Jesus’ Death in Luke-Acts:
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A

steady debate over the meaning of the death
of Jesus in Luke-Acts runs through the
heart of scholarly attention to Lukan theology.
Alongside the growing recognition of Luke as
a theologian in his own right, the uniqueness of
his interpretation of the cross over against other
biblical authors has been regularly emphasized. In
this regard, it has become commonplace to affirm
Luke attaches no direct soteriological value to
the death of Jesus, or at the very least minimizes
any such connection.1 More specifically, a broad
contingent of critical scholarship has concluded
that nowhere in Luke-Acts is Christ’s death presented as an atonement for sin. 2 Rather, Luke’s
soteriological emphasis is said to
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death of Christ has been underestimated. A proper
reading of the Lukan narrative shows the death
of Christ is given greater direct soteriological significance in Luke-Acts than scholarship generally acknowledges. Specifically, Luke presents the
death of Jesus as a substitutionary atonement that
brings about the forgiveness of sins. This is not to
say Luke emphasizes the saving significance of
Christ’s death above other soteriological events
such as resurrection and exaltation. Rather, it is
to say that atonement plays a fundamental role in
Luke’s soteriology such that when this aspect is
rejected or minimized, Luke’s presentation of the
cross and salvation is distorted.
The New Covenant Sacrifice
One significant way Luke presents his soteriological understanding of the cross to his readers is
by showing that the death of Jesus was the atoning sacrifice that established the new covenant
God had promised to make with His people. 4 A
key Lukan text for establishing this understanding occurs in the account of Jesus’ Last Supper
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with his disciples. In his description of this event,
Luke sets forth one of the most direct statements
explaining the purpose of Jesus’ death. The statement comes through the words of Jesus himself, at
a climactic place in the narrative, and at a strategic
location for explaining the immediately following
events of Jesus’ passion.
In subsequent episodes of Luke-Acts, Luke
points back to this interpretation of Jesus’ death
in ways that reaffirm its centrality for explaining
why Jesus died and signify its importance for his
narrative as a whole. First, the breaking of bread
at Emmaus in the resolution of Luke’s Gospel
indicates that Jesus’ sacrificial death was at the
essence of his messianic task to redeem God’s
people. Second, the breaking of bread in remembrance of Jesus’ saving death is identified as one
of the essential characteristics of the church in
Acts, demonstrating its ongoing significance for
the new community of believers. Third, Paul’s
charge to the future leaders of the church, located
within a farewell speech that serves as a literary
parallel to that given by Jesus at the Last Supper, is
grounded in the fact that God acquired the church
through Jesus’ atoning blood. As a result, not only
does Luke present the death of Jesus as an atoning
sacrifice, he also identifies this atonement as the
foundational event for establishing the church as
God’s redeemed community.
The Last Supper
What appears to be one of the most direct references to the atoning nature of Jesus’ death in LukeActs comes in the words of Jesus at the Last Supper.
Jesus states, “This is my body, which is given for you
(hyper hymōn) … This cup, which is poured out
for you (hyper hymōn), is the new covenant in my
blood” (Luke 22:19b-20).5 Furthermore, the supper occurs at a climactic point in Jesus’ ministry and
holds a strategic place in the narrative for interpreting his suffering and death, the account of which
begins thereafter. 6 Nevertheless, challenges have
been raised against the view that Luke presents
Jesus’ death as an atonement in these verses.

Body and Blood “for You”
It is evident at a general level that “for you”
(hyper hymōn) is used in this context to describe an
action done for the sake of another’s benefit.7 Yet
one needs to be more specific than this, for it has
been suggested this need not imply a substitutionary or atoning explanation of Christ’s death. Some
scholars see the death of Christ only as sealing and
guaranteeing the new covenant with no necessary
implications of atonement for sin. 8
Perhaps the most significant issue in this discussion is the way Old Testament ideas are driving
Luke’s account of the Last Supper. Clearly Luke
portrays the Last Supper as a Passover meal.9 In
Luke 22:19-20, Jesus reinterprets elements of the
Passover meal, the bread and the cup, in relation
to his own death. In the word about the cup, Jesus
explains it as representing “the new covenant in
my blood.” This data brings together backgrounds
of the deliverance of Israel from Egypt (celebrated
in the Passover meal) and the subsequent establishment of the old covenant at Sinai (cf. “blood of
the covenant” in Exod 24:8), which the new covenant fulfills or supersedes (Jer 31:31-34).10
C. H. Talbert recognizes these backgrounds for
the Last Supper. But when it comes to understanding what they mean for how Luke interprets Jesus’
death, Talbert appeals particularly to the covenant
ceremony with Abraham. He writes, “If the death
of Jesus is in any way to be regarded as sacrificial in
Luke-Acts, it is as a sacrifice that seals a covenant
(cf. Gen 15:8-21; 17): it is not an atonement for
sin.”11 I. J. du Plessis follows Talbert, stating, “In
the Old Testament we sometimes read of a covenant that was sealed by a sacrifice (Gen 15; Exod
24:3-8). These words in Luke 22:20, however, do
not focus on a sacrifice for sins, but one that seals
the pact made between Jesus and his followers.”12
The dispute, therefore, is not whether Jesus’
death institutes a covenant. On this there is agreement. The dispute is whether this covenant-instituting death includes the notion of a sacrifice for
sins. What leads scholars such as Talbert and du
Plessis to conclude against this? One of the pri-
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mary arguments given for their negative assessment appears to be that the “dominant thrust of
Luke’s understanding of Jesus’ death is that of
martyrdom.”13 However, attempting to interpret
these words of Jesus through the paradigm of martyrdom rather than atoning sacrifice simply fails to
do justice to the Old Testament concepts informing these verses. As a result, it fails to let one of
the most significant and direct interpretive statements in Luke’s narrative concerning the nature
of Jesus’ death speak for itself. This can be shown
especially through a closer look at the Passover
and covenant-institution backgrounds that are
brought together by Luke’s account.
Passover
In God’s deliverance of the Israelites from
Egypt at the original Passover, each Israelite family was required to kill a lamb and apply the blood
with hyssop to the doorframe of their house. This
was so that when God killed the firstborn of the
Egyptians, the Israelite firstborn would be spared
(Exod 12:1-32). The smearing of the blood with
“hyssop” suggests the cultic purification of the
people, an idea closely associated with cleansing
from sin (Exod 12:22; cf. Lev 14:4-6, 49-53; Ps
51:7; Heb 9:19).14 Furthermore, the substitutionary imagery is dramatically described in the narrative. Exodus 12:23 reads,
For the Lord will pass through to strike the Egyptians, and when he sees the blood on the lintel and
on the two doorposts, the Lord will pass over the
door and will not allow the destroyer to enter
your houses to strike you” (NASB, emphasis
mine; cf. Exod 12:13).

The distinction God makes between the Israelites and the Egyptians is not that the Egyptians
deserve judgment and destruction whereas the
Israelites do not.15 Rather, the Israelites escape the
destruction befalling the Egyptians because God
allows the death of a lamb as a substitute and passes
over them in view of the sacrificial blood. For the
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Egyptians, every firstborn is killed. For the Israelites, a lamb is killed and their firstborn are spared.16
In addition, significant parallels exist between
setting apart the Israelites through the Passover
and setting apart the Aaronic priests in Exodus 29
and Leviticus 8. Both instances involve a sacrifice,
the application of blood, and eating a meal from the
sacrificial victim.17 Furthermore, as the Israelites
were commanded not to go out of their houses, so
the priests were commanded not to go out of the
tent of meeting until their consecration was complete. In both cases it was so that they would not be
killed (Exod 12:22-23; Lev 8:33-35). In the context
of priestly consecration, the slaughter of the animal
and application of blood is explicitly explained as
making atonement for the priests (Exod 29:33; Lev
8:34).18 It seems, therefore, that the blood of the
Passover lamb served the same function.
In view of Luke’s emphasis on the Passover
context of the Last Supper (Luke 22:1, 7, 8, 11, 13,
15), the parallels between the original Passover
and Jesus’ reinterpretation of the meal are difficult to miss. Just as God’s people celebrated the
Passover the night previous to their deliverance
through the lamb’s blood, so Jesus celebrates the
Last Supper with his disciples on the night previous to “pouring out” his own blood.19 It does not
seem far-reaching to perceive the theological point
from Luke’s narrative that, as with the Passover
lamb, Jesus dies an atoning death for God’s people
so that they will be spared God’s judgment.20
A significant objection may be raised against
this reading. If Jesus really intended to connect
his death to the sacrifice of the Passover lamb,
would he not have identified his body with the
lamb rather than with the bread?21 While this is
a strong objection on the face of it, its weight is
lessened when one considers Jesus’ injunction for
the future repetition of this meal in remembrance
of him (Luke 22:19). Jesus knew the implications
of his death for the cessation of animal sacrifice,
and the nature of the new community that He was
establishing. The killing of the Passover sacrifice
pointed forward to what his death would accom-

plish, but now that the fulfillment had come the
pointer naturally would cease. Furthermore, the
community of God’s people to be established by
Jesus’ saving death would no longer be focused
ethnically within Israel or cultically upon the
temple. This community would be a worldwide
community, remembering the savior’s death in
local gatherings stretching to the end of the earth
(cf. Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8; 2:42, 46; 20:7). 22 These
considerations make it quite comprehensible why
Jesus might identify the bread as the appropriate
symbol of his broken body rather than the lamb.23
Covenant Institution
By identifying the establishment of the new
covenant with the pouring out of his blood, Jesus
also draws into view the establishment of the old
covenant with blood in Exodus 24. This is evident
for a number of reasons. First, the terms haima and
diathēkē are brought together in the same phrase
in the Septuagint (hereafter LXX) only in Exodus
24:8 and Zechariah 9:11. The Lukan context of
Passover (Exodus deliverance) and the establishment of a (new) covenant would likely bring the
Exodus text to mind for Luke’s audience. Second,
the new covenant of Jeremiah 31 is specifically
considered “new” in comparison with the Mosaic
covenant that was established just subsequent to
the Passover deliverance:
“Behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord,
“when I will make a new covenant with the house
of Israel and with the house of Judah, not like the
covenant which I made with their fathers in the day
I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land
of Egypt, My covenant which they broke” (Jer
31:31-32 NASB, emphasis mine).

The contrast between the new covenant and
the Mosaic covenant points Luke’s readers particularly to the covenant establishment of Exodus 24 as a relevant background rather than the
ceremony with Abraham in Genesis 15, as suggested by Talbert and du Plessis. 24 In this regard,

it is also significant that the term “ blood” is
never mentioned in Genesis 15. 25 Third, Doug
Moo points out the parallel drawn between the
establishment of the new covenant through Jesus’
blood and the establishment of the Mosaic covenant through blood in Hebrews 9:15-20. As
Moo puts it, “Whether Heb. 9:20 is evidence of
an independent application in the early church,
or of dependence on the eucharistic word, that
citation supports the Exodus 24 derivation.”26
In Exodus 24, Moses sprinkles the “blood of
the covenant” both on the altar and on the people
(24:6, 8). What is the significance of the manipulation of the blood? Certainly the action relates to
the institution of the covenant. Yet integral to this
institution is the atonement for sin that makes the
covenant relationship between God and his people
a possibility. Targumic texts make explicit that the
sprinkling of blood was necessary to make atonement for the people so that they might enter into
covenant with Yahweh.27
Furthermore, as with the Passover sacrifice,
significant parallels can be seen with the consecration of the Aaronic priests. Once again, a sacrifice, the application of blood (to both the altar
and the people!), and the eating of a sacrificial
meal make up both ceremonies. The context of
Sinai indicates that the covenant ratification of
Exodus 24 amounts to setting apart the people
of Israel as a “kingdom of priests.”28 In the case
of Aaron and his sons, atonement was an essential aspect of their consecration as priests (Exod
29:33; Lev 8:34). So it is with the people of Israel
in their consecration as God’s people through the
Mosaic covenant. 29
In his account of the Last Supper, Luke draws
a typological 30 connection between the covenant
sacrifice in Exodus 24 and the death of Jesus.
Jesus’ death is therefore presented as a sacrifice
that atones for the sins of God’s people so that they
might enter the new eschatological covenant with
God that had been foretold by Jeremiah.31 It is no
coincidence that the foundational reason for God’s
new relationship with His people in the new cov-
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enant is “because (kî) I will forgive their iniquity
and no longer remember their sin” (Jer 31:34).32
In summary, when careful attention is given to
the Old Testament backgrounds that drive Luke’s
Last Supper account, Jesus is seen to interpret his
death as an atonement for the sins of God’s people
that allows them to enter a new covenant relationship with God. In both the deliverance from Egypt
and the establishment of the Sinai covenant, a
blood sacrifice was required as an atonement for a
sinful people. According to Luke, so it is with the
deliverance Jesus provides in establishing the new
covenant by his death.
Tr adition or Interpretation?
Before moving on, one more challenge must
be heard regarding Luke’s presentation of Jesus’
death at the Last Supper. Some say that the atonement theology presented here is merely part of the
“traditional material” that Luke has decided to
include, which should not be regarded as integral
to Luke’s own theological teaching. For example,
Brian Beck writes,
In view of his overall treatment of the death of
Jesus, [we should] perhaps regard this passage,
along with the less precise Acts 20:28, as unassimilated fragments of pre-Lucan tradition, or at
least as subsidiary strands in his thought, rather
than conscious formulations intended to be
regulative of the whole narrative.”33

Should the interpretation of Jesus’ death
in Luke’s Last Supper account be regarded as
“unassimilated fragments of Pre-Lucan tradition,” or should it be understood as part of his
“conscious formulations intended to be regulative of the whole narrative”? Should it be seen
merely as “subsidiary strands in his thought” or
does it form an integral part of Luke’s “overall
treatment of the death of Jesus”? These are crucial questions that will need to be addressed as
we continue to broaden our scope on the landscape of Luke’s narrative.
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The Br eaking of Br ead
at Emmaus
In the final chapter of Luke’s Gospel, he presents the resolution to Jesus’ earthly ministry. The
chapter falls neatly into four episodes: the empty
tomb (24:1-12), appearance to the disciples on the
road to Emmaus (24:13-35), appearance to the
apostles and disciples in Jerusalem (24:36-49),
and the ascension (24:50-53). It is interesting to
note for the purposes of our study the repeated
emphasis on the “necessity” (dei) of Jesus’ death
and resurrection in the salvific plan of God (24:7,
26, 44). Between the testimony of the Scriptures
and the previous proclamations of Jesus, the disciples should have been able to make sense of Jesus’
suffering, death, and resurrection (24:5-7, 25-27,
44-47).
In the Emmaus account, we hear the fascinating story of two disciples who are met by Jesus on
their journey away from Jerusalem. 34 Amazingly,
the disciples do not recognize Jesus. The passive
verb (ekratounto; 24:16) suggests a divine concealment, 35 and in the story points forward to the
slowness of the disciples to perceive the reality of
what has happened in the death and resurrection
of Jesus. For even after hearing Jesus “explain to
them in all the Scriptures the things concerning
himself ” (24:27), the disciples fail to recognize
their traveling companion. As they draw near to
Emmaus, the two invite Jesus to stay with them for
the night. After reclining at the table with them,
Jesus takes bread, blesses and breaks it, and gives it
to the disciples. At this moment, Luke reports that
their eyes were opened (diēnoichthēsan; 24:31) to
recognize Jesus. Jesus vanishes from their sight,
and apparently Jesus’ prior instruction from the
Scriptures concerning himself falls into place for
the disciples. Without hesitation, the two get back
on the road to Jerusalem, and report to the apostles how Jesus had been made known to them “in
the breaking of the bread” (24:35).
The evident climax of Luke’s narration occurs
at the recognition of Jesus in the breaking of the
bread (24:30-31). 36 This is confirmed by the fol-

lowing report by the two disciples in Jerusalem
that it was “in the breaking of the bread” that
Jesus was made known to them (24:35). The
question presses itself upon the reader, Why is it
that Jesus is revealed to his disciples in this way?
Stated in another way, What does Luke intend his
readers to gather from the disciples’ recognition
of Jesus in the breaking of the bread?
Some indication can be found in the immediate
context. The Emmaus account moves from concealment and confusion to revelation and clarity.37 The
disciples on the road are unable to make sense of
how the recent events in Jerusalem fit with their
expectations that Jesus had been the one to redeem
Israel. Luke’s reader already knows that the risen
Jesus is among them, so the disciples’ unfulfilled
hopes regarding “redemption” are filled with irony.
As one would expect, Jesus goes on to explain to
them why the Messiah had to suffer and rise again.
And yet, surprisingly, they still fail to recognize
him! The “revelation” is not complete—until Jesus
breaks and gives the bread. It is only then that the
previous instruction falls into place. From this narrative sequence, it would seem that whatever was
communicated to the disciples through the breaking of the bread enabled them to understand how
a Messianic death and resurrection could fit into
God’s plan of redemption.38 But what specifically
did the breaking of the bread communicate?
The breaking of bread is given without explicit
explanation in the Emmaus account itself. Jesus
does not pronounce any interpretive words and
Luke does not give any interpretive commentary.
It seems, then, that the narrative action should be
able to speak for itself. A natural question arises:
Are there previous scenes from Luke’s Gospel
that would be evoked by Jesus’ action? For many,
the obvious answer is Jesus’ Last Supper with the
apostles, wherein he institutes the Lord’s Supper. 39 Indeed there are strong reasons for holding
this view.
First, when the parallel statements in Luke
22:19 and Luke 24:30 are set next to each other,
the similarity in language is striking:

Luke 22:19: And he took bread, and when he
had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to
them (kai labōn arton eucharistēsas eklasen kai
edōken autois)
Luke 24:30: he took the bread and blessed and
broke it and gave it to them (labōn ton arton
eulogēsen kai klasas epedidou autois)

Second, the expression “breaking of bread” (in
various forms) becomes Luke’s characteristic way
of describing the Eucharistic meals of the early
church (Acts 2:42, 46; 20:7, 11). 40 Previously in
his Gospel, Luke includes numerous references to
meals and eating (5:29-30, 33; 6:3-4; 7:33-34, 36;
10:7-8; 11:37-38; 12:19, 22-23, 29, 42, 45; 13:26,
29; 14:7-11, 12-13, 15-16, 24; 15:2, 23; 16:19; 17:78, 27-28), yet he rarely uses the language of “breaking bread” (only in 9:16; 22:19; 24:30, 35). 41 The
reference to recognition “in the breaking of the
bread” (24:35) seems to confirm Luke’s desire
for his readers to recognize eucharistic overtones
in the Emmaus story. Third, the three resurrection narratives in chapter 24 are tied together by
the notion of “remembrance.” The women at the
empty tomb are exhorted by the angels to “remember” what Jesus had “spoken” about his death and
resurrection “while he was still in Galilee” (24:6).
When Jesus instructs the disciples in Jerusalem,
he also reminds them of “my words which I spoke
to you while I was still with you” (24:44). It fits
well in the scheme of Luke’s resurrection accounts,
then, that the Emmaus disciples also would be
called to “remember” the significance of Jesus’
death in the breaking of the bread. This is precisely
what Jesus had instructed the apostles to do when
he broke bread with them at his Last Supper (“Do
this in remembrance of me,” 22:19) and explained
to them the meaning of his death. 42 Fourth, the
Emmaus account and the Last Supper account are
tied together by the themes of Jesus’ “suffering”
(22:15; 24:26) and his interpretation of that suffering for his disciples (22:19-20; 24:26-27). In both
cases, Jesus is seeking to help them understand
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how his death fits into God’s plan of redemption.
This final point is strengthened when one considers the broad narrative structure of Luke’s Gospel.
From early on the Gospel moves consistently
toward Jesus’ divinely ordained rejection, suffering and death in Jerusalem (2:34; 4:28-29; 5:35;
6:11, 16; 9:21, 31, 44, 51, 53; 11:53-54; 12:50;
13:31-33; 17:25; 18:31-33; 19:28, 47; 20:13-15, 17,
19-20). 43 In chapter 22, the fulfillment of these
events are set in motion as Judas consents to
betray Jesus to the Jewish leaders (22:1-6). At this
climactic point, just prior to recounting the actual
betrayal and death, Luke narrates Jesus’ farewell speech to his disciples. Included within that
speech is Jesus’ most explicit statement regarding the meaning of his death (as opposed to merely
predicting its occurrence) and the institution of a
meal by which his disciples are to remember what
he has done “for them” (22:19-20). As on previous
occasions, however, the disciples do not seem to
grasp Jesus’ words (22:24, 33-34, 38, 49-51, 54-62;
cf. 9:45; 18:34).
Jesus’ farewell speech is followed by the account
of the actual betrayal and death of Jesus (22:3923:56). Finally, in chapter 24, resolution is brought
to the consistent narrative progression of Luke’s
Gospel that climaxed in the suffering and death of
Jesus. In these resurrection accounts, the veil is at
last lifted as the followers of Jesus begin to understand the words he had spoken to them prior to
his death. It does not seem in the least surprising
or arbitrary to find that in the process of the disciples having their eyes opened to understanding
the “necessity” of Jesus’ death (resolution), Luke
would point back to that interpretive moment
(22:19-20) when Jesus had explained the purpose
of his death to his followers (climax) as a death
“for them.”44 After the resurrection, the disciples
finally begin to see how “redemption” could be
accomplished through the death of the Messiah.

Last Supper, pertinent objections have been raised
against this view. First, nothing is said over the
elements as had been done at the Last Supper. 45
Second, no wine is mentioned in the Emmaus
meal, whereas the Last Supper included bread and
wine. 46 Third, table fellowship and hospitality are
common themes in Luke, so there is no need to
limit the connection to the Last Supper. 47 Fourth,
the Emmaus disciples apparently were not among
the “apostles” (22:14) with whom Jesus celebrated
the Last Supper, and therefore must have recognized his actions on some other basis. 48
The fact that there is no interpretive word over
the meal does not appear to be a strong objection,
for Luke has already recounted the interpretive
words at the Last Supper. If the action of Jesus is
intended to evoke this prior event in the narrative, as argued above, it makes sense that no interpretive words are needed. The lack of wine at the
Emmaus meal matches up with the lack of wine
in the eucharistic meals in Acts. It appears that
the “breaking of bread” is Lukan shorthand for
identifying the Eucharist, rather than a detailed
description of the entire meal.
It is certainly the case that table fellowship and
hospitality are significant themes for Luke. However, finding a connection to these broad themes
over against a specific connection to the Last
Supper appears unjustified. The Last Supper is a
climactic moment in the broad theme of the necessity of Jesus’ death, which is actually the issue central to the Emmaus account (not to mention the
resurrection accounts as a whole). Furthermore,
the support given above demonstrates concrete
connections with the Last Supper account specifically, and not merely a general connection with
table fellowship or hospitality.
Nevertheless, the themes of table fellowship,
hospitality, and atonement need not be isolated
from one another. In fact, the Last Supper account
demonstrates how intricately these themes are tied
Table Fellowship and Hospitality
together. “New covenant” fellowship is established
While many scholars find sufficient evidence by the “blood” of Jesus (22:20). Jesus serves his
to see the connection between Emmaus and the disciples not just by sharing a meal “with” them
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(22:15), but most importantly by giving his life “for”
them (22:19-20). The final glorious fellowship that
Jesus will share with his disciples at the Messianic
banquet (22:16-18, 29-30) cannot be fulfilled until
he first suffers on their behalf (22:15, 19-20). Therefore, it is the death of Jesus that is the foundation
and climax of these other Lukan themes.
The absence of the Emmaus disciples at the Last
Supper appears to be a strong objection. Joseph
Fitzmyer recognizes the difficulty and suggests
that historically the recognition of Christ by the
Emmaus disciples must have been based on their
presence at a scene like Luke 9:10-17. But Fitzmyer
distinguishes the historical question from whether
or not Luke intended a Eucharistic connotation
in his narrative. Whether or not there is sufficient
information to settle the historical question, Luke’s
composition indicates the Eucharistic connection.49
However, a different historical explanation is
possible that may raise less tension with the Lukan
narrative. It seems historically plausible that the
Emmaus disciples would have been told by the
apostles about Jesus’ actions and words performed
at the Last Supper.50 We know from Luke that the
two Emmaus disciples had been present with the
apostles between the crucifixion and the discovery
of the empty tomb (Luke 24:22-24; cf. 24:9).51 Jesus
had performed these symbolic actions and uttered
these interpretive words with regard to his own
death in a farewell speech just prior to that death
taking place. It seems quite likely that, when this
death occurred, the apostles would have discussed
the events of the Last Supper with the other disciples as they sought to understand what had just happened. That such a discussion would have included
the actions of Jesus at the Last Supper is made even
more likely by Jesus’ command for the apostles to
continue this practice in his remembrance.52
However, it was not until after the resurrection that the apostles and other disciples had
their “eyes opened” to perceive the meaning of
Jesus’ death.53 This meaning was perceived in part
through recalling the previous words and actions
of Jesus. For the Emmaus disciples specifically,

it was not until they met the risen Christ, heard
his explanation from all the Scriptures, and then
observed his actions at the table that their eyes
were opened to perceive the meaning of Jesus’
death as he had previously interpreted it in the
breaking of the bread. 54
Yet B. P. Robinson pushes the objection further:
It would be strange if Luke expected us to believe
that the Emmaus meal taken with two minor
disciples was a repetition of the Last Supper
when he makes it quite clear that the meal that
he represents Jesus as sharing with the Eleven,
who had been present at the Last Supper, was not
(Luke 24:43). 55

Why is it that these two “minor” disciples report
to the apostles about their experience with Jesus in
the breaking of the bread rather than vice versa?
Perhaps there is a Lukan pattern in that it is the
women who report to the apostles about the empty
tomb rather than vice versa. Furthermore, in view
of the revelatory nature of Jesus’ action with the
two, once they had reported this to the apostles,
along with its evident meaning, there would be
no need for Jesus himself to repeat the action for
them. Meanwhile, Jesus’ eating of fish before the
whole group (apostles and disciples, including
the two from Emmaus) serves a different purpose
than the giving of broken bread at Emmaus. At
Emmaus the issue of the moment is understanding his death in relation to his Messiahship. In
Jerusalem the issue of the moment is the reality
of his bodily resurrection.56 Not only is this made
clear by the previous dialogue in each respective
account, it is also evidenced by the different nature
of Jesus’ actions in the two instances. At Emmaus
he breaks and gives bread to his disciples, signifying his atoning death as central to his messianic
work on their behalf. In Jerusalem he himself eats
the fish, thus demonstrating he is truly raised in
body and not just in spirit.
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The Br eaking of Br ead in Acts
In addition to the Emmaus account, Luke
alludes to the interpretation of Jesus’ death presented at the Last Supper through instances in
Acts where the church is reported to “break bread”
(2:42, 46; 20:7, 11). In Acts 2:42, the same nominal phrase that the Emmaus disciples had used
to summarize their experience with Jesus (“the
breaking of the bread,” hē klasis tou artou; Luke
24:35) is used to describe a defining characteristic
of the newly formed Christian community. 57 In
addition to “the breaking of the bread,” the community is said to devote itself to the teaching of the
apostles, to fellowship, and to prayers. The definite
article before all four nouns in the list suggests a
technical sense for the terms Luke is using.58 Furthermore, the setting described is clearly one of
religious worship. It appears, therefore, that “the
breaking of bread” refers to the celebration of the
Lord’s Supper. 59
The subsequent mention of “breaking bread” in
Acts 2:46 sets the celebration of the Lord’s Supper
in the homes of believers parallel with their attendance in the temple. This is another indication of
its “religious” significance. 60 Here, the Supper is
said to occur in the context of a full common meal,
a description that fits the situation addressed by
Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:17-34. 61
This reading appears to be confirmed by the
breaking of bread reported in Acts 20:7-11. 62
There Luke describes a scene in which Paul delivers a message to the believers at Troas “on the first
day of the week” (en de tē mia tōn sabbatōn; 20:7)
when they were “gathered together to break bread”
(synēgmenōn hēmōn klasai arton; 20:7). Here we
have the description of an early Christian worship
service, 63 and “breaking bread” is described as a
central purpose for the gathering. In this instance,
the service is interrupted by the accidental death
of the young Eutychus, who falls from a window of
the upper room during Paul’s message. Eutychus,
however, is miraculously raised to life by Paul.
Paul goes back up and completes the service by
“breaking the bread and eating” (klasas ton arton
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kai geusamenos; 20:11). He then continues to converse with the believers at Troas throughout the
night, before departing at daybreak.
W hile the church meals seem to be rather
clear references to the Lord’s Supper, 64 it has been
argued that the situation is in fact more complicated. Hans Lietzmann distinguished between
two kinds of community meal in early Christianity. One form is reported to us in Acts as practiced
by the Jerusalem community. It had as its essence
the continuation of the daily fellowship meals the
disciples had experienced with Jesus. This form
had no connection with the death of Christ and no
specific relation to the Last Supper, but rather was
a joyful celebration of the risen Lord’s presence.
A second form of the meal originated with Paul
by virtue of a direct revelation from the Lord. In
contrast to the Jerusalem form, Paul’s meal was
specifically tied to the Last Supper as a remembrance of Jesus’ saving death. 65
Joel Green also sees a distinction between the
“breaking of the bread” represented in Acts and the
Lord’s Supper as described by Paul. Green, however, links the meals in Acts primarily to the postresurrection meals with Jesus.66 He acknowledges
some link with the Last Supper, and yet sees this
link primarily in that the Last Supper was one of
many fellowship meals Jesus shared with his disciples. Therefore, the meals in Acts should be understood as “fellowship meals” that had as their focus
the resurrected Lord, and not his salvific death.
Green most clearly lays out the reasons for
these distinctions:
(a) Luke records no connection between the
community meal and the Last Supper, as does
Paul. (b) Luke does not report the repetition
of any interpretive words in the context of the
church meal, as does Paul. (c) Unlike Paul,
Luke makes no reference in the church meal
to the death of Jesus. (d) Neither does Luke,
as opposed to Paul, mention the use of wine in
the meal. 67

Green agrees w ith other scholars 6 8 that
Lietzmann attributes too much to Pauline originality, as well as creating a false antithesis between
the joyful Jerusalem meal over against the Pauline
death memorial, for both meals surely exhibited
joyful anticipation. 69 Nevertheless, he claims the
differences listed above still warrant a distinction
between the two meals.
Whether or not Paul and Luke agreed on the
nature of the Lord’s Supper is not the primary concern for our purpose. Nevertheless, the discussion
above is crucial in that it raises the issue of whether
or not the “breaking of bread” in Acts is related
to the atoning understanding of Jesus’ death as
communicated in the account of the Last Supper.
The distinctions between the Pauline and Lukan
versions of the Supper, as listed above, are essentially arguments against such a connection and
therefore need to be answered here.
Those who view the meals in Acts as an extension of the daily fellowship meals with Jesus, and
as focusing on his resurrection to the exclusion of
his death, meet their most significant hurdle in the
call to remembrance reported by Luke at the Last
Supper (Luke 22:19). Green, who demonstrates
a keen sensitivity to interpreting narrative literature, realizes there must be a connection between
this call of Jesus and the subsequent meals portrayed by Luke in Acts. He claims, however, that
since the Last Supper was “one more in a series
of meals shared between Jesus, his disciples, and
others,” Jesus’ desire for repetition of the meal is
fulfilled by the continuation of these “fellowship
meals.” Yet Green acknowledges that this view
can only be taken at the cost of attributing to Luke
“precise, literary continuity” from Jesus’ words at
the Last Supper to the meals in Acts.70
Green recognizes that the call of Jesus for his
followers to repeat this meal is not simply a call to
meals of fellowship. Nor is it a call to remember
his resurrection. Rather, it is a call to remember
his atoning death on their behalf (Luke 22:19).
As argued above, this was not merely a passing
comment, but a climactic moment of interpreta-

tion, which is subsequently highlighted in Luke’s
resolution (Luke 24:30, 35).
When Luke continues the story of the fledgling
church in Acts, he reports their faithful observance of what Jesus had commanded (Acts 2:42,
46). As in the previous instances, this report is not
simply a passing detail of the narrative. Rather, it is
given as one of the central and essential characteristics of an ideal picture of the newly established
community.71 Near the end of Paul’s ministry,
Luke reports the communal breaking of bread at
Paul’s closing meeting with the church at Troas.
The “breaking of bread” in Acts therefore brackets
Luke’s presentation of the spread of the gospel.72 If
Luke is given the benefit of doubt with regard to
narrative consistency, these meals can be nothing
other than the Lord’s Supper in which the atoning
death of Jesus is remembered by the early church.
Furthermore, when Luke’s f low of thought is
traced in this way, the other suggested distinctions
between a Lukan Supper and a Pauline Supper
essentially disappear. A rather clear connection is
in fact established between the community meals
and the Last Supper in particular. Therefore, Luke
has no need to elaborate regarding the actions or
meaning of the meals because this has already
been made clear for those who are acquainted
with his Gospel. The theological interpretation
has already been given, and Luke simply needs
to show that the church did in fact remember the
saving death of Jesus for them as he had commanded.73 By doing so, Luke intentionally and
significantly carries on the theme of Jesus’ atoning
death as fundamental to the ongoing story of the
new community of believers.
The Acquisition of the Church
through Blood
In Acts 20:17-38, Luke reports Paul’s farewell
speech at Miletus to the Ephesian elders. In verse
28 Paul tells the elders to “shepherd the church of
God, which he acquired through his own blood”
(or “the blood of his own”). However, the textual
tradition is varied. While some texts make ref-
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erence to “the church of God” (tēn ekklēsian tou
theou), others read “the church of the Lord” (tēn
ekklēsian tou kyriou). Unlike the variant affecting
the Supper words, the external evidence is nearly
balanced. 74 A lthough the expression ekklēsia
kyriou occurs seven times in the Septuagint, it is
not found elsewhere in the New Testament. On
the other hand, “church of God” (ekklēsia tou
theou) appears eight times in the Pauline epistles.75
This could point to the originality of “church of
(the) Lord” (ekklēsia kyriou), which was changed
to the more familiar “church of God.” 76 Conversely, the fact that Luke is reporting a Pauline
speech could support the originality of the latter,
since it is a common Pauline phrase.
The reading “church of God” ends up being a
much more difficult reading in light of the following clause (dia tou haimatos tou idiou). If understood as referring to “his own blood,” one can
see how a scribe might be led to change theou to
kyriou. God shedding blood seems to be problematic, and nowhere else do the authors of the New
Testament use such language. The difficult nature
of theou and its ability to explain the variant reading gives it a slight advantage for being original.77
If this is the case, one must seek to discern what
Luke means when he affirms that God acquired
the church dia tou haimatos tou idiou. A number of
scholars find it at plausible that tou idiou is a reference to Christ, therefore translating “through the
blood of his own [Son].”78 However, it may also
simply be that Luke has combined two familiar
formulas, namely, (1) the church of God and (2)
Christ acquiring the church by his blood, without making the explicit grammatical change.79 In
either case, there is little doubt that Acts 20:28
makes reference to Christ’s death (“blood”) as a
redemptive act by which God makes the church
his own.
In spite of this, Walter Pilgrim argues at length
Acts 20:28 does not prove Luke understood the
cross in terms of an atonement for sin. 80 First,
although God does act through Christ’s death
to create a new people for himself, it is not made
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clear how the death functions in this regard. Luke
makes no mention of atonement or reconciliation
with God. Second, the non-Lukan characteristics
of verse 28 suggest it should be regarded as “peripheral to Luke’s view of salvation.” This is supported
by the observation that the “blood” of Christ plays
no independent role in Luke’s theology. 81 Furthermore, the context is one of practical “pastoral admonition to church leaders,” whereas in kerygmatic
texts that directly address the way of salvation statements such as this never arise. Finally, this verse
should probably be regarded as Luke’s attempt to
echo the mind and teaching of Paul, whether or not
it is a successful one. In that case, it does not represent the particular view of Luke himself. 82
Bart Ehrman also argues against seeing atonement in Acts 20:28, but from a different perspective. Like Pilgrim, he argues atonement theology
is not explicitly set forth in this verse and is read
into it by those who assume Pauline thought.
Then, appealing to Acts 5:28-31 as the only other
occasion where Luke mentions the “blood” of
Christ, he suggests “The blood of Jesus produces
the church because it is his blood that brings the
cognizance of guilt that leads to repentance.”83
The Greek verb here (peripoieō) is used two
other times in the New Testament, once with reference to “saving” or “preserving” one’s life (Luke
17:33) 84 and once with reference to “obtaining”
or “acquiring” a good standing through serving
well (1 Tim 3:13). It is associated in the LXX with
Israel as God’s elect people (Isa 43:21; cf. Mal
3:17). 85 The immediate context suggests the idea
of “acquiring” since Paul’s speech emphasizes the
elders’ responsibility in view of the fact that it is
God’s church they are shepherding. The church
is God’s church—and it became so through blood.
Nevertheless, the two ideas are really not so distinct in this case, for, as C. K. Barrett notes, “God
acquired a people by saving them.”86
The related word peripoiēsis is used in Ephesians 1:14 and 1 Peter 2:9 to speak of the church
as God’s “possession.” In both cases, the immediately preceding context grounds this in redemp-

tion through the “blood” (haima) of Christ, which
is explained respectively as providing forgiveness
of sins (Eph 1:7) and as a sacrifice akin to a spotless lamb (1 Pet 1:19). Unless one comes to Acts
20:28 with the prior conviction that Luke does not
understand the death of Christ as an atonement,
there is no good reason to understand Acts 20:28
any differently from these other New Testament
texts so similar in theological context and vocabulary. The parallel with Ephesians holds particular
weight since Luke is seeking to represent Paul at
this point in his work.
Returning to Luke’s own work, it is highly significant that both Pilgrim and Ehrman take the
shorter reading of the Last Supper text (omitting
Luke 22:19b-20). This is a major point of disagreement, and the contrary position has been taken
here. If the longer text is accepted, Ehrman’s
appeal to Acts 5:28 as the “only” other text where
Luke mentions Jesus’ blood falls away. Moreover,
Luke 22:20 gains relevance for our understanding
of Acts 20:28 by the fact that it is far more interpretive in nature than the statement in Acts 5:28.
Luke 22:20 is intended to communicate the meaning of Christ’s “blood” in a salvific context. This is
not the case in Acts 5:28. 87
In regard to the meaning of Acts 20:28, it is especially noteworthy that Luke 22:19-20 interprets
Christ’s “blood” as an atonement that institutes
the new covenant. For in the new covenant God
declares that he will establish a people for himself:
“I will be their God, and they shall be my people”
(Jer 31:33).88 Therefore, we have significant indication from Luke’s Gospel of what he means when
describing the church as that which God “acquired
through his own blood.” The church is God’s new
covenant people, who have been established as such
by the atoning death of Christ.
The question remains, however, whether the
theology present in Acts 20:28 is really Lukan theology. Pilgrim’s charge that the “blood” of Christ
plays no independent role in Luke’s theology loses
much of its force when the present verse is added
to the interpretive statement on Christ’s “blood”

in Luke 22:20. One might ask how many references to a concept an author must make for it to
“play a role” in his theology?
The argument that Luke is presenting Paul’s
view and not his own again relies heavily on coming to this text having already accepted the thesis
that Luke does not understand the death of Christ
as an atonement. There is certainly no indication that Luke presents Paul with disapproval.
Indeed, the context suggests quite the opposite.
Haenchen remarks, “As the ideal missionary and
church leader Paul is the example which Luke
holds before his own present age.”89 That Luke
presents the speech with a particularly Pauline
stamp may support his credentials as a historian,
but there is no need therefore to assume he fails to
make a theological statement.90 If Luke-Acts were
approached this way generally, one would be hardpressed to discern a “Lukan” theology of any kind.
Finally, that this is a “pastoral admonition to
church leaders” should not count against its ability
to communicate theological truth. Luke’s primary
means of communicating theology is through narrative. In this regard, it is highly significant that
Luke presents Paul as grounding the elders’ solemn responsibility to oversee the church in the
theological truth that the church was obtained
with Christ’s blood. Barrett rightly calls this “the
practical and theological center of the speech.” 91 It
does not do justice to the text to find here simply
an “offhand” comment.92
Furthermore, the significance of Paul’s statement is raised even more when one considers its
location within Luke’s narrative as a whole. Paul’s
speech to the Ephesian elders is a farewell speech
that brings to a close his ministry to the churches
(Acts 20:17-38).93 Therefore we have a climactic
moment in the story, remarkably parallel to Jesus’
farewell speech in Luke’s Gospel, where Paul
reflects on his life and approaching death.94 Jesus,
in the prior speech, points to his own death as the
saving event that will establish the new community.
Paul, in his speech, points to Jesus’ death as the saving event that has established the new community.
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Conclusion
In his account of the Last Supper, Luke establishes through the words of Jesus that the death
he was to die would be on behalf of others. Jesus’
statement occurs in a theologically charged context and draws on central Old Testament themes
of salvation. When rightly understood in relation
to these backgrounds, it is apparent that Luke is
interpreting the death of Jesus as a sacrifice that
atones for the sins of God’s people and ushers in
the new eschatological covenant with God.
Far from being a minor or unimportant point
for Luke, this statement is set at a climactic place
in the narrative, and at a strategic location for
introducing the immediately following passion of
Jesus. Furthermore, Luke goes on to emphasize
the significance of Jesus’ words for his narrative
by drawing his readers’ attention back to them in
subsequent episodes.
In the Emmaus account, the breaking of bread
in Acts, and Paul’s farewell charge to the Ephesian elders, Luke reaffirms the atoning nature of
Jesus’ death and highlights its foundational importance for the establishment of God’s new covenant
people. The key locations of these texts within the
structure of Luke-Acts suggest they are meant to
inform the rest of his narrative. As a result, atonement theology is not merely presented in passing
or in a way that shows he is simply “aware” of this
interpretation of Christ’s death. Rather, these
texts create an important theme through Luke’s
work, pointing his reader to the foundational
importance of this understanding for his presentation of the cross.
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