see 34–47; on Luke 1:26–66, see 48–

62). As Coleridge notes, the role of divine initiative in Mary’s case may be further emphasized by the fact 

that, whereas Zechariah seems to have been praying for the son he receives, “nothing is said of any desire 

or prayer on Mary’s part” (Birth, 59). Many commentators stress the prominence of God’s action in the 

Magnificat. For instance, Green remarks that “this Song describes dramatic acts of grace and power, places 

those active verbs repeatedly in the anterior position, presents this action in the aorist tense, and 

consistently locates God as the subject of these verbs” (Gospel, 99). Wolter rightly emphasizes that this 

focus on God’s action also contributes to the coherence of the Magnificat (Gospel, 1:91–92). On the focus 

on God’s agency in the Magnificat, see also Tannehill, Narrative Unity, 27, 29; Bovon, Luke 1, 55–56 
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favor which will lead to her being honored by other human beings as well (1:48–49). She 

also and especially celebrates God’s faithfulness to Israel as a whole, seen in the 

eschatological reversals and hope of deliverance to which she bears prophetic witness 

(1:50–55). Lest there be any doubt about the role of divine intervention in these 

developments, Mary directly attributes them to God. After her opening remarks, in which 

Mary’s own soul/spirit performs actions of magnifying the Lord and rejoicing in God 

(1:46–47), God is the subject of almost every active verb in the Magnificat.305  

Indeed, Mary explicitly names God as the agent of the deeds that she celebrates at 

several points in her prayer-song. Thus, for example, she declares, “The Mighty One did 

great things for me” (ἐποίησέν μοι μεγὰλα ὁ δυνατός, 1:49). The “anterior position” of 

the verb in Greek emphasizes the action described.306 Furthermore, Green plausibly 

interprets the aorist tense of this and other verbs describing God’s action in the 

Magnificat as serving a twofold function in their present literary context. On the one 

hand, the aorist verbs may point back to God’s past interventions on Israel’s behalf.307 On 

 

 

(seen as typical of hymns); and Inselmann, Freude, 178 (and her discussion on 178–80 of the difficulties 

that may be raised in this connection by the active form of ἠγαλλίασεν in 1:47). 
305 So also Green, Gospel, 99. On the emphasis on God’s action in the Magnificat, see sources cited in note 

303, above. 
306 Green, Gospel, 99.  
307 Green, Gospel, 99–100. See also the discussion of the verb tenses in, e.g., Craddock, Luke, 30, as well as 

further secondary sources cited in note 242, above. Regarding source-critical and tradition-historical 

questions that have often been brought to bear on the interpretation of the aorist in Mary’s Song, see Green, 

Gospel, 100n21.  
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the other hand, in the narrative present, the aorist verbs also confirm that—as John’s and 

Elizabeth’s responses to Mary’s visit imply (1:41–45)—the angelic word concerning the 

conception of Mary’s redemptive-historically pivotal son has already come to pass.  

This leads me to a second way in which Mary’s jubilation depends on divine 

intervention: divine intervention plays a part—even more strikingly than in the case of 

Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s son—in the conception of the child whose wide-reaching 

effects Mary already celebrates. Somewhat surprisingly, Mary does not explicitly say 

anything about her son in the Magnificat itself (cf. Zechariah’s eventual address to John 

in 1:76–79). Nevertheless, given the narrative context in which Luke places her 

jubilation, all of Mary’s joy can in fact be traced back to Gabriel’s message that she will 

bear a son who will reign on David’s throne forever (1:32–33)—and who, Mary 

apparently infers, will bring about the just reversals and the deliverance of Israel for 

which she praises God in advance (1:46–55).308  

Elizabeth’s blessing, which immediately precedes the Magnificat, proves 

particularly telling here. Elizabeth first greets Mary with a blessing that focuses on Mary-

as-mother309 and on the specific child whom she carries: “Blessed (εὐλογημένη) are you 

among women, and blessed (εὐλογημένος) is the fruit of your womb!” (1:42). Elizabeth’s 

 

308 I will return below to the scriptural traditions that seem to inform Mary’s interpretation of Gabriel’s 

good news (1.3.4.3). Regarding present rejoicing over future turns of events, see also esp. the discussion of 

the Lukan Beatitudes in chapter 2.  
309 Similarly, see Green: “Elizabeth keeps Mary’s motherhood in primary focus” in 1:42–44 (Gospel, 96).  
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subsequent marveling over the honor of Mary’s visit again underscores the younger 

woman’s role as mother of a particularly important son: “Whence [has] this [happened] 

to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” (1:43). After pausing to relate 

and interpret her own unborn son’s joyful reaction to Mary’s greeting (1:44),310 Elizabeth 

concludes with yet another blessing (this time a macarism), focused now on Mary’s 

faith/trust in Gabriel’s divinely authorized message (1:45).311 That message, of course, 

was about Mary’s special son, through whom God would fulfill key promises to Israel 

(1:30–33).  

In short, Elizabeth’s enthusiastic response to Mary’s greeting draws attention to 

the younger woman’s pregnancy and to Gabriel’s message about the child Mary 

carries.312 Mary’s Magnificat immediately follows and can perhaps be seen as catalyzed 

by the older woman’s remarks (1:46–55). The close connection between Elizabeth’s 

blessing and Mary’s joy thus corroborates the suggestion that, even if Mary’s jubilation 

never refers explicitly to Jesus, her joy should be understood as a response to Gabriel’s 

news that she will bear this son who will play a crucial role in redemptive history.  

 

310 See Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” esp. 541–52. 
311 Green also notes the shift in focus here from Mary’s motherhood (and its redemptive-historical 

implications) to her faith (Gospel, 96).  
312 Particularly by means of her reference to the unborn Jesus as “my Lord,” the presently inspired (1:41) 

Elizabeth also implies a markedly exalted view of Mary’s child, further strengthening the connections to 

Gabriel’s predictions concerning Jesus’s lofty status and mission. On κύριος in the infancy narrative, see C. 

Kavin Rowe, Early Narrative Christology: The Lord in the Gospel of Luke, Beiheft zur Zeitschrift für die 

neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der älteren Kirche 139 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2006), esp. 31–

70.  
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The manner of Mary’s son’s conception further underscores the role of divine 

intervention in bringing about that over which she rejoices. Again, partial parallels with 

Zechariah serve to underline the distinctiveness of Mary’s case. In the annunciation to 

Mary, as in the earlier annunciation to Zechariah, Gabriel not only foretells the birth of a 

son but also gives a brief, scripturally allusive description of this son’s weighty 

redemptive-historical significance (1:13–17, 31–33). However, Mary’s question—“How 

will this be, since I do not know a man?” (1:34)—has nothing to do with the part that her 

child will reportedly play in God’s redemptive work. Mary’s attention, like Zechariah’s 

before her, instead fixes on an earlier part of Gabriel’s message: the claim that she will 

have a son at all.  

One can understand Zechariah’s confusion on this point, given his wife’s 

barrenness and the advanced age of the couple,313 but it is not immediately apparent why 

Mary should be confused about the mechanics by which she will have a child. Whether 

one takes παρθένος in 1:27 to refer to Mary’s young age (“girl”), her sexual status 

(“virgin”), or (most likely) to both,314 she is clearly of child-bearing age, unlike 

Elizabeth. Furthermore, the fact that Mary is presently betrothed (ἐμνηστευμένην) 

 

313 So also, e.g., Green, Gospel, 78. 
314 As Green observes, “That ‘virgin’ specifies Mary as a young girl of marriageable age (i.e., 

approximately 12–13) and as a virgin in the more narrow, sexual sense is demonstrated both by her self-

assertion in v 34 and by attention to Jewish marriage regulations” (Green, Gospel, 86, emphasis original; 

see also 85). On the question of Mary’s virginal status and its import for her portrayal in Luke’s Gospel, see 

also Turid Karlsen Seim, “The Virgin Mother: Mary and Ascetic Discipleship in Luke.” In A Feminist 

Companion to Luke, ed. Amy-Jill Levine with Marianne Blickenstaff. Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2004. 

89–105.  
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suggests that she will soon be married and hence might expect to have children in the 

fairly near future, in the ordinary way (1:27). Indeed, as Green points out, the fact that 

Joseph is of the “house of David” (1:27) would seem to make it all the more intuitive that 

Mary would bear a son to sit on David’s throne through her union with Joseph.315 In the 

absence of any clear biological or social barrier to her reproductivity, Mary’s question is 

puzzling—as is the fact that Gabriel, who seemed so critical of Zechariah’s question, 

evidently does not find Mary’s inquiry at all inapt.  

Even if Gabriel treats her question as fully understandable, its oddness has not 

escaped notice by Luke’s interpreters. The most plausible interpretation for her seemingly 

unnecessary confusion may be that Mary’s question serves a primarily literary function, 

providing an opportunity for Gabriel to emphasize God’s intervention to bring about her 

pregnancy.316 Gabriel’s reply to Mary’s question supports this interpretation of its 

literary/rhetorical function in the narrative. The angel does not exactly “explain” how 

Mary’s pregnancy will come to pass, but he does indicate that the mysterious process will 

involve a particularly marked instance of divine intervention: “[The] Holy Spirit will 

 

315 Green, Gospel, 89. 
316 For a discussion of different proposals regarding the logic of Mary’s query, see for example Brown, 

Birth, 303–309; Brown himself favors a literary interpretation akin to what is advanced here (307–309). 

This conclusion is also favored by others, such as Wolter, Gospel, 1:82; see also Green, Gospel, 89–90.  
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come upon you,317 and [the] power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore, the 

one-to-be-born will be holy, called Son of God” (1:35).  

Whatever exactly this means, it clearly indicates that God will be involved in a 

pronounced way in the fulfillment of the message that Gabriel has just given to Mary.318 

Luke’s inclusion of Mary’s somewhat unexpected question thus underscores what the 

content and syntax of the Magnificat also suggests. For Mary, as for Zechariah, the 

circumstances over which she will rejoice—the son given to her, as well as his role in 

redemptive history—depend on God’s initiating action in her life and the wider world.  

1.3.4.2 Zechariah and Mary: Obedience and Faith(fulness)/Trust 

At this point, however, another objection might be voiced. Even if Zechariah and 

Mary both depend on divine intervention to bring about the circumstances that eventually 

prompt their jubilation, Mary’s case might seem to create difficulties for the inference I 

drew from Zechariah’s case regarding the role of active obedience in facilitating 

rejoicing. As argued above, in the months leading up to his jubilant restoration, the 

silenced priest acts in several ways that could be characterized as instances of obedience, 

whether to general or to situation-specific commands (see 1.2.3.2). Zechariah’s case 

 

317 As Green notes, the verb ἐπέρχομαι in Luke 1:35 “anticipates Acts 1:8, and, then, the Pentecost event” 

(Gospel, 90). 
318 Cf. Green’s comment that, “[u]ltimately, the purpose of Mary’s question (v 34)—which leads to 

Gabriel’s answer (v 35) and the giving of a sign (v 36) and the word of reassurance (v 37)—is to emphasize 

that all of this is God’s doing” (Gospel, 89). Likewise, Luke 1:35’s opening “parallel affirmations … 

connote divine agency” (Green, Gospel, 90).  
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suggests that such obedience helps to bring about joy, not least by positioning one to 

receive joy-conducive circumstances. What about Mary, though? Does Mary’s jubilation 

in the Magnificat in any way hinge on her obedience, whether expressed in general piety 

or in more situation-specific responses to Gabriel’s annunciation?  

It might seem that it does not, raising doubts about the generalizability of this 

aspect of Zechariah’s movement into joy. Readers/hearers do learn of Mary’s acts of 

piety following Jesus’s birth (2:21–24, 41–42), but no instances of her routine Torah-

observance receive mention prior to her rejoicing in 1:46–55.319 This stands in stark 

contrast to the narrative’s explicit remarks about Zechariah’s righteousness and temple 

service before his reception of good news (1:5–6, 8–9) and in the time leading up to his 

jubilant response (1:23, 67–79).  

Luke also does not emphasize a connection between joy and situation-specific 

obedience in Mary’s case as strongly as he does in his depiction of Zechariah.320 To be 

sure, Jesus—like John—is named in accordance with Gabriel’s instructions (2:21; cf. 

1:31: “You will call [καλέσεις, second-person singular] his name Jesus”).321 However, 

 

319 A point of contrast also noted by others, e.g., Johnson, Luke, 39. Some have taken Mary’s trip to 

Elizabeth as an instance of obedience (e.g., Amy Carman Smith, “Ave Maria: Old Testament Allusions in 

the Magnificat,” Priscilla Papers 31.2 (2017): 14–18, esp. 14); however, the angel does not directly 

instruct Mary to make this trip.  
320 On some level, perhaps the lack of emphasis on either habitual or occasion-specific piety on Mary’s part 

is bound up with Luke’s broader tendency not to portray her “as particularly noteworthy or deserving of 

divine favor” in any respect (see Green, Gospel, 86).  
321 Green highlights the role of obedience in the naming of both children, though he does not connect this to 

the joy motif (Gospel, 61; see also 88). 
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the relative order of joy and obedience differs in each case. Whereas Zechariah’s 

obedient naming of his son immediately precedes his jubilant Benedictus, Jesus’s naming 

occurs months after Mary rejoices in the Magnificat. Obedience with respect to Jesus’s 

name, then, does not straightforwardly facilitate her jubilation in 1:46–55. Further, it is 

not even clear that Mary is the one who names Jesus. Luke’s use of a passive 

construction to narrate Jesus’s naming—“his name was called (ἐκλήθη) Jesus” (2:21)—

leaves open the question of who it was that named Mary’s baby in keeping with Gabriel’s 

instructions. This ambiguity is all the more striking given how much attention Luke 

devotes to the particular parts that Elizabeth, bystanders, and Zechariah each play in 

John’s naming (1:59–63).322  

Given the dearth of clear instances of obedience preceding Mary’s joy, could it be 

that general and/or situation-specific obedience is not—or at least not always—a 

necessary component of what facilitates joy in Luke’s narrative world? As in the case of 

faithfulness-while-waiting, treated above (1.2.3), the answer is more complex than a 

simple “yes” or “no.”  

On the one hand, the (non)role of active obedience in positioning Mary to receive 

joyous circumstances joyfully indeed complicates the inferences that one might draw 

 

322 Given that Jesus does receive the prescribed name (2:21), perhaps we can assume that Mary, the only 

character to hear Gabriel’s words about her child’s name, has had a hand in the naming. Even if so, though, 

it remains true that Luke does not foreground obedience-in-naming here, as he does in the dramatic 

portrayal of John’s naming. 
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from Zechariah’s case. Luke by no means casts a shadow on Mary’s character, but 

particularly in the context of his contrasting treatment of the role of obedient actions in 

facilitating Zechariah’s joy, it does seem noteworthy that the evangelist neither notes 

Mary’s general acts of piety nor unambiguously portrays her as actively obeying any 

direct angelic command prior to her rejoicing. It is perhaps not coincidental that grace 

figures prominently in Gabriel’s address to Mary, as the angel refers to her as “one-who-

has-been-favored/graced” (κεχαριστωμένη, 1:28) and tells her that she has “found 

favor/grace (χάριν) with God” (1:30). Luke offers no explanation whatsoever for why 

Mary should be so favored. This reticence about Mary’s obedience prior to her reception 

of joyous news and her subsequent rejoicing may narratively underscore that joy-

according-to-Luke comes, sometimes quite entirely, as a gift—or in more theological 

terms, as grace.323 

On the other hand, though, as with faithful waiting, so also with obedience: 

Mary’s example does not so much contradict Zechariah’s as it adds nuance to the 

narrative unfolding of joy-according-to-Luke and what facilitates such joy. This is so 

because there is arguably a sense in which Mary in fact does manifest obedience, albeit in 

 

323 In this respect, Mary’s movement into joy coheres well with the common observation that joy often 

involves and is enriched by an element of gratuitousness. See also Craddock’s observation that, for all of 

the positive ways in which Mary is characterized in Luke 1–2, “we must be careful to notice that none of 

her qualities is offered as the reason God chose her; that reason lies tucked away in the purposes of God” 

(Luke, 28). For brief discussion of the development of Roman Catholic thinking about Mary and grace in 

conversation with 1:28, see Fitzmyer, Gospel, 1:345–346. 
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a distinctive way that befits her particular situation. Following Gabriel’s explanation of 

how her child will be conceived—an explanation which does not assume any action on 

Mary’s part—she responds with simple consent to the angelic message, saying, “Behold, 

the slave of the Lord: Let it be to me according to your [i.e., Gabriel’s divinely 

authorized] word” (1:38).  

In her exchange with Gabriel, then, Mary’s obedience takes the shape of 

submission—or perhaps better, willing acceptance—rather than (as in Zechariah’s case) 

obedient action.324 Since this response is all that Gabriel’s message immediately asks of 

Mary, however, her consent itself arguably qualifies as a kind of obedience. If so, then 

Mary expands the Lukan picture of the sorts of human response that position one for 

receiving God’s joy-enabling initiative. Obedience that helps to bring about joy, the 

juxtaposition of Zechariah and Mary suggests, varies with respect to how active it may 

be.325  

 

324 Nor should this description be taken as a belittling of the weight of Mary’s obedience. As Johnson 

observes, Mary “responds [to Gabriel’s explanation of the pregnancy] in obedient faith as powerful as [the 

words of faith] spoken later by her son in the garden before his death (Luke 22:42), ‘let it happen to me as 

you have said’” (Luke, 39). Spencer emphasizes the active character of Mary’s acceptance of her role in 

God’s plan (Luke, 40) and likewise compares her to Jesus in Gethsemane (45). Cf. Flannery O’Connor’s 

comment in a letter to “A.”: “[W]hat you call my struggle to submit, … is not struggle to submit but a 

struggle to accept and with passion. I mean, possibly, with joy. Picture me with my ground teeth stalking 

joy—fully armed too as it’s a highly dangerous quest” (“To ‘A,’” letter dated 1 Jan 1956, in The Habit of 

Being, 126).  
325 Mary’s trip to see Elizabeth does not directly problematize this claim because, as noted above, Gabriel 

does not order the journey (see, e.g., Green, Gospel, 95). Still, perhaps there is a sense in which Mary’s 

hurried journey to see Elizabeth following Gabriel’s message could be viewed as a more active case of 

obedience. The trip enacts Mary’s faith/trust in the angelic message concerning her kinswoman’s 

pregnancy.  



 

223 

 

Whatever its degree of activeness, though, joy-facilitating obedience stands as an 

expression of faith(fulness)/trust, as Luke’s portrayal of both Zechariah and Mary 

underscores. As discussed above, Zechariah’s obedience following his silencing evinces 

faith(fulness)/trust, as seen especially where obedience requires acting in accordance with 

the message that he initially doubted (1.2.3.2). If Mary’s willing acceptance of her 

vocation can be considered a form of obedience, then it may be telling that the inspired 

Elizabeth characterizes the younger woman’s acceptance of Gabriel’s message as an 

instance of faith/trust: “Blessed (μακαρία326) is she who believed (πιστεύσασα) that327 

there will be a fulfillment of the things spoken to her from the Lord” (1:45).  

Interestingly, Elizabeth utters this benediction immediately before Mary’s jubilant 

expression of praise. This ordering of events creates a rough parallelism between, on the 

one hand, (1a) the older woman’s affirmation of Mary’s faith/trust in Gabriel’s message 

and (1b) Mary’s subsequent rejoicing and, on the other hand, (2a) Zechariah’s obedience 

in naming his son and (2b) Zechariah’s following jubilation (1:45, 46–55, 63–64, 67–79). 

 

326 Though I do not include this term among joy terms, this is not to deny that blessedness of this sort is 

related to joy. Perhaps one could see blessedness as among the conditions for joy: Green describes 

μακάριος as “spoken over those who are judged to possess what is necessary for a joyful life and esp. over 

those who are the recipients of God’s gift of redemption” (Gospel, 96). This coheres with Luke 1 (insofar 

as Mary rejoices shortly after having been designated as “blessed”) and also with the close connection 

between blessedness and the command to rejoice in Luke 6:22–23 (on which see further in chapter 2). 
327 Again following Green, who argues for translating ὅτι in 1:45 as “that” (rather than “because”) due to 

(1) the parallel in Acts 27:25, where “that” clearly seems to be the better translation, and (2) the fact that 

this translation coheres with the pervasive parallelism between Mary and Zechariah (see also 1:20, as well 

as Green, Gospel, 96n11). Bovon also prefers “that,” based on the wider narrative context of the contrast 

between Zechariah and Mary (Luke 1, 59). L. T. Johnson, however prefers “because” in his translation, 

though he recognizes “that” as a defensible rendering (Gospel, 41).  
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Particularly given the many other parallels between Zechariah and Mary, this structural 

similarity may suggest that Mary’s response to Gabriel, renarrated by Elizabeth, should 

be seen as analogous to Zechariah’s obedience in naming his son. If so, then both Mary 

and Zechariah in some sense obey—or at least have attention called to their obedience—

just prior to rejoicing, reinforcing the view that Luke portrays obedience as one 

component of what facilitates appropriate joy.  

As with faithfulness-while-waiting, the particulars of Mary’s situation elicit 

different forms of faith(fulness)/trust-expressed-in-obedience than we find in Zechariah’s 

case. Even so, it remains true that faith(fulness)/trust—enacted in part through (more or 

less active) obedience—helps to facilitate rejoicing for both Mary and Zechariah. If 

Mary’s consent is an instance of joy-facilitating, faith-expressing obedience, what might 

the implications be for a broader understanding of joy-according-to-Luke and the 

conditions that foster it? Among other possibilities, it is particularly worth noting how, as 

in the case of Zechariah, Mary’s own agency is by no means obliterated by the divine 

intervention on which her rejoicing partly depends, even if obedience for Mary takes the 

form primarily of willing acceptance of a role that does not require obvious “action” on 

her part.  
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1.3.4.3 Zechariah and Mary: Israel’s Scriptures and the Emotional Intelligibility of 

Joy-Conducive Divine Intervention 

In several respects, then, Mary’s movement into joy partly parallels Zechariah’s, 

although her initial delay in joy does not reflect a failure in faith such as that which 

inhibits his rejoicing (1.3.4; see also 1.2.2).328 I have thus far considered how Luke’s 

portrayal of Mary corroborates and qualifies the inferences that might be drawn from 

Zechariah’s example regarding the need for divine intervention to bring about joy-

conducive circumstances (1.3.4.1; see also 1.2.3.1), as well as the role of human 

obedience in positioning one to receive those circumstances (1.3.4.2; see also 1.2.3.2). It 

remains to ask whether—and if so, how and to what extent—Mary’s movement into joy 

parallels Zechariah’s with respect to the role of Israel’s Scriptures in enabling her to 

experience would-be joyous circumstances as joyous (see also 1.2.3.3).  

As argued above, the scripturally evocative character of Zechariah’s jubilant 

Benedictus suggests that part of what helps him to rejoice is a particular construal of the 

narrative substructure of Israel’s Scriptures in relation to his own bewildering experience 

of divine intervention (1.2.3.3). For Zechariah, this is the interpretive framework within 

which he can rightly make sense—including emotional sense—of events that he at first 

found unbelievable (1:18–20). Although Mary’s rejoicing, unlike Zechariah’s, is delayed 

 

328 At the same time, it is also true that Mary’s faith finds fuller/additional expression in her jubilant 

Magnificat: “Das Magnifikat bildet damit nicht nur eine direkte Reaktion Marias auf die Verkündigung des 

Engels in Lk 1,28–38, sonder bezeugt ihren Glauben an die frohe Botschaft” (Inselmann, Freude, 180). 
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by a sort of confusion that does not spring from doubt, Israel’s Scriptures still play a 

similar role in her movement into joy. Her jubilant speech in the Magnificat situates her 

disorienting experiences in relation to the story of God’s faithfulness, the beginning of 

which is recounted in Israel’s Scriptures.329 To show how this is so, the present 

subsection will consider the narrative setting, structure, and allusive content of the 

Magnificat (1:46–55), in which Luke gives the first clear indication of Mary’s jubilation 

(1:47). 

1.3.4.3.1 Narrative Setting 

 

Before turning to consider how the structure and content of the Magnificat situate 

Mary’s experience in relation to Israel’s Scriptures, it is important to register that the 

narrative setting of Mary’s jubilation prompts scripturally attuned readers to be on the 

lookout for intertextual echoes in her speech.330 On a general level, the oft-noted 

 

329 See, for instance, the chart of OT echoes in the Magnificat in Brown, Birth, 358–60 (his table XII). Later 

Brown comments on the church’s coming to understand God’s work in Mary and in the church “by 

reflecting on what God had done in Israel, without which aspect neither Mary nor the church could 

understand God—thus a complicated interdependence” (Birth, 647). As Inselmann puts it, “Die vielen 

alttestamentlichen Anspielungen in der Szene weisen auf Marias Selbstverständnis im Kontext des 

alttestamentlichen Glaubens hin” (Freude, 180). In his commentary on the infancy narrative in Luke, Joel 

B. Green notes that “God’s promises and acts on behalf of Israel,” which are “narrated in Israel’s 

Scriptures,” form the “pretext of Luke’s narrative” (Gospel, 52; see there for further discussion in terms of 

narratology). As Green comments, one implication is that “Luke is not introducing a new story, but 

continuing an old one, whose real ‘beginning’ is the LXX … The emphasis falls on salvation-historical 

unity: The God who has been working redemptively still is, now, and esp., in Jesus” (Green, Gospel, 52, 

emphasis original).  
330 Green notes a tendency of some scholars to overlook the narrative context of the Magnificat in Luke’s 

Gospel; Green himself identifies several connections between Mary’s song and its “literary co-text,” among 

which he includes the joy motif (“Mary rejoices—cf. 1:14, 28, 4, 48 [sic; = 47?],” [Gospel, 98]). Among 

other interpreters who also attend to the Magnificat’s setting in Luke’s narrative, Green esp. notes Farris 
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pervasiveness of biblical allusion throughout the Lukan infancy narrative prepares 

readers to listen for such echoes also in the Magnificat. More specifically, though, signals 

in Gabriel’s address to Mary, in Mary’s response, and in Elizabeth’s greeting all reinforce 

the expectation that Mary will come to terms with her disorienting experience—including 

emotionally—in conversation with Scripture.  

As suggested above, Gabriel’s announcement to Zechariah already primes—or at 

least, should have primed—the aged father-to-be to interpret his befuddling experiences 

in relation to Israel’s Scriptures. To review: the angelic message encourages such 

interpretive practice by evoking several scriptural passages, some of which Zechariah 

will himself echo later in the narrative when he finally does rejoice over God’s surprising 

intervention in his life and the wider world. Initially, though, Zechariah responds less 

than adequately. At once obviously and obliviously evoking Abraham’s parallel story, 

Zechariah responds to Gabriel’s prophecy with a question that reiterates the patriarch’s 

query in Genesis 15:8, but in a way rich with dramatic irony. Luke’s selection of 

scriptural intertext and his artful recontextualization of Abraham’s question underscores 

Zechariah’s doubt precisely where Abraham had spoken from faith (see 1.2.2). Not until 

the Benedictus does Luke portray Zechariah as rightly interpreting and rejoicing over his 

 

 

(Hymns, 99–102) and Kraut (Befreier und befreites Volk, 286–93). See Green, Gospel, 98. One could now 

add others to this list, not least De Long, Surprised.  
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experience of divine action—an experience now understood in relation to the larger story 

of God’s faithfulness, recounted in Israel’s Scriptures. 

In Mary’s case, too, Gabriel announces the coming birth of a son in a message 

rich with scriptural allusion. I have discussed Gabriel’s opening greeting above (Luke 

1:28; see 1.3.3.1). Following the narrator’s mention of Mary’s confusion (1:29), the angel 

continues with a more detailed account of her honored status and of the child she will 

bear (1:30–33, 35–37). The first half of Gabriel’s announcement (1:30–33) proves 

especially evocative of Israel’s Scriptures. In addition to the numerous subtler echoes that 

might be noted,331 the angel refers explicitly to the biblical figures David (1:32) and 

Jacob (1:33).  

Beyond simply evoking these biblical figures as discrete individuals, Gabriel 

tacitly sets them—narratively/chronologically distant though they are from each other—

into a continuous narrative that finds its climax in the events now occurring in Mary’s 

own life. For example, the angel mentions Jacob in the context of the phrase “the house 

of Jacob” (Luke 1:33), following the scriptural convention of naming all of Israel with 

reference to the patriarch Jacob/Israel (see, e.g., Gen 32:28 and 46:1–2).332 This way of 

 

331 For example, Green notes that Gabriel’s message to Mary evokes birth announcements in passages such 

as Genesis 16:11 and Isaiah 7:14 (cf. esp. Luke 1:31); as Green comments, this allusive aspect of the 

message “ties the current scene into the heart of God’s story”—though Green does not see the annunciation 

as “fulfilling” Isiah 7:14 in a strong sense (Green, Gospel, 88).  
332 Green also notes that “‘Jacob’ is synonymous with ‘Israel’ [in Luke 1:33], as often in the OT (e.g., Exod 

19:3; Isa 2:5–6; 8:17; 48:1)” (Gospel, 88n31). 
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referring to Jacob serves, in part, to underscore the continuity between him and the 

people of Israel whose subsequent experiences are recounted in Scripture and continue 

into Mary’s own unfolding story.  

In a different way, but with a similar effect of emphasizing continuity, Gabriel 

also refers to David in a context that calls to mind the larger narrative of Israel’s past 

relationship with God. The angel mentions this later biblical figure in the course of 

foretelling Jesus’s unending reign: God will give Jesus “the throne of David, his father” 

(1:32). As widely recognized, this prophecy evokes earlier scriptural promises to David, 

perhaps as well as the further development of associated expectations in (and beyond) 

Israel’s Scriptures.333 Verbal connections to 2 Samuel 7 are particularly strong:  

 

333 The link between Luke 1:32–33 and 2 Samuel 7:12–16 is widely noted. See, for example, Green, 

Gospel, 57. As Green later comments, “The connection of vv 32–33 with the expectation of a restored 

Davidic monarchy is unmistakable” (Gospel, 88). Green notes several specific ties between these passages, 

as well as echoes of 2 Samuel 7 also in Luke 1:68–79 (Gospel, 88, see also 85). As Green comments, the 

promise is also “repeated and developed elsewhere in the Scriptures and in later Judaism,” an interpretive 

tradition on which Luke builds (Gospel, 88). 
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Table 6: Verbal Connections between Luke 1:32–33 and 2 Samuel 7  

 

Luke 1:32–33 2 Samuel 7:12–13  

(cf. 1 Chron 17:12–13) 

οὗτος ἔσται μέγας καὶ υἱὸς ὑψίστου  

κληθήσεται καὶ δώσει αὐτῷ κύριος ὁ 

θεὸς τὸν θρόνον Δαυὶδ τοῦ πατρὸς 

αὐτοῦ, καὶ βασιλεύσει ἐπὶ τὸν οἶκον 

Ἰακὼβ εἰς τοὺς αἰῶνας καὶ  

τῆς βασιλείας αὐτοῦ οὐκ ἔσται τέλος.  

 

καὶ ἔσται ἐὰν πληρωθῶσιν αἱ ἡμέραι σου  

καὶ κοιμηθήσῃ μετὰ τῶν πατέρων σου  

καὶ ἀναστήσω τὸ σπέρμα σου [= 

David’s] μετὰ σέ ὃς ἔσται ἐκ τῆς κοιλίας 

σου καὶ ἑτοιμάσω  

τὴν βασιλείαν αὐτοῦ· αὐτὸς  

οἰκοδομήσει μοι οἶκον τῷ ὀνόματί μου  

καὶ ἀνορθώσω τὸν θρόνον αὐτοῦ ἕως  

εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα  
 

 

Luke 1:32–33 2 Samuel 7:16  

(cf. 1 Chron 17:14) 

οὗτος ἔσται μέγας καὶ υἱὸς ὑψίστου  

κληθήσεται καὶ δώσει αὐτῷ κύριος ὁ 

θεὸς τὸν θρόνον Δαυὶδ τοῦ πατρὸς 

αὐτοῦ, καὶ βασιλεύσει ἐπὶ τὸν οἶκον 

Ἰακὼβ εἰς τοὺς αἰῶνας καὶ τῆς βασιλείας 

αὐτοῦ οὐκ ἔσται τέλος.  

 

καὶ πιστωθήσεται ὁ οἶκος αὐτοῦ  

καὶ ἡ βασιλεία αὐτοῦ  

ἕως αἰῶνος ἐνώπιον ἐμοῦ  

καὶ ὁ θρόνος αὐτοῦ ἔσται ἀνωρθωμένος  

εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα 

 

 

The verbal connections seem too numerous to be mere coincidence—a view corroborated 

by allusions to 2 Samuel 7 elsewhere in Luke 1, some of which will be noted below. 

Additional scriptural resonances in Gabriel’s speech might also be noted (e.g., Luke 1:37; 

cf. Gen 18:14),334 but the examples already discussed suffice to illustrate how, by naming 

key figures in the scriptural account of God’s faithfulness and by alluding to pivotal 

 

334 On the import of the possible echo of Genesis 18:14 LXX, see Green, Gospel, 91–92. Inselmann makes 

an intriguing case for hearing several other echoes of Genesis 18 in the annunciation to Mary; see Freude, 

165. 
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moments in that narrative, Gabriel prompts Mary to understand the disorienting news she 

receives in relation to—indeed, as in some sense a fulfillment of (cf. 1:1)—the story of 

God’s faithfulness, the beginning of which is related in Israel’s Scriptures.  

Like Zechariah, Mary responds to the angelic message in a way that also evokes 

faithful scriptural exemplar(s). Unlike in Zechariah’s case (Luke 1:18; cf. Gen 15:7), 

though, there is no hint of dramatic irony here. As others have noted, Mary’s final reply 

to the angel—“behold, the slave of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” 

(1:37)—echoes (among other passages) David’s response to the Lord’s promise in 2 

Samuel 7.  

Table 7: Verbal Connections between Luke 1:38 and 2 Samuel 7  

 

Luke 1:38 (Mary Addressing Gabriel) 2 Sam 7:25 (David addressing the 

Lord; cf. 1 Chron 17:23)  

εἶπεν δὲ Μαριάμ· ἰδοὺ ἡ δούλη κυρίου·  

γένοιτό μοι κατὰ τὸ ῥῆμά σου. 

 καὶ ἀπῆλθεν ἀπ᾽ αὐτῆς ὁ ἄγγελος. 

 

καὶ νῦν κύριέ μου κύριε τὸ ῥῆμα  

ὃ ἐλάλησας περὶ τοῦ δούλου σου καὶ τοῦ  

οἴκου αὐτοῦ πίστωσον ἕως αἰῶνος κύριε  

παντοκράτωρ θεὲ τοῦ Ισραηλ καὶ νῦν  

καθὼς ἐλάλησας  

 

 

For readers/hearers who catch the reverberations of 2 Samuel 7 in Gabriel’s message to 

Mary, her allusive reply turns the exchange into a kind of scripturally-derived call-and-

response.335 Whether or not readers/hearers should interpret Mary’s echo of 2 Samuel 7 

 

335 As Green implies, Mary’s use of the word ῥῆμα in 1:38 also recalls Gabriel’s preceding assurance that 

“every ῥῆμα will not be impossible with God” (1:37; Green, Gospel, 92). Note also De Long’s suggestion 

that Mary’s emphasis on personal reversal and some of the examples of reversal that Mary describes may 
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as “conscious” or “intentional” on her part may be difficult to say. What is in any case 

clear, though, is that Mary—be it reflectively or reflexively—willingly steps into the 

scripturally framed role to which Gabriel’s allusive message invites her.336  

Of course, as discussed above, this does not mean that she immediately rejoices 

over this instance of divine initiative in her life. Before she does so, Mary receives yet 

another prompt toward scripturally situating her experience, this time from her older 

kinswoman, Elizabeth. Given that Gabriel tacitly offers Elizabeth’s late-life pregnancy as 

a sign confirming the possibility of the unprecedented divine intervention that he has 

foretold in Mary’s life (1:37), simply seeing Elizabeth (in her sixth month, hence visibly 

pregnant [1:36]) and hearing her greeting—which refers to both women’s pregnancies as 

realized facts and affirms Mary’s response as faithful (1:42–45)337—may contribute to 

Mary’s ability to rejoice in the Magnificat. It may also be significant, however, that 

Elizabeth’s conversation with Mary evokes several scriptural passages.  

 

 

evoke the content and/or context of some of the joy passages echoed in Gabriel’s greeting (e.g., Zeph 3; see 

De Long, Surprised, 158–159): “Thus if a reader recognizes the angelic χαῖρε as urging the joyous praise 

expected in response to Zion’s consolation, then Mary’s hymn responds in kind” (De Long, Surprised, 

159). 
336 It may be telling that David’s very next line in 2 Samuel 7—“let your (God’s) name be magnified 

forever” (μεγαλυνθείη τὸ ὄνομά σου ἕως αἰῶνος, 2 Sam 7:26)—finds a possible echo at the beginning of 

Mary’s later jubilation: “My soul magnifies (μεγαλύνει) the Lord…” (Luke 1:46). See Green on the use of 

δοῦλος elsewhere in Luke-Acts (see Acts 4:29; 16:17) to indicate “a person who has been commissioned 

and endowed for a special role in the divine plan” (Green, Gospel, 92n45).  
337 See somewhat similarly Green, Gospel, 96. The fact that the Spirit-filled Elizabeth can speak of Mary’s 

faith/trust using an aorist participle in 1:45 arguably reinforces the impression that Mary’s earlier, 

submissive response to Gabriel should be interpreted as one of faith/trust. 
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The echoes of Scripture present in this scene function somewhat more complexly 

than do those found in Mary’s interaction with Gabriel. Multiple allusions could be 

noted. For instance, Elizabeth’s opening salutation (1:42) recalls blessings pronounced on 

Jael (Judg 5:24) and Judith (Jdt 13:18)—scriptural women whose jarringly violent 

manner of bringing deliverance to God’s people contrasts sharply, as Brittany E. Wilson 

has shown, with the shape of Mary’s role in redemption history.338 Because of its closer 

connection with joy, however, it will be helpful here to revisit a different allusive aspect 

of the passage, treated briefly above: the unborn John’s scripturally evocative leaping and 

Elizabeth’s explanation of it (1.2.1.2).  

Before Elizabeth even speaks, the narrator reports that John “leapt in her womb” 

upon hearing Mary’s greeting (1:41). As Inselmann, for example, points out, since a 

baby’s movement in the womb does not normally have unambiguous emotional 

implications, such in-utero “leaping” would in any case require further interpretation if it 

 

338 As others have pointed out (e.g., Green, Gospel, 96, and Brown, Birth, 342–343), Elizabeth’s opening 

benediction over Mary evokes blessings pronounced on two earlier women in Israel’s scriptural traditions: 

Jael (Judg 5:24) and Judith (Jth 13:18). Given the narrative contexts in which each of the earlier blessings 

occurs, it is somewhat surprising that Elizabeth/Luke would connect Mary specifically with these two 

women, who triumph through their own violent deeds. Brittany E. Wilson has offered a compelling 

explanation for this oddity, arguing that Luke’s evocation of Jael and Judith serves the purpose of 

“radically reconfigure[ing]” what it means to be “most blessed”: “According to Luke, Mary’s peaceful 

servanthood foreshadows the life and death of her son, Jesus the κύριος, who overcomes violence through 

peace” so that “Mary ushers in a new age, in which women are called most blessed for their acts of peace 

rather than for their acts of violence.” See Wilson, “Pugnacious Precursors and the Bearer of Peace: Jael, 

Judith, and Mary in Luke 1:42,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 68.3 (2006): 436–56, quotation from 438. 
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were to carry a definite emotional valence.339 The need for interpretation is exacerbated 

in this case, however, by the scriptural resonances of John’s action, which threaten to 

give the wrong impression about the relationship between the two unborn boys at the 

Visitation. As mentioned above, the verb for “leap” (σκιρτάω) in Luke 1:41 occurs in 

connection with in-utero activity in only one other biblical passage, Genesis 25:22.340 In 

that lone scriptural precedent, the term denotes the in-utero “wrestling” of Rebekah’s 

unborn twins, Jacob and Esau—the beginning of a long-lasting rivalry between the 

brothers. At first glance, as Inselmann and others have noted, the use of the same word to 

describe John’s reaction to Mary’s greeting might seem to suggest prenatal rivalry 

between John and Jesus.  

For those who recognize this possibility, it creates momentary narrative tension. 

Luke’s entire infancy narrative, with its marked step-parallelism, seems designed to 

forestall any idea that John might be greater than Jesus—a point which Luke may have 

been at pains to emphasize, in part, due to the ongoing influence of the Baptist, 

 

339 Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 541–42. See also Inselmann’s fuller discussion of the passage and 

methodological issues in “Emotions and Passions,” esp. 541–52; on Elizabeth’s interpretive role, see also, 

e.g., De Long, Surprised, 144. 
340 See Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 541–42. The verb can refer to a jumping movement that 

evinces joy—the skipping of calves set free, for instance (Mal 3:20 LXX); Green notes Malachi 4:2 as an 

instance of “the association of ‘leaping’ with the experience of God’s salvation” (Gospel, 95). On σκιρτάω 

as a joy term, see also Conver, “The Portrayal,” 13–14, and the literature cited there. Morrice also discusses 

the term and its use in classical, septuagintal, and NT literature (Joy, 65–67). 
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mentioned repeatedly in Acts (18:25–26; 19:1–5).341 In this context, the narrator’s 

scripturally evocative description of John’s reaction to Mary’s voice might at first seem 

to signal a threat to the project of keeping the Baptist in his proper place, as a forerunner 

who is willingly subordinate to Jesus. However, as Inselmann argues, the resulting 

tension finds resolution through Elizabeth’s authoritative interpretation of her child’s 

movement. Elizabeth—a righteous Jew (1:5–6), filled with the Holy Spirit who also fills 

her son from the womb (1:41, 15), and hence an unambiguously reliable character342—

explains her son’s reaction as one of joy: “As the sound of [Mary’s] greeting came to my 

ears, the baby in my womb leapt (εσκίρτησεν) with joy (ἐν ἀγαλλιάσει)” (1:44).343  

It is interesting to note that Elizabeth specifically describes John’s joy using the 

noun ἀγαλλίασις (1:44), which is etymologically linked to the verb with which Mary will 

soon describe her own rejoicing (ἀγαλλιάω, 1:47). Before Mary speaks, however, 

Elizabeth proceeds to pronounce a macarism upon her. As discussed above, the older 

woman commends Mary as “one who trusted/believed that there would be a fulfillment 

of the things spoken to her from the Lord” (1:45). With this blessing, Elizabeth tacitly 

encourages Mary to (continue to) interpret her experience in relation to God’s 

faithfulness—faithfulness which, as attested in Israel’s Scriptures, has often been 

 

341 See, among others, Fitzmyer, Gospel, 1:315; Green, Gospel, 51; and Inselmann, Freude, 147. For more 

on the scholarly debate about how to characterize the parallelism, see note 80, above. 
342 As Green comments, it becomes apparent at this point in the narrative why John needed to be filled with 

the Spirit even before his birth (Gospel, 95). 
343 See Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” 551. 
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manifest in surprising forms, even if Mary’s experience of virginal conception is still 

more surprising than the violent acts of deliverance wrought by the women whose stories 

Elizabeth’s earlier words call to mind (1:42).344 

Through those words as through her interpretation of her son’s movement within 

her, Elizabeth’s scripturally allusive exclamation gives Mary one final pointer toward 

connecting the dots between Scripture and her unfolding experience of God’s surprising 

work. More specifically, through her commentary on John’s in-utero response to Mary’s 

voice, Elizabeth encourages Mary to understand the relationship between her story and 

the larger story of God’s faithfulness in a way that will make for joy.  

1.3.4.3.2 Structure and Allusive Content of the Magnificat  

 

Mary apparently takes the hermeneutical hint implied by Elizabeth’s allusive 

words. Immediately following her kinswoman’s emotionally effusive and scripturally 

evocative greeting, Mary at last launches into explicit jubilation (1:46–55). Both the 

structure345 and the allusive content of her speech confirm that Israel’s Scriptures—

 

344 See Wilson, “Pugnacious Precursors.”  
345 One might also note that the sheer poetic character of Mary’s and other’s hymns or hymn-like 

prayers/prophecies in the infancy narrative contributes to the emotional charge of these chapters, including 

the overtones of joy. Cf. Craddock’s comment that the Visitation consists almost entirely of inspired speech 

and song, reminding us of the affective force of literary forms” (Luke, 28). On the affective implications of 

literary forms, see also Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions.”  
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interpreted afresh in light of God’s intervention in her life—provide the tacit narrative 

framework within which Mary can experience this turn of events as joyous.346  

Structurally, the Magnificat can be broken into three major movements.347 It 

begins with Mary’s personal experience of divine (and subsequently human) favor (1:46–

50)348 and then shifts to a more social/communal account of God’s faithful action (1:51–

53).349 Though the relationship between the two movements is not overtly signaled, it is 

surely telling that these paratactically juxtaposed segments of her speech both focus on 

God bringing about reversals (see also 1.3.4.1). Mary sees herself as one who, though 

lowly, has been honored by God (1:48–49); likewise, she celebrates God’s achievement 

of reversal in other cases, as the humble and hungry are exalted and filled, while the 

proud and wealthy are brought down and sent away empty (1:52–53). A third and final 

movement in Mary’s jubilation makes clear that she does not understand God’s action in 

these cases as a random execution of justice. Rather, she interprets these divinely 

 

346 Though his focus is on Mary’s recognition of God’s action rather than her joy per se, Coleridge makes a 

related observation: “Mary perceives the deeper implications of what has happened to her; and these are 

implications which could be drawn only from Scripture” (Birth, 93; see similarly Green, Gospel, 101–2). 
347 I focus here on those aspects of the structure of Mary’s Song that relate directly to my analysis of her 

relationship to the joy motif. For a more thoroughgoing analysis of the structure of the Magnificat, see 

among others Green, Gospel, esp. 99–102. 
348 I here follow Green’s grouping of 1:50 with 1:46–49, primarily because 1:50 is syntactically connected 

to the earlier movement. Thematically, though, it begins to shift the focus of Mary’s song more overtly 

beyond God’s action in her own life (see Green, Gospel, 102, 104).  
349 See also Carman’s chart highlighting parallels between Mary in the first half of the song and Israel in 

the second (“Ave Maria,” 15, citing Nolland, Luke 1–9:20, 101). On the way in which the latter part of 

Mary’s song looks beyond herself, see also, e.g., Inselmann, Freude, 180, and Green, Gospel, 101. 
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orchestrated reversals as instances of God’s faithfulness to the promise to Abraham and 

his offspring (1:54–55).350  

Stepping back, one can see how the tripartite structure of Mary’s rejoicing 

implicitly situates the personal experience over which she rejoices in relation to the larger 

story of God’s faithfulness, to which Israel’s Scriptures bear witness. Mary’s words 

indicate that she has understood her own recent and ongoing experience of God’s 

intervention as an instance of—indeed, as the lofty expectations of 1:48–49 suggest, a 

pivotal and in some sense even climactic351 moment in—the larger narrative of God’s 

faithful action on behalf of Abraham “and … his seed forever” (1:55; cf. Gen 17:7). 

Of course, this mention of Abraham and his seed also evokes specific scriptural 

passages.352 Closer examination of the allusive content of the Magnificat provides further 

evidence that Mary’s rejoicing occurs in the context of (re)interpreting Israel’s Scriptures 

in relation to her own experiences—experiences which, viewed in this light, become 

 

350 Inselmann notes that Mary’s song is like the Benedictus in its emphasis, in the latter part of the song, on 

God’s covenant faithfulness (Freude, 180–81).  
351 Indeed, Joel B. Green goes so far as to suggest that the very mention of Mary’s rejoicing itself has 

eschatological overtones, since elsewhere in Luke 1 “‘joy’ and ‘gladness’ are related to the eschatological 

coming of God (vv 14, 28, 44)” (Gospel, 102). As Green argues, the subsequent content of Mary’s Song 

confirms this suspicion.  
352 As well as earlier passages within Luke’s Gospel: It is worth noting in particular Green’s suggestion that 

Elizabeth’s reference to the “fruit of [Mary’s] womb” in 1:42 finds a parallel in Mary’s reference to 

“Abraham and his seed” in 1:55 (see Green, Gospel, 98, citing Bemile, Magnificat, 40). The explicit 

mention of Abraham clearly links Mary’s speech to God’s past promises, but as Green points out, several 

other key words—such as her references to “servant, remember, mercy, promise, ancestors”—also recall 

God’s history with Israel as recounted in Scripture, at least for biblically literate readers/hearers (see Green, 

Gospel, 105). It is interesting to note that, though Gabriel’s annunciation to Mary evoked the same 

Scriptures, the angel did not mention Abraham per se (rather, David and Jacob [1:32–33]).  
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joyous for her. Along with her explicit mention of Israel and of God’s promise to 

Abraham and his offspring (1:54–55), numerous more subtle biblical echoes pepper 

Mary’s jubilation. Indeed, as a glance at the marginal references in the NA28 amply 

confirms, virtually every line in Mary’s speech resonates with one or more passages in 

Israel’s Scriptures. For present purposes, I will focus on selected intertextual connections 

related to 1–2 Samuel or the joy motif.  

I begin with a possible echo that, though not the clearest intertextual link in the 

Magnificat, merits mention here because of its connection to the scriptural allusions in 

Gabriel’s and Mary’s earlier exchange. As seen above, Gabriel’s annunciation to Mary 

evokes God’s promise to David (Luke 1:32–33; cf. 2 Sam 7:12–13, 16), while Mary’s 

response recalls part of David’s reply to this promise (Luke 1:38; cf. 2 Sam 7:25; see 

1.3.4.3.1). Mary’s Magnificat begins with—and indeed takes its conventional name from 

the Latin translation of—a verb found shortly after the previously echoed part of David’s 

response:  

Table 8: Echo of 2 Samuel 7 in the Magnificat (Luke 1:46)? 

 

2 Samuel 7:26 LXX (See also 2 Sam 

7:22) 

Luke 1:46 

 

μεγαλυνθείη τὸ ὄνομά σου ἕως αἰῶνος  

 

Καὶ εἶπεν Μαριάμ·  

Μεγαλύνει ἡ ψυχή μου τὸν κύριον,  

 

 

Although a single verb might not, on its own, suffice to suggest a connection between 

these passages, the multiple other links between Mary’s experiences and 2 Samuel 7 
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increase the probability that readers/hearers should perceive here a further echo of 

David’s response to God. If so, this intertextual connection confirms what Mary’s earlier 

response to Gabriel, with its reminiscence of 2 Samuel 7:25 (Luke 1:38), already implied 

(see 1.3.4.3.1). Mary is situating her unfolding life story in relation to the larger narrative 

of God’s faithful promise-making and promise-keeping, following the scriptural lines laid 

out in Gabriel’s earlier message.353 And as she continues to do so, she at last begins to 

rejoice (1:47).354  

As with the Benedictus, the allusive character of the Magnificat underscores the 

role of Israel’s Scriptures in enabling Mary (like Zechariah) to make correct emotional 

sense of God’s surprising, joy-conducive action—and hence, to rejoice. Among multiple 

other echoes of Scripture,355 particularly noteworthy are the several connections between 

 

353 See also Coleridge’s observation: “Like Gabriel in the first two episodes (and unlike Zechariah), Mary 

appears as one who turns back to God’s past action in order to understand what God is doing now and the 

future which this portends and which she proclaims” (Birth, 93; see also 118). On the possibility that 

echoes of Isaiah 9 in Luke 1:32 are relevant to the joy motif in the Magnificat, see Wenkel, Joy, 56 (see 

esp. Isaiah 9:6). 
354 Note also De Long’s suggestion that Mary’s emphasis on personal reversal and some of the examples of 

reversal that she cites evoke the content and/or context of some of the joy passages that may be echoed in 

Gabriel’s greeting (e.g., Zeph 3; see De Long, Surprised, 158–159): “Thus if a reader recognizes the 

angelic χαῖρε as urging the joyous praise expected in response to Zion’s consolation, then Mary’s hymn 

responds in kind” (Surprised, 159). The parallels between Mary and Zechariah here are again striking, even 

if only partial. In the eventual jubilation of both Mary and Zechariah, one finds intertextual links to some of 

the very scriptural passages that had been echoed in Gabriel’s dialogue with each parent-to-be. Much as 

Mary’s rejoicing again calls to mind David’s response to God’s promise in 2 Samuel 7, earlier evoked in 

her conversation with Gabriel, so also—as seen above—Zechariah’s Benedictus echoes (among other 

passages) the prophet Malachi, to whose words Gabriel had alluded when first announcing John’s birth. 
355 Of course, as in the case of Zechariah, the scriptural allusions in Mary’s jubilation are by no means 

limited to passages evoked by Gabriel. For the sake of space, I will treat the allusions in the Magnificat 

only selectively. After all, “[a]s others have recognized, Mary’s Song is a virtual collage of biblical texts” 



 

241 

 

Mary’s jubilation and Hannah’s story/song in 1 Samuel 1–2.356 This link bears special 

mention, in part, because Hannah’s triumphant song provides a structural and thematic 

precedent for Mary’s combination of personal jubilation with reflection on God’s more 

wide-reaching enactment of just reversals.  

Both speeches begin on a note of personal exultation that includes specific joy 

terms: 

 

 

(Green, Gospel, 101). See also De Long’s extended discussion of possible scriptural intertexts in the 

Magnificat (Surprised, 156–162); see also Carman, “Ave Maria.” 
356 The links between Mary and Hannah (and particularly between their songs of praise in response to a 

pregnancy) are often noted. De Long discusses this and also argues for other intertextual connections, 

including between Hannah and Elizabeth, between Rachel and Elizabeth, and between Mary and Leah 

(Surprised, 168–171). Following Callaway and E. A. Johnson, De Long notes that these connections in 

Luke may draw on a wider tradition associating these and other barren women from Scripture (see 

discussion in Surprised, 171–173). What is in any case clear is that “allusive characterization” of Mary and 

Elizabeth “in Lk 1 … connects the reversals experienced by Elizabeth and Mary (in the present) with those 

experienced by Israel’s matriarchs (in the past) and with the eschatological transformation expected for 

Zion” (De Long, Surprised, 173). In a slightly different vein but with similar effects, Green notes several 

other relevant scriptural “hymns of praise sung in response to God’s gracious and powerful intervention on 

behalf of his people,” such as Exodus 15:1–18, 19–21; Judg 5:1–31; and Judith 16:1–7 (Gospel, 101). One 

might also note similarity to psalms such as Psalm 113 (112 LXX). Though the nature and degree of 

similarity to Mary’s song varies among these several OT passages, the cumulative effect of the echoes is, as 

Green puts it, to “extend the activity of God celebrated by Mary far back into the past, making transparent 

the Lukan notion that what he is now narrating is continuous with that story” (Gospel, 101). 
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Table 9: Mary and Hannah, Part 1 

 

Luke 1:46–47 1 Samuel 2:1 

Καὶ εἶπεν Μαριάμ·  

Μεγαλύνει  

ἡ ψυχή μου τὸν κύριον,  

 

 

καὶ ἠγαλλίασεν τὸ πνεῦμά μου  

ἐπὶ τῷ θεῷ τῷ σωτῆρί μου,  

 

καὶ εἶπεν  

ἐστερεώθη (MT: ָעַלַ֤ץ) 

ἡ καρδία μου ἐν κυρίῳ  

ὑψώθη κέρας μου ἐν θεῷ μου ἐπλατύνθη 

ἐπὶ ἐχθροὺς τὸ στόμα μου  

εὐφράνθην [שָ ַמ  ְחתִ י]  

ἐν σωτηρίᾳ σου  

 

The precise joy terms used admittedly differ, but the joy motif figures prominently at the 

beginning of both the Magnificat and Hannah’s song. Further structural and thematic 

connections between the two passages reinforce the impression that Mary’s rejoicing 

occurs in conversation with scriptural passages such as 1 Samuel 2:1.  

For example, both women see their personal experiences of God’s favor 

specifically as a case of divinely orchestrated reversal, as becomes clear through how 

each characterizes herself.357 Hannah’s self-characterization earlier in the narrative of 1 

Samuel, in her initial plea to God for a child, finds a striking echo in Mary’s description 

of the status from which God has exalted her:  

 

357 As Green points out, Mary’s self-characterization also coheres with Luke’s previous portrayal of her in 

the narrative, which thus far has given no indication that she is of noteworthy social status (Gospel, 98). 

See also De Long’s somewhat different explanation for the self-characterization (Surprised, 167–71). 
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Table 10: Mary and Hannah, Part 2 

 

Luke 1:48 1 Samuel 1:11 

 

 

ὅτι ἐπέβλεψεν  

ἐπὶ τὴν ταπείνωσιν τῆς δούλης αὐτοῦ.  

ἰδοὺ γὰρ ἀπὸ τοῦ νῦν μακαριοῦσίν με  

πᾶσαι αἱ γενεαί,  

 

καὶ ηὔξατο εὐχὴν κυρίῳ λέγουσα Αδωναι  

κύριε ελωαι σαβαωθ ἐὰν  

ἐπιβλέπων ἐπιβλέψῃς  

ἐπὶ τὴν ταπείνωσιν τῆς δούλης σου  

καὶ μνησθῇς μου καὶ δῷς τῇ δούλῃ σου  

σπέρμα ἀνδρῶν καὶ δώσω αὐτὸν ἐνώπιόν  

σου δοτὸν ἕως ἡμέρας θανάτου αὐτοῦ καὶ  

οἶνον καὶ μέθυσμα οὐ πίεται καὶ σίδηρος  

οὐκ ἀναβήσεται ἐπὶ τὴν κεφαλὴν αὐτοῦ  

 

 

For both Hannah and Mary, God’s intervention in their own lives—which, as 

readers/hearers know from the narrative context, has taken the form of a wondrous 

pregnancy,358 though neither woman makes this entirely explicit in her speech359—sparks 

extended, poetic jubilation.  

 

358 Albeit with different circumstances attending the pregnancy in each case; as Green points out, 

“‘Lowliness’ is sometimes used in Israel’s Scriptures with reference to the humiliation of barrenness,” 

including in 1 Samuel 1:11, but “[t]his is not the case” in Mary’s self-description (Green, Gospel, 103, 

opposing scholars such as Boff, Maternal Face, 196). For De Long’s take on the reason for Mary’s self-

characterization as lowly, see Surprised, 167–71.  
359 Hannah does mention the reversal of barren/childbearing women in general in 1 Samuel 2:5, but she also 

does not explicitly locate herself among those who experienced this reversal. Of course, from a source-

critical perspective, the explanation of this lack of specific reference to the particular child received by each 

woman can be seen as evidence that both Hannah’s song and Mary’s may have originated in contexts other 

than the narratives in which they have been passed down. Be that as it may, for present purposes my 

interest is not in the “original” implications of these jubilations but rather in their function within the 

narrative context of 1 Samuel and, esp., the Gospel of Luke. Though one finds multiple, variously 

contextualized echoes of 1 Samuel 1–2 in the infancy narrative (e.g., Zechariah and Elizabeth as reiterating 

the trope of barrenness-overcome-by-divine-intervention), here I would particularly underscore that Luke 

alludes both to Hannah’s song and to the narrative in which it occurs with specific reference to Mary (see 

above on Luke 1:48 and 1 Sam 1:11). This arguably indicates that, as one would expect, Luke reads 1 

Samuel 1–2 as a coherent whole—whatever modern scholars may think about its history of composition 

and redaction. In a related vein, given Luke’s concern for crafting an “orderly account” (1:3 NRSV), it 
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Following their opening celebrations of God’s intervention on their personal 

behalf, both women turn to broader social/communal claims about God’s power and 

justice, with the focus remaining on divinely wrought inversions.360 In more than one 

instance, the joyful mothers even use similar examples to illustrate the reversals which, 

based on their own experience, they anticipate will occur more broadly. For example, in 

the following passages, both Mary and Hannah refer to the inversion of the powerful and 

the lowly/weak:  

Table 11: Mary and Hannah, Part 3 

 

Luke 1:52 1 Samuel 2:4 

καθεῖλεν δυνάστας ἀπὸ θρόνων  

καὶ ὕψωσεν ταπεινούς,  

 

τόξον δυνατῶν ἠσθένησεν  

καὶ ἀσθενοῦντες περιεζώσαντο δύναμιν  

 

 

Both women also celebrate (albeit in opposite order and again with some differences in 

wording) the reversal of the hungry and the well fed:  

 

 

seems fair to treat Mary’s Song as an integral part of Luke 1 as it stands, whatever the passage’s pre-Lukan 

source-critical history may be.  
360 These are treated as already accomplished, though in neither Luke 1 nor 1 Samuel 1–2 have such wide-

ranging social reversals yet been narrated (on the use of the aorist in the Magnificat, see also note 304, 

above). As Green comments, Mary’s reference to God as “the Mighty One” (ὁ δυνατός) in 1:49, which 

evokes OT images of God as “the Divine Warrior who does battle with the enemies of his people (cf. Deut 

10:17–18; Ps 24:8; Isa 10:20–27; Zeph 3:17)” already implicitly moves Mary’s jubilation in a communal 

direction, even though she is at this point still speaking “in the first person” (Green, Gospel, 103).  
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Table 12: Mary and Hannah, Part 4 

 

Luke 1:53 1 Samuel 2:5 

πεινῶντας ἐνέπλησεν ἀγαθῶν  

καὶ πλουτοῦντας ἐξαπέστειλεν κενούς.  

 

 

πλήρεις ἄρτων ἠλαττώθησαν  

καὶ οἱ πεινῶντες παρῆκαν γῆν  

ὅτι στεῖρα ἔτεκεν ἑπτά καὶ ἡ πολλὴ ἐν  

τέκνοις ἠσθένησεν  

(see also 1 Sam 2:7–8) 

 

 

In sum, both the thematic focus of Mary’s jubilation—divinely orchestrated, just 

social inversion—and Mary’s juxtaposition of personal and communal examples strongly 

recall Hannah’s song.361 That song, like Mary’s in Luke 1, looks forward to far more 

wide-ranging deliverance than that which has thus far been narrated in 1 Samuel, treating 

this deliverance as an accomplished fact in light of its proleptic fulfillment in one 

woman’s personal life. By (re)interpreting her unexpected, salvation-historically pivotal 

pregnancy in relation to scriptural stories such as Hannah’s, Mary comes to recognize her 

own experience of divinely wrought reversal as joyful, however bewildering it may 

remain. 

Although the links between Mary and Hannah are particularly strong, the 

language of the Magnificat may also more faintly echo several other scriptural passages 

 

361 Green notes Hannah’s song (1 Sam 2:7–8) among several OT passages in which one finds an OT 

precedent for Mary’s emphasis on “the reversal motif” in describing God’s saving work (see Green, 

Gospel, 105n41). On Mary’s lowliness as “representative of her people’s” low status and experience of 

oppression, both in prior times and in the narrative’s present, see Green (Gospel, 103)—though Green is 

careful to note that this representative function does not negate the significance that Mary’s (initial) low 

status has for herself personally (Gospel, 103; again, see also De Long’s extended discussion of Mary’s 

“lowliness” in Surprised, 167–71).  
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that foreground the joy motif. I will focus here on three examples related to the first two 

verses of Mary’s jubilation (1:46–47), verses which provide the interpretive key for 

understanding the emotional tone of what follows.362 While a direct connection between 

Mary’s song and the three passages discussed below may be difficult to establish, briefly 

reviewing these possible intertexts will at least reinforce the point that Mary speaks in the 

idiom of Israel’s Scriptures when she finally rejoices. 

Two psalms merit special mention here.363 First, Psalm 34:9 LXX shares several 

terms with the opening of Mary’s jubilation, including the joy verb ἀγγαλιάω: 

Table 13: The Opening of the Magnificat and Psalm 34:9 LXX 

 

Luke 1:46–47 Psalm 34:9 LXX364  

Καὶ εἶπεν Μαριάμ·  

Μεγαλύνει ἡ ψυχή μου  

τὸν κύριον, καὶ ἠγαλλία0σεν  

τὸ πνεῦμά μου  

ἐπὶ τῷ θεῷ τῷ σωτῆρί μου,  

 

 

ἡ δὲ ψυχή μου  

ἀγαλλιάσεται ἐπὶ τῷ κυρίῳ  

τερφθήσεται  

ἐπὶ τῷ σωτηρίῳ αὐτοῦ  

 

 

Resonances also appear, albeit without matching joy terms, when Mary’s opening lines 

are set alongside Psalm 33:3–4 LXX: 

 

362 See esp. 1:47, in which Mary proclaims, “My spirit rejoiced (ἠγαλλίασεν) in God my savior.” Wenkel 

comments on the implication that “the God of Israel who brings about reversal of fortune should be the 

object of joy” (Joy, 57, emphasis original; see also his further development of this theological point on 57–

59). 
363 See also De Long’s discussion of the frequent association of μεγαλύνω with joy terms in the Psalms. 

She cites six examples of association with ἀγαλλιάω (as in the Magnificat) and two with εὐφρίνω (De 

Long, Surprised, 146n26). 
364 It may be worth noting in passing that one finds in Psalm 34:15, 19 scriptural precedents for a point that 

becomes evident later in Luke’s Gospel: namely, not everything that the biblical writers describe as 

“rejoicing” (or in similar terms) is praiseworthy or appropriate.  
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Table 14: The Opening of the Magnificat and Psalm 33:3–4 LXX 

 

Luke 1:46–47 Psalm 33:3–4 LXX365 

Καὶ εἶπεν Μαριάμ·  

Μεγαλύνει ἡ ψυχή μου τὸν κύριον,  

καὶ ἠγαλλίασεν τὸ πνεῦμά μου  

ἐπὶ τῷ θεῷ τῷ σωτῆρί μου,  

 

ἐν τῷ κυρίῳ ἐπαινεσθήσεται  

ἡ ψυχή μου ἀκουσάτωσαν πραεῖς καὶ  

εὐφρανθήτωσαν  

μεγαλύνατε τὸν κύριον σὺν ἐμοί  

καὶ ὑψώσωμεν τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτό  

 

 

If nothing else, such thematic and verbal parallels between Mary’s jubilation and these 

psalms show how the Magnificat tacitly situates her rejoicing in the context of the joy 

expressed in Israel’s prayer tradition.  

A third possible intertext forms a link to Israel’s prophetic tradition. Mary’s joy 

may evoke Isaiah 61:10: 

 

365 It might also be noted that the psalmist claims that God saves “the humble in spirit” (τοὺς ταπεινοὺς τῷ 

πνεύματι, Ps 33:19 LXX) and “redeems the souls of his slaves (δούλων αὐτοῦ)” (Ps 33:23 LXX). 

Somewhat similarly, Mary refers to her “soul (ψυχή) magnif[ying] the Lord” and affirms that God has 

“looked upon the lowly state of his slave (τὴν ταπείνωσιν τῆς δούλης αὐτοῦ)” (Luke 1:48). Connections to 

this psalm are often noted; see, e.g., Bovon, Luke 1, 60. 
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Table 15: The Opening of the Magnificat and Isaiah 61:10 

 

Luke 1:46–47 Isaiah 61:10 

Καὶ εἶπεν Μαριάμ·  

Μεγαλύνει  

ἡ ψυχή μου τὸν κύριον,  

καὶ ἠγαλλίασεν τὸ πνεῦμά μου  

ἐπὶ τῷ θεῷ  

τῷ σωτῆρί μου 

 

 

καὶ εὐφροσύνῃ εὐφρανθήσονται  

ἐπὶ κύριον  

ἀγαλλιάσθω ἡ ψυχή μου  

ἐπὶ τῷ κυρίῳ  

ἐνέδυσεν γάρ με ἱμάτιον σωτηρίου  

καὶ χιτῶνα εὐφροσύνης ὡς νυμφίῳ  

περιέθηκέν μοι μίτραν καὶ ὡς νύμφην  

κατεκόσμησέν με κόσμῳ  

 

 

Beyond the specific verbal and thematic connections visible in the table above, the 

possibility that Isaiah 61:10 stands in the background of Mary’s rejoicing is strengthened 

by several other considerations related to the wider context of Isaiah 61. The chapter as a 

whole looks for God’s people to experience a restorative reversal, creating thematic 

resonances with the Magnificat (see esp. Isa 61:1–7; cf. Luke 1:48, 51–53). Isaiah 61 also 

specifically highlights joy as an appropriate response to/outcome of such a reversal (see 

esp. 61:7, εὐφροσύνη), an affective parallel with the Magnificat (cf. Luke 1:47).366 

Furthermore, the same chapter of Isaiah is quoted explicitly and at some length at a later 

turning point in Luke’s Gospel (Luke 4:18; Isaiah 61:1–2).  

 

366 This intertextual connection is thus a clear illustration of a further aspect of how Scripture relates to the 

joyous praise of Mary and other characters in the infancy narrative. I have focused here on the role of 

Scripture in rendering surprising instances of God’s action intelligible as joyous. It is also true, though—as 

De Long, for example, emphasizes—that the joyous praise of these characters in some cases is itself a 

fulfillment of Scripture: “[T]he motif of praise fulfills prophetic promises that the restoration of Israel … 

will be accompanied by joy and praise” (Surprised, 152–53, emphasis original).  
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Given Luke’s manner of engaging with Israel’s Scriptures throughout the infancy 

narrative—a manner that depends more on complex webs of scriptural resonances than 

on sustained one-to-one typological correspondences—however, it is less important to 

establish whether the Magnificat echoes these specific passages than it is to notice the 

general pattern seen in these passages and replicated in Mary’s speech.367 Mary—like 

Hannah, the psalmist, and Isaiah—rejoices in response to salvation brought about by 

God. At least at a general level, these (and other) scriptural passages provide emotional-

interpretive guidance for Mary as she responds to God’s intervention in her own life and 

in the wider world. Disorienting though divinely wrought reversals may be, the Scriptures 

confirm that such inversions are cause for God’s faithful people to rejoice.368  

Thus, for Mary, as for Zechariah (1.2.3.3), Israel’s Scriptures play a key part in 

facilitating joy over divine intervention when that emotion does not at first come 

 

367 This is a point at which I diverge methodologically from Wenkel, who at least sometimes seems to find 

it necessary to determine which passage(s) reverberate most strongly in the background of Luke’s narrative. 

For instance, Wenkel at one point remarks that “because Luke often draws from multiple intertextual 

sources, the question becomes which source is dominant or strongest” (Joy, 39, referring in that context to 

Luke 1:5–25). Over the course of his study, this approach sometimes leads Wenkel to insist on the relative 

prominence of Isaiah even where, in my judgment, it may not be the “most” prominent intertext in a given 

passage. In any case, for my purposes here, it does not matter much which intertextual link is strongest or 

even whether we can make that determination; it is more important to appreciate how the complexly 

interwoven intertexts work together in Luke’s narrative. Cf. Green’s comments on the interwoven echoes 

of various OT passages in the Lukan infancy narrative, which lead him to conclude that it is less important 

“to certify to the exclusion of other probable candidates the precise source of an allusion in this Lukan 

material (which in any case is not always possible) than to appreciate the many voices from the past given a 

fresh hearing, and thus to reflect on the significance of their interplay in this new context” (Gospel, 57; see 

also, again, the discussion of Luke’s approach to Scripture in Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, esp. 

198, 275–76). 
368 This is so, at least, for those for whom the reversals mean deliverance—rather than judgment (cf. the 

Lukan pairing of Woes with the Beatitudes [6:20–26]). 
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spontaneously. As shown above, biblical echoes in Luke 1:26–56 suggest that the 

Scriptures have a multifaceted role in shaping Mary’s emotional response to the news she 

has received and Elizabeth’s subsequent blessing. Prompted by Gabriel’s allusive 

message, Mary locates her unprecedented experience within the larger story of God’s 

faithfulness to Israel and specifically to David (Luke 1:32–33, 38, 46; cf. 2 Sam 7:12–13, 

16, 25, 26). The focus and structure of her rejoicing takes its cue from the model 

provided by Hannah and, to some extent, other Old Testament speakers, whose examples 

of rejoicing over divine deliverance provide ample precedents for Mary’s poetic 

jubilation over God’s work in her life.  

1.4 Conclusion: What Leads to Joy in the Lukan Infancy Narrative?  

The present chapter began by noting the prominence of joy in the Lukan infancy 

narrative and the underappreciated complexity of Zechariah’s relationship to this motif. 

Subsequent sections examined Zechariah’s relationship with joy from three angles. 

Whether one considers Zechariah alongside the other older adults of the infancy narrative 

(1.1), in relation to his own development over the course of Luke 1 (1.2), or in 

juxtaposition to Mary and her jubilation (1.3), closer consideration of how Luke narrates 

Zechariah’s joy(lessness) sheds light on the driving question of this study: What leads to 

joy in Luke’s narrative world?  

This chapter has identified several conditions—circumstances, dispositions, 

practices, and the like—that foster joy in the Lukan infancy narrative, for Zechariah and 
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for others. All of the joyful characters in Luke 1–2 rejoice in response to some instance of 

divine action that brings about joyous circumstances. If divine initiative provides the 

foundation for joy-according-to-Luke, however, this by no means rules out a place for 

human responsiveness in facilitating rejoicing. I have highlighted above several aspects 

of what renders characters in the infancy narrative receptive to joy, focusing especially on 

the role of faith(fulness)/trust, broadly construed.369  

For example, Zechariah and the other older adults of the infancy narrative 

illustrate the importance of faithfulness-while-waiting in positioning one to receive 

joyous circumstances. This dimension of faithfulness could also be described in terms of 

endurance and/or hope, conditions for joy to which I will give more direct attention in 

chapter 2. Within the infancy narrative, joy-related foils add nuance to Luke’s treatment 

of the role of faithfulness-while-waiting in facilitating joy. In contrast to the other, more 

promptly joyful older adults, Zechariah shows that such faithfulness may not be enough, 

on its own, to prepare one for receiving joyous turns of events with joy.370 Mary’s case, 

 

369 Cf. Polan’s observation that, though the characters in the Lukan and Matthean infancy narratives all 

experience some form(s) of crisis (“Joy Mixed with Crisis,” 415–16), nevertheless “deep faith, righteous 

living, and enduring perseverance enable these characters to see how wonderfully mysterious is the 

unfolding plan of salvation” so that the “initial and ongoing crises” of the infancy narratives “give way to 

joy, thanksgiving, and praise of God” (“Joy Mixed with Crisis,” 416). 
370 Cf. Kuhn’s comment:  

While Zechariah’s faithful service and impeccable adherence to the regulations of the law are 

sources of admiration, Luke immediately puts his audience on notice that this alone is not 

sufficient to embrace the eruption of God’s salvation in their midst. Another act of faith, consistent 

with Zechariah and Elizabeth’s admirable piety and devotion to the temple, but not guaranteed by 

these idealized markers of Jewish identity, is also needed. (Kuhn, Heart, 74). 
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meanwhile, suggests that Luke does not see joy as inevitably preceded by prolonged, 

conscious, and personal waiting. 

From another angle, the juxtaposition of Zechariah and Mary as joy-related foils 

also underscores the role of faith(fulness) in the sense of trust in enabling one to welcome 

the advent or reliable announcement of joyous circumstances with appropriate rejoicing. 

Trust helps to facilitate joy by fostering receptivity to joyous turns of events that may be 

bewilderingly surprising. However, Luke 1 suggests that a delay in rejoicing may not in 

itself indicate a dearth of trust. While Zechariah’s slowness to rejoice reflects distrust for 

which he receives chastisement, Mary’s joy is apparently delayed by a sort of confusion 

that remains compatible with faith.  

For both Zechariah and Mary, their eventual movement into joy hinges not only 

on God’s intervention to bring about the foretold joyous circumstances but also on their 

own response following Gabriel’s announcement of the divine intervention to come. As 

argued above, for both future parents, obedience—which can also be construed as an 

expression of faith(fulness)/trust—plays a key part in their eventual reception of joyous 

circumstances, though such “obedience” admittedly takes a more active form in 

Zechariah’s case than it does in Mary’s.  

The richly allusive speeches in which Zechariah and Mary finally do rejoice 

suggest that part of what enables each of them to overcome the doubt or disorientation 

(respectively) that initially inhibited jubilation is a (re)interpretation of surprising turns of 
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events in relation to, and as a continuation of, the larger story of God’s faithfulness, the 

beginning of which is recounted in Israel’s Scriptures. Particularly in Mary’s case, 

intertextual resonances in the Magnificat further suggest that scriptural precedents 

provide guidance specifically for her emotional response to God’s jarring intervention in 

her life and the world.  

The remainder of Luke’s Gospel fundamentally reinforces these inferences about 

joy and what facilitates it. The specific conditions for joy highlighted in the infancy 

narrative figure most prominently in the closing chapters of Luke and opening chapters of 

Acts, to which I will turn in chapter 4. However, characters continue to rejoice—or not—

for complex reasons throughout the body of Luke’s Gospel, sometimes in cases that again 

involve the device of literary foils.371 These further instances of joy(lessness) draw 

attention to additional conditions for joy—and to the emotional consequences of the 

absence or perversion of these factors.  

 

 

371 Although her focus is primarily on praise rather than joy per se, De Long similarly observes that the 

contrast between those who do and those who do not offer appropriate praise responses to Jesus serves to 

underscore mixed responses to him (e.g., Surprised, 15, and passim).  
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2. Joy in Discipleship: Rejoicing in Jesus’s Teaching and 

Ministry  

Both joy and sadness have their origin in love . . . . 

For love causes joy either because the beloved is 

present, or else because of the fact that what we 

love is in secure possession of its own good.  

 

—Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiæ 

 

Having closely examined the complex narrativization of joy and what facilitates it 

in the infancy narrative, I turn now to the body of Luke’s Gospel. Joy terms continue to 

occur with a frequency that sets Luke apart from the other Synoptic Gospels as the aptly 

dubbed “Gospel of Joy.” However, outside of Luke 15, the joy motif proves to be much 

less concentrated in these chapters than it is in the infancy narrative. Indeed, the reference 

to “great joy” (χαρά μεγάλη) in Luke 2:10 proves to be the last explicit1 mention of joy 

until Luke 6.2 At that point, Jesus himself uses joy language in the teaching block that 

follows shortly after his calling of the twelve apostles (6:12–16, 22–23). After this 

 

1 As seen in chapter 1, the description of Simeon’s and Anna’s responses to the infant Jesus arguably 

suggests joy (2:28–35, 38). There is no explicit mention or unambiguous thematization of joy between 

Luke 2 and Luke 6, but one could perhaps see joy implied in a few passages. For example, Luke includes 

several reports of amazement at Jesus’s teaching and/or healing activities (e.g., Luke 4:32, 36–37), 

although these responses to Jesus may not be quite the same thing as joy (cf. the explicit mention of 

rejoicing, e.g., in Luke 13:17). In addition, Jesus’s comment about fasting in 5:34 in effect characterizes his 

earthly ministry as a context in which joy is particularly appropriate (as at a wedding when the bridegroom 

is present), albeit again without using overt joy terms.  
2 Inselmann similarly comments on the decreased prominence of joy following the infancy narrative, 

although she initially treats its reappearance first in 8:13 (Freude, 192; she does, however, come back to 

talk about 6:22–23 later in her study, where she registers its call to joy [Freude, 219–22; see also 

explanatory note on 192n1]).  
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reintroduction, the joy motif recurs sporadically throughout the rest of the Gospel. 

Deferring to chapter 3 discussion of the contours of “joy” as Jesus approaches the cross, 

the present chapter will analyze the narrativization of joy and what facilitates it in the 

body of Luke’s Gospel, from the motif’s reintroduction in Luke 6 to the jubilation of 

Zacchaeus in Luke 19.  

This section of the Gospel extends the infancy narrative’s treatment of joy and 

what it requires, taking up new contexts for joy(lessness) and additional factors that foster 

or thwart joy.3 As seen in chapter 1, Luke 1–2 foregrounds the need to wait for joy-

conducive circumstances and to receive them joyfully, emphases in keeping with the 

infancy narrative’s focus on (in some cases long-awaited) births and turning points in 

salvation history. The infancy narrative particularly underscores how scripturally 

informed faith(fulness)/trust fosters human receptivity when God acts—sometimes in 

surprising ways—to bring about joy-conducive circumstances. For its part, the body of 

Luke’s Gospel continues to portray divine action, human receptivity, and the interpretive 

context provided by Israel’s scriptural traditions as key to facilitating joy. However, the 

specific roles these factors play in facilitating joy shift—and additional factors come into 

view—as the narrative’s focus moves to Jesus’s adult ministry and its implications for the 

life of discipleship. 

 

3 As Wenkel observes, “The joy theme which began in the first narratives of the Gospel of Luke takes on 

more and more nuances” (Joy, 109). 
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Specifically, the passages treated in this chapter thematize the relationship 

between joy-according-to-Luke and such factors as hope, perseverance, and responses to 

others, particularly the poor and Jesus. In the process, these passages also invite further 

reflection on broader questions about how joy-according-to-Luke “works,” some of 

which began to be raised already by Luke 1–2. For example, can joy intelligibly be 

commanded? How does joy relate to circumstances? And can joy “go wrong”? As a 

means of framing my engagement with specific passages below (2.3–2.5), the next two 

sections will explain the organization and approach of the present chapter (2.1) and then 

offer an overview both of the material that it covers and of the larger questions that this 

section of Luke’s Gospel raises for a study of joy-according-to-Luke and the conditions 

that facilitate it (2.2).  

2.1 Structure and Working Assumptions 

Before I preview the substance of this chapter, it will be helpful to say a word 

about its organization and the working assumptions that guide my analysis. My 

organizational strategy here diverges from that which governs chapter 1’s treatment of 

the infancy narrative. This is due primarily to the different concentration and distribution 

of the joy motif in the body of Luke’s Gospel. The narrative proximity and in some cases 

the interleaved storylines of joy-related characters in Luke 1–2 rendered it fruitful to 

analyze the joy motif through a close examination of a continuous section of Luke’s 

narrative, considered from several angles. In contrast, though the body of Luke’s Gospel 
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does at times thematize contrasting characters’ joy/joylessness within a given passage 

(see esp. 2.4), discrete joy-related passages are typically not connected to each other by 

interwoven plotlines or immediate juxtaposition. The more intermittent foregrounding of 

the joy motif in the body of Luke’s Gospel calls for a different approach when analyzing 

this material with an eye to the driving question of this study—that is, which conditions 

(circumstances, dispositions, practices, and the like) lead to joy.  

At the same time, it is also important to recognize that the narratively separated 

treatments of joy and what facilitates it in this portion of Luke’s Gospel are not unrelated 

to one another. Rather, these chapters repeatedly circle back on a few (sometimes 

interconnected) conditions for joy-according-to-Luke. Moreover, successive treatments 

of a given condition for joy often build on each other. In order best to highlight the 

cumulative effect of the repeated treatment of each of these conditions for joy, this 

chapter will follow a hybrid organizational pattern, structuring my discussion around 

consideration for both thematic connections and narrative order.  

Using a thematic organizational scheme, I will examine three clusters of topically 

related passages in turn. Admittedly, any attempt to group the joy-related passages in this 

section of Luke’s Gospel thematically will be somewhat artificial. Some of the themes 

that I foreground—for example, the relationship between joy and the use of wealth 

(2.5)—emerge quite clearly from the narrative. Other thematic clusters—such as my 

grouping of Luke 13:10–17 and 15:1–32 under a single heading focused on joy for/over 
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others’ restoration (2.4)—may be less obvious choices. Alternative groupings could 

doubtless be defended.4 My purpose here is not to argue for a specific thematic analysis 

of these chapters’ treatment of joy but rather to use one defensible thematic analysis as a 

heuristic device for organizing my examination of joy and what facilitates it in this more 

eclectic section of Luke’s Gospel. If the detailed exegesis provided below advances the 

latter end, then the thematic aspect of this chapter’s organization will have served its 

purpose well enough.  

When I treat passages within each thematically grouped cluster, I will follow the 

material’s narrative order in Luke’s Gospel. This decision reflects my conviction that, as 

mentioned above, a given depiction of some condition for joy often further develops the 

preceding portrayal(s) of that condition for joy (see esp. 2.3 and 2.5). Simply put, 

attending to the narrative buildup in Luke’s repeated treatments of this or that condition 

for joy becomes easier if, for the purposes of analysis, joy-related passages are grouped 

thematically and then treated in narrative order within each set. 

With this explanation of the chapter’s organization in view, I turn to the question 

of working assumptions. Because some of the passages to be discussed in this and the 

 

4 For instance, some might prefer to use the so-called travel narrative as a structuring device for analyzing 

joy in Luke. However, even Navone, who does focus on joy in the travel narrative as a discrete unit, 

acknowledges a close connection between these chapters and the treatment of joy that precedes them in the 

body of Luke’s Gospel. He comments, “The plan for Christian joy presented in the beatitudes (6,20–23) is 

considerably clarified by the Travel Narrative” (Themes, 73). See also Bernadicou’s observation that “the 

travel narrative elucidates Luke’s understanding of the inner dynamic of joy and also outlines an ascesis for 

its acquisition” (“Lucan Theology of Joy,” 83).  
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following chapter also occur in one or both of the other Synoptic Gospels, source-critical 

and redaction-critical approaches prove more illuminating here than they were for 

analyzing joy in Luke’s infancy narrative, where the dominance of Special L material 

renders it difficult to make any but the most speculative claims about Luke’s sources and 

redaction. While my focus still will not be on source-critical or redaction-critical 

questions per se, at some points in this chapter and the next it will be useful to draw 

comparisons between Luke and one or both of the other Synoptic Gospels, as a way of 

bringing out more clearly Luke’s distinctive emphases. I should state at the outset, then, 

my working assumptions regarding the Synoptic problem.  

For the purposes of my analysis here, I will assume Markan Priority, taking for 

granted the majority scholarly position that Luke used Mark’s Gospel as a source in 

composing his own. Where comparisons with Matthew help to highlight Luke’s 

characteristic concerns, I will refer to Matthew’s Gospel as well—without, however, 

intending to imply any strong claim about the literary relationship between Matthew’s 

Gospel and Luke’s. To avoid prejudging the question of whether that relationship is 

direct or mediated by another source (“Q”), I will refer to material found in only Matthew 

and Luke as “Double Tradition.”5 Further specification of the literary relationship 

between these Gospels would be beside the point at present, since my focus remains on 

 

5 I draw here on Mark Goodacre’s lucid explanation of the Synoptic problem, evident for example in his 

highly accessible The Synoptic Problem: A Way through the Maze (London: Continuum, 2001), 

https://archive.org/details/synopticproblemw00good/mode/2up. 
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Luke’s narrativization of joy and what facilitates it, whatever his source(s) may have 

been.  

2.2 Summary of Chapter Contents and Overview of Key Questions  

As indicated above, this chapter will group the relevant passages into three 

clusters. A brief description of these groupings will provide the necessary background for 

raising three broader questions about joy-according-to-Luke, setting the stage for the 

detailed exegesis that follows (2.3–5).  

The first set of passages treated below highlights the role of perseverance and 

rightly directed hope in facilitating lasting joy (6:22–23; 8:13–15; 10:17–24; see 2.3). In 

the Lukan Beatitudes, Jesus calls for joy in response to persecution, even as he also 

indicates that the object of this joy is not persecution itself. Rather, he tacitly roots 

present joy in future hope that is corroborated by the past precedent set by the prophets’ 

experience of God’s faithfulness (6:22–23). The parable of the sower takes up suffering 

and joy from another angle, underscoring the need for perseverance if positive (including 

specifically joyful) responses to the gospel are to bear fruit even in the midst of trials 

(8:13–15). After pausing to note some of the ways in which joy, hope, and trials intersect 

elsewhere in Luke-Acts, I will turn to Luke 10:17–24, a passage which highlights the link 

between the Holy Spirit and joy, even as it also extends Jesus’s teaching about joy and 

hope. Through his response to the jubilant return of the seventy(-two) and through his 

own rejoicing, Jesus reinforces his previous teaching and, further, implies that the 
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connection between joy and (properly oriented) hope matters not only for enduring 

persecution but also in situations of triumph.  

Whereas Luke’s Gospel has thus far primarily highlighted the joy(lessness) of 

those who receive (or hope ultimately to receive) joyous circumstances for themselves,6 

the second set of passages that I will consider here shifts the focus to joy(lessness) as a 

response to others’ experience of salvation (Luke 13:10–17; 15:1–32; see 2.4). Somewhat 

like Zechariah, several characters in these passages struggle to rejoice in contexts where 

joy would be an appropriate and even “necessary” (15:32) response to the advent of joy-

conducive circumstances—in these cases, circumstances that most directly affect 

someone other than the joyless characters themselves. Luke does not narrate these 

initially joy-resistant characters’ movements into joy.7 However, the narrative context in 

each case does provide some indication of what inhibits their emotional transformations 

and, by implication, what would facilitate these characters’ rejoicing.  

Specifically, the not-yet-joyful characters in this second set of passages do not 

recognize divinely orchestrated joyous circumstances in another’s life as such because 

they find some aspect(s) of these circumstances too objectionable to be joy-conducive. 

 

6 Primarily, not exclusively: Luke has already, for example, described the rejoicing of others with Elizabeth 

over the birth of her son (1:58). In addition, the future orientation and communal implications of several 

characters’ rejoicing in the infancy narrative implies joy in relation to others’ salvation, even if these 

characters also rejoice with reference to their own circumstances (see, e.g., Mary’s Magnificat, 1:46–55). 
7 On the open-ended character of Luke 15:3–32 and 16:19–31, see for example Green, Gospel, 517, as well 

as further discussion and citations below.  
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Whether the objection revolves around when the joyous circumstances arrive or 

who/what is the catalyst for rejoicing, the underlying difficulty has to do with joyless 

observers’ (mis)understandings of what is “necessary” in particular cases. Luke portrays 

their confusion as bound up with distorted thinking about (among other things) Scripture; 

the (un)timeliness of Jesus’s ministry; the scope and implications of membership in the 

community of God’s people; and/or the character of God’s own disposition toward those 

in need of salvation.  

The passages in this second grouping also, at least implicitly, highlight the role of 

responses to others—including marginalized others and Jesus himself—in enabling right 

rejoicing. The third thematic cluster discussed in this chapter foregrounds that issue still 

more strongly. Scattered across the body of Luke’s Gospel, each of the passages in this 

third set depicts a wealthy man who rejoices inappropriately and fleetingly (16:19–31); 

not at all (12:13–34; 18:18–30); or appropriately and with lasting effect (19:1–10). 

Together, these passages tie the quality and duration of joy(lessness) in contexts of 

material prosperity to factors such as the orientation of one’s hope, one’s responsiveness 

to divine intervention, and one’s manner of relating to wealth and to others, particularly 

the poor and/or Jesus (see 2.5).  

Passages in each of these groupings also invite broader questions about how joy-

according-to-Luke “works”—or fails to work, as the case may be. These passages prompt 

additional reflection, for example, on two questions already suggested by the infancy 
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narrative: (1) According to Luke, can joy be “commanded” in any intelligible sense? 

Further, (2) how (if at all) does joy relate to the circumstances that a would-be-joyful 

person experiences, observes, and/or anticipates? The body of Luke’s Gospel also depicts 

complications in rejoicing that were more or less absent from the infancy narrative, 

introducing new questions about joy and what facilitates it. Perhaps most interesting is a 

question that subsequent chapters of Luke’s Gospel will render still more pressing:8 (3) Is 

all rejoicing right rejoicing, according to Luke? Or can rejoicing “go wrong,” so to 

speak? Luke’s Gospel implies answers to these questions that may strike some today as 

counterintuitive, making it helpful to preview the narrative’s tacit assumptions about 

these points before turning to a close reading of the relevant passages.  

First, as in Gabriel’s exchanges with Zechariah and especially with Mary 

(1.3.3.1), so also in the passages considered here: contrary to what we might be inclined 

to think, (1) Luke’s narrative takes for granted that, at least in certain circumstances, joy 

can be expected of people—even, in some sense, commanded of them. Joy verbs can be 

and are used in the imperative mood in Luke-Acts (e.g., Luke 6:23; 10:20; see 2.3, 

below). Relatedly, as seen in the climactic closing verse of the parable of the two sons, 

rejoicing in a given situation can be “necessary” according to Luke (15:32; see 2.4.2, 

below). Luke even describes such necessity using the same verb (δεῖ) that elsewhere in 

Luke-Acts sometimes conveys the “divine necessity” of events as weighty as Jesus’s 

 

8 See esp. chapter 3, below. 
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proclamation of the kingdom (4:43) or his suffering, death, and resurrection (e.g., Luke 

9:22; 17:25; 24:7, 26).9 Since it may not be immediately clear that joy is the sort of thing 

that can be intelligibly “commanded,” part of the present chapter’s task will be to shed 

further light on how and why—according to Luke—rejoicing can be mandatory.  

Luke’s handling of the second question mentioned above may help to ameliorate 

the concern that “commands” to rejoice are psychologically unintelligible and/or 

pastorally disastrous. As Zechariah rejoiced over a (salvation-historically pivotal) son and 

as Mary rejoiced over God’s mighty work in her life and the wider world, so also in the 

passages discussed in the present chapter: (2) everyone who rejoices in the body of 

Luke’s Gospel does so in relation to some particular circumstance involving a loved (real 

or perceived) good.10 In keeping with this pattern, Luke’s narrative consistently links 

commands or expectations regarding joy to a should-be-joyful person’s circumstances—

i.e., to his or her (present or assured future) access to (and/or the flourishing of) some 

good that he or she does (or ought to) love. Calls to rejoice, in other words, are never 

 

9 For a fuller discussion of Luke’s use of δεῖ, set in the context of an analysis of Luke’s view of divine 

providence more broadly, see for example Charles H. Cosgrove, “The Divine Δεῖ in Luke-Acts: 

Investigations into the Lukan Understanding of God’s Providence,” Novum Testamentum 26.2 (1984): 168–

90, as well as the more wide-ranging study of John T. Squires, The Plan of God in Luke-Acts (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1993), esp. 155–85. 
10 See further in the introduction regarding joy being “intentional” in the phenomenological sense. On the 

link between joy and love, see the quotation at the head of this chapter, taken from Thomas Aquinas, 

“Question 28. Joy,” in Summa Theologiæ: Latin Text and English Translation, Introductions, Notes, 

Appendices and Glossaries, vol. 34: Charity (2a2æ. 23–33), trans. R. J. Batten (London: Blackfriars, 1975), 

185, 187.  
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simply arbitrary in Luke-Acts but are bound up with joy-conducive circumstances that 

provide a reason for rejoicing. 

Even so, it is important to attend carefully to the precise way in which Luke links 

joy to circumstances, especially in the context of commanded/expected rejoicing. 

Articulating a clear description of this connection will accordingly be a second key 

component of this chapter’s task. To anticipate my conclusions: Luke does insist that joy 

may rightly occur—and even be commanded—in the context of what would seem to be 

quite unjoyous circumstances (see, e.g., 6:22–23). However, in such cases, joy does not 

arise from the painful circumstances per se. Rather, Luke casts an eschatological vision in 

which present suffering may appropriately prompt rejoicing if/when such suffering is 

rightly recognized as the harbinger of eventual (eschatological) joy-conducive 

circumstances (see esp. 2.3.1).  

This vision, as I will discuss below, is shaped by Israel’s Scriptures and sustained 

by scripturally informed hope in God’s intervention to remedy circumstances of 

suffering, even if not necessarily in this life. Thus, in the body of Luke’s Gospel as in the 

infancy narrative, the link between joy and circumstances proves to be closely connected 

to both the role of divine action in bringing about joy-conducive circumstances and the 

role of Israel’s Scriptures in rendering joy-conducive circumstances emotionally 

intelligible as such—not least, as it turns out, by providing an eschatological perspective 

on both present suffering and present successes. In other words, joy-according-to-Luke is 
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indeed bound up with circumstances and hence with God’s action in the world; however, 

for Luke, appropriate, sustainable joy has to do specifically with circumstances 

eschatologically (re)interpreted in light of the witness of Israel’s Scriptures concerning 

God’s intervention on behalf of the faithful.  

Not everyone in the body of Luke’s Gospel navigates this (re)interpretive exercise 

in a way that receives affirmation within the narrative. To the contrary, several of the 

passages treated below indicate that one can fall short of proper joy-according-to-Luke 

not only by failing to rejoice in what should be recognized as joy-conducive 

circumstances but also by managing to rejoice and yet doing so badly, in one or more 

respects. This brings us to the third question mentioned above. Although many—not least 

English speakers, who lack a direct noun equivalent for Schadenfreude11—may find this 

point counterintuitive, (3) according to Luke, not all rejoicing is “right” rejoicing; not all 

joy is adequate or even at all appropriate.  

The danger of joy-gone-awry is more fully actualized within Luke’s narrative as 

Jesus nears the cross (e.g., 22:5; see chapter 3, below). However, already in the passages 

 

11 Of course, each language has its own ever-evolving terms for emotions. In addition to Schadenfreude, 

German helpfully has Mitfreude to match Greek’s συγχαίρω, as Inselmann points out (“Emotions and 

Passions,” 550). In addition, Inselmann sometimes refers in her longer study to Vorfreude, a happy 

anticipation which carries strong joy connotations in German, but for which there is no direct English 

equivalent (e.g., Freude, 338–39; see further below, esp. 2.3 and 2.5.4). 
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considered here, one finds several illustrations of how “joy” may prove inadequate12—for 

example, by withering in the face of persecution that, according to Jesus, ought instead to 

foster joy in view of eschatological hope (e.g., 8:13; cf. 6:22–23; see 2.3.1–2). The body 

of Luke’s Gospel also suggests that joy may be inappropriate, as it is when joy is oriented 

by shortsighted hope or is inattentive to the needs of others (e.g., 16:19–31; see 2.5.1–3). 

Furthermore, several passages in this section of Luke’s Gospel imply that seeking 

inadequate and/or inappropriate joy can in some cases directly threaten one’s capacity for 

right rejoicing (see esp. 2.5).  

As this overview indicates, the passages taken up below contribute in multiple 

ways to the narrative portrayal of joy-according-to-Luke, shedding considerable light on 

the question of what leads to and sustains such joy in the complex life of discipleship that 

Luke envisions. The remainder of this chapter will examine the relevant passages in turn, 

with the aim of further clarifying how factors such as appropriately oriented hope, 

scripturally informed receptivity to divine action, responses to Jesus and to the poor, and 

more converge in the joy(lessness) of various characters in the body of Luke’s Gospel.13  

 

12 Studies of Lukan joy frequently remark on this aspect of Luke’s treatment of the motif. For instance, 

Wenkel, referring in this passage to the reference to “laughing” in the woe of Luke 6:25, remarks, “Not all 

joy is good!” (Joy, 75). See further below on “joy” leading up to Jesus’s crucifixion (chapter 3). 
13 Cf. Bernadiou’s discussion of the Lukan vision for ascesis that facilitates joy (with special focus on the 

travel narrative), in which Bernadicou particularly notes the importance of “love of neighbor, listening to 

Jesus’ word, and prayer” (“Lucan Theology of Joy,” 88; see also 84). These categories overlap to some 

extent with my discussion of relationships to (esp. poor) others; receptivity to Jesus; and responsiveness to 

divine initiative. Although Bernadicou and I may differ some in the aspects of discipleship that we see 

Luke highlighting in connection with joy, I concur with his basic claim that these chapters of the Gospel 
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2.3 Joy and Trials, Joy and Triumph: Rightly Oriented Hope and 

Perseverance as Conditions for Joy-according-to-Luke 

Hope is for me anticipated joy, as anxiety is 

anticipated terror. 

 

—Jürgen Moltmann, “Theology of Joy” 

 

I begin with a set of passages that underscores the relationship between joy and 

rightly directed hope, evinced when necessary in the ability to persevere in faith(fulness) 

even in trying circumstances (6:22–23; 8:13–15; 10:17–24).14 While Luke’s narrative 

does not immediately juxtapose the passages discussed here, they do account for all of 

the explicit references to joy/rejoicing in Luke 6–10. As a result, someone tracing joy 

terms15 through Luke’s Gospel would encounter the relevant words in these three 

passages in turn. Whether or not Luke “intended” this sequencing in any strong sense, the 

thematic interconnection of the passages makes it useful to consider them together in the 

order of their narrative appearance.  

 

 

serve (among other things) to sketch what formation for joy might mean for Jesus’s disciples. See also his 

comment in a later article: “No one should assume the responsibilities of discipleship lightly, and one must 

dispose himself to recognize and welcome the advent of true joy into his life” (“Lukan Theology of Joy 

[Revisited],” 64). 
14 The terms usually translated with “hope” (ἐλπίς, ἐλπίζω) are admittedly absent from these passages, but 

the theme of hope seems clearly implied—an impression that finds support from the explicit linking of 

hope and joy(lessness) later in Luke’s Gospel (see Luke 23:8; 24:21—discussed below in chapters 3 and 4, 

respectively). In a sense, this condition for joy-according-to-Luke already figures—at least implicitly—in 

the infancy narrative: the elderly characters’ decades-long fidelity implies an enduring hope in the 

faithfulness of the God whose action they celebrate in the births of John and Jesus. 
15 I.e., the joy terms identified in the introduction.  
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The first of these passages (6:22–23)—part of the Lukan Beatitudes and Woes 

(6:20–26)—indicates that, counterintuitive though the claim may be, in some cases 

suffering should be understood as indirect grounds for joy. The indirection here is crucial: 

it is not the case that the Lukan Jesus promotes masochistic rejoicing over suffering as 

such. To the contrary, the joy for which Jesus calls is grounded in what might be 

described as the (eschatological) hope of divine intervention to rectify a specific situation 

of suffering—namely, the experience of socially inflicted suffering that one endures “for 

the sake of the Son of Man” (6:22). Such suffering points toward the hope of divine 

action when persecution is interpreted in light of the testimony of Israel’s scriptural 

traditions. A currently inaccessible object of joy (i.e., reward “in heaven,” 6:23) thus 

becomes an object of present rejoicing because of hope that is rooted in God’s 

faithfulness in analogous circumstances in the past (6:22–23; see 2.3.1).  

Having highlighted in the Beatitudes the counterintuitive claim that certain 

sufferings might rightly prompt rejoicing, in the parable of the sower Luke considers 

another possibility: namely, the danger that an initially joyful and faithful/trusting 

response to the gospel might be rendered fruitless through a person’s failure to persevere 

during trials (see esp. 8:13–15, discussed below in 2.3.2). After discussing Luke’s 

apparent redaction of Mark’s Gospel in this passage, I will briefly pause to preview how 

the treatment of the relationship between persecution/trials and joy in these first two 
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passages (Luke 6:22–23; 8:13–15) plays out narratively in selected passages later in 

Luke-Acts (2.3.3). 

Finally, turning to a third hope-related joy passage, I will discuss Luke’s account 

of the return of the seventy(-two) and of Jesus’s response to their jubilant report (10:17–

24; see 2.3.4). Whereas the first two passages considered here reckon with the 

relationship between joy and suffering, this third pericope provides insight into the 

relationship between joy and spiritual triumph. Rightly directed hope plays a key part in 

facilitating proper joy-according-to-Luke in this more intuitively joy-conducive context 

as well. In particular, Jesus’s teaching underscores the need in such cases for joy16 not to 

stop short of its appropriate final (eschatological) object, over which one can and should 

rejoice even now, in hope (10:17–20).17 Following this instruction, Jesus’s own rejoicing 

in Luke 10:21–22—the only passage in Luke’s Gospel to recount Jesus’s personal 

jubilation18 and one of the most explicit cases of joy being linked with the Holy Spirit in 

Luke-Acts—celebrates the sort of eschatological reversal foregrounded in the Beatitudes 

and Woes,19 indirectly reinforcing Jesus’s previous teachings about joy.  

 

16 And, by implication, the hope and love/desire that orient that joy. 
17 Cf. Romans 12:12: “Rejoicing in hope.”  
18 The only other reference specifically to Jesus’s joy in Luke-Acts occurs through Peter’s quotation of 

Psalm 15:8–11 LXX in Acts 2, where Peter implies that the speaker of the Psalm (who rejoices) should be 

understood as (ultimately) Jesus (see 4.4.3). 
19 For a study of Lukan joy with sustained focus on the connection between this motif and Luke’s emphasis 

on reversal, see Wenkel, passim (on reversal in the Beatitudes and Woes specifically, see Wenkel, Joy, 72). 
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Together, these three passages paint a complex picture of the life of discipleship 

and the place of joy-according-to-Luke in that life. As the first two passages especially 

illustrate, despite writing the “Gospel of Joy,” Luke does not imagine the disciple’s life to 

be filled always and only with intuitively joy-conducive circumstances (6:22–23; 8:13–

15). Nevertheless, he does see room—even, at least in some cases, a commandment—for 

disciples to rejoice, including in the context of difficult circumstances. Crucially, as 

stated above and further argued below, such joy does not spring from suffering as such, 

nor is it entirely detached from a person’s circumstances, as if joy were some free-

floating emotion into which disciples ought to work themselves without any reference to 

their experiences. To the contrary, as stated in the introduction, joy-according-to-Luke 

always has an object, some (real or perceived) good(s) over which a person rejoices.20 

Because Luke’s narrative conceives of such goods as potentially (sometimes wholly) 

future, the quality of a given character’s hope plays an essential role in determining 

whether he or she is able to rejoice when facing trials (6:22–23); to endure the suffering 

that may follow a joyful reception of the good news (8:13); and to rejoice wisely during 

moments of triumph (10:17–24). What is needed, Luke suggests, is rightly oriented and 

ultimately eschatological hope—a hope that is filled out and confirmed by Scripture’s 

witness to God’s action in the past on behalf of the faithful.  

 

20 See further discussion of “joy” in the introduction and sources cited there. 
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2.3.1 Joy and Persecution: The Warrant for Rejoicing in the Lukan 

Beatitudes (6:22–23) 

As might be expected given the marked interest in joy in the (Special L) infancy 

narrative, the placement, content, and structure of the Lukan Beatitudes and Woes 

effectively foreground the joy motif.21 Placed at the beginning of the Sermon on the 

Plain, the Lukan Beatitudes contain just two formal imperatives, both of which involve 

joy.22 Jesus exhorts those persecuted for the sake of the Son of Man (6:22): “Rejoice in 

that day, and leap [for joy]” (χάρητε … καὶ σκιρτήσατε, 6:23).23 Structurally, the joy-

related verse (Luke 6:23) may be viewed as an emphatic expansion on the last beatitude 

 

21 See also Carl R. Holladay’s discussion of the (Matthean and Lukan) Beatitudes in relation to happiness, 

with particularly intriguing discussion of reception history (but, however, little discussion of joy per se) in 

“The Beatitudes: Happiness and the Kingdom of God,” in The Bible and the Pursuit of Happiness: What 

the Old and New Testaments Teach Us about the Good Life, ed. Brent A. Strawn (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2013), 141–68, 

https://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199795734.001.0001/acprof-

9780199795734-chapter-6. 
22 For Inselmann’s discussion of this joy passage (in relation to and as context for Luke 10:20), see Freude, 

219–22. 
23 It may be worth noting that Luke’s distinctive (relative to Matthew) diction in the second mandate to 

rejoice is consistent with and reinforces the use of joy terms elsewhere in Luke-Acts. Like the Matthean 

Jesus, Jesus in Luke commands those who are persecuted to “rejoice” (albeit with the imperative verb in a 

different tense in each Gospel: χαίρετε [Matt 5:12]/χάρητε [Luke 6:23]). However, whereas in Matthew, 

Jesus underscores the point through an imperative form of the joy verb ἀγαλλιάω (“be glad,” 5:12), the 

Lukan Jesus sets χαίρω parallel to a call to “leap” (σκιρτάω, 6:23). Luke’s word choice here merits mention 

because the verb σκιρτάω is rare in the NT, occurring only in Luke’s Gospel and, even in Luke, only two 

other times. Both other instances involve John the Baptist’s in-utero leaping (1:41, 44), discussed in chapter 

1. As noted in relation to those earlier uses of the term, in Israel’s Scriptures σκιρτάω sometimes but not 

always connotes rejoicing (see, for example, the eschatologically charged joy described in Mal 3:20 LXX; 

see also the wrongheaded joyful leaping in Jer 27:11 LXX; and cf. non-joyful leaping/tumbling in passages 

such as Joel 1:17 LXX (describing a startled/fearful motion). By setting σκιρτάω in parallel with χαίρω in 

6:23, however, Luke clearly indicates—as he did earlier through Elizabeth’s interpretation of her son’s in-

utero leaping (1:44; see chapter 1 above as well as Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions”)—that in 6:23 the 

“leaping” for which Jesus calls should be taken (as English translations generally do take it) as “leaping-

for-joy.” (Cf. also Acts 3:8, though with different verbs for “leaping”: ἐχάλλομαι/ἅλλομαι.) 
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(6:22–23) and/or as a hinge between the Beatitudes and the subsequent Woes, with 6:23 

separating 6:20–22 from 6:24–26. Either way, and whatever the source-critical and 

redaction-critical explanations may be for Luke’s manner of foregrounding joy in this 

passage, that Luke highlights the joy motif can hardly be denied.24 This subsection will 

examine in more detail how the third evangelist’s treatment of joy in this Double 

Tradition material contributes to his sustained development of the joy motif.  

Three observations should especially be noted in relation to joy in Luke 6:22–23. 

Focusing on the first of the two possible structural analyses mentioned above, I will begin 

by reflecting on the way in which Luke connects the joy imperatives (6:23) most closely 

to one beatitude in particular (6:22). This contextualization of the joy commands proves 

relevant for interpreting joy and its failure elsewhere in Luke-Acts, as I will discuss 

below (2.3.3).25 Before turning to further developments in Luke’s handling of the joy 

motif, however, I will pause to reflect on the fact that Luke 6:23 apparently assumes that 

 

24 Many scholars hold that Luke’s version of the Beatitudes more closely reflects the hypothetical source 

“Q,” a view which might lead someone to object that I am putting too much weight on Luke’s diction and 

structuring of this passage. However, scholars such as Mark Goodacre have made a compelling case for 

seeing Lukan redaction in the Beatitudes and Woes, thereby calling into question the assumption that Luke 

is in all points more “primitive” than Matthew here, simply following his source(s) (A Way through the 

Maze, esp. 136–40). Moreover, whatever Luke’s source(s) and redactional practices may have been, what 

he in fact included in his Gospel remains significant—particularly where that inclusion can be shown (as in 

the present case) to intersect with observable redactional tendencies and theological concerns elsewhere in 

his two-volume work (in this case, related to joy). Some see the macarisms of the Beatitudes also as 

instances of the joy motif, but as discussed in the introduction, the present study does not count μακάριος 

among joy terms. In a more implicit sense, though, the hinge passage in 6:23 may associate joy with the 

other Beatitudes as well (see also Bernadicou, “Lucan Theology of Joy,” 82).  
25 See also the discussion of instances of joy gone awry in chapter 3, below.  
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joy can be commanded.26 Finally, and relatedly, I will consider the implications of what 

follows the imperative verbs in this passage: Jesus supplies an explicit warrant for the 

commanded rejoicing—a warrant that draws on Israel’s scriptural traditions even as it 

also anticipates Jesus’s eschatologically oriented instruction about rejoicing in Luke 

10:20 (see 2.3.4).  

A synopsis that sets Luke’s version of this beatitude-plus-commands beside 

Matthew’s version of the same will be helpful for the sake of comparison27—although, 

again, it would be beyond my purposes here to advocate any particular account of the 

relationship between these Gospels: 

 

26 As others have pointed out, in both Matthew’s and Luke’s version of the Beatitudes the only explicit, 

formal imperatives have to do with rejoicing. Matthew 5:12 calls hearers to “rejoice and be glad” (χαίρετε 

καὶ ἀγαλλιᾶσθε), while the parallel verse in Luke exhorts them to “rejoice . . . and leap [for joy]” (χάρητε 

… καὶ σκιρτήσατε, 6:23). Wenkel points out that this also has the effect of “engag[ing] the reader” in a 

more direct way (Joy, 75; see also 79: “Joy … is the only thing explicitly demanded with an imperative in 

Luke 6:23”). 
27 For an extended discussion of the two passages, their diction, structure, probable source-critical and 

form-critical background, see for instance Bernardo Estrada-Barbier, “The Last Beatitude: Joy in 

Suffering,” Biblica 91.2 (2010): 187–209. 
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Table 16: Joy in the Matthean and Lukan Beatitudes 

 

Matthew 5:11–12 Luke 6:22–23 

μακάριοί ἐστε  

 

ὅταν ὀνειδίσωσιν ὑμᾶς καὶ διώξωσιν  

καὶ εἴπωσιν πᾶν  

πονηρὸν καθ᾽ ὑμῶν [ψευδόμενοι]  

ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ.  

χαίρετε  

καὶ ἀγαλλιᾶσθε,  

ὅτι ὁ μισθὸς ὑμῶν  

πολὺς ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς·  

οὕτως γὰρ ἐδίωξαν  

τοὺς προφήτας τοὺς πρὸ ὑμῶν.  

 

μακάριοί ἐστε ὅταν μισήσωσιν ὑμᾶς  

οἱ ἄνθρωποι καὶ  

ὅταν ἀφορίσωσιν ὑμᾶς καὶ ὀνειδίσωσιν  

καὶ ἐκβάλωσιν τὸ ὄνομα ὑμῶν  

ὡς πονηρὸν  

ἕνεκα τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου·  

χάρητε ἐν ἐκείνῃ τῇ ἡμέρᾳ   

καὶ σκιρτήσατε,  

ἰδοὺ γὰρ ὁ μισθὸς ὑμῶν  

πολὺς ἐν τῷ οὐρανῷ·  

κατὰ τὰ αὐτὰ γὰρ ἐποίουν  

τοῖς προφήταις οἱ πατέρες αὐτῶν. 

 

 

As can be seen above, Luke links the call to rejoice in 6:23 specifically to the beatitude in 

6:22. Luke’s “in that day” in 6:2328—absent from the Matthean parallel in 5:12 (see 

broken underlining in the synopsis above)—encourages this structural analysis of the 

passage. The phrase creates an explicit, immediate temporal connection between the call 

to rejoice (6:23) and the beatitude concerning those who are persecuted for the sake of 

the Son of Man (6:22). It is “in that day”—in the very day of suffering such 

 

28 Conver suggests that Luke’s use of the aorist imperative here (“punctiliar aorist”) ties the joy more 

closely to the temporal context than does Matthew’s present imperative (“The Portrayal,” 94, citing 

Gundry). Estrada-Barbier makes a similar observation but describes Luke’s aorist here as an “inchoative 

aorist,” indicating that the rejoicing should start “when the tribulation appears” (“Joy in Suffering,” 191). It 

seems to me that “in that day” implies as much regardless of the form of the verb or how we should 

precisely categorize it (although, as discussed in note 29, this interpretation of “in that day” is also 

somewhat contested). 
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maltreatment29—that Jesus’s followers are to “rejoice and leap-for-joy” (6:23).30 At least 

in this context, then, Luke depicts joy as an appropriate response to suffering that results 

from faithfulness to Jesus.  

One implication of this observation is that Luke 6:23 is not in the first instance 

about responses to trials-in-general. Its joy-commands focus on a very specific subset of 

situations, i.e., those involving persecution for Jesus’s sake.31 Another implication, of 

course, is that Jesus does appear to command rejoicing in such contexts (6:23). On one 

level, this claim is noncontroversial; χάρητε and σκιρτήσατε are clearly aorist imperative 

 

29 I take “that day” to be, in the first instance, the day of persecution. Such an immediate reference seems to 

fit better with the “when” of Jesus’s blessing in 6:22 (i.e., when you are persecuted, in that day you should 

rejoice). This is a common interpretation of the expression “in that day”; however, there is some difference 

of opinion. See, for example, Inselmann’s suggestion that, in contrast to the emphasis on “now” in the 

surrounding the Beatitudes and Woes, “in that day” implies the context of eschatological judgment (that 

day = judgment day) (see discussion in Freude, 221). In her view, this relates to the eschatological 

orientation of Luke 10:20 (Inselmann, Freude, 222). Perhaps these two readings might be held together. 

After all, in Luke’s narrative, presumably those who rejoice while suffering for Jesus one particular, 

ordinary day (“that day” of a given experience of persecution) do so with a view toward reward that will be 

joyfully received on “that Day,” i.e., judgment day. See further in note 48, below. 
30 So also, e.g., Morrice, Joy, 67. 
31 Estrada-Barbier emphasizes this point in the context of puzzling over whether the saying comes from the 

historical Jesus or from the early church or something of both (“Joy in Suffering,” 192–93, see also 208–9). 

On the question of whether Luke 6:22–23 reflects an early Christian “Persecution Form,” see Wolfgang 

Nauck, “Freude im Leiden: zum Problem einer urchristlichen Verfolgungstradition,” Zeitschrift für die 

neutestamentliche Wissenchaft und die Kunde der älteren Kirche 46.1–2 (1955): 68–80. See also DuPont’s 

observations about the fact that the christological specification of this last Lukan beatitude (a point of 

commonality with Matthew, though they differ in wording) sets it off from the preceding Beatitudes: 

“L’essentiel est de constater qu’ici [i.e., in Luke 6:22–23] la promesse du salut ne s’attache pas simplement 

au fait qu’on souffre, mais plus précisément à la souffrance qu’on doit supporter pour Jésus, à cause de lui.” 

See Jacques DuPont, “L’interprétation des Béatitudes,” Foi et Vie 65.4 (1966): 17–39, quote from 37. In 

this regard, the passage illustrates the importance of a condition for joy that we will encounter repeatedly 

elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel—namely, favorable receptivity to Jesus. DuPont observes, “l’admission dans 

la félicité du Règne depend de l’attitude qu’on aura adoptée à l’égard de Jésus, de la fidélité qu’on lui aura 

montrée, de la solidarité qu’on se sera assurée avec lui en s’exposant pour lui à l’hostilité des hommes” 

(“L’interprétation,” 39).  
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verbs. Moreover, if one accepts my argument in chapter 1 that Gabriel’s greeting to Mary 

should be heard at least partly as a call to rejoice, then this is not the first instance of a 

joy-command in Luke-Acts. Nor will it be the last time a joy verb occurs in the 

imperative mood in Luke’s two volumes (Luke 10:20; see 2.3.4).  

Still, objections might be raised, on other grounds, to my assertion that 6:23 

“commands” rejoicing. To return to a question that we have had occasion to consider in 

other contexts (e.g., 1:28): Can joy be intelligibly commanded? Would not commanding 

joy preclude the spontaneity of response that seems, to many, to be a key component of 

rejoicing? Moreover, is it even possible (always? ever? specifically in the context of 

suffering?) to rejoice “on command”? In view of such understandable concerns, it might 

be protested that to interpret the imperatives in 6:23 as “commands” would be to overread 

the significance of their imperatival form: surely Luke/Jesus does not actually command 

rejoicing in any strong sense.  

This objection raises important psychological and pastoral concerns. Moreover, 

these concerns may be more pressing here than they were in Luke 1:28. Gabriel’s joy-

command to Mary at least has the advantage of being tied to news that—however 

disorienting and inconvenient it may be for Mary—the narrative clearly portrays as good 

news. In contrast, it is far from obvious that the circumstances in which Jesus calls for 

rejoicing in 6:22–23 ought to be seen as joy-conducive. Would not commanding joy in 

the context of persecution be ineffective, if not psychologically damaging or even cruel?  
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I will return to these broader pastoral questions in the conclusion of this study (see 

esp. 5.3).32 For now, it will suffice to note two considerations that tip the balance in favor 

of interpreting the imperatives in 6:23 as, indeed, “commands” of some sort. For one 

thing, (1) there is no obvious indication in the narrative context that the joy verbs in 6:23 

have some force other than that most often associated with the imperative mood. For 

another, (2) the scriptural traditions on which Luke often draws provide precedents for 

joy-commands, and attending to the patterns discernable in these precedents—tracing the 

“grammar” of implicit and explicit joy-commands in Israel’s Scriptures33—will help to 

make clear how Luke 6:22–23 itself provides resources for beginning to address the 

psychological/pastoral concerns just noted.  

One can hardly gainsay (1) the lack of narrative cues that would suggest some 

noncommand use of the imperative mood in 6:23. It is of course true, as acknowledged in 

chapter 1, that imperatival forms of χαίρω do not always imply a literal command. In 

particular, such a noncommand usage often occurs in the context of greetings in ancient 

Greek literature.34 However, the conventional use of imperatival forms of χαίρω in 

noncommand greetings would not account for the mood of the verbs in Luke 6:23 (or, for 

that matter, 10:20). No greeting is in view in this narrative context. Further, the 

 

32 See also Thompson’s insightful reflections in her chapter, “Reflections,” esp. 36–37. 
33 For a study devoted specifically to Lukan joy that also attends to OT intertexts and patterns (esp. related 

to Isa), see Wenkel, Joy.  
34 See further discussion and citations in the discussion of Luke 1:28 (above, 1.3.3.1).  
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conventional use of imperatival forms of χαίρω in greetings also could not account for the 

mood of σκιρτάω in 6:23.35  

In the absence of evidence for some other conventional usage that would mitigate 

the force of the imperatival mood of both verbs, it seems best to understand the joy verbs 

in 6:23 as indeed conveying “commands.” To be sure, these may be “commands” of a 

particular sort, analogous to (and in Israel’s Scriptures sometimes set in parallel with) 

commands such as “have courage!” (see Joel 2:21). Perhaps in contemporary English 

usage “exhortation to rejoice” or “call to rejoice” conveys the force of such “commands” 

better than does the language of “command.” Even if so, there is no reason to think that 

the imperative mood of the joy verbs in 6:23 does not imply an expectation of, and in 

some sense a demand/command for, rejoicing.36 However counterintuitive it may seem to 

us today, the Lukan Jesus—like Gabriel (Luke 1:28; see 1.3.3.1); the Matthean Jesus 

(Matt 5:12); and Paul (e.g., Phil 2:18; 4:4)—evidently assumes that rejoicing can be 

commanded (Luke 6:23; 10:20).  

This assumption both coheres with and may make more sense in light of the other 

observation raised above, namely, (2) patterns in septuagintal joy-commands. As in Luke 

 

35 On the joy-overtones of σκιρτάω, see discussion of John the Baptist’s leaping (1.2.1.2; again, see 

Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions,” among others). 
36 That is, “Rejoice!” here should be understood as having a stronger force than, say, the common 

American English usage of expressions such as “have a good day!” The latter expresses more of a wish 

(“May you have a good day”; “I hope that you have a good day”) and usually would not be taken to 

obligate the addressee to have a good day. My argument here is that imperatival forms of joy verbs in 

Luke-Acts in fact do imply some sort of “obligation” to respond with joy.  
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6:23, Israel’s Scriptures repeatedly set imperative forms of χαίρω in parallel with another 

joy-related verb in contexts that suggest something like a command/exhortation to 

rejoice. For example:37  

 

37 My point is not that this is the only way in which Israel’s Scriptures use imperatival joy verbs but rather 

that this is one repeatedly attested usage. There are other passages with imperative joy verbs in rather 

different contexts. Moreover, in some cases, imperatival joy verbs are negated, prohibiting rejoicing in 

some context in which joy would be unfitting (often because of present or expected suffering due to divine 

judgment. See, e.g., Hos 9:1; Ezek 7:12). 
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Table 17: Parallel Verbs in Joy-Commands in Israel’s Scriptural Traditions and the 

Lukan Beatitudes 

 

Tobit 13:15  χάρηθι καὶ ἀγαλλίασαι ἐπὶ τοῖς υἱοῖς τῶν δικαίων  

ὅτι συναχθήσονται καὶ εὐλογήσουσιν τὸν κύριον τῶν δικαίων  

ὦ μακάριοι οἱ ἀγαπῶντές σε χαρήσονται ἐπὶ τῇ εἰρήνῃ σου  

 

Joel 2:21 θάρσει γῆ χαῖρε καὶ εὐφραίνου  

ὅτι ἐμεγάλυνεν κύριος τοῦ ποιῆσαι  

 

Joel 2:23 καὶ τὰ τέκνα Σιων χαίρετε καὶ εὐφραίνεσθε ἐπὶ τῷ κυρίῳ θεῷ ὑμῶν  

διότι ἔδωκεν ὑμῖν τὰ βρώματα εἰς δικαιοσύνην καὶ βρέξει ὑμῖν  

ὑετὸν πρόιμον καὶ ὄψιμον καθὼς ἔμπροσθεν  

 

Zephaniah 

3:14–15 

χαῖρε σφόδρα θύγατερ Σιων κήρυσσε θύγατερ Ιερουσαλημ  

εὐφραίνου καὶ κατατέρπου ἐξ ὅλης τῆς καρδίας σου θύγατερ  

Ιερουσαλημ  

περιεῖλεν κύριος τὰ ἀδικήματά σου λελύτρωταί σε ἐκ χειρὸς ἐχθρῶν 

σου βασιλεὺς Ισραηλ κύριος ἐν μέσῳ σου οὐκ ὄψῃ κακὰ οὐκέτι  

 

Luke 6:22–23 

 

μακάριοί ἐστε ὅταν μισήσωσιν ὑμᾶς οἱ ἄνθρωποι καὶ ὅταν  

ἀφορίσωσιν ὑμᾶς καὶ ὀνειδίσωσιν καὶ ἐκβάλωσιν τὸ ὄνομα ὑμῶν ὡς  

πονηρὸν ἕνεκα τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου·  

χάρητε ἐν ἐκείνῃ τῇ ἡμέρᾳ καὶ σκιρτήσατε,  

ἰδοὺ γὰρ ὁ μισθὸς ὑμῶν πολὺς ἐν τῷ οὐρανῷ·  

κατὰ τὰ αὐτὰ γὰρ ἐποίουν τοῖς προφήταις οἱ πατέρες αὐτῶν.  

 

 

These passages clearly illustrate that, in Israel’s Scriptures, joy verbs can be used in the 

imperative mood in contexts not unlike what we find in Luke 6:23.  

Of course, it might be objected that these passages simply reproduce the 

ambiguity found in Luke 6:22–23. That is, someone might argue against a “strong” 

interpretation of the imperative mood of the joy verbs in these septuagintal texts as well, 

for the same reasons sketched above for rejecting such an interpretation of the 
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imperatives in Luke 6:23. Accordingly, to corroborate further the command-ability of joy 

in Israel’s Scriptures, we should also consider Nehemiah 8:9–12. Though less formally 

similar to Luke 6:22–23, this passage merits mention because of its narrativization of an 

implicit joy-command that people within the narrative clearly interpret as a “command” 

that ought to be obeyed.  

When Nehemiah and Ezra gather the people to hear the reading of the Mosaic 

Law, the crowd initially reacts to its new understanding of God’s demands with weeping 

(Neh 8:8–9). Though the passage lacks a joy verb in the imperative mood, the leaders’ 

response to the people’s grief amounts to a command to rejoice: the people are told not to 

“mourn nor weep” (8:9) but rather to celebrate (“go, eat the fat and drink the sweet wine 

and send portions to the ones who do not have” the resources for such jubilation, 8:10). 

The people respond by doing just that, and the description of their obedience includes a 

joy term: “all the people went away to eat and to drink and to send portions and to make 

great rejoicing/merriment” (ποιῆσαι εὐφροσύνην μεγάλην) (8:12). This drastic change in 

the people’s emotionally charged behavior clearly implies that they understood their 

leaders to be giving them a “command” to rejoice rather than mourn—a command which 

they obeyed. 

Importantly, all of these scriptural precedents for joy-commands suggest that the 

commanded rejoicing is not a free-floating activity but rather an appropriate and even 
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expected response to some particular joy-conducive situation(s).38 Nehemiah 8 again 

provides an illuminating, even if structurally different, parallel to Luke 6:22–23. Both 

passages involve the (re)interpretation of seemingly unjoyous circumstances as prompts 

for the commanded rejoicing. In Nehemiah 8, the people at first find their new awareness 

of God’s Law to be overwhelming and indeed grief-inducing, but when they later rejoice, 

they do so precisely in response to their deepened understanding of what is required of 

them (ὅτι συνῆκαν ἐν τοῖς λόγοις οἷς ἐγνώρισεν αὐτοῖς, 8:12).39 Somewhat similarly, in 

Luke 6:22–23, Jesus (re)interprets a situation that initially seems anything but joy-

conducive (the experience of persecution, 6:22) as a spur to the commanded rejoicing.40 

 

38 See again table 17, above; the subordinating conjunction is not stated in Zephaniah 3:14–15, but the 

juxtaposition of vv 14 and 15 implies a similar relationship to that indicated by ὅτι/διότι in the other 

passages. 
39 Thus, as in the passages listed in the chart above, so also in Nehemiah 8: there are clear reasons for 

rejoicing. More could be said on this point. In Nehemiah 8, the people are told not to grieve (1) because 

“the day is holy to the Lord our God” (8:9; see also 8:11) and (2) because “he [the Lord] is your strength” 

(8:10 LXX; cf. MT: “The joy of the LORD is your fortress [ָמֻעְזֶכם]”—if we take this to refer to God’s own 

joy, i.e., over their repentance, then there would be an intriguing parallel here to the pattern of divine and 

human joy over restoration that we find in Luke 15. See 2.4.2, below). They then “make great 

rejoicing/merriment” (εὐφροσύνην μεγάλην) specifically because of their understanding of the words of the 

Law that have just been read and explained to them (8:12, 8:1–8; cf. 2 Cor 1:23–2:8.). Further, the call for 

them to celebrate is accompanied by a command designed to ensure that everyone receives the resources 

necessary for celebration (8:10, 12), so that in this material sense, too, joy-conducive circumstances 

provide the context for jubilation (cf. the quotation from Pope Paul VI at the head of 2.5).  
40 The particularity of the contexts addressed in both passages should not be overlooked. Neither Nehemiah 

8 nor Luke 6 provides direct support for attempts to prescribe joy over any or all seemingly unjoyous 

circumstances. As just noted, both the initial weeping and the later rejoicing in Nehemiah 8 are in response 

to the people’s new awareness of the Law’s demands. When pastors and others use this passage as a 

warrant for silencing grief over matters other than new awareness of what following God requires, they are 

making several hermeneutical leaps that may not be justified by the passage itself. Of course, the Bible 

does include some more totalizing calls for rejoicing, but upon closer examination even these passages 

provide a more complex treatment of joy than is sometimes appreciated. For a helpful discussion of the 

more expansive joy-commands in passages such as Philippians 4:4, see esp. Thompson, “Reflections.”  
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To see how this reinterpretation plays out in Luke 6:22–23, it will be useful to 

return to the passages listed in the chart above (see table 17), which match the structure 

of the joy-commands in Luke 6:23 more closely than does the example from Nehemiah 8. 

Many of the passages depicted in the chart conform to a scriptural pattern that, as noted 

in chapter 1, Green points out in connection with Gabriel’s greeting/joy-command in 

Luke 1:28. Green summarizes the “formula” as follows: “Rejoice! + address + reference 

to the divine action or attitude to which joy is the proper response.”41 Although Jesus’s 

joy-commands do not map onto this “formula” quite as neatly as do Gabriel’s opening 

words to Mary (1:28),42 Luke 6:23 does appear structurally similar to the pattern that 

Green identifies: an imperative joy verb (or two) is (are) followed by a warrant for the 

command(s), articulated in terms of a particular “divine action or attitude.”43 

In keeping with this pattern, one must look to what follows the joy-commands in 

Luke 6:23 if one is to find the object over which Jesus calls people to rejoice. When the 

passage is considered from this angle, it becomes clear that, in Luke 6:22–23 as 

elsewhere, Lukan joy is oriented toward the presence and/or flourishing of some beloved 

 

41 Naming some of the same passages included in the chart above, Green observes that Gabriel’s “greeting 

[to Mary in Luke 1:28] is reminiscent of Zeph 3:14–15; Zech 9:9; [and] Joel 2:21, where the formula is 

found: rejoice! + address + reference to the divine action or attitude to which joy is the proper response” 

(Green, Gospel, 87; see also discussion above at 1.3.3.1). 
42 For example, the addressees are not explicitly named after the imperative verbs in 6:23. Nevertheless, the 

addressees—“you” (plural)—are clearly indicated by the form of the verbs and the narrative context (6:22–

23).  
43 Green, Gospel, 87, commenting there on 1:28 and LXX passages.  
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object(s), some real or perceived goods.44 True, as already noted, the Lukan Jesus does 

imply an immediate temporal connection between persecution and joy (“in that day,” 

6:23). However, with respect to the object of the commanded rejoicing,45 the link 

between such suffering and joy is only indirect.46 Jesus “commands” joy not over 

persecution as such but rather, as his words following the imperatives in 6:23 show, over 

that toward which the trials described in 6:22 point. Put differently, persecution should 

prompt joy not in itself but because of what persecution for Jesus’s sake indicates when 

viewed within the larger narrative of God’s faithfulness to the faithful—a narrative that 

Luke perceives in Israel’s Scriptures and understands himself to be continuing in his own 

volumes (cf. esp. Luke 1:1–4).  

But what does such persecution indicate when interpreted in this narrative 

framework? In the latter part of Luke 6:23, Jesus explains in two steps the import of 

suffering maltreatment for his sake, with γὰρ signaling in each case that what follows is 

the rationale for the preceding counterintuitive instructions concerning joy and 

persecution. He begins by noting the “great reward” that those persecuted for his sake 

 

44 Thus, we might say that Luke 6:22–23 conforms to the “grammar” of septuagintal joy-commands listed 

in the chart above, insofar as the imperatives in Luke 6:23 are tied to appropriate (even if not intuitive, cf. 

Neh 8:9–13) warrants for rejoicing. 
45 On the importance for Luke of attending to the “object of [one’s] joy,” see also for example Wenkel, Joy, 

75 (in that context, discussing the Beatitudes and Woes, esp. Luke 6:23). 
46 This is consistent with Thompson’s observations about what she labels “joy notwithstanding”; for 

example, in passages such as James 1:2, she observes, “it is the result in view that allows for joy in the 

present” (“Reflections,” 30; see esp. 28–34). 
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have “in heaven” (6:23).47 Luke 6:23 provides no guarantee of temporal relief from 

persecution, much less of this-worldly reward for suffering it. Rather, Jesus’s description 

of the reward as “in heaven” implies that the promised reward depends on God’s future 

(eschatological, but already assured) action, which evidently will rectify these present 

situations of suffering by providing “great reward” for those who have endured 

persecution for Jesus’s sake.48  

 

47 Cf. Luke 6:35; 10:20. See also, e.g., Genesis 15:1 LXX. 
48 Much could be said about scholarly debates surrounding Luke 6:23. I have touched on the contested 

phrase “in that day,” see note 29, above. For the present, I will comment briefly on two other, interrelated 

issues that are relevant but not essential to my argument here: (1) the timing of the reward mentioned in 

6:22–23 and (2) the import of the reward being “in heaven.”  

(1) As often noted, in Luke’s version of the Beatitudes, the various conditions of lowliness are 

described (at least in some cases; we can leave aside for now the text-critical question about the frequency 

of νῦν in this passage) as current states of affairs (“now”). Meanwhile, the positive half of each beatitude 

(describing the expected reversal of this state of affairs) is sometimes cast in the present tense (e.g., 6:20) 

and sometimes cast in the future tense (e.g., 6:21). Interestingly, no verb is explicitly stated in relation to 

the reward in heaven; Jesus simply says, “Your reward [no verb: is? will be?] great in the heaven” (6:23). 

The immediate context does not decisively settle the question, either. Those addressed in this beatitude-

plus-command are supposed to rejoice “in that day,” but as discussed in note 29, above, there is some 

difference of opinion among scholars as to whether “that day” refers to the day on which one experiences 

persecution or rather to the judgment day (“that Day,” i.e., the day of the Lord). Perhaps we do best to 

understand the reward mentioned in 6:23 as participating in the oft-noted already/not-yet tension that marks 

Christian eschatology. On the one hand, the reward is “already” secure; on the other hand, it is not yet as 

fully experienced or accessible as it will be. (Regarding the question of whether the “happiness” of which 

the Matthean and Lukan Beatitudes speak is present or future—and the relationship between this question 

and debates about the kingdom of God and eschatology—see esp. Holladay, “Beatitudes,” 154–60. 

Holladay himself argues for a both/and approach to the Beatitudes overall: “Both present and future 

dimensions are contained within the beatitudes,” and though interpreters have sometimes emphasized one 

or the other, there is something to be gained for our understanding of “happiness” if we retain the 

Beatitudes’ inherent ambiguity on this score (Holladay, “Beatitudes,” 156).  

(2) The question of the reward’s present or future possession and/or accessibility is, to some 

extent, bound up with the question of what Jesus means here by “in heaven.” L. T. Johnson, for example, 

notes that “heaven” could in this context be (as in Luke 15:8, 18, 21) “a periphrasis for God, so that Luke 

means ‘God will reward you’”; however, it is also possible that “heaven” here “refer[s] to inscription in a 

heavenly book (as in 10:20),” and in neither case would this necessarily imply a spatial understanding of 

the term (Gospel, 107). Spencer likewise strongly rejects the idea that “heaven” in this context should be 

understood as “a separate, distant sphere from ‘earth,’” proposing instead that we think of it as “an 
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Significantly, this initial warrant for rejoicing reinforces and extends the 

conclusions reached above in relation to Luke 1–2. The joy for which Jesus calls in Luke 

6:23 again depends on divine action to bring about joy-conducive circumstances. This 

divinely secured reward, not present persecution, is the loved object whose (assured 

future) presence prompts rejoicing.49 Moreover, drawing out another point that figures to 

 

 

imminent, interpenetrating reality,” i.e., “the realm of God … where God’s righteous will is realized” 

(Luke, 171; see somewhat similarly Wenkel, Joy, 80). Be that as it may, drawing together the two points 

treated above, it is worth underscoring that a nonspatial or transspatial understanding of “heaven” does not 

remove the “not-yet” element of the reward that the persecuted have “in heaven.” Spencer may be right to 

say that “Jesus’s poor, hungry, mournful, persecuted followers need not defer blessed well-being to the 

afterlife,” since already they can “enjoy their ‘heavenly reward’ in the present experience of God’s 

kingdom”; however, Spencer’s subsequent clarifications/qualifications of this claim (regarding “delays,” 

difficulties, ongoing struggle, etc.) is also crucial (Luke, 171–72). When Spencer goes on to insist that the 

future filling of the hungry (etc.) is “not … limited to postmortem life” (Luke, 172), he may be saying more 

than the text explicitly promises. On one level, Spencer is clearly not wrong; indeed, early Acts suggests 

that Jesus’s followers—at least some of them, and for a while—understood their common life to be a 

context in which the realization of the feeding of the hungry, for example, could (and did) occur, even now. 

At the same time, cases such as that of Lazarus in the parable of Luke 16 remind us—as I will discuss 

below—that for some people the filling up of the sort of deep needs named in the Beatitudes does not come 

about in this life (cf. also the multiple martyrdoms reported in or implied by Acts [e.g., 7:54–60; 12:2]). In 

short, it may well be true that we should not take “in heaven” in primarily spatial terms, but it seems to me 

that we do need to take it as having a certain future/not-yet and specifically eschatological aspect; 

otherwise, we will be hard-pressed to square this beatitude with human experience even as it is narrated 

within the relatively limited and somewhat stylized world of Luke-Acts. It is true, as Wenkel says, that 

“heaven is coming down to earth as Jesus’ kingdom is being inaugurated,” and I suppose that does mean 

that the persecuted have “rewards that may be tangible now in terms of possessing the blessing of God” 

(Joy, 80). However, God’s blessing does not in practice always mean temporal/pre-eschatological 

deliverance from suffering (again, note the martyrs in Acts—as well as so many other stories that all of us 

could tell; see further below, in 5.3). 
49 It should be underscored that the γὰρ introducing Jesus’s comment about heavenly reward clarifies the 

direction of his reasoning: those persecuted are to rejoice because they have a reward, not in order to earn a 

reward. Put differently, the joy for which Jesus calls does not win one “heavenly” reward. Rather, the 

experience of suffering persecution for the sake of the Son of Man is an indication that those so persecuted 

have a heavenly reward. It is over this—that is, over the secure reality of their reward “in heaven”—that 

they are to rejoice. 
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some extent in the infancy narrative,50 Luke 6:23 also tacitly underscores the role of hope 

in enabling joy-according-to-Luke, even now.51 The divine initiative over which 

characters rejoice in Luke 1–2 has only just begun to unfold when they rejoice over it, 

and in this sense their joy also involves hope. However, the jubilant characters of the 

infancy narrative do at least have the beginnings of that unfolding in hand—in some 

cases quite literally, in the form of a special baby. In contrast, those commanded to 

rejoice in Luke 6:23 may not yet have even a nascent present experience of that over 

which they are called already to rejoice. Because the object of joy is more wholly 

future/eschatological, hope plays a more obviously central role in facilitating joy in such 

cases.  

As support for this hope of future/eschatological recompense, Jesus next adduces 

the example of the prophets, who faced similar opposition for their fidelity to God (6:23). 

Again, γὰρ indicates that this latter observation provides the rationale for the one that 

precedes it. The implied assumption linking these claims appears to be that the prophets 

 

50 Hope does implicitly play a part in the joy described in the infancy narrative, insofar as the divine 

intervention over which characters rejoice has only just begun to unfold when they rejoice over it. Still, the 

joyful characters in Luke 1–2 have the beginnings of that unfolding in hand—in some cases quite literally, 

in the form of a baby—whereas it is not clear whether those called to rejoice in Luke 6:23 will have even a 

nascent present experience of that over which they are called already to rejoice (although cf. Acts 5:41).  
51 On the link more generally between joy and hope (and faith) in the Bible, see Thompson’s “Reflections.” 

For instance, she observes that because biblical joy is over the demonstration of God’s justice, which is 

only manifest in part in the present, “both faith and hope are necessary concomitants of joy” (Thompson, 

“Reflections,” 33; see also 37: “Joy cannot be severed from hope and may even be said to arise or be 

possible precisely because one has hope”). In contrast to suffering in which joy is possible because of 

associated hope, “[s]uffering that has no end does not elicit joy” (Thompson, “Reflections,” 36). 
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have a “great reward” of their own (cf. Matt 10:41)—presumably also “in heaven,” since 

according to Israel’s scriptural traditions many of the prophets received a mixed reception 

at best during their earthly ministries (e.g., 1 Kgs 19:10; 2 Chron 36:16; Neh 9:26; Jer 

5:11–13).52  

Jesus’s reference to the prophets implicitly sets his followers’ experiences of 

persecution in the context of the story of God’s past relationship with Israel and the 

world, as recounted in Israel’s Scriptures. As seen repeatedly in relation to joy in Luke 1–

2, so also here: Israel’s Scriptures provide the narrative backdrop against which the 

experience of the faithful can be understood—and felt—aright. Specifically, the 

experience of persecution becomes emotionally intelligible as a prompt for joy in light of 

the precedent set by the prophets’ experiences of persecution and their (evidently 

assumed) reception of heavenly reward.53  

These central verses in the Lukan Beatitudes and Woes thus indicate that the 

appropriate—even, in some sense, commanded—response to persecution for Jesus’s sake 

is rejoicing. However, far from encouraging rejoicing over such suffering per se, Jesus 

indicates that the joy to which he calls his persecuted followers springs from the hope of 

 

52 Indeed, as Inselmann notes, Luke 4:24 makes explicit that the prophets did not receive honor from their 

own (Freude, 221). 
53 Estrada-Barbier discusses and evaluates various scholarly proposals related to the possibiltiy that Luke 

(and Matthew) here reflect the conventions of a “persecution form” consisting of a macarism, a statement 

about persecution, a call to rejoice, and a statement about reward (see “Joy in Suffering,” esp. 193–204). In 

addition to the Matthew parallel (5:11–12), cf. also James 5:10–11.  
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joy-conducive circumstances that God will bring to pass. Those who suffer for Jesus’ 

sake are to rejoice over the secure reward “in heaven” toward which their prophet-like 

experience of persecution points (6:22–23). Thus, the joy to which Jesus calls them is a 

joy rooted in hope that is based on a (re)interpretation of present circumstances in light of 

scripturally recounted past events (i.e., the experience of the prophets) and the future 

expectations (i.e., of reward “in heaven”) that those precedents foster concerning God’s 

faithful action to bring about joyous circumstances for the faithful—in the end, albeit not 

necessarily before then. 

2.3.2 Joy and Perseverance: Rootless Joy in the Parable of the Sower (Esp. 

8:13, 15) 

The relationship between joy and suffering also figures prominently in the next 

passage in which a clear joy term occurs, the parable of the sower and its explication 

(Luke 8:4–15; cf. Mark 4:1–20; Matt 13:1–23). In this case, however, the emphasis falls 

on the threat that suffering may pose to a response to the gospel that had initially been 

marked by joy. For my purposes, the key verses here are Luke 8:13 and 8:15, part of 

Jesus’s explanation of the parable. As will be seen, Luke has redacted this Triple 

Tradition material—the only Markan passage that includes the noun χαρά—in ways that 

bring it into closer connection with the Third Gospel’s complex treatment of the joy 

motif. Three aspects of Lukan redaction in these verses prove illuminating for a study of 

the conditions that lead to joy: one connected to what Luke retains, another concerning 
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what he adds, and a third involving what he alters relative to his Markan source.54 While 

Jesus’s teaching in Luke 6:22–23 indicates that joy may be a proper response to 

persecution, his words in 8:13–15 imply that without perseverance even an initially joyful 

acceptance of the gospel may prove fruitless in the context of trials. 

I begin, first, with a fairly obvious point: in Luke 8:13, the third evangelist has 

retained Mark’s “joy” language. Luke takes over χαρά from Mark 4:16—as just 

mentioned, the only instance of this noun in all of Mark’s Gospel.55 Given Luke’s general 

interest in joy, it might initially seem unremarkable that he would carry over joy terms 

from his source(s) whenever they are present. If one considers the narrative context of 

this joy term in Mark, however, Luke’s redactional decision becomes puzzling. In the 

Markan Jesus’s explanation of the parable of the sower, here followed by both Matthew 

and Luke, “joy” is part of a response to the gospel that ultimately proves inadequate 

(Mark 4:16–17; Luke 8:13; Matt 13:20–21). Those whose response to the gospel is 

figured by the seed sown on rocky soil are people who at first respond to the word “with 

joy” but later stumble (Mark) or fall away (Luke) in the face of trouble and persecution 

(Mark 4:16–17) or trial (πειρασμός, Luke 8:13). The Third Evangelist’s adoption of 

Mark’s joy language in Luke 8:13 is surprising because, as often noticed, “joy” as a 

 

54 For further reflection on Lukan redaction in this passage, see for example Inselmann, Freude, 193, 198–

99 (and passim in her Kapitel 9). 
55 Inselmann further notes that there is OT precedent for affective metaphors involving sowing (e.g., Ps 

126; see Freude, 193, 193n6). 
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response to evangelization elsewhere tends to signal a right reception of the good news in 

Luke-Acts (see, for example, Acts 8:39; 16:34). Hence, since Mark’s use of χαρά seems 

to be at odds with Luke’s general treatment of joy, it is unexpected that Luke would 

follow Mark’s basic point here as it relates to rejoicing.56 

This redactional decision is all the more striking when one notices that—in this 

passage as often—Luke does not otherwise follow Mark’s wording exactly. Given this 

broader redactional pattern of departing from his Markan source in various details, it is 

by no means unthinkable that Luke could have omitted Mark’s joy term altogether in 

Mark 4:16/Luke 8:13 or perhaps replaced χαρά with another, less clearly joy-related 

word. Nevertheless, like Matthew, Luke retains Mark’s words about joy: 

 

56 On the negative aspect of the joy in Luke 8:13, see also Wenkel, Joy, 86–91, among others. In this 

context, Wenkel comments that “one of the greatest dangers” for a would-be follower of Jesus “is joy,” 

since joy’s “presence can persuade one that he or she is an ideal recipient of the seed of the word when in 

fact the emotions are not mixed with obedience” (Joy, 87; on how this plays into the motif of reversal in 

Luke, see also 91).  
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Table 18: Synopsis Showing Joy in the Parable of the Sower 

 

Matthew 13:20–21 Mark 4:16–17 Luke 8:13 

 

ὁ δὲ ἐπὶ τὰ πετρώδη  

σπαρείς,  

οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ  

τὸν λόγον ἀκούων 

καὶ εὐθὺς μετὰ χαρᾶς  

λαμβάνων 

αὐτόν,  

 

οὐκ ἔχει δὲ ῥίζαν  

ἐν ἑαυτῷ  

ἀλλὰ πρόσκαιρός  

ἐστιν, 

γενομένης δὲ θλίψεως ἢ  

διωγμοῦ  

διὰ τὸν λόγον  

εὐθὺς σκανδαλίζεται.  

  

καὶ οὗτοί εἰσιν  

οἱ ἐπὶ τὰ πετρώδη 

σπειρόμενοι,  

οἳ ὅταν  

ἀκούσωσιν τὸν λόγον 

  εὐθὺς μετὰ χαρᾶς  

λαμβάνουσιν  

αὐτόν,  

καὶ  

οὐκ ἔχουσιν ῥίζαν 

 ἐν ἑαυτοῖς 

ἀλλὰ πρόσκαιροί  

εἰσιν,  

εἶτα γενομένης θλίψεως ἢ 

διωγμοῦ  

διὰ τὸν λόγον  

εὐθὺς σκανδαλίζονται.  

 

οἱ δὲ ἐπὶ τῆς πέτρας  

 

οἳ ὅταν  

ἀκούσωσιν  

      μετὰ χαρᾶς  

δέχονται  

τὸν λόγον,  

καὶ οὗτοι  

ῥίζαν οὐκ ἔχουσιν,  

 

οἳ πρὸς καιρὸν 

πιστεύουσιν  

καὶ ἐν καιρῷ πειρασμοῦ  

 

 

ἀφίστανται.  

 

This first observation about Lukan redaction raises the question of how Luke’s inclusion 

of Mark’s joy language in 8:13 fits with, and/or complicates, the picture that I have thus 

far sketched of joy-according-to-Luke and what such joy requires. 

Before attempting to answer this question, though, it may be helpful to draw 

attention to a second point of Lukan redaction, marked with bold underlining in the 

synopsis above. Relative to Mark (and Matthew), Luke adds the verb πιστεύω in the 

description of the initially joyful response to the gospel (8:13). By adding this verb, Luke 

makes explicit that—as the other Synoptic evangelists probably imply—the ultimately 

inadequate response described in 8:13 at first included not only joy but also faith/trust.  
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The reference to faith/trust sharpens the question of how 8:13 fits with Luke’s 

broader treatment of joy. Faith/trust and joy appear in close association at several other 

points in Luke-Acts, the most relevant of which at present is the infancy narrative. As 

will be remembered, in the infancy narrative faith(fulness)/trust proves to be a necessary 

(even if not all-sufficient) condition for joy-according-to-Luke. By retaining Mark’s joy 

term in his version of the explanation of the parable of the sower and further by adding 

explicit reference to the motif of faith/trust, which is at most implicit in the Markan 

parallel, Luke’s redaction in 8:13 underscores the point that prompt rejoicing—even in 

conjunction with faith/trust—does not in itself definitively prove the long-term adequacy 

of one’s response to the gospel. This is so, moreover, despite the fact that Luke elsewhere 

repeatedly portrays joy (and faith/trust) as part of a fitting reception of the good news 

(again, cf. Acts 8:39; 16:34).  

In this respect, the parable of the sower and its interpretation add an additional 

layer to the complex treatment of joy’s timing begun in the Lukan infancy narrative. As 

argued in chapter 1, the joy of both Zechariah and Mary may be fairly described as 

“delayed,” but only in Zechariah’s case is this delay portrayed as evidence of a 

blameworthy failing (namely, in faith/trust).57 Mary’s example has already confirmed that 

slowness to rejoice does not always indicate a problematic lack of faith (see 1.3.3). 

Further complicating matters, the inclusion of Mark’s joy language in Luke 8:13 raises 

 

57 See discussion in chapter 1, esp. 1.2–1.3.  
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the possibility—particularly in view of Luke’s added reference to faith/trust—that 

quickness to rejoice, even in response to the gospel itself and in tandem with faith/trust, 

may not always betoken enduring spiritual-emotional health.58  

The wider narrative context not only corroborates this suggestion but may also 

shed light on the nature of the “trials” that thwart the faith and joy described in Luke 

8:13. In the body of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus repeatedly admonishes people to count the cost 

of discipleship before embarking with him on his slow march to the cross (e.g., Luke 

9:51, 57–62; 14:25–33). Ready—perhaps even jubilant—acceptance of Jesus and the 

word he brings is good as far as it goes, but Jesus’s warnings underscore the need for 

would-be disciples also to be prepared to endure difficulties in following him. Otherwise, 

they may find themselves unwilling or unable to follow through on their initial 

commitment (see esp. 14:28–33). As Jesus nears his death, his closest followers illustrate 

the point: the narrative thematizes the apostles’ (not always ideal) responses to the 

“trial(s)” that result from their association with Jesus (πειρασμός, 22:28, 40, 46). I will 

return to this last set of passages below (2.3.3). It suffices for now to say that, given this 

narrative context, the “trial” in view in Luke 8:13 may well be especially persecution that 

 

58 My point here is not that all joy must be long lasting to be appropriate joy; many objects of daily joy are 

joy-conducive in part because of their ephemerality. One thinks, for example, of wildflowers. However, the 

joy in question in Luke 8:13 has hearing the “word of God” as its object; in this case, as the logic of the 

parable implies, both the object and the joy appropriate to it are enduring; indeed, according to Luke, such 

joy should endure even (and perhaps in some sense esp.?) in at least some sorts of situations of suffering 

(cf. 6:22–23). 
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arises (as Mark has it) “on account of the word” (διωγμός διὰ τὸν λόγον, Mark 4:17; see 

also Matt 13:21)—even if Luke does not say so explicitly.59  

Whether or not one accepts this interpretation of the “trial” (πειρασμός) to which 

Luke 8:13 refers, the case of the seed sown on rocky soil at least makes clear that the 

rapidity of a positive (including specifically joyful) response to Jesus/the gospel is not 

invariably an indication of future fruitfulness. An initially eager, even jubilant and 

trusting acceptance of the good news may give way to apostasy during a “time of trial” 

(8:13). Stated using the imagery of the parable, rocky and hence shallow soil provides 

good conditions for alacritous sprouting, but the very quickness of such growth may 

evince the sprouts’ baleful rootlessness (8:6, 13).60  

If initial trust and joy are not necessarily enough to render acceptance of the 

gospel sufficiently “well rooted” to bear fruit, what would make for a “well-rooted” 

response to the word? More to the point at present: How does this issue of 

“rootlessness/rootedness” illumine joy and the conditions that enable it according to 

Luke? When Jesus emphasizes the danger that “rootlessness” poses to fruitful acceptance 

of the good news (8:13), he extends the parable’s agricultural metaphor without explicitly 

 

59 Given the reference in Luke 8:13 to the/a “time of trial” (ἐν καιρῷ πειρασμοῦ), one might further infer 

that 8:13 has in view expected end-times persecution in particular. On the other hand, the ongoing character 

of the seeds’ growth (or lack thereof) in the parable of the sower may suggest at least that the trials are not 

necessarily expected to bode an imminent end.  
60 In the terms of the parable, rootlessness proves to be these seeds’ undoing, preventing access and 

adequate moisture (8:6).  
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interpreting it. To clarify what is lacking in cases figured by the seed fallen on rocky soil, 

I turn now to Jesus’s interpretation of the seed sown on good soil (8:15). His explanation 

of this part of the parable implicitly sheds light on what it would look like for acceptance 

of the gospel to be “well rooted” and thus able eventually to bear fruit, even in the 

context of trials.  

This brings me to the third redactional observation mentioned above, focused on 

Luke’s alteration of Mark. It may be helpful at this point to have the pertinent passages 

laid out synoptically:  

Table 19: Synopsis of the Explanation of the Seed Sown on Good Soil 

 

Matthew 13:23 Mark 4:20 Luke 8:15 

ὁ δὲ  

ἐπὶ τὴν καλὴν γῆν  

σπαρείς,  

οὗτός ἐστιν  

 

ὁ τὸν λόγον  

ἀκούων  

καὶ συνιείς,  

ὃς δὴ καρποφορεῖ  

καὶ ποιεῖ  

ὃ μὲν ἑκατόν,  

ὃ δὲ ἑξήκοντα, ὃ δὲ  

τριάκοντα. 

 

καὶ ἐκεῖνοί εἰσιν οἱ  

ἐπὶ τὴν γῆν τὴν καλὴν  

σπαρέντες,  

οἵτινες  

 

ἀκούουσιν  

τὸν λόγον  

καὶ παραδέχονται  

καὶ καρποφοροῦσιν  

 

ἓν τριάκοντα καὶ  

ἓν ἑξήκοντα καὶ ἓν  

ἑκατόν. 

 

τὸ δὲ  

ἐν τῇ καλῇ γῇ,  

 

οὗτοί εἰσιν οἵτινες  

ἐν καρδίᾳ καλῇ καὶ ἀγαθῇ  

ἀκούσαντες  

τὸν λόγον  

κατέχουσιν  

καὶ καρποφοροῦσιν  

 

ἐν ὑπομονῇ.  

 

 

 

All three Synoptic Gospels use the image of “bearing fruit” to describe the growth of the 

seed sown in good soil, thereby differentiating this case from the situations of the 

variously thwarted seeds sown on other sorts of ground. The reference to “bearing fruit” 
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again extends (rather than explicating) the agricultural imagery in Jesus’s original 

parable. However, in this case the image may be more easily interpreted, especially in 

light of the use of similar language elsewhere in the Gospels and in the wider New 

Testament corpus. As in passages such as Luke 3:9 and 6:43, bearing fruit here 

presumably has to do with the observable, lived effects of one’s spiritual state. In the case 

of the seed fallen on good soil, then, bearing fruit would involve the ongoing living of a 

life consistent with a right response to the gospel—a life in which appropriate processes 

of maturation take place in due course, ultimately enabling fruitfulness.  

The Synoptic evangelists agree in linking such fruitfulness to the hearing of the 

word, but they differ in their further description of what distinguishes this fruitful hearing 

from the ultimately unfruitful hearing figured by seeds sown on other sorts of soil. 

Describing the seed sown on good soil, Mark writes of “receiving” the word and bearing 

one or another quantity of fruit (4:20). Matthew similarly writes of “understanding” the 

word and bearing one or another quantity of fruit (13:23). Luke, however, describes this 

last response to the gospel as “holding fast” to the word and bearing an unspecified 

quantity of fruit “with endurance” (8:15).61 Through this slight alteration of Mark’s 

 

61 Within the parable proper, Luke does retain a (single) quantitative marker of fruitfulness (the good seed 

produces a hundred fold, Luke 8:8); my point is that in the interpretation of the parable, the Lukan Jesus 

explicates this fruitfulness in qualitative rather than quantitative terms. Spencer notes that although Luke 

only names one quantitative yield in the parable, he names the highest yield mentioned in the other Gospels 

(see Luke, 210–11). See also Inselmann’s discussion of Lukan redaction with respect to the yield of the 

good seed, as well as Luke’s emphasis on endurance (Freude, 195–96).  
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diction (“receive,” παραδέχονται vs. “holding fast,” κατέχουσιν) and the substitution of 

the qualitative phrase “with endurance” (ἐν ὑπομονῇ) for Mark’s (and Matthew’s) 

quantification of fruitfulness, Luke draws attention to the connection between fruit-

bearing and perseverance.62  

“Perseverance” or “endurance” (ὑπομονή)—a recurring motif in Luke-Acts, albeit 

not always represented by this term,63 and one which is bound up with questions about 

Lukan eschatology that fall beyond the focus of this study—appears to be precisely what 

was lacking in the response to the gospel described in Luke 8:13.64 By falling away “in a 

time of trial” (ἐν καιρῷ πειρασμοῦ, 8:13), those who had at first rejoiced over and trusted 

in the good news show a lack of endurance, an inability or unwillingness to persevere in 

their initially positive (indeed, joyful) response to the word of God. In relation to Luke 

8:13, then, the conclusion of Jesus’s explanation in 8:15 indirectly confirms what is 

already suggested by the language of temporariness65 in all three synoptic explications of 

the seed sown on “rocky soil”: the lack of “root” that characterizes the initially joyful 

 

62 Wenkel notes this connection as well, though he more strongly emphasizes obedience as what is lacking 

in the people figured by the seed sown on rocky soil (see Joy, 86–91, esp. 87). The wider narrative context, 

as Spencer argues, does support thinking about the problem in terms of obedience/hearing-and-doing (see 

Luke, 208). Of course, the two ways of naming the problem—a lack of perseverance versus a lack of 

obedience—are compatible. After all, it is presumably in part in obedience that these people do not 

persevere.  
63 See Inselmann on the relative frequency of this term in the canonical Gospels versus in other early 

Christian literature and Luke’s redaction here (e.g., Paul; Freude, 196–97). 
64 Even if not only in that case: As the wider parable confirms, the situation addressed in 8:13 is not the 

only one in which failure in perseverance may take place. For example, 8:14 suggests that quotidian cares 

and pleasures may also thwart an enduring—and hence fruitful—reception of the gospel. For present 

purposes, though, 8:13 merits most attention because of its explicit mention of joy. 
65 I.e., πρὸς καιρόν (Luke 8:13); πρόσκαιρος/οι (Matt 13:21; Mark 4:17). 
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recipients of the good news in Luke 8:13 (and parallel passages) is a shortcoming that, in 

the context of trials, becomes evident through a failure in endurance.66  

To appreciate how this emphasis on endurance relates to Luke’s larger treatment 

of joy and what facilitates it, we should consider Luke 8:13–15 in light of Jesus’s earlier 

teaching about joy in the Beatitudes. As seen above, in the Beatitudes, Jesus assumes that 

joy can be an appropriate (even commanded) response to at least some suffering—i.e., 

persecution suffered for his sake (6:22–23; see 2.3.1). Especially if one interprets the 

“time of trial” (καιρός πειρασμοῦ) in Luke 8:13 as referring primarily to an occasion 

(eschatological or otherwise) of suffering for Jesus’s/the gospel’s sake (cf. Mark 4:17), 

the implications of Luke 6:22–23 for the parable of the sower are striking. The once-

joyful recipients of good news in 8:13 fail (in joy, presumably, but also more generally)67 

 

66 Perhaps a fourth redactional observation could be added, concerning what Luke does not add to his 

Markan source. Jesus does not say anything about joy in the description of those who finally prove fruitful 

in Luke 8:15. In other words, having retained Mark’s joy language in 8:13, where joy plays a part in an 

inadequate response to the Gospel, Luke does not add joy language in the description of a fruitful hearing 

of the word in 8:15. Why not? Any answer to such a question can of course only be an argument from 

silence. Still, one wonders if the silence may be significant, given Luke’s general interest in the joy motif 

and his evident willingness to depart from Mark’s wording at other points. In light of the several positive 

depictions of joyful responses to the gospel elsewhere in Luke-Acts, clearly we cannot conclude from the 

problematizing of joy in 8:13 and the silence about it in 8:15 that joy is somehow an inappropriate response 

to the gospel. Nevertheless, the omission of any reference to joy in the interpretation of the seed sown in 

good soil (8:15), coupled with the ultimately unfruitful outcome of the joyful response to the seed/gospel 

that is described in 8:13, corroborates the suspicion that, for Luke, an overt reaction of (immediate) 

rejoicing is not the primary—or at least not a necessary—marker of a fitting and ultimately fruitful 

response to the gospel.  
67 It should be noted that the problem described in 8:13 is not simply a failure to persevere in joy. Those 

figured by the seed sown in rocky soil fail to persevere at all, joyfully or otherwise, in their acceptance of 

the gospel. Moreover, to underscore the point again, though Jesus by no means excludes the possibility of 

joy in the case of those figured by the seed sown οn good soil, neither does he explicitly mention joy in his 

description of such fruitful disciples (8:15). 
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precisely when they ought instead to have been moved anew to joy by the prospect of the 

heavenly reward awaiting those who receive such prophet-like mistreatment (Luke 6:22–

23). The earlier teaching thus makes the failure of those described in Luke 8:13 all the 

more conspicuous.  

More tentatively, one might also conclude from the connections between these 

passages that the initially joyful disciples’ lack of “root” in 8:13—that is, the deficit made 

evident in their failure to persevere in the midst of trials—specifically involves a 

deficiency in hope. In keeping with Jesus’s teaching in 6:22–23 (see 2.3.1), we can 

hypothesize that this deficiency stems partly from a failure rightly to locate their own 

suffering in relation to the scriptural story of divine faithfulness to others (e.g., the 

prophets) who suffered for fidelity to God. Like Zechariah who initially struggled to 

rejoice in the infancy narrative, these erstwhile joyful followers need deeper awareness of 

how disorienting experiences—in their case, painful ones—fit into the larger narrative of 

God’s faithfulness, a narrative within which joy becomes an intelligible response even to 

certain sorts of trials. 

2.3.3 Joy and Trials Elsewhere in Luke-Acts: Brief Observations  

But because being one with Christ is our sanctity, 

and progressively becoming one with him our 

happiness on earth, the love of the cross in no way 

contradicts being a joyful child of God. To suffer 

and to be happy although suffering, to have one’s 

feet on the earth, to walk the dirty and rough paths 

of this earth and yet to be enthroned with Christ at 
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the Father’s right hand, to laugh and cry with the 

children of this world and ceaselessly sing the 

praises of God with the choirs of angels—this is the 

life of the Christian until the morning of eternity 

breaks forth.  

 

—Edith Stein, “Love of the Cross: Some Thoughts 

for the Feast of St. John of the Cross,” emphasis 

original 

 

As discussed briefly above, the suggestion that Luke 8:13–15 may have in view 

especially (even if not exclusively) trials experienced for Jesus’s sake finds corroboration 

from Luke’s naming and narrating of trials elsewhere in his two volumes. Before I turn to 

a third pericope in the body of Luke’s Gospel that highlights the connection between joy 

and scripturally allusive hope—this time in the context of triumph (10:17–24; see 

2.3.4)—it may be helpful to preview more fully how Luke 6:22–23 and 8:13–15 set the 

stage for later developments in Luke-Acts’s treatment of joy(lessness) in contexts of 

trials, especially trials experienced on account of faithfulness to Jesus. 

Within Luke’s Gospel, the most notable examples occur in the lead-up to Jesus’s 

arrest and eventual crucifixion.68 At the Last Supper, Jesus commends the apostles, 

saying, “You are those who have remained (οἱ διαμεμενηκότες) with me in my trials (ἐν 

τοῖς πειρασμοῖς μου)” (Luke 22:28). Though Jesus does not mention joy, he does use the 

 

68 I am focusing here on trials that occur after the Beatitudes, narratively speaking. However, as L. T. 

Johnson notes, Luke’s word choice in 8:13 also recalls the description of Jesus’s own trials/tempting by 

Satan in Luke 4:2, 13 (Gospel, 132). 



 

303 

 

same noun, πειρασμός, that in 8:13 described the “trials” that thwarted an initially joyful 

response to the gospel. His commendation of the apostles suggests that they have (thus 

far) avoided the danger of which 8:13 warns. They have persevered in their commitment 

to Jesus, even in the face of trials.  

However, shortly after this commendation of the apostles’ fidelity and an 

associated conferral of authority (22:28–30), the tone changes. Jesus speaks of his 

imminent betrayal (22:21–22); warns Simon Peter of Satan’s demand to “sift” them all; 

and foretells Peter’s own denial of him (22:31–34). A little later, Jesus repeatedly 

instructs his closest disciples to pray that they might not face “trial/testing” (again, 

πειρασμός, Luke 22:40, 46; see also Mark 14:38; Matt 26:41). In light of Jesus’s earlier 

teaching, one might expect them to be prepared not only to persevere in spite of further 

trials (cf. Luke 8:13, 15; see also 12:11–12; 21:12–19) but even to respond to such testing 

with joy, knowing that suffering for Jesus’s sake points to a prophet-like reward “in 

heaven” (6:22–23). Nevertheless, at the key moment—the “time of trial” that arrives with 

Judas and his companions (cf. 22:53)—the apostles do not persevere in faithfulness to 

Jesus, joyfully or otherwise (cf. 6:22–23; 8:13).69  

 

69 It might be objected that the absence of joy terms from Luke’s account of Jesus’s arrest renders that 

passage irrelevant for a study of joy, but in fact, it is the very absence of these terms that makes this 

passage important for understanding joy-according-to-Luke. Given Jesus’s earlier teaching, esp. in Luke 

6:22–23, it could be argued that the disciples ought not only to have stayed put and suffered with Jesus but 

even to have rejoiced as they suffered for his sake.  
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Though the third evangelist does not emphasize the apostles’ failure to “remain 

with” Jesus during his arrest as strongly as do some of the other Gospels, neither does 

Luke entirely obscure this embarrassing detail. Of all the apostles, only Peter is said to 

“follow” Jesus after his arrest and that “from afar” (22:54). Moreover, even Peter soon 

denies Jesus—repeatedly (22:55–62).70 Despite their earlier success in “remaining with” 

Jesus in his trials (22:28), when he is arrested, his followers do not persevere in fidelity to 

him, much less rejoice over persecution for his sake. They do not manage to embody the 

vision of Luke 6:22–23. Quite to the contrary: they seem in danger of going the way of 

the seed on rocky soil in 8:13, even if Jesus’s instructions to Peter in 22:32 have already 

foreshadowed their eventual restoration to trust/fidelity (and joy) in Luke 24 (on which, 

see chapter 4, below).  

It might be objected that the absence of joy terms (and of any narratively implied 

joy) from Luke’s account of Jesus’s arrest and execution renders this section of the 

Gospel irrelevant for my purposes here. To the contrary, however, it is the very absence 

of these terms that makes this material important for a study of joy and what leads to it 

according to Luke. That I am not simply overreading the silence, moreover, becomes 

clearer if one considers the marked shift in the disciples’ response to persecution 

following Easter and Pentecost. Perhaps most striking in this regard is Acts 5:41, where 

Peter and the other apostles—having just been imprisoned, flogged, and released with 

 

70 And Luke’s account of Peter’s failing is markedly poignant, too (22:54–62). 
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orders not to preach in Jesus’s name—leave the Sanhedrin “rejoicing (χαίροντες) … 

because (or “that”: ὅτι) they were deemed worthy to be dishonored (ἀτιμασθῆναι) for the 

sake of the name” of Jesus, whose name they ceaselessly continue to proclaim (Acts 

5:40–42).71  

Verbal and thematic connections link this passage to the beatitude in Luke 6:22–

23. Both passages foreground the word “name” (ὄνομα) in the sense of “reputation” or 

“character,” even if the beatitude focuses on the disciples’ reputation, whereas Acts 

draws attention to opposition to the disciples’ preaching about/in Jesus’s name (Luke 

6:22; Acts 5:40–42). Both passages also involve rejoicing (χαίρω; Luke 6:23; Acts 5:41), 

and in both passages, this rejoicing is a response to shameful treatment: being hated and 

insulted and having one’s name cast out as evil (Luke 6:22), on the one hand, and being 

shamed (Acts 5:41)—specifically, arrested, publicly rebuked, and flogged (Acts 5:17–

42)—on the other. Whereas in Luke 22 the apostles seemed at risk of ending up like the 

seed sown on rocky soil, unable to endure trials faithfully (Luke 8:13), in Acts 5:40–42 

they not only persevere despite persecution but even rejoice in response to it, in keeping 

with the beatitude-plus-command in Luke 6:22–23.72 

 

71 Also relevant here is Acts 13:52, where believers are “filled with joy and the Holy Spirit” following 

opposition that curtailed evangelization in Psidian Antioch. 
72 At the same time, we should also note that Luke’s emphasis on the connection between trials and joy is 

by no means unnuanced in Acts. For example, deliverance from persecution can also bring joy, as seen in 

relation to Peter’s release from prison (see esp. Acts 12:14). Moreover, persecution does not bring only joy. 

One thinks here of the somber tone of Paul’s farewell address to the Ephesian elders, in which he mentions 

past “trials” that he has suffered from Jewish opponents (20:19; again, πειρασμός) and foretells his future 
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What is it that facilitates the apostles’ joy in the context of these trials in Acts 5—

trials that might once have prompted them to flee, even to deny the Lord? Other factors 

could be noted,73 but it is surely no coincidence that the giving of the Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost (Acts 2) occurs after the disciples’ failure even to remain with Jesus during his 

arrest (Luke 22) and before their joyful response to—and continued preaching in the face 

of—persecution in Acts 5.74 The connection between the Holy Spirit and their new 

resilience in faith, hope, and joy finds further confirmation in the placement of Acts 5:41 

shortly after the believers’ prayer for boldness in situations of persecution, a prayer in 

response to which they receive a fresh filling with the Holy Spirit (Acts 4:23–31). 

Moreover, within Acts 5, the apostles name the Holy Spirit as a cowitness with 

themselves in their defense before the Sanhedrin (5:32), underscoring the connection 

between the Holy Spirit and their (now enduring, even jubilant) response to persecution 

for Jesus’s sake. Nor should this connection be surprising to readers of Luke’s Gospel: 

after all, Jesus himself had indicated that the Holy Spirit would play an important role in 

 

 

experience of bondage and suffering (θλῖψις, 20:23), ultimately prompting “considerable weeping among 

all” (20:37; cf. also, e.g., 21:13). I will return to Acts in the conclusion and appendix A, offering a few brief 

reflections on the presence—and, interestingly, the absence after 16:34—of joy in Luke’s second volume. 
73 E.g., the experience of Easter itself and the revelatory interpretation of Scripture provided by the risen 

Lord; see further in chapter 4.  
74 Again, the connection between the Holy Spirit and joy in Luke-Acts is widely noted; for a study of 

Lukan joy that is particularly attentive to this dynamic, see Story, Joyous. 
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equipping disciples to weather persecution faithfully (e.g., 12:11–12),75 which according 

to Luke 6:22–23 includes rejoicing in response to opposition endured for Jesus’s sake.  

2.3.4 Joy and Triumph: Jesus (Re)orients Hope by Teaching and Example 

(10:17–24) 

Given the association of the Holy Spirit with joy in multiple passages across 

Luke-Acts, it is perhaps not surprising that the Spirit also figures importantly in the final 

joy-related passage in Luke 6–10, the account of the return of the seventy(-two)76 (Luke 

10:17–24). In this case, however, joy and the Holy Spirit intersect in a context not of 

trials for Jesus’s sake but of triumph in his name. Despite this shift in focus, Luke 10:17–

24 shares with Luke 6:22–2377 and 8:13–15 an implicit emphasis on the link between joy 

and hope—and, more specifically, on the importance of rightly orienting hope in order to 

facilitate appropriate joy-according-to-Luke.78 

 

75 See also Luke 21:12–19, with ὑπομονή in 21:19. Navone also notes that Luke associates the Holy Spirit 

not only with joy but also with the disciples’ experience of persecution, which may in turn help to explain 

their joy in the context of persecution (Themes, 86). 
76 The parenthetical “(-two)” is meant as an acknowledgement of the text-critical issue regarding the 

number of people whom Jesus sends out and receives back in this passage. Spencer notes that “[s]trong 

manuscript evidence for and suggestive biblical allusions to both numbers complicate a hard-and-fast 

choice” between the variants (Luke, 273, emphasis original; see discussion there). This question does not 

directly affect my argument in this chapter, so I leave it unresolved at present. 
77 Indeed, Inselmann implies that 10:17–24 extends the treatment of the danger of short-lived joy-and-faith 

introduced in the parable of the sower (Freude, 199). 
78 On Luke 10:17–24, see Inselmann’s extensive discussion (Freude, 200–40). She argues that the passage 

is ultimately about the “Wesen der angemessenen Freude” (Freude, 200, emphasis original). Of course, as 

she goes on to acknowledge, more is at stake in this passage than general affective orderliness; Jesus’s 

directions about that over which they ought to rejoice also imply a future-/eschatological-looking promise: 

“Der imperativische Freudenaufruf in Lk 10,20 ist … nicht nur ein Auftrag, sondern zugleich ein 

Verheißung. Die Aufforderung „freut euch!“ (χαίρετε δέ) beschränkt sich nicht darauf, die Boten 

paränetisch zur angemessene Ethik der Freude anzuhalten. Im Appell ist ein soteriologisches und 
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Joy terms occur four times in this brief pericope about the return of the seventy(-

two) and Jesus’s response to their report (10:17–24).79 In 10:17, the narrator relates that 

the seventy(-two) come back from their mission “with joy” (μετὰ χαρᾶς),80 and in 10:20 

Jesus’s response uses the imperative form of the verb χαίρω two times, once negatively 

and once positively. Finally, in 10:21, Jesus himself “rejoices” (ἀγαλλιάω). More closely 

examining each of these references to joy will make clear how Jesus’s teaching about and 

modeling of joy in this passage reinforce his earlier instruction about rejoicing, especially 

as found in Luke 6:22–23.  

The first occurrence of joy language in this passage—in the description of the 

seventy(-two)’s jubilant return from their mission (μετὰ χαρᾶς, 10:17)—particularly 

stands out when one compares this pericope with Luke’s (and Mark’s) account of the 

twelve apostles’ return from their mission (Mark 6:30; Luke 9:10a). Though Mark and 

Luke differ some in their wording, neither mentions joy when describing the apostles’ 

return:  

 

 

eschatologisches Versprechen durch den Offenbarungsmittler Jesus gegeben” (Freude, 217–18, emphasis 

original; see also the chart on 218). On joy in this passage, see also Morrice, Joy, 86–87. 
79 As with many of the passages treated in this study, there are a range of important questions about this 

passage that I will have to bracket for present purposes. De Long (Surprised, 214) cites Crump, Intercessor, 

49–66, as a helpful summary of the extensive history of interpretation of Luke 10:21–24. 
80 Parsons suggests that this “joy recalls the joy associated with God’s anticipated action in the 

annunciation (Luke 1:14; 2:10) and foreshadows the disciples’ joy following the resurrection” (Luke, 176, 

with a reference to Culpepper). 
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Table 20: The Return of the Twelve in Mark and Luke 

 

Mark 6:30 Luke 9:10a 

Καὶ συνάγονται οἱ ἀπόστολοι  

πρὸς τὸν Ἰησοῦν  

καὶ ἀπήγγειλαν αὐτῷ πάντα  

ὅσα ἐποίησαν  

καὶ ὅσα ἐδίδαξαν.  

 

Καὶ ὑποστρέψαντες οἱ ἀπόστολοι  

 

διηγήσαντο αὐτῷ  

ὅσα ἐποίησαν.  

 

  

In contrast, when relating the return of the seventy(-two) from their mission, Luke 

explicitly mentions their joy: “The seventy[-two] returned with joy (μετὰ χαρᾶς)” (Luke 

10:17a). As ever in Luke-Acts, this joy is tied to particular joy-conducive circumstances, 

circumstances which the seventy(-two) summarize by referring to what evidently strikes 

them as the epitome of their triumph: “Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your 

name!” (Luke 10:17; cf. 9:1, 40).81  

Jesus’s response at first affirms their joy. Whatever exactly should be made of his 

comment about seeing Satan “fall from heaven like lightening” and his almost equally 

puzzling statement regarding the authority given to the seventy(-two) (10:18–19),82 it 

seems clear enough that these initial remarks corroborate the seventy(-two)’s account of 

their experience. The demons are indeed subject to them in Jesus’s name, and Jesus 

celebrates this reality with them. 

 

81 As Inselmann notes, the context clarifies the catalyst for their joy (Freude, 206; for an extended 

discussion of this passage that sets it in the context of ancient affect theory and modern developmental 

psychology, see her Kapitel 10, esp. the diagrams on 208 and 231).  
82 On these puzzling features of Jesus’s comment, see for example Parsons, Luke 176–77;  
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However, with the adversative πλήν in 10:20, Jesus turns from affirmation to 

correction—or at least, corrective extension—of the joy of the seventy(-two).83 

“Nevertheless,” he continues, “do not rejoice (μὴ χαίρετε) in this, that the spirits are 

subject to you, but rejoice (χαίρετε) because your names are inscribed in the heavens” 

(10:20). The twofold repetition of χαίρετε in this verse confirms that the problem does 

not lie in the seventy(-two)’s joy per se. Joy is appropriate in this context. Indeed, given 

that Jesus himself has just joined them in celebrating the subjugation of demonic forces 

(10:18–19; see also 10:23–24), one should probably not interpret the negative imperative 

in 10:20 too strongly.84 The point is not so much to ban the joy that the seventy(-two) 

initially express as it is to shift their focus—or perhaps better put, to extend their vision—

to a further object of joy, of which they are in danger of losing sight if they focus too 

narrowly on their recent experiences of spiritual triumph.85  

 

83 Given the emphasis on communal rejoicing elsewhere in Luke-Acts, it is at first glance surprising that 

Jesus is not described simply as “rejoicing with” them (see Inselmann, Freude, 206). 
84 As Spencer points out (Luke, 275), the disciple’s ability to exorcise demons seems particularly worth 

celebrating given the debacle recently narrated in Luke 9:39–42. Though Jesus does in some sense correct 

his jubilant followers, this “by no means makes him a killjoy; quite the contrary, he simply aims to bring 

their joy into proper focus” (Spencer, Luke, 277). Note also Jesus’s rejoicing immediately after his 

corrective comments (“in that same hour,” 10:21; Spencer, Luke, 277; see further below). In light of Jesus’s 

joy, it seems likely, as Story suggests, that “[i]f Jesus intended rebuke, it is only slight, for Jesus himself 

proceeds to rejoice with exuberance (Luke 10:21)” (Story, Joyous, 77).  
85 For the view that Jesus is here cautioning the disciples not to fixate too much on their own experience of 

spiritual power, see, e.g., Spencer, Luke, 276. In terms of how joy as such is being affected, as the heading 

of this subsection suggests, it is a matter of (re)orientation. As Inselmann puts it, “In Lk 10,20 verlangt 

Jesus von seinen Jünger, den bereits bestehenden Affekt der χαρά beizubehalten. Gleichzeitig fordert er sie 

auf, das Bezugsobjekt, das die Freude ursprünglich ausgelöst hat, zu wechseln”—a process that she refers 

to as a “Form der Affektregulation” (Freude, 203). Inselmann rightly observes that this implies a cognitive 

notion of emotions (or in her terms, Affekte), according to which “Affekte müssen … vollständig kognitiv 
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In other words, the joy of the seventy(-two) over their exercise of spiritual 

authority stops short of what would be a more fitting final focus for their jubilation.86 

Their joy in 10:17 is not exactly inappropriate, but Jesus’s corrective comments in 10:20 

suggest that this joy ought to lead them to, and be taken up into, a further joy.87 More 

than rejoicing over the power that they (in Jesus’s name) now exert over demons, they are 

to rejoice over a still greater good—namely, their names being “inscribed in the heavens” 

(10:20).88  

Jesus does not elaborate here on the meaning of this heavenly inscription, but as 

commentators routinely note, the image of names being written in heaven (in God’s 

book, and so on) recurs at several points both in Israel’s Scriptures and in the New 

 

 

kontrollierbar sein” (Freude, 204; see further on 204–5 on debates in antiquity over whether this was 

actually how things worked). Inselmann maintains that Luke endorses the view that cognitive control 

allows for redirection of emotions/affects (e.g., Freude, 205). See also Wenkel’s discussion of the 

disciples’ “misunderstanding” and the importance in this passage of rightly orienting joy: joy “is the proper 

emotion but its proper use depends upon its object” (Joy, 95; cf. Conver’s proposal that “Jesus affirms the 

disciples’ use of power, but corrects them concerning their cause for joy” [“The Portrayal,” 148]). In 

keeping with the focus of his study, Wenkel emphasizes the theme of reversal in differentiating appropriate 

from misguided joy here (see Joy, 102). 
86 See similarly Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 130, where Voorwinde comments on “the very 

real danger of rejoicing too much in lesser joys.” 
87 To quote Inselmann again: “Wie die Freude in Lk 10,20 gewertet wird, hängt von der Qualitäte ihres 

Bezugsobjekts ab, das sie auslöst“ (Freude, 205, emphasis original; see similarly Wenkel, Joy, 102). The 

question, then, is how the two objects of joy differ (see Freude, 213–19, for Inselmann’s treatment of this 

question). 
88 Cf. Matthew 7:21–23, where deeds of power, including exorcisms, are portrayed as inadequate evidence 

of truly knowing Jesus. Luke includes some similar sayings (Luke 6:46 [cf. Matt 7:21]; Luke 13:26–27 [cf. 

Matt 7:23]), but these passages do not foreground deeds of power so much as familiarity with Jesus as 

something that might lead to a false sense of security.  
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Testament (see, for example, Exod 32:32–33; Isa 4:3 MT; Heb 12:23; Rev 3:5).89 In light 

of these parallels, it seems best to interpret Jesus’s positive joy-command in 10:20 as a 

call for the seventy(-two) to rejoice over their inclusion among God’s people and 

specifically among those who will receive salvation at the eschaton.90  

At this point, it is worth pausing over the several verbal connections—and pointed 

differences—between Jesus’s instructions in 10:20 and his earlier teaching on joy in Luke 

6:22–23.91 Both passages direct attention to the “heaven(s)” as the realm92 of that over 

which Jesus instructs his followers to rejoice, whether their “reward” (6:23) or the 

inscription of their “names” (10:20). “Name(s)” provides another verbal link, in that both 

 

89 See additional examples in the OT and Second Temple Jewish literature cited by Wenkel, Joy, 96n14. 
90 Hence, eschatological orientation is part of what is needed to correct their joy. To be sure, though, as 

Inselmann observes, the ability of the seventy(-two) to cast out demons also has eschatological overtones, 

so that an eschatological connection alone cannot be what differentiates their initial object of joy from that 

to which Jesus redirects them (Freude, 213). Inselmann notes further important differences between the 

two objects of joy; see esp. her table summarizing these differences in Freude, 218. For example, 

exorcisms could be temporary (unlike the writing of one’s name in heaven: Freude, 216–17), and 

exorcisms could be interpreted variously in the ancient world (Freude, 213). Inselmann also discerns some 

indications that the jubilant seventy(-two) have at least some things askew in their interpretation (e.g., the 

messengers’ original joy may be overly domineering and might almost qualify as a problematic case of 

Schadenfreude [Freude, 216]). Moreover it may imply a focus on “signs” that Luke’s Gospel elsewhere 

calls into question (Inselmann, Freude, 217; Luke 11:29–32). In contrast, proper joy focuses on right 

relatedness to God and is theocentric (Inselmann, Freude, 215–16): “Es fällt daher auf, dass die in Lk 10,20 

von Jesus geforderte Freude im Gegensatz zum kritisierten Konzept in Lk 10,17 auch als positive 

Beziehungsfreude, Dankbarkeit und Hoffnung umschrieben werden könnte” (Freude, 216, emphasis 

original). Inselmann suggests that Jesus’s own joy in 10:21—which makes no mention of Satan or his 

minions—confirms the point: “Die Freude soll sich allein an Gott orientieren” (Freude, 230). 
91 See also Inselmann’s discussion of these two passages together (“Die korrespondierenden 

Aufforderungen zur Freude in Lk 6,23 und Lk 10,20,” in Freude, 219–22). She likewise notes the 

recurrence of key terms such as χαίρειν, οὐρανός, προφῆται, as well as the connection in both passages 

between joy; discipleship (Freude, 219); and ὄνομα (221–22). Inselmann concludes, “Die Seligpreisung in 

der Feldrede und die Abhandlung über die Freude in Nachfolge (Lk 10,20) ergänzen sich also, wie die 

verschiedenen Analogien in Wortfeld, Syntax und Semantik zeigen” (Freude, 222). 
92 On “heaven” in this context, see further discussion in note 48, above. 
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passages refer to the disciples’ “name(s)” as signifiers for their personal status (6:22; 

10:20). Despite these terminological links, though, from one perspective the situations in 

play in each passage could hardly be more different:93 trials suffered for “the Son of 

Man,” on the one hand (6:22), and victory over spiritual powers in Jesus’s name, on the 

other (10:17, 20). In the one case, Jesus’s followers’ names are “cast out … as evil” 

(6:22); in the other, the already-triumphant disciples are told to rejoice because their 

“names are written in the heavens” (10:20).  

These differences notwithstanding, the underlying point about joy seems to be the 

same in both passages. Jesus reorients his followers’ emotional attention from their 

immediate temporal circumstances—whether the experience of suffering persecution or 

the experience of triumphing over demons—to hoped-for heavenly/eschatological 

circumstances, which are apparently portended by both sorts of present experiences.94 In 

this way, Jesus’s teaching in Luke 10:20 reinforces his instruction in 6:23, even as it also 

adds an important nuance to the point. Not only in the face of trials (6:22–23) but also in 

contexts of spiritual triumph (10:17–19), his followers are to embody the sort of 

farsighted hope that extends beyond immediate circumstances (whether painful or 

 

93 The relevant terms also differ in number in each passage: “heaven(s)” is plural in 10:20 (ἐν τοῖς 

οὐρανοῖς) and singular in 6:23 (ἐν τῷ οὐρανῷ); name(s) likewise is plural in 10:21 (ὀνόματα) and singular 

in 6:22 (ὄνομα). 
94 At least, in some measure: However, it may be too much to infer that triumphing (or trying to triumph) 

over demons in Jesus’s name necessarily points to the heavenly inscription of the exorcist’s name; see 

Matthew 7:21–23 and Acts 19:11–20. 
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pleasant), enabling joy over the eschatological reality toward which those circumstances 

point.  

Thus, read together with Luke 6:22–23, Luke 10:20 confirms that taking the “long 

view” matters as much for wise rejoicing in contexts of triumph as it does for rejoicing 

well (or at all) in circumstances of persecution. The point bears emphasizing because 

while it is easy to see why one would need an eschatological perspective to facilitate joy 

in contexts of present suffering, it is less obvious that this would matter for right rejoicing 

in situations of immediate spiritual success. Evidently, according to Luke, it does. 

The fourth and final reference to “joy” in Luke 10:17–24 also underscores Jesus’s 

teaching in Luke 6:22–23, albeit more through example than through further overt 

instruction. In Luke 10:21–22, Jesus himself rejoices—the only explicit report of Jesus 

rejoicing in Luke’s entire “Gospel of Joy.”95 Interestingly, Matthew’s Gospel has a 

parallel to part of Jesus’s exclamatory celebration of God’s ways in Luke 10:21–22 (cf. 

 

95 In his study of Jesus’s emotions throughout the four canonical Gospels, Voorwinde observes that despite 

its length and its more frequent references to other characters’ emotions, the Gospel according to Luke “has 

the fewest references to Jesus’ emotions” (Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 119). Voorwinde finds Jesus’s 

joy in 10:21 to be somewhat surprising at first glance, since this passage occurs in a context in which 

“Jesus is … fully cognizant of the fact that he is journeying towards his Passion” (Jesus’ Emotions in the 

Gospels, 128). He points out the link between Jesus’s joy and the Spirit (Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 

129), which is surely part of the explanation for this joy, but I would also argue that the joy makes sense 

within Luke’s narrative given both Jesus’s own teaching in 6:22–23 and the extended character of the 

Lukan travel narrative, during which the grim conclusion of the trip is not always at the forefront of 

readers’ attention. 
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Matt 11:25–27; see also Luke 10:23–24; Matt 13:16–17),96 but Matthew’s version of the 

saying includes no reference to jubilation:97  

Table 21: Jesus’s Prayer of Thanksgiving in Matthew and Luke 

 

Matthew 11:25 Luke 10:21 

Ἐν ἐκείνῳ τῷ καιρῷ  

 

ἀποκριθεὶς ὁ Ἰησοῦς εἶπεν·  

ἐξομολογοῦμαί σοι, πάτερ, κύριε τοῦ  

οὐρανοῦ καὶ τῆς γῆς,  

ὅτι ἔκρυψας ταῦτα ἀπὸ σοφῶν  

καὶ συνετῶν 

καὶ ἀπεκάλυψας αὐτὰ νηπίοις·  

ναὶ ὁ πατήρ, ὅτι οὕτως εὐδοκία ἐγένετο  

ἔμπροσθέν σου. 

 

Ἐν αὐτῇ τῇ ὥρᾳ  

ἠγαλλιάσατο [ἐν] τῷ πνεύματι τῷ ἁγίῳ  

             καὶ εἶπεν·  

ἐξομολογοῦμαί σοι, πάτερ, κύριε τοῦ  

οὐρανοῦ καὶ τῆς γῆς,  

ὅτι ἀπέκρυψας ταῦτα ἀπὸ σοφῶν  

καὶ συνετῶν  

καὶ ἀπεκάλυψας αὐτὰ νηπίοις·  

ναὶ ὁ πατήρ, ὅτι οὕτως εὐδοκία ἐγένετο  

ἔμπροσθέν σου. 

  

 

Given Luke’s marked tendency to foreground both joy and the Holy Spirit, sometimes in 

close connection with each other,98 it seems probable that the comment that Jesus 

“rejoiced in the Holy Spirit” (αγαλλιάσατο [ἐν] τῷ πνεύματι τῷ ἁγίῳ, 10:21) reflects 

Lukan redaction of whatever source(s) he used for this passage.99  

 

96 Cf. Voorwinde, who (in agreement with Morrice, Joy, 21–22, 87), acknowledges that Jesus’s joy is partly 

over God’s mode of revelation but also maintains that the christological/trinitarian implications of 10:22 

are relevant for understanding the object of Jesus’s joy: “Just as the disciples’ highest joy is that their 

names are written in heaven (10.20), the pinnacle of Jesus’ joy is his intimate relationship with the Father” 

(Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 132).  
97 Wenkel likewise notes the absence of joy terms in the Matthean parallel (Joy, 95; see also Conver, “The 

Portrayal,” 101). See also Inselmann’s discussion of Lukan redaction here in Freude, esp. 224–26. 
98 Again, see, for example, Luke 10:21; Acts 13:52; Story, Joyous; and Carmona, “Lucas,” esp. 212. 
99 Story, for instance, notes that “Jesus’ charismatic joy in the Holy Spirit (10:21b) parallels both the joyful 

witnesses in the annunciation/birth narratives in Luke 1–2 and the witnessing community in the Book of 

Acts” (Joyous, 78). Given that the passages Story notes are all unique to Luke-Acts, it seems probable that 

Luke is also responsible for the joy in 10:21. Of course, whether Luke found this phrase in his source and 
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What is in any case clear is that Luke’s version of the saying ties Jesus’s joy to 

the sort of reversals celebrated already in the Beatitudes and Woes (Luke 6:20–26).100 

The macarism that follows Jesus’s rejoicing in Luke’s account—“Blessed (μακάριοι) are 

the eyes that see what you see!” (10:23)—makes the evocation of the Lukan Beatitudes 

still stronger, given the prominence of macarisms in that earlier passage (6:20–22). An 

additional verbal link reinforces the connection, albeit partly through contrast. Jesus 

claims that this otherwise obscure group of seventy(-two) people has received privileged 

access to revelation that was denied to “prophets and kings” who longed for it in earlier 

days (Luke 10:24). Rather than experiencing prophet-like suffering that can expect an 

eschatological reward (cf. 6:22–23), in this passage Jesus’s followers are blessed with 

spiritual insight exceeding that granted to the prophets of old (10:24). Even so, this taste 

of the “already” of the advent of God’s kingdom should not lead the seventy(-two) to lose 

 

 

retained it or added it himself, the point would be the same: the narrative as he crafts it bears witness to the 

close connection between joy and the Holy Spirit here, as elsewhere. On the role of the Holy Spirit in 

Jesus’s joy in Luke 10:21, see also, e.g., Wenkel, Joy, 100; Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 

129. There are a number of variants involving this phrase in Luke 10:21, but none of them affects the point 

I am making at present.  
100 There are multiple reversals at play in this passage, including the defeat of Satan in Jesus’s name, a 

victory enacted partly through the mission of the seventy(-two), as well as the unexpected revelation given 

to these unlikely people. As Wenkel seems to suggest, the latter appears to be the primary focus of Jesus’s 

own jubilation here (see Joy, 96–97). Conver, citing Bernadicou, comments, “The joy of the kingdom … is 

Jesus’ own joy, which was grounded in the saving plan of the Father’s joy” (“The Portrayal,” 102). 
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sight of the final realization of blessedness toward which Jesus points them when he 

encourages jubilation over their names being “written in heaven” (10:20).101 

Taken as a whole, then, Jesus’s instruction about and exemplification of joy in 

Luke 10:17–24 reinforces and complicates his teaching about joy in the Beatitudes in at 

least two respects. First, Jesus’s teaching indicates that his followers’ joy ought finally to 

be eschatologically oriented, not only in the context of suffering persecution (6:22–23) 

but also when they experience spiritual victories (10:17–20). In either case, rightly 

oriented—in particular, sufficiently farsighted—hope proves crucial for facilitating 

appropriate joy-according-to-Luke. Second, through his own jubilation in 10:21–24, 

Jesus also reinforces the emphasis on reversal seen already in the Beatitudes and Woes.102 

With Jesus, the seventy(-two) should rejoice not only in their future hope but also in the 

counterintuitive divine distribution of spiritual insight and power made evident already in 

their just-completed mission. 

As with the question of joy and trials, discussed above (1.3.3), so also in relation 

to spiritual triumph: Jesus’s guidance here proves relevant to later developments in Luke-

Acts. The instruction in Luke 10:17–24 preemptively addresses the sorts of errors later 

illustrated by the sons of Sceva, for instance, in their attempt to exercise spiritual 

authority in Jesus’s name without bothering about the sort of personal (“names”) and 

 

101 Again, see also Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, 130. 
102 As well as elsewhere in Luke-Acts; see, e.g., Magnificat, sermon at Nazareth, etc. For a study of Lukan 

joy focused esp. on this dynamic, see Wenkel, Joy.  
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eschatological (“in heaven”) hope to which he directs his followers in Luke 10:20 (Acts 

19:11–20).103  

2.3.5 Conclusion: Hope and Joy-according-to-Luke in Luke 6–10 

I guess what you say about suffering being a shared 

experience with Christ is true, but then it should 

also be true of every experience that is not 

sinful. I mean that say, joy, may be a redemptive 

experience in itself and not just the fruit of one. 

Perhaps however joy is the outgrowth 

of suffering in a special way.  

 

—Flannery O’Connor, The Habit of Being 

 

Before I leave the joy passages in Luke 6–10, it will be helpful briefly to reflect 

further on how the foregoing analysis relates to the question of the moral charge of 

joy(lessness) in Luke-Acts. Recognition of the connection between hope(lessness) and 

the blame-/praiseworthiness of joy(lessness) will then provide a fresh perspective from 

which to review the conditions that lead to joy-according-to-Luke in the passages 

considered above.  

Whether through joy-related commands/exhortations (6:23; 10:20), morally 

charged images (8:13), or the normative model of Jesus himself (10:21), Luke 6–10 

repeatedly suggests that joy(lessness) can be a matter of praise and blame according to 

 

103 See also Spencer, Luke, 276. One thinks also of Simon Magus (Acts 8:4–25), whose story involves 

communal joy (Acts 8:8); initial acceptance of the gospel (Acts 8:13; cf. Luke 8:13); and a misguidedly 

this-worldly approach to spiritual authority, leading to a sharp rebuke from Peter (Acts 8:15–23). 
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Luke. As acknowledged above, such a view of joy(lessness) may strike some today as 

counterintuitive at best. Is not joy the sort of spontaneous reaction that one cannot 

directly control and for which one might therefore expect not to be held accountable? 

And yet, as seen in chapter 1, Zechariah does seem to be held accountable for his 

joy(lessness) in Luke’s infancy narrative. The elderly priest’s initial failure to rejoice 

over Gabriel’s good news earns him a punitive silencing—or, more precisely put, 

Zechariah is silenced because of a failure of faith, a failure that in turn inhibits his joy 

(see 1.2). Similarly, in Luke 6–10, Jesus’s teaching and example suggest that those who 

fail to rejoice in conformity with his instruction are culpable for that failure to rejoice, at 

least insofar as their lack of appropriate joy reflects a blameworthy shortcoming in 

another area of discipleship—in these contexts, especially a failure in hope. Thus, for 

example, the joy of those figured by the seed sown on rocky soil withers in the face of 

trials (8:13), apparently due to a lack of the properly oriented hope that would have 

enabled them to experience at least some trials (namely, persecution for Jesus’s sake) as a 

prompt for (though not an object of) appropriate joy-according-to-Luke (cf. 6:22–23).  

The moral weightiness of joy(lessness) in Luke 6–10, and elsewhere in Luke-

Acts, lends added urgency to the question of what facilitates joy-according-to-Luke in 

these chapters. Practically speaking, how do the disciples move from the failures in hope 

and joy seen later in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., Luke 22) to the more resilient hope and joy that 

appear in Acts (e.g., Acts 5:41; see 2.3.3)? As hinted above, salvation-historical 
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developments play a key role here, particularly the experiences of Easter and Pentecost. 

For present purposes, however, I will focus on those conditions for joy-according-to-

Luke that are foregrounded in Luke 6–10 itself, reviewing this subsection’s findings.  

We should begin by noting again that the setting of joy in these chapters differs 

from the setting of joy in the infancy narrative (see chapter 1). Whereas in the infancy 

narrative, people rejoice in response to the reliable announcement or advent of such 

obviously joy-conducive situations as the birth of a long-awaited son, the joy-related 

passages in Luke 6–10 situate rejoicing in relation to complex lives of discipleship that 

are not always marked by obviously or immediately joyous circumstances—hence the 

need for properly oriented hope. In Luke 6:22–23 Jesus calls for rejoicing in the midst of 

persecution (2.3.1), while in Luke 8:13–15 he highlights the danger that an initially joyful 

response to the gospel might wilt in the heat of trials (2.3.2).104 Even in Luke 10:17–24, 

when Jesus’s followers celebrate their spiritual success in his name, Jesus redirects their 

joy beyond (though not necessarily away from) present triumphs to a further, “heavenly” 

object (2.3.4).  

Together, these passages underscore that, although joy in Luke-Acts always has 

an object, the appropriate object of joy may not always be presently or imminently 

 

104 A further implication: the advent of joy for a given character does not necessarily indicate a definitive 

turn of events, such that he or she subsequently experiences only joy-conducive circumstances. Indeed, as 

implied by Luke 6:22–23’s reference to suffering opposition for Jesus’s sake and confirmed in the later 

experiences of Jesus’s followers, far from inoculating one against tribulation, a positive response to the 

gospel may instead precipitate trials. 
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accessible when disciples rejoice (or are called to rejoice) over it. For this reason, rightly 

oriented, sufficiently farsighted hope is a condition for right rejoicing in Luke’s narrative. 

Such hope enables disciples to rejoice even over a not-yet-accessible object of joy and to 

endure trials (or, for that matter, to celebrate triumphs) faithfully in the meantime.105  

Given Jesus’s scripturally evocative references to the prophets’ heavenly reward 

(6:23) and to the heavenly inscription of his followers’ names (10:20), we might more 

specifically infer that joy-conducive hope has an ultimately eschatological vision that is 

drawn from Israel’s scriptural traditions.106 Hence, much like joy-facilitating 

faith(fulness)/trust in Luke 1–2 (see chapter 1), the sort of hope that leads to joy in Luke 

6–10 proves to be bound up with the correct interpretation of one’s experiences—whether 

trials or triumph—in relation to the narrative substructure of Israel’s Scriptures.107  

The perspective thus gained has both theological and communal dimensions. 

Theologically, the sort of hope that leads to appropriate joy-according-to-Luke hinges on 

God’s faithfulness, attested in Scripture. Communally, accessing the hope to which Jesus 

points in passages such as Luke 6:23 also depends on disciples’ ability to locate 

 

105 On the connection between joy and reading the (salvation-historical) time, see also Inselmann, Freude, 

181 (in that context, referring to Luke10:17ff).  
106 Admittedly, Luke does not develop the role of Scripture in facilitating joy as explicitly here as he does, 

for example, in the richly allusive speeches with which characters in the infancy narrative rejoice. 

However, there are several more subtle cues to prompt the reader to think of Scripture in relation to these 

joy passages (e.g., the mention of the prophets in 6:23; see above), and a reader who has already worked 

through the infancy narrative should be primed to pick up on these cues. 
107 As I will discuss in due course, later chapters of Luke’s Gospel underscore this point partly through the 

negative examples of those whose joy springs from hope that is, in one or more ways, inadequate (see, e.g., 

2.5.1–2 and chapters 3 and 4).  



 

322 

 

themselves within the people of God to whom the prophets belonged, and to whose story 

Scripture also bears witness.108 Although these theological and communal aspects of joy-

conducive hope remain mostly implicit in the passages treated above, their importance is 

corroborated by the remaining joy-related passages in the body of Luke’s Gospel. As we 

will see, several of those passages highlight the link between joy(lessness) and 

characters’ theological (in)sensitivity and/or (mis)conceptions about the scope and 

implications of membership in God’s people.  

2.4 Joy over Others’ Experiences of Restoration: Conditions for 

Recognizing Joy-Conducive Circumstances in Someone Else’s Salvation 

(Luke 13:10–17; 15:1–32)  

The questions of who is included among God’s people and what such membership 

might mean for joy-according-to-Luke figure prominently, for example, in the next 

cluster of passages to which I turn. At the same time, these passages encourage reflection 

on those questions from a new angle. As I have argued, the hope that motivates and 

sustains joy in Luke 6–10 involves the prospect of a would-be joyful person’s (ultimately 

 

108 The community-oriented character of Lukan joy is a special focus in much of Bernadicou’s work on 

Lukan joy (e.g., “Lucan Theology,” passim; see also Wenkel [e.g., Joy, 61]). Inselmann frequently 

underscores this point as well; for instance, she argues in one place that “Freude nach lukanischem Ideal 

nie isoliert gelebt werden kann, sondern grundsätzlich eine Gemeinschaftsbildung provoziert” (Freude, 

175). In the passage just quoted, Inselmann is referring to the Visitation, but she rightly points out that the 

point is supported by evidence elsewhere in Luke-Acts (e.g., Luke 1:14, 58; 15:6, 9; 19:6; Acts 2:46), and 

she notes the contrast with self-isolating joy that does not receive narrative affirmation in passages such as 

Luke 16:19 (Freude 175n89; on Lazarus’s rich neighbor, see further below, 2.5.2). See also Inselmann, 

Freude, 181–82 on “Mitfreude in Lk 1–2.” 
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eschatological) salvation and reward.109 In such cases, hope and therefore joy require a 

would-be joyful person’s recognition of his or her own inclusion in the community of 

God’s people. In the passages treated below, however, the emphasis instead falls on how 

characters react to the experience of salvation (holistically construed to include bodily 

healing, social restoration, and/or spiritual deliverance)110 by others—specifically, others 

who, according to Luke, should themselves be recognized as members of the community 

of God’s people.  

I will consider first the story of the bent-over woman whom Jesus heals on the 

Sabbath (Luke 13:10–17) and then the three parables about the lost-and-found that make 

up Luke 15. These passages contain all of the explicit references to joy/rejoicing in Luke 

13–15.111 Moreover, despite their formal differences,112 the controversial healing in Luke 

 

109 This is not to deny that the link between joy and salvation occurs earlier as well; as Bernadicou, for 

example, emphasizes, already in the Magnificat we see this connection emerge in a certain sense (“Lucan 

Theology,” 80). 
110 One or more levels or aspects of salvation may be in play in any given instance. The bent-over woman, 

for example, is physically afflicted (unable to stand upright), but the language of the passage implies that 

her bodily ailment is due to some sort of demonic oppression (so also Green, e.g., Gospel, 521–22). On yet 

a third level, Green suggests that by calling the woman to himself, Jesus (prominently located as the one 

teaching) places her with himself “at the focal point of this scene,” an action that “is not unrelated to the 

healing moment, but is directly relevant as a symbolization of her restoration within her community” 

(Green, Gospel, 522–23). Such multifaceted salvation is, moreover, also charged with eschatological 

import in Luke-Acts. Referring to Acts 4, but making a point that applies to Luke-Acts generally, Story for 

example notes that for Luke, individuals’ salvation/healing from physical ailments can be “a sign of 

eschatological salvation” and hence “a proleptic anticipation of the eschaton” (Joyous, 160, italics 

original). On joy over Jesus’s healing acts (with reflection on the “theological and … eschatological 

dimension of this joy”), see also Wright, “Joy,” 47–49, emphasis original. See Green for a brief discussion 

of “salvation” in the ancient world (Gospel, 256, esp. notes on 109). 
111 Again, using the list of joy terms given in the introduction. 
112 I.e., one passage involves the narration of healing and resulting conflict while the other consists of a 

string of parables spoken in response to a different conflict. 
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13:10–17 and the parabolic response to criticism in Luke 15 pair well for present 

purposes because both illustrate how misconceptions about what is fitting—even 

“necessary,” in the Lukan sense of the “divine necessity” that characterizes God’s 

ultimately unthwartable purpose (13:14, 16; 15:32)113—can inhibit recognition of 

another’s salvation as the joy-conducive circumstance that, according to Luke, it in fact 

is. This failure in recognition in turn hinders the joy that such circumstances ought to 

prompt in those who observe another’s salvation, leading to a blameworthy joylessness 

on the observers’ part.  

Before I examine each passage in detail, a word should perhaps be said regarding 

my concentration on the responses of those who observe these instances of restoration. 

Why not focus instead on the scene leading up to salvation, or on the reaction(s) of the 

restored person or object? While these other possible foci are important in their own 

right, they would be less helpful for tracing Luke’s narrativization of joy and what 

facilitates it. Each of these passages devotes less space to the reaction of the one who 

receives salvation than to the reaction of those who observe this turn of events. Thus, the 

narrative invites attention specifically to bystanders’ emotional responses to someone 

else’s restoration.  

 

113 Green, for instance, explains Luke’s “use of δεῖ” “often … as [a]shorthand for what is necessary 

according to the divine purpose” (Gospel, 523n20). This usage is frequently noted in scholarship on Luke-

Acts. See also Cosgrove, “The Divine Δεῖ.” 
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For example, though Luke does relate that the erstwhile bent-over woman 

“glorified” (ἐδόξαζεν) God upon being healed (13:13),114 he goes on to offer a more 

extended account of bystanders’ conflicting—and emotionally charged—responses to the 

deliverance that she (and others) experience through Jesus’s ministry (13:14–17). In the 

threefold parabolic teaching of Luke 15, the emphasis falls even more strongly on 

people’s reactions to another’s experience of salvation. The narrative silence about the 

lost sheep’s and the lost coin’s feelings about their own “salvation” might not be 

noteworthy in itself (15:3–10); after all, one hardly expects a coin to rejoice. However, 

the pattern of focusing on others’ responses to the salvation of the lost recurs yet again in 

the case of the prodigal son (15:11–32), whose own emotional response to his 

homecoming is also—more surprisingly, though in keeping with the narrative context 

(15:1–2)—not a primary concern of the passage.  

Luke 13:10–17’s and Luke 15’s focus on bystanders’ responses to other people’s 

salvation has implications for which conditions for joy these passages most strongly 

thematize. In contrast to the passages considered thus far, here the key obstacle to joy is 

not a dearth of faith (cf. chapter 1) or hope (cf. 2.1) concerning God’s provision of still 

future joy-conducive circumstances. By the time we learn of bystanders’ emotional state 

in Luke 13:10–17 and Luke 15, these onlookers already find themselves in what 

 

114 This behavior may imply joy, given the (frequent though not constant) connection between joy and 

praise responses found by De Long, Surprised.  
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(according to Luke) should be recognized as joyous situations. The erstwhile bent-over 

woman stands tall; that which was lost has been found. Whatever faith or hope anyone 

had concerning these joyous circumstances has by now become sight and enjoyment—at 

least, for those who interpret these turns of events aright.  

Herein lies the difficulty for some, however. In Luke 13:10–17 and in the third 

parable of Luke 15, the obstacle to unjoyful observers’ jubilation is in fact their own 

(mis)interpretation of the would-be joyous circumstances that they witness. More 

precisely, as mentioned, they misinterpret what is “necessary” in the case in question. 

This error then prevents them from recognizing joy-conducive circumstances as such and 

instead leads them to raise angry objections just when they ought to have rejoiced over 

another’s salvation.  

These bystanders’ struggle to rejoice specifically involves objections to the timing 

of joy-conducive turns of events (esp. Luke 13:10–17; see 2.4.1)115 or to the catalyst of 

rejoicing (esp. 15:1–32; see 2.4.2). Both sorts of objections prove to be bound up with an 

inadequate appreciation of the scope and implications of membership in the community 

of God’s people. In addition, and relatedly, these objections also reflect problematic 

(mis)interpretations of Scripture’s demands and/or of God’s disposition toward those in 

need of salvation.  

 

115 Cf. Green’s comment in relation to another of Luke’s  

Sabbath controversies: “The point at issue [in 6:1–2] is not what the disciples are doing, but when they are 

doing it” (Gospel, 253, emphasis original).  
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Jesus responds in each case with teaching that bolsters the authoritative 

counterinterpretation of God’s purpose and people that is embodied in his own 

controversial actions of bringing salvation when and to whom he does. If his currently 

unjoyful interlocutors are to enter into joy, it seems, they will need to accept Jesus’s 

interpretive authority both with respect to Israel’s Scriptures/God’s will and with respect 

to the scope and implications of membership in the community of God’s people. 

Consequently, these passages’ portrayals of the conditions that lead to joy also have a 

specifically christological inflection, anticipating a key theme in several of the passages 

that I will take up in the final section of this chapter (2.5). For now, though, it will be 

helpful to trace in more detail the treatment in Luke 13:10–17 and Luke 15 of the issues I 

have just previewed.  

2.4.1 Joy and the Sabbath Healing of a “Daughter of Abraham” (13:10–17) 

Luke 13:10–17 relates one of several Sabbath healings that rankle Jesus’s critics 

in Luke’s Gospel (see also, e.g., 6:6–11; 14:1–6; cf. 4:31–37116). While teaching in a 

synagogue on the Sabbath (13:10),117 Jesus encounters a woman who has been afflicted 

for eighteen years by a “spirit of weakness” that leaves her unable to straighten her back 

 

116 Green suggests that the spreading report following the uncontested healing on a Sabbath in Luke 4 

accounts for the scribes and Pharisees who come to “observe and question” Sabbath-healings and other 

activities in later passages (see Gospel, 251, referring here specifically to 5:17–39 and 6:1–11). 
117 In keeping with his usual practice (4:16); see also Joel B. Green, Gospel, 519. On the import of the 

synagogue setting, see Green, Gospel, 518–19, as well as Green, “Jesus and a Daughter of Abraham (Luke 

13:10–17): Test Case for a Lucan Perspective on Jesus’ Miracles,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 51.4 (1989): 

643–54, esp. 647, 649–50. 
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(13: 11).118 Upon “seeing”119 the woman, Jesus promptly moves to heal her affliction.120 

He pronounces her freed from her “weakness” (ἀσθενεία) and lays hands on her, and 

“immediately” she is straightened (13:12–13). As I have already noted, Luke describes 

the woman’s own response to her healing in terms of glorifying God (ἐδόξαζεν τὸν θεόν, 

13:13), a response which may imply joy.121 However, rather than further delineating the 

emotional tone of this (within Luke’s Gospel, fairly typical) reaction to the experience of 

being healed by Jesus (see also Luke 5:25; 17:15; 18:43), the narrative’s attention quickly 

turns to bystanders’ divergent (and emotionally laden) responses to the woman’s 

restoration.  

One might expect the healing of this spiritually and physically oppressed woman 

to be an obvious prompt to joy, and for some it is that. Later in this pericope, we learn 

that “all the crowd rejoiced (ἔχαιρεν) over all the wondrous deeds” performed by Jesus 

(13:17b)—presumably including the healing that Luke has just narrated (13:10–13).122 

Some such reaction among witnesses to healing is common in Luke-Acts (e.g., Luke 

 

118 For discussion of how ancient assumptions about physiognomy might play into the portrayal of the 

woman, see Parsons, Luke, 217–20. Cf. Conver, “The Portrayal,” 151. 
119 The significance of Jesus’s “seeing” her has been noted; see, e.g., Green, Gospel, 522, as well as further 

discussion below of “seeing” in relation to the return of the younger son in the third parable of Luke 15 

(2.4.2). 
120 Interestingly, this occurs without either her active petition (see also Luke 7:13) or the duplicitous 

encouragement of those who would entrap him by enticing him to do a deed of power (in their view, 

inappropriately) on the Sabbath.  
121 See De Long’s study of praise responses for more on the connection, in some cases, between praise and 

joy in Luke-Acts (Surprised). 
122 The crowd’s joy seems to be portrayed positively, though Luke does not here discuss the crowd’s 

jubilation or its adequacy in detail. I will return in chapter 3 to another (and more ambiguous) case of a 

large group’s rejoicing in response to Jesus (19:37) 
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5:26; 7:16; 19:37; Acts 8:6–8). In this passage, however, the crowd’s response serves not 

only to highlight the marvelousness of Jesus’s deed but also to underscore, by way of 

contrast, the decidedly unjoyful way in which the synagogue leader (and those who side 

with him123) react(s) to the bent-over woman’s healing.  

Further foregrounding the synagogue leader’s response, Luke narrates the reaction 

of this leader and his allies earlier and more at length than he does the crowd’s jubilation 

(13:14, 17a vs. 13:17b), and he portrays the synagogue leader’s unjoyful response to the 

woman’s healing as more directly related to this particular case than is the crowd’s 

jubilation (13:13–14, 17). The synagogue leader is vexed specifically because of Jesus’s 

Sabbath healing (ἀγανακτῶν ὅτι τῷ σαββάτῳ ἐθεράπευσεν ὁ Ἰησοῦς, 13:14), and he 

proceeds to offer pertinent corrective instruction to the crowd: “There are six days in 

which it is necessary to do work; so come on those days to be healed, and not on the 

Sabbath day” (13:14).  

The present subsection will seek to discern what hinders the jubilation of the 

synagogue leader and his allies when others rejoice. Or, to rephrase it in terms of the 

driving question of this study, which conditions for joy-according-to-Luke might be 

inferred from the misplaced joylessness of some who witness this woman’s physical and 

spiritual restoration?  

 

123 The synagogue leader is later implicitly linked with other “opponents” of Jesus (οἱ αντικείμενοι αὐτῷ, 

13:17). 
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As mentioned above, several of the conditions for joy that figure prominently in 

earlier parts of Luke’s Gospel are already present in—or else are rendered superfluous 

by—the situation that Luke describes leading up to the synagogue leader’s unjoyful 

response to the woman’s healing (13:10–14). For example, it is not as though the 

synagogue leader, like the older adults of the infancy narrative in the decades prior to the 

events of Luke 1–2 (see 1.2), were awaiting a not-yet-present joyous situation. When the 

synagogue leader speaks in anger rather than jubilation (13:14), joy-conducive 

circumstances have already been given in the straightening of the bent-over woman 

(13:13).  

Likewise, it is not the case that the synagogue leader lacks hope (cf. 2.3) or 

faith/trust that (God through) Jesus can heal the bent-over woman. These future-oriented 

virtues are in some sense superfluous here, since the synagogue leader can see as well as 

the crowd that Jesus has already delivered the woman from the affliction that oppressed 

her. The synagogue leader’s reference to being healed and his encouragement to seek 

healing on other days (13:14) implies his recognition of what Jesus has done as indeed a 

case of healing, and of healing as a good that should in general be sought. Moreover, the 

synagogue leader’s instructions about coming to be healed on other days (13:14) suggest 

that, as far as faith and hope go, he is well supplied—at least with respect to the 
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possibility of deeds of healing.124 Implicitly evincing both trust and hope, he simply 

assumes that such marvels could as easily be performed on any day of the week (13:14).  

The central problem, then, is not the absence of joyous circumstances or a failure 

in hope or faith concerning their possibility. Rather, the synagogue leader’s inability to 

rejoice stems from his (mis)interpretation of the present, would-be joyous circumstances 

as too objectionable to be properly joy-conducive. Circumstances that would normally 

warrant joy are present, in other words, but he and his allies cannot recognize them as 

such in this particular case.  

Specifically, their interpretive error concerns the timeliness of Jesus’s healing 

activity with respect to both (1) its Sabbath setting and (2) the unfolding of salvation 

history. Both errors involve a misinterpretation of Scripture in relation to Jesus’s 

ministry. More subtly, Luke’s diction—in having the narrator refer to Jesus as “the Lord” 

and Jesus refer to the healed woman as a “daughter of Abraham” (13:15–16)—points to 

the synagogue leader’s confusion about (3) Jesus’s identity (and hence his authority to 

interpret the Scriptures), as well as about (4) the implications of the woman’s 

membership in the people of God, whose story is recounted in and flows from Israel’s 

Scriptures.  

 

124 Of course, he may still have what Luke portrays as inadequate faith regarding Jesus’s own identity and 

authority; see further discussion below. 
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2.4.1.1 (Un)timeliness and Scripture: Sabbath Setting  

The most obvious point of controversy in relation to the healing of the bent-over 

woman involves (1) the Sabbath setting of this deed. As seen above, when the synagogue 

leader responds to the woman’s healing by “being vexed” (ἀγανακτῶν) with Jesus, the 

narrator explains that the leader is annoyed “because Jesus healed on the Sabbath” 

(13:14; cf. 6:11). This commentary finds confirmation in the irritated man’s subsequent 

instructions to the crowd, whom he exhorts to come on non-Sabbath days to be healed 

(13:14). Clearly, the synagogue leader’s annoyance arises not from the fact that Jesus 

healed the woman but from the fact that he did so on the Sabbath.125 In the synagogue 

leader’s judgment, it is “necessary to do work” (δεῖ ἐργάζεσθαι), apparently including the 

healing of (non-life-threatening) ailments,126 on the six other days of the week—and not 

on the Sabbath (13:14).  

The synagogue leader’s judgment on this matter implies an appeal to Scripture, 

i.e., to scriptural mandates concerning the Sabbath as he understands those mandates. As 

Green observes, by asserting his view without arguing for it, the synagogue leader 

implies that he takes his interpretation of Scripture on this point to be widely accepted.127 

 

125 Thus the emphasis on the temporal setting in the passage: Green remarks that the Sabbath setting is 

“noted five times!” (Gospel, 518).  
126 See, e.g., Green, Gospel, 255. 
127 Green notes that “[t]he role of the synagogue ruler was to maintain the reading and faithful teaching of 

the law” (Gospel, 523; see also 345). Further, by “tak[ing] his case directly to the people, addressing them, 

not Jesus,” the synagogue leader “publicly challenges Jesus’ authority as a teacher and reasserts himself as 

the authorized interpreter of Scripture” (Green, Gospel, 523).  
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This assumption may not be without warrant: available evidence suggests that exceptions 

to the prohibition of work on the Sabbath were made only where a life was at stake.128 

The bent-over woman—having lived with this “spirit of weakness” for eighteen years—

does not appear to be in immediate danger of dying should Jesus delay the healing until, 

say, sunset and the conclusion of this particular Sabbath (cf. 4:40).129  

When Jesus responds to the synagogue leader’s oblique criticism by insisting that 

the healing just performed “was necessary” on the Sabbath (13:15–16), this rejoinder 

tacitly calls into question the interpretation of the Sabbath law that the synagogue leader 

takes for granted.130 In a counterargument that moves from the lesser to the greater,131 

Jesus appeals to (what Jesus/Luke portrays as) common practices that complicate the 

synagogue leader’s understanding of Sabbath observance. Jesus addresses those who 

oppose him as “hypocrites”132 and then asks, “Does not each one of you on the Sabbath 

loose his ox or donkey from the manger and lead it away to give it water?” (13:15). 

Picking up on the synagogue leader’s language of (divine) necessity (δεῖ), Jesus presses 

the point by asserting a different understanding of what “is necessary” when: “But with 

 

128 E.g., Green, Gospel, 255. It is important to note that exceptions were made in such cases. 
129 As noted also by others, e.g., Green, Gospel, 523.  
130 See Green, Gospel, e.g., 520.  
131 Jesus’s use of this form of argument here (and often) is frequently noted by commentators. See, e.g., 

Green, “Jesus and a Daughter of Abraham,” 652. 
132 The plural “hypocrites” not only suggests that the practice he describes is widespread but also prepares 

for the mention in 13:17 of plural opponents, implying that the synagogue leader’s comments reflect the 

sentiments of more than just himself. Green rightly notes that this does not imply that everyone in the 

crowd opposes Jesus (note 13:17b; see Green, Gospel, 524n23).  
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respect to this [woman], who”—in contrast to mere oxen and donkeys133—“is a daughter 

of Abraham, whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, was it not necessary (ἔδει) [for 

her] to be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath?” (13:16). 

Stepping back, we can see that the synagogue leader and those who side with him 

initially fail to rejoice over the bent-over woman’s healing because (according to 

Jesus/Luke) they misinterpret what is or is not appropriate, even “necessary,” on the 

Sabbath. By implication, Jesus’s rebuttal suggests that his critics have misinterpreted 

Scripture with respect to Sabbath observance134—a confusion that, as we will see, is not 

unrelated to their mistaken perception of the salvation-historical moment in which this 

healing has occurred (see further in 2.4.1.2).135 Jesus’s opponents’ interpretive error 

prevents their rejoicing because it keeps them from seeing the joy-conducive 

circumstance of the woman’s healing as such.  

 

133 As others have noted, the Sabbath laws to which the synagogue leader tacitly alludes also apply to the 

resting of livestock (e.g., Green, Gospel, 524, citing Deut 5:13–14).  
134 See also, e.g., Dennis Hamm, “The Freeing of the Bent Woman and the Restoration of Israel: Luke 

13:10–17 as Narrative Theology,” JSNT 10.31 (1987): 23–44, esp. 27–28. Commentators routinely note 

that the question is not whether to observe the Sabbath but how—i.e., what faithfulness to this part of the 

Torah requires in practice. For instance, Spencer points out that Jesus clashes with the synagogue leader 

“not because [Jesus] repudiates Sabbath law, but because of how he interprets it” (Luke, 351, emphasis 

original; similarly Green, Gospel, 252, in relation to an earlier Sabbath controversy). 
135 More could be said here about the underlying conflict over the nature and purpose of the Sabbath. See, 

for example, L. T. Johnson’s comment that “the essence of the Sabbath was to be a ‘rest,’ that is a time of 

‘liberation’ as the notion of the Sabbath year indicated” (Gospel, 212; see also 214; similarly, see Spencer, 

Luke, 351). Green (Gospel, esp. 251–55) refers (in relation to an earlier Sabbath controversy in Luke [6:1–

11]) to Jesus’s implicit and finally explicit claim to have authority to interpret the Sabbath law, an authority 

related to Jesus’s sense of his own mission and the salvation-historical moment (Gospel, 252). 
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2.4.1.2 (Un)timeliness and Scripture: Salvation-Historical Setting  

Jesus evokes Scripture not only through his tacit correction of the synagogue 

leader’s interpretation of Sabbath law but also through his description of the healed 

woman as a “daughter of Abraham” (13:16). I will return below to the implications of her 

status as Abraham’s offspring (2.4.1.4); at this point, it suffices to make the more general 

observation that Jesus’s reference to the patriarch implicitly sets his healing of this 

woman into the context of the unfolding narrative of God’s faithfulness to Abraham and 

his descendants, a narrative recounted in Scripture and—according to Luke (cf., e.g., 1:1–

4, 55, 73)—continued in Jesus’s ministry. This brings me to a second way in which Luke 

13:10–17 thematizes the (un)timeliness of the bent-over woman’s restoration. At issue is 

not merely (1) whether Jesus’s healing work is appropriate on this day of the week but 

also (2) whether his deed is appropriate at this salvation-historical moment.  

The synagogue leader himself admittedly seems unconcerned with—perhaps one 

might better say, oblivious to—this latter sort of timeliness. However, Jesus’s reference 

to the woman as a “daughter of Abraham,” recalling as it does Luke’s earlier allusions to 

God’s promises to the patriarch and his descendants (e.g., 1:55, 73), suggests that the 

timeliness of this woman’s healing should be considered also in relation to the unfolding 

of God’s purpose as attested in Scripture.136 Moreover, in at least three ways, the 

 

136 Cf. also Hamm’s argument for hearing eschatological overtones in this scene. See “The Freeing,” 38, 

and passim, esp. his argument for a chiastic structure of the surrounding narrative material, with an 
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narrative setting of the bent-over woman’s healing encourages readers’/hearers’ 

reflection137 on the salvation-historical timeliness of Jesus’s restorative action in the 

synagogue (13:10–17). 

First, though Green rightly notes a shift in scene at 13:10,138 it is still significant 

for readers/hearers of Luke’s Gospel that several passages leading up to the healing of the 

bent-over woman draw attention to the question of where Jesus’s ministry falls on the 

timeline of redemptive history. For example,139 in 12:56 Jesus calls the crowds 

“hypocrites” because they are able to interpret weather patterns (12:54–56) but not “this 

time” of his ministry (12:54–56). This charge raises the question of how Jesus’s ministry 

does fit into redemptive history. Tellingly, the charge also anticipates the diction and 

logic of Jesus’s exchange with the synagogue leader in 13:15–16.140 The synagogue 

leader and his allies are “hypocrites,” too (13:15), and as already discussed, Jesus 

unmasks their hypocrisy through another argument that reasons from the lesser to the 

 

 

emphasis on Jesus’s movement toward Jerusalem being impending divine visitation (30–31; on the 

eschatological implications of the passage, see also 33–34). 
137 My focus on Luke’s readers/hears here is intentional: of the three points of evidence that I will discuss, 

only the second—Jesus’s teaching following the woman’s healing—would be available to characters within 

the narrative of Luke 13, and even this teaching comes only after the synagogue leader and his allies have 

reacted wrongheadedly to Jesus’s work of healing. 
138 Green, Gospel, 518; see also “Jesus and a Daughter of Abraham,” 647. 
139 One might also note Luke 12:35–40, in which Jesus uses multiple images to urge his followers to be 

prepared “because the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour” (12:40). 
140 This is so even though the target of Jesus’s criticism shifts between these two passages, from the crowd 

(which in 13:17 is appropriately jubilant) to the synagogue leader and those who side with him—which, 

again in light of 13:17, evidently does not include everyone present (see, e.g., Green, Gospel, 524).  
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greater, this time drawing on common practices with livestock rather than common 

knowledge about the weather (13:15–16). Luke’s narrative provides another prompt to 

attend to the salvation-historical timeliness of Jesus’s actions just before relating the 

healing of the bent-over woman. In the immediately preceding passage, Jesus 

foregrounds the matter of salvation historical timing by emphasizing the urgent need for 

timely repentance (13:3, 5, 6–9). Placed as they are shortly before the bent-over woman’s 

restoration, these passages prime readers/hearers to consider the timeliness of Jesus’s 

healing activity in 13:10–17 not only with respect to its Sabbath setting but also with 

respect to the “time” of Jesus’s ministry relative to the unfolding of salvation history as 

Luke understands it.  

Second, the parables that Jesus tells immediately after the healing of the bent-over 

woman (13:10–17;13:18–21) corroborate the relevance of this sort of timeliness for 

interpreting the woman’s Sabbath healing and the diverse emotional responses that it 

generates. As Green helpfully points out, the οὖν in 13:18 links the woman’s Sabbath 

healing to Jesus’s subsequent parables about the kingdom of God (13:18–21), suggesting 

that these “parables follow the healing account in order to spell out its consequences or, 

better, in order to legitimate Jesus’s action in the synagogue as kingdom activity.”141 

Jesus’s parabolic teaching implicitly portrays the bent-over woman’s controversial 

 

141 Green, Gospel, 518. Furthermore, Green says, “The topographical shift in v 22 indicates that these 

kingdom parables relate to Jesus’ ministry in the synagogue” (Gospel, 518; see also 526–27).  
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healing as part of the small beginnings of the kingdom’s coming: as seemingly 

inconsequential but ultimately powerful as a mustard seed that becomes a tree, or as yeast 

that leavens a sizeable lump of dough (13:18–21).142  

Third and finally, the suggestion that readers/hearers are prodded to ponder the 

salvation-historical timeliness of the bent-over woman’s restoration also finds support 

from the ways in which, as Green notes, the temporal and spatial setting of this healing 

recalls Jesus’s inaugural sermon in Nazareth—which, of course, also takes place in a 

synagogue and on a Sabbath (4:16–30). That earlier address explicitly foregrounds the 

issue of Jesus’s place on the redemptive historical timeline: Jesus boldly claims that, in 

his ministry as the “anointed” one, “the year of the Lord’s favor” has begun already—

“today” (4:18–19, 21).143 Viewed through the interpretive lens provided by Luke 4:16–

21, Jesus’s act of “loosing” (λύω, 13:16) the bent-over woman from a “spirit of 

weakness” is “necessary” as an instantiation of his larger mission to “proclaim release 

(ἄφεσιν) to captives” and “to send in freedom (ἀφέσει) those who have been oppressed” 

(Luke 4:18, 19).144 For Luke’s readers/hearers, the connections between these two 

 

142 See similarly, among others, Green: “Set in relation to the healing episode of vv 10–17, this parable [of 

the yeast] declares that satanic domination is being repealed and the kingdom of God is made present even 

in such seemingly inconsequential acts as the restoration of an ill woman who lived on the margins of 

society” (Gospel, 527).  
143 Interestingly, Green sees Luke 13:10–21 as playing a “programmatic” role for Luke 13:10–17:10, much 

as Luke 4:16–30 does for Jesus’s ministry in Galilee (Gospel, 519). 
144 Green comments regarding “Jesus’ own interpretation of what he has accomplished for this woman”: 

“He regards his act of healing as an act of liberation from satanic bondage, as direct engagement in cosmic 

conflict, through which God’s eschatological purpose comes to fruition (see 11:20)” (Gospel, 525). Though 
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Sabbath stories bolster the impression of the salvation-historical timeliness of the bent-

over woman’s restoration (13:10–17).145  

In contrast, the synagogue leader’s failure to see the bent-over woman’s healing 

as joy-conducive reflects his failure to interpret the time aright (cf. 12:56). He and those 

who side with him fail to recognize how Jesus’s ministry fits into the narrative of God’s 

faithfulness, the beginnings of which are recounted in Scripture. They fail, in other 

words, to see the small but decisive beginnings of the coming of the kingdom in Jesus’s 

ministry for what they are: manifestations of God’s faithfulness to the promise to 

Abraham and his descendants (cf. 13:16, 18–21).146 The bent-over woman’s healing and 

events like it are the working out of the Isaianic prophecy Jesus applied to himself in 

Nazareth (4:16–21)—a fulfillment that ought properly to prompt rejoicing.147 

 

 

less explicitly than in his Nazareth sermon, Jesus’s tacit claim to be able to interpret authoritatively the 

propriety of a Sabbath healing also implies an assertion of the authority to interpret the present time—and 

to enact, in word and deed, decisive developments in salvation history. See further below on the 

christological implications of this joy-conducive healing (2.4.1.3). 
145 As the connection to Luke 4 and Jesus’s interpretation of Scripture in that context implies, the issue of 

determining the salvation-historical moment is not unrelated to the issue of scriptural interpretation. Green, 

for instance, points out that “Jesus’ analysis” is that “[s]cribal specifications have missed the salvific 

purpose of God resident in the Sabbath, but Jesus, in declaring the onset of the eschatological Jubilee…, 

has made this day (‘today,’ 4:21) the day for providing for humans” (Gospel, 252). See also Green’s 

observation that “the contrasting use of δεῖ—the first tied to the synagogue-ruler's understanding of Exod 

20:9; Deut 5:13, the second to Jesus’ designation of the Sabbath as the day for being loosed from Satan's 

bond—draws attention to the redemptive-historical import of Jesus' act: today is the day of God's salvation 

(cf. 4:18–21)” (“Jesus and a Daughter of Abraham,” 651). 
146 So also, among others, Spencer, Luke, 348–49. 
147 De Long, for instance, observes, “The point that healings are eschatological signs has long been noted 

by readers of Luke, but what is not commonly observed is that Isaiah consistently links eschatological 
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Unfortunately, as a result of their misinterpretation of how the “time” of Jesus’s ministry 

fits into the interpretive framework provided by Israel’s Scriptures, the synagogue leader 

and his allies cannot recognize the “necessity” of Jesus’s Sabbath healing activity and 

hence do not rejoice over it.  

2.4.1.3 (Un)timeliness and Scripture: Christological Implications 

Thus, the joyless response of the synagogue leader and those who side with him 

reflects particular (mis)understandings of what the Sabbath requires and of the place of 

Jesus’s ministry in salvation history—confusions that, as shown above, are bound up with 

Jesus’s critics’ (mis)interpretation of Scripture. By enacting and defending a 

counterinterpretation of Scripture with regard to the Sabbath and the salvation-historical 

timeline, Jesus implicitly claims considerable interpretive authority for himself. 

Conversely, by initially objecting to Jesus’s enactment of his understanding of Scripture, 

Jesus’s opponents manifest a rejection of his tacit claim to interpretive authority. In doing 

so, they display, according to Luke, (4) an inadequate understanding of Jesus’s identity 

and consequent authority to interpret Scripture.148  

 

 

healing with joyous praise” (Surprised, 211, emphasis original; see further in her chapter 2). On Isaiah, joy, 

and Luke-Acts, see also Wenkel, Joy, passim. 
148 See similarly Green’s comments in relation to an earlier Sabbath controversy: “The essence of Jesus’ 

reply [in 6:3–5] is his claim that he, not these Pharisees, understands the significance of the Scriptures. 

Here, as elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, the authority of the Scriptures is upheld insofar as they are 

interpreted by Jesus” (Green, Gospel, 254, emphasis original; see also 260). Highlighting Christology as 
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Luke’s diction supports this analysis of the christological implications of the plot 

in 13:10–17. The narrator refers to Jesus as “the Lord” precisely when introducing his 

defense of this Sabbath healing: “But the Lord (ὁ κύριος) answered [the synagogue 

leader] and said” (13:15). As C. Kavin Rowe and others have shown,149 Luke’s use of 

κύριος across his Gospel is far from haphazard. In this case, as Green notes, the narrator’s 

labeling of Jesus as “Lord” serves to reaffirm Jesus’s authority just when the synagogue 

leader has implicitly called it into question.150 For readers of Luke’s Gospel, the 

narrator’s diction here may also specifically call to mind Jesus’s overt claim to authority 

in relation to the Sabbath back in Luke 6:5, where he positions himself as “Lord (κύριός) 

of the Sabbath.”  

In short, the synagogue leader and his associates misunderstand not only what the 

Sabbath requires but also who Jesus is. According to Luke, Jesus is the “Lord,” who has 

authority to determine what is “necessary” on the Sabbath and whose ministry marks a 

decisive turning point in salvation history—a point at which the healing of this “daughter 

of Abraham” is entirely appropriate, and even “necessary,” on the Sabbath. 

 

 

one of several key issues highlighted by this passage, Hamm proposes that “[t]he chiastic editing of the 

material around this account (12.49–13.35) makes the healing the centerpiece of a section focused on the 

identity of Jesus as both eschatological prophet and doer of the deeds of God” (“The Freeing,” 38; see also 

31). 
149 Rowe, Early Narrative Christology. 
150 Green notes that “Luke introduces Jesus as ‘Lord,’ then presents him as one with authority to interpret 

God’s salvific purpose. Directly or indirectly, both synagogue ruler and Jesus appeal to the Scriptures, but 

Jesus is represented as the divinely sanctioned hermeneut” (Gospel, 520; see also 522–23).  
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2.4.1.4 (Un)timeliness and Scripture: Implications of the Bent-Over Woman’s Status 

as “Daughter of Abraham”  

As indicated above, Jesus is not the only one whose status the synagogue leader 

and his allies fail to apprehend correctly. By describing the formerly bent-over woman as 

a “daughter of Abraham” (13:16), Jesus arguably implies that his opponents misjudge his 

action due partly to their inadequate appreciation of the implications of this woman’s 

membership in the community of God’s people. Because the extent and implications of 

membership in this community arises in relation to joy(lessness) again in Luke 15 

(2.4.2)—as well as in several later passages about joy and possessions (see 2.5, esp. on 

Luke 16:19–31; 19:1–10)—it is worth paying attention here to Jesus’s description of the 

woman and what it might suggest concerning the conditions that lead to joy.  

To be sure, no one in Luke 13:10–17 explicitly questions the bent-over woman’s 

membership in God’s people. Her attendance at the synagogue on the Sabbath appears to 

be routine: Luke gives no indication that the woman came specifically to see Jesus; it is 

Jesus who sees and initiates interaction with her, not the reverse (13:11–12). Her 

evidently regular presence at the Sabbath service suggests, on some level, her de facto 

inclusion in the Jewish community. Moreover, while her oppression by a “spirit of 

weakness” may indeed create some level of stigma (13:11),151 the bent-over woman’s 

 

151 Again, see esp. Parsons for more on how the stereotypes of ancient physiognomic tractates might have 

led people to judge the woman negatively on the assumption of a correspondence between the inner/moral 
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ailment does not appear to be one that would especially alienate her from the community 

on legal grounds. It is not as though she had leprosy, for example. Still, Jesus’s emphatic 

description of her as a “daughter of Abraham” (13:16) suggests that his opponents may 

not fully have taken into consideration the import of this woman’s status as a member of 

the people of promise—even, perhaps, a sort of typological representative of Israel in its 

experience of oppression and weakness.152 

For readers/hearers of Luke’s Gospel, the reference to Abraham in Jesus’s 

description of this “daughter of Abraham” calls to mind several other passages, the most 

relevant of which at present are Luke 1:55 and 1:73.153 As discussed in chapter 1, both 

Mary (1:55) and Zechariah (1:73) allude in their jubilation to God’s promise to Abraham 

and his descendants.154 For these two unlikely parents, locating their own disorienting 

experiences in relation to the scriptural story of God’s promise and faithfulness to 

 

 

state and the outward shape—as well as discussion of how Jesus’s behavior towards her calls such views of 

the woman into question (Luke, 217–20). 
152 De Long, for instance, notes, “Several narrative details related to the story of the straightened woman 

have inspired much reflection, both ancient and modern, on her representative characterization” (Surprised, 

210); specifically, De Long argues that the intertextual connections to Isaiah 51 hint that “the woman’s 

transformation represents the eschatological visitation of divine mercy upon Israel” (Surprised, 203). 

Compare Hamm’s proposal that “the freeing of the bent woman” should be interpreted “as emblematic of 

the Christian community as the fulfillment of the expected end-time restoration of Israel” (“The Freeing,” 

39; see also 34–35). 
153 See also Luke 3:8; 16:24; and 19:19, the latter two of which are discussed below; cf. also Acts 3:25; 

13:26. On the import of this designation within Luke’s Gospel, see also Green, “Jesus and a Daughter of 

Abraham,” esp. 651. 
154 Mary refers explicitly to Abraham’s “seed”; Zechariah implies a reference to Abraham’s descendants by 

mentioning the “us” for whom this promise has been fulfilled (1:55, 73–74). 
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Abraham and his descendants helps to facilitate the joy that, for both, does not at first 

come readily (see 1.3). In a similar way, by describing the formerly bent-over woman as 

a “daughter of Abraham,” Jesus tacitly invites his interlocutors in Luke 13 to interpret her 

healing within the interpretive framework provided by Israel’s Scriptures.155 Her 

restoration may be disorienting for the synagogue leader and his allies because of its 

Sabbath setting, but properly (re)interpreted in light of the Scriptures, the healing of this 

“daughter of Abraham” can be recognized as not only timely but, indeed, “necessary”—

and joyous.  

2.4.1.5 (Un)timeliness Reconsidered: Belated Movement toward Joy-over-

Another’s-Salvation?  

Of course, matters may look quite different to Jesus’s critics, for whom it might 

seem especially inappropriate for a “daughter of Abraham”—of all people!—to be healed 

of a non-life-threatening ailment on the Sabbath. As argued above, Jesus’s contrary 

understanding of what the bent-over woman’s status as a “daughter of Abraham” entails 

flows from his different interpretation of Scripture’s demands and of the salvation-

historical moment embodied in his ministry. Thus, different interpretations of the 

implications of the woman’s inclusion in the community of God’s people arguably stem, 

 

155 Along similar lines, Turid Karlsen Seim suggests that, though the woman already was a “daughter of 

Abraham” (736), her “healing on the day of rest, which was an essential sign of the covenant, realizes her 

status as daughter.” See Seim “The Gospel of Luke,” in Searching the Scriptures, vol. 2: A Feminist 

Commentary, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza with Ann Brock and Shelly Matthews (New York: 

Crossroad, 1994), 728–62, here 737. 
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again, from divergent judgments about Scripture (see 2.4.1.1–2) and about Jesus’s 

authority to interpret Scripture (2.4.1.3).  

It is not clear that Jesus’s opponents fully recognize, much less change their 

minds about, the judgments concerning Jesus’s identity and place in salvation history that 

underlie their irritation at the timing of the bent-over woman’s healing. However, as 

regards their (mis)interpretation of the concrete particulars of proper Sabbath observance 

and of the implications of the woman’s status as a member of God’s people, the 

synagogue leader and those who side with him do arguably show signs of repentance—

namely, through their shame following Jesus’s rejoinder (13:17).156 Though we hear 

nothing about Jesus’s adversaries subsequently joining the crowd in “rejoicing” over his 

wondrous deeds (cf. 13:17b), one might speculate that these opponents’ chastened 

response to Jesus’s reasoning suggests that they in some measure accept his point 

concerning what is “necessary” on the Sabbath for a suffering “daughter of Abraham.” At 

least on one level, then, they may be on their way to the sort of joy over other people’s 

salvation that the parable of the two sons portrays as being itself “necessary” (15:32).157  

 

156 On the possibility of an echo of Isaiah 45:16a in Luke 13:17a and the christological implications of such 

an intertextual connection, see Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 259. 
157 As with the elder son in that later context, Luke is silent here about the outcome of Jesus’s (erstwhile?) 

opponents’ still-unfolding affective transformation in Luke 13:10–17. My reading of the opponents’ 

“shaming” as possibly indicative of (coming) repentance differs from the view of some (e.g., Johnson, 

Gospel, 214) that the opponents’ reaction actually evinces further hardening in their opposition to Jesus.  
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2.4.2 Joy and the Lost-and-Found (Luke 15:1–32) 

The parable of the two sons occurs, of course, as the climax of a series of three 

parables in Luke 15 about the lost being found. As studies of Lukan joy often note, Luke 

15 contains a particularly high concentration of joy terms. Using the list of terms 

identified in the introduction, one finds ten occurrences of joy words in the chapter’s 

thirty-two verses: χαίρω comes up twice (15:5, 32); συγχαίρω, twice (15:6, 9); χαρὰ, 

twice (15:7, 10); and εὐφραίνω four times (15:23, 24, 29, 32).158 The narrativization of 

joy/rejoicing in this chapter raises anew several of the questions about joy treated above. 

In keeping with my focus in this section, however, I will here attend primarily to the 

question of how Luke 15 sheds further light on the conditions for joy-according-to-Luke 

when joy revolves (or ought to revolve) around someone else’s experience of 

salvation/restoration.159  

 

158 See also Navone’s discussion of joy terms in this passage in Themes, 83–84, as well as Bernadicou, 

“Lukan Theology of Joy (Revisited),” 73. Rasco also comments that in Luke 15 “les vocables exprimant la 

joie y sont accumulés.” See Emilio Rasco, “Les paraboles de Lc XV: une invitation à la joie de Dieu dans 

le Christ,” in De Jésus aux Évangiles: Tradition et redaction dans les Evangeles synoptiques, ed. Gnace 

LaPotterie, Bibliotheca Ephemeridum theologicarum Lovaniensium 25 (Gembloux: J. Duclot, 1967), 165–

183, here 181. 
159 The connection between joy and the reincorporation of people into the community is overtly thematized 

in this passage; see for example Wenkel, Joy, 103. Inselmann’s study treats Luke 15 very extensively, 

devoting two substantive chapters and part of a third to some portion of this passage (see esp. Freude, 241–

338). I will engage with her analysis here only selectively, but see esp. her engagement with psychological 

interpretation (“eine text-psychologische Exegese”) of the third parable (Freude, 241–82). As she rightly 

observes, the affective density (“affective Dichte”) of Luke 15:11–32 is remarkable (Freude, 241). She 

observes that though others have of course treated the passage with a view to its psychological dimensions, 

most such treatments have taken a “depth psychology” approach, and current psychological discourse 

offers other options that should be explored; moreover, some psychological readings of the passage are in 

danger of anachronism (see Freude, 241). Also note her discussion of embodiment and emotion in Luke 
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After briefly discussing how the distribution of joy terms and Luke’s framing of 

these parables inform my focus on joy over others’ salvation (15:1–2; see 2.4.2.1), I will 

sketch the patterns of appropriate rejoicing that Jesus establishes through his two opening 

parables (15:3–10; see 2.4.2.2). With this context in view, I will then offer a more 

extended analysis of the nuanced treatment of joy over someone else’s salvation in the 

parable of the two sons (2.4.2.3). Finally, I will step back to summarize the conditions for 

joy over the lost-and-found in Luke 15 (2.4.2.4) and to outline how my analysis of this 

chapter coheres with Luke’s treatment of joy over (objectionable) others’ salvation 

elsewhere in his two volumes (2.4.2.5).  

While Luke 13 draws attention to how joy can be thwarted by various 

(christologically significant) confusions about the “necessary” timing of a particular case 

of restoration, Luke 15 highlights the barrier to joy posed by a still more basic error: 

namely, the failure even to see that someone else’s salvation ought—of (divine) 

“necessity”—to be a catalyst for bystanders’ joy, on earth as (according to Luke/Jesus) it 

is “in heaven” (15:7). As seen above, in Luke 13 Jesus’s critics’ joy-inhibiting failure to 

 

 

15:11–32 (see Freude, 255–56, esp. the chart on 256). She examines and reexamines the 

emotional/affective contours of the passage using several different psychological approaches (see her 

Kapitel 11). See also Inselmann’s chapter on the representation and development of affects in this parable, 

“Affektdarstellung und Affektwandel in der Parabel vom Vater und seinen beiden Söhnen: Eine 

textpsychologische Exegese von Lk 15, 11–32,” in Erkennen und Erleben: Beträge zur psychologischen 

Erforschung des frühen Christentums, ed. Gerd Theissen (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2007), 271–

300. 
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recognize the timeliness of his “necessary” healing activity reflects several other 

misunderstandings on their part (2.4.1). Their confusions specifically involve 

(mis)interpretations of Scripture, of Jesus’s mission and identity, and of the implications 

of the bent-over woman’s status as a “daughter of Abraham”—and hence as a member of 

Israel, the people of promise (13:16).160 Several of these questions prove relevant to 

joy(lessness) over the salvation of the “lost” in Luke 15 (see 2.4.2.4), but the issue of 

membership in the community of God’s people plays a particularly prominent part, 

especially in the climactic third parable.  

At the same time, Luke 13:10–17 and Luke 15 draw attention to different 

questions related to joy and membership in God’s people. Luke 13 highlights the healing 

of a woman who, in her helplessly oppressed state, may on one level represent all of 

oppressed Israel.161 In contrast, Luke 15 focuses on the extension of table fellowship 

specifically to “tax-collectors and sinners” (15:1)—i.e., would-be members of Israel who, 

in the judgment of some, have effectively alienated themselves from this community 

through their own bad behavior. Should the restoration of such as these to fellowship 

with God’s people be acceptable at all—much less be recognized as an appropriate and 

even “necessary” catalyst for joy (15:32), concretely expressed in communal feasting? As 

I will argue below, Jesus’s three parables defend his scandalously inclusive table 

 

160 See, e.g., De Long, Surprised, 210.  
161 See, e.g., De Long, Surprised, 203, 210. See also Green, “Jesus and a Daughter of Abraham,” 651–52, 

with reflection on the possible relevance of the preceding parable about the fig tree. 
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fellowship and, in doing so, not only clarify the propriety of his present practices but also 

lay the groundwork for his followers’ movement into joy when the community continues 

to expand in even more disorienting ways in Acts (see 2.4.2.5).  

2.4.2.1 Joy in Luke 15: Distribution of Joy Terms and Narrative Frame  

Both the distribution of joy terms in these parables and the parables’ setting 

within Luke’s narrative invite attention to characters’ emotional reactions specifically to 

someone else’s salvation. As mentioned in the introduction to this section (2.4), none of 

Luke 15’s multiple references to joy/rejoicing deals explicitly with the joy/rejoicing of 

the lost thing or person who has been found.162 Joy figures in all three parables primarily 

as one of the ways in which others do—or at least should—respond to the lost being 

found.163 Thus, even more overtly than the account of the bent-over woman’s healing 

(13:10–17; see 2.4.1), this block of teaching thematizes the propriety (and the potential 

difficulty) of rejoicing over another’s salvation.164  

 

162 Perhaps we should assume that the prodigal son rejoices with the others who celebrate his return, 

although the verses that would seem most likely to imply this (15:23–24) arguably undercut the possibility 

by having the father refer to the relevant son in the third person, after having just called for rejoicing in the 

first-person plural. The focus of this passage is in any case on others’ responses to the finding of the lost—

even if Luke elsewhere does confirm Jesus’s concern for the finding of the lost themselves (Luke 19:10; 

see also 5:31).  
163 The one exception to this is in Luke 15:29, where the elder brother uses joy language to describe a 

situation that has not materialized but which, had it occurred, would not have involved the finding of the 

lost.  
164 I here take for granted that the three parables can be fruitfully read together in their present narrative 

context. For a particularly extended argument in favor of registering their synchronic connection 

(“synchrone Zusammengehörigkeit”), see Inselmann, Freude, 283–86; see also 304–311. 
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The narrative framing of these three parables helps to account for their focus on 

joy over other people’s salvation.165 Luke presents these parables as Jesus’s rejoinder to 

the complaints of Pharisees and scribes who object to his welcome of and table 

fellowship with “sinners” (15:1–3),166 i.e., the “tax collectors and sinners” who “were 

coming near to hear him” (15:1; cf. 14:35: “Let the one who has ears to hear, hear”167). 

Jesus’s practice of eating with such people, a social expression of his acceptance168 of 

repentant “sinners,”169 kindles the ire of bystanders on several occasions in Luke’s 

Gospel (see, e.g., 5:29–30; 19:7)—one of which also involves the joy motif, as will be 

 

165 This is often noted; see, for example, Green’s discussion of the relevance of the narrative frame for 

interpreting these parables (e.g., Gospel, 568–72, 575, 578). 
166 Regarding Luke’s use of προσδέχομαι in 15:2, see the comments of J. J. Bartolomé. Though Bartolomé 

is not focused on the theme of joy, it is relevant for my purposes here to note his conclusion that 

septuagintal evidence encourages us to interpret the (for Luke) somewhat atypical use of the term in 15:2 in 

the sense of friendly and even jubilant welcome: as “acoger con agrado, alegrarse al recibir.” See 

Bartolomé, “Comer en común. Una costumbre típica de Jesús y su propio comentario (Lc 15),” Salesianum 

44 (1982): 669–712, here 701, with a reference to Bornhäuser and to Grundmann. This interpretation of 

Jesus’s reception of “sinners” has the advantage of underscoring the connection between Jesus’s criticized 

behavior and the theological emphasis of the parables. Jesus’s criticized behavior is a way “expresar con 

[Jesus’s] actitud personal de acogida y en la mesa compartida la voluntad de acogida universal de Dios y la 

invitación del mismo Dios a compartir su alegría” (“Comer en común,” 707). 
167 On the implications of the echo of 14:35 in the immediately following verse that opens Luke 15, see for 

example L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 235; see also Green, Gospel, 570. 
168 On sharing meals in the ancient Mediterranean, see for instance Green, Gospel, 246–47, 571, 575. Green 

observes that the context of table fellowship also figures prominently in Luke 14 and 16 and suggests that 

“Jesus’s teaching in chs. 14 and 16 regarding the import of welcoming into one’s homes[sic] those who live 

on the margins of society … underscores deeply the central question raised in 15:1–32” about whether 

those who currently oppose Jesus’s table fellowship practices will have a change of heart and instead 

“joi[n] in the heavenly rejoicing at the finding of the lost, celebrating their recovery at the banquet table” 

(Green, Gospel, 569).  
169 Luke 15:7, 15:10, and other passages (e.g., 5:32) suggest that we are to assume that the “sinners” Jesus 

welcomes are or at least are open to becoming repentant.  



 

351 

 

discussed below (see 2.5.4 on 19:1–10).170 Luke 15 is distinctive, however, both in its 

more exclusive focus on the joy(lessness) of those who witness the salvation of the “lost” 

(not on the joy of the lost-and-found themselves; cf. 19:6–7) and in its extended parabolic 

treatment of this matter, to which I now turn. 

2.4.2.2 Joy in Luke 15: Two Paradigmatic Parables and Their Theological 

Implications 

In response to his critics, Jesus first tells two parables that establish the right way 

to react to the finding of the lost—i.e., by joining heaven’s rejoicing over this turn of 

events. Each parable draws an analogy between the situation that generated the present 

controversy and some ordinary experience of daily life: the losing and finding of one 

among a hundred sheep (15:3–7) and of one among ten coin (15:8–10), respectively. In 

the case of the sheep, we hear first of the rejoicing of the man who finds his own sheep 

(χαίρων, 15:5) and then of that man’s call for his friends and neighbors to rejoice with 

him (note the imperative: συγχάρητέ, 15:6).171 In the parable concerning the lost coin, 

 

170 As Green notes, it is also illuminating to consider other contexts in which tax collectors and sinners 

come up in conjunction with Pharisees and scribes, particularly in Luke 7:29–30, where they are “again on 

opposite sides of the response to Jesus’s ministry” (Gospel, 570). Green suggests that Luke 15:1–2 

“appears as a concrete illustration of the earlier characterization of toll collectors (and sinners) as persons 

who ‘justified God,’ and the Pharisees and legal experts as those who ‘rejected God’s purpose for 

themselves’” (Gospel, 570). 
171 As often noted, there is a parallel of sorts in Matthew 18:10–14. Navone points out that, relative to this 

parallel, Luke puts more stress on “the joy of finding” (Themes, 82; so also Bernadicou, “Lukan Theology 

of Joy [Revisited],” 66–67, citing DuPont). On the question of how Luke’s parable about a lost-and-found 

sheep relates to Matthew’s (Matt 18:12–14), see among others Inselmann, Freude, esp. 286–90. She also 

considers similar parables in noncanonical literature, such as the Gospel of Truth and the Gospel of Thomas 

(see Freude, 290–97). 
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Jesus skips immediately to the call for communal celebration, as the woman who has 

found her coin invites her (women172) friends and neighbors to rejoice with her (again, 

imperative: συγχάρητέ, 15:9).173  

Presumably the neighbors and friends in each case comply with the finder’s 

request for shared rejoicing, joining in jubilation that—as Green suggests—may well 

involve feasting and thereby recall the situation that elicited this block of instruction (cf. 

15:1–2).174 However, rather than narrate this communal jubilation, Jesus draws a 

connection between the earthly celebrations for which the finder calls in each parable and 

the heavenly “joy” (χαρὰ) that, according to Jesus, arises over “one sinner who repents” 

(15:7, 10). By naming this parallel, Jesus clarifies how these parables relate to the 

situation that prompted his teaching (15:1–2). His (to some, objectionable) table 

 

172 The inclusion of a woman-focused parable here, paired with the male-focused parable of the lost sheep, 

reflects Luke’s tendency to include male-female pairings across his Gospel, as commentators often remark. 

For a critical feminist analysis of the ways in which even the second parable still privileges male points of 

view, as well as further reflection on how the parable may in some ways “resist a thoroughly resistant 

reading,” see for example Spencer, Luke, 387–90. See also Carol Schersten LaHurd’s reflections on the 

fruits and difficulties of revisiting these parables in light of her engagement (in various forms) with 

contemporary women in Arab contexts in “Rediscovering the Lost Women in Luke 15,” Biblical Theology 

Bulletin 24.2 (1994): 66–76. Doris Stam offers reflections on the presence and absence and import of 

women in these parables from a Latin American perspective in “¿Qué mujer no busca hasta encontrar?” in 

Teología desde la mujer en Centroamérica, ed. Irene Foulkes (San José, Costa Rica: Sebila, 1989), 147–

153. 
173 On the parallel structure of the parables and the “escalation” that occurs across the three parables in 

Luke 15 (the ratio of lost to not lost moving from one in ninety-nine to one in ten to one in two) see Green, 

Gospel, e.g., 576, 578; see also Spencer, Luke, esp. the table on 380.  
174 See Green, Gospel, 574, 576. 
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fellowship with “sinners” is in fact an embodiment of God’s own joyful response to the 

penitent.175  

Jesus’s phrasing of these first two parables suggests that his claims about God’s 

disposition toward the lost-and-found should not be entirely counterintuitive to his 

interlocutors. Each of these parables opens with a question, the grammatical form of 

which implies an assumed answer176: surely, no man or woman would fail to behave in 

the way Jesus describes the protagonists of these parables as behaving (15:4, 8).177 In 

 

175 For a very extended study of these and some Matthean parables with attention to the theme of God’s joy 

in particular, see also P. Juan Pablo Perón, “La alegría de Dios narrada por Jesús a través de algunas 

parabolas,” Revista de Teología 51 (2010): 29–123. On the specifically theological import of these 

parables, see also e.g., Green, Gospel, 573–76, 569 and Spencer, Luke, 382. Spencer’s reading of this 

passage seeks specifically to attend “to the emotions and actions of the seeker-God figure” in each parable 

(Luke, 384; see also 384–96). On God’s joy in the Bible, see also Thompson, “Reflections,” esp. 25–28, 

with comments on Luke 15 as well as other passages; see also Wright, “Joy,” 43. I should note that here, as 

throughout my study, I am focused primarily on Luke’s narrative and not on whatever pre-Lukan life these 

parables may have had, either individually or together. In this respect, my focus is simply different from 

that of Amy-Jill Levine in Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi (New 

York: Harper One, 2015). Levine objects to Luke’s (re)contextualization of these parables in relation to 

repentance (Short Stories, 29). Even considered within their Lukan context, though, the parables should be 

read with a view to heeding Levine’s important caution against the tendency to read these parables in a way 

that implies that Jesus proclaims a gracious God previously unknown to Jews (e.g., Short Stories, 30). As 

should by now be clear, I take it that joy in Luke—and indeed the coherence of Luke’s narrative as such—

is tightly bound up with Luke’s understanding that the God of Israel is in fact acting in and through Jesus to 

fulfill the ancient promises to Abraham and his offspring. Luke’s narrative does suggest that some Jewish 

people were uncomfortable with how Jesus was enacting this mission, but those whom Jesus welcomes in 

objectionably inclusive table fellowship, together with others who follow him within Luke’s Gospel, are 

also (in almost all cases) Jewish. Within the context of Luke’s Gospel, then, it would be reductive to 

identify “the” Jewish position with any one of these characters or groups of characters.  
176 As noted by Green, see Gospel, 574, 576; see also Spencer, Luke, 384.  
177 The form of the questions implies that the answer is obvious, but is it? Inselmann reflects on the 

complexity that arises when one pushes on this question (Freude, 305–7). She identifies the extraordinary 

degree of communal joy as one unusual or surprising element in all three parables (Freude, 305–6) and 

argues that the fact that all three parables take unexpected turns (“unerwartete Wendungen”) makes it all 

the more surprising that the introductory note in Luke 15:4, 8, implies that one would obviously agree with 
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effect, much as in his defense of the Sabbath healing in Luke 13:10–17 (see also, e.g., 

Luke 11:11–13), Jesus invites his interlocutors to recognize that their own practices in 

daily life support his interpretation of God’s will for the situation in question—even if 

this interpretation does not comport with their notions of religious propriety. If heaven 

rejoices at the repentance of a sinner (just as an earthly community would rejoice over the 

recovery of a lost sheep or coin), then how can these Pharisees and scribes gripe about 

Jesus’s welcome of “sinners” and his celebratory table fellowship with them?  

2.4.2.3 Joy in Luke 15: Two Sons and a Joyful Father 

This implied link between heavenly joy over repentant sinners, on the one hand, 

and Jesus’s offensively inclusive table fellowship, on the other, may help to account for 

the shift in joy terms in Jesus’s third parable. Joy again plays a key role, but (συγ)χαίρω 

and χαρά, the joy terms which pepper the first two parables, fall into the background. 

Only χαίρω occurs and that only once, at the very end of this third parable (15:32). The 

predominant joy term instead becomes εὐφραίνω (15:23, 24, 29, 32),178 which in this 

context names something like rejoicing-as-expressed-in-feasting.  

 

 

the characters’ behaviors (“Das überrascht umso mehr, da die Einleitungsformeln in Lk 15, 4.8 suggerieren, 

dass man dem Folgenden selbstverständlich zustimmen können sollte” [Inselmann, Freude, 307]). 
178 Inselmann points out that all four occurrences of this term in the parable refer to the communal joy of a 

party (“die Gemeinschaftsfreude einer Feier” [Freude, 253]). Note that three of the four instances of 

εὐφραίνω in this passage name a response that the passage also describes using the verb χαίρω (15:23, 24, 
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With this parable—which, tellingly, does not begin with a question that implies 

the intuitive character of the jubilation that it relates (cf. 15:4, 8)179—Jesus moves closer 

to the situation that prompted the Pharisees’ and scribes’ grumbling: his table fellowship 

with “tax collectors and sinners” (15:1–2). Through its narrativization of one character’s 

resistance to jubilant feasting over another’s restoration, this last parable provides insight 

into the reasons (according to Luke) why Jesus’s critics object to his meals with 

“sinners.” At the same time, the parable also reasserts that joy is the appropriate, even 

“necessary,” emotional reaction to the restoration of the “lost” to the community.180 In 

this way, the third parable reinforces Jesus’s preceding claims about God’s/heaven’s 

response to repentant sinners (15:7, 10)181 and underscores the propriety of Jesus’s own 

 

 

32). On the shift in joy terms from the first two to the third parable (part of how the parables build on each 

other, in Inselmann’s view), see Freude, 309.  
179 See Inselmann, Freude, 306. As J. J. Kilgalen, for instance, points out, this third parable allows for the 

voicing of objection to heaven’s joy over the sinner, in a way that would not make sense in relation to the 

preceding parables about a sheep and a coin. See Kilgallen, “The Elder Son,” Expository Times 115.6 

(2004): 186–89, esp. 187; see also a similar point (in the context of a rather different interpretation of the 

parable) in J. Andrew Doole, “Observational Comedy in Luke 15,” Neotestamentica 50.1 (2016): 181–209, 

esp. 200. See also Bartolomé, “Comer en común,” 686–87.  
180 As Wenkel comments of Luke 15, “The logic of the parables places an imperative upon the reader: to be 

void of the emotion of joy that is based upon God’s kingdom is to exist in a state that is contrary to heaven” 

(Joy, 103–4). 
181 Wright also sees the point about heavenly joy implicitly carrying over into the third parable; see “Joy,” 

47–48. See also, e.g., Wenkel, Joy, 107. 
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controversial table fellowship practices (15:1–2), tacitly inviting his critics to stop 

grumbling and to join in the jubilation (15:32).182 

Though the latter half of this parable proves most relevant to my purposes here, it 

will be helpful to begin by reviewing the preceding narrative context. Having requested 

his share of the family inheritance early,183 squandered it all in a far-off land, fallen into 

desperate straits, and finally decided to return to his father with at least the pretense of 

repentance (15:11–19), the younger of the two sons in this parable comes back to the 

family estate and begins to rehearse his apology before his father (15:20–21). Scholars 

debate whether the younger son’s repentance is sincere,184 but both Luke’s framing of 

 

182 Commentators often see the open-ended character of this parable as part of its rhetorical effect within 

the narrative—i.e., Jesus ends with the father’s appeal to the elder brother, which is also an appeal to his 

critics (15:1–2; see further below). Inselmann has suggested a different (though compatible) reason why the 

third parable breaks the pattern established by the other two, which end with an “application” of sorts in the 

description of heavenly rejoicing over repentant sinners. She argues that the third parable (unlike the first 

two, on which the curtain closes before the celebrating actually starts) ends with a conflict—and that had 

Luke ended with the expected comment about joy in heaven, this would have implied conflict about how to 

respond to repentant sinners in heaven, which does not seem to be in keeping with Luke’s narrative and 

theological purposes here (see Freude, 315).  
183 It seems clear from what follows in the narrative that this was a bad move on the part of the younger 

brother. However, scholars differ over how bad it was and in which respects. Spencer, for example, notes 

that this request amounts to “shamefully treat[ing] his father as if he were dead” (Luke, 391). Levine, on the 

other hand, strongly insists that, although “[t]o ask for one’s share of an inheritance indicates a potential 

lack of wisdom,” nevertheless, “it is not a sin” and would not necessarily imply “treat[ing] [the] father as if 

he were as good as dead”—despite common claims to that effect (Short Stories, 51). It would be beyond 

my purposes here to explore in detail the degree and ways in which the younger son’s request violated 

social norms. As L. T. Johnson, after citing passages such as Leviticus 27:8–11 and 36:7–9 as key texts for 

OT inheritance laws, points out, “[t]he legal niceties of inheritance here are secondary to story telling” 

(Gospel, 236). 
184 See for example the discussion in Dinkler, “The Thoughts of Many Hearts,” 387–88. Whether the 

prodigal son actually repents or only plans this as a rouse to curry favor with his father is not entirely clear. 

For example, Spencer takes the repentance to be sincere and notes his disagreement here with Bailey, who 

views it as manipulative (see Spencer, Luke, 391 and 391n245). Levine, though she recognizes that many 
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this teaching block (see esp. 15:1–2, discussed above) and my focus here (on joy over 

others’ salvation) render that question beside the point. At issue is not whether the 

prodigal son and Jesus’s table companions are “really” repentant but rather whether the 

elder brother and the Pharisees and scribes are right to object to (and refrain from) 

jubilant feasting as an expression of and response to the restoration of the “lost” to the 

community. 

This matter comes to the fore within the third parable as the father and elder 

brother each react to the younger son’s return—or perhaps more accurately, as the father 

reacts to the younger son’s homecoming, and as the elder brother reacts to the father’s 

reaction to this turn of events. As I will further discuss below (2.4.2.3.1), the father’s 

response is enthusiastically and unambiguously joyful, so much so that he exhorts others 

 

 

do hear the apology as genuine, thinks that the younger son sounds sincere but actually is merely 

“conniving” (Short Stories, 57). Perhaps most suggestive is Levine’s observation that the younger son’s 

planned confession sounds suspiciously similar to Pharaoh’s apparently insincere confession of his sin 

“against the LORD your God, and against you [Moses]” in Exodus 10:16 (Levine, Short Stories, 58). Levine 

offers two additional lines of reasoning that I find less conclusive: the fact that the young son speaks in a 

monologue (which, I would grant, does often bode ill in Lukan parables, but perhaps not so consistently 

that we can judge a character’s intentions based on that alone), and the younger son’s and narrator’s use of 

familial language, which she sees as indicating that the younger son really does still see himself as a son 

and is simply trying to manipulate the father (Short Stories, 58). This latter point I will return to below; I 

interpret the familial language somewhat differently, although how one interprets it in larger part depends 

on and reinforces one’s judgment about the (in)sincerity of the younger son.  

At the end of the day, for my purposes here, it does not matter much whether the younger son is 

sincere or not. In this I concur with Bernadicou, who (in conversation with DuPont and others) considers 

different possible explanations for the younger son’s behavior but ultimately concludes that the focus of the 

parable is really not on the younger son’s motives but rather on the exchange between the father and elder 

son that the return of the younger son precipitates (see “Lukan Theology of Joy [Revisited],” 73–75, esp. 

74). 
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also to rejoice with him. Before the wayward son even arrives at home, his father sees 

him, feels compassion, and runs to meet him with expressions of love (15:20). Then, 

before this son can so much as finish his prepared apology (15:18–19, 21), the father 

interrupts him in order to bring about rejoicing. The father instructs his slaves to 

undertake festive tasks and calls for the whole household to rejoice/make merry (aorist 

subjunctive: εὐφρανθῶμεν, 15:23)—which they reportedly proceed to do (ἤρξαντο 

εὐφραίνεσθαι, 15:24).  

It turns out, however, that joy is not for everyone the self-evidently appropriate 

response to the prodigal’s return. The father’s and wider household’s jubilation contrasts 

sharply with the elder son’s reaction to (the father’s response to) the younger son’s 

homecoming.185 Returning from the field—where he was presumably working hard for 

the family estate (cf. 15:29)—the elder brother hears and inquires about the noise of 

celebration at the house (15:25–27). Upon learning that the jubilation centers around his 

younger brother’s return, the elder brother refuses to go in to join the rejoicing (15:28). 

Quite to the contrary, like the synagogue leader who was “vexed” (ἀγανακτέω) with 

Jesus for healing the bent-over woman on the Sabbath (13:14; see 2.4.1), the elder 

brother “becomes angry” (ὀργίζομαι, 15:28) just when others rejoice (cf. 13:17b; 15:23–

 

185 Green emphasizes this point, noting that Luke focuses on the “affective” response of both the father and 

the elder son. (Green emphasizes the contrast between compassion and anger but also recognizes the 

prominence of the joy-response of the father and household in the parable; see Gospel, esp. 578.) See 

similarly Inselmann, Freude, 254. 
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24, 32), prompting his father to go out to him and urge him to enter into the household’s 

jubilation.  

Both the father’s example and his reasoning with his elder son provide indications 

of the conditions that would enable the elder son—and, by extension, Jesus’s critics 

(15:1–2)—to join in rejoicing over the restoration of the “lost” to fellowship with the 

community. To show how this is so, I will begin by more closely examining the father’s 

immediate reaction to the returning prodigal son. Intratextual connections with other 

passages in Luke’s Gospel, I will argue, encourage readers/hearers to recognize love for 

the prodigal as a key part of what facilitates the father’s joy over this child’s restoration 

to the family (2.4.2.3.1). Turning to the father-son dialogue that serves as the 

(inconclusive) conclusion to this passage, I will next trace how the father’s appeal to his 

elder son in effect corrects this son’s (mis)interpretation both of what “necessarily” 

catalyzes joy and of the elder son’s own status within the household that has been 

(re)constituted by the father’s merciful love toward the prodigal (15:28–32; see 

2.4.2.3.2). These corrections open the way for the elder son to enter into the communal 

jubilation that he once criticized, experiencing the very emotional (re)formation of which 

Jesus’s critics also stand in need.186 

 

186 In relation to the situation that prompts Jesus’s teaching (15:1–3), this third parable suggests that those 

who currently grumble over his table fellowship with “sinners” (15:2) struggle to rejoice in part because 

they need a new (loving) disposition toward returning “sinners.” Such a disposition, moreover, would flow 

from recognition of (God’s recognition of) the membership of both groups—the “tax collectors and 
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2.4.2.3.1 The Father’s Immediate Emotional Reaction to the Younger Son’s Return: 

Compassionate Love, Restorative Recognition, and Rejoicing over Another’s Restoration  

 

I return, then, to the father’s response to his younger son’s homecoming, focusing 

here on the father’s most immediate reaction to this turn of events. Prior to running to 

meet this son and rushing to celebrate his return, “his father saw (εἶδεν) him and was 

moved by compassion (ἐσπλαγχνίσθη)” (15:20). Within the parable, the father’s 

emotional reaction to the prodigal’s homecoming obviously differs sharply from that of 

the elder son, who is instead moved by anger (ὀργίζομαι) when he first hears of his 

sibling’s return and the celebration that it has sparked (15:28). However, in the wider 

context of Luke’s Gospel, the father’s reaction to the sight of the prodigal is not without 

parallel. In fact, Luke’s/Jesus’s diction in 15:20 recalls the description of several other 

figures’ reactions to someone in need of restoration—including in a handful of Special L 

passages that, like this one (cf. 15:24, 32), involve salvation from some kind of death. 

Ultimately, these intratextual connections serve to underscore the father’s love for his 

younger son, a factor which proves essential—in more ways than one—to the father’s joy 

over this child’s return. 

 

 

sinners,” as well as the “Pharisees and scribes” (cf. 15:1–2)—in the one community of God’s people that is 

now (re)forming around Jesus. As the inclusion of repentant sinners makes clear, it is a community 

constituted by God’s merciful love—a fact that may threaten Jesus’s critics’ understanding of the terms of 

their own inclusion but that does not threaten their inclusion itself, if they will accept it on the terms on 

which it is offered.  
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For Luke’s readers/hearers, the very first verb with which Luke describes the 

father’s engagement with the returning younger son already bodes well. When he “sees” 

his son on the road home (εἶδεν, 15:20), the father perceives this wayward child in the 

same way in which, in multiple other passages, Jesus “sees” someone just prior to 

effecting his or her restoration/salvation. This pattern can be observed, for instance, in 

Jesus’s seeing and subsequent freeing/healing of the bent-over woman two chapters 

earlier (13:12; see 2.4.1; see also, e.g., 7:13; 17:14).  

To be sure, a report about “seeing” someone in need does not always portend that 

person’s restoration in Luke’s Gospel (cf., e.g., 9:49, 54; 10:31, 32). However, the 

father’s immediate emotional response to what he sees corroborates the impression that 

“seeing” has promising overtones in Luke 15:20. As already noted, the father “was 

moved by compassion” (ἐσπλαγχνίσθη) at the sight of his younger son returning (15:20).  

This verb, σπλαγχνίζομαι, appears only three times in Luke’s Gospel.187 In every 

case, it follows the act of “seeing” someone in need. In the two instances that occur prior 

to Luke 15, the one who sees and is moved with compassion proceeds to effect 

restoration in the situation in question. Moreover, in both cases this involves what is, in 

some sense, specifically a deliverance from death. The verb σπλαγχνίζομαι first describes 

Jesus’s affective response to the sight of the weeping widow of Nain (7:13), whose 

 

187 The connection is also noted, for example, by Johnson, Gospel, 237. On Jesus’s “seeing” in these 

contexts, see also Levine’s comment: “[T]he term indicates recognition that one who might be considered 

dead could become alive” (Short Stories, 59). 
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physically dead son Jesus promptly restores to life (7:11–17). A few chapters later, in one 

of Jesus’s most well-known parables, the same verb names the reaction of the good 

Samaritan to seeing the robbed and beaten man on the side of the road (10:33; cf. 10:31–

32). The sight and the subsequent emotion prompt the Samaritan to stop and help the man 

who had been left “half-dead” (ἡμιθανής, 10:30). In light of these earlier pairings of 

“seeing” and σπλαγχνίζομαι, when the father “sees” and “is moved with compassion” for 

his younger son (15:20), Luke’s readers/hearers are primed to expect the father to effect 

the (socially) “dead”188 prodigal’s restoration. 

The parallel to the good Samaritan also proves illuminating in another way for a 

study of the father’s affective response to his younger son’s return. As with the parables 

in Luke 15, Jesus tells the parable of the good Samaritan in response to a critical 

interlocutor (10:25–37). In Luke 10:25, “a certain lawyer” tries to test Jesus by asking 

what he must do to inherit eternal life. Jesus first replies by having the questioner himself 

summarize the Law, which he does—to Jesus’s satisfaction—in terms of love for God 

and love for neighbor (10:26–28; see Deut 6:5; Lev 19:18). The lawyer, “wanting to 

justify himself,” then asks a follow-up question: “And who is my neighbor?” (10:29). 

Jesus famously responds with the parable of the good Samaritan.  

It would be beyond my purposes here to discuss this well-known parable in detail. 

Two points are most relevant at present. First, to reiterate an observation made above, the 

 

188 I.e., νεκρός, 15:24, 32; see also 15:17, ἀπόλλυμι. 
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Samaritan is “moved with compassion” upon “seeing” the “half-dead” man, and he then 

acts to help this wounded man and to ensure his recovery (10:30, 33–35). Second, and 

equally important for interpreting the father’s reaction to the prodigal, we should note the 

question that Jesus poses to his interlocutor immediately after finishing the parable of the 

good Samaritan: Who in the parable “has been a neighbor to the man who fell among 

robbers” (10:36)? The lawyer replies that it was the “one who showed (ποιήσας) mercy 

(ἔλεος) toward him” (10:37), an answer which Jesus tacitly affirms by instructing the 

lawyer to “go and do likewise” (10:37). Given the narrative context, the implication 

would seem to be that being a neighbor—and, specifically, loving one’s neighbor as 

oneself in the sense that the Law requires (10:27; see Lev 19:18)—involves having 

compassion on (and consequently enacting mercy toward) those who are in need of 

restoration, even when this means crossing the sort of strong socioreligious boundaries 

that divided Jews and Samaritans in the first century (e.g., John 4:9). 

When we return to Luke 15, the parallels are fairly obvious. The father, like the 

good Samaritan, sees someone in need of salvation—in this case, his destitute younger 

son, who has been (in effect) “lost” and even “dead” to him (15:20, 24, 32; cf. 10:30, 33). 

Again like the Samaritan, the father responds to this sight by feeling and acting on 

compassion for the one in need of restoration (15:20, 22–24; cf. 10:33–35). Although 

Jesus does not explicitly say that the father loved his younger son, the good Samaritan—

like description of the father’s reaction to this son’s return supports the inference that the 
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father’s response specifically embodies a loving disposition toward the wayward child. 

What fuels the father’s mercy and undergirds his jubilation is, in short, love: the sort of 

active and boundary-crossing love that according to Jesus, fulfills the Law (cf. 10:27–28, 

37).  

With this basic insight in view, we can gain greater clarity about the relationship 

between love and joy-according-to-Luke by making a further distinction that, though not 

named by Jesus/Luke, is consistent with and sheds light on the parable. Love for the 

prodigal son helps to bring about189 the father’s joy over this child’s restoration in two 

ways, one indirect and the other more direct.  

First, the father’s love indirectly leads to his joy, insofar as love for the prodigal 

son prompts the father’s restorative action on behalf of the returning younger son, thus 

making possible this son’s reincorporation into the family. Thanks to the father’s position 

within the household, his move to restore the younger son is simultaneously the act that 

does restore the prodigal to the family. Since this restoration is itself the situation over 

which (according to the father) it is “necessary” to rejoice (cf. 15:32), we can say that 

love for the younger son indirectly makes possible the father’s joy over this child’s return 

 

189 I am focusing here on the father’s love as a key condition for facilitating his joy, but within the logic of 

the parable, his love is necessary but not sufficient to bring about the circumstances over which he rejoices. 

The younger son’s physical return to the household is also necessary for the father’s love to effect this 

child’s restoration to the family, for example. Within the parable, the father does not seem to have much 

direct influence over the availability of this necessary condition for the actualization of his love in the 

restoration of the prodigal to the family.  
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by helping to bring about the circumstances (i.e., full restoration of the prodigal to the 

family) over which the father rejoices.  

However, the father’s love for this child also facilitates his joy over the prodigal 

son’s restoration in a second, arguably more direct way. The father can experience the 

prodigal’s return and restoration to the family as joyous precisely because, for the father, 

the younger son is an object of compassionate love. Love for the prodigal renders the 

father able to recognize in the restoration of this child the renewed presence and potential 

flourishing of a loved good190—and hence to register and respond to this turn of events as 

joyous.  

The elder brother’s very different feelings about the same set of circumstances 

confirm that the father’s emotional response to the prodigal’s return, familiar though it 

may be in cultures shaped by this celebrated parable, is not the inevitable reaction to the 

homecoming of a wayward family member. There is no indication that the elder brother 

sees in the prodigal’s return the renewed presence and potential flourishing of some loved 

good and hence an appropriate catalyst for joy. While the father’s implied love for the 

prodigal leads him to bring about and rejoice over this son’s restoration, the elder son 

does not evince any love for his brother in his joyless reaction to this turn of events. To 

the contrary, the elder son takes such umbrage at the father’s (and the wider household’s) 

jubilation that he refuses even to be physically present at the celebration of his younger 

 

190 See again the quotation at the head of this chapter, from Thomas Aquinas, “Question 28. Joy,” 185, 187. 
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brother’s return (15:28). As with the joy-related foils of the infancy narrative (see chapter 

1), so also here: the contrastive juxtaposition of the father’s joy and the elder son’s lack 

thereof further clarifies the conditions that facilitate joy-according-to-Luke—in this case, 

specifically joy over an objectionable (br)other’s salvation.  

2.4.2.3.2 The Father-Son Dialogue in 15:28–32: Addressing Objections and Clarifying 

the “Necessary” Catalyst for Joy  

 

The father-son dialogue in 15:28–32 proves especially illuminating in this regard. 

The father responds to his elder son’s livid refusal to join the party by “going out” to him 

and “exhort[ing] him” (παρακαλέω, 15:28). We do not hear the content of the father’s 

appeal in verse 28, but given the conversation that follows, presumably he entreats his 

incensed son to come in and join the household’s rejoicing (cf. 15:28a, 32). A father-son 

discussion ensues, in which the elder brother specifies why he finds rejoicing 

inappropriate in the present case, while the father indicates that these objections are 

ultimately wrongheaded—and, further, that rejoicing is precisely what is “necessary” in 

such circumstances. To clarify the implications of their exchange for my study of the 

conditions that lead to joy-according-to-Luke, this subsection will analyze 15:28–32 and 

its immediate narrative context in three steps.  

First, I will set the stage for examining a key feature of the father-son dialogue by 

considering the use of possessive pronouns and familial terms earlier in the parable 

(2.4.2.3.2.1). Second, I will seek to clarify to what, exactly, the elder brother objects in 
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15:25–30, considering both his initial reaction to the report concerning his sibling’s fêted 

return and his subsequent complaint to the father (2.4.3.2.2). What moves the elder 

brother to anger just when others rejoice? Third and finally, I will trace how the father’s 

reasoning in 15:31–32 seeks to correct his elder son’s emotional response to the prodigal 

son’s return, inviting the irate elder son into the household’s joy (2.4.3.2.3).  

To anticipate my conclusions: particularly when interpreted in relation to the use 

of possessive pronouns and familial categories earlier in the parable, the elder son’s 

complaint and the father’s response to it suggest that the primary impediment to the elder 

son’s joy is his unwillingness and/or inability to recognize his own inclusion in the family 

that has been (re)constituted by the father’s merciful love toward the prodigal. 

Conversely, accepting his continued inclusion in this community—albeit on different 

terms than those that the elder son had thought secured his position in the family—would 

facilitate joy over the restoration of his erstwhile wayward brother, enabling the elder son 

to conform himself to the father’s normative emotional example. By recognizing his own 

inclusion, with the prodigal, in the family constituted by the father’s love, the elder son 

would become able to register the prodigal’s renewed presence as the restoration of his 

own brother, a loved good—and hence as a joy-conducive circumstance, not only for the 

father but also for the elder son himself.  
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2.4.2.3.2.1 Possessive Pronouns and Terms of Familial Relation in Luke 15:11–24 

 

Because possessive pronouns and terms of familial relation191 prove key to the 

analysis of the father-son dialogue that I will develop below (15:28–32), it is worth 

pausing first over Luke’s/Jesus’s careful use of these words earlier in the parable, 

especially in 15:11–24. At the very beginning of this parable, we learn of a “certain man” 

who “had two sons” (ἄνθρωπός τις εἶχεν δύο υἱούς, 15:11). Luke/Jesus does not describe 

their relationally defined identities through possessive pronouns either in this introduction 

or in the following account of the younger son’s demand for his inheritance and the 

father’s compliance with this request (15:12). Only when the younger son, far away and 

in dire circumstances, finally “comes to himself” (εἰς ἑαυτὸν δὲ ἐλθὼν, 15:17) do such 

pronouns begin to appear in the parable.  

At this point, the younger son—despite having made a series of disastrous moral 

and financial choices, to the detriment of his family192—emphatically thinks of his father 

as his father, as indicated by the prodigal’s reflection on the many hired hands “of my 

father’s” (τοῦ πατρός μου) who have plenty to eat (15:17). However, when imagining 

 

191 Commentators often remark on one or more aspects of this dynamic in the passage. See for example 

Bernadicou, “Lukan Theology of Joy (Revisited),” esp. 71, citing DuPont. For additional discussion of 

familial terms in this parable, including of how familial terms (esp. of sonship, but also brotherhood) link 

this parable also to the story of Zacchaeus, see Inselmann, Freude, esp. 337–38, among others. Levine 

(Short Stories) reads these familial categories quite differently than I do here; I will engage with her 

argument selectively in the notes.  
192 On the debate about how offensive his request for an early payout of his inheritance would have been, 

see note 183, above. For my purposes here, it is enough if we can conclude that his behavior is portrayed 

negatively within the parable, which seems obviously true.  
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what he will say to his father, the younger son does not claim the relational status that is, 

biologically speaking, due to him. Rather, he plans to go to his (“my”) father and address 

him as such (πάτερ, 15:18) only in order to acknowledge that he has in effect forfeited the 

relational identity implied by this address.193 “I am no longer worthy to be called your 

son,” the younger son anticipates saying; “make me as one of your hired hands” (ὡς ἕνα 

τῶν μισθίων σου, 15:19).  

When the younger son actually encounters his father, though, things do not unfold 

quite as planned. Luke/Jesus primes us to expect as much through the narrator’s 

description of the younger son’s action as going “to his own father” (πρὸς τὸν πατέρα 

ἑαυτοῦ, 15:20; note also ὁ πατὴρ αὐτοῦ later in the same verse): 

 

193 This is one way to read the passage, at least. Conversely, L. T. Johnson seems to hear in the opening 

address a plea for something more than what the son explicitly proposes: “Even as he requests this lesser 

status, the son uses the greeting, ‘Father,’ which evokes quite a different sort of response” (Gospel, 237). 

Similarly, Levine thinks that if the younger son were really trying to be accepted back as a hired hand, he 

would have addressed his father as κύριος (lord/sir); his word choice is thus manipulative: “As soon as he 

speaks the word [i.e., “Father”], he reinstates himself as a son, not a hired worker or slave” (Short Stories, 

63–64).  
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Table 22: Possessive Pronouns and Familial Language in the Younger Son’s Plan 

and Its Narrated Execution 

 

Younger Son’s Plan (15:17–19) Narrator on Execution of Plan (15:20) 

εἰς ἑαυτὸν δὲ ἐλθὼν ἔφη· πόσοι μίσθιοι  

τοῦ πατρός μου περισσεύονται ἄρτων,  

ἐγὼ δὲ λιμῷ ὧδε ἀπόλλυμαι.  
   ἀναστὰς πορεύσομαι πρὸς  

τὸν πατέρα μου  

καὶ ἐρῶ αὐτῷ·  

 

 

πάτερ, ἥμαρτον εἰς τὸν οὐρανὸν  

καὶ ἐνώπιόν σου,  

οὐκέτι εἰμὶ ἄξιος κληθῆναι υἱός σου·  

ποίησόν με ὡς ἕνα τῶν μισθίων σου. 

 

 

 

 

καὶ ἀναστὰς ἦλθεν πρὸς  

τὸν πατέρα ἑαυτοῦ.  

 

Ἔτι δὲ αὐτοῦ μακρὰν ἀπέχοντος εἶδεν 

αὐτὸν  

ὁ πατὴρ αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐσπλαγχνίσθη  

 

καὶ δραμὼν ἐπέπεσεν ἐπὶ τὸν τράχηλον  

αὐτοῦ καὶ κατεφίλησεν αὐτόν. 

 

 

The father’s initial signs of love toward his returned child support the narrator’s 

insistence on their continued familial connection (15:20). Nevertheless, notwithstanding 

his father’s demonstration of affection, the younger son promptly launches into his 

prepared speech, addressing his father as such only in order to acknowledge that he no 

longer deserves this relationship: “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you; I 

am no longer worthy to be called your son” (15:21).  

Like the narrator (15:20, 22a), however, the father proves unwilling to go along 

with his younger son’s redefinition of their relationship. The father does not allow the 

returning prodigal to finish his prepared apology,194 which would have gone on to 

 

194 There is a variant here regarding whether the son finishes his speech, but the textual evidence for his 

failure to do so is strong, and in any case the point is not essential to my argument here. 
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propose a new relationship through which the younger son would henceforth be part of 

the household only as a hired hand (μίσθιος,15:19). Further, the father also pointedly 

ignores everything the returning son has already managed to say on this score. Turning to 

his actual slaves (δούλους), the father instructs them to arrange and engage in a range of 

celebratory activities because “this son of mine (οὗτος ὁ υἰός μου) was dead and came 

back to life, was lost and has been found” (15:24). 

Table 23: Relational Overtones in the Father’s Exchange with the Younger Son 

 

Younger Son (15:21) Narrator (15:22a) Father (15:22b–24) 

εἶπεν δὲ ὁ υἱὸς αὐτῷ· 

πάτερ, ἥμαρτον εἰς τὸν  

οὐρανὸν καὶ ἐνώπιόν σου,  

 

 

 

 

 

οὐκέτι εἰμὶ ἄξιος 

κληθῆναι υἱός σου.  

 

 

εἶπεν δὲ ὁ πατὴρ πρὸς 

τοὺς  

δούλους αὐτοῦ· 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

ταχὺ ἐξενέγκατε στολὴν  

τὴν πρώτην καὶ ἐνδύσατε  

αὐτόν, καὶ δότε δακτύλιον  

εἰς τὴν χεῖρα αὐτοῦ καὶ  

ὑποδήματα εἰς τοὺς πόδας,  

καὶ φέρετε τὸν μόσχον τὸν  

σιτευτόν, θύσατε, καὶ  

φαγόντες εὐφρανθῶμεν, ὅτι  

 

οὗτος ὁ υἱός μου νεκρὸς ἦν  

καὶ ἀνέζησεν, ἦν ἀπολωλὼς  

καὶ εὑρέθη. καὶ ἤρξαντο  

εὐφραίνεσθαι.  

 

 

The father rejoices over the return of his wayward son, then, emphatically because this 

son is indeed and still his (beloved) son, the recovery of whom cannot but be a joyous 

occasion.  

From one perspective, the father’s use of possessive pronouns and familial 

categories in relation to his younger son bolsters the analysis of the father’s immediate 
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emotional response to the returning prodigal that I have articulated above. The father 

loves his younger son as his son and so moves to restore him to the family and rejoices 

over this restoration (2.4.2.3.1). From another angle, though, the use of relational 

language and possessive pronouns in these early verses also provides an illuminating 

point of comparison for examining the elder son’s angry reaction to the household’s joy 

and his subsequent complaint to the father (15:25–30).  

2.4.2.3.2.2 Why Is the Elder Brother Angry (and Not Joyful) in 15:25–30 (esp. 15:28–

30)? 

This brings me to the second issue raised above: Just what moves the elder 

brother to anger, rather than joy, when he learns of the prodigal’s return and the 

celebration that it has prompted? Before I demonstrate the relevance of possessive 

pronouns and familial terms here, I would bracket at the outset two potential objections 

that do not figure in the elder brother’s complaint, as well as two that, though they may 

contribute to the elder son’s ire, remain at most peripheral to his protest.  

Perhaps most basically, it should be noted that the elder brother does not object to 

jubilant festivities as such. By bitterly accusing his father of not giving him a young goat 

(never mind a fatted calf) with which to rejoice with his friends (εὐφραίνω, 15:29; cf. 

15:6, 9, 22–23), the elder brother unambiguously evinces his own (on his reckoning, 

thwarted) inclination toward communal jubilation. Indeed, for Luke’s/Jesus’s 

audience(s), the elder son’s reference to the unrealized possibility of “rejoicing with [his] 

friends” (ἵνα μετὰ τῶν φίλων μου εὐφρανθω, 15:29) evokes the double mention of 
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“rejoicing with” (συγχαίρω) “friends” (and neighbors) in the preceding two parables 

(15:6, 9), where such jubilation parallels God’s/heaven’s joy (cf. 15:6–7, 9–10). The 

communal rejoicing in the first two parables may differ in important ways from that 

which the elder son envisions for himself, 195 but the difference does not lie in the 

presence or absence of an inclination to rejoicing as such.  

Nor does the elder brother struggle to rejoice because of the absence of (or a lack 

of faith or hope regarding the possibility of) what Luke portrays as appropriately joy-

conducive circumstances: as in the synagogue leader’s response to the healing of the 

bent-over woman in Luke 13, such circumstances are established before the elder brother 

even (re)enters the narrative in 15:25. When the elder brother comes in from the field, the 

wayward younger son has already arrived, and the father has already authoritatively 

 

195 For example, both of the earlier references to communal rejoicing specify the finding of the lost as the 

prompt for joy, in human communities (15:6, 9) as in heaven (15:7, 10). The elder brother does not 

explicitly indicate what would have been the cause of celebration had he been given the opportunity to 

“rejoice with” his friends—unless perhaps his reference to his own faithful “slaving away” for his father 

suggests that the elder son’s fidelity would itself be the catalyst of their joy (15:29). Joy in this case would 

be more a reward due than a gift freely given—hence the elder son’s bitterness over not receiving the 

opportunity (in his view, owed to him) to rejoice/make merry with his friends. Moreover, though the elder 

son’s imagined party parallels the joy in Jesus’s earlier parables by being communally oriented, this son’s 

description of who would be included in the festivities may also suggest a contrast between his vision for 

joy and that enacted by his father (as well as by those who similarly celebrate the finding of the lost in the 

two preceding parables). The elder brother’s wish to have rejoiced with his “friends” (15:29) implies a less 

inclusive guest list than the “friends and neighbors” of 15:6 and 15:9—never mind the father’s invitation of 

the entire household to the celebration, apparently including slaves (15:22–23) and (if he becomes willing) 

the disgruntled elder brother (15:28–32). Relative to other cases of rejoicing in Luke 15, then, the elder 

son’s wished-for communal jubilation may be overly narrow, including only those with whom the elder son 

chooses to identify. In a similar vein, see L. T. Johnson’s suggestion that the brother’s mention of friends 

indicates that “he wanted [a kid] to celebrate with ‘his friends’—not with his father,” which on Johnson’s 

reading further illustrates how estranged the elder son is, despite his spatial proximity to his father (Gospel, 

238; see also, e.g., O’Toole, The Unity, 233). 
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recognized him as his own (15:20–24). The elder brother recognizes that he can do 

nothing more than react to this development as a fait accompli (15:30a). A situation that 

(according to Luke/Jesus/the father) should prompt joy is thus already given, and the 

elder brother is aware of this situation.  

Nevertheless, the elder brother—like the synagogue leader in Luke 13—cannot 

see the should-be joyous situation as joyous, despite the fact that he is not generally 

opposed to jubilation per se. What is his problem? Two other potential grounds for the 

elder brother’s anger merit mention here as possibly relevant to but not the primary focus 

of his struggle to rejoice: doubt about the sincerity of the younger son’s “repentance” and 

frustration over the timing of events.  

As noted above, scholars sometimes question the sincerity of the younger 

brother’s repentance—and not without reason.196 However, the elder brother does not 

overtly raise this issue when confronting their father. Such a concern may indeed be 

implicit in the elder brother’s complaint; at least, when describing the prodigal’s return in 

15:30a, the elder brother does not use terms that would clearly suggest repentance. 

According to the elder brother, the wayward son simply “came” (ἦλθεν)—not (as in some 

translations) “came back” (NRSV) or “came home” (NIV). However, even if the elder 

brother’s decision not to describe the event as a return home or a turning back may 

gesture toward some doubt about the genuineness of the prodigal’s apparent repentance, 

 

196 See note 184, above. 
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the elder brother never explicitly voices this worry. Instead, he focuses on the father’s 

and wider household’s response to the younger brother’s coming: the celebration of the 

effective restoration of the prodigal to the family (15:30b).  

The father’s language in 15:32 suggests that the elder brother’s inappropriate 

joylessness, again like that of the synagogue leader and his allies in Luke 13, arises from 

a (mis)understanding concerning what “is necessary” (cf. 13:14, 16; 15:32). However, the 

two passages highlight different loci of divergent judgments regarding such necessity. 

This observation relates to the second potential objection which figures obliquely, if at 

all, in the elder son’s complaint to his father. The elder son’s difficulty does not revolve, 

as the synagogue leader’s had, primarily around the timing of an otherwise recognizably 

joyous circumstance (cf. 13:10–17; see 2.4.1). Granted, in complaining about his father’s 

behavior, the elder son does make some use of temporal markers to underscore his point. 

“For these many years” the elder son has been (indeed, is still!)197 “slaving away” 

(δουλεύω) for his father, “never” either disobeying him or receiving from him even a 

young goat with which to rejoice/make merry (εὐφραίνω) with his friends (15:29). In 

contrast, “when”—indeed, as soon as—the younger son comes, their father shifts into 

party mode (15:30)! The long duration of the elder brother’s purportedly uninterrupted 

and unrewarded service, contrasted with the immediate jubilation over his wayward 

 

197 The elder son’s use of the present tense in Greek may imply “that the [elder] son still feels bound in 

slavery” (L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 238, emphasis original).  
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brother’s return, no doubt exacerbates the elder brother’s annoyance. Still, the timing of 

events is not the focus of his anger. 

In sum, the elder brother does not object to jubilation per se, nor does he deny the 

existence of the circumstances over which his father and other members of the household 

rejoice. Moreover, while he may hint at doubts about his sibling’s sincerity and at the 

way in which the timing of events exacerbates his sense of the injustice of the present 

party, neither of these issues forms the heart of the elder brother’s complaint. Instead, the 

elder brother takes umbrage primarily at the catalyst that has sparked his household’s 

present rejoicing—i.e., the return of the errant prodigal. Conflicting emotional responses 

to would-be joyous circumstances arise in this case on account of divergent judgments 

regarding whether or not the restoration of the “lost” to the family/community is in fact a 

turn of events that appropriately—even necessarily—prompts rejoicing (cf. 15:32).  

Of course, this conclusion raises the further question of why the elder brother thus 

(mis)judges the “necessary” emotional response to such circumstances. As previewed 

above, the elder brother’s protest shows—particularly through its use of possessive 

pronouns and familial categories—that his (mis)understanding about what is “necessary” 

in this case stems primarily from his own inability to locate himself within the 

community that has experienced the restoration of the prodigal. In other words, the elder 

son’s distorted judgments about and emotional responses to his sibling’s return ultimately 
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arise from confusion concerning the elder brother’s own status in the family into which 

the father has welcomed the prodigal son back.  

To see how this is so, it will be useful first to revisit the elder son’s complaint in 

15:28–30. As I will further discuss below, in 15:30, the elder son describes the father’s 

reaction to the prodigal son’s return as a response to “this son of yours (i.e., the father’s: 

ὁ υἱός σου οὗτος)”—a turn of phrase that clearly if bitterly acknowledges the reality that 

the father’s reception of the prodigal has indeed (re)established the prodigal’s status as 

son (15:30; cf. 15:24). In contrast, the elder brother obliquely voices doubts about his 

own place in the family that has been thus reconstituted by the father’s merciful love for 

the younger son. By his own account, the elder brother has not simply “worked hard” for 

the family estate. Rather, he has been “slaving away” (δουλεύω) for his father, without 

reward (15:29). As others have noted,198 the elder brother’s diction tacitly raises the 

question: Is the elder, uncelebrated son really a son at all—or is he, in effect, a mere 

slave, treated worse even than a hired hand (cf. 15:19)?  

The elder brother’s implicit self-characterization as slave may underlie another 

curious feature of his complaint. Despite the fact that the narrator (re)introduces the elder 

son specifically as the father’s (“his”) elder son (15:25) and despite the fact that servant 

who earlier reported the cause of jubilation to the elder son likewise described the father 

 

198 E.g., L. T. Johnson (“This son feels lower than the hired hands…; he sees himself as a ‘slave’” Gospel, 

238).  
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as “your”—that is, the elder son’s—“father” (15:27),199 the elder brother launches into 

his indignant rant without any address to his father as such. He begins instead with an 

abrupt, “Look here!” (ἰδού, 15:29). This is so, moreover, even though Luke/Jesus 

reminds us of the pair’s father-son relationship twice just before the elder son’s outburst 

begins (“his father,” ὁ ... πατὴρ αὐτοῦ, 15:28; “to his father,” τῷ πατρί αὐτοῦ, 15:29).  

In refusing to honor his father with that title, the elder son differs from the 

prodigal son—who, as already discussed, initially addresses his “father” as such even in 

his attempt to acknowledge his unworthiness of the relationship that this address implies 

(15:18, 21). Moreover, whereas the younger son was prepared to acknowledge his own 

effective disavowal of the father-son relationship, the elder son implies that the father is 

the one who has not duly enacted their relational tie.  

With this analysis of 15:29 in view, we can more fully appreciate the import of 

the elder son’s description of the prodigal in 15:30. In keeping with his positioning of 

himself as a slave within the household (15:29), the elder brother describes the recently 

returned prodigal not as “my brother” (cf. the servant’s account in 15:27: “Your brother”) 

 

199 As L. T. Johnson remarks, “There is a subtle touch in the phrasing, ‘your father’” (Gospel, 238). 

Inselmann points out that the servant does not report to the elder brother the (albeit interrupted) confession 

that the younger brother did make, and moreover it may be offensive that the elder brother only hears of the 

big news from a marginalized member of the household (Freude, 253–54, engaging with Eckey in 253–

54n47). One does wonder if more information or a different messenger would have made a difference; 

however, this sort of speculation may run the risk of overreading the parable. In any case, the father in the 

parable also does not bring up the attempted apology of the younger brother when reasoning with the elder, 

only the younger son’s restoration. The father’s omission of any comment about penitence arguably 

suggests that the elder brother “must” rejoice regardless of whether such a confession occurred (or was 

sincere, for that matter).  



 

379 

 

but rather as “this son of yours,” i.e., of the father’s (ὁ υἱός σου οὗτος, 15:30).200 This 

wording not only acknowledges the prodigal’s restoration to the household but also 

ignores any familial relationship between this reinstated son and his elder sibling.  

Of course, the elder brother is not wrong to describe the restored prodigal as the 

father’s son. In an earlier context the father was quite content—in spite of his younger 

son’s protestations (15:21)—emphatically to call the returned son his own (“this son of 

mine,” οὗτος ὁ υἰός μου, 15:24; cf. ὁ υἱός σου οὗτος, 15:30). Nor does the father reject 

the elder brother’s characterization of the younger brother as, indeed, the father’s son. 

The father does, however, reorient the controversy when responding to the elder son’s 

complaint. Specifically, the father refocuses attention on the question of the elder son’s 

own status in the family and his consequent relationship to the prodigal, confusion about 

which has led to the elder son’s inability to recognize the “necessity” of his entering into 

joy in the present circumstances.  

2.4.2.3.2.3 How Does the Father Foster Emotional Reformation in 15:31–32? 

 

Closer examination of the counterreasoning that the father deploys in his attempt 

to draw his angry son (back) into conscious participation in the family—and, more 

specifically, into willing participation in the household’s jubilation over the prodigal’s 

restoration—confirms the importance of the subtle but significant shifts in familial terms 

 

200 On the “very angry tone and distancing” here, see, e.g., L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 238. 
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and possessive pronouns that I have traced above.201 The father’s manner of responding 

to his angry child evinces the recognition that the elder son’s confusion about his (that is, 

the elder son’s) own status in the family has contributed significantly to his refusal to 

enter into the household’s joy.202 The father accordingly begins by addressing the elder 

son’s concerns about this son’s own position and treatment within the family (15:31; cf. 

15:29). Only after treating this point does the father take up the question of the 

“necessary” response to the prodigal son’s homecoming, not least in light of the 

prodigal’s brotherly relationship (still/again) with the elder son (15:32; cf. 15:30).  

Interestingly, in responding to the elder son’s complaints about his own status and 

treatment within the family, the father does not deny this son’s self-reported 

faithfulness.203 Like the ninety-nine sheep and the nine coins of the preceding two 

parables, the elder son indeed is not and has not been “lost”—at least, not in the way in 

which his brother was “lost” (15:24, 32). By implication—and notwithstanding common 

(and to some degree Lukan [Luke 12:1]) stereotypes about pharisaical hypocrisy—

Jesus’s teaching here does not directly contest the Pharisees’ and scribes’ greater 

 

201 On a more basic level, as Inselmann notes, the parable clearly assumes that affects/emotions can be 

changed/influenced (see Freude, 260); otherwise, why reason with the elder son at all? The father’s action 

thus implies that affective development is possible. 
202 The elder son’s sense of his own displacement in the family might theoretically have had other effects. 

After all, the father’s actual slaves appear to enter quite willingly into the jubilation over the prodigal son’s 

return (15:22–23). 
203 As noted, for instance, by Spencer, Luke, 396.  
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faithfulness relative to those whom they have derisively described as “sinners” (15:2; 

although cf. 18:9–14).  

At the same time, however, the father’s address to his son—and by extension, 

Jesus’s oblique address to his critics—does not wholly affirm the elder son’s description 

of the situation. Even as the father tacitly grants the greater fidelity of the elder son, he 

also implicitly questions the elder son’s account of this son’s own status and treatment 

within the family. Contrary to the assertion about the elder son’s de-facto status that is 

latent in his claim to have been “slaving away” for his father (δουλέω, 15:29), the father’s 

very first reported word to the elder son reaffirms that this son is and remains his father’s 

child, whom he addresses as such (“Child,” τέκνον, 15:31).204  

Furthermore, the father’s subsequent comments arguably even hint at an 

acknowledged difference between his relationships with his two sons, a difference that in 

at least some senses favors the elder son.205 The father describes the elder son as “always 

 

204 Cf. 3:8; 16:25; and (in a different formulation) 19:9. Compare the suggestion of Doole that τέκνον may 

also imply a charge of some immaturity (“Observational Comedy,” 203, citing Lombard). Although the 

KJV doesn’t use the word “child” in Luke 15:31, note also George Herbert’s poem “The Collar,” with 

language reminiscent of Luke 15:31 in the interjection that reorients the frustrated speaker’s closing lines 

(33–36):  

 But as I rav’d and grew more fierce and wilde  

       At every word,  

       Me thoughts I heard one calling, Childe:  

       And I reply’d, My Lord. 

See George Herbert, “The Collar,” in The English Poems of George Herbert, ed. Helen Wilcox 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 524–29, quoting here from 526, emphasis original.  
205 For a reading of the parable that emphasizes this point (with respect to the elder son within the parable 

and also, interestingly, with respect to the Pharisees and scribes whose criticisms Jesus is addressing), see 

Kilgallen, “The Elder Son.” Kilgallen goes so far as to say that “the Elder Son has had, and continues to 
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with” him (σὺ πάντοτε μετ᾽ ἐμοῦ εἶ, 15:31).206 This comment reinforces the suggestion of 

relational connection in the father’s opening address to this “child,” but it also 

differentiates their relationship from the father’s relationship to the newly returned 

prodigal—of whom (at least, thus far) it can hardly be said that he has been “always 

with” his father.  

The distinctive character of the father’s relationship with the elder son finds 

further expression in the father’s assurance to this child that “all that is mine is yours 

(singular: σά)” (15:31). This statement seems to confirm for the elder son that his 

inheritance—the portion of the family estate that the younger brother did not receive and 

spend on loose living (15:12–13)—remains just that: his, i.e., the elder brother’s.207 This 

is true, moreover, despite the father’s warm welcome of the younger son with signs of joy 

 

 

have joy, for he has the father with him always” (“The Elder Son,” 188). As Kilgallen himself may hint, 

this goes beyond anything the elder son realizes within the frame of the narrative. Compare Doole’s 

conclusion that “[t]he ‘righteous’ majority are the butt of the joke, as it is revealed that God operates 

contrary to their expectations” (“Observational Comedy,” 205). Doole draws on an earlier study by Susan 

Grove Eastman, in which (without Doole’s emphasis on the humor of the parables) she makes a similar 

theological point. See Eastman, “The Foolish Father and the Economics of Grace,” The Expository Times 

117.10 (2006): 402–5. 
206 Cf. also Psalm 73:23 (72:23 LXX: διὰ παντὸς μετὰ σοῦ) and context. 
207 Cf. the elder brother’s reference to “your [the father’s] estate” in 15:30; see also 15:12. Levine also 

concludes that the father in effect confirms to the elder son that his inheritance is not in jeopardy (Short 

Stories, 67). As Spencer remarks, the elder son “has nothing to lose here…, except the joy of reintegrating 

with a lost part of himself (‘this brother of yours was dead’) and reuniting with a fully restored community” 

(Luke, 396, emphasis original). In the father’s assurance to the elder son that all that is the father’s is the 

elder son’s, L. T. Johnson hears an implicit identification of “the elder son as a ‘friend’ with whom 

everything is held in common”—recalling Aristotle and anticipating the practices of the early community 

in Acts (Gospel, 239). 
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and even of full restoration into the family (15:20–24). Although Luke/Jesus does not 

draw out the point, it would seem to follow that, even if the father has indeed not given 

the elder son so much as a young goat for rejoicing with his friends (15:29),208 this is in 

the long run a trivial fact. The whole estate—what is left of it—belongs to the elder son. 

He will receive it in due course, presumably at his father’s death.  

Of course, if the father’s remaining estate is effectively the elder son’s, then it 

also follows that the considerable expenditure that the father authorized for the present 

party came out of the elder son’s inheritance. From this perspective, one might think that 

the elder son does have reason to be upset. Nevertheless, using the same language of 

“necessity” seen above in the controversy in Luke 13:10–17, the father proceeds to insist 

that the elder son ought to join in rejoicing. Turning from addressing the elder son’s 

complaint about how he has been treated (15:29;15:31) to responding to this child’s 

protest over his younger sibling’s reception (15:30/15:32), the father continues, “But 

(δὲ)”—notwithstanding the fact that the elder son remains his father’s child, always with 

him and heir of all that he still has (15:31)—“it was necessary (ἔδει) to rejoice/make 

 

208 Levine insists that “[i]t is going too far … to suggest that the fatted calf, ring, robe, and sandals 

presently belonged to the elder brother, and that the father was dipping into the [elder] brother’s inheritance 

to equip the prodigal,” since after all the elder son is not the sort who would commandeer his inheritance 

prior to his father’s actual death (Short Stories, 72–73). This last point may be true as far as it goes, but 

logically the expenditure on the party and the younger son still impacts what will be available for the elder 

son to inherit. In any case, it is a parable, so this whole line of debate may be pressing beyond the sort of 

questions that the form invites.  
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merry (εὐφρανθῆναι) and to rejoice (χαρῆναι)”209 over their wayward family member’s 

homecoming, “because this brother of yours was dead and is alive, and was lost and is 

found” (15:32). 

The father does not fully spell out the reasoning behind this second movement in 

his appeal. However, his diction in 15:32 suggests that what hinders the elder brother 

from accepting the father’s view of the matter is not only the elder son’s questioning of 

his own status within the household but also, and especially, the elder son’s consequent 

(mis)understanding of his relationship to the now-returned prodigal son, whom the father 

refers to as “this brother of yours” (ὀ ἀδελφός σου οὗτος, 15:32)—that is, the brother of 

the elder son. The father’s appeal to his elder son reasserts the interpretation of the two 

sons’ relationally constituted identities that the servant had assumed but that the elder son 

had implicitly tried to repudiate in his subsequent complaint (15:27, 30, 32).210 

 

209 Inselmann notes that from a grammatical point of view the use of an infinitive construction here has the 

interesting effect of making it unnecessary explicitly to specify “wer fröhlich sein und wer sich freuen 

sollte” (Freude, 255, emphasis original), which is true—although in my view the context (esp. the use of 

possessive pronouns and relational categories in 15:32) makes clear enough that the father is not merely 

defending the propriety of his and the household’s joy but also indicating that the elder son, too, ought to 

rejoice in this context.  
210 Or as Levine puts it, “The slave’s words reinforce the elder’s embeddedness within his family … but the 

elder does not, perhaps cannot, acknowledge these relationships” (Short Stories, 67). 
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Table 24: Relationships between the Brothers 

 

The father’s diction thus shifts the focus from the question of his own relationship to the 

two sons—the issue foregrounded by the elder son’s complaint (15:29–30)—to the 

question of the sons’ relationships to one another within the family that has been 

(re)constituted by the father’s merciful love.  

In short, by affirming not only (1) the elder son’s filial relationship to himself but 

also (2) this son’s fraternal tie to the prodigal, the father implicitly invites his elder son to 

share the loving disposition toward their younger family member that the father himself 

demonstrated immediately upon catching sight of the younger son coming home (15:20; 

see 2.4.2.3.1). Even if the father’s welcome of the prodigal has in some ways troubled the 

elder brother’s sense of the basis for his own status within the family, (1) the father’s 

response to the younger son has not in fact jeopardized the elder son’s status as son—

either with respect to his closeness to the father or with respect to his future inheritance 

Servant to Elder Brother 

(15:27) 

Elder Son to Father  

(15:30) 

Father to Elder Brother 

(15:32) 

 

 

ὁ ἀδελφός σου ἥκει,  

 

 

καὶ ἔθυσεν  

ὁ πατήρ σου  

τὸν μόσχον τὸν σιτευτόν,  

ὅτι ὑγιαίνοντα αὐτὸν 

ἀπέλαβεν.  

 

 

ὅτε δὲ  

ὁ υἱός σου οὗτος  

ὁ καταφαγών σου τὸν βίον 

μετὰ πορνῶν ἦλθεν,  

ἔθυσας αὐτῷ  

 

τὸν σιτευτὸν μόσχον. 

 

εὐφρανθῆναι δὲ καὶ 

χαρῆναι ἔδει,  

ὅτι ὁ ἀδελφός σου οὗτος  

νεκρὸς ἦν καὶ ἔζησεν, καὶ  

ἀπολωλὼς καὶ εὑρέθη. 
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(15:31). To the contrary, the only thing keeping the elder son from enjoying the closeness 

that he continues to share with his father is this son’s own refusal to come home and join 

in the household’s jubilation over the prodigal’s return. By following his father’s cue and 

(2) recognizing his brother as indeed still/again his brother, a loved-and-lost-one who has 

now been restored to the community to which the elder son also belongs, the elder son 

would come to see the return of this family member in terms more akin to his father’s 

description of it. It is not just the case that the father’s son has “come” from damaging 

and shameful wandering (15:30). Rather, the elder son’s own brother has been restored 

from death to life, from lostness to being found (15:32).211 This renewed presence and the 

potential future flourishing of a (should-be-)loved-one ought, of “necessity,” to trigger 

joy.  

2.4.2.4 Joy in Luke 15: Conditions for Joy over the Lost-and-Found  

In view of the clear parallels between the father’s response to his younger son and 

Jesus’s account of heaven’s (presumably exemplary) response to a repentant sinner (15:7, 

10), it seems safe to say that Luke/Jesus portrays the father’s perspective as the correct 

one. Indeed, it reinforces the propriety of Jesus’s own controversial table fellowship with 

“tax collectors and sinners,” complaints about which prompted this block of teaching (cf. 

 

211 L. T. Johnson rightly notes that “the father’s use of ‘this brother of yours’ represents a subtle correction 

of ‘this son of yours’” (Gospel, 239). See also Levine, Short Stories, 73. On the father’s reframing of the 

brothers’ relationship at the end of the parable, see also Bernadicou, “Lukan Theology of Joy (Revisited),” 

esp. 71, citing DuPont. On the verbal link to the necessity in 13:16, see L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 239. 
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15:1–2). Even so, as noted above, Luke 15’s last parable differs from the first two in that 

it does not open with a rhetorical question that implies the intuitiveness of the father’s 

reaction to the “finding” of his younger son. Given the exceedingly—from the elder 

brother’s perspective, inappropriately—generous character of the father’s behavior,212 the 

Pharisees and scribes to whose criticisms this block of teaching responds may well deem 

the father’s lavish mercy less intuitive than the anger that it evokes from the elder son. 

Within the narrative context of Luke 15, then, the father’s unanswered appeal to the elder 

son at the conclusion of the third parable doubles as Jesus’s standing invitation to his 

critics to change their minds, and hearts—and so to join, rather than grumble over, his 

joyous meals with returning “sinners.”  

However, just as we are not told whether the father’s exhortation “works” on the 

elder son in the parable, neither does Luke relate the response of Jesus’s critics to this 

parable within the narrative world of the Third Gospel. As others have suggested, the 

open-ended character of this passage likely serves rhetorical purposes.213 Be that as it 

 

212 It is clear that the elder brother resents the way in which his sibling is welcomed home—or more 

precisely, the elder brother resents what he perceives as a contrast between the father’s responses to the two 

sons. What is less clear is how the wider community within the parable, or Jesus’s audience within Luke’s 

Gospel, would have judged the father’s behavior. Spencer (citing Bailey) argues that even the father’s 

behavior on the way to meet his returning son would be socially degrading (Luke, 393). However, Levine 

strongly objects to such claims as insufficiently grounded historically and sometimes tending (albeit in 

many cases unintentionally) toward anti-Judaism (see Short Stories, 61–62). 
213 E.g., it invites Jesus’s (and Luke’s) audience(s) to ponder the father’s closing appeal for themselves. 

This is a common proposal (e.g., Bernadicou, “Lukan Theology of Joy [Revisited],” 71–72, engaging with 

DuPont, and also 78, quoting Rasco; see also Spencer, Luke, 396). As Rasco puts it, “Notre dernière 

parabole reste mystérieusement ouverte: les fils aîné a-t-il accepté l’invitation? Ce n’est pas la question par 
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may, given my study’s concern to identify the conditions that lead to joy in Luke-Acts, 

the pressing question for present purposes is not so much how the scribes and Pharisees 

do respond to Jesus’s parabolic teaching as what the passage suggests concerning the 

conditions that would enable them to rejoice over the salvation of (in their view, 

objectionable) other people.  

Extrapolating from the foregoing analysis of Jesus’s three parables, we can 

conclude that in Luke 15 the disagreement between Jesus and his critics about what 

qualifies as a “necessary” catalyst for jubilant table fellowship reflects deeper differences 

about (1) God’s purpose/disposition (especially in relation to “sinners”) 214 and, relatedly, 

(2) the scope and implications of membership in the community of God’s people. On 

another level, through his table fellowship practices and his parabolic teaching, Jesus 

implicitly asserts (3) his interpretive authority with respect to these first two matters—

 

 

laquelle il faut finir. Après avoir compris la joie indicible de Dieu, la vrai question nous concerne nous-

mêmes : acceptons-nous de toute notre âme de nous réjouir, avec Dieu et avec son Christ, de l’entrée au 

Royaume de notre frère pécheur?” (“Les Paraboles,” 183). 
214 Cf. Doole’s argument for seeing all three rounds of parabolic rejoicing as intentionally ridiculous, 

playing on common stereotypes of human beings’ illogical behavior, and thereby ultimately encouraging 

the audience to laugh at themselves and yet also to see this supposed folly as reflective of God’s ways 

(“Observational Comedy”). Thus, in relation to the third parable in particular, Doole says, “We call all 

laugh at the actions of the father because we see our own foolishness in him”; however, “the implied 

meaning of this joke is that God acts in the same foolish way” (Doole, “Observational Comedy,” 204). 
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and, by implication, also with respect to the Scriptures that inform his understanding of 

them.215  

These observations in turn suggest three conditions that would help those who 

currently grumble over Jesus’s table fellowship instead to enter into jubilation over the 

restoration of “sinners.” First, Jesus’s critics would need (1) love for the lost-and-found, 

whose rehabilitation into the community of God’s people is both effected and rendered a 

cause for joy by God’s own loving disposition toward them. Second, the more established 

members of this community also require (2) recognition of their shared belonging, 

together with the restored “lost,” in the community that is (re)constituted by God’s 

merciful love. Finally, these first two shifts in their thinking/feeling would, in the context 

of Luke’s Gospel, be bound up with a third: (3) acceptance of Jesus’s authority—

especially with respect to interpreting God’s disposition toward “sinners,” attested in 

Israel’s Scriptures as understood and enacted by Jesus. In the remainder of this subsection 

(2.4.2.4), I will briefly expand on each of these points before sketching how Luke 15 

illumines cases of joy(lessness) over others’ salvation elsewhere in Luke-Acts (2.2.2.5).  

 

215 With reference esp. to the final parable in Luke 15, Navone comments that “without making any 

christological statement, the parable reveals itself as a veiled assertion of authority: Jesus makes the claim 

for himself that he is acting in God’s stead, that he is God’s representative”—hence, “[t]he call to 

participate in God’s saving love and joy is issued through Jesus, the image of the Father who performs the 

works of the Father” (Themes, 85; the first part of this quotation also appears in Bernadicou, “Lukan 

Theology of Joy [Revisited],” 75, where it is attributed to Jeremias). On the christological import of Luke 

15, see also Rasco, “Les Paraboles,” 182. 
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First, and in multiple ways, (1) both God’s and God’s people’s love for those who 

need and receive salvation proves essential to “established” community members’ ability 

to rejoice over the restoration of the lost. On one level, like the father’s restorative love in 

the third parable, God’s love for “sinners” brings about the joy-conducive situation of the 

lost being restored to the community in the first place. Like the elder son, more 

“established” members of this community can neither effect or prevent others’ salvation. 

Their part is simply to react appropriately to the situation created by God’s restorative 

love. This relates to another level on which God’s love for “sinners” facilitates joy over 

their salvation. As with the father’s love for the prodigal son in the parable, it is God’s 

love for the lost that renders their salvation emotionally intelligible, specifically as a 

joyous turn of events—presumably for God, but also for any who take God’s disposition 

toward the lost-and-found to be a normative guide for their own responses to such lost-

and-found members of God’s people. In short, responding to other people’s restoration 

with the “necessary” joy would involve emotional conformity to God’s joy-facilitating 

love for these others (cf. 15:7, 10).  

Needless to say, such a response does not come easily to all. For those who—like 

the elder son in the parable and the scribes and Pharisees in Luke 15:2—have not so 

obviously strayed, it may feel as though the merciful salvation of “sinners” undermines 

(their understanding of the conditions of) their own continued membership in God’s 

people. The resulting cognitive dissonance can in turn create emotional disorder, 
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fostering a sense of bitter alienation rather than the ready jubilation that, according to 

Luke/Jesus/the father, is “necessary” in response to the restoration of the lost (15:32).  

As seen above, the father’s reasoning with the elder son addresses this confusion 

by reaffirming the elder son’s own filial status and by reminding him of his consequent 

relationship to the prodigal as brother (15:31–32). This paternal correction suggests a 

second condition that enables more established members of God’s people to rejoice over 

the restoration of the “lost.” Rejoicing over the salvation of the lost-and-found requires 

(2) recognition of one’s own inclusion within the community of God’s people to which 

the “lost” have been restored—even if that recognition may be rendered newly difficult 

by the ways in which the (re)inclusion of “sinners” complicates one’s understanding of 

the basis for one’s own status in this community.  

For the grumbling scribes and Pharisees in Luke 15, such a recognition would 

depend in part on accepting Jesus’s implicit claim to have—and, in his controversial table 

fellowship, to embody—an authoritative (counter)interpretation of God’s disposition 

toward sinners and of the terms of inclusion in the community of God’s people. These 

observations point to the third factor listed above as integral to Jesus’s critics’ potential 

movement into joy: (3) acceptance of Jesus’s authority in several interconnected contexts.  

Most obviously, Jesus’s teaching in Luke 15 implies a claim to interpretive 

authority with respect to God’s disposition toward (repentant) sinners. The concluding 

verses of the first two parables, with their descriptions of heavenly jubilation over a 
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sinner’s repentance (15:7, 10), clearly convey Jesus’s claim to know God’s disposition 

toward the penitent. Though the third parable does not so explicitly draw a connection 

between the father’s reaction to the prodigal son and God’s response to sinners, the 

parallels to the first two parables—together with, as Green suggests, the association of 

God with paternal language elsewhere in the body of Luke’s Gospel216—surely invite 

such an identification. All three parables, then, suggest Jesus’s claim to interpret 

authoritatively God’s own disposition toward “sinners,” giving this block of teaching 

clear “theological” overtones.217  

Further, though this passage does not relate to Scripture as obviously as does the 

Sabbath controversy in Luke 13:10–17 (2.4.1), subtle allusions within Luke 15 may again 

imply Jesus’s interpretive authority also specifically with respect to Israel’s Scriptures, 

the framework that informs his understanding of God’s posture toward the lost. In 

particular, as Green suggests,218 Ezekiel 34’s image of God seeking out his people—

scattered sheep whose shepherds have failed them—may lie in the background of the first 

parable in Luke 15. If understood as a fulfillment of Ezekiel’s vision of divine care for 

the wandering and inadequately led people of God, Jesus’s engagement with “sinners” 

 

216 Green, Gospel, 579, citing passages such as 11:1–13; 12:22–34. 
217 Green for example emphatically argues that this passage is primarily “theological” 569, though he at one 

point raises the question of whether there might be christological implications as well (575n215, emphasis 

original).  
218 On possible echoes of Ezekiel 34 in this passage, see Green, Gospel, 574–76; Johnson, Gospel, 240; and 

others. The allusion, if present, would also tacitly call into question the fidelity of the religious leaders in 

caring for God’s people.  
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appears not as impiously indiscriminate fellowship but rather as a reflection of God’s 

own disposition toward these people, attested in Scripture as Jesus interprets it. This 

intertextual connection further suggests that, here as elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, the 

larger interpretive framework provided by Israel’s Scriptures—when correctly interpreted 

in relation to (and, in this case, by) Jesus—helps would-be joyful characters to make (the 

right) emotional sense out of otherwise disorienting events, facilitating movement into 

appropriate joy-according-to-Luke.  

Still more might be said about Jesus’s authority in this passage. In particular, if 

Ezekiel 34 does lie in the background of Luke 15:3–7, then as Green points out it may be 

telling that Jesus is the one doing the seeking out of the lost that Ezekiel attributes to the 

LORD.219 It would be beyond the scope of my project to consider Green’s tentative 

suggestion and its christological implications in detail. His comment on this point merits 

mention here, however, because it reinforces the impression—suggested by the foregoing 

analysis of Luke 15 and, above, of Luke 13:10–17 (2.4.1)—that joy-according-to-Luke is, 

in at least some contexts and perhaps in multiple ways, inextricably bound up with 

Luke’s understanding of Jesus’s identity and mission.  

This last point finds additional corroboration as Luke’s narrative unfolds. Already 

within the body of Luke’s Gospel, several pericopes in the last cluster of joy-related 

passages treated below confirm and further elucidate the link between joy-according-to-

 

219 Green, Gospel, 574–75.  
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Luke and responses to Jesus (see 2.5). Before I take up that third set of passages and the 

various other conditions for joy-according-to-Luke that it highlights, though, it may be 

helpful to outline how my conclusions about Luke 15 relate to the portrayal of what 

facilitates joy over the salvation of (objectionable) others elsewhere in the Lukan corpus.  

2.4.2.5 Joy and the Lost-and-Found Elsewhere in Luke-Acts: Brief Observations 

As one might expect given the considerable narrative space devoted to it, Jesus’s 

threefold parabolic teaching in Luke 15 proves pertinent to numerous other passages both 

in the Gospel and in Acts. To show how this is so, as in my analogous overview above of 

joy and trials in Luke-Acts (see 2.3.3), so also here: I will first highlight relevant passages 

in the Gospel that might not otherwise come into view in a study of joy-according-to-

Luke and then briefly discuss related passages in Acts.  

Within Luke’s Gospel, the parables of Luke 15 offer one of Jesus’s more 

extensive responses to a complaint that, as mentioned above, comes up repeatedly over 

the course of Jesus’s earthly ministry: Jesus (inappropriately, in the view of his 

detractors) eats with “(tax collectors and) sinners” (e.g., Luke 5:27–32; 19:1–10). 

Through its use of the verb εὐφραίνω—which the father eventually sets in parallel with a 

more clear-cut joy term χαίρω and contextualizes as a “necessary” response to the finding 

of the lost (15:32)—the parable in Luke 15:11–32 prods Luke’s/Jesus’s audience(s) to 

interpret Jesus’s controversial table-fellowship practices in a specific way. The meals 

with “sinners” are expressions of joy, i.e., appropriate and even “necessary” joy over the 
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restoration of the erstwhile lost to the community of God’s people.220 What is more, Luke 

15 not only provides an extended explanation of Jesus’s table-fellowship practices but 

also, especially through the father-son dialogue with which the third parable closes, offers 

a clear invitation for the spiritual-emotional reformation of those who criticize him in this 

matter.  

In Luke 15 as in the several other passages that relate similar conflicts elsewhere 

in this Gospel (e.g., 5:27–32; 19:1–10), the meal-related controversy centers around intra-

Jewish divisions. Should (Jewish) “sinners” be welcomed into table fellowship with more 

upstanding (Jewish) members of the community of God’s people, Israel? Considered 

from another angle, though, Jesus’s response to the conflict in Luke 15 also anticipates 

the ways in which the burgeoning church will resolve analogous questions in Acts, as the 

community constituted by God’s merciful love continues to expand in even more 

disorienting ways.221  

 

220 Wright for example emphasizes the role of communal, embodied expressions of joy, including feasting 

(eucharistic and otherwise) in the NT’s vision of joy (see “Joy,” esp. 42, 48, 56–57, 59–60; Wright points 

out that this is consistent with “creational and new creational monotheism” [59]). On meals and joy 

specifically in Luke, see also Navone, Themes, 77–80; Conver, “The Portrayal,” passim; and several of 

Bernadicou’s treatments of Lukan joy. See esp. his extended discussion of Luke 14–15 in “Lukan Theology 

of Joy (Revisited).” 
221 In Acts, as in Luke’s Gospel, eating with morally/socially/religiously objectionable others becomes, on 

the one hand, a sign of celebrating their inclusion in the community and on the other hand, a point of 

contention with those who do not yet accept the interpretation of God’s disposition toward these erstwhile 

outsiders that underwrites such table fellowship. See esp. Acts 10:10–16, 28, 34–35, 44–48; 11:1–18; 15:6–

11. The relevance of Luke 15 to the issue of gentile-inclusion in Acts is noted by others (e.g., Story, 

Joyous, 89). I should note that I am not advocating for a Jew/gentile interpretation of the two brothers 

within the parable; on the exegetical and pastoral/interfaith difficulties created by such readings, see esp. 

Levine, Short Stories, esp. 32–37. 
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In Acts, Samaritans’ and gentiles’ inclusion in the community of God’s people 

that is (re)forming around Jesus and his witnesses prompts these once-excluded groups to 

rejoice (Acts 8:8; 13:48, 52; 16:34). Some Jewish believers join in rejoicing over the 

salvation of these new members of the community (11:23; 15:3), a turn of events that 

leads—again recalling Luke 15—to table fellowship as a concrete (and presumably 

jubilant) expression of new community members’ inclusion among God’s people (e.g., 

Acts 11:3). However, like the Pharisees and scribes and the elder son in Luke 15, some 

established members of the community in Acts initially resist this joyful feasting (see 

Acts 11:2). Some—including specifically (believing) Pharisees (Acts 15:5; cf. Luke 

15:2)—at first respond to the news of gentile inclusion with objections rather than 

jubilation. They protest what they view as inappropriate forms of fellowship with 

(former) outsiders and/or the overly lax terms of these outsiders’ incorporation into the 

community (Acts 11:1–3; 15:1, 5).  

The solution that the early church finally reaches in Acts looks notably similar to 

that which Jesus models and encourages in Luke 15. The narrative of Acts suggests that 

those who struggle to rejoice over the inclusion of erstwhile outsiders need to recognize 

and conform to God’s normative (even if, to them, counterintuitive) posture toward these 

(in their judgment, objectionable) “others” who have come to faith in Jesus. Consistent 

with what we have observed in Luke 15, characters in Acts discern God’s disposition in 

such cases partly through the witness of Scripture, correctly (re)interpreted (e.g., Acts 
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15:15–19), and partly through observing God’s own initiative toward (former) 

outsiders—an initiative embodied in Jesus’s ministry in Luke but in Acts often marked 

by the sending of the Holy Spirit upon new members of the community (e.g., 10:47; 

11:17; 15:8; see also 15:28).  

In Acts, as in Luke’s Gospel, accepting God’s acceptance of seemingly 

objectionable others may require more established community members to rethink the 

terms of their own inclusion in the community (e.g., Acts 10:28, 34–35; 15:6–11). 

However, as for the elder son whose status as “child” the father explicitly affirms in Luke 

15:31, the required shift in their self-conception does not in itself jeopardize existing 

community members’ inclusion in God’s people. Rather, the only thing hindering these 

objectors’ active participation in the community and its jubilation is their own resistance 

to the joy-facilitating love for others by which God has included both them and these 

“others” in the one community that is being (re)constituted by God’s mercy around Jesus 

and his witnesses.  

2.4.3 Conclusion: Joy over Others’ Restoration in Luke 13–15  

In short, Jesus’s example and teaching in Luke 15 prepare his followers (and 

Luke’s readers/hearers) not only for the socially surprising shape of the remainder of 

Jesus’s earthly ministry (e.g., 19:1–10; see 2.5.4) but also for the still more befuddling 

extension of the community of Jesus’s followers in Luke’s second volume. Bearing in 

mind this broader narrative relevance of the motif of joy over others’ salvation, I return 
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now to the body of Luke’s Gospel to conclude this section by summarizing my findings 

regarding the conditions that facilitate joy-over-others’ restoration in both Luke 13:10–17 

and Luke 15.  

To review: Unlike most of the passages discussed earlier in this study, the story of 

the bent-over woman in Luke 13:10–17 and the three parables about rejoicing over the 

lost-and-found in Luke 15 focus less on the joy(lessness) of the person/thing who is 

immediately impacted by the advent of joyous circumstances and more on the 

joy(lessness) of others who observe this development. This distinctive emphasis in turn 

draws attention to a narratively new complication for joy-according-to-Luke. Entering 

into appropriate joy can be difficult, these passages suggest, not only when one receives 

disorienting good news about one’s own situation (see chapter 1) or faces trials that 

betoken still future/eschatological joyous circumstances for oneself (see 2.3) but also 

when one takes umbrage at someone else’s present reception of joy-conducive 

circumstances—including the reception of salvation, broadly construed.  

Luke 13:10–17’s and Luke 15’s focus on joy(lessness) over others’ already-

accomplished salvation affects which conditions for joy-according-to-Luke play the most 

prominent role in these passages. As shown, these passages’ contextualization of 

problematic joy(lessness) after the advent of joy-conducive circumstances renders 

superfluous certain conditions for joy that have proven essential elsewhere in Luke’s 

Gospel, such as faith/trust or hope concerning God’s future action to bring about joyous 
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situations. Instead of a failure in faith/trust or hope, the inappropriate joylessness of 

Jesus’s interlocutors in Luke 13:10–17 and Luke 15 arises from their confusion about 

how a present, would-be joyous circumstance relates to what is “necessary,” whether 

with respect to the timing of a joyous event (2.4.1) or with respect to the catalyst for 

communal rejoicing (2.4.2).  

Moreover, Jesus’s response to his detractors’ mistaken understanding of what is 

“necessary” sheds light on several conditions that would facilitate their joy over another’s 

experience of salvation. Three of the interrelated conditions for joy figure in both 

passages and prove relevant to facilitating joy elsewhere in Luke-Acts: (1) a correct 

interpretation of would-be joyous events in relation to the hermeneutical framework 

provided by Israel’s Scriptures; (2) an accurate conception of the scope and implications 

of membership in God’s people; and (3) an adequate understanding of Jesus’s 

identity/mission and his consequent authority to interpret these (and other) matters.  

The Sabbath setting of Luke 13:10–17 orients this passage especially toward the 

issue of recognizing what is “necessary” through a right interpretation of present events 

in relation to Scripture—including both scriptural laws concerning Sabbath observance 

and also the underlying narrative of Scripture, the broader sweep of salvation history in 

which Luke locates Jesus’s own ministry. As elsewhere in Luke-Acts—from Zechariah’s 

movement into joy to the disciples’ eventual joy on Easter, and beyond—making the 
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appropriate emotional sense of a would-be joyous event requires, in part, correctly 

interpreting the circumstances in question in relation to Scripture (rightly interpreted).222  

Though Luke 15 may obliquely corroborate this point through echoes of Ezekiel 

34, Jesus’s three parables about the lost-and-found more strongly emphasize the ways in 

which an accurate conception of the scope and implications of membership in God’s 

people helps to facilitate joy over others’ salvation. Foregrounded in Luke 15 through the 

use of familial language and possessive pronouns in the third parable, this theme is also 

(albeit more briefly) raised in Luke 13:10–17 through Jesus’s description of the bent-over 

woman as a “daughter of Abraham” who, as such, was “necessarily” healed on the 

Sabbath (13:16). As previewed above (2.4.2.5), this cluster of issues—who is included in 

God’s people, on what terms, and with what implications—will resurface later in Luke 

(e.g., 19:1–10) and especially in Acts, where correct understanding of these points, with 

respect to both oneself and others, again helps to facilitate joy over (even seemingly 

objectionable) others’ salvation.  

In both Luke 13:10–17 and Luke 15, Jesus’s insistence on behavior that some 

deem objectionable—whether a Sabbath healing or table fellowship with “tax collectors 

 

222 That is, of course, Israel’s Scriptures as Jesus interprets those Scriptures and embodies them in his 

ministry: doubtless, Jesus’s critics in both passages at least start out seeing themselves as the ones who 

rightly understand the extent and implications of membership in the community and who correctly interpret 

God’s perspective on the situation in question—a self-understanding presumably based in part on the 

testimony of Scripture as they interpret it. Conversely, Jesus’s (to them, objectionable) behavior implies 

counterinterpretations of these matters, counterinterpretations that he more fully articulates and defends in 

his response to joyless bystanders’ grumbling. 
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and sinners”—also entails a claim to authority on his part. Luke assumes that Jesus’s 

interpretation of Scripture and of the times, as well as of the boundaries and implications 

of membership in God’s people, is authoritative, even when Jesus’s judgment on these 

matters runs counter to others’ views. The narrator’s reference to Jesus as “Lord” in 

13:10 (cf. 6:5) and the possible echoes of Ezekiel 34 in Luke 15:1–7 suggest that, for 

Luke, it is specifically Jesus’s own distinctive mission and identity—particularly his 

unique relatedness to the God of Israel—that authorizes him to judge when and for whom 

it “is necessary” to bring about salvation and to rejoice over this turn of events.223 In this 

way, Luke’s narrativization of the conditions that facilitate appropriate joy is not 

ultimately separable from Luke’s Christology—a claim that proves true in still other 

ways in several of the passages to which I now shift my attention (see esp. 2.5.3–4). 

2.5 Joy and Wealth in the Travel Narrative: The Danger of Wrongful 

Rejoicing and Conditions for (Appropriate) Joy-according-to-Luke in the 

Context of Economic Prosperity  

People must obviously unite their efforts to secure 

at least a minimum of relief, well-being, security 

and justice, necessary for happiness, for the many 

peoples deprived of them. Effort should be made 

not to forget this fundamental duty of love of 

neighbor, without which it would be unbecoming to 

speak of joy.  

 

223 To put the point in terms of a condition for joy-according-to-Luke that comes up more explicitly 

elsewhere in the Gospel, perhaps one could say that acceding to Jesus’s authoritative interpretation of these 

matters would be what it would look like, according to Luke, for these bystanders to respond obediently to 

God’s intervention (through Jesus) to bring about joy-conducive circumstances in others’ lives. 
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—Pope Paul VI, Gaudete in Domino: On Christian 

Joy 

 

Each of the four passages treated in this subsection—two narrative teachings 

(12:16–21; 16:19–31) and two narrated encounters (18:18–30; 19:1–10)—foregrounds a 

wealthy man who rejoices well, badly, temporarily, or not at all, depending in large part 

on his handling of one or more conditions for proper joy-according-to-Luke. The latter 

two passages, relating the rich ruler’s and Zacchaeus’s encounters with the Lord, 

particularly reinforce the connection between joy and characters’ responses to Jesus. All 

four passages further develop Luke’s portrayal of other factors that contribute to rejoicing 

elsewhere in his Gospel, such as rightly oriented hope and obedient responsiveness to 

divine intervention, including as mediated by Scripture. Consistent with their thematic 

focus on wealthy characters, these passages also introduce conditions for joy not 

foregrounded in the material surveyed thus far, particularly related to would-be joyful 

characters’ attitudes toward possessions and/or toward (especially poor) others.224  

Beyond simply filling out the narrative treatment of how various factors 

contribute to or hinder appropriate jubilation in Luke-Acts, these wealth-related passages 

also pointedly draw attention to the danger of rejoicing badly. Though the problem of 

 

224 “Poverty and renunciation are preconditions for Christian joy, which indicate its trans-temporal origins” 

(Navone, Themes, 75). This may be an overstatement, but if so, it is an overstatement that is not without 

some basis in Luke’s narrative. 
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inadequate joy is not entirely absent earlier in Luke’s narrative,225 the first two passages 

considered below particularly foreground this pitfall (see on 12:16–21 in 2.5.1 and on 

16:19–31 in 2.5.2). It turns out that, according to Luke, one can fall short of proper joy 

not only by failing to rejoice in what should be recognized as joy-conducive 

circumstances, whether for oneself or for others, but also by rejoicing (or seeking to 

rejoice) wrongfully.  

This observation bears emphasizing because the very idea of errant “joy” may 

seem counterintuitive to many today, not least speakers of languages (such as English) 

that lack a clearly “negative” joy term (cf., e.g., German’s Schadenfreude). However, as 

discussed in the introduction, Luke-Acts reflects the insight that “joy” itself is morally 

ambivalent.226 Joy’s moral quality in particular cases is determined in Luke-Acts by 

factors such as its grounding and orientation. The possibility of “rejoicing badly” arises 

from the link between joy and other aspects of discipleship. Thus, for example, joy that is 

sought and/or attained in connection with disordered love or reductively this-worldly, 

selfish hope distracts certain rich men in the body of Luke’s Gospel from—and 

ultimately inhibits their access to—other potential objects of hope and love that would 

have made for more fitting and sustainable jubilation.  

 

225 As seen above, joy that is in some way problematic is present, for example, in the parable of the sower 

(8:13) and—in a certain sense—in the return of the seventy(-two) (10:20). 
226 I prefer “morally ambivalent” to “morally neutral” (cf. Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 169) because in 

concrete cases Luke portrays joy as either praiseworthy or blameworthy—not neutral.  
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The four passages treated below are diverse from the perspective of source-

critical and form-critical analysis, and much more could be said about each of them in its 

own right than space will permit here. Focusing specifically on the motif of joy(lessness) 

and the patterns that emerge across these several emotionally charged passages involving 

“rich” (πλούσιος) men, I will argue that Luke has ordered and redacted these passages 

such that they effectively build on each other within his narrative.227 One can discern a 

progression across these passages toward clarifying the conditions for appropriate joy 

with regard to the handling of wealth. To provide context for the detailed analysis of each 

pericope below, I will here sketch the general trajectory of these passages, from totally 

failed joy to right rejoicing-according-to-Luke.  

The first three passages illustrate decreasing degrees of “failed” joy. First, a “rich 

fool” plans to rejoice in a problematic way, and the jubilance he forecasted for himself 

proves altogether unattainable (Luke 12:16–1; see 2.5.1). Second, in what might be 

viewed as a slight improvement, Lazarus’s wealthy neighbor successfully rejoices 

 

227 Navone gestures toward this point when he notes that “[t]he joy of Zacchaeus’ response to the call to 

salvation contrasts with the sadnes of the rich ruler who cannot bring himself to giving all his goods to the 

poor (18, 18–25),” as well as “with the plight of the rich fool (12, 16–21) who has completley missed the 

trans-temporal significance of life and has consequently closed imself off from genuine fulfillment” 

(Themes, 86). See similarly Bernadicou’s discussion of the “contrast between Zacchaeus’ jubilant response 

to Jesus and [the response of] various categories of men who wall themselves within the confines of 

possessions and time-bound security” (“Lucan Theology of Joy,” 88). Bernadicou further develops the 

same theme in a later article, where he reflects that Zacchaeus’s giving up of material possessions proves 

that his conversion is genuine and “differentiates him from the fool who plans to secure himself in his 

private wealth (12, 16–21), from Dives who failed to respond to the need of Lazarus (16, 19–31), and from 

the rich man whose very unwillingness to part from his ealth (18, 18–23) spells sadness in place of joy” 

(“Lukan Theology of Joy [Revisited],” 63; see also 78–80).  
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throughout his earthly life, but his selfish joy proves unsustainable, limited to only this 

life (16:19–31; see 2.5.2). Following these Special L passages, Luke includes a third 

negative example: the Triple Tradition story of a rich man (in Luke, a rich ruler) who 

seeks guidance from Jesus about how to “inherit eternal life” (18:18). Though this ruler 

comes closer to entering into the sort of joy that Luke-Acts portrays favorably, even he 

ends up feeling great grief (18:23) rather than joy. He cannot (yet) bring himself to accept 

the conditions of proper joy-according-to-Luke, particularly with regard to his 

relationship to wealth, the poor, and Jesus (18:18–30; see 2.5.3). Below, I will examine 

each of these passages in turn, attending to the distinctive nuances of each as well as to 

their thematic interconnection and the way in which the sequence of negative examples 

shows a progression toward what Luke portrays as fitting jubilation.  

After discussing these three instances of failed joy and the conditions for joy that 

are or are not realized in each instance, I will consider the fourth Lukan passage that 

involves joy and a rich man: Jesus’s encounter with Zacchaeus, whose “successful” 

movement into joy is narratively affirmed (19:1–10; see 2.5.4). This last (and at last, 

positive) example in some ways continues and completes the series begun with the three 

decreasingly negative cases. Interestingly, though, Luke’s account of Zacchaeus’s 

movement into joy also complicates the inferences that might be drawn from the earlier 

rich men’s joy(lessness). Through its placement of joy relative to factors such as self-

divestment and receptivity to divine intervention, including as mediated by Jesus, this 
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passage prevents Luke’s treatment of joy and wealth from devolving into a moralistic 

formula and instead sets these questions into a more explicitly theological and 

christological context.  

2.5.1 Failed Enjoyment: The Parable of the Rich Fool (12:16–21)  

As evident from the preceding overview, the cumulative effect of these passages 

involving joy and wealth becomes clearest if one considers them in their narrative order 

within Luke’s Gospel. I begin, accordingly, with the interweaving of the motifs of joy 

and possessions in the parable of the rich fool (12:16–21). Though provided with 

circumstances that might have proven conducive to joy, the rich fool does not manage to 

rejoice at all: his projected joy is, as far as Luke/Jesus tells us, never realized. Through 

his apparently total failure to enter into the jubilation that he planned for himself, this first 

rich figure provides a baseline against which other rich men in Luke-Acts can be 

measured with respect to their joy or lack thereof.  

As an entry point into considering this passage and its import for my study of 

what leads to joy in Luke-Acts, I will begin by locating the (planned) joy in this parable 

and remarking on how the parable’s implied criticism of the rich fool’s scheme highlights 

the moral ambivalence of joy in Luke-Acts (2.5.1.1). I will then analyze how the 

narrative context immediately preceding this parable frames its teaching about 

possessions (2.5.1.2). Returning to the details of the parable, I will argue that the rich 

fool’s negatively portrayed and ultimately failed scheme for joy has the effect of 
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nuancing the conclusions that might be drawn from earlier passages concerning how hope 

figures among the conditions that lead to joy. In particular, this parable underscores the 

need for joy-facilitating hope to be rightly grounded and appropriately (eschatologically) 

far sighted (2.5.1.3). Finally, I will show how Jesus’s teaching following this parable 

intensifies its demands concerning possessions in the context of the life of discipleship, 

thereby anticipating the further development of these themes in subsequent joy- and 

wealth-related passages (2.1.4–5).228  

2.5.1.1 The Parable of the Rich Fool: Wealth and a Total Failure in Enjoyment  

Bracketing off the broader narrative context for the moment, it may be helpful to 

begin with the parable proper and the question of joy’s place within it. Jesus tells of “a 

certain rich man” (ἄνθρωπος τὶς πλούσιος) whose land produced well (12:16). The bulk 

of the parable consists of this man’s conversation with himself about what he should do 

with this abundant harvest (12:17–19), which exceeds his present storage capacities 

(12:17). He decides to tear down his barns and build larger ones, in which he will store 

“all (πάντα) the wheat” as well as his “goods” (ἀγαθά) (12:18)—a plan which, as Green 

 

228 For two interpretations of some or all of this passage that attend to an emotion other than joy, see F. 

Scott Spencer, “To Fear and Not to Fear the Creator God: A Theological and Therapeutic Interpretation of 

Luke 12:4–34.” Journal of Theological Interpretation 8.2 (2014): 229–34; as well as John A. Darr, 

“Narrative Therapy: Treating Audience Anxiety through Psychagogy in Luke,” Perspectives in Religious 

Studies 39.4 (2012): 335–48. 
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suggests, may implicitly underscore both the man’s great wealth and his greed.229 This 

solution to his present storage problem also provides the basis for a longer-term scheme: 

secure in his possession of “many goods” (πολλὰ ἀγαθὰ) that will last “many years” (ἔτη 

πολλά), the rich man plans to tell his “soul” (ψυχή), “Rest, eat, drink, and εὐφραίνου” 

(12:19).  

That last term—the second-person singular passive imperative form of 

εὐφραίνω—merits comment here, as the passage’s clearest reference to “joy.” Given the 

narrative context, the rich man’s self-exhortation presumably refers to being “joyed” in 

the context of jolly feasting. As multiple English translations230 put it, “Be merry!” The 

parable’s denouement will call the rich man’s projected joy into question, but this should 

not lead us to overlook the fact that he does plan for a sort of “joy.”  

Lest it be thought that Luke portrays jolly feasting as an inherently inappropriate 

or at least inferior form of joy,231 it should be remembered that elsewhere in Luke-Acts, 

εὐφραίνω does sometimes name a narratively affirmed sort of jubilation. Admittedly, in 

at least one case, the context in which Luke uses εὐφραίνω positively does not appear to 

involve this-worldly merry-making (Acts 2:26, quoting Ps 15:9 LXX; see chapter 4). 

However, even when the merriment in question does involve literal, temporal feasting, 

 

229 According to Green, the plan implies greed because the man’s decision to store his abundant crop 

suggests that he is withholding his produce from the market in anticipation of being able to charge higher 

prices at a later time (Gospel, 490–91).  
230 E.g., KJV, NRSV, NIV. 
231 Conver, for instance, agrees that feasting as such is not the problem here (“The Portrayal,” 149–50). 
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Luke does not always depict such jubilation as worse than or incompatible with other 

forms or expressions of joy. This point finds clearest confirmation in Luke 15:32. As 

discussed above, the father in the parable of the two sons sets εὐφραίνω in parallel with 

χαίρω and indicates that the response jointly named by these two verbs is the “necessary” 

reaction to the prodigal’s homecoming (see also 15:23–24; see 2.4.2.3). Far from being a 

statement applicable only within the world of the parable, the father’s comment serves as 

an oblique defense of Jesus’s own, presumably jubilant, table fellowship with “sinners 

and tax collectors” (cf. 15:1–2).  

In view of these considerations, for present purposes we might best translate 

εὐφραίνου in Luke 12:19 as “(en)joy!”232 The response named by εὐφραίνω is real “joy,” 

according to Luke-Acts. It is joy of a sort that can be licit or even “necessary” in certain 

contexts (Luke 15:32). However, this joy term also names a response that can be 

inadequate or worse, as the parable of the rich fool confirms. Significantly, such 

ambivalence does not attach only to the joy of jolly feasting.233 The same can be said in 

relation to the response named by other joy terms, including χαίρω itself, as will be 

shown in chapter 3 (see esp. Luke 22:5). As mentioned above and further demonstrated 

below, recognizing the intrinsic connection between joy and other areas of discipleship 

 

232 LSJ includes “enjoy oneself, be happy” in the entry for this verb in the passive voice (see εὐφραίνω, II). 
233 See also Luke 16:19, discussed below in 2.5.2. 
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sheds light on this moral ambivalence of joy. Joy can be either praiseworthy or 

blameworthy in Luke-Acts, depending on what evokes and sustains it in particular cases.  

The ambivalence of εὐφραίνω becomes evident in the parable of the rich fool 

through the unfolding of the rich man’s scheme—or rather, its failure to unfold. To pick 

up where I left off above: the rich man settles on a plan to store up all his grain and goods 

so that he can “rest, eat, drink, and enjoy” himself for many years to come (12:18–19). 

Unfortunately for him, his plan does not prove practicable. We do not even hear of him 

successfully tearing down his old barns and building larger ones, much less enjoying his 

goods (and/or the profits from their eventual sale) for the projected “many years” (cf. 

12:18–19). That very night, God addresses the rich man as “Fool” (ἄφρων), informs him 

that his “life is demanded of” him and pointedly asks about who will get the goods that 

this man prepared for his own enjoyment (12:20).  

The rich fool himself makes no reply to the divine rebuke. However, Jesus 

underscores the point of this dramatic reversal through further commentary: “Thus is the 

one who stores up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God” (12:21).234 This first 

rich man’s plan for attaining joy is not only thwarted but also, evidently, wrongheaded. 

The next several subsections will seek to clarify just what goes wrong in the rich fool’s 

 

234 Attempts to make this saying gender-neutral by pluralizing it (“those who store up treasures for 

themselves” [NRSV]) may inadvertently obscure the selfishness implied by the singular pronoun in the 

Greek: the person in view is someone who stores up treasure for “himself” (ἑαυτῷ)—the point of course 

being the singularity rather than the gender of the person so storing up treasure.  
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scheme and what Jesus’s teaching implies about the conditions that would facilitate 

appropriate joy in contexts of material prosperity (2.5.1.2–2.5.1.5).  

2.5.1.2 The Parable of the Rich Fool and Its Preceding Narrative Context 

As often in Special L parables, Luke portrays Jesus as offering the parable of the 

rich fool in response to a specific question/request from an interlocutor, thereby closely 

tying the parable to the narrative frame that precedes it. Attending to this context sheds 

considerable light on the parable’s teaching about wealth, with important implications for 

the relationship between riches and joy-according-to-Luke.  

In this case, Luke introduces the petitioner simply as a person in a crowd, 

someone with an economically focused request: “Tell my brother to divide the 

inheritance (κληρονομίαν) with me” (12:13). This petition, as others have noted, seems 

highly inappropriate in its narrative context.235 Jesus has been offering eschatologically 

oriented teaching that includes instructions about enduring persecution even to the point 

of martyrdom (12:4–5). Eschatological themes figure prominently again—with more than 

a touch of urgency—in the teaching that follows the would-be heir’s petition and Jesus’s 

 

235 L. T. Johnson, for instance, describes the question as coming “with stunning irrelevancy”—although, in 

the event, Luke/Jesus does tie the question back to the larger theme of the discussion, insofar as “[i]t is out 

of deep fear that the acquisitive instinct grows monstrous” (Gospel, 201; see also Spencer, Luke, 325). 

Johnson sees the irrelevancy of the question as setting up for a greater-to-the-lesser argument: “If [Jesus’s] 

teaching to this point has stressed lack of fear before the immediate threat of life, how much less should 

fear generate an obsessive concern with possessions” (Gospel, 201, emphasis original)! Johnson sees this as 

a case where Luke clearly illustrates “the symbolic function of possessions in human existence” (Gospel, 

201), a point on which Johnson has written at length in other contexts. See esp. Luke Timothy Johnson, The 

Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts, SBL Dissertation Series 39 (Missoula, Montana: Scholars 

Press, 1977).  
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response to it (12:13–34; 12:35–13:9). In this eschatologically charged setting, Jesus’s 

interlocutor’s concern to secure a part of the family inheritance seems wildly out of place.  

Presumably for this (and perhaps also other) reason(s), Jesus first replies to the 

man with a counterquestion that distances him from the petition: “Man, who appointed 

me judge or arbitrator over you (ἐφ᾿ ὑμᾶς, plural)?” (12:14). Jesus then turns to offer 

corrective teaching to a wider “them,” evidently the crowd from which the man spoke 

(12:15, 13). To this audience, Jesus issues a thematically related warning, linked to his 

foregoing exchange with the aspiring inheritor by the narrator’s insertion of the 

conjunction δὲ: “And [Jesus] said to them, ‘Watch out and guard against all greediness 

(πλεονεξίας), because not [even] in someone’s abundance (literally, ‘not in the abounding 

to someone’) is his life (ζωή) for him from possessions’” (12:15). By implicitly 

identifying the petitioner’s demand for a share of the family inheritance—which, 

depending on circumstances left unspecified by Luke, might or might not seem obviously 

greedy—with an inappropriate grasping that (futilely) seeks to secure life through wealth, 

Jesus already anticipates the intensification of his teaching on wealth that will unfold 

through the parable of the rich fool and what follows it.  

The connection between Jesus’s warning against greediness and this parable—

again marked by the narrator with the conjunction δὲ (12:16)—becomes clearer through 

the recurrence of several themes from 12:13–15 in Jesus’s account of the rich fool. 

Particularly striking in this regard is the end of the parable proper. As discussed above, 
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God addresses the rich man directly, saying, “Fool! This night your soul (ψυχήν) is 

demanded from you: and the things you prepared, whose will they be?” (12:20; cf., e.g., 

9:25). Though the diction differs, the reference to “soul” (ψυχή) in 12:20 links the 

parable to Jesus’s preceding saying about possessions and “life” (ζωή) in 12:15. Further, 

God’s implied reference to heirs/inheritance in 12:20 recalls Jesus’s interlocutor’s initial 

concern about obtaining his own share of the family inheritance (12:13). In this way, the 

parable underlines the ultimate futility of such attempts at self-securing (cf. also, e.g., 

17:33).  

In the context of these other points of connection, Jesus’s concluding comment in 

12:21—“thus is the one who stores up treasures for himself and is not rich toward 

God”—can be understood as further specifying what was wrong with the interlocutor’s 

concern to acquire a share of the family wealth. Jesus clarifies this point not so much by 

directly addressing the petitioner’s request as by calling into question the assumptions 

and values underlying his appeal. Having already tacitly classified the request as an 

instance of “greediness” (πλεονεξία, 12:15), Jesus now makes explicit the tension 

between “storing up treasures (θησαυρίζων) for” oneself, as he apparently understands 

the petitioner to be bent on doing, and “being rich toward God” (12:21).  

What might it have looked like to be “rich toward God,” though? What 

commitments and dispositions would be involved in such behavior, and how do they 

relate to joy? Closer consideration of the parable itself will clarify where the rich fool 



 

414 

 

went astray in his pursuit of joy (2.5.1.3), while attending to what follows the parable will 

show how Jesus’s further instruction intensifies the parable’s teaching on possessions 

(2.5.1.4) in ways that anticipate the relationship between joy and wealth later in Luke’s 

Gospel (see 2.5.2–2.5.4). 

2.5.1.3 The Parable of the Rich Fool and Joy-according-to-Luke: Joy(lessness) and 

(a Lack of) Eschatologically Oriented, Theologically Warranted Hope  

Although there are multiple angles from which the rich fool’s plan for joy might 

be further interrogated, I will here focus specifically on the character of his hope. The 

rich fool is not totally bereft of joy-related hope, despite the absence in this passage of the 

terms usually translated as “hope” (ἐλπίς, ἐλπίζω). At least, he is not lacking in hope if 

one construes “hope” broadly, as including all future-oriented expectations concerning 

the flourishing and/or attainment of some real or perceived good(s). In this sense, the 

parable conveys the rich fool’s hope quite clearly when it describes his expectations 

regarding his enjoyment of his grain and other goods “for many years” to come (εἰς ἔτη 

πολλά, 12:19). Given the role of hope in fostering joy earlier in Luke’s Gospel (see esp. 

2.3), at first glance it might seem that the rich man’s hope-filled disposition would be 

likely to bring about successful rejoicing. But it does not. Why not? 

Before answering this question, I will introduce a conceptual distinction that, 

though not made explicit in Luke-Acts, helps to clarify how hope and joy relate to each 

other in Luke’s two volumes. “Hope” can facilitate joy in one or both of two distinct 
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ways in Luke-Acts. On the one hand, hope might enable (1) present, prospective joy (or 

Vorfreude).236 In such cases, one rejoices in the present moment but does so 

prospectively—that is, with a view to some real or perceived good(s) that one expects to 

enjoy at some future time (see also, e.g., Rom 12:12). On the other hand, hope might lead 

to (2) future joy over then-realized goods. This would be the case if hope motivated 

action that brings about the subsequent arrival of joyous circumstances so that one’s 

current actions lead to future rejoicing over then-realized goods.  

These two possible relationships between hope and joy—(1) present joy over the 

prospect of hoped-for goods and (2) future joy over then-realized goods—may occur 

together or independently in any given case. For example, where present, prospective joy 

is based on ill-founded hope, a person may rejoice now, but future joy over would-be 

realized goods will probably prove unattainable. Conversely, someone might not have 

sufficient hope to fuel present, prospective joy and yet nevertheless have enough hope to 

act in a way that in fact leads to future joy over then-realized goods. Then again, a person 

presently acting on what is rightly recognized as a well-founded hope might experience 

both sorts of joy in succession: present, prospective joy (now), as well as future joy over 

then-realized goods (later).  

 

236 Cf. Inselmann’s discussion of Zacchaeus’s hurried attempts to see Jesus as Vorfreude—i.e., a hopeful 

anticipation, which in German (unlike in English) can be conveniently named in a way that highlights the 

element of joy inherent in such anticipation (for Inselmann’s discussion of Zacchaeus’s anticipatory joy, 

see Freude, esp. 338–40; on Zacchaeus’s joy in the context of the present study, see further below).  
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Jesus’s teaching about joy in the Beatitudes (see 2.3.1, above) provide an implicit 

illustration of both possible of relationships between hope and joy. In Luke 6:22–23, 

Jesus calls his followers to (1) present, prospective joy (Vorfreude) when they face 

persecution for his sake. His persecuted followers are to rejoice presently, in the midst of 

persecution, because of their hope later to experience the joyous circumstances toward 

which this prophet-like experience points: namely, a great reward “in heaven.” In this 

respect, their joy arises from a present hope concerning the prospect of joy-conducive 

circumstance that are expected in the (eschatological) future.  

Jesus does not explicitly discuss the joy that his followers will experience when 

this prospect is realized—that is, when they can fully access/experience the “great 

reward” they have “in heaven.” However, it seems safe to assume that the experience of 

receiving a prophet’s reward will precipitate rejoicing in its own right. This points to the 

second way in which hope facilitates joy in relation to contexts of persecution. The hope 

of accessing their “reward in heaven,” presumably in the (eschatological) future, helps 

Jesus’s followers to endure persecution in the present and so eventually to arrive at the 

hoped-for joyous circumstance. At that (2) future point they will rejoice over a then-

realized good, i.e., their “great reward.”  

For those persecuted for Jesus’s sake, then, it would seem that hope should enable 

both (1) present, prospective rejoicing and (2) future rejoicing over a then-realized good. 

In relation to this doubly positive example, the parable of the rich fool adds an important 
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nuance to Luke’s narrativization of the link between hope and joy. Building on Jesus’s 

somewhat corrective teaching about hope in passages such as 10:17–20, the parable of 

the rich fool underscores that not every disposition that might be characterized as “hope” 

(in the broad sense discussed above) proves adequate to bring about present and/or future 

rejoicing. The rich fool’s hope, as far as we are told, fails to issue in either present, 

prospective jubilation or future rejoicing over then-realized goods. Comparison of the 

rich fool’s hope with that to which Jesus calls his followers in the Beatitudes makes clear 

that the shape of one’s hope, in particular its grounding and the scope of its vision, affects 

whether or to what extent hope leads to what Luke deems appropriate joy—or indeed, in 

the case of the rich fool, to any joy at all.237  

I have shown above that the hope toward which Jesus prods his followers in the 

Beatitudes is eschatologically oriented and theologically warranted (2.3.1). In both 

respects, it differs significantly from the rich fool’s hope in Luke 12. Far from being 

eschatologically focused, the rich fool’s hope is narrowly this-worldly and hence (as the 

denouement of the parable confirms) inherently insecure (cf. 12:33, on which see further 

below). Moreover, rather than being theologically grounded like the joy-conducive hope 

to which Jesus calls his persecuted followers in Luke 6:22–23 (and 10:20), the rich fool’s 

hope for future joy depends exclusively on his own planned actions, without any 

 

237 Such total failure to attain joy may not have been inevitable, of course (cf. 16:19–31), as I will further 

discuss below. 
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consideration for God’s (past, present, and/or future) intervention in his affairs or the 

obligations that such divine action might place upon him. Again, the conclusion of the 

parable underscores the inadequacy of such hope for securing joy.  

Both flaws in the rich fool’s hope—its total lack of eschatological perspective 

and, relatedly, its thoroughgoing failure to consider God—contribute to the derailing of 

his plan for jubilation. Both errors also stand in tension with the witness of Israel’s 

Scriptures, anticipating Luke’s more overt thematization, in some of the later passages 

involving would-be jubilant rich men, of the Scriptures’ role in guiding joy-conducive 

behavior in contexts of material wealth. 

The parable of the rich fool, as discussed above, occurs in the midst of extended 

eschatological teaching. This narrative context makes palpable the rich fool’s failure to 

factor eschatological considerations into his financial planning. Far from merely failing to 

consider the “last things” broadly construed, the rich fool seems oblivious even to the 

more immediate challenge posed by his personal mortality. Despite his careful scheming 

about how to secure his goods for his future enjoyment, the wealthy farmer has 

overlooked his inability to secure his very life against death (cf. 12:22–32; see below).238 

 

238 Acts narratively underscores a version of this point, albeit in rather a different context, early in its 

account of the nascent church. Though their primary offense appears to be deception, rather than greed per 

se (see Acts 5:3–4, 8), Ananias and Sapphira—like the rich fool—realize only too late that their economic 

scheming has failed to account for one key variable: namely, their own mortality (and, by extension, their 

ultimate accountability to God). Recalling the fate of the rich fool, this couple’s plan to keep part of the 

profits from the sale of their property comes to naught due to their unexpectedly sudden deaths. God calls 

out the rich fool’s folly just before the fool’s apparent demise (Luke 12:20); similarly, the final moments of 
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He limits his planning exclusively to the temporal enjoyment of goods, without any 

thought for his own mortality and ultimate accountability to God.  

Jesus’s/Luke’s critique of this folly coheres with, and may obliquely allude to, the 

witness of Israel’s Scriptures. As illustrated in the following table, Israel’s prophetic and 

wisdom literature repeatedly attests to the great value of life, the inadequacy of material 

goods to secure it, and the importance of reckoning with one’s mortality—not least in 

relation to how one views and uses wealth. For example:  

 

 

both Ananias and Sapphira involve being confronted about the theological heedlessness that has marred 

their economic planning (Acts 5:3–4, 8). They both die before they can offer any rejoinder (Acts 5:5, 10), 

much as the rich fool drops from narrative view without having responded to God’s probing question (Luke 

12:20). Both the rich fool and this foolish couple learn too late that their calculations should have included 

concern for their own mortality and their ultimate accountability to the God who provided the goods that 

they seek to secure by their own selfish and/or deceptive devices. On the gendered dynamics of the Ananias 

and Sapphira story, see also Clarice J. Martin, “The Acts of the Apostles,” in Searching the Scriptures, vol. 

2: A Feminist Commentary, ed. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza with Ann Brock and Shelly Matthews (New 

York: Crossroad, 1994), 762–99, esp. 779–80.  
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Table 25: Life, Wealth, and Mortality in Israel’s Scriptures and in Luke 12 

 

Luke  

12:19–20 

Wisdom 

15:8 

Sirach 11:19 Jeremiah 17:11 See also Psalm 

48:17–18 LXX 

καὶ ἐρῶ τῇ  

ψυχῇ μου·  

ψυχή, ἔχεις  

πολλὰ ἀγαθὰ  

κείμενα εἰς  

ἔτη πολλά·  

ἀναπαύου,  

φάγε, πίε,  

εὐφραίνου.  

εἶπεν δὲ αὐτῷ  

ὁ θεός·  

ἄφρων, ταύτῃ  

τῇ νυκτὶ τὴν  

 

 

 

 

 

ψυχήν σου  

ἀπαιτοῦσιν  

ἀπὸ σοῦ· ἃ δὲ  

ἡτοίμασας,  

τίνι ἔσται;  

 

καὶ  

κακόμοχθος  

θεὸν 

μάταιον  

ἐκ τοῦ 

αὐτοῦ  

πλάσσει 

 πηλοῦ  

ὃς πρὸ 

μικροῦ  

ἐκ γῆς  

γενηθεὶς  

μετ᾽  

ὀλίγον  

πορεύεται  

ἐξ ἧς  

ἐλήμφθη  

τὸ τῆς  

ψυχῆς  

ἀπαιτηθεὶς  

χρέος 
 

ἐν τῷ εἰπεῖν  

αὐτόν εὗρον  

 

ἀνάπαυσιν καὶ  

νῦν φάγομαι  

ἐκ τῶν  

ἀγαθῶν μου  

 

 

 

 

καὶ οὐκ οἶδεν  

τίς καιρὸς  

παρελεύσεται  

καὶ  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

καταλείψει  

αὐτὰ ἑτέροις  

καὶ 

ἀποθανεῖται 

 

ἐφώνησεν πέρδιξ  

συνήγαγεν ἃ οὐκ  

ἔτεκεν ποιῶν  

πλοῦτον αὐτοῦ  

οὐ μετὰ κρίσεως  

ἐν ἡμίσει  

ἡμερῶν αὐτοῦ  

ἐγκαταλείψουσιν  

αὐτόν καὶ  

ἐπ᾽ ἐσχάτων  

αὐτοῦ ἔσται  

ἄφρων 

 

μὴ φοβοῦ ὅταν  

πλουτήσῃ  

ἄνθρωπος καὶ  

ὅταν πληθυνθῇ  

ἡ δόξα τοῦ ἴκου  

αὐτοῦ ὅτι οὐκ ἐν  

τῷ ἀποθνῄσκειν  

αὐτὸν λήμψεται  

τὰ πάντα οὐδὲ  

συγκαταβήσεται  

αὐτῷ ἡ δόξα  

αὐτοῦ   

 

Even if the similarities between Luke 12:19–21 and these passages may be too brief and 

general to warrant a claim of direct intertextual connection, the thematic and verbal 

parallels at least suffice to illustrate that Jesus’s teaching in this parable reflects recurring 

insights in Israel’s Scriptures. Despite the absence of any overt reference to the 
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Scriptures, then, the parable of the rich fool nevertheless bolsters the conclusion—

reached above in relation to several earlier passages in Luke’s Gospel—that Israel’s 

Scriptures, rightly understood and lived, help to facilitate the correct interpretation of and 

emotional response to would-be joy-conducive circumstances. Stated negatively, the rich 

fool’s failure to attend to the wisdom of Scripture contributes to his failure to achieve the 

enjoyment that he thought his possessions would afford him. As we will see below, 

explicit references to the Scriptures in later joy- and wealth-related passages reinforce 

this connection (see esp. 2.5.2–3).  

Within the parable of the rich fool, it is God who implicitly calls the rich fool to 

account for his failure to live out the insights about wealth and mortality found in such 

scriptural passages as those listed above. This brings me to the second flaw in the rich 

fool’s hope: its thoughtlessness concerning God.239 In addition to undergirding his lack of 

eschatological perspective, the rich fool’s theological heedlessness has two other joy-

thwarting ramifications. On the one hand, he is oblivious to the divine source of the 

material goods that he hopes to enjoy, and on the other hand, he also takes no thought for 

 

239 As Parsons for example puts it, “This farmer has been acting as a ‘functional atheist’” (Luke, 205). Of 

course, there is a strong OT tradition linking folly to failure to acknowledge God with the way one lives 

one’s life (e.g., Ps 14:1 [13:1 LXX]; see Parsons, Luke, 205–6; see similarly González, Luke, 159–60). 

Spencer aptly observes that while God only explicitly appears in the parable at its conclusion, “God 

implicitly plays the lead role throughout as Creator of land, grain, and humanity and as Lord of life and 

death”—though the rich fool shows no awareness of this reality (Luke, 326). In its present literary context, 

this aspect of the parable links back to the questioner whose interruption prompted the parable in the first 

place, insofar as “it is precisely God’s perspective that this brother [asking Jesus to step into an inheritance 

dispute] has lost sight of in his preoccupation with his own security and portfolio” (Spencer, Luke, 325).  
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the obligations that these gifts from God place on him in relation to (especially poor) 

others. Though these oversights are not explicitly named in the parable itself, the wider 

context of Luke-Acts and the parable’s immediate narrative setting corroborate this 

analysis of the ways in which the rich fool’s theological insensitivity derails his hoped-

for joy.  

That creational bounty ought, according to Luke, to foster not only joy but also 

(and perhaps as a result) properly theological reflection can be inferred from Paul’s and 

Barnabas’s speech in Lystra (Acts 14:8–20, esp. 14:15–17). Paul and Barnabas closely 

relate the provision of crops to the provision of “joy/enjoyment” (εὐφροσύνη), and they 

frame both together as a tacit witness to the one true God who gives these goods (Acts 

14:17). The rich fool correctly perceives his fields’ abundant yield as a catalyst for 

jubilation. However, he fails to pick up on the theological cue provided by his joy-

facilitating bumper crop. His hope for future enjoyment of his goods is thus marred by 

failure to recognize God’s gracious action as such and to respond appropriately by 

acknowledging the divine source of that which he hopes to enjoy.  

What would have been the practical effects of such acknowledgement, though? In 

view of Jesus’s concluding comment in 12:21, perhaps we can infer that the rich fool’s 

theological insensitivity becomes manifest in his failure to be “rich toward God.” 

However, this answer simply brings us back to a question already raised above: What 

would it mean to be “rich toward God”?  



 

423 

 

Jesus does not elaborate on the point in this parable, but a case can be made for 

interpreting this expression as obliquely referring to the rich fool’s failure to attend to 

other (especially poor) people. The rich fool is admittedly the only human being 

mentioned in this parable (cf. Lazarus and the rich man, discussed below). However, 

given that most of the parable consists of the rich fool’s monologue, the pericope’s 

silence regarding others may itself be significant. The rich fool is so self-centered that his 

reasoning with himself does not so much as take note of the existence of anyone else!240  

Lest this claim seem like merely an argument from silence, several supporting 

strands of evidence should be noted. As will be seen below, the patterns that emerge in 

the remaining emotionally charged passages about rich men in Luke’s Gospel bolster a 

socioeconomic interpretation of being “rich toward God” in 12:21 (see 2.5.2–2.5.4). 

Jesus’s teaching immediately following the parable of the rich fool, with its concluding 

call to charitable self-divestment (12:33), also points in this direction (see 2.5.1.4).  

Even within the parable itself, though, the particulars of the rich fool’s plan 

reinforce the suspicion that his scheme culpably neglects (especially poor) others. Despite 

already being wealthy when the parable begins (12:16), the rich fool never considers the 

 

240 As González remarks, “That the man is concerned only about himself and his possessions is made 

abundantly clear by the constant repetition of ‘I’ and ‘my’” (Luke, 159). See similarly Spencer, Luke, 326–

27, who notes that the man shows “no concern for family (including passing anything along to his heirs) or 

the wider community, least of all the poor who would benefit the most from his surplus grain” (327). 

Reflecting on this passage in the course of studying multiple interior monologues in Luke, Dinkler observes 

that “the narrative rhetoric suggests that he has read his situation too myopically; the interior monologue 

demonstrates his foolish thinking” (“The Thoughts of Many,” 386). 
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possibility of sharing his abundant crops with others, either as a gift or as reasonably 

priced goods for sale. Instead, he assumes that he can and should secure his own future 

enjoyment by storing up his produce—perhaps, as Green suggests, with the aim of selling 

his surplus at a later date, when the market offers higher prices than would be attainable 

in a year of abundant harvests.241 The repeated use of terms such as “all” and “many” 

throughout the rich fool’s monologue (12:18–19) underscore the scope of his selfishness: 

he intends to keep the entirety of this bounty solely for himself, as fuel (and future 

funding) for his own rest, consumption, and enjoyment (12:19). 

Thematically related passages in Israel’s Scriptures elucidate the specifically 

theological dimension of the rich fool’s self-centered error. It might even be tentatively 

proposed that Jesus’s closing commentary on the parable (12:21) evokes passages such as 

Proverbs 19:17, according to which “the one who shows mercy with respect to the poor 

lends to God, and according to his gift, [God] will repay him.”242 Similar passages could 

be cited, both from elsewhere in Israel’s wisdom literature (e.g., Prov 28:27) and from the 

Torah (e.g., Deut 15:7–11). In view of this strand of the scriptural tradition, it is plausible 

to suggest that the way in which the rich fool has not been “rich toward God” is precisely 

 

241 See Green, Gospel, 491.  
242 Cited also by Spencer, Luke, 329; see further examples there. 
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through failing to be “rich toward” poor neighbors.243 Love for others, and specifically 

material care for the poor, does not figure in his hope for joy at all—any more than does 

consideration of his own mortality or awareness of God as the giver of the good things 

that he plans to enjoy.  

2.5.1.4 The Parable of the Rich Fool and the Intensification that Follows 

The proposal that Jesus’s cryptic comment about being “rich toward God” (12:21) 

refers to the need to share generously (rather than hoarding) one’s possessions, moreover, 

coheres with the fact that Luke/Jesus introduces this parable as an illustration of the 

futility of greediness (12:15), a vice which Jesus evidently perceives in the request 

concerning inheritance in 12:13 (see 2.5.1.1). The emphatic presence of a (neglected) 

poor neighbor in the next Lukan passage about joy and a rich man further supports this 

interpretation of the rich fool’s failure to be “rich toward God” (16:19–31; see 2.5.2). 

Before leaving the rich fool, however, we should note in closing how the instruction that 

immediately follows the parable (esp. 12:22–34) supports the interpretation advanced 

above, even as this further instruction also intensifies the parable’s joy-related teaching 

about possessions—and does so, as we will see below, in ways that anticipate 

 

243 For more extensive consideration of what “rich toward God” has been taken to mean and might mean 

along the lines of “almsgiving as a gift or loan to God,” see Joshua A. Noble, “‘Rich toward God’: Making 

Sense of Luke 12:21,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 78.2 (2016): 302–20, quote from 320.  
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developments in later passages’ treatment of joy(lessness) in connection with material 

wealth.244  

With the expression διὰ τοῦτο (therefore, 12:22), Jesus explicitly relates the 

continued teaching that begins in 12:22, directed this time to the “disciples” (12:22; cf. 

12:1), to the foregoing parable of the rich fool (12:16–21). Strong verbal and thematic 

connections reinforce the link between the two blocks of teaching. For example, the 

references to “treasure” (θησαυρός) in 12:33–34, together with the implied contrast 

between storing up treasure on earth and storing it up “in heaven” (12:33), tie Jesus’s 

further instruction to his closing commentary on the parable of the rich fool: “Thus is the 

one who stores up treasure (θησαυρίζων) for himself and is not rich toward God” (12:21). 

Jesus’s instruction following the parable thus makes clearer where the rich fool failed. 

The fact that 12:33 associates heavenly treasure with charitable self-divestment—“sell 

your belongings and give alms” (πωλήσατε τὰ ὑπάρχοντα ὑμῶν καὶ δότε 

ἐλεημοσύνην)—bolsters a socioeconomic interpretation of the rich fool’s failure to be 

“rich toward God” (12:21). 

Nor is this the only tie between the two chunks of instruction: repeated references 

to “life/soul” (ψυχή) in 12:22 and 12:23, for instance, also recall the preceding parable, at 

the conclusion of which the rich fool’s “life/soul” (ψυχή, 12:20) was suddenly demanded 

 

244 For the argument that the teaching in Luke 12:22–31 is part of a larger psychagogical treatment of 

anxiety in Luke’s Gospel, see Darr, “Narrative Therapy.” 
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of him.245 Furthermore, 12:23’s assertion that “life (ψηχή) is more than food” arguably 

recalls Jesus’s earlier warning against “greed” (πλεονεξία), in which Jesus insisted that a 

person’s “life” (ζωή) does not come from the abundance of his or her possessions 

(12:15). At a more thematic level, the parabolic account of the rich fool—who attempts to 

provide for his own eating, drinking, and general jubilation only to lose his life before 

enjoying these goods (cf. 12:18–20)—stands as a cautionary tale that starkly illustrates 

the greater importance of life relative to food, drink, and other sorts of temporal goods 

(cf. 12:23, 29). 

This last point of connection is bound up with the intensification that occurs in 

Jesus’s continued teaching. Whereas the parable of the rich fool implicitly calls Jesus’s 

followers to forego greediness (see 12:15, 18–19), the teaching begun in 12:22 makes 

more severe demands. Now, Jesus’s followers are told not to worry about basic 

necessities: food, drink, clothing246—indeed, even the body and life itself (12:22–30; cf. 

12:15). Two observations should be made about this more “extreme” teaching on 

wealth/possessions.  

First, Jesus gives a two-fold reason for the call not to worry about necessities. 

Significantly, this reason has nothing to do with denying the need for necessities—a need 

 

245 The plural verb here has generated several interpretive proposals: Who exactly is demanding the man’s 

life? Following Spencer, I take this to be in effect a divine passive (Luke, 327–28); regardless of how we 

are to imagine the man dying, it is God who “clearly controls the man’s fate” (Luke, 328). 
246 This intensification is often noted; see for example Parsons, Luke, 206. 
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of which, Jesus affirms, God is fully aware (12:30). Rather, Jesus grounds his 

exhortations against worrying about necessities in the greater relative importance of 

seeking the kingdom and in God’s trustworthiness to provide both necessities and the 

kingdom for those who seek the latter (12:31–32; see also 12:24, 27–28. Cf. also Luke 

9:24–25; 17:33; 18:29–30). One of Jesus’s supporting illustrations particularly bears 

mentioning here. He points out that no “barn” (ἀποθήκη) stores up provisions for ravens 

and yet God feeds them; surely, then, Jesus’s disciples can count on God’s provision, too 

(12:24). In its narrative setting in Luke’s Gospel, this image recalls the parable of the rich 

fool and extends that parable’s point. Jesus’s followers need not be like the rich fool, who 

thought to secure himself by building bigger barns (ἀποθήκας, 12:18). God is able and 

willing to provide for their needs in the absence of such stockpiling.  

Second, the climax of Jesus’s teaching on possessions in this passage lies not in 

the exhortation not to worry about them but rather in the command actively to sell one’s 

possessions and to give alms (12:33–34). This directive is consistent with but 

considerably more demanding than Jesus’s initial warning against “greediness” 

(πλεονεξία, 12:15). I have already pointed out how 12:33–34’s verbal links to 12:21 

support a socioeconomic interpretation of the rich fool’s failure to be “rich toward God,” 

but it should be further noted that 12:33–34 in fact suggests a more radical vision of 

being “rich toward God” than one might otherwise infer from the parable of the rich 
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fool.247 The rich fool’s error now appears to be not merely excessive greed (cf. 12:15) but 

the more basic assumption that he ought to save up, rather than sell and charitably 

distribute, his goods (cf. 12:33–34).  

Jesus again gives a two-fold reason for this more “extreme” teaching about 

material goods. On the one hand, earthly self-divestment for the sake of the poor proves 

to be an investment in heavenly treasure, which actually is secure—unlike earthly goods 

(12:33), as illustrated by the conclusion of the parable of the rich fool (12:20; see also, 

e.g., 6:22–23). On the other hand, though, selling goods and giving alms matters also for 

the present life, insofar as “where your treasure is, there also your heart will be”—

presumably, even now (12:34). 

Luke does not explicitly draw out the theme of hope in the context of Jesus’s 

more “extreme” teaching on wealth in 12:22–34, but this further instruction does have 

relevance for my analysis of hope and joy in the parable of the rich fool (12:16–21). 

According to Jesus’s additional teaching, heavenly investment through charitable self-

divestment fosters love (and hence, we may infer, would also foster hope) for a 

future/eschatological good: storing up “unfailing treasure in heaven,” leads one’s “heart” 

 

247 And indeed, more radical also than what one might infer from Jesus’s immediately preceding teaching 

about not worrying. As L. T. Johnson puts it, “The point is not simply that they should ‘not worry’ about 

food and clothing, but that they should far more radically ‘sell their possessions. Give alms’” (Gospel, 

202). 
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to be “in heaven” as well (12:33–34).248 This suggests that obedience to Jesus’s 

instructions concerning material goods in 12:22–34 nurtures the sort of eschatologically 

oriented hope that Luke/Jesus elsewhere endorses as properly joy-conducive (6:22–23; 

10:20). Such hope helps to bring about present joy over the prospect of attaining future 

(eschatological) goods; it also encourages practices that will lead to future 

(eschatological) joy over then-realized goods. Moreover, the hope to which Jesus points 

his disciples in 12:22–34—most basically, that of attaining to “the kingdom of God” 

(12:31)—is explicitly grounded in God’s action and reliable goodwill toward Jesus’s 

followers (12:32; again, see also Luke 6:22–23; 10:20), in contrast to the rich fool’s hope, 

which took no thought for God at all.  

In multiple ways, then, Jesus’s teaching about possessions following the parable 

of the rich fool offers a positive corrective to the shortcomings of the rich fool’s hope. By 

intensifying the parable’s point, Jesus’s further instruction fosters the sort of 

eschatologically far sighted, theologically warranted hope that the rich fool lacked but 

that, according to Luke (e.g., 6:22–23; 10:20), would lead to appropriate and ultimately 

lasting joy (e.g., 12:33). 

 

248 On the image of “heart” in Luke and potentially relevant OT and subsequent Jewish backgrounds, see 

Inselmann, Freude, 197–98. Inselmann notes, among other things, that Mary’s example of storing up things 

in her heart in the infancy narrative anticipates the sort of enduring reception of the word that is necessary 

for joyful hearing to prove fruitful, according to Jesus’s teaching in Luke 8 (Freude, 197–98). 
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2.5.1.5 Conclusion: The Rich Fool and a Total Failure in Enjoyment 

To review: The rich fool does have a sort of joy-related hope, but his hope lacks 

eschatological perspective as well as theological sensitivity. While the kind of jubilation 

to which the rich fool aspires may not be inherently problematic according to Luke (cf. 

Luke 15:32), Jesus/Luke does reject as inadequate the narrowly this-worldly and 

exclusively self-centered shape of the rich fool’s hoped-for enjoyment, undergirded as it 

is by his total thoughtlessness concerning God’s provision of material goods and the 

obligations that such divine action may place on him in his relations with both God and 

others. Rather than storing his treasure—and hence his heart—in “heaven” by giving his 

abundant crops away and trusting God to provide for his future (temporal and 

eschatological) needs (cf. 12:31–34), the rich fool seeks exclusively to store up treasure 

for his own enjoyment on earth, where such goods and the joy they will supposedly 

afford are not at all secure (cf. 12:33)—nor are the very lives of those who scheme to 

enjoy them (12:15, 20, 22–30). 

In short, the rich fool’s case underscores the point that the grounding and 

perspective of one’s hope affects whether or to what extent that hope proves conducive to 

(appropriate, durable) joy, in the present and/or in the future. Although Luke/Jesus does 

not explicitly cite any Scripture passages in relation to the rich fool’s hope, thematic and 

verbal connections between the parable and Israel’s Scriptures arguably suggest that the 

rich fool has been inattentive to, or perhaps has improperly appropriated (cf., e.g., Eccl 
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8:15), the witness of these Scriptures regarding the use of possessions and the 

implications of human mortality.249  At least implicitly, then, the case of the rich fool also 

corroborates the claim that, according to Luke-Acts, Israel’s Scriptures provide the 

interpretive framework within which one can understand and respond to would-be joy-

conducive circumstances in ways that in fact lead to (what Luke portrays as appropriate, 

durable) rejoicing. 

As will be seen, the role of the Scriptures in this context finds confirmation in the 

next wealth- and joy-related passage in Luke’s Gospel, the account of Lazarus and the 

rich man. However, that teaching also provides grounds for a possible counterargument 

to what I have just claimed concerning the parable of the rich fool. Someone might object 

that the rich fool’s total failure to rejoice was not actually inevitable, either with respect 

to future joy over the realization of hoped-for circumstances or with respect to present joy 

over the prospect of hoped-for goods. Had things gone differently—had the rich fool, for 

 

249 Israel’s Scriptures as a whole offer a somewhat dialectical treatment of this question. For instance, the 

rich fool’s words are reminiscent of Ecclesiastes 8:15 (as also noted in NA28 marginal reference): “And I 

praised enjoyment (εὐφροσύνην), for there is no good for people under the sun except to eat and to drink 

and to enjoy themselves (τοῦ φαγεῖν καὶ τοῦ πιεῖν καὶ τοῦ εὐφρανθῆναι), and this will be there with them in 

their toil through the days of their life that God has given to them under the sun” (NETS; see also, e.g., 

3:22; 5:18; cf. 11:8–9). Of course, as often in Ecclesiastes, this statement must be considered in relation to 

several other, sometimes contrary insights of Qohelet. On Ecclesiastes 8:15 (and 9:7) in particular, see the 

discussion in Spencer, Luke, 329–30. Spencer argues that the difference in Ecclesiastes is that Qohelet 

plans to enjoy these things “in the present” and frames the days of life as the gift of God, in stark contrast to 

the rich fool who takes no thought for God and assumes he will have many years to enjoy things on his own 

terms. For a recent study of how a “developmental” interpretation of Qohelet’s take on possessions might 

enable a deeper appreciation of Luke’s engagement with this part of the scriptural tradition, see Susan E. 

Benton, “Qohelet on Possessions and Luke’s Rich Fool: The Theology of Ecclesiastes in Luke’s Gospel” 

(paper presented in the Gospel of Luke Section, Society for Biblical Literature Annual Meeting Denver, 

CO, 2018). 
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example, lived to carry out his plans—his hope might indeed have brought about future 

joy over then-realized goods, i.e., by motivating action that successfully enabled him to 

enjoy his goods “for many years” (12:19). As a matter of fact, Lazarus’s wealthy 

neighbor seems to accomplish just this sort of enjoyment in the next narrative teaching 

discussed below (16:19–31; see 2.5.2).  

For that matter, even if the parable of the rich fool and the wider narrative of 

Luke-Acts invite readers’/hearers’ reflection on the insecurity of that for which the rich 

fool hopes, it might also be objected that the rich fool himself does not evince the sort of 

circumspection that would be conducive to recognizing and responding emotionally to 

the vulnerability of the goods that he plans to enjoy. To put it bluntly, the rich fool seems 

foolish enough to have rejoiced in the present in anticipation of obtaining goods that 

turned out to be insecure and ultimately inaccessible to him.  

This two-pronged objection has some merit, but the course of this parable and the 

broader context of Luke-Acts mitigate its force. While it is true that the rich fool might in 

theory have been foolish enough to rejoice in the present over his tenuous future hopes, it 

is also true that, for whatever reason,250 he does not do so. As far as Luke/Jesus tells us, 

 

250 Given Jesus’s teachings on anxiety immediately following this parable (see esp. 12:22–32), one might 

speculate that the rich fool’s planning is too anxiety-fraught to allow for present rejoicing over his 

anticipated merriment. Spencer captures the sad irony of the rich fool’s situation: “The tragedy of the rich 

man lies as much in his failure to enjoy God’s bounty in this life—because he was obsessively worried 

about taking care of himself—as in his unexpected death” (Luke, 330, emphasis original; in conversation 

with Rindge). For an extensive study of the way in which Jesus’s joining of mortality and possessions in 

this parable relate to ancient analogues, see Matthew S. Rindge, Jesus’ Parable of the Rich Fool: Luke 
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the rich fool does not experience any present, prospective joy over the course of the 

parable. Moreover, though the rich fool might in theory (had he survived long enough) 

have been able to rejoice in the future over then-realized goods, the wider context of 

Luke-Acts suggests that such jubilation would have been short lived at best. The parable 

of Lazarus and the rich man, to which I now turn, confirms not only the possibility but 

also the inadequacy and the ultimately fleeting character of the selfish, shortsighted 

enjoyment for which the rich fool hoped.  

2.5.2 Fleeting Enjoyment: Lazarus and the Rich Man (16:19–31) 

Of course, the objection raised above is right to emphasize that Lazarus’s wealthy 

neighbor does successfully rejoice—as Luke/Jesus explicitly relates, using the very joy 

verb with which the rich fool expressed his hope for enjoyment (εὐφραίνω, 16:19). In this 

sense, Lazarus’s neighbor might be seen as a step ahead of the rich fool. However, as just 

noted, this new rich man’s joy proves transitory and problematic, despite its initially 

“successful” realization. As a result, the denouement of this second narrative teaching 

about joy and wealth reinforces the ambivalence of enjoyment in Luke-Acts (cf. 15:32; 

see discussion above). The present subsection will examine what goes awry in the new 

rich man’s relationship to joy, seeking to illumine how this narrative teaching fills out the 

 

 

12:13–34 among Ancient Conversations on Death and Posessions, Early Christianity and Its Literature 6 

(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011).  
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emerging picture of what does or does not lead to appropriate joy (according to Luke) in 

contexts of material prosperity.  

After reviewing the content of Jesus’s account of Lazarus and his rich neighbor 

(16:19–31; see 2.5.2.1), I will propose that the preceding narrative context (esp. 16:1–13) 

illumines this passage’s implications for the question of how joy relates to factors such as 

the (mis)use of material wealth and membership in the community of God’s people 

(2.5.2.2). Next, setting the parable of the rich fool (12:16–21; see 2.5.1) in conversation 

with Jesus’s story about Lazarus and his rich neighbor (16:19–31; see 2.5.2), I will probe 

how the latter passage requires that we qualify—or at least clarify—inferences that might 

be drawn from the earlier parable and the teaching that frames it. At the same time, I will 

argue, the case of Lazarus and his neighbor also provides support for some of my more 

tentative claims about joy and possessions in the earlier passage, particularly involving 

“the poor” and Israel’s Scriptures.  

2.5.2.1 Lazarus’s Rich Neighbor and the Temporary Experience of Enjoyment  

Much as in the parable of the rich fool (ἀνθρώπου τινὸς πλουσίου, 12:16) Jesus 

begins the story of Lazarus and his rich neighbor by introducing “a certain rich man” 

(ἄνθρωπος δέ τις ἠν πλούσιος, 16:19). Lest we miss the point that this rich man (unlike 

the rich fool) indeed enjoys his goods, Luke/Jesus describes the man’s lifestyle at some 

length: he “was clothed in purple and fine linen, enjoying himself (εὐφραινόμενος) 

splendidly day by day” (16:19). Having set the scene with this account of the rich man’s 
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recurring, impressive merry-making, Jesus then introduces a second figure, Lazarus, who 

lives and dies in abject poverty right at the rich man’s gate, his longing even for the rich 

man’s crumbs apparently being unmet (16:20–22).251  

The rich man dies, too, and in the afterlife their relative statuses are reversed: 

Lazarus is taken by angels to “Abraham’s bosom,” while the rich man finds himself “in 

torments” in Hades (16:22–23). Whether out of a sense of continued privilege or out of 

desperation (or perhaps something of both?), the rich man entreats “Father Abraham” to 

“send Lazarus so that he might dip the tip of his finger in water and refresh [the rich 

man’s] tongue,” alleviating the his suffering “in these flames” (16:24).252 Tacitly denying 

the request, Abraham offers authoritative commentary on the erstwhile neighbors’ 

respective situations: The rich man had his “goods” (ἀγαθά, 16:25; cf. 12:18–19) in his 

life, while Lazarus received “evils” (κακά). Now, Lazarus “is comforted,” while the rich 

man “suffers agony” (16:25).  

Had the story stopped here, it might have seemed that the two men more or less 

inevitably inhabited opposite poles of existence, both in life and (with inversion) in the 

 

251 Note the present active participle describing Lazarus’s apparently ongoing desire for the rich neighbor’s 

crumbs in 16:21 (ἐπιθυμῶν). 
252 It is often noted that Lazarus but not the rich man is named in this parable. Also striking, as several 

commentators observe, is the fact that the rich man knows Lazarus’s name (e.g., Parsons, Luke, 250)—

suggesting that the rich man had indeed seen the poor man at his gate and knew enough of his situation to 

know his name, adding insult to injury with respect to the rich man’s failure to share even his crumbs. 

Interestingly, and tellingly, though the rich man knows Lazarus’s name, “he never calls Lazarus ‘brother’” 

(Spencer, Luke, 415)—an esp. striking omission given the multiple appeals to Abraham as “father.” The 

rich man does eventually think of his biological brothers and their fate but never recognizes Lazarus as a 

brother/fellow child of Abraham (see Spencer, Luke, 415).  
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afterlife. However, the conversation between Abraham and the rich man continues. Its 

further unfolding clarifies how Lazarus’s neighbor might have avoided his torments—and 

how he ought to have known enough to do so.  

Following his description of the two men’s contrasting situations in life and in the 

afterlife, Abraham points out the impassable “chasm” that prevents him from granting the 

rich man’s request that Lazarus be sent to cool his tongue (16:26). I will return to this 

puzzling topographical comment below, considering how the narrative setting of this 

pericope in Luke’s Gospel may illumine the chasm’s implications for the question of 

what perverts this rich man’s enjoyment in his life and lands him in torment, the very 

opposite of enjoyment, in the afterlife (see 2.5.2.2). Within the parable itself, however, 

the rich man simply accepts Abraham’s point about the chasm and responds by 

redirecting his request. Now, he petitions “Father” Abraham to send Lazarus to warn253 

the rich man’s brothers—who, we may perhaps infer, also live in daily enjoyment—“lest 

they should also come to this place of torment” (16:27–28).254  

That the rich man assumes his brothers could be warned and so avoid Hades 

suggests that he already recognizes that he played an active part in bringing about his 

own present suffering. Abraham’s response to this new petition indicates how the rich 

 

253 Or “testify to” (διαμαρτύρηται, 16:28). 
254 As Levine points out, it is striking that the rich man “wants to save his brothers from torment” but not, 

as far as we are told, “to ease the pain felt by the millions who lack food, shelter, or health care” (Short 

Stories, 291). 
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man should have known, even in his lifetime, what was required of him: Moses and the 

prophets provide the cautionary testimony that he would now send to his brothers 

(16:29).  

Abraham does not explicitly state just what in “Moses and the prophets” 

addresses the situation in question. However, the narrative’s earlier description of 

Lazarus’s evidently unmet longing for even the rich man’s discards (16:21), together with 

Abraham’s account of the men’s contrasting experiences in life and in the afterlife 

(16:25), suggests that the Scriptures’ teaching concerning charity toward the poor may be 

in view. One thinks again of the passages adduced above in relation to the rich fool, such 

as Deuteronomy 15:7–11 (see 2.5.1.3).255  

Given the parabolic context in which Luke sets Abraham’s initial remark about 

“Moses and the prophets” (16:29), then, a plausible hypothesis would be that the warning 

that the rich man wants to have sent to his brothers is specifically a caution against 

enjoying earthly possessions while neglecting the needy. Abraham does not deny the 

validity of such admonitory testimony, but neither does he grant the rich man’s request 

that Lazarus be sent as a messenger of warning. Instead, Abraham indicates that if the 

rich man’s brothers ignore the already available witness of Moses and the prophets, then 

 

255 Hays, for example, also notes the relevance of this passage to the parable; see Echoes of Scripture in the 

Gospels, 205–6. 
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they will not be persuaded of the need to repent of their ultimately joy-thwarting mode of 

enjoying material goods—not “even if someone should rise from the dead” (16:31).256  

2.5.2.2 Lazarus and His Rich Neighbor in Narrative Context: The Chasm and 

Father Abraham 

Occurring in what many deem a more loosely organized section of Luke’s 

Gospel, the story of Lazarus and his rich neighbor (16:19–31) is less tightly knit into its 

narrative context than is the parable of the rich fool (12:16–21; see 2.5.1.2). Nevertheless, 

several details from the narrative that precedes Jesus’s account of Lazarus and his rich 

neighbor warrant mention here. This context arguably sheds additional light on the 

puzzling parable’s implications for the question of what would lead to (appropriate, 

durable) joy-according-to-Luke in situations marked by economic wealth.  

For example,257 the wider narrative setting may help to clarify the import of the 

impassable “chasm” that separates Lazarus and his rich neighbor in the afterlife (16:26). 

The details of this parabolic scenario probably should not be pressed too far as 

indications of the topography of the afterlife, but the imagery of the “chasm” does reward 

reflection in conjunction with Jesus’s instructions earlier in Luke 16, following the 

 

256 Commentators often note that, for Luke’s audience, this calls to mind Jesus’s own resurrection and the 

responses to that event and witness to it. Conver observes, “Sadly, the resurrection of Jesus, a cause for 

great joy in Luke 24, will not discourage some individuals from the selection of wealth over God” (“The 

Portrayal,” 155). 
257 Other connections to the narrative setting of the parable could also be noted; for instance, González 

suggests that “what binds this parable with its introduction”—which he takes to be 16:14–18 (Luke, 195)—

is precisely the connection between handling of money and attentiveness to the Scriptures in the parable 

(see González, Luke, 197). 
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parable of the shrewd steward (16:1–9).258 After relating the master’s approval of his 

steward’s “shrewd” bookkeeping (16:8), which was designed to win friends who would 

welcome the steward “into their homes” (εἰς τοὺς οἴκους αὐτῶν) after his impending 

dismissal from his master’s service (16:4), Jesus turns to advise his listeners. He urges 

them: “Make for yourselves friends from the unrighteous Mammon [wealth], so that 

whenever it should cease (ἐκλίπῃ), they will receive you into eternal dwellings (εἰς τὰς 

αἰωνίους σκηνάς)” (16:9; see also 12:33).  

Reading this passage in relation to the account of Lazarus and his wealthy 

neighbor, one wonders: Would that impassable “chasm” have separated Lazarus and the 

rich man if the latter had attended to Lazarus’s needs while they lived as neighbors before 

death? Put differently, would Lazarus have been able to welcome his wealthy neighbor 

into “eternal dwellings”—and joy, rather than torments?—if the rich man had “made 

friends” with Lazarus using “unrighteous Mammon” while they were both alive (cf. 

16:9)? To be sure, the imagery used to describe the afterlife differs in the two teachings, 

and in neither case should we put too much weight on the imagery per se. Still, both 

passages seem to suggest some correlation between how a person relates to wealth and to 

others in this life how that person finds himself or herself situated relative to these others 

in the afterlife.  

 

258 Space does not permit a full treatment here of this difficult parable. It is worth noting that the parable of 

the shrewd steward also involves a “certain rich man” (ἄνθρωπός τις ἦν πλούσιος, 16:1); however, it does 

not foreground joy, either implicitly or explicitly, and so is not directly pertinent to my study. 
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Jesus’s continued teaching following the parable of the shrewd steward reinforces 

this point by indicating that the use of material goods in this life is bound up with the 

reception of what Luke/Jesus elsewhere describes as “treasure in heaven” (12:33; cf. 

6:22–23). After observing that the person who is faithful in a little will be so in much—

and, likewise, that the one unfaithful in a little will be unfaithful in much (16:10)—Jesus 

asks his interlocutors a rhetorical question that draws out the implications of this point. It 

would be senseless to grant real ownership of “true riches” to anyone who has not been 

faithful in the administration of “unrighteous Mammon” that ultimately belongs to 

another (16:11–12). Jesus’s next comment further clarifies what is at stake in one’s use of 

“unrighteous Mammon.” One’s stewardship of such material resources in this life is not 

merely a demonstration of administrative ability per se but also, and more fundamentally, 

a demonstration of one’s loyalty, whether to “Mammon” or to God (16:13; see also, e.g., 

12:33–34).259  

 

259 This may recall the teaching with which Jesus concludes his discussion of wealth in Luke 12, insofar as 

Luke 12:33–34 also indicates that attitudes toward wealth—esp. one’s charitable use of wealth, or failure to 

use wealth charitably—are indicative of one’s true allegiances. It is also worth noting in passing that, 

despite their several points of thematic connection, the parable of the shrewd steward and the parable of 

Lazarus and his rich neighbor are not immediately juxtaposed in Luke’s Gospel but rather are separated by 

a brief teaching in response to the criticism of the Pharisees, described as “lovers of money,” following the 

first parable (16:14). This engagement with the Pharisees leads to a partial shift in focus, from the question 

of how to use material goods to the question of how Jesus relates to the Law and the prophets (16:14–18), 

the same authorities to which Abraham appeals in his conversation with Lazarus’s rich neighbor (16:29–

30). Thus, though the somewhat eclectic teaching in 16:14–18 may be less directly relevant to the story of 

Lazarus and his neighbor, the parable in Luke 16:19–30 does in various ways continue the surrounding 

passages’ concern with attitudes toward wealth and obedience to Scripture, some of the primary conditions 

for joy highlighted by the account of Lazarus and his wealthy neighbor. 
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Tying these observations back to Lazarus’s neighbor and his fleeting joy, we 

might infer that by pursuing his own immediate enjoyment, apparently to the exclusion of 

care for the poor, Lazarus’s rich neighbor manifested loyalty to “Mammon” rather than to 

God (cf. Luke 16:13; see also, e.g., Luke 12:33–34; Prov 19:17). In this connection, it is 

worth pointing out that—more explicitly than in the parable of the rich fool—Jesus 

locates this new rich man among God’s people, or at least makes clear that Lazarus’s 

neighbor wants to claim that status of belonging. The rich man in Hades asserts his 

attachment to this community (and perhaps, by extension, to its God) through his thrice-

repeated appeal to Abraham as “Father” (16:24, 27, 30).260 Even in Hades, Lazarus’s 

neighbor appears oblivious to the fact that, by ignoring the testimony of “Moses and the 

prophets” concerning how Abraham’s offspring ought to relate to material wealth and 

(especially poor) others, he has with his life belied the filial loyalty261 that his address to 

Abraham implies.262  

 

260 This repeated use of the term is frequently noted (e.g., Johnson, Gospel, 252).  
261 In other words, this “rich man, for all his claiming Abrahamic heritage, has not acted like a child of 

Abraham and Abraham’s God” (Spencer, Luke, 414; see similarly Levine, Short Stories, 283, who also 

discusses the relevance of Second Temple Jewish traditions about Abraham’s hospitality). As Spencer 

(Luke, 414) and others have noted, the rich man’s failure truly to live as a child of Abraham evokes an 

earlier scene in Luke’s Gospel: John the Baptist’s preaching earlier in Luke (3:8) has already prepared 

readers/hearers of the Gospel to expect that claiming Abraham as father does not suffice without 

accompanying deeds to evince repentance (see also, e.g., L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 252; Hays, Echoes of 

Scripture in the Gospels, 206–7.). 
262 Similarly, e.g., Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospel, 205–7. In this respect, Lazarus’s rich neighbor 

provides an interesting contrast to the prodigal son, who at least ostensibly acknowledges that he has in 

effect repudiated and is no longer “worthy” of the filial relationship that his address to his “father” implies 

(see above; the connection between the parables at this point is also noted by Levine, Short Stories, 288). 

Another point of connection between the two parables is intriguing to consider here: There is perhaps a 
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This de facto disavowal of the community of God’s people directly affects the 

rich man’s access to joy, in life and in the afterlife. By mishandling his possessions due to 

his inattention to Scripture, Lazarus’s rich neighbor does indeed achieve recurring and 

quite luxurious enjoyment of goods during his lifetime (16:19). However, this strategy 

ultimately—in the afterlife—short-circuits the very jubilation that it ostensibly secured. 

The implication is clear: the approach to possessions and enjoyment embodied by both 

Lazarus’s rich neighbor and the rich fool proves inadequate for fostering the sort of joy 

that Luke portrays as appropriate to God’s people and sustainable from an eschatological 

perspective.  

2.5.2.3 Lazarus, His Rich Neighbor, and Joy-according-to-Luke: Three Points of 

Corroboration and Clarification Relative to the Rich Fool in Luke 12  

Admittedly, taken as a whole, the connections between these first two passages 

about (would-be) jubilant rich men are more complex than the foregoing summary 

statement implies. Accordingly, in hope of more precisely identifying the patterns that 

emerge across Luke’s several emotionally charged passages involving a “rich man,” this 

 

 

glimmer of hope for Lazarus’s neighbor latent in Abraham’s address to him as “child” (τέκνον) in 16:25. 

This vocative address echoes the diction of the father addressing his angry elder son in the parable of the 

two sons (15:31; see above). Could Abraham’s wording suggest that the rich man’s status as a descendant 

of Abraham has not been totally vitiated by his uncharitable enjoyment of material goods during his 

lifetime? The parable leaves this question unresolved, although the fact that Lazarus’s neighbor has already 

died may encourage less hope for him than Luke arguably invites in relation to the next rich man in his 

Gospel (18:18–30; see below). In this connection, it is also worth noting Mary’s use of the vocative τέκνον 

in Luke 2:48, where the term perhaps has reproachful overtones but clearly does not imply any sort of 

repudiation of the “child” in question (i.e., Jesus).  
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subsection will further probe the ways in which the parable of Lazarus and his rich 

neighbor intersects with the parable of the rich fool and the teaching that surrounds it 

(esp. 12:13–34; see 2.5.1).263 As evident from what has been said above, both passages 

support the view that enjoyment is morally ambivalent in Luke-Acts (εὐφραίνω, 12:19; 

16:19; cf. 15:32). In addition, the “rich man” in both cases fails to factor his own 

mortality into his (plans for) jubilation and appears oblivious to the fact that he will be 

held accountable for his use of material goods. Beyond these basic parallels, though, the 

two narrative teachings (and the immediate context of each passage) also intersect in 

several more complicated ways that are relevant for understanding what leads to joy-

according-to-Luke in situations of economic prosperity. I will here examine three such 

points of intersection, related to (1) the ultimately eschatological frame of reference 

assumed by Jesus’s teaching about self-securing and divine provision in Luke 12:13–34; 

(2) the social/communal aspect of the proper use of wealth in pursuing joy; and (3) the 

 

263 In highlighting the passages’ interconnections, I of course do not mean to deny that these first two joy- 

and wealth-related passages diverge in several fundamental ways. They are set in different narrative 

contexts, and each serves complex purposes within its specific narrative context. Moreover, there is of 

course a very basic difference in plot: as already mentioned, Lazarus’s rich neighbor actually succeeds in 

enjoying his wealth (for a time), unlike the rich fool. This difference affects which conditions for joy figure 

prominently in each case. For instance, hope—in the sense of a future-oriented expectation of enjoying real 

or perceived goods, which proves a driving force in the rich fool’s pursuit of joy (see above)—does not 

play a major a role in the second joy- and wealth-related passage, at least not for the rich man prior to his 

death. After all, in his life, he already enjoys his goods. Such differences notwithstanding, though, it should 

already be obvious that these first two joy- and wealth-related passages also share several common themes 

in their portrayal of “a certain rich man” and his would-be enjoyment of material “goods”—points of 

connection that invite Luke’s audience to consider the two passages together.  
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role of Israel’s Scriptures in guiding the appropriate (ultimately joy-conducive) use of 

abundant material goods.  

The first point of complication, and ultimately clarification, arises from 

comparing Lazarus’s and his neighbor’s experiences to Jesus’s teaching about divine 

provision in the parable of the rich fool and its narrative context. Difficulties emerge at 

two interrelated points. On the one hand, as already noted in connection with the parable 

of the rich fool (2.5.1.5), the enjoyable life of Lazarus’s wealthy neighbor undermines 

any attempt to pretend that the way in which the rich fool pursued enjoyment was 

inevitably bound to fail utterly. Lazarus’s neighbor successfully secures a life of 

merrymaking for himself, at least for a while. On the other hand, Lazarus’s extreme and 

apparently unremitting poverty264 seems at first glance to invite doubts about Jesus’s 

claims concerning God’s care. God’s reliable provision, as seen above, provides the basis 

for Jesus’s exhortations not to worry about basic necessities or even life itself but rather 

to pursue the kingdom of God, including through charitable self-divestment (12:22–34). 

How do we square God’s provision with Lazarus’s destitution? 

Both difficulties come into sharper focus when one notices additional thematic 

and/or verbal connections between the two passages. The expressions of wealth 

highlighted by Jesus’s description of Lazarus’s neighbor—luxurious clothing and 

 

264 At least, Jesus/Luke never indicates that Lazarus receives any relief from his suffering, although neither 

does the parable specify the cause of Lazarus’s death itself as related to poverty (though this may be 

implied).  
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apparently also lavish food and drink (implied by εὐφραίνω and λαμπρῶς, 16:19)—

correspond to the goods about which Jesus instructs his followers not to worry in 12:22–

34. Nevertheless, Lazarus’s neighbor seems (for a while) to do quite well for himself by 

successfully securing these goods for his own enjoyment. Conversely, Jesus’s depiction 

of Lazarus’s severe need emphasizes the absence of some of these same goods. The 

assurances of 12:22–34 notwithstanding, Jesus does not describe God as supplying 

Lazarus with basic sustenance (12:21).265 Though Lazarus “was longing to be satisfied 

(χορτασθῆναι)” with the rich man’s discarded food (16:21), the poor man evidently 

remains in this life among those whom Jesus blesses in the Lukan Beatitudes, those “who 

are hungry (πεινῶντες) now” (6:21).266 And yet, as far as we are told, Lazarus does not 

(in this life) experience the blessing that Jesus pronounces over such people: “You will be 

satisfied (χορτασθήσεσθε)” (6:21). Not only does Lazarus continue to hunger and to 

suffer from “sores” (ἕλκη, 16:21), but he also dies.267 It seems that even Lazarus’s body 

and his very life are not protected (16:21–22; cf. 12:23).  

Upon closer examination, however, the apparent tensions between Jesus’s 

teachings in Luke 12 and in Luke 16 do not finally undercut the conclusions drawn above 

 

265 Again, note the textual variant that underscores the point (12:21). Jesus may also imply that Lazarus 

lacks adequate clothing, insofar as Lazarus apparently does not have sufficient garments even to keep dogs’ 

tongues from his sores (16:21; cf. 12:22). 
266 L. T. Johnson’s comment that “Luke’s parable in 16:1–31 provides the perfect narrative expression of 

his own Beatitudes and woes in 6:20, 24” (Gospel, 255–56; similarly Levine, Short Stories, 275, 289–90) is 

true only if we consider the postmortem reversal that occurs in the parable. 
267 Again, the cause of death is admittedly not mentioned. However, the description of his frail physical 

state and great need arguably implies that Lazarus’s poverty contributed to his physical demise.  
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about the earlier passage. This becomes clearer when one considers the end of the story 

of Lazarus and his rich neighbor. To review: In response to the suffering rich man’s 

request that Lazarus be sent to cool his tongue in Hades, Abraham explains that the rich 

man “received [his] goods (ἀγαθά) in [his] life (ζωῇ)”268 (16:25; cf. 16:19). This rich man 

achieved what the rich fool had only planned to do (cf. 12:19). However, this 

achievement proves short lived; the once-jubilant rich man suffers in his postmortem 

state. In contrast, Lazarus, who apparently suffered throughout his earthly life, “now is 

comforted” (παρακαλεῖται, 16:24).  

As others have noted, the diction with which Abraham describes this reversal 

again calls to mind the Beatitudes and Woes, especially Luke 6:24–25: “Woe to you who 

are rich (πλουσίοις), because you have received your consolation (παράκλησις); woe to 

you who are full now, because you will be hungry” (6:24–25; cf. Matt 5:4; Luke 6:21). 

Whereas before Lazarus had longed for the rich man’s leftovers (16:21), now it is the rich 

man who begs for even a partial satisfaction of his most basic of needs, specifically 

including thirst (16:24; cf. 12:29). Lazarus, meanwhile—we are given to understand—

finally has been “satisfied” (cf. 16:21; 6:21). Now he receives his comfort (16:24; cf. 

6:24, 21 [the latter with a reference to laughter; cf. Matt 5:4]). Thus, by the conclusion of 

 

268 In relation to parable of the rich fool, note language of “goods” or “good things” here as well (ἀγαθά, 

16:25; cf. 12:18). 
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the story of Lazarus and his rich neighbor, the Beatitudes and Woes have indeed been 

fulfilled—and, with them, the assurances of Luke 12 (see esp. 12:31).  

Rather than undermining the inferences that might be drawn from Luke 12, then, 

the complications that come into view when comparing these first two joy- and wealth-

related passages compel Luke’s/Jesus’s audience(s) to register more fully the ultimately 

eschatological frame of reference within which Jesus offers his instruction in Luke 12—a 

point implied already in that passage by the divine voice’s criticism of the rich fool’s 

shortsighted scheme for enjoying his “goods” (12:20). Such a construal of Jesus’s 

teaching in and around the parable of the rich fool also coheres with Jesus’s portrayal of 

charitable self-divestment as storing up “treasure in heaven” (12:33) at the conclusion of 

his teaching about greed and possessions in 12:16–34, as well as with the eschatological 

overtones of much of what precedes (12:4–12) and follows (12:35–13:9) this section (see 

also 2.5.1.2).  

In short, despite clear differences in their experiences during earthly life, these 

first two would-be jubilant rich men share a narrowly this-worldly vision of the role of 

economic prosperity in facilitating joy. Both parables call this approach to enjoyment into 

question. By implication, both parables encourage Jesus’s/Luke’s audience instead to 

adopt an eschatological frame of reference when considering how material possessions 

might best be used in pursuit of joy. 
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With respect to the other two points of intersection noted above—namely, the 

social/communal aspect of the rich men’s joy-thwarting error in their use of material 

wealth and the role of Israel’s Scriptures in guiding the joy-conducive use of such 

resources—the story of Lazarus and his rich neighbor renders explicit conditions for joy 

that are, at most, implicit in the earlier parable.269 Jesus’s account of Lazarus and his 

neighbor thus corroborates some of my more tentative proposals about the parable of the 

rich fool, even as it also foreshadows issues that recur in later emotionally charged 

passages involving rich men in Luke’s Gospel (see 2.5.3–2.5.4). 

The social/communal aspect of the rich men’s joy-thwarting error in their use of 

material wealth becomes clearer in the account of Lazarus and his rich neighbor largely 

due to the presence of Lazarus in this passage. Jesus/Luke emphasizes Lazarus’s presence 

by giving an extended account of the poor man’s suffering. He is cast at the rich man’s 

gate, in dire and evidently unmet need (16:20–21). The weakly attested variant that adds 

“and no one gave to him [i.e., Lazarus]” (16:21, see NA28 apparatus) makes explicit what 

the account of this intense and ongoing suffering implies: despite inevitably passing by 

the obviously needy Lazarus regularly, the rich man does not share with Lazarus even 

 

269 Of course, the details of one parable cannot be simply read back onto the other. However, given the 

multiple other points of connection between the two passages, it is not invalid to expect some mutual 

illumination from their juxtaposition. Such an expectation is encouraged not only by the light that these 

passages do in fact shed on each other when set side by side but also by the ways in which some of the 

points of intersection discussed here come up in the remaining joy- and wealth-related passages in the body 

of Luke’s Gospel, as will be seen below. 
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“what falls from [the rich man’s] table” (cf. 16:19, 21). By making sure that the 

hearer/reader (unlike the rich man) does not overlook Lazarus, Jesus/Luke draws 

attention to the social and communal aspect of what goes awry in Lazarus’s rich 

neighbor’s pursuit of enjoyment. Moreover, Lazarus’s emphatic presence in this account 

narratively corroborates my proposal that the rich fool’s joy-inhibiting failure to be “rich 

toward God” (12:21) takes the concrete shape of neglecting the needs of poor 

neighbors—even if the rich fool himself is too self-centered to register the existence of 

such neighbors in his soliloquized planning for his own enjoyment (cf. 12:20–21; see 

discussion in 2.5.1.3).  

Finally, as mentioned, a third point of intersection between these two passages 

about riches and would-be enjoyment involves the role of Israel’s Scriptures in norming 

God’s people’s use of wealth in ways that ultimately lead to joy. Relative to the parable 

of the rich fool, the conversation between Lazarus’s rich neighbor and Abraham renders 

this condition for joy more explicit, particularly through Abraham’s double mention of 

“Moses and the prophets” (see Luke 16:29, 31). Abraham’s comment implies that, by 

providing guidance concerning care for the poor in the Scriptures,270 God has already 

intervened to show the wealthy man and his brothers how possessions ought to be used 

 

270 See a lengthy list of relevant OT passages in L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 253. The way in which Abraham 

refers to “Moses and the prophets” implies, as others have inferred, that the rich man and his brothers do 

know (about) the Scriptures. However, they are guilty of what Spencer labels “a practical devaluation of 

Scripture-knowledge” (Luke, 414, emphasis original). 
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by those who would seek lasting (eschatological) joy. Interpreted in this way, Abraham’s 

reference to “Moses and the prophets” (16:29, 31) also corroborates my proposal that 

Israel’s Scriptures are relevant to the question of what prevents joy in the parable of the 

rich fool.271 Like Lazarus’s rich neighbor, the rich fool of Luke 12 does not respond to 

material abundance in ways shaped by the teaching of Israel’s Scriptures. Instead, he 

neglects those Scriptures’ teaching concerning how Abraham’s descendants ought to 

relate to wealth and to poor others during their brief mortal life. 

2.5.2.4 Conclusion: Lazarus’s Rich Neighbor and Later Rich Men in Luke’s Gospel 

Drawing together several strands of the foregoing argument, we can conclude 

from Jesus’s teaching in Luke 16 that Israel’s Scriptures provide the guidance that should 

lead God’s people to serve God rather than Mammon—and to recognize their use of 

material wealth in relation to (especially, poor) others as a context in which their true 

loyalties become apparent, with eschatological consequences for their joy (or lack 

thereof). In multiple ways, this teaching paves the way for Jesus’s two subsequent 

encounters with “rich” men in Luke’s Gospel. For example, Abraham’s mention of 

“Moses and the prophets” in his conversation with Lazarus’s rich neighbor anticipates the 

role of Israel’s Scriptures in the next emotionally charged story of a rich man (18:18–30; 

see 2.5.3). In another vein, Lazarus’s rich neighbor’s address to “Father” Abraham 

 

271 The reference to the Scriptures also arguably also helps to clarify the coherence of Luke 16—in which 

two teachings about the use of wealth (16:1–15; 16:19–31) are joined by a seeming digression about the 

Law and the prophets (16:16–18). 
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(16:24, 27, 30) invites comparison with Zacchaeus—yet another rich man, whom Jesus 

describes as a “son of Abraham” after Zacchaeus radically alters his handling of material 

wealth (19:1–10; see 2.5.4). Analysis of these additional passages involving a rich man 

and his joy(lessness) will further clarify the patterns of relating to wealth and to others 

that Luke portrays as leading to—or, as the case may be, hindering—appropriate 

rejoicing.  

2.5.3 Declining Costly Joy: The Account of the Rich Ruler (18:18–30)  

The next rich man in Luke’s “orderly account” (1:3) shows up in a Triple 

Tradition passage about Jesus’s encounter with a pious rich man and the instruction that 

follows their exchange (Luke 18:18–30; cf. Mark 10:17–31; Matt 19:16–30). It may at 

first seem odd that I would include this pericope in my analysis of the conditions for joy-

according-to-Luke. Jesus’s exchange with the rich ruler lacks even the implication of joy, 

never mind overt joy terms. In fact, however, this third passage proves highly relevant to 

understanding Luke’s depiction of the conditions for joy in contexts of economic 

prosperity.  

At least two considerations bolster the plausibility of this claim. First, as will be 

seen, multiple verbal and thematic links to Luke’s other treatments of jubilation and 

wealth implicitly invite readers/hearers to interpret this passage in connection with others 

that juxtapose these motifs. Second, although Luke does not mention joy in relation to the 

rich ruler, this pericope does foreground another emotional response: the ruler becomes 
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“extremely grieved” (περίλυπος, 18:23).272 These two points reinforce one another. Given 

the multiple other connections between the rich ruler and earlier (would-be) jubilant rich 

men, the presence of a quite contrary emotion in 18:23 renders the absence of joy from 

this passage more palpable than it otherwise would be.  

Ironically enough, the “extremely grieved” rich ruler turns out to be closer to right 

rejoicing-according-to-Luke than either of the rich men discussed above, notwithstanding 

the absence of joy terms from this third passage. With the rich ruler, readers/hearers of 

Luke’s Gospel move one step closer to seeing a rich person relate to wealth in a way that 

would facilitate appropriate and lasting joy—even though the rich ruler himself does not 

(yet) manage to enter into such jubilation.  

2.5.3.1 The (Rich) Ruler’s Joylessness: An Overview and Comparison with Rich 

Men in Earlier Joy-Related Passages 

The pericope begins with a query posed to Jesus by a “ruler” (ἄρχων, Luke 

18:18). The substance of the man’s question is common to all three Synoptic Gospels: he 

wants to know how to gain273—or more, specifically, how to “inherit”—“eternal life” 

(Luke 18:18; cf. Mark 10:17 and Matt 19:16). Luke’s distinctive description of the 

inquirer as a “ruler” implies some degree of social and probably economic privilege, but 

with the other Synoptic evangelists, Luke does not at first make the man’s financial 

 

272 Luke’s only use of the term (L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 277). 
273 Matthew 19:16 does not use the language of inheritance, but see Matthew 19:29. 
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situation explicit.274 Instead, and again like Mark and Matthew, Luke reserves this 

revelation until later in the passage, connecting it to the ruler’s markedly unjoyful 

emotional response to his conversation with Jesus (Luke 18:23; Mark 10:22; Matt 19:22). 

In the meantime, Luke hints at the man’s financial status by portraying the ruler in ways 

that evoke earlier passages involving other (would-be jubilant) rich men, even as Luke 

also intimates that this ruler may be closer to appropriate rejoicing than any of the joy-

seeking rich men whom Luke’s readers have encountered thus far.275  

For example, like the would-be heir whose request elicits the parable of the rich 

fool (12:13; see 2.5.1.2), the Lukan ruler asks a question about inheritance. Unlike the 

earlier petitioner, however, the ruler’s question is not focused on a narrowly this-worldly 

hope. He specifically wants to know what he needs to do in order to “inherit” eternal life 

(18:18). Reinforcing the connection to Luke 12 already created by his use of inheritance 

language (κληρονομέω, 18:18; cf. κληρονομία, 12:13; see also 12:20),276 the ruler’s 

mention of “eternal life” (ζωή αἰώνιος) also recalls Jesus’s warning, just before the 

parable of the rich fool, against greed—a warning warranted by the fact that a person’s 

“life (ζωή) is not from his possessions,” even in cases where possessions abound (12:15). 

 

274 A deferral also noted, e.g., by Spencer, Luke, 459–60. 
275 Similarly, though without explicit reference to joy, Spencer remarks that the ruler’s “discussion with 

Jesus up to [the point where the wealth becomes a problem], his demeanor at the moment of decision, and 

Jesus’ final response all suggest the rich ruler is not as far from God’s kingdom … as we might think” 

(Luke, 460).  
276 As discussed above, the parable of the rich fool follows a petition concerning (temporal, familial) 

inheritance (κληρονομία, 12:13), and it closes with God asking the rich fool a question that implicitly 

alludes to such inheritance again (12:20). 
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When compared to the (evidently, greedy) request of the man who asks Jesus to help him 

secure a share of the family inheritance (12:13), the ruler’s concern for “inheriting eternal 

life” (18:18) seems to be a promising indication of the orientation of his hope.277 The 

ruler may not frame his request in terms of “joy,” but to the extent that he can be said to 

be seeking “joy,” he apparently seeks it with the sort of eschatological long-view that 

Jesus himself has advocated elsewhere in the Gospel—even if subsequent events may in 

some measure call into question the ruler’s commitment to such a perspective.  

Jesus initially responds to the man’s query about inheriting eternal life partly by 

pointing him to the commandments, several of which Jesus lists (Luke 18:20).278 Given 

the thematic connections between Israel’s Scriptures and Jesus’s teaching about 

possessions in the parable of the rich fool, as well as the explicit reference to “Moses and 

the prophets” in the story of Lazarus and his neighbor (12:21; 16:29–31), the ruler’s 

response to Jesus’s list of commandments again seems promising. The ruler confirms that 

he has indeed kept the commandments (18:20–22). Unlike Lazarus’s neighbor in Luke 

16, the ruler apparently heeds the Scriptures—or at least, so he says.  

 

277 One could also compare the rich ruler to the man who asked Jesus a very similar question but with the 

intention of testing Jesus back in Luke 10:25. As Parsons implies, the rich ruler appears to be sincere, 

unlike the earlier questioner (Luke, 269).  
278 Citing from the Ten Commandments, see Exodus 20:12–16 and Deuteronomy 5:16–20. 
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Nor does Jesus exactly question the ruler’s claim to have obeyed the 

commandments just reviewed (cf. also 15:29, 31),279 although Jesus does tell the ruler 

that “still one thing is lacking (λείπει) to [him, i.e., the ruler]” (18:22).280 

Counterintuitively, what the ruler lacks is not a material good or even an action of 

achievement or acquisition in some self-assertive sense. Rather, he “lacks” the charitable 

self-divestment of material goods that would result in “treasure in heaven” and would 

free him to follow Jesus (18:22; cf. 12:21; 12:33–34).  

This call to follow Jesus introduces a new dynamic into Luke’s portrayal of joy 

and wealth. It suggests that in this context—as in the context of reacting to others’ 

salvation—people’s responses specifically to Jesus play a part in facilitating or thwarting 

what Luke deems appropriate joy (see, e.g., 2.4.1 on Luke 13:10–17). I will further 

explore this christological aspect of Luke’s portrayal of what leads to joy in contexts of 

material prosperity below, when I take up the case of Zacchaeus.  

For now, returning to the points of connection and contrast between the ruler and 

earlier rich men in Luke’s Gospel, I would note that the Lord’s initial instructions to the 

ruler—that he sell all his possessions and give to the poor—strongly recall Jesus’s earlier 

 

279 As noted, for example, by Spencer, Luke, 458, 461.  
280 Hays notes some ambiguity in the narrative here: Should “following Jesus … be understood as an 

additional commandment beyond the Torah”? Or is “Jesus’ demand for divestment of worldly goods … 

simply a radicalization of the tenth commandment against coveting (Exod 20:17; Deut 5:21)—the one 

commandment pointedly omitted form Jesus’ initial summary of the commandments”? (Echoes of 

Scripture in the Gospels, 209).  
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teaching following the parable of the rich fool. Jesus’s reference to “treasure in heaven” 

reinforces the link:  

Table 26: Jesus’s Teaching on Possessions in Luke 12:33–34 and 18:22 

 

Luke 12:33–34 (see also above, 2.5.1.4)  Luke 18:22 

 

 

Πωλήσατε τὰ ὑπάρχοντα ὑμῶν  

καὶ δότε ἐλεημοσύνην·  

ποιήσατε ἑαυτοῖς βαλλάντια μὴ  

παλαιούμενα, 

θησαυρὸν ἀνέκλειπτον ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς,  

ὅπου κλέπτης οὐκ ἐγγίζει οὐδὲ σὴς 

διαφθείρει· 

ὅπου γάρ ἐστιν ὁ θησαυρὸς ὑμῶν, ἐκεῖ 

καὶ ἡ καρδία ὑμῶν ἔσται.  

ἀκούσας δὲ ὁ Ἰησοῦς εἶπεν αὐτῷ·  

ἔτι ἕν σοι λείπει·  

πάντα ὅσα ἔχεις πώλησον  

καὶ διάδος πτωχοῖς,  

 

 

καὶ ἕξεις θησαυρὸν ἐν [τοῖς]281 οὐρανοῖς,  

 

 

καὶ δεῦρο ἀκολούθει μοι.  

 

Beyond merely reiterating his earlier words, Jesus’s instructions to the ruler still further 

intensify his demands, moving beyond even the climactic verses about possessions in the 

sequence of teachings about wealth in 12:13–34. In keeping with his intervening 

instructions about possessions and discipleship (see esp. 14:33), Jesus now specifies that, 

at least in this ruler’s case, what should be sold and distributed to the poor is not just 

(perhaps a portion of) the rich man’s “possessions” (cf. the general expression τὰ 

ὑπάρχοντα ὑμῶν in 12:33) but rather, specifically, “everything whatsoever” (πάντα ὅσα) 

that the ruler has (18:22). The contrast could hardly be sharper between Jesus’s 

exhortation to the ruler and the plans of the rich fool who, back in Luke 12, had futilely 

 

281 This textual variant makes no difference for my argument at present. 
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hoped to stockpile “all (πάντα) the wheat” from his abundant harvest, as well as his 

apparently already ample “goods” (ἀγαθά), for his own future enjoyment (12:18–19; see 

also, e.g., 14:33). 

If the ruler’s position as “ruler” and the multiple connections to other passages 

about wealthy men in Luke’s Gospel were not enough to suggest his economic privilege, 

Luke explicitly discloses the man’s financial status following Jesus’s instructions. The 

ruler was “exceedingly rich” (πλούσιος σφόδρα, 18:23). For my purposes here, it is 

significant that Luke offers this revelation of the ruler’s financial status specifically as an 

explanation for the man’s emotional response to Jesus’s command about selling all his 

belongings, distributing to the poor, and following Jesus. Hearing Jesus’s words, the ruler 

“became very grieved (περίλουπος ἐγενήθη), for (γὰρ) he was exceedingly rich” (18:23). 

Luke thus implies a direct, perhaps even causal, connection between the rich ruler’s 

wealth and his utterly unjoyful response to Jesus’s command-and-calling.282  

It may be useful here to compare Luke’s wording with that of the other Synoptic 

Gospels: 

 

282 Spencer notes that Luke’s only other textually unambiguous use of related λυπ- words occurs in 22:45 

(where grief is so intense as to hinder wakefulness) and that some manuscripts also include an additional 

reference to grief (referring to the rich man as the one who had been extremely grieved, περίλυπον 

γεγόμενον [Luke, 462, 463n373]).  
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Table 27: Synopsis of the Rich Man’s Sadness in Luke 18:23–24 and Parallels 

 

Matthew 19:22 Mark 10:22 Luke 18:23–24a 

ἀκούσας δὲ ὁ νεανίσκος  

τὸν λόγον  

ἀπῆλθεν λυπούμενος·  

ἦν γὰρ  

ἔχων κτήματα πολλά.   

ὁ δὲ στυγνάσας ἐπὶ  

τῷ λόγῳ  

ἀπῆλθεν λυπούμενος·  

ἦν γὰρ  

ἔχων κτήματα πολλά. 

 

 

ὁ δὲ ἀκούσας  

ταῦτα  

περίλυπος ἐγενήθη·  

ἦν γὰρ  

πλούσιος σφόδρα.  

ἰδὼν δὲ αὐτὸν ὁ Ἰησοῦς….   

 

If one assumes Markan priority, Luke presumably retains the man’s financial status and 

grief from Mark’s Gospel. However, Luke has redacted the passage in ways that render it 

more obviously coherent with his distinctive concern both for possessions and for 

joy(lessness). Two redaction-critical observations particularly bear mentioning here.  

First, Luke has reworded the description of the man’s financial status by changing 

ἦν ... ἔχων κτήματα πολλά (“he had many possessions”) to ἦν ... πλούσιος σφόδρα (“he 

was exceedingly rich”). One effect of this alteration, perhaps not coincidental, is to bring 

the description of this ruler into closer conformity with Luke’s portrayal of the rich men 

whose joy (or lack thereof) the Third Gospel elsewhere describes.283 Like the rich fool 

who forgot to factor his own mortality into his financial planning (12:16) and like the rich 

man who neglected Lazarus at his gate (16:19, 21, 22), the rich ruler is specifically 

 

283 Note that Luke does elsewhere use κτήματα (two times, in Acts [2:45; 5:1]). 
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described as πλούσιος (18:23)—as will be Zacchaeus in 19:2 (see 2.5.4; see also, e.g., 

6:24).284  

Second, Luke has also altered Mark’s emotion language.285 I argued above that 

the absence of joy language in Jesus’s encounter with the rich ruler is striking not only 

because of the similar economic status of this ruler and the other rich men whose 

joy(lessness) Luke recounts but also because of the strongly contrasting emotion that 

Luke ascribes to the rich ruler in lieu of joy. Synoptic comparison further suggests that 

Luke has strengthened the description of the man’s grief by replacing Mark’s use of a 

participial form of the verb λυπέω with the more emphatic adjective περίλυπος. The ruler 

is not merely “grieving”; according to Luke, he is “very grieved” (Luke 18:23; cf. Mark 

10:22).286  

The sharply negative turn in the rich ruler’s emotional response to Jesus is jarring 

in its own right and all the more so when one considers the multiple other connections 

between this ruler and those rich men whose joy (or attempted joy) Luke recounts 

elsewhere in the travel narrative. Compared to the other rich men surveyed thus far, the 

rich ruler would seem to be on the most promising course toward jubilation. The rich 

ruler inquires about inheriting eternal life (18:18)—not just the family estate (cf. 

 

284 There are a handful of other uses of πλούσιος in Luke outside of the four passages highlighted here (see 

6:24; 14:12; 16:1; 18:25; and 21:1)—though, interestingly, there are no occurrences of the term in all of 

Acts.  
285 On this redactional point, see also Conver, “The Portrayal,” 52. 
286 The NRSV obscures the intensification. 
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12:13)—and thus evinces the sort of long-range hope which Luke/Jesus elsewhere 

affirms as conducive to appropriate rejoicing (e.g., 6:22–23; 10:20). In other words, the 

rich ruler avoids the error of the rich fool. The rich ruler also reportedly obeys Israel’s 

Scriptures (18:20–21), thereby avoiding the error of Lazarus’s rich neighbor as well (cf. 

16:29–31). Nor is it insignificant that the rich ruler brings his (apparently sincere) 

question about eternal life to Jesus. After all, as seen above in relation to passages such as 

13:10–17, Luke elsewhere links receptivity to Jesus with narratively affirmed rejoicing 

(see 2.4.1; see also 2.5.4, below).  

Nevertheless, even this ruler does not manage to rejoice. Quite to the contrary, he 

is extremely grieved! What does Luke’s portrayal of the rich ruler reveal concerning the 

conditions that would lead to appropriate joy in situations marked by material prosperity? 

As becomes clear especially when one attends to the conclusion of Jesus’s exchange with 

the ruler and the teaching that follows it, this passage does mark a step toward 

appropriate jubilation in situations marked by wealth—notwithstanding the fact that the 

rich ruler himself (as yet) fails to rejoice. 

2.5.3.2 The Rich Ruler’s Joylessness: Analysis and Evaluation 

Although the rich ruler’s emotional response to Jesus’s instructions is startling 

and not immediately promising, it may not be an entirely bad sign.287 At least, relative to 

 

287 Cf. the complex interweaving of grief, repentance, and joy in 2 Corinthians 7:5–16.  
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Mark (and Matthew), Luke leaves room for greater ambiguity about the final outcome of 

this rich man’s sadness.288 In the Synoptic parallels, the rich man departs in his grief 

(Mark 10:22; Matt 10:22). In Luke’s account, however, the “very grieved” rich ruler 

apparently stands by, at least long enough for Jesus to be “looking at him” when he 

begins offering additional teaching about riches and entering the kingdom of God (18:24; 

see also table 27, above; cf. Luke 12:31–34).289 Luke admittedly does not attach 

explicitly positive overtones to Jesus’s “looking at” the ruler,290 but given that Jesus’s 

gaze elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel often precedes the healing/restoration of those at whom 

he looks (see also discussion in 2.4.1), the bare mention of his “looking at” the rich ruler 

may hint at this rich man’s eventual movement into joy.  

 

288 See also Spencer, Luke, 462–65 for a highly empathetic interpretation of the man’s grief response: “If 

the ruler had not been so aggrieved, [this would have indicated that] he would not have taken Jesus 

seriously” (Luke, 462).  
289 On the continued presence of the man in Luke’s account, see for example Parsons, Luke, 270, and 

Spencer, Luke, 462. Of the open-endedness that results from this narrative detail, Parsons aptly observes, 

“This story joins with the unfinished stories of the prodigal son and the good Samaritan to insist that the 

possibility is left open that the character (not to mention the authorial audience) may still respond favorably 

to Jesus’ invitation to join the banquet, to perform acts of charity, and to redistribute possessions to care for 

the poor” (Luke, 270). In my view, such an open-endedness is the point, and hence we need not decide 

between more positive/hopeful and more negative/condemning interpretations of the man’s continued 

presence as Jesus goes on to offer additional teaching. Indeed, as Karl Allen Kuhn points out, this open-

endedness—like the numerous other cases of “withholding resolution” in Luke-Acts—serves important 

rhetorical purposes vis-à-vis the readers (see Kuhn, “The Power,” esp. 184–85). Cf. Johnson’s suggestion 

of a more negative interpretation of the rich ruler’s continued presence: “The ruler is not said to ‘go 

away’”; hence, “Jesus’ subsequent pronouncement is not only an instruction of the disciples but a rebuke to 

the rich ruler” (Gospel, 278). If forced to choose, I would assume a more hopeful interpretation, esp. given 

the trajectory from failed joy to realized joy that I trace in this chapter. With this rich man, we are on our 

way to proper rejoicing (see below on Zacchaeus).  
290 Cf. Mark’s description, earlier in the parallel passage, of Jesus’s “looking at” (ἐμβλέψας) the rich man 

and specifically loving him (Mark 10:21). 
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Of course, the narrative stops short of relating any such further spiritual and 

emotional (and economic) transformation in the rich ruler.291 We are not told whether or 

how the rich ruler responds to Jesus’s gaze and further teaching. Jesus’s comment 

immediately following the rich ruler’s failure to comply with his instructions does not 

explicitly express hope for the man’s repentance, either, although it may bode well for the 

rich ruler in another way. Perhaps the several more promising signs in the ruler’s 

characterization—his desire to “inherit eternal life,” his compliance with Scripture, and 

his inquiring of Jesus—are precisely what account for Jesus’s apparent exasperation at 

this rich man’s failure to obey the call to charitable self-divestment and discipleship. 

Even for someone so apparently on the right track as this rich ruler, “how difficult it is for 

the ones who have wealth to enter into the kingdom of God!” (18:24).  

Difficult indeed—but not impossible with God (18:27; cf. 1:37), as will be 

confirmed in the case of Zacchaeus, discussed below (2.5.4). Before leaving the rich 

ruler, though, it is worth noting how the point of this passage comes into sharper focus 

when one considers the narrative setting of Jesus’s exchange with the rich ruler in Luke’s 

Gospel. On the one hand, with its reference to “entering the kingdom of God” (τὴν 

βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ εἰσπορεύονται, 18:24), Jesus’s teaching following his conversation 

with the rich ruler recalls the preceding pericope, in which Jesus states that “whoever 

does not receive the kingdom of God (βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ) as a child can by no means 

 

291 Cf. the account of Zacchaeus, discussed below. 
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enter (εἰσέλθῃ) into it” (18:17). On the other hand, and more to the point for present 

purposes, Jesus’s teaching in 18:24–27 also prompts a subsequent conversation with 

Peter about those who have done what the rich ruler has not (yet) managed to do: namely, 

give up everything and follow Jesus (18:28; see also, e.g., 9:23–24; 12:31–34; 14:33). 

Though Jesus does not here guarantee “joy” for these followers, he does promise them 

“very much more” than they have given up, even “in this age”292—as well as, “in the age 

that is coming, eternal life (ζωὴν αἰώνιον)” (18:29–30).  

The latter blessing is, of course, just what the rich ruler had been concerned to 

“inherit” (18:18). These two references to “eternal life” thus create an inclusio around the 

passage, underscoring the fact that the saddened rich ruler provides a foil for Peter and 

others who live into the costly discipleship from which this rich man, despite the several 

indications that he is on the track toward right rejoicing, has so far shrunken back (18:28–

30). Interestingly, the rich ruler also provides a foil293 for Zacchaeus—the one “rich” man 

who rejoices rightly in Luke’s Gospel (19:2, 6), to whose case I now turn. 

 

292 Note that here Jesus lists not only directly economic sacrifices but also social/familial sacrifices “for the 

sake of the kingdom of God” (18:29); note also Jesus’s immediately following teaching about his own 

impending death/resurrection (18:31–34; see also the link between Jesus’s self-sacrifice and his followers’ 

call in, e.g., 9:22–27). 
293 Yet another foil for the rich ruler may be the blind beggar whom Jesus encounters near Jericho, who 

does follow Jesus (even without an explicit command to do so) (see 18:35–43, esp. 18:43). 
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2.5.4 Embracing Costly Joy: Zacchaeus, “Son of Abraham” (19:1–10) 

Only a few pericopes separate the account of the rich ruler from that of 

Zacchaeus, who—like the rich ruler, Lazarus’s rich neighbor, and the rich fool—is 

described as “rich” (πλούσιος, 19:1).294 In several respects, Zacchaeus might seem to be 

the unpromising antithesis of the rich ruler. Whereas the rich ruler’s status as “ruler” 

(ἄρχων, 18:18) may imply social honor, Zacchaeus’s status as a “chief tax collector” 

(ἀρχιτελώνης, 19:2) renders him socially (and morally) objectionable from his 

community’s point of view295—as confirmed by bystanders’ eventual description of him 

as a “sinner” (ἁμαρτωλός) with whom they deem it inappropriate for Jesus to stay 

(19:7).296 This judgment on Zacchaeus of course also implies that, at least in the opinion 

 

294 Continuing the trajectory I have been following throughout this section, I will consider Zacchaeus 

primarily in relation to other rich men who are associated with joy(lessness) in Luke’s Gospel. However, I 

will also glance at points back at Luke 15; for an extended analysis of Zacchaeus’s story in relation to the 

parables of Luke 15, see Inselmann, Freude, esp. 322–38. Inselmann points out numerous ways in which 

the story of Zacchaeus complements the parables of Luke 15, such as the fact that in Luke 15 we see the 

joy of the one who finds the lost and the joy of those around that finder (“Freude des Retters … und … 

Mitfreude der sozialen Umwelt”), whereas with Zacchaeus we see the joy of the one found (“der Gerettete 

selbst”); this completes one line of the third parable that had remained unresolved when the focus turned 

from the younger to the elder brother (Freude, 332–33, emphasis original). Both passages also end up 

affirming the sonship of the wayward character (Freude, 337). See also the figure on Freude, 333, which 

depicts similarities in structure between the two passages, and the tables on 336, which compare key 

characters in each passage. Zacchaeus can also be read in relation to other characters, such as the blind man 

whom Jesus heals in Luke 18 (see, e.g., Spencer, Luke, 472–82, with comparative table on 473). 
295 In terms of their status in their communities, then, the two may be at odds; however, as L. T. Johnson 

points out, the repetition of ἄρχων in Zacchaeus’s position title also has the effect of suggesting a sort of 

parallelism between him and the rich ruler (Gospel, 285). 
296 Moreover, if we take Zacchaeus to be the one deemed short in 19:3, it is also relevant to note the 

negative stereotypes associated with shortness in the ancient world, such as “low self-expectations and 

greediness” (Parsons, Luke, 278; see also 279).  
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of his neighbors, he has not been heeding the Scriptures, creating a further point of 

contrast with the rich ruler’s self-assessment in the preceding chapter (18:21).  

Nevertheless, unlike the three rich men considered above, Zechariah successfully 

“rejoices” in a way that Luke portrays favorably. As the narrator relates in 19:6, 

Zacchaeus “received [Jesus], rejoicing (χαίρων)” (19:6). Some English297 translations 

obscure the role of joy in this passage by rendering the participle χαίρων with some other 

(arguably weaker, and in any case less clearly joy-related) term. For example, the NRSV 

describes Zacchaeus as “happy to welcome” Jesus, while the REB says that the tax 

collector “welcomed him gladly.” A more markedly joy-related translation is to be 

preferred, however, for multiple reasons. Most basically, such a translation reflects 

Luke’s widely recognized emphasis on joy throughout his Gospel. In addition, as the 

present section of my study demonstrates (1.5), an overtly joy-related translation of 

χαίρων in 19:6 also coheres with Luke’s specific thematization of joy(lessness) in 

relation to several other “rich” men in the travel narrative.298  

Granting that Zacchaeus “rejoices” in Luke 19:6, the key question for my 

purposes remains to be answered: What light does his example shed on the conditions 

 

297 Not all: the KJV, ESV, and NJB, for example, use joy language. A limited search of other European 

languages suggests that French, Spanish, and German translations seem to be more inclined to use strong 

joy language here, too.  
298 Note also Jesus’s later remark about “salvation” coming to Zacchaeus’s house “today” (19:9): since 

“joy” is often associated with salvation in Luke-Acts (see, for example, the discussion above in 2.3), 

Jesus’s interpretation of the situation as a case of “salvation” encourages a “strong” interpretation of the 

participle χαίρων. While this term is not always a sign of long-term commitment (8:13; see above), it is 

often a good sign in Luke’s account of people’s response to Jesus/the gospel.  
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that lead to joy? In hope of answering this question, I will review the content of the 

passage in more detail, attending to its portrayal of some of the conditions for joy seen 

elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel—especially (though not exclusively) in relation to other rich 

men. As will be shown, Zacchaeus both completes and complicates the movement toward 

joy that I have traced above in relation to other would-be jubilant rich men in Luke’s 

Gospel.  

When relating Jesus’s passage through Jericho on his way up to Jerusalem, Luke 

introduces Zacchaeus as a chief tax collector who is also “rich” (again, πλούσιος, 19:2). 

As others have noted, this initial characterization of Zacchaeus may leave readers 

uncertain about what to expect from Zacchaeus. On the one hand, he is a tax collector—

indeed, a chief tax collector (ἀρχιτελώνης, 19:2). Again, this detail suggests that he is 

socially marginalized and generally viewed as morally suspect, as the passage eventually 

confirms (19:7). However, for Luke’s audience, Zacchaeus’s job title may also imply that 

he is likely to be receptive to and received by Jesus. After all, to the chagrin of many, 

Jesus has been welcoming “sinners and tax collectors” and receiving favorable responses 

from them throughout Luke’s Gospel (see esp. 7:29; 15:1–2).  

On the other hand, the positive expectations that might (within Luke’s narrative 

world) be derived from Zacchaeus’s status as tax collector are undermined by the fact 

that Zacchaeus is also “rich” (πλούσιος, 19:2). With perhaps the partial exception of the 

shrewd steward’s master in the parable of 16:1–9, none of the “rich” men in the Lukan 
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travel narrative have come off very well as yet. Indeed, as just discussed, Jesus 

specifically remarks—fewer than two dozen verses before Zacchaeus enters the 

narrative—on the fact that it is difficult for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom 

of God (18:24–25).  

Difficult but, again, not impossible with God (18:27), as Jesus asserts in the 

teaching following his exchange with the rich ruler and illustrates through his interaction 

with the ultimately jubilant Zacchaeus (19:6). The ambiguous initial description of 

Zacchaeus begins to tilt toward the positive with Luke’s account of the tax collector’s 

present behavior: Zacchaeus is trying to see Jesus (19:3). Zacchaeus’s specific strategy of 

climbing a tree (19:4) might at first glance seem to suggest a rather superficial sort of 

curiosity, limited to a desire literally to set eyes on the renowned rabbi, but Luke’s 

description of what Zacchaeus seeks to see hints at a deeper sort of interest.299 Zacchaeus 

seeks specifically to see Jesus, i.e., “who he is” (ἐζήτει ἰδεῖν τὸν Ἰησοῦν τίς ἐστιν, 19:3; 

see also 9:18–20; cf. 23:8, on which see chapter 3). In the context of the present study, 

 

299 Cf. Inselmann’s suggestion that climbing the tree itself expresses a kind of joy, namely hopeful prejoy 

(“die hoffungsvolle Vorfreude”—hopeful and even joyful anticipation, which she explicitly classifies as a 

“Form der Freude” (Freude, 339, emphasis original). As with Schadenfreude (see also Inselmann, 

“Emotions and Passions,” 550), this is a case where German allows for specifying more precisely the sort 

of joy in view (hopeful anticipation = pre-joy), whereas English lacks a single term for this precise kind of 

joy. For my purposes (and in English), I prefer not to characterize Zechariah’s tree climbing as expressive 

of any sort of joy. It may be fair to say that his behavior evinces strong emotion (Freude, 339–40), but 

should we characterize that emotion with joy-related language? The joy language does not come in Luke’s 

narrative until Jesus encounters and addresses Zacchaeus (and presumably if Jesus had simply walked by 

without acknowledging him, Zacchaeus might have felt differently). However, Inselmann’s way of naming 

Zacchaeus’ tree climbing emotion does helpfully underscore how such hoping/receptivity helps to 

facilitate, in this instance, full-blown rejoicing.  
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we might infer that Zacchaeus’s attempt to see “who Jesus is” evinces hope and some 

degree of receptivity to Jesus—dispositions which, as seen above, Luke at least 

sometimes associates with appropriate rejoicing.300  

Be that as it may, what finally leads to Zacchaeus’s joy is not so much his own 

attempt to see who Jesus is but rather Jesus’s initiative toward him and Zacchaeus’s 

response to it.301 Arriving where Zacchaeus perches in a tree, Jesus “looks up” 

(ἀναβλέπω, 19:5),302 seeing for himself the man who had sought to see him. Jesus then 

addresses him by name, calling Zacchaeus to “come down hurriedly” (σπεύσας 

κατάβηθι) and explaining that “it is necessary (δεῖ) for [Jesus] to stay in [Zacchaeus’s] 

house today” (19:5).303  

In relating this “necessity” to Zacchaeus, Jesus does not mention jubilant feasting. 

However, one might infer from other passages—particularly the call of Levi (5:27–32)—

that part of hosting Jesus would be throwing a party. This suggestion finds support from 

the other similarities between these two passages involving Jesus and a tax collector (e.g., 

 

300 Spencer, for instance, emphasizes how Zacchaeus cooperates in his own salvation by seeking Jesus out 

(Luke, 476)—though Spencer also rightly recognizes that “Jesus himself remains the chief Seeker and 

Savior” of Zacchaeus and others (Luke, 480). As Spencer recognizes, the characters who experience 

salvation in Luke’s Gospel vary with respect to how actively they cooperate in the process (see Luke, 482).  
301 Again, on the importance of Jesus’s initiative in this scene, see for example Spencer, Luke, 480. 
302 The same verb is used for the blind man’s petition for (and Jesus’s granting of) restored vision in the 

preceding pericope, though of course with a different nuance in the narrative context in each passage 

(18:41–42; see Spencer, Luke, 481). 
303 Inselmann notes several points of connection with the third parable in Luke 15 here, including the use of 

δεῖ in 15:32 and 19:5 (see Freude, 334). See also her discussion of the repetition of “today” and “house” 

from 19:5 in Jesus’s later comments about Zacchaeus (19:9; Freude, 342–43). 
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cf. 5:31–32 and 19:10). Further corroborating the inference, Jesus’s reference to what is 

“necessary” in 19:5 evokes the father’s explanation for the jubilant feasting in the parable 

of the two sons (15:32)—a parable which, of course, is itself part of Jesus’s extended 

response to those who object to his table fellowship with “tax collectors and sinners” 

(15:1–32; see 2.4.2).  

Zacchaeus, in this respect like the prodigal son returning to his father’s estate, has 

come some distance toward Jesus simply by seeking to see him, but the tax collector has 

not yet unambiguously repented of the various offenses of which people assume (and he 

later tacitly confirms304) he has been guilty (19:7, 8). Nevertheless, when Jesus initiates 

what will apparently include (jubilant?) table fellowship with him, Zacchaeus proves 

receptive to the idea. More than that, he moves already into joy. He obediently “c[omes] 

down hurriedly (σπεύσας κατέβη) and receive[s] [Jesus], rejoicing (χαίρων)” (19:6).  

With this jubilation—a marker of the positive response to Jesus that the Lord will 

later affirm over against the grumbling of bystanders who still see Zacchaeus as a 

“sinner” (19:7)—Zacchaeus becomes the first “rich” man in Luke’s Gospel to rejoice in a 

way of which Luke implicitly approves. In this respect, Zacchaeus completes the 

movement toward joy seen in the progression that I have traced in Luke’s portrayal of 

rich men earlier in the travel narrative.  

 

304 I take his comment about restoring four-fold to all whom he has wronged to imply that he has indeed 

wronged people. However, others disagree; how one interprets Zacchaeus’s comment depends in part on 

what one makes of his use of the present tense (on which, see note 503, below). 
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One can readily see how some of the very conditions for joy highlighted in 

relation to those other, would-be jubilant rich men also play a part in bringing about this 

tax collector’s rejoicing. For example, as noted above, Zacchaeus’s attempt to see “who 

Jesus is” already suggests the sort of receptivity to Jesus that Luke elsewhere associates 

with joy. If one views Jesus’s mysteriously knowing address to Zacchaeus as bearing in 

itself God’s intervention into the tax collector’s life, then one might also say that this 

passage again confirms the role of divine initiative in bringing about the circumstances 

that enable joy. Zacchaeus’s prompt obedience to Jesus’s command (to come down 

hurriedly from the tree, 19:5–6) confirms the tax collector’s positive disposition toward 

Jesus and arguably also underscores the role of obedience—even in very situation-

specific particulars—in facilitating fitting jubilation. This ready obedience also sets 

Zacchaeus apart from the (thus far, noncompliant) “greatly grieved” rich ruler (18:23).  

At the same time, Zacchaeuss’ case also importantly complicates the conclusions 

that might be drawn from Luke’s portrayal of the earlier rich men’s joy(lessness). The 

ordering and description of Zacchaeus’s jubilation and his changed disposition toward 

possessions nuance Luke’s portrayal of joy and wealth in several significant ways.  

One relates to the fact that Zacchaeus’s joyful reception of Jesus precedes the tax 

collector’s action (or at least his reporting) of making reparations and engaging in 

charitable self-divestment. Only later in the narrative—after Jesus has invited himself to 

Zacchaeus’s house, and the latter has received him, “rejoicing,” and others have 
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grumbled over this turn of events (19:5–7)—does Zacchaeus announce (using present-

tense verbs) that he gives305 half his money to the poor and gives back four fold to those 

whom he has defrauded (19:8).306 Zacchaeus’s joy (19:6), of which Luke apparently 

approves, seems at least partly to precede his self-divestment. Thus, while the case of the 

rich ruler shows that a refusal to behave charitably may hinder access to joy, Zacchaeus 

illustrates the possibility of the relationship between joy and charity running in the other 

direction.  

 

305 Much debate has swirled around Zacchaeus’s use of the present tense here. Does he mean that he 

currently (as a usual practice) does this or that he right now (as of this moment) is beginning to do this (or 

at least resolve to do it)? Inselmann seems to assume a future orientation of the statement, calling it a 

promise (“Versprechen” [Freude, 322]). Elsewhere she refers to Zacchaeus’s words as a declaration of 

intention (“Absichtserklärung” [Freude], 339). In contrast, L. T. Johnson takes the verbs to imply 

“repeated, customary practice” (Gospel, 286); in Johnson’s view, Zacchaeus is not announcing his 

repentance and reformation but rather clarifying to Jesus that in fact his usual practice has been to be 

generous and to compensate scrupulously for any errors in his tax calculations (see Gospel, 286–87). From 

this and the parallelism-with-difference between Zacchaeus and the rich ruler, Johnson infers that “the most 

obvious moral lesson taught by the juxtaposition of these stories is that appearances can deceive”—i.e., the 

seemingly pious ruler turns out to be unwilling to obey Jesus’s calling, while the presumed-to-be-corrupt 

tax collector “is righteous in his deeds” and “a child of Abraham” according to Jesus (Gospel, 287; see also 

286).  

The difficulty with a reading such as Johnson’s, in my view, is that it makes Jesus’s statement in 

Luke 19:9 (cf. 19:5) hard to figure out. In what sense has salvation come to Zacchaeus’s house specifically 

“today,” if Zacchaeus was already living in line with Jesus’s good news of the kingdom? It has often been 

observed that “today” in Luke’s Gospel tends to have eschatological overtones, and that may well be in 

play in 19:9 (see, e.g., Spencer, Luke, 482); however, the use of the word in 19:5, where it clearly relates to 

the temporal moment of Jesus’s encounter with Zacchaeus, suggests that this “ordinary” sense of “the 

present, twenty-four-hour period” is also in play in 19:9. Indeed, a double entendre seems likely. See also 

the discussion of the options in Spencer, Luke, 478–80, and Parsons, Luke 279–80. (Spencer ultimately 

prefers the view that Zacchaeus is reporting on “a pattern of generosity and honesty Zacchaeus had already 

begun to practice” [479]—undermining negative stereotypes about tax collectors, in Spencer’s view [Luke, 

480], while Parsons favors the view that Zacchaeus’s statement marks a change-for-the-future in 

Zacchaeus’s behavior.)  
306 As Inselmann points out, the man’s willingness to be generous with his resources creates a stark contrast 

with Lazarus’s self-centered neighbor in Luke 16:19–31 (Freude, 322).  
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This is clearly so in terms of the narrative order of Luke’s account of Zacchaeus’s 

emotional and financial transformation. Luke’s comment on the tax collector’s joy (19:6) 

simply does precede any mention of changes in his socioeconomic practices (19:8). Less 

certain but nonetheless intriguing is the possibility that the narrative order of these events 

in Zacchaeus’s case may suggest that the causal connection sometimes runs in the 

opposite direction from that implied by the story of the rich ruler. Perhaps, that is, not 

only does clinging to material goods thwart proper joy, but proper joy may in some cases 

loosen one’s grip on material goods.307 Luke’s brief account of Zacchaeus’s 

transformation does not give us enough information to test this hypothesis, but such a 

bidirectional relationship between joy and attitudes toward possessions would cohere 

with and deepen the present study’s findings thus far concerning the complex way in 

which, according to Luke, jubilation is bound up with the whole life of discipleship.  

Relatedly, the details of Luke’s description of Zacchaeus’s case also underscore 

that Luke is not putting forward some sort of mechanical schema in which giving away 

possessions ipso facto leads to jubilation, while appropriate joy remains inevitably 

inaccessible to all those who have not yet given up literally everything. Again, Zacchaeus 

rejoices before we hear anything about a change in his use of possessions. Furthermore, 

while it seems probable that Zacchaeus is not particularly wealthy after engaging in the 

 

307 Compare Inselmann, who names Zacchaeus’s intended reformation as itself a kind of joy 

(“Ergebnisorientierte Freude”) (Freude, 339). 



 

474 

 

reparative and charitable activities that he later describes (19:8), neither Zacchaeus nor 

the narrator ever states that Zacchaeus has given up all his possessions, as Jesus had 

instructed the rich ruler to do (18:22). In this way, the passage suggests that receptivity to 

God’s joy-conducive action—including specifically as mediated by Jesus—is more basic 

to joy-according-to-Luke than is material self-divestment as such, and indeed may even 

serve to enable such self-divestment.  

In support of this last suggestion, it should be noted that Zacchaeus’s eventual 

actions in relation to his possessions are set in a specifically christological context. Jesus 

has not explicitly given Zacchaeus a command to sell everything, distribute to the poor, 

and follow him (cf. 18:22), and yet the tax collector still frames his new approach to his 

finances as a response to Jesus. When replying to the bystanders who grumble over 

Jesus’s willingness to accept hospitality from a “sinner,” Zacchaeus does not directly 

address the crowd but rather turns to Jesus. Moreover, Zacchaeus addresses Jesus in a 

way that—at least for Luke’s audience—hints at a deeper recognition indeed of “who 

Jesus is” (cf. 19:6). Zacchaeus calls Jesus “Lord” (κύριε) immediately before recounting 

his restorative and charitable disbursement of his wealth (19:8). The force of this address 

to Jesus as κύριε is strengthened for Luke’s audience, moreover, by the almost 

immediately preceding use of the same designation for Jesus by the narrator, whose post-

Easter insight allows for a fuller understanding of Jesus’s status as “Lord” (19:8).  
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Even if Zacchaeus himself cannot be expected to grasp the full import of his 

manner of addressing the “Lord” at this point in Luke’s narrative, the address does at 

least suggest that this tax collector’s radically altered disposition toward his possessions 

and toward others is bound up with his responsiveness to Jesus. Whereas the rich fool and 

Lazarus’s rich neighbor sought joy in the enjoyment of their possessions, Zacchaeus has 

come to rejoice in welcoming Jesus (19:6). At the same time, the order of events again 

merits comment. While the account of the rich ruler might suggest that such a joy-

facilitating response to Jesus becomes possible only through and after self-divestment, 

Zacchaeus’s case once more illustrates the inverse possibility. Receptivity to Jesus may 

precede—and perhaps help to facilitate—the sort of (ultimately joy-conducive) 

openhandedness toward wealth that the rich ruler found too difficult.  

In sum, Zacchaeus’s movement into (narratively affirmed) joy corroborates 

observations made above regarding the role of factors such as divine intervention, 

receptivity to Jesus, hope, and obedience in bringing about joy-according-to-Luke.308 At 

 

308 Zacchaeus’s story can also be read from the angle of reincorporation into the community, as Inselmann 

shows in her analysis of how this story in some ways fills in a narrative gap in Luke 15. With respect to his 

joy and his possessions, Zacchaeus’s restoration to the community prompts him to engage in community-

oriented sharing, from which Inselmann infers a more general principle: “Wer sich freut, behält diesen 

Affekt nicht für sich, sondern soll bereit sein, ihn und sein Hab und Gut mit den Nächsten zu teilen. Freude 

verlangt, andere einzubeziehen”; at the same time, joy undermines calculating tendencies (“jede 

berechnende Tendenz”)—even in someone like Zacchaeus (Freude, 340). Inselmann describes this 

behavior in terms of joy’s behavior-consequences (“die Handlungskonsequenzen der Freude” [Freude, e.g., 

340]). Further, Zacchaeus’s behavioral shift supplies what is lacking in the third parable of Luke 15 in 

terms of discussion of the making-right of wrongs committed by the wayward one who is reincorporated 

into the community (Freude, 342).  
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the same time, especially through the ordering of events in this passage, the account of 

Zacchaeus’s encounter with Jesus also complicates the picture sketched thus far of joy 

and possessions in Luke-Acts. For Zacchaeus, a positive response to Jesus that is bound 

up with appropriate joy comes before and perhaps helps to make possible this rich man’s 

reparative and charitable giving away of (at least many of) his possessions.309  

Both the shape of Zacchaeus’s eventual socioeconomic repentance and Jesus’s 

commentary on the situation may subtly point to two additional components of Luke’s 

treatment of joy and wealth that have shown up in previous passages: right interpretation 

of and obedience to Israel’s Scriptures and, relatedly, membership in the community of 

God’s people. Zacchaeus’s description of his restorative and charitable distribution of his 

goods—giving half of his possessions to the poor and restoring four fold to those whom 

he has defrauded (19:8)—does not precisely reflect any particular scriptural mandate. 

However, it does cohere with the witness of Israel’s Scriptures concerning both charity 

and reparations for economic offenses.310 I have noted above several scriptural passages 

that encourage generosity toward the poor, and others could be adduced. With respect to 

making amends for theft and related crimes, one thinks of passages such as Exodus 21:7 

 

309 For a tradition- and redaction-critical analysis that argues that redaction has emphasized the role of 

salvation through Jesus and thereby relativized the importance of Zacchaeus’s identity and activities, see 

Inselmann, Freude, 344–59. 
310 As Inselmann suggests, Zacchaeus’s declaration concerning his possessions evinces an orientation 

toward Torah (“[Es] wird durch diese Aussage demonstriert, dass sich Zachäus an der Tora orientiert” 

[Freude, 340; see also 344, where she frames the fourfold reparations as in keeping with Torah]). 
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and Numbers 5:6–7. While neither of these passages specifically addresses the precise 

crime(s) that Zacchaeus has committed as chief tax collector, they do establish a principle 

of over-repayment, which he then enacts in making his fourfold reparations.  

Jesus’s description of Zacchaeus as a “son of Abraham” (19:9) bolsters this 

suggestion by explicitly linking the penitent (though jubilant) tax collector with Israel’s 

scriptural traditions. As others have noted, within Luke’s narrative, Jesus’s recognition of 

Zacchaeus as a “son of Abraham” also recalls several other passages, including more than 

one that specifically involves joy(lessness). Zacchaeus, as a “son of Abraham” whose 

restoration is appropriate according to Jesus/Luke (even if objectionable to others), 

parallels the “daughter of Abraham” whose bent spine Jesus healed—to the joy of some 

and anger of others—on a Sabbath in 13:10–17. More to the point for the present section 

of my study, Zechariah’s status also links him to, and creates a point of contrast with, 

Lazarus’s rich neighbor, who addresses Abraham as “father” repeatedly (16:24, 27, 30) 

but had not lived his life in a way reflective of the belonging that he claimed to have in 

the community of God’s people.  

Of course, neither had Zacchaeus, prior to his encounter with Jesus. What initially 

prompts Zacchaeus’s joy and later leads to his (christologically oriented and perhaps 

scripturally informed) repentance with respect to his use of wealth is, in fact, Jesus’s 

address and self-invitation to Zacchaeus’s house. Why does Jesus address Zacchaeus, 

though? While Zacchaeus’s perch on a tree branch may make the address more 
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logistically feasible, Luke does not indicate that the tax collector’s location actually 

provokes the address. Initially, Jesus simply says that “it is necessary” (δεῖ) that Jesus 

stay in Zacchaeus’s house “today” (19:5). As to why this would be “necessary,” Jesus’s 

closing comment in the passage may offer some explanation: “For the Son of Man came 

to seek and to save the lost” (19:10).311 Despite the special difficulty that the rich face in 

relation to entering the kingdom of God (18:24–25) and experiencing the joy that Luke 

associates with salvation, Jesus’s seeking and saving of Zacchaeus confirms that, with 

God, not even this is impossible (18:27; cf. 1:37).312  

2.6 Conclusion: Synthetic Reflections on Joy in the Body of Luke’s Gospel  

Following some prefatory remarks (2.1–2.2), this chapter has traced joy through 

the body of Luke’s Gospel, analyzing the conditions that lead to joy(lessness) in relation 

to three clusters of passages, each centered around particular circumstances: trials and 

triumphs (2.3); others’ experience of restoration/salvation (2.4); and material wealth 

(2.5). As in the Lukan infancy narrative (see chapter 1), joy has proven to be bound up 

with factors such as receptivity to God’s joy-conducive action, correct (re)interpretation 

 

311 As Inselmann suggests, we could take Jesus’s words in 19:9–10 to be giving two grounds for 

Zacchaeus’s salvation: his status as “son of Abraham” and the character of Jesus’s own mission (Freude, 

342; she also notes a connection between the latter point and both Luke 15 and Ezek 34:16a LXX). For 

discussion of tradition-historical/redaction-critical questions about the relationship between 19:9 and 19:10 

(e.g., whether 19:10 in some sense christologically overrides the significance of Zacchaeus’s relatedness to 

Abraham in 19:9, reflecting post-Easter perspectives), and about the relationship between Zacchaeus’s 

story and Luke 15, see Inselmann, Freude, 344–59. 
312 On Zacchaeus’s case as a demonstration of the fact that nothing is impossible with God, see also 

Spencer, Luke, 482.  
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of a disorienting experience in light of Israel’s Scriptures, and obedience. Several 

additional joy-related motifs have also come to the fore, including the orientation of one’s 

hope, receptivity specifically to Jesus and his interpretive authority, and love for others, 

including as expressed concretely in material care for the poor. By probing the 

interconnection of joy with these and still other factors, this chapter has contributed to the 

emerging picture of how, according to Luke, joy is bound up with the whole life of 

discipleship.  

As anticipated in the introduction to this chapter, the passages examined above 

have also invited attention to several intriguing complications in Luke’s portrayal of 

joy(lessness). Contrary to what one might expect, the body of Luke’s Gospel suggests 

that joy (1) can be commanded; (2) is tied to circumstances; and (3) is morally 

ambivalent, either praiseworthy or blameworthy in any particular case. I close this 

chapter with a few synthetic observations about these three interrelated issues.  

First, then, Luke portrays joy as a response that can be commanded. Whether 

through relating a direct order or through offering an authoritative interpretation of what 

“is necessary,” several passages in the body of Luke’s Gospel tacitly assume that joy can 

be expected of someone, even commanded. While there is some debate about the force of 

the imperative χαῖρε in Gabriel’s greeting to Mary (1:28; see chapter 1), less ambiguity 

attends Jesus’s repeated use of joy verbs in the imperative mood in the body of Luke’s 

Gospel (6:23; 10:20). Luke 15 is also particularly relevant here, given the father’s 
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exhortation to his household to rejoice over the prodigal son’s return (15:23), as well as 

the father’s attempt to persuade the elder son of the “necessity” of such jubilant festivities 

(15:32). Like the elder son, however, not everyone who is commanded or expected to 

rejoice finds it easy to do so—sometimes for what we might take to be quite 

understandable reasons.  

The second point mentioned above—which will prove especially important for 

chapter 3’s consideration of joy as Jesus approaches the cross—helps to mitigate the 

psychological/pastoral concerns that the command-ability of Lukan joy might raise. In 

every passage examined thus far, Luke portrays joy as connected to circumstances. Put 

differently, joy-according-to-Luke is consistently portrayed as intentional, in the 

phenomenological sense of being directed toward some object.313 This link between joy 

and loved object(s) implies that a command to rejoice is intelligible only where some 

such (real or perceived) good is in view, whether it is presently accessible or whether one 

has reason to expect its future arrival. Despite allowing for the command-ability of joy, 

then, Luke’s narrative provides no warrant for the sort of reality-denying joy-on-demand 

that is sometimes held out as a Christian ideal (see further in 5.3). In Luke’s account, 

people rejoice only over (what they perceive to be real) goods. 

 

313 See again Thomas Aquinas’s observation that “both joy and sadness have their origin in love, though in 

quite contrary ways. For love causes joy either because the beloved is present, or else because of the fact 

that what we love is in secure possession of its own good” (“Question 28. Joy”).  
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Of course, it is just here that difficulties arise, in at least two forms. On the one 

hand, the relevant goods are not always available; to the contrary, circumstances quite 

unconducive to joy may prevail, seemingly rendering obedience to a joy-command 

impracticable. On the other hand, people may rejoice or seek to rejoice over supposed 

goods that are not goods at all—or, more often, are goods in some limited sense but 

wrongly distract someone from the pursuit of another, more ultimately joy-conducive 

good.  

In the body of Luke’s Gospel, Luke/Jesus is at pains to make clear that the life of 

discipleship involves real sacrifice and suffering (e.g., Luke 14:25–35). If joy is tied to 

loved goods, how can it be “commanded” in the context of a life marked by such trials? 

As made particularly clear by Jesus’s joy-command in the Beatitudes (6:22–23), suffering 

does not for Luke/Jesus rule out rejoicing. To the contrary, some instances of suffering—

such as persecution for Jesus’s sake—may even provide a context and in some sense a 

prompt for joy. Crucially, though, Jesus ties such joy not to the suffering of persecution 

as such but rather to the joy-conducive good toward which this prophet-like experience 

points. Building on the now/not-yet character of Lukan joy in the infancy narrative, the 

passages considered above portray joy as tied to present circumstances as these are 

evaluated through the lens of future (ultimately eschatological) hope and with a view to 

God’s (ultimately eschatological) judgment—expectations shaped by (a particular 

interpretation of) Israel’s Scriptures. Despite the difficulties of the life of discipleship, 
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then, appropriate joy in Luke can be intelligibly commanded because joy-according-to-

Luke can indeed be a “joy notwithstanding.”314 However, this is so only because of 

theologically warranted, scripturally informed, and ultimately eschatological hope that 

provides solid grounding for such anticipatory joy (Vorfreude).  

In addition to puzzling over the implications of the present inaccessibility of some 

would-be objects of joy, this chapter has also considered the problem of misidentified or 

wrongly prioritized objects of joy. This relates to the third counterintuitive observation 

about Lukan joy that has emerged from this chapter’s analysis: namely, the moral 

ambivalence of joy in the body of Luke’s Gospel. While popular English-language usage 

today tends to treat “joy” as inevitably laudable and desirable, Luke offers a more 

nuanced picture. There is no joy in the abstract in Luke’s Gospel and hence no “neutral” 

joy.315 Moreover, not only can joy be commanded (rendering joylessness potentially 

blameworthy), but joy itself may also be blameworthy in certain contexts—as illustrated, 

for instance, by the case of Lazarus’s rich neighbor and his self-defeating enjoyment of 

his wealth.  

 

314 See Thompson’s comments about “joy notwithstanding” in “Reflections,” esp. 20, as well as further 

discussion of related pastoral points in the conclusion to this study (esp. 5.3).  
315 That is, in the concrete. Cf. Elliott’s claim that the fact that concrete cases of joy can be either positively 

or negatively evaluated suggests that joy as such “is a morally neutral cognitive emotion” (Faithful, 169, 

citing Mark 14:11, which parallels Luke 22:5, discussed in chapter 3, below). I would agree with this 

statement only insofar as we consider “joy” in the abstract. In practice, joy always exists in some concrete 

case, so we never actually experience or encounter (and Luke never narrates) “neutral” joy.  
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The observations with which I began this conclusion help to account for the moral 

weightiness of joy in Luke’s account. Every narrated instance of joy, would-be joy, or 

joylessness is bound up with the concrete details of a given person’s or group’s life—

specific hopes, particular loves, one interpretation and not another of Scripture’s bearing 

on a situation, and so forth. But as seen repeatedly above, hope may be short-sighted, 

love may be disordered, and Scripture may be ignored or not properly understood—and 

so, one can rejoice badly. Joy itself takes on a moral valence insofar as it reflects one’s 

faithfulness or lack thereof in these and other areas of discipleship for which Luke (with 

the biblical witness more broadly) assumes people can in some measure be held 

accountable.316 

As I turn in the next chapter to the three instances of joy terms leading up to 

Jesus’s crucifixion (Luke 19:37; 22:5; 23:8), this last line of reflection will become 

particularly important. All of the cases of rejoicing considered in chapter 3 prove in some 

degree inadequate, but the nature and extent of their inadequacy depend on the particular 

ways in which the joy in question relates to other areas of life, particularly hope. Thus, as 

will be seen, these passages further confirm the importance of this study’s oblique, 

holistic approach to Lukan joy. Joy-according-to-Luke, it turns out, cannot be rightly 

 

316 Interestingly, in some cases—as exemplified by the seemingly pious but (so far as we hear) ultimately 

“grieved” rich ruler—joy(lessness) may even reveal fidelity or its absence where the joy(less) person in 

question did not expect it. 
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understood unless it is examined as Luke depicts it in relation to the complex lives of 

those who populate his two volumes.  
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3. Joy-according-to-Luke and the Way to the Cross (Luke 

19:28–22:49) 

As seen in chapter 2, Jesus’s teaching about joy in the body of Luke’s Gospel 

offers a nuanced vision of the place of joy in the complex life of discipleship, a vision in 

which joy is morally charged. On the one hand, according to Luke, rejoicing can in some 

contexts be “necessary” (15:32), even commanded (6:22–23; 10:20). On the other hand, 

Luke also portrays joy as inappropriate in some cases—as illustrated, for example, by the 

merely temporal (eschatologically counterproductive) enjoyment of material prosperity 

by Lazarus’s rich neighbor (16:19–31). The danger of joy being inadequate and even 

wrongheaded figures still more prominently in Luke’s narrative leading up to the 

crucifixion. The present chapter will examine how the three references to “rejoicing” as 

Jesus nears the cross—in the context of the triumphal entry (19:28–40); the arranging of 

Jesus’s betrayal (22:1–6); and Herod’s review of Jesus’s case (23:6–12)—further develop 

Luke-Acts’s complex portrayal of both joy and the factors that lead to it.  

All three of these joy-related passages use the verb χαίρω (19:37; 22:5; 23:8),1 but 

only the first portrays “rejoicing” that receives any sort of narrative affirmation.2 The 

 

1 As will become clear over the course of this chapter, all three of these uses carry unambiguously 

emotional overtones of one sort or another; unlike the other Synoptic Gospels (Matt 26:49; 27:29; Mark 

15:8) and John (19:3), Luke includes no instances of χαίρω as a mere greeting (sincere or otherwise) in the 

passion narrative.  
2 Studies of Lukan joy often comment on one or more of these cases of rejoicing, as will become clear in 

the footnotes below. Though her primary focus is on praise responses, De Long also registers the 

problematic joy in Luke 22:5 and 23:8 (e.g., Surprised, 8n27). Interestingly, she also observes that praise 
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“multitude of disciples” that welcomes Jesus as he approaches Jerusalem does so with 

“rejoicing,” a response which Jesus defends against its critics (19:37, 39–40). Even here, 

however, there are subtle hints of lurking inadequacies in the disciples’ basically 

appropriate jubilation (3.1). The next case of rejoicing proves entirely inappropriate. The 

chief priests and officers “rejoice” when Judas offers to betray Jesus to them—although, 

perhaps because of the narrative’s negative portrayal of this jubilance, most English 

translations avoid using a clear-cut joy term in this passage (22:5; see 3.2). Finally, after 

Jesus’s arrest, Herod “rejoices” to see him, expecting to witness Jesus do a sign (23:8; see 

3.3). Disappointed in this rather trivial hope, Herod does not actively seek to stop the plot 

that had prompted a sort of Schadenfreude in 22:5. Instead, he joins in expressing 

hostility toward Jesus (23:11), albeit without going so far as to condemn him to death 

(23:15; cf. Acts 4:27).3  

Together, these final references to joy prior to Easter confirm that, according to 

Luke, “rejoicing” can be inadequate or indeed blameworthy in particular cases4—even if 

 

 

(except Jesus’s own) drops out of the narrative entirely from the time Jesus enters Jerusalem until the 

centurion responds to his death (see De Long, Surprised, 213, 231–32).  
3 As this brief summary suggests, and for reasons that will become clearer below, I concur with 

Inselmann’s judgment that although the narrative does not explicitly evaluate Herod’s joy, we are led to 

judge it as blameworthy (“Auch wenn in der Perikope über die Begegnung von Herodes und Jesus selbst 

keine erzählerische Wertung des Affeckts erfolgt, zeigt der textinterne Bezug, dass die Freude des Herodes 

nach lukanischer Vorstellung kritikwürdig und falsch begründet ist” [Freude, 362]).  
4 Inselmann does not address the joy of the triumphal entry at length, but her comments on the other two 

passages treated in this chapter are consistent with my conclusions regarding the potential for joy in Luke 
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greater complexity in the moral shading of joy is also possible, as illustrated by the 

jubilation at the triumphal entry. As will be seen, each of these passages involves one or 

more of the conditions that lead to joy earlier in Luke’s Gospel, such as hope or 

responsiveness to Jesus. In this way, in keeping with the complexity observed above in 

relation to joy and attitudes toward wealth (2.5), this segment of Luke’s Gospel 

implicates these and other joy-conducive factors in cases of rejoicing that are in some 

sense deficient or even problematic. The passages examined below thus help to disrupt 

any simplistically formulaic approach to fostering (right) rejoicing-according-to-Luke. 

Not only the presence but also the shape and orientation of joy-conducive conditions 

matter for whether a given Lukan character rejoices at all—and, if so, whether that joy is 

portrayed as praiseworthy, blameworthy, or a muddled mixture of both.  

3.1 The Jubilation of the “Multitude of Disciples”: Appropriate but Too-

Limited Joy over the Triumphal Entry (19:28–48) 

The joy of the so-called triumphal entry5 is an example of such a mixed case: not 

exactly inappropriate yet still in some ways inadequate. On the one hand, several 

narrative indications imply a favorable judgment on the crowd’s rejoicing (19:37, 40)—

 

 

to be problematic in various ways. Situating the problematic joy of 22:5 in relation to her analsyis of earlier 

passages, Inselmann comments, “Nachdem die Freude in Lk 8,13 wegen ihrer Kurzfristigkeit kritisiert 

worden ist, ihre Objektzuweisung in Lk 10,20 korrigiert wurde und auch die egoistische Freude in der 

Erzählung vom reichen Mann und dem armen Lazarus (Lk 16,19) gemahnt worden ist, folgt im Rahmen 

der Passionserzählung ein weiterer Beleg für die Freude in kritikwürdigem Zusammenhang” (Freude, 360). 
5 On joy in this scene, see also, among others, Conver, “The Portrayal,” 54–55. 
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particularly when these cues are evaluated in light of Luke’s earlier portrayal of joy and 

factors such as hope, receptivity to Jesus, and the scripturally informed (re)interpretation 

of potentially disorienting events (3.1.1). On the other hand, upon closer examination, the 

crowd’s narratively affirmed jubilation turns out to be less fully adequate than might 

initially appear (3.1.2).  

This joy is problematically limited in at least two respects. First, as becomes clear 

in retrospect over the course of the passion narrative, the joy of Jesus’s followers at the 

triumphal entry proves inadequate with regard to how well those who rejoice manage to 

persevere in the favorable response to Jesus that initially fuels their jubilation. To be sure, 

their joy itself remains quite appropriate (see esp. 19:40). As Brent Rogers Kinman, 

observes, “By refusing to take the Pharisees’ advice to rebuke his disciples, Jesus gives 

tacit support to the disciples.”6 However, this fundamentally fitting joy arises from a 

partly inadequate hope, which will in turn undermine the disciples’ ability to rejoice as 

they ought later in the narrative. The jubilation of 19:37 is problematic insofar as it arises 

from a hope that will prove too short-sighted to enable the disciples to remain committed 

to Jesus—much less to rejoice—in the face of the trials that lie ahead (cf. 6:22–23; 8:6, 

13; 12:35–48; 21:19, 34–36; see 2.3). A second shortcoming is more immediately 

obvious. The joy of the triumphal entry also falls short with respect to who participates in 

this rejoicing. Some who might have been expected to take part in the jubilation—notably 

 

6 Kinman, “The Stones,” 232. 
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including Jerusalem itself, which Israel’s Scriptures repeatedly call to welcome its 

messianic king with joy—do not join the “multitude of disciples” in jubilantly receiving 

Jesus as “king” when he rides into the city on a donkey (see esp. Zech 9:9).  

In short, as Luke portrays it, the joy of the “multitude of disciples” at the 

triumphal entry is indeed good, as far as it goes; however, it does not in the end go far 

enough. With respect to both its general propriety and its significant limitations,7 this 

imperfect jubilation corroborates Luke’s earlier treatments of the conditions that lead to 

or thwart (right) rejoicing. To show how Luke conveys this nuanced judgment of the 

crowd’s jubilation—and to clarify how various joy-conducive factors play a part in 

facilitating this joy—the remainder of this section will more closely examine the 

rejoicing of the triumphal entry, with particular attention to how this pericope relates to 

its Lukan narrative setting and to Israel’s Scriptures.  

3.1.1 Good as Far as It Goes: Joy as an Appropriate Response to Jesus’s 

Arrival at Jerusalem  

Although all four Gospels include a version of the triumphal entry pericope, Luke 

alone explicitly describes the crowd as “rejoicing” (χαίροντες) as they praise God “for all 

the deeds of power that they have seen” in Jesus’s ministry (περὶ πασῶν ὧν εἶδον 

 

7 Granted, in at least some cases and to some extent, these limitations may be epistemologically 

unavoidable at this point in the narrative. I will return to this question in more depth in chapter 4, when 

considering how Jesus’s followers finally move into joy in toward the end of Luke and beginning of Acts. 
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δυνάμεων, 19:37; cf. Matt 21:9–11; Mark 11:9–10; John 12:13).8 Luke’s distinctive 

insertion of “rejoicing” is not entirely surprising, given his general tendency to 

foreground joy. Moreover, as often noted and as further discussed below, in this context 

the inclusion of joy specifically evokes Israel’s Scriptures (esp. Zech 9:9; see also, e.g., 

Zeph 3:14).9 Less obvious but also significant for present purposes are the ways in which 

the joy of the triumphal entry sets the “multitude of disciples” that welcomes Jesus in 

parallel with Zacchaeus—the chief tax collector who, fewer than three dozen verses 

earlier, “welcomed” Jesus into his home, “rejoicing” (χαίρων, 19:6; see 2.5.4).10 

Considered as an echo of Zacchaeus’s response to Jesus (3.1.1.1) and as an allusion to 

Israel’s Scriptures (3.1.1.2), Luke’s reference to the crowd’s “rejoicing” joins with other 

narrative cues to indicate the basic propriety of the disciples’ response to Jesus in this 

scene. The crowd’s fundamentally fitting joy arises, as might be expected, in connection 

with several of the factors seen to facilitate praiseworthy (narratively affirmed) rejoicing 

 

8 So also, e.g., Wenkel, Joy, 114. That Luke alone mentions joy in this scene is particularly striking given 

that John (12:15) and Matthew (21:5) both quote a version of Zechariah 9:9 in relation to the triumphal 

entry. Neither includes the joy language with which the verse begins in the LXX (see also Zeph 3:14 and 

further discussion of scriptural allusions below).  
9 Interestingly, De Long claims that although many hear an echo of Zechariah 9:9 in the triumphal entry, 

“[t]he fact that Zech 9:9 depicts joy in response to the arrival of the king on a colt is typically not noted in 

secondary literature” (Surprised, 229n42, emphasis original). 
10 Wenkel likewise points out that the joy motif occurs, with the same Greek verb, in the Zacchaeus scene; 

however, Wenkel and I differ somewhat over the significance of this connection. Wenkel highlights the 

earlier passage’s association of joy with reversal primarily as a means of providing “analogical evidence” 

for his claim that “Luke’s technique of reversal continues in the Triumphal Entry narrative” (Joy, 113). 
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in earlier passages, such as receptivity to Jesus/God’s initiative as mediated through Jesus 

and the (re)interpretation of present events in relation to Israel’s Scriptures.  

3.1.1.1 Intratextual Echoes: The Role of Receptivity to Jesus’s Initiative in 

Facilitating Joy-according-to-Luke 

As discussed in chapter 2, Luke links Zacchaeus’s joy in part to the chief tax 

collector’s receptivity to Jesus—or, perhaps more precisely, his receptivity to Jesus’s 

initiative toward him (see 2.5.4). Zacchaeus does initially take pains to try “to see (ἰδεῖν) 

Jesus,” i.e., “who he is” (19:3). However, it is not until Jesus reaches out to him that 

Zacchaeus hospitably receives the Lord, “rejoicing” (χαίρων, 19:6). Later in the scene, 

Jesus implicitly validates Zacchaeus’s joy by announcing that “salvation”—an 

appropriate prompt for joy in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., 2:10–11) and in Israel’s Scriptures 

(e.g., Ps 20:5; 34:9; Isa 25:9; 61:10)—has come “today” to this “son of Abraham” 

(19:9).11  

When the “multitude of disciples” near Jerusalem expresses their receptivity to 

Jesus partly through “rejoicing” (χαίροντες) over the wonders that they have “seen” 

(εἶδον) in Jesus’s divinely empowered ministry (19:37), the verbal and thematic 

connections to the chief tax collector’s recent, narratively affirmed jubilation (19:6) 

suggest that this crowd’s joy should also be interpreted favorably. In keeping with their 

 

11 Jesus’s implied affirmation of Zacchaeus’s jubilation is all the more resounding because, as seen in 

chapter 2, Zacchaeus represents the positive pinnacle of a series of would-be joyful rich men in the body of 

Luke’s Gospel (see 2.5). 
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Lukan designation as “disciples,” the joyful “multitude of disciples” is receptive to Jesus 

(19:37). To be more exact, as Zacchaeus’s joyful reception of Jesus depended on Jesus’s 

own initiative toward the curious tax collector, so also the multitude’s reception of “king” 

Jesus expresses their responsiveness to the initiative that Jesus himself has taken. In the 

case of the triumphal entry, Jesus’s joy-facilitating initiative involves directing their 

understanding of himself, not least by guiding their interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures in 

relation to him. To see how this is so, it will be helpful to survey a selection of the 

intertextual echoes that pervade Luke’s account of the triumphal entry. 

3.1.1.2 Intertextual Echoes: The Role of Scripturally Informed, Christologically and 

Eschatologically Oriented Hope in Facilitating Appropriate Joy-according-to-Luke 

Jesus famously initiates the evocations of Scripture that permeate the scene when 

he instructs two disciples to retrieve a colt “on which no person ever sat” (19:30). The 

fact that Jesus only rides a donkey for the very last leg of his extended journey to 

Jerusalem suggests, as Green maintains, that his adoption of this mode of transportation 

serves symbolic purposes rather than meeting practical mobility needs.12 Moreover, 

Jesus’s otherwise odd insistence on obtaining a colt that has never been ridden “is likely a 

paraphrastic way of drawing out the sense of Zech 9:9 LXX, which refers to the king’s 

advent on a ‘new colt’”—i.e., “one that would not yet have been broken for riding.”13 

 

12 Green, Gospel, 685. 
13 Green, Gospel, 684–85.  
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Thus, though Jesus does not cite Israel’s Scriptures in Luke 19:30, his directions evoke 

Zechariah 9:9’s eschatologically charged reference to Jerusalem’s king coming to the city 

“riding on a donkey,”14 an intertextual echo which imparts distinctly royal-messianic 

overtones to Jesus’s instructions. 

While Jesus does not directly tell his followers to carry out the actions that follow 

the retrieval of the colt,15 the multitude’s subsequent behavior picks up on and extends 

the allusive implications of his procuring this mode of transportation in this geopolitical 

context (cf. again Zech 9:9).16 Setting him on the donkey, the crowd covers the path with 

their cloaks, perhaps recalling responses to Jehu’s anointing as king in 2 Kings 9:13.17 

 

14 Cf. also 1 Kings 1:32–40, which depicts David’s son Solomon riding on his father’s “mule” (ἡμίονος) to 

his own coronation (1:38; see, e.g., Green, Gospel, 685n14, among others). 
15 Noted, e.g., by Green, Gospel, 685; see also Wolter, Gospel, 2:367. 
16 Hence, I would agree with those such as Carroll who say that Jesus in effect “orchestrates” this 

“symbolically rich, intertextually suggestive entry into Jerusalem” (Luke, 384). In this sense, the crowd’s 

allusive acclaim of Jesus “bring[s] out into the open the symbolic claim implied by the choice of a new colt 

to ride into the city” (Carroll, Luke, 386). Cf. Spencer, who emphatically denies that Jesus “orchestrate[s]” 

the multitude’s response to him; in Spencer’s view, the “gestures” of the people “are entirely initiated by 

the attendants,” not by Jesus (Luke, 494). While that may be technically true, I would argue that Jesus sets 

the scene for their actions to a degree that makes it defensible to say that he orchestrates the incident as a 

whole.  

If one does think that Jesus in effect “orchestrates” the intertextually significant actions of his 

followers in this scene, then we arguably find interesting (partial) parallels here to what was observed in 

chapter 1 in relation to both Mary’s and Zechariah’s responses to Gabriel (see esp. 1.3.4). As argued, 

Mary’s answer to Gabriel may evoke Scripture in a way that picks up on and carries forward Gabriel’s 

allusions, creating a call-and-response effect; similarly, the crowd of disciples picks up on Jesus’s allusions 

and responds in kind. Zechariah also echoes Scripture but does so apparently unwittingly and through his 

doubt, lends dramatic irony to the allusion; likewise, the disciples’ evocation of Scripture is without full 

understanding—adding if not dramatic irony, then at least a note of poignancy to the scene.  
17 The possible intertextual link is often noted; see for example, Wolter, Gospel, 2:368, 370.  
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The disciples then praise God, “rejoicing” (19:35–37), an emotional response that again 

evokes (among other passages) Zechariah 9:9.18  

The jubilant multitude’s reported words further confirm the royal-messianic 

import of their actions—and that in the idiom of Israel’s Scriptures. As commentators 

routinely note, the crowd’s acclamation of Jesus draws on Psalm 117 LXX, a passage 

frequently interpreted messianically by early Christian authors.19 Of the disciples’ 

departures from the wording of Psalm 117:26 LXX, particularly relevant to my purposes 

here is the insertion of a reference to “the king” (Luke 19:38):  

 

18 Fitzmyer overlooks the relevance of their rejoicing to the question of Luke’s possible echoing of 

Zechariah 9:9. In Fitzmyer’s view, “Luke has not the slightest reference to [Zech 9:9], apart from the use of 

pōlos for the animal” (Gospel, 2:1244, italics original). At the other extreme, O’Toole not only grants that 

Zechariah 9:9 helps to account for Luke’s introduction of the joy motif here but also goes so far as to say 

(the quotation in Matt 21:4 notwithstanding, apparently!) that “Luke more than Mark and Matthew wants 

his readers to interpret this passage [i.e., the triumphal entry] in terms of Zech 9:9” (Unity, 235). 
19 See for example the extensive list of NT quotations or possible echoes of this Psalm noted in the NA28’s 

Loci Citati vel Allegati. Of course, as commentators often remark, the Psalm had other uses in Judaism 

prior to (and in some cases connected with) its Christian (re)interpretation; it was apparently used, for 

instance, in connection with a preexilic “annual ritual of reenthronement” and, later on, the yearly 

celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles (see Green, Gospel, 686). For a nuanced analysis of the use of 

Psalm 118 here and across Luke-Acts as well as some comments on its reception outside of these volumes, 

see J. Ross Wagner, “Psalm 118 in Luke-Acts: Tracing a Narrative Thread,” in Early Christian 

Interpretations of the Scriptures of Israel: Investigations and Proposals, ed. Craig A. Evans and James A. 

Sanders (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 154–178.  
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Table 28: Selected Scriptural Intertexts for the Lukan Triumphal Entry 

 

Psalm 117:26 LXX  Luke 19:37–38  

(cf. Luke 2:14; 13:35) 

Zechariah 9:9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

εὐλογημένος  

ὁ ἐρχόμενος  

 

ἐν ὀνόματι κυρίου  

 

 

εὐλογήκαμεν ὑμᾶς  

ἐξ οἴκου κυρίου 

 

Ἐγγίζοντος δὲ αὐτοῦ  

ἤδη πρὸς τῇ καταβάσει  

τοῦ ὄρους τῶν ἐλαιῶν  

ἤρξαντο ἅπαν τὸ πλῆθος  

τῶν μαθητῶν  

χαίροντες αἰνεῖν τὸν  

θεὸν φωνῇ μεγάλῃ  

περὶ πασῶν ὧν εἶδον  

δυνάμεων, λέγοντες.  

εὐλογημένος  

ὁ ἐρχόμενος,  

ὁ βασιλεὺς  

ἐν ὀνόματι κυρίου·  

ἐν οὐρανῷ εἰρήνη  

καὶ δόξα ἐν ὑψίστοις.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

χαῖρε σφόδρα θύγατερ Σιων  

κήρυσσε θύγατερ Ιερουσαλημ  

 

 

 

 

ἰδοὺ ὁ βασιλεύς σου  

ἔρχεταί σοι  

 

 

δίκαιος καὶ σῴζων αὐτός  

πραῢς καὶ ἐπιβεβηκὼς ἐπὶ  

ὑποζύγιον καὶ πῶλον νέον  

 

 

I will return below to the overt royal language in the crowd’s acclamation (see 3.1.2). For 

now, suffice it to say that Luke’s redaction of the Psalm text in the disciples’ speech 

evinces the continued influence of Zechariah 9:9 on this scene,20 even though Luke 

(unlike Matthew [21:5] and John [12:15]) does not explicitly cite Zechariah 9:9 in 

connection with the triumphal entry.21 

 

20 See similarly, e.g., Green, who notes that Psalm 118:15 may also be in play here (Gospel, 686). 
21 See also Inselmann’s reflections on links between the triumphal entry, Zechariah 9:9, and Luke 1:28 

(Freude, 373).  
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These and other interwoven scriptural allusions in the crowd’s words and deeds 

suggest that, both in its “rejoicing” and in its hailing of Jesus as “the king,” the jubilant 

“multitude of disciples” is living out the scriptural script as they interpret it anew in 

relation to Jesus (19:37–38). Consistent with conclusions reached earlier in this study, the 

disciples’ fundamentally apt joy arises in conjunction with a (re)interpretation of Jesus’s 

identity and Israel’s Scriptures in relation to one another—a hermeneutical activity that, 

again, is prompted (and implicitly authorized) by Jesus’s own behavior as he nears 

Jerusalem (19:29–31; see 3.1.1.1; see also 19:40). More specifically, the prominence of 

allusions to passages such as Zechariah 9:9 in this pericope suggests that the crowd’s 

reinterpretation of the Scriptures in relation to Jesus is eschatologically oriented and 

hope-full. The “multitude of disciples” rejoices because they recognize in Jesus’s arrival 

at Jerusalem the prophetically foretold advent of the king of Israel—one whose coming, 

according to Israel’s Scriptures, ought to provoke jubilation (see further in 3.1.2.2).  

3.1.1.3 Summary: Conditions that Facilitate the Narratively Affirmed Joy of the 

Triumphal Entry 

In conclusion, the “multitude of disciples” is clearly receptive toward Jesus (cf. 

again Zacchaeus; see 3.1.1.1), recognizing and joyfully celebrating God’s work through 

him (19:37). As I have shown, the crowd expresses its receptivity toward Jesus precisely 

by turning to Israel’s Scriptures in its attempt to interpret and respond to his portentous 

manner of approaching Jerusalem. In doing so, the crowd in effect extends Jesus’s own 
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allusive instructions in 19:30 (3.1.1.2). The disciples are thus following hermeneutical 

cues tacitly provided by Jesus22 when they rejoice (19:37) on the basis of the scripturally 

informed, eschatologically oriented hope to which they give voice in 19:38.  

This hope centers on Jesus, whose royal and messianic status this “multitude of 

disciples” has begun—rightly, if imperfectly—to recognize. To be sure, Jesus’s joyful 

followers’ understanding of the relationship between him and the Scriptures is imperfect: 

it stands in need of further development, some of which will not (and perhaps cannot) 

occur until after the events of the passion narrative have run their course (3.1.1; see also 

chapter 4). Even so, given the patterns observed in the infancy narrative and in the body 

of Luke’s Gospel regarding the relationship between joy and factors such as hope, 

scriptural (re)interpretation, and responsiveness to God’s initiative (including as mediated 

through Jesus’s ministry), it seems evident that the conditions are right in the triumphal 

entry for facilitating what Luke deems appropriate joy. It is perhaps not surprising, then, 

that Jesus himself authoritatively defends the joyful behavior of the “multitude of 

 

22 This is important—among other reasons—because, as seen above in connection with the controversy 

over the Sabbath healing of the bent-over woman (13:10–17; see 2.4.1), differences of opinion concerning 

just how Israel’s Scriptures relate to particular situations can lead to conflicting judgments about the 

appropriate affective response to a given turn of events. Given Luke’s consistently positive portrayal of 

Jesus, the fact that those who rejoice in Luke 19:37 are responding to Jesus’s initiative strongly suggests 

the propriety of their interpretive activity. The joy-conducive responsiveness of the “multitude of disciples” 

to Jesus’s hermeneutical guidance here arguably also foreshadows the way in which revelatory instruction 

from the risen Lord will enable the joy-facilitating (re)interpretation of the Scriptures on Easter (see chapter 

4, below). 
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disciples” (19:37, 39–40).23 Urged by “some of the Pharisees” to put a stop to the 

crowd’s jubilation, Jesus responds that “if these [rejoicing disciples] were silent, the 

stones would cry out” (19:40).24  

3.1.2 A Too-Limited Joy: Ill-Foreboding Shortcomings in the Joy over the 

Triumphal Entry  

In addition to precluding the possibility that the disciples are simply wrong to 

rejoice, Jesus’s verbal sparring with these Pharisees also serves to highlight the fact 

that—even in the very crowd that accompanies Jesus as he approaches the city25—not 

 

23 Thus, though here may be some senses in which “the pilgrims accompanying Jesus” are mistaken in 

perceiving “his entry into Jerusalem for the triumphal procession of a conquering hero into the city of 

destiny” (Parsons, Luke, 283), their jubilant praise is not entirely mistaken—even if their understanding of 

why they are rendering it may be flawed.  
24 Wenkel notes that this comment from Jesus arguably implies a sort of divine necessity to the joy in this 

scene (cf. my arguments above in 2.4); Wenkel views the necessity as tied to the connection between joy 

and prophecy fulfillment (Joy, 118). That proposal would fit well with the link between necessity and 

prophecy fulfillment in Luke 24, although it must be noted that the typical Lukan language for “divine 

necessity” (e.g., δεῖ) does not occur in relation to joy in the triumphal entry. On the question of whether the 

stones would be crying out in joy or in judgment, see esp. Kinman’s article, which surveys interpretive 

options. Kinman ultimately concludes that “[r]ather than a veiled reference to impending judgment, Jesus’ 

reply to the Pharisees is probably a straightforward metaphor”—i.e., some appropriate response to his 

arrival at Jerusalem will inevitably come, “if not a human one, then another” (“The Stones,” 234). Whereas 

some advocates of a judgment interpretation appeal to Habakkuk 2:11 (see Kinman, “The Stones,” esp. 

232–33), Kinman finds scriptural support for his reading in OT passages that “spea[k] of creation 

responding with joy (and without hints of judgment) to the coming of God” (“The Stones,” 234). It is true 

that the OT can speak of nonhuman creation rejoicing in God’s coming, but I would argue that at least one 

of the passages that Kinman adduces in support of this claim, Psalm 96:11–13, actually does have “hints of 

judgment” in the wider context (see esp. 96:13). Indeed, it would seem that the prospect of God executing 

just judgment is part of what makes nonhuman creation rejoice at God’s coming (Ps 96:13). Analogously, I 

wonder if we need to choose between joy and judgment as the overtone of the stones’ hypothetical crying 

out in Luke 19; perhaps it is (or rather, would be) both.  
25 Oddly enough, it appears that these critical Pharisees speak from the “multitude of disciples” (19:37, 

39)—although, given the objection that the Pharisees raise, presumably they have not joined in the others’ 

rejoicing. On the complexity of Luke’s characterization of the Pharisees in this scene and elsewhere, see 

also Green, Gospel, 687–88, and Carroll, Luke, 386, among others. Carroll notes that the Pharisees both are 
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everyone joyfully praises God for Jesus’s past marvels and embraces the messianic-royal 

overtones of Jesus’s present (allusive) mode of transportation. This brings me back to one 

of the two deficiencies in the joy of the triumphal entry, noted above. Simply put, not all 

who should rejoice in this context manage to do so. While the protesting Pharisees are at 

least present for the triumphal entry, others are entirely absent from the scene. In 

particular, despite what ancient conventions surrounding a leader’s triumphant arrival at a 

city might lead one to anticipate,26 the inhabitants of Jerusalem apparently do not express 

receptivity to Jesus as king by coming out to greet him with joy. According to Michael 

Wolter, the expectation in this sort of scene would be, first, that those coming with Jesus 

would give him praise; then, that the city’s inhabitants would come out to greet him; and 

finally, that the ruler (in this case, Jesus) would greet the city in turn, before visiting its 

temple.27 If this schematization is roughly what ancient audiences would have expected, 

then we can recognize with Wolter that the Pharisees’ objection occurs “at the place that 

the ‘Einholung’”—that is, the receiving city’s glad reception of the visiting official—

“occupies in the descriptions of festive entrances into the city.”28 The departure from 

convention makes “clear that here Luke very consciously wants to report that the 

 

 

not mentioned as participating in the more violently hostile opposition to Jesus in Jerusalem and respond 

variously to the gospel and its witnesses in Acts (Luke, 386).  
26 See esp. Wolter, Gospel, 2:363–64 and sources cited there (see also 368–69).  
27 Wolter, Gospel, 2:364. 
28 Wolter, Gospel, 2:370, italics original. 
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inhabitants of Jerusalem do not take notice of the entrance of Jesus as messianic king.”29 

From this point on, the scene continues to veer off the tracks, as Jesus weeps over the city 

rather than greeting it and then makes a demonstration rather than a friendly visit to its 

temple.30 

 Nor is the limited scope of participants the only shortcoming in the joy of the 

triumphal entry: as previewed in chapter 2, those who do rightly rejoice in response to 

Jesus’s arrival at Jerusalem will later struggle to persevere in their (presently joy-

conducive) commitment to him (2.3.3). As Jesus anticipates (19:11), the hope that 

informs the joy of the triumphal entry proves to be too short-sighted (cf. also 24:21). This 

joy, and the positive response to Jesus that undergirds it, will consequently wither—at 

least for a time—in the face of the trials that lie ahead in the passion narrative (cf., e.g., 

Luke 6:22–23; 8:13; see 2.3.1–2.3.3).31  

The parable of the minas (19:11–27),32 which separates the account of Zacchaeus 

from the triumphal entry in Luke’s Gospel, proves illuminating with regard to both of 

 

29 Wolter, Gospel, 2:371. 
30 Wolter, Gospel, 2:364; see also 2:372, 375. He explains, “The shout of the disciples finds no response, 

and this non-reaction is then commented on by Jesus in vv. 41–44” (Gospel, 2:371).  
31 As will become clearer when we take up Luke 24 and Acts 1–2 in chapter 4, this second shortcoming 

arises from the disciples’ limited ability to (re)interpret Jesus in relation to Israel’s Scriptures prior to his 

death and resurrection. This failure leaves those who rejoice in 19:37 vulnerable to going the way of the 

seed sown on rocky soil (cf. 8:6,13), rather than jubilantly living into the pattern of suffering-and-

benediction set by the persecuted prophets of the past (cf. 6:22–23).  
32 It is interesting to note that Luke does not include joy terminology in this parable, in contrast to 

Matthew’s handling of the similar parable of the talents (χαρά, Matt 25:21, 23). If Luke knew of Matthew 

or shared with Matthew some common source that mentioned joy here, one might have expected Luke to 
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these limitations in the joy of Luke 19:37. Accordingly, I will begin by examining that 

framing parable and its implications for Luke’s narrativization of joy as Jesus nears 

Jerusalem. In keeping with patterns of failed joy seen elsewhere in Luke-Acts,33 the 

disciples’ right but too short-lived rejoicing illustrates how the distortion of joy-

conducive factors such as hope can undermine otherwise appropriate jubilation (3.1.2.1). 

Next, I will revisit the scriptural allusiveness of Luke’s account of the triumphal entry, 

this time with a view to elucidating how intertextual connections underscore the partial 

inadequacy of the joy that marks the scene (19:37), especially with respect to who 

participates (or rather, does not participate) in this jubilation (3.1.2.2). The failure of 

Jerusalem joyfully to receive its king—a failure amplified by the scene’s echoes of, and 

dissonance with, Israel’s Scriptures—helps to make sense of the markedly unjubilant tone 

of the passages that immediately follow the Lukan triumphal entry (19:41–48).34  

 

 

incorporate the language of joy into his own telling of the parable. After all, the parable’s emphasis on the 

need for faithfulness while waiting and its eschatological overtones fit well with Luke’s treatment of joy 

elsewhere in his Gospel (e.g., 6:22–23; 10:17–21). One possibility is that the omission of joy language here 

has to do with other particularities of Luke’s version, esp. the morally ambiguous character of the parabolic 

king, who should probably not be seen as a simple analog for Jesus (see further on this point below).  
33 If the disciples’ short-lived rejoicing recalls the situation represented in the parable of the sower by the 

seed sown on rocky soil (8:6,13), perhaps Jerusalem’s failure even to register Jesus’s arrival may bring to 

mind the nonreceptivity figured in that parable by the seed sown on the path (8:5,12). One might also 

compare the temporary jubilation of the “multitude of disciples” with Jesus’s townspeople’s favorable 

reception and subsequent rejection of him after his sermon at Nazareth, although that passage does not use 

overt joy terms (4:16–30). 
34 Of course, many have noted this contrast between the joy of the triumphal entry and Jesus’s subsequent 

weeping. See, e.g., Wenkel, Joy, 114, citing Marshall.  
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3.1.2.1 Intratextual Echoes: The Twofold Deficiency of the Joy that Attends the 

Triumphal Entry  

In addition to being immediately juxtaposed in Luke’s narrative, the parable of 

the minas (19:11–27) and the triumphal entry (19:28–40) are tied together by several 

other narrative devices. Perhaps most obviously, the transitions that bracket the parable 

link it to Jesus’s impending arrival at Jerusalem. The narrator reports that Jesus tells this 

parable “because he was near Jerusalem, and they thought that the kingdom of God was 

about to appear immediately” (19:11).35 Following the parable, the narrator relates that it 

is precisely “after saying these things”—that is, telling the parable of the minas—that 

Jesus at last “go[es] up to Jerusalem” (19:28a), toward which he has been journeying 

since Luke 9:51.36 Preparations for what becomes the triumphal entry immediately ensue 

(19:29–32). Such interconnections imply, as often noted, that the two passages should be 

read together. However, the nature of the connection between this parable and the 

subsequent festivities is less obvious.37 As L. T. Johnson comments, “Nothing in the 

language of this introduction [i.e., in 19:11] or Luke’s usual practice tells us whether the 

 

35 As Carroll points out, this inference is not totally without support in the preceding events, including 

Jesus’s comments in his encounter with Zacchaeus: “Declaration of salvation today (19:9), with arrival at 

Jerusalem imminent? Surely God’s dominion is about to redraw the social, economic, and political maps 

and liberate God’s people from oppressive domination” (Luke, 377). 
36 Indeed, as Spencer notes, this emphasis on the city occurs not only bracketing the parable but also again 

bracketing the triumphal entry (19:29, 41; see Spencer, Luke, 482–83). 
37 Spencer, Luke, 483. 



 

503 

 

parable is intended to counter or confirm this expectation [of the immediate arrival of the 

kingdom], or in what respect.”38  

A helpful clue—albeit not one that resolves all ambiguity—can be found in 

another point of connection between the parable and its narrative setting. With its 

reference to the kingdom (19:11), the lead-in to the parable of the minas brings to the fore 

another link between Jesus’s narrative teaching in 19:11–27 and his approach to 

Jerusalem in the following pericope: namely, the two passages’ shared emphasis on 

kingship.39 This connection proves relevant for interpreting Luke’s portrayal of the joy 

that marks the triumphal entry. As noted above, the Lukan triumphal entry includes in the 

crowd’s joyful speech a reference to Jesus as “the king” (19:37–38),40 thereby making 

explicit the interpretation of his role implied by the multitude’s (and Jesus’s) scripturally 

allusive behavior (e.g., Zech 9:9; see 3.1.1.2). For Luke’s readers/hearers, however, the 

crowd’s acclamation of Jesus as “the king” may call to mind not only Israel’s Scriptures 

(on which, see further in 3.1.2.2) but also the immediately preceding parable of the 

minas, which strongly foregrounds the motif of kingship.  

 

38 L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 292. Johnson himself ultimately argues that “the parable confirms the expectation 

expressed in 19:11”—contrary to many interpretations of the passage (see Gospel, 294).  
39 The link is often discussed in commentaries. L. T. Johnson, for instance, affirms the thematic connection 

and notes additional evidence, such as repeated references to the “kingdom of God” in the preceding 

chapters and Jesus’s granting of “rule (basileia)” to his inner circle in 22:29 (Gospel, 293, italics original).  
40 This motif is by no means absent from the other canonical Gospels’ portrayal of Jesus’s triumphal entry, 

but each handles it somewhat distinctively. For example, Mark 11:9–10 has the crowd refer to “the coming 

kingdom of David, our father”; Matthew includes a quotation of Zechariah 9:9 but not as part of the 

crowd’s speech (rather, as a formula citation; see 21:4–5). In John’s account, the crowd uses the language 

of “King” (12:13) and the narrator also quotes a version of Zechariah 9:9 (John 12:15). 
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In Luke’s version of that parable, the nobleman who leaves his slaves with money 

to invest is specifically going “into a far country (εἰς χώραν μακράν)41 to receive kingship 

(βασιλεία) for himself” (19:12; cf. 15:13). Following a brief account of the man’s 

distribution of resources among his slaves (19:13), Luke/Jesus adds that the man’s fellow 

citizens “hated him” and sent envoys after him to express their objection to his “ruling as 

king” (βασιλεῦσαι) over them (19:14). After confirming that the man nevertheless does 

receive the “kingship” (τὴν βασιλείαν, 19:15), the next several verses relate what happens 

when he returns and checks in with the slaves with whom he had left money for 

investment (19:15–26). Finally, the royal motif reemerges with a vengeance in the 

passage’s closing verse. Picking up the distinctively Lukan detail about those who had 

objected to the man’s kingship, in 19:27, the (now) king describes these fellow citizens as 

“enemies” and orders that they be slain in his presence.  

This last, shocking detail is one of several points at which the behavior of the king 

in the parable not only offends readers today but also sounds remarkably like the 

realpolitik practiced by various rulers in the first century, including Herod the Great’s son 

Archelaus.42 Along with other considerations, such observations have led a number of 

 

41 Cf. the same phrase in Luke 15:13. Spencer sees this link as one reason not to take the nobleman in Luke 

19 as a stand-in for Jesus, since the connotations created by the connection to Luke 15 make the “far 

country” hard to identify with the heavenly realm to which Jesus ascends following his resurrection (Luke, 

487).  
42 For a concise summary of Josephus’s account of Archelaus, highlighting points of similarity to the 

parabolic king, see Spencer, Luke, 490, drawing esp. on Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 17.206–344; see also 

Carroll, Luke, 379.  
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recent commentators to question the “traditional” reading of the parable. That 

(traditional) interpretation identified Jesus with the king, the “far country” with “heaven,” 

the king’s return with Jesus’s second coming and judgment day, and so forth.43 The 

upshot of this conventional interpretation is that the parable prompts Christians to expect 

a delayed establishment of the kingdom of God; it “is an allegory that tells Christians to 

wait patiently for the final appearance of Jesus and to deal faithfully with their 

possessions in the meantime.”44 Pointing out significant differences between Jesus’s 

trajectory and character45 and that of the king in the parable, several scholars suggest that 

 

43 The traditional reading is summarized (and questioned in one or more ways, with sometimes divergent 

interpretive results) by scholars such as L. T. Johnson (Gospel, 293–94) and Spencer (Luke, 482–90), 

among others. Spencer’s summary and comparison of the traditional reading with his own alternative is 

particularly helpful (see esp. the table on 487).  
44 L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 293. I would underscore again that Johnson is here summarizing but not 

endorsing this interpretation.  
45 E.g., “The Lord in the parable is not the Lord Jesus we have come to know in Luke’s narrative and not 

the Lord Jesus who cries over Jerusalem and faces imminent death there” (Spencer, Luke, 484, emphasis 

original). Spencer goes on to describe how the traditional interpretation of the parable has nevertheless 

identified the vengeful lord of the parable with the returning Lord Jesus expected at the parousia, a reading 

which Johnson himself rejects (Luke, 484–85). See also Carroll’s conclusion that the “dissonance” between 

Jesus’s character and that of the parabolic king “intimates that whatever correlation is being drawn between 

the events of the parable and the reign of God, wrongly assumed to be imminent (19:11), the parable does 

not show how God’s realm operates” (Luke, 381, emphasis original). To the contrary, the sort of unjust, 

exploitative, and violent behavior on display in the parable instead reflects both the situations Jesus is about 

to encounter in the narrative and the difficulties that Luke’s readers still “must navigate” (see Carroll, Luke, 

381). With respect to the violence of the parable, Carroll further helpfully comments, “While the parable 

does not display the mode of operation of God’s reign, it nevertheless anticipates what will happen when 

the bearer of God’s reign encounters the power of Rome and its collaborating local elite at Jerusalem, and 

then a generation later, when Roman might will return to the city to suppress rebellion” (Luke, 381–82). 

It should be noted that one’s judgment about the relationship (if any) between Jesus and the king in the 

parable depends in part on one’s interpretation of other matters, such as the validity of the third enslaved 

person’s explanation for not investing the money entrusted to him (Luke 19:20–21). Scholars who buy the 

enslaved person’s line tend to see the king’s character as incompatible with Jesus’s, but Wolter, for 

instance, thinks that the passage unmasks the inauthenticity of the enslaved person’s excuse, thereby 

justifying the king’s disapproval and allowing for a continued identification between the king and Jesus in 
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the parable provides more of an antitype than an analogue for Jesus. Mikeal C. Parsons, 

for instance, identifies this teaching as the “parable of the evil tyrant,” which he sees as 

drawing on an ancient topos.46 Somewhat similarly, Spencer ultimately proposes that the 

king in the parable demonstrates “the antichrist way of ruling the world.”47  

Others propose less drastic modifications to the traditional interpretation. Thus, 

for example, L. T. Johnson argues that the parable should be understood not as about the 

parousia but rather as addressing misunderstandings within the narrative present, i.e., 

about the immediately following events.48 According to Johnson’s interpretation, Jesus is 

still identified with the king, but the opponents are the current leaders in Jerusalem, and 

“the servants whose faithful use of possessions is rewarded by exousia” are in fact “[t]he 

Twelve, whom we shall see in the narrative of Acts exercising just such authority over 

the restored people of God.”49 To take another example of a less radical modification of 

the conventional interpretation, Wolter interprets the parable as not primarily about the 

delay of the parousia,50 but he still allows for “an allegorical interpretation of the thread 

 

 

this scene (though Wolter does not venture an interpretation of the theological implications here; see 

Gospel, 2:360). 
46 Parsons, Luke, 280–82. 
47 Spencer, Luke, 486, emphasis original. 
48 L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 293–94 
49 L. T. Johnson, Gospel, 294, italics original. 
50 He reasons this: “The parable does not intend to address the problem of the delay of the parousia” for 

readers; after all, “the readers of the Gospel of Luke have known for a long time that the kingdom of God 
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about the claimant to the throne in relation to Jesus’s ascension (v. 12) and his parousia 

(v. 15a)” and subsequent enactment of judgment (19:15–27).51 

Fully engaging this debate would be beyond the scope of my purposes here. 

Suffice it to say that I take a mediating position more akin to that of Johnson and Wolter, 

though with some differences from each. Luke explicitly identifies this teaching as a 

parable (19:11). This establishes certain expectations, allowing for some interpretive 

possibilities and discouraging others. On the one hand, Jesus’s parables typically say 

something true about life in the kingdom of God as Jesus proclaims it. On the other hand, 

as others have noted, the genre of parable does not always invite or allow a one-to-one 

mapping of the parable world onto the “real” (narrative) world. In Spencer’s words, 

readers of Luke’s Gospel “lear[n] to be cautious about seeing parable figures as clear-cut 

stand-ins for God or Christ,” recognizing instead that “[t]hese stories provide indirect 

instruction about God’s kingdom through similes (‘like’), uneven comparisons 

(lesser/greater), ironies, parodies (good Samaritan; unjust judge).”52 

The last-named example here provides perhaps the best illustration of the point in 

Luke’s Gospel: namely, the parable of the persistent widow (or, as it is sometimes called, 

 

 

has not begun with Jesus’ coming to Jerusalem” (Wolter, Gospel, 2:352). Instead, the parable “aims to 

correct a false expectation within the narrated world” (Wolter, Gospel, 2:352, emphasis original).  
51 Wolter, Gospel, 2:353; see also 352–53. 
52 Spencer, Luke, 487, emphasis original. As Spencer further comments, “In any case, Jesus’ parables are 

not primarily self-portraits” (Luke, 487).  
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the parable of the unjust judge), which occurs in the preceding chapter (Luke 18:1–8). As 

with the parable of the minas, so also here: Luke tells that this is a parable and gives an 

explanation for why Jesus is telling it (i.e., to encourage perseverance in prayer; 18:1). 

This framing implies that the situation of the widow who importunately makes her appeal 

to the unjust judge is in some way analogous to the situation of believers who must 

persist in prayer. However, it is also obvious that Jesus/Luke does not invite a direct one-

to-one identification of all the parties in the parabolic and “real world” situations. Not 

only is the unjust judge not like the (just) God of Israel, but lest we miss the contrast, 

Jesus even says of this judge that he does not fear God—a point emphasized both in the 

telling of the parable and by the judge’s soliloquy within it (18:2, 4). Clearly the unjust 

judge does not represent God; to the contrary, he is consciously opposed to God’s 

purposes. And yet, Jesus can tell this parable to make a point about prayer to God, who is 

just. The conclusion of the parable clarifies how this works by framing the parable as an 

argument from the lesser to the greater. If even the unjust judge who does not fear the just 

God can be moved by persistent pleas to execute justice, how much more will the just 

God hear persistent prayers for (ultimately eschatological) justice (18:7–8)?  

In the case of the parable of the minas, no such decoding occurs at the end of the 

parable—though perhaps the very shocking (and possibly historically allusive53) violence 

of the king at the end of the parable is meant to underscore the disjunctions between the 

 

53 See above at note 42, regarding possible evocations of Archelaus’s behavior.  
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parabolic and “real” worlds in a way similar to the effect, observed above, of the unjust 

judge’s repeatedly mentioned failure to fear God. The parable of the persistent widow can 

be seen both as a comment on the need for persevering prayer for justice (Luke’s primary 

way of framing it) and as a negative portrayal of the injustice that often orients worldly 

leaders (which allows the parable to serve as an argument from the lesser to the greater). 

Similarly, I would argue that the parable of the minas serves both as a correction of 

expectations related to the timing of the arrival of the kingdom of God (hence, again, 

Luke’s framing of the parable) and as a negative portrayal of the way worldly leaders 

bring their kingdoms about.  

It is this second layer of the parable that recent commentators have helpfully 

drawn attention to, thereby highlighting the sense in which we can read the parable of the 

minas, too, as in some sense an argument from the lesser to the greater. Just how that 

lesser-to-greater argument works, however, is a complex question that I need not pursue 

at present.54 For my purposes in this chapter, what matters is that—without denying the 

obvious and christologically important differences between Jesus and the parabolic 

king—we can nevertheless draw certain points of analogy between them, as well as 

between other characters and situations in the “real” (narrative) and parabolic worlds. 

 

54 One possibility might be developed along the following lines: If an unjust and capricious earthly king can 

establish his kingdom over the objections of servants and civilians who may have valid concerns about his 

competency to rule, how much more can we be sure that Jesus—a just and perfect, peaceful and restorative 

king—will successfully establish his rule, in spite of opposition from those who wrongly question his 

authority?  



 

510 

 

Accordingly, important though the several points of disjuncture between these worlds 

may be for interpreting the parable of the minas as such, the analysis that follows will 

highlight primarily the points of connection between the parabolic and (narrative) “real” 

worlds. For reasons that should become clearer as we go, I judge these similarities to be 

more relevant to understanding how this parable relates to my focus at present—i.e., joy 

and what leads to or thwarts it in Luke’s Gospel.  

Considered in terms of points of similarity, then: The emphasis on kingship in 

Luke’s version of this parable makes good narrative sense.55 Again, Jesus tells the 

parable of the minas specifically in response to others’ expectations concerning the 

imminent arrival of the kingdom of God (19:11)—expectations soon to be vocalized in 

the royal acclamation that Jesus receives as he descends the Mount of Olives (19:38). The 

association of kingship with Jesus will be voiced in very different affective tones later in 

the passion narrative,56 but in Luke 19 the disciples’ hope concerning Jesus and the 

kingdom is clearly a joy-conducive one, at least for them and for the moment (19:11, 37–

38). In this narrative context, the parable of the minas provides a preemptive affirmation-

 

55 Matthew’s parable of the talents (25:14–30), in contrast, does not thematize kingship.  
56 Specifically, those who accuse Jesus before Pilate describe Jesus as someone who claims to be “the 

Christ, a king” (23:2). Pilate in turn asks Jesus about the charge and receives an enigmatic reply (23:2–3). 

The identification of Jesus as “king” is voiced again—with layers of dramatic irony—by those who mock 

Jesus as he dies (23:37), and the same identification informs the written charge posted over him (23:38). A 

counternote within the scene of Jesus’s crucifixion comes from the petition of one of those crucified 

alongside him, who (sincerely) asks Jesus to “remember [him] when [Jesus] comes into [Jesus’s] kingdom 

(βασιλείαν)” (23:42). The petitioner receives an affirming—even if, again, enigmatic—reply (23:43; cf. 

also 19:11). See also, e.g., 22:25. 
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and-correction of the scripturally shaped, messianic-royal hope that informs the jubilant 

reception Jesus will receive from his disciples as he approaches Jerusalem (19:38).57  

The parable thus not only tacitly endorses the disciples’ joyful receptivity toward 

Jesus as “the king” but also serves as a cautionary tale, highlighting the shortcomings of 

the hope that undergirds their (basically appropriate) jubilation over the triumphal entry. 

In this respect, the parable of the minas is somewhat akin to Jesus’s affirmative-yet-

corrective response to the rejoicing of the seventy(-two) in Luke 10:17–20 (see 2.3.4). 

Like the seventy(-two) who returned with joy from their triumphant mission, the disciples 

who jubilantly celebrate Jesus’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem do have what Luke 

portrays as an appropriate reason to rejoice. Those who—as Jesus realizes (19:11)—are 

about to receive him as “king” are not wrong to perceive him in this light (19:37–38). To 

the contrary, as already mentioned, Jesus himself defends the propriety of their jubilation 

against its detractors (19:40). Even so—much as with Jesus’s corrective redirection of the 

joy of the seventy(-two) (10:20)—by telling the parable of the minas when he does, Jesus 

implies the need for the jubilant response to his arrival at Jerusalem to be rooted in a 

more farsighted hope than that which he perceives in those who will joyfully welcome 

him as “king” (see 19:11, 37–38; cf. 24:21). Without such hope, Jesus’s followers will 

struggle to live into his teaching about joy in contexts of persecution and testing (cf. 

 

57 For a similar conclusion (the disciples rejoice rightly but not with full understanding—as evidenced by 

their failures in the passion narrative) but based partly on different narrative evidence, see also De Long, 

Surprised, 226–28. 
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6:22–23; 8:6, 13)—as becomes all too clear later in the passion narrative (esp. 22:47–62; 

see also 24:19–27).  

A farther-seeing hope is needed because, like the man who becomes king in the 

parable of the minas,58 Jesus will not immediately enter into the full expression of his 

kingship. Rather, he will go away “to a far country”—which, with the “traditional” 

interpretation of the parable, I here take to be a reference to the ascension—before 

returning to enact his reign (19:12).59 Within the parable of the minas, the king’s 

actualization of his rule includes passing judgment on the faithfulness (or faithlessness) 

of both trusted “slaves” and hostile “fellow citizens” (19:15–27). Even if the way in 

which the parabolic king enacts his judgments may not be a simple reflection of how 

Luke expects Jesus to judge, Luke clearly does expect Jesus to judge upon his return 

(e.g., Acts 17:30–31). It may be helpful, then, to reflect on whether/how the unfolding of 

judgment within the parable contributes to Jesus’s affirmation-and-correction of the 

kingship-oriented joy that will greet him on his way into Jerusalem.  

 

58 As Spencer observes, the fact that the king in the parable is four times addressed as “Lord” (19:16, 18, 

20, 25) invites some kind of comparison with Jesus, esp. in light of the triumphal entry that immediately 

follows—even if, as Spencer and several other recent commentators argue, we have good reason to notice 

not only parallels but also differences between Jesus and the parabolic king (Luke, 483; see 483–490, esp. 

the table on 487).  
59 As we will see in chapter 4, it is precisely the myopic character of the disciples’ hope for Jesus’s reign 

that initially prevents them from recognizing his temporary “departure” in death as a “necessary” step in—

rather than a hindrance to—Jesus’s installation as messianic king (9:31; 24:21, 25–27; see further in 

chapter 4, below). 
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Both the logic of the parable and Jesus’s/Luke’s use of the language of “slave” 

(δοῦλος) in several other passages (see esp. 12:35–48; 17:7–10; see also Acts 16:17) 

render it likely that the “slaves” to whom resources are entrusted should be understood as 

representative of Jesus’s disciples. They are (at least, initially) characterized by obedient 

receptivity to the to-be-enthroned man’s/Jesus’s royal authority, a receptivity expressed 

in the triumphal entry through the “rejoicing” of the “multitude of disciples” that 

welcomes Jesus to Jerusalem as “the king” (19:37–38, 40; see also Zech 9:9). However, 

as the denouement of the parable of the minas indicates (esp. 19:20–26), being a trusted 

slave/disciple does not necessarily guarantee a person’s thoroughgoing, enduring 

faithfulness (see also, e.g., Luke 8:13; 12:35–48; 21:19). With its emphasis on the delay 

in the full realization of the nobleman’s kingship and the need for his “slaves” faithfully 

to pursue his interests while awaiting this turn of events, the parable of the minas 

preemptively addresses—among other issues—the short-sightedness of the hope for 

Jesus’s kingship that his followers will express in the triumphal entry (19:11, 38; cf. also 

24:21).  

There is no indication that the disciples themselves catch on to this corrective, 

however. Perhaps as a result, the hope that the disciples voice so jubilantly as Jesus 

approaches Jerusalem proves inadequate to sustain their continued fidelity to him,60 much 

 

60 Wenkel sees the emphasis on joy at the triumphal entry as a way of foregrounding the “internal” and 

“spiritual” character of Jesus’s kingdom: “The joyful response of the people to the upside-down triumphal 
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less their joy in relation to him, in the face of the opposition that leads to the execution of 

this “king” a few chapters later (see esp. 22:1–6, 47–62, and references to kingship in 

23:2–3, 37–38, 42).61 Despite Jesus’s earlier teachings about joy, perseverance, and 

persecution (6:22–23; 8:6, 13; see also 2.1–2.3), even his closest followers will for a time 

lack such joy-conducive conditions as rightly oriented hope (e.g., 24:21).  

As I will discuss in chapter 4, the longer-view hope toward which the parable of 

the minas would push the disciples does eventually develop among (at least some of) 

Jesus’s followers. Luke-Acts implies that this growth in hope does not—and perhaps 

simply cannot (18:34; 19:42; 24:16)—occur until after certain key salvation-historical 

events have taken place, not least the resurrection of the “king” who will be executed as 

such not many days after the triumphal entry (19:38; 23:38). Chapter 4 will consider how 

factors such as the experience of pivotal events in redemptive history, the reception of 

revelatory hermeneutical instruction from the risen Lord, and the insight facilitated by the 

Holy Spirit eventually help Jesus’s followers to move into a farther-seeing hope than that 

 

 

entry in Jerusalem reflects Luke’s intention to communicate that this Davidic restoration first operates 

internally or spiritually” (Wenkel, Joy, 112). This characterization of the joy in 19:37 is problematic both 

because it implies the questionable view that joy is primarily internal (when in fact joy may often have a 

social dimension) and because it anachronistically assumes that the spiritual can be easily disentangled 

from the political. In this regard, it is worth noting that the several OT passages that link joy to the coming 

of a (messianic) king often do so in contexts with clear implications for social/political life (e.g., see Zech 

9:9; Zeph 3:14). 
61 On the other hand, it is worth noting that Luke does not imply as harsh a judgment on the unfaithful slave 

as does Matthew in his parallel text (see Matt 25:30); in Luke, the harsher judgment is reserved for those 

who rejected the king outright (Luke 19:27). 
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which they manifest as he approaches Jerusalem in Luke 19. For instance, such 

ultimately eschatological hope informs the sermons of Acts (e.g., Acts 3:19–21; 10:42–

43; 17:30–31), which may help to account for the fact that the nascent church manages to 

persevere through and even rejoice in the midst of the sort of trials that proved too much 

for the disciples in the passion narrative (see Acts 5:30–32, 41; cf. also Acts 13:50–52; 

Luke 6:22–23; 8:13; and above 2.3.1–3). 

Deferring further discussion of these developments until chapter 4, though, at 

present it remains to consider the other group of characters in the parable of the minas. 

Those in the parable of the minas who reject their would-be king are identified 

specifically as his fellow citizens—that is, members of his city-state (οἱ … πολῖται αὐτοῦ, 

Luke 19:14). This emphasis on shared the civic identity between the rejected king and his 

subjects lends ominous overtones to the fact that the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the 

traditional seat of royal power in Israel, are conspicuously absent from Luke’s account of 

(King) Jesus’s arrival at the city.62 The parable intimates that this absence forebodes the 

nonreceptivity—indeed, the outright hostility—of (at least some) Jerusalemites toward 

Jesus, in keeping both with Jesus’s earlier predictions (see esp. 13:31–35; 18:31–33) and 

with his lament upon seeing the city (19:41–44).  

 

62 See, e.g., Green, Luke, 687. Cf. John 12:12–13, where people do reportedly come out from Jerusalem to 

meet Jesus (though these people themselves are visiting Jerusalem for the festival and are not regular 

residents, apparently). 
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3.1.2.2 Intertextual Echoes: The Deficiency in the Joy of the Triumphal Entry with 

Respect to Who Rejoices  

Revisiting the scriptural allusions in the Lukan triumphal entry will shed 

additional light on the connection between, on the one hand, the Jerusalemites’ absence 

from that scene63 and, on the other, Jesus’s decidedly unjubilant response to at last 

catching sight of and then entering the city toward which he has so long been journeying 

(19:41–46; 9:51). Before I turn to the relevant intertexts, though, it should be noted that 

the tacit nonparticipation of Jerusalem in the jubilation in 19:37 is obliquely underscored 

by Luke’s distinctive designation of the crowd at the triumphal entry as a “multitude of 

disciples (μαθητῶν),” (19:37; cf. Mark 11:7–9; Matt 21:8–9; John 12:12–13).64 While for 

Luke, “disciples” tends to name a wider group than the chosen twelve “apostles” (cf., 

e.g., 6:17), the scope of reference of “disciples” is still generally limited to people who 

 

63 Scholars sometimes imply that Jerusalemites participate in the welcome of Jesus. For example, Parsons 

assumes Jerusalemites are among those who celebrate Jesus’s arrival, a group consisting of “the pilgrims 

traveling with Jesus, along with others who have come out of the city to greet him” (Luke, 283; see also 

Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1242). Wenkel also seems (if I am reading him correctly) to think that the crowd can 

be aptly characterized as “the ‘unqualified multitude of Jerusalemites’” (Joy, 114, here quoting language 

from V. George Shillington; however, in the wider context, Shillington is actually emphasizing that the 

crowd in Luke is made up of disciples and not random Jerusalemites; see Shillington, An Introduction to 

the Study of Luke-Acts, 2nd ed., T&T Clark Approaches to the Bible [London: Bloomsbury, 2015], 127). I 

do not see evidence in Luke for the assumption that the crowd of disciples includes people who have come 

out from the city for the purpose of welcoming Jesus; any such assumption would seem to arise from the 

influence of John 12:12–13. 
64 See, e.g., Green, Gospel, 687; see also De Long, Surprised, 223. Again, cf. John 12:12–13, where people 

come out from Jerusalem to meet Jesus (though these people themselves are visiting Jerusalem for the 

festival and not regular residents, apparently). 
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are favorably inclined to and publicly associated with Jesus.65 This receptivity of the 

“multitude of disciples” toward Jesus is, of course, precisely what accounts for their 

rejoicing over his allusive, royal-messianic approach to Jerusalem (cf. 3.1.1). At the same 

time, as others have suggested, it may also be telling that it is Jesus’s disciples and not 

the people of Jerusalem who welcome him to the city with joy.66 In addition to running 

afoul of the conventions governing the type scene of a ruler’s triumphant arrival,67 the 

absence of any explicitly identified Jerusalemites as Jesus approaches the city is 

problematic—and even, as Jesus’s behavior upon glimpsing the city suggests (19:41), 

lamentable—because the city’s failure to rejoice over Jesus’s arrival involves an ominous 

deviation from the scriptural intertexts echoed by the Lukan account of the triumphal 

entry.  

Several joy-related passages in Israel’s Scriptures specifically exhort 

Jerusalem/Zion to rejoice in response to the advent of its king/the Lord. Among these, the 

most important for present purposes is Zechariah 9:9, a verse which (as seen above, in 

 

65 Jesus’s “disciples” are far from infallible in Luke-Acts, but they are distinguishable both from the 

followers of other religious schools/leaders (e.g., 6:1–2; 7:18) and from general crowds who are interested 

in Jesus in some more superficial way (7:11; 9:14; 12:1; 18:15). Jesus’s “disciples” are sometimes even 

said to receive special revelation concerning his mission (e.g., 8:9–10; 10:23).  
66 E.g., Green, Gospel, 687; De Long, Surprised, 223. Green comments, “The tragic irony of Jesus’ reply 

[about the stones crying out] resides in the reality that Jerusalem’s inhabitants should be welcoming their 

king with words of acclamation, not leaving the joyful chorus to inanimate stones” (Gospel, 688).  
67 See for example the discussion in Wolter, Gospel, 2:363–64 and sources cited there (see also 2:368–69). 

The city’s failure to greet Jesus is all the more striking in view of the fact that Luke has taken pains to 

remind us repeatedly that Jesus has been on the way to and is nearly at Jerusalem (e.g., 19:11, 28, 41). So 

much of the narrative has been directed toward Jesus’s arrival at this city, and yet the city itself seems 

oblivious to his advent.  
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3.1.1.2) Luke repeatedly evokes in his rendering of the triumphal entry. However, 

Zechariah 9:9 is by no means unique in its call for Jerusalem/Zion to rejoice over the 

coming of its king. Rather, such an exhortation (albeit variously worded) is a recurring 

motif in Israel’s prophetic literature. For example: 
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Table 29: Luke 19:37–38 and Scriptural Calls to Jerusalem/Zion to Receive Its King 

with Joy68 

 

Luke 19:37–38 

(Cf. 19:41–44) 

Zechariah 

9:9 

Zechariah 

2:14 LXX 

Isaiah 12:6 Zephaniah 

3:14–15 

Ἐγγίζοντος δὲ 

αὐτοῦ ἤδη πρὸς 

τῇ καταβάσει 

τοῦ ὄρους τῶν 

ἐλαιῶν ἤρξαντο 

ἅπαν τὸ πλῆθος 

τῶν μαθητῶν 

χαίροντες 

αἰνεῖν τὸν θεὸν 

φωνῇ μεγάλῃ 

περὶ πασῶν ὧν 

εἶδον 

δυνάμεων,  

λέγοντες·  

εὐλογημένος  

ὁ ἐρχόμενος,  

ὁ βασιλεὺς  

ἐν ὀνόματι  

κυρίου·  

ἐν οὐρανῷ 

εἰρήνη καὶ δόξα 

ἐν  

ὑψίστοις. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

χαῖρε σφόδρα  

 

θύγατερ Σιων  

κήρυσσε 

θύγατερ 

Ιερουσαλημ  

ἰδοὺ  

 

ὁ βασιλεύς 

σου ἔρχεταί  

σοι δίκαιος  

καὶ σῴζων  

αὐτός  

πραῢς καὶ  

ἐπιβεβηκὼς  

ἐπὶ ὑποζύγιον  

καὶ πῶλον  

νέον  

(cf. Luke 

19:30–37) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

τέρπου καὶ 

εὐφραίνου  

θύγατερ Σιων  

διότι ἰδοὺ  

 

 

 

 

ἐγὼ ἔρχομαι  

 

 

καὶ  

κατασκηνώσω  

ἐν μέσῳ σου  

λέγει κύριος  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ἀγαλλιᾶσθε καὶ 

εὐφραίνεσθε  

οἱ 

κατοικοῦντες 

Σιων  

 

 

 

 

 

ὅτι ὑψώθη  

ὁ ἅγιος τοῦ 

Ισραηλ ἐν 

μέσῳ αὐτῆς 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

χαῖρε σφόδρα  

 

θύγατερ Σιων  

κήρυσσε 

θύγατερ 

Ιερουσαλημ  

εὐφραίνου καὶ 

κατατέρπου ἐξ 

ὅλης τῆς 

καρδίας σου 

θύγατερ 

Ιερουσαλημ  

περιεῖλεν 

κύριος τὰ 

ἀδικήματά σου  

λελύτρωταί σε 

ἐκ χειρὸς 

ἐχθρῶν σου  

βασιλεὺς 

Ισραηλ κύριος 

ἐν μέσῳ σου  

οὐκ ὄψῃ κακὰ 

οὐκέτι  

 

68 One or more of these OT intertexts are often discussed in connection with this Lukan passage, sometimes 

with particular attention to Jerusalem’s joylessness in this scene; see for example De Long, Surprised, 228–

32.  
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Against the backdrop of this scriptural motif, Luke’s silence about Jerusalem’s response 

to Jesus’s arrival raises serious questions about the adequacy of the city’s reception of the 

one whom the disciples (rightly, 19:40) identify as “the king” (19:38).69  

More tentatively, it might be further argued that the Lukan triumphal entry—

particularly when read in relation to the events that follow in Luke 19—also evokes the 

wider context of one or more of the above-mentioned passages in telling ways. For 

instance, just before Zechariah 9:9’s call for Jerusalem to rejoice, we hear that the Lord 

has established a defense at the temple in Jerusalem, which will no longer be subject to 

invasion now that the Lord “has seen (ἑώρακα) [it] with [the Lord’s] own eyes” (9:8). By 

contrast, when Jesus “sees” (ἰδὼν) Jerusalem just after he has been fêted by the crowd of 

disciples, he weeps over the city and foretells its violent devastation (19:41, 43–44). He 

then proceeds to the temple and, in Luke’s account, immediately engages in a decidedly 

unjubilant demonstration (19:45–46), which may even portend the temple’s destruction 

(see also Luke 21:5–6, 20–24).70 What is in any case clear is that, following Jerusalem’s 

 

69 Compare Wenkel’s claim that the joy at the triumphal entry is itself a fulfillment of Scripture (in his 

view, esp. Isaiah 55:12 (see Joy, 115). He concedes that the link is “conceptual … rather than lexical,” 

which scriptural fulfillment in turn functions to appeal to the readers’ emotions (see Wenkel, Joy, 114). 

While I would not deny that the joy of this scene has rhetorical effects on the reader, it seems to me that the 

fulfillment of scriptural prophecies about joy is partial at best, given the fact that only some who should 

rejoice actually do rejoice here. Theologically, this suggests the need for further, future fulfillment; within 

Luke’s narrative, it adds a note of poignancy to the jubilation that characterizes Jesus’s arrival at Jerusalem. 

The minor key will of course become even louder when Jesus catches sight of the city.  
70 Cf. Spencer’s proposal for the relevance of the wider context of Zechariah 9 to interpreting its evocation 

in the triumphal entry. He observes, “In Zechariah’s vision, the peacemaking king enters Jerusalem on this 
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abstention from the allusive jubilation of the triumphal entry (cf. Zech 9:9), the 

expectations that Jesus establishes for the city’s near future diverge sharply from 

Zechariah 9:8’s vision of the Lord seeing the temple and henceforth safeguarding it from 

military threats.  

Other scriptural echoes may also lie in the background of the Lukan triumphal 

entry,71 but the foregoing examples suffice to illustrate how allusions to Israel’s 

Scriptures contribute to Luke’s depiction of the joy in this scene as not fully adequate, 

even if it remains in some measure appropriate. While the “multitude of disciples” 

rejoices too fleetingly (albeit still fittingly), Jerusalem fails to rejoice at all in response to 

 

 

humble mount only after he obliterates all foreign, invasive chariots and cavalry (Zech 9:10),” whereas 

“Luke’s Jesus bypasses this militaristic prelude to royal entry,” having worked saving deeds throughout the 

Gospel “without shedding a drop of blood” (Luke, 493, emphasis original).  
71 For example, the setting of the triumphal entry on the way down the Mount of Olives—a location which 

Luke emphasizes and will return to in his second volume (see Luke 19:29, 37; Acts 1:12)—evokes Israel’s 

Scriptures in ways that arguably point to both the fittingness and the inadequacy of the joy of the triumphal 

entry. On the one hand, Zechariah 14:4 gives “the Mount of Olives” (τὸ ὄρος τῶν ἐλαιῶν) strong messianic 

overtones, befitting the messianic-royal reception that the “multitude of disciples” gives to (the “king”) 

Jesus. On the other hand, though, the (differently worded) mention of the Mount of Olives in a much sadder 

context in 2 Samuel 15 may also be relevant for probing the affective shape of Luke 19. In 2 Samuel 15:30, 

King David is said to exit Jerusalem by going up the Mount of Olives (ἀνέβαινεν ἐν τῇ ἀναβάσει τῶν 

ἐλαιῶν) as he flees from his rebellious son, Absalom. David and those with him not only travel in the 

opposite direction from Jesus and those who accompany him but also express an emotion that is quite 

contrary to the joy of the triumphal entry: David and his company go up the Mount of Olives “weeping” 

(ἀναβαίνων καὶ κλαίων, 2 Sam 15:30). Immediately after the triumphal entry, Luke will use the same 

Greek verb for “weeping” to describe Jesus’s response—not to leaving Jerusalem but to catching sight of 

the city (ἔκλαυσεν, Luke 19:41), which faces impending doom following its failure to “recognize the time 

of [its divine] visitation” (see 19:41–44; cf. 13:35 and context). Notwithstanding the difference in the 

direction travelled on the Mount of Olives and the different emotional disposition of those accompanying 

the “king” in each case, Jesus’s experience in Jerusalem will—at least in the short term—parallel not so 

much the triumph envisioned in Zechariah 14:4 as the rejection experienced by David during Absalom’s 

rebellion (cf. Luke 18:31–33; see also Zech 14:1–2). 
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“King” Jesus’s arrival. Far from welcoming Jesus to the tune of Psalm 118 (117 LXX) 

and rejoicing in obedience to passages such as Zechariah 9:9, Jerusalem’s inhabitants are 

ominously absent from Luke’s account of the triumphal entry.  

3.1.2.3 Summary: The Inadequacies in the Joy of Luke 19:37 and the Joylessness of 

19:41–46 

One last observation, involving both intra- and intertextuality, will further 

corroborate the view that the Jerusalemites’ implied absence from the triumphal entry is 

not incidental to Luke’s narrative purposes. As Green notes, the city’s failure to join the 

“multitude of disciples” in pronouncing the scripturally allusive blessing of Luke 19:37–

38 (see Ps 117:26 LXX; Zech 9:9) suggests that Jerusalem has opted out of the invitation 

to acceptance that Jesus implicitly extended via his own allusion to Psalm 117:26 LXX in 

Luke 13:35.72 In that earlier passage, Jesus had announced that Jerusalem would not see 

him until it said, “Blessed is the one who is coming in the name of the Lord” (Luke 

13:35; see Ps 117:26 LXX). When those allusive words are spoken in Luke 19, however, 

it is notably not Jerusalem who says them; as far as we are told, Jerusalem does not even 

come out to see the arrival of this “king” (19:38; cf. Zacchaeus in 19:3).73 Unlike Jesus’s 

 

72 Green comments, “As will become immediately evident (vv 41–44), the obduracy of Jerusalem persists, 

with the result that they have not recognized the coming of Jesus as the coming of salvation” (Gospel, 687). 

Thus Jesus’s weeping and lamentation here; cf. his lament in 13:34–35.  
73 Contrast Fitzmyer, who sees the triumphal entry as “a fulfillment of what was announced in 13:35” 

(Gospel, 2:1242), which in my view would only be true if Jerusalemites had participated in welcoming 

Jesus.  
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joyful disciples, Jerusalem has not reinterpreted Israel’s Scriptures—specifically, Psalm 

117:26 LXX—rightly in relation to Jesus.  

In light of all of the intra- and intertextual connections traced above, the fact that 

the “multitude of disciples” in Luke 19:38 proclaims peace “in heaven”—and not “on 

earth” (cf. 1:79; 2:14)74—is surely significant. For Luke’s audience, the crowd’s diction 

implicitly underscores the point that Jesus is not being received joyfully by the earthly 

powers at Jerusalem, the city which (as he will soon lament) cannot see what would make 

“for peace” at this pivotal hour (19:42).75 Moreover, the opposition that Jesus 

consequently experiences in Jerusalem, culminating in his arrest and execution, will for a 

time shake the commitment and shatter the joy even of those who in Luke 19 welcome 

him to the city with rejoicing. 

3.1.3 Conclusion: The Appropriate but Too-Limited Joy that Attends the 

Triumphal Entry 

Again, the partial deficiency of this jubilation helps to render intelligible the 

drastic shift in emotional tone in the immediately following verses. As mentioned above, 

when Jesus finally reaches Jerusalem, he does not rejoice but rather weeps over the city 

toward which he has been traveling intently for the past ten or so chapters (9:51; 19:41–

 

74 See, e.g., Green, Gospel, 687; cf. Luke 12:51–53. 
75 See similarly, for example, O’Toole, The Unity, 235–36. 
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44;). He then proceeds to the temple (19:45–46), where he creates a scene that is anything 

but joyful (19:41–44; cf. also 13:35).  

Still, none of this changes the fact that the joy of the “multitude of disciples” that 

welcomes Jesus to Jerusalem does receive narrative affirmation (see esp. 19:40). As 

argued above, this jubilation is indeed good as far as it goes (3.1.1). In fact, the joy of the 

triumphal entry is the only narratively endorsed rejoicing between Zacchaeus’s joy—

which, as seen, the triumphal entry itself evokes—and the disciples’ eventual jubilation 

on Easter (24:41; see chapter 4). Nevertheless, as I have shown, the basically appropriate 

joy of the triumphal entry also suffers from certain inadequacies (3.1.2). For the purposes 

of elucidating what leads to joy in Luke-Acts, it is particularly noteworthy that, with 

respect to both the fittingness and the shortcomings of the disciples’ jubilation, the 

narrative depiction of the joy of the triumphal entry reinforces the importance of several 

previously noted conditions for joy-according-to-Luke. 

To review: Insofar as the joy of the “multitude of disciples” proves praiseworthy 

(19:40), it does so as part of a positive response to Jesus, specifically including 

receptivity to his messianic-royal status (19:36–38). Quotations from and subtler 

allusions to Israel’s Scriptures suggest that this receptivity arises from a scripturally 

shaped hope, apparently developed in response to the hermeneutical guidance that Jesus 

himself conveys by obtaining a hitherto unridden colt to ride upon as he approaches 

Jerusalem (cf. Zech 9:9). In these ways, the passage reinforces conclusions drawn above 
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regarding the link between Lukan joy and conditions such as rightly oriented hope; 

receptivity to Jesus and to divine initiative, including as mediated by Jesus’s ministry; 

and the correct (re)interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures and present experience in relation 

to one another.  

At the same time, connections between the triumphal entry and the parable of the 

minas underscore the point that the hope that leads to joy in Luke 19:37 also comes up 

short in at least two respects, creating a double deficiency in the jubilation prompted by 

Jesus’s approach to Jerusalem. First, as noted in chapter 2 (2.3.3), the disciples’ response 

to Jesus’s arrest and execution indicates that their hope remains too short-sighted. It 

therefore does not equip them to persevere in fidelity to, much less joy over, Jesus when 

the full realization of his kingship does not come when and as they had expected (cf. 

19:11).76 Thus, although this deficiency in their hope does not keep the disciples from 

rejoicing over the triumphal entry, it will thwart their joy later in the passion narrative. 

Instead of rejoicing in the midst of persecution (cf. 6:22–23), they appear to be in danger 

of withering like seed sown on rocky soil in the parable of the sower (8:6, 13; see 2.3.2).  

 

76 To clarify, the problem is not the ephemerality of their joy per se. At issue here is not the brevity of the 

disciples’ joy over Jesus’s (brief) entry into the city but rather the short-sightedness of the hope that 

undergirds their joy. The problematic effects of this short-sightedness in hope become evident later, when 

such limited hope thwarts the sort of joy that Jesus’s earlier teaching would have led one to expect from his 

followers when they encounter persecution for their association with him. On the “misplaced” hope of 

those who celebrate Jesus’s arrival to Jerusalem, see also Parsons, Luke, 284. 
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Second, the joy-facilitating hope of the triumphal entry also proves deficient with 

regard to who embraces it. The jubilation of the triumphal entry is therefore 

inappropriately limited with respect to who rejoices. As underscored by the contrast 

between the Jerusalemites’ absence from the triumphal entry and the several scriptural 

passages that specifically exhort Jerusalem jubilantly to welcome its eschatological-

messianic king (see esp. Zech 9:9), not everyone who should rejoice over the arrival of 

(King) Jesus in fact does recognize his approach to Jerusalem as a prompt for jubilation.  

Though Luke does not explicitly indicate why some fail to join in the disciples’ 

rejoicing, it is plausible to infer that one or more of the conditions that facilitate the 

(appropriate if too fleeting) joy of the “multitude of disciples” are lacking in the case of 

the protesting Pharisees and the absent Jerusalemites. The particular Pharisees who object 

to the jubilation of 19:37–38 appear to be accompanying Jesus to Jerusalem and thereby 

arguably manifest some degree of receptivity toward him. When they nevertheless still 

find objectionable the jubilant welcome that he receives from (others in) the crowd of 

disciples (19:39), these Pharisees do not articulate their reasons for protesting. However, 

Lukan Pharisees’ characteristic concern for the Scriptures, together with the scripturally 

allusive character of the words and deeds to which these Pharisees take exception, may 

suggest that this group fails to join in the rejoicing of the triumphal entry because they 
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interpret the Scriptures differently77 in relation to Jesus than do the joyful among the 

“multitude of disciples.”  

In the case of the absent Jerusalemites, such hermeneutical activity does not 

appear to have occurred at all, whether (in Luke’s view) correctly or otherwise. Though 

the leaders of the city will later manifest actual hostility toward Jesus, the absence of 

ordinary Jerusalemites from the triumphal entry might as easily indicate the sort of 

nonreceptivity to Jesus that arises simply from apathy toward or ignorance of his arrival. 

Unlike Zacchaeus, who goes to perhaps embarrassing lengths in seeking “to see Jesus”—

and indeed, unlike even Herod, who also reportedly sought to “see Jesus” prior to 

encountering him (23:8; see 3.3)—the people of Jerusalem are not sufficiently receptive 

to (or perhaps even aware of) Jesus to come out and welcome him with the joy for which 

the occasion calls.  

Once Jesus enters the city, however, those within it do begin to take note of him 

and to respond to him variously. After his demonstration in the temple, Jesus spends the 

next several days teaching there (19:47), besting his opponents and in several cases 

evoking Israel’s Scriptures in relation to himself.78 This allows further opportunity for 

residents of and visitors to Jerusalem jubilantly to accept Jesus—or else to reject him, as 

the case may be. “All the people” (ὁ λαὸς … ἅπας) are at least initially attentive to 

 

77 I.e., wrongly, according to Luke (cf. 19:40). Cf. the conflict with the synagogue leader and those allied 

with him in 13:10–17; see 2.4.1. 
78 See, e.g., Luke 20:27–44.  
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Jesus’s words (19:48),79 but Jerusalem’s movers and shakers prove less receptive. 

Already by the end of Luke 19, the “chief priests and the scribes … and the leading 

members of the community” are reportedly seeking not to coronate but rather to kill Jesus 

(19:47; cf. 18:31–34), in sharp contrast to the “multitude of disciples” who welcomed 

him as “king” a few verses earlier (19:38). Shockingly, it is a breakthrough in the plot 

against Jesus’s life that leads to renewed “rejoicing” in Luke 22.  

3.2 The Jubilation of Jesus’s Enemies: Sinister Joy in Response to Judas’s 

Offer of Betrayal  

It is not joy and sorrow which are opposed to each 

other, but the varieties within the one and the other. 

There are an infernal joy and pain, a healing joy and 

pain, a celestial joy and pain. 

  

—Simone Weil, “Affliction” 

 

Indeed, Luke next uses the joy verb χαίρω to describe the response of the “chief 

priests and officers” to Judas’s offer to betray Jesus: they “rejoiced (ἐχάρησαν) and 

agreed to give him money” (22:5). English translations routinely avoid using strong joy 

language in rendering this verse, perhaps because the generally positive connotation of 

English terms such as “rejoice” seems wildly out of step with the narrative setting. For 

 

79 Granted, “[b]y the end of the Passion Narrative, … ‘all the people’ will have aligned themselves, if only 

momentarily, with their leaders” (Carroll, Luke, 425).  
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the purpose of analyzing Luke’s treatment of joy and the conditions that facilitate it, 

however, it is important not to obscure the presence of “rejoicing” in this scene.80  

In describing how some of Jesus’s opponents respond when Judas offers to betray 

his Lord (22:5), Luke has taken the joy verb over from Mark, who uses the word χαίρω in 

a clearly joy-related way (not as a mere greeting, sincere or otherwise) only in this 

context (Mark 14:11).81 Even more so than in the case of the apt if short-lived “joy” 

(χαρά) of Luke 8:13/Mark 4:16, it may at first seem odd that Luke—whose narrative so 

carefully develops the joy motif—would retain Mark’s joy language in relation to the 

arrangement of an event as lamentable as Jesus’s betrayal. The fact that Luke does so, 

however, confirms yet again that the moral charge of joy in Luke-Acts is not always 

positive.  

Rather, for Luke, joy’s moral charge (whether positive, negative, or a mixture of 

both) depends in particular cases on how the “joy” in question relates to other factors—

ultimately, to the entirety of the jubilant person’s life. In Luke 22:5, the perverse 

 

80 Some have argued that the joy is so out of place as to be “ironic”; see, for example, L. T. Johnson, who 

notes that “throughout the Gospel the term [χαίρω] has been used to describe the positive response to God’s 

visitation through the prophet” Jesus (Gospel, 332). I agree with Johnson that the use of χαίρω in 22:5 

differs from the more common use of the term in the Gospel, and there is a certain irony to this passage. 

Even so, I would underscore that the ironic undertones do not change the fact that this is a sort of joy for 

Luke—however discomfiting that may be for us as readers (and indeed, perhaps our discomfort is part of 

the rhetorical point of narrating this malicious joy).  
81 Conver notes that this troubling joy is also in Mark (14:11) (“The Portrayal,” 60, 83), a point made also 

by Inselmann, Freude, 360, among others. Matthew does not include joy in the parallel passage (26:14–16). 

The only other use of χαίρω in Mark’s Gospel is in 15:18, where it serves as a (mocking) salutation. As 

noted above, Luke does not take over this use of the term as a mere salutation.  
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rejoicing of the chief priests and officers is specifically bound up with distorted versions 

of several of the conditions for joy featured in earlier Lukan passages, such as hope; 

responsiveness to Jesus; and the willingness to give up material wealth, including in 

relation to Jesus.82 With respect to each of these factors, the rejoicing in Luke 22:5 

illustrates how the perversion (e.g., misorientation) of the conditions that lead to (right) 

rejoicing can fuel what Luke portrays as real but sinister jubilation.  

3.2.1 Joy in Luke 22:5 and (the Wrong Sort of) Responsiveness toward Jesus  

Earlier passages illustrated how receptivity—that is, favorable responsiveness—

toward Jesus can lead to appropriate joy-according-to-Luke. In contrast, the joy in Luke 

22:5 confirms that other sorts of strong responses to Jesus, up to and including homicidal 

hostility, can also facilitate joy—albeit of a sort that Luke depicts as perverse. To see 

how this is so, it will be helpful to trace how those who rejoice in 22:5 respond to Jesus 

earlier in the narrative.83  

As noted at the close of the preceding section, Luke remarks on the chief priests’ 

murderous animosity toward Jesus almost as soon as the Lord arrives in Jerusalem. 

Following his demonstration in the temple (19:45–46), Jesus “was teaching daily in the 

 

82 Cf. Carroll’s similar observation that these opponents’ “joy … in a death plot, sealed with a promise to 

pay silver, exhibits a stunning inversion of the values and commitments that have marked Jesus’ ministry: 

joy in celebration of lives restored (e.g., 15:6–7, 9–10, 32) and disciples being summoned to divest what 

they own (e.g., 14:33; 18:28)” (Luke, 427). 
83 Since in 22:5 it is specifically the “chief priests” who (together with the “officers” [στρατηγοὶ]) rejoice, I 

will focus here on the collective character of the “chief priests” (ἀρχιερεῖς), though this group often appears 

in tandem with one or more other groups of religious-political leaders in Luke’s passion narrative.  
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temple, and the chief priests and the scribes and the leaders of the people were seeking to 

destroy him (ἐζήτουν αὐτὸν ἀπολέσαι),” though the people’s interest in Jesus prevents 

any immediate attempts against his life (19:47–48). The subsequent narrative confirms 

the continued animosity of the chief priests toward Jesus. For instance, the parable of the 

wicked tenants (20:9–19)—which the “scribes and chief priests” (apparently correctly) 

understand to be spoken against them (20:19)—tells of tenants who kill their landlord’s 

“beloved son” (20:15), not so subtly indicating to Luke’s audience that Jesus recognizes 

the scribes’ and chief priests’ antagonism toward himself (cf. 3:22). That Jesus’s sense of 

these leaders’ hostility is accurate, moreover, receives confirmation when they respond to 

that parable by desiring to “lay hands on [Jesus] in that very hour”—even if they do not 

immediately act on this desire, again out of fear of the people (20:19). At the opening of 

Luke 22, we hear yet again of the scribes and chief priests seeking to kill Jesus (καὶ 

ἐζήτουν οἱ ἀρχιερεῖς καὶ οἱ γραμματεῖς τὸ πῶς ἀνέλωσιν αὐτόν, 22:2).84  

Luke could hardly make clearer that the chief priests and those allied with them 

respond negatively to Jesus. More to the point at present, this strong negative response to 

Jesus helps to account for their jubilation in Luke 22:5. While Luke portrays Judas’s offer 

to betray his Lord as so inappropriate as to be explicable only in terms of satanic 

 

84 Their “seeking” Jesus’s demise contrasts sharply, as Spencer points out, with Jesus’s description of his 

own vocation in 19:10 (Luke, 548; cf. also Judas’s subsequent “seeking” his moment to enact the betrayal 

[22:6]; Spencer, Luke, 550). Moreover, whereas previously these antagonistic leaders were portrayed as 

concerned to deal with Jesus in a way that will not rile the people (20:19), now it seems that the people’s 

positive response to Jesus is part of why they want to do away with him (see Spencer, Luke, 548–49).  
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influence (22:3),85 the chief priests’ and officers’ emphatic hostility toward Jesus renders 

it narratively intelligible and psychologically plausible that they “rejoice” (ἐχάρησαν, 

22:5) in response to Judas’s proposal (22:3–6). Judas’s agreement to cooperate with them 

bolsters their hope of attaining what they take to be a (joy-conducive) good: namely, 

bringing about Jesus’s execution without prompting a riot. 

I will turn in the next subsection to the question of how hope figures in this 

troubling case of jubilation, but here it should be emphasized that the surprising 

connection between joy and these leaders’ negative response to Jesus is not totally out of 

step with the patterns discerned above concerning the part that responsiveness to Jesus 

plays in facilitating joy in Luke-Acts. As I have argued, responsiveness to Jesus helps to 

bring about the joy of characters such as Zacchaeus (19:6) and the “multitude of 

disciples” at the triumphal entry (19:37). Of course, the obvious difference between those 

cases of (at least partly) narratively affirmed rejoicing and the jubilation of the chief 

priests and officers in Luke 22:5 lies in the nature of the joyful characters’ response to 

Jesus, whether positive or antagonistic. Given the prominent and favorable portrayal of 

Jesus in Luke’s Gospel, it is perhaps not surprising that strong positive responses to him 

are linked to joy (e.g., 19:6, 37)—or that, as the story about the saddened rich ruler 

illustrates, inadequately positive responsiveness to Jesus may inhibit jubilation (18:18–

 

85 This explanation is distinctive to Luke (Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1347). On the Lukan depiction of Satan 

more generally, see Matthew S. Monnig, “Satan in Lukan Narrative and Theology: Human Agency in the 

Conflict between the Authority of Satan and the Power of God,” (PhD diss., Duke University, 2019). 
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23). The more counterintuitive point evidenced by Luke 22:5, however, is that overtly 

negative responses to Jesus can also be bound up with joy in Luke’s narrative.  

It would seem, then, that even joy-conducive responses to Jesus are not inevitably 

correct according to Luke. Within Luke’s narrative world, strong positive responses to 

Jesus (e.g., obedient receptivity) lead to right rejoicing, while strong negative responses 

to him (e.g., murderous hostility) lead, at least in some contexts, to wrongheaded 

rejoicing. This observation bears emphasis because, as will be seen in the following 

subsections, what is true of responsiveness to Jesus holds also for several other conditions 

that lead to joy in Luke-Acts: the orientation of a would-be joy-conducive factor can 

affect not only whether it leads to joy but also the degree to which whatever joy it does 

facilitate receives narrative affirmation as a praiseworthy instance of rejoicing.  

3.2.2 Joy in 22:5 and (Perverse) Hope 

Such is the case, for example, with joy-conducive hope. Without explicitly 

naming the “hope” of Jesus’s Jerusalem opponents as such, the passages that describe 

their animosity toward him clearly communicate these leaders’ hope, in the sense of their 

expectation/desire concerning the eventual attainment of some (real or perceived) 

good(s).86 As evident from the brief survey of relevant passages given above (3.2.1), the 

supposed good for which they hope is Jesus’s execution, which they aim to bring about 

 

86 As Inselmann points out, the shift from fear to hopeful joy that occurs in this passage (22:2, 5) illustrates 

how emotional/affective change (“Affektwande[l]”) happens in Luke’s narrative world—although, since 

this joy is anticipatory joy, it is not incompatible with the continuing influence of fear (see Freude, 360).  
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without causing a politically destabilizing ruckus (see esp. 19:47; 20:19). At least 

implicitly, this hope helps to facilitate the rejoicing of the chief priests and officers in 

22:5. Judas’s (present) offer to betray Jesus (in the future) prompts anticipatory joy 

(Vorfreude) over a perceived good that the chief priests and officers hope will soon be 

achieved: namely, Jesus’s demise (22:5).87  

The relationship between hope and joy in this pericope, it should be noted, is 

structurally parallel to what we have observed in earlier Lukan passages in which present 

joy is (or should be) fueled by the hope of attaining some (real or perceived) good in the 

future. For example, as discussed in chapter 2, in the Lukan Beatitudes, Jesus instructs his 

followers to rejoice in the midst of present persecution because of the 

future/eschatological reward (“in heaven”) that this prophet-like experience portends 

(6:22–23; see 2.3.1). Another illuminating point of comparison is the joy of the 

“multitude of disciples” at the triumphal entry—joy which, as argued above, arises from 

what Luke portrays as a correct (albeit still too short-sighted) hope concerning Jesus’s 

royal-messianic status and its fuller realization in the future (3.1). Something similar 

occurs in relation to the forward-looking joy of the chief priests and officers in Luke 

 

87 Inselmann likewise argues that Judas’s offer to betray his Lord sparks hope and anticipatory joy 

(“Hoffnung und Vorfreude”) at the prospect of succeeding in killing Jesus (Freude, 360). The case thus 

illustrates again, in Inselmann’s words, “die Relevanz des Objektbezugs” (Freude, 361) when considering 

the character of joy. Conver comments, “Ironically, these individuals rejoiced in the opportunity to control 

Jesus’ fate,” whereas “many individuals in Luke’s gospel rejoiced when the situation was reversed”—i.e., 

when Jesus’s healing power redetermined their situation (“The Portrayal,” 60). 
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22:5. Hope, again in the broad sense of the present expectation of attaining some (real or 

perceived) good in the future, provokes anticipatory jubilation over the (real or 

perceived) good in question.  

Of course, the parenthetical qualification inserted above makes all the difference 

between the joy in 22:5 and the other cases of hope-full jubilation just mentioned. Simply 

put, joy-facilitating hope in Luke-Acts is consistently oriented toward objects that joyful 

characters perceive to be goods, but Luke does not always portray the object(s) of such 

hope as a good in fact. Chapter 2’s discussion of the parable of the rich fool, for instance, 

demonstrated that hope for real but lesser goods (e.g., full storehouses) can distract one 

from pursuing some greater good (e.g., being “rich toward God,” 12:21), ultimately 

hampering or even entirely preventing “successful” rejoicing (12:16–21; see 2.5.1). The 

joy of the chief priests and officers adds another nuance to Luke’s portrayal of the 

relationship between hope and jubilation. These characters’ joy-conducive hope is 

directed toward a perceived good—Jesus’s execution—that (from the narrative’s 

perspective) is not really a good at all, even if it is also not beyond the pale of God’s 

unthwartable redemptive purpose.88  

 

88 The chief priests’ and officers’ ignorance of their error may in some measure mitigate their culpability 

for having such wrongheaded hope and joy (cf. 23:34; Acts 3:17). A brief comparison with an earlier case 

of joy may be instructive here as well: Like Mary in the Magnificat and the crowd at the triumphal entry, 

the chief priests and officers rejoice in relation to what Luke understands to be a key turning point in the 

unfolding of God’s salvific work. Unlike the faithful and obedient Mary and the (at least partially correct) 

disciples who celebrate Jesus’s arrival at Jerusalem, however, the chief priests and officers do not rightly 

recognize the salvation-historical developments in which they are entangled as such. Rather, their joy and 



 

536 

 

Notwithstanding the problematic character of that for which they hope, however, 

the chief priests’ and officers’ hope still does lead to rejoicing (22:5). To borrow again 

from German’s richer stock of joy terms, the joy of 22:5 is both Vorfreude (insofar as it is 

anticipatory joy) and Schadenfreude (insofar as it is joy over Jesus’s downfall)—and yet, 

it still counts as a kind of joy for Luke. The hope that facilitates joy in Luke 22:5 is 

indeed perverse, according to Luke; it is oriented toward what the chief priests and 

officers wrongly (mis)perceive as a good. Nevertheless, this perversion in orientation 

does not prevent that hope from facilitating joy of a sort, albeit joy that is itself 

wrongheaded in Luke’s presentation. In keeping with what was observed above regarding 

joy and divergent responses to Jesus (3.2.1), Luke’s narrativization of the joy of the chief 

priests and officers implies that the orientation of hope in particular cases affects the 

moral charge of the forward-looking jubilation to which hope may give rise.  

3.2.3 Joy in Luke 22:5 and Attitudes toward Money, Especially in the Context 

of a Larger Response to Jesus  

A similar pattern obtains with respect to the role of money in facilitating the joy 

of the chief priests and officers in Luke 22:5, as will become clear through a brief 

comparison of this pericope with selected wealth- and joy-related passages earlier in 

 

 

the hope that undergirds it spring from a sadly warped (mis)understanding of Jesus and his role in the 

divine economy. 
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Luke’s Gospel. Particularly pertinent are those instances in which, as in the case of the 

chief priests and officers, would-be jubilant characters’ attitudes toward material goods 

are directly tied to their responses to Jesus. I will accordingly focus here on Luke’s 

contrastive accounts of Jesus’s encounter with the rich ruler (18:18–30; see 2.5.3) and 

with Zacchaeus (19:1–10; see 2.5.4).  

As seen in chapter 2, the rich ruler addressed Jesus as “Good Teacher” 

(διδάσκαλε ἀγαθέ); sought (eternal) life (18:18); and professed to have kept the 

commandments, including specifically the commandment not to murder (18:20). Despite 

these somewhat promising signs, the rich ruler ends up saddened because he does 

not/cannot (yet) divest himself of material wealth as part of his initially positive response 

to Jesus (18:18–23; see 2.5.3). In contrast, those who agree to pay Judas for betraying his 

Lord are indeed willing to give up money in relation to Jesus. However, they part with 

wealth not in order to free themselves to follow Jesus, as the rich ruler should have done 

(cf. 18:22), but rather in order to ensure that one of Jesus’s current followers will betray 

him into their hands. In stark contrast to the rich ruler, the chief priests and officers are so 

far from genuinely recognizing Jesus’s teaching authority that they actively seek his 

death (22:2; see also 19:47)—which is in keeping, in fact, with what Jesus foretells 

shortly after his meeting with the rich ruler and the instruction that follows it (18:33). 

Thus, although the chief priests and officers might at first glance seem to succeed where 

the rich ruler failed, in fact their “successfully” joy-conducive self-divestment turns out 
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to be the perverse opposite of the positive response to the Lord that the rich ruler (to his 

own grief) found too difficult (18:23).  

Considered from another angle, the chief priests’ and officers’ joy-accompanied 

monetary sacrifice in relation to Jesus can also be seen as a sinister counterimage of 

Zacchaeus’s glad redistribution of his wealth as part of his hospitable reception of the 

Lord (19:1–10; see 2.5.4). For Zacchaeus, the act of welcoming Jesus—which triggers 

the tax collector’s rejoicing (19:6)—finds further expression/confirmation in Zacchaeus’s 

act of giving up much of his wealth for the sake of making reparations to those whom he 

defrauded and providing for the poor (19:8–9).89 For the chief priests and officers, in 

contrast, the silver that they promise to Judas will serve not to restore justice or to 

provide for the poor.90 Quite to the contrary: their self-divestment in relation to Jesus 

serves to advance an (unjust) plot against Jesus,91 himself homeless (9:58) and 

“righteous” (δίκαιος, 23:47; see also Acts 3:14; 7:52; 22:14) according to Luke.  

 

89 This is in any case the interpretation of the passage that I have advanced above; for more regarding 

debates about Zacchaeus’s past practice and the implications of his use of the present tense in 19:8, see note 

305 in chapter 2, above.  
90 According to Matthew’s account, Judas returns the money, which is then used to purchase a burial 

ground for foreigners (Matt 27:3–10). In contrast, Luke offers a somewhat different account of how the 

money was used and by whom, making no mention of the use of the field for the burial of foreigners (see 

Acts 1:18–19). 
91 Inselmann also notes the giving of money to Jesus’s betrayer; she takes this to be another instance where 

we see joy affecting actions (Freude, 361).  
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3.2.4 Conclusion: The Joy in 22:5 and the Moral Charge of Joy and What 

Leads to Joy in Luke-Acts  

In sum, by analyzing the connection between the joy of 22:5 and several other 

factors—including the chief priests’ and officers’ responses to Jesus; their hope; and their 

posture toward and use of material wealth—this section has highlighted a crucial point 

about what leads to jubilation in Luke’s narrative. The very conditions that undergird 

appropriate joy in other passages also facilitate joy here, but in this case these conditions 

are perversely distorted. As a result, the joy they make possible is a joy that—from the 

perspective of Luke’s narrative—is wrongheaded, despite being “successfully” achieved. 

That Luke nevertheless retains Mark’s strong joy language in describing the chief priests’ 

and officers’ reaction to Judas’s offer underscores the point that, for Luke, not only the 

possibility but also the moral charge of rejoicing depends on how joy is bound up with 

other factors, ultimately with the whole life of those who rejoice. 

3.3 The Jubilation of Herod: Superficial Hope and Superficial Rejoicing 

over Seeing Jesus 

The passages that follow the chief priests’ and officers’ rejoicing are not 

emotionally flat—far from it (see esp. 22:39–46).92 After these leaders’ sinister jubilation 

 

92 While 22:43–44 esp. underscores the emotional charge of this passage, the scene remains emotionally 

fraught (or, at the very least, clearly not joyful!) regardless of one’s decision regarding the text-critical 

difficulty of those verses’ omission from some important manuscripts. On the text critical issues, see 

further, for example, Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels, esp. 143–45 (taking the verses as 

“historically authentic, but also … a later scribal insertion into Luke’s Gethsemane account,” 144); Bart D. 

Ehrman and Mark A. Plunkett, “The Angel and the Agony: The Textual Problem of Luke 22:43–44,” 



 

540 

 

in 22:5, however, joy drops out of Luke’s narrative until the plot over which they had 

rejoiced has already begun to unfold. Following Jesus’s betrayal and arrest, Pilate sends 

Jesus to Herod for his evaluation of the case (23:6–7), and Herod responds by 

“rejoic[ing] greatly” (ἐχάρη λίαν, 23:8).93  

In this Special L pericope, Luke’s intensification of Herod’s rejoicing with the 

adverb λίαν (“greatly”), used only here in all of Luke-Acts,94 draws attention to the 

ruler’s emotional response to Jesus. So also does the narrator’s extended explanation for 

Herod’s jubilation: it is precisely upon “seeing Jesus” (ἰδὼν τὸν Ἰησοῦν) that the ruler 

 

 

Catholic Biblical Quarterly 54.3 (1983): 401–416 (arguing for a second-century interpolation); Claire 

Clivaz, “The Angel and the Sweat Like ‘Drops of Blood’ (Lk 22:43–44): P69 and f13,” Harvard 

Theological Review 98.4 (2005): 419–440 (arguing that two key pieces of external evidence do not 

necessarily support the theory of interpolation); and Wilson, Unmanly Men, esp. 216–222 (arguing for the 

plausibility of the verses being Lukan, and offering an analysis of the implications for the characterization 

of Jesus and of the disciples’ “grief” in 22:45). As an aside, one might wonder the following: Is it odd, in 

light of passages such as Luke 6:22–23 (not to mention his resurrection predictions), that Jesus himself 

apparently does not rejoice in the hours leading up to his climactic ordeal? As I will briefly suggest in 

appendix A, the absence of joy from this portion of Luke’s narrative may be relevant for making sense of 

the absence of clear joy terms later in Acts. Whether or not that proposal proves compelling, Jesus’s not-so-

jubilant (but also clearly not blameworthy) state prior to his arrest adds yet another layer of complexity to 

Luke’s narrativization of joy in relation to the rest of life, including in relation to other contextually 

appropriate emotions.  
93 On this case of inadequate joy, see among others Conver, “The Portrayal,” 160–61. Raymond E. Brown, 

for instance, notes that Herod’s strong emotional responses to Jesus (as narrated and as reported 

retrospecitvely in this passage) “are in sharp contrast to the totally unemotional behavior to be exhibited by 

the Roman prefect (even in the face of urgently shouted demands: 23:21–22).” See Brown, The Death of 

the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four 

Gospels, vol. 1, ABRL (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 769. In a related vein, Parsons observes that 

“Herod’s hyperactivity stands in contrast to Jesus’ silence” (Luke, 329). For a brief treatment of “the much 

discussed question of the intention of this episode” and how/whether it is related specifically to passages 

such as Acts 18:15 and 25:19–20, see Wolter, Gospel, 2:504–5. 
94 Noted also by Inselmann, Freude, 361n6. 
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“rejoic[es] greatly,” because Herod “had been wanting to see [Jesus] for some time, 

because he had heard about him, and he was hoping (ἤλπιζὲν) to see some sign (σημεῖον) 

done by him” (23:8). This account of Herod’s reason for rejoicing suggests that, like the 

joy of the disciples at the triumphal entry (19:37; see 3.1) and of the chief priests and 

officers in 22:5 (see 3.2), Herod’s jubilation is bound up both with responsiveness to 

Jesus and with hope, in the broad sense of the expectation of the future attainment of 

some (real or perceived) good.  

Hope and responsiveness to Jesus are deeply intertwined here, not only with joy 

but also with each other. Indeed, as Inselmann points out, there is in fact a double sense 

in which Herod rejoices: Part of his Jesus-related hope—expressed in his attempts to see 

Jesus—has now been realized, facilitating present joy. The other part—his expectation 

that this encounter will allow him to observe a sign—remains future, facilitating 

anticipatory joy (Vorfreude).95 Such double joy may seem promising at first, with its 

undergirding Jesus-related hope; however, like the earlier cases of jubilation as Jesus 

nears the cross, Herod’s rejoicing proves inadequate in some respects. Corroborating the 

conclusions drawn above with reference to the triumphal entry and the plan to betray 

Jesus, Herod’s joy illustrates again how the distorted fulfillment of the conditions for joy-

 

95 Inselmann, Freude, 361. 
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according-to-Luke can lead to what Luke portrays as real but flawed rejoicing.96 Though 

Herod’s response to Jesus is not as hostile as that evinced by the jubilant chief priests and 

officers in Luke 22:5, his joy-conducive receptivity toward Jesus proves to be fleeting, 

apparently because it is bound up with a problematic hope regarding Jesus. Somewhat 

like those disciples who rejoice over Jesus’s arrival at Jerusalem only to desert their 

acclaimed “king” when he is arrested, Herod rejoices to see Jesus but then rejects him—

and further, even begins to mock the very notion of Jesus’s kingship—when Jesus does 

not fulfill the Tetrarch’s hopes on Herod’s own terms.  

To appreciate this point more fully, it will be helpful to consider how the account 

of Herod’s response to Jesus in Luke 23 relates to several earlier passages in Luke’s 

Gospel, the most immediately relevant of which is Luke 9:7–9.97 Having heard about “all 

that had happened” in Jesus’s and his followers’ ministry of preaching and healing (9:7), 

Herod reportedly ponders Jesus’s identity (9:7–9). A version of this pericope occurs in all 

three Synoptic Gospels, but Luke departs from the parallel account in Mark (and 

 

96 Cf. O’Toole’s suggestion that since Herod’s joy is based on “mere curiosity and the desire to see some 

miracle,” “Luke may well be ironical when he writes of Herod being joyful” (Unity, 246). O’Toole makes 

this comment in the context of noting that not all joy in Luke is appropriate (citing passages such as 8:13; 

23:8; and implicitly 22:5). Again, I am not sure that “irony” is the term to use here, but it is certainly true 

that this joy is problematic, albeit still “real” joy as far as Luke is concerned.  
97 Wolter, for instance, notes that verbal echoes of 9:7a and 9:9d in 23:8 show that “[f]rom the inventory of 

the literary ‘Herod-memory’ of the readers … Luke picks out” these verses specifically to evoke in this 

passage (see further comments below regarding other relevant passages) (Gospel, 2:506). Brown suggests 

that 23:8–10 taken in isolation might suggest that Herod’s dispositions are somewhere “between childish 

and petulent” but earlier narrative evidence has set us up to view Herod as “an unstable character capable 

of homicidal voilence” (Death, 769, citing Luke 3:19–20; 9:7–9; 13:31–33. See similarly Parsons, Luke, 

329). 
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Matthew) in three ways that merit mention here. First, relative to Mark (and Matthew), 

Luke adds an emotionally charged descriptor when relating Herod’s early response to 

hearing about Jesus. Herod “was perplexed” or “at a loss” (διαπορέω, 9:7) when he heard 

about all that was going on in the ministry of Jesus and his emissaries. 

Second and relatedly, while according to Mark (and Matthew) Herod thinks that 

he already knows who Jesus is—i.e., John the Baptist redivivus (see Mark 6:14, 16; Matt. 

14:1–2)—in Luke’s telling Herod is aware of this and other claims about Jesus’s identity 

(9:7–8), but he does not yet accept any of the identifications on offer. Indeed, the Lukan 

Herod specifically recognizes that Jesus cannot be John the Baptist: “John I killed, but 

who is this (τίς δέ ἐστιν) concerning whom I hear such things?” (9:9). Third, apparently 

moved by his perplexed curiosity about Jesus’s identity, the Lukan Herod (unlike Herod 

in Matthew and Mark) actively pursues an encounter with Jesus, “seeking to see him” 

(ἐζήτει ἰδεῖν αὐτόν, 9:9).  

The distinctive Lukan version of this passage sheds light on Herod’s joy in 23:8 in 

several respects. For example, Luke’s explicit mention of Herod’s emotion in 9:7 and of 

the actions it motivates (9:9) renders the later report of Herod’s joy over seeing Jesus 

more noticeable, as well as more intelligible (23:8). Herod rejoices in 23:8 because he is 

attaining a good that he has long been seeking: to see Jesus and thus have an opportunity 
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to find out “who [he] is” (9:9), thereby resolving Herod’s earlier perplexity (cf. 9:7).98 In 

addition, the Lukan Herod’s initial uncertainty about Jesus’s identity, coupled with his 

efforts to “see” Jesus (9:9), also suggests potential receptivity to Jesus. This would seem 

to bode well for Herod’s future rejoicing, given the patterns seen thus far regarding what 

facilitates (appropriate) joy-according-to-Luke.  

Reinforcing this impression, the peculiarly Lukan characterization of Herod’s 

earlier disposition toward Jesus finds an echo in Luke’s account of Zacchaeus’s 

encounter with Jesus, discussed in chapter 2.99 Zacchaeus also “was seeking to see Jesus” 

(ἐζήτει ἰδεῖν τὸν Ἰησοῦν) and—like Herod—was specifically wondering about the 

question of “who [Jesus] is” (τίς ἐστιν, 19:3; see 2.5.4; cf. 9:9). Zacchaeus’s receptivity 

toward Jesus, as seen above, helps to bring about the tax collector’s narratively affirmed 

jubilation (19:6, 9). The several parallels between the two passages corroborate the 

suggestion that Herod’s initial efforts to discern Jesus’s identity (9:9) express the sort of 

 

98 Of course, it is true, as Spencer points out, that if Herod had really wanted to see Jesus doing amazing 

things, “he had plenty of time to investigate Jesus’s daily ‘casting out demons and performing cures’ during 

his Galilean mission (13:32)” (Luke, 581). Perhaps the narrative does not invite us to reflect on this fact, but 

if we do, it may call into question the sincerity of Herod’s seeking to see Jesus.  
99 Inselmann also suggests that Herod’s “great joy” may evoke Zacchaeus’s rejoicing (Freude, 361). 

However, she draws this parallel partly on the basis of their shared experience of a joy that is both 

“prozessbezogen und erfüllt” (via Jesus’s presence) and also “eine prospective Vorfreude” (Freude, 361, 

emphasis original). I am not convinced that Zacchaeus experiences Vorfreude (see discussion in chapter 2), 

but Inselmann is probably right to note that Herod experiences (realized) joy over getting to meet (see) 

Jesus and also experiences Vorfreude in that moment because of what he hopes to “see” Jesus do. The latter 

hope and associated Vorfreude is, of course, disappointed. See further discussion below.  
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positive responsiveness to Jesus that could lead to praiseworthy rejoicing, as in the case 

of Zacchaeus (19:6, 9).  

The two characters’ responses to Jesus diverge, however, when they actually 

come into contact with him. True, they both rejoice (19:9; 23:8)100 but with important 

differences. Zacchaeus’s joy-facilitating receptivity to Jesus finds continued expression in 

the self-divestment by which the tax collector seeks to make amends for his past and to 

provide for the poor (19:8). In contrast to Zacchaeus’s costly receptivity toward Jesus, the 

Tetrarch’s openness toward Jesus proves shallow and short lived, quickly turning into 

derisive rejection of this purported king (23:11–12). Closer examination of the alteration 

that takes place in Herod’s disposition toward Jesus will clarify how the Tetrarch’s 

 

100 A parallel noted by Inselmann, Freude, 361, citing Talbert. Inselmann also highlights the association in 

both passages of joy and seeing (“der visuellen Wahrnehmung” [Freude, 361, emphasis original]). It is true 

that both Zacchaeus and Herod have been “seeking to see” Jesus, and as Inselmann observes, the repetition 

of some form of ὁράω no less than three times in one verse certainly foregrounds “seeing” in connection 

with Herod’s joy (23:8; see Freude, 361n5). However, as discussed above in chapter 3, Zacchaeus actually 

rejoices only after Jesus sees him, and addresses him (19:5–6), one of several small but substantive 

differences between the two characters’ experience of joy.  

In view of the reference to “hearing” and “sign[s]” alongside the multiple mentions of seeing in 

23:8, Inselmann also discerns in this passage an evocation of Luke 10:20ff (see Freude, 361–62; see also, 

e.g., Brown, Death, 770). She seems to suggest that Herod is tacitly aligned with the rulers who have 

desired (but been unable) to see/hear what the disciples are granted to see/hear (10:23–24); in this way, 

Herod illustrates, on the one hand, the need not only for divine revelation but also for divinely given (or, in 

this case, withheld) receptivity to that revelation and, on the other hand, the way in which problematic 

postures toward Jesus inhibit the giving of such revelation (i.e., Jesus is silent before Herod; see Inselmann, 

Freude, 362). Inselmann also notes a connection here to Luke 16:19–31, insofar as Moses’s refusal to send 

Lazarus as a warning “sign” to the rich man’s brothers is based on the fact that if they cannot/will not 

“hear” the Scriptures, no further revelation will get through to them (Freude, 362n12). On the relative 

prominence of seeing and hearing in Acts, see also Brittany E. Wilson, “Hearing the Word and Seeing the 

Light: Voice and Vision in Acts,” JSNT 38.4 (2016): 456–81. 
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rejoicing fits into Luke’s treatment of joy and what leads to (or, as the case may be, 

thwarts or distorts) jubilation.  

Again, in Luke 9, Herod responds to news of Jesus’s and his associates’ 

impressive activities by wondering about Jesus’s identity (9:7–9). When Herod first seeks 

to see Jesus, then, the implied hope motivating his efforts is the expectation that 

encountering Jesus will bring clarity about who this remarkable person is (cf. 9:9). By 

Luke 23, though, Herod’s priorities seem to have shifted101—as might be expected, given 

the Pharisees’ report of his alleged antagonism towards Jesus in 13:31.102 In 23:8, Herod 

 

101 At least, relative to what Luke has highlighted in the narrative, Wolter seems to think that the imperfect 

tense of ἤλπιζέν in 23:8 implies that “the hope for a sign is not triggered for the first time by the current 

encounter but had always motivated Herod’s wish to meet Jesus” (Gospel, 2:506, expressing disagreement 

with Brown [506–7]). Wolter helpfully calls attention to the subtle indication that Herod was, in an ongoing 

way, hoping to see Jesus do a trick; I do not think, however, that the verb tense alone allows us to infer that 

this has always and only been what motivated Herod, esp. in light of the different interpretation of his 

interest that the narrator gives us in 9:7–9. 
102 As many commentators have pointed out, Luke 9 and Luke 23 are not the only places in the narrative 

where we hear about Herod’s response to Jesus. Personally, I tend to agree with Wolter’s judgment that 

Luke’s clear evocation of 9:7–9 in 23:8 has the effect of calling that passage to mind “and precisely not” 

the intervening passage about Herod’s reported “intention to kill” Jesus (see Gospel, 2:506–7, emphasis 

original). Even so, it may still be in some measure relevant to note the occurrence of Herod’s character 

elsewhere in Luke’s narrative. Particularly significant here is Luke 13:31–35, which includes the puzzling 

detail that “some Pharisees” tried to warn Jesus that Herod was seeking his life (13:31). Luke’s 

characterization of the Pharisees is complex, but within this narrative scene, Jesus does not explicitly 

question either the truthfulness or the motives of these Pharisees (see somewhat similarly, e.g., Parsons, 

Luke, 329). Instead, Jesus apostrophizes Herod (“that fox”) and confirms that he is going to Jerusalem, 

where (he implies) he knows he will be killed (13:32–33). Jesus then launches into a lament over the city’s 

unwillingness to receive him (13:34–35), effectively taking the focus off of Herod for the rest of the 

pericope. Reflecting back on the passage’s brief characterization of Herod, though, we can see that if the 

Pharisees are correct in thinking that Herod wants to kill Jesus, then Herod’s initial interest in seeing and 

discerning the identity of Jesus must by now have turned into hostility—for reasons left unexplained in the 

narrative. Equally unexplained is Herod’s shift back to a seemingly more favorable, even if still trivializing, 

interest in Jesus in 23:8. Spencer notes the oddness of Herod’s response in 23:8 in light of 13:31 (Luke, 

581); Brown takes 13:31 to impart negative overtones to Herod’s attempts to see Jesus (“with malicious 

intent”), (Death, 770). Regarding Luke’s overall negative characterization of Herod as “an unstable 
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rejoices over seeing Jesus not because of the prospect of gaining insight into Jesus’s 

identity but rather because of the hope of seeing Jesus do a trick (literally, “sign,” 

σημεῖον, 23:8).  

Granted, the foregoing characterization of Herod’s hope may be a bit too harsh. 

Especially given that his initial interest in Jesus’s identity sprang from hearing about 

Jesus’s and his emissaries’ wondrous ministry (9:7–9), the Tetrarch’s hope to see a “sign” 

in 23:8 could perhaps be viewed as an expression of continued curiosity about who Jesus 

is (cf. 9:9). Such an interpretation of Herod’s hope would be consistent with the passion 

narrative’s emphasis on the question of Jesus’s identity—or, more specifically, on the 

question of whether Jesus is and/or claims to be king.103 Thus, considered in relation to 

the surrounding passages’ fixation with the question of Jesus’s kingship or lack thereof, 

Herod’s hope for Jesus to perform a “sign” might be interpreted as evincing at least some 

 

 

character capable of homicidal violence,” see also the discussion in Brown, Death, 769, noting also the 

relevance of Luke 3:19–20 (see also Death, 769–70). On the dramatic irony that results from the fact that 

Herod only gains access to and in some sense exercises power over Jesus in Jerusalem—i.e., outside of 

Herod’s territory, but in the very city where Jesus indicated he would die (13:31–33), see John Paul Heil, 

“Reader-Response and the Irony of the Trial of Jesus in Luke 23:1–25,” Science et Esprit 43.2 (1991): 175–

86, esp. 181. 
103 This theme is often highlighted by commentators. For instance, those who bring Jesus before Pilate 

accuse him of presenting himself as “the Messiah, a king” (23:2), and Pilate interrogates Jesus on this very 

point shortly before sending him to Herod for the Tetrarch’s evaluation of the case (23:3, 7). Though Luke 

does not report the content of Herod’s own interrogation of Jesus (23:9), the narrative context renders it 

likely that at least some of Herod’s extensive questioning (ἐν λόγοις ἱκανοῖς) revolves around the same 

accusation of purported royalty. This may well also be the charge that the “chief priests and the scribes” 

continue to level against Jesus in Herod’s presence (23:10). 
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kind of ongoing receptivity toward Jesus, expressed as interest in ascertaining Jesus’s 

identity (kingly or otherwise) by means of observing a sign.  

Be that as it may, readers of Luke’s Gospel are aware that Jesus does not 

generally favor such sign-seeking.104 Moreover, the inadequacies of Herod’s hope 

concerning Jesus—and, relatedly, the significant limitations in Herod’s receptivity to and 

the shallowness of his joy upon seeing the Lord—become evident soon enough. When 

Jesus refuses to answer the Tetrarch’s questions (23:9), much less fulfill his hope for 

 

104 As others have noted, seeking a “sign” is not generally smiled upon in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., Luke 11:16) 

(see Parsons, Luke, 329; see also Inselmann’s discussion of how Herod’s sign-seeking may encourage a 

negative valuation of Herod’s joy [Freude, 362–63]). On the sense in which Herod’s seeking of a sign 

creates dramatic irony by locating him in the group (“this generation”) that seeks a sign (11:29–30) and that 

will reject Jesus (17:25), see Heil, “Reader-Response,” esp. 182. 

Without denying that sign-seeking receives censure elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, I wonder if we 

could still justify a more “charitable” interpretation of Herod’s sign-seeking here. Wolter suggests that it 

may reflect favorably on Herod that Herod “hopes” to see, rather than “demands,” a sign (comparing 23:8 

with 11:16, 29; see Wolter, Gospel, 1:507). This distinction may seem to verge on hairsplitting, but in 

support of it, one should note that “signs” that help to identify Jesus—including specifically as the Davidic 

Messiah, even the “Lord” (2:11)—are not in every case problematic in Luke’s Gospel (see esp. 2:12, 34; 

see also 21:7, 11, 25, where the “signs” in question are not primarily related to Jesus’s identity). 

Furthermore, “signs” (of one sort or another) frequently contribute to the advance of the gospel in Acts 

(e.g., Acts 2:22, 43; 14:3; 15:12). Though the term is not “sign” in the triumphal entry, it is perhaps also 

significant that the multitude of disciples at the triumphal entry celebrates deeds of power that they have 

seen already (19:37–38) in their narratively affirmed jubilation (19:40)—without, however, demanding 

some further/future demonstration. What Luke portrays as problematic seems to be, as Wolter indicates, the 

demanding of a sign from Jesus as corroboration of his identity, a demand that Luke portrays as an 

expression of hostility toward Jesus (11:16; see also Jesus’s rejection and reorientation of the demand for a 

sign in 11:29–32). Luke does not explicitly state that Herod’s hope to see a sign finds expression in a 

demand for one, nor does Luke indicate that Herod’s hope is part of an attempt to test Jesus (cf. 11:16).  

Even so, there may be a hint (or more than a hint) of presumption in Herod’s expectation of a sign.  

In a related vein, Inselmann reasons that 10:20 calls into question joy over visible signs (“sichtbaren 

Zeichen” [Freude, 363]), but I would counter that in light of passages such as 2:11–12, the problem with 

the joy response in 10:20 and with Herod’s hope for a sign cannot be merely visibility as such—contrary to 

what may be implied by Inselmann’s subsequent comparison to Philo’s distrust of joy that he deems 

sensual, unreasonable, etc. (see Freude, 363–64).  
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seeing a “sign,”105 Herod’s subsequent behavior manifests a strong negative response—

ultimately, an outright rejection—of Jesus, apparently for not proving his kingly identity 

on Herod’s terms by performing the anticipated trick. After mocking the silent Jesus, 

Herod sends him back to Pilate in a splendid robe (ἐσθῆτα λαμπράν, 23:11). The import 

of the robe is not entirely clear,106 but it may implicitly ridicule the claim of kingship that 

Jesus has been accused of making for himself (23:2) and that the crowd of jubilant 

disciples vocalized on Jesus’s behalf at the triumphal entry (19:37–38; see also, e.g., 

23:38).107 Even if Herod’s manner of sending Jesus back does imply, in Pilate’s 

interpretation, that he has not found Jesus guilty of any capital offense (23:15; although 

 

105 Of course, Luke’s readers/hearers may find dramatic irony here, if we recall that in Luke 11:29–32, 

Jesus said the only sign that would be given is the “sign of Jonah,” which Luke’s audience may recognize 

(at least in retrospect) as a reference to Jesus’s death and resurrection—that is, the very events which 

Herod’s nonintervention allows to continue unfolding (on the irony here, see Heil, “Reader Response,” 

181–82). Of course, this is not the kind of sign Herod seems to be expecting. It is not entirely clear how 

Herod would have responded if Jesus had performed the desired sign on Herod’s own terms. As mentioned 

above, the “multitude of disciples” that joyfully welcomes Jesus does so as it praises God “for all the deeds 

of power it saw” (περὶ πασῶν ὧν εἶδον δυνάμεων) in Jesus’s ministry (19:37). The narrative juxtaposition 

of this praise with the crowd’s other allusive deeds and words suggests that witnessing wonders performed 

through Jesus has contributed to these disciples’ scripturally shaped insight into his identity (cf. also, e.g., 

Luke 7:22–23). Though their understanding of his identity remains imperfect (3.1.2), it suffices to foster 

appropriate jubilation up to a point. One thinks also of characters in Luke’s Gospel who receive a “sign” 

(σημεῖον) without asking for one and end up implicitly rejoicing—as seen in the case of the shepherds in 

the infancy narrative, for example (2:12, 20). 
106 See discussion in, e.g., Spencer, Luke, 581–83; as well as Wolter, Gospel, 1:509. For the argument that 

Herod’s clothing of Jesus creates dramatic irony, insofar as Herod unwittingly “dress[es] Jesus in the 

clothing of heavenly beings, appropriate to his future exaltation and glory as Son of Man (see 22:69),” see 

Heil, “Reader Response,” 182. Heil notes in particular the verbatim repetition of the garment description 

“in Acts 10:30, where the ‘man’ who appears to Cornelius from heaven is dressed in a ‘bright shining 

garment’” (“Reader Response,” 182).  
107 As Spencer notes, Matthew 27:27–31, Mark 15:16–20, and John 19:1–5 all have the underlings of Pilate 

dressing Jesus up in mock royal attire (Luke, 583). Wolter infers a similar significance of the robe that 

Herod puts on Jesus in Luke’s account: “It is likely … that [Herod] has it concern Jesus’ messianic claim” 

(Gospel, 509).  
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cf. Acts 4:27), it also indicates clearly that the Tetrarch does not recognize Jesus as 

“king” in any sense that matters.108  

What are we to make of Herod’s affective shift? Inselmann proposes that one 

possible interpretation of Herod’s mockery of Jesus would be to see this ridicule as itself 

an expression of—and a narrative indication of the blameworthiness of—Herod’s “great” 

joy:109 “Der Affekt, den Herodes und seine Soldaten ... erleben, kann angesichts des 

spottes als torichte, ubermuttige Freude, bzw. als Schadenfreude naherbestimmt 

werden.”110 Inselmann bases this proposal on the particular model of psychological 

interpretation that she applies,111 but in my view, it is not clear from Luke 23 itself that 

Herod (much less his soldiers) specifically rejoice(s) in mocking Jesus. I would certainly 

agree with Inselmann that Herod’s mockery expresses the disappointment of the 

Vorfreude narrated in 23:8,112 but Luke’s narrative does not overtly invite us to interpret 

Herod’s mocking behavior as itself expressive of joy (i.e., Schadenfreude)113—even if 

 

108 See also Inselmann, Freude, 362–64. 
109 See Inselmann, Freude, 362–64. 
110 Inselmann, Freude, 364, emphasis original. She later reflects also on the possibility that this 

Schadenfreude, like more favorable sorts of joy elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, may foster community (in this 

case, between Herod and Pilate; see 23:12; Inselmann, Freude, 366).  
111 See Inselmann, Freude, 363n18, referring to her discussion of the approach earlier in the study. 
112 Or more accurately, as Inselmann puts it, Herod’s Vorfreude was half disappointed (“zur Hälfte 

enttäuscht” [Freude, 363]), insofar as he did get to see Jesus (the immediate catalyst of his joy in 23:8) but 

did not get to see him do a sign (a hope which seems to fuel his joy in 23:8). See Inselmann, Freude, 363, 

as well as her discussion of how this passage may relate to 8:13 (Freude, 364)—although I think it is 

debatable whether Herod’s joy was ever a response to the gospel (as in 8:13). 
113 In light of Luke’s adoption of Mark’s joy language to name the Schadenfreude in 22:5, it seems telling 

that Herod’s mockery is not described using joy terms. 
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Herod’s malicious turn does show the possibility of Vorfreude being diverted into 

something more sinister.114  

Of course, even if we do not take Herod’s later shift from seeking to mocking 

Jesus as indicative of (Schaden)Freude,115 this does not change the fact that Herod indeed 

rejoices upon seeing Jesus (23:8). That Herod’s initial joy turns to joyless116 mockery 

points to the inadequacy of his response to and hopes concerning Jesus—and, by 

extension, the deficiency of the joy that these factors fuel. As others have noted,117 

Herod’s joy in 23:8 proves to be a trivial and trivializing sort of jubilation. His joy over 

seeing Jesus (23:8) does evince a sort of positive responsiveness toward Jesus, bound up 

with hope concerning him. However, despite his promising earlier interest in the question 

of “who [Jesus] is” (9:9; cf. 19:3), by Luke 23, Herod is interested in Jesus’s identity only 

insofar as Jesus’s enactment of kingship conforms to Herod’s own expectations. Even if 

not as malicious as the hope that undergirds joy in 22:5, the shallow hope that informs 

Herod’s jubilation in 23:8 is woefully inadequate from the perspective of Luke’s 

narrative. As a result, his rejoicing—great though it may be in intensity (ἐχάρη λίαν)—

 

114 Thus, though I do not view Herod’s pilloring of Jesus as (Schaden)Freude, I would grant Inselmann’s 

more general claim: “So kann die neugierige, hoffnungsvolle Vorfreude zum zerstörerischen, 

kontraproduktiven Affekt mutieren, der das Hinrichtungsverfahren Jesu nicht aufhält, sonder vorantreibt 

(Lk 23, 11)” (Freude, 364). 
115 For a helpful survey of some Greco-Roman and OT views of what might be labeled Schadenfreude, see 

Inselmann, Freude, 364–66. 
116 And narratively disapproved. 
117 Herod “seems driven more by curiosity or frivolity than any concern for justice or spirituality” (Spencer, 

Luke, 581). See also, e.g., O’Toole, The Unity, 245–46. 
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remains superficial and unfruitful (cf. 8:13),118 not to mention clearly out of place in the 

somber events leading up to Christ’s passion.  

3.4 Conclusion: Joy on the Way to the Cross and the Question of What 

Facilitates Joy-according-to-Luke 

In contrast to some of the would-be jubilant characters considered in chapter 2,119 

all of the characters examined in the present chapter do rejoice “successfully,” in the 

sense that they in fact manage to experience joy. However, their achieved joy also proves 

to be lacking, in various ways and to differing degrees. These instances of rejoicing thus 

reinforce the point that, for Luke-Acts, joy/rejoicing is a response that—although it can in 

certain circumstances be “necessary” and even directly commanded (see esp. chapter 

2)—can in some cases be inadequate, even blameworthy.120 As this chapter’s analysis has 

confirmed, such problematic joy arises in Luke’s narrative in relation to distorted 

(misshapen, misoriented, etc.) versions of the very conditions that facilitate right 

rejoicing in other cases.  

Of the three instances of jubilation as Jesus nears the cross, the joy of the 

triumphal entry proves to be the most appropriate, even if it remains not fully adequate 

(3.1). As shown above, according to Jesus/Luke, the “multitude of disciples” is right 

 

118 On 8:13 in relation to Herod’s rejoicing, see also Inselmann, Freude, 364. 
119 I.e., the rich fool (12:16–21; see 2.5.1) and the rich ruler (18:18–30; see 2.5.3). 
120 This obviously implies that although Luke often associates joy with salvation and other positive triggers, 

we cannot reductively speak of joy in Luke-Acts in terms of a response to salvation. As Inselmann puts it in 

reflecting on her analysis of 22:5 and 23:8, “Die Freude verweist im Lukasevangelium somit nicht 

zwangsläufig auf die heilsgeschichtliche Konzeption” (Freude, 366). 
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jubilantly to welcome Jesus to Jerusalem (19:40). The present chapter has argued that the 

disciples’ apt joy stems in part from their positive receptivity toward Jesus, a point of 

parallel with Zacchaeus’s narratively affirmed jubilation (19:6). More explicitly than 

Zacchaeus, the disciples indicate through their scripturally allusive words and deeds 

(19:37–38; cf. esp. Ps 118:26; Zech 9:9) that their joyful reception of Jesus springs from 

a (re)interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures in the context of Jesus’s approach to Jerusalem. 

This reinterpretation of Scripture in relation to Jesus, itself arguably a response to Jesus’s 

initiative in setting up the allusive scene (19:29–31), leads the disciples to express their 

joy in eschatological, messianic terms—thereby evincing, to some degree, the sort of 

hope that Luke elsewhere associates with appropriate jubilation (e.g., 6:22–23; 10:17–24; 

see chapter 2).  

At the same time, argued above, the rejoicing of the crowd of Jesus’s followers 

remains problematically limited in at least two key respects. The first relates precisely to 

inadequacies in the hope that fuels their jubilation, inadequacies that become evident later 

in the passion narrative. Though many rejoice to welcome Jesus into Jerusalem, even his 

closest followers—to say nothing of the broader “multitude of disciples”—do not remain 

steadfastly faithful when opposition to Jesus culminates in his arrest and execution. Much 

less do Jesus’s followers rejoice in the face of this persecution that threatens to engulf 

them for their association with Jesus (cf. 6:22–23; 8:13; see 2.3.1–3). This (for some, 

temporary) failure in what could have been joy-conducive commitment to Jesus reflects a 
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problematic short-sightedness in the disciples’ hope, as well as in the understanding of 

Scripture and of Jesus’s identity that undergirds that hope. For those among Luke’s 

audience who know how the story unfolds, these limitations in the conditions that 

facilitate joy in Luke 19:37—limitations which Jesus begins to address through the 

parable of the minas (see esp. 19:11; see 3.1.2.1) but which will not be fully resolved 

until his disciples rejoice with the retrospective insight afforded by the events of Easter 

and Pentecost (see further in chapter 4)121—cast a shadow over the otherwise fitting joy 

of Jesus’s followers as he arrives at Jerusalem.  

Second, and more to the point in relation to the other cases of joy treated in this 

chapter, the jubilation of the triumphal entry is also lacking with respect to who 

participates in it. The “multitude of [Jesus’s] disciples” rejoices over his approach to 

Jerusalem, but the city itself—including its religious-political leaders—is palpably absent 

from the scene, despite the numerous passages of Scripture that exhort Jerusalem to 

rejoice over its coming king (e.g., Zech 9:9). Jesus’s weeping over the city in the 

immediately following pericope makes explicit what Luke’s silence about Jerusalemites’ 

participation in the jubilant triumphal entry already implied: unlike the crowd of 

disciples, Jerusalem has not recognized Jesus’s arrival as the key moment of divine 

 

121 Even if the limitations of the joy in 19:37 may not be entirely evitable, they remain shortcomings that 

require correction, which the risen Lord will begin to provide in the final chapter of Luke’s Gospel and in 

the beginning of Acts. As will be discussed in chapter 4, even on Easter (24:21)—indeed, even just prior to 

the ascension in Acts (1:6)—Jesus’s followers stand in need of further growth in the far sightedness of their 

hope.  
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“visitation” that it is. The consequences for Jerusalem will be anything but joy-

conducive, as Jesus laments upon catching sight of the city (19:41–44).  

Still more problematic cases of rejoicing follow the triumphal entry, confirming 

that the very factors that facilitate appropriate joy elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel can lead to 

trivial or even sinister joy if these conditions for joy are themselves perverted. The joy of 

the chief priests and officers over Judas’s offer to betray Jesus provides the most 

shocking case in which a markedly negative response to Jesus, together with a malicious 

hope for his death, facilitates perverse joy (22:5; see 3.2). Less extreme but still 

inappropriate is Herod’s jubilation over the opportunity to see Jesus (23:8; see 3.3). 

Herod’s joy appears to be (shallowly) rooted in a sort of receptivity toward Jesus that has 

devolved into banal and manipulative curiosity, expressed in a correspondingly trivial 

hope concerning what “seeing” Jesus will reveal.  

In sum, the three joy-related passages considered in this chapter illustrate different 

degrees and configurations of what Luke portrays as real but flawed joy.122 These 

passages corroborate and further develop the point, seen already in chapter 2, that for 

Luke joy carries a moral charge that is not inevitably (wholly or at all) positive; joy can 

be praiseworthy, blameworthy, or something of both. Whether or not a given case of 

 

122 Compare Inselmann’s summary, concluding her discussion of Luke 22:5 and 23:8: “Über die Qualität 

der Freude entscheiden deshalb die Kausalattribution, ihre Intensität und ihre temporäre Beständigkeit” 

(Freude, 366, emphasis original). While my focus in this study leads me to articulate the criteria for proper 

joy in terms of the character and experiences of the person(s) rejoicing (or failing to do so, as the case may 

be), Inselmann’s observations are largely coherent with my findings in these areas. 
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“achieved” joy receives narrative affirmation depends on whether the conditions that 

have facilitated the joy in question are themselves rightly shaped and directed according 

to Luke. Thus, as seen in relation to all three passages examined above, it is not just any 

hope that brings about right rejoicing but rather (what Luke portrays as) properly 

oriented, sufficiently farsighted hope. Likewise, though Luke often ties joy to characters’ 

responsiveness to Jesus, it is not the case that any and every strong response to Jesus will 

facilitate appropriate jubilation. By examining how these and other previously identified 

conditions for joy play out in three cases of deficient joy leading up to the cross, this 

chapter has complicated the picture of how factors such as scriptural interpretation, hope, 

attitudes toward wealth, and responsiveness to Jesus contribute to narratively affirmed 

rejoicing—joy of the sort that reenters Luke’s Gospel on Easter (see chapter 4). 
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4. Awaiting and Receiving Joy, Again (and Again): Joy on 

Easter, Joy after the Ascension, and the Conditions for Joy-

according-to-Luke (Luke 23:50–24:53; Acts 1–2:41)  

It is perhaps to be expected that joy drops out of Luke’s narrative as he relates 

Jesus’s execution.1 What may be more surprising, though, is how long it takes—

narratively speaking—for joy to reappear as a named emotion.2 Divinely orchestrated 

joy-conducive events, notably including Jesus’s resurrection from the dead, transpire not 

too long after Jesus’s death. Nevertheless, even after hearing reports of Jesus’s 

resurrection, the disciples at first are slow to enter into the jubilation befitting this turn of 

events. Their emotional state during this tumultuous period—their initial lack of joy, as 

well as their eventual rejoicing on what the church came to call Easter Sunday, and their 

continued joy even after Jesus’s bodily departure—are the focus of the present chapter. 

Importantly, though the disciples’ joy is inextricably related to the event of 

Jesus’s resurrection, it would not quite do to call it joy-over-the-resurrection. As will 

become clearer through my analysis below of the conditions that facilitate joy on Easter 

 

1 Inselmann, for example, also notes that positively charged emotions/affects become scarce in the passion 

narrative: “ab Lk 22 werden ,positive‘ Affekte wie die Freude kaum dargestellt” (Freude, 360); she 

registers two instances of the χαρά family, in Luke 22:5 and 23:8 (on which, see my chapter 3, above). 
2 Even then, joy is not the only—nor the first—emotion to appear in Luke’s account of Easter and the days 

that follow. Indeed, as I will further discuss below, there are numerous named emotions in this final chapter 

of the Gospel, leading Inselmann for example to view Luke 24 as “the culminating highpoint of Lukan 

affect-representation” (“den kulminierenden Höhepunkt der lukanischen Affektdarstellung” [Freude, 367]). 

More specifically, the chapter illustrates Luke’s conception of affective/emotional change. As Inselmann 

puts it, “Es kommt zu einem entscheidenden abschließenden Affektwandel: In Lk 24 wird demonstriert, 

wie aus Unverständnis, Verzweiflung und Traurigkeit „große Freude“ erwachsen kann (Lk 24:52f)” 

(Freude, 367). 
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Sunday, this jubilation is not only joy over the event of Jesus’s resurrection as such, as 

though the disciples were simply glad to have their leader restored to them.3 Jesus’s 

followers’ complex process of entering into joy involves not only learning that “the Lord 

is risen indeed” (24:34) but also coming to understand this event—and the much less 

obviously joy-conducive betrayal, suffering, and death that preceded it—in light of a 

(re)interpretation of God’s larger redemptive purposes as attested in Israel’s Scriptures 

and Jesus’s teaching. That reinterpretation, in turn, is bound up with aspects of 

discipleship such as faith, hope, and revelation in the strong sense of the term, i.e., the 

making-known of what would otherwise not be humanly knowable. 

4.1 A Joyless Starting Point: Initial Responses to Jesus’s Death  

In order to discern more clearly the conditions that eventually lead to the 

disciples’ joy following Jesus’s resurrection, it will be useful to begin by considering 

Luke’s depiction of several characters’ responses when Jesus dies.4 When the scheme 

over which the chief priests and officers rejoiced (22:5) has run its course and Jesus has 

“expired” (23:46), Luke pauses to report how diverse witnesses react to the spectacle of 

Jesus’s death.5 The attending centurion “praise[s] God”—a response sometimes tied to 

 

3 This point becomes esp. important for accounting for their joy after Jesus’s ascension, as we will find. See 

Wright, “Joy,” 39–40, 58–59, and discussion below. 
4 See also, e.g., Johnson, Gospel, 384–85.  
5 Though I cannot discuss all of them in detail here, it is worth noting that several emotionally charged (but 

clearly not joyful) passages precede Jesus’s actual crucifixion in the Lukan passion narrative. Among 

others, one might point to Jesus’s prayer prior to his arrest (particularly emotionally fraught in manuscripts 
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joy in Luke’s Gospel, although (unsurprisingly) Luke makes no mention of joy in this 

context. The centurion then affirms Jesus’s righteousness/innocence (ὄντως ὁ ἄνθρωπος 

οὗτος δίκαιος ἦν, 23:47). For their part, the crowds of onlookers “depart,6 beating their 

breasts” (τύπτοντες τὰ στήθη ὑπέστρεφον), presumably in grief (23:48). Both the 

centurion and the bystanders evince a kind of favorable response to Jesus, at least by 

implication, even if they do so too late (as it seems) for such receptivity to lead to their 

jubilation. In contrast, Luke reports of Jesus’s followers that they observe the event of his 

death from a distance (23:49)—behavior which, whatever its precise emotional 

overtones, hardly suggests the sort of strong positive response to Jesus that facilitates joy 

earlier in the Gospel.  

Luke’s diction in describing “all” of Jesus’s (presumably joyless) “acquaintances” 

(πάντες οἱ γνωστοὶ αὐτῷ) who watch events “from afar” (ἀπὸ μακρόθεν, 23:49) evokes 

Israel’s Scriptures in ways that may be relevant for understanding Jesus’s followers’ 

process of entering into joy over the course of Luke 24. More clearly than the parallel 

 

 

that include 22:43–44); Peter’s response to meeting Jesus’s gaze after denying him (22:61–62); and the 

grief of the “daughters of Jerusalem” who weep over Jesus as he goes to the cross and whose tears Jesus 

redirects from himself to them and their children (23:27–31).  
6 Specifically, they “turn back” (ὑποστρέφω), which as L. T. Johnson suggests may imply repentance, 

insofar as the term “echoes the consistent LXX translation of the Hebrew term shub, which is used for 

repentance (teshubah)” (Gospel, 382, italics original). Cf. Green’s more cautious acknowledgment of a 

possible double entendre here (Gospel, 827–28, esp. 828n65). 
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text in Mark’s Gospel, the language of Luke 23:49 calls to mind scriptural passages such 

as Psalm 37:12 LXX7 and Psalm 87:9 LXX (see also 87:19 LXX):  

 

7 On the resonance between this scene in Luke and the lament of the “Suffering Righteous One” in Psalm 

38:11, see also Green, Gospel, 828. For the argument that Luke-Acts portrays “Jesus’ messianic identity 

[as] prefigured in the psalms of suffering and vindication,” see Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 

234–37, here 236.  
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Table 30: Echoes of Scripture in Luke’s Description of Jesus’s Far-Off 

Friends? 

Mark 15:40  Luke 23:49 Psalm 37:12 

LXX 

Psalm 87:9 LXX 

Ἦσαν δὲ καὶ 

γυναῖκες  

 

 

 

 

ἀπὸ μακρόθεν 

θεωροῦσαι, ἐν αἷς 

καὶ Μαρία ἡ 

Μαγδαληνὴ καὶ 

Μαρία ἡ Ἰακώβου 

τοῦ μικροῦ καὶ 

Ἰωσῆτος μήτηρ καὶ 

Σαλώμη 

 

See also Matthew 

27:55:8 

Ἦσαν δὲ ἐκεῖ 

γυναῖκες πολλαὶ 

ἀπὸ μακρόθεν 

θεωροῦσαι, αἵτινες 

ἠκολούθησαν τῷ 

Ἰησοῦ ἀπὸ τῆς 

Γαλιλαίας 

διακονοῦσαι αὐτῷ·  

Εἱστήκεισαν δὲ 

πάντες  

οἱ γνωστοὶ αὐτῷ  

 

 

 

ἀπὸ μακρόθεν  

καὶ γυναῖκες αἱ 

συνακολουθοῦσαι 

αὐτῷ ἀπὸ τῆς 

Γαλιλαίας ὁρῶσαι 

ταῦτα.  

 

 

 

  

οἱ φίλοι μου καὶ 

οἱ πλησίον μου ἐξ 

ἐναντίας μου 

ἤγγισαν  

καὶ ἔστησαν καὶ 

οἱ ἔγγιστά μου  

ἀπὸ μακρόθεν 

ἔστησαν 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ἐμάκρυνας  

τοὺς γνωστούς 

μου ἀπ᾽ ἐμοῦ  

ἔθεντό με 

βδέλυγμα ἑαυτοῖς 

παρεδόθην καὶ 

οὐκ ἐξεπορευόμην  

 

 

 

 

See also Psalm 

87:19 LXX: 

ἐμάκρυνας ἀπ᾽ 

ἐμοῦ  

φίλον καὶ πλησίον 

καὶ τοὺς γνωστούς 

μου ἀπὸ 

ταλαιπωρίας 

 

 

The connections between Luke 23:49 and Psalm 87 LXX especially merit 

attention here. Though Luke gives no indication that Jesus’s “acquaintances” are 

 

8 Cf. also Matthew 26:58, regarding Peter after Jesus’s arrest: ὁ δὲ Πέτρος ἠκολούθει αὐτῷ ἀπὸ μακρόθεν 

ἕως τῆς αὐλῆς τοῦ ἀρχιερέως καὶ εἰσελθὼν ἔσω ἐκάθητο μετὰ τῶν ὑπηρετῶν ἰδεῖν τὸ τέλος. 
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consciously9 enacting the scriptural script when they behave in a way that accords with 

the psalmist’s description of his far-off “acquaintances,” additional thematic links 

between the scene of Jesus’s death and the situation described in Psalm 87 LXX (88 MT) 

strengthen the plausibility of this proposed intertextual connection. Elsewhere in Psalm 

87 LXX, the speaker raises several rhetorical questions, implying that God will not 

deliver those who are dead (87:11 LXX) and that the dead do not know of or report on 

God’s truth and power (87:12–13 LXX). The behavior of Jesus’s followers implies such a 

view of the death of one who cries out to God: If deliverance does not come prior to a 

supplicant’s expiration, what hope could there be, either for God to intervene or for the 

one crying out to render God praise? 

Of course, as those who know the ending of Luke’s Gospel will anticipate, Jesus’s 

case soon problematizes the assumptions behind the psalmist’s rhetorical questions. In 

this narrative context, by unselfconsciously acting out the part of the far-off 

acquaintances of Psalm 87 LXX (88 MT), Jesus’s fair-weather followers create a 

scripturally evocative dramatic irony that, in some ways, parallels what we observed 

above in relation to Zechariah and his struggle to enter into joy. As discussed in chapter 

1, when Zechariah distrusts the angelic promise that God will at last provide a child for 

him and Elizabeth, the aged priest poses his doubting question in terms that clearly (but 

 

9 Cf. Jesus’s adherents’ seemingly self-aware enactment of scriptural intertexts in relation to Jesus’s 

triumphal entry (Luke 19:32–38; see 3.1, above).  
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apparently unselfconsciously) echo Abraham’s more faith-filled query in Genesis 15:8 

(Luke 1:18; see esp. 1.2.2.1). Ironically, in the very act of questioning the promise just 

made to him, Zechariah evokes the scriptural figure whose story provides the most direct 

precedent for that promise. As argued in chapter 1, Zechariah cannot enter into joy until 

he comes to a new (and specifically, more faith-filled) understanding of Israel’s 

Scriptures in relation to the surprising (though joyous) turn of events that transpires in 

Luke 1. Somewhat similarly, the disciples at the end of Luke’s Gospel will not be able to 

rejoice until they come to a new interpretation of the relationship between disorienting 

(and much less obviously joy-conducive) recent events and Israel’s Scriptures (24:25–27, 

32, 44–47; see further 4.3.2, below).  

The parallel to Zechariah’s unwittingly ironic echo of Abraham is admittedly not 

perfect: Abraham—at least in the immediate context of Genesis 15:810—had the faith that 

Zechariah lacked in Luke 1:18, whereas the speaker in Psalm 87 LXX (88 MT) seems to 

share the far-off disciples’ despairing tacit assumptions about death.11 Tellingly, though, 

after Jesus has been raised and his followers have finally entered into joy, Peter will later 

 

10 As argued in chapter 1, Zechariah’s query in Luke 1:18 echoes Abraham’s in Genesis 15:8, which 

follows shortly after the narrative notes Abraham’s trust in God and God’s positive evaluation of this trust 

(15:6). However, it is also true, as Davis observes, that the larger narrative about Abraham in Genesis 

shows that the patriarch’s faith at times waivers and is in need of development (culminating in the Aqedah). 

See further discussion in Davis, Biblical Prophecy, 24–34, esp. 32–33. Considered in this wider context, 

Abraham may have more in common with the doubting Zechariah than is apparent from the verbal echo of 

Genesis 15:8 in Zechariah’s query (Luke 1:18).  
11 As often noted, this is one of relatively few psalms that ends without having made a clear turn to praise 

or the like. 
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offer scriptural support for their claims about Jesus’s resurrection precisely by quoting 

another psalm text (Ps 15:8–11 LXX). In doing so, Peter characterizes Jesus’s 

resurrection as a part of God’s redemptive plan—and indeed, as a joy-conducive part 

precisely for Jesus himself (see esp. Acts 2:26, 28, quoting Ps 15:8–11 LXX; see 4.3.4.3, 

below). Peter and those for whom he speaks thus come to believe that, rightly understood 

in light of Jesus’s resurrection and ascension, Israel’s Scriptures render Jesus’s death 

intelligible as not an alienating defeat but rather an ultimately life-giving turning point in 

salvation history.  

The disorienting events of Luke 22–24 thus turn out to be an unexpected prompt 

to “great joy” (cf. 24:52). Again like Zechariah, however, Jesus’s followers are by no 

means quick to arrive at this new understanding of Scripture in relation to recent events, 

much less to enter into the joy that such a (re)interpretation of the evidence makes 

possible. Tracing their slow and somewhat faltering movement into rejoicing will provide 

further insight into the conditions that lead to joy-according-to-Luke. Specifically, the 

rest of this chapter will attend to the role of faithfulness-while-waiting in positioning 

Jesus’s followers to receive joy-conducive circumstances when God acts to bring them to 

pass (4.2); the conditions that eventually facilitate his followers’ rejoicing on Easter (4.3); 

and the import of Luke’s use of joy language shortly after Jesus’s ascension, as recounted 

both in the Gospel and in Acts (4.4).  
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4.2 (Unwittingly) Waiting for Easter Joy: Receptivity to Jesus, Routine 

Faithfulness, and Positioning for Joy (Luke 23:49–24:1) 

Luke does not tell us how Jesus’s far-off acquaintances felt about his death, but 

we do learn something of the makeup of the cluster of associates that watches the 

crucifixion from a distance. The group reportedly includes “women who followed along 

with him (γυναῖκες αἱ συνακολουθοῦσαι αὐτῷ) from Galilee” (23:49). Subsequent 

verses’ characterization of these women sheds light on what Luke portrays as joy-

conducive ways of responding to the absence of recognizably joyous circumstances.12 As 

 

12 Cf. the discussion in 1.1 of those awaiting joyous circumstances in the infancy narrative. I will focus here 

on Luke’s characterization of the women disciples, since they play an important part in the movement of 

Jesus’s followers into joy on Easter Sunday. However, as commentators often note, Joseph of Arimathea is 

also portrayed as an emphatically pious Jewish character who in some sense responds positively to Jesus 

following the latter’s crucifixion. Joseph is “a good and righteous man” (23:50)—a description that brings 

to mind Zechariah and Elizabeth, who also were “righteous” (1:6). Wolter also notes that the specific 

pairing “good and righteous” (ἀγαθὸς καὶ δίκαιος) had long been used “to describe ethical virtue in a 

political context” (Gospel, 2:536, citing examples from Plato, Josephus, and others). Moreover, recalling 

both Simeon—another “righteous” (δίκαιος) person, who was “eagerly awaiting (προσδεχόμενος) the 

consolation of Israel” (2:25)—and Anna, who speaks to those who were “eagerly awaiting 

(προσδεχομένοις) the redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38), Joseph of Arimathea is himself “eagerly awaiting 

(προσεδέχετο) the kingdom of God” (23:51; see also Mark 15:43, as well as Luke 19:11; 12:36; Acts 1:3–

8).  

Though Luke stops short of describing Joseph of Arimathea as a follower of Jesus prior to the 

latter’s death, the narrator does indicate that Joseph objected to his fellow council members’ plot against 

Jesus’s life (23:51). Failing to dissuade them, he at least takes pains to ensure Jesus’s honorable burial 

(23:52)—although it is not entirely clear how much (or what sort of) weight should be put on this detail. 

Joseph’s act of burying Jesus demonstrates strong Jewish piety (e.g., Johnson, Gospel, 385; cf. Tobit), 

which requires burying a criminal (cf. Deut 21:22–23; see, e.g., Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 

212)—even if doing so could carry a certain amount of risk (see discussion in Spencer, Luke, 610–11). 

Does Joseph’s act also manifest receptivity to Jesus (see, e.g., Johnson, Gospel, 384), or is that overreading 

an expression of Jewish piety that perhaps Joseph would have made to any unburied person (a possibility 

that Wolter considers [Gospel, 2:536])? The quality of Joseph’s actions may be telling here. Green 

concludes that the degree to which Joseph and the women honor Jesus “far surpass[es] anything expected 

of an executed criminal in either Roman or Jewish tradition” (Gospel, 829; see further discussion of 

conventions and how Jesus’s treatment goes beyond them on 830–31). For more on Joseph of Arimathea’s 
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I will discuss in more detail below, these women manifest sustained receptivity toward 

Jesus by showing concern for the care of his dead body (23:55–56). They also 

demonstrate persistent faithfulness in a more general sense, by continuing to enact 

routine Jewish piety (i.e., Sabbath observance) despite the disorienting events of Jesus’s 

arrest and execution (23:56; 24:1). Through these dispositions and commitments and the 

actions to which they give rise, the women engage in something analogous to 

Zechariah’s13 faithfulness-while-waiting for God to bring about joy-conducive 

circumstances (see esp. 1.1)—albeit, in these women’s case, without a concretely 

articulated sense of what they are waiting for God to do. In the process of their faithful 

(even if in some measure unwitting) waiting, these grieving women in effect position 

themselves to be the first to receive news of the (to them, unexpected) joy-conducive 

events that will soon be brought to pass.14  

 

 

characterization, as well as the points of connection with one or more infancy-narrative characters, see for 

example Parsons, Luke, 348; Spencer, Luke, 610–13; and Wolter, Gospel, 2:536. 

In the context of the present study on conditions that made for joy in Luke’s Gospel, it is worth 

noting one other possible connection between Joseph of Arimathea and earlier narrative developments. 

Spencer observes that the detail about the tomb being hewn in rock and previously unused may imply 

“Joseph’s wealth (cf. ‘rich man’ in Matt 27:57) and willingness to use it in providing for the poor, in this 

case, Jesus” (Luke, 613). If so, this would cohere with the sort of practices and dispositions that Luke 

elsewhere portrays as conducive to right rejoicing, though we do not hear explicitly about Joseph of 

Arimathea entering into joy.  
13 And that of other characters within the infancy narrative; see 1.1.  
14 See also Spencer, Luke, 614. 
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By describing the women who observe the crucifixion as people who had 

followed Jesus from Galilee (23:49, 55; see also 24:6), Luke underscores these women’s 

past faithfulness in receptivity to Jesus. Within the context of the Third Gospel, this 

characterization of the women specifically evokes the narrative’s earlier mention of 

women who had experienced Jesus’s healing/liberating power and who subsequently 

accompanied him and the Twelve, supporting the mission out of their own resources 

(8:1–3; cf. Mark 15:40–41; Matt 27:55). Though Luke’s initial description of the women 

who witness Jesus’s death does not unambiguously link them to this earlier group of 

women, some overlap (if not identity) in their membership seems to be implied. This 

impression finds confirmation, moreover, later in the narrative: some of the women who 

observed Jesus’s death and burial (and subsequently his absence from the tomb) are 

named, making explicit that some of the women adherents noted earlier in the Gospel 

(8:2–3) are also present in this group (24:10). In light of this eventual identification, 

Luke’s readers/hearers know of the women in 23:49 that at least some of them have 

experienced one or another sort of salvation through Jesus and have responded positively 

to him, including specifically by giving up material resources as an expression of their 

receptivity to him.  

Such experiences and behavior are very much in line with what Luke portrays as 

leading to appropriate joy earlier in his Gospel (see esp. chapter 2, above). Of course, it 

seems safe to assume that the women who watch Jesus’s expiration “from afar” are not, 
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at that moment, jubilant (Luke 23:49). Even so, Luke’s description of these women’s 

actions after Jesus dies does prove relevant for analyzing Jesus’s adherents’ eventual 

(re)entry into joy. Following those who remove Jesus’s body from the cross, the women 

observe how15 the body is laid and then prepare burial materials before “rest[ing] on the 

Sabbath, according to the commandment” (23:55–56; see Ex 20:8–11; Deut 5:12–15). 

While their attention to the placement of Jesus’s body and their preparation of “spices 

and ointments” underscore the women’s continued positive response and commitment to 

Jesus even in his seeming defeat, Luke’s comment about their Sabbath rest highlights the 

women’s ongoing obedience to Israel’s Scriptures, even in the midst of deep 

disappointment.16 

 

15 That is, ὡς (23:55). Noting the difference here from Mark’s emphasis on the women observing where the 

body is deposited (Mark 15:47), numerous commentators suggest that the implication of Luke’s diction is 

that the women observe that the manner in which Jesus is laid in the tomb is not adequate (e.g., Parsons, 

Luke, 347; Wolter, Gospel, 2:537)—presumably due to the shortage of time before the Sabbath (Fitzmyer, 

Gospel, 2:1542). Narratively, this helps to account for their concern to tend to the body as soon as possible 

following their Sabbath rest (so, e.g., Wolter, Gospel, 2:537).  
16 Resulting from forgetfulness and/or misunderstanding of Jesus’s earlier predictions (cf. 24:5–7). On 

Jesus’s followers’ need for further revelatory instruction to connect these dots in a joy-conducive way, see 

below, 4.3. Commentators often note that Luke alone among the canonical evangelists makes explicit why 

the women delay in visiting the tomb. Some see this detail as emphasizing the women’s Jewish piety (e.g., 

Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1542), another point of connection to the infancy narrative: “At the end as at the 

beginning of the story, those around Jesus show the piety desired by Torah (1:6; 2:22, 23, 27, 39)” (L. T. 

Johnson, Gospel, 384; see also Parsons, Luke, 348, who also notes a connection—“forward”—to the Jewish 

piety expressed in Luke 24:53). I would concur with this judgment, against Wolter’s claim that Luke is not 

esp. concerned to emphasize the women’s Jewish piety in 23:56. Wolter thinks the point is more “to mark a 

narrative break,” but surely it need not be either/or (see Gospel, 2:538). If no concern with the women’s 

Jewish piety is in play, then why explicitly underscore that they rest in observance of the commandment 

(κατὰ τὴν ἐντολήν)? Still less persuasive is González’s suggestion (admittedly, just one of the possible 

interpretations that he proposes) that the women’s observance of the Sabbath “may be seen as the ultimate 

tragic irony in the events surrounding the death of Jesus,” insofar as the women fail to follow Jesus’s 
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This latter detail creates a noteworthy point of connection between the end of 

Luke’s Gospel and its opening chapters. The narrator’s comment about the women’s 

Sabbath observance (23:56) implicitly marks them as the sort of faithful Jews whose 

piety figures prominently in the infancy narrative. Briefly comparing the two cases will 

help to clarify how the women’s behavior after Jesus’s death relates to the joy that 

Jesus’s followers eventually experience in Luke 24.  

As argued in chapter 1, the Lukan infancy narrative repeatedly illustrates how 

faithfulness-while-waiting can position would-be joyful characters to receive joy-

conducive circumstances when God acts to bring about such circumstances (see esp. 1.1). 

 

 

repeatedly narrated example of “plac[ing] compassion above blind obedience to the laws of the Sabbath” 

(Luke, 271).  

Some have objected that it is unclear when the women could have prepared the oils with which to 

anoint Jesus, if they were really resting on the Sabbath (e.g., Parsons, Luke, 347). Three kinds of responses 

can be made to this objection. First and most importantly, Luke is not inviting speculation about such 

logistical details. We are to understand that the women did observe the Sabbath and that they did prepare 

spices; the question of exactly how they managed to do both things is beside the point. Second, it is not 

entirely clear what current Jewish practice was concerning acceptable death-related activities on the 

Sabbath. Commentators cite rabbinic texts that could suggest that preparing oils might have been allowed 

(see, e.g., Parsons, Luke, 347; see also Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1530), but again the point remains that Luke 

thinks that whatever the women are doing here is consistent with observing the Sabbath according to the 

commandment. Third, even if we assume that the women could not prepare the oils while observing the 

Sabbath, it seems possible in principle that the women could have hurriedly prepared the spices after 

Jesus’s entombment but before sunset on Friday (if the process were such as to allow for quick preparation 

followed by a period of allowing the oils to sit) or else that the women could have prepared the spices after 

sunset on Saturday and before they go to the tomb in the wee hours of the morning on Sunday (if the 

process of preparation could be done by firelight and did not require that the oils be allowed to sit for a long 

period). After all, as Fitzmyer observes, 24:1 “make[s] it clear that the women did not go to the tomb 

immediately at the end of the Sabbath—in the dark” (Gospel, 2:1543). Determining whether either or both 

of these logistical proposals is plausible would require research into burial-anointing-oil-making practices, 

which of course falls beyond the scope of this study. I focus for now on Luke’s narrative, which does not 

invite such questions.  
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For example, Luke makes clear that Zechariah and Elizabeth have been continuing to 

practice routine Jewish piety across their many years of childlessness (1:6). This fidelity 

to God’s Law is part of what positions them—including in a quite literal, spatial sense—

finally to receive the joyous gift of a son. Thus, Gabriel brings the good news of John’s 

impending birth to Zechariah precisely as Zechariah faithfully goes about his priestly 

duties in the temple (1:8–14). Much as Zechariah and Elizabeth have been righteous, 

Law-observant Jews (1:6) throughout their decades of disappointed hopes for a child and 

continue to be so up to the moment when Zechariah unexpectedly encounters Gabriel 

beside the Altar of Incense, the women in Luke 24 do not allow the apparent 

disappointment of their hopes concerning Jesus (cf. 24:41) to disrupt their basic 

obedience to the Torah—demonstrated, for example, in their Sabbath observance. 

To be sure, it might be questioned whether the piety of the women can be fairly 

characterized, like Zechariah’s and Elizabeth’s, as faithfulness-while-waiting. After all, 

with its reference to Zechariah’s prayer being heard (1:13), Gabriel’s announcement of 

John’s coming birth arguably implies that the aged priest had been petitioning God for a 

child.17 If so, then presumably Zechariah had in some sense been waiting for specifically 

 

17 Gabriel does not explicitly name the focus of Zechariah’s prayer that has been heard (1:13), leaving 

interpreters to infer the content of the petition from the narrative context. Given that the angelic 

annunciation portrays John’s birth as the answer to the prayer in question, it seems likely that we are to 

understand Zechariah’s prayer as at least partly focused on offspring. However, given that John’s birth also 

serves a key purpose in salvation history—and given that Zechariah is here acting as priest, while the 

people are gathered to pray (1:8–10)—it is possible that we should understand his prayer as focused also on 

the restoration of Israel. In any case, John’s birth serves as an answer to both potential petitions.  
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this joy-conducive gift, even if his doubting response to the angelic message indicates 

that Zechariah had on some level given up hope of receiving that for which he was 

waiting. In contrast, the women who observe Jesus’s death and burial do not show any 

sign of expecting further developments in Jesus’s story. Despite the fact that Jesus 

foretells his death and resurrection repeatedly earlier in the Gospel (9:21–27, 43–45; 

18:31–34; see also 11:29–32; 14:27), the women who note his burial location show up on 

Easter prepared to anoint (what they assume will be) Jesus’s still-dead body (24:1; cf. 

24:6–8).  

Nevertheless, I would still maintain that these women can be described as 

faithful-while-“waiting.” At least, this is so if one recognizes that their faithfulness-

while-waiting parallels less Zechariah’s fidelity while awaiting a son than Mary’s 

faithfulness as she “waits” prior to the Annunciation that she receives (see 1.3.2). Mary in 

Luke 1 and the women following Jesus’s death “wait” in the sense of evidently expecting 

the continued demonstration of God’s faithfulness, in keeping with the witness of Israel’s 

scriptural traditions. For both Mary in Luke 1 and the women at the end of the Gospel, 

though, the unprecedented character of God’s specific impending action—in Jesus’s 

conception and in his resurrection, respectively—makes that for which they “wait” 

unthinkable, strictly speaking, ahead of time. This circumstance prevents their active 

expectation of the specific turn of events through which God will demonstrate 

faithfulness in the present case. Like Mary prior to her encounter with Gabriel, then, the 
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women in Luke 23:55–24:1 do “wait” faithfully, but they do so without knowing (and 

hence without consciously expecting) the concrete shape that God’s faithful action is 

about to take.  

I will return to these issues below in the context of considering Jesus’s followers’ 

lack of anticipatory joy prior to the resurrection, as well as their slowness to enter into joy 

even after hearing about his resurrection (see 4.3). For now, my point is simply that 

although the women who will become the first to hear of Jesus’s resurrection do not 

realize that they are waiting for this specific (shockingly joyous) turn of events, their 

continued faithfulness to Jesus and their routine faithfulness in Torah-obedience—

demonstrated, again, in their concern for Jesus’s body18 and in their observance of the 

Sabbath—still set them up to hear news of the joyous circumstance of the resurrection 

once it has in fact happened. As far as Luke tells us, the women only go to the tomb 

because they want to tend to Jesus’s body. It is thus their receptivity to him, even in 

death, that motivates their presence at the location where the good news of his 

resurrection will be revealed. Moreover, it is precisely because they observe the Sabbath 

that the women show up to tend to Jesus’s body after (and not before) Jesus has vacated 

the tomb, thereby unintentionally timing their visit so as to be the first to hear of his 

 

18 As several commentators note, care for the body of the dead would have been part of Jewish piety in any 

case—even, according to Deuteronomy 21:22–23, for those executed as criminals (see Spencer, Luke, 610–

11). Still, the fact that Jesus has died “as a criminal of the state” presumably does complicate the women’s 

task (Spencer, Luke, 611). 
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resurrection.19 In short, by continuing in faithfulness to Jesus and in faithfulness to 

scriptural commands while they wait—albeit without realizing what they await, perhaps 

without even recognizing that they are waiting—these women disciples unwittingly 

position themselves to experience joyous circumstances when God acts (in a way 

contrary to all expectations) to bring such circumstances to pass.  

4.3 Receiving Joyous Circumstances with Joy: The Journey into Easter 

Joy (Luke 24) 

Thus, thanks to their faithfulness to Jesus and their faithful obedience to scriptural 

mandates even in the midst of profound disappointment and disorientation, these women 

disciples are the first to arrive at the tomb on Easter morning and to hear about Jesus’s 

resurrection from the dead (24:1–8). However, they do not immediately rejoice upon 

hearing this good news—nor do the other Jesus-followers to whom the women report 

(24:8–12). Instead, like Zechariah and Mary in Luke 1 (see 1.3), Jesus’s followers on 

Easter prove slow to enter into joy even when they receive reliable (in the first instance, 

angelically mediated) information concerning a shockingly joyous turn of events.  

Their slowness to rejoice may be somewhat surprising because, as already 

mentioned, Jesus’s followers received reliable news concerning his resurrection even 

 

19 As with the triumphal entry, so also here: it is worth noting who is not present. As Spencer observes, 

“Unlike the absent and inattentive disciples, the women put themselves in a position to receive further 

insight” (Luke, 614). Spencer notes parallels between the women and characters in the infancy narrative 

with respect to the ways in which they “must actively engage with revelation to grasp its significance” 

(Luke, 614). 
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prior to his death (Luke 9:21–27, 43–45; 18:31–34; see also 11:29–32; 14:27). After 

pausing over the question of why the disciples nevertheless do not rejoice in anticipation 

of Jesus’s resurrection (4.3.1), I will probe how several factors come together to enable 

their jubilation by the end of the Third Gospel (24:41; see also 24:52, discussed in 4.3.2). 

For example, anticipating a motif developed more fully in Acts, Luke 24 implicitly links 

joy to the acceptance of testimony about Jesus, mediated by Israel’s Scriptures (rightly 

[re]interpreted) and by the community of Jesus’s witnesses (4.3.2.2). Interestingly, 

however, testimony concerning Jesus’s resurrection and its significance does not so much 

facilitate joy on Easter Sunday as it opens Jesus’s followers up to other factors that do 

enable the erstwhile mournful disciples’ jubilation. Consistent with my findings in earlier 

chapters of this study, their emotional transformation is bound up with various aspects of 

discipleship, such as rightly oriented hope, scripturally informed faith, receptivity to 

Jesus, and the divine initiative that brings about joy-conducive circumstances in the first 

place (see esp. 4.3.2.1 and 4.3.2.3).  

4.3.1 Lack of Anticipatory Joy (Vorfreude): The Emotional Effects of 

Epistemic Limitations? 

When Luke describes the women’s trip to the tomb early Sunday morning, he 

does not note their emotional state (23:55–24:1). However, the narrative setting (just days 

after Jesus’s execution) imparts a somber tone to the scene, as does Luke’s account of the 

women’s actions. They bring along spices with which to anoint Jesus’s body (24:1), 



 

575 

 

which they clearly expect to find just where it had recently been deposited, as lifeless as 

it had been when they witnessed its burial (23:55). In these circumstances, the women are 

presumably anything but joyful as they make their way toward Jesus’s burial place.20  

Considered from one perspective—as a response to events that have recently 

transpired—the women’s joylessness is understandable and indeed fitting. Jesus has died 

a horrible, shameful death (see Acts 5:30; cf. Deut 21:23; Gal 3:13). As noted above, 

even random bystanders respond with manifest grief when Jesus finally expires (23:48); 

how much more should his followers be saddened by this turn of events (see also 24:17)! 

After all, as Gamaliel will point out in Luke’s second volume, the death of a movement’s 

leader often leads to the disintegration of the movement as well (Acts 5:35–38). 

Seemingly both Jesus and the good news he proclaimed (e.g., Luke 4:43) have been 

shattered—along with his followers’ hope concerning him (see also 24:21). Under such 

circumstances, of course his adherents are not joyful.  

From another angle, though, it might be maintained that Jesus’s followers could—

perhaps even should?—have rejoiced in anticipation of his resurrection prior to its 

occurrence, notwithstanding the suffering21 and seeming hopelessness that characterize 

 

20 Cf. the group of women who wails over Jesus’s approaching crucifixion in 23:27; however, this group is 

not explicitly identified with the women who watch Jesus’s burial and attempt to tend to his body, and 

Jesus’s reference to the weeping women as “daughters of Jerusalem” (23:28) could be construed as 

differentiating this group from the women who had followed him from Galilee (see 23:55; see also 24:6).  
21 I have in view here primarily their suffering of grief over Jesus (and the hopes they had for him), but one 

might also consider the prospect of their own suffering that might result from their connection with this 

crucified man (see, e.g., Peter’s denial of Jesus).  
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their situation during and immediately following his death. The present subsection will 

first explain why such anticipatory joy might be expected of Jesus’s followers (see 

4.3.1.1). I will then probe Luke’s handling of Jesus’s passion-resurrection predictions in 

search of clues as to the reason for the disciples’ lack of anticipatory joy (Vorfreude; see 

4.3.1.2). Finally, I will explore the enigma of their epistemic-emotional limitations, with 

particular attention to the illumination provided by other cases of delayed or absent joy 

that bookend Luke’s Gospel (4.3.1.3).  

4.3.1.1 Expectation of (Anticipatory) Rejoicing 

Two interrelated observations would seem to support the view that Jesus’s 

disciples perhaps ought to have rejoiced in anticipation, even prior to learning of his 

already-accomplished resurrection. First, as shown in chapter 2, Jesus’s teaching in the 

body of Luke’s Gospel underscores the need for perseverance in faith-filled, joy-

conducive receptivity toward Jesus and the message he preaches, even in the face of trials 

(see, e.g., 8:13–15; see 2.3). Indeed, in the Beatitudes, Jesus goes so far as to command 

rejoicing precisely in the context of experiencing persecution for his sake (“on that day,” 

6:22–23; see also 10:20). As argued above, Jesus frames the mandated jubilation of Luke 

6:22–23 in a way that links it to hope. The joy that he commands is joy over a good (i.e., 

a “great reward” “in heaven”); however, the persecuted person has not yet experienced 

this good. Nevertheless, based on God’s past faithfulness to the (in some cases, martyred) 

prophets, this person confidently expects to receive reward in the (eschatological) future 
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(6:22–23).22 Given Jesus’s teaching regarding the relationship between joy and 

suffering—especially suffering for his sake—Luke’s audience has some grounds for 

expecting Jesus’s followers to have responded to Jesus’s own experience of lethal 

persecution in a hope-full and hence joy-conducive way. If they can expect that their 

experiences of persecution for Jesus’s sake will meet with “great reward,” how much 

more should they anticipate God’s joy-conducive response to Jesus’s own faithful 

suffering? 

This first observation becomes weightier when one considers a second reason for 

which Jesus’s followers might have been expected to have anticipatory joy prior to the 

actual occurrence of his resurrection. In this particular case, such anticipatory joy would 

not have been based solely on some general anticipation of God’s action to remedy 

wrongs—for example, by providing “heavenly” reward for those who suffer for their 

prophet-like faithfulness (cf. 6:22–23). Rather, earlier in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus explicitly 

and repeatedly informed his followers both about his coming suffering and death and 

about the way in which this specific situation would be remedied—i.e., through his being 

raised on the third day (see esp. 9:21–22; 18:31–34; 24:6–8).  

Even if the disciples did not understand just what this prediction meant (see 

further below, 4.3.1.2–4.3.1.3), Jesus’s repeated foretelling of his resurrection gave them 

 

22 See further discussion (and engagement with different interpretations of the passage) above, in 2.3.1. 
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at least some cryptic notice of what was to come.23 Together with his more general 

teachings about rejoicing in the midst of persecution because of related reward (see 2.3), 

Jesus’s explicit prophecies concerning his resurrection render it somewhat puzzling that 

the disciples in Luke 23 do not experience (perhaps alongside other reactions24) 

Vorfreude, i.e., joy in expectation of the joyous turn of events that will occur on Easter 

Sunday.  

4.3.1.2 Pre-Easter Epistemic (and Consequent Emotional?) Limitations 

Closer examination of how Luke frames certain of Jesus’s predictions concerning 

his betrayal, passion, and/or resurrection will shed light on the question of why—

notwithstanding what Jesus’s teachings on these matters might lead one to expect—the 

disciples’ fail to rejoice in anticipation of Jesus’s reception of divine reward (cf. 6:22–23) 

and, specifically, in anticipation of his experience of resurrection (see esp. 9:22; 18:31–

33). Scholars have proposed a variety of historical explanations for the evangelists’ 

depictions of Jesus’s passion-resurrection predictions and the disciples’ incomprehension 

of them. For the present project, though, such historical questions matter less than the 

 

23 That specifically the women who come to the tomb had heard such predictions from Jesus is clear from 

Luke 24:6–8.  
24 The scope of my study leads me to focus here on joy(lessness), but my point is not that the disciples 

should only feel joy. Jesus’s own emotionally charged words and deeds as he nears the time of his betrayal 

suggest that responses other than joy are also appropriate. Consider, for example, Luke 22:22 and (in some 

manuscripts) 22:44. As others have noted, joy may be combined with other emotions, as experience 

suggests and the biblical witness also attests (see, e.g., Matt 28:8). We will have occasion to return to this 

point below when considering the somewhat ambiguous character of the initial joy into which Jesus’s 

followers enter on Easter (24:41; see 4.3.2.3.3.4).  
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question of how this motif works narratively in Luke’s Gospel in particular, especially in 

relation to the portrayal of joy. Considered from this angle, Luke’s redaction of three 

Markan passion-resurrection predictions proves particularly illuminating.  

4.3.1.2.1 Lukan Redaction of Mark and Jesus’s Followers’ Epistemic Limitations 

 

I will return below to the difficult question of why the disciples do not understand 

Jesus’s predictions and hence do not/cannot respond to them with fitting feelings, 

including anticipatory joy, Vorfreude (see 4.3.1.3). The current subsection will pave the 

way for reflection on that matter by focusing on a more basic point: namely, the claim 

that Lukan redaction foregrounds the disciples’ epistemic limitations in this context, 

underscoring their sheer inability to access the meaning of Jesus’s words concerning his 

betrayal, death, and/or resurrection. This epistemic limitation, moreover, has implications 

for the disciples’ emotional lives. They cannot feel appropriate emotions in response to 

events that they do not (and perhaps cannot, yet) understand aright.  

Already in Luke 9:21–22, Lukan redaction may imply the disciples’ non-

understanding of Jesus’s predictions concerning what awaits him. The parallel passage in 

Mark’s Gospel famously precipitates a conflict between Jesus and Peter (Mark 8:30–33):  
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Table 31: The Disciples’ Epistemic Limitations in Luke 9:21–22 (versus 

Mark 8:30–33) 

Mark 8:30–33 Luke 9:21–22 

(Peter’s confession precedes; see Mark 

8:27–30.) 

 

καὶ ἐπετίμησεν αὐτοῖς ἵνα  

μηδενὶ λέγωσιν περὶ αὐτοῦ.  

Καὶ ἤρξατο διδάσκειν αὐτοὺς  

ὅτι δεῖ τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου πολλὰ  

παθεῖν καὶ ἀποδοκιμασθῆναι ὑπὸ τῶν  

πρεσβυτέρων  

καὶ τῶν ἀρχιερέων καὶ τῶν γραμματέων  

καὶ ἀποκτανθῆναι καὶ μετὰ τρεῖς ἡμέρας  

ἀναστῆναι· 

 

καὶ παρρησίᾳ τὸν λόγον ἐλάλει. καὶ  

προσλαβόμενος ὁ Πέτρος αὐτὸν ἤρξατο  

ἐπιτιμᾶν αὐτῷ. ὁ δὲ ἐπιστραφεὶς καὶ  

ἰδὼν τοὺς μαθητὰς αὐτοῦ ἐπετίμησεν  

Πέτρῳ καὶ λέγει· ὕπαγε ὀπίσω μου,  

σατανᾶ, ὅτι οὐ φρονεῖς τὰ τοῦ θεοῦ ἀλλὰ  

τὰ τῶν ἀνθρώπων. 

 

(Jesus goes on to teach about taking up 

one’s cross, etc.; see Mark 8:34–9:1) 

(Peter’s confession precedes; see Luke 

9:18–20.) 

 

ὁ δὲ ἐπιτιμήσας αὐτοῖς  

παρήγγειλεν μηδενὶ λέγειν τοῦτο  

εἰπὼν  

ὅτι δεῖ τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου πολλὰ  

παθεῖν καὶ ἀποδοκιμασθῆναι ἀπὸ τῶν  

πρεσβυτέρων  

καὶ   ἀρχιερέων καὶ   γραμματέων  

καὶ ἀποκτανθῆναι καὶ τῇ τρίτῃ ἡμέρᾳ  

ἐγερθῆναι.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Jesus goes on to teach about taking up 

one’s cross, etc.; see Luke 9:23–27) 

 

 

When in Mark’s Gospel Jesus “beg[ins] to teach [his disciples] that it is necessary for the 

Son of Man to suffer many things and to be rejected by the elders and the chief priests 

and the scribes and to be killed and after three days to be raised” (Mark 8:31), Mark notes 

that Jesus spoke of these future events “openly” or “with boldness” (παρρησίᾳ, 8:32). It is 

perhaps not surprising, then, that Peter understands Jesus’s words—or at least, Peter 
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understands them enough to feel compelled to rebuke Jesus for saying such things (Mark 

8:32). Jesus then rebukes Peter in turn (8:33), suggesting that Peter’s understanding is in 

fact problematically limited. What matters for my purposes here, though, is not so much 

the character of the Markan Peter’s partial (mis)understanding as the fact that Luke omits 

this whole exchange between the Lord and his leading disciple. There may be multiple 

reasons for this redactional move. However, one effect is that the parallel passage in Luke 

9 does not in any way imply that the disciples even sort of understand—or respond 

emotionally to—Jesus’s first explicit passion-resurrection prediction (Luke 9:21–22), 

which Luke (unlike Mark) does not describe as being given with particular frankness (cf. 

παρρησίᾳ, Mark 8:32).  

The upshot of all this is that, in Luke’s telling of this passion-resurrection 

prediction, Jesus’s weighty words hang in the narrative air without any indication of the 

disciples’ (in)comprehension of or emotional response to them. The impression that 

Jesus’s followers may not be tracking with him in Luke 9:21–22 finds corroboration, 

moreover, in Luke’s handling of the next such prediction. In Luke 9:43–45, while 

“everyone” is marveling at Jesus’s ministry, Jesus counters this enthusiasm with a 

sobering message addressed (apparently only) to his disciples, alerting them to his 

impending betrayal (9:43–44).25 Though Jesus this time underscores the importance of 

 

25 Jesus’s death and resurrection are arguably also implied, at least for Luke’s readers, given the mention of 

these events in a prediction issued a few verses earlier (9:21–22). However, unlike the Markan parallel text 
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his comment by commanding the disciples to “put these words into [their] ears” (θέσθε 

ὑμεῖς εἰς τὰ ὦτα ὑμῶν τοὺς λόγους τούτους, 9:44), the narrator relates that the disciples 

in fact do not understand Jesus’s message (ἠγνόουν τὸ ῥῆμα τοῦτο, 9:45). Comparison 

with the parallel passage in Mark 9:30–32 is again instructive: 

Table 32: The Disciples’ Epistemic Limitations in Luke 9:43–45 (versus 

Mark 9:30–32) 

Mark 9:30–3226  Luke 9:43–45 

Κἀκεῖθεν ἐξελθόντες παρεπορεύοντο διὰ  

τῆς Γαλιλαίας,  

καὶ οὐκ ἤθελεν ἵνα τις γνοῖ·  

ἐδίδασκεν γὰρ  

τοὺς μαθητὰς αὐτοῦ  

 

καὶ ἔλεγεν αὐτοῖς ὅτι  

ὁ  υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου  

παραδίδοται εἰς χεῖρας ἀνθρώπων,  

καὶ ἀποκτενοῦσιν αὐτόν, καὶ  

ἀποκτανθεὶς  

μετὰ τρεῖς ἡμέρας ἀναστήσεται.  

οἱ δὲ ἠγνόουν τὸ ῥῆμα,  

 

 

καὶ ἐφοβοῦντο αὐτὸν ἐπερωτῆσαι. 

 

ἐξεπλήσσοντο δὲ πάντες ἐπὶ τῇ  

μεγαλειότητι τοῦ θεοῦ. Πάντων δὲ  

θαυμαζόντων ἐπὶ πᾶσιν οἷς ἐποίει  

εἶπεν πρὸς  

τοὺς μαθητὰς αὐτοῦ· 

θέσθε ὑμεῖς εἰς τὰ ὦτα ὑμῶν τοὺς λόγους  

τούτους·  

ὁ γὰρ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου μέλλει  

παραδίδοσθαι εἰς χεῖρας ἀνθρώπων.  

 

 

 

οἱ δὲ ἠγνόουν τὸ ῥῆμα τοῦτο  

καὶ ἦν παρακεκαλυμμένον ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν  

ἵνα μὴ αἴσθωνται αὐτό,  

καὶ ἐφοβοῦντο ἐρωτῆσαι αὐτὸν περὶ τοῦ  

ῥήματος τούτου. 

 

 

 

(Mark 9:30–32), Luke’s version of the second prediction omits the overt reference to Jesus’s death and 

resurrection (cf. Mark 9:10). I will return to the more limited scope of the second Lukan prediction below.  
26 Cf. Matthew 17:22–23. Matthew is similar to Mark here in terms of including a reference to Jesus’s death 

and resurrection. However, Matthew does not say that the disciples do not understand Jesus, and Matthew’s 

distinctive description of their emotional response (“they were greatly grieved,” 17:23, with some textual 

variants) arguably implies that the disciples did have (some) understanding of what Jesus said—at least, the 

part about betrayal and execution. 
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I will return below to the question of how the more limited content in Luke’s version of 

this prediction may matter for attempts to make sense of the disciples’ incomprehension 

(compare Mark 9:31 and Luke 9:44; see 4.3.1.3). For now, two points in Luke’s redaction 

of this passage prove most relevant for showing that Luke departs from Mark in ways 

that lead to a stronger emphasis on the disciples’ lack of understanding in the Lukan 

version of this pericope.  

First, Jesus’s command in Luke 9:44 may be telling: Again, the disciples are to 

“put” Jesus’s words about his impending betrayal “into [their] ears” (9:44). As evident in 

the synopsis above, this exhortation is a Lukan addition to Mark’s version of the 

exchange. Furthermore, the specific diction that the Lukan Jesus uses here contrasts with 

that used in other pedagogical commands in Luke, which often call for the one “having 

ears” to “hear/listen.”27 The unusual expression in Luke 9:44 may imply a need to hold 

onto Jesus’s (at first unintelligible?) words by “putting” them “into [one’s] ears”—

perhaps for the purpose of reflecting back on these stowed-away words at some later 

point, as in fact happens following Jesus’s death and resurrection (24:6–8, 44–45).  

Second and relatedly, in support of this interpretation of the wording of Luke 

9:44, one should also note the narrator’s explanation in 9:45 for the disciples’ failure to 

understand Jesus’s comment about his looming betrayal. In the first passion-resurrection 

 

27 That is: ὁ ἔχων ὦτα ἀκούειν ἀκουέτω (Luke 8:8; 14:35). Cf. similar expressions in Mark 4:9, 23; 

Matthew 11:15; 13:9. See also Isaiah 6:9–10 and its NT receptions, including in Luke 8:10 and Acts 28:26.  
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prediction examined above, it will be recalled, the Markan Peter seems to attain at least 

some (albeit diabolically flawed) understanding of Jesus’s words, while the degree of 

understanding among Jesus’s disciples in the Lukan parallel passage remains unstated. 

Matters stand differently with this second prediction. The disciples both in Mark (9:32) 

and in Luke (9:45) find Jesus’s second explicit prediction concerning his fate to be utterly 

mystifying, as indicated by the five-word verbal agreement marked with double 

underlining in the synopsis above: “But they did not understand the word” (οἱ δὲ ἠγνόουν 

τὸ ῥῆμα).  

However, although both Gospels note the disciples’ lack of understanding,28 Luke 

redacts Mark’s account in ways that draw still more attention to the disciples’ failure to 

grasp Jesus’s point. In Luke, but not in Mark, the disciples’ epistemic inability to access 

the meaning of Jesus’s words is in the first instance explained by a cryptic passive 

construction: they do not understand the word because the import of Jesus’s message 

“was hidden from them” (παρακεκαλυμμένον ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν, Luke 9:45).  

Luke’s use of the passive voice to describe the hiddenness of the meaning of 

Jesus’s words obscures the identity of the agent/cause of this hiding, but the subsequent 

ἵνα clause does at least tell us the purpose of the hiddenness. This concealment reportedly 

 

28 Both Mark and Luke also tie this inability to access the meaning of Jesus’s words to the disciples’ fear. 

Significantly, though, fear does not so much cause or result from as it contributes to their continuance in 

incomprehension. They fear to ask Jesus for further explanation (Mark 9:32; Luke 9:45) and 

(consequently?) continue to lack understanding about the meaning of his prediction. 
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serves precisely to prevent the disciples’ immediate comprehension of Jesus’s comment, 

“so that they might not understand/perceive it” (ἵνα μὴ αἴσθωνται αὐτό [i.e., τὸ ῥῆμα 

τοῦτο, Jesus’s statement concerning his betrayal], 9:45). In contrast, although the Markan 

version of this passage also includes a ἵνα-clause that involves the absence of 

knowledge/understanding (οὐκ ἤθελεν ἵνα τις γνοῖ, 9:30), in Mark’s telling the clause in 

question has to do not with the disciples’ limited understanding of Jesus’s teaching but 

rather with Jesus’s desire to keep their travel patterns a secret. In this context, it seems 

that Jesus’s secrecy serves to facilitate the private instruction of his followers concerning 

what lies ahead (Mark 9:30–31). Luke likewise indicates that this teaching is directed to 

Jesus’s disciples (τοὺς μαθητὰς αὐτοῦ, Mark 9:31; Luke 9:43). However, in Luke’s 

account, the purposeful concealment of knowledge involves not restricting the audience 

whom Jesus addresses but instead limiting the understanding of those who are allowed to 

hear his words. Even from them, the meaning of the message “is hidden” (Luke 9:45). 

To appreciate the epistemic-and-emotional implications of Luke 9:45’s emphasis 

on “hiddenness,” it will be helpful to consider that motif as it occurs in a third such 

prediction passage (Luke 18:31–34; cf. Mark 10:32–34).29 Shortly before the triumphal 

entry, the Lukan Jesus tells (apparently only) the Twelve that they are “going up to 

Jerusalem” (18:31). He then provides the most detailed notice yet as to what awaits him 

 

29 See also Jesus’s more oblique passion-resurrection prediction, before a wider audience, in 11:29 (cf. Matt 

12:40, which develops the point more explicitly), as well as Luke 13:31–33; 20:9–19; 22:14–23, 37; 24:6–

8. 
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there: betrayal, suffering, death, and finally resurrection (18:31–33). With a few 

significant exceptions (some of which I will discuss below), the substance and much of 

the wording of Luke 18:31–33 follows Mark 10:32b–34: 

Table 33: The Disciples’ Epistemic Limitations in Luke 18:31–34 (versus 

Mark 10:32–34) 

 

 

30 Matthew’s version of this prediction is very similar to Mark’s; see Matthew 20:17–19.  

Mark 10:32–3430 Luke 18:31–34 

Ἦσαν δὲ ἐν τῇ ὁδῷ ἀναβαίνοντες εἰς  

Ἱεροσόλυμα, καὶ ἦν προάγων αὐτοὺς ὁ  

Ἰησοῦς, καὶ ἐθαμβοῦντο, οἱ δὲ  

ἀκολουθοῦντες ἐφοβοῦντο. καὶ  

παραλαβὼν πάλιν τοὺς δώδεκα  

ἤρξατο αὐτοῖς λέγειν  

τὰ μέλλοντα αὐτῷ συμβαίνειν ὅτι  

ἰδοὺ ἀναβαίνομεν εἰς Ἱεροσόλυμα, καὶ  

 

 

ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου  

παραδοθήσεται τοῖς ἀρχιερεῦσιν καὶ τοῖς  

γραμματεῦσιν, καὶ κατακρινοῦσιν αὐτὸν  

θανάτῳ  

καὶ παραδώσουσιν αὐτὸν τοῖς ἔθνεσιν  

καὶ ἐμπαίξουσιν αὐτῷ  

καὶ ἐμπτύσουσιν αὐτῷ  

καὶ μαστιγώσουσιν αὐτὸν  

καὶ ἀποκτενοῦσιν,  

καὶ μετὰ τρεῖς ἡμέρας ἀναστήσεται. 

 

See James and John’s request for status 

in the kingdom, to which Jesus replies: 

οὐκ οἴδατε τί αἰτεῖσθε (10:38; see 10:35–

45). 

 

 

 

 

 

Παραλαβὼν δὲ τοὺς δώδεκα  

εἶπεν πρὸς αὐτούς·  

 

ἰδοὺ ἀναβαίνομεν εἰς Ἰερουσαλήμ, καὶ  

τελεσθήσεται πάντα τὰ γεγραμμένα διὰ 

τῶν προφητῶν  

τῷ υἱῷ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου·  

 

 

 

  παραδοθήσεται γὰρ τοῖς ἔθνεσιν  

καὶ ἐμπαιχθήσεται καὶ ὑβρισθήσεται  

καὶ ἐμπτυσθήσεται 

καὶ μαστιγώσαντες  

ἀποκτενοῦσιν αὐτόν,  

καὶ τῇ ἡμέρᾳ τῇ τρίτῃ ἀναστήσεται.  

 

καὶ αὐτοὶ οὐδὲν τούτων συνῆκαν  

καὶ ἦν τὸ ῥῆμα τοῦτο κεκρυμμένον ἀπ᾽  

αὐτῶν καὶ οὐκ ἐγίνωσκον τὰ λεγόμενα. 
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Of particular interest for present purposes is the two passages’ handling of the disciples’ 

(in)comprehension of this passion-resurrection prediction. Mark arguably implies their 

lack of understanding by narrating James’s and John’s wrongheaded request for positions 

of privilege in the immediately following pericope (10:35–45; see esp. 10:38).31 Luke’s 

account of this third prediction is distinctive, however, in that it again explicitly (and 

somewhat repetitively) names Jesus’s followers’ inability to grasp the meaning of Jesus’s 

words (9:34).  

For those who know how Luke’s Gospel ends, the Twelve’s inability to catch 

Jesus’s drift is particularly puzzling here because of another point of Lukan redaction in 

this passage. The Lukan Jesus plainly indicates in 18:31 that the events he predicts are in 

keeping with the witness of Israel’s Scriptures—a point that proves essential to his 

followers’ eventual joy-conducive (re)interpretation of his death and resurrection in Luke 

24 (see esp. 4.3.2.3.3.2). Nevertheless, notwithstanding this important clue to a joy-

facilitating understanding of his words and the events that they anticipate, the Twelve 

“understood nothing of these things, … and they did not know the things spoken” 

(18:34). With language similar to that found in Luke 9:45, the narrator attributes this 

epistemic limitation to the fact that the things of which Jesus speaks are “hidden from” 

 

31 A similar passage follows in Matthew. Although Matthew attributes the inappropriate request to James’s 

and John’s mother rather than to the apostles themselves, James and John are present for their mother’s 

request and do not object to it; instead, they seem to go along with it quite willingly (20:20–23). Tellingly, 

Jesus’s corrective response addresses a “you” plural (20:22), and the other ten apostles become angry with 

the two brothers themselves when they find out about the request (20:24). 
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the Twelve (κεκρυμμένον ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν, 18:34; see also παρακεκαλυμμένον ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν, 

9:45). Whatever we are to make of Luke’s use (again) of the passive voice in describing 

this hiddenness (18:34; cf. 9:45), it is in any case clear that there is some significant sense 

in which characters in his Gospel—even the Twelve—cannot understand Jesus’s words 

about his betrayal, death, and, resurrection as yet.  

4.3.1.2.2 Emotional Implications of Epistemic Limitations?  

 

Of course, many have commented on the disciples’ epistemic inability to access 

the import of Jesus’s predictions in advance of his death and resurrection. My purpose in 

highlighting the motif here has been not simply to shore up this scholarly consensus but 

rather to frame a further, joy-related claim, namely: Jesus’s followers’ inability to 

understand his predictions—an epistemic limitation reemphasized by Luke through his 

redaction of Mark’s Gospel—is intrinsically related to their lack, during and immediately 

after Jesus’s death, of any joy in anticipation of Jesus’s reception of reward (and 

specifically, his experience of resurrection). For heuristic purposes, one could say that 

Jesus’s followers’ epistemic limitations help to account for their emotional limitations—

although, as the argument developed here itself suggests, Lukan joy is probably best 

understood in terms of a cognitivist view of emotion, according to which a hard 

distinction between epistemic and emotional limitations may be ultimately unhelpful.32 

 

32 See discussion in the introduction. 
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To grasp more fully how this claim about the disciples’ epistemic-and-hence-

emotional limitations matters for discerning what leads to joy-according-to-Luke, it will 

be helpful to recall that although only two of the predictions examined above explicitly 

foretell Jesus’s resurrection (9:22; 18:31–33), all three make mention of what could be 

seen (within Luke’s narrative world) as a prompt for right rejoicing. Given Jesus’s 

teaching in the Lukan Beatitudes (6:22–23), even his experience of betrayal—the only 

future development named in the second Lukan prediction (9:44; cf. Mark 9:31)—might 

be expected to trigger jubilation-in-anticipation-of-reward (albeit perhaps not only that 

emotion).33 Again, if suffering opposition from “human beings” (οἱ ἄνθρωποι) “for the 

sake of the Son of Man” (ἕνεκα τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου) provides indirect grounds for 

Jesus’s followers’ commanded rejoicing (6:22–23),34 how much more should the Son of 

Man’s own experience of being handed over into “the hands of human beings” (εἰς χεῖρας 

ἀνθρώπων, 9:44) catalyze jubilation—i.e., anticipatory joy (Vorfreude)—in hope of 

divine reward (see again 6:23)? Nevertheless, Jesus’s disciples35 apparently do not 

experience immediate, forward-looking joy in response to this prediction, or even in 

response to the predictions that do mention his resurrection explicitly. As discussed 

above (4.3.1), Luke also does not report any anticipatory rejoicing during or immediately 

 

33 After all, to reiterate a point made above: even Jesus’s own emotional response to his impending betrayal 

is by no means simplistically joyful (see, e.g., 22:22, and in some manuscripts, 22:43–44). 
34 See 2.3.1, above, as well as Acts 5:41 and discussion in 2.3.3. 
35 Cf. other characters’ (malicious and/or otherwise problematic) joy in Luke 22:5 and 23:8, discussed in 

chapter 3. 
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after Jesus’s betrayal and execution—not even (as far as we are told) alongside other 

contextually fitting emotions, such as grief.36  

Jesus’s followers’ epistemic limitations provide the key to making sense of this 

lack of anticipatory joy in response to his predictions and their initial fulfillment. Simply 

put, the disciples cannot rejoice over the joy-conducive events to come—the reward that 

follows persecution and specifically, the resurrection that will follow Jesus’s death—until 

that over which they would be rejoicing has become thinkable and therefore feel-able for 

them. In terms of the heuristic distinction made above, their epistemic limitations have 

the emotional side-effect of inhibiting their joy (in this case, specifically Vorfreude).  

This is precisely what might be expected, in fact, if it is true (as I have been 

arguing throughout this study) that joy-according-to-Luke is intentional in the 

phenomenological sense—i.e., it always has some object.37 Lukan joy is joy over 

something. For as long as that over which the disciples would rejoice remains, strictly 

speaking, inconceivable for them, so long will they be unable to rejoice over that 

potential object of jubilation. If they cannot (or in any case do not) perceive/understand it 

(cf. ἵνα μὴ αἴσθωνται αὐτο, 9:45), then the would-be object of joy cannot prompt their 

 

36 For Luke-Acts, grief can also be an appropriate response to fatal persecution. At least, this is arguably 

implied by Acts. Notwithstanding the joy over “being counted worthy to be dishonored for [Jesus’s] name” 

(Acts 5:41), the early community is able loudly to lament Stephen’s martyrdom (8:2). The call to rejoice in 

the midst of suffering persecution (Luke 6:22–23) apparently does not entail the denial of the pain caused 

by such persecution. See also the (apparently unrebuked, though soon remedied) weeping of the widows 

who had been helped by Tabitha and mourn her death (Acts 9:39). 
37 See further in the introduction. 
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rejoicing. In this way, the “intentional” character of joy-according-to-Luke accounts for 

the fact that (to revert once more to the heuristic distinction introduced above) an 

epistemic limitation seems to limit the disciples’ emotional capacity—including, though 

perhaps not exclusively,38 their capacity for anticipatory joy over Jesus’s coming 

restoration to life.39 

At this point, however, I would underscore an important clarification about this 

claim. I am not suggesting that complete and accurate comprehension of that over which 

one would rejoice is necessary for rejoicing to occur. Luke-Acts, in keeping with 

everyday experiences of joy,40 amply refutes such a claim. Indeed, even just a handful of 

the passages considered thus far suffices to show that, although joy-according-to-Luke is 

indeed always joy over something (and hence is “intentional”), comprehensive and 

 

38 Other emotions that would seem to be fitting responses to the foretold events are also inhibited by the 

Lukan disciples’ lack of understanding. For instance, the Lukan disciples do not become “extremely 

grieved” about Jesus’s coming suffering/death (cf. ἐλυπήθησαν σφόδρα, Matt 17:23), and (unlike Peter in 

Mark 8:32 and Matt 16:22), the Lukan disciples do not rebuke Jesus for saying such things. Evidently, the 

Lukan disciples do not understand what Jesus says enough to respond emotionally with grief or rebuke, 

either. As noted above, the one time the Lukan disciples are described as responding emotionally in the 

context of Jesus’s passion-resurrection predictions, they have “fear” not about the content of the predictions 

but about asking Jesus to explain further (9:45).  
39 And over the salvation-historical import of the whole series of events of which his resurrection is a part. 

See further in 4.4. 
40 In fact, joyous events often involve many elements about which we know and can know relatively little 

in the moment of initial rejoicing. For example, a parent may rejoice over the birth or adoption of a child, 

or an applicant may rejoice over the offer of school admittance or a job. In such cases, the joyful person 

rejoices over the present reception and future hope of a good, without knowing (or being able to know) 

much detail about what the concrete living out of that good will look like.  
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correct understanding concerning a given would-be object of rejoicing is not a necessary 

condition for realized joy in Luke-Acts.41  

For instance, as discussed in chapter 2 and mentioned again above, Luke 6:22–23 

commands Jesus’s followers to rejoice during persecution (“on that day”) in anticipation 

of their “great reward.” Since this reward appears to be eschatological (“in heaven”), 

presumably the disciples have limited epistemic access, while undergoing persecution (on 

earth), to that over which they are to rejoice.42 This example illustrates how correct but 

partial understanding of a given would-be object of joy can facilitate (right) rejoicing 

over that object. More surprising, perhaps, is Luke’s portrayal of characters who manage 

to rejoice over perceived goods that are not really good at all—or at least, are not good in 

the way in which the jubilant person thinks they are good. Despite the distorted 

understanding of Lazarus’s neighbor concerning the joy-conducive use of material wealth 

(16:19–31) or the profound misguidedness of the chief priests and officers who gleefully 

accept Judas’s offer to betray Jesus (22:5), these characters do “successfully” rejoice. 

 

41 By “realized joy” here, I mean joy that is experienced “successfully,” regardless of whether that joy is 

(according to Luke) appropriate, sustainable, etc.  
42 Admittedly, as discussed in chapter 2, Jesus’s reference to the example of the prophets (whose reception 

of heavenly reward seems to be assumed in Luke 6:22–23) may provide a sort of backward-looking 

guarantee for his followers’ forward-looking joy. However, it is not entirely clear that Jesus’s followers 

would have a concrete sense of what the prophets’ reward would have looked like. Consistent with this 

example, Luke 24 also implies that one can “successfully” rejoice over a real good (i.e., Jesus’s 

resurrection) without fully understanding that good. On Easter, Jesus’s followers eventually experience a 

wondering joy so filled with surprise as to carry a certain lack of faith with it (24:41). Yet, they still do 

rejoice, notwithstanding the confusion and even doubt that attend their jubilation (see further in 

4.3.2.3.3.4). 
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This is so even though their perverse sense of what is joy-conducive (and their 

consequently misdirected jubilation) bodes ill for their long-term emotional prospects 

(see 2.5.2 and 3.2, respectively).  

These cases of rejoicing confirm that the experience of joy in Luke-Acts does not 

necessarily require total or even accurate understanding of the joyousness of that over 

which one rejoices. However, the experience of joy in Luke-Acts does require the 

perception (however imperfect or even flatly incorrect that perception may be) of that 

over which one would rejoice as something over which one ought to rejoice. This is again 

in keeping with the intentional character of joy as Luke portrays it. Simply put, unless a 

would-be joyful character has at least some understanding—even if partial or 

erroneous—of that over which joy might occur as indeed a good over which that person 

ought to rejoice, that person will not feel joy in relation to that (unperceived) good.43 In 

the absence of such understanding, the disciples are incapable of anticipatory joy over 

Jesus’s coming resurrection and all it will entail. 

 

43 Everyday experience suggests that such joy-facilitating “understanding” need not be particularly complex 

or even consciously articulated. For example, a small child may rejoice over her mother’s reappearance at 

the end of a day at day care, or a person with intellectual disabilities may rejoice over a favorite meal. In 

either case, the joyful person has some (perhaps tacit, inarticulate) “understanding” of the prompt for joy as 

a good.  
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4.3.1.3 Why these Epistemic-Emotional Limitations? Newness, Hiddenness, and 

Absent or Delayed Joy in the Gospel According to Luke 

This argument leads to another, more difficult question. Why do Jesus’s followers 

experience the epistemic limitations that inhibit their emotional response to his seemingly 

straightforward words, preventing joy-in-anticipation of his reward/resurrection?44 

Luke’s narrativization of the disciples’ epistemic-emotional limitations suggests multiple, 

compatible explanations for this state of affairs—or perhaps more accurately, multiple 

ways of thinking further about what on some level remains a mystery. After briefly 

considering how the categorical newness of (some of) what Jesus foretells may inhibit 

understanding-and-joy in relation to his predictions (4.3.1.3.1–2), I will focus more at 

length on the angle foregrounded by Luke’s narrative itself: namely, the reported 

“hiddenness” of Jesus’s meaning (4.3.1.3.3). As will be shown, connections to other 

passages in the Third Gospel corroborate the claim that such hiddenness can, according to 

Luke, inhibit the kind of understanding needed to recognize joy-conducive circumstances 

as such and hence to respond accordingly—i.e., with what would be the appropriate 

jubilation.  

 

44 Again, by “why,” I mean specifically “why-according-to-Luke.” My purpose here is not to delve into the 

question of the historicity of Jesus making predictions or of his followers’ inability to comprehend these 

predictions, nor is my aim to address the question of what (if anything) in Luke’s historical situation might 

have prompted him to handle this motif as he did. As throughout this study, my focus here is on Luke’s 

narrative more than the events “behind” it: How does the disciples’ epistemic inability to access the 

meaning of Jesus’s predictions make sense within the narrative of Jesus’s life, death, resurrection, and 

ascension as Luke tells it?  
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4.3.1.3.1 Categorical Newness as an Explanation for the Disciples’ Lack of Anticipatory 

Joy?  

 

On the one hand, the categorical newness of some of what Jesus predicts45 may 

help to account for his followers’ initial epistemic limitations in relation to his words. 

Although as argued above all of what Jesus foretells in Luke 9:21–22, 9:43–45, and 

18:31–34 could be seen as at least an indirect prompt for joy (cf. Luke 6:22–23; Acts 

5:41), the most obviously joy-conducive component of these predictions is Jesus’s 

resurrection (9:22b; 18:33b). However, the disciples have never experienced, or heard of 

others experiencing, anything quite like the resurrection that Jesus will experience. The 

(presumably temporary) restorations to life that Jesus himself worked for the son of the 

widow of Nain (7:11–17) or for the daughter of Jairus (8:41–56) are but pale 

anticipations of the sort of restoration to which Luke bears witness in Jesus’s own case—

a restoration which (as becomes clearer over the course of Luke-Acts), involves not 

simply renewed mortal life but rather a qualitatively different (i.e., no longer mortal [e.g., 

Acts 13:34]) kind of life, as well as ascension into heaven and the prospect of triumphant 

eschatological return (see, e.g., Acts 1:11; 3:20–21; 17:31).46 In the absence of some 

 

45 Especially his resurrection—although one could argue that all of what Jesus predicts is unprecedented, 

insofar as Jesus (with all the weight and uniqueness of his identity-according-to-Luke) has not previously 

experienced the other parts of what he predicts, either. That is, when Jesus issues his passion/resurrection 

predictions, the eschatological Messiah has not yet experienced betrayal, suffering, and death—and so they 

are unprecedented with regard to his experience, even if (considered more generally) these events are not 

unprecedented in human history in the way that Jesus’s resurrection to no-longer-mortal life is.  
46 Moreover, as my reference to Jesus’s ascension and eschatological return implies, his resurrection is also 

distinct from, though not unrelated to, the more general end-time resurrection hoped for (in some form) by 
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point of reference that would enable them to make (any, much less specifically joy-

conducive) sense of Jesus’s words regarding his resurrection, his followers may be—

strictly speaking—not able to respond to his prediction with the anticipatory joy that 

would be the appropriate emotional reaction to such good news, were his words (in some 

measure) rightly understood.  

Further support for this suggestion comes from considering larger patterns 

discerned thus far in our study of the conditions that facilitate joy in Luke’s narrative 

world. Mary provides a particularly apt point of comparison, given the unprecedented 

character of her virginal motherhood.47 Both Mary (1:47) and the disciples (24:41, 52) do 

eventually rejoice over the unprecedented, joy-conducive events about which they have 

received (to them, initially unintelligible) advanced notice. However, in both cases, this 

jubilation occurs only after the event in question has occurred or begun to occur, thereby 

giving would-be joyful characters at least the start of the experience needed to make the 

foretold-but-as-yet-unexperienced event epistemically (and therefore also emotionally) 

accessible. In the one case, God’s unexpected action becomes evident in the unique 

 

 

some but not all Jews in the first century (e.g., Acts 23:8; Josephus, The Jewish War, Books I-II, 2.8.14, 

[Thackeray, LCL]).  
47 As noted in chapter 1, Zechariah’s Abraham-like late-life fatherhood is (however surprising) not, strictly 

speaking, unprecedented in Israel’s scriptural traditions. Because Jesus’s resurrection is qualitatively 

different from anything previously reported in Israel’s Scriptures (or Luke’s account of Jesus’s earthly 

ministry thus far), the situation faced by Jesus’s followers is more akin to that of Mary when confronted 

with Gabriel’s message concerning her categorically unparalleled pregnancy. 
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conception of a baby, a conception that is implicitly portrayed as already achieved when 

Elizabeth greets Mary as the “mother of my Lord” just prior to the younger woman’s 

jubilation (1:43, 47). In the other case, God’s unanticipated action is manifest through the 

presence of the crucified-and-risen Lord among his followers, showing them his renewed 

embodied life and guiding their interpretation of recent, disorienting events in relation to 

Israel’s Scriptures (24:38–41; see further below).48  

The specifics of God’s surprising action differ in each case,49 but both of these 

examples suggest that, although a full and fully accurate understanding of a would-be 

prompt to joy is not necessary for joy-according-to-Luke,50 categorically new events may 

 

48 Put differently, the disciples on Easter finally rejoice only after they have had a new experience of God’s 

initiative through their encounter with the risen Lord, which gives them epistemic access to the foretold-

but-as-yet-unexperienced event of Jesus’s resurrection. See further below. 
49 Although the church fathers are fond of drawing parallels between Mary’s virginal womb, from which 

Jesus was born, and Joseph of Arimathea’s previously unused tomb, in which Jesus is laid prior to his 

resurrection. See for example Maximus of Turin, Sermon 39.1 and Sermon 78.2 (ACW 50:94 and 50:190, 

respectively), as well as Origin, Against Celsus, 2.69 (ANCL 23:72–73), all of which passages are quoted 

and the references given in Just, Luke, 371–72.  
50 Even when they do rejoice, Mary in Luke 1 and the disciples in Luke 24 still have much to learn about 

the full import of that over which they rejoice; as acknowledged above, joy-according-to-Luke indeed does 

not require full understanding of that over which one rejoices. Thus, for example, when Mary jubilantly 

celebrates God’s work in her life and on behalf of God’s people (1:46–55), she has yet to hear Simeon’s 

sobering words about the suffering and conflict that lie ahead (2:34–35). Even after that further revelation 

of what it will mean to be the mother of this son, Mary still shows herself only partly understanding when 

she questions Jesus after his family loses track of him in Jerusalem (2:48). Nevertheless, although she only 

understands in part, she can already rejoice in Luke 1:46–55. Likewise, the disciples rejoice in Luke 24:41, 

prior to receiving additional instruction from Jesus in 24:44–49 (see also Acts 1:3, 6–8). Even just before 

Jesus’s ascension in Acts, they manifest real-but-limited understanding in the question that they ask 

concerning the coming of the kingdom (Acts 1:6; note Jesus’s reply in 1:7). Still, notwithstanding all that 

they do not yet understand, by the end of Luke’s Gospel the early community of believers “rejoices 

greatly” even while they await the sending of the Spirit (Luke 24:52). I will return to the joy of Luke 24:52 

and early Acts below (4.4). My point at present is simply that, according to Luke, joy does not require that 

one have total understanding—but does require that one have enough understanding (or at least what one 
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be too unintelligible to prompt joy in advance. Joy over such events comes, Luke’s 

narrative implies, only after the events in question have become experientially and hence 

epistemically and emotionally accessible through their occurrence. In other words, joy 

over a previously unimaginable event cannot arise prospectively. Indeed, in the examples 

we have in Luke’s Gospel, it arises only retrospectively.51 The categorical newness of 

(some of) what Jesus foretells thus may provide a partial account for his followers’ lack 

of appropriate emotional response to his words and, specifically, their failure to rejoice in 

anticipation of his resurrection.  

4.3.1.3.2 The Insufficiency of “Newness” to Account for the Disciples’ Lack of 

(Anticipatory) Joy 

 

On the other hand, though, this first explanation for the disciples’ lack of 

understanding (and resulting dearth of anticipatory joy) does not suffice, on its own, to 

make sense of Luke’s narrative. This subsection will briefly summarize the evidence that 

suggests the partial inadequacy of “newness” as a way of accounting for the joylessness 

of Jesus’s followers. I will thereby pave the way for the next subsection’s consideration 

of another, complementary explanation for their lack of anticipatory joy (4.3.1.3.3)—a 

 

 

perceives as understanding) to be able to recognize that over which one would rejoice as, indeed, joy-

conducive. 
51 Could someone be so quick-of-heart (cf. 24:25) as to rejoice as a previously unprecedented joyous event 

unfolds? Whether or not this is theoretically possible, Luke does not portray any such responses in his 

account of the resurrection and its immediate aftermath.  
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second line of reasoning that involves Luke’s handling of the motif of hiddenness in 

Jesus’s predictions of his betrayal, death, and/or resurrection (see 4.3.1.3.3.1) and in two 

passages that frame the fulfillment of his words (see 4.3.1.3.3.2).  

My use of the clunky conjunction pair “and/or” in the preceding sentence points 

to one possible objection to the explanation offered above for the disciples’ lack of 

anticipatory joy (4.3.1.3.1). The qualitatively new character of Jesus’s resurrection cannot 

fully account for the disciples’ failure to understand what Jesus foretells, it might be 

argued, because in Luke’s account not all of Jesus’s predictions refer to his resurrection 

(or any other categorically new event). Most obviously, my argument about the 

epistemic-emotional effects of a lack of precedent fails to explain the disciples’ inability 

to access the meaning of and respond emotionally to Jesus’s second explicit prediction, 

which in the Lukan rendering mentions only Jesus’s impending betrayal (Luke 9:44–45; 

see table 32, above).52 Betrayal is hardly a categorically new kind of event, even if the 

specific case of Jesus’s betrayal by Judas may be a surprising instance of the type. 

 

52 At least, explicitly; Luke omits the Markan reference to resurrection (Mark 9:31) that might more 

obviously invite joy (at least, for readers/hearers of the Gospel) and that may be the focal point of 

confusion in Mark’s account of this prediction (cf. Mark 9:10). Nevertheless, as acknowledged in an earlier 

note, the close narrative proximity of a fuller passion-resurrection prediction in Luke 9:21–22 may suggest 

that Luke’s readers/hearers (if not the disciples themselves) should infer that this fuller course of events—

including resurrection—is implied by the brief prediction in 9:44 (cf. also 18:31–33, on which see further 

below). In any case, as I have noted above, in light of Luke 6:22–23, even without any specific foretelling 

of how God would remedy the wrong of Jesus’s betrayal, one might expect Jesus’s followers to recognize 

his experience of persecution as a prompt for jubilation grounded in trust in and hope concerning God’s 

great reward of those who suffer for prophet-like fidelity (cf. Luke 13:33–34). 
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Epistemic limitations arising from sheer newness cannot, then, account for the disciples’ 

apparently total incomprehension of this prediction.53 

In a related vein, by emphasizing that the Twelve understand “nothing” (οὐδὲν, 

18:34) of what Jesus says in the third prediction discussed above (18:31–34), Luke 

implies that their epistemic limitations in this case attach not only to the prediction of 

resurrection but also to Jesus’s words concerning his betrayal, suffering, and death. 

Again, these several preresurrection events are not unprecedented—at least, not in the 

way in which Jesus’s resurrection is unprecedented. Even so, the disciples seem not to 

understand or respond emotionally (with joy or otherwise) to any of what Jesus foretells 

in this pericope, notwithstanding his teaching about rejoicing and persecution in passages 

such as Luke 6:22–23. Evidently, components of Jesus’s predictions that are not 

categorically new are for some reason still initially unintelligible for the disciples, 

preventing them from responding with appropriate anticipatory joy.  

 

53 Again, that specifically the Messiah is to be betrayed—and, as other predictions make clear, to suffer and 

to die—is of course unprecedented, and in that sense all of the parts of Jesus’s predictions might be placed 

in the same category as his resurrection. However, in a more general sense, the resurrection is 

unprecedented in a way that the other foretold events are not. In this regard, it is worth noting that, later in 

the narrative, Luke implicitly portrays some aspects of what Jesus predicts as at least partly thinkable-

feelable in advance for the disciples. For example, Peter expresses verbally his willingness to die with Jesus 

(22:33)—a commitment that he will not in the immediate future manage to keep, but still one that suggests 

awareness (on some level) of the possibility of Jesus’s death. Once the foretold events begin to unfold, the 

disciples’ comprehension becomes still fuller. Luke attributes the disciples’ inability to keep watch while 

Jesus prays to their grief (ἀπὸ τῆς λύπης, 22:45), and although he does not spell out the reason for their 

grief, presumably it is bound up with Jesus’s additional predictions at the Last Supper of his betrayal and 

death (see esp. 22:19–23). The disciples also seem to be fairly quick to understand where things are going 

when Judas turns up with a mob to arrest Jesus (24:49). In contrast, on Easter morning, Jesus’s followers 

struggle to make sense of his resurrection even after it has happened—and, indeed, even after they have 

heard about it from reliable characters. 



 

601 

 

Nor is this the only possible objection to my attempt to explain the disciples’ 

epistemic-emotional limitations in terms of the newness of (some of) what Jesus foretells: 

returning to a detail mentioned above, one might also note that the only element of 

Jesus’s predictions that is a categorically new event (i.e., his resurrection) also fails, at 

first, to prompt his followers’ joy even after it has occurred. After they have heard about 

Jesus’s resurrection from reliable witnesses and after some followers have encountered 

the risen Lord himself—when they themselves can already testify that “the Lord is risen 

indeed!” (24:34)54 and any epistemic-emotional limitations stemming from a lack of 

precedent would seem to have been resolved—even then, none of Jesus’s followers are 

reported as rejoicing until still later on Easter Sunday (Luke 24:41,55 52; see further in 

4.3.2).  

4.3.1.3.3 The Motif of Hiddenness and the Disciples’ Lack of Joy Prior to and 

Immediately Following Jesus’s Resurrection  

 

For multiple reasons, then, the epistemic-emotional effects of experiential 

limitations cannot fully account for Jesus’s followers’ difficulty with entering into joy in 

relation to his predicted betrayal, death, and/or resurrection. Some other explanation is 

 

54 On the one hand, L. T. Johnson would seem to be correct in observing that “[t]he adverb ontōs” is 

indicative of “the shift from incredulity on the part of the assembly (reported in 24:11)” (Gospel, 397, 

italics original). On the other hand, it is striking—as Kuhn points out—that when Jesus shows up just 

following the nascent community’s confession that he is “risen indeed” (24:34), this very group 

nevertheless fears that “they are seeing a ghost (vv. 36–37)” (Heart, 35).  
55 Even their first narrated joy (24:41), moreover, is accompanied by a sort of doubt; as Green observes, “It 

is as if they lacked the interpretive categories for rendering recent events in a meaningful way” (Gospel, 

834). 
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needed also or instead. The language of “hiddenness” in the latter two predictions 

examined above (Luke 9:45; 18:34)—diction which, as I have noted, seems to reflect 

Lukan redaction (see 4.3.1.2.1)—provides grounds for such further explanation. Or better 

said, the motif of hiddenness does not so much explain as it underscores the disciples’ 

initial inability to make sense56 of Jesus’s words concerning what awaits him. This 

epistemic block in turn hinders their joy in anticipation of (and even immediately after) 

the fulfillment of Jesus’s predictions.  

Whatever we are to make of Jesus’s predictions and the disciples’ 

incomprehension of them historically—a question that, again, lies beyond my purposes 

here—the reported “hiddenness” of Jesus’s meaning remains, narratively speaking, a 

mystery. Though Luke varies his diction in conveying the motif of hiddenness,57 he 

repeatedly uses the passive voice to describe the “hiding” of words/events related to 

Jesus’s betrayal, death, and/or resurrection prior to and even on Easter:  

 

56 At least, not specifically joy-conducive sense: as noted above, the disciples do reportedly experience 

some fear in connection with one of Jesus’s predictions (Luke 9:45), but Luke ties this emotion more to 

their lack of understanding than to the content of what Jesus has said. They are afraid specifically “to ask 

him concerning this saying” (9:45; cf. Mark 9:32). 
57 See also, e.g., discussion of this motif in relation to Luke 19:41–44 in De Long, Surprised, 233. 
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Table 34: The “Hiddenness” of Jesus’s Betrayal, Suffering, Death, and/or 

Resurrection in Luke 

 

The prediction of betrayal is “hidden 

from them so that they might not 

perceive/understand it” (9:43b–45). 

οἱ δὲ ἠγνόουν τὸ ῥῆμα τοῦτο καὶ ἦν 

παρακεκαλυμμένον ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν ἵνα μὴ 

αἴσθωνται αὐτό, καὶ ἐφοβοῦντο ἐρωτῆσαι 

αὐτὸν περὶ τοῦ ῥήματος τούτου (9:45). 

 

The prediction of betrayal, suffering, 

death, and resurrection is “hidden from 

them, and they do not know the things 

spoken” (18:31–34). 

 

καὶ αὐτοὶ οὐδὲν τούτων συνῆκαν καὶ ἦν τὸ 

ῥῆμα τοῦτο κεκρυμμένον ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν καὶ 

οὐκ ἐγίνωσκον τὰ λεγόμενα (18:34). 

 

Cleopas and his companion do not 

recognize Jesus because “their eyes 

were held in order that they might not 

recognize him” (24:16; conversely, in 

24:31, “their eyes were opened”). 

 

οἱ δὲ ὀφθαλμοὶ αὐτῶν ἐκρατοῦντο τοῦ μὴ 

ἐπιγνῶναι αὐτόν (24:16; cf. διηνοίχθησαν 

in 24:31). 

 

See also 19:42, regarding the “things 

that make for peace” being “hidden” 

from Jerusalem’s eyes as Jesus 

approaches the city (see further below, 

4.3.1.3.3.1).58 

 

λέγων ὅτι εἰ ἔγνως ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ταύτῃ καὶ 

σὺ τὰ πρὸς εἰρήνην· νῦν δὲ ἐκρύβη ἀπὸ 

ὀφθαλμῶν σου (19:42; cf. 18:34). 

 

Note also the references to seeing/eyes 

(or to lack of seeing) in Isaiah 6:9–10, 

quoted in Acts 28:26–27 (see also Luke 

8:10), as well as Luke 2:30; 10:23; 

11:34; Acts 1:9; 9:8, 18; 26:1859 

 

 

 

 

 

58 Cf. also the pregnant Elizabeth’s self-concealment for five months (περιέκρυβεν ἑαυτὴν, 1:24), which 

has the practical effect of delaying others’ rejoicing with her over this long-awaited pregnancy (on 

Elizabeth’s self-concealment, see further in chapter 1, above, esp. note 56).  
59 On seeing and hearing in Acts, see also Wilson, “Hearing the Word.”  
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Luke’s use of the passive voice to describe this hiddenness may well imply that it is God 

who effects the concealment (rendering each of these verbs/participles a so-called “divine 

passive”). However, God’s role in these instances of “hiding” is not made explicit, and it 

is not entirely clear from the narrative context whether God should be taken as the 

implied agent of the hiding.  

Accordingly, rather than speculate further about the actor behind the mysterious 

hiddenness that contributes to the disciples’ lack of anticipatory joy (and later, their 

slowness to enter into joy even after the resurrection), it will be more fruitful for present 

purposes to examine the motif of hiddenness from other angles. In particular, extending 

the argument developed above, I hope here both to shed light on the epistemic-emotional 

effects of “hiddenness” and also to address the question of whether/how, according to 

Luke, such “hiddenness” affects Jesus’s followers’ culpability for their joy(lessness) in 

relation to the events that he foretells and those events’ occurrence.60 

Luke’s handling of Jesus’s passion-resurrection predictions themselves arguably 

does not provide enough information for readers to draw conclusions with respect to 

either of these issues. However, as indicated in table 34, above, two cases of narratively 

flagged imperception occur elsewhere in this Gospel—one related to Jesus’s entry into 

Jerusalem (19:42) and the other related to his postresurrection interaction with his 

 

60 According to Luke, that is, can joylessness be blameworthy if that over which one ought to rejoice is 

“hidden” from one’s sight?  
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followers (24:16). Perhaps not coincidentally, these two pericopes bracket the occurrence 

of the events that Jesus foretells in his (“hidden”) predictions. Moreover, the resolution of 

the latter case of hiddenness (on Easter, 24:31) helps to pave the way for the jubilation 

with which Luke’s Gospel concludes (esp. 24:41; 24:52; see 4.3.2). Further consideration 

of the hiddenness associated with the triumphal entry and the road to Emmaus pericope 

will illuminate the emotional effects and ethical implications of the “hiddenness” of 

Jesus’s predictions earlier in the narrative.  

4.3.1.3.3.1 Hiddenness at the Triumphal Entry 

 

Revisiting a passage noted in passing earlier in this study (3.1), I turn first to the 

motif of hiddenness as it occurs in Jesus’s reaction to glimpsing Jerusalem in Luke 19. To 

review: Jesus bursts into lamentation upon catching sight of the city (19:41–44), whose 

population—contrary to what both Israel’s Scriptures and the conventions governing such 

scenes would lead us to expect—has not come out to receive him.61 Jesus’s lament 

implies an explanation of sorts for Jerusalem’s failure to welcome him. The “things that 

make for peace”—apparently referring, at least in part, to Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem 

and/or a proper interpretation of and hence appropriate (including jubilant) response to 

his arrival—were “hidden from [Jerusalem’s] eyes” (19:42).62 Had it been otherwise, 

 

61 See discussion above in 3.1.2.  
62 The view that 19:42 uses “likely a theological passive expressing divine action” is found, for example, in 

Carroll, Luke, 387. See also Wolter, Gospel, 2:373 (although I would want to qualify Wolter’s claim that 

the Jews who hear the witness of the gospel post-Easter and still do not repent have thereby suffered an 
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presumably, Jerusalem would have welcomed Jesus to town with joy, coming out to greet 

him and his band of jubilant disciples. As things stand, however, no Jerusalemite is 

mentioned as such in Luke’s account of the joyous triumphal entry (see 3.1).  

In connection with what I argued above about the relationship between rejoicing 

and the recognition/understanding of a would-be prompt to joy as such (4.3.1.2.2), it is 

worth pausing over the fact that this case of hiddenness is modified in Jesus’s lament by 

the prepositional phrase “from your [singular: i.e., Jerusalem’s] eyes” (ἐκρύβη ἀπὸ 

ὀφθαλμῶν σου, 19:42). With its second-person singular possessive pronoun referring to 

Jerusalem as a collective subject, this phrase acknowledges a certain delimitation in the 

hiddenness to which the passage refers. That Jesus’s arrival at Jerusalem constitutes a 

moment of divine visitation is, after all, not (fully) hidden from everyone’s eyes. Unlike 

Jerusalem, the crowd of disciples does rejoice over God’s work in Jesus’s ministry as he 

approaches the city (19:37–38; see 3.1.1). The disciples are able to rejoice over Jesus’s 

allusive arrival at Jerusalem because they (rightly, albeit imperfectly) perceive Jesus’s 

kingly entry into the city as the good that it is, something over which it is appropriate to 

 

 

“irreparable” loss of opportunity to do so). See also, e.g., Luke 8:10 (see Isa 6:9); Acts 13:27; 28:26–27 

(see Isa 6:9–10).  
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rejoice.63 In contrast, Jerusalem itself does not see and understand what Jesus is doing 

and who Jesus is, apparently due precisely to the “hiddenness” from its eyes of the things 

that would make for peace (cf. 19:42). As a result, the city does not recognize this would-

be prompt to joy as such and hence does not respond with the joy that would befit the 

occasion.  

In fact, not only is it the case that Jerusalem does not recognize and rejoice over 

this turn of events: the language of “hiddenness” in 19:42 arguably implies that the city 

also cannot do so. This in turn raises questions about culpability. Is Jerusalem to be held 

accountable for failing to rejoice over something that it could not perceive as an 

appropriate prompt for joy, due to the “hiddenness” of the matter “from [Jerusalem’s] 

eyes” (19:42)? A version of this question arguably arises in relation to every Lukan 

passage in which characters fail to rejoice over “hidden” prompts to jubilation, but the 

question is sharpened in the present case by the narrative context. Jesus’s words seem to 

suggest that Jerusalem’s joyless nonresponse to his arrival is bound up with the city’s 

impending experience of judgment.  

More precisely, parallelism within Jesus’s lamentation implies a dialectical 

relationship between Jerusalem’s epistemic-emotional limitations and the city’s 

experience of judgment (19:42–44):  

 

63 Again, the weightily allusive terms with which the disciples express their jubilation clearly suggest some 

degree of insight into the significance of this moment—as does, perhaps, Jesus’s defense (19:40) of the 

propriety of their joyous behavior (see 3.1, above).  
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λέγων ὅτι εἰ ἔγνως ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ταύτῃ καὶ σὺ τὰ πρὸς εἰρήνην·  

νῦν δὲ ἐκρύβη ἀπὸ ὀφθαλμῶν σου.  

ὅτι ἥξουσιν ἡμέραι ἐπὶ σὲ καὶ παρεμβαλοῦσιν οἱ 

ἐχθροί σου χάρακά σοι καὶ περικυκλώσουσίν σε καὶ 

συνέξουσίν σε πάντοθεν, καὶ ἐδαφιοῦσίν σε καὶ τὰ 

τέκνα σου ἐν σοί, καὶ οὐκ ἀφήσουσιν λίθον ἐπὶ λίθον ἐν 

σοί,  

ἀνθ᾽ ὧν οὐκ ἔγνως τὸν καιρὸν τῆς ἐπισκοπῆς σου.  

 

On the one hand, Jesus’s opening words in this passage indicate that the “hiddenness” 

that prevents the city’s perception of “the things that make for peace”64 is a result of, 

and/or a component of, the experience of judgment toward which Jerusalem is moving 

(19:42). Thus, “the things that make for peace”—presumably, Jesus’s should-be-joy-

conducive arrival at the city (and/or a proper response to it) “on this day”—are “hidden” 

from the city’s eyes, and this is so precisely because of (ὅτι) the doom that awaits 

Jerusalem (19:42–43). The implication seems to be that prior offenses have led to the 

hiddenness of the present matter from the city, such that the hiddenness itself is punitive 

in some way.  

On the other hand, though, the closing lines of Jesus’s lament seem to suggest that 

the city’s imperceptivity (a result of the “hiddenness” of that which Jerusalem ought to 

perceive) also leads to judgment. From verse 44, one might infer that judgment is coming 

precisely because (ἀνθ᾽ ὧν) the city does not “know/recognize” (ἔγνως, see also 19:42) 

the “time of [its divine] visitation” as such (19:44). Taken together, these observations 

 

64 See also, e.g., Luke 2:14; Acts 10:36. 



 

609 

 

support the conclusion that Jerusalem’s abstention from the jubilation of the triumphal 

entry—an abstention that expresses the city’s nonrecognition of Jesus’s arrival as a 

would-be peace-bringing, (divine) visitation—both results from and leads to the city’s 

tragic experience of divine judgment (19:41–44; see also Luke 8:18; cf. 19:26).65  

Further disentangling the dialectical relationships between hiddenness, 

nonrecognition, and judgment in this passage would be not only theologically 

complicated but also well beyond my purposes here. Suffice it to say that Luke implies a 

negative appraisal of the city’s failure to perceive (and, by extension, its failure to rejoice 

over) Jesus’s arrival as what it is—i.e., the embodiment of a divine visitation that, given a 

proper response, might have led to peace. In this sense, one could describe the city’s 

joylessness as blameworthy. Alternatively, and perhaps more accurately, one might say 

something analogous to what was argued in chapter 1 with reference to Zechariah’s 

initial failure to rejoice: The city’s joylessness is not so much blameworthy in itself as it 

evinces a blameworthy (and joy-inhibiting) failing. Specifically, as discussed in chapter 

3, the inappropriate joylessness of Jerusalem in this passage reflects a failing in its 

responsiveness to Jesus and relatedly, to the Scriptures that Luke (and in some measure 

 

65 This is presumably an allusion, at least in part, to the devastation of AD 70; see also Luke 23:27–31. 

Significantly, on several occasions Acts flags characters’ blameworthy commission (or omission) of actions 

due to ignorance, sometimes with the fulfillment of Israel’s Scriptures among the named results. The 

problematic behavior is (partly?) excused by their former ignorance—without either their past behavior 

being deemed acceptable as such or their present need for repentance being denied. In each case, 

significantly, characters’ past errors are narrated in the course of extending a call to present 

repentance/response. See, e.g., Acts 3:13–26; 13:26–41; 17:30–31 (the last of these with a pagan audience). 
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also the crowd of jubilant disciples [19:37–38]) understand(s) as bearing witness to Jesus 

(see further in 3.3.1).  

In sum, Luke’s handling of the motif of hiddenness in 19:41–44 intersects with 

his handling of the joy motif in the triumphal entry so as to suggest that “hiddenness” can 

serve in Luke’s Gospel as a way to name epistemic limitations, which in their turn have 

emotional consequences66—including, in some cases, the inhibition of contextually 

appropriate joy. The other cases of hiddenness examined thus far—those related to 

Jesus’s second two predictions concerning his betrayal, death, and/or resurrection (9:45; 

18:34)—corroborate this claim. As Jerusalem could not perceive the “things that make 

for peace” and hence could not join in appropriate joy over Jesus’s royal arrival (19:42), 

so also the disciples do not enter into anticipatory joy over Jesus’s experience of 

reward/resurrection because, although he has told them what to expect, the import of his 

predictions has been “hidden” from them. They do not understand his words sufficiently 

to recognize in them a prompt to joy. Nor does the occurrence of Jesus’s resurrection lead 

to immediate understanding and hence rejoicing: rather, as noted above, the link between 

imperceptivity and joylessness continues into the closing chapter of Luke’s Gospel. 

4.3.1.3.3.2 Hiddenness on Easter 
 

While Jerusalem’s joy-inhibiting nonrecognition of Jesus’s royal approach comes 

shortly before the fulfillment of his predictions concerning his betrayal, death, and 

 

66 (To revert once again to the heuristic distinction made above.) 
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resurrection, the next case of indiscernibility that I will discuss instead follows the 

occurrence of these events. Even on Easter Sunday—i.e., after Jesus’s resurrection, the 

most directly joy-conducive component of his predictions, has already taken place—

Jesus’s adherents remain slow to enter into joy. Luke portrays this emotional limitation 

as, at least in part, due to their continued problems with perception. Within Luke 24, the 

motif of hiddenness comes to the fore especially in the road to Emmaus pericope (24:13–

35). When Jesus first catches up with Cleopas and his companion, the two travelers do 

not recognize the risen Lord as such, reportedly because “their eyes were held so that 

they might not recognize him” (οἱ δὲ ὀφθαλμοὶ αὐτῶν ἐκρατοῦντο τοῦ μὴ ἐπιγνῶναι 

αὐτόν, 24:16).67 How does this case of hiddenness fit into the interweaving of the motifs 

of joy(lessness) and hiddenness elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel?  

As a way into addressing this question, we should note several small but telling 

details in how Luke portrays this case of hiddenness. For one thing, in contrast to all of 

the cases treated above, this instance of imperception is described in a way that 

emphasizes the limitations of the would-be observers rather than the obscuration of that 

which would be observed.68 This may reflect the fact that the previously unthinkable 

thing has already happened: the Lord has indeed been raised from the dead. If the 

 

67 On the odd expression “eyes … were held,” see discussion in Wolter, who suggests possible influence 

from Hebrew or from an idiomatic Greek expression that amounts to a statement about “prevent[ing] 

someone from doing something” (Gospel, 2:550).  
68 Thus, as Parsons puts it, the problem is more “their ‘blindness’ than … some kind of polymorphic state 

of Jesus’ resurrected body” (Luke, 351, citing Foster).  
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disciples still cannot “see” this reality (and rejoice over it), the barrier to joy lies in their 

eyes rather than in any (epistemically and emotionally limiting) lack of experience.  

Also noteworthy is the wording of 24:16, which arguably suggests the purposeful 

inhibiting of their perception: “Their eyes were held in order that they might not 

recognize him” (οἱ δὲ ὀφθαλμοὶ αὐτῶν ἐκρατοῦντο τοῦ μὴ ἐπιγνῶναι αὐτόν, 24:16). 

Again, Luke does not make explicit just who is responsible for the disciples’ 

imperceptivity,69 nor does he here tell us what purpose it serves. It is not even entirely 

clear whether the travelers are to be blamed for their imperception, though Jesus’s 

perhaps scolding tone in 24:25 may suggest as much (see also 24:5–6; see also, e.g., Luke 

8:18).70  

 

69 Scholars debate whether ἐκρατοῦντο here should be taken as a “divine passive.” I would agree with 

Fitzmyer that there is no indication of satanic involvement in the duo’s blindness (Gospel, 2:1558). 

Fitzmyer is less clear as to whether this should be taken as a divine passive (see Gospel, 2:1558, 1563), but 

Parsons takes it as such (Luke, 349), and Wolter thinks that a divine passive interpretation is at least 

possible (Gospel, 2:550). Spencer, in contrast—though he registers the use of the divine passive in relation 

to earlier instances of hiddenness—sees the different (in his view, stronger) verb in 24:16 as grounds to 

question the fittingness of a “divine passive” in this context (Luke, 619). In Spencer’s judgment, the issue 

foregrounded by the narrative is more the travelers’ “self-inflicted turmoil,” i.e., their grief that is so intense 

as to have “‘seized’ their senses, effectively rendering them incapable of more accurate, positive 

appraisals” of the evidence before them (Spencer, Luke, 619; see also Green, Gospel, 845). Perhaps it is 

best to rest content with the ambiguity Luke has left in the narrative at this point, but if forced to articulate 

a judgment, I would side with Inselmann in her proposal that this is a divine passive but one that also 

allows at once for both human culpability and the exercise of the divine will (“menschliche Schuld und 

göttliche Fügung zugleich” [Freude, 372n26]). 
70 Even if Jesus’s tone may imply a degree of rebuke, it is interesting to observe that neither when they fail 

to grasp Jesus’s earlier predictions nor when they struggle to come to terms with Jesus’s resurrection on 

Easter do the disciples in Luke 24 receive the sort of punitive confirmatory sign typified by Zechariah’s 

muteness in Luke 1. 



 

613 

 

Whatever the moral charge of their joylessness, though, this emotional state does 

at least prove temporary in the case of Cleopas and his companion. After Jesus has 

instructed them about the things concerning himself in Scripture and then joined them at 

table, he blesses and breaks the bread and distributes it to them, and suddenly the eyes of 

Cleopas and his companion “were opened, and they recognized him” (αὐτῶν δὲ 

διηνοίχθησαν οἱ ὀφθαλμοὶ καὶ ἐπέγνωσαν αὐτόν), just prior to his disappearance (24:31). 

The passive voice (διηνοίχθησαν) again leaves open multiple possible interpretations of 

the agent of their eyes’ opening, although in this context a divine passive seems most 

likely. For my purposes here, the key point is that this (re)new(ed) vision facilitates 

jubilation—at least, eventually. Cleopas and his companion return with haste to 

Jerusalem, where (after a few further developments) Jesus’s adherents finally manage to 

rejoice for the first time since his crucifixion (24:41).  

4.3.2 Moving into Easter Joy: Joy-Conducive Divine Initiative and the 

Conditions that Enable a Joyful Response to It  

When Jesus’s followers at last rejoice, they can do so because that over which 

they (should and ultimately do) rejoice is no longer “hidden” from their eyes. Stated 

positively, their eyes are now “opened” to perceive the joy-conducive circumstance of 

Jesus’s resurrection, as well as its coherence—together with preceding events—with the 

witness of Israel’s Scriptures (see also 24:31–32). Just how does their epistemic-

emotional transformation come to pass, though? Further, what might the answer to this 
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query about Luke 24 mean for the larger question of which conditions facilitate joy-

according-to-Luke? It is to these issues that I now turn, examining in more detail the 

several factors that eventually enable Jesus’s followers to enter into joy on Easter 

Sunday.  

As a point of departure, we should note that Jesus’s resurrection itself is the 

essential precondition for the Lukan disciples’ experience of Easter joy. Considered from 

one angle, this claim can hardly be controversial. Within Luke’s narrative world, it is safe 

to say that had there been no resurrection, there would have been no rejoicing over the 

resurrection, or indeed over the rest of Jesus’s story as reinterpreted in light of this event 

and the further instruction that followed it. This point may seem obvious enough, but the 

obvious is in this case worth stating—as are the less obvious ways in which both Jesus’s 

resurrection itself and the resurrection’s connection to joy depend on several other 

components of the life of discipleship.  

Prominent among these are the occurrence of God’s joy-conducive action—in this 

case, specifically God’s action in raising Jesus from the dead (4.3.2.1). However, as 

already discussed, after the resurrection has occurred, the disciples do not immediately 

rejoice. This suggests that God’s action in bringing the resurrection to pass may be a 

necessary but not sufficient condition for Easter joy. If they are to enter into jubilation in 

response to Jesus’s resurrection, Jesus’s followers will need to come to a joy-facilitating 

knowledge and (re)interpretation of this seemingly impossible turn of events—and, 
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indeed, of the whole course of events that began with Jesus’s betrayal and led through his 

death to his resurrection.  

Given that none of Jesus’s followers directly observes his resurrection as it 

happens, the motif of “witness” plays a key part in making possible the disciples’ 

movement into joy on Easter Sunday (4.3.2.2). It is at first through the word of angelic 

and then human witnesses that Jesus’s adherents learn of the surprising work of God in 

raising him from the dead (24:5–7, 9).71 Testimony to the resurrection thus gives the 

disciples’ their initial (albeit indirect) access to knowledge of this event, potentially 

enabling their joy over it. However, angelic and human testimony concerning the 

occurrence of the resurrection—and indeed, concerning the “(divine) necessity” not only 

of this event but also of Jesus’s preceding suffering and death (24:7)—also does not 

immediately lead Jesus’s followers to rejoice, even if such testimony does play a role in 

transforming them from downcast doubters (24:11, 17) into people who are receptive to 

the additional conditions that eventually enable their jubilation.  

Before they can come to a joy-conducive understanding and acceptance of 

testimony to God’s action of raising Jesus from the dead, the disciples must experience a 

renewal of their faith and a (re)orientation of their hope—especially concerning Israel’s 

 

71 Although the motif of witness figures more prominently in Acts, this theme begins to play an important 

role already in Luke 24, including in relation to joy (24:52). This is not to deny that there are significant 

differences between the witness-bearing in Luke 24 and that which occurs (largely at a later salvation-

historical moment) in Acts.  
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Scriptures and the Messiah to whom those Scriptures bear witness. As will be further 

discussed below, the risen Lord himself catalyzes the needed transformation in their 

thinking-and-feeling through revelatory hermeneutical instruction (4.3.2.3).  

All of these conditions—together with the risen Lord’s own recognized, 

embodied presence—finally facilitate joy in the community of Jesus’s followers on 

Easter Sunday (24:41). In short, as elsewhere in Luke-Acts, fostering joy in Luke 24 

turns out to be an indirect process. Joy on Easter arises through the coincidence of a 

number of joy-conducive conditions, such as the occurrence and would-be-joyful 

characters’ awareness and correct interpretation of divine action; faith(fulness)/trust; 

responsiveness to Jesus; the (re)interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures; and the proper 

directing of hope. Consistent with my findings thus far concerning the links between 

Lukan joy, God’s gracious action, and “the whole of life well-lived,”72 these factors 

together73 enable Jesus’s formerly “downcast” (σκυθρωποί, 24:17) followers to end the 

Gospel of Luke with “great joy” (24:52; see 4.4). 

 

72 Quoting here a comment made by Matthew Croasmun in his interview with Harold Attridge, “Theology 

of Joy.” See discussion in the introduction, above.  
73 Each of the conditions for joy that I have just mentioned is intricately related to the others in Luke 24’s 

presentation of the disciples’ movement into Easter joy. For the sake of simplicity, however, I will here 

treat these joy-conducive factors one or two at a time, in an effort to build a thick cumulative description of 

the conditions that lead to joy-according-to-Luke following Jesus’s resurrection from the dead. Even when 

not focusing specifically on joy, commentators often observe the interconnectedness of various means of 

revelation in this final chapter of Luke’s Gospel. With respect to the interpretation of Scripture and 

encounter with the risen Lord, for example, see Johnson, Gospel, 399. One could of course highlight other 

conditions for joy in Luke 24, in addition to or instead of those on which I have chosen to focus. Another 

noteworthy aspect of the movement into Easter joy, for instance—also helpfully highlighted by Johnson—
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4.3.2.1 Making Easter Joy a Possibility: Divine Action that Brings about the 

Circumstances Needed for (Easter) Joy  

In hope of tracing Jesus’s followers’ halting entry into joy on Easter Sunday, this 

and the following several subsections will examine each of the joy-conducive factors 

noted above in more detail, beginning with the need for divine initiative to bring about 

the joyous circumstance of Jesus’s resurrection. As mentioned, although the bare fact of 

Jesus’s resurrection does not in itself lead to joy on Easter Sunday, this event is a 

necessary condition for that joy. The rest of the conditions that eventually enable Jesus’s 

followers to rejoice in Luke 24—factors such as testimony to the resurrection, the 

reorientation of their faith and hope, and the embodied hermeneutical instruction 

provided by the risen Lord himself—all spring from and unfold in light of the prior event 

of Jesus’s resurrection. Of course, the trouble is that Jesus’s restoration to no-longer-

mortal life (Acts 13:34) itself appears, prima facie, to be a sheer impossibility. The 

seeming impossibility of the event that makes Easter joy possible in turn underscores in 

this case the need for divine action to facilitate joy. 

Aside from the generally observed reality that dead people tend to remain dead, 

the apparent impossibility of Jesus’s resurrection becomes clearer in view of two further 

 

 

is the communal dimension of this jubilation. The disciples’ slow movement into joy occurs in a 

community and in some sense helps to form that community as such (see Johnson, Gospel, 399; see also 

the work of Paul J. Bernadicou, e.g., “Christian Community according to Luke,” Worship 44.4 (1970): 

205–19).  
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considerations drawn from the narrative of Luke-Acts. First, to the extent that anything 

even remotely like Jesus’s resurrection has occurred earlier in Luke’s Gospel, it has been 

precisely Jesus himself who has brought it to pass (7:11–17; 8:49–56). On Easter, 

however, it is Jesus who needs to be raised from the dead. Who is going to raise him? 

True, in Luke’s second volume (as in Israel’s scriptural traditions), others do sometimes 

play a part in bringing people back to life.74 However, all other cases of restored life—

including those worked by Jesus—appear to involve renewed mortal life.  

This brings me to a second complication in Jesus’s case. As mentioned above, the 

fact that Jesus’s resurrection is followed by his ascension to God’s right hand75 

underscores that Jesus’s new life is no longer mortal according to Luke (e.g., Acts 2:22–

36; 13:32–37, esp. 13:34). Although Acts hints that Jesus’s resurrection is in this respect 

an anticipation of what God will ultimately do also in other cases (e.g., Acts 26:6–8, 22–

23; see also 23:6–8; 24:14–15), it remains true that Jesus’s resurrection is, up to this point 

in the Lukan account of salvation history, quite simply unprecedented.76 Within Acts, 

non-Jewish characters find the very idea of such a resurrection unintelligible or at least 

puzzling, whether laughably or intriguingly so (Acts 17:18–20, 32). For their parts, 

 

74 In the OT, see for example 1 Kings 17:17–24 and 2 Kings 4:18–37; in Luke-Acts, see for example Acts 

9:40 and 20:9–12.  
75 See esp. Luke 24:50–51; Acts 1:9–10; 7:56. 
76 Whatever one is to make (and whatever Luke may have made) of occasional reports in Israel’s Scriptures 

of people being caught up to heaven without experiencing death (e.g., Enoch [Gen 5:24]; Elijah [2 Kgs 

2:11]), these cases are not parallel to Jesus’s in that they do not involve death followed by resurrection to 

immortal life.  
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Jewish characters disagree over whether such a resurrection, or indeed any sort of 

resurrection, is or is not part of Israel’s hope (e.g., Acts 23:6–8). Those Jews who do 

think that resurrection is part of God’s redemptive purposes also assume that this is the 

sort of event that will come about specifically through God’s own working (Acts 26:8; 

see also, e.g., 17:31). With this observation, we return to the primary point of the present 

subsection: Jesus’s resurrection, the event that makes Easter joy a possibility in Luke’s 

narrative, itself depends on God’s action.  

Put differently, such a seemingly impossible joy-conducive event as Jesus’s 

resurrection to no-longer-mortal life could only occur at the initiative of the God for 

whom, as Gabriel tells Mary, not a single thing will be impossible (Luke 1:37; cf. Gen 

18:14).77 Luke’s grammar in describing Jesus’s resurrection corroborates this point.78 As 

often noted, multiple passages grammatically underscore God’s role in Jesus’s 

resurrection, either by making God the subject of the verbs for raising Jesus from the 

 

77 Again, for Luke, God is at work in more “ordinary” joyous circumstances, too. My point is simply that 

Jesus’s resurrection requires divine initiative more obviously than would many other joy-conducive 

circumstances, such as the growth of an abundant harvest (cf. Acts 14:17).  
78 So do the closing verses of the Gospel: as Inselmann points out, it is telling that the disciples (who have 

“great joy”) spend their time praising God in the temple following Jesus’s departure: “Vor allem wird 

durch diesen Kontext … deutlich, wodurch die Jünger ihre Freude begründet sehen (Kausalattribution): 

Gottes Handeln bildet das Objekt der Freude, sodass sich die Lobpreisgebeten im Temple an ihn richten” 

(Freude, 386). She notes that their ability to rejoice over this appropriate object reflects also the influence 

of Jesus’s teaching (cf. 10:20; see Inselmann, Freude, 386). On this post-ascension joy, see further below 

(4.4). 
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dead or else by describing Jesus’s resurrection using a (“divine”) passive verb.79 Together 

with the narrative evidence surveyed thus far, these verses highlight a core condition for 

Easter joy: namely, God’s gracious action to bring about the relevant joy-conducive 

circumstances—in this case, Jesus’s once-for-all resurrection from the dead.80 

At the same time, to reiterate a point made above, this necessary condition for 

Easter joy does not prove sufficient, on its own, to facilitate Jesus’s followers’ rejoicing. 

To the contrary: on Easter as elsewhere in Luke-Acts, the mere occurrence of divinely 

orchestrated joy-conducive circumstances does not always lead to “successfully” 

achieved and narratively affirmed jubilation. Other conditions for joy-according-to-Luke 

also play a part in bringing about (right81) rejoicing. In the specific context of Easter 

 

79 E.g., Luke 9:22; 24:5, 34; Acts 2:24, 32; 3:15; 4:10; 5:30; 10:40; 13:30, 37; 13:33, 34; 17:31. See also 

Acts13:37; 26:8. Disagreeing with those who take the passive voice of ἐγερθή in 24:5 in an intransitive 

sense, Fitzmyer proposes a divine passive interpretation here as well, since “elsewhere Luke clearly 

ascribes the resurrection of Jesus to ‘God’ (using the act. of egeirein in Acts 3:15; 4:10; 5:30; 10:40; 13:30, 

37) rather than to Jesus’ self-activity” (Gospel, 2:1545, italics original). The verb in 24:5 is likewise taken 

as a divine passive by Wolter, Gospel, 2:543, among others. On the christological significance of the 

passive ἠγέρθη in 24:34, see also Rowe, Early Narrative Christology, 187.  
80 To reiterate a point made above, though the seemingly impossible character of Jesus’s resurrection may 

make the need for divine action esp. palpable with reference to Easter joy, it is also true that in Luke-Acts 

God’s gracious action sets the stage for (all) rejoicing by bringing about circumstances conducive to the 

performance of joy, whether through creation or through redemption/new creation. N. T. Wright makes a 

similar observation in his overview of joy in Israel’s Scriptures and related traditions:  

The great divine action that produces victory over evil and rescue for God’s people will be a 

mixture of new covenant (restoration after exile) and new creation (fresh harvests, producing 

bodily restoration); and both will cause joy. Indeed—though there are many ways of saying the 

same thing at this point—one could say that the covenantal actions of Israel’s God produce 

creational results. History and harvest go closely together (“Joy,” 44, emphasis original).  
81 In fact, as seen above in chapters 2 and 3, Luke’s narrative also makes abundantly clear that God’s joy-

conducive gifts can be misused in ways that allow for a sort of rejoicing that is (experientially) real but (in 

Luke’s view) wrong. Such “joy” comes at the cost of obscuring joy-conducive gifts’ testimony to God and 
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Sunday, if Jesus’s followers are to rejoice over his resurrection, they will need not only 

the fact of its divinely wrought occurrence but also their own knowledge of this event and 

their recognition of this development—understood in conjunction with the suffering and 

death that preceded it—as indeed a joyous turn of events, however disorientingly 

unexpected it may be.  

4.3.2.2 Angelic (and Human) Testimony Fosters Openness to the Conditions that 

Lead to Joy on Easter  

Turning to consider the several factors that together allow for first awareness and 

then joy-conducive (re)interpretation of God’s surprising action of raising Jesus from the 

dead, it makes sense to begin with the role of testimony. After all, like the other canonical 

evangelists, Luke does not describe the event of the resurrection, nor does he indicate that 

any of Jesus’s followers were present to observe its occurrence for themselves. Jesus’s 

resurrection evidently happens in the narrative gap between Luke 23:56 and Luke 24:1, 

while none of his adherents are at the tomb. This creates an obvious possible obstacle to 

the epistemic-emotional transformation that the disciples need to undergo if they are to 

enter into Easter joy (cf. 4.3.1). Had the disciples never learned that Jesus’s resurrection 

 

 

perverting the proper joy that these gifts ought to have brought. One thinks, for example, of Lazarus’s rich 

neighbor (see 2.5, above). 
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had indeed happened, then presumably they would not have come to rejoice over this 

event and its implications, notwithstanding God’s having brought the resurrection to pass.  

Of course, Jesus’s followers do find out about this shocking instance of joy-

conducive divine action, but they learn about it (at first) indirectly: through the testimony 

of others.82 Interestingly—and contrary to what one might expect, given the importance 

of witness in Acts and already in Jesus’s description of his followers’ mission in Luke 

24:48—hearing testimony concerning the occurrence and import of Jesus’s resurrection 

does not lead Jesus’s followers directly to joy.83 As far as Luke tells us, even the 

testimony of witnesses as trustworthy as angels does not immediately prompt the 

jubilation of those who first hear that Jesus has been raised.84 What the testimony of the 

angels (and later others—ultimately including Jesus himself) does accomplish, however, 

is to foster receptivity to the other conditions that, in conjunction with God’s joy-

conducive action, ultimately do enable the disciples to rejoice on Easter Sunday (24:41, 

52).  

 

 

82 As noted above, the role of witness in facilitating Easter joy foreshadows the prominence of the witness 

motif in Acts. Though witness and joy are not connected in Acts as frequently as one might anticipate, they 

are sometimes at least implicitly linked. See, for example, the several passages in which proclaiming the 

good news about Jesus, including specifically his resurrection, plays a part in facilitating joy (e.g., Acts 

8:5–12 [joy term in 8:8]; 8:35–39 [joy term in 8:39]. See also Acts 13:46–48 [joy term in 13:48]). 
83 Similarly Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1543, though with a focus on faith rather than joy per se.  
84 Not even when they are reminded that both this resurrection and his preceding experiences of betrayal 

and crucifixion were somehow “necessary,” just as Jesus foretold! (Luke 24:5–7; cf. Matt 28:8; see further 

below). 
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4.3.2.2.1 Angelic Witness and the Women’s Joy(lessness?) at the Tomb 

 

As I have already alluded to, the first to bear witness to Jesus’s resurrection after 

its occurrence are two men in shining attire—angels, it turns out (24:23)—whom certain 

women find at Jesus’s tomb on Easter morning (24:1–7). The women have come looking 

for Jesus’s (presumed-to-be-dead) body in hope of anointing it (23:56–24:4). Instead, 

they find these luminous figures who proceed to address them. Before launching into 

direct testimony concerning Jesus’s resurrection, the angels prime the women to receive 

their witness by posing a question that already gestures in this direction: “Why do you 

seek the living one with the dead ones?” (24:5).85 The query is of course laced with 

dramatic irony, insofar as the women had no idea that they were seeking someone who is 

alive. Without pausing for the bewildered women to figure out a response to the opening 

question, the angels provide their own further clarification, testifying that the one whom 

the women are seeking—i.e., Jesus, “the living one”—“is not here, but rather is risen” 

(24:5–6).  

In response to this news, one might expect the women to burst into jubilation. 

They seem to have all of the raw materials for entering into joy. Jesus has been raised 

from the dead, and they now know about it. They have observed the absence of his body 

from the tomb in which they saw it laid (23:55), and a pair of angels has explained this 

 

85 Wolter notes that it is conventional for the one who appears in such an appearance scene to begin “with a 

rhetorical ‘why’ question, the intention of which consists in reproaching the behavior of the respective 

addressees” (Gospel, 2:542; see references there; see also 2:564 [on Luke 24:38]).  
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perplexing situation to them in no uncertain terms. Moreover, angels are consistently 

reliable characters in Luke-Acts—so much so that doubting an angelic message can be a 

punishable offense, as illustrated by Zechariah’s case in Luke 1:18–20 (see chapter 1, 

above). In keeping with scriptural mandates concerning the need for multiple witnesses in 

certain legal contexts, Luke’s mention of two angels at the tomb may serve still further to 

underscore the reliability of this particular angelic message.86 

Nevertheless, despite seeing that Jesus is indeed not there and hearing the angels’ 

good news concerning the explanation for this state of affairs, the women do not 

immediately rejoice. Or at least, unlike Matthew (28:8), Luke makes no explicit mention 

of such a joyful response to the angels’ testimony.87 How much weight should one put on 

Luke’s reticence concerning the women’s emotional reaction, though?88 In my judgment, 

 

86 Cf., e.g., Deuteronomy 19:15; however, Wolter points out that such a legal explanation may not help us 

much here, given that “the women are located in a tomb and not before a court” (Gospel, 2:542). The pair 

of messengers in the tomb are initially called “men” (ἄνδρες, 24:4), but the description of their flashing 

attire implies their angelic status (24:4), which is later confirmed (24:23). Cf. Mark’s account, which 

mentions just one “young man” in white garb (16:5); Matthew’s, which notes one angel (28:2–5); and 

John’s, in which (as in Luke) there are two angels, though these are mentioned somewhat later in the 

narrative than in Luke’s account (John 20:12). As others have noted, two angelic or otherwise 

“otherworldly” figures appear at several other key points in Luke-Acts (e.g., Elijah and Moses at the 

transfiguration and two angels after Jesus’s ascension in Acts; note also that although Gabriel appears 

alone, he appears twice in Luke 1). See, e.g., the discussion in Parsons, Luke, 155. 
87 See also Conver’s discussion of how Lukan redaction affects the emotional overtones of the scene (with 

regard to fear and joy) in comparison with the Markan parallel (“The Portrayal,” 65–66) 
88 Some scholars suggest that the women already believe the angelic message in 24:8, setting them apart 

from the unbelieving male disciples (see, e.g., Spencer, Luke, 615; Johnson, Gospel, 391; and González, 

Luke, 273). I tend, with Wolter, to think that the women’s faith or lack thereof is not clearly thematized one 

way or another in 24:8, and given subsequent narrative developments, we probably should not assume that 

they have faith here. After all, “[t]he certainty of the resurrection of Jesus comes solely from direct 

encounter with the risen one (cf. vv.31, 34, 36ff), which creates witnesses, and then later from the 

proclamation of this eyewitness” (Wolter, Gospel, 2:543). The women have not at this point encountered 
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a narrative analysis of joy and what facilitates it in Luke-Acts is best served if one takes 

seriously Luke’s silence on this point. In particular, the women’s unmarked emotional 

state as they leave the Jesus-less tomb implicitly positions them as the first of multiple 

Lukan characters who are slow to enter into joy following Jesus’s resurrection.  

4.3.2.2.1.1 Objection and Response: Narrative Analysis, Lukan Redaction, and the 

Women’s Response to Angelic Witness at the Tomb 

 

Admittedly, an objection might be raised at this point—based, in part, on my 

previous arguments in this very study. Someone might protest that Luke’s omission of 

explicit commentary on the women’s emotional reaction to the angels’ witness does not 

necessarily rule out the possibility that the women should be understood as having 

experienced (unnamed) joy already in Luke 24:1–12, perhaps alongside other emotions 

(cf. Luke 24:41; Matt 28:8). After all, as I argued at length with reference to Zechariah’s 

Benedictus (Luke 1:67–79), joy may be—and in Luke-Acts sometimes is—conveyed 

narratively, even without the use of specific joy vocabulary.89 In the same vein, could it 

not be that narrative clues imply the women’s rejoicing as they leave the tomb, 

notwithstanding the absence of any direct commentary denoting their joy?  

 

 

the risen Lord. Even if we do take them to have faith in 24:8, however, this does not necessarily imply 

immediate rejoicing—as illustrated already in Luke 1 by trusting Mary’s delay in joy (see above, 1.3). 

Regarding whether we can infer specifically joy in the women at some point in Luke 24:1–12, see further 

below.  
89 See 1.2.1.3 and scholarship cited there. 
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Some of the evidence in Luke 24:1–12 could indeed be interpreted along these 

lines. The event of which the women are told is clearly one that Luke views as joy-

conducive (e.g., 24:41). In addition, Luke’s positive characterization of these women 

might seem to suggest that they would be likely to respond to joy-conducive 

circumstances with fitting jubilation. As highlighted above, at least some of these women 

have already demonstrated receptivity—and what is more, self-sacrificing faithfulness—

to Jesus during his earthly ministry (8:1–3; cf. 24:10). Through their devotion to Jesus’s 

dead body (23:55–24:1), they also evince specifically receptivity-to-Jesus-in-the-face-of-

persecution, both his past and their own potential future experience of persecution. Both 

before and after Jesus’s death,90 then, these women demonstrate the sort of persevering 

receptivity that fosters appropriate joy elsewhere in Luke-Acts (see, e.g., Luke 6:22–23; 

8:13–15; Acts 5:41; 13:50–52).  

Further, after receiving the angelic testimony, the women immediately—and even 

(as far as Luke notes91) without explicit command—pass this information along to Jesus’s 

other followers (24:9; see also 24:22–23). The women’s unprompted testifying arguably 

suggests their faith in the angelic message; if so, then they seem to have one of the very 

conditions for joy that, as will be discussed below, Jesus himself will later highlight as 

necessary for a proper response to his resurrection (see 24:25). Moreover, the women’s 

 

90 While Jesus is hanging on the cross, Luke portrays these women as among those who stand far off from 

the Lord (see 23:49). 
91 Cf. Mark 16:7; Matt 28:7, 10. 
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act of eager witnessing might also be interpreted as accentuating their continued (joy-

conducive?) receptivity toward Jesus after they have discovered his absence from the 

tomb. One could even speculate that these women’s evident eagerness to pass along the 

angelic word suggests positively charged excitement, perhaps springing from (or in some 

other way tied to) unnamed joy.92  

However, while these narrative considerations do carry some weight, the 

objection raised above should not be pressed further than the evidence warrants. The data 

just reviewed support the relatively circumscribed claim that (at least some of) the 

conditions are right for joy when the women depart from the tomb on Easter Sunday. 

Whether the women in fact do rejoice is another question. As we have found in relation 

to several characters earlier in Luke’s narrative (e.g., Zechariah; see chapter 1), the 

presence of one or more conditions that could/should lead to joy by no means guarantees 

that a person in fact does rejoice. All sorts of complications can divert or inhibit 

rejoicing, ranging from the misdirection of hope to a failure in faith to the nonrecognition 

of joy-conducive circumstances as such. Since joy does not always come easily where 

one might initially expect it in Luke-Acts, we should not be too quick to insert joy into 

 

92 Reading between the lines of Luke’s narrative, one might further speculate that the other Jesus-followers’ 

dismissive evaluation of the women’s message as “nonsense” (λῆρος, 24:11; cf. 24:22) may in part evince 

the (gendered?) judgment that these women are simply too (joyfully?) excited to be credible (cf. Acts 

12:14).  
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the narrative’s silence regarding the women’s emotional reaction to Jesus’s absence from 

the tomb and the angelic witness concerning this state of affairs.  

Furthermore, upon closer examination, the narrative evidence for implied joy in 

Luke 24:1–12 proves much weaker than it is in the case of (to return again to an earlier 

example) Zechariah’s Benedictus. As argued in chapter 1, Zechariah’s prophetic blessing 

provides the final opportunity for narrated fulfillment of the angelic prediction that the 

aged priest will have joy (1:14). Either Zechariah’s speech in Luke 1:67–79 evinces joy 

or else Luke never resolves the narrative tension that, as De Long points out, arises from 

the disconnection between Gabriel’s words in 1:14 and the absence of clear narrative 

indicators of the priest’s ensuing jubilation.93 In contrast, no similarly overt narrative 

tension would be redressed by the women rejoicing as they leave the tomb in Luke 24. 

The Lukan Jesus does predict his death and resurrection, but he does not explicitly 

predict his followers’ subsequent joy so as to set up the expectation of their jubilation in 

response to the angels’ explanation for his absence from the tomb (cf. John 16:19–22). It 

may seem psychologically plausible that the women would rejoice under such 

circumstances, but the narrative itself does not strongly pressure us to draw that 

inference.  

To be sure, neither does Luke 24:1–12 thematize the women’s joylessness per se. 

However, consideration of the narrative context, together with a brief foray into synoptic 

 

93 See De Long, Surprised, esp. 174–78.  
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comparison, will corroborate the proposal that we should not overlook Luke’s silence 

concerning the women’s emotions as they leave the tomb. Earlier in the scene, Luke 

shows more concern for the women’s emotional state and its development than do either 

of the other Synoptic evangelists.94 In Luke 24:4, for instance, the narrator remarks on the 

women’s affectively fraught reaction to the absence of Jesus’s body from the tomb: they 

are “perplexed” (ἀπορέω, 24:4). Then, when they see the angelic figures, the women’s 

emotional state shifts to one of “fear” (ἔμφοβος, 24:5)—in keeping, of course, with 

conventional portrayals of responses to angelophanies elsewhere in Luke-Acts and in 

Israel’s Scriptures. Though Luke’s oft-noted tendency to vary his diction should keep us 

from putting too much emphasis on the shift in emotion terms between 24:4 and 24:5, his 

use of two differently charged affective words here may be significant, insofar as it draws 

attention to developments in the women’s unfolding, emotionally fraught experiences 

(24:4–5).  

Synoptic comparison of the relevant verses brings into sharper relief Luke’s 

attention to developments in the women’s emotional response as they first arrive at the 

tomb:  

 

94 For further analysis of the cognitive-affective process depicted here in Luke’s Gospel and the interplay of 

explicitly named and narratively described affect-characterizations (“Affektcharakterisierung,” Freude, 

370), see Inselmann, Freude, 369–71, esp. 369–70n17. Inselmann also points out the occurrence of a joy 

term also in John 20:20 (Freude, 367).  



 

630 

 

Table 35: Initial Emotions at the Tomb 

 

Matthew 28:4–5 Mark 16:5–6 Luke 24:4–5 

ἀπὸ δὲ τοῦ φόβου αὐτοῦ 

[i.e, of the angel, 28:2–3] 

ἐσείσθησαν οἱ τηροῦντες 

καὶ ἐγενήθησαν ὡς 

νεκροί. Ἀποκριθεὶς δὲ ὁ 

ἄγγελος εἶπεν ταῖς 

γυναιξίν· μὴ φοβεῖσθε 

ὑμεῖς, οἶδα γὰρ ὅτι Ἰησοῦν 

τὸν ἐσταυρωμένον 

ζητεῖτε·  

 

 

 

Καὶ εἰσελθοῦσαι εἰς τὸ 

μνημεῖον εἶδον νεανίσκον 

καθήμενον ἐν τοῖς δεξιοῖς 

περιβεβλημένον στολὴν 

λευκήν, καὶ 

ἐξεθαμβήθησαν. ὁ δὲ λέγει 

αὐταῖς· μὴ ἐκθαμβεῖσθε· 

Ἰησοῦν ζητεῖτε τὸν 

Ναζαρηνὸν τὸν 

ἐσταυρωμένον· ἠγέρθη, 

οὐκ ἔστιν ὧδε· ἴδε ὁ τόπος 

ὅπου ἔθηκαν αὐτόν.  

 

καὶ ἐγένετο ἐν τῷ 

ἀπορεῖσθαι αὐτὰς περὶ 

τούτου καὶ ἰδοὺ ἄνδρες 

δύο ἐπέστησαν αὐταῖς ἐν 

ἐσθῆτι ἀστραπτούσῃ. 

ἐμφόβων δὲ γενομένων 

αὐτῶν καὶ κλινουσῶν τὰ 

πρόσωπα εἰς τὴν γῆν 

εἶπαν πρὸς αὐτάς· τί 

ζητεῖτε τὸν ζῶντα μετὰ 

τῶν νεκρῶν;  

 

 

 

Although all three Synoptic Gospels use emotion terms in these verses, they do not do so 

in quite the same ways. For instance, Mark’s repetition of ἐκθαμβέω makes clear that 

prior to hearing the explanation for Jesus’s absence from the tomb, the women had been 

experiencing the very trepidation that the (in Mark’s telling) young man at the tomb 

commands them to abandon (16:5–6). Although Mark does describe the women’s 

emotions using different terms later in the scene (16:8), the gist of their closing emotional 

response remains much the same as it had been in 16:5–6. They continue to experience 

variously named forms of fear (ἐκθαμβέομαι in 16:5–6, versus τρόμος, ἔκστασις, and 

φοβέομαι in 16:8). In Mark’s telling, then, the women undergo little emotional 

development over the course of the passage. For his part, Matthew remarks on the 

guards’ fear of the angel, but he does not explicitly name the women’s emotional state 
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when they encounter this figure. The angelic command that the women not fear (28:5) 

may imply that they were previously afraid, but Matthew offers no direct commentary on 

the women’s emotions until they leave the tomb with “fear and great joy” in 28:8. As a 

result, we do not get as clear a sense of changes in their emotional response as we find in 

Luke’s account, although we do end up with a more emotionally complex picture of their 

reaction than that which Mark offers. Meanwhile, as argued above, Luke shows relatively 

greater concern to observe the women’s shifting emotional states early in the scene, 

marking their movement from perplexity over the opened and Jesus-less tomb into fear at 

the sight of the angels (Luke 24:4–5).  

Luke’s attention to this earlier emotional change renders his silence about the 

women’s emotion(s) following the angelic testimony all the more striking (24:9).95 

Unlike Matthew—who, as just noted, describes the women as leaving the tomb “with fear 

and great joy” (μετὰ φόβου καὶ χαρᾶς μεγάλης, Matt 28:8; cf. Luke 24:41, 52)—and also 

unlike Mark, who underscores only the women’s fear (Mark 16:8), Luke does not 

comment at all on the women’s emotions after they hear the angelic message: 

 

95 Wolter observes that, unlike Matthew and Mark, “Luke leaves open how the women leave the tomb” 

(Gospel, 2:543, emphasis original)—i.e., in what manner/emotional state. 
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Table 36: Emotions while Leaving the Tomb 

 

Matthew 28:8 Mark 16:8 Luke 24:9 

Καὶ ἀπελθοῦσαι ταχὺ  

ἀπὸ τοῦ μνημείου  

μετὰ  

φόβου καὶ χαρᾶς μεγάλης 

ἔδραμον  

ἀπαγγεῖλαι τοῖς μαθηταῖς 

αὐτοῦ. 

Καὶ ἐξελθοῦσαι ἔφυγον  

ἀπὸ τοῦ μνημείου,  

εἶχεν γὰρ αὐτὰς  

τρόμος καὶ ἔκστασις·  

 

καὶ οὐδενὶ οὐδὲν εἶπαν·  

 

 

ἐφοβοῦντο γάρ. 

 

Καὶ ὑποστρέψασαι  

ἀπὸ τοῦ μνημείου  

 

 

 

ἀπήγγειλαν ταῦτα πάντα 

τοῖς ἕνδεκα καὶ πᾶσιν τοῖς 

λοιποῖς.  

 

 

Given that Luke is not otherwise chary of commenting on (and even noting changes in) 

the women’s emotions in this scene, and given Luke’s widely recognized tendency to 

thematize joy at many points in his narrative, his synoptically unique omission of any 

emotion-related vocabulary in 24:9 should be taken seriously.96 After all, Luke does 

name joy as a response at key moments later in the passage (24:41, 52). I will examine 

those cases of narratively marked rejoicing below. At present, my point is simply that we 

 

96 I thus differ here from Inselmann, who maintains that although the narrative stops directly commenting 

on the women’s emotions/affects, we can infer from their actions that they are most likely joyful: 

“Allerdings ist Freude als Motivation besonders wahrscheinlich” (Freude, 370, emphasis original). She 

bases this inference in part on the contrast between Luke’s description of the women and the 

actions/feelings of the women at this point in Mark’s Gospel (Freude, 370). While I would agree that the 

Lukan women’s action expresses some kind of strong emotion (cf. Inselmann, Freude, 370–71)—and, 

moreover, that this emotion is not so “negative” as what is reported by Mark—I am not sure that we should 

assume that this strong, witness-prompting emotion is specifically joy. The case would be different if, for 

example, the angelic figures at the tomb had commanded the women to rejoice or if there were some other 

clear narrative cues to interpret their urgent witnessing as jubilant. For my part, I do not take such narrative 

evidence as we have as an unambiguous prod toward interpreting the women’s behavior as jubilant in Luke 

24:1–12. Inselmann is not, however, alone in her judgment regarding the women’s joy; for instance, Story 

refers to their “spontaneous and joyous proclamation to the eleven males” (Joyous, 119). 
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would do well not to infer joy’s unmarked presence in Luke 24:1–12—unless, perhaps, 

narrative analysis clearly pushes us in that direction. 

4.3.2.2.1.2 The Narrative Effects of Joy’s Absence in Luke 24:1–12 

 

Quite to the contrary, however, narrative analysis supports my proposal that we 

ought not to assume joy in this passage. The observations derived above from synoptic 

comparison take on still greater weight when one recognizes that Luke’s silence about 

joy in 24:1–12 serves a particular function in his larger portrayal of appropriate joy and 

the conditions that lead to it on Easter Sunday—a function that would be obscured if we 

assumed joy’s presence when the women leave the tomb, where no joy is explicitly noted 

or clearly implied.  

As I have already noted, Jesus’s adherents—presumably including these women 

(cf. Acts 1:14)—do eventually rejoice following his resurrection (Luke 24:41, 52; Acts 

2:46). However, the fact that his followers do not do so immediately upon hearing of his 

resurrection seems to be one of the emphases of Luke 24, which painstakingly limns 

Jesus’s adherents’ protracted, somewhat faltering movement into joy on Easter Sunday. If 

the women at the tomb were an exception to this pattern—that is, if readers were to 

understand that these women, unlike Jesus’s other followers, responded with joy 

immediately upon hearing the good news of his resurrection—then one would expect the 

narrative to make that point more explicitly. Doing so would have had the effect of 

setting up a contrast between these quickly jubilant women and the rest of Jesus’s (slow-
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to-rejoice) followers. Instead, by allowing the women to receive reliable testimony 

concerning the joy-conducive event of the resurrection and yet not indicating that the 

women immediately rejoice, Luke positions these women as the first in a series of similar 

cases of characters who are slow to rejoice on Easter Sunday.97 

The women thus initiate a pattern that is repeated later in the narrative of Luke 24. 

That pattern has a powerful rhetorical edge, moreover, sharpening Luke’s portrayal of the 

conditions that finally do lead to Easter joy. In the women’s case as with others elsewhere 

in the chapter, Luke’s narrative leads to the brink of an appropriately joyful response to 

Jesus’s resurrection only to draw back from it, postponing the satisfaction of the readerly 

expectations thus created (see, for example, 24:32, discussed below). This narrative 

strategy has the effect of heightening readers’ sense of anticipation in awaiting 

 

97 Cf. Karl Allen Kuhn’s discussion of three “threshold moments” in Luke 24 (Heart, 33–35; see also 

Kuhn, “The Power,” 181–82). Kuhn explains “threshold moments” as “those liminal states when what is 

sought by leading characters stands on the edge of achievement or failure” (Heart, 33), and he identifies 

such a moment in the women’s visit to the tomb (24:1–12); in the story about the journey to Emmaus 

(24:13–35); and in Jesus’s greeting and commissioning of those gathered in Jerusalem (24:36–53) (see 

Heart, 34–35). Kuhn’s analysis of this pattern does not focus on rejoicing per se, instead naming 

“understanding” and “proclamation” as the point at which narrative tension finds resolution. In this way, he 

can identify a sort of resolution in all three cases; however, he also recognizes that “[t]he threefold 

repetition of this pattern [in Luke 24] creates an extended threshold moment, or series of threshold 

moments, leading to a final iteration in which doubt is finally resolved and the disciples are sent forth by 

Jesus as witnesses” (Heart, 35). My analysis, focused as it is on joy, identifies the resolution of the 

“extended threshold moment” first (partially) in 24:41 and then, more fully, in 24:52. Despite our 

difference in focus, my findings are broadly compatible with Kuhn’s suggestion that one of the narrative-

affective purposes of this “extended threshold moment” is that it “enables Luke to underscore the disciples’ 

repeated inability to grasp the reality of Jesus’s resurrection,” thereby “cultivat[ing] within [Luke’s] 

audience a keen, emotively charged awareness of the disciples’ foolishness for not believing sooner” 

(Heart, 35). This in turn encourages readers not to make the same mistake but rather to “push aside such 

foolish doubts within themselves, … embrace the reality of Jesus’s resurrection and ongoing ministry, and 

then also … join the disciples in living lives of joyous praise and witness” (Kuhn, Heart, 35). 
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characters’ entry into joy, fostering greater attentiveness to the conditions whose eventual 

coincidence finally does enable jubilation on Easter Sunday.98  

Such a conclusion raises several further questions. Perhaps most pressing for my 

purposes here is the question of why the women are slow to rejoice. What conditions for 

joy are not met in this case?  

4.3.2.2.2 Angelic Witness (and Its Echoes) Prodding Jesus’s Followers toward the 

Conditions for Joy on Easter Sunday 

 

One way of pursuing this question is to ask: What clues might the angelic 

message to the women (and, later, other instances of witness-bearing in Luke 24) provide 

regarding the conditions that would—and ultimately do—enable the response of joy in 

the aftermath of Jesus’s betrayal, suffering, death, and resurrection? Central though 

Jesus’s resurrection of course is to joy on Easter Sunday, it is not without reason that the 

preceding sentence names more than the resurrection alone. The testimony given by the 

angels (and later others) in Luke 24 includes but is not limited to the fact that Christ is 

risen.99 Additional contextualizing information and experiences accompany testimony to 

Christ’s resurrection itself. Such contextualization, moreover, turns out to be indicative of 

 

98 Cf. Kuhn, Heart, 34–35. 
99 To be sure, that central, crucial instance of divine action is reported repeatedly in Luke 24—but usually 

in close connection with something more, i.e., certain contextualizing information and/or experiences. 

Across the multiple instances of witness-bearing in Luke 24, the precise content of that “something more” 

varies: it ranges from reminders of Jesus’s earlier words (24:5–7, 44) to instruction in Israel’s Scriptures 

(24:25–27, 44–47) and from clarification regarding what is “necessary” (24:25–27, 44–47) to experiences 

or reports of meeting with the Lord himself (24:34–35).  
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the conditions that enable Jesus’s followers finally to respond with joy to God’s 

disorienting act of raising him from the dead.  

Though this point holds true for each of the several instances of witness that mark 

the patterned character of Luke 24,100 the opening scene of the chapter again provides a 

helpful illustration with which to begin.101 In addition to announcing that Jesus is living 

(24:5), the angels at the tomb prepare Jesus’s followers to enter into joy by opening them 

up to such conditions for (Easter) joy-according-to-Luke as receptivity to Jesus and 

specifically, receptivity to Jesus’s teaching about (divine) “necessity.”102  

After informing the women that the one whom they are seeking in the tomb “has 

been raised” (24:5–6),103 the angels remind them that Jesus had in fact alerted them in 

advance to his coming betrayal, crucifixion, and resurrection: “Remember how, still 

being in Galilee, he spoke to you,” foretelling these events (24:6–7). At the angels’ 

prompting, the women indeed do recall Jesus’s words on this subject (24:8; see also esp. 

9:22 [in Galilee]). The correspondence between the angelic reminder and the women’s 

 

100 Again cf. Kuhn’s discussion of three “threshold moments” in Luke 24 (Heart, 33–35; see note 97, 

above. 
101 Much of the witness-bearing that follows in Luke 24 is a reiteration of (the women’s testimony to and 

others’ investigation of) the words of the angels at the tomb. The angels’ testimony (and relatedly, the 

absence of Jesus’s body from the tomb) is apparently relayed by the women to the eleven and those with 

them (24:9–11). The women’s report is then investigated by Peter (and others?) (24:12, which I take to be 

Lukan; 24:24). All of this is again recounted by Cleopas and his companion (24:22–24)—without much 

new information being added along the way.  
102 On this condition for joy-according-to-Luke, see esp. the discussion of Luke 13 and Luke 15 in chapter 

3.  
103 There are some textual variants here, but 24:7 makes the same point in any case (albeit with a different 

Greek verb). 
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memory of Jesus’s words corroborates the credibility of these witnesses to the 

resurrection.104 Still more crucially, the correspondence between Jesus’s words and recent 

events also serves to underscore Jesus’s own reliability. In this way, the angelic prompt to 

remember the Lord’s now-fulfilled predictions fosters receptivity toward Jesus as a 

trustworthy leader, notwithstanding the seeming defeat of his cause through his 

crucifixion (cf. 24:19–21; Acts 5:35–39). This effect of the angelic message is 

particularly important because, as will become more apparent below, receptivity to Jesus 

plays a key part in bringing about joy on Easter—much as receptivity to him has helped 

(in various ways) to facilitate joy earlier in Luke’s narrative and will continue to do so 

into Acts.  

With respect to the conditions for joy-according-to-Luke, the angels’ wording in 

reiterating the content of Jesus’s predictions is also significant. As the angels remind the 

women, Jesus said that “it is necessary (δεῖ) for the Son of Man to be handed over into 

the hands of sinful people and to be crucified, and on the third day to rise” (24:7). With 

its diction, the angelic message prompts remembrance not only of Jesus’s predictions as 

such but also, more specifically, of the fact that Jesus framed these foretold (now 

accomplished) events as necessary—that is, as part of the unfolding of God’s 

 

104 On the role of narratively internal repetition in underscoring “the consistency between what Jesus 

predicted would happen to him in his role as Son of Man and what in fact has now taken place,” see also 

Green, Gospel, 834. 
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unthwartable plan (see esp. 9:22 [in Galilee]; cf. 13:33; 17:25; 22:37).105 The angels do 

not further explain this “necessity,” but the relevance of the detail to the disciples’ 

eventual movement into joy is suggested by the fact that the risen Lord will himself 

reinforce the “necessity” of recent events later in Luke 24, both before and after his 

followers’ first narratively marked rejoicing on Easter Sunday (24:27, 41, 44).  

I will consider Jesus’s postresurrection teaching on “necessity” and scriptural 

fulfillment below (see esp. 4.3.2.3.3.2). For now, suffice it to say that—given subsequent 

narrative developments involving “necessity,” Jesus, and joy—one can see in retrospect 

that the angelic testimony fosters the women’s receptivity to conditions that will lead to 

joy. These women who showed up looking for the Living One among the dead (cf. 24:5) 

may not be so immediately receptive to the angelic word as to rejoice already at the 

tomb,106 but the angelic message does at least prime them later to receive Jesus’s own 

joy-conducive teaching, including specifically his fuller explanation regarding the 

(divine) “necessity” of his foretold-and-now-accomplished betrayal, death, and 

resurrection.  

Of course, the angelic witness has the potential so to prime not only the women at 

the tomb but also those to whom they report (and on another level, Luke’s audience). 

Before we leave the opening pericope of Luke 24, we should pause over the fact that the 

 

105 Again, for fuller treatment of this aspect of Luke’s narrative, see Cosgrove, “The Divine Δεῖ,” and 

Squires, The Plan, passim.  
106 See discussion in note 96, above.  
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women who receive the angels’ testimony also bear witness themselves. Luke does not 

give the women’s direct speech but notes that they related “all these things (ταῦτα πάντα) 

to the eleven and to all the rest” (24:9).107 Assuming that “all these things” refers 

comprehensively to the scene that precedes this comment, we can infer that the women 

report that they had found the stone rolled away from Jesus’s tomb and his body absent 

from it, as well as that they had encountered two men in shining raiment who told them 

that Jesus had been raised and who reminded them of his words concerning the 

“necessity” of his betrayal, death, and resurrection (see 24:1–8). Thus, as will be 

confirmed when Cleopas and his companion give their version of events to the 

unrecognized Lord (24:23), the women’s witness gives the rest of Jesus’s followers 

access (albeit indirect access) to the angelic message.  

Nevertheless, although Luke portrays the women as credible individuals,108 the 

other Jesus-followers to whom they report do not believe the women and instead deem 

 

107 As Inselmann notes, there is an interesting parallel here between these women’s response to their 

encounter with angelic figures and Mary’s response to her meeting with Gabriel back in the infancy 

narrative. In both cases, the woman/women who receive(s) the angelic message immediately—and without 

explicit angelic prompting—seeks out community and bears witness there (“die Gemeinschaft … suchen 

und ihr Zeugen … verkündigen” [Freude, 370]). 
108 To review: in addition to the fact that at least some of them supported Jesus’s ministry financially (8:2–

3), these women have reportedly been following Jesus since he was in Galilee (23:55; 24:6, 8). Even after 

Jesus’s crucifixion, they prove their continued faithfulness both by observing the Sabbath and by attending 

to (or rather, attempting to attend to) Jesus’s body (23:55–56; 24:1). 
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their words an “idle tale” (λῆρος, 24:11).109 Some do investigate further (24:12, 24),110 

but even this more receptive response to the women’s witness leads at most to 

amazement (θαυμάζων, 24:12). None of those to whom the women bear witness actually 

rejoices, as far as Luke tells us. The largely dismissive and wholly unjoyful response to 

the women’s testimony thus creates an initial iteration of the disappointment of readers’ 

expectation that characters will rejoice over this (from the narrative’s point of view) 

obviously joy-conducive good news.111 Like the women themselves, those who hear the 

women’s testimony do not yet enter into joy. 

Additional instances of witness-bearing pepper the remainder of Luke 24, echoing 

and extending the initial testimony of the angels at the tomb. Skipping over for now the 

cases in which the Lord himself bears witness to the meaning of recent events (see further 

below), one could point to Cleopas and his companion telling the unrecognized Lord both 

about the women’s claims (24:22–23) and about others’ attempts to verify the women’s 

testimony (24:24; cf. 24:12). Later in the narrative, the traveling pair receives other 

disciples’ witness concerning Peter’s meeting with the risen Lord (24:34), and the duo in 

turn testifies to their own encounter with and eventual recognition of Jesus (24:35).  

 

109 As Parsons puts it, the other Jesus-followers (as evident from the summary given by Cleopas and his 

companion) “are unwilling and unable to accept the testimony of others,” i.e., the women who went to the 

tomb (Luke, 350).  
110 I take 24:12 to be Lukan, but the fact that some went to verify the women’s report is in any case related 

also in 24:24. On the reasons for taking 24:12 as Lukan, see for example Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1524. 
111 Cf. the discussion of Zechariah’s and Mary’s delayed joy in chapter 1; see also Kuhn, Heart, 34–35, 

regarding the effect of the triple “threshold moment” in Luke 24.  
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Despite differences in detail, these several cases of witness have a few key 

features in common that merit mention here for their relevance to the facilitation of joy-

according-to-Luke on Easter Sunday. Most obviously, in none of these cases does 

testimony to Jesus’s resurrection spark immediate rejoicing. Relatedly, on each occasion 

the content of the witness includes testimony not only to Jesus’s resurrection per se but 

also to other information and/or experiences that turn out to be relevant to sparking joy 

on Easter Sunday. For example, Cleopas and his companion preface their account of the 

women’s and others’ experiences at the tomb with a brief overview of Jesus’s death, of 

what Jesus did during his public ministry, and of what they had hoped for him prior to his 

passion (24:19–21). Their summary provides the starting point from which Jesus corrects 

Cleopas and his friend’s interpretation of recent events, not least through corrective 

instruction in the interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures (24:25–27, 32; see 4.3.2.3, below). 

After Cleopas and his companion return to Jerusalem, those whom they find there testify 

not only that “the Lord is risen indeed” but also that the Lord has appeared to Peter 

(24:34). Among other effects, this additional detail gestures toward the importance of 

encountering the risen Lord “in the flesh” in the process of moving into joy on Easter 

Sunday. In a similar vein, when Cleopas and his fellow traveler proceed to relate the 

substance of their own encounter with the Lord, they highlight the fact that he became 

recognizable when he broke bread with them (24:35; see further in 4.3.2.3, below).  
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Shortly after this last instance of witness, Jesus’s followers finally do rejoice 

(24:41). More could be said about each of the instances of witness just summarized, some 

of which I will revisit in the course of the argument below. For now, though, it will be 

helpful briefly to take up the eventual joy of Jesus’s followers in 24:41, before returning 

to a more detailed consideration of how the risen Lord’s own presence and teaching on 

Easter Sunday help to pave the way for this jubilation.  

4.3.2.3 The Risen Lord Leads His Followers into Joy on Easter Sunday  

The disciples’ joy in Luke 24:41 comes after Jesus suddenly shows up among 

them and invites them to touch and see his body—specifically, his (presumably still 

wounded112) hands and feet, through which it is recognizably his body: the very body that 

was crucified, dead, and buried, now restored to life (24:36–39; cf. John 20:24–29).113 

Luke tells us that this appearance of the risen Lord occurs precisely “while [Jesus’s 

 

112 See also, e.g., González, Luke, 279: “presumably wounded.” It is true that Luke does not explicitly 

mention Jesus’s hands and feet being wounded in this scene, nor for that matter does Luke narrate the use 

of nails to attach Jesus to the cross (cf. John 20:25, 27; see Johnson, Gospel, 401; Spencer, Luke, 630). 

Some conclude from this that in Luke 24:39 the point is simply to show that Jesus really has a body, not so 

much to allude back to this body’s experience of crucifixion per se. That Jesus has a real body is clearly 

part of the point, but I think, along with scholars such as Wolter, that marks of crucifixion are probably 

implicitly in view in 24:39–40 (Gospel, 2:565). Luke assumes that his readers know how Jesus was affixed 

to the cross and expects us to take that background knowledge into account as we interpret Jesus’s gesture 

in 24:39. (Otherwise, why not appeal to a more commonly individual-identifying body part—such as the 

face?)  
113 On the role of resurrection in demonstrating continuity in Jesus’s identity across the events of Good 

Friday and Easter, see Rowe, Early Narrative Christology, 185, and as he notes, Charles Talbert, “The 

Place of the Resurrection in the Theology of Luke,” Interpretation 46 (1992): 19–30. That this continuity 

of identity is bodily is also theologically important; see Rowe, Early Narrative Christology, 185, 189. On 

the philosophical and theological importance of the continuity in Jesus’s identity on both sides of Easter, 

see also Robert W. Jenson, “Identity, Jesus, and Exegesis,” in Seeking the Identity of Jesus: A Pilgrimage, 

ed. Beverly Roberts Gaventa and Richard B. Hays (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 43–59.  
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followers] were talking about these things (ταῦτα)” (24:36). The inclusion of this 

seemingly minor narrative detail raises the question of whether their interrupted 

conversation somehow helps to position Jesus’s adherents to receive the revelation and 

instruction that surround their (at last!114) realized rejoicing (24:41). But what was their 

 

114 Admittedly, some assume or argue for joy present implicitly earlier in the narrative. Regarding the 

question of whether the women rejoice, see note 96, above. Another possible locus of pre-24:41 joy would 

be at some point in the Emmaus narrative. Thus, Bernadicou maintains that “the [Emmaus] disciples’ joy 

was replete” when “[t]he Lord opened the Scriptures’ true meaning (24, 32)” (“Lucan Theology of Joy,” 

89). While I do not think the narrative gives us sufficient reason to infer joy prior to its being named in 

24:41, I would note that even those who perceive joy earlier in the narrative sometimes register its increase 

in depth and intensity as the chapter unfolds. Bernadicou, for instance, observes that “an aura of increasing 

joy encircles the last chapter as the disciples grow in their conscious grasp of what Jesus’ victory means” 

(“Lucan Theology,” 89; see similarly Bernadicou,“Christian Community,” 206). 

Inselmann offers a more extensively worked-out argument for perceiving joy tacitly present in the 

account of the Emmaus disciples. Because she thinks joy is indeed implied in the women’s response to the 

angelic message (again, see note 96, above), Inselmann further judges that this context makes it likely that 

we should also perceive joy as narratively implied (albeit not named) in the subsequent scene with the 

Emmaus disciples (Freude, 369–71)—albeit not yet in the initial (uncomprehending) encounter with the 

unrecognized Lord (Freude, 372). Since I have argued above that the women do not yet rejoice in 24:1–12, 

it will not be surprising that I do not find this line of reasoning entirely compelling. (Here we run up against 

one of the inevitable challenges of going beyond a word-study approach to emotion in the NT: different 

readers will perceive different implied emotions in one passage, and this affects not only our interpretation 

of that passage but also how we each weigh narrative evidence in related passages.)  

Inselmann does offer further supporting arguments for perceiving joy in the Emmaus episode, but 

these are ultimately inconclusive. For instance, granted that Luke sometimes conveys emotion by 

describing embodied reactions, this does not yet tell us what sort of emotional charge to assign to the 

disciples’ burning hearts (ἡ καρδία ἡμῶν καιομένη, 24:32); it is possible but not necessary to take this as a 

step in the process of moving into joy (cf. Freude, 375). The specific emotional tone of the image is not 

self-evident, and cultural and canonical contexts do not point unambiguously to a joy-related interpretation. 

For example, Wolter argues that the image of a burning heart is a conventional one indicative of (various 

sorts of) excitement (Gospel, 2:559–60, with examples from Philo, Justin, and others); L. T. Johnson notes 

its association with “emotions such as love” in Greek literature and with the nearness of the Lord in the OT 

(Gospel, 397). Such OT parallels as there are for the image do not necessarily carry the connotation of joy, 

either. For example, as others have noted, Jeremiah refers to a “burning” within his bones (καὶ ἐγένετο ὡς 

πῦρ καιόμενον φλέγον ἐν τοῖς ὀστέοις μου; in the MT, the burning is in his heart:  ְ֙י ּכְ ִלּבִ ב ָּׁ֣ ֶרת ׁש א  ֶעֹּ֔ ּב  ) as a result 

of his resolve not to speak of or in the name of the Lord; see Jer 20:9). It is clear from the context in 

Jeremiah, though, that this imagery conveys a sort of anguish—indicative perhaps of remorse and/or of 

conviction, but in any case, not of jubilation. See also, e.g., Psalm 38:4 LXX, with a different term for 

“warming”: ἐθερμάνθη ἡ καρδία μου (י ּב ִ֨   .(Ps 39:4 MT ,ַחם־ל 
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conversation about? Or, to borrow a line from the Lukan Jesus, “What things?” (cf. 

24:19).  

The short answer to this question can be found in Luke 24:34–35. As noted above, 

these verses contain additional instances of witness: Cleopas and his fellow traveler 

return to Jerusalem after their encounter with the Lord, and before they can get their story 

out, the remaining eleven apostles and those with them relate that “the Lord has been 

raised indeed and appeared to Simon!” (24:34). Cleopas and his companion then offer 

their own testimony about “the things on the road [or ‘the way’: ἐν τῇ ὁδω] and how 

[Jesus] was made known to them in the breaking of the bread” (24:35). All of this 

together presumably constitutes the “these things” about which Jesus’s followers are 

conversing when he appears and they finally rejoice (24:36, 41).  

Of particular interest for our purposes here is the twofold character of Cleopas 

and his companion’s witness, involving as it does both Jesus’s hermeneutical instruction 

(what happened “on the way”; 24:35a; cf. 24:25–27, 32) and Jesus’s bodily presence 

 

 

To return to another of Inselmann’s arguments for perceiving joy at some point in the Emmaus 

episode, the fact that the Emmaus duo goes urgently to inform the community of their experiences and the 

fact that going to/returning to Jerusalem is associated with joy in the triumphal entry and in Luke 24:52 do 

not yet tell us whether we should infer joy when the Emmaus pair returns to Jerusalem (cf. Freude, 375). 

Even if we grant that the duo’s departure from the city embodied their self-distancing from messianic hope 

and that their return to the city evinces the reversal of this inner process (Freude, 375), this does not yet tell 

us that they specifically rejoiced as they returned to the city and to their messianic hope (contra Inselmann, 

Freude, 375; see also 384–85). 
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(ultimately recognized in “the breaking of the bread”; 24:35b; cf. 24:30–31).115 The 

multipart content of the duo’s witness points to the closely interconnected ways in which 

several conditions for joy come together as Jesus leads his followers into jubilation on 

Easter Sunday. After naming two difficulties that complicate attempts to articulate what 

facilitates this jubilation (4.3.2.3.1), I will trace the role of factors such as properly 

(re)oriented hope and faith (4.3.2.3.2.); a correct(ed) (re)interpretation of Israel’s 

Scriptures, including specifically with reference to the shape of messiahship; and 

crucially, the recognized presence of the risen Lord himself in the community of his 

followers (4.3.2.3.3.).116  

4.3.2.3.1 Difficulties in Analyzing and Articulating the Conditions for Joy on Easter 

Sunday 

 

Attempts to write an analysis of the movement into joy on Easter Sunday face at 

least two major challenges, one related to genre and the other related to the limits of 

 

115 Bernadicou, for instance, emphasizes the role of scriptural interpretation and table fellowship in the 

Emmaus disciples’ recognition of the Lord and their report of this encounter (“Christian Community,” 209–

10; see also “Lucan Theology,” 90). Bernadicou moves perhaps too quickly, however, to a eucharistic 

interpretation of the role of the Lord’s presence in facilitating the disciples’ recognition (and eventually, 

joy). Without denying that there may be eucharistic overtones in this passage, I would also argue that for 

Luke it matters that Jesus is present at table in Emmaus not “only” via a sacramental meal but also in a 

different sense, distinctive of the period between Easter and the ascension (as Bernadicou elsewhere may 

also imply; e.g., “Christian Community,” 211). On possible eucharistic overtones of the revelation of Jesus 

in the breaking of the bread, see also (among many others) Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1559–60, 1569. Green 

denies the presence of eucharistic implications in this passage; see Gospel, 843. 
116 Cf. Spencer’s apt (though not in this context joy-focused) observation about the trajectory of the 

Emmaus disciples’ understanding: “The scandal of the cross begins to make sense only in light of 

postresurrection reviews of God’s word illumined by the Spirit and tutored by Christ himself” (Luke, 625). 

For an analysis of Jesus’s conversation with the disciples leading up to the joy of 24:41, viewed in terms of 

diagnosing and providing therapy for their cognitive-affective confusion, see Inselmann, Freude, esp. 376–

77. 
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human comprehension. First, perhaps more so in Luke 24 than anywhere else in his two 

volumes, the various conditions that lead to joy are complexly intertwined in Luke’s 

account of Easter Sunday—so much so as to be difficult to disentangle and then 

reassemble into a linear argument of the sort typical in a study such as the present one. 

For example, Luke includes more than one account of Jesus going over much the same 

hermeneutical instruction with his “slow-in-heart” (βραδεῖς τῇ καρδίᾳ, 24:25) followers, 

both before and after their jubilation (24:25–27, 41, 44–47). This is so, moreover, even 

though those who received the initial instruction have apparently reported on it to the 

others prior to Jesus reiterating his teaching on this point (24:35–36). Thus, though one 

might at first be tempted to say that Jesus’s hermeneutical instruction leads to joy (24:25–

27, 35–41), it is also the case that this same instruction follows rejoicing (24:44–47). 

Some kind of connection between Jesus’s teaching about the Scriptures and joy on Easter 

Sunday is surely implied by Luke’s narrative, but the connection may not be simple or 

unidirectional.  

The same holds true for several other conditions that seem both to lead to and to 

follow from—but are in any case clearly linked to—Easter joy. One thinks, for instance, 

of Luke’s use of diction that gestures toward the role of revelation in facilitating this joy. 

The language of “opening” (to which I will return momentarily) occurs both before 

(24:31) and after (24:45) the disciples’ initial jubilation (24:41). Jesus’s presence, too, 

seems to lead directly to joy in one case (24:36–41), while in an earlier instance, it is not 
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clear that it does so (24:31–32; see further below). It might be easier for a study such as 

this if Luke’s narrative could be distilled into some kind of three-step program for 

facilitating Easter joy: first this, then that, and finally—joy! But Luke’s narrative (and 

one might add, many people’s experience of joy, on Easter and otherwise) just does not 

work that way. The conditions that lead to joy are interwoven with each other and with 

joy itself in complex ways that defy simplistic analysis.117  

Nor is the narrative complexity of Luke 24 the only difficulty one encounters in 

writing about the conditions that lead to joy following Jesus’s resurrection. A second 

challenge arises from the limits of human comprehension or put more positively, from the 

theological depth of Luke’s narrative. In this context, I am thinking not primarily of the 

limitations attributed to characters within the narrative, with its references to “hidden” 

words and to eyes that are “held” shut until both eyes and Scriptures are “opened” (e.g., 

24:16, 31–32). Instead, I have in view here the ways in which readers/hearers of Luke’s 

narrative also come up against limitations in our comprehension. Both the 

hiddenness/blinding and the “opening” (of the scriptures and of eyes) that characters 

experience within the Gospel remain underexplained and therefore mysterious.  

 

117 González highlights the paradoxical character of this complexity with respect to the Emmaus disciples’ 

recognition of Jesus: Jesus “is made known to them in the breaking of the bread; but it is because along the 

road he has explained Scripture … that they know who it is that they know!” (Luke, 278). Others also note 

that the order in which various factors come together in facilitating appropriate responses to Jesus varies 

from scene to scene; see, e.g., Parsons, Luke, 351. Spencer’s prefatory comment regarding his analysis of 

the women’s reception of and response to revelation in Luke 24:1–12 is apt here as well: we are dealing not 

with a “fixed formula” but rather with “instructive example” (see Luke, 614).  
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To be sure, narrative analysis may shed some light on what Luke’s references to 

hiddenness, opening, and the like imply. For example, as will be seen (4.3.2.3.3), Jesus’s 

presence and instruction clearly play a part in the “opening” of the Scriptures and of his 

followers’ minds that occurs in Luke 24. Even so, such explanations only explain so 

much. From the perspective of Luke’s narrative, something like actual revelation118 (or its 

opposite) seems to be taking place in these instances of “opening” (or hiddenness). Like 

the resurrection itself, to which Luke bears witness without describing the process by 

which it came about, the revelation that both facilitates and flows from Easter joy turns 

out to be on some level a mystery. It is portrayed as a case of divine action at which Luke 

points without attempting to explain it—a reticence that seems to set a salutary precedent 

also for analyses of what makes for joy-according-to-Luke.  

Having named these two difficulties—one arising from the narrative complexity 

and the other from the theological profundity of Luke’s account of the movement into joy 

on Easter Sunday—I will nevertheless attempt an analysis of this narrative development, 

bearing in mind the complications noted above. For heuristic purposes, I will divide the 

analysis somewhat artificially into two movements. I will first discuss the (non)reception 

of the women’s witness (24:9–12, 23–24) and the implications of Jesus’s somewhat 

reproachful words to Cleopas and his companion in 24:25–26. Together, these passages 

 

118 Again, I mean “revelation” in the “strong” sense—i.e., cases of God making known something that 

humankind would otherwise not be able to know.  
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foreground the need for faith and hope to facilitate joy on Easter Sunday (4.3.2.3.2). 

Taking up issues that occur both in the conversation on the road to Emmaus and in the 

later scene in which Jesus’s followers finally do rejoice, I will next consider two focal 

points of the revelation that eventually does enable Jesus’s followers’ joy: Jesus’s 

instruction concerning Israel’s Scriptures (and relatedly, divine necessity and the shape of 

messiahship) and Jesus’s (ultimately recognized) bodily presence in the community of his 

followers (4.3.2.3.3).  

4.3.2.3.2 Roadblocks to Easter Joy on Easter: Absent or “Slow” Faith and Shortsighted 

Hope 

 

I begin, then, by revisiting Luke’s description of the Eleven’s and others’ 

responses to the women’s witness (24:9–12; cf. 24:23–24) and by taking up a few 

excerpts from Jesus’s conversation with Cleopas and his companion on the road to 

Emmaus (see esp. 24:21, 25–26). Luke’s diction in these passages suggests that Jesus’s 

followers’ slowness to enter into joy on Easter Sunday arises, in part, from their failings 

in two other areas of discipleship—namely, faith/trust and hope.119 Aspects of 

discipleship that proved important for right rejoicing earlier in the Gospel thus continue 

to play a role with respect to Easter joy.  

 

119 Cf. Spencer’s analysis: “The narrative attributes three muddled states of mind and ‘heart’ to the Emmaus 

couple, the first (hopelessness) and last (heartburn) self-confessed, the middle one (heart-slowness) 

diagnosed by Jesus” (Luke, 619).  
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4.3.2.3.2.1 Joylessness and Deficiencies in Faith(fulness)/Trust (Especially in the 

Scriptures) 

 

As already observed, Luke indicates that when the women report what they have 

seen and heard to others of Jesus’s followers, the Eleven and the rest respond (for the 

most part) dismissively. In their view, this is merely an “idle tale” (λῆρος, 24:9), and so 

they “do not believe [the women]” (ἠπίστουν αὐταῖς, 24:11). This description of their 

response in terms of not-believing/not-trusting is noteworthy because, as seen earlier in 

this study, trust/faith(fulness) plays an important part in facilitating joy as it is understood 

by Luke.120 Of course, here as elsewhere in Luke-Acts and indeed also in Israel’s 

Scriptures, what matters is not trust/faith(fulness) in some abstract sense but rather this 

disposition (or its absence) in relation to specific persons, promises, and the like. In this 

case, by not believing the women, the other followers in effect render themselves (for the 

time being) unreceptive to what might have been joy-conducive news about Jesus (24:5–

7).  

Significantly, the women’s testimony is not the only would-be-joy-conducive 

witness to which Jesus’s followers prove initially unreceptive due to a failing in 

faith/trust. The risen Jesus’s conversation with the joyless disciples on the road to 

Emmaus highlights the same basic problem, this time with a focus on the testimony of the 

Scriptures. In response to Cleopas and his companion’s summary of the recent events 

 

120 See, for example, chapter 1’s discussion of Zechariah and Mary in Luke 1 (esp. 1.3). 
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about which they have been talking, the unrecognized Lord reprovingly addresses the 

pair as “without understanding and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets spoke” 

(ἀνόητοι121 καὶ βραδεῖς τῇ καρδίᾳ τοῦ πιστεύειν ἐπὶ πᾶσιν οἷς ἐλάλησαν οἱ προφῆται, 

24:25).122 Given that Jesus goes on to explain to them what the Scriptures say about the 

Messiah (24:26–27), presumably that which his followers have been “slow of heart to 

believe” is specifically “all that the prophets spoke” about Jesus himself as Messiah.  

I will consider below the role of Jesus’s hermeneutical instruction in paving the 

way for joy. For now, I would simply emphasize that Jesus’s instruction highlights the 

very disposition noted by the narrator as the primary response to the women’s 

testimony—faith/trust, or rather the absence or slowness of it. In both of the passages just 

examined, an apparently blameworthy failing in faith/trust appears to be part of what 

leaves Jesus’s supporters unreceptive to what might otherwise have been joy-conducive 

witness about him. The result is that they persist in sadness (24:17)—even after some of 

them have observed evidence and/or heard angelic witness that not only points toward the 

 

121 L. T. Johnson notes that this “epithet … is frequently used by philosophers for those without proper 

understanding (e.g., Philostratus, Life of Apollonius, 8:7; Josephus, Against Apion 2:255; Rom 1:14; Gal 

3:1, 3; 1 Tim 6:9; Titus 3:3)” (Gospel, 395).  
122 As more than one scholar has noted, the conversation that Jesus proceeds to foster with the Emmaus duo 

can be seen as a kind of therapy. Thus, Spencer describes Jesus’s rejoinder to the travelers’ despairing 

narrative as “tak[ing] a direct cognitive-affective approach,” confronting the sad duo’s despairing 

interpretation of events with the true one (Luke, 621). Similarly, Inselmann describes Jesus’s scriptural 

interpretation on the road to Emmaus as the initiation of the two disciples’ “affect-therapy” (“Damit wird 

ihre Affekttherapie eingeleitet” [Freude, 373, emphasis original]). As she rightly underscores, the disciples’ 

retrospective account of their experience in 24:32 makes clear the close connection here between cognitive 

and affective processes; the instruction shows their sadness to be ungrounded, and their burning hearts may 

evince resulting affective developments (Freude, 373–75).  
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occurrence of his resurrection (24:9–12, 22–24) but also underscores the (divine) 

necessity of this and other disorienting recent events, as foretold (and later reinforced) by 

Jesus himself (24:6–7; see also 24:26, 44). Without the relevant faith/trust, Jesus’s 

followers in Luke 24 cannot accept and respond appropriately to the testimony about him 

that is given by various witnesses: Israel’s Scriptures, the angels, the women who relay 

the angelic message, and those who investigate the women’s report. As a result, his 

followers cannot rejoice over the good news to which all of these bear (more or less 

explicit, more or less understanding) witness.  

It may be helpful here to revisit the parallelism, noted above (4.3.1.3.1), between 

Mary in Luke 1 and the disciples to whom Jesus speaks in advance about his betrayal, 

death, and resurrection (see esp. Luke 9:21–22; 9:43–45; 18:31–34). Upon receiving 

good news regarding an unprecedented event—the virginal conception of Jesus, on the 

one hand, and the foretold resurrection of Jesus from the dead, on the other—neither 

Mary nor the disciples respond with immediate anticipatory joy. They do not rejoice prior 

to the occurrence of the unprecedented event that has been foretold,123 nor is any blame 

 

123 Note that my claim here is specifically about the foretold, unprecedented event. This is not to say that 

the disciples (or, theoretically, Mary) did not rejoice over other things prior to the occurrence of Jesus’s 

resurrection or conception (respectively). Indeed, as we have already seen, the disciples rejoice within 

Luke’s narrative more than once prior to Easter (e.g., 10:17; 19:37). My point is simply that their joy in 

these cases is not over Jesus’s foretold betrayal, death, and resurrection. 
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clearly cast on them for failing to do so.124 Once the would-be joyous, unprecedented 

event in question has occurred, though, both Mary and Jesus’s followers do rejoice—

eventually. However, just here the parallelism between Mary and the disciples breaks 

down in ways that point to the role of faith in facilitating joy, including specifically joy 

over previously unprecedented events once they do (begin to) come to pass and become 

known.  

To review, Mary—“she who believed (ἡ πιστεύσασα) that there will be a 

fulfillment of the things spoken (τοῖς λελαλημένοις) to her from the Lord” (1:45)—

rejoices immediately upon hearing Elizabeth’s benediction, with its tacit testimony to 

Jesus’s already accomplished virginal conception (1:31, 43). In contrast, as I have argued 

in an earlier subsection of this chapter, it is not clear that the women who visit Jesus’s 

tomb respond with joy when they encounter angels who proclaim Christ’s (by now 

accomplished) resurrection.125 When these women tell others of the report concerning 

Jesus’s resurrection, moreover, the recipients of their testimony respond with joy-

thwarting, narratively marked unbelief (24:11).  

 

124 Contrast the case of Zechariah, whose slowness to rejoice is seen to evince a blameworthy lack of faith 

in God’s ability to fulfill a promise already executed previously on behalf of others of God’s people, 

notably including Abraham and Sarah (see chapter 1, above). 
125 In the disciples’ defense, one might note that just prior to Mary’s jubilation Elizabeth’s address implies 

the recognized presence (bodily, even if not yet visibly) of Jesus (in utero). Likewise, it is when Jesus is 

recognized as present (bodily) that his followers (eventually) rejoice on Easter Sunday (24:41). See further 

below.  
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As observed in chapter 1, the jubilation into which Mary bursts following 

Elizabeth’s greeting is densely allusive, evoking Israel’s Scriptures at virtually every turn 

(1:46–55; see 1.3.4.3). This aspect of Mary’s rejoicing provides a clue as to what would 

enable joy-conducive faith also on Easter Sunday. Jesus’s rebuke of Cleopas and his 

companion points in the same direction when it highlights the issue of faithlessness 

specifically in relation to Israel’s Scriptures (24:25). Before we take up Jesus’s 

hermeneutical instruction, though, we should consider one other key point in Cleopas and 

his companion’s summary of events in their conversation with the unrecognized Lord on 

the way to Emmaus.  

4.3.2.3.2.2 Dramatic Irony and Deficiencies in the Disciples’ Hope 
 

Slightly earlier in their conversation, in answer to Jesus’s query about what they 

are talking about on the way, Cleopas and his companion relate the “things” that have 

happened in recent days (24:18–24). Interestingly, their summary includes not only data 

about Jesus’s ministry, death, and reported resurrection but also a glimpse of their own 

experience of and response to these events. Of particular importance for my purposes 

here is their comment that they “hoped that [Jesus] was the one who was going to redeem 

Israel” (ἡμεῖς δὲ ἠλπίζομεν ὅτι αὐτός ἐστιν ὁ μέλλων λυτροῦσθαι τὸν Ἰσραήλ, 24:21; cf. 

Luke 2:38; 19:11).126  

 

126 I focus here on the issue of hope(lessness) in connection with Cleopas’s and his companions’ 

joylessness, but see also Inselmann’s suggestion that the duo’s sadness actually has two objects: not only 
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That hope, rooted in a certain interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures (see, e.g., Isa 

43:14; 44:24), would seem to be the sort that fueled the allusive rejoicing that attended 

Jesus’s arrival at Jerusalem in Luke 19—i.e., hope for an immediate coming of the 

kingdom of God (19:37–38; cf. 19:11; see 3.1). As Jesus’s defense of the jubilation at the 

triumphal entry implied (19:40), the hope that undergirded it was not exactly wrong. On 

the other side of the crucifixion, though, that hope appears to Cleopas and his companion 

to have been shattered—thus the aorist in 24:21 (ἠλπίζομεν, “we hoped,” i.e., in the 

past).127  

Given their downcast countenances (24:17), one might expect that this seemingly 

disappointed hope would be the end of Cleopas and his companion’s testimony—but it is 

not. Rather, the duo goes on to relate what the women reported (and others in part 

confirmed) regarding Jesus’s absence from the tomb (24:21b–24).128 Nevertheless, 

 

 

the (as they think) disappointment of their messianic hopes but also the confusion (“die Irritation”) caused 

by the women’s report (Freude, 372, emphasis original). In addition to the oft-noted explicit mention of 

(disappointed) hope in Luke 24:21, Inselmann finds a further indicator of the pair’s loss of hope in their 

journey itself. She argues that one might interpret the physical journey of the pair away from Jerusalem 

(i.e., the locus of their recent experiences with Jesus) as an expression of not only external but also internal 

distancing of themselves from their former hope for Jesus, and hence as expressing their sadness (Freude, 

372–73). 
127 The effect of the aorist here is often noted by commentators. As González puts it, the Emmaus disciples 

“[a]pparently … are sad not just because Jesus has died but also because he has not met their expectations” 

(Luke, 277). 
128 Their mention of it being the “third day” underscores the dramatic irony of the scene. As Parsons 

observes, “Apparently they are unaware of the significance of the chronology, even though the audience 

could hardly miss the import of ‘the third day’ (cf. 24:7)” (Luke, 350; see also Green, Gospel, 847). From 

his analysis of what the Emmaus disciples include and omit in their retelling of Luke 24:1–12, Wolter 
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although they have access to evidence that would seem to suggest that their hope might 

not have been totally wrongheaded after all, for some reason Cleopas and his companion 

have not responded to this evidence with the sort of renewed (and recalibrated) hope129 

that would facilitate anticipatory joy over the work that God may yet be doing in Jesus, 

even after the crucifixion.  

The fact that they unwittingly describe their disappointment to the risen Jesus 

himself creates obvious dramatic irony. Because Luke’s audience knows to whom the 

downcast pair speaks, we also know that the hope expressed by Cleopas and his 

companion was not wholly wrongheaded or disappointed, even if the fulfillment of this 

hope may be so surprisingly shaped as to render it—like the risen Lord himself—initially 

unrecognizable.  

Moreover, for readers/hearers of Luke-Acts, the fact that the disciples’ hope was 

not simply wrongheaded finds further confirmation from the wider narrative. Particularly 

 

 

surmises, “The possibility of a resurrection of the dead as an interpretation of the events is far from their 

thoughts” (Gospel, 2:555).  
129 On the difference between the messianic hope held by the disciples and shattered by Jesus’s death, on 

the one hand, and the messianic hope that Jesus says necessarily involves his death and resurrection, on the 

other, see for example Wolter, Gospel, 2:552–53, 556–57. Wolter rightly notes that Jesus does not outright 

repudiate these disciples’ hopes but corrects them in certain key respects (Gospel, 2:556–57).  
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in the infancy narrative, several reliable characters130 refer to (at least seemingly) similar 

expectations in relation to God’s work in Jesus for Israel’s redemption. For example:  

Table 37: Hope in the Infancy Narrative 

 

Luke 1:68 (Zechariah) Luke 2:38 (Anna) 

Εὐλογητὸς κύριος ὁ θεὸς τοῦ Ἰσραήλ,  

 

 

ὅτι ἐπεσκέψατο καὶ ἐποίησεν  

λύτρωσιν τῷ λαῷ αὐτοῦ 

 

καὶ αὐτῇ τῇ ὥρᾳ ἐπιστᾶσα  

ἀνθωμολογεῖτο τῷ θεῷ καὶ ἐλάλει περὶ  

αὐτοῦ  

πᾶσιν τοῖς προσδεχομένοις  

λύτρωσιν Ἰερουσαλήμ  

 

 

Eventually, and with the benefit of further instruction (see esp. Acts 1:3), Jesus’s 

followers do return to a version of this hope on the other side of Easter—as indicated, for 

instance, by their question to Jesus in Acts 1:6 concerning the timing of his restoration of 

the kingdom to Israel. To be sure, Jesus’s partial deflection of their question (Acts 1:7) 

suggests that his followers still have more to learn about the specific shape that their hope 

should take. Nevertheless, it is significant that Jesus redirects—rather than flatly 

rejecting—their query about the kingdom. As Acts unfolds, moreover, Jesus’s followers 

do move toward more sufficiently farsighted and far-flung hope concerning the 

redemption that Jesus brings, a redemption that involves worldwide proclamation (Acts 

 

130 I am of course aware that Tannehill has famously argued that these reliable characters’ hopes are 

disappointed by the narrative that follows (e.g., Tannehill, “Israel in Luke-Acts,” passim; “Beginning,” 

188; Narrative Unity 1, 15); however, I concur with those who take Tannehill’s conclusion on this point to 

be somewhat overdrawn. See note 5 in chapter 1, above.  
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1:8; 26:17–18; see also, e.g., Luke 2:32; 24:47) and ultimately the “restoration of all 

things” (Acts 3:21).131  

Of course, all of this is not yet clear to Jesus’s companions on the road to 

Emmaus. As discussed above, after Cleopas and his fellow traveler have described their 

seemingly dashed hopes, Jesus’s first response is to call out their failure to understand 

and believe the witness of Israel’s Scriptures. Again, they are “without understanding and 

slow to believe all that the prophets spoke” (ἀνόητοι καὶ βραδεῖς τῇ καρδίᾳ τοῦ πιστεύειν 

ἐπὶ πᾶσιν οἷς ἐλάλησαν οἱ προφῆτα, 24:25). This rejoinder to the two disciples’ summary 

of their (as they think) disappointed hope is noteworthy because it suggests that the 

malformation of their hope—its short-sightedness with respect to the manner, the timing, 

and (as Luke 24:47 and Acts will make clearer) the scope of God’s redemptive work in 

Jesus—is bound up with their failure in understanding and faith/trust with respect to 

Israel’s Scriptures and those Scriptures’ witness about the Messiah. In his discussion with 

Cleopas and his companion, as well as later in conversation with his finally jubilant 

disciples (24:41, 44–47), Jesus addresses this hope-distorting, faith-inhibiting (and 

therefore joy-thwarting) misunderstanding of the Scriptures, in part through corrective 

hermeneutical instruction.  

 

131 See also, for example, Paul’s speech before Agrippa, in which Paul can describe his ministry as related 

to not only the resurrection of Jesus himself but also—and inextricably related to this event—to the hope of 

Israel as that hope is understood by some Jews (26:6–8; see also, e.g., Acts 23:6–10; 28:20).  
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4.3.2.3.3 Revelation and Jubilation on Easter Sunday  

 

Instruction in how to interpret Israel’s Scriptures in relation to recent events 

proves to be one of two focal points of revelation that help Jesus’s followers to rejoice on 

Easter Sunday. The other, as already mentioned, involves Jesus’s own (eventually 

recognized, emphatically embodied) presence in their midst. In both cases, the disciples 

need revelation in the strong sense. If they are to rejoice, that is, they must first be given 

the ability to perceive aright something that they otherwise could not recognize/interpret 

correctly. They had received some revelation even before Jesus’s crucifixion—a fact over 

which, as we have seen, Jesus himself rejoiced (Luke 10:21–24; see 2.3.4). However, 

following the disorienting events of Jesus’s death and resurrection, the disciples need 

further revelation to uncover what had previously been “hidden” from them in Jesus’s 

(and the Scriptures’) predictions concerning these events. Beyond mere access to the 

Scriptures and to Jesus’s risen body, they need to be enabled to perceive with new 

understanding both the witness of the Scriptures concerning the Messiah and also the 

identity of the risen Lord among them as himself—that is, as the Lord Jesus, who has 

turned out after all to be the very Messiah to whom the Scriptures point. 

By way of introduction, I will begin by reviewing the evidence for the claim that 

both of these loci of revelation are in some sense hidden at the beginning of Luke 24 

(4.3.2.3.3.1). Following this sketch of the “problem,” the remainder of this subsection 

will consider Luke’s portrayal of joy-facilitating revelation as this relates both to Israel’s 
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Scriptures (4.3.2.3.3.2) and to the crucified and risen Jesus’s bodily presence and identity 

as himself (4.3.2.3.3.3). Together, these two areas of revelation enable Jesus’s followers 

to recognize him as the risen Lord (24:34) and Messiah (24:26, 46) to whom Israel’s 

Scriptures bear witness—and so, finally, to rejoice in his presence (24:41; see 

4.3.2.3.3.4). If God’s action in raising Jesus from the dead made Easter joy a possibility 

(4.3.2.1), and others’ testimony to this event primed Jesus’s followers to be open to the 

remaining conditions necessary to their jubilation (4.3.2.2), the revelation that they 

receive both through the risen Lord’s teaching and through his bodily presence provides 

the final push toward joy on Easter Sunday—a joy, in fact, that continues even after 

Jesus’s bodily departure via the ascension (24:52; see 4.4).132 

4.3.2.3.3.1 The Need for Revelation to Facilitate Joy-according-to-Luke on Easter 

Sunday 

 

Having already discussed Luke’s handling of the motif of hiddenness above 

(4.3.1.3.3), here we can review just those passages most relevant to the disciples’ need 

for joy-facilitating revelation specifically on Easter Sunday. As will be recalled, Jesus 

highlighted in advance the (divine) “necessity” of his betrayal, death, and resurrection, as 

well as the coherence of these events with the witness of Israel’s scriptural traditions. The 

latter issue comes out explicitly in the Lukan Jesus’s most detailed passion-resurrection 

 

132 Following Jesus’s ascension, witness to his bodily resurrection (4.3.2.2) takes on still greater importance 

(see, e.g., Acts 1:21–22). Of course, Jesus remains active in the community throughout Acts in multiple 

ways, such as in the pouring out of the Holy Spirit (2:33) and in confronting and encouraging people, esp. 

Paul (see, e.g., Acts 9:3–6; 18:9–10). 
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prediction, which frames the foretold events as the fulfillment of “all that is written 

through the prophets with respect to the Son of Man” (18:31–33; see also, e.g., 22:37).133 

However, Jesus’s followers do not understand anything of what he tells them on that 

occasion, reportedly because “this word was hidden from them” (κεκρυμμένον, 18:34)—

one of several instances, as we have seen, in which some mysterious “hiddenness” 

obscures the import of Jesus’s predictions concerning his betrayal, passion, and/or 

resurrection (4.3.1.3.3).  

When the angels who greet the women at the Jesus-less tomb on Easter Sunday 

reiterate a version of Jesus’s predictions (24:6–7),134 the women do remember Jesus’s 

words (24:8). Even at this point, though, it is not clear that the hiddenness of those 

words’ meaning has been removed. To the contrary, Jesus’s reproachful address to 

Cleopas and his companion in 24:25 reinforces the impression that the import of Jesus’s 

predictions, with their claims about divine necessity and scriptural fulfillment, remains 

obscure to his perplexed disciples even after the foretold events have occurred and they 

have received some testimony to these events. Despite having access to multiple pieces of 

relevant evidence—notably including angelic witness (received secondhand from the 

women [24:22–23]); others’ confirmation of Jesus’s absence from the tomb (24:24); and 

 

133 Luke 22:37 does not explicitly mention Jesus’s disciples’ imperceptivity; however, this passage evokes 

that motif implicitly, through the disciples’ evidently inapt comment about swords (22:38) and through 

their subsequent failures (22:39–62). 
134 The angels foreground “necessity” in this context, not explicitly scriptural fulfillment, although the two 

themes are interconnected.  
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the familiar words of Israel’s Scriptures—Cleopas and his fellow traveler are still 

“lacking in understanding and slow in heart to believe all that the prophets spoke” 

(24:25).  

This incomprehension and slowness of faith inhibit the disciples’ ability to 

recognize and rejoice over the crucified and risen one as indeed the Messiah. In fact, the 

risen Lord Jesus’s followers have trouble not only with recognizing him as the Messiah 

but also with recognizing him at all—that is, as Jesus himself, the very one whom they 

saw crucified three days earlier. This brings us to the second locus of revelation noted 

above.  

The disciples’ joy is delayed not only by their incomprehension of the Scriptures’ 

witness concerning the Messiah but also by their initial inability to find Jesus’s body—

and then, having encountered him, to recognize Jesus as himself and as indeed the 

Messiah to whom the Scriptures testify. The women seek in vain for Jesus’s body in the 

tomb and are at first “perplexed” (ἀπορέω, 24:4) by their inability to locate it there. 

Despite having heard from the women the angelic explanation for Jesus’s absence, those 

who return to the tomb to verify the women’s report appear nevertheless to be bemused 

by the fact that they, too, cannot find him there (24:3, 5, 12, 22–24). When Jesus himself 

shows up in the flesh on the road to Emmaus, this does not provide the quick fix that one 

might expect. As noted above (4.3.1.3.3), the motif of hiddenness again plays a part here: 

Cleopas and his companion’s eyes are “held that they might not recognize” Jesus when 
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he approaches them on the way (24:16). Like the Scriptures—with which they are no 

doubt familiar, even if according to Jesus they do not correctly understand or trust them 

(24:25)—Jesus’s bodily presence is in a sense available to this pair, and yet they cannot 

perceive it aright (and hence do not rejoice over it, either).  

The upshot of all this is that Cleopas and his fellow traveler, to say nothing of 

those disciples who have not yet encountered the risen Lord at all,135 at first perceive 

neither the witness of Israel’s Scriptures nor Jesus’s risen body with the 

understanding/recognition that would lead to joy over the work God has done and is 

doing in Jesus as Lord and Christ/Messiah. Consequently, Jesus’s adherents cannot 

rejoice over the series of redemptive events that both Jesus and the Scriptures foretold, 

notwithstanding the fact that several of these events have already come to pass. None of it 

makes any sense, much less specifically joy-conducive sense, to Jesus’s followers—at 

least, not yet.136  

If the disciples are to rejoice on Easter Sunday, the hiddenness of Scripture’s 

testimony to the crucified-and-risen Messiah and the blindness of their own eyes with 

respect to the identity of the risen Jesus will both need to be redressed. That which was 

 

135 It is interesting that Luke mentions but does not narrate the Lord’s appearance to Peter, which 

presumably we are to locate sometime after 24:12 and before 24:34. This leaves open the question of 

whether disciples other than Cleopas and his travel mate—perhaps including specifically the lead apostle 

among the Twelve—had the same difficulty in recognizing the Lord that Luke describes in the road to 

Emmaus account.  
136 In terms of the heuristic distinction introduced above, their persisting epistemic limitations have 

emotional consequences. 
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once hidden, that which they were once kept from seeing, needs to be “opened,” 

“shown”—in short, revealed (see esp. 24:27, 31, 32, 35, 39–43, 45). According to Luke, 

this is precisely what happens over the course of Easter Sunday: Jesus’s followers receive 

revelation both of the Scriptures’ coherence with recent events and of Jesus’s own body, 

risen and present among them as the Messiah whom Israel’s Scriptures foretold. As 

previewed above, this revelation occurs in two, interrelated ways in Luke 24: through 

Jesus’s hermeneutical instruction (4.3.2.3.3.2) and in conjunction with his bodily 

presence among his followers (4.3.2.3.3.3). 

4.3.2.3.3.2 Revelatory Hermeneutical Instruction and Easter Joy: Israel’s Scriptures, 

Divine Necessity, and the Shape of Messiahship 

 

When Jesus describes Cleopas and his companion as “without understanding and 

slow of heart to believe all that the prophets spoke” (24:25), this reproachful address 

implies that their lack of understanding—their epistemic-and-hence-emotional 

limitation—relates primarily to their (mis)understanding of (and hence failure adequately 

to trust) Israel’s Scriptures.137 Specifically, Jesus’s further teaching indicates that their 

 

137 Interestingly, their doubt and confusion seem not to be so much about the possibility or logistics of 

resurrection per se (cf. Acts 26:8), qualitatively unprecedented though Jesus’s resurrection was. This is 

consistent with the fact that Acts portrays some Jews as believing in some sort of (future) resurrection of 

the dead (e.g., Acts 23:6–8).  
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confusion and doubt center on the prophets’ witness concerning what was “necessary” 

with respect to the Messiah (24:25–26).138  

As the conjoining of the motifs in this passage suggests, Israel’s Scriptures and 

(divine) necessity are closely interconnected in this context.139 This is evident, for 

example, from the fact that Jesus sometimes depicts his betrayal, death, and/or 

resurrection as a matter of (divine) “necessity,” while in other cases he frames the same 

events as the fulfillment of Israel’s Scriptures. In still other cases, as in the conversation 

on the road to Emmaus, these two sides of the same coin are named together:  

 

138 Regarding Israel’s Scriptures and the reformation of the disciples’ messianic hopes, note L. T. Johnson’s 

observation that the interpretation of messianic hopes evident in Luke 24 “does not derive from a standard 

view within Judaism but from [Christians’] experience of a crucified and raised Jesus” (Gospel, 396). See 

also Inselmann on the role of scriptural instruction—and specifically instruction concerning prophecy-

fulfillment and “necessity”—in enabling the disciples to understand recent events in a joy-conducive way 

(Freude, 383). Reiterating this point, Inselmann later frames it in terms of a functionalist model of appraisal 

theory (“funktionalistischen Modells der Appraisaltheorie”); in these terms, “gelingt bei den Jüngern eine 

,kognitive Restructurierung’ (Reappraisals) unter anderem durch den Verweis auf die Schriftverheißungen” 

(Freude, 391).  
139 Again, for a more thorough treatment of divine necessity in Luke’s narrative, see Cosgrove, “The Divine 

Δεῖ,” and Squires, The Plan, among others.  
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Table 38: Necessity and/or Scriptural Fulfillment in Jesus’s Passion-

Resurrection Predictions 

 

Passage Necessity140  

 

Scriptural 

Fulfillment141  

Luke 9:22 

 

X  

Luke 9:44 

 

X  

Luke 17:25 

 

X  

Luke 18:31–33 

 

 X 

Luke 22:37 (“It is necessary that this 

which is written [in Isa 53:12] be 

fulfilled”)142 

 

X X 

Luke 24:7 (angels remind women of 

Jesus’s words) 

 

X  

Luke 24:25–26 (prophets in 24:25, 

necessity in 24:26) 

 

X X 

Luke 24:44–47 (see esp. 24:44: “It 

is necessary that all the things 

written concerning me in the Law of 

Moses and in the prophets and in the 

psalms be fulfilled”) 

 

X X 

 

 

140 Note: even where not explicitly named through the use of δεῖ, “necessity” may yet be implied by syntax 

and/or context; however, I will not count such (less clear) instances here. 
141 Note: even where not explicitly cited or overtly quoted, Israel’s Scriptures may yet be evoked by the 

language and/or imagery of a passage; however, I will not count such (less clear) instances here. 
142 Again, this passage does not explicitly mention Jesus’s disciples’ imperceptivity but implies this motif 

through its portrayal of their (apparently inappropriate?) response about swords (22:38), not to mention 

their subsequent failures (22:39–62). 
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For Luke, then, the Scriptures (properly interpreted) reveal what is “necessary” with 

respect to the Messiah, who has turned out to be Jesus.  

Evidently, the disciples do not at first interpret the Scriptures in a way that would 

render the crucified and risen Jesus recognizable as the Messiah. If they are to enter into 

the joy that befits Easter Sunday, Jesus’s followers will therefore need to undergo 

something of the hermeneutical shift illustrated early in Luke’s Gospel by Zechariah. As 

will be recalled, when the aged priest moves from joy-inhibiting doubt into jubilation, he 

expresses his joy through a scripturally evocative blessing that situates his own 

disorienting experiences within the story of God’s redemptive purposes (1:67–79; see 

1.2.3.3). Likewise, for their parts, the downcast disciples on Easter Sunday cannot rejoice 

until they have come to recognize how the perplexing events of Jesus’s death and 

resurrection in fact fulfill the Scriptures’ witness to the Messiah, rendering these events 

matters of divine necessity—and, ultimately, prompts to joy.  

To this end, beginning in Luke 24:25, Jesus repeatedly offers corrective teaching 

that helps these and his other followers rightly to interpret Israel’s Scriptures and Jesus’s 

recent (messianic) experiences in relation to each other.143 As noted above (4.3.2.3.1), 

Luke links this hermeneutical instruction—described in terms of “opening” (24:32, 45)—

 

143 In relation to our observations above about characters whose joy(lessness) was bound up with their 

response to Jesus’s interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures, it is worth noting Green’s comment that “[b]y 

means of the resurrection, Jesus’ perspective on and use of the Scriptures are shown to be authorized by 

God, over against the interpretations of his opponents among the Jerusalem leadership” (Gospel, 835).  
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to joy, but he does so in ways that prevent an easy reduction of his Easter narrative to a 

formula for joy. On the one hand, the first “opening” of the Scriptures on Easter Sunday 

occurs on the road to Emmaus, well before the first explicitly flagged joy in Luke 24 

(24:25–27, 41).144 On the other hand, though, Jesus seems to offer in essence the same 

teaching again in Jerusalem, almost immediately after his adherents’ initial jubilation 

(24:41, 44–49; for the language of “opening,” see 24:45).145 What is in any case clear 

from Luke 24, though, is that the risen Jesus’s hermeneutical instruction—that is, his 

revelatory teaching146 about how to interpret Israel’s Scriptures and Jesus’s own story in 

relation to each other—relates in complex ways to joy itself and to the other conditions 

(including revelation of the risen Jesus’s identity) that facilitate that joy on Easter 

Sunday. Rather than attempting to disentangle this interconnectedness further, it may be 

more helpful here to highlight telling points of commonality between the two instances of 

Jesus’s direct hermeneutical instruction in Luke 24. Despite occurring on opposite sides 

of the chapter’s first marked instance of rejoicing (24:41), these two cases of teaching 

 

144 Regarding whether the Emmaus disciples should be understood as rejoicing prior to 24:41, see note 114, 

above. 
145 Further complicating matters, it would appear that those who rejoice in Jerusalem prior to Jesus’s 

second round of instruction have also already received his hermeneutical guidance prior to their rejoicing—

albeit indirectly, via Cleopas and his fellow’s report of “the things that happened on the way” (24:35). 

Given the prominence of witness in Jesus’s commissioning of his followers later in Luke 24 (esp. 24:48) as 

well as in Acts (see esp. 1:8), perhaps we should interpret this last complication as indicative of the role 

that bearing witness—including specifically testifying to the coherence of Jesus’s story with Israel’s 

Scriptures—plays in facilitating joy. 
146 On the revelatory character of the risen Lord’s hermeneutical activity in the Emmaus scene, see also 

Green, Gospel, 843. 
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share several features that shed additional light on the conditions for entering into joy on 

Easter Sunday (24:41).  

First, in both cases Jesus frames his hermeneutical instruction as information to 

which his followers had some degree of access (even if without full understanding) prior 

to this moment of “opening.” They had access to this information, at least in principle, 

through Israel’s Scriptures (24:25–27) and/or through Jesus’s own prior teaching (24:44–

49). Thus, though there is a sense in which Jesus’s teaching provides needed new 

revelation, his hermeneutical instruction is also consistent with the earlier revelation 

provided through Jesus’s precrucifixion words and Israel’s Scriptures, now 

(re)interpreted in light of the events of Jesus’s death and resurrection.  

Second, we should note the content of Jesus’s teaching in these two cases of 

direct hermeneutical guidance. Though Luke does not give many details about Jesus’s 

interpretation of the Scriptures on either occasion,147 the information that is provided 

merits careful attention, particularly with respect to its scope and focus. In keeping with 

the scope of Jesus’s earlier predictions, the risen Lord’s hermeneutical instruction 

addresses the Scriptures’ coherence not only with his resurrection but also with the whole 

course of events that has unfolded—and indeed (as 24:44–49 implies and as Acts will 

demonstrate more fully) is still unfolding. Jesus’s suffering, death, and resurrection, as 

 

147 As others have suggested, presumably the many echoes of Israel’s Scriptures elsewhere in his Gospel—

not least in the highly allusive infancy narrative—provide some clues. 
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well as the mission to be carried out in his name following his ascension—all of this 

fulfills the Scriptures’ testimony and is thus a matter of (divine) “necessity” (24:26, 44).  

In terms of content, both instances of the risen Jesus’s hermeneutical instruction 

also focus this claim about necessity and scriptural fulfillment specifically on his identity 

as Messiah. Moving away from the (still messianic but more obliquely so) “Son of Man” 

and third-person language prevalent in his precrucifixion predictions, Jesus now openly 

uses the term χριστός in relation to his own recent experiences (24:26, 24:46). He even 

refers directly to himself (24:44) as the one about whom Scriptures had (of necessity) to 

be fulfilled. Thus, Jesus’s revelatory hermeneutical instruction emphasizes Scripture’s 

witness specifically to the (surprising) shape of (his own) messiahship.  

This brings us to a third observation about the two cases of hermeneutical 

instruction in Luke 24. In both passages it is Jesus who does the “opening” (see also Acts 

16:14). True, in one case he is said to open the Scriptures (24:32), while in the other, he is 

said to open his followers’ minds to understand the Scriptures (24:45). Despite this slight 

difference in the named site of “opening,” though, the fact remains that in neither case do 

Jesus’s followers open the Scriptures or their own minds/eyes for themselves. Rather, 

they receive revelatory hermeneutical instruction from the risen Lord, without which 

instruction it is not clear that they could have come to a joy-conducive interpretation of 

the events spanning the days that the church came to commemorate as Holy Week.  



 

671 

 

Since Jesus is the one who offers the revelatory hermeneutical instruction that his 

followers need if they are to come to a joy-conducive understanding of recent events, 

there is a sense in which receptivity to Jesus—specifically including receptivity to his 

teaching—proves essential to entry into joy on Easter Sunday. Indeed, as argued above, 

the content of the angels’ message to the women at the tomb serves in part to foster just 

such receptivity in Jesus’s followers.  

This need for receptivity to Jesus is in keeping with our findings thus far about 

receptivity to Jesus and Lukan joy.148 At the same time, a slight complication should be 

acknowledged here with respect to the earlier of Jesus’s two rounds of hermeneutical 

instruction in Luke 24. Due to their eyes being prevented from recognizing him (24:16), 

Cleopas and his companion do not at first realize that they are receiving this teaching 

from Jesus. The identity of the one who opens the Scriptures to them is (initially) hidden 

from their sight, though their experience of “burning” hearts suggests that the teaching 

nevertheless resonated with them in a distinctive way (24:32). When Jesus provides what 

seems to be substantively the same hermeneutical instruction to a larger (and already 

somewhat jubilant [24:41]) group of followers later in Luke 24 (24:44), the need for 

receptivity to him and his teaching is made more obvious by the fact that those whom he 

addresses now do know who he is (24:39). As the shift in the degree of their recognition 

 

148 Again, this is part of why it matters that—as noted above—the angels’ testimony to the women prepares 

Jesus’s followers to be receptive to him by drawing attention to the correspondence between his 

remembered words and recent, bewildering events (24:6–8). 
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of their teacher implies, between these two instances of hermeneutical instruction, Jesus’s 

followers receive revelation concerning the other point of obscurity that initially impedes 

their entry into joy on Easter Sunday—namely, the risen Jesus’s own identity as he is 

present among them.  

4.3.2.3.3.3 Joy and the Recognition of Jesus as Himself, Bodily Present (for Now) in the 

Community of His Followers 

 

When he appears to his followers in Jerusalem, Jesus himself underscores the 

continuity in his pre- and postresurrection identity. He does so initially by showing his 

risen body to them (24:36–40, 41b–43)—an action which brackets their joy (24:41a) and 

precedes his further hermeneutical instruction (24:44–47). Such self-manifestation 

necessarily entails his physical presence.149 However, as Cleopas and his fellow’s blinded 

eyes earlier in the chapter illustrate (24:16), a joy-facilitating recognition of Jesus’s 

presence requires more than simply the opportunity to share space with the risen Lord. 

Not just Jesus’s bodily presence as such but his revealed-and-hence-recognized bodily 

presence is what most immediately sparks the first noted case of rejoicing following his 

resurrection in Luke’s Gospel (24:41).  

 

149 This in turn implies a role for sense-perception on the part of the disciples, a point emphasized by 

Inselmann, Freude, e.g., 377 (though of course at stake here is more than mere physical seeing per se—

rather, something more like “insight” [Einsicht] is needed; see Freude, 391n114). See also her later 

conclusion: “Mit der sinnlichen Wahrnehmung des Auferstandenen beginnt ein vorsichtiges, positiv 

aufgeschlossenes Staunen (Lk 24,41), das die „große Freude“ vorbereitet, wie sie als Ergebnis der inneren 

Entwicklung nach der Himmelfahrt Jesu ihren Ausdruck finden wird (Lk 24,52)” (Freude, 382, emphasis 

original). Note that she also registers the importance of (re)interpreting scriptural promises in light of the 

community’s encounters with the Resurrected One, facilitating a corrected interpretation of salvation 

history (Inselmann, Freude, 391).  
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Before I consider the disciples’ movement into joy in Jesus’s presence in 

Jerusalem (24:36–41), though, I will turn once more to Cleopas and his companion’s 

earlier encounter with the Lord. Following their illuminating exegetical conversation 

along the way, Cleopas and his travelling companion invite their interlocutor to stay with 

them at Emmaus (24:28–29). It is only when they are about to eat together—specifically, 

after Jesus takes, blesses, and breaks the bread and distributes it to them (24:30)—that the 

pair finally perceives who their conversation partner has been this whole time (24:31). 

What are we to make of this moment of revelation, and how does it fit into the movement 

toward joy on Easter Sunday and beyond?  

To begin with, we should note that although Jesus’s walking and talking with 

Cleopas and his companion had of course also been embodied activities, the act of 

(almost) eating together further underscores the reality of Jesus’s body. In fact, Jesus’s 

later consumption of food in his followers’ presence appears in Luke’s telling to be one 

of the means by which Jesus shows himself to be risen indeed (see Luke 24:41–43; Acts 

1:3; 10:40–41).150  

 

150 In the case of restorations to life that are not the sort of definitive event that Jesus’s resurrection is in 

Luke-Acts, Luke sometimes but not always mentions eating. When he does so—in Luke 8:55, in relation to 

Jairus’s daughter—he seems to be following Mark’s Gospel (5:43). Elsewhere, those restored to mortal life 

are not always described as eating in Luke-Acts (note, for example, the case of the widow of Nain’s son 

(7:15) and of Tabitha/Dorcas (Acts 10:41). With reference to Luke 24, Parsons suggests that the point of 

Jesus eating with his followers in 24:43 may be not simply to demonstrate his embodied resurrected state (a 

point widely noted; e.g., Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1575) but also to show Jesus eating with his followers one last 

time prior to his departure (Luke, 353; see also Bernadicou, “Lucan Theology,” 90).  
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More than the sheer demonstration of some random fellow traveler’s bodily life, 

however, the specific actions that Jesus here performs emphasize that this is Jesus’s body. 

Jesus’s actions of blessing, breaking, and distributing the bread evoke the Last Supper 

(see Luke 22:19).151 For readers/hearers of Luke’s Gospel, the point is underlined by 

Cleopas and his fellow’s later account of the event, in which they identify Jesus’s 

breaking of the bread as the moment of the revelation (ἐν τῇ κλάσει τοῦ ἄρτου, 24:35; cf. 

also Acts 2:46, with joy terms). All three passages share key terms and themes:  

Table 39: The Table and Jesus’s Self-Revelation in Luke 

 

From the Lukan Account 

of the Last Supper (Luke 

22:19) 

Moment of Revelation at 

Emmaus (Luke 24:30–

31) 

Cleopas and Companion 

Report to Others in 

Jerusalem (Luke 24:35) 

 

 

Καὶ λαβὼν  

ἄρτον εὐχαριστήσας  

ἔκλασεν καὶ  

ἔδωκεν αὐτοῖς λέγων·  

 

τοῦτό ἐστιν τὸ σῶμά μου  

τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν διδόμενον·  

τοῦτο ποιεῖτε εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν  

ἀνάμνησιν.  

 

καὶ ἐγένετο ἐν τῷ  

κατακλιθῆναι αὐτὸν μετ᾽  

αὐτῶν λαβὼν τὸν 

ἄρτον εὐλόγησεν καὶ 

κλάσας  

ἐπεδίδου αὐτοῖς, αὐτῶν δὲ  

διηνοίχθησαν οἱ ὀφθαλμοὶ  

καὶ ἐπέγνωσαν αὐτόν·  

 

 

καὶ αὐτὸς ἄφαντος ἐγένετο  

ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν. 

 

καὶ αὐτοὶ ἐξηγοῦντο  

τὰ ἐν τῇ ὁδῷ  

 

καὶ ὡς ἐγνώσθη αὐτοῖς  

ἐν τῇ κλάσει τοῦ ἄρτου.  

 

 

 

151 This connection is widely noted, though commentators differ some in their interpretations of it. As often 

observed, the meal at Emmaus also calls to mind the feeding of the five thousand in Luke 9. See, e.g., 

Johnson, Gospel, 396; Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1568. On the possible eucharistic overtones in Luke 24, see note 

115, above.  
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Jesus’s embodied action of (nearly) eating a meal with Cleopas and his companion 

provides the context within which this little piece of the community of his followers is 

given insight into the identity of the risen Lord, present among them. That it is not 

inappropriate to view the risen Lord’s breaking of the bread as a moment of “revelation” 

is confirmed by Luke’s use—both in the initial narration in 24:31 and in the pair’s later 

remembering of the event in 24:35—of the passive voice to describe this moment of 

recognition. Cleopas and his companion’s “eyes were opened” (διηνοίχθησαν, 24:31), 

and Jesus was “made known to them” (ἐγνώσθη, 24:35)—both presumably cases of the 

so-called “divine passive.”152  

Interestingly, even after Cleopas and his fellow traveler recognize Jesus at table in 

Emmaus, they do not immediately rejoice.153 Or at least, Luke does not make any 

mention of their joy—and there are good reasons to respect this narrative silence about 

their emotional state as they hurry back to Jerusalem. As maintained above in relation to 

the women’s departure from the tomb (24:9), so also here: a delay in Cleopas and his 

fellow traveler’s joy would fit well into the larger narrative pattern in which all of Jesus’s 

adherents prove slow to rejoice following his resurrection. Again, this pattern is no mere 

 

152 That their eyes being “opened” in 24:31 should be interpreted as a “divine passive” is often noted; see, 

e.g., Fitzmyer, Gospel, 2:1568, noting the verbal resonance with 2 Kings 6:17 LXX. However, Wolter 

questions whether this interpretation is as clearly defensible as often thought (Gospel, 559). 
153 Regarding the affective overtones of the pair’s “burning” hearts (24:32)—an experience which, within 

the story, occurs prior to the revelation of Jesus’s identity (though the experience is remembered as such 

only after this revelation)—see note 114, above. 
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ornamental addition to Luke 24 but rather serves the important rhetorical purpose of 

drawing Luke’s audiences’ attention to the conditions that lead up to joy on Easter 

Sunday—as well as to the gift character of that joy when it finally is experienced (see 

further below).  

Likewise, we ought not to assume joy in the scene of animated exchange that 

precedes the Lord’s appearing to his followers in Jerusalem. Cleopas and his friend, 

along with those in Jerusalem with whom they swap stories of encounter with the risen 

Lord (24:34–35), seem quite excited about Jesus’s appearances and the resurrection that 

they evidence, but it is significant that Luke describes no one as rejoicing as yet. As noted 

above, when the disciples finally do rejoice, they do so most immediately in response to 

the revelation of Jesus as bodily present among them (24:41). However, as with the road 

to Emmaus, so also here: Jesus’s mere presence does not instantly lead to joy.  

When Jesus first appears among the lively gathering of his followers in Jerusalem, 

it might seem contextually appropriate for Luke to fall back on the helpfully ambiguous 

greeting/joy term χαίρειν (cf. Matt 28:9). Doing so could have created a bookending echo 

of Gabriel’s greeting/joy-command to Mary (Luke 1:28). Instead, though, in Luke 24:36, 

Jesus begins with a greeting of peace (εἰρήνη).154  

 

154 The textual variant here does not affect my argument, insofar as none of the variants involve a reference 

to joy. Cf. John 20:19, where the risen Lord also greets his gathered followers with “peace.”  
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His followers respond neither with joy155 nor with peace but rather with fear156 

(24:36–37). Significantly, their fear relates precisely to the question of Jesus’s embodied 

(or as they fear, disembodied) status: “They were … afraid, thinking themselves to be 

seeing a spirit/ghost” (πνεῦμα, 24:37). To assuage this anxiety, Jesus not only questions it 

(24:38) but also freely offers them a glimpse of his hands and feet (24:39–40). He frames 

this offer as a means of authenticating self-identification: “See my hands and my feet, 

that I am myself” (ὅτι ἐγώ εἰμι αὐτός, 24:39). Jesus goes on to demonstrate his renewed 

bodily life further through eating (24:41b–43) and as mentioned above, later gives 

additional hermeneutical instruction that helps his followers to understand that Jesus—the 

crucified and risen “I myself” who is physically present with them—is in fact the 

Messiah to whom the Scriptures bear witness (24:39, 44–47). Even before that additional 

proof and teaching, though, his followers rejoice over his embodied presence among 

them (24:41a).  

4.3.2.3.3.4 “While They Were Disbelieving from Joy”  

 

To be more precise, they “disbelieve from joy” (24:41).157 Much of my analysis 

of what leads to joy in Luke 24 has corroborated this study’s earlier findings about the 

 

155 Inselmann interprets the disciples’ response in 24:37 as “eine freudige Irritation,” a sort of jubilant 

confusion (Freude, 382). That seems to me an apt paraphrase of what Luke names in 24:41, but in 24:37, 

they are still thinking they may be seeing a ghost—which arguably counts against discerning a joyous 

undercurrent in their fearful shock.  
156 This perhaps explains why some manuscripts have Jesus say “do not fear” in 24:36.  
157 Inselmann paraphrases this puzzling phrase by observing that “sie [trauen] ihren Augen vor Freude 

nicht“ (Freude, 377, emphasis original). Story proposes that “in current use, the paradoxical responses 
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conditions that facilitate joy-according-to-Luke, but Luke’s framing of the moment of 

initial joy on Easter Sunday might seem to raise a difficulty for my argument. I have 

maintained that faith(fulness)/trust is among the conditions that leads to joy in Luke’s 

 

 

express the idiom, ‘too good to be true’” (Joyous, 126). Wenkel’s turn of phrase—“joy seeking 

understanding” (Joy, 124)—may also be apt here (cf. his later reference to “joyful faith seeking 

understanding” [132]). The exegetical question, as Inselmann poses it, is whether we have in Luke 24:41 a 

case of communal disbelief in the face of the risen Lord or whether the context should lead us to interpret 

this verse as actually expressing a sort of faith (Freude, 380). Noting a manuscript variant that suggests that 

early readers had trouble making sense of the verse, Inselmann surveys several scholarly proposals. For 

example, could this odd “disbelief from joy” be a literary device to set up what follows (a proposal 

Inselmann associates with C. F. Evans)? Does the reference to joy weaken the force of the reference to 

unbelief (a view she ties to R. E. Brown)? Or is some other explanation to be preferred? See further 

discussion in Inselmann, Freude, 380. Inselmann herself ultimately takes “disbelieving from joy” as 

parallel to “wondering” and both expressions as indicative of a “positive confusion” (“positive Irritation”; 

see Freude, 381). This is all part of the disciples’ affective development: “Die Freude im Ausdruck in Lk 

24,41 ist deshalb nicht als Hindernis für die Urteilsbildung zu verstehen, sondern als Hinweise für den 

einsetzenden Prozess einer inneren Umstrukturierung, mit der ein zur Trauer alternatives Affekterleben, 

nämlich Freude, korrespondiert” (Inselmann, Freude, 381–82, emphasis original).  

One of few studies devoted entirely to this verse is by Claire Clivaz, “‘Incroyants de joie’ (Lc 

24,41): Point de vue, Histoire et Poétique,” in Regards croisés sur la Bible: Études sur le point de vue, 

Actes du IIIe colloque international du Réseau de recherche en narrativité biblique, Paris, 8–10 juin 2006, 

Lectio Divina (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2007), 183–95. Commentators often note the difficulty of 

interpreting the verse, but they draw various conclusions about how best to interpret it. For example, 

Fitzmyer suggests in passing that joy is “out of place in this context” (i.e., 24:41), apparently because he 

sees joy as incompatible with the greater emphasis on fearful responses to Jesus’s appearance in Luke (cf. 

John 20) (see Gospel, 2:1573). In Fitzmyer’s view, the reference to joy probably comes from Luke’s 

special source (“L”) and is retained by Luke as “the excuse for the disciples’ unbelief” (Gospel, 2:1576). 

While it would be beyond my purposes here to venture a source-critical analysis of the joy motif in Luke 

24:41, I would say that Fitzmyer’s comment seems to undervalue the degree to which Lukan redaction 

foregrounds joy throughout much of the Third Gospel.  

Without having recourse to source-critical arguments, L. T. Johnson also notes that the 

juxtaposition of joy and unbelief is surprising, given that elsewhere in the Gospel “‘joy’ is otherwise almost 

entirely associated with the response of positive acceptance” (Gospel, 402). Johnson suggests that, in this 

passage, “Luke is portraying a purely emotional response which is so powerful that they are too 

overwhelmed to really ‘believe’ it in the sense of committing themselves to its reality” (Gospel, 402, 

emphasis original). See also the discussion of Luke 24:41 in, e.g., Wenkel, Joy, esp. 120–23, as well as 

Wolter’s discussion of the linking of unbelief and marvel in descriptions of “the reaction to positive news” 

in Hellenistic literature—a convention that leads him to think that ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς should be taken as “a 

semantically idiomatic explanation” (Gospel, 2:566, noting the comparable usages in Matt 13:44 and Acts 

12:14; see further below). 
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narrative world. This is illustrated early in the Gospel, (positively) by Mary and (at first, 

negatively) by Zechariah (see chapter 1). The joy-inhibiting effects of absent or slow 

faith are also evident even within Luke 24, as we have seen earlier in the present chapter 

(e.g., 24:25; see 4.3.2.3.2.1). In light of the association of joy with faith(fulness)/trust 

elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel, how can Jesus’s followers “disbelieve [or: be lacking in 

faith/trust] on account of [literally, from] joy” (ἀπιστούντων αὐτῶν ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς, 

24:41)? Put differently, how can joy-according-to-Luke, which seems in at least some 

contexts to require faith/trust, itself be an impediment to that very faith/trust?158 Three 

points should be made in relation to Luke 24:41’s depiction of Jesus’s followers as 

doubting-from-joy.  

First, phenomenologically speaking, such a response to a radically joyous turn of 

events is not as odd as it may initially sound. As many can confirm from their own 

experience and/or the observation of others’ experiences, sometimes the advent of 

extremely joyous circumstances does produce a kind of doubt—a doubt, however, that is 

more like wonder-full marvel than sheer unbelief.159 That this is the sort of phenomenon 

 

158 Although I focus here on joy’s relationship to factors such as faith, hope, revelation, and scriptural 

interpretation, Inselmann is right to note that joy is also set in narrative proximity with other emotions—

notably, sadness and fear—in the context of the disciples’ (im)perception of revelatory events in Luke 

24:13–39 (see Freude, 377; on the impact of this mixture of emotions on the implied reader, see also 

Freude, 378–79). See further in Freude, 376–83 regarding the complex interconnection of various 

emotions, dispositions, and experiences in this scene—and the light that ancient rhetoric might shed on the 

juxtaposition of such diverse emotions in Luke 24:37, 41.  
159 In a sense, the paradoxical mixing of joy and unbelief increases the verisimilitude of the scene: “The 

psychological authenticity of v. 41 is striking” (Bernadicou, “Christian Community,” 211).  



 

680 

 

described in Luke 24:41 is suggested by Luke’s use of the verb for “marveling” in this 

very verse, perhaps implying near-synonymous parallelism between marveling and the 

disciples’ experience of disbelief-from-joy: “While they still were unbelieving/faithless 

from joy and were marveling…” (ἔτι δὲ ἀπιστούντων αὐτῶν ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς καὶ 

θαυμαζόντων, 24:41). This may help to explain how the disciples’ lack of faith in this 

instance is qualitatively different from that which we observed above in the case of 

Zechariah, for example, whose explicit request for a sign Gabriel interprets as evincing (a 

pernicious sort of) doubt that indeed does (temporarily) inhibit the aged priest’s joy (see 

chapter 1).160 

Second, within what would come to be the biblical canon, the complex 

intertwining of joy with other responses to surprising turns of events is by no means 

unique to Luke 24. Elsewhere in Luke-Acts, the New Testament, and Israel’s Scriptures, 

we find further confirmation that, as in experience, so also in the Bible and in Luke-Acts 

specifically: joy is (in certain circumstances) compatible with seemingly contrary 

emotions, beliefs, behaviors, and so forth.161  

 

160 Thus I agree with Matthew Elliott when he rejects Beilner’s claim that this verse implies a negative view 

of “emotional” joy; rather, “the verse’s meaning is more accurately about the fact that their joy was so 

great, they could hardly believe it was real.… The joy was confirmation of unbelievable truth, not obstacle 

to belief” (Elliott, Faithful, 167, in critical conversation with Beilner, “Joy” 440). See further in note 157, 

above.  
161 As N. T. Wright puts it, “[I]n the New Testament the ‘joy’ and ‘rejoicing’ that forms such a common 

theme is capable of overlapping with quite different human emotions” (“Joy,” 41)—and not only emotions, 

I would add. Inselmann offers a substantive discussion of whether 24:41 might be fruitfully interpreted in 

terms either of contrasting or of mixed feelings (Freude, 378–81; see also Clivaz, “Incroyants”). Cf. the 
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Within Luke-Acts, for example, a similar phenomenon occurs in Acts 12:14. 

Rhoda is so overjoyed by the sound of (the formerly imprisoned) Peter at the door that 

she does not even think to open the door and let him in.  

Table 40: Befuddlement “from Joy” in Luke and Acts 

 

Luke 24:41162  Acts 12:14 (Rhoda Hears Peter at the 

Door)163  

ἔτι δὲ ἀπιστούντων αὐτῶν  

ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς καὶ θαυμαζόντων  

εἶπεν αὐτοῖς· ἔχετέ τι βρώσιμον ἐνθάδε;  

 

καὶ ἐπιγνοῦσα τὴν φωνὴν τοῦ Πέτρου  

ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς  

οὐκ ἤνοιξεν τὸν πυλῶνα,  

εἰσδραμοῦσα δὲ ἀπήγγειλεν  

ἑστάναι τὸν Πέτρον πρὸ τοῦ πυλῶνος.  

  

 

Although Luke does not use the term ἀπιστέω in Acts 12:14 (cf. Luke 24:41), Rhoda’s 

response manifests a confused wonder similar to what we see in Luke 24:41.164 

 

 

title of the important recent volume edited by F. Scott Spencer, Mixed Feelings, Vexed Passions: Exploring 

Emotions in Biblical Literature (on which, see further in the introduction).  
162 Cf. also Luke 22:45, where the disciples cannot stay awake, sleeping “from grief” (ἀπὸ τῆς λύπης). 
163 For the only other NT use of the exact phrase ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς, see Matthew 13:44. Of course, others have 

noted the parallels between Rhoda and one or more characters in Luke 24. See further discussion of this 

point in appendix A.  
164 Moreover, the motif of unbelief comes up in others’ initial response to Rhoda’s report (Acts 12:15–16). 

Compare Acts 12:14–16 also with Luke 24:11–12, both of which involve (possibly gendered) disbelief over 

a joyous turn of events, as others have noted. It could be argued that Rhoda’s joy supports interpreting the 

women’s testimony in Luke 24:8–10 as joyful (however befuddled), but it still seems significant that Luke 

does not use joy language early in his account of Easter Sunday. If one did take the women’s joy to be 

occurring already by Luke 24:8–9, though, this would set up a parallelism between several pairs of 

female/male characters and their relative promptness entering joy. Mary believes and rejoices before 

Zechariah; perhaps (though the key terms are not used) the women at the tomb believe and rejoice before 

the Eleven and the rest; finally, Rhoda believes(?) and rejoices before others are persuaded to accept the 

truth of her message. One would think that they would join her in rejoicing once Peter actually enters, but 

(in keeping with the slowness of Jesus’ disciples to rejoice on Easter?) Luke does not use a clear-cut joy 
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Moving beyond Luke-Acts, two passages in Matthew’s account of Easter Sunday 

also prove helpful here. Matthew 28:8 describes the women’s response to the news of 

Jesus’s resurrection. Here joy is linked not to faithlessness per se but rather to fear. It is 

not entirely clear what sort of “fear” is in view, though. Faith and fear are sometimes 

portrayed as antithetical in the New Testament (e.g., Mark 5:36), in which case 

Matthew’s reference to fear might be seen as another way of naming what Luke calls 

“unbelieving.” On the other hand, both the New Testament and the Old Testament can 

also refer to “fear” in a positive sense, as appropriate reverence for God. Matthew’s 

reference to fear could reflect this usage instead—particularly in light of the linking of 

joy and holy fear in passages such as Psalm 2:11 LXX: 

Table 41: Joy, Fear, and Unbelief in Canonical Context 

 

Matthew 28:8  Luke 24:41  Psalm 2:11165 

Καὶ ἀπελθοῦσαι ταχὺ  

ἀπὸ τοῦ μνημείου  

μετὰ φόβου  

καὶ χαρᾶς μεγάλης 

ἔδραμον ἀπαγγεῖλαι  

τοῖς μαθηταῖς αὐτοῦ.  

  

ἔτι δὲ  

 

ἀπιστούντων αὐτῶν  

ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς καὶ  

θαυμαζόντων  

εἶπεν αὐτοῖς· ἔχετέ τι  

βρώσιμον ἐνθάδε;  

 

δουλεύσατε τῷ κυρίῳ  

 

ἐν φόβῳ καὶ  

ἀγαλλιᾶσθε αὐτῷ  

ἐν τρόμῳ  

 

 

 

 

term here (rather, ἐξίστημι). See also the discussion of the silence about joy at this point in Acts in Willie 

James Jennings, Acts, Belief (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Pres, 2017), 129. 
165 Note the quotation of earlier verses from this passage (Ps 2:1–2 LXX) in Acts 2:25–26. 
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One might also note, as a more direct parallel to Luke 24:41 in terms of narrative time, 

the combination of doubt/wavering and worship in Matthew 28:17: 

Table 42: Mixed Responses to the Resurrected Lord in Matthew and Luke 

 

Matthew 28:17 Luke 24:41  

καὶ ἰδόντες αὐτὸν προσεκύνησαν,  

οἱ δὲ ἐδίστασαν.  

 

ἔτι δὲ ἀπιστούντων αὐτῶν  

ἀπὸ τῆς χαρᾶς καὶ θαυμαζόντων  

εἶπεν αὐτοῖς· ἔχετέ τι βρώσιμον ἐνθάδε;  

 

 

Though their terms for doubting are different, both Matthew and Luke indicate that 

Jesus’s followers react to the risen Lord’s presence with a mixture of uncertainty, on the 

one hand, and appropriate celebration, on the other—with the latter being described by 

Luke in terms of joy and by Matthew in terms of worship.166  

More could be said about this parallel, but the point at present is simply that, in 

describing a joy that is so overpowering as to lead to a kind of doubt, Luke names a 

phenomenon that is evident from experience and reflected in broader canonical patterns 

of describing emotional and other responses to strong stimuli, including specifically 

Jesus’s resurrection.167 In keeping with such experiential and wider scriptural parallels, 

the “unbelieving” or “faithlessness” of Jesus’s followers in Luke 24:41 should not be 

 

166 On προσκυνέω as part of Matthew’s narrative articulation of Christology, see Joshua E. Leim, 

Matthew’s Theological Grammar: The Father and the Son, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen 

Testament 2/402 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015).  
167 See also Clivaz’s discussion of the somewhat similar range of emotions/responses—joy, marvel, 

unbelief—that could be implied together by the Greek term ἄγη by the second century AD (“‘Incroyants de 

joie,’” esp. 186–90), discussed in Inselmann, Freude, 382.  
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taken as a pernicious, joy-inhibiting doubt (cf. Zechariah) but rather as wonder-like 

doubt, compatible with (indeed, sometimes caused by) exceeding joy.  

Even if the sort of unbelief evident in Luke 24:41 is this more benign variety, 

though, it remains important to identify the focal point of the disciples’ unbelief. After 

all, as with belief/trust/faith(fulness), so also with the lack thereof: Luke-Acts knows of 

no faith or faithlessness “in general” but only relative to some particular person, promise, 

situation, etc. This brings us to a third observation about the joy in Luke 24:41. Luke’s 

diction in this verse, together with the wider narrative context, suggests that the focal 

point of the disciples’ doubt is specifically Jesus’s embodied presence among them.  

Within Luke 24:41, the adverb ἔτι at the beginning of the verse should be taken in 

a temporal sense, such that it marks the fact that the disciples who doubt-for-joy are 

“still” (as yet) doubting. This “still” implies that their present doubt continues from some 

prior starting point. Although Jesus’s followers have been described as lacking in 

faith/trust at several points earlier in the chapter (see, e.g., 24:11, 23), the most immediate 

starting point for the doubt named in 24:41 would seem to be their initial response to 

Jesus’s appearance among them in 24:36. When the risen Lord shows up at their 

gathering, Luke tells us, the disciples become “startled and afraid, thinking they were 

seeing a spirit/ghost” (πτοηθέντες δὲ καὶ ἔμφοβοι γενόμενοι ἐδόκουν πνεῦμα θεωρεῖν, 

24:37). Jesus’s response addresses this very point of confusion. After questioning them 

for reacting in this way (“Why are you troubled, and on account of what do 
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questions/reasonings arise in your heart?” [24:37; cf. 24:25]), Jesus proceeds to affirm 

that he is himself, bodily present, and invites them to touch and see the truth of his claim 

by examining his hands and feet (24:39).  

Given this narrative context, when the disciples are described as “still doubting” 

in 24:41, one can only assume that what they are doubting is specifically the reality of 

what Jesus has just shown and proclaimed to them—i.e., his own bodily presence.168 This 

interpretation finds further support from the way in which Jesus responds to the doubt-

from-joy that follows his initial self-manifestation in this scene (24:41a). While his 

adherents are still in this muddled state of joy mixed with marvel/unbelief, Jesus asks for 

and eats food in front of them (24:41b–43), thereby further evidencing his genuine 

embodiment (cf. also Acts 1:3; 10:40–41). 

Later in Luke 24, the disciples will rejoice in a more unqualified way (24:52). 

Surprisingly enough, that joy occurs after Jesus’s ascension, hence in his bodily 

absence—a detail to which I will return below (see 4.4). For now, I would simply note 

one implication of both the joy that follows Jesus’s bodily departure from his followers 

and the joy that at first inhibits their ability to come to terms with his embodied presence 

among them. Both of these cases of joy suggest that, although Jesus’s recognized bodily 

 

168 One implication, as L. T. Johnson notes, is that this scene again underscores “how ‘fact’ or ‘experience’ 

is itself insufficient for faith; the interpretive word is also required” (Gospel, 402). On the way in which the 

opening of this meeting between the risen Lord and his followers suggests the need for the disciples’ 

further transformation “in disposition and attitude, cognition and affect, as well as practices and behavior,” 

see Green, Gospel, 854. 
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presence is the most immediate trigger for the disciples’ entry into joy on Easter Sunday, 

the link between their joy and this condition for it is not as formulaic as one might expect. 

Moreover, this particular condition for joy-according-to-Luke is one that proves less 

generalizable than some others—an observation that I will take up again as I turn now to 

review this section and to situate it in relation to my larger study of joy and what leads to 

it. 

4.3.3 Joy on Easter Sunday and Joy-according-to-Luke in Other Contexts  

Joy is an enticement to the soul, joy which is the 

outcome of hope blossoming in the heart, and 

meditation upon its hope is the well-being of the 

heart. 

 

—The Way of a Pilgrim: And the Pilgrim Continues 

His Way 

 

Whatever exactly one ought to make of the link between joy and unbelief in Luke 

24:41, it is in any case true that by this verse Jesus’s followers finally experience 

unambiguous (even if not unmixed) joy. Their joy alleviates the tension created by the 

movement, traced above, of several characters toward but not yet into jubilation on Easter 

Sunday. Before we consider the place of joy in the final verses of Luke’s Gospel and on 

into Acts, it may be helpful to take stock of our findings thus far concerning the 

conditions that facilitate this initial jubilation following Jesus’s resurrection. How do the 

various conditions considered above fit together with each other and with Luke’s larger 

narrative portrayal of joy and what leads to it?  
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As I have argued, by the time the disciples finally rejoice in Luke 24:41, several 

different conditions have come together, interweaving with each other and with joy in 

complex ways. Through God’s joy-facilitating action, Jesus has been raised from the 

dead, making joy a possibility for his followers on Easter Sunday (4.3.2.1). However, in 

order for the disciples to enter into that possible joy, they need more than the mere 

occurrence of Jesus’s divinely wrought resurrection. They need also to learn of this event 

and to be given the ability to grasp this unprecedented instance of joy-conducive divine 

action as indeed joyous.  

Luke relates that Jesus’s adherents do indeed hear about his resurrection, at first 

from witnesses such as angels or those to whom these angels have testified (4.3.2.2). This 

testimony prompts further wondering, investigation, and perplexed discussion (e.g., 

24:12, 14, 19–24)—activities that, though they fall short of rejoicing per se, evince a sort 

of conscious disorientation that in this case fosters greater openness to the additional 

conditions that eventually do enable rejoicing. Among these additional conditions, 

Jesus’s followers particularly stand in need of the quickening of their faith and 

reorientation of their hope (24:11, 21, 25; see 4.3.2.3.2).  

The needed correction in these areas of discipleship occurs, in part, through the 

risen Lord’s revelatory hermeneutical teaching (4.3.2.3.3.2). Thus, on the road to 

Emmaus, Jesus’s corrective instruction enables Cleopas and his friend to understand 

recent events in a joy-conducive way—i.e., in a way that is informed by a faith-full 
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(re)interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures, capable of sustaining hope even following Jesus’s 

crucifixion (24:25–27, 32). Already before he is recognized, then, the risen Jesus 

cultivates in his followers the dispositions that (as seen elsewhere in this study) lead to 

appropriate jubilation.  

By the time Jesus appears among his followers in Jerusalem, they have all 

received such hermeneutical instruction, either directly from Jesus or through the witness 

of others (24:35a). They will soon receive additional teaching along the same lines from 

the recognized Lord himself (24:44–47). However, like the other conditions for joy 

considered above, such instruction is not in itself sufficient to facilitate their joy on Easter 

Sunday. Whether one considers his teaching on the way to Emmaus or his similar 

instruction of those gathered in Jerusalem, it is important to note that that the risen Lord 

offers this teaching in the context of embodied, communal fellowship.  

As argued above, Jesus’s own recognized bodily presence provides the most 

immediate trigger for the joy that erupts (however fragilely) in Luke 24:41 (4.3.2.3.3.3). 

Although Jesus himself will soon no longer be physically present with his followers in 

this way, emphatically embodied communal fellowship remains a condition that leads to 

joy also in Luke’s second volume. In Acts, believers’ common life—including 

specifically (among other practices) the “breaking of bread” that provided the context for 

Cleopas and his companion’s recognition of the risen Lord (see 24:31, 35; as well as Acts 
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2:42, 46)—continues to be associated with joy even during the period between Jesus’s 

bodily departure and expected return.  

Back in Luke 24, as discussed above (4.3.2.3.3.4), when the disciples at last 

rejoice in the presence of the risen Lord, they do so with a joy so intense as to be bound 

up with a sort of unbelief (24:41), further complicating the picture of joy and what leads 

to it in Luke-Acts. Apparently, although sometimes doubt can prevent or delay rejoicing 

(e.g., Luke 1:14, 20; 24:11, 25), there is also a sort of doubt that arises from a surplus of 

joy (e.g., Luke 24:41; Acts 12:14). So intense is their eventual joy on Easter Sunday.  

In order to situate this particular instance of joy (and the conditions that lead to it) 

in relation to the wider context of Luke-Acts, two further comments should be made 

about the foregoing summary of what at last facilitates joy on Easter Sunday. First, to 

reiterate once more a point made repeatedly above but worth underscoring again: the 

complex intertwining of the conditions for joy on Easter Sunday disrupts any attempt to 

distill Luke’s narrative into a simplistic formula for achieving this joy. Luke 24 does not 

allow for an easy reduction of the movement into joy into some three- (or four- or fifty-) 

step process that could be sequentially followed so as to control the advent of joy. Rather, 

like Jesus’s resurrection itself, the joy experienced by Jesus’s followers in Luke 24 is 

ultimately God’s gift. This joy is dependent on divine action both to bring about the 
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relevant circumstances and to enable bystanders’ recognition of them as joyous, including 

through revelation in a strong sense.169  

Second, as I alluded to in passing above, not all of the conditions that lead to joy 

on Easter Sunday are equally generalizable as conditions for joy in other contexts. Some 

conditions for joy—such as (1) God’s action to bring about joy-conducive 

circumstances—remain constant (at least implicitly) across Luke’s various accounts of 

jubilation. Other conditions—such as (2) perceiving the coherence of Jesus’s story with 

Israel’s Scriptures—are needed for joy in some contexts but are not strictly necessary for 

all appropriate joy-according-to-Luke. Thus, for example, those pagans whose hearts 

were “filled with joy” through (1) God’s centuries’ long provision of creational goods 

could rejoice (Acts 14:17) without (2) knowing anything at all about Israel’s Scriptures or 

Jesus—even if, now, these same pagans are indeed called to turn to the Lord Jesus and 

thereby enter into the joy of God’s salvation that is offered to them in him (Acts 14:14–

17).170 In contrast to such (more or less) generalizable conditions for joy-according-to-

 

169 This does not contradict Inselmann’s frequent insistence that Lukan joy has a rational grounding and 

that rational argumentation plays a part in bringing joy about in Luke 24 (see, e.g., Freude, 383). Lukan joy 

is not irrational. However, it should be emphasized that—at least in some cases, such as on Easter—the 

process of cognitive-affective change that leads to joy involves specifically the exercise of illumined 

reason, reasoning about events and information that surpass what “unaided” human reason could be 

expected to grasp. For example, the scriptural interpretation that plays a therapeutic role in Luke 24 

(Freude, 383) evidently goes beyond what the disciples were able to figure out by reading the Scriptures 

without the help of the risen Lord.  
170 Note that even in his preaching to this clearly pagan audience, Paul’s manner of reasoning and diction 

recall Israel’s scriptural traditions. Compare, for instance, the juxtaposition of joy and God’s creational 

provision in Acts 14:17 and Psalm 4:7 LXX, both of which specifically mention εὐφροσύνη and καρδία. 
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Luke, (3) embodied encounter with the risen Lord is not an experience that Luke portrays 

as necessary for joy in all cases, or even for all specifically “Christian” rejoicing. To the 

contrary, many characters rejoice in Acts without having had any such experience of 

sharing physical space with the risen Lord.171  

What are we to make of this? Given the way in which direct interaction with the 

risen Lord is tied to apostolic witness in Acts (e.g., Acts 1:21–22), it may be that the 

Lord’s embodied presence is crucial to joy on Easter Sunday in a special way. Those who 

observe Jesus’s hands and feet in this context (Luke 24:39–40) are the ones who will 

engage in joy-conducive witness to the resurrection following his ascension (cf. Acts 

1:22; 10:40–41; 13:31)—thereby making the joy that they experienced on Easter 

accessible through faith even during the bodily absence of the risen-and-ascended Lord. 

In short, it is indeed essential for Luke’s vision of (Christian) joy that Jesus is risen, 

 

 

Paul’s audience has not known the LORD and the still deeper joy that, according to Psalm 4, the one true 

God brings; however, they have experienced good crops and joyful hearts. Paul reasons that it is precisely 

through the joy of such creational flourishing that this same God has been preparing these people to repent, 

recognizing the gospel that Paul now proclaims as the good news toward which these “ordinary” joys were 

pointing all along. On the possibility of rejoicing over God’s action in the world without recognizing it as 

such, see also Thompson, “Reflections,” 35. 
171 E.g., the Ethiopian official in Acts 8:39, or the Philippian jail and his household in Acts 16:34. 

Interestingly, in both of these cases, the joyful person(s) has/have just been baptized, and though neither 

passage reports a specifically eucharistic context for rejoicing, the joy in 16:34 does occur in close 

proximity to a shared meal (cf. also Acts 2:46). Using the language the church later developed to speak 

about such things, perhaps we could say that these joyful characters experienced the Lord’s presence in 

some sort of sacramental sense. My point is simply that they did not share space with Jesus in the same way 

that his witnesses did between Easter and the ascension. Note also several cases in Acts of joy without such 

potentially sacramental overtones (e.g., 8:8).  
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bodily, from the dead—and that there were witnesses to this reality, those who knew him 

prior to his death and who ate and drank with him after his resurrection (again, see Acts 

1:22; 10:40–41; 13:31). But the Lukan vision of joy does not require that all people who 

would trust in and rejoice over the risen Lord experience this sort of encounter with him.  

Our discussion of the other factors needed for Easter joy becomes important here. 

After all, even those who do encounter the risen Lord Jesus prior to his ascension rejoice 

not simply because someone they loved and honored has returned to life and is with them 

again, joyous though such a circumstance may be.172 They rejoice also and especially for 

a further reason—one that remains accessible as a prompt to joy even after Jesus’s 

ascension. As his followers in Luke 24 come to recognize through Jesus’s revelatory 

presence and the hermeneutical instruction that quickens their faith and reorients their 

hope, Jesus’s renewed life and his ascension/exaltation mark a decisive turning point in 

salvation history.173  

4.4 Joy and the Ascension  

In fact, as N. T. Wright has persuasively argued, the disciples’ recognition of 

these events as pivotal salvation-historical developments helps to account for their 

 

172 As Wright puts it, the “obvious sense of joy at seeing Jesus alive again after his crucifixion” does not 

fully account for the joy attributed to the disciples’ following Jesus’s resurrection (“Joy,” 40; Wright’s 

comment here is specifically linked to John and Luke). See further in 4.4. 
173 See Wright, “Joy,” esp. 39–40, 55–56. 
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continued joy even after Jesus’s physical departure from them in the ascension (24:52).174 

The present section will consider Luke’s narrativization of joy and what leads to it in the 

final verses of his Gospel and the opening of Acts. I begin by further puzzling over the 

reason for Jesus’s adherents’ “great joy” following his bodily departure (24:52; see 

4.4.1). Building on Wright’s analysis, I will draw attention to the salvation-historical 

narrative and christological insights undergirding the joy with which Luke’s Gospel ends. 

Next, I will argue that—consistent with our findings above, especially in the infancy 

narrative (see chapter 1)—faithfulness-while-waiting at the end of Luke 24 and early in 

Acts positions Jesus’s followers to receive additional joy-conducive circumstances 

following his ascension, notably including on Pentecost (4.4.2). Such waiting also comes 

to characterize the life of the community as they look forward to the eschatological joy of 

Jesus’s return, a point to which I will return in appendix A. For now, to round out my 

treatment of joy in the hinge passages between Luke’s two volumes, the present section 

will conclude with consideration of the joy terms in Peter’s Pentecost preaching about the 

risen and ascended Lord Jesus. As we will find, Peter’s christological interpretation of 

Psalm 15 LXX (Ps 16 MT) sheds additional light on (albeit without being primarily 

concerned with) joy-according-to-Luke (4.4.3).  

 

174 Again, see Wright, “Joy,” esp. 39–40, 55–56. 
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4.4.1 Why Do Jesus’s Followers Rejoice after He Departs? (Luke 24:49–53; 

cf. Acts 1:1–12) 

The final verses of Luke’s Gospel report that, after the risen Jesus’s bodily 

departure, the disciples, “worshipping him, returned into Jerusalem175 with great joy 

(μετὰ χαρᾶς μεγάλης) and were continually176 in the temple blessing God” (24:52–53). If 

anything, their joy seems to be more robust than it was upon first recognizing the risen 

Lord among them (24:41).177 How does this joy fit into the larger picture I am sketching 

of joy and the conditions that make it possible according to Luke?  

From one perspective, the joy of Luke 24:52 makes good narrative sense. It 

allows Luke (interestingly, much like Matthew) to bookend his Gospel with “great 

joy”178 (see also Acts 15:3): 

 

175 Given Jesus’s words in 24:49, their movement back to the city also evinces “obedience to Jesus” 

(Johnson, Gospel, 404); thus, the connection between obedience and joy is present here as well. On the 

significance of their returning to Jerusalem, see also Inselmann, Freude, esp. 384–85; on the theocentric 

character of their joy, focused on God’s action as its object, see Inselmann, Freude, 386. 
176 I.e., διὰ παντὸς. Inselmann rightly points out that this temporal qualifier is not incidental; it suggests that 

the disciples are manifesting the sort of endurance called for by the parable of the sower (cf. 8:15; Freude, 

386; Inselmann also suggests a possible scriptural connection to the promise of everlasting joy—itself the 

result of a sort of “Affektwandel”—in Isa 35:10 [Freude, 386, emphasis original]).  
177 On the ways in which the joy in Luke 24:52 represents the Lukan ideal for joy, see Inselmann, Freude, 

391. She concludes that the disciples “demonstrieren durch ihr Verhalten am Schluss des 

Lukasevangeliums, dass sie erfolgreich gelernt haben, ihre Freude zuzuordnen und auszudrücken“ 

(Inselmann, Freude, 386). She proposes that the actions of the disciples at the end of Luke’s Gospel could 

be considered “als deskriptive Umschreibung der Freude” or as indicative of the behavior-consequences 

(“die Handlungskonsequenzen”) of their joy (Inselmann, Freude, 385–86, emphasis original). 
178 It is often noted that 24:52’s “great joy” recalls the announcement to the shepherds in Luke 2:10 (e.g., 

Wolter, Gospel, 2:574). Inselmann notices this link and also draws attention to further points of connection 

between the passages, such as the juxtaposition of joy and fear in both Luke 24 and Luke 1–2 (see Freude, 

383, 385; see also 190).  
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Table 43: “Great Joy” at the Bookends of Matthew and Luke 

 

Matthew 2:10  

(Magi’s 

Response to Star 

Showing Where 

Jesus Is) 

Matthew 28:8  

(Women’s 

Response Leaving 

Tomb on Easter) 

Luke 2:10  

(Angelic Message 

to Shepherds 

about Jesus’s 

Birth) 

Luke 24:52  

(Jesus’s Followers’ 

Response after His 

Ascension)  

 

 

ἰδόντες δὲ τὸν 

ἀστέρα ἐχάρησαν 

χαρὰν μεγάλην 

σφόδρα.  

Καὶ ἀπελθοῦσαι 

ταχὺ ἀπὸ τοῦ 

μνημείου μετὰ 

φόβου καὶ  

χαρᾶς μεγάλης 

ἔδραμον 

ἀπαγγεῖλαι τοῖς 

μαθηταῖς αὐτοῦ.  

 

καὶ εἶπεν αὐτοῖς ὁ 

ἄγγελος· μὴ 

φοβεῖσθε, ἰδοὺ γὰρ 

εὐαγγελίζομαι ὑμῖν 

χαρὰν μεγάλην ἥτις 

ἔσται παντὶ τῷ λαῷ 

Καὶ αὐτοὶ 

προσκυνήσαντες 

αὐτὸν ὑπέστρεψαν 

εἰς Ἰερουσαλὴμ 

μετὰ χαρᾶς μεγάλης  

 

Nor is the verbal link to Luke 2:10 the only way in which the joy in Luke 24:52 serves to 

frame this Gospel with rejoicing. As others have noted, the spatial/social/liturgical 

location of the joy in Luke 24:52 is also significant in this regard:179 Jesus’s followers 

rejoice in Jerusalem, where (as we learn in 24:53) they frequent the temple.180 The 

Jerusalem temple is, of course, the very location where Zechariah heard Gabriel’s 

message concerning the joy that John would bring to the aged priest and to many others 

(Luke 1:14). It was also the location of Simeon’s and Anna’s jubilant encounters with the 

 

179 That the Jerusalem/temple setting occurs both at the outset and at the close of Luke’s “Gospel of Joy” is 

routinely noted by scholars (e.g., Wenkel, Joy, 127). For a more distinctive take on the symbolic (and 

affectively significant) importance of the Jerusalem location, see Inselmann, Freude, esp. 384–85 (see also 

Wenkel, Joy, 131). 
180 Inselmann makes an interesting suggestion based on the temporal note (διὰ παντὸς) in Luke 24:53, 

proposing that this implies the community’s constancy (“Beständigkeit”)—a trait that, based on passages 

such as Luke 8:11–15, Luke seems to associate with appropriate joy (Freude, 389, emphasis original).  
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infant Jesus later in the infancy narrative (2:25–38; see chapter 1). Moreover, since 

frequenting the temple will be a practice that characterizes the joyful early community in 

Acts as well (Acts 2:46), Luke 24:52–53 not only aptly concludes Luke’s “Gospel of 

Joy” but also sets up his second volume and its continued treatment of the joy motif.181  

Even if the “great joy” in Luke 24:52 may serve these and other discernable 

narrative purposes, though, it is also true that—considered from another angle—this 

jubilation may be surprising to readers/hearers of Luke’s Gospel. After all, as I have 

argued, the closing chapter of this Gospel thematizes the importance of Jesus’s 

recognized bodily presence for triggering joy on Easter Sunday (4.3.2.3.3.3). Why, then, 

would his disciples rejoice immediately following his bodily departure? How is it that 

these disciples—whose joy was so closely bound up with doubt as to be almost a fragile 

jubilation in 24:41—can rejoice with “great joy” after Jesus’s physical withdrawal from 

them in 24:52? 

As indicated above, this is a question that N. T. Wright has taken up explicitly. In 

the course of a wider-ranging survey of joy in the New Testament, Wright observes that 

the Lukan disciples’ post-ascension jubilation “seems, to put it mildly, counterintuitive”: 

Why would they be so joyful if Jesus has been taken from them? Ought they not 

to be sorrowful? Might not his departure signal the start of danger, of fear, of the 

loss of a sense of direction? What is this “joy” that they now have? What is the 

 

181 Though a full analysis of joy in Acts would be beyond the scope of the present study, I will offer some 

preliminary observations in the conclusion and appendix A.  
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reason for it—either in the original historical setting, or in Luke’s vision, as he 

writes these books a few decades later?182  

 

Wright’s compelling response to these queries, as I have already hinted, is that the post-

ascension joy of Jesus’s followers “is … not simply the human delight at discovering a 

dead friend and master to be alive again”; more than that, it is also a response to the 

realization that “[s]omething is happening—something has happened—as a result of 

which the world is a different place.”183 Specifically, Wright suggests, the post-ascension 

joy of the disciples arises from the fact that “they believed not only that Jesus had been 

raised from the dead, launching God’s new creation, but that he was now enthroned as 

the world’s rightful sovereign.”184 In other words, the christological insights given to the 

disciples following Jesus’s resurrection enable them to perceive his ascension in terms of 

the continued unfolding of God’s redemptive purposes—and so to rejoice.  

Wright’s proposed explanation makes theological sense, and it coheres with 

Acts’s portrayal of the ascended Lord.185 At the same time, though, this proposal also 

 

182 Wright, “Joy,” 39–40.  
183 Wright, “Joy,” 40, here drawing on John’s Gospel (in keeping with the broader scope of his study); see 

further in Wright, “Joy,” 39–40, 55–56, 58–60. Consistent with Wright’s interpretation of the joy in Luke 

24:52, González maintains that “[t]he joy of the resurrection—as well as the entire life, teachings, and 

death—of Jesus is not only that death has been conquered, but also that this is the fulfillment of the eternal 

plans and the work of God” (Luke, 278). Cf. Bernadicou, “Christian Community,” 212. 
184 Wright, “Joy,” 55; thus, as throughout the NT, “[t]he fact of the resurrection and exaltation of the 

crucified Jesus opens up a new world, launches the new creation, over which Jesus is sovereign; that is the 

root cause of joy” (Wright, “Joy,” 59, emphasis original).  
185 See for example Peter’s discussion of Jesus’s ascension/exaltation in Acts 2:32–36; 3:19–21. In Acts 2, 

Peter ties Jesus’s exaltation specifically with the sending of the Holy Spirit; perhaps not coincidentally, the 

Holy Spirit is also frequently linked to joy in Luke-Acts, as many have noticed. See, for example, Luke 
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raises some questions for my study of what leads to Lukan joy. According to Luke, how 

did the jubilant disciples know to interpret Jesus’s ascension in this joy-conducive way? 

What enables them to recognize Jesus’s bodily departure—which (as Wright points out) 

might at first glance seem like a sad event—as an occasion for rejoicing? 

Luke does not connect all of the dots for us here. However, it may be possible to 

draw some tentative conclusions from the foregoing analysis of Jesus’s followers’ initial 

entry into joy on Easter Sunday. As I have shown, for Luke, this joy requires Jesus’s 

resurrection but also more than that bare event as such. Before they can enter into joy on 

Easter, Jesus’s disciples must first have their faith renewed and their hope recalibrated 

(see 4.3.2.3.2). To this end, they must be led into a correct(ed) understanding of the 

meaning not only of Jesus’s resurrection but also of the whole movement of which it is a 

part: from his betrayal, suffering, and death to his resurrection and even their own 

subsequent mission. According to Jesus, Israel’s Scriptures bear witness to the divine 

“necessity” of all of this (Luke 24:45–47). Jesus therefore brings about the necessary 

epistemic-and-hence emotional transformation in part through revelatory hermeneutical 

instruction (see further in 4.3.2.3).  

 

 

10:21; Acts 13:52; Story, Joyous; and Carmona, “Lucas,” esp. 212. Note also the juxtaposition and in some 

cases interconnection of the Holy Spirit, Jesus’s bodily departure, and joy in John 15–17. 
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As often noted, though, Luke offers surprisingly few details about the content of 

Jesus’s exegetical explanations concerning these matters. The narrator’s reference to “the 

Law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms”186 in Luke 24:44 indicates that Jesus draws 

on materials from across what would come to be canonized as the Jewish Tanakh and 

Christian Old Testament. Readers also learn that Jesus’s instruction focuses on the 

Scriptures’ witness to (him as) the Messiah who was to be crucified and raised and 

proclaimed (24:25–27, 45–49). Beyond such broad strokes, any attempt to guess at the 

details of Jesus’s scriptural teaching on Easter will necessarily be somewhat speculative. 

Still, given this information—as well as Luke’s widely recognized emphasis on joy—a 

few scriptural intertexts suggest themselves as possible candidates for the sort of 

instruction that might have led the disciples to draw the conclusions that Wright sees as 

underwriting their “great joy” following Jesus’s ascension.  

For example, could it be that the “great joy” (χαρά μεγάλα) of Luke 24:52 evokes 

specifically the “rejoicing with great joy” (εὐφραινόμενοι εὐφροσύνην μεγάλην) that 

greets Solomon’s enthronement in 1 Kings 1:40 (see also 1 Kgs 1:28–39; cf. 2 Sam 7:12–

13)?187 Also or instead, perhaps the disciples’ “great joy” in Luke 24:52 reflects their 

 

186 For discussion of whether Luke’s somewhat unusual designation of the third set of scriptural materials 

by the term “psalms” implies a particular emphasis on christological interpretation of the book of Psalms, 

see Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 234–37. 
187 The joy term here admittedly differs from what we find in Luke 24:52. As others have noted and as 

mentioned above in the introduction, the most clear-cut joy term in the NT—χαρά—is not as common as 

one might expect in the Greek translations of these Scriptures (see Thompson, “Reflections,” 19). 
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living out of Zechariah 9:9, in which Jerusalem is called to “rejoice exceedingly” (χαῖρε 

σφόδρα) in response to the royal arrival of the messianic king—a passage evoked (as 

seen above) by the Lukan account of Jesus’s triumphal entry (19:28–40; cf. also Zeph 

3:14; see 3.1).188 If one or both of these (or similar) intertextual echoes is heard 

reverberating in Luke 24:52, then the disciples’ “great joy” in Luke 24:52 would seem to 

be indicative, on some level, of their recognition189 of Jesus’s ascension not merely as his 

bodily departure from them but also as the moment of his royal exaltation/enthronement 

as the Davidic/messianic king, consistent with the portrayal of Jesus elsewhere in Luke-

Acts.190 

Again, there is admittedly no quotation of or overt allusion to these specific 

scriptural intertexts in Luke 24. However, instruction involving such passages would help 

to account for the disciples’ joy in Luke 24:52 along the lines proposed by Wright. 

According to this proposal, the larger scriptural/salvation-historical narrative within 

which Jesus’s bodily resurrection comes to make joy-conducive sense for the disciples on 

 

 

However, the joy motif nevertheless occurs in many passages through other terms, images, and indirect 

descriptions.  
188 Among other possible connections, as Ellen F. Davis has pointed out to me, one might also think of the 

royal psalms in this context. See, for example, Psalm 20 (19 LXX) and Psalm 21 (20 LXX), both of which 

include joy terminology (see 20:2 LXX and esp. 19:6 LXX: ἀγαλλιασόμεθα ἐν τῷ σωτηρίῳ σου). 
189 Of course, regardless of whether the disciples within the narrative make this connection, the scripturally 

informed among Luke-Acts’s audience might well do so.  
190 E.g., Luke 1:27, 32–33, 69; 2:4, 11; 3:31; see 2 Sam 7:12–13; Acts 2:30–36; 13:22–23, 34–36. See also 

Luke 18:38–39; 19:38; 20:41–44; Acts 3:19–21; 7:56; 15:13–18. 
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Easter Sunday (see 4.3.2.3.2)—together with the new understanding of Jesus’s identity as 

the scripturally attested crucified-and-risen, royal Messiah that this narrative facilitates—

would also be precisely the context within which the post-ascension joy of Luke 24:52 

becomes intelligible.  

4.4.2 Faithfulness while Waiting in Easter Joy (Luke 24:49–53; Acts 1) 

The risen-and-ascended Jesus’s royal-messianic exaltation is confirmed, 

according to Peter’s sermon on Pentecost, by the outpouring of the Spirit (see esp. Acts 

2:32–33). This event matters greatly for a study of joy-according-to-Luke and what leads 

to it, not least because virtually all scholars of joy in Luke-Acts agree that this two-part 

narrative associates joy with the Holy Spirit.191 Bearing this connection in mind, I turn to 

consider another motif related joy and Jesus’s ascension: namely, the role of faithful 

waiting in positioning people to receive joy-conducive circumstances—in this case, the 

joyous circumstance of the sending of the Holy Spirit. 

In both Luke 24 and Acts 1, Jesus’s instructions to his followers shortly before his 

ascension include the command to wait in the city/Jerusalem for Jesus to send “the 

promise of the Father,” the Holy Spirit—as in fact happens in Acts 2: 

 

191 Again, see, for example, Luke 10:21; Acts 13:52; Story, Joyous; and Carmona, “Lucas,” esp. 212.  
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Table 44: Waiting Faithfully for the Joyous Gift of the Holy Spirit 

 

Luke 24:49  

(Jesus to Followers 

before Ascension) 

Acts 1:4–5, 8  

(Jesus to Followers before 

Ascension) 

Acts 2:32–33  

(Peter’s Pentecost 

Speech, in Jerusalem) 

καὶ [ἰδοὺ] ἐγὼ ἀποστέλλω 

τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πατρός 

μου ἐφ᾽ ὑμᾶς· ὑμεῖς δὲ 

καθίσατε ἐν τῇ πόλει ἕως 

οὗ ἐνδύσησθε ἐξ ὕψους 

δύναμιν.  

καὶ συναλιζόμενος 

παρήγγειλεν αὐτοῖς ἀπὸ 

Ἱεροσολύμων μὴ 

χωρίζεσθαι ἀλλὰ 

περιμένειν τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν 

τοῦ πατρὸς ἣν ἠκούσατέ 

μου, ὅτι Ἰωάννης μὲν 

ἐβάπτισεν ὕδατι, ὑμεῖς δὲ 

ἐν πνεύματι βαπτισθήσεσθε 

ἁγίῳ οὐ μετὰ πολλὰς 

ταύτας ἡμέρας. ἀλλὰ 

λήμψεσθε δύναμιν 

ἐπελθόντος τοῦ ἁγίου 

πνεύματος ἐφ᾽ ὑμᾶς καὶ 

ἔσεσθέ μου μάρτυρες ἔν τε 

Ἰερουσαλὴμ καὶ [ἐν] πάσῃ 

τῇ Ἰουδαίᾳ καὶ Σαμαρείᾳ 

καὶ ἕως ἐσχάτου τῆς γῆς. 

 

τοῦτον τὸν Ἰησοῦν 

ἀνέστησεν ὁ θεός, οὗ 

πάντες ἡμεῖς ἐσμεν 

μάρτυρες· τῇ δεξιᾷ οὖν 

τοῦ θεοῦ ὑψωθείς, τήν τε 

ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ 

πνεύματος τοῦ ἁγίου 

λαβὼν παρὰ τοῦ πατρός, 

ἐξέχεεν τοῦτο ὃ ὑμεῖς 

[καὶ] βλέπετε καὶ 

ἀκούετε. 

 

 

Much could be said about each of these passages and about their relationships to each 

other, but for my purposes here, the most pressing question is how this “waiting” relates 

to Luke’s handling of the joy motif.192 In this regard, the “waiting” thematized (albeit 

 

192 On the theological (specifically, pneumatological) implications of the need to wait for the Spirit, see 

Craig S. Keener, Introduction and 1:1–2:47, vol. 1 in Acts: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2012), 676. Keener interprets this detail as an expression of the disciples’ dependence on 

God and specifically on “the Spirit’s empowering the church for mission” (Acts, 676).  



 

703 

 

with different words) in Luke 24:49 and in Acts 1:4–5 calls to mind earlier instances in 

which waiting has been bound up with joy in Luke-Acts.193 

For example, chapter 1 (above) highlighted a connection between joy and 

faithfulness-while-waiting in the infancy narrative. Characters such as Zechariah, 

Elizabeth, Simeon, Anna, and Mary practiced routine194 Jewish piety while awaiting 

God’s faithful action on their/their people’s behalf.195 Though their faithfulness-while-

waiting looked different according to their diverse social locations and other factors, in 

each case, faithfulness-while-waiting positioned these early Lukan characters to 

encounter and (sooner or later) to rejoice over the redemptive-historically pivotal 

developments of John the Baptist’s and/or Jesus’s conceptions and births (see chapter 1). 

A similar pattern obtains with respect to the disorientingly momentous salvation-

historical event of Jesus’s death and resurrection. Consider again, for instance, the 

women who watch Jesus’s burial and then faithfully observe the Sabbath prior to 

attempting to tend to his body (24:55–56). As argued above, these women end up—

precisely through the delay/waiting caused by their faithful Sabbath observance—

 

193 See esp. the final paragraph of Green’s commentary, in which he concludes that “[a]t the close of the 

Gospel, the faithful continue to wait, now for the Holy Spirit who will empower them for service as agents 

of this same salvation” whose advent has prompted joy at both the beginning and the end of Luke’s Gospel 

(Gospel, 863).  
194 To be sure, in some contexts, routine piety becomes highly risky behavior. The women’s visiting the 

tomb of an executed criminal at daybreak carries greater social-political risks than, say, Zechariah’s 

performance of his priestly duties under ordinary circumstances.  
195 As acknowledged above, the extent to which these characters are portrayed as consciously waiting—and 

the character of that for which they wait—varies somewhat.  
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showing up at the tomb at just the right time to be the first to hear of Jesus’s resurrection 

from the dead (see 4.2).  

Given the diverse but consistent ways in which faithfulness-while-waiting figures 

in positioning characters to receive such joyous circumstances as John’s and Jesus’s 

conceptions and births and the latter’s resurrection from the dead, it is perhaps not 

surprising that the same basic motif of “faithfulness-while-waiting” recurs later in Luke 

24 and at the beginning of Acts. To return to the passages depicted above in table 44, the 

motif of waiting comes through most explicitly when Jesus’s followers are told to remain 

in Jerusalem until Jesus sends the promised Holy Spirit (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4–5). For 

reasons discussed above (4.4.1), they do so in this case already with “great joy” (Luke 

24:52), though the “promise” they await will facilitate still further joy (e.g., 2:46; 13:52).  

If Jesus gave his followers any more specific instructions about how to wait in 

Jerusalem for the joy-conducive gift of the Holy Spirit, Luke does not mention this fact. 

Luke does, however, describe the disciples’ activities while waiting after Jesus’s 

ascension. Closer examination of these activities reveals several interesting parallels to 

the faithful waiting observed earlier in the Gospel, especially in the infancy narrative. 

Following Jesus’s ascension, Luke reports, the disciples, “worshipping him [i.e., Jesus], 

returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and were constantly in the temple blessing God” 
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(Luke 24:52–53).196 Similarly, in Acts, having received further clarification from two 

apparently angelic figures (1:10–11), Jesus’s adherents respond to his ascension by 

returning to Jerusalem, where a group of them gathers and devotes itself to prayer (Acts 

1:14).197  

What these and the believers’ other post-ascension activities have in common is 

that these actions express continued faithfulness—and specifically, continued Jewish 

piety—exercised while they await the joy-conducive gift of the Spirit. Parallels with the 

infancy narrative accentuate the point. For example, after Jesus’s ascension, his followers 

frequent the temple, as had Zechariah, Simeon, and Anna in the infancy narrative—and 

indeed, as Jesus’s Jewish adherents will continue to do throughout Acts (e.g., 3:1; 5:12, 

20, 25; 21:26).198 The believers also pray continually between Jesus’s ascension and the 

sending of the Spirit (Acts 1:14), as Zechariah had evidently been praying prior to 

Gabriel’s appearance (cf. Luke 1:13) and as Anna reportedly had done throughout her 

long widowhood (Luke 2:37). In short, the sort of routine piety that makes for joy-

 

196 As Wenkel for example discusses, there are some text-critical difficulties here, including regarding the 

language of (praising and?) blessing at the end of 24:53. Although praise and joy often occur together in 

Luke’s Gospel (see De Long, Surprised), for the purposes of this study I have not counted praise reports as 

markers of joy, unless other narrative evidence suggests jubilation. Accordingly, the variant in 24:53 is not 

immediately relevant to my purposes. For discussion, see, e.g., Wenkel, Joy, 127.  
197 After this general summary of their practices, we get a lengthier report in Acts of the disciples’ 

situation-specific activities between Jesus’s ascension and Pentecost, particularly their prayerful and 

scripturally informed replacement of Judas with another qualified witness to serve as the twelfth apostle 

(see Acts 1:12–26). 
198 Note that claims of opposition to or inappropriate behavior in the temple are leveled against the 

believers by people whom Luke portrays as lying and/or uninformed/confused about the believers’ actual 

posture toward this place. See esp. Acts 6:11–15 (cf. 6:45–50); 21:27–30 (cf. 21:18–26). 
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conducive faithfulness-while-waiting in Luke 1–2 also characterizes the life of the 

community following Jesus’s ascension, in Acts 1–2.  

Although their faithfulness-while-waiting in Acts 1–2 looks forward most 

immediately to the sending of the Holy Spirit, it is worth noting that Jesus’s followers 

also engage in longer-term waiting for a further joy-conducive circumstance, one that 

remains future even at the end of Luke’s two-volume narrative. The angelic message 

following Jesus’s ascension in Acts gestures toward this reality by directing Jesus’s 

followers to expect his return “in the same manner in which [they] saw him go into 

heaven” (Acts 1:11). This further, eschatologically oriented dimension of their 

faithfulness-while-waiting-for-joyous-circumstances—a point that comes up already in 

some of Peter’s earliest preaching (Acts 3:19–21)—may prove relevant for attempts to 

make sense of the end of Acts, from which joy terms are largely absent. I will revisit the 

puzzling joylessness of later Acts in appendix A; for now, it remains to glance at the joy 

motif as it occurs in Peter’s Spirit-empowered speech on Pentecost.  

4.4.3 Witness to Jesus’s Joy: Joy-Related Exegetical Insights under the 

Influence of the Spirit (Acts 2:1–41) 

Interestingly, though faithfulness-while-waiting positions Jesus’s followers to 

receive the joy-conducive gift of the Spirit (cf. Luke 10:21; Acts 13:53), the believers are 

not described as rejoicing immediately upon receiving the Spirit on Pentecost. Jesus’s 

Spirit-filled followers do rejoice before the end of Acts 2, to be sure (2:46). However, the 
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first explicit references to joy in Luke’s second volume refer not to Jesus’s followers’ 

jubilation but rather to Jesus’s own joy.199 

At least, this is one implication of Peter’s christological interpretation of Psalm 

15:8–11 LXX, quoted in Acts 2:25–28.200 A full treatment of Peter’s complex Pentecost 

sermon would be beyond my purposes here, but before we take up the intertextual 

references to joy in Acts 2:25–28, it may be helpful to sketch the basic contours of the 

speech within which they occur. Addressing a crowd of Jews and proselytes from all over 

the ancient world, Peter deftly turns the interest generated by the disciples’ Spirit-

endowed ability to speak in tongues (2:5–13) into an opportunity for launching the 

 

199 Curiously, although she is of course aware of the connection Peter makes between the psalm text and 

“das Ergehen Jesu” (Freude, 388), Inselmann does not focus as much on the implications of Peter’s 

christological interpretation of the psalm, according to which the joy it expresses is specifically that of the 

risen Lord Jesus. She does, however, helpfully emphasize the way in which this passage portrays joy as 

theocentric; as important for the early community’s response to God’s work in Jesus; and as tied to 

eschatological hope (Inselmann, Freude, 388). See also Inselmann’s comment about this first (explicit) 

reintroduction of the joy motif in Luke’s second volume: “Der ausdrückliche Bezug auf Ps 16,8–11 in der 

Pfingstpredigt des Petrus demonstriert, wie die Affekt, der im Pfingstgeschehen zum Ausdruck kommt, 

theologisch gedeutet wird“ (Freude, 388). 
200 That Luke portrays Peter’s exegesis here as trustworthy can hardly be doubted. Peter’s speech 

presumably reflects the hermeneutical instruction of Jesus following his resurrection (cf. esp. Luke 24:4–

47; see also Acts 1:3). Furthermore, the context of Acts 2 also suggests that the sermon is prompted by the 

Holy Spirit, an unfailingly reliable character in Luke-Acts. Luke’s diction may reinforce the point that 

Peter’s speech is inspired. The Holy Spirit gives Jesus’s followers’ the ability to speak in tongues—

literally, “to utter/declare” (ἀποφθέγγεσθαι, 2:4). The same term for speaking is used to introduce Peter’s 

speaking later in that chapter: “Standing with the eleven, Peter raised his voice and uttered/declared 

(ἀπεφθέγξατο)” his explanatory sermon (2:14). The only other occurrence of this verb in Luke-Acts—or 

indeed in the whole NT—is in Acts 26:25, where Paul is testifying before Festus, Agrippa, Bernice, and 

others (cf. Luke 12:11–12).  
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believers’ mission as Jesus’s witnesses (cf. Luke 24:48; Acts 1:8).201 Peter begins with a 

scripturally informed explanation for the puzzling turn of events that has drawn the 

crowd’s attention (Acts 2:14–21/Joel 3:1–5 LXX),202 and he ends with a call for his 

hearers to repent and be baptized in Jesus’s name—an invitation reportedly heeded by 

several thousand (Acts 2:37–41). Between these bookends of his speech, Peter reasons 

from both Scripture and recent experience in an effort to persuade his audience of the 

claim that “God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom [they] crucified” 

(2:36).203  

In addition to reviewing what his hearers already know about Jesus—his deeds of 

power, his crucifixion (2:22–23)—Peter bears witness to Jesus’s resurrection from the 

dead (2:24) and to his exaltation to God’s right hand, evidenced by the pouring out of the 

Spirit whose effects have drawn the attention of the crowd (2:33). Consistent with Jesus’s 

own approach in Luke 24, Peter specifically argues that these shocking events are in 

keeping with the witness of Israel’s Scriptures,204 which foreshadow Jesus’s exaltation in 

 

201 On the interconnection between this (ultimately universal) witness and Luke-Acts’s Christology, see 

Colin Hans Yuckman, “Acts and the Lukan Christology of Universal Witness,” (ThD diss., Duke 

University, 2019).  
202 Peter here quotes from Joel 3:1–5 LXX, with some modifications. See Christopher M. Blumhofer, 

“Luke’s Alterations of Joel 3.1–5 in Acts 2.17–21,” New Testament Studies 62.4 (2016): 499–516. 
203 On the christological issues raised by Peter’s formulation of this point, see C. Kavin Rowe, “Acts 2.36 

and the Continuity of Lukan Christology,” New Testament Studies 53.1 (2007): 37–56, as well as the 

excursus in Early Narrative Christology, 189–96. 
204 On the theological importance of the role specifically of Israel’s Scriptures in Peter’s Pentecost sermon, 

see also Jennings’s comments. Emphasizing that “[t]his first Christian sermon is born in Israel and shaped 

for Israel,” Jennings observes, “Peter, along with these others, will now attempt to seize control of the 
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Psalm 109:1 LXX (Acts 2:34–35) and previews his resurrection from the dead in Psalm 

15:8–11 LXX (Acts 2:25–28; see also 2:31).  

It is in the quotation from Psalm 15 LXX205 that we encounter the first explicit 

references to joy in Acts:  

 

 

narrative of a people, positioning themselves as its master storytellers, and render their witness the site of 

Israel’s real history” (Acts, 34). 
205 In an article that examines the grounds for hope proposed in the psalm itself and in Peter’s exegesis of it, 

K. R. Harriman notes that “Peter’s use of Ps 16 in his pentecostal speech has been a touchstone of debates 

about the use of the OT in the NT” and in wider theological controversies in which such debates play a part 

(“‘For David Said Concerning Him’: Foundations of Hope in Psalm 16 and Acts 2,” Journal of Theological 

Interpretation 11.2 [2017]: 239–57, here 239). Indeed, according to G. V. Trull, “The use of Psalm 16 in 

Acts 2 has been a center of controversy and confusion for centuries” (“Views on Peter’s Use of Psalm 

16:8–11 in Acts 2:25–32,” Bibliotheca Sacra 161.642 [2004]: 194–214, here 194). It would be beyond my 

purposes here to wade into this debate, however; for the present, my concern is primarily with the much 

less discussed question of joy’s place in this passage. For a survey of both ancient and modern opinion, see 

Trull (“Views”); for another more recent discussion of Peter’s exegesis of the psalm text, see for example 

Carl R. Holladay, “What David Saw: Messianic Exegesis in Acts 2,” Stone-Campbell Journal 19.1 (2016): 

95–108. See also discussion in Keener, Acts, 944–46. 
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Table 45: The Joy of the Risen-and-Ascended Lord Jesus 

 

Psalm 15:8–11 LXX Acts 2:25–28 

 

προωρώμην τὸν κύριον ἐνώπιόν μου 

διὰ παντός ὅτι ἐκ δεξιῶν μού ἐστιν ἵνα 

μὴ σαλευθῶ διὰ τοῦτο ηὐφράνθη (ָשַמח)  

ἡ καρδία μου  

καὶ ἠγαλλιάσατο (ָיגֶֶל) ἡ γλῶσσά μου  

ἔτι δὲ καὶ ἡ σάρξ μου κατασκηνώσει  

ἐπ᾽ ἐλπίδι  

ὅτι οὐκ ἐγκαταλείψεις τὴν ψυχήν μου  

εἰς ᾅδην οὐδὲ δώσεις τὸν ὅσιόν σου  

ἰδεῖν διαφθοράν  

ἐγνώρισάς μοι ὁδοὺς ζωῆς πληρώσεις  

με εὐφροσύνης (ְשָמחֹות)  

μετὰ τοῦ προσώπου σου  

τερπνότητες ἐν τῇ δεξιᾷ σου εἰς τέλος 

 

Δαυὶδ γὰρ λέγει εἰς αὐτόν·  

προορώμην τὸν κύριον ἐνώπιόν μου  

διὰ παντός, ὅτι ἐκ δεξιῶν μού ἐστιν ἵνα 

μὴ σαλευθῶ. διὰ τοῦτο ηὐφράνθη  

ἡ καρδία μου  

καὶ ἠγαλλιάσατο ἡ γλῶσσά μου,  

ἔτι δὲ καὶ ἡ σάρξ μου κατασκηνώσει  

ἐπ᾽ ἐλπίδι,  

ὅτι οὐκ ἐγκαταλείψεις τὴν ψυχήν μου  

εἰς ᾅδην οὐδὲ δώσεις τὸν ὅσιόν σου  

ἰδεῖν διαφθοράν.  

ἐγνώρισάς μοι ὁδοὺς ζωῆς, πληρώσεις  

με εὐφροσύνης  

μετὰ τοῦ προσώπου σου (2:25–28). 

 

See also Acts 2:31: προϊδὼν ἐλάλησεν 

περὶ τῆς ἀναστάσεως τοῦ Χριστοῦ ὅτι  

οὔτε ἐγκατελείφθη εἰς ᾅδην οὔτε ἡ 

σὰρξ αὐτοῦ εἶδεν διαφθοράν. 

 

 

Arguably, the key verse for Peter’s purposes is Psalm 15:10 LXX, reiterated for emphasis 

in paraphrased form in Acts 2:31.206 This part of the psalm does not explicitly mention 

joy, and indeed, the joy terms in the longer portion quoted in Acts 2:25–28 are not the 

primary focus of Peter’s exegesis, which is instead concerned to show how Jesus’s 

 

206 The same verse comes up yet again in one of Paul’s sermons later in Acts, confirming its importance to 

Luke’s understanding of the message concerning Jesus’s resurrection and Israel’s Scriptures. See Acts 

13:35. James D. G. Dunn notes that these two passages are the only NT texts to quote Psalm 16 (Ps 15 

LXX). See Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 28. 
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resurrection coheres with the witness of Israel’s Scriptures.207 Nevertheless, for the 

purposes of analyzing joy and what leads to it in Luke-Acts, the joy terms marked in the 

table above do merit attention. After all, these terms occur in the course of the sort of 

christological interpretation of the Old Testament that, Luke 24 suggests, helps Jesus’s 

followers to enter into joy on Easter and to continue in “great joy” even after his bodily 

departure. At least three points of connection to my earlier analysis of Lukan joy should 

be noted here. 

First, Peter’s christological exegesis of Psalm 15 LXX creates one of markedly 

few references to Jesus’s own joy in Luke-Acts, calling to mind the only other Lukan 

passage that specifically names Jesus’s joy, Luke 10:21. That passage intersects in 

fascinating ways with the portrayal of Jesus’s joy in Acts 2. In Luke 10, as will be 

recalled, shortly after recounting Jesus’s affirmative-but-corrective teaching on joy in the 

wake of the exultant return of the seventy(-two) (10:17–20), Luke relates that Jesus 

himself “rejoiced in the Holy Spirit” (10:21; see 2.3.4). So also in Acts 2, Peter’s 

reference to Jesus’s own joy occurs in close proximity to the overt presence of the Holy 

 

207 While I would agree with Joseph A. Fitzmyer that the key verse for Peter’s purposes is quoted in Acts 

2:27, he may go too far in maintaining that “[m]ost of the quotation [from Psalm 15 LXX] has little 

pertinence to Peter’s argument.” See Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles: A New Translation with 

Introduction and Commentary, AB 31 (New York: Double Day, 1998), 256. Keener likewise notes that the 

fuller quotation is not essential to Peter’s/Luke’s argument, but unlike Fitzmyer, he interprets this as a 

reason for assigning more weight to the verses’ inclusion, not less: “The theme of joy [in Acts 2:26, 28] is 

probably deliberate; Luke could have skipped this part of the quotation [in 2:26] or, without skipping it … 

at least omitted the end of the quotation in Acts 2:28” (Keener, Acts, 948). Keener rightly goes on to note 

the prominence of the joy motif across Luke-Acts, listing many of the contexts for joy that I have discussed 

above (see Acts, 948). 
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Spirit. Nor is this the only parallel between the two passages: For instance, in Luke 10, 

the jubilant Jesus thanks the Father for the (humanly speaking, counterintuitive) pattern 

of hiding and revealing that has been shaping responses to Jesus’s and his followers’ 

ministry (Luke 10:21–22). Somewhat similarly, the joy that Peter attributes to Jesus in 

Acts 2 highlights a counterintuitive aspect of the working out of redemption—in this 

case, specifically the crucifixion and resurrection of the Messiah.  

This last point relates to a second joy passage from earlier in Luke’s Gospel that 

proves relevant to analyzing Jesus’s joy in Acts 2/Psalm 15 LXX: namely, Jesus’s 

teaching about hope, joy, and persecution in the Lukan Beatitudes (see esp. 6:22–23; see 

2.3.1). One might expect that Jesus’s command to rejoice in the midst of persecution with 

a view to their “great reward” (6:22–23) would motivate his followers’ joy even in the 

face of his crucifixion. In the event, however, as discussed above, Jesus’s followers do 

not have adequate faith and hope to enable anticipatory joy in this context. Nevertheless, 

according to Peter’s Pentecost speech, Jesus himself did experience that reward—and 

rejoiced over it (Acts 2:25–28).  

The intertextual character of Peter’s argument here brings me to a third point of 

connection with my preceding analysis of joy-according-to-Luke, this time related to 

multiple passages earlier in Luke-Acts. In its overt appeal to Israel’s Scriptures, Peter’s 

speech illustrates concretely the joy-conducive hermeneutical instruction that Luke 

reports without detailing it in Luke 24 (see esp. 24:25–27; 44–49). Peter’s engagement 
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with Scripture also recalls the beginning of Luke’s Gospel, where scriptural allusions 

permeate the (jubilant and/or Spirit-empowered) speeches of characters such as Mary, 

Zechariah, and Simeon. Although Luke does not explicitly comment on Peter’s joy or 

lack thereof as he delivers his speech in Acts 2, a jubilant tone may be implied not only 

by the presence of the Spirit but also by Peter’s resulting hermeneutical insights, which 

allow him (like Zechariah in Luke 1) to (re)narrate seemingly impossible, joy-conducive 

events as part of God’s faithful action in the world.   

Though readers do not hear again about Jesus’s own joy in Acts, several of the 

intersections between joy in Peter’s Pentecost speech and joy in Luke’s Gospel find 

further expression later in Luke’s second volume. For instance, as noted previously, 

Jesus’s followers begin to live into the Beatitudes’ vision of hope and joy more fully in 

Acts, even in the midst of their own experiences of persecution (see esp. Acts 5:41; 

13:50–52; see 2.3.3). Peter, Paul, and others also continue to preach the gospel in part by 

proclaiming a joy-conducive understanding of Jesus’s death, resurrection, and ascension, 

rooted in the (re)interpretation of these disorienting events in relation to Israel’s 

Scriptures. In some cases, such preaching leads to narratively marked jubilation (e.g., 

Acts 8:32–39; 13:47–48). The conclusion to my study as a whole will consider joy in the 

body of Acts as one of several directions for further research (see also T A). Before 

leaving the hinge passages between Luke and Acts, however, it may be helpful to review 

once more the insights reached in the present chapter.  
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4.5 Conclusion: Easter and Ascension Joy  

By the end of Luke 24, Jesus’s followers do rejoice (24:41)—even greatly 

(24:52). However, their movement into joy occurs rather haltingly on Easter Sunday. 

Several groups of characters—the women at the tomb, those to whom they bear witness, 

and Cleopas and his companion—move toward joy, only to stop short of narratively 

flagged rejoicing. This process has the cumulative effect of drawing readers’/hearers’ 

attention to the complex matrix of conditions that converge to facilitate rejoicing 

following Jesus’s resurrection from the dead and, later, his ascension.208 In the present 

chapter, close attention to the details of characters’ movement into joy following Jesus’s 

resurrection has had the effect of reinforcing, nuancing, and expanding my earlier 

conclusions regarding the conditions that lead to joy-according-to-Luke. 

Most basically, God’s action is needed for joy to be a live possibility on Easter 

(see 4.3.2.1). This is in one sense true in all cases of joy in Luke’s narrative world, but 

the need for God to bring about joyous circumstances is unusually obvious in this 

context. Apart from divine action of a particularly clear sort, the resurrection could not 

have occurred, and hence it could not prompt rejoicing.  

Interestingly, though, this first condition for joy on Easter proves necessary but 

not sufficient for the disciples’ jubilation. Since none of them is present for Jesus’s 

resurrection itself, they also need to hear testimony concerning this event, lest they fail to 

 

208 Again, cf. Kuhn’s discussion of the “threshold moment(s)” in Luke 24 (Heart, 34–35). 
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rejoice despite Jesus’s resurrection having occurred. Moreover, even hearing about his 

resurrection (and even from witnesses as reliable as angels!) does not yet suffice to 

facilitate the disciples’ joy. What the witness of the angels (and later others) in Luke 24 

does do is prod those puzzling over Jesus’s absence from the tomb toward the insights 

that will eventually enable them (aided by further revelation) to make joy-conducive 

sense of the whole series of disorienting events that runs from Jesus’s betrayal to his 

resurrection from the dead and beyond. In this sense, witness-bearing lays out (or leads to 

the laying out of) the pieces that, taken together, will eventually enable jubilation.  

However, as just mentioned, before the disciples finally put these pieces together 

in a way that leads to joy on Easter Sunday, they require further revelation of and from 

the risen Lord himself. Jesus’s conversation with Cleopas and his companion on the way 

to Emmaus highlights several specific areas in which the disciples need further revelatory 

instruction. In particular, the pair’s summary of recent events evinces a blameworthy 

short-sightedness in hope (cf. 24:21), which Jesus diagnoses as stemming from a failure 

rightly to understand and trust the witness of Israel’s Scriptures concerning the Messiah 

(24:25–27). To correct these deficiencies, Jesus provides revelatory hermeneutical 

instruction. He gives to these travelers, and later also to others of his followers, new 

insight into the larger scriptural narrative of God’s faithfulness, a narrative within which 

recent disorienting events become intelligible as a matter of (divine) “necessity”—and 

taken together, as an appropriate prompt to rejoicing. Even this insight does not lead 
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immediately to joy on Easter Sunday, though. Jesus’s followers need also to be given the 

ability to recognize Jesus’s own presence among them, as the crucified and now risen 

Messiah to whom the Scriptures bear witness. They need the “opening” of their hearts 

and eyes to Jesus’s identity as he is bodily present among them (24:31; see also 24:32, 

45).  

All of these factors together enable the disciples at last to rejoice following 

Jesus’s resurrection, albeit with so much wonder as to experience a sort of doubt 

alongside their joy (24:41). More than that, Jesus’s guidance and presence also equip 

them to continue rejoicing—even to “rejoice greatly”—after the Lord’s bodily departure 

in the ascension (4.4.1). In keeping with the focus of Luke 24, I have emphasized here the 

role of Jesus’s own physical presence in making joy possible on Easter Sunday. It is not 

insignificant, though, that the joy-facilitating exegetical guidance and self-manifestation 

that Jesus offers his followers occur in the context of embodied communal fellowship. 

With Jesus ascended to the right hand of God, it is the expanding community of his 

followers that provides the locus for much of the joy that occurs in the rest of Acts.  

Though the community’s practices prior to Pentecost may help to position them 

for this further joy-conducive gift, explicit references to joy do not recur in Acts until 

Peter’s Pentecost speech, which contains intertextual references to joy (see 4.4.3). 

Although the joy motif is not the primary focus of Peter’s quotation of Psalm 15 LXX, 

his christological interpretation of the psalm in relation to Jesus’s death and resurrection 
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recalls several aspects of Luke’s treatment of the joy motif in his first volume. In 

particular, Peter’s speech assumes and carries forward themes such as the counterintuitive 

character of Jesus’s joy, the link between hope and joy in the midst of persecution, and 

the ways in which Jesus’s experiences and Israel’s Scriptures prove mutually 

illuminating. Peter’s Spirit-empowered sermon has great effect; as already mentioned, 

thousands respond by joining the community of Jesus-followers (2:41). With the benefit 

of post-Easter insight and under the guidance of the Spirit, this growing community by 

and large succeeds—at least, for a time—in living into the joy that Jesus commanded and 

modeled in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., Acts 2:46; see further in 5.2.2 and appendix A).  
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5. Conclusion: The Conditions that Lead to Joy-according-to-

Luke 

 

Miroslav Volf: “So in the end joy wins?”  

Jürgen Moltmann: “Ja, I am convinced of that.”  

 

—Jürgen Moltmann, “Theology of Joy,” interview 

by Miroslav Volf 

 

As discussed in the introduction, the present project builds on earlier discussions 

of Lukan joy by revisiting this topic with a view to elucidating the connection between 

joy and the rest of the life of discipleship as Luke portrays it: What facilitates joy-

according-to-Luke? Beginning with the Lukan infancy narrative and continuing through 

the opening of Acts, I have pursued this question primarily through literary and 

theological analysis. The resulting study has elucidated a key motif in Luke’s narrative 

while also opening up trajectories for future research.  

By way of reminder, the first section of this conclusion will summarize my 

project’s main findings, highlighting especially how studying the conditions that facilitate 

Lukan joy has shed light on questions raised by the morally charged character of joy as 

Luke portrays it (5.1). This overview will provide orientation for the second section’s 

identification of areas for further research within the field of New Testament studies 

(5.2), which will in turn lead into a concluding postscript about the pastoral implications 

of the present project (5.3).  
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5.1 Taking Stock: What Leads to (Appropriate) Joy?  

The sheer abundance of joy terms in Luke’s Gospel has long been recognized; 

indeed, as discussed in the introduction, several book- or chapter-length studies have 

already examined one or more aspects of the joy motif in this “Gospel of Joy.” Extending 

this trajectory of scholarship, my aim here has been to advance our understanding of 

Lukan joy by reexamining the theme in light of recent interdisciplinary research that has 

stressed the holistic character of what leads to joy.1 In essence, this study has confirmed 

the relevance of that interdisciplinary insight for understanding joy as Luke portrays it. 

Through a close analysis of the interconnections between joy and other aspects of life in 

Luke’s narrative, I have shown that Luke portrays appropriate joy as tied to “the whole of 

life well-lived.”2 Along the way, my exegetical demonstration of this point has also 

provided resources for elucidating the underlying logic of joy’s moral weightiness 

according to Luke, an aspect of Luke’s handling of this motif that may strike many today 

as counterintuitive.3 

To review: chapter 1 traced the link between joy and characters’ wider lives in the 

infancy narrative, focusing especially on Zechariah’s and Mary’s somewhat delayed 

movement into jubilation. Luke’s narrative portrays the eventual joy of these parents-to-

 

1 Such as the work of the Theology of Joy project; see discussion in the introduction to this study. 
2 Drawing here again on the language of Matthew Croasmun, in his interview with Harold Attridge, 

“Theology of Joy.” 
3 For reflections on the pastoral questions raised by this study, see 5.3. 
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be as dependent both on God’s joy-facilitating action (bringing about joyous 

circumstances) and on the future parents’ receptivity to such divine action. Their human 

receptivity, moreover, proves to be bound up with certain dispositions and practices. The 

infancy narrative particularly foregrounds the role of situation-specific expressions of 

faithfulness while waiting for God to bring about joyous circumstances; trust in the face 

of surprising divine action; and the ability to rightly (re)interpret such disorienting 

developments and Israel’s scriptural traditions in relation to each other.  

The pairing of Zechariah and Mary also generated questions in chapter 1, some of 

which I have continued to grapple with in relation to joy’s portrayal in later portions of 

Luke’s narrative. For instance, the delayed joy of both parents-to-be prompted reflection 

on whether (according to Luke) a failure to rejoice in the face of joyous circumstances 

can be blameworthy. Some narrative evidence—particularly Zechariah’s punitive 

silencing, which temporarily prevents his foretold jubilation (1:14)—might seem to 

suggest that this is so (see esp. 1.2). However, such a conclusion is problematized by the 

fact that Mary is also somewhat slow to rejoice and yet receives a blessing rather than a 

rebuke for her response to Gabriel’s message (see 1.3). Puzzling over the divergent 

implied evaluations of these two superficially similar cases, I inferred that for Luke, the 

speed at which one responds to joyous circumstances with joy is not what differentiates a 

praiseworthy from a blameworthy response to joy-conducive situations. Instead, as the 

content of both Gabriel’s rebuke of Zechariah and Elizabeth’s blessing of Mary suggests, 
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what differentiates the two cases is the presence or absence of faith/trust in the divinely 

authorized promise of impending (but, humanly speaking, highly unlikely or even 

impossible) joyous circumstances (1:20, 45). Zechariah’s slowness to rejoice, in other 

words, is problematic not in itself but rather as (and only insofar as it is) an expression of 

his failing in faith/trust.  

Zechariah eventually does rejoice, of course, indicating that this deficiency in 

faith proves temporary in his case.4 In hope of shedding further light on what leads to 

such joy, chapter 1 sought to answer the question of how the emotional transformation of 

these parents-to-be comes to pass (see esp. 1.3.4). As I have alluded to earlier in this 

summary, the scripturally allusive character of both Mary’s jubilant Magnificat and 

Zechariah’s (arguably joyful) Benedictus proves telling in this regard. This aspect of their 

rejoicing suggests that these characters’ eventually achieved jubilation, together with the 

faith that facilitates their joy, flows from their correct (re)interpretation of disorienting 

experiences in relation to the larger story of God’s faithfulness, the beginnings of which 

are recounted in Israel’s scriptural traditions.  

Moving beyond the infancy narrative, chapter 2 considered joy in the body of 

Luke’s Gospel, where Jesus’s teaching about and modeling of joy play a part in the 

formation of his followers for discipleship. In particular, this section of Luke’s Gospel 

highlights joy’s intersection with the experience of persecution, trials, and triumph (2.3); 

 

4 Cf., for example, the case of the sad rich ruler, whose story Luke leaves open ended (see 2.5.3). 
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the observation of others’ experience of salvation/healing (2.4); and the use of material 

goods, especially in relation to impoverished others (2.5). In addition to the continued 

prominence of such conditions for joy as faithfulness/trust and correct scriptural 

(re)interpretation, I noted an increased emphasis on factors such as properly oriented 

hope; love for others, expressed concretely in part through the generous use of 

possessions; and receptivity to Jesus, both as he mediates divine healing/salvation and in 

his interpretation of the Scriptures and of what is “necessary.”  

As with the infancy narrative, close analysis of these passages also raised 

questions about—and uncovered several critical complications in—Luke’s portrayal of 

joy and what leads to it. For one thing, it is in the body of Luke’s Gospel that one finds 

the clearest examples of what would seem to be generalizable Lukan “commands” to 

rejoice (Luke 6:22–23; 10:20), as well as several passages that link joy to “necessity” in a 

way that implies an obligation to rejoice (see esp. 15:32).5 Within Luke’s narrative world, 

chapter 2 concluded, it is indeed intelligible for jubilation to be mandatory.  

Crucially, however, this is so not because Lukan joy is independent of life 

circumstances but rather precisely because of how this joy is bound up with the rest of 

life. The present study has thus discerned an important nuance in Luke’s handling of joy 

 

5 Gabriel’s greeting to Mary should in my view also be understood as a joy-command (1:28; see discussion 

in chapter 1). However, the joy-commands that occur in the body of Luke’s Gospel are more clear-cut 

cases—and also occur in passages with a more generalizable scope of reference than is the case with Luke 

1:28.  
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and what facilitates it—a nuance too often missing from contemporary Christian 

discussions of biblical joy-commands. On the one hand, contrary to some strands of 

popular teaching on this matter, Lukan joy is “intentional” in the phenomenological 

sense.6 It is always joy over something; it is not a free-floating, reality-ignoring 

positivity. On the other hand, contrary to certain “prosperity-gospel”-inspired teachings 

on joy, the “something” over which one is obligated to rejoice may not be an obvious, 

presently enjoyed good. It may be an eschatological good to which one has present access 

only via faith and hope and over which one can currently rejoice (only?) with anticipatory 

joy—Vorfreude. Or, it may be a good recognizable as such only when some disorienting 

event has been (re)interpreted in light of the Scriptures, rightly understood.  

For example, as seen above (2.3.1), the narrative framing of Jesus’s command to 

rejoice when persecuted (Luke 6:22–23) suggests that obedience to such a directive is not 

to spring from the glib denial of joy-hindering realities, as if jubilation depended on a 

self-willed effort to “choose joy” regardless of everything. Nor, however, does rejoicing 

when persecuted depend on the promise of immediate escape and temporal vindication. 

Becoming obedient to this and other joy-commands requires that an initially joyless 

person engage in various sorts of situation-specific repentance and/or growth in relation 

to the factors that lead to joy. Specifically in relation to the joy-command in the Lukan 

Beatitudes, Jesus’s reference to a heavenly reward and to the precedent of the prophets 

 

6 See the introduction for further discussion of this claim.  
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invites those experiencing persecution to interpret their suffering within the scriptural 

narrative—an emotion-forming narrative within which present joy makes sense because 

of future hope, rooted in God’s past faithfulness to the prophets. As this example 

illustrates, according to Luke, given (truly, even if not obviously or immediately 

experienced) joy-conducive circumstances, joy can indeed be commanded/required of a 

person. However, fulfilling the obligation to rejoice is less about willpower than it is 

about the scripturally rooted, joy-facilitating illumination and sanctification of all of life.  

The complex role of circumstances in facilitating joy is not the only intriguing 

nuance uncovered by this study of Luke’s portrayal of joy and what leads to it. In the 

body of his Gospel and elsewhere, I have argued, the conditions for joy are complexly 

interwoven with each other and with joy itself. Thus, for instance, the synagogue leader 

who urges people not to seek healing from Jesus on the Sabbath is mistaken about what is 

“necessary” on the Sabbath, but this is so precisely because this man has (according to 

Luke/Jesus) misinterpreted the Scriptures. Further, this interpretive error both reflects and 

reinforces the joy-thwarting inadequacy of the man’s response to Jesus (2.4.1). A similar 

intertwining of the conditions for joy (or their absence or perversion) occurs in Luke 15. 

The Pharisees who criticize Jesus’s table fellowship practices are failing in love for 

others, but this failure itself stems from their misunderstanding of what is “necessary” in 

response to the return of “sinners” to God (Luke 15:1–2, 32; see 2.4.2).  
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What is one to make of such intricate interconnections? Among other 

implications, recognizing this complex interweaving should caution us against certain 

facile inferences that might at first glance seem to follow from the present study’s 

findings. It may be useful, for heuristic purposes, to distinguish between the several 

conditions that lead to joy. Indeed, I have done so throughout this study, as an aid to 

analyzing and articulating what enables jubilation in Luke’s narrative. However, one 

cannot simply distill Luke’s complex narrativization of the factors that lead to joy into a 

checklist or a replicable, step-by-step process that would give one the ability to 

manufacture joy, either in oneself or in others.  

The importance of this last point becomes still clearer in relation to the disciples’ 

faltering movement into joy on Easter Sunday (see chapter 4). Before I return to Luke 24, 

though, I should review the handful of references to joy that—as discussed in chapter 3—

pepper Luke’s narrative as Jesus approaches the cross. Here, Luke’s handling of joy 

becomes still more complicated—or perhaps more accurately stated, more 

counterintuitive, at least to those of us from cultural-linguistic contexts that are 

accustomed to categorizing joy as a positive, desirable, and even praiseworthy 

phenomenon. Chapter 3 considered three narratively problematized cases of jubilation in 

Luke 19–23. As demonstrated above, these instances of joy vary in their moral charge. At 

one extreme, the rejoicing of those who welcome Jesus to Jerusalem is apparently 

defensible (19:40)—even if this joy is only half understanding and even if some who 
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ought to have joined in the jubilation fail to do so (3.1). At the other extreme, the joy with 

which the chief priests and officers respond to Judas’s offer to betray his Lord can only 

be described as malicious joy, Schadenfreude (3.2). Between these extremes, Herod’s 

joy, focused as it is on the prospect of seeing Jesus do a trick, proves trivial and short 

lived (3.3).  

The latter cases of joy also underline two key points evident already in chapter 2’s 

analysis of joy in relation to material possessions (2.5). Simply put, not all “joy” that 

Luke can name as such is praiseworthy. Rejoicing can, according to Luke, be 

wrongheaded, even diabolical. Further and relatedly, such problematic jubilation arises 

not so much from the absence as from the perversion of the conditions that facilitate 

(appropriate) joy. The chief priests and officers who accept Judas’s offer, for instance, 

willingly give up money as part of their response to Jesus—behavior which in other 

contexts sometimes seems to be a condition that would (Luke 18:18–30; see 2.5.3) or 

does (Luke 19:1–10; see 2.5.4) lead to appropriate jubilation. However, these religious 

leaders part with their wealth as an expression of hostility toward Jesus, hoping to 

“receive” him only for the purpose of doing away with him. They thus become the 

sinister counterimage of someone like the joyful Zacchaeus, whose willingness to give up 

much of his wealth intersects with the sort of favorable receptivity to the Lord that leads 

to narratively affirmed jubilation (2.5.4).  
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Picking up after the joyless account of Jesus’s trial and execution, chapter 4 

continued with an analysis of the disciples’ protracted movement into joy on Easter 

Sunday and then reflected briefly on the first references to joy in Acts. As will be 

recalled, I noticed many points of connection between the factors that facilitate joy in 

these passages and the joy-conducive conditions highlighted by earlier portions of Luke’s 

Gospel, especially the infancy narrative.7 Routine faithfulness-while-waiting plays a part 

in positioning the women to encounter the joyous circumstance of Jesus’s absence from 

the tomb, for example—much as regular faithfulness-while-waiting positioned Zechariah, 

Anna, and other characters to receive joyous news and/or experiences in the infancy 

narrative (4.2; cf. 1.1). Also like Zechariah, the disciples in Luke 24 at first struggle to 

rejoice, due in this case to a failing in not only faith but also hope (4.3.2.3.2; cf.1.2).  

Consistent with my observations above regarding the interconnectedness of joy-

conducive conditions, it seems that the disciples’ shortsighted hope and slowness of faith 

stem from a shortcoming in another area: namely, their failure rightly to interpret 

disorienting recent experiences in the context of the scriptural story of God’s faithfulness 

(see esp. Luke 24:25). Jesus’s revelatory hermeneutical instruction is accordingly one of 

the conditions that helps to make possible the disciples’ eventual joy (4.3.2.3.2). His 

teaching enables them to make joy-conducive sense of recent events in light of Israel’s 

 

7 This is of course consistent with the common observation that several parallels or partial parallels link the 

bookends of Luke’s Gospel with each other and/or with the beginning and/or end of Acts. On what this 

interconnectedness might mean for interpreting joy(lessness) in Acts, see appendix A.  
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Scriptures, properly (re)interpreted. This creates yet another point of connection with 

infancy narrative characters such as Zechariah, whose scripturally allusive Benedictus 

implies that his joy—when it finally comes—is likewise bound up with the 

(re)interpretation of Israel’s Scriptures and God’s disorientingly joy-conducive action in 

relation to each other (see summary above and detailed discussion in 1.2–3).  

However, unlike Zechariah and Elizabeth’s improbable but not unprecedented 

late-life pregnancy, the specific circumstance that prompts Easter joy—i.e., Jesus’s 

resurrection from the dead to no-longer-mortal life—is salvation-historically unparalleled 

and humanly speaking, a sheer impossibility. Accordingly, like the unique event of the 

virginal conception of Jesus, the Lord’s joy-conducive resurrection requires revelation in 

a strong sense if it is to be perceived aright and so lead to the rejoicing that befits this turn 

of events. In the case of Easter joy, the needed revelation is mediated partly by Jesus 

himself (4.3.2.3.3)—not only through his aforementioned scriptural teaching but also 

through his keeping embodied company with his followers, including in the context of a 

liturgically allusive meal (see esp. 24:30–31, 35; cf. 22:19). For this reason, Luke 24 

places a marked emphasis on the link between joy and receptivity to Jesus—especially, in 

this context, receptivity to his revelatory hermeneutical instruction and his bodily 

presence.  

Given the link between joy and receptivity to the risen Lord’s physical presence, 

it may at first glance seem surprising that the disciples finish out the Gospel “with great 
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joy” (24:52). After all, the end of Luke’s Gospel also reports Jesus’s bodily departure 

from them (24:50–53). Why, then, do they rejoice? Following N. T. Wright, chapter 4 

argued that this counterintuitive joy evinces the disciples’ now fuller understanding of 

Jesus’s place in salvation history, an understanding within which Jesus’s ascension can 

be a prompt for further jubilation even though it entails his bodily absence from them for 

a time.8 

The narrative context of the disciples’ post-ascension jubilation in Luke’s 

Gospel—shortly following Jesus’s repeated teaching concerning the coherence between 

disorienting recent events and Israel’s Scriptures (24:44–47)—corroborates the claim that 

this joy-conducive understanding of the risen-and-now-ascended Lord is made possible in 

part by Jesus’s revelatory hermeneutical guidance. Several pieces of evidence in Acts 

also support this interpretation. Most basically, it is significant that the joy motif 

continues to appear in Luke’s second volume, notwithstanding the risen Lord’s bodily 

absence following Acts 1:9. Furthermore, joy terms first occur in Acts in a context that 

suggests specifically the ongoing influence of the risen Lord’s hermeneutical teaching 

(see 4.4.3). Informed by Jesus’s instruction and now also empowered by the (joy-

facilitating) Holy Spirit,9 Peter in Acts 2 interprets Psalm 15 LXX as being about the 

 

8 Wright, “Joy,” esp. 39–40, 55–56, 58–60.  
9 On the association of joy with the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts, see again Luke 10:21; Acts 13:52; Story, 

Joyous; and Carmona, “Lucas,” esp. 212.  
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crucified, resurrected, ascended, and also—according to Peter’s christological reading of 

the psalm—joyful Jesus (Acts 2:25–32; see 4.4.3). 

5.2 Suggestions for Further Research  

Peter’s speech not only mentions Jesus’s joy but also fosters the growth of a 

community that Luke soon depicts as sharing food “with joyousness and simplicity of 

heart” (ἐν ἀγαλλιάσει καὶ ἀφελότητι καρδίας, 2:46).10 This brings me to perhaps the most 

obvious area for further research flowing from the present study. I have offered a thick 

description of joy and the life of discipleship in Luke’s Gospel; to what extent are these 

findings confirmed, corrected, extended, and/or complicated by Acts’s portrayal of joy 

and the living out of discipleship in the early church? I will make a few comments on this 

score (5.2.1) and then briefly identify three additional trajectories for ongoing research, 

focusing on other questions within the study of Luke-Acts (5.2.2); methodological issues 

in the study of emotions (and the like) in the New Testament (5.2.3); and joy in New 

Testament theology and ethics (5.2.4).  

 

10 On the unusual term ἀφελότης, see Keener, Acts, 1029. Reflecting on the joy term ἀγαλλίασις in 2:46, 

Dunn makes a case for the historically plausibility of joy in this context. He observes that “anyone who is 

familiar with movements of enthusiastic spiritual renewal will recognize authentic notes [in Acts 2:42–47]: 

the enthusiasm of the members of the renewal group, with sense of overflowing joy (2.46),” and so forth 

(Dunn, Acts, 34). Dunn also notes that joy, in addition to being typical of the early community, “occurs in 

the Psalms as an expression of the joy of worship in the Temple” (Acts, 36–37). On this last point, Keener 

follows Dunn but adds a further observation—namely, that terms for joy/gladness “may be connected 

partly with the temple only here in Luke-Acts” (Keener, Acts, 1035n449). This is true in one sense, but 

only if we bracket out Gabriel’s use of joy terms in addressing Zechariah (1:14; admittedly, the joy comes 

later and elsewhere), as well as the joy that is arguably evinced by Simeon’s and Anna’s reception of baby 

Jesus in Luke 2.  
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5.2.1 Development-within-Continuity: The Conditions for Joy-according-to-

Acts  

A few studies of Lukan joy have considered both the Gospel and Acts, but Acts 

usually receives much briefer treatment than the Gospel in such contexts.11 The present 

study is no exception: I have touched on Acts 1–2 in chapter 4, and other chapters have 

referred to relevant passages from Acts in passing (e.g., 2.3.3), but much more could be 

said. One way to extend this project, then, would be to trace joy and the conditions that 

lead to it throughout the rest of Luke’s second volume.12 Though I can only scratch the 

surface of the evidence here, a thorough study of the conditions for joy in Acts would 

corroborate the findings articulated above in relation to Luke’s Gospel. To be sure, there 

are some points of development in Luke’s handling of the joy motif across his two 

volumes. However, even these developments occur within the context of basic continuity 

regarding what leads to appropriate joy.13 Two kinds of development-within-continuity 

particularly stand out.  

 

11 Among book-length studies of Lukan joy, Story offers the only truly extended treatment of Acts of which 

I am aware, devoting three chapters and nearly 200 pages to joy in Luke’s second volume (see Joyous, 

135–324). The next-longest treatment of Acts within a monograph on Lukan joy would seem to be 

Wenkel’s; he devotes five chapters to the Gospel according to Luke and two chapters (for a total of fewer 

than 50 of his nearly 200 pages) to Acts (on Acts, see Wenkel, Joy, 135–170). Inselmann—much like the 

present study—offers only an “Ausblick auf die Apostelgeschichte” (Freude, 387–89). Some shorter 

studies do touch on joy in Acts; see for example Bernadicou, “Christian Community,” esp. 213–19, and 

“Lucan Theology,” 91–93. 
12 Of course, it is generally accepted that the same author wrote both the Gospel according to Luke and the 

Acts of the Apostles. However, the question of how (if at all) this shared authorship should affect our 

interpretation of these books is contested. See for example Gregory and Rowe, eds, Rethinking the Unity. 
13 In her brief discussion of Acts, Inselmann reaches a similar conclusion: “Die Apostelgeschichte greift im 

Hinblick auf die Freude offensichtlich auf das zurück, was im Lukasevangelium berichtet und gelehrt 
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First, Acts implies some changes in the shape of the same conditions for joy that 

were already highlighted in Luke’s Gospel. Such changes often reflect the effects of 

major developments in redemptive history, such as Jesus’s resurrection and ascension, 

the sending of the Holy Spirit, and the expansion of the mission to gentiles. For instance, 

in Luke 24 it is Jesus who has to explain how his death and resurrection relate to the 

Scriptures; in Acts, his Spirit-empowered witnesses repeatedly fulfill this role. Already in 

Acts 2, Peter can offer joy-facilitating hermeneutical instruction (2:14–41, with 

ἀγαλλίασις in the summary of the resulting community’s life in 2:46).14 Later in Acts, 

Philip (8:30–39, with χαίρω in 8:39) and Paul (13:13–52, with χαρά in 13:52) will do the 

same.15 Clearly, both continuity and development are in play here. As in Luke’s Gospel, 

the (re)interpretation of Scripture in relation to recent events (especially Jesus’s death and 

resurrection and other pivotal moments in salvation history) plays a part in facilitating 

joy. Development has occurred, however, with respect to Jesus’s followers’ role in 

communicating the correct interpretation of these matters.  

 

 

worden ist” (Freude, 389). Inselmann rightly identifies several additional areas of continuity that could be 

explored, including the emphasis on God’s action as a cause of joy and on community-formation and praise 

of God as effects of joy (Freude, 388–89).  
14 There are indications that such teaching as Peter gives on Pentecost continues to characterize the life of 

the (joyful) community. In particular, I find plausible Dunn’s suggestion that the further apostolic teaching 

mentioned in 2:42 “presumably focussed on fresh interpretation of the Scriptures (as in 2.14–36) and 

beginning to order the memories of Jesus’ teaching and ministry into forms suitable for instruction, 

worship, and proclamation” (Acts, 35).  
15 Note also in these cases an expansion of the audiences to whom this instruction is given.  
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Second and relatedly, relative to what I observed in the Gospel, Acts indicates 

some development-within-continuity in Jesus’s followers’ ability to live into the 

conditions for joy that were thematized in Luke’s first volume. The most obvious 

example involves the disciples’ response to suffering persecution for Jesus’s sake. As 

previewed above in 2.3.3, though Jesus’s followers failed to rejoice (or even stay clearly 

committed to him at all) during his arrest, in Acts they do manage to rejoice over having 

been “counted worthy to be dishonored for [Jesus’s] name” (Acts 5:41; cf. Luke 6:22–

23). It would seem that their hope is now more properly grounded and their faith more 

enduring than it was prior to Easter and Pentecost—as indeed might be expected, given 

Jesus’s faith-and-hope-correcting teaching on Easter (4.3.2.3) and their empowerment 

with the joy-facilitating Holy Spirit following Jesus’s ascension. In this case, there is 

continuity with respect to how Jesus’s followers ought to respond to persecution (with 

joy) and development with respect to their degree of success in rejoicing in this context.  

Having said this, it is also worth noting that the community’s response to 

persecution in Acts is not only jubilation.16 Contrary to what one might expect given the 

claim of some that Acts tends toward triumphalism,17 Luke’s second volume continues to 

 

16 Arguably, this too is a point of continuity with Luke’s Gospel. Regardless of what one makes of the text-

critical difficulties in Luke 22, Jesus’s response to the prospect of his death by no means jubilant. On 

Jesus’s “anguish” here, see the discussion in Stephen Voorwinde, Jesus’ Emotions in the Gospels in the 

Gospels (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 143–48. 
17 Occasionally this charge is made with specific reference to the joy motif. Jose Manuel Martín-Moreno 

thinks that Acts is so triumphalistic about joy as to need strong counterbalancing from the wider canon. See 

Martín-Moreno, “Alegría,” esp. 66–68.  
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portray joy with the sort of theologically and pastorally important nuance that the present 

study has found through extensive study of Luke’s Gospel. As in the Gospel, joy in Acts 

can be skewed or even entirely prevented by blameworthy failings in other areas of life 

(see, e.g., Acts 5:1–11; 7:41).18 Moreover, though Acts can celebrate the praiseworthy joy 

of those who endure persecution for Jesus’s sake (5:41), the narrative does not 

necessarily imply a negative judgment on quite contrary emotional responses to 

persecution and its effects. One thinks, for example, of the “loud lamentation” made by 

narratively identified “devout men” over Stephen’s death (8:2), or of the Ephesian elders’ 

tears over the prospect of losing Paul (20:37–38).19 This last example relates to one of the 

more intriguing interpretive puzzles raised by the treatment of joy in Acts: namely, the 

absence of clear-cut joy terms after Acts 16:34.20 Drawing on the insights of my larger 

 

18 A (possible) joy term occurs in Acts 7:41, where Stephen describes the Golden Calf incident and the 

Israelites’ “enjoyment” of “the work of their hands” (εὐφραίνοντο ἐν τοῖς ἔργοις τῶν χειρῶν αὐτῶν). If this 

be counted as joy, it is obviously a problematic sort (so also Morrice, Joy, 97), akin in some ways to the 

feasting of Lazarus’s rich neighbor (though more explicit in its theological deviancy!). As for Acts 5:1–11, 

it admittedly does not include a joy term, but perhaps that absence is significant. Note the contrast between 

the joy of the community in connection with sharing (see esp. Acts 2:44–47) and the total failure of the 

selfish Ananias’s and Sapphira’s plan to manipulate that system so as to gain status in the community and 

also get to enjoy their wealth privately. Cf. the rich fool and in a different sense, the saddened rich ruler; 

see 2.3, above.  
19 One might also cite Acts 21:12–14, though that passage is a bit more complicated. On one level, Paul 

could be interpreted as rebuking those who weep over his impending fate in this case (21:13). However, 

Paul’s “rebuke” is not so much because their sadness is inappropriate but rather, it seems, because their 

sadness threatens so to sadden him as to shake his resolve to go up to Jerusalem in spite of the danger.  
20 This sudden decline in explicit instances of the joy motif is truly a striking development. From what we 

can tell, assuming Markan priority, Luke has added or more strongly foregrounded the joy motif through 

his redaction of source(s) at numerous points in his Gospel. We do not have access to similar comparative 

materials for Acts, but the decreased prominence and eventual disappearance of joy in Luke’s second 

volume suggests that whatever Luke’s source(s) may have been, he did not as strongly emphasize joy in his 
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study, appendix A offers an initial attempt to make sense of this underexamined shift in 

Luke’s handling of joy.  

5.2.2 Luke-Acts 

Acts’s portrayal of joy’s presence (and absence) in relation to other facets of 

discipleship may be the research question most immediately posed by the present study, 

but others suggest themselves as well. Within the study of Luke-Acts, my project invites 

reflection on whether Luke’s holistic approach to joy is similar to or different from his 

handling of other emotions (or adjacent phenomena). Richard A. Wright has already done 

some work in this vein through his consideration of the connection between “distress” 

and possessions in Luke, with a comparative look at Galen’s De indolentia.21 Extending 

this line of thought, other emotions or emotion-like motifs could also be scrutinized with 

a view to elucidating their interconnection with the wider life of discipleship.  

Depending on the focus of such a study, going beyond a word-search approach 

might prove even more necessary than it has in the present project. What we might call 

“hope,” for instance, seems to be an important motif in numerous Lukan passages that do 

 

 

selection and redaction of material for Acts as he did when penning his Gospel. I am not aware of any study 

of Lukan joy that comments at any length on this sudden dearth of joy terms. See further in appendix A.  
21 Richard A. Wright, “Possessions, Distress, and the Problem of Emotions: De indolentia and the Gospel 

of Luke in Juxtaposition,” in Galen’s De indolentia: Essays on a Newly Discovered Letter, ed. Clare K. 

Rothschild and Trevor W. Thompson, Studien und Texte zu Antike und Christentum 88 (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 2014), 251–73. 
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not use obvious “hope” terms. How would one determine whether a given passage is or is 

not relevant to studying hope-according-to-Luke and its embeddedness in the life of 

discipleship? As this example illustrates, pursuing additional case studies would also 

allow continued wrestling with the methodological questions with which I have grappled 

above. 

5.2.3 Methodological Matters  

In the course of pursuing my questions about Lukan joy, I have necessarily joined 

the ranks of scholars puzzling over the methodological difficulties that beset attempts to 

study emotions (and the like) in biblical literature.22 Of the many methodological 

questions with which one could fruitfully engage, I have focused especially on those of a 

literary nature. To return to the example just given: What sorts of arguments are needed 

to make a convincing case for the presence of an unnamed emotion in a narrative—or, as 

the case may be, the significant absence of an emotion from a narrative?23  

In order to address such questions, I have drawn selectively on insights into joy 

and/or emotions from other fields. I have borrowed from phenomenology, for example,24 

the insight that (ordinarily) the embodied expression of emotion is inextricably bound up 

 

22 See in particular Spencer, “Getting a Feel,” as well as the further resources cited in 0.1.2 and 0.2.3, 

above. 
23 For more on this second formulation of the question, see appendix A. 
24 See, e.g., MacIntyre, Edith Stein, 84. Of course, this insight is by no means the exclusive property of 

phenomenology. See also, for instance, Barton, “Eschatology and the Emotions,” 579, as well as Spencer, 

“Getting a Feel,” 33. 
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with the experience of emotion, such that differentiating between an “emotion” and its 

“expression” is in fact a heuristic (over)simplification. In the context of narrative 

analysis, this premise implies that descriptions of bodily movements—ranging from 

facial expressions and eye contact to physical relocation, positional adjustment, and 

more—may enable us to identify an unnamed emotion’s presence in a narrative.  

This working assumption has proven useful in my study, despite the fact that there 

are of course difficulties here regarding the interpretation of the emotional import of 

specific bodily movement.25 Following the lead of scholars such as Inselmann, I have 

tried where possible to allow Luke to tell us what a “typical” embodiment of joy might 

look like within his narrative world.26 Thus, if Elizabeth—a righteous Jew, filled with the 

Holy Spirit (1:5–6, 41)—tells us that her baby’s in-utero “leaping” was joyful (1:44), this 

gives good reason to interpret that movement as an embodiment of joy. Pressing the point 

a bit further, such overt explication of the emotional overtones of an action in one 

passage may also enable us to draw inferences in other cases. The explicit connection 

between joy and leaping in Luke 1:41–44 and 6:22–23, together with the association of 

 

25 Some bodily expressions of joy—for example, a smile or a laugh—may be transcultural. See, e.g., 

Frazzetto, Joy, esp. 183–87. However, there may also be more culture-specific ways of expressing joy, as 

well as culturally distinctive nuances in how “standard” joy responses play out. For the present, we can 

bracket these complex matters, since the important thing for my purposes is not the relatively abstract and 

somewhat contested question of the degree of cultural variation in emotional expression but rather (much 

more simply) how Luke portrays joy. See also Dinkler’s aside regarding “the noncontradiction of 

particularist and universalistic study of emotions and texts” in “Reflexivity,” 270–71n18, citing Patrick 

Colm Hogan.  
26 See, for example, Inselmann, “Emotions and Passions.” 
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joy and salvation/healing elsewhere in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., 13:17), allows us to infer 

with some confidence that the formerly lame man in Acts 3 evinces joy when he jumps 

around the temple following his healing (Acts 3:8). This is so, moreover, even though 

Acts 3 lacks a joy term and uses different language for “leaping” than we find in the 

Gospel examples just cited.27 

Unfortunately for scholars seeking to study emotions in biblical literature, few 

cases are so clear cut as this one. In the absence of obvious cues within the text under 

investigation, to what extent can we rely on other evidence (e.g., descriptions of emotions 

in ancient literature more broadly, modern psychological studies, neurobiological 

research, personal intuition, etc.) to identify unnamed emotions in a narrative? Further 

reflection is needed, particularly from the various interdisciplinary angles not pursued in 

depth here. 

As anticipated in the introduction, the present study has been eclectically and 

selectively interdisciplinary. I have taken over other fields’ insights into questions such as 

the intentionality of emotion or the cognitive and narrative dimensions of emotion 

formation and reformation,28 and these cross-disciplinary gleanings have borne 

significant fruit in my analysis of Lukan joy and what leads to it. Even so, such an 

eclectic approach does have its drawbacks. Both my purposes and my expertise have kept 

 

27 See further in appendix A. 
28 See discussion in the introduction.  
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me focused primarily on the text of Luke’s narrative, offering in most cases merely a 

sketch of the interdisciplinary insights on which I have drawn. Not only could each of 

these borrowings from other fields be explored in more depth, but in many cases the 

positions that I have adopted are contested within their respective disciplines. One way to 

carry forward and refine my findings, then, would be to apply alternative or even contrary 

interdisciplinary perspectives to the same literary material. What light might different 

premises inspired by cross disciplinary work cast on Lukan joy and the conditions that 

lead to it?  

If recent contributions to the study of joy in Luke are any indication, even 

relatively small shifts in methodological emphasis may raise valuable questions that I 

have largely passed over here. For instance, Michal Beth Dinkler’s more formally 

narratological analysis of Lukan joy has shown that attending to “moments of narrative 

reflexivity”29 can help us to discern how Luke’s narrative works rhetorically to invite the 

“audience to emulate (certain) characters’ joyful hospitality as [the audience members] 

receive the Lukan narrative.”30 Other examples could be adduced. In short, though my 

study has demonstrated the value of a particular (literary-theological, eclectically 

interdisciplinary) approach, it is but one contribution in a very much unfinished 

conversation about how we might best study emotions (and the like) in biblical literature. 

 

29 I.e., scenes in which characters within the narrative engage in the task of “interpreting narratives” 

(Dinkler, “Reading Joy,” 284).  
30 Dinkler, “Reading Joy,” 284.  
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5.2.4 New Testament Theology and Ethics 

Third and finally, in the vein of New Testament theology and ethics, it would also 

be fruitful to compare my findings with analysis of the ways in which other New 

Testament writers embed joy in the wider life of the believer. For Luke, we have seen, 

the connection between joy and other aspects of discipleship helps to explain the moral 

weightiness of joy(lessness). This connection also helps to account for the fact that, 

although joy can be commanded, not every character can rejoice “on command” 31—i.e., 

when it is “necessary” to do so (e.g., Luke 15:32). Do other New Testament voices 

corroborate these findings or offer alternative perspectives on joy’s enabling conditions 

and moral charge?32  

The most obvious candidates for comparison would perhaps be the Gospel 

according to John and Paul’s letter to the Philippians, both of which strongly foreground 

joy. Though these and certain other New Testament documents have already received 

 

31 To give an analogy: One can be commanded to run a marathon; that is an intelligible thing to command a 

person to do. However, not everyone could run a marathon “on command.” Past practices, character traits, 

etc., come into play in determining whether or not an individual can obey such a command at a given 

moment. Of course, other kinds of factors that are beyond the would-be-runner’s control—a broken leg, a 

bad heart, lack of access to a treadmill or to safe outdoor running conditions, etc.—could also play a role in 

determining whether she could obey the hypothetical marathon-command. Someone with a currently 

broken leg, for instance, might not be culpable for being unable to obey a marathon-command, even if she 

were part of a long-distance running team and could ordinarily be expected to obey such a command from 

her coach. This latter sort of complication is somewhat analogous to the challenges to rejoicing that I will 

take up in the postscript (see 5.3). 
32 I suspect that Dinkler is right when she proposes that “concepts of joy in ancient Christian texts and their 

communities are not uniform” (“Reading Joy,” 268, emphasis original). As noted in the introduction, some 

work has indeed been done in the vein of NT ethics and emotions; see esp. Elliott, Faithful Feelings, 

although the breadth of his study means that he necessarily leaves much to be said about individual NT 

books.  
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some scholarly attention for their handling of joy,33 as recently as 2008 Eduard Lohse 

could affirm that relatively little work had been done on joy within the subfield of New 

Testament theology.34 Building on the surge in synthetic work on New Testament joy 

evident in recent publications by scholars such as Wright, Thompson, and Lohse,35 closer 

examination of how different New Testament writers each (distinctively?)36 situate joy in 

relation to the wider life of discipleship might deepen the insights available from Luke-

Acts. Such work might also complicate, reinforce, and/or sharpen the practical questions 

that the present study raises for Christian communities’ discourses about and experiences 

of joy today—the topic to which I turn in my concluding postscript.  

 

33 It would be beyond my purposes to give an exhaustive survey here, but for example, both Wright (“Joy”) 

and Thompson (“Reflections”) include discussion of John’s Gospel and Philippians in their studies of joy in 

the NT and related literature. As mentioned in the introduction, Gulin devotes his entire second volume to 

joy in John’s Gospel (Die Freude), as noted by Lohse (La Alegría, 8). Lohse, for his part, devotes his final 

chapter to the treatment of joy in John (though with references also to other parts of the NT). See Lohse, La 

Alegría, 77–88. Voorwinde also attends to joy (among other emotions) in his Jesus’ Emotions in the Fourth 

Gospel. On joy in Philippians, see for example Voorwinde, “Paul’s Joy”; as well as Bloomquist, 

“Subverted by Joy.” Joy in Philippians has perhaps more often been treated in sermons and devotional 

literature; for an example of the former, see J. Ross Wagner, “Rejoice in the Lord!” Princeton Seminary 

Bulletin 28.1 (2007): 1–6. Cf. Richard J. Hicks’s view that Paul in Philippians speaks of “(unemotional) 

joy” in “Moral Progress in Philippians: Epaphroditus’ ‘Near-Death Weakness’ in Paul’s Rhetorical 

Strategy,” Zeitschrift für die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 107.2 (2016): 232–265. 
34 Indeed, Lohse cites E. G. Gulin’s two-volume work (Die Freude im Neuen Testament, 2 vols., Annales 

Academiea Scientiarium Fennicae B 26,2 and 37,3 [Helsinki: Druckerei-A.G. Der Finischen Literatur-

Gesellschaft, 1936]) as the only book-length NT theology devoted entirely to the theme of joy prior to his 

own (Lohse, La Alegría de Fe, 8; see 8n6 for references to several shorter studies). This may be a little 

overstated. For instance, as indicated in the introduction’s literature review, above (0.1.1), I think a case 

could be made for including Morrice’s Joy in the New Testament (1984) here as well. The point remains, 

though, that there are far fewer studies of NT joy than there are of more “standard” NT theology motifs.  
35 Wright, “Joy”; Thompson, “Reflections”; and Lohse, La Alegría de Fe. Although more focused on 

Christian ethics than the NT per se, Walter Abetz also engages with the NT in his consideration of joy in 

“Towards a Christian Ethic of Joy: Participation in the ‘Joy of the Master,’” (ThM thesis, MCD University 

of Divinity, 2014). 
36 Again, see Dinkler’s comments about the diversity in conceptions of joy in early Christianity (“Reading 

Joy,” 268). 
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5.3 Lukan Joy: A Pastoral Postscript  

The second exhausting type of response [to her 

diagnosis with Stage IV colon cancer] comes from 

the teachers, who focus on how this experience is 

supposed to be an education in mind, body and 

spirit. … The hardest lessons come from the 

solutions people, who are already a little 

disappointed that I am not saving myself. There is 

always a nutritional supplement, Bible verse or 

mental process I have not adequately tried. “Keep 

smiling! Your attitude determines your destiny!” 

said a stranger named Jane in an email, having 

heard my news somewhere, and I was immediately 

worn out by the tyranny of prescriptive joy. 

 

—Kate Bowler, “What to Say When You Meet the 

Angel of Death at a Party” 

 

In closing, I want to look a bit further afield, to conversations happening beyond 

(though not infrequently with at least an indirect link to) the guild of New Testament 

studies. To review: According to Luke, joy can be commanded (e.g., 10:20, and arguably, 

1:28), including in at least some contexts that involve suffering (6:22–23). Joy can be 

obligatory—part of a “necessary” response as determined by God’s unthwartable 

purposes (15:32). Rejoicing can also in some cases be blameworthy (see esp. 22:5); 

conversely, joylessness can be part of a culpable response (e.g., 18:23). Over the course 

of this study, I have repeatedly argued that joy’s moral weightiness makes sense in Luke-

Acts because of how Luke embeds joy in the rest of life. Whether a person does or does 

not spontaneously rejoice in any given situation reveals the truth about that person’s 
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faithfulness in other areas of discipleship.37 Is his hope sufficiently far sighted? Are her 

desires rightly ordered? And so forth.  

This is all well and good within Luke’s narrative world. Moreover, for many 

cases of joy(lessness) in readers’ worlds, Luke provides valuable guidance for how to 

understand joy(lessness) and, when necessary, how to redress it—i.e., through the slow 

and patient work of repentance and sanctification: reorienting hope, reordering desires, 

and so forth. In a way, this is good news for Christians who would seek more joy-filled 

lives. Luke implies that there are in fact things we can do, and should do, to open 

ourselves up to appropriate joy.  

And yet. Luke is writing a Gospel about the “the things fulfilled among us” (1:1). 

He is not writing a manual on joy. He does not address every sort of joy(lessness) that a 

person can experience. What about people facing drastically unjoyous circumstances that 

do not obviously result from suffering persecution for Jesus’s sake (cf. 6:22–23)—say, 

stage IV colon cancer or the loss of a loved one to illness or accident? What about people 

who find themselves constitutionally unable to enter into joy due to depression that stems 

from brain chemistry or injury, past trauma, or who-knows-what?  

Sometimes studies of emotions in the New Testament can give the impression that 

if one is faithful enough, one’s emotional state simply will conform to the ideal that the 

 

37 Cf. Elliott’s comment that “[a] person’s emotional state will betray their moral character” (Faithful 

Feelings, 168). I will complicate this notion shortly. 
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scholar in question has derived from selected New Testament texts. It follows, it would 

seem, that if one is not feeling in the ideal (i.e., “faithful”) way, this is a sign of moral 

and/or spiritual failure.38 Lest what I have said in this study be (mis)understood along 

these lines, I want to be clear in closing that although Luke does portray joy as command-

able and as morally charged, the evidence in Luke’s Gospel does not require us to take 

such a simplistic approach to evaluating our spiritual-and-emotional lives. Nor is the 

“prescriptive joy” we find in Luke’s Gospel the sort that “Jane” demands in the quotation 

at the head of this section. In fact, Luke offers resources for correcting such 

psychologized prosperity-gospel thinking as Jane’s—as well as for figuring out what a 

more fruitful, maybe even joy-conducive response to extreme suffering might be. How 

so?  

For one thing, we have seen over and over that joy-according-to-Luke is 

intentional in the phenomenological sense. It is always “over” or “about” something. One 

implication of this is that Lukan joy is not totally disconnected from circumstances, 

although the connection can admittedly work out in complex ways.39 Another implication 

of joy’s intentionality is that joy’s praiseworthiness or blameworthiness is determined in 

 

38 My language in this sentence intentionally echoes the title of Elliott’s Faithful Feelings. In my judgment, 

this study at times leaves itself open to the sort of interpretation sketched and rejected here—although it 

must be added that Elliott occasionally gestures toward the fact that emotions are more complex than his 

study might seem to imply (see, e.g., Faithful Feelings, 38 and 267).  
39 E.g., among other complications, we have noted that the circumstance over which one rejoices need not 

be present (see esp. 6:22–23).  



 

745 

 

large measure by whether the “something” over which one rejoices is or is not (according 

to Luke) an appropriate object of joy.  

Though Luke does not explicitly address the point, it seems reasonable to infer 

(given, e.g., his association of joy with healing) that he would not view the diagnosis of 

stage four cancer as an appropriate object for joy. Ordinarily,40 presumably, he also 

would not count as proper prompts to rejoicing many other life events that are not 

explicitly treated in his Gospel, such as the death of a parent or the dissolution of a once-

healthy marriage. To demand joy over something like cancer or death as such would be to 

invite a disordered sort of joy, a rejoicing over something that is emphatically not a good 

in itself.41 Luke recognizes that such “joy” exists, as we have seen (cf. 22:5). But he does 

not portray it as something to which Christians should aspire. 

But, it might be argued, surely Jane is not demanding joy over cancer. In fairness 

to Jane, this is probably a more correct interpretation of her well-meaning email. In that 

case, though, is not clear what Jane is demanding joy over. If we follow Luke’s lead in 

assuming the intentionality of joy, then to demand joy over nothing-in-particular, as Jane 

seems to do, is bound to be ineffective. If Jane were to insist on the point, it might even 

be cruel.  

 

40 Of course, there may be odd cases in which some extenuating circumstances might lend some degree of 

joy to some aspect of these situations. My point here is not to make a claim about every possible case but 

only to offer general observations.  
41 Cf., e.g., 1 Corinthians 15:26: death is an enemy, indeed the “last enemy to be destroyed.” 
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Returning to Luke’s Gospel, we can think here again of Zechariah. As we have 

seen, Zechariah does not get in trouble for not rejoicing over his childlessness per se. The 

inability to have a longed-for child is not an appropriate object for joy. Gabriel also does 

not rebuke Zachariah for not having anticipatory joy—Vorfreude—prior to his encounter 

with the angel, i.e., when Zechariah had no particular reason to expect that his prayers for 

a child would in fact result in a son.42 Zechariah’s joylessness—or more precisely, the 

faithlessness that it evinces (see 1.2–1.3)—becomes problematic only after he has been 

given reliable news concerning the imminent arrival of an appropriate object of joy. 

Trustworthy (angelic) testimony that he and his wife will have a child should have 

provoked anticipatory joy because, in Zechariah’s context, this child is an appropriate 

object of joy. 

If God sent Gabriel or another unambiguously divinely authorized messenger to 

inform someone that his or her cancer would be healed,43 this would indeed be a context 

 

42 Zechariah’s case differs here from Abraham’s in Genesis: as far as we are told, Zechariah received no 

promise of a son prior to his encounter with Gabriel in Luke 1, whereas Abraham receives a version of this 

promise from the Lord on several occasions during the many years through which the patriarch waits for 

the promised child (Gen 12:2; 15:4–5; 17:2–21; 18:10). It is true, as many commentators have noted, that 

within the biblical narrative, the childlessness of (esp. pious) couples is overcome with such regularity as to 

encourage readerly expectations that this will be the case for Zechariah and Elizabeth as well. However, it 

is also true that readers of the biblical narrative live and have always lived in a world in which that is not 

always how things turn out in day-to-day experience. From the perspective of biblical conventions, then, 

Zechariah would have good reason to expect a child even before Gabriel shows up; however, from the 

perspective of human experience, he would at this point in life have good reason not to be optimistic about 

receiving one—that is, of course, prior to hearing otherwise from Gabriel. The rhetorical force of the trope 

partly depends on the fact that he inhabits the latter reality while we as readers are aware of the former.  
43 Cf., for example, the interesting case of the late Duke professor Reynolds Price, who recounts a dream 

encounter with Jesus in connection with Price’s treatment for spinal cancer. See Price, A Whole New Life: 
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in which that person should rejoice. But just as many long-childless priests presumably 

lived, served, and died—with or without having eventually had a child but with no 

angelic promise either way—many of us do not receive any clear revelation concerning 

the future resolution of unjoyous circumstances in this life. In the absence of such 

revelation, our situations are more analogous to Zechariah’s prior to his encounter with 

Gabriel than to anything that follows that exchange.  

To be sure, this does not mean that someone experiencing unjoyous situations 

cannot rejoice, or indeed be commanded to rejoice, even now—i.e., over objects other 

than these hard situations, considered in themselves.44 However, those other objects of 

joy would need to be joy-conducive objects: for example, the experience of beauty in a 

flower or a friendship, a sense of God’s nearness, or the hope of resurrection and of all 

things being set right eschatologically.  

Whether, when, and how someone other than the person suffering points out these 

possible objects of joy is a pastorally sensitive issue to be discerned with wisdom in each 

particular case. Within the Christian tradition, the rhythms of the church’s life can be 

helpful in this regard since they incorporate both somber seasons and seasons of joy, in 

 

 

An Illness and a Healing (New York: Scribner, 2000), 40–44. 
44 For a theologically nuanced discussion of “joy notwithstanding” in relation to the biblical witness more 

broadly, see Thompson, “Reflections,” esp. 28–34. Wright also includes relevant reflections in “Joy.” For 

an earlier treatment of “Joy in Suffering” in the course of a wider study of certain aspects of biblical joy, 

see Otto and Schramm, Festival and Joy, 182–95. 
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all cases with clear theological grounds for the emotions being evoked. Advent and Lent, 

for example, require the discipline of sitting with the reality of a world still waiting to be 

made whole and of our own sin as part of what needs healing. These seasons do lead into 

joy, but it is not a glib joy that denies the reality of unjoyous circumstances in this world 

and in our lives. Rather, it is joy over Christ’s birth and Christ’s resurrection, 

respectively—i.e., joy over salvation-historical events through which Christians have 

hope that unjoyous realities will not have the final word.  

And here—on Easter Sunday, for example—we do encounter a sort of 

“prescriptive joy.” However, it is emphatically not the vapid kind to which Bowler 

rightly objects. When Christians rejoice on Easter, we do so not because our “attitude 

determines [our] destiny” (to borrow a line from Jane) but rather because God’s faithful 

action in the world in Christ has determined our destiny—and this remains true regardless 

of whether the chemo works or the relationship mends or whatever else may happen (or 

not happen, as the case may be). The joy we are called to have on an occasion such as 

Easter is thus in some measure anticipatory. As in the joy-command in Luke 6:22–23, 

such Vorfreude is based on God’s past faithfulness—demonstrated, in the case of Easter, 

especially by raising Jesus from the dead—and on the sure hope that this divine track 

record gives us concerning God’s future faithfulness to us and to all this world.  

To fail to rejoice in such cases would be to be like Zechariah after he had heard 

Gabriel’s announcement—culpably unbelieving (Luke 1:20). As N. T. Wright puts it, 
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“Not to celebrate, not to express joy in the lordship of the crucified and risen Jesus, 

would be tacitly to acknowledge that one did not really believe.”45  

Even though I think that Wright is essentially correct, I confess that I cringe a bit 

when reading over those words. If the “tyranny of prescriptive joy” is exhausting for 

those suffering from cancer, it is perhaps even more demoralizing for those suffering 

(also or instead) from grief, depression, and other conditions that directly hinder one’s 

receptivity to joy. What does Luke have to say to the person who sees but cannot 

emotionally register the beauty of flowers, who feels (whether or not it is true) that once-

joyful friendships have dried up—maybe even that God has disappeared? What does 

Luke have to say to the Christian who comes to church on Easter Sunday too sad to sing 

the “alleluias,” or who is perhaps too depressed to show up to church at all? Is such a 

person simply lacking adequate faith, as might be inferred if one simplistically applied 

Wright’s comment to the case?46  

As a Christian of a melancholy bent myself, I do not ask this as a disinterested 

observer. On a personal level, these questions have run as a steady undercurrent beneath 

all my analyzing of Lukan joy and what leads to it. In view of the results of my study, 

two things should be said: First, Luke does not explicitly address the case of people 

whose experience of suffering is one that directly attacks their capacity for joy. Any 

 

45 Wright, “Joy,” 61. 
46 This is not to say that I think Wright intends for this inference to be drawn; he is not addressing the 

particular complication I raise here.  
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inferences we may draw from Luke’s Gospel in relation to such situations are therefore 

just that—tentative inferences, subject to revision. Second, however, in my judgment, 

Luke can indeed help us here. 

I return (yet again) to Zechariah, and this time also to his juxtaposition with Mary. 

As reviewed above, chapter 1 considered the fact that both parents-to-be delay somewhat 

in responding with joy to joyous news, but only in Zechariah’s case is this portrayed as 

problematic (1.3). The narrative context, I found, explains this difference in evaluation: 

Zechariah’s initial joylessness reflects a lack of faith (1:20); Mary’s, in contrast, does not 

(1:45). From this, I concluded that for Luke, joylessness in the face of should-be-joyous 

circumstances is blameworthy insofar as it reflects failings in other areas of 

discipleship—and only insofar as this is so. That “insofar as” becomes essential when we 

ponder the question of what Luke might say to a Christian who arrives at an Easter 

service too depressed to rejoice.  

On the one hand, it is of course possible, as the quotation from Wright might lead 

us to suspect, that this person’s joylessness does in some measure reflect a lack of faith or 

some other spiritual failing. To the extent that this is the case, the person’s joylessness 

may indeed be blameworthy—or at least, inaction to redress it might be blameworthy. He 

or she may have a Christian responsibility to engage in practices that would help to foster 

the needed correction: Scripture study, prayer, confession, spiritual direction, therapy, 
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etc.47 In keeping with the working concept of emotions and their (re)formation that was 

sketched in the introduction and fleshed out over the course of my analysis, this person 

may need to change certain judgments about the world, which would involve the slow 

process of unwriting/rewriting particular emotion-forming narratives from his or her 

emotional landscape.48 Specifically, the foregoing study of Lukan joy suggests the 

importance of (re)interpreting our experiences within the narrative framework provided 

by the story of Scripture and its fulfillment in Jesus’s life, death, resurrection, ascension, 

and coming return at “the times of the restoration of all things” (Acts 3:21). Luke does 

not lead us to expect such a process of narrative-emotional (re)formation to be either 

disembodied or isolated. On that first Easter Sunday and on into Acts, hermeneutical 

instruction occurs in community, where Luke also reports the breaking of bread and other 

forms of sharing in connection with joy (see esp. Luke 24; Acts 2:42–47). Showing up to 

the ecclesial community each week—hearing the word and partaking of the broken 

bread—can be salutary if difficult disciplines for the joyless Christian, essential to 

removing internal barriers to joy. 

 

47 To quote N. T. Wright again, “The fact that [love and joy] … are part of ‘the fruit of the Spirit’ (Gal. 

5:22–23) does not mean they somehow grow spontaneously without moral or spiritual effort. They are 

virtues, to be practiced. But they are not, of course, self-generated” (“Joy,” 49–50). 
48 See Nussbaum, “Narrative Emotions,” as well as discussion above in the introduction, esp. 0.2.2. 
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On the other hand, at the risk of being repetitive, I would emphasize again that 

Lukan joy is in fact bound up with circumstances.49 And as everyone from a CEO with 

Alzheimer’s disease to a two-year-old having a tantrum can attest, human beings have 

limited control over our circumstances. This is why the conditions that make for joy-

according-to-Luke include not only faithfulness in discipleship but also God’s action to 

make possible circumstances to which joy would be an appropriate response, or indeed in 

which joy is a possible response. True, human obedience in the face of such divine action 

may also play a part in bringing joyous circumstances to pass, but this does not remove 

our basic dependence on God to create the conditions for joy.50  

This is so in the case of an elderly, childless couple receiving a son (Luke 1). 

What about in the case of someone suffering from major depression? It would be beyond 

my aims and expertise to develop the point at length here, but suffice it to say that in 

recent decades research has shown that emotions are affected not only by external 

circumstances and a person’s thought processes but also by physiological circumstances 

 

49 So also, e.g., Thompson, “Reflections,” 35, 37; although see also her discussion of “joy notwithstanding” 

(“Reflections,” esp. 29–34). 
50 In this sense, as others have noted, there is always an element of giftedness in joy. Thompson’s article is 

esp. helpful in emphasizing God’s role in facilitating joy (e.g., “Reflections,” 25). She goes so far as to 

say—rightly, in my judgment—that “from one perspective, we can say that God creates the conditions for 

joy, and that, therefore, God is finally responsible for human joy and human flourishing” (“Reflections,” 

34–35). 
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such as brain health.51 Moreover, we have the real (but also really limited) ability to 

affect brain chemistry through various means—ranging from exercise to hugs to 

psychiatric medication. In light of these realities, when considering the case of our 

hypothetical Christian who is unable to rejoice on Easter, we should look not only to 

Luke’s teaching about how faithfulness in the life of discipleship fosters joy but also to 

Luke’s emphasis on the role of both divine action and human responsibility in altering 

circumstances so as to facilitate jubilation.  

If circumstances matter for joy, and we are in some cases able to affect those 

circumstances, such human action toward joy may be part of what faithfulness to joy-

commands requires of those who cannot at the moment rejoice. Obviously, depending on 

the specific circumstances in play, this could take many different shapes. It might mean 

leaving an abusive marriage out of the recognition that deliverance from such suffering is 

precisely what is “necessary”—even if, under other circumstances, this action might be as 

out of place as a rabbi working on the Sabbath (cf. Luke 13:10–17). It might mean 

seeking out professional therapeutic help, taking medication as prescribed, and 

developing practices of self-care. In keeping with what we have already said above, for 

Christians, it would usually involve showing up regularly in a church community, despite 

the impulse to self-isolate that often accompanies depression.  

 

51 We can recognize a biochemical element to emotions and related phenomena without buying into a 

reductively biological account of these phenomena. See for example the discussion in Sarah Coakley, 

“Postscript,” 357–61. 
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But there are complications here as well. The process of discerning which course 

of action to take to bring about more joy-conducive circumstances in any given case is 

not something for which we have a detailed manual, in Luke-Acts or elsewhere. Should 

the person suffering from cancer go with surgery or chemo or both? Where is the line 

past which an unpleasant situation becomes an abusive one, and if that line has been 

crossed, what kind of exit strategy is needed in this particular case? Which 

antidepressant, if any, will help this individual? And so on.  

Furthermore, even when we act on the best available knowledge, with prayer and 

the benefit of wise communal counsel, the efficacy of our actions in bringing about joy-

conducive circumstances is not something that we can finally control. The chemo might 

or might not kill the right cells; the antidepressant might or might not work for this 

particular person. Again, the fact that we may be obliged to act toward joy does not 

override the reality that God’s action is needed, still and always, to make joy possible in 

concrete cases.52 And, as Zechariah surely learned in the long decades preceding Luke 1, 

God does not always bring about a given joy-conducive circumstance when we would 

like or as we would expect.  

 

52 Thompson rightly notes the properly theological basis for this claim:  

We may … legitimately charge God with the responsibility of bringing those conditions on earth 

that make possible, even necessary, the human response of joy. This responsibility [of God’s] is 

the outgrowth of God’s identity … as the Creator of all that is good. … As part of human 

flourishing, joy is thus linked to, and dependent upon, participation in the world of God’s creation 

and re-creation. (“Reflections,” 35)  
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Even here, though, Luke can help us on the “highly dangerous quest” for joy.53 

Luke’s narrativization of joy and what makes for it provides models for how to wait well 

for joy-conducive circumstances that may be partly or wholly beyond our ability to bring 

about. We learn from the long-childless Zechariah to keep showing up in the places to 

which God has called us, practicing routine piety even when it seems to “accomplish” 

nothing. From the women in Luke 23:55–24:1, who persist in faithfulness to Jesus 

without any conception of the triumph that will follow his shameful death, we glean 

pointers about how to wait well when we cannot even imagine the possibility of joyous 

circumstances coming to pass. Further, through his narrativization of how both Zechariah 

and Jesus’s followers on Easter struggle to come to terms with and rejoice over God’s 

joy-conducive action, Luke highlights the need for dispositions such as faith/trust and 

practices such as the scripturally informed (re)interpretation of disorienting experiences. 

By cultivating such dispositions and practices, Luke suggests, we can foster receptivity to 

and right recognition of God’s (often surprising) redemptive action, whenever and 

however it may come. 

In the meantime, while we wait for the tumor to shrink or the levels of serotonin 

in the brain to rise—and indeed, whether or not such a hoped-for change in our 

circumstances happens at all—Luke does not imply that we have to be joyful over our 

 

53 See the quotation at the head of the acknowledgements page, taken from O’Connor, “To ‘A,’” letter 

dated 1 Jan 1956, in The Habit of Being, 126.  
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suffering as such or over nothing in particular. To the extent that we are called to rejoice 

in the midst of unresolved suffering, this is with a view to the hope of God rectifying 

what has gone wrong, eschatologically if not before.54 Anticipatory jubilation of this sort 

is grounded in God’s past faithfulness and the hope that, as God has made a way for joy 

in the past—including, most shockingly, after Jesus’ crucifixion—so also God will 

somehow facilitate joy again. Luke’s narrativization of joy can help faithful believers to 

wait well for such joy-conducive divine action, even when—as with the older adults of 

the infancy narrative or Paul at the end of Acts55—our waiting may in some cases extend 

over the whole of life or even till the eschaton. 

 

 

 

54 God’s faithfulness may well allow for Vorfreude in all circumstances, but because God is truly faithful, 

this Vorfreude is to be over the real (even if to us unimaginable) redemption of unjoyful circumstances, 

which we trust God ultimately to work. I would again refer the reader also to Thompson’s conception of 

“joy notwithstanding” in “Reflections,” esp. 28–34. 
55 See appendix A. 
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Appendix A: Narrative Silence and Joy(lessness) in Later Acts 

As noted above (5.2.1), discussions of Lukan joy usually do not say much about 

the near-total absence of clear-cut “joy terms” later in Luke’s second volume.1 This 

makes a certain obvious sense; what can be said about silence? And yet, perhaps 

something can be said. Extending my earlier methodological reflections on Luke’s 

narrativization of unnamed rejoicing (e.g., in Zechariah’s Benedictus; see 1.3), I propose 

that the absence of an emotion word (or words) may be noteworthy in this case, tacitly 

conveying the significant absence of joy from the narrative.  

How would we reach such a conclusion, though? And having reached it, how 

would we determine the significance of an emotion’s palpable absence? This appendix 

offers a tentative response to these questions, drawing upon the methodological insights 

 

1 For example, Morrice maintains that “it is right through the Book of Acts as well as through the Gospel 

according to St Luke” that “we can trace the joy of the good tidings brought by Jesus Christ” (Joy, 99). 

This claim makes sense within Morrice’s study because he includes a much wider range of terms as 

indicative of “joy” than I do here. Occasionally, one does find at least a passing comment hinting at the 

drop in joy terms later in Acts. See, for instance, Inselmann, Freude, 361n2, where she points out parallels 

between Luke 23:6–12 and Acts 25 but comments that joy is missing from the latter passage, at least in 

terms of explicit mention: “Das Motiv der Freude wird im Zusammenhang mit dem Paulusverhör jedoch 

nicht gennant” (Freude, 361n2). Of course, Inselmann’s relative inattention to the lack of joy later in Acts 

makes sense, given that her focus is primarily on Luke’s Gospel. Indeed, without noting specifically the 

absence of joy terms after Acts 16, Heath suggests the decreased emphasis on joy in Acts relative to the 

Gospel as a question for further research flowing from Inslemann’s study (“Review,” 60). Others also 

register that there is a decline in joy vocabulary in Acts, but they do not reckon with the possibility that the 

motif is entirely absent after Acts 16. Wenkel, for example, notes joy’s decline in prominence in Acts, 

relative to the Gospel (Joy, 177), but he still seems to see the joy motif as spanning Luke’s two volumes 

(Joy, 160). Likewise, De Long states that the joy motif “occurs repeatedly throughout both volumes” 

(Surprised, 7), even though in a footnote supporting this point she does not in fact list any examples after 

Acts 16:34 (Surprised, 7n23). Presumably her assumption is that joy is present without being named—an 

interpretive possibility which I will address in the following pages.  
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developed in the body of my study and testing possibilities for their further development. 

If my argument proves compelling, this foray into Acts will both provide fodder for 

others’ ongoing methodological reflections and also demonstrate a surprising way in 

which my analysis of joy in Luke’s Gospel contributes to our understanding of Acts.  

As I will show, we indeed have good reason to “hear” the silence about joy 

following Acts 16 as narratively significant, notwithstanding certain objections that might 

initially suggest themselves (5.2.1.2.1). Furthermore, when viewed in light of—indeed, as 

a significant disruption of—joy-related narrative patterns discernable across Luke-Acts, 

the surprising lack of joy later in Acts becomes recognizable as part of the inconclusive 

conclusion to Luke’s second volume, a conclusion which furthers readers’ formation for 

joy through its very inconclusiveness (5.2.1.2.2).  

Three Objections and Responses: The Possible Presence of Joy in Acts 

17–28 

Before we attempt to interpret the significance of joy’s absence later in Acts, an 

obvious objection must be addressed. Is it really so puzzling that scholars have not said 

much about the absence of joy from later Acts? Some might argue that it is not—

precisely because joy is not in fact absent following Acts 16. This objection could take at 

least three forms. I will address each in turn, thereby establishing the narrative absence of 

joy as a foundation for my later reflections on the import of this absence (see 5.2.1.2.2).  
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Objection 1: Is Joy Present through the Letter Greeting in Acts 23:26?  

First, it might be objected that a simple word search proves the premise of this 

appendix to be problematic. After all, χαίρειν occurs in Acts 23:26. How can I say there 

is no “joy” in Acts 17–28 when what is arguably the key joy verb occurs in the middle of 

this section? The obvious answer to this objection is that the verb in 23:26 occurs in a 

letter greeting. As often in Koine Greek, χαίρειν functions here as a word of salutation; it 

need not be taken as a joy term in any strong sense. True, Luke-Acts may elsewhere use 

this verb in contexts where it both functions as a greeting and carries overtones of joy. 

However, comparison of those passages with Acts 23 confirms that we are not dealing 

with such a double entendre in Acts 23:26. 

For reasons discussed in chapter 1, I concur with those who take Gabriel’s first 

word to Mary in Luke 1:28—χαῖρε—both as a greeting and as a command to rejoice.2 

Why not assume that χαίρειν likewise suggests joy in Acts 23:26? The trouble with this 

line of reasoning is that several of the arguments for hearing joy in Gabriel’s greeting do 

not apply to the letter opening in Acts 23:26. For example, Gabriel is addressing a young 

Jewish woman, and as others have noted, Lukan characters tend to use the more typical 

Jewish greeting of “Peace” (εἰρήνη) when addressing Jewish audiences (e.g., Luke 

24:36), reserving the more conventional Greek greeting of χαίρειν for gentile contexts.3 

 

2 See 1.3.3.1 and the literature cited there.  
3 See for example Green, Gospel, 87, as well as further discussion in chapter 1’s note 279, above. 
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The contextually surprising word choice is one reason we should hear overtones of joy in 

Luke 1:28. In Acts 23:26, though, we are dealing with a letter from a gentile (Claudius 

Lysias) to a gentile (Governor Felix), making χαίρειν the expected conventional greeting.  

Admittedly, a stronger case could be made for hearing joy in Acts 23:26 based on 

the use of χαίρειν in another letter in Luke’s second volume. After the Jerusalem Council 

reaches its decision about the terms of gentile inclusion in the nascent community, it 

sends a letter to the gentile believers in Antioch (15:23–29), using χαίρειν in the greeting 

(15:23). In this instance, the addressees (albeit not the letter writers) are gentiles, so the 

greeting is more in keeping with convention as portrayed in Luke-Acts. Nevertheless, one 

could argue for hearing at least some overtones of “rejoice” here, not least because that is 

in fact what the believers in Antioch do upon receiving the letter: they “rejoiced” 

(ἐχάρησαν, 15:31). Given this narrative context,4 the letter greeting in Acts 15:23 may 

indeed carry some charge of joy. However, unlike in Acts 15, the content and narrative 

setting of the letter in Acts 23 do not favor an unusually “strong” joy interpretation of 

χαίρειν in 23:26. Claudius Lysias sends this letter in response to a plot against Paul’s life; 

the letter conveys a mixture of confusion about Paul’s offense and urgency to 

demonstrate Claudius’s dutifulness in handling the case (23:12–30). There is no clear 

motive for or hint of joy here.  

 

4 One might also note also the joy term in 15:3, which—together with 15:31—serves to bracket the 

potentially joy-charged verb in 15:23 with two unambiguously joy-charged uses of joy terms. On the 

overtones of joy in 15:23, see also Morrice, Joy, 98, following A.M. Hunter. 
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In short, though the verb χαίρειν—a widely recognized joy term—does indeed 

occur once in Acts 17–28, both epistolary conventions and the narrative context lead us 

to interpret this word simply as a greeting in 23:26, without any implications of 

joy/rejoicing. 

Objection 2: Is Joy Implied by Other Emotionally Charged Terms in Acts 17–

28?  

Even so, a second objection might still be raised. Am I overlooking other terms in 

Acts 17–28 that name joy? For instance, Paul says that he “cheerfully” makes his defense 

before Felix (εὐθύμως, 24:10). Acts also repeatedly refers to the “boldness” of the 

believers—including in the final verse of the book, where Paul is left preaching μετὰ 

πάσης παρρησίας (28:31). Could not these or other “positive” emotion words or phrases 

be classified as joy terms, rendering each instance of these terms a de facto reference to 

joy?  

Some studies of joy have indeed assumed such an expansive conception of 

Lukan/New Testament joy terminology.5 However, as I maintained in the introduction, if 

we take “joy” in such a broad sense—almost to the point of assigning all positively 

charged emotion words to the general category of “joy terms”—it will be difficult to give 

any precise account of what joy-according-to-Luke is. The category of joy/rejoicing 

 

5 This is particularly true in earlier studies, such as Morrice, Joy. 
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becomes so broad as to be unhelpful.6 Accordingly, I continue to maintain that it is 

appropriate to focus on the narrower set of terms identified in the introduction. Apart 

from the (apparently non-joyful) greeting in 23:26, none of these terms show up after 

Acts 16:34. 

Objection 3: Is Joy Conveyed Narratively, without the Relevant Emotion 

Terms, in Acts 17–28? 

A third objection remains to be addressed. Any study of emotions in biblical (or 

other) literature must hold open the possibility that an emotion may be conveyed 

narratively without the use of any key term.7 I have myself advocated such a reading of 

Zechariah’s Benedictus in Luke 1:67–79, for example.8 Is something similar going on in 

Acts 17–28?  

The phenomenon of narratively implied joy does recur in Luke’s second volume. 

To return to a passage treated briefly above (5.2.3), the leaping of the formerly lame man 

in Acts 3:8 comes to mind.9 Such cases of narratively conveyed (but lexically unnamed) 

jubilation confirm the need to do more than a simple word search when analyzing 

 

6 Such an approach also assumes a notion of “joy” that arguably sits oddly with passages in which Luke 

problematizes a character’s rejoicing. True, there is a sense in which those who rejoice over Judas’s offer of 

betrayal experience what (they perceive at the time as) a positive emotion (22:5). However, Luke clearly 

implies that they are mistaken in their response (cf., e.g., Acts 3:17), which complicates the sense in which 

this joy should be seen as a “positive” emotion.  
7 This is now widely recognized in studies of emotion in the NT; see discussion in the introduction, esp. 

0.2.3. 
8 See 1.2 above and citations there.  
9 For that matter, we might also infer joy in the leaping that occurs in Acts 14:10, particularly given that the 

two leaping and formerly lame men participate in a widely recognized parallelism between Peter and Paul 

in Acts.  
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emotions in Acts. At the same time, if scholars are to avoid simply imposing onto the 

narrative our own sense of what leads to or expresses joy, we need to develop 

methodological controls for attempts to move beyond word studies.  

Building on the work of scholars such as De Long and Inselmann, I would argue 

that one defensible way to identify unnamed joy is to attend to the logic of the pericope in 

question, as this logic is discerned in light of (among other things) patterns in what leads 

to or expresses named joy in the wider narrative. For instance, as mentioned in the 

conclusion (5.3), healing often leads to joy in Luke-Acts, and bodily movements such as 

jumping are sometimes tagged as expressive of joy in Luke’s Gospel (e.g., Luke 1:41–44; 

6:22–23). Hence, we may infer the joy of the formerly lame man who leaps up in Acts 3. 

Do narrative patterns associated with the experience and/or expression of joy earlier in 

Luke-Acts recur in Acts 17–28?  

The strongest case for perceiving such a narrative pattern here arises from a 

connection between Luke 6 and Acts 5, to which I have alluded at various points above. 

In Luke 6:22–23, it will be recalled, Jesus commands joy in the context of persecution. In 

Acts 5:41, his followers rejoice in just such a context. This establishes an expectation that 

Jesus’s obedient, Spirit-filled witnesses will subsequently respond to persecution with joy 

(see further in 2.3.1, 2.3.1.3). We can therefore plausibly infer that the imprisoned Paul 

and Silas’s singing in Acts 16:25 evinces joy, even though Luke does not use a joy term 

in this passage. Not only is singing often associated with joy, including in Israel’s 
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Scriptures,10 but Paul and Silas are experiencing just the sort of opposition that Jesus said 

should prompt joy (Luke 6:22–23) and that has indeed prompted joy earlier in Acts 

(5:41).  

Should we infer, in keeping with this pattern, that Paul is rejoicing throughout (or 

at some points during) his long imprisonment later in Acts? This is not impossible. 

However, given the significant narrative space allotted to Paul’s imprisonment, it would 

be surprising if Luke wanted to communicate but never bothered to name or otherwise 

clearly convey Paul’s joy. Moreover, narrative patterns across Luke’s two volumes 

actually point in a different direction, suggesting instead the significant absence—or 

perhaps better said, deferral—of joy in Acts 17–28.  

Interpreting Absence: A Significant Silence about Joy in Acts 17–28? 

To sum up: The most probable joy term in Acts 17–28 does not in this context 

carry the sense of “rejoice” (χαίρειν, Acts 23:26). Other emotionally charged terms also 

do not connote joy in particular, and the narrative does not obviously imply joy through 

its portrayal of characters’ words and deeds. It would seem that joy is indeed absent from 

the last dozen or so chapters of Acts. The question then becomes how to interpret this 

absence—without overinterpreting it.  

 

10 See for example Psalm 70:23 LXX. Thanks to Amy Whisenand for drawing my attention to this passage.  
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Some might argue that to make any “sense” of the absence of joy from Acts 17–

28 is already an overinterpretation. Would not such an interpretation necessarily be a 

mere argument from silence? To the contrary, mine is an argument about silence—i.e., 

silence interpreted in light of what the narrative does say.11 Additional narrative patterns 

in Luke-Acts’s treatment of joy suggest that the absence of joy later in Acts is not 

coincidental. Furthermore, attending to these patterns allows us to reach a tentative 

conclusion regarding the significance of joy’s absence.  

The idea that the absence of an emotionally charged term or motif from Luke’s 

narrative might be telling is not an entirely new one. As alluded to above, De Long 

argues persuasively that both Gabriel’s prediction in Luke 1:14 and narrative parallels 

between Zechariah and Mary create narrative tension when Zechariah’s silencing inhibits 

his rejoicing—a tension not resolved until his (implicitly jubilant) Benedictus. A 

somewhat similar tension occurs around Jesus’s crucifixion. Once the momentarily joyful 

Herod (23:8) sends Jesus back to Pilate, all references to joy cease until well into Luke 

24. What should we make of the absence of joy from Luke 23:9–24:40? Many studies of 

Lukan joy—my own included—more or less skip over this period of joylessness, taking 

 

11 On the significance of silence specifically in the Gospel of Luke, see Dinkler, Silent Statements; most 

relevant to my point here are Dinkler’s reflections on the import of the narrator’s silences (see Silent 

Statements, 25–31). On the rhetorical power of narrative gaps and the question of how to interpret them in 

biblical narratives, see also Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and 

the Drama of Reading, Indiana Literary Biblical Series (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), esp. 

186–229.  
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for granted that the reason for joylessness is so obvious as to render commentary 

superfluous. However, given this Gospel’s marked emphasis on joy—even, according to 

the Beatitudes, in the context of suffering persecution (6:22–23)—the narrative’s 

otherwise understandable silence about joy does add to the tension as Jesus suffers and 

dies. What happened to the joy that so strongly marked his birth and his teachings about 

discipleship? In the case of Luke’s Gospel, this tension finds resolution when Jesus’s 

followers finally move into joy on Easter Sunday (24:41, 52; see 4.3). Might the 

temporary joylessness of Luke 23:9–24:40 shed light on the sudden disappearance of joy 

in the last dozen chapters of Luke’s second volume? 

Noticing Narrative Parallels in Luke-Acts: Jesus, Peter, and Paul 

In fact, it does. To see how, we will need to zoom out a bit. Scholars have noted a 

number of parallels between the beginnings and endings of Luke’s Gospel and Acts. My 

larger study has shown that some of these parallels involve joy. For instance, 

faithfulness-while-waiting is part of what leads to joy at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel 

(1.1); at the end of Luke’s Gospel (4.2); and at the beginning of Acts (4.4.2). Given other 

parallels between the bookends of Luke’s two volumes, we might expect to find the 
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pattern completed by a case of faithfulness-while-waiting culminating in joy at the end of 

Acts.12 But we do not.  

I will return to this unmet expectation momentarily. First, we should note another 

point of parallelism in Luke-Acts. As many have recognized, Acts portrays several early 

believers in ways that recall the Gospel’s story of Jesus. Most relevant here are the 

parallels between Jesus and Peter, particularly one that involves joy. In Acts 12, James 

son of Zebedee has recently been martyred. Peter is imprisoned, and the clear expectation 

is that he too will be martyred—after the feast of the Passover (12:1–5). The parallels to 

Jesus’s death, which also occurred near Passover, are obvious. However, Peter does not 

on this occasion end up dying. Instead, an angel delivers him from prison (12:7–12). He 

shows up at a prayer meeting organized on his behalf, only to have a servant, Rhoda, 

respond to the sound of his voice with such joy that she forgets to let him in (12:5, 13–

14)! When she reports his presence to those gathered for prayer, they receive the news 

dismissively, recalling the (male) disciples’ similarly dismissive response on Easter 

Sunday to the women’s witness regarding Jesus’s absence from the tomb (12:15; Luke 

 

12 Others note (and interpret variously) several ways in which the end of Acts recalls the beginning of Luke. 

See, among others, Robert C. Tannehill, “Israel in Luke-Acts,” esp. 71; and Loveday C. A. Alexander, 

“Reading Luke-Acts from Back to Front,” in The Unity of Luke-Acts, ed. Jos Verheyden, BETL (Leuven: 

Peeters, 1999), 419–46. 
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24:11).13 Peter, for his part, keeps knocking until they finally let him in, marveling over 

his deliverance from seemingly certain death.14  

Of course, as also widely noticed, Luke-Acts highlights parallels not only 

between the stories of Jesus and Peter but also between the stories of Peter and Paul. The 

silence about joy later in Acts may be part of one such parallel, though in this case the 

parallelism remains uncompleted. As with the nearly martyred Peter in Acts 12, Paul’s 

experience of rejection later in Acts parallels the Lord’s experience of rejection in some 

respects. Like Jesus in Luke’s Gospel, Paul in later Acts is repeatedly tried and, despite 

not being found guilty of any capital offense, is on his way to execution. At least, so we 

are given to understand. Acts closes before that event occurs—even though, by the time 

of writing, Luke presumably knew that Paul had been martyred in Rome.  

Scholars have puzzled over why Luke does not relate this fact, which after all 

would seem to reinforce the parallelism between Jesus and Paul (and for that matter, 

between Paul and the also eventually martyred Peter). Why end the story where Acts 

does? More to the point for present purposes, what might the inconclusive conclusion of 

 

13 Others have also noted this parallel between responses to Rhoda and responses to the women in Luke 24. 

See, for example, Martin, “The Acts of the Apostles,” 783. Martin notes a point of divergence between the 

two cases as well: whereas Luke 24 highlights male disciples’ disbelief of the women witnesses, “it appears 

that Rhoda was disbelieved” not only by men but also by women, perhaps because of her lower class 

(enslaved) status (Martin, “The Acts of the Apostles,” 783–84). 
14 Perhaps we see a further parallel if we follow the narrative forward: Peter—again somewhat like Jesus, 

whose ascension is recounted at the end of Luke and beginning of Acts—talks with the community at the 

prayer meeting for a bit and then mysteriously disappears, though his later contribution to the conversation 

about gentile inclusion (Acts 15:7–11) indicates that he remains present and active in the community.  
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Acts have to do with my earlier observation that the joyless ending of Acts disrupts the 

parallelism between cases of joy after faithful waiting at the other bookends of Luke’s 

volumes?  

An Inconclusive Conclusion: Inferences about the (Joyless) End of Acts 

These two puzzles—Luke’s decision to break off his second volume where he 

does as well as his omission of joy terms from the latter part of the narrative—are indeed 

interconnected. Specifically, the absence of joy late in Acts serves Luke’s narrative-

theological purposes by positioning readers to wait, together with Paul in Acts 28, for still 

future, joy-conducive divine action—ultimately, the return of Christ and the general 

resurrection that will restore the now-martyred Paul to the community of believers (cf. 

Acts 12:1–17).  

Table 46: Narrative Parallels in Luke-Acts: Faithfulness-while-Waiting and 

Joy in the Beginning and Ending of Luke and Acts 

 

Beginning of 

Luke 

End of Luke Beginning of Acts End of Acts?  

Zechariah’s 

fulfilling of 

priestly duties 

(Luke 1:8–11; 

joy in 1:14, 67–

79; also others, 

such as Anna, in 

2:36–38) 

Women’s 

observance of 

Sabbath positions 

them to show up at 

the tomb just in 

time not to find 

Jesus there (23:56–

24:3; joy in 24:41, 

52)  

Community 

obediently awaits 

the Spirit, gathering, 

praying, attending 

the temple, etc. 

(Luke 24:49, 52–53; 

Acts 1:4–5, 14; 2:1–

2; joy in Luke 24:52; 

Acts 2:46) 

Paul is waiting 

faithfully—but no 

joy (yet?)  

(again: especially 

odd given the 

established 

narrative pattern of 

joy in persecution; 

Luke 6:22–23; 

Acts 5:41; 16:25) 
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As mentioned, Luke’s Gospel makes no reference to joy from the time Herod sends Jesus 

back to Pilate (22:11) until after Jesus’s resurrection (24:41). This period parallels Peter’s 

imprisonment prior to almost-martyrdom in Jerusalem (Acts 12:3–6). A further 

(uncompleted) parallel occurs in Paul’s imprisonment prior to his eventual martyrdom in 

Rome. Peter’s rescue from death (prior to execution) evokes a mixture of disbelief and 

joy, recalling initial responses to Jesus’s rescue from death (post-execution) on Easter 

Sunday (Luke 24). What about Paul?  

Table 47: Joy over Deliverance from Death: Jesus, Peter, … and Paul? 

 

Jesus Peter Paul?  

Joy over Jesus’s 

deliverance after death 

(Luke 24:41, 52; cf. also 

Acts 2:26, 28, 31). 

Joy over Peter’s 

deliverance prior to death 

(Acts 12:1–19; joy in 

12:14). Compare Acts 

12:15 and Luke 24:11. 

 

Narrowly escapes death 

repeatedly but without clear 

reference to joy. Ends Acts 

awaiting probable/eventual 

death…. 

 

 

If we assume Luke knows (and expects us to know) that Paul was eventually 

martyred in Rome, could it be that we are to understand that the parallelism between 

Jesus, Peter, and Paul continues beyond Acts 28—but that as of the end of Acts, the other 

shoe has not yet dropped for Paul? What I mean is this: Luke expects Paul also to be 

rescued from death (post-execution, via resurrection). As we can infer from the patterns 

traced above, this rescue will be a cause for rejoicing, like Jesus’s resurrection in Luke 24 

and Peter’s release from prison in Acts 12. Unlike Peter’s rescue from death via escape, 
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however, Paul’s rescue from death via resurrection has not yet happened when Luke 

writes. Thus, the narrative of Acts leaves Paul waiting faithfully—waiting (as we know) 

for his execution but waiting also for his joy-conducive resurrection on the other side of 

death, a hope repeatedly highlighted in his preaching later in Acts (17:3, 18, 31–32; 23:6; 

24:15, 21; 26:8, 23).15 Informed by this emphasis in Paul’s message and by parallels 

between the bookends of Luke-Acts and between Jesus, Peter, and Paul, readers of Acts 

are left at the end of Acts 28 (like Paul within the narrative) not rejoicing but rather 

waiting for divine action to bring about joyous circumstances, as happened in Jesus’s 

birth (Luke 1–2), resurrection (Luke 24), and sending of the Spirit (Acts 1–2).  

Stepping back, how might this brief foray into later Acts add to our study of the 

conditions for joy-according-to-Luke? Two conclusions suggest themselves—one 

methodological and relevant to the study of emotions in biblical literature more broadly, 

and the other focused specifically on joy in Luke-Acts. Methodologically, this case study 

reinforces the point that attending to narrative patterns (and their disruption) may enable 

us to notice the significant absence of a given emotion from some portion of (biblical) 

 

15 That Paul ultimately awaits resurrection is clear from his repeated (sometimes markedly polemical) 

description of his message as centered on the hope of resurrection, a hope validated by Jesus’s already-

accomplished resurrection (e.g., 17:3, 18, 31–32; 23:6; 24:15, 21; 26:8, 23; cf. 28:20). Keener comments, 

“As universally noted, resurrection is a theme in the speeches in Acts” (Acts, 943, with references to 

relevant passage there). See also Kuhn’s discussion of the affectively charged rhetorical effect of 

“withholding resolution” at the end of Acts: in this way, Luke holds Paul up “as a paradigm of faithful 

witness, courageously proclaiming the gospel even in the face of a far-from-certain future”—even if 

readers’ knowledge of Paul’s martyrdom and other events “undoubtedly infuses this scene with a sense of 

sadness and tragedy” (“The Power,” 184–185).  
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literature. The absence of stated or clearly implied joy in the last dozen or so chapters of 

Acts upsets narrative patterns in a way that heightens readerly expectations of joy, 

creating a tension that remains unresolved at the end of Acts 28. Understood in this light, 

the dearth of joy terms later in Acts is part and parcel of the volume’s inconclusive 

conclusion.  

Turning to the second point mentioned above, what can we say about the specific 

import of joy’s absence? Many have discerned in Luke-Acts a greater awareness of and 

pastoral concern about the fact that Jesus has not returned as quickly as some perhaps had 

thought he would. In this context, the tension created by withholding joy later in Acts 

may be seen as pastorally productive. Acts’s “joyless” ending allows Luke to leave Paul 

within the narrative world in a situation analogous to that of readers in their lived 

experience: facing the high probability of death prior to the return of Christ and hence 

prior to the resurrection of the dead and the joy expected at that time. In this lived 

context, Paul’s example of faithfulness-while-waiting16 models for believers how to 

practice faithfulness while awaiting God’s action to bring about still future joy-conducive 

circumstances—ultimately, the eschatological resurrection of the dead at the return of 

Christ and “the restoration of all things.”17 The inconclusive conclusion to Acts thus 

 

16 E.g., via bold proclamation of the gospel to all who come to him (Acts 28:30–31). 
17 See Acts 3:21, and for selected references to resurrection, see 17:3, 18, 31–32; 23:6; 24:15, 21; 26:8, 23. 

Cf. Inselmann’s comment about the same pastoral situation, but drawing different inferences regarding 

Luke’s handling of the joy motif: “Auch wenn die gespannte eschatologische Naherwartung durch die 



 

773 

 

positions readers to wait faithfully for God’s joy-facilitating action when Christ returns 

and the dead are raised to receive (as Jesus puts it in the Beatitudes) the “great reward” 

stored up in heaven for those persecuted for his sake—a future good over which he calls 

his followers to rejoice even now (Luke 6:22–23).   

 

 

 

 

 

Verzögerung der Parusie zurückgedrängt worden ist, bleibt die Freude der maßgebliche ideale Affekt, der 

bei richtigem Objektbezug die Gemeinden stabilisieren und die Mission unterstützen kann” (Inselmann, 

Freude, 389). In fact, though, Inselmann’s insight is compatible with the point developed above, if we 

consider Luke-Acts as a whole. This two-part narrative equips the community to wait in joy, even as the 

ending of Acts provides a model for how to wait for joy. This combination of waiting in-and-for joy is 

evident within the narrative esp. in Luke 24/Acts 1–2. Bernadicou does not focus on the lack of joy terms 

later in Acts, but the interpretation I advance coheres with his claim that Luke seeks “to show [people] how 

to live during the in-between time before the final and full arrival of the joyous parousia” (Joy, 33).  
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Appendix B: Lists of Verses in Luke-Acts with Joy Terms1 

Containing χαρά: Luke 1:14; Luke 2:10; Luke 8:13; Luke 10:17; Luke 15:7; 

Luke 15:10; Luke 24:41; Luke 24:52; Acts 8:8; Acts 12:14; 

Acts 13:52; Acts 15:3 

 

Containing χαίρω: Luke 1:14; Luke 1:28*; Luke 6:23; Luke 10:20 (2xs); Luke 

13:17; Luke 15:5; Luke 15:32; Luke 19:6; Luke 19:37; Luke 

22:5; Luke 23:8; Acts 5:41; Acts 8:39; Acts 11:23; Acts 13:48; 

Acts 15:23*; Acts 15:31; Acts 23:26* 

 

Containing συγχαίρω: 

 

Luke 1:58; Luke 15:6; Luke 15:9 

Containing ἀγαλλίασις: 

 

Luke 1:14; Luke 1:44; Acts 2:46 

Containing ἀγαλλιάω: 

 

Luke 1:47; Luke 10:21; Acts 2:26; Acts 16:34 

Containing εὐφρασύνη: 

 

Acts 2:28; Acts 14:17 

Containing εὐφραίνω: Luke 12:19; Luke 15:23; Luke 15:24; Luke 15:29; Luke 15:32; 

Luke 16:19; Acts 2:26; Acts 7:41 

 

Combined list of verses 

containing one or more 

of the above “joy” 

words: 

 

Luke 1:14 (3 terms); Luke 1:28*; Luke 1:44; Luke 1:47; Luke 

1:58; Luke 2:10; Luke 6:23; Luke 8:13; Luke 10:17; Luke 

10:20 (1 term, 2xs); Luke 10:21; Luke 12:19; Luke 13:17; 

Luke 15:5; Luke 15:6; Luke 15:7; Luke 15:9; Luke 15:10; 

Luke 15:23; Luke 15:24; Luke 15:29; Luke 15:32 (2 terms); 

Luke 16:19; Luke 19:6; Luke 19:37; Luke 22:5; Luke 23:8; 

Luke 24:41; Luke 24:52; Acts 2:26 (2 terms); Acts 2:28; Acts 

2:46; Acts 5:41; Acts 7:41; Acts 8:8; Acts 8:39; Acts 11:23; 

Acts 12:14; Acts 13:48; Acts 13:52; Acts 14:17; Acts 15:3; 

Acts 15:23*; Acts 15:31; Acts 16:34; Acts 23:26* 

 

 

1 I include only the terms identified in the introduction as “joy” terms (see 0.2.3). Verses marked with an 

asterisk (*) are those in which the verb χαίρω occurs in a context in which it may be functioning wholly or 

partly as a conventional greeting. See discussion in 1.3.3.1 and appendix A.  
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