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Luke the Historian................Luke 2:1-7

It is our purpose tonight to sketch out, very briefly, a broad outline of the controversy that arose
in the beginning of the 19th century concerning the historical accuracy of the writings of Luke the
Physician.

Luke is the author of a two-volume work, Luke and Acts, which comprises a large part of our
NT.

The Gospel of Luke was written primarily to the Greek-speaking people of his world. It is an
important witness to Jesus with special emphasis shown to his humanity.

The Greeks gloried in culture, philosophy, wisdom, reason, beauty and education. To appeal to
this mindset Luke, in a complete, orderly and classical story which has been called the "most
beautiful book ever written," depicts the glorious beauty and perfection of Jesus the ideal, universal
man.

In the Book of Acts Luke continues the story of the emerging church of Jesus Christ. Both the
Gospel and the Acts are well written. They are full of local details which indicate an eyewitness
account. There is also emphasis on careful listing of historical facts and markers in Luke's writings.
He goes to great lengths to identify the historical and geographical setting in which he writes.

We see this all through his writings. Let me quote several to show what I mean.
Luke opens his gospel with these words (reading from the NASV):
1 Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account of the things
accomplished among us,
2 just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word
have handed them down to us,
3 it seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully from the
beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus;
4 so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have been taught.

Two things jump out at us immediately from these verses.
Luke says his account is from eyewitnesses and that he had himself investigated everything

carefully.
These two facts would lead us to believe that Luke's writings would be accurate, factual, and

historically correct.
In Luke chapters 2 and 3 we see his passion for hanging his writings on a historical background.
In Luke chapter 2 we read:
1 Now it came about in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus,
that a census be taken of all the inhabited earth.
2 This was the first census taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.
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3 And all were proceeding to register for the census, everyone to his own city.
4 Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city
of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and family of
David,
5 in order to register, along with Mary, who was engaged to him, and was with
child.

Luke places his story historically in the times of Caesar Augustus and Quirinius. In Luke
chapter 3 wee see an even greater passion for dating his account with historical facts:

1 Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was
governor of Judea, and Herod was tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip was
tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tetrarch of
Abilene,
2 in the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John, the

son of Zacharias, in the wilderness.
Luke says these events happened:
1. in the 15th year of Tiberius Caesar,
2. while Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea,
3. Herod was tetrarch of Ituraea and Trachonitis,
5. Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene,
6. Annas and Caiaphas were high priests.
Perhaps because of Luke's incredible detail and his passion for placing so much historical and

geographical detail in his texts there arose a school of critics in the beginning of the nineteenth
century. These men began to question Luke's historical accuracy. They also questioned the details
of some of his descriptions of places, people and things particularly in the Book of Acts.

The movement started in Germany and spread through Europe and then to the New World.
One of the most radical of these scholars was a man named Baur at Tubinger. You may run

across this team if you do any reading about criticism of the biblical text.
The "Tubinger" school is very radical and liberal.
Baur claimed that much of the NT, including Luke and Acts, had been written much later than

previously thought and that the books of Luke and Acts were full of historical and geographical
errors.

Baur said,
Quote,
"Statements in Acts can only be looked upon as intentional deviations from historic truth in the

interest of the special tendency which they possess."
End of quote
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These critics pretty much ruled the day until the careful work of the archaeologist proved them

wrong, and Luke's account quite accurate.
Tonight we will look at some of the Scripture passages that have been upheld by archaeology.

We will start with the passage we looked at earlier, Luke chapter 2, vv. 1-5:
1 Now it came about in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus,
that a census be taken of all the inhabited earth.
2 This was the first census taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria.
3 And all were proceeding to register for the census, everyone to his own city.
4 Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city
of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and family of
David,
5 in order to register, along with Mary, who was engaged to him, and was with

child.
In this passage, the critics said there were no less than 3 errors.
1st they said that there was no historical record that Caesar ordered this census.
Several early historians deal with this period of history in detail and they don't mention this

census, so it must not be true. Case closed.
2 A second alleged error concerns the statement that the census was made when Quirinius

was governor of Syria.
Josephus the Jewish historian says that Quirinius received his appointment as governor in 6 AD

which was too late for the census listed here.
3 A third alleged error is that Luke says everyone was required to return to their ancestral

home for the census. The critics said this was impractical and not necessary. They said it was not
possible that the Roman authorities would require this travel back to one's hometown.

Thanks mostly to William Ramsey and his work in Asia Minor and Palestine, archaeology
supports Luke on every point. It's Luke 3, critics 0!

W.F. Albright said this about radical NT criticism:
"Quote"
In the same way, the form-critical school founded by M. Dibelius and R. Bultmann a generation

before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls has continued to flourish without the slightest regard
for the Dead Sea Scrolls.. In other words, all radical schools in New Testament criticism which have
existed in the past or which exist today are prearchaeological, and are, therefore, since they were
built in der Luft (" in the air"), quite antiquated today.

"End of quotation"
Ramsey found evidence in inscriptions which showed that Caesar did in fact institute a system

of periodic censuses that included the entire Roman world. There is good evidence that the first
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census took place in either 23-22 BC or 9-8 BC. The 9-8 BC census would have been the one to
which Luke refers.

Clement of Alexandria (155-220 AD) spoke of a system of enrollments and the fact that these
censuses began at the birth of Christ.

Documents have been found in Egypt listing a series of censuses on a 14-year cycle. Actual
census papers have been found from the years AD 90, 104, 118, 132 and on till 230 AD.

This shows that the practice of 14-year censuses was common throughout the Roman world.
Egypt was under Roman rule. It is likely that the same procedures would have been followed in
Syria as in Egypt.

A papyrus letter has been found in Egypt that reads:
Quote:

Gauis Vivius, chief prefect of Egypt. Because of the approaching census it is necessary
for all those residing for any cause away from their own districts to prepare to return at
once to their own governments, in order that they may complete the family administration
of the enrolment, and that the tilled lands may retain those belonging to them. Knowing
that your city has need of provisioning, I desire...."

This document shows that censuses did take place,
that it was by households and that the people were required to return to their ancestral homes

to register.
The date of the census and the birth of Christ is of interest to our study.
We know that Jesus and John the Baptist were born before King Herod died. Herod died in 4

BC. There is a bit of a problem with the Gregorian calendar which we use today. The fellow who
set it up forgot a few leap years and so it is off approx. 5-7 years.

Most scholars believe Christ was born in 5-7 BC.
Ramsey believes that the Roman census of 9-8 BC was delayed for at least a year in Palestine

which would put it approx. 7-6 BC.
We cannot be sure of the exact date but we do know that the census was proclaimed on a

regular cycle of 14 years and that the people were required to return to their ancestral homes to
register.

Finally, there is a question about Quirinius the governor of Syria. Josephus tells us he was
governor in 6 AD which would have been too late for the census of 9-8 BC.

The word that Luke uses for governor is not the usual word for that office. It is a word with the
basic idea of oversight. Ramsey found inscriptions which showed that Quirinius was indeed
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governor of Syria in AD 6 but that he also held a position of authority there from 10 BC to 7 BC—
the exact time that Luke mentions!

Critics have imagined an error in Luke chapter 3, v. 1 where Luke mentions Lysanias as tetrarch
of Abilene (west of Damascus) in the 15th year of Tiberius.

The only Lysanias of Abilene known from ancient history died in 34 BC. Critics said Luke was
wrong, but two inscriptions have been found proving that a man named Lysanias was in fact
tetrarch of Abilene between 14 and 29 AD. The 15th year of Tiberius was AD 27-28!

Luke's reference to Lysanias in Luke 3:1 is strongly supported by archaeological evidence.

In Acts 11:27-30 Luke says that there "was a great dearth throughout all the world in the days of
Claudius Caesar."

This famine is well-supported by archaeology and history.
"Sue-ton-ious" speaks of high prices under Claudius which were caused by famine.
"Eusebius" speaks of famine in Greece.
Queen Helena of Ad-ia-bene purchased corn and figs and sent them to Jerusalem to help with

the famine that Luke records.
In Acts chapter 13 the church at Antioch separated Barnabas and Saul to go on the first

missionary journey. V. 4 says they left from the port of Se-leu-ci-a and sailed for Cyprus. Se-leu-ci-
a was a seaport west of Antioch. It's ruins can still be seen today. Cyprus had been under 4 different
governmental controls in 37 years, so it would have been easy for Luke to get the title of the ruler
wrong.

In v. 7 of chapter 13 he gives Sergius Paulus the correct title of "proconsul". King James says
"deputy".

Incidentally there is an inscription which many believe list the name of this Sergius Paulus!
In v. 50 of chapter 13 we see the devout women taking part in a persecution against Paul and

Barnabas.
This would have been unthinkable in Athens or an Ionian city but it was in accord with the

custom of these inland cities—where the women were allowed to take part in political matters.
Showing us, once again, that Luke is very familiar with the customs of the people he is writing

about.

In chapter 14 v. 12, the men of Lystra began calling Paul and Barnabas Zeus and Hermes, two
Greek gods. But why these two and not some of the many other Greek gods? Archaeologists have
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found 2 inscriptions and a stone altar inscribed with the names of Zeus and Hermes showing that
they were the local gods who were worshipped in this area.

In chapter 16 v. 12 we have an intersting Luken detail:
Philippi is called a Roman colony and it is listed as the first, chief, or leading city of Macedonia.
Philippi came under Roman control in 168 BC. In 42 BC, after a battle, veterans of the battle

were allowed to live there.
They formed a Roman colony which Luke correctly names. The title "chief city" is well known

from inscriptions in the area.

Chapter 16 v. 13 should read, "We went forth without the gate by a riverside."
From 1914-1938 French archaeologists worked at Philippi.
They uncovered an old Roman road which ran through the town. They found the foundation of

a great arched gateway through which the road passed. Probably the very gate Luke lists in v. 13. A
little more than a mile west of Philippi there is a place where the river joins the road.
Archaeologists judge that this is the exact spot where the gospel was first proclaimed in Europe.

In v. 19 the missionaries are dragged into the marketplace.
Archaeologist have uncovered the remains of this marketplace.

The words "magistrates" in v. 20 and 22 and "serjeants" are the correct local titles for these men
in this place.

When they left the town they walked on the Egnatian Way, remains of which have been
uncovered by archaologist.

Next they came to Thessalonica in ch. 17.
In v. 6 the leaders of Thessalonica are called "politarchs" by Luke ("rulers" in KJ, "city

authorities" in NAS).
[This is a] unique term, and its accuracy had been called in question by some scholars.

Within the past hundred years no less than nineteen inscriptions have come to light which
prove its accuracy, by referring to the rulers of Thessalonica as "politarchs." One of the most
important of these is from an arch in Thessalonica. It runs in part as follows, the beginning
being illegible:
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In the time of the Politarchs, Sosipatros, son of Cleopatra, and Lucius Pointius

Secundus Publius Flavius Sabinus, Demetrius, son of Faustus, Demetrius of Nicopolis,
Zoilos, son of Parmenio, and Meniscus Gaius Agilleius Poteitus......
Another fragmentary inscription shows that the rulers of the city bore this title as early

as the time of Augustus. It is in part:
Bosa, proconsul, made a stone-quarry for the temple of Caesar, in the time of the

priest and judge, the emperor Caesar, the divine son Augustus......, the politarchs
remaining faithful, viz.:— Diogenes, the son of Kleon, the ....,etc.
It is not clear from the inscriptions whether the number of politarchs was five or six.

In Acts 17:23 Paul saw an altar "to an unknown god" at Athens.
In 1909 at Pergamos in Asia Minor, an altar was found which bore a mutilated inscription which

it is thought would read,
To unkown gods,
Capito
Torch-bearer
In the 2nd and 3rd century AD two writers attested that altars to unknown gods existed in their

times.

In chapter 18:11 we are told that Paul spent 18 mo. in Corinth.
He was taken before the proconsul, a man named Galio, who did not give the Jews the time of

day and released Paul.
An inscription has been found from Dalphi which mentions Galio as the proconsul of Achaia,

which included Corinth.

Paul was taken to the "judgement seat" (v. 12). This judgement seat (bema) has been found.

1 Corinthians 10:25 uses the term "shambles" to describe the meat market of Corinth. An
inscription has been found at Corinth describing it as belonging to the meat market.

An interesting note in 19:9 where Paul is said to have left the synagogue and taught in the
school of Tyrannus. This is a culturally correct statement for Ephesus. In Athens teaching was done
in the market— at Ephesus in a school. Again Luke gets it right.

PDF Creator - PDF4Free v2.0                                                    http://www.pdf4free.com

http://www.pdfpdf.com/0.htm


8
In 19:22 Paul sent ahead Timothy and Erastus into Mecadonia.
In Romans 16:23 Paul mentions Erastus the "chamberlain" (KJ), "city treasurer" (NAS). In 1920

at Corinth a pavement was found bearing the following inscription,
"Erastus, procuator and Aedile, laid this pavement at his own expense."
Many scholars believe that this refers to the man that Paul knew.

In chapter 19 Paul arrives at Ephesus. Ephesus was the center of the Artemis cult in the east.
The goddess Artemis (Diana by Romans) was in a special sense Diana of the Ephesians. The temple
to Diana at Ephesus was one of the 7 wonders of the ancient world. It's ruins can be seen at Ephesus
today.

There was a commotion because the silversmiths thought Paul's Christianity would be bad for
business.

They dragged Paul into the theater— It can be seen today— 495 feet in diameter and capable of
holding 24,500 people. It was connected to the harbor by a fine marble paved street 36 feet wide,
1735 feet long, lined with colonnades and shops on each side.

The street and colonnades can be seen today.
Special title for the city in ch. 19:35— "Guardian of the temple"— technical term which

inscriptions show was used throughout the area.

In chapter 19 v. 31 KJ "chief of Asia", "Asiarchs"— heads of the provincial cult of Rome and the
Emperor.

They held office for one year but then retained the title—
So Luke lists them in the plural. There are many mentions of "Asiarchs" in the inscriptions

which have been found.

In Acts 28:7
Chief man of the island— Publius. This title appears on two Maltese inscriptions, one in Greek,

one in Latin.

J.A. Thompson, Archaeology and the NT
Quote:

Our discussion has been a lengthy one, but it will have served to show the tremendous
value of archaeological research for our understanding of such a book as Acts. Luke is
shown to be a most careful recorder of information, whether it be matters of geography and
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political boundaries, local customs, titles of local officers, local religious practices, details of
local topography, or the disposition of buildings in Greek or Roman, Asian or European
towns. Most of our information has come from archaeological research, which has only just
begun its enormous task.

End of quotation

The scholar, Dr. Nelson Glueck, after many years of study and personal exploration of
the Holy Land, has this to say:

Quote
"as a matter of fact...it may be stated categorically that no archaeological discovery has

ever controverted a Biblical reference. Scores of archaeological findings have been made
which confirm in clear outline or in exact detail historical statements in the Bible." It can
be confidently stated that although the primary purpose of Biblical writers was not to
compose a history, their writings as an historical source are absolutely first class. Apart
from their value as a profession of divine guidance, these several accounts are what we have
come to expect of men witnessing to the deeds of the God of Truth whom they
worshiped...."

End of quotation
Dr. Albright, recognized as the world's archaeological authority on both the Old

Testament and the New Testament, says:
Quote
"In short, thanks to the Qumran discoveries, the New Testament proves to be in fact

what it was formerly believed to be: the teaching of Christ and his immediate followers
between cir. 25 and cir. 80 AD."

End of quotation
John Elder writes
Quote,
"Biblical students everywhere are deeply indebted to the great throng of archaeologists

who, with infinite pains and care, have uncovered some of the secrets of the past. And it is
exhilarating to realize what a great and promising future lies before them with the advance
of the science of archeology. In the Near East there are literally thousands of mounds that
have not been excavated, each possibly containing uncountable secrets that one day may be
revealed. With deep gratitude for all they have done, we wish them well as they continue
their studies and excavations."
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End of quotation
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