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The Two Ways of the Lord 
in Luke and Acts
Distinguishing Two Metaphorical Uses  
of One Term
ARCO DEN HEIJER

Abstract
The expression ‘the way (of the Lord/of God)’ is often understood as a self-designation of the early 
Christians and interpreted against the background of Isaiah 40:3–5. This article argues that the 
expression is used metaphorically in Luke and Acts in two distinct ways. In the quotation from 
Isaiah 40 in Luke 3:4–5, the way denotes the way on which the Lord comes to Jerusalem. This way 
is to be distinguished from the way on which the Lord wants his disciples to walk, as a metaphor 
for what he teaches them through his apostles. The extensive usage of way-metaphors serves the 
Lukan presentation of the teaching of Jesus and his disciples as instruction in the way of life that 
has been taught by the God of Israel since ancient times. It emphasises the continuity between the 
ancient people of Israel and the Jewish and non-Jewish disciples of Jesus.

1. Introduction
One of the problems scholars face in speaking about early Christianity is how to name it.1 The 
name ‘Christians’ is relatively rarely attested in the first and second centuries and remains for 
a long time a name used only by outsiders.2 Hence the scholarly convention of speaking about 
the Jesus-movement or the Christ-movement, Christ-followers or Christ-believers, cumbersome 
compounds to describe those gathered around the memory and worship of Jesus. 

In the context of discussions about self-designations of early Christians, it is often remarked 
that they called themselves ‘the Way’.3 Sometimes, this term is interpreted as ‘movement’, and 
considered an attractive alternative to ‘Christianity’ because of the flexibility and openness that 
a movement suggests.4 The basis for speaking about early Christians as ‘the Way’ is provided in 

1 I would like to thank Rob van Houwelingen and Taylor Wilton-Morgan for their comments on content and language 
of this article. 

2 Cf. the recent overview in Van der Lans and Bremmer, ‘Tacitus’, 317–22.
3 Cf. e.g. Van der Lans and Bremmer, ‘Tacitus’, 318; Haenchen, Apostelgeschichte, 308. 
4 Especially in Pathrapankal, ‘Christianity’, 533–39.
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a few passages of Acts. Scholarship on these passages has noted parallels to the use of ‘the Way’ 
as self-designation in Qumran5 or in philosophical literature,6 and/or has connected it to Isaiah 
40:3–5 (and its interpretation in Second Temple Judaism), where the term ‘the way of the Lord’ 
appears in a passage also quoted in Luke 3:4–5.7

Through an analysis of the use of metaphorical usages of ‘the way’ in Luke and Acts, this 
article argues against two popular views: that ‘the way’ is a self-designation of the Christians as 
group, and that it is to be interpreted primarily in the light of Isaiah 40.8 

First, I will argue that the term ‘the way (of the Lord/of God)’ is used metaphorically in two 
distinct ways in the two books to Theophilus. In the quotation of Isaiah 40 in Luke 3:4–5, it is 
used to refer to the way on which the Lord comes to Jerusalem, whereas in most other passages, 
the term refers to the way on which the Lord wants his disciples to walk, as a metaphor for the 
conduct that he has taught his apostles, who pass it on to other disciples. This usage also has a 
background in the Old Testament, but not primarily in Isaiah 40. In both cases, ‘the Lord’ refers 
to the God of Israel and also to Jesus in deliberate ambiguity, as Kavin Rowe has shown.9 That 
Luke10 uses the metaphor in two different ways will be argued by exegesis of Luke 3:4–5 on the 
one hand, and key texts on ‘the way (of the Lord / of God)’ in Acts on the other hand. Second, the 
wider use of way-metaphors in Luke and Acts will be explored. The focus will be on the use of 
these metaphors, rather than on understanding the narrative as a whole as a ‘journey narrative’.11 
In the conclusion, I will address the question why Luke employs these metaphors with regard to 
the disciples of Jesus. 

My understanding of metaphor is informed by Conceptual Metaphor Theory and Bildfeld 
theory.12 Both theories do not interpret metaphors in isolation, but as part of a larger domain or 
Bildfeld. Thus, although this article concentrates on instances of ὅδος in Acts, it also includes, for 
instance, metaphorical references to ‘walking’. Moreover, in line with conceptual metaphor theory, 
it does not only look at instances where the metaphor is clearly intended as a style figure, but also 
instances where it has become part of normal Greek language. 

5 Especially 1QS 9.17, 10.21. Cf. Repo, Der ‘Weg’, with Gnilka, Review, and Hengel, Review. Cf. also Fitzmyer, Essays, 
282–83; Barrett, Acts, 1:448; Keener, Acts, 2:1626–27. 

6 See especially Urcioli, ‘Quella ὁδός’, who refers to Lucian, Hermot. 46. There, Lucian speaks about the ‘ways’ of 
philosophy in reference to the various schools of thought (αἱρέσεις). This differs from the usage in Acts which speaks 
in absolute terms about ‘the way’.

7 Cf. e.g. the interpretation of Bauckham, ‘The Early Jerusalem Church’, 76: ‘For the earliest Christian community the 
task of preparing the way […], proclaimed by John the Baptist, might well have been considered already complete. 
They were now travelling the way’ (italics original). Cf. further McCasland, ‘The Way’; Pathrapankal, ‘Christianity’; 
Olsson, ‘De som hörde till Vägen’, 270; Trebilco, Self-Designations, 254; Hengel and Schwemer, Die Urgemeinde, 
24–25, 237; Pao, Acts; Mallen, The Reading. 

8 Older literature arguing against ‘the way’ as designation of a ‘movement’ or group of people, includes especially 
Zahn, Apostelgeschichte, 321; Michaelis, ‘ὁδός’, 93; Lyonnet, ‘La voie’, 149–64. Martin Hengel endorses Repo’s term 
‘Richtungsbenennung’ (‘Term for a school of thought’) in Hengel, Review, 362. In the recent book of Anna Maria 
Schwemer, which builds on notes by Martin Hengel, ἡ ὁδός is considered a designation of both the Christians and 
their teaching, Hengel and Schwemer, Urgemeinde, 237. Similarly Völkel, ‘ὁδός’. According to Silva, ‘ὁδός’, 459, ‘both 
the community and the proclamation— which also comprises a partic. walk of life or way—are involved in the term and 
both belong together’. 

9 Cf. Rowe, Early Narrative Christology.
10 Ι follow tradition in calling the author of the Third Gospel and Acts ‘Luke’, without implying a particular view on the 

authorship of these books, except that both books ad Theophilum were written by the same author. For a different 
view, cf. Walters, The Assumed Authorial Unity.

11 On this, cf. e.g. Germiquet, ‘Luke’s Journey Narrative’. 
12 On conceptual metaphor theory, cf. e.g. Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors; Kövecses, Metaphor. On Bildfeld theory, cf. 

Weinrich, ‘Münze’; Peil, ‘Überlegungen’.
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2. The Way Metaphor in the Quotation of Isaiah in Luke 3:4–6 
The central argument for interpreting the ὁδός-metaphors in Luke and Acts in the light of Isaiah 
40:3–5 is the quotation of this text in Luke 3:4–5. How does the term ὁδός κυρίου function there?

The quotation comments on the activity of John the Baptist, who ‘went into the entire region 
around the Jordan, where he proclaimed an immersion that signals a change of mind13 in order 
to receive forgiveness of sins’ (βάπτισμα μετανοίας εἰς ἄφεσιν ἁμαρτιῶν, Luke 3:3).14 To proclaim 
(κηρύσσειν) is the act of a herald (κήρυξ), which explains the link with the quotation from Isaiah. 
John’s voice is the ‘voice of someone calling in the desert’ (Luke 3:4). The words of this voice apply 
to his practice of calling people to change their mind in repentance. This is the Lucan version:

Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make straight his paths.  
Every ravine will be filled up,
and every mountain and hill will be reduced,
and the winding roads will be made into a straight [way],
and the rough ones into smooth ways,
and all flesh will see the salvation (τό σωτήριον) of God. (Luke 3:4–6)

The passive forms in Luke 3:5 obscure the agent of this action, but since they follow the imperatives 
of verse 4, it is most natural to assume that it is the result of human action. The metaphor of 
‘preparing the way’ is taken from the image of a king who comes to his city and expects to be 
welcomed and to enter the city on well-paved roads. In poetic hyperbole, Isaiah speaks of ‘ravines’, 
‘mountains’ and ‘hills’, to indicate the huge effort required in preparing the way of the Lord. This 
‘way of the Lord’ is the way on which God will come through the desert to his people to bring 
salvation, rather than the way on which the people will travel from Babylon back to Jerusalem—
indeed, it is hardly conceivable that the exiles would have to prepare the road to their homeland in 
order to enable God to bring them back. What is in view is the reverent welcoming of God as he 
comes to his people to save them.15

Luke understands this preparation of the way as a metaphor for a change of mind (μετάνοια) 
that results in righteous conduct. To the multitudes who want to be baptised, John says: ‘Bring 
forth valuable fruits of your change of mind’ (Luke 3:8). Thus, the preparation of the way of the 
Lord consists in preparing God’s people to live righteously (Luke 1:17). This usage of the metaphor 
resembles that in the Community Rule of Qumran, where ‘preparing the way of ∙∙∙∙’ (Isaiah 
40:3) consists of ‘study of the law’.16  

13 Cf. BDAG, s.v. μετάνοια. 
14 All translations of biblical texts in this article are my own, based on the critical text of NA-28.
15 Pace Trebilco, Self-Designations, 250. Borgman, The Way, 30, glosses over the difference when he speaks of 

repentance as ‘the daily texture of preparing and going God’s Way’. Pao, Acts, 66, notes that the use of the term ‘Way’ 
‘evokes the Exodus tradition in an attempt to (re)define the people of God’, but is not clear about precisely to what 
this way refers in Isaiah 40:3–5 and in Luke 3:4–6. In contrast, Rotman, The Call, 70–75, 147–48, rightly emphasizes 
that the way in view here is the way of God who comes to his people to save them. Indeed, this is the most likely 
interpretation of Isaiah 40:3–5 itself, as argued by Lund, Way Metaphors, 87. Cf. also Barstad, A Way. Differently Lim, 
The ‘Way of the Lord’, but see Tiemeyer, Review. For a general critique of the use of ‘New Exodus’-motifs in New 
Testament scholarship, cf. Smith, ‘Uses’.

16 1 QS 8:12–15, cf. 9:19 (The scroll uses four dots to replace the tetragrammaton). Many scholars assert that ‘the way of 
the Lord’ is interpreted as ‘study of the Law’ here, e.g. Fitzmyer, Essays, 282; Hengel and Schwemer, Die Urgemeinde, 
237. However, more accurately, it is the preparation of the way (1 QS 8:12–15) or the levelling of the way (9:19) that is 
interpreted as such.
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3. The Coming of the Lord on the Way to Jerusalem
In the Gospel of Luke, the metaphor of God’s inspection or visitation (ἐπισκοπή) is taken from 
the same Bildfeld, as Brent Kinman has argued persuasively.17 God comes as a king to inspect his 
people and he will punish the inhabitants if he does not receive a proper welcome or if they will 
be found to be disobedient. Indeed, the Lucan Jesus predicts in Luke 19:44 that Jerusalem will be 
destroyed because the city has not recognised the moment of her visitation. In Jesus, the Lord 
himself has come to visit Jerusalem. Jesus came on a donkey, in accordance with the prophecy of 
Zechariah about the coming of the king of Zion,18 hailed by a multitude of disciples (Luke 19:29–
40), but he was crucified at the instigation of Jerusalem’s Jewish authorities—and for this, Peter 
indicts his audience in his Pentecost speech (see Acts 2:36). 

Thus, John had come to prepare the way for Jesus. This is evident in Luke 7:27, where Jesus 
says about John, ‘this is the one about whom it is written: “Look, I send my messenger ahead of 
you, who will prepare your way before you.”’ The ‘I’ is God, the ‘messenger’ is John, the ‘you’ is 
Jesus. Also Paul, looking back at Jesus’ ministry, speaks in Pisidian Antioch explicitly of Jesus’ 
(royal) entry when he looks back on John’s proclamation: ‘From his seed [i.e. of David], according 
to the promise, God raised a saviour (σωτῆρα) for Israel, Jesus, after John had gone as herald in 
front of him at his entry (προκηρύξαντος Ἰωάννου πρὸ προσώπου τῆς εἰσόδου αὐτοῦ), proclaiming 
an immersion as signal of a change of mind for the whole people of Israel’ (Acts 13:23–24).

To conclude: the way of the Lord referred to in the quotation of Isaiah 40:3–5 in Luke 3:4–6 is 
the way on which the Lord comes to his people as king to save them, and the preparation of this 
way is a metaphor for the change of mind and conduct to which John the Baptist exhorted his 
audience. Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem in the so-called Lukan travel narrative (Luke 9:51–19:44) can 
be understood as the way of the Lord prepared by John. However, this ‘way of the Lord’ should be 
distinguished from the other usage of the expression ‘the way of the Lord’, to which we now turn.

4. Observations on ‘the Way’ as Metaphor in Acts 
In Acts, the expression ‘the way of the Lord’ refers not to the way on which the Lord comes to 
his people, but to the way on which the Lord directs his disciples to walk, as a metaphor for their 
conduct, as will be argued below. The relevant passages in Acts are well-known: in Acts 9:2, ‘those 
who are of the way’ refers  to the ‘disciples of the Lord’ (9:1) whom Saul sought to take captive 
in the synagogues of Damascus. In Acts 18:25–26, Apollos is described as ‘informed/instructed 
concerning the way of the Lord’, but since he knew only the baptism of John, Priscilla and Aquila 
explained ‘the way of God’ more accurately to him. The manuscripts show a lot of variation here, 
alternating between ‘way’ and ‘word’ and ‘the Lord’ and ‘God’. In Acts 19:9, some Jews in Ephesus 
who refuse to be persuaded by Paul about the things concerning the kingdom of God, ‘spoke badly 
about the way before the multitude’. Shortly afterwards, ‘no small tumult arose about the way’ 
(Acts 19:23), the occasion being Paul’s teaching that gods made by hands are no gods (19:26). In 
Acts 22:4, Paul looks back at his persecution of the disciples and says that he ‘persecuted this way 
unto death’. Finally, in Acts 24:14, Paul claims in his defence speech before Felix (‘who knew the 
things about the way quite accurately’, 24:22) that he serves the God of his ancestors according to 
‘the way which they call a αἵρεσις’. What is meant by this way?

17 Kinman, Jesus’ Entry.
18 Zech 9:9, an allusion made explicit in the Matthean version, Matt 21:5.
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Acts 18:25–26 provides a good starting point. Here, ‘the way of the Lord/of God’ occurs 
explicitly as an object of instruction. It denotes that which the ‘disciples of the Lord’ (Acts 9:1) 
learn and teach. Thus, it is in a paradigmatic relation with a number of other terms that function 
as object of the apostolic teaching activity, most prominently ‘the word of God/the Lord’ and ‘the 
teaching (διδαχή) of the Lord’. These parallel constructs suggest that ‘the way of the Lord/of God’ in 
these passages denotes ‘the way taught by the Lord’19 rather than ‘the way on which the Lord comes 
as saviour and king’. The metaphor in view here is a different one from the metaphor in Luke 3:1. 
Here, the image is that the Lord teaches his disciples a way on which to walk, and ‘walking the way 
of God’ is a metaphor for having the right views on Jesus (based on Scripture) and on the Spirit, 
and for living accordingly. After the supplementary instruction by Priscilla and Aquila (about 
baptism), Apollos is able to demonstrate through the Scriptures that Jesus is the Anointed one: the 
way of the Lord which they teach is based on the Scriptures of Israel (Acts 18:28).

Acts 19:9 and 23 and 24:14 confirm this interpretation and further clarify the content of this 
teaching. In Acts 19:9 it relates to ‘the things about the kingdom’ concerning which Paul speaks 
in the synagogue. In Acts 19:23 the tumult regarding the way relates to Paul’s teaching to the 
Gentiles: that ‘gods made by hands are no gods’, an argument presented more extensively and 
eloquently in Paul’s speech at the Athenian Areopagus (see especially Acts 17:29). And when Paul 
states before Felix that he serves God according to ‘the way which they call a αἵρεσις’ (Acts 24:14), 
his defence is that this involves nothing else than ‘believing all things which are according to the 
Law and written in the prophets’ and ‘having a hope on God which they themselves also expect, 
that there will be a resurrection of righteous and wicked’ (Acts 24:14–15). As a result, Paul trains 
to keep his conscience free from stumbling (Acts 24:16). Thus, the ‘way’ taught by Priscilla and 
Aquila, Paul, and others, comprises both belief and conduct. 

Further insight in the meaning of ‘the way of the Lord’ is given through the comparison with 
a αἵρεσις in Acts 24:14. Paul is said to be a leading figure (πρωτοστάτην) of the αἵρεσις of the 
Ναζωραίοι, the disciples of Jesus of Nazareth (Acts 24:5). This outsider designation of the disciples 
aligns them with the αἵρεσις of the Pharisees and that of the Sadducees. David Runia has argued 
that αἵρεσις refers to a ‘school of thought’, rather than a ‘sect’ or ‘heresy’, in Greek philosophical 
texts as well as in Philo and Josephus.20 In Acts 5:17 he finds the first use of αἵρεσις for a group 
(‘all those with the high priest’ are described as ‘this being the αἵρεσις of the Sadducees’).21 
This meaning may also be in view in Acts 24:5, but still, this group is defined by its thought, its 
teaching. In Acts 28:22, the Jews in Rome express their desire to ‘hear what your thoughts are 
(ἀκοῦσαι ἃ φρονεῖς), because it is known to us that this αἵρεσις is spoken against everywhere’. 
The rumours about the controversies concerning the αἵρεσις which Paul adheres to contrast with 
the lack of anything bad they have heard about Paul’s person (Acts 28:21). Hence, they want to 
question him about his viewpoints. The αἵρεσις denotes a set of convictions about Jesus and the 
kingdom of God, based on interpretation of the Law of Moses and the Prophets (Acts 28:23): the 
convictions which the disciples, also known as the Christians (Acts 11:26), believe and according 
to which they live. In the mouth of the Roman Jews, the pronoun in ‘this αἵρεσις’ has a pejorative 
function, but the term αἵρεσις as such is not pejorative. Like the Greek philosophical αἵρεσεις, the 

19 Cf. Martin Hengel: ‘Die Christen lebten nach dem von Jesus gebotenen ’ (‘The Christians lived according to the 
way commanded by Jesus’). Hengel, Review, 363.

20 Cf. especially Josephus, B.J. 2.118–119, where αἵρεσις is used alongside the remark that ‘philosophy is practiced among 
the Judeans in three forms’ (Τρία γὰρ παρὰ Ἰουδαίοις εἴδη φιλοσοφεῖται). See also Saldarini, Pharisees, 123–27. Saldarini 
defines αἵρεσις as ‘a coherent and principled choice of a way of life, that is, of a particular school of thought’ (p. 123). 

21 Runia, ‘Philo of Alexandria’. See also Cadbury, ‘Names’, 390.



J O U R N A L  O F  G O S P E L S  A N D  A C T S  R E S E A R C H  V O L .  5  1 1 3

T H E  T W O  W A Y S  O F  T H E  L O R D  I N  L U K E  A N D  A C T S

Jewish αἵρεσεις constitute—at least from the perspective of Jews like Josephus, whose cultural 
milieu the author of Acts seems to share to a large extent22—various schools of thought from 
which people choose one by which to study and live.23 Ancient philosophy constitutes a ‘way of 
life’,24 and so do the Jewish philosophies. If the ‘way of the Lord’ is similar to a αἵρεσις, it refers 
primarily to a body of teaching, not to a group. 

However, if the term αἵρεσις as such is not pejorative, this raises the question why does Paul 
himself not adopt the term αἵρεσις, speaking instead of ‘the way which they call a αἵρεσις’ (24:14)? 
The answer must be sought in his insistence on serving the God of the ancestors according to 
the Scriptures. Unlike the αἵρεσεις of Pharisees, Essenes and Sadducees, which had become 
established and respectable schools of thought by the first century c.e., the αἵρεσις of the 
Nazarenes was a new one, named after Jesus of Nazareth, crucified under Pontius Pilate along 
with two criminals (κακοῦργοι, Luke 23:32). The writings of Josephus illustrate the reputation of 
such a novel αἵρεσις, a ‘fourth philosophy’, among the Roman élite. Indeed, Tacitus, Pliny, and 
Suetonius express their contempt about the Christiani as adherents of a novel and pernicious 
superstitio.25 Hence, Luke’s Paul neither affirms being a ‘leading figure of the school of thought 
of the Nazarenes’ (Acts 24:5) nor affirms that he tries to persuade king Agrippa in order to make 
him a Christian (Acts 26:28). Rather, he expresses his wish that Agrippa be like him: someone who 
serves God according to the Law and the Prophets. The ‘way’ to which the disciples adhere is not a 
new school of thought established by Jesus of Nazareth, it is the way that has been taught in Israel 
from ancient times onwards, the mos maiorum (‘traditional custom’) of Israel.26

What is the background of this usage of ‘the way of the Lord’ as ‘the way which the Lord 
teaches his disciples to walk’, as metaphor for human belief and conduct that closely parallels the 
expression ‘the word of the Lord’? The metaphor of the way, road, or path that the Lord teaches 
people to go is widely attested in the Old Testament, especially in the Psalms and the Prophets—
but not in Isaiah 40:3–5.27 It resembles the motif of the Two Ways, widespread in Jewish and early 
Christian literature.28 However, it differs slightly from this motif in that ‘the way’ is contrasted to 
‘deviating from the way’ in Acts (as well as in some passages in Qumran literature)29 rather than 
‘the right way’ being contrasted to ‘the wrong way’.

Can the interpretation of ‘the way of the Lord’ as a body of teaching be applied to all references 
to ‘the way’ in Acts? It faces a challenge in explaining Acts 22:4, where Paul claims to have 
persecuted ‘this way’ unto death. Here, indeed, ‘this way’ refers to the men and women whom 
Paul chained and handed over into prisons (Acts 22:4b). Although the pronoun ‘this’ does not have 
a clear antecedent in the text, it is clear from the surrounding narrative that Paul is referring to 
the way of which he is considered to be a leader, whom Jews from Asia Minor accused of teaching 
against the nation, the law, and the temple (Acts 21:28). In his defence, Paul begins to emphasise 
his meticulous instruction in the ancestral law under Gamaliel and his zeal for God. Driven by this 
zeal, he persecuted ‘this way’ until Jesus appeared to him and appointed him as witness for all men. 
Here, ‘this way’ functions as shorthand for ‘those who are of the way’ (Acts 9:2), the ‘disciples of the 

22 Cf. Böttrich, ‘Das lukanische Doppelwerk’.
23 The primary meaning of αἀρεσις is ‘choice’, and hence also ‘object of choice’.
24 Hadot, Qu’est-ce que la philosophie antique?
25 Cf. Barclay, ‘Jews’.
26 Cf. Backhaus, ‘Mose’.
27 E.g. Ps 24:8 LXX, Mic 4:2; Isa 2:3; 59:8; Jer 5:4–5; 39:39 LXX (=32:39 MT).
28 Johnson, The Acts, 162.
29 E.g. 1QS 10.21.
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Lord’ (Acts 9:1). Indeed, it is the close paradigmatic relationship with the phrase ‘the word of the 
Lord’ that provides the best explanation for this metonymic usage of the term ‘the way of the Lord’. 
Just like the expression ‘the way’ occurs both independently and followed by a genitive of κύριος or 
θέος, we find occurrences of ‘the word’, ‘the word of the Lord’, and ‘the word of God’.30 And, notably, 
the term ‘the word’ also functions as a metonym for those who believe the word, in the recurrent 
statements concerning the ‘growth of the word’. In 6:7, the growth of the word and the increase 
of the number of disciples are juxtaposed, whereas in 12:24, the word is said to have ‘grown and 
increased’: the growth and increase can only refer to the number of those who believe the word.31 

To conclude: the term ‘the way (of the Lord/of God)’ in these texts from Acts denotes the way 
on which the Lord, or God, teaches his disciples to go, as a metaphor for how they interpret the 
Scriptures, acknowledge Jesus as the Anointed One, and serve God by living righteously. While 
‘those of the way’ can be considered a self-designation of the early Christians, and although Paul 
is once said to have used the term metonymically to express how he sought to eradicate the way 
by persecuting its adherents, it is inaccurate to claim that Acts depicts the disciples as calling 
themselves the Way. Moreover, ‘the way of the Lord’ in these passages has a different referent than 
the ‘way of the Lord’ in Isaiah 40 and Luke 3.

5. Wider Usages of Way-Metaphors in Luke and Acts
Having arrived at this point, we can search Luke and Acts for wider usages of the two ‘way of the 
Lord’-metaphors. 

5.1 Ways of the Lord in the Song of Zechariah (Luke 1:68–79)
In the Song of Zechariah, we encounter both metaphorical usages of ὁδός—as the way on which 
the Lord comes and as way on which the Lord directs his disciples to walk—in close proximity.32 
Zechariah engages in prophecy (ἐπροφήτευσεν) as he praises God for having raised up a horn 
of salvation in the house of David, in remembrance of his covenant with the patriarchs (Luke 
1:67–73). This is a prophecy concerning Jesus, the saviour from the seed of David (cf. Acts 13:23). 
Then, Zechariah addresses his child, John, who will ‘go before the Lord to prepare his ways’, a 
preparation that consists in ‘giving knowledge of salvation to his people’. Indeed, ‘the sunrise will 
visit us from on high (ἐπισκέψεται ἡμᾶς ἀνατολὴ ἐξ ὕψους) to appear to those sitting in darkness 
and shadow of death, to direct our feet on the way of peace’ (Luke 1:78–79). Thus, the Lord comes 
to his people on ‘his ways’, which need to be prepared, in order to bring salvation and to direct 
their feet on ‘the way of peace’: once he has come, he will show them the way and enable them to 
‘serve him (λατρεύειν αὐτῷ) in holiness and righteousness all the days of their lives’. The link of 
the ‘way of peace’ with ‘serving God’ recurs in Paul’s words in Acts 24:14, discussed above.

Zechariah and Elizabeth themselves already walk on this way. This is suggested by the use 
of the verb πορεύω when they are introduced immediately after the Prologue (Luke 1:1–4) as 
righteous before God, ‘walking (πορευόμενοι) in all commandments and regulations of the Lord, 
blamelessly’ (Luke 1:6). The narrative about the old barren couple evokes the narratives about 

30 Absolute: Acts 4:4; 11:19; ‘the word of God’: 6:7; 12:24; 17:13; ‘the word of the Lord’: 13:49; 19:20; ‘the word of salvation’: 
13:26. 

31 Acts 6:7; 12:24; 19:20.
32 They also appear in close proximity in 1QS 9:18–21.
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Israel’s patriarchs, especially Abraham and Sarah, although it is this now the man, rather than the 
woman, who is unable to trust God’s promise, and the woman who acts in obedience by calling her 
son John rather than Zechariah. They walk the way of the Lord on which God has directed Israel 
through his commandments. Their son is to bring the people back on this way in preparation of 
the Lord, and the teaching of Jesus and his apostles intends to direct people on this same way, the 
way of righteousness.

5.2 Philip Showing the Way to the Eunuch (Acts 8:26–40)
The narrative about Philip and the eunuch from Ethiopia interweaves the actual journey of 
the eunuch masterfully with his progress in understanding Scripture.33 An angel of the Lord 
commands Philip to go to the ‘way’ (ὁδόν) from Jerusalem to Gaza (Acts 8:26), where he 
encounters the eunuch reading Isaiah on his return journey from Jerusalem. He asks whether 
he understands what he reads, and the eunuch replies: ‘How could I, if no one shows me the 
way (ὁδηγήσει με)’ (Acts 8:31). In response, Philip brings the good message about Jesus from this 
Scripture (Acts 8:35). As they go along the way (κατὰ τὴν ὁδόν), they encounter water for baptism. 
After his baptism, the eunuch goes his way (τὴν ὁδὸν αὐτοῦ) rejoicing. The literal way from 
Jerusalem to Gaza is thus connected to a metaphorical way—a way of interpreting Scripture. What 
Priscilla and Aquila will do for Apollos, who is already powerful in Scripture and informed about 
the way of the Lord, but needs a more accurate exposition of the way of God, is done by Philip for 
the eunuch, showing him the way by proclaiming Jesus from Isaiah. 

Indeed, the interweaving of the actual journey with instruction in the metaphorical ‘way of the 
Lord’ is what we encounter in the narrative about Saul’s journey to Damascus as well. Jesus meets 
him ‘on the way on which he was going’ (Acts 9:17) and after his vision of Jesus, he is found ‘on 
the path called the right one’ (Acts 9:11). Many ancient cities have a ‘Straight Way’, but Luke hardly 
mentions the street name here to inform his readers about Saul’s exact location in Damascus.34 Saul 
is back on track, ready to be baptised, and will from now on live in obedience to God (cf. Acts 26:19). 

5.3 Bar-Jesus Makes the Straight Ways of the Lord Crooked 
(Acts 13:4–12)
‘The ways of the Lord are straight’, concludes the book of Hosea, ‘the righteous will walk in them, 
but the wicked will stumble on them’.35 In Paphos on Cyprus, Paul unmasks Bar-Jesus as an 
‘enemy of all righteousness’, who bends ‘the straight ways of the Lord’ (διαστρέφων τὰς ὁδοὺς [τοῦ] 
κυρίου τὰς εὐθείας, Acts 13:10). Paul reproaches him for this after his attempt to ‘turn the governor 
away from the faith’, where the same verb is used (διαστρέψαι τὸν ἀνθύπατον ἀπὸ τῆς πίστεως, Acts 
13:8). The implication is that Paul, who is speaking the ‘word of God’ (13:9), is teaching the straight 
ways of the Lord, on which to walk means to believe and live righteously. Again, the usage of the 
metaphor is very much in line with what we encountered in other passages. It has its background 
in the Old Testament, but not in Isaiah 40:3–5.36

33 On this passage, cf. the insightful discussion in Baban, On the Road, 207–71, who highlights Hellenistic models for 
these ‘on the road encounters’, as a dramatic literary depiction of moments of revelation and recognition.

34 Cf. Keener, Acts, 3:1652–53.
35 Hos 14:10 LXX: εὐθεῖαι αἱ ὁδοὶ τοῦ κυρίου, καὶ δίκαιοι πορεύσονται ἐν αὐταῖς, οἱ δὲ ἀσεβεῖς ἀσθενήσουσιν ἐν αὐταῖς. 
36 According to Pao, Acts, 68, Acts 13:10 contains an allusion to Isa 40:3, but Hos 14:10 resembles the wording of Acts 

13:10 more closely and, moreover, understands the ways of the Lord as ways on which the righteous walk, rather than 
ways that need to be prepared for the Lord to come.
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5.4 Announcing a Way of Salvation (Acts 16:17)
We encounter another use of the way-metaphor in Acts 16:17, where a slave follows Paul and his 
companions, shouting ‘these men are servants of the Most High God, who announce to you a way 
of salvation’. Her words stand in marked contrast to those of her masters, who bring Paul and Silas 
before the duumviri (στρατηγοί)37 and say: ‘these men are agitating our city, being Jews, and they 
announce customs which it is not permitted for us to admit or practice, since we are Romans’ 
(Acts 16:20–21). The verbal agreement between these two sentences suggests a parallel between 
‘way of salvation’ (ὁδὸν σωτηρίας) and ‘customs’ (ἔθη).38 Although the expression ‘way of salvation’ 
is in itself not remarkable, a dead metaphor that indicates a ‘manner of being saved’, as part of a 
narrative where way-metaphors are so pervasive, it encourages further reflection. 

The narrative addresses the ancient view that each people has its own customs and traditions 
according to which it should live. Jews live by Jewish ἔθη, Romans by Roman ones. In the narrative 
of Acts, Jews repeatedly show concern that Jesus and Paul change or abandon the Jewish ἔθη.39 
Paul is charged particularly with ‘teaching all Jews among the nations not to circumcise their 
children and not to walk (περιπατεῖν) according to the customs’ (Acts 21:21). In those contexts, 
Paul insists on being a Jew who says nothing else than what Moses and the Prophets say (Acts 
26:22). Here in Philippi, where Paul is charged with challenging Roman customs, he insists on 
being a Roman and effectively accuses the governors of acting contrary to Roman customs by 
punishing them without a proper hearing (Acts 16:37–38). 

The motif of ἔθη can be traced through the narrative of Acts, culminating in Acts 25–26, where 
Festus takes pride in acting according to Roman custom (Acts 25:16), Agrippa is introduced as 
familiar with the customs and disagreements of the Jews (Acts 26:3), and both conclude that Paul 
is innocent (Acts 26:31–32). The narrative of Acts refutes both the accusation that the teaching of 
the apostles is incompatible with Roman customs and that it threatens Jewish customs. The way 
of the Lord, which is also a ‘way of salvation’ emerges as a way viable both for Romans and for 
Jews, a claim embodied in the dual identity of Paul as Jew and Roman. The term ‘way of salvation’, 
used in Acts 16:17, parallels the expression ‘word of salvation’ that is used in Acts 13:26. It refers to 
the salvation through Jesus that has been sent both to Jews (13:26) and to Gentiles (28:28). 

5. Why is Luke so Fond of These Metaphors?
We have found in Luke and Acts extensive usage of way-metaphors. On the one hand, this is not 
surprising, since making a journey is in general one of the most common metaphorical domains 
that humans use to express more abstract concepts.40 Still, the specific ways in which the author 
of Luke and Acts uses the metaphor, interweaving narratives about physical roads and ways 
and about going along the metaphorical way of the Lord, suggests a very conscious use of these 
metaphors. What purpose does this serve? Below, I will focus on the function of Luke’s second 
way-metaphor, that of the ‘way of the Lord’ as metaphor for the belief and conduct taught to the 
disciples. 

37 Cf. Brélaz, ‘Outside the City Gate’, 126; Mason, Greek Terms, 161–62. 
38 Acts 16:17 and 16:20–21 share the words οὗτοι οἱ ἄνθρωποι […] καταγγέλλουσιν.
39 Acts 6:14; 15:1; 21:21; cf. 28:17.
40 Cf. Kövecses, Metaphor, 34–35, who lists ‘life is a journey’ among the ‘highly conventionalized’ conceptual and 

linguistic metaphors. 
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Birger Olsson has observed that the absolute and unexplained usage of the term ἡ ὁδός 
suggests that it was familiar to the intended audience of Acts and functions as language used 
among insiders.41 Indeed, in a sense, ‘the way’ is understood as ‘our way’, just like ‘the brothers’ 
are ‘our brothers’ and ‘the assemblies’ are ‘our assemblies’. However, it is ‘our way’ in the sense 
of ‘the way we adhere to, the way we walk’, which is the way taught by God. While this may thus 
have been a more widespread term among early Christians, this is not born out by evidence.42 
The closest parallel is found in the Qumran writings, which can be taken to indicate the extent to 
which Luke and Acts are Jewish literature.43 However, we may still ask which reasons the author of 
Acts had to employ this designation so frequently and creatively. To understand these reasons, it 
is crucial to see, on the one hand, the connection with the interpretation of the Scriptures, and on 
the other hand, the relationship with the outsider designation αἵρεσις τῶν Ναζωραίων (‘school of 
thought of the Nazarenes’). 

According to many recent exegetes of Acts, the book was written to provide its readers a 
narrative account of their identity, through the story about the early days of the church and about 
the ministry of Paul.44 It is a story that, among other things, explains the origin of the name 
Χριστιανοί in Antioch (Acts 11:26), but it also makes clear that this was not how the disciples 
were originally called, nor a name of which Paul was particularly fond (cf. Acts 26:28–29). This is 
relevant at a time when the term Christiani has a negative connotation among Roman authors and 
a Roman governor like Pliny the Younger displays his piety and loyalty by highlighting his efforts 
to eradicate this superstition.45 Luke emphasises the ancient roots of this movement by writing its 
history as a part and continuation of the history of Israel (cf. especially the speeches of Stephen 
in Acts 7:2–53 and of Paul in Acts 13:16–41). Christians are not adherents of a new superstitio, 
but groups of people who live in piety and virtue as they serve the God of Israel according to the 
ancient Jewish Scriptures. 

The term ‘the way’ is useful in bringing this message across, by emphasizing that this teaching 
is grounded in thorough knowledge of the Law and the Prophets. However, it goes beyond a mere 
claim of antiquity. It is not just an ancient way according to which Paul serves God, it is the way 
of God. The centre of Paul’s defence in Acts 22–26 is that he, just like Socrates, has acted out 
of obedience to a heavenly vision (Acts 26:19). In this respect, Paul is an identity figure for the 
(Christian) readers of Acts: they are people who follow the way of God, and to fight against them 
is to fight against God (Acts 5:39; 26:14)—and the fate of God-fighters is well-known in the ancient 
world.46 This provides assurance both in the context of the experience of persecution by Romans 
and in the context of conflicts and conversations with those Jews with whom they have their 
disagreements (ζητήματα).47 

41 E.g. Olsson, ‘De som hörde till Vägen’, 271.
42 A close parallel is found in 2 Peter 2:2,15,21, where ‘the way of the truth’, ‘the straight way’, and ‘the way of the 

righteousness’ are used. The metaphor of walking on the way (or leaving it to wander on wrong ways) is in view 
here, used in verse 21 in parallel to ‘the holy commandment handed over to them’ (τῆς παραδοθείσης αὐτοῖς ἁγίας 
ἐντολῆς). However, the absolute use of ‘the way’ is unique for Luke among early Christian literature, cf. Urcioli, ‘ὁδός’, 
130. Eusebius, H.E. 5.1.48, could well be dependent on the usage in Acts.

43 Böttrich, ‘Das lukanische Doppelwerk’; Oliver, Torah Praxis.
44 Schröter, ‘Kirche’; Backhaus, ‘Lukas’; Wolter, ‘Das lukanische Doppelwerk’, 261–89; Butticaz, L’identité; Marguerat, 

‘The Image’, 22–47; Baker, ‘Peter’.
45 Τhe statements of Pliny the Younger, Ep. 10.96, regarding his urge to persecute all Christians should be taken with a 

grain of salt. They are an effective display of piety, just like Trajan’s reply is a conscious display of clementia, but the 
reality may well be that groups of Christians who did not create trouble were left undisturbed. 

46 Cf. Moles, ‘Jesus’; van Houwelingen, ‘A Godfighter’, 83–100; Kochenash, ‘Better Call Paul “Saul”’.
47 Cf. further my dissertation: den Heijer, Portraits. 
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Thus, it is not its openness that makes the term ‘the way’ attractive to Luke. Rather, it is the 
bold assertion of divine legitimation and ancient Scriptural authority that goes with the term that 
explains his extensive use of this metaphor in Acts. Early Christians did not call themselves ‘the 
Way’, they walked it, serving the God of Israel as the Lord had taught them. And they could do 
so only because the Lord had come to them on his way, a way prepared by John the Baptist, as he 
came to inspect his city. The narrative of Luke and Acts is better understood if these two ‘ways of 
the Lord’ are clearly distinguished.
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