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Feast  of  Purif icat ion 
A  N e w  R e a d i n g  f o r  α ἱ  ἡµ έ ρα ι  τ ο ῦ  κα θα ρ ι σµ ο ῦ  αὐτῶν  

i n  L u k e  2 : 2 2 ?  

Biju Thekkekkara 

Introduction 

The recent research on the Lukan infancy narrative indicates that it closely 
resembles the features of the biblical and other Jewish literature rather than 
Greco-Roman biographical writings of the antiquity1. The first two chapters of 
Luke’s Gospel present a number of Jewish men and women who could very well 
be designated as the personification of an authentic and expectant Israel through 
their exemplary devotion to Yahweh and his Law. The presentation of Jesus in 
the temple found in the Lukan infancy narrative is unique to the Gospel of Luke. 
Over the centuries, it has captured the attention of artists, poets, theologians etc., 
because of the significance of the event. It is an important passage from the 
structural perspective because the Lukan infancy narrative is often seen as the 
overture to Luke-Acts2. 

This article takes up the phrase “when their days of Purification were 
fulfiled or came” found in Luke 2:22 for a detailed study from a linguistic point 
of view inspired by canonical intertextuality. The following scene in the temple 

 
1 García Serrano (Presentation, 87-138) surveys the infancy narrative of heroic 

figures that are well known in the ancient literature both in Greco-Roman and Jewish 
literature in order to establish the literary form of Luke 1:5–2:52. The Jewish literature 
includes both the OT and other ancient Jewish writers who have commented on the biblical 
figures. He observes that like the Greco-Roman writers, the Jewish writers too have infancy 
narrative, which include announcements before the hero’s birth, descriptions of how a hero 
is born, genealogy, initial formative years, and physical appearance. The Jewish writers’ 
characterization of the child through the contents of the signs is much more concrete than the 
Greco-Roman routine generalizations. Hence, for him, the Lukan infancy narrative is closer 
to the style of Jewish writers. 

2 FITZMYER, Luke the Theologian, 29-30; BOVON, Luke the Theologian, 16; GARCÍA 
SERRANO, Presentation, 70-71. 
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neither describes the purification of the mother nor the redemption of the son in 
any explicit manner. It rather has the Lukan theological theme of the presentation 
of Jesus3. Hence the article proposes a new reading to the phrase. 

1  The Biblical Background of the Presentation of Jesus 

The presentation narrative presents the parents of Jesus as devout Jews 
who are faithful to the Torah, temple, and its rituals. Their faithfulness becomes 
most apparent in Luke’s description of their presentation of Jesus in the temple 
(Luke 2:22-39) as well as in their annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem for Passover 
(Luke 2:41). In a similar way, Simeon was righteous and devout, δίκαιος καὶ 
εὐλαβής (Luke 2:25). The adjective δίκαιος relates Simeon to his obedience to the 
Law. The term εὐλαβής is interpreted as a Lukan expression which means a pious 
devotion to God’s Law4. Along with their devotion to the Law, all these devout 
Jews who were expecting a transformation in the fortunes of their people also 
realized that the salvation of Israel, which Yahweh promised long before had 
already begun5. The eschatological hopes of Israel are very much woven into 
these narratives. Simeon was awaiting the consolation of Israel and Anna is 
portrayed against the background of the hope for the redemption of Jerusalem 
(Luke 2:25, 38). These references situate the beginning of Jesus’ life in the 
context of the community’s hopes for messianic redemption. The fulfilment of 
the Law in Jerusalem remains the frame of Luke 2:22-39. Luke uses vv. 22-24 to 
portray Jerusalem as the destination required by the law. 

2  Different Interpretations of αἱ ἡµέραι τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν 
in the Past 

The introductory vv. 22-24 highlight the presentation of Jesus to the Lord 
and the reference to purification plays as the background to it. These verses, thus, 
introduce the major setting of the first entrance of Jesus to Jerusalem temple 
along with his parents. This section could be arranged in a chiastic structure in 

 
3 GARCÍA SERRANO, Presentation, 147. 
4 ESLER, Community, 112. 
5 Rossé (Luca, 44, 48) observes that the presence of the angel Gabriel in the very 

beginning of the infancy narrative in Luke signals eschatological restoration times; ESLER, 
Community, 112-113. 
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which the reference to the purification in v. 22a and the reference to the sacrifice 
in v. 24 frame the presentation of the first born to the Lord6. In this structural 
arrangement, the presentation of the first-born is at the center. This shows that 
the presentation of Jesus, the first-born to the Lord is the central objective of the 
narrative (cf. Luke 2:27.39)7. 

Luke begins the narration with a temporal clause ὅτε ἐπλήσθησαν αἱ ἡµέραι 
τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν κατὰ τὸν νόµον Μωϋσέως. Authors from the earlier periods 
had difficulty in understanding καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν8. According to Lev 12:8, only 
the mother was required to undergo the rite of purification. However, there is no 
Greek manuscript which has the genitive feminine pronoun and thus referring to 
Mary9. It is also interesting to note that Luke uses here καθαρισµός and does not 
use the technical term κάθαρσις as found in Leviticus 12:4-6. Brown considers 
the Lukan use of αὐτῶν as a misunderstanding of “a tradition which had come 
down to him or that he has created a setting from an inaccurate reading of OT 
laws10. Thiessen tried to interpret the use of αὐτῶν applying to mother and child 
arguing that Leviticus 12 implicitly attributes impurity to the newborn child. 
Basing his arguments on Jubilees 3:8-13 and 4Q265, both of which deals with 
the creation of Adam and Eve, he argues that the newborn child too suffered the 
same manner of impurity as the new mother. So for him, contrary to Brown, Luke 
here demonstrates familiarity with contemporary Jewish purity beliefs and 
practices11. However, Baumgarten observes that the biblical law found in 
Leviticus concerning the impurity does not explicitly indicate that purification 
period for the mother is also extended to the child. In his opinion, “4Q265, a 
Hasmonean manuscript of CD which quotes the biblical law concerning the 
parturient almost verbatim, but also preserves a fragmentary reference to a nurse, 
who is apparently required to nurse the infant during the mother’s impurity”12. 

 
6 TALBERT, Reading Luke, 26. 
7 NOLLAND, Luke, 118; PARSONS, Luke, 55-56; MAYNET, Luca, 102; BAUCKHAM, 

Luke’s Infancy Narrative, 139. 
8 VALENTINI, «καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν», 170-173, gives a short survey of the problem. 

See also GARCÍA SERRANO, Presentation, 155-158.  
9 The complex state of this issue is also taken up in detail in MUÑOZ SIMÓN, El 

Mesías, 58-64. 
10 BROWN, The Birth of the Messiah, 448, 682-684; see the discussion about the 

textual difficulties in MARSHALL, Luke, 116; see also the scholarly attempt to explain it as a 
case of zeugma in GARCÍA SERRANO, Presentation, 158. 

11 THIESSEN, Luke, 16-29. 
12 BAUMGARTEN, Purification, 5-6. 
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According to him, such a provision suggests that infant did not share the mother’s 
impurity. In the history of Lukan scholarship, there were also many scholars who 
thought that Mary’s association with the purification rites regarding the impurity 
of the mother could be seen as an argument against the theological positon that 
considers Mary as a “virgin” after Jesus’s birth13. 

There is no text critical basis to change αὐτῶν which is found in all major 
witnesses of the text. This article does not approach the text with the prejudice 
that Luke was ignorant of Jewish laws, but rather attempts to understand the 
phrase as it is found in the text. The pronoun αὐτῶν grammatically can be taken 
as referring to the parents. However, it is interesting to note that though the 
parents are implied in the narrative, the subject “parents” is found only later in 
the narrative in v. 27. The previous v. 21, which speaks about the circumcision, 
is purely a passive construction. Lukan use of αὐτῶν in Luke 4:15 refers to Jews 
without any preceding noun. It is all the more likely that αὐτῶν in v. 22 refers to 
Jews because of the representative and allusive Lukan use of the characters to 
represent expectant Israel in the infancy narrative. The Jewish expectation 
manifested in the characterization of Simeon and Anna is the background of the 
whole narrative setting of the presentation of Jesus. Mary, the mother of Jesus 
who is depicted as the daughter of Zion in the infancy narratives and especially 
in the presentation narrative could collectively represent Israel14. According to 
Edersheim, since neither Jesus nor Joseph needed purification, αὐτῶν can only 
refer to the Jew’s purification15. So it is legitimate to consider αὐτῶν as referring 
to the Jews. Zorell argues that αὐτῶν depends on the whole expression αἱ ἡµέραι 
τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ and not merely on καθαρισµός16. Hence, this phrase could be 
translated as “at the end of their days of purification according to the law…”17. 

 
13 PLUMMER, Luke, 1896; BROWN, The Birth of the Messiah, 436; FITZMYER, Luke, 

421. 
14 LAURENTIN, Structure, 90; MUÑOZ SIMÓN, El Mesías, 404. 
15 EDERSHEIM, Life and Times, 195; see also LAURENTIN, I vangeli dell’infanzia, 

102-110; 271-274; MUÑOZ SIMÓN, El Mesías, 60-64; NOLLAND, Luke, 117. Grammatically, 
the third person pronoun must be in agreement with the subject; see FITZMYER, Luke, 424. 
Even in that case, Joseph and Mary presented as a law-abiding Jews could evoke the same 
idea of Jew’s purification. 

16 ZORELL, Lexicon, col. 632. 
17 TORREY, The Four Gospels, 118. 
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3  A New Reading of αἱ ἡµέραι τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν 

It is evident from what we have seen above that καθαρισµός need not be 
taken as referring to the purification of the mother. The narration of the 
presentation is totally centered on Jesus and the text is understood and interpreted 
in the past as the purification of Mary primarily based on the sacrifice mentioned 
in v. 2418. If the citation regarding the sacrifice spoken of in the Law of the Lord 
can be understood differently, then there is added reason to think that Luke 
intends something other than the purification of Mary in this passage. The 
following analysis takes up various scriptural backgrounds to understand the 
setting in vv. 22-24 better. 

3.1  An Alternative Reading for the Sacrificial Offering Found 
in V. 24 

Scholars usually analyse the OT citation in v. 24 ζεῦγος τρυγόνων ἢ δύο 
νοσσοὺς περιστερῶν as referring to the sacrifice related to the purification rites of 
the mother after child birth as found in Leviticus 12:8 (δύο τρυγόνας ἢ δύο 
νεοσσοὺς περιστερῶν) even when they find it difficult to explain τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ 
αὐτῶν. However, the sacrifice of ζεῦγος τρυγόνων ἢ δύο νοσσοὺς περιστερῶν also 
appears in two other contexts in the OT. Numbers 6:10 mentions the sacrifice of 
δύο τρυγόνας ἢ δύο νεοσσοὺς περιστερῶν for a Nazarite who was defiled through 
his contact with the dead19. 

It is also found along with the sacrifices mentioned in Leviticus 5:1-13. 
The reference to a sacrifice in Leviticus 5:11, ζεῦγος τρυγόνων ἢ δύο νεοσσοὺς 
περιστερῶν is interesting because we have here the exact wording for “a pair” as 

 
18 LAGRANGE, Evangile selon Saint Luc, 82; VALENTINI, «καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν», 170. 
19 Miyoshi (Darstellung, 111) has proposed that the citation found in Luke is 

referring to Numbers 6:10. He explains the presentation of Jesus in relation to the Nazarite 
rite of purification and understands Jesus as a Nazir. Though there are allusions to 1 Samuel 
1–2 in the infancy narrative, the purification rite in Leviticus 6:10 has something to do with 
death in the family of the Nazir. The Lukan narrative does not seem to suggest that Jesus was 
presented in the temple as a Nazir. Bovon (Luke, 98) too holds the view that “a connection 
between Jesus’ presentation in the temple and the content of the Nunc Dimittis by means of 
the concept of the Nazirite appears improbable.” 
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in Luke20. It refers back to a sacrifice mentioned in Leviticus 5:7 in similar words, 
δύο τρυγόνας ἢ δύο νεοσσοὺς περιστερῶν. This sacrifice is mentioned in Leviticus 
4:1−5:13 which deals with the regulations for the purification offering. Leviticus 
5:1-13 deals with a special category which addresses the situations of impurity 
contracted21. The sacrifices mentioned here are intended to purify the tabernacle 
from impurity caused by the ongoing life of the community, and to restore its 
sacred status22. It focuses on purification, restoration, and forgiveness23. The 
purification sacrifice offering of ζεῦγος τρυγόνων ἢ δύο νοσσοὺς περιστερῶν is 
given here as an alternative for poor members of the covenant who cannot afford 
a lamb to fulfil the requirements of a purification offering. There are four 
situations mentioned. These cases can be considered as cases of omission. It also 
includes situations where one has not violated any prohibitive command and has 
committed sin but has contracted ritual impurity.24 The purification offerings are 
also associated with the major festivals and with days or seasons that mark the 
transition of time25. The sacrifice is offered by the pilgrims once they come to 
the temple to restore the sacred status of the sanctuary because they were away 
from the sanctuary and through their daily life in the land and in the community 
they might have contracted some form of ritual impurity even unknowingly. 

The above analysis shows that it is possible to understand the sacrificial 
material brought by the parents of Jesus as corresponding to the situation in 
Leviticus 5:1-13. Hence the sacrifice in Luke need not be understood as the 
sacrifice related to the purification rites of the mother. It is possible that the 
sacrifice corresponds to the purification sacrifice brought by the poor family of 

 
20 Though Nolland (Luke, 118) notes this, he opts for Leviticus 12:8 because he 

considers that purification had to do with the purification of the mother after the childbirth. 
21 MILGROM, Leviticus 1–16, 310. 
22 Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16, 308-309, 316-318) discusses the rabbinic tradition 

regarding these sacrifices. Rabbis designated the sacrifices mentioned in Lev 5:1-13 as a 
graduated offering. Milgrom opines that Rabbis qualified it by the criterion of pollution of 
the sanctuary and its sancta. According to Milgrom, PHILO, Laws 3. 205 also implies this 
rabbinic interpretation concerning the graduated offering. 

23 According to Gorman (Divine Presence, 33), the designation purification 
precisely indicates the primary function of the sacrifices mentioned in this section; Bock 
(Proclamation, 83) notes that though the citation alludes to the instruction of Leviticus 12:8, 
it is closer to the wording of Leviticus 5:11 LXX regarding the sin offering. 

24 MILGROM, Leviticus 1–16, 292-318; HARTLEY, Leviticus, 53-55. GORMAN, Divine 
Presence, 40. 

25 See the discussions in MILGROM, Leviticus 1–16, 292-318; HARTLEY, Leviticus, 56. 
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Jesus on their journey to the temple of Jerusalem which they undertook to present 
Jesus to the Lord. The previous citation, which speaks about the consecration of 
the first-born also suggests that the concept of purification sacrifice and the ritual 
of consecration goes well with each other (Luke 2:22.23)26. The pilgrimage 
pattern also enhances the echo of the pilgrim festival of Israel celebrated with the 
purification offerings27. It is the reference to the sacrifice in Luke 2:24 which had 
prompted the scholars to interpret the purification exclusively as Mary’s 
purification after the child birth or to consider it as the impurity of the parturient 
shared by husband and the child. The above reading suggests that the sacrifice 
mentioned in Luke can be also be understood as a sacrifice mentioned in 
Leviticus 5:1-13. This understanding of the sacrifice undertaken by pilgrims to 
the Jerusalem temple has more to do with impurity caused by the ongoing life of 
the community, and it aims at restoring the sacred status of the sanctuary and has 
less emphasis on the sin of the person. 

3.2  An Alternative Reading for καθαρισμός and OT Scriptural 
Traditions 

Having analysed the OT citations and other aspects related to the sacrifice 
intertextually, we now take up καθαρισµός for our further analysis to see whether 
it can mean anything else than the purification of the mother. The possibility of 
καθαρισµός to be understood differently will further enhance our reading of the 
sacrifice above. Hauck, discussing on καθαρισµός in Luke 2:22, attributes it to 
the popular Greek view that the newborn child and those present at the birth 
including mother are unclean. He defines καθαρισµός as “physical” and “cultic 
cleaning”28. According to Brown, the use of καθαρισµός in the LXX does not 
have a special significance for understanding the Lukan problem29. He dismisses 
the vocabulary argument as weak. According to Hauck, the LXX uses καθαρισµός 

 
26 Wallace (Luke [Accessed 2017-12-15]) notes that the word-group of καθαρίζω and 

καθαρισµός is used in a broader sense in the LXX and NT than the Hebrew root רהט . The 
LXX makes use of this word group of καθαρίζω and καθαρισµός to translate verb שׁדק  (cf. 
Exod 29:37; Lev 8:15, 16:20; Num 12:15; 30:10). Hence the reference to Jesus’ first-born 
status and the consecration by using ἅγιον τῷ κυρίῳ κληθήσεται can be best situated within 
the background of καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν as the purification of Jews. 

27 MARX, Sacrifice, 43. 
28 HAUCK, καθαρός, 429. 
29 BROWN, The Birth of the Messiah, 682-683. 
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for restoration of cultic purity. He also cites Exodus 29:36 and 30:10 where 
καθαρισµός occurs in LXX. Exodus passage has to do with the expiation of the 
great day of Atonement30. There are some relevant observations, which are 
overlooked by Hauck in his treatment of καθαρισµός since he does not take into 
consideration the so-called Deuterocanonical books. Out of the nineteen 
occurrences in LXX, there are four instances in which the word καθαρισµός is 
used to refer to a day or a feast to be celebrated (Exod 29:36; 2 Macc 1:18: 2:19; 
10:5). For example, Exodus 29:36 speaks about τῇ ἡµέρᾳτοῦ καθαρισµοῦ. The 
passage refers to an eight-day ceremony of millu’im during which Aaron and his 
sons were ordained at the entrance of the tent of the meeting. It is the inauguration 
of the priesthood of Aaron and his sons which enables them to discharge their 
duties by offering sacrifices of atonement in the tent of witness31. This verse 
mentions the sin offering that has to be done on the occasion of the day of 
purification and the purification of the altar and the need to anoint it to make it 
holy. 

From a lexical point of view, the other three instances of καθαρισµός are 
more relevant to our discussion. The vocabulary argument also contributes to the 
discussions on the theological orientations of the presentation of Jesus in the 
temple. The three instances of καθαρισµός are intertextually linked to Exodus 
29:36. Surprisingly, they are not mentioned by Hauck when he discusses the 
LXX use of the word καθαρισµός because they are found in the Deuterocanonical 
books32. All three deal with the celebration of a Feast of Purification. The use of 
καθαρισµός in 2 Maccabees has to do with the purification of the temple33. These 
references to the Feast of Purification are mainly found in 2 Maccabees 1:10–
2:18. This passage deals with a letter that was written to Aristobulus, who 
belonged to the family of the anointed priests and to the Jews of Egypt. It speaks 
of tent, ark, exile, altar, fire, and ingathering of exiles in the future. This letter is 
intertextually linked to the reference to the mountain where Moses had seen the 
inheritance of God (2 Macc 2:4-5; Deut 34:1-6). 2 Maccabees 10:5-8 has a third 
reference to this Festival of Purification. It was celebrated for eight days with 

 
30 HAUCK, καθαρός, 429. 
31 REGEV, Hanukkah, 88. 
32 HAUCK, καθαρός, 429-431. 
33 The Maccabees defeated Seleucid army, entered Jerusalem and purified the 

temple on 25 Kislev, 164 B.C.E. This is considered as a turning point in the history of the 
temple in Jerusalem; see REGEV, Hanukkah, 87-114. 
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rejoicing in the manner of the Festival of Booths. This feast was celebrated for 8 
days to commemorate the purification of the sanctuary which was profaned by 
the foreigners34. They celebrated it with rejoicing in the manner of the Festival 
of Booths (cf. 2 Macc 10:5-6). This festival was also called the Festival of Fire 
in 2 Maccabees 1:18 and Josephus called it the Festival of Lights (φῶτα, Ant. XII 
325; cf. 1 Macc 4:40). 

It has been suggested that the author of Maccabees preferred “Purification” 
to “Dedication” because he considered the temple of his time inferior and was 
looking for a temple in the restored Israel. There is no mention of the 
manifestation of the glory of God at the time of Nehemiah when he built the 
temple and offered sacrifices to which 2 Maccabees refer to in the letter. The 
manifestation of glory as in the first temple during the dedication is lacking (cf. 
1 Kgs 8:11; also Ezra 3:10-13)35. It makes the second temple inferior to the 
former. This situation goes along with the sense of slavery experienced by the 
people even after the return from Babylon which is highlighted in the penitential 
prayer of Nehemiah 9:36. The book of Tobit in keeping with the ideology of 2 
Maccabees, Ezra, and Nehemiah also considers the second temple inferior to the 
Solomonic and eschatological temples and views it as a temporary structure (Tob 
14:5). The restoration and the rebuilding of Jerusalem at the end of the days are 
closely associated36. The preference for the “Feast of Purification” to “Dedication” 
could be seen as an attempt by the author of 2 Maccabees to express his sense of 
continued exilic state of Israel and his hope for a glorious restoration. 

It is noteworthy that the reference to the Feast of Purification is very much 
in line with the temple theology of 2 Maccabees. The purification of the temple 
in the book is a sign that God’s anger is now turned to mercy and it is 
a celebration of the return of Yahweh’s favour to Zion. It is a book with special 
temple propaganda at its central stage. It follows the Deuteronomic theme that if 
the people of Israel break their relationship with Yahweh by sins, they will be 
punished. Israel is forgiven when she confesses her sins. Yahweh protects his 
temple and his people only when the people are loyal to him (2 Macc 5:19; cf. 
Jdt 5:17-19). The book also downplays the heroism of the Maccabean family. At 

 
34 Moses took eight days to inaugurate the sanctuary and it was on the eighth day 

that the altar was dedicated in the tent of the meeting. The dedication of the temple also lasted 
for eight days; see the discussions REGEV, Hanukkah, 88-89. 

35 See the discussions in GOLDSTEIN, 2 Maccabees, 171. 
36 HENDERSON, Songs of Zion, 174-175. 
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the same time it presents the pious observers of the Law in a positive light and 
places God as the truly decisive actor in history37. 

The Feast of Purification as narrated in 2 Maccabees is essentially similar 
to a millu’im ceremony found in Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8–938. The motif of 
light associated with the Festival of Purification reflects its link to the tabernacle 
liturgy and the eschatological festival of Zechariah 1439. The letter to Abristobulus 
is considered to be the oldest source for the Festival of Hanukkah. The Festival 
of Purification is referred to as the Festival of Tabernacles, Sukkot in 
2 Maccabees (2 Macc 1:9.18)40. Regev suggests that the Festival of Dedication 
of the temple might not have had a uniform name in the beginning. It is probable 
that the Festival of Tabernacles, that is, Sukkot, was given to it because that 
festival was the closest festival for the Maccabeans’ dedication ceremony41. 
Moreover, it seems that 2 Maccabees associated the Feast of Purification to 
Sukkot ideologically in order to legitimize their rule by placing it in line with the 
biblical tradition42. The letter to Aristobulus in Maccabees mentions the sacrifices 
offered at the time of Nehemiah (2 Macc 1:18). According to Regev, the text 
implies that the covenant renewal of Nehemiah (Neh 8–10) concluded around 
the time of Sukkot with a ritual ceremony wherein the altar was consecrated (Neh 
7:72; 8:14–9:1)43. The literary links between various temple dedication passages 
suggests that Sukkot was the preferred time for the dedication of the temple and 
for the ordination of the priests. 

The association drawn between Feast of Purification and Sukkot by 
2 Maccabees is significant because it strengthens the eschatological restoration 
motifs of the Feast of Purification. During the monarchic period before exile, the 
celebration and recognition of Yahweh’s kingship is believed to be central to the 
Feast of Tabernacle. It is believed that on those occasions, there was an 
enthronement ceremony of the king and thus the festival was also associated with 
the Davidic king. Hence it could be said that it was a celebration of the kingship. 
It appears to be the Covenant renewal festival where Israel celebrated the 

 
37 DORAN, Temple Propaganda, 61, 96-97, 110-114; see also JORDAAN, Temple, 

352-365. 
38 REGEV, Hanukkah, 87-88. 
39 BRUNSON, Psalm 118, 61. 
40 REGEV, Hanukkah, 90. 
41 REGEV, Hanukkah, 96-97, 89-90. The book of Jubilee also associates the millu’im 

sacrifices to the festival of Sukkot (Jub. 32:4-7). 
42 REGEV, Hanukkah, 97, 106-107; BRUNSON, Psalm 118, 61. 
43 REGEV, Hanukkah, 95. 



Biju Thekkekkara 

StBiSl 14 (1/2022) 

59 

revelation and theophany, the events of salvation, and the glory of Jerusalem. For 
Israel, Yahweh is the King. The feast was celebrated before the personal presence 
of Yahweh symbolized first in the ark and then in the temple44. It is also probable 
that the Festival of Sukkot at some time of its history also included other autumn 
Festivals of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur45. The vision of the new temple and 
its consecration in Ezekiel’s book is also placed in the context of the Feast of 
Tabernacles (Ezek 40−48). The hymn of Tobit presents the future Jerusalem as 
the place where Yahweh will be worshiped as a King by all (Tob 13:1.7.10.11; 
15)46. In a similar way, the prophet Haggai prophesied that during the Festival of 
Tabernacles, God would return and fill the temple with his glory (Hag 2:1.9). 
The vision of Zechariah 14 narrates the day of the Lord in which the final victory 
of Yahweh culminates in the Festival of Tabernacles at the restored temple in 
Jerusalem. All these passages suggest that during the Second Temple period, the 
Feast of Tabernacles had significant eschatological associations47. The association 
between the eschatological hope and the Festival of Tabernacles is best situated 
within the background of the renewed hope for the Davidic promises during the 
post-exilic period48. 

Based on the above observations, the Festival of Purification found in 
2 Maccabees can thus be viewed as the festival of eschatological hopes related 
to the ingathering of exiles and had messianic hopes associated with it. The letter 
found in 2 Maccabees refers to the eschatological hope for the return of the divine 
presence of God, the king of Israel to the temple and Zion49. The protection of 
the temple by Yahweh is subject to Israel’s faithfulness. They looked for the time 
when God would gather his people and show his mercy. To sum up, it is quite 
possible that Luke has the above scriptural traditions behind him when he writes 
ἐπλήσθησαν αἱ ἡµέραι τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν. The other echoes of 2 Maccabees 
1:10–2:18 in the Lukan presentation of Jesus in the temple also heightens this 
suggestion. It evokes the echo of the Feast of Purification. It has various layers 

 
44 BRUNSON, Psalm 118, 29-37. 
45 RUBINSTEIN, The History of Sukkot, 21. See also BRUNSON, Psalm 118, 36. 
46 HENDERSON, Second Temple Songs of Zion, 142. 
47 BRUNSON, Psalm 118, 45-46, 62. 
48 See the discussions about the renewed messianic hope for the fulfilment of 

Davidic promises as the major influence in the canon formation in SNEARLY, The Return of 
the King. 

49 REGEV, Hanukkah, 96, 99-101, 104. 



Feast of Purification 

Studia Biblica Slovaca 

60 

of scriptural memory behind since it recalls the Feast of Tabernacles, the 
dedication of the first temple as well as the inauguration of the priesthood of Aaron. 

3.3  The Alternative Reading in the Context of Lukan Infancy 
Narrative 

The Feast of Purification and its associated imagery related to the temple 
also fit well to the Lukan presentation of Jesus in the temple. It is interesting to 
note that 1 Kings 8 speaks of bringing the ark of the covenant from the city of 
David to the temple (1 Kgs 8:1) before the dedication of the first temple. The ark 
of the covenant was in the house of Obed-edom for three months and David had 
brought it to the city of David (2 Sam 6:11-12; cf. Luke 1:56, 2:11). It was 
brought to the temple before the dedication of the first temple during Solomon’s 
time (cf. 1 Kgs 8:1-4). Moreover, the use of χρηµατισµός in 2 Maccabees 2:4 
refers to the oracle given to prophet Jeremiah to hide the tabernacle, the ark of 
the covenant, and the altar of the incense in a cave of the mountain where Moses 
had gone up and had seen the inheritance of God. Jeremiah had told that it shall 
remain unknown until God would gather his people together again showing them 
mercy. Only then God will disclose its place and the glory of the Lord and the 
cloud will appear as in the days of Moses and Solomon (2 Macc 2:7-8). It is 
significant to note that we have χρηµατίζω in its participial form in Luke 2:26 to 
refer to the instruction given by the Holy Spirit to Simeon that he would not see 
death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. These two intertexts suggest the 
intention of Luke to narrate the presentation of Jesus in the temple in continuity 
with 2 Maccabees 1:10–2:18. 

The movement from the city of David to Jerusalem, the theme of 
restoration of Israel in Jerusalem and the movement of Jesus and his parents 
especially Mary previously painted by Luke as the ark of the covenant can be 
seen as some other echoes which place the presentation narrative well in the 
context of the Feast of Purification of the temple. Laurentin has drawn attention 
in the past to the elements in the Lukan infancy narrative which evokes the ark 
narrative and has compared it with Mary. The movement described in the Lukan 
infancy narratives is also from the city of David (cf. Luke 2:4, 11) to Jerusalem 
Temple. There is a significant mention of eight days in both texts. Lukan 
presentation of Jesus evokes the return of the Lord, the Davidic king to Zion and 
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to the temple, the place of his presence50. The use of light and stone, which 
symbolizes Torah and temple in the OT, to present Jesus’ mission in the 
presentation narrative strengthens this reading. 

3.4  Lukan Style and the Alternative Reading 

The Lukan usage of ἐπλήσθησαν αἱ ἡµέραι τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν also goes 
well with the general Lukan style of introducing feasts in Luke-Acts. He uses the 
expression ἐν τῷ συµπληροῦσθαι τὴν ἡµέραν τῆς πεντηκοστῆς in Acts 2:1 to 
introduce the Feast of Pentecost. Moreover, it is not uncommon to the Lukan 
style to introduce the feasts without the word ἑορτή but with ἡµέρα (cf. also Luke 
22:7 ἡ ἡµέρα τῶν ἀζύµων; Acts 12:3; 20:6). So the expression in Luke 2:22 could 
be translated as “when their days of Purification were fulfiled or came” intending 
the Feast of Purification. 

Hence it could be said that the reference in Luke 2:22 might be understood 
as the reference to the Feast of Purification and the parents seems to be 
undertaking a pilgrimage to the temple of Jerusalem to present Jesus to the Lord. 
The presentation of the first-born to the Lord is the setting of the presentation of 
Jesus in the temple and the main objective of the journey undertaken by the 
parents of Jesus. The sacrifice mentioned in v. 24 could therefore, be understood 
as the regular sacrifice brought by the poor Jewish families when they made a 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem temple. It had more to do with the ritual purification of 
the covenant people than any sin committed by the parents of Jesus. Lukan 
scholars have usually overlooked Nehemiah 10:35-37 when arguing that it was 
not necessary for the first-born to be brought to the temple51. Bauckham notes 
that Nehemiah 10:35-37 interprets Numbers 18:15. He also proposes that this 
makes it clear that Torah requires the first-born son to be presented to the Lord. 
In his view, Nehemiah is important because it is also the earliest halakah outside 
the Torah interpreting the laws of Torah and it is a priestly halakah52. The 
presentation of Jesus can be situated within the halakhic practiced during the 
Second Temple period as seen in Nehemiah. 

Luke seems to be presenting the coming of Jesus into the temple as the 
beginning of the eschatological time after the purification of the Jews prophesied 

 
50 Cf. LAURENTIN, Structure, 79-81; LAURENTIN, Les Evangiles de l’enfance du 

Christ, 73, 125. 
51 NOLLAND, Luke, 117; BENOIT, Et toi-même, 258. 
52 BAUCKHAM, Luke’s Infancy Narrative, 139-142. 
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by Moses (Deut 32:43, καὶ ἐκκαθαριεῖ κύριος τὴν γῆντοῦ λαοῦ αὐτοῦ; 2 Macc 
2:16-18; cf. Jer 13:27; 40:8, LXX; Ezek 36:25.33; 37:23; Zech 3:1-1053; Mal 3:3-
4)54. The Lukan use of purification as viewed above can be an example of double 
entendre and both meanings are intended55. The arrival of the messianic king 
from the Davidic dynasty signals the end of the days of purification (cf. Luke 
1:32-33; 2:26.32). Historically, the end of the days of purification is associated 
with the exile and return, after which Israel looked for a glorious restoration of 
Israel and Jerusalem. It is also in tune with the Isaianic visionary prophecy of the 
end of Israel’s exile (cf. Isa 40:1-11). This reading better explains the central role 
given to the consecration or the presentation of the first-born of Israel in vv. 22-24. 

Conclusion 

Based on the alternative possibility to understand the sacrifice mentioned 
in Luke 2:24, linguistic analysis, Lukan style, and the thematic intertextual 
context, I propose that the Feast of Purification and its associated eschatological 
ideas of purification of Jews is a better reading for the puzzling Lukan expression 
“their purification” from a canonical scriptural perspective. It also makes better 
sense in the narrative context of Luke than understanding it as the extension of 
the impurity of the parturient mother to the child or to the husband. 

The reference to the purification understood as referring to the Feast of 
Purification with its allusions to purification of the Jews before the eschatological 
restoration found in the Law of Moses provides the background to the main 
setting of the presentation of Jesus to the Lord. The ambiguity should be best 
seen as intended by Luke himself and can be seen as an example of the 
multivalence of Luke’s use of the Scripture and his narrative skill56. Luke’s 
scriptural use often evokes more than one layer of scriptural memory57. In this 
way, the presentation of Jesus in the temple becomes more intelligible by 

 
53 Mittmann-Richert (Der Sühnetod des Godttesknechts, 298) has highlighted the 

importance of this passage in the infancy narrative with regard to another important theme. 
It presents the High priest and the Messianic Davidic king side by side. 

54 See the discussion concerning Malachi 3 in LAURENTIN, Les Evangiles de 
l’enfance du Christ, 83, 97-98, 103. 

55 RESSEGUIE, Narrative Criticism, 64-65. 
56 BRAWLEY, Text to Text, 78-79; LITWAK, Echoes of Scripture, 55-61, 79-80; RICE, 

Behold, 70. 
57 HAYS, Echoes of Scripture, 229. 
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invoking the Scripture. It is the return of the Lord, the Davidic king to Zion and 
to the temple, the place of his presence. Jesus is presented in Luke 2:22-39 as 
light and stone, which symbolizes Torah and temple in the OT. Though God has 
shown his mercy by visiting his people again, Israel’s attitude towards Jesus will 
determine its own future. 
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Summary 

This article takes up the phrase ὅτε ἐπλήσθησαν αἱ ἡµέραι τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν in Luke 2:22 
for a detailed study from a linguistic point of view inspired by canonical intertextuality. 
Authors from the earlier periods had difficulty in understanding καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν. 
According to Lev 12:8, only the mother was required to undergo the rite of purification. 
However, there is no Greek manuscript which has the genitive feminine pronoun and thus 
referring to Mary. Even though it was difficult to explain αὐτῶν, the scholars interpreted it as 
the purification of mother based on their understanding on the sacrifice mentioned in v. 24. 
However, the sacrifice mentioned here could also be understood as a sacrifice any poor Jew 
undertakes on their visit to Jerusalem temple to purify the tabernacle from impurity caused 
by the ongoing life of the community, and to restore its sacred status (Lev 5:1-13). Scriptural 
traditions found in the OT make it possible to understand καθαρισµός as the Feast of 
Purification. This reading goes well with the Lukan style and theology. The Feast of 
Purification and its associated eschatological ideas of purification of Jews is a better reading 
for the puzzling Lukan expression “their purification” from a canonical scriptural perspective. 

Keywords: Feast of Purification, Presentation of Jesus, Jerusalem Temple, Eschatological 
Restoration. 
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Zhrnutie 

Táto štúdia podrobuje frázu ὅτε ἐπλήσθησαν αἱ ἡµέραι τοῦ καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν v Lk 2,22 
detailnému štúdiu z lingvistického pohľadu inšpirovanému kanonickou intertextualitou. 
Autori zo skoršieho obdobia mali ťažkosti s porozumením καθαρισµοῦ αὐτῶν. Podľa Lv 12,8 
len od matky sa vyžadovalo, aby podstúpila obrad očisťovania. Avšak neexistuje žiadny 
grécky rukopis, ktorý by dosvedčoval genitív ženského zámena a odkazoval by tak na Máriu. 
Hoci bol ťažké vysvetliť αὐτῶν, vedci zámeno interpretovali ako očisťovanie matky na 
základe ich porozumenia obety spomenutej vo v. 24. Ale obeta spomenutá vo verši môže byť 
tiež chápaná ako obeta, ktorú môže podstúpiť hocijaký Žid na ceste do Jeruzalemského 
chrámu, aby sa svätyňa očistila od poškvrnenia spôsobeného prebiehajúcim životom 
spoločenstva a aby sa znovu dostal do stavu posvätnosti (Lv 5,1-13). Písomné tradície 
nájdené v SZ umožňujú porozumieť καθαρισµός ako Sviatok očisťovania. Takéto čítanie 
dobre ladí so štýlom a teológiou Lukáša. Sviatok očisťovania a s ňou spojené eschatologické 
idey o očisťovaní Židov sú z kánonickej písomnej perspektívy lepším čítaním nejasného 
vyjadrenia u Lukáša „ich očisťovanie“. 

Kľúčové slová: Sviatok očisťovania, predstavenie Ježiša, Jeruzalemský chrám, eschatologická 
obnova. 
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