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A WELCOME FROM
THE PASTORS

We are so excited to be walking this journey with you. Bring
only what is needed…your Bible, this study guide, and
openness of heart and mind. God will provide the rest.
Whether used by an individual or a small group, this resource
stands alone or as a companion to the sermon series. We
created this study guide to provoke deeper reflec�on into
these scriptures and to create opportuni�es to connect with
other disciples On The Way.
We invite you to engage thoroughly and use this book as a
tool to grow in your walk with God. If you haven’t already,
join a Connec�on Group and go through this curriculum in a
community of believers. Who knows how God will use y’all
to serve each other and our community.
Connect! Grow! Serve!
God has blessed our church immensely, and I believe He is
ushering us into a season of opportunity that will challenge
us to take even greater steps of faith than we have ever
taken.
For this reason, we are rolling out a 7 week sermon series,
On The Way, based on the parables in Luke that Jesus tells
his disciples, his opponents, and the curious crowds while he
travels from the northernmost parts of Pales�ne up to
Jerusalem. Some of these are among everyone’s favorites,
like the Lost Sheep (Connec�ng 1) and the Sower (Growing
1). Some are less familiar, like the Unjust Judge (Growing 2)
and Lazarus and the Rich Man (Serving 1). Jesus spoke in
parables both to make the Gospel plain and to hide enough
in them that there’s always more in each parable when you
come back to it.
We also wanted to do these parables because we believe
they explain Trinity’s vision to Connect, Grow, Serve.
If we Connect, Grow, Serve, we are going to see an increase
in saving, equipping, and sending in ways that we have
never seen before.
If we Connect, Grow, Serve, we are going to see a rising spirit
of generous giving that will amaze us and drive us to worship
the One who generously gives every good thing.
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If we Connect, Grow, Serve, we’ll discover in a new way that
Hope starts in us and with us.
If we Connect, Grow, Serve, we are going to rejoice and give
thanks to “Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly
above all that we ask or think, according to the power that
works in us” (Ephesians 3:20).

And these are just the fringes of our prayers for us. I’m asking
God the Father for unity among us that will shine through
everything we do and say, a unity in the Lord Jesus Christ, by
the Holy Spirit.

We long to see God do His amazing work in and through
Trinity UMC in an unmistakable and evident way in the
coming years. That ul�mately is our Hope; not what we can
do, but what God can do! Don’t miss this. We’re On theWay
together, Connec�ng, Growing and Serving.

Rev. Sco�W. Smoak • Senior Pastor
Rev. Carsten A. Bryant • Associate Pastor



OUR WORKING DEFINITION
OF “PARABLE”

ByWill Willimon
From God Turned Toward Us: The ABCs of Chris�an Faith
(Abingdon, 2021).

Parable. Small story with big point.
Jesus’s preaching is dis�nguished by his parables—pithy,
decep�vely simple stories drawn from everyday life that
subvert everyday life. If you must have your revela�on
theore�cal or immediately prac�cal, obvious, and
straigh�orward, go worship Obviousness and Prac�cality
rather than parabolist Jesus.
On the other hand, if you delight in being teased, cajoled,
surprised, jolted, there’s nobody be�er than Jesus when he’s
on a roll with his stories.
“Tell us who God is,” we asked. “You’re not the God we
craved or expected.” Jesus replied not with a three-point
lecture but with a story: “A farmer went forth to sca�er seed
. . .” The sower carefully, me�culously preparing the ground,
removing rocks and weeds, sowing one seed six inches from
another . . .
No! This farmer just slings seed.
A dragnet full of sea creatures is hauled into the boat. Sort
the catch, separa�ng the good from the bad? No. The
fisherman cares more for the size of the haul than the quality
of the catch. A field is planted. But when the seed
germinates, weeds grow alongside the wheat. “An enemy
has done this!” cries the farmer. Enemy, my foot. This is the
agricultural mess you get when you so carelessly sling seed.
Cull the wheat from the weeds? “No, good plants or bad, I
just love to see things grow,” says the casual farmer.
While plowing, a farmhand’s plow hits something hard.
Buried treasure! He covers it upwith soil, sells all that he has,
goes to the owner of the field and says, “Call me crazy, but
how much would you take for that worthless patch of dirt
over there?”
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Which one of you, having lost a sheep will not abandon the
ninety nine (who lack the crea�vity to roam), leaving them to
fend for themselves in the wilderness, and beat the bushes
un�l you find the one lost? When at last you find the sheep,
which one of you will not rush home and say to your friends,
“Let’s party! My sheep that was lost has been found!”
They reply, “While you were was�ng your �me looking for
that one, your flock dwindled by two thirds.”
Which of you, journeying down the Jericho Road, upon
seeing a perfect stranger lying in the ditch half dead,
bleeding, would not risk your life, put the injured man on the
leather seats of your Jaguar, take him to the hospital, max
out your credit cards in his recovery, and more?
None of us would behave so unseemly, recklessly, and
extravagantly.
These are not stories about us. They are stories about God.
We, who have been malformed into thinking that church is
where we learn who we are and what we’re supposed to do,
who listen to every story asking, “What’s in this for me?”
must be coaxed, teased, lured into hearing about God.
Therefore, parables.
Mark and Ma�hew say that Jesus said nothing except in
parables, which seems an exaggera�on un�l we realize that
Jesus was a parable: the storyteller become the story.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOKLET

Pastors Sco� and Carsten prayerfully and carefully
assembled the materials in this booklet in the hopes that it
will be an aid to Trinity as we journey On theWaywith Jesus
in this season (and then Peter Underhill made it all look
great). A�er the introduc�on week’s sermon about the
church’s vision, each of the following six weeks elaborate on
Trinity’s three core verbs, on what it is that Trinity does: we
Connect, we Grow, and we Serve. Each verb gets two weeks
and two parables: two weeks of connec�ng together, two
weeks of serving together, and two weeks of growing
together.
Together. Any individual person is limited in how much
connec�ng, growing, and serving they can do all alone. The
best �mes On the Way are when we have some good
traveling companions. Whether you’ve been part of the
same Sunday School class at Trinity for decades or you’ve
never done anything at Trinity before, this is a great �me to
be On the Way together with others as our whole church
puts its whole a�en�on on the same Scriptures for seven
weeks in a row. For anyone not already part of a group, there
will be a pastor-led Connec�on Time group in the Youth
Building on Sunday mornings during the �me between the
contemporary and tradi�onal services, 10:15-11:00am, in
addi�on to other opportuni�es which will be announced.
To give Trinity some new conversa�on partners on the way
to the future God has for us, each week includes a selec�on
from a Biblical scholar or theologian who offers some
insights into these parables Jesus preached on his way to his
crucifixion and resurrec�on in Jerusalem. While you can
par�cipate without reading ahead or a�erwards, we expect
that you will find in these passages insights which will help
you to hear these parables with fresh ears.
At the end of eachweek’s chapter, you’ll find some ques�ons
to help get the conversa�on flowing with your traveling
companions and a prayer to take with you on your way
through the week along with some space for you to write
your own thoughts down as you con�nue to chew on the
parable throughout the week. Jesus is sure to teach us
something as he leads us On the Way.
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Ephesians 4:4
CONNECT

Psalm 1:3
GROW

Acts 20:35
SERVESERVESERVE



INTRODUCTION

SCRIPTURE • LUKE 13:22

Now Jesus went through one town and village a�er another,
teaching as he made his way to Jerusalem.

READINGS
A WORD ABOUT PARABLES

By Robert Farrar Capon
Adapted from Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage,
and Vindica�on in the Parables of Jesus (Eerdmans, 2002).

A book about the parables ofJesus faces two obstacles at the
outset. The first and more troublesome, oddly enough, is
familiarity. Most people, on reading the Gospels' asser�on
that "Jesus spoke in parables," assume they know exactly
what is meant. "Oh, yes," they say, "and a wonderful teaching
device it was, too. All those unforge�able stories we're so
fond of, like the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son." Yet
their enthusiasm is narrowly based. Jesus' use of the
parabolic method can hardly be limited to the mere handful
of instances they remember as entertaining, agreeable,
simple, and clear. Some of his parables are not stories; many
are not agreeable; most are complex; and a good percentage
of them produce more confusion than understanding.
Most of this book, therefore, will be devoted to the removal
of the obstacle of a too-facile familiarity. Jesus spoke in
strange, bizarre, disturbing ways. He balked at almost no
comparison, however irreverent or unrefined. Apparently, he
found nothing odd about holding up, as a mirror to God's
ways, a mixed bag of ques�onable characters: an unjust
judge, a savage king, a �psy slave owner, an unfair employer,
and even a man who gives help only to bona-fide pests.
Furthermore, Jesus not only spoke in parables; he thought in
parables, acted in parables, and regularly insisted that what
he was proclaiming could not be set forth in any way other
than in parables. He was prac�cally an ambulatory parable in
and of himself. he cursed fig trees, walked on water, planted
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coins in fishes' mouths, and for his final act, sailed up into a
cloud. In short, this book is not a rou�ne, pious review of the
parables; rather, it is a fresh, adventurous look at the
parabolic words and acts of Jesus in the larger light of their
en�re gospel and biblical context.

• • •
O�en when people try to say what the Bible is about, they
let their own mindset ride roughshod over what actually lies
on the pages. For examples: convinced in advance that the
Bible is about God or Morals or Religion or Spirituality or
Salva�on or some other capital-le�er Subject, they feel
compelled to interpret everything in it in a commensurate
way. To a degree, of course, that is a perfectly proper
approach, but it has some catches to it. For one thing, it puts
their no�on of what God, or Morals, or Religion, or whatever
is all about in the posi�on of calling the tune as to what
Scripture may possibly mean - or even of being the deciding
factor as to whether they can listen to what it is saying at
all…
Nowhere in the Bible is an un-made-up mind more called for
than when reading the parables of Jesus. Indeed, if I were
forced to give a short answer to the ques�on "What is the
Bible as a whole about?" I think I would ignore all the
subjects men�oned so far and base my reply squarely on
those parables. If they have a single subject at all, it is quite
plainly the kingdom of God. Therefore, even though my
answer would sound like no usual formula�on at all, I would
say that the Bible is about the mystery of the kingdom - a
mystery that, by defini�on, is something well hidden and not
at all likely to be grasped by plausibility-loving minds.
Jesus, when he was asked why he constantly used parables,
why he so habitually resorted to roundabout, analogical
devices in his teaching - why, in fact, he said almost nothing
without a parable - answered that he taught the crowds that
way precisely in order that "seeing they might not see and
hearing they might not understand" (Mark 4:12). True
enough, when hewas alonewith his disciples, he spoke more
plainly - giving them, he claimed, nothing less than the
mystery itself. But it is hard to see that such directness had
a different result. On three separate occasions, for instance,
he spoke quite clearly about the certainty of his dying and
rising at Jerusalem, but when he came to those mighty acts
themselves, his disciples might as well never have heard a
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word he said. The mystery of the kingdom, it seems, is a
radical mystery: even when you tell people about it in so
many words, it remains permanently intractable to all their
a�empts to make sense of it.
In any case, a close examina�on of Jesus' parables may well
be the best waywe have of ensuring that we will be listening
to what he himself has to say, instead of what we are
prepared to hear - provided, that is, we are willing to take
note of the almost perverse way in which he used
parables.…With Jesus, the device of parabolic u�erance is
used not to explain things to people's sa�sfac�on but to call
a�en�on to the unsa�sfactoriness of all their previous
explana�ons and understandings.
G. K. Chesterton, who was a master of the apt illustra�on,
once gave some sardonic advice about the limita�ons of
parabolic discourse. He said that if you give people an
analogy that they claim they do not understand, you should
graciously offer them another. If they say they don't
understand that either, you should oblige them with a third.
But from there on, Chesterton said, if they s�ll insist they do
not understand, stand, the only thing le� is to praise them
for the one truth they do have a grip on: "Yes," you tell them,
"that is quite correct. You do not understand."
To put it simply, Jesus began where Chesterton le� off. In
resor�ng so o�en to parables, his main point was that any
understanding of the kingdom his hearers could come up
with would be a misunderstanding. ing. Men�on "messiah"
to them, and they would picture a king on horseback, not a
carpenter on a cross; men�on "forgiveness" and they would
start se�ng up rules about when it ran out. From Jesus'
point of view, the sooner their misguided minds had the
props knocked from under them, the be�er. A�er all their
yammer about how God should or shouldn't run his own
opera�on, ge�ng them just to stand there with their eyes
popped and their mouths shut would be a giant step
forward.
Speaking in parables was second nature to Jesus, and it
quickly became the hallmark of his teaching style. At the
beginning of the Gospel of Mark in fact - a�er only a handful
of statements actually called parables have been recorded -
the author says that Jesus used many other parables, and
that he would not speak to the people without out using a
parable (Mark 4:33-34). Clearly then, if we want to hear the
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actual �cking of Jesus' mind, we can hardly do be�er than to
study his parabolic words and acts over and over - with our
minds open not only to learning but to joy.

PRAYER

Father, there are infinite riches in Christ. You begin by
encouraging our heart, connec�ng us with other people and
unifying our lives in Christ. In Him is unending wisdom and
knowledge. Give me access to everything You offer through
Jesus. Open my eyes to everything that is hidden in Him. Fix my
eyes on Jesus so I will not be deceived or distracted. Se�le my
faith on Him. Make my faith unshakable and un-severable from
Jesus. My strength flows from him. Thank You for giving me the
opportunity to pursue Christ and to know him deeply. Right now,
I commit to this lifelong journey. I ask this in the name of Jesus
Christ, the Divine Son of God.

REFLECT AND ACT

1. What are some prac�cal ways you can connect with
others this week?

2. How does a disciple of Jesus grow in his or her faith?
3. How do we cul�vate a servant's a�tude?



CONNECT: LOST SHEEP
& LOST COIN

SCRIPTURE • LUKE 15:1-10

The Parable of the Lost Sheep

Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to
listen to him. And the Pharisees and the scribes were
grumbling and saying, ‘This fellowwelcomes sinners and eats
with them.’
So he told them this parable: ‘Which one of you, having a
hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the
ninety-nine in the wilderness and go a�er the one that is lost
un�l he finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his
shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes home, he calls
together his friends and neighbours, saying to them, “Rejoice
with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.” Just so, I
tell you, therewill be more joy in heaven over one sinnerwho
repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no
repentance.

The Parable of the Lost Coin

‘Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of
them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search
carefully un�l she finds it? When she has found it, she calls
together her friends and neighbours, saying, “Rejoice with
me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.” Just so, I tell
you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over
one sinner who repents.’

READING
“THE LOST, THE FOUND, AND THE

NEVER LOST”

By Justo L. González
From Luke • Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010)
We now come to parables that are o�en used in evangelism
to address those who are "lost": the lost sheep and the lost
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coin. Yet in proposing them
Jesus is not primarily
addressing the "lost," but
rather the never lost. Verses
1-3 make this clear. “Tax
collectors and sinners" were
coming to listen to Jesus…
The response of the pure
religious folk who are
admired for their piety and
their theology ("the
Pharisees and the scribes")
is to grumble because Jesus
welcomes these sinners and
eats with them. Note the
stark contrast in verses 1-2
between "the tax collectors
and sinners" and "the
Pharisees and the scribes."
According to verse 3, it is to
"them"-the Pharisees and
the scribes, the never lost--
that Jesus addresses the
parables in chapter 15. The
first parable is about a
shepherd who loses one of
his hundred sheep, and about his efforts to find that one lost
sheep. Tradi�onally, we read it as an illustra�on of God's
extraordinary love for the lost, and that is a good and proper
reading.
What we miss, however, is that the parable speaks also
about the other ninety-nine sheep that were never lost.
Note that the shepherd leaves them "in the wilderness"
(literally, "in the desert") and goes a�er the lost one. This
would be a harsh word for those among the audience who
were complaining that Jesus was ea�ng with sinners.
According to the parable, the shepherd is willing to abandon
the faithful ninety-nine sheep in the desert while seeking for
the lost one. The Pharisees and scribes who complained that
Jesus was ea�ng with sinners would get the point: they are
the ninety-nine sheep that were never lost, but that precisely
for that reason would be le� in the wilderness while the
loving shepherd went a�er the lost one. To make the point
even sharper, Jesus closes the parable with the declara�on

Yet was it wise to leave the
ninety-nine and wander away
searching for the one? Does the
lost individual ma�er or are "the
people" alone important? Indeed,
it is the shepherd's willingness to
go a�er the one that gives the
ninety-nine their real security. If
the one is sacrificed in the name
of the larger group, then each
individual in the group is
insecure, knowing that he or she
is of li�le value. If lost, he or she
will be le� to die. When the
shepherd pays a high price to find
the one, he thereby offers the
profoundest security to the
many.

–Kenneth E. Bailey

The Cross & the Prodigal: Luke 15
through the Eyes of Middle Eastern
Peasants (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2005), 31.
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that "there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need
no repentance." In other words, there is more joy in heaven
for one of the lot of you, who claim never to have been lost!
Quite o�en in our Chris�an interpreta�ons of this parable
we miss (or we suppress) that all-important point: Jesus is
speaking to the supposedly never lost about God's
preferen�al a�en�on to the lost! Most of our church
windows depic�ng this parable have the loving shepherd in
the foreground, o�en carrying the lost sheep. The other
ninety-nine seldom appear, or if they do they are just part of
the landscape. It would be helpful to imagine a different
composi�on of the same picture, with the ninety-nine
abandoned in the wilderness, and the shepherd walking
away in search of the lost one.
Part of the beauty of the parables is that they a�ain new and
different meanings according to the role in which we place
ourselves within them. In this par�cular parable, we tend to
place ourselves in the role of the lost sheep. As the hymn
says, we once were lost, and now are found. There is great
reason to rejoice in this, andwe dowell to remember that we
all have gone astray, like lost sheep. But suppose we put
ourselves in the place of the ninety-nine that were not lost.
How would we feel about being le� in the desert while the
shepherd goes a�er the straying one? In that case, what
would we hear Jesus telling us? Are we being warned about
our own supposedly superior piety and behavior, about our
reluctance to see others whom we consider unworthy be
given at least as much importance as we are — and perhaps
even more? Or, remembering that we are not only sheep, but
also shepherds, what does the parable mean if we read it as
shepherds who are to be imitators and followers of the Good
Shepherd? In this case, what would the parable mean for our
church programs, for our budgets, for our commi�ees and
commissions? How much of all this, now devoted to the
ninety-nine (us), should be redirected to the ones who are
lost?
While in the parable of the Sheep one's immediate reac�on
would be to imagine God as the shepherd who seeks for the
lost sheep, in the parable of the Lost Coin one should equally
see God as the woman seeking the lost coin. This second
parable makes li�le or no reference to the nine coins that
were not lost. There is also no reference to the ones who do
not need repentance. Now the focus is on the lost, on the joy
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at its being found, and par�cularly on the ac�ons of the
woman seeking the lost coin. Thus, while the parable about
the sheep would immediately lead people to think in terms
of their role as sheep (either lost or not), this other parable
focuses on God and God's a�tude toward the lost. While it
is possible to speak of sheep in terms of a�tudes, and thus
to blame the lost for having strayed, the same is not possible
in the case of a lost coin. Thus the parable of the Lost Coin is
more "theological" in the strict sense of the word, for it
forces the reader to think about the nature and ac�ons of
this God who, like a woman, seeks a lost coin. She insists on
her search, ligh�ng a lamp, sweeping, searching carefully.
Reading this parable in connec�on with the previous one,
the focus shi�s from the lost, the found, and the never lost,
to the searching God: the shepherd searching a�er the one
lost sheep, or the woman searching a�er the one lost coin.
The reason why the "holier than thou" a�tude of the scribes
and Pharisees (and of so many of us today) is unacceptable is
not just that it is in bad taste, or that religious people ought
to be more forgiving, or that such a�tudes scare people
away. All those may be true; but the real reason for seeking
and loving the lost is that ours is a seeking and loving God.

PRAYER

Merciful Lord, in Christ we see
the lengths and depths to which you go to save us.
Make us glad in our salva�on,
so that we may share this good news
with friends and neighbors
and with all the world;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

REFLECT AND ACT

1. Where were you when God found you?
2. In extending ourselves with grace to restore a

rela�onship, we imitate the way God reaches out to us,
like a shepherd missing a sheep, like a woman missing a
coin; is there someone from whom you are estranged, or
a person from your family or church you haven't seen or
talked with in a while?



CONNECT: MUSTARD SEED
& YEAST

SCRIPTURE • LUKE 13:18-21

The Parable of the Mustard Seed

He said therefore, ‘What is the kingdom of God like? And to
what should I compare it? It is like a mustard seed that
someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became
a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its branches.’

The Parable of the Yeast

And again he said, ‘To what should I compare the kingdom of
God? It is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with
three measures of flour un�l all of it was leavened.’

READING

By Joel B. Green
Adapted from The Gospel of Luke • New Interna�onal
Commentary on the New Testament (Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1997).

The first parable (v 19) focuses on the contrast between the
mustard seed and the tree into which it grows. One typically
thinks of a shrub rather than a mustard “tree,” so that Jesus
seems deliberately to emphasize the no�on of astonishing
extravagance in his analogy. This idea is furthered by the
detail that birds nest in the branches of this tree—a possible
allusion to several OT texts emphasizing the bounty of God’s
favor and the universal reach of God’s empire. Why is this
point not made with reference, say, to the mighty cedar of
Lebanon (cf., e.g., Ezek. 17:23)? No doubt, this is grounded in
the dissonance of Jesus’ message: God’s kingdom is
established through means other than the coercive power
and intrigue usually associated with the establishment of a
new order, and his dominion purposefully seeks out persons
who do not represent the socially powerful and privileged.
When it is remembered that Jesus’ audience is being asked,
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at least temporarily, to iden�fy with the characters in his
parables in order to hear their message, his second kingdom-
parable (v 21) is remarkable indeed. He asks people—male or
female, privileged or peasant, it does not ma�er—to enter
the domain of a first-century woman and household cook in
order to gain perspec�ve on the domain of God. In view is
the invasive character of leaven, the work of which is hidden
but pervasive. In this case, confidence is expressed in the
ability of a typically small por�on of yeast to invade even
“three measures of flour”—that is, enough to feed as many as
150 people, an enormous yield for a peasant household. Set
in rela�on to the healing episode of vv 10–17, this parable
declares that satanic domina�on is being repealed and the
kingdom of God is made present even in such seemingly
inconsequen�al acts as the restora�on of an ill woman who
lived on the margins of society.

PRAYER

Heavenly Father, thank you for all that you have created and
provided for us. Help our faith to grow as the mustard seed, so
that you can use us to grow your kingdom. We especially thank
you for the gi� of Jesus and the light he provides us in our daily
lives.

REFLECT AND ACT

1. What is it that Jesus is trying to teach us here about the
kingdom of God?

2. How is it that the gospel of the kingdom advances and
grows throughout the world?

3. What does the mustard seed spread of the gospel look
like from you?

4. What does the yeast of the gospel look like in your life
today?



GROW: UNJUST JUDGE &
PERSISTENT WIDOW

SCRIPTURE • LUKE 18:1-8

The Parable of the Widow and the Unjust Judge

Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray
always and not to lose heart. He said, ‘In a certain city there
was a judge who neither feared God nor had respect for
people. In that city there was a widow who kept coming to
him and saying, “Grant me jus�ce against my opponent.” For
a while he refused; but later he said to himself, “Though I
have no fear of God and no respect for anyone, yet because
this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her jus�ce, so
that she may not wear me out by con�nually coming.”’ And
the Lord said, ‘Listen to what the unjust judge says. And will
not God grant jus�ce to his chosen ones who cry to him day
and night? Will he delay long in helping them? I tell you, he
will quickly grant jus�ce to them. And yet, when the Son of
Man comes, will he find faith on earth?’

READING
GOD AS ANTI-HERO: THE UNJUST JUDGE

By Robert Farrar Capon
From Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and
Vindica�on in the Parables of Jesus (Eerdmans, 2002)

The Unjust judge, like the Good Samaritan and the Unjust
Steward, is another notable example of Jesus' use of an an�-
hero. Never having ing been to a theological seminary, he
was blessedly free of the professional theologian's fear of
using bad people as illustra�ons of the goodness of
God…the parable itself begins at Luke 18:2: "There was a
certain judge in a certain city who neither feared God nor
respected public opinion." This is a bold stroke on Jesus' part.
He is about to take two subjects that most people find
diametrically opposed - the grace business and the judging
business - and expound them conjointly. Here is a jurist, a
prac��oner of the law, whom Jesus will portray as a

18
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barefaced agent of grace - and whom he will portray that
way precisely because he breaks the rules of his profession
and puts himself out of the judging business. All of which,
Jesus implies without apology, makes him a perfect stand-in
for God. He suggests, in other words, that God is not cowed
by the supposed requisita and desiderata of the God-
business any more than he is impressed by the rules that
people have dreamt up for him to follow.
Jesus then con�nues by saying there was a widow in that
city who came to the judge asking him to render her a
favorable judgment against her adversary. The choice of a
widow for the other character in this parable is a stunning
device for displaying the an�thesis between losing and
winning that recurs constantly in the parables of grace. On
the one hand, the woman is a twenty-four karat loser:
widows, especially in ancient �mes, were people who had
lost not only their husbands but their social standing - they
had, in a word, lost their life as they knew it. But this
par�cular widow is also a compulsive winner. Like so many
of us who, while we may be poor, s�ll go blithely on rejec�ng
our poverty and trying to fake out some kind ofwealth - who
are, in the last analysis, just high rollers who happen to be
unaccountably and embarrassingly broke - she is s�ll
commi�ed ted to making a buck out of her loss. Like the
prodigal son when he first formulates his confession, she is
dead and she knows it, at least to some degree; but she has
not really accepted her death because she s�ll hopes she can
ace out the system and get some old-style, if marginal,
sa�sfac�on from it.
For a while (epi chronon), Jesus says, the judge tells her to go
fly a kite. Her suit, no doubt, strikes him as having nothing
but nuisance value to anyone but herself: he will not have his
calendar clogged up with a case that no self-respec�ng jurist
would give even the �me of day. (Note here, in passing, the
word chronos in the phrase "for a while." I am at least a li�le
tempted to lean on it briefly. Chronos, I take to to refer to
our �me: historical �me, sequen�al �me, the low �me in
which we so disastrously try to win by winning. But in the
parable, Jesus goes on to say that a�erward the judge had a
change of heart. I suggest that this a�er �me might possibly
stand for the kairos, the high �me of God in which alone our
�me is finally reconciled.)
Then, however, Jesus goes on to give the judge's reasoning
for his change of heart. "Even though I don't fear God or
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respect public opinion," ion," the judge says to himself, "s�ll,
simply because this widow is giving ing me such tsouris, I will
grant her a favorable judgment - just so she doesn't finally
wear me out [hypopidzg me] by her constant showing up in
my courtroom." He arrives at his judgment, you see, not on
the merits its of the case but simply on the basis of his own
convenience. He is willing to be perceived as a bad judge just
so he can have a li�le peace of mind.
Andwhat does that say about God? It says that God is willing
to be perceived as a bad God - and for no be�er reason than
that he wants to get the problems of a world full of losing
winners off his back. It says he is willing - while they are s�ll
mired in their fu�le pursuit of the spiritual tual buck, the
moral buck, the intellectual buck, the physical buck, or the
plain ordinary buck - to just shut up about whatever is wrong
with them and get the hassle over with. It says in fact what
Paul said in Rom. 5:8: "While wewere yet sinners, Christ died
for us." It says, in short, that God doesn't even wait for us to
accept our losing: he simply goes ahead with his own plans
for the season, for the kairos, the high old �me he has in
mind for himself. Like the father in the Prodigal Son, he just
runs, falls on all our necks – the widow's and yours and mine
– and showers us with injudicious kisses simply because he
wants to get the wet blankets kets off his back and let the
party begin.
Thewidow does not seem to have responded so favorably to
the judge's gi� of grace, but the outcome is the same: the
son is jus�fied and she is jus�fied. And the words she uses to
ask the judge for a favorable verdict (ekdikeson me, jus�fy
me) and the words the judge uses to announce his inten�on
to do precisely that (ekdikeso auten, I will jus�fy her) both
contain the root dik-. This root enters into a whole string of
major New Testament words: dikaios (the just), dikaioun (to
jus�fy), dikaiosyne (jus�ce, jus�fica�on), dikaioma
(jus�fica�on, jus�ce, judgment), dikaios (justly), and dikaiosis
(jus�fica�on). Taking those words into account, therefore,
ask yourself a leading ques�on: how in fact does the New
Testament say we are jus�fied? The answer of course is: by
grace through faith (Eph. 2:8) – that is, by our simple trust in
the graciously disreputable thing that God did when he fixed
up his own insides by the death of Christ.
So Jesus ends the parable by saying, "Listen to what the
unjust judge says: And will not God judge in favor of his own
people who cry to him for help day and night? Will he not
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have mercy upon them?"' Pay a�en�on to what I'm telling
you, Jesus says in effect. Do you think it makes the least
difference to God whether anyone's cause is just? Do you
think it ma�ers at all to him that they, even in their loss and
death, s�ll try to func�on like winners? I tell you, none of
that amounts to a hill of beans with him. He finds all the lost
whether they think they're lost or not. He raises all the dead
whether they acknowledge their death or not. It's not that
they have to make some heroic effort fort to get themselves
to cooperate with him, and it's certainly not that they have
to spend a lot of �me praying and yammering to get him to
cooperate with them. Don't you see? It's the bare fact of
their lostness and death, not their interpreta�on of it or their
acceptance of it, that cries out to him day and night…All they
have to be is lost. Not fancy lost, percep�vely lost, or
repentantly lost; just plain lost. And just plain dead, too. Not
humbly dead, engagingly dead, or coopera�vely dead; just
dead. "I, if I be li�ed up," Jesus says, "will draw all to me": the
sheep, the coin, the son, the widow - the whole sorry lot of
you. You don't have to do a blessed thing, make a single
prayer, or have a legi�mate case. I do it all.
Finally, though, Jesus answers the rhetorical ques�on he
proposed when he first began to point the moral of the
parable of the Unjust Judge, namely: "Will not God judge in
favor of his people ... and have mercy on them?" His answer
is: "You bet he will – and soon". Both in terms of the parable
of the Unjust just Judge and in terms of what Jesus rather
shortly did on the cross, I opt for the crucifixion and
resurrec�on as the most likely scriptural referents of that
soon. What Jesus actually did soon was die and rise - and
that, for me, governs everything. Like the unjust judge, he
went out of business. He issued a totally disreputable verdict
of forgiveness over an en�re �re race of unrepentant,
unreconstructed nuisances just because he didn't want to be
bothered with the unnecessary job of proving what they had
already proved, namely, that they were a bunch of jerks. All
that ma�ered to him was that they were pi�ful jerks. And
because he was willing to drop dead to give them a break -
because, like the judge who was �red of the widow's
hassling, he was �red of having his cage ra�led by a world
full of idiots - he destroyed himself rather than have to
destroy them. And that, is why "There is therefore now no
condemna�on to those who are in Christ Jesus." There is no
condemna�on na�on because there is no condemner. There
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is no hanging judge and there is no angry God: he has
knocked himself clean off the bench and clear out of the God
Union. Nobody but a bad judge could have issued a
favorable judgment on our worthless cases; and nobody but
a failed God - a God finally and for all out of any recognizable
version of the God business - could possibly have been
bighearted enough to throw a going-out-of-business sale for
the likes of us. Jesus concludes the parable, however, with a
warning in the form of yet another rhetorical ques�on. "S�ll,"
he says, "when the Son of man comes, will he find faith on
the earth?" The implied answer, of course, is no: a dead God
is no more acceptable to a world of respectable winners than
a corrupt, self-pleasing judge would be to the members of
the ABA Ethics Commi�ee. As they would not trust such a
judge to sit on the bench, sowewill do almost anything thing
to avoid pu�ng our faith in a God who doesn't come up to
our standards for divinity.
And there, if you will, is the ul�mate dilemma of the church.
The one thing it doesn't dare try to sell - for fear of being
laughed out of town - turns out to be the only thing it was
sent to sell. But because it more o�en than not caves in to
its fear of ridicule, it gives the world the perennial spectacle
of an ins�tu�on eager to peddle anything but its authen�c
merchandise. I can stand up in the pulpit and tell people that
God is angry, mean, and nasty; I can tell them he is so good
they couldn't possibly comewithin a million miles of him; and
I can lash them into a frenzy of trying to placate him with
irrelevant remorse and bogus good behavior - with sacrifices
and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings, all of
which are offered by the law (Heb. 10:8); but I cannot stand
there and tell them the truth that he no longer cares a fig for
their sacred guilt or their precious lists of good deeds,
responsible outlooks, and earnest inten�ons. I can never just
say to them that God has abolished all those oppressive,
godly requirements in order that he might grant them free
acceptance by his death on the cross. Because when I do
that, they can conclude only one of two things: either that I
am crazy or that God is. But alas, God's sanity is the ul�mate
ar�cle of their non-faith. Therefore, despite Scripture's
relentless piling up of proof that he is a cer�fiable nut - that
he is the Crazy Eddie of eternity, whose prices are insane - it
always means that I am the one who gets offered a �cket to
the funny farm.
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Which is all right, I guess. A�er the unjust steward, the
unjust judge, and the God who hasn't got the integrity to
come down from the cross and zap the world into shape, it's
a nice, rough approxima�on of jus�fica�on by grace alone,
through faith.

PRAYER

God of jus�ce and mercy,
we thank you for the gi� of the law and all the Scriptures.
We thank you for establishing jus�ce
and for dealing with us not according to our faithfulness,
but according to your mercy.
Put your persistent Spirit within us
so that we may work �relessly,
and cry out day and night,
un�l your will is done in all the earth.
We pray to you who helps us,
in the name of your Son, our Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen.

REFLECT AND ACT

1. Jesus asks, “when the Son of Man comes, will he find
faith on earth?” – will he find faith in us, tenacious,
�reless faith seeking jus�ce?

2. What causes you to lose hope in your own prayer life?
What gives you persistence?

3. What might the Spirit be urging you to pray and work for
on behalf of someone else? On your own behalf?



GROW: SOWER & SEED

SCRIPTURE • LUKE 8:4-15

The Parable of the Sower

When a great crowd gathered and people from town a�er
town came to him, he said in a parable: ‘A sower went out to
sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell on the path and
was trampled on, and the birds of the air ate it up. Some fell
on the rock; and as it grew up, it withered for lack of
moisture. Some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew with
it and choked it. Some fell into good soil, and when it grew,
it produced a hundredfold.’ As he said this, he called out, ‘Let
anyone with ears to hear listen!’

The Purpose of the Parables

Then his disciples asked him what this parable meant. He
said, ‘To you it has been given to know the secrets of the
kingdom of God; but to others I speak in parables, so that

“looking they may not perceive,
and listening they may not understand.”

The Parable of the Sower Explained

‘Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God. The
ones on the path are those who have heard; then the devil
comes and takes away the word from their hearts, so that
they may not believe and be saved. The ones on the rock are
those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy. But
these have no root; they believe only for a while and in a
�me of tes�ng fall away. As for what fell among the thorns,
these are the ones who hear; but as they go on their way,
they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life,
and their fruit does not mature. But as for that in the good
soil, these are the ones who, when they hear the word, hold
it fast in an honest and good heart, and bear fruit with
pa�ent endurance.

24
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READING

By Neal D. Presa
From Feas�ng on the Gospels (Westminster John Knox Press,
2014).

Far from trea�ng this parable as a way to classify people into
categories of the spiritually mature or the morally saved, the
parable invites us to acknowledge that our hearing and
believing God’s Word does not have to do with how much
we know but with the God who sows the kingdom of God
among us and in us.
Two Reformed doctrines may be helpful. The first doctrine
has to dowith true faith. Sixteenth-century Reformers spoke
of true saving faith that consisted of three parts: no��a
(informa�on), assensus (belief), and fiducia (trust). These can
be demonstrated with the following sentences: That is a
chair (no��a); I believe that chair can support me (assensus);
I trust the chair can support me, so I will sit in the chair
(fiducia). The first aspect is a superficial acknowledgment of
raw data; the second aspect is the acknowledgment that the
stated informa�on is true; the third aspect is an internalized
trust that the informa�on is not only true in a general,
abstract sense, but that its truthfulness has touched the soul
and heart to the point of trus�ng.
The second doctrine has to do with Scripture. When the
Reformers spoke of the doctrine of sola Scriptura,
apprehension of the truths of Scripture rested upon God’s
ini�a�ve in two places: in Scripture itself and in the reader/
hearer. Concerning God’s ini�a�ve in Scripture, the doctrine
of the perspicuity of Scripture meant that the message of
holy Scripture as God’s Word wri�en is clear and lucid,
compelling in its witness to the triune God revealed in Jesus
Christ through the Holy Spirit. The inherent perspicuity of
Scripture is what Reformed scholas�cism termed principium
cognoscendi internum (internal source of knowledge).
Concerning God’s ini�a�ve upon the reader, the doctrine of
perspicacity meant that a reader can apprehend and
penetrate the message of Scripture but that the totalizing
effects of sin had so infiltrated the mind and heart of
humanity as to cause Scripture’s message to be obscured.
Since perspicuity connotes clearness of the text, and
perspicacity connotes clearness of understanding, the
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Reformers were sugges�ng that lack of comprehension was
our fault, not the text’s. Therefore God’s ini�a�ve is
con�nually needed. Without the illumina�ng assistance of
the Holy Spirit, human beings cannot grasp the otherwise
perspicuous nature of Holy Scripture. The Holy Spirit not
only provides comprehending power, but regenerates the
heart to be fer�le soil to receive the seed that is sown, what
is termed principium cognoscendi externum (external source
of knowledge).
Two common interpreta�ons of the parable before us call to
mind these Reformed doctrines of faith and Scripture in that
both find fault with the soil for the lack of harvest. The first
interpreta�on describes the four soils as four different types
of hearts/people. One soil/heart allows worldly cares to
choke the young plant; another cannot resist the influence of
evil; a third has no depth and so the seed/word cannot take
root; the fourth is good, fer�le soil. Another interpreta�on
sees three types of soil that are exposed to the seed but
finally do not have true saving faith. Somehow there was
temporary acceptance (assensus), but not ul�mate, enduring
trust (fiducia).
While both interpreta�ons place fault on the deficiency of
the hearers and readers, each does so from a par�cular angle
of vision. The first interpreta�on sees immaturity in the
hearers/readers, requiring “stronger” faith (quality) or “more”
faith (quan�ty); somehow we have not been serious enough
about theWord of God. The second interpreta�on separates
humanity between those who were intended to receive the
Word and thosewho ul�matelywere not, a division between
those “elect” and the “nonelect.” Both interpreta�ons
emphasize the no��a, the contents of the faith and outward
evidence of saving faith.
Yet the parable’s star�ng point is not on the content of the
faith but its origins: the sower—God—whom the Reformed
scholas�cs called principium essendi, the principle of being,
the very founda�on of life. God speaks, God sows, God
creates, God enables us to apprehend what God is saying.
Jesus was prompted to tell this parable about the kingdom
of God to the throngs of people who were following him as
he traveled through ci�es and villages. Every step he took
mul�plied the number of his followers. Luke 8 begins by
including in that throng the twelve disciples and the three
women who provided key assistance on Jesus’ i�nerant
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ministry. The parable invited hearers to inspect their intent
in following Jesus. Was it out of curiosity? Was it because of
the glamour of Jesus’ wonder-working miracles? Was it, in
thewords of theWestminster Catechism, “to glorify God and
to enjoy God forever”?
At this point in the Gospel, all in the throng may have
thought that they were receiving God’s word in the depth of
their hearts. By the end of the story, the same “throng” will
include Judas the betrayer, doub�ng Thomas, and Peter the
denier. Likewise, the world of seven billion people cannot be
pigeonholed as good soils or bad soils. Neither can we
categorize one another as mature or immature. What
experience demonstrates is that seasons of our lives show us
the varying degrees to which our hearts bear fruit and also
�mes when we are choked up by the cares of the church and
world.
The kingdom of God is sown in us as we live in response to
the promises of the kingdom and the ethics of the kingdom
marked by love, compassion, and service. The kingdom of
God is sown in us as the Spirit of God works in our hearts to
disclose to us the transforma�ve work of God in the world
and in our lives, promp�ng us to par�cipate in that work. The
kingdom of God is about God, who reveals God’s self, who
sows God’s own heart in us, so that our lives will move in
response to God’s heart. God’s heart pulses and longs for the
world to hear and receive God’s Word that is love and to live
into it. For that to happen, the Spirit furrows the soil, waters
it, and causes it to bear fruit.

PRAYER

Lord of Life
You sow extravagantly
Generously
Some would cry, “Foolish”
We cry, “Glory!”
You sow yourWord
Your Promises
Your Salva�on
Your Self
“Glory!” to your grace and mercy
You save us from the stealing
The shallow
The choking thorns
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“Glory!” to your deliverance and power
You make our lives good rich soil
Ready for your seed
In you, we grow up and increase and yield
“Glory!” to your goodness and faithfulness
We rejoice in you and in being your harvest
Help us to ever bear your good and las�ng fruit
for the honor and glory of your name. Amen

REFLECT AND ACT

1. Why would the sower be so careless in distribu�ng the
seed?

2. How do you listen to the Word of God?
3. What do you do with the scriptures that are difficult and

hard to understand? Will you do what the crowd does?
Will you simply walk away without trying to learn the
meaning like the crowd?
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SERVE: LAZARUS
& RICH MAN

SCRIPTURE • LUKE 16:19-31

The Rich Man and Lazarus

‘There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine
linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his
gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who
longed to sa�sfy his hunger with what fell from the rich
man’s table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores.
The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be
with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. In
Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked up and
saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. He called
out, “Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus
to dip the �p of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I
am in agony in these flames.” But Abraham said, “Child,
remember that during your life�me you received your good
things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is
comforted here, and you are in agony. Besides all this,
between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that
those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do
so, and no one can cross from there to us.” He said, “Then,
father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house— for I have
five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not
also come into this place of torment.” Abraham replied, “They
have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.”
He said, “No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them
from the dead, they will repent.” He said to him, “If they do
not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be
convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”’

READING
TEACHINGS CONCERNING WEALTH

By Fred Craddock
From Luke • Interpreta�on: A Bible Commentary for Teaching
and Preaching (Westminster John Knox Press, 1990).
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Luke’s context for Jesus preparing his followers (including
the reader) not only for Jesus’ passion but for discipleship to
and beyond the events in Jerusalem, then we could say that
a body of teaching on the subject of possessions was not
only expected but inevitable. No subject is of more concern
to Luke when he is drawing together the teachings of Jesus
for disciples. This is not to say that other New Testament
writers neglect the ma�er; by no means, but we have met
the issues of wealth and poverty in Luke with the frequency
of a refrain. Luke has used prac�cally every literary vehicle
available to him to put the subject before the reader: the
song of Mary (1:46–55), the sermons of John the Bap�st
(3:10–14), the prophecy of Isa. 61:1–2 (4:16–30), blessings
and woes (6:20–25), the parable of the rich fool (12:13–21),
warnings about anxiety (12:22–31), advice to guests and
hosts (14:7–14), and now the two parables of chapter 16.
In fact, the two parables now before us represent a posi�ve
and a nega�ve use of material things. Clearly, Luke
understood as well as we that the issues of wealth and
poverty are complex, that anxiety about money is a disease
among both those who have it and those who do not, and
that a generous sharing of one’s goods can free one from the
danger to the soul which lies coiled in the possession of
things. Overall, Luke understands that prosperity casts a
shadow over human life and it is the poor who are the
objects of God’s special concern. Nowhere is that convic�on
more evident than in the story of the rich man and Lazarus,
the second of the parables now before us.

• • •
The first parable of this chapter (vv. 1–8a) was followed by
comments on the parable and the subject of possessions
generally (vv. 8b–13). By contrast, the second parable is
preceded by comments that bear upon the parable (vv.
14–18), although in ways not explicit or clear to the reader.
The audience is no longer disciples but Pharisees, who are
here portrayed as lovers of money who make fun of Jesus’
posi�on on money (v. 14). It is not necessary to picture these
men as godless materialists whose religion is only a facade,
even though our culture has come to suspect that money
madness prompts holding up a Bible and talking easily of
faith in God. The Pharisees love money within a theological
framework that jus�fies their posi�on (v. 15). Jesus has
separated God and mammon (v. 13), and they scoff at his
view. This apparently means that theirs is a theology in
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which God and mammon are comfortably joined. Such a
theology is o�en called Deuteronomic, because in that book
(and others of that tradi�on) the word is clear: obey God and
you will be blessed in war, in the marketplace, in the field,
and at home (Deut. 28). Godliness is in league with riches;
prosperity is the clear sign of God’s favor. This debate within
the Bible and among Chris�ans today was discussed at
13:1–5 and need not be repeated here. It is enough here to
say that Jesus and these Pharisees differed on their
theological interpreta�ons of wealth and poverty. If the
Pharisees further jus�fied their posi�on by alms and acts of
charity out of their abundance, Jesus says that God perceives
what is really going on, and God’s assessment of our
endeavors is frequently a reversal of our own.
The shi� of audience from disciples to Pharisees seems
abrupt, but the sudden shi� is so�ened by the fact that the
subject remains unchanged: money…However, if the
Pharisees misread the law and the prophets in jus�fying a
love of wealth, and if the rich man in the parable interpreted
his and Lazarus’ condi�ons as evidence of God’s favor and
disfavor according to a certain reading of the law and the
prophets, then both the Pharisees and the rich man are
judged by the very Scriptures they had used to jus�fy their
life-styles. Thus verse 31 would conclude what is introduced
not at verse 19 but at verse 14. We will walk through these
verses assuming such con�nuity but not for a moment
unaware of the difficul�es that beset every approach.
The Pharisees found in Deuteronomy and other selected
texts a gospel of wealth. There can be no denying it:
Scriptures can be found that support the posi�on that the
righteous prosper and the wicked suffer. Jesus, who blessed
the poor and urged a free sharing of one’s goods with those
in need, regarded the Pharisees’ view as a gross
misinterpreta�on of the Old Testament. Even though the
gospel of the kingdom has been preached since John and
mul�tudes are storming the door (v. 16), this does not mean
that the law and the prophets have been canceled. Jesus’
conten�on with Pharisees is not a case of the new
superseding the old; by no means. His conten�on is over a
proper reading of the old. Not one dot (a decora�ve scribal
marking on the text) of the law was void (v. 17); what Jesus
is saying and doing is according to the law rightly
understood.
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Jesus now provides a story that vividly drama�zes to the
Pharisees a gross misreading of the Scriptures and the
consequences of it. We have been referring to the story of
the rich man and Lazarus as a parable, as it is so designated
in much of the literature. We are aware, however, that this is
the only “parable” of Jesus in which proper names occur:
Lazarus and Abraham (in the La�n Vulgate “rich man” is
translated “Dives,” but that is not the man’s name). In
addi�on, the use of the name Lazarus and the men�on of
raising him from the dead naturally prompt ques�ons about
the rela�onship between Luke’s story and the account of the
raising of Lazarus in John 11. There seems to be more than
coincidence here, but specula�ons about sources and
influences will not advance our discussion of verses 19–31.
And finally, on the issues of whether this story is a parable is
the ques�on of its unity: Is it one story or one story with an
addi�on, or two stories? Every reader no�ces that verses
19–26 have one focus and verses 27–31 another. It has
rather generally been referred to by students of parables as
a “double-edged” parable. In the remarks that follow, it will
be assumed that verses 27–31 are essen�al to the parable in
that they return the reader to the reason for the parable in
the first place. The story is addressed to Pharisees not simply
on the issue of wealth and poverty but on a jus�fica�on of
their view on the basis of the law and the prophets. That
ma�er is not fully addressed un�l verse 31. Apparently Luke
has taken a popular and familiar story and developed it into
a strong polemic on the proper interpreta�on of Scripture.
The first part of the parable (vv. 19–26) is a much-traveled
story, forms of it being found in several cultures. Some
scholars trace its origin to Egypt, where stories of the dead
and of messages being brought from the dead are in
abundance. At least seven versions are to be found in the
rabbis. In one version the characters are a rich merchant and
a poor teacher; in another, a rich and haughty woman and
her servile husband. The story in Luke is, of course, Jewish in
orienta�on (Father Abraham), appropriate to an audience of
Pharisees and to the point that Luke is making. Theologically
it is most congenial to Luke, not only in its perspec�ves on
rich and poor but also in the reversal of the fortunes of the
rich man and Lazarus. An eschatological reversal is central in
Luke’s understanding of the final coming of the reign of God.
The parable reflects popular beliefs about the herea�er and
the state of the dead. The reader will want to avoid ge�ng
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reduced into using the descrip�ons of the fates of the two
men as providing revealed truth on the state of the dead. In
other words, this is not a text for a sermon on “Five Minutes
A�er Death.” Details are rich and sharp. For the rich man, life
is a daily banquet at a bounteous table, his abundance
spilling over onto his person, draped as he is in robes of
royalty over fine Egyp�an undergarments. Nothing about
him even hints of need. The poor man, clothed in running
sores, squats (lies) among the dogs, gaunt, hollow-eyed, and
famished, his face turned toward the rich man’s house in the
museum stare of the dying. Both die, but only the rich man
has a burial (v. 22). Now their roles are reversed. Lazarus is
an honored guest at the messianic banquet, while the rich
man lies in anguish in the flames of Hades (Old Testament:
Sheol). Their condi�ons are now unalterably final.
Let us pause to remind ourselves that whatever this story
meant in other contexts, it is here used by Luke to address
Pharisees who lovedwealth and scoffed at Jesus’ posi�on on
the subject (v. 14). As Pharisees whose religion was of the
Book, their love of wealth found its confirma�on in the law
and the prophets, as pointed out at verses 14–15 above.
Whoever is careful to obey the commands of God shall be
highly favored: “Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed
shall you be in the field. Blessed shall be the fruit of your
body, and the fruit of your ground, and the fruit of your
beasts, the increase of your ca�le, and the young of your
flock” (Deut. 28:3–4). The equa�ons are quite clear to them:
wealth = blessed of God = obedience to God’s
commandments. If, then, the parable is to address them, the
rich man cannot be an exaggera�on of godless materialism
but a realis�c portrait of a man whose wealth was taken as
evidence of God’s favor, a man with whom the Pharisees can
iden�fy. Otherwise the story has interest but no power. And
as for the poor man, is not his condi�on the punishment of
God on a life unknown to us but known to God? It is true
that Luke reveals nothing directly about the characters of
these two men, and some have faulted the story for its
apparent economic prejudice: the rich go to hell, the poor go
to heaven.
But there is a theology assumed in the parable that Luke is
a�acking, a theology that says of the one who delights in
God’s law, “In all that he does, he prospers,” but “the wicked
are not so” (Ps. 1:3–4). In fact, and may this thought self-
destruct immediately, the rich man could have defended his
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not helping Lazarus with the argument that one should not
interfere when God is punishing a person. Such has been the
reasoning of some church people in this country who have
refused to minister to the hungry and the homeless.
This portrait of the rich man has been drawn to fit the
Pharisees before whom he is placed. Whatever confirma�on
and support the rich man and the Pharisees found in the
Scriptures for their love of wealth, it is a fact that the
situa�on presented in the parable is a clear viola�on of those
same Scriptures. The law of Moses specifically required that
the harvest be shared with the poor and the transient (Lev.
19:9–10), and the law spelled out otherways to carry out the
fundamental injunc�on, “You shall open wide your hand to
your brother, to the needy and to the poor, in the land”
(Deut. 15:7–11). And the prophets offered no release from
the law:

Is not this the fast that I choose:
to loose the bonds of wickedness,
to undo the thongs of the yoke,
to let the oppressed go free,
and to break every yoke?
Is it not to share your bread with the hungry,
and bring the homeless poor into your house;
when you see the naked, to cover him,
and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?
Isaiah 58:6–7

Neither did Jesus: “But it is easier for heaven and earth to
pass away, than for one dot of the law to become void” (v.
17). It is because of this point about the law and the
prophets that for Luke the parable must con�nue, even
though stopping at verse 26 would have already made a
point vital not only for Luke but for all disciples of Jesus:
wherever some eat and others do not eat, there the kingdom
does not exist, quote whatever Scripture you will.
In verses 27–32, the rich man wants a message sent to his
five brothers so they can avoid the torment of Hades.
Abraham tells him that they already have in the law and the
prophets the adequate and sufficient message, just as the
rich man did. The rich man knows that just as he missed the
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word of God to him in the Scriptures, so might his brothers.
Something more extraordinary is needed, such as someone
rising from the dead. Not only is Abraham’s word true in
principle, that the Scriptures are sufficient for faith and for a
life in the will of God, but it was also, in Luke’s view, true
historically: the rejec�on of the risen Christ had its root in
the misunderstanding of the true meaning of the law and the
prophets. According to Luke, it is not only on the subject of
wealth and poverty that Jesus and not the Pharisees
properly interprets Scripture; Luke has been careful to show,
from the birth narra�ves on, that what Jesus says and does
is according to Scripture. Later, Luke will point out that the
risen Christ taught his disciples to understand Moses, the
prophets, and the wri�ngs (24:25–27, 44–47).
And even later, in Acts, Luke will present the early church’s
message about Jesus as being true to the Jewish Scriptures
(Acts 2:16–36). Luke does not, as many preachers a�er him
have, handle the tensions with Judaism by easily speaking of
the Old superseded by the New. Jesus and the church lived
within that tradi�on and worked at an interpreta�on of that
tradi�on which opened the way for the full reign of God. The
meaning of Scripture and the will of God concerning material
goods, wealth, and poverty was a vital subject in the debate
between Jesus and some of the Pharisees. The debate
con�nues, but now it is between Jesus and some of his
followers.

PRAYER

Loving God, giver of all good gi�s,
you have created us for life together,
and in Christ you have revealed to us
that the true riches of faith are good works,
generosity, and a desire to serve.
Forgive us for all the �mes we’ve feasted sumptuously
while others long to sa�sfy their hunger.
Forgive us for hoarding what we have, grasping for more
while ignoring what our wealth could do for someone else.
Strengthen us this day to pursue all righteousness,

godliness, and love
with perseverance and gentleness,
that we may take hold of the life that is really life,
share what we have with others,
and dwell with you eternally. Amen.
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REFLECT AND ACT

1. When have you been blind to the needs of others near
you? When have you been deaf to those calling you to
live differently?

2. What is wealth to God? How are we called to treat those
who are poor?



38

SERVE: GOOD SAMARITAN

SCRIPTURE • LUKE 10:25-37

The Parable of the Good Samaritan
Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. ‘Teacher,’ he said,
‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ He said to him, ‘What
is wri�en in the law?What do you read there?’ He answered,
‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and
with all your soul, andwith all your strength, andwith all your
mind; and your neighbour as yourself.’ And he said to him,
‘You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.’
But wan�ng to jus�fy himself, he asked Jesus, ‘And who is
my neighbour?’ Jesus replied, ‘A man was going down from
Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who
stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half
dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and
when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So likewise
a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by
on the other side. But a Samaritan while travelling came near
him; and when he saw him, he was movedwith pity. He went
to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil andwine
on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to
an inn, and took care of him. The next day he took out two
denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, “Take care of
him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more
you spend.” Which of these three, do you think, was a
neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of the
robbers?’ He said, ‘The one who showed him mercy.’ Jesus
said to him, ‘Go and do likewise.’

READING

By Amy-Jill Levine
From Short stories by Jesus: The Enigma�c Parables of a
Controversial Rabbi Amy-Jill Levine (HarperOne, 2014).
The parable of the Good Samaritan has come to mean
whatever we want it to mean. In one respect, this inevitable
appropria�on is to be appreciated. Texts should always take
on new meaning as they are encountered by new readers
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from new cultural contexts. However, texts also have their
own original context.
The various appropria�ons and interpreta�ons of the
parable heard today are generally good news. What’s not to
like about helping the stranger and being charitable toward
others? But those are not the messages a first-century
Jewish audience would have heard. They didn’t need a
parable to tell them to care for others; they were already
commanded to love both the neighbor and the stranger.
Those Jews in an�quity would not be thinking of
governmental resources or foreign aid; the Samaritan would
not have reminded them of a secretary of state or a prime
minister. Nor would they have thought of Samaritans as
“strangers.” To the contrary, they were the all too familiar
neighbors and all too hated enemies.
The parable for them would not have been about looking
a�er a fellow human being, and the parable is not, finally, an
answer to the ques�on, “Who is my neighbor?” It is more
provoca�ve than that. And if we readers iden�fy with the
Samaritan—as the poli�cians and charitable organiza�ons
do—we have missed the deeper implica�ons of the parable
as well. Worse, the standard iden�fica�on we readers have
today with the Samaritan leads to the standard an�-Jewish
interpreta�ons that have infected much of New Testament
study. In many Chris�an contexts, the Samaritan comes to
represent the Chris�an who has learned to care for others or
to break free of prejudice, whereas the priest and the Levite
represent Judaism, understood to be xenophobic, promo�ng
ritual purity over compassion, proclaiming self-interest over
love of neighbor, and otherwise being something that needs
to be rejected.
“To get an ini�al hint of the distance between the mind-set
of parable’s original audience and our own twenty-first-
century perspec�ves, we might begin by reflec�ng briefly on
the term “good Samaritan.” Today, we use the term as if it
were not peculiar. Yet as far as I am aware, there are no
“Good Catholic” or “Good Bap�st” hospitals; there are no
social service organiza�ons called “Good Episcopalian” or
“Good Mexican” or “Good Arab.” To label the Samaritan, any
Samaritan, a “good Samaritan” should be, in today’s climate,
seen as offensive. It is tantamount to saying, “He’s a good
Muslim” (as opposed to all those others who, in this
configura�on, would be terrorists) or “She’s a good
immigrant” (as opposed to all those others who, in this same
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configura�on, are here to take our jobs or scam our welfare
system), or, as Heinrich Himmler put it to a gathering of SS
officers, every German “has his decent Jew”—that is, knows
one good Jew—and as far as Himmler was concerned, even
one was too many, because that might create sympathy.7
The problem with the labeling is not simply a lack of
sensi�vity toward the Samarita people—yes, there are s�ll
Samaritans. It is also a lack of awareness of how odd the
expression “good Samaritan” would have seemed to Jesus’s
Jewish contemporaries.
What happens when we strip away two thousand years of
usually benevolent and well-intended domes�ca�on and
hear the parable as a first-century short story spoken by a
Jew to other Jews?”

PRAYER

Holy God, you call us to live out your jus�ce and righteousness.
Help us to walk in your footsteps, so that we never lose our way.
Enable us to live and love in the way that you have taught us, so
that we can act in grace, even with those who we consider our
enemies. In the name of Jesus we pray. Amen.

REFLECT AND ACT

1. How do we care for our enemies, who are also our
neighbors?

2. Will we be able to bind up their wounds rather than
watch them suffer? And can we imagine that they might
do the same for us?

3. How do we put into prac�ce the promise of not leaving
the wounded traveler on the road?
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BIBLIOGRAPHY
• For a book about all the parables in Ma�hew, Mark, and

Luke (as well as some material from John) and how these
teachings reveal God’s grace in Jesus Christ, read Robert
Farrar Capon’s Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox,
Outrage, and Vindica�on in the Parables of Jesus
(Eerdmans, 2002).

• For a commentary on Luke from the perspec�ve of a
master preacher, try Fred Craddock’s Luke in the
Interpreta�on: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and
Preaching series (Westminster John Knox, 1990).

• For commentaries on the gospels that feature essays on
each passage from theological, exege�cal, pastoral, and
homile�cal perspec�ves, pick one of the seven volumes
of Feas�ng on the Gospels, ed. Cynthia A. Jarvis & E.
Elizabeth Johnson (Westminster John Knox, 2014).

• For a theological reading with special a�en�on to
women’s and minori�es’ voices, try Justo L. Gonzàlez’
volume on Luke for the Belief series (Westminster John
Knox, 2010).

• For a thorough analysis of the text of Luke that’s not
overly technical, read Joel B. Green’s The Gospel of Luke
in the New Interna�onal Commentary Series (Eerdmans,
1997).

• For a crea�ve a�empt to imagine how Jesus’ first Jewish
listeners might have heard the parables, look at Amy Jill
Levine’s Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigma�c Parables
of a Controversial Rabbi (HarperOne, 2015).
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CHURCH COVENANT – COMING BACK BETTER

As a congrega�on and staff team, wewill be uncompromising in our commitment to
make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transforma�on of the world, to the
overarching vision of the church and to these core values:

Developing as Disciples – Lead, Don’t Point

• Trinity will lead the way as followers of Jesus whose life is centered on loving
God and loving others.

• Trinity will personally commit to the seven prac�ces that lead to faith growth:
Prayer, Scriptural Medita�on, Corporate Worship, Small Group Communi�es,
Gi�s-based service, Financial Generosity, and Invita�onal Evangelism (Prayers,
Presence, Gi�s, Service and Witness).

• Trinity will engage in faith-building ac�vi�es as a staff and congrega�on (e.g.
studies, Scripture reading and serving together).

• Trinity will prac�ce integrity and truth-telling.
• Trinity will model forgiveness and reconcilia�on in the way of Jesus.
• Trinity will prac�ce and encourage each other in maintaining a healthy rhythm

of work and rest.

Team-ing –We is Greater than Me

• Trinity will strive to create and sustain an atmosphere of faith and love.
• Trinity will encourage and support one another through good �mes and bad

�mes.
• Trinity will speak TO each other and not ABOUT each other.
• Trinity will choose to believe the best instead of assuming the worst when

there is a gap of informa�on.
• Trinity will speak the truth in love to each other in a �mely way with the goal

of securing the health of our rela�onships.
• Trinity will always value the whole over the parts knowing that we are be�er

together.
• Trinity will strive to leverage conflict well by encouraging conflict around ideas

and swi�ly addressing conflict around personali�es.
• Trinity will all hold each other accountable to our covenant, regardless of

posi�on.
• Trinity will work hard and play hard.

Serving Well – Keep an Eye to the Why

• Trinity will remember our purpose and do everything to the glory of God.
• Trinity will strive for excellence in all that we do.
• Trinity will seek out and share insights from professional development

opportuni�es.
• Trinity will learn by taking risks and not being afraid of failure.
• Trinity will be fully engaged in our ministry areas and the life of the whole

congrega�on.

Let’s Go!





TRINITY
UNITED CHURCHMETHODIST

www.trinityblythewood.org

90 Boney Road
Blythewood, SC • 29016

(803) 786-1637

Facebook: @TrinityBlythewood
Instagram: @TrinityUMCBlythewood


