
Beyond this, Luke also seems to draw on a number of pagan images from 
the Greco-Roman world. His portrayal of Jesus has much in common with 
Hellenistic portrayals of philosophers, public benefactors, and figures known 
to Roman readers from Greek mythology. Of course, Luke believes that Jesus is 
more than just a philosopher or benefactor, and he clearly indicates that Jesus is 
a historical person, not a mythological one. Still, people familiar with the Hel-
lenistic literature of the Greco-Roman world probably would have recognized 
some contact points that would enable them to connect Luke’s story of Jesus 
with certain things that they already knew: they might recognize that Luke’s 
Jesus is something like a philosopher or a benefactor, or one of the immortals 
from their myths (e.g., Hercules or Prometheus). Thus Luke seems inclined 
to provide his readers with a variety of entry points for obtaining a partial (if 
ultimately inadequate) understanding of who Jesus is.

Present Availability of Salvation

Luke emphasizes salvation as a reality to be experienced here and now. We 
may see this in, for instance, his repeated use of the word “today” (see box 8.5). 
Of course, salvation has a future aspect to it: when Jesus speaks to a man who is 
about to die, he uses “today” language to promise him life after death (“Today, 
you will be with me in Paradise” [23:43]). But in other cases, salvation has to do 
with life before death. For instance, when Jesus tells Zacchaeus that salvation 
has come to his house (19:9), his main point is probably not that Zacchaeus 
will go to heaven when he dies but rather that Zacchaeus has been set free 
from slavery to mammon and is going to discover what life is supposed to be.

Many scholars have said that Luke envisions salvation as primarily liberation 
(4:18). People need to be set free from certain things in order to experience life 
as God intends. Some people are ill and need to be 
healed; others are possessed by unclean spirits and 
need to be exorcized. Luke’s Gospel uses the Greek 
word for “salvation” in describing what Jesus does 
for these people (e.g., 6:9; 8:36, 48, 50; 17:19; 18:42).

This emphasis on the present aspect of salvation 
may explain what would otherwise be peculiarities 
of Luke’s Gospel. First, this Gospel seems to display 
a recognition that the parousia (second coming) of 
Jesus may not be imminent (12:38, 45; 19:11; 21:24); 
the book of Acts is evidence for this because, as 
the scholar Ernst Käsemann observed, “You do not 
write the history of the church if you are expecting 
the end of the world to come any day” (Essays on 
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pagan images: 
images associated 
with the people who 
Jews and Christians 
regarded as pagans 
(nonconverted 
gentiles).

benefactor: in a pa-
tron-client relation-
ship, the powerful 
party who provides 
benefits for others 
and to whom service, 
loyalty, and gratitude 
are due.

Box 8.5

Luke’s Use of “Today”
• “Today . . . a Savior is born” 

(2:11)

• “Today . . . this scripture is 

fulfilled” (4:21)

• “Today . . . we have seen 

strange things” (5:26)

• “Today . . . I must stay at 

your house” (19:5)

• “Today . . . salvation has 

come to this house” (19:9)

• “Today . . . you will be with 

me in Paradise” (23:43)

mammon: money 
and things that 
money can buy.
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