
Exegetical Working Paper: Luke 4:16-30 
Matthew Burgess 

 
I.  Outline 

I. Prologue: Jesus returns to Nazareth (v. 16) 
II. Drama in the synagogue (vv. 17-22) 

a. The reading of the scriptures (vv. 17-20) 
i. Is. 61:1a, b, d LXX (v. 18) 

ii. Is. 58:6d LXX (v. 18) 
iii. Is. 61:2a LXX (v. 19) 

b. The proclamation of fulfillment (v. 21) 
c. Amazement among the onlookers (v. 22) 

i. Identification of Jesus via Joseph (v. 22b) 
III. Further prophetic pronouncements (vv. 23-27) 

a. Polemic against doubting Nazarenes (vv. 23-24) 
b. Elijah and Elisha: prophets among the Gentiles (vv. 25-27) 

IV. The negative response of the populace (vv. 28-29) 
V. Epilogue: Jesus departs to continue (begin?) his ministry (v. 30) 

 
II.  Exegetical Issues 
 A.  Boundaries, placement, function of the passage in its literary context. 

Although from a narrative standpoint the passage is loosely linked to the preceding two 
verses (Jesus’ arrival in Galilee and the commencement of his teaching in the synagogues), the 
movement contained in the narrative phrases kai« h™lqen (“and he came” or “and he went”) in 
4:16 and kai« kathvlqen (“and he went down”) in 4:31 clearly serves to bracket the enclosed 
text.  Although the other Synoptics place this episode later in their chronologies of Jesus’ 
ministry, Luke chooses to insert it at the beginning, following Jesus’ temptation by Satan (4:1-12) 
and preceding his healing of the demoniac in Capernaum (4:31-37; the two events occur 
consecutively in Mark).  He also expands upon the Marcan and Matthean versions by inserting a 
scriptural reference (the proclamation of the jubilee year; Brown, Introduction, 237) which Jesus 
reads while in the synagogue (vv. 18-19), allusions to Elijah and Elisha (with whom Jesus 
apparently identifies; vv. 25-27), and a dramatic conclusion in which the enraged populace 
attempts to kill him before he departs (vv. 28-30). 

Internally, the text can be roughly divided into two major units: the first positive, the 
second negative.  Jesus returns to the village in which he was raised, declares himself to be a 
fulfillment of certain prophetic oracles, and is received with amazement, if not acceptance.  There 
is a dramatic shift, however, between vv. 22-23.  In one moment, Jesus’ neighbors appear to be 
simply expressing their incredulity that one of their own could be so powerful (and not in a 
negative way, as in the Synoptics); but in the blink of an eye, Jesus begins to bitterly criticize 
them and hint that his mission is not intended for them.  Not surprisingly, these words result in 
his ejection from the city, and nearly in the loss of his life as well.  Ultimately Jesus escapes the 
murderous crowd and, having established his identity and experienced several events deliberately 
designed to hint at his coming death, resurrection, and post-resurrection following, he goes on his 
way to begin his work (so Karris, “Luke,” 690: “Jesus continues his journey to God according to 
God’s plan, which opposition cannot squelch”).           

B. Translational and textual problems.   
 There are two fairly significant textual variants in this passage.  A number of major 
manuscripts (A B L W ⋲ 33 579 892 1241) include the aorist participle anoixaß (“having 
opened”) rather than the more commonly attested aÓnaptu/xaß (“having unrolled”; å D(°) œ ¥ 
Ï1 13 Â latt) in v. 17.  Although this is a difficult judgment based on the manuscript evidence 
alone, it seems likely that Christian scribes unfamiliar with scrolls adapted the original 



aÓnaptu/xaß to better suit their written record of choice, the codex (cf. Metzger, Textual 
Commentary, 114).  Thus the variant points to a significant development in the fields of literary 
documentation and transmission—which, at this point in time, was just emerging. 

Also, a number of major manuscripts and traditions (A œ ¥ 0102 Ï1 Â f vgcl syp.h 
bomss Irlat) insert the phrase iasasqai touß suntetrimmenouß thn kardian (“to comfort 
the brokenhearted”) into the quotation from Is. 61:1 in v. 18, so that the quotation more 
completely conforms to the LXX (the shorter reading is supported by å B D L W ⋲ Ï13 33 579 
700 892° pc lat sys co).  This can be applied on a variety of levels.  First, it appears that Luke, 
whether intentionally or unintentionally, omitted a portion of Is. 61:1 in his account (see below).  
Second, later Christian writers possessed sufficient knowledge of the Hebrew scriptures (in the 
form of the LXX, also used by Luke), as well as respect for their content, to correct this omission.  
This suggests that from a relatively early date, the LXX achieved “canonical” status among at 
least some Christian communities.           

C. Historical “criticisms.”   
A number of critical methods which fall under the umbrella of historical criticism can be 

applied to this pericope.  From a text critical standpoint, there are a few variant readings which 
provide interesting insights into the transmission of Christian scriptures (and other documents in 
the ancient world) and early Christian adoption of the LXX as a canonical text (see “translational 
and textual problems”).  Both redaction criticism and literary criticism allow the reader to observe 
how Luke has reorganized and edited this portion of the “triple tradition” to reflect his 
presentation of Jesus as a prophetic messiah who arose within a Jewish context, but whose 
mission was primarily to the Gentiles (see “relation to other NT texts”).  Such a wide array of 
exegetical angles is a testament to the pericope’s richness.    

D. Other “criticisms.”   
Among the various methods of biblical criticism which differ from the historical-critical, 

it seems that the most applicable in terms of this passage is that of religious bias.  Luke’s 
alterations to the Marcan text establish a firm link between the departure of Jesus from Nazareth 
and the departure of his ministry—and with it any hopes of salvation—from Israel (see below).  
Jesus’ hostility towards the Nazarenes in spite of their initial positive response, combined with his 
allusions to the work of Elijah and Elisha among the Gentiles, clearly indicate that in Luke’s 
view, the Jews’ opportunity to accept and follow the true messiah has come and gone.  Once the 
villagers force Jesus out of Nazareth, the place no longer has any connection with him; it 
becomes po/liß… aujtw◊n (“their town”; v. 29).  And once Jesus has dielqw»n (“passed through”; 
from diercomai, a favorite Lucan verb to describe the spread of the gospel) their midst and 
departed, his ministry begins to spread throughout the world… leaving his former neighbors 
forever ignorant.  The time has come, however, to abandon such polemical views.  Whether it be 
inside the ivory tower of academia or outside in the “real world,” more and more people are 
concluding that the message of Christianity is best expressed in harmony with Judaism, rather 
than in discord.              

E. Historical and social issues. 
There are a number of fascinating historical issues which merit our attention.  First and 

foremost, do the actions described at the beginning of the pericope (standing up to read; receiving 
a particular text; reading the text and summarily expounding upon it) accurately reflect the nature 
of synagogue worship in Jesus’ lifetime?  Luke’s lifetime?  Anyone’s lifetime?  Soards (“Luke,” 
103) argues that these verses constitute the earliest extant description of synagogue worship.  
Although similar practices are described in the Mishnah (cf. m. Megillah 3-4), the extant text 
dates to c. 200 CE, and it is extremely difficult to determine which of its contents are legitimately 
older, and which have been retrojected into the pre-rabbinic world.  In addition, Myers 
(“Synagogue,” 255) has noted that only three archaeological sites containing synagogues of the 
Second Temple period have been excavated (Gamla, Herodium, Masada); none of these are in 
Galilee.  He continues that within Palestine, synagogues do not appear to have become communal 



centers until approximately a century after the destruction of the Temple by the Romans (70 CE).  
Thus it is extremely difficult to definitively place Jesus within this religious context, although 
some of—if not all of—the details given by Luke may be authentic. 

Another provocative issue raised by this pericope is the question of Jesus’ literacy.  If we 
accept Luke’s account at face value, Jesus was able to read some form of the Hebrew scriptures.  
As Brown indicates (Introduction, 237), this is the only such statement found in the gospels.  
However, the fact that the portion of Is. which Jesus reads is obviously a Lucan amalgam of 
multiple verses eliminates the possibility that Jesus actually read this text, and therefore fails to 
provide tenable evidence of Jesus’ literacy.  As Meier (Marginal Jew I, 268-276) has noted, 
recent scholarship has undermined the long-held belief that literacy rates were higher in Palestine 
than in other areas of the Roman Empire (an argument which was also largely based on the 
Mishnah), and has established a local literacy rate closer to the ancient norm, between five and 
ten percent.  With these facts in hand, it seems difficult to believe that a peasant craftsman would 
have been among such a small minority.  Nevertheless, Meier feels that indirect evidence 
suggests Jesus possessed some knowledge of Hebrew (the language of the scriptures), and may 
have known a smattering of Greek as well.        

F. Use of other traditions/texts.   
The most important tradition/text present in this pericope, of course, is the portion of Is. 

which is read by Jesus in the synagogue.  Several important points must be noted.  First, the 
version of Is. used by Luke is not the MT (nor any other Hebrew version), but the LXX.  Aside 
from a missing portion of Is. 61:1, there is nearly perfect agreement between the text of the LXX 
and that of Luke’s quotation.  However, not only has Luke deleted a portion of 61:1, but he has 
also inserted a portion of 58:6 (“to let the oppressed go free”) between the end of 61:1 and the 
beginning of 61:2.  Thus, unless we suppose that Luke relied upon an otherwise unknown text of 
the Hebrew Scriptures, we are forced to conclude that the scripture which Jesus “reads” (and 
which is not found in the parallel accounts) is actually a Lucan creation in which he “omits those 
elements which would spiritualize the text or narrow its focus on ‘true’ Israel” (Karris, “Luke,” 
689).  Although this may be disappointing to seekers of the “historical Jesus,” it does not 
necessarily invalidate the entire pericope, and also sheds light on Luke’s theological trajectory.  
The freeing of the oppressed is a major theme for Luke; hence he includes it here as part of a 
scriptural declaration of Jesus’ identity.  It is also interesting to note that Luke’s Jesus was not the 
only Jewish figure of this period to “read himself” into Is. 61; the members of the Qumran 
community also used the language of Is. 61 to refer to themselves (cf. 11QMelch; Karris, “Luke,” 
689).            

There are also a number of fascinating parallels between this pericope and other 
Hellenistic texts.  The theme of the mysterious wonderworker, whose miraculous deeds cause the 
incredulous audience to question his origins, is quite common in Greco-Roman literature.  Boring 
(Hellenistic Commentary, 95-96) points to two passages from Plutarch which directly associate 
superior qualities with divine status.  Although in these particular examples the superior qualities 
are physical rather than mental or spiritual, the general point is the same: anyone demonstrating 
extraordinary powers must be something more than human. 

Perhaps the most striking Hellenistic parallel, however, concerns the rejection of the 
prophet by his own countrymen, a sentiment which is echoed precisely in Apollonius of Tyana’s 
Letter 44: “but until now my own country alone ignores me, my country for which in particular I 
have striven to be distinguished” (Quoted in Boring, Hellenistic Commentary,  96).  Although 
Apollonius died at the close of the 1st c. CE (near the time Luke was composing his gospel), the 
majority of the words ascribed to him are known to have been composed after his death, and thus 
it is difficult to determine with certainty which is the independent source, and which is the 
dependent one.  Nevertheless, it must be noted that Jesus makes such a statement in all four 
canonical gospels (an extremely rare occurrence of the “quadruple tradition”!), which could tip 
the scales in favor of Christian origin.              



G. Relation to other NT texts.   
Luke 4:16-30 is part of the “triple tradition”; alternate versions of the pericope appear in 

both Mark and Matt. (cf. Mark 6:1-6:6; Matt. 13:53-58).  However, Luke’s portrayal of these 
events differs from those of his fellow evangelists in several subtle, yet significant, ways.  Unlike 
both Mark and Matt., who place the episode well within Jesus’ ongoing ministry, Luke uses it to 
inaugurate his ministry.  The transfer is not seamless; Soards (“Luke,” 103) has noted that Jesus’ 
complaint that the Nazarenes will request that he “do here also the things that we have heard you 
did at Capernaum” is now disjointed, as he has not yet been to Capernaum, nor performed any 
such signs, in this gospel. 

In addition to the insertion of the scriptural quotations from Is. (see above), and Jesus’ 
subsequent identification of himself as their fulfillment, Luke has taken other editorial liberties 
with this story.  Mark and Matt. record only that Jesus taught in Nazareth’s synagogue, and that 
his teaching caused the local residents to take offense and question his authority; not only does 
Luke apparently supply some of the words Jesus spoke while in the synagogue, he alters the 
listeners’ initial response to them.  Rather than taking offense (both Mark and Matt. use 
e˙skandali÷zonto, “they took offense” or “they rejected”), the Nazareans “spoke well of him” 
(e˙martu/roun; KJV and ASV read “bare him witness”) and do not become angry until he issues 
a rebuke shortly thereafter. In this way Jesus’ experience with the Nazareans mirrors Luke’s own 
understanding of the development of the Christian community: Jesus is initially hailed by the 
Jews,  but is eventually rejected by them, which necessitates the “true” mission to the Gentiles.  
The latter point is subsequently illustrated by Jesus’ statements regarding Elijah and Elisha as 
prophets dispatched to foreigners, rather than to the children of Israel (Luke 4:25-27).  The 
Nazareans’ unsuccessful attempt to kill Jesus in the first days of his ministry foreshadows his 
arrest and execution at the hands of the Jewish authorities in Jerusalem, which, for Luke and his 
readers, also proves to be unsuccessful (through the resurrection).     

A final major discrepancy between the Lucan account and the other Synoptic traditions 
concerns the villagers’ identification of Jesus.  Again, in both Mark and Matt. Jesus is identified 
primarily through his mother, brothers, and sisters (though there are slight discrepancies between 
these accounts as well).  Both mention his mother (by name), four brothers (by name), and an 
unknown number of (unnamed) sisters.  Luke discards all of these in favor of oujci« ui˚o/ß e˙stin 
∆Iwsh\f ou ∞toß (“Isn’t this Joseph’s son?”), which, in addition to being simpler, is more 
appropriate for Luke’s high Christology, as it avoids Jesus’ problematic biological family and 
focuses instead on the one “relative” to whom Jesus is not actually related (as indicated in the 
birth narrative given in Luke 1-2).  Jesus’ brother James is a particular source of discomfort for 
Luke; not only is he excluded here, but he is also treated quite ambiguously in Acts (he is 
identified only as “James,” not as “James the Lord’s brother” as Paul describes him in Gal. 1:19), 
so that the principal reason he is identified with this “James” is that James the son of Zebedee had 
already been executed by Herod Agrippa I in 44 CE (cf. Acts 12:2).            

H. Personal significance. 
As a lifelong student of history, I am fascinated by the variety of historical questions 

raised by this passage.  Is this an accurate reconstruction of Jewish worship in Jesus’ time, or not?  
In an area peppered with a variety of languages, which one of these was used to record the 
scriptures?  Could Jesus have actually read this (or any) language?  And, moving beyond the 
figure of Jesus himself and into the world of the early church, why did Luke choose to omit any 
mention of Jesus’ biological family?  And why did he feel the need to reinforce Jesus’ mention to 
the Gentiles at the expense of the Jews?  In my mind, these are not merely pedantic questions 
which should be left to panels of crotchety old historians.  They are potential windows on the 
origins of our faith—which, if we can get them open, can usher in a surprisingly fresh 
hermeneutical breeze.  
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