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Beginning with Irenaeus in the late second century, a long list of church 

fathers that also includes Victorinus, Hippolytus, Epiphanius, Augustine, 

and Jerome made seemingly fanciful claims that the tetramorphic imagery 

of Ezek 1:10 and Rev 4:7 bears a relationship to the four-gospel canon of 

the New Testament. Any such association would seem to be discredited 

by the subjective, speculative reasoning of its proponents if not by 

disagreement among them over its details. Notwithstanding, the 

theriomorphic elements (lion, ox, eagle) of the cherubic creatures in Ezekiel 

may be related to ethnic iconography in other passages of that book. In turn, 

the ethnic categories identified in those passages (Judahite, Josephite, and 

non-Israelite) are reflected in the relative ethnic affinities of the Synoptic 

Gospels. The remaining, human symbolic element is left to correspond 

to the Fourth Gospel. This curious alignment is as objective and systematic 

as it is improbable. The appearance of such a programmatic 

correspondence complicates, even as it freshly informs, the question of 

gospel origins. 
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1. An Ethnically-Based Analysis of Tetramorphic Symbolism 

The identification of the figures of man, lion, bull, and eagle from Ezek 1:10 and Rev 4:7 with 

the canonical gospels on impressionistic grounds, beginning with Irenaeus in the late second 

century, has long invited dismissal in the circles of critical scholarship.1 The inability of early 

commentators to offer an objective basis for assigning the tetramorphic symbols led naturally 

to disagreement as to which symbol belonged to which gospel. Of competing schemes 

advocated by Irenaeus, Augustine, and Jerome, that of Jerome became dominant over time.2 

Though the earliest known symbolic assignments, by Irenaeus, were eventually eclipsed, they 

were still preferred in some quarters until the late seventh century.3 If that confusion were not 

grounds enough for skepticism, the historically contingent reception of four such stylistically 

distinct products as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—not just as a group of sacred documents 

but as a sacred group of documents—would seem warrant enough to disregard these patristic 

musings. 

The Synoptic Problem, arising from a literary relationship among at least the first three 

canonical gospels, bears further witness to contingency of the four-part collection. A unifying 

template for the number and interrelationships of the gospels therefore lies at the farthest 

horizon of probability. Evidence of a programmatic unity, if it does exist, would 

monumentally complicate the historical picture of gospel composition. Nevertheless, too 

much remains unknown about the canonical gospels’ origins to curtail investigation when 

clues lead in inconvenient or unconventional directions. The clues in the present case are to be 

found, not only in the gospels themselves, but in the aforementioned passages from Ezekiel 

and Revelation read against their larger biblical and Ancient Near Eastern settings. 

 
1See Charles Hill, “Enthroned Upon the Cherubim,” 22n2. 
 

2Irenaeus assigned the man to Matthew, the eagle to Mark, the bull to Luke, and the lion to John. Augustine followed 
Irenaeus in linking the bull to Luke, but assigned the lion to Matthew, the man to Mark, and the eagle to John. 
Jerome followed Irenaeus in the assignments of the man and bull to Matthew and Luke, respectively and, like 
Augustine, connected the eagle to John, leaving the lion corresponding to Mark. References may be found in 
the materials assembled by Felix Just under “Symbols of the Evangelists” at Catholic-Resources.org. For an 
analysis, particularly of the assignments made by Jerome, see Francis Watson, Gospel Writing, 553-603; ibid., 
The Fourfold Gospel, 46. 

 
3For example, they are reflected in the illuminated Latin gospel manuscript known as the Book of Durrow, c. 700. 

See fol.2r, https://digitalcollections.tcd.ie/concern/works/wm117t53k?locale=en. Accessed 27 May 2025. 
 



Two observations about biblical iconography are relevant, specifically, to its occurrence in 

Ezek 1:10. The first is that representation of cherubim and similar guardian spirits (lamasu, 

sphinxes, genii) by combining two or more of the figures of lion, bull, eagle (large raptor) and 

human was common in the Ancient Near East and dates to pre-Israelite times.4 The 

quadriform fusion in Ezekiel 1, if not quite an example of stock cultural imagery, reflects 

what was in its time a familiar symbolic language. 

The second observation, the significance of which remains to be demonstrated, is that 

setting aside their fluid metaphorical use in literary genres both ancient and modern, the three 

animal examples of lion, bull (or ox or calf), and eagle function biblically as ethnic badges. 

The most familiar example is from the vision in Revelation immediately following that of the 

four heavenly creatures, where the risen Jesus is called “the lion that is from the tribe of 

Judah” (Rev 5:5). 

1.1 Lion, Eagle, and Bull as Ethnic Identifiers in Ezekiel 

The lion as a symbol of Judah first occurs canonically in Gen 49:9. It is present in the 

description of Solomon’s glory throne, in which a dozen lion sculptures are stationed on the 

stairs of the throne platform while two more flank the throne itself (1 Kgs 10:19-20).5 In the 

prophetic books, the lion, other than as a metaphor for the rapacity of certain nations (e.g., 

Nah 2:11-13), occurs as an ethnic emblem for Judah, most prominently in the parable of Ezek 

19:1-14. 

The eagle, another of the elements of Ezek 1:10, is in the Bible the most consistent symbol 

of Gentile empires, inspired by the eagle’s ferocity as a predator along with the vast hunting 

territory made possible by its mobility. The first reference comes from Deut 28:49, which 

warns that if Israel forsakes the covenant, “The LORD will bring a nation against you from 

 
4For example, a bronze cult stand from Cyprus dating to c. 1200 BC shows a guardian figure with a human head, 

forequarters of a lion, hindquarters of a bull, and eagle’s wings; see Elie Borowski, “Cherubim: God’s Throne?,” 
39. For an example from Syria dating to as early as 1900 BCE, see John Rogers, “Origin of the ancient 
constellations,” 24. Ezekiel is unique, however, in portraying creatures each of which has a generally human 
form with multiple faces. 

 
5The throne is adorned by a total of fourteen such lion figures (2+12) a number reflecting the gematria value of 

the name “David” in Hebrew (דָּוִד) and elsewhere associated with Solomon (1 Kgs 8:65, MT; 2 Chron 7:9, 
MT) and with Hezekiah (2 Chron 30:22-23), whose reign is described in Chronicles so as to echo that of 
Solomon (see Matthew’s Solomonic Treasury below). 

 



afar, from the end of the earth, as an eagle swoops down, a nation whose language you will 

not understand.”6 The description suggests an enemy with the status of an empire insofar as it 

can project military force from a great distance. It anticipates Israel’s experiences with 

Assyria, Babylon, Greece, and finally Rome, all of which as empires sent armies of conquest 

into Israelite territory. 

The eagle in Deut 28:49 might be considered no more than a transient metaphor if it did 

not recur as representing threatening Assyrian armies in Hosea 8:1 (cf. Isa 8:8) and the forces 

of the Neo-Babylonian empire under Nebuchadnezzar II in Jer 48:40; 49:22 and Hab 1:8. 

Persia was not one of the despoilers of Israel in view in Deuteronomy, but Cyrus the Great as 

a conqueror is called a “bird of prey” in Isa 46:11. Apart from biblical usage, the eagle was 

popular as a symbol of dominance across the Ancient Near East from Persia through 

Mesopotamia to Greece and, finally, Rome, whose use of the eagle as an emblem of military 

triumph is described by Josephus.7 

The book of Daniel, like Jeremiah, associates the eagle with Babylon in the person of 

Nebuchadnezzar, although it does so in combination with bull, lion, and human symbols.8 It is 

Ezek 17:1-10, however, that contains the most colorful and dramatic representation, depicting 

first Nebuchadnezzar and then his rival, the Egyptian pharaoh, as eagles wielding influence 

over Judah’s rulers. Like the passage about the kings of Judah as lions just two chapters later 

in Ezek 19, the parable in chapter seventeen incorporates the image of Israel as a vine. The 

two parables cover roughly the same historical period from the late seventh to the early sixth 

centuries BCE, and both end with the withering of the “vine,” representing the destruction of 

 
6Biblical quotations are from the Authorized Version (Old and New Testaments) and Brenton translation of the 

LXX, updated to accommodate contemporary English usage and critical text variants where these affect sense. 
 
7B.J. 3.123. 

 
8In the story of Nebuchadnezzar’s temporary insanity in chapter 5, the king’s hair had grown “like an eagle’s 

[feathers]” and his fingernails like claws or talons, while he ate grass like a bull. In the prophecy representing 
four successive kingdoms as beasts, Babylon is pictured as a lion with eagles’ wings (7:4). The lion is given a 
human heart, presumably referencing Nebuchadnezzar’s acknowledgment of the true God from 4:37, but 
having a historical fulfillment recorded in 2 Kgs 25:27-30. The eagle, therefore, is the only element present in 
both of Daniel’s theriomorphic figures of Babylon. 

 
 



Jerusalem in 586. These two sections of Ezekiel are clearly related, equivalently showcasing 

their animal symbols. 

It would be a mistake to conclude that Ezekiel lacks an ethnic association for the bull (or 

ox), though none stands out as boldly as do those for the lion and eagle. The link occurs in the 

commands to the prophet to conduct mock sieges, first of the northern kingdom for three 

hundred ninety days, then of Judah for forty days (4:1-17). Specifically for the mock assault 

on the northern kingdom he is commanded to eat a spartan diet, reflecting the distress of 

Northern Israelite refugees, by baking coarse barley bread over a fire fueled by human dung. 

The command recalls the description of prolonged siege as causing people “to eat their own 

dung and drink their own urine” (2 Kgs 18:27; Isa 36:12). When Ezekiel objects out of 

revulsion, God relents and replaces human dung with that of cattle (v. 14-15). 

The subtle exchange of Northern Israelites for cattle in the dialogue over the pantomime 

attack occurs against the background of bovine imagery applied elsewhere in the Old 

Testament to Joseph and his descendants. The most elaborate example of this iconography is 

near the end of the Torah: 

 
And of Joseph he said, 

“Blessed of the LORD be his land, 

For the precious things of heaven, for the dew, 

And for the deep that lies beneath... 

The firstborn, an ox, is he who has majesty, 

And his horns are the horns of the wild ox 

With which he shall push the peoples, 

All of them, to the ends of the earth. 

And they are the ten thousands of Ephraim, 

And they are the thousands of Manasseh.” Deut 
33:13-17 

 

Here, Joseph’s sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, whose names are those of the two largest 

tribes of Northern Israel, are the horns of a rampaging bull. The same animal symbolism is 

sprinkled through the prophetic portion of the OT. The tribal federation north of Judah is 

called an “unruly calf” (Jer 31:18) and a “stubborn heifer,” though one trained to the plow 

(Hos 4:16; 10:11). Its rich women are the “cows” of Samaria (Amos 4:1). 



The cattle motif is reinforced by the economics of geography. Being slightly wetter than 

the more rugged country of Judah, Northern Israel had better pasture for cattle as well as 

sheep, producing the famous “bulls of Bashan” from the Transjordan territory of Manasseh 

(Deut 32:14; Ps 22:12; Josh 13:30). The same area received snow-fed runoff from Mt. 

Hermon, which under the name Sirion is made by Yahweh to cavort like a wild ox along with 

Lebanon (Ps 29:6). 

To Elijah and Elisha, the wonder-working prophets of the north, are attributed memorable 

offerings exclusively of bulls (1 Kgs 18:23, 33; 19:21) whereas Judah-based narratives 

describe combined offerings of bulls and sheep (2 Sam 6:13 cf. LXX; 1 Kgs 1:9; 8:5; 1 Chron 

15:26; 29:21; Ezra 8:35). According to 1 Kings, the calf-shrines which became identified with 

Northern Israel were a mark of religious distinction over and against Judah (1 Kgs 12:26-30; 

cf. Hosea 8:5; 10:5). Hosea accuses Northern Israel, saying, “In Gilgal they sacrifice bulls,” 

and, “...they say of them, ‘Let those who sacrifice kiss the calves’” (Hos 12:11; 13:2).   

 Besides direct references to Judah under the figure of the lion, and Northern Israel as the 

bull, ox, or calf, a pair of texts from the Torah invoke both elements in celebrating Israel’s 

destiny: 

 
God brings them forth out of Egypt, 

Being for them like horns of the wild ox. 

Surely there is no enchantment against Jacob, 

Nor divination against Israel. 

Now it will be said of Jacob and of Israel, 

‘God has done this!’ 

Behold, the people rise up as a lioness, 

And as a lion who lifts himself up. 

He will not lie down until he eats the prey, 

And drinks the blood of the slain. 

  Num 23:22-24; cf. 24:8-9; 1 Kgs 7:29 

 
It can hardly be accidental that the bull, the figure for house of Joseph, and the lion 

assigned to Judah are brought together as the totality of Israel comes into view. 

The animal figures chosen either to depict spirit guardians or to represent nations will tend 

to be dominant: the lion as supreme over predators and wild beasts, the bull as the pinnacle of 



herbivores and domestic animals, and the eagle as ruler of the skies.9 Granted, it is unclear 

how that fact is related to the attachment in Israelite tradition of the lion symbol particularly 

to Judah, the bull to Northern Israel, and the eagle to a series of Gentile empires. 

The unlikelihood that the supernatural symbolism of the lion, bull, and eagle is directly 

related to their ethnic applications is insufficient grounds for ruling out a connection within 

the book of Ezekiel. Suspicion should be aroused by Ezekiel’s giving each of the three animals 

an ethnic association whereas, in keeping with the sparseness of these references in the Bible 

as a whole, no other canonical book offers more than two.10 Given that the ethnic application 

of the three figures has the potential to align three of the canonical gospels objectively with 

the animal aspects of Ezekiel’s cherubs, any convergence of relevant evidence in that book is 

of special interest. 

With this consideration in mind, the description of Ezek 1:10 deserves close attention: 

The likeness of their faces: they had the face of a man, and 
the four had the face of a lion to the right [יָמִין], and the four 
had the face of an ox to the left [שְׂמאֹל], and the four had the 
face of an eagle. 

Why does the text provide an orientation for two of these faces, and only two, namely the 

right side for that of the lion and the left for that of the bull? Two other descriptions of 

cherubs follow later in the book, varying somewhat from each other and both from what is 

found in 1:10, but neither offering a directional indication as to right or left, front or back 

(10:14; 41:18-19). There is nothing in the act of describing the living creatures that would 

compel the author to include this information. 

The Hebrew terms for right and left, יָמִין and שְׂמאֹל, besides having perspectival definitions 

have geographic ones insofar as they can stand for “south” and “north,” respectively. In only a 

handful of verses is the geographic meaning of either word primary, however.11 In just one OT 

verse do both words, occurring together, clearly indicate opposite compass directions: 

 
9See, e.g., in Rabbinic literature, Shemot Rabbah 23:13. 
 

10The eagle and bull in Deut 28:49; 33:17. 
 

11Out of 139 occurrences of יָמִין a directional translation of “south” is preferable, arguably, in just five: Josh 17:7; 1 
Sam 23:19, 24; Ezek 16:46; and Ps 89:12. Of the fifty-four instances of  שְׂמאֹל a translation of “north” is 
appropriate in three: Gen 14:15; Josh 19:27; and Ezek 16:46. (The directional meaning is derived from an 
observer facing the rising sun, in which case the south is on the right and north, on the left.) Notably, a secondary, 
geographical meaning for both terms is present in Gen 48:14, where Jacob’s right hand, indicating preeminence, 



Now your older sister is Samaria, who lives north [שְׂמאֹל] 
of you with her daughters; and your younger sister, who 

lives south [יָמִין] of you, is Sodom with her daughters. 
Ezek 16:46 

Jerusalem, standing for all Judah, is being addressed in this chapter as having by her sins 

exceeded the guilt of Samaria, connoting Northern Israel, and Sodom as representing the nadir 

of Canaanite (Gentile) corruption. If it were not clear enough from this verse that the 

interchangeability of directional “right” with “south” and “left” with “north” is firmly in view 

within the book of Ezekiel, revisiting God’s instructions to the prophet for the mock sieges of 

the two Israelite kingdoms, in chapter four, removes all doubt: 

Moreover, lie upon your left side [ י  and lay the ,[שְּׂמָאלִ֔
iniquity of the house of Israel upon it; according to the 
number of the days that you shall lie upon it, you shall bear 
their iniquity... And again, when you have accomplished 
these, you shall lie on your right side [ ֙יְמָנִי], and shall bear 
the iniquity of the house of Judah; forty days, each day for 
a year, have I set for you. Ezek 4:4-6 

If the references to “right” and “left” in Ezek 1:10 are included merely to sharpen the 

visual description or for some other reason that would leave them randomized with respect to 

Israelite geography, their coincidental alignment with it defies steep odds. Since there are 

twelve ways that pairs from among the four elements may be arranged in right-left positions, 

the probability of choosing the lion and bull and arranging them according to the orientations 

of Judah and Northern Israel is less than ten percent. Factoring in the occurrence of ethnic 

connections for all three animal elements in the same prophetic book, along with directional 

associations for “right” and “left” in an ethnic context, reduces the probability to an even 

smaller though less easily calculable value. 

The three animal elements of Ezek 1:10, viewed in combination as ethnic markers, might 

easily be taken as embracing all humanity. The idea that eagle-like Gentile empires include all 

nations through their extended sphere of influence is reflected in Dan 2:37-38 and even in Rev 

11:8, where the “great city” in which Jesus is said to have been crucified is almost certainly 

Rome in the guise of a new Babylon (Rev 17:5, 9, 18). Since the crucifixion took place at the 

 
is placed on Joseph’s younger son, Ephraim, while Manasseh is placed under Jacob’s left hand; besides being 
dominant in population and influence, the tribe of Ephraim occupied territory directly south of that of Manasseh 
(Josh 17:9-10). 

 



order of a Roman governor, it can in representative terms be located within the imperial 

capital. 

While the nations may be consolidated under empire, the technical bifurcation of Israel 

into its constituent houses means that the familiar division between Israel on one side and “the 

nations” on the other (Deut 32:43; etc.), or between Jew and Gentile in the NT (Rom 3:29; 

etc.), can become a three-way split. In Matt 10:5-6, for example, “the nations” are 

distinguished from the Samaritan remnant of the northern kingdom as well as from “Israel” as 

a descriptor for Judah. The same division is implied in Acts, where the geographical sweep of 

1:8 sets the stage for the progress of the gospel past the milestones of Jewish, then Samaritan, 

and finally Gentile conversions (Acts 2:36, 41; 8:14-15; 10:45-48). 

As common in the Bible as are the distinctions that make possible a three-fold division of 

humanity corresponding to lion-bull-eagle symbolism, such a classification is invoked 

specifically only in the aforementioned passages in Matthew and Acts in the NT. In the OT it 

occurs only in Ezek 16:46-63, the same passage that uses “left” and “right” for “north” and 

“south” in the context of the geography of the Israelite kingdoms. 

It might seem incongruous that in Ezek 16 Sodom, alongside Jerusalem and Samaria, 

occupies the place where the eagle would seem to call for an imperial power such as Assyria, 

Egypt, or Babylon. However, as just noted, Rev 11:8 describes an entity subsequently 

identified as Babylon (chaps. 16-17) as “the great city, which spiritually is called Sodom and 

Egypt.” The Revelator finds it appropriate to associate Sodom, emblematic of callous self-

indulgence (Ezek 16:49), with precisely those two imperial nations—Egypt and Babylon—to 

which Ezekiel assigns the symbol of the eagle. It would be unwise to assume that the 

prophetic logic of Revelation in this respect is foreign to the OT sources, including Ezekiel, 

from which it draws inspiration. 

Lending weight, therefore, to an implicit ethnic of dimension of Ezek 1:10 are: (1) the 

concentration of corresponding ethnic animal symbols in that book; (2) the alignment of 

directional indicators in light of usage rare elsewhere in the OT; and (3) the occurrence in 

Ezekiel of an otherwise uncommon three-way ethnic-spiritual division of humanity generally 

corresponding to the theriomorphic cherub elements. 

It is conceivable that Ezekiel’s author saw a divine hand at work in the convergence of 

stock symbolism of spirit guardians with ethnic badges for Israel’s two houses and for 



contemporaneous Gentile empires. The dominance of certain subhuman creatures over parts 

of the natural world was, after all, what made them as attractive as advertisements for national 

prowess as for supernatural strength. The overlap of ethnic and supernatural properties occurs 

in a different but perhaps related way in Ezekiel’s comparison of the king of Tyre, and with 

him the national essence of that city-state, to a wayward cherub (28:12-19). 

To take the next step in relating canonical gospels to the lion-bull-eagle it has been 

necessary to  establish not the certainty of an ethnic aspect of Ezek 1:10 but merely its 

plausibility. That done, we are ready to turn the gospels of the New Testament. 

1.2 Sorting Judahite and Josephite Histories with the Gospels in View 

External information about the canonical gospels, particularly information close in time to the 

likely date range of their composition, is almost entirely confined to the general background 

of these documents. Most of the characters in the gospel narratives, foremost among them 

Jesus himself, were Jewish people with a distinctive culture living in the Jewish homeland. 

The first-century Jewish community resided in close proximity to, and in tension with, a 

Samaritan counterpart which traced its ancestry to the Northern Israelites. Both of these 

national claimants to the Israelite legacy felt keenly the influence of the surrounding Greco-

Roman world. As a result, we would expect all the canonical gospels to be by degrees Jewish, 

Samaritan-conscious, and Greco-Roman-inflected. 

The way the three cultural categories just mentioned approximate the ethnicities linked to 

the lion, bull, and eagle symbols makes it likely that each of the gospels will contain a mixture 

of characteristics relating to these categories. For the sake of clarity and brevity, from this 

point onward I will use the term Judahite for that which pertains to people of southern 

Israelite ancestry, linked traditionally to the dynasty of David, and the animal symbol of 

which is the lion. I will use Josephite for what pertains to people of Northern Israelite 

ancestry under the Scriptural terms “Israel,” “the house of Joseph” (or simply “Joseph”), 

“Ephraim,” “Samaria” (for the city that became their capital) and “Samaritan,” and the 

symbol of which is the bull. Finally, imperial Gentile will identify what has to do with Rome 

as the empire of the greater Mediterranean world of the first century, more broadly including 

all non-Israelite peoples within Rome’s reach, and retrospectively Ancient Near Eastern 

empires throughout OT history, the symbol of all of whom is the eagle. 



Even though none of the gospels will be found to be exclusively Judahite, Josephite or 

imperial Gentile, one of those categories might turn out to be most appropriate to a particular 

gospel relative to the others. It is not inevitable that this will be the case; the features that 

allow classification could prove too evenly distributed to qualify any of the gospels as the 

clear leader for any of the three slots, or one might be classifiable (Matthew as Judahite, for 

example) while examination of the others yields ambiguous results. 

The ubiquity of OT quotations, references, allusions, and echoes in the canonical gospels 

means that intertextual analysis, challenging as it is, will be key to any attempt to classify 

them in ethnic terms. Two steps will help to simplify this task, the first of which is to sort OT 

materials with respect to one house or kingdom of Israel as opposed to the other. For example, 

the narratives about David’s career and reign along with those of other kings of Judah 

including Solomon, Rehoboam, et al. qualify as Judahite. The same is true for the portrayal in 

Genesis of the eponymous ancestor of that tribe. We are not here concerned with questions of 

historicity of ancient events and characters but with sacred history as the OT presents it and 

readers of the first century found it. The portrayal of the man Joseph in Genesis and then of 

the northern kingdom as contained partly in the Elijah-Elisha cycle of 1-2 Kings would, 

obviously, be placed in the Josephite column. The divergent ethnic lineages may be traced 

through the Genesis narrative to Leah as the mother of Judah and Rachel as the mother of 

Joseph. 

Much OT material is neutral toward or common to the national houses of Israel, although 

patriarchal episodes may be sorted according to key northern or southern locales (e.g., Gen 

12:6-8; 21:33; 23:1-20; 26:23-25; 28:11-22; 22:24-30; 35:1-7). The separate blessings on 

Judah and Joseph in Genesis 49 and Deut 33 are self-identifying. The end of the Hexateuch 

has a strong Northern Israelite orientation in that the character for which it is named, Joshua, 

from the principal northern tribe of Ephraim, makes farewell remarks to the people at 

Shechem. Shechem, the cultural capital of Northern Israel, was also one of the various 

northern locations of the sanctuary of Yahweh at different times (Josh 24:26).12 When Joshua 

 
12The Scriptures site the tent for worship and priestly services at Gilgal (Josh 4:19; 6:11), Shiloh (Josh 18:1; Judg 

21:19; 1 Sam1:3), Shechem (Josh 24:25-26), Nob (1 Sam 21:1-6), and Gibeon (1 Chron 21:29), all of which 
were in territory belonging to the house of Joseph prior to the division of the kingdom. During part of that time 
the ark of the covenant reportedly was not at the sanctuary but in a house near Kiriath-jearim on the border 
between Benjamin and Judah  (1 Sam 7:1). 

 



dies he is interred in the hill country of Ephraim as are Eleazar the son of Aaron and the 

mummified remains of Joseph (Josh 24:29-33). 

Most of the material in the book of Judges pertains to Northern Israel, even though it 

begins with a story about Judah’s conquests in 1:1-20 (with an epilogue in 3:9-11). A minor 

judge from Judah is mentioned in 12:8-10, and there are passing notices of southern territory 

in 10:9; 17:7; 18:12; 19:1-2, 18; 20:1, 18. The action in chapters 13-16 takes place in Judah or 

bordering territory to its west even though Samson, the subject of that story cycle, is of the 

tribe of Dan. Otherwise, Northern Israel is the focus. The tribe of Benjamin, which figures 

prominently in Judges, was reckoned as part of the house of Joseph (2 Sam 19:16, 20) even 

though it allied itself with Judah during the monarchical period (1 Kgs 12:21-24). The well-

known Song of Deborah and Barak, in 5:2-31a, has a list of the tribes in verses 12-18 that 

amounts to a roster of Northern Israel, with “Machir” standing in for Manasseh (Gen 50:23), 

and “Gilead” for Gad (Deut 3:12); the excluded tribes are Levi, which was forbidden to 

muster for battle (Num 1:3, 49), and Judah with its tribal dependent, Simeon (Jdgs 1:3).13 

Some overlap of Judahite and Josephite material exists in the books of Samuel, Kings, and 

Chronicles, but most of the narrative sections can be assigned to one category or the other. We 

are not left in doubt, for example, about the geographical focus of the beginning of 1 Samuel. 

It introduces the reader to a character living in the heart of northern territory, an Ephraimite 

named Elkanah, who will become the father of Samuel the prophet. Elkanah’s relationship 

with his two wives closely resembles that of Jacob with Leah and Rachel; Samuel’s mother, 

Hannah, like Joseph’s mother, Rachel, is a much-loved second wife who has endured years of 

barrenness before conceiving (1 Sam 1:2-28; cf. Gen 29:21-30:24). Samuel, like his forebear 

Joseph, is destined for greatness as a leader and man of God. When Hannah takes the young 

Samuel to the sanctuary she brings along a bull for an offering (1 Sam 1:24). This section’s 

well-defined Northern Israelite identity will be important later when we examine its 

relationship to the opening narrative of Luke’s gospel. 

 
13The frequent claim that only nine tribes are mentioned in the song overlooks “Gilead” as a surrogate for Gad, 

which when included yields ten, the number traditionally associated with the northern kingdom (1 Kgs 11:31). 
Ultimately, the number was an approximation insofar as Benjamin eventually allied itself with Judah (1 Kgs 
12:21-24). 

 



Judahite history predominates from 1 Sam 16:1 to 1 Kgs 11:25, which contains the story of 

David’s rise, his accession and court history, and the glory days of Solomon. The subsequent 

narrative alternates between the northern and southern kingdoms, including the long section 

of northern history represented by the Elijah-Elisha cycle in 1 Kgs 16:23-2 Kgs 13:25. Of 

course, there are asides in these sections that reference the part of Israel that is not the primary 

subject of the narrative. These inclusions may be brief, such as the allusion to David before he 

actually enters the story (1 Sam 15:28), or extended, as is the episode of Judahite court 

intrigue that intrudes near the end of the Elijah-Elisha cycle (2 Kgs 11:1-12:21). 

The prophetic books are less definite than the histories in their ethnic attachments. Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, and Ezekiel are Judah-based, while containing a limited number of messages 

directed at the northern kingdom either in judgment (e.g., Isa 28:1-13), for future restoration 

(e.g., Jer 31:15-20), or in anticipation of reconciliation with Judah (e.g., Ezek 37:16-17). 

Nevertheless, Judah was the flag-bearer for the hopes of Israel as a whole, and a good deal of 

what is contained in the major prophets is pan-Israelite in its application. The same may be 

said of Joel, Micah, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi in the 

compendium of minor prophets, with Obadiah, Jonah, and Nahum containing oracles 

targeting Gentile nations. Hosea and Amos stand out precisely because they are addressed 

primarily though not exclusively to Northern Israel. 

Most of the books that form the Ketuvim or “Writings” section of the Hebrew Bible, 

excluding the books of Chronicles already mentioned, are tilted toward Judah, not least 

because they include post-exilic material. These include the Psalms, more than seventy (out of 

one hundred fifty) of which are attributed to David, with two credited to Solomon, and which 

are liberally sprinkled with references to Zion and Jerusalem. Nevertheless, Joseph and his 

descendants are extolled in few places (e.g., Ps 80), and since the Psalms are expansive in 

their treatment of God’s purpose for Israel, texts there evoke Judah most strongly where, for 

example, Solomon as the first dynastic heir of David is made a model for the Messiah (Ps 72). 

Among the rest of the poetic and sapiential books, Proverbs is explicitly associated with 

Solomon, but ethnic ties to Judah come to the fore not in the aphorisms of practical folk 

knowledge but in texts reflecting on Judah’s wisdom tradition itself through the exaltation of 

spiritual insight (1 Kgs 4:30-31; Prov 1:1-7; 2:1-6; Eccl 1:1; 12:9; etc.). 



In the case of Daniel, the Israelite characters are Judahite (1:1, 6), but the book focuses on 

the rise and fall of Gentile empires, and on the hope of restoration for greater Israel (e.g., 9:7). 

Admittedly, it has been necessary here to sketch the ethnic contours of Israel’s Scriptures in 

broad strokes. Even a cursory survey is enough to show how intertextual patterns in the 

gospels might serve to distinguish them ethnically one from another. 

2. Mark’s Imperial Gentile Credentials 

To say that intertextual links are important in determining the ethnic coloring of each of the 

gospels is not to say they are exclusive of other indicators. The common observation that 

Mark’s gospel has a Gentile orientation, at least by comparison with Matthew, rests in part on 

Mark’s explanation of Jewish customs to an audience in which Gentiles are expected to 

predominate (Mark 7:3-4). Mark also shows sensitivity to the precise ethnic identity—Syro-

Phoenician—of the Gentile woman who asks Jesus to exorcise her demon-possessed daughter. 

Mark’s language stands in distinction to Matthew’s description of the woman as “Canaanite,” 

which reflects the Torah’s extension of the boundaries of Canaan as far as Sidon (Matt 15:21-

22; Gen 10:19). 

Two of the three instances of ritualistic healing by Jesus occur in Mark (7:32-35; 8:22-25), 

with none found in Matthew or Luke.14 The First and Third Evangelists apparently judged 

their audiences to be more likely to find such stories problematic than Mark did his. Probably 

for the same reason, Matthew and Luke omit the words Jesus addresses to the sea to calm its 

boisterous waves (Mark 4:39; cf. Matt 8:26; Luke 8:24). These differences confirm (if 

confirmation is necessary) that Mark’s author assumed his audience to be more heavily 

Gentile than did the authors of Matthew and Luke.15 

Mark contains more Latin-derived terms and phrases than the other gospels, among the 

unique instances of which in the four-gospel canon are σπεκουλάτωρ (6:27) and κεντυρίων 

(15:39). Other possibly Latin-derived or -influenced vocabulary in Mark includes συμπόσιον 

(6:39) and ἱκανὸν ποιῆσαι (15:15), but the list is a long one. The Latin-related linguistic 

 
14The third is in John 9:1-7. 
 

15The greater sensitivity of the First and Third Evangelists is evident also from their qualification of the Spirit that 
descended upon Jesus as “of God” (Matt 3:16) or “Holy” (Luke 3:22) rather than simply “the Spirit” (Mark 
1:10). 

 



content, whether or not it bears on the question of where the Second Gospel was written, is an 

objective index of comparison: it is simply a fact that Mark’s text is more heavily infused with 

the imperial Gentile language than are the texts of Matthew, Luke, and John.16 

A glancing intertextual pointer is present in Mark’s opening verse, which seems both to 

evoke and to challenge claims about the first Roman emperor. The language of that verse has 

been compared to the Priene Calendar inscription, which proclaims that the birth of Caesar 

Augustus was “the beginning of good news.”17 At the same time, the verse alludes to Isa 40:1-

9, which announces to Jerusalem the “good news” or “glad tidings” that Israel’s God would 

meet the nation’s returning exiles in Judah’s hill country. Mark re-purposes Roman imperial 

propaganda and blends it with Isaiah’s reminder that earthly empires, like that of ancient 

Babylon, could not withstand the divine will. 

The most direct intertextual evidence of Mark’s Gentile orientation in comparison with 

Matthew and Luke is its more extensive reference in Jesus' accusation of temple authorities. 

Matt 21:13 Mark 11:17 Luke 19:46 

And he said to them, “It is 
written, ‘My house shall be 
called a house of prayer,’ but 
you have made it a den of 
robbers. 

And he taught, saying to them, 
“Is it not written, ‘My house 
shall be called a house of prayer 
for all nations’? But you have 
made it a den of robbers. 

. . . saying to them, “It is written, 
‘My house is a house of prayer,’ 
but you have made it a den of 
robbers.” 

 

Mark seems to credit a centurion at the crucifixion with the first sincere human confession 

of Jesus as God’s Son (15:39). Weighing against an interpretation of the statement as mockery 

or irony are Mark’s labeling of abusive speech as such in previous verses (cf. 15:18-20, 29-

32) and the fact that the other Synoptics attribute sincerity to the centurion (Matt 27:54; Luke 

23:47). 

In an aside, Mark identifies the man who helped Jesus carry the instrument of execution as 

“the father of Alexander and Rufus,” as if his audience were acquainted with one or both of 

 
16For a deeper analysis, see Adam Winn, The Purpose of Mark’s Gospel, 81-82; Peter Head, “Mark’s Vocabulary,” 

102-105. For σπεκουλάτωρ as indicative of Latin spoken in close proximity to Greek, see Alfredo Delgado 
Gómez, “Mark's Σπεκουλάτωρ and the Origin of His Gospel [Full Text].” 

 
17See Craig Evans, “Mark’s Incipit and the Priene Calendar Inscription,” 67-81. 
 



these persons (15:21).18 “Rufus,” though a common enough name at the time, is found 

nowhere else in the NT except among the members of the Roman church mentioned at the 

end of Paul’s letter to that body (Rom 16:13). The occurrence of this quintessentially Roman 

name in these two places is a weak but definite point of contact with Roman culture even if 

the identification of one person with the other is far from certain. 

Mark generalizes Jesus' saying about a person not being defiled by what enters into them 

but what comes out of them as, in effect, “cleansing [καθαρίζω] all foods” (7:15-19). The 

cleansing, καθαρίζω, of heretofore unclean foods also occurs in Acts 10:15, where it implies 

that Gentile converts, who are associated with such foods, will be admitted into fellowship 

alongside Jewish believers. In contrast to Mark, Torah-sensitive Matthew carefully limits the 

application of Jesus' saying to the matter of hand-washing (Matt 15:17-20). 

There are other comparisons which, if less obvious, are no less supportive of Mark’s 

Gentile affinity. Among these are the extent of the former demoniac’s mission in the mostly 

Gentile territory of the Decapolis according to Mark 5:17-20 (cf. Matt 9:34; Luke 8:37-39), 

and the mock homage of Mark 15:16-19, which more closely mirrors Roman imperial honors 

that does its Synoptic parallels (cf. Matt 27:27-31; Luke 23:11). 

It has been useful here to isolate and compare what is unique to Mark among the canonical 

gospels as an objective criterion, and the same method may be applied to the other Synoptics.

  

3. Judahite Matthew 

If much of the evidence of Mark’s imperial Gentile sensibility is of necessity indirect, 

Matthew’s Judahite identity is difficult to overlook. Matthew’s opening declaration of Jesus’ 

descent from Abraham through David is followed by a genealogy running through Judah’s 

Davidic dynasty (Matt 1:2-17). Jesus’ ancestry in the First Gospel stands in contrast to its 

Lukan counterpart, which sidesteps Judah’s dynasty by omitting Solomon in favor of another 

son of David, Nathan (Luke 3:31). 

 
18An ossuary uncovered in the Kidron Valley of Jerusalem is inscribed for an “Alexander” who was from or of  

“Cyrene” and who also was the son of someone named “Simon,” lending a degree of historical confirmation 
to the family here described. See Shimon Gibson, The Final Days of Jesus,” 123-124. 

 



Matthew not only has two blind men address Jesus with the honorific “Son of David” in 

contrast to one in the Marcan parallel (Matt 20:30-31; cf. Mark 10:47-48), he offers up yet 

another pair of blind men requesting healing with the same form of address (Matt 9:27). Even 

the Gentile woman who comes to Jesus requesting an exorcism for her daughter, despite being 

a Canaanite in Matthew’s telling, and unlike in Mark’s narrative, uses wording nearly 

identical to that of the blind men, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David!” (Matt 15:22; cf. 

Mark 7:26). The question in the Fourth Gospel, “Might not he be the Christ?” (μήτι οὗτός 

ἐστιν ὁ Χριστός, John 4:29) has the Matthean equivalent, “Might not he be the Son of 

David?” (μήτι οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ υἱὸς Δαυίδ, Matt 12:23). The proliferation of this title continues 

the program introduced by the genealogy.19 

Jesus’ public arrival in Jerusalem offers Matthew yet another opportunity. 

Matt 21:9 Mark 11:9-10 Luke 19:38 

And the crowds that went 
before, and that followed, cried 
out, saying, 
“Hosanna to the Son of David; 
Blessed is he that comes in the      
name of the Lord; 
Hosanna in the highest!” 

And those who went before, and 
those who followed, cried out, 
saying, 
“Hosanna! Blessed is he that 
comes in the name of the Lord; 
Blessed is the coming kingdom 
of our father David; 
Hosanna in the highest!” 

And as he came near... the whole 
crowd of the disciples began to 
rejoice and praise God with a 
loud voice... saying, Blessed is 
the King who comes in the name 
of the Lord; 
Peace in heaven, and glory in the 
highest!” 

  

The infancy narrative of Matthew contains obvious allusions to the Exodus narrative of 

Moses’ early life, but the incorporation of Gentile sages bringing gifts from afar, and ready to 

bow in obeisance to the rightful “king of the Jews,” recalls Psalm 72 with its heightened 

imagery related to the tales of Solomon’s court (Ps 72:9-11, 15; 1 Kgs 10:1-2, 10, 24-25). 

Likewise, the end of Matthew, in which the mission of the disciples is uniquely stated in 

language about teaching all the nations to keep Jesus’ commands (Matt 24:19-20), reflects not 

just Daniel 7:14 and Psalm 72 but the promise in Gen 49:10 of the submission of all peoples 

to Judah’s heir. 

Matthew’s bracketing of the main narrative with allusions to a Davidic-Solomonic 

Messiah, along with a fondness for “Son of David” as a title for Jesus, are anything but 

isolated signposts. The tilt towards Judah affects every category of content of Matthew 

 
19See Bruce Metzger, The New Testament, Its Background, Growth, and Content,” 89-90. 
 



relative to the other canonical gospels: triple tradition (common to the Synoptics), double 

tradition (common to Matthew and Luke), and special M material (limited to Matthew, also 

known as Sondergut). 

Triple tradition includes Jesus’ mission instructions to his disciples (Matt 10:5-16; Mark 

6:8-11; Luke 9:2-5; 10:3), Matthew’s preface to which contains a threefold division of 

humanity into Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles as noted previously.20 The division occurs in 

Jesus’ command that the disciples avoid Samaritan and Gentile regions in favor of “the lost 

sheep of the house of Israel,” limiting their mission field to the Jewish, i.e., Judahite, 

population (10:5-6; cf. 15:24). Another example from the body of common Synoptic material 

is Jesus’ rebuke at the conclusion of the Parable of the Wicked Tenants, in which Matthew 

includes a nod toward Judahite history that is absent from Mark and Luke. 

Matt 21:42-44 Mark 12:10-11 Luke 20:17-18 

Jesus said to them, “Did you 
never read in the scriptures, ‘The 
stone which the builders 
rejected, that one has become 
the head of the corner. This was 
the Lord’s doing, and it is 
marvelous in our eyes’? 
Therefore I say to you that the 
kingdom [βασιλεία] of God 
shall be taken from you, and 
given [καὶ δοθήσεται] to a 
nation bringing forth the fruits 
of it. And whoever shall fall on 
this stone shall be broken, but on 
whomever it shall fall, it will 
grind him to powder.” 

“And have you not read this 
scripture, ‘The stone which the 
builders rejected, that one has 
become the head of the corner. 
This was the Lord’s doing, and it 
is marvelous in our eyes’”? 

And he beheld them, and said, 
“What is this then that is written, 
‘The stone which the builders 
rejected, that one has become 
the head of the corner’? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whoever shall fall upon that 
stone shall be broken, but on 
whomever it shall fall, it will 
grind him to powder.” 

 
In Matthew alone do we find the allusion to 1 Sam 15:28, where the prophet Samuel 

predicts the ascendancy of a new king, who will prove to be David. The LXX Greek version 

has Samuel saying to Saul, the king at the time, “The Lord has ripped the kingdom 

[βασιλείαν] from Israel out of your hand this day, and will give [καὶ δώσει] it to your 

neighbor who is better than you” (1 Kgdms 15:28, LXX).21 

 
20See above under Lion, Eagle, and Bull as Ethnic Identifiers in Ezekiel. 
 

21For an analysis, see Marc Groenbech-Dam, Jesus as the Son of 1-2 Samuel’s David,” 194-198. Groenbech-Dam 
analyzes several other examples, including 2 Kgdms 5:2, LXX (2 Sam 5:2) as the source of the paraphrase “a 



An example from double tradition is the saying about the blind leading the blind. 

Matt 15:14 Luke 6:39 

“Leave them alone [ἄφετε αὐτούς]! 
They are blind leaders of the blind. And 
if the blind lead the blind, both will fall 
into a pit.” 

 
And he spoke a parable to them, “Can 
the blind lead the blind? Will they not 
both fall into a pit?” 

 

The introductory injunction in Matthew is Jesus’ response to the disciples’ report in the 

previous verse that the Pharisees had taken offense at the saying about defilement resulting 

from what issues out of a person’s mouth rather than what enters it. It is an echo of the court 

history of David, again as translated in the Greek of the LXX: 

And the king said [concerning Shimei, who had cursed him] 
“… And leave him alone [ἄφετε αὐτὸν]! And let him curse 
that way, for the Lord has told him to curse David, and who 
is to say, ‘Why have you done so?’” 2 Kgdms 16:10, LXX 
(2 Sam 16:10-11, MT) 

  

By refraining from aggressive action against his antagonist, David left room for events to 

show which of the two, David or Shimei, would ultimately experience condemnation (2 Sam 

16:12). Likewise, Jesus predicts that the natural outcome of the Pharisees’ opposition would 

reveal it to be unjustified, without his intervention or that of his disciples. 

The verb ἀφίημι, while commonly used of leaving or letting go of something, is less often 

used as in the commands to “leave him/them alone”—particularly with reference to 

antagonists. In Mark and John, Jesus uses it in defense of the woman who anoints him shortly 

before his arrest and crucifixion (Mark 14:6; John 12:7). Notably, Matthew omits 

Ἄφετε αὐτήν in his own account of that incident, while following Mark closely in the rest of 

the sentence (Matt 26:10); his editorial choice there may reflect a sensitivity to the parallel he 

had created earlier. 

Matthew offers yet another contact with this section of the court history in the narrative of 

Judas Iscariot hanging himself, which recalls the similar fate of King David’s traitorous 

 
ruler who will shepherd my people Israel,” ἡγούμενος, ὅστις ποιμανεῖ τὸν λαόν μου τὸν Ἰσραήλ, in the 
quotation of Micah 5:2 in Mt 2:6, op. cit., 126-137. See also Catherine Sider Hamilton, Quartet for the End of 
Time, 155-157. 

 



counselor Ahithophel. The verb for “hanged,” ἀπήγξατο, in Matt 27:5 is the same as that in 2 

Kgdms 17:23, LXX (=2 Sam 17:23). Luke’s parallel, which occurs not in the Third Gospel 

but in Acts (1:18), describes Judas pitching forward and bursting open. While not necessarily 

irreconcilable with Matthew, Luke’s note on Judas’s death would not point to suicide by 

hanging, nor would it qualify as a strong allusion to the OT record of the Davidic dynasty. 

3.1 Matthew’s Rendering of the Banquet Parable 

In double tradition, Matthew’s version of what is essentially a single story, “The Parable of 

the Great Banquet,” is sometimes given the alternate title, “The Parable of the Marriage 

Feast.” The reason is Matthew’s dynastic setting. In Luke what is simply a wealthy man 

giving a lavish dinner (Luke 14:16), in Matthew is a king holding a marriage feast for his son 

(Matt 22:2), simultaneously celebrating the heir to the throne and providing for the royal 

house to continue. Matthew’s setting locates the parable closer to the history of ancient Judah, 

distinguished from Northern Israel by its relatively stable Davidic dynasty. David, although 

not portrayed in the OT as holding a marriage banquet for his son Solomon, does arrange a 

grand coronation that includes feasting (1 Kgs 1:32-48). At the same time, Solomon’s taking 

of a bride is celebrated in the Song of Solomon (Song 3:6-11) while Psalm 45:10-15 may 

recall Solomon’s receiving an Egyptian princess as a wife (1 Kgs 3:1). 

The scale of the banquet parable is larger in Matthew than in Luke inasmuch as the king 

makes his invitations through several servants rather than one. Moreover, some of the 

prospective guests, rather than simply making excuses for not attending, actively mistreat and 

then kill the king’s servants. In spite of the feast being ready after extensive preparations, the 

king invites others to attend only after sending his armies to kill the original invitees and burn 

their city. Strangely, those who were originally invited all live in the same town at a distance 

from the capital. These details reflect considerations other than the tendency in rabbinic 

tradition to upgrade high status protagonists to kings in example stories. 

The provocation of the king and his response in Matthew’s banquet story overlap with the 

Parable of the Wicked Tenants by implying that the rejection of Jesus presaged the destruction 

of Jerusalem by the Romans. Besides sounding a prophetic note, this part of Matthew’s 

version also resembles an item of Judahite history. 2 Samuel recounts that when the king of 

the Ammonites dies and is succeeded by his son, David sends envoys with a message of 



goodwill to the new the new king. On the advice of Ammonite princes, the new king treats 

David’s emissaries as spies and publicly shames them (2 Sam 10:1-5). The incident provokes 

a war that ends with the defeat of the Ammonites by David’s forces and the sacking of their 

royal city of Rabbah (2 Sam 10:6-19; 11:1; 12:26-31). Tellingly, the elements common to 

Matt 22:6-7 and the account of the Ammonite war in David’s court history are both specific 

and unusual.22 

The Judahite court history may also have supplied the inspiration for the final unique 

element of Matthew’s banquet parable, which is the king’s condemnation and dismissal of a 

guest who lacks a garment suited to the occasion (Matt 22:11-13). Immediately after the 

coronation feast for Solomon, David on his deathbed cautions his son to be ready to deal with 

Joab the son of Zeruiah, who had murdered two rivals and conspired with Solomon’s 

ambitious brother Adonijah. David likewise warns Solomon about Shimei the Benjamite, who 

had cursed David when David was forced to flee Jerusalem (1 Kgs 2:5-9). 

In describing the guilt of Joab, David says that the former army chief has “put the blood of 

war on the belt around his waist and on the sandals on his feet” (v. 5). Joab and certain of his 

associates are, metaphorically speaking, not properly attired to live in the peaceful kingdom of 

Solomon. When Adonijah’s ambitions for the throne revive, he and Joab are summarily 

executed, while their fellow conspirator, High Priest Abiathar, is forced to retire to his home 

village of Anathoth (1 Kgs 2:13-35). 

3.2 A Parable of Abused Mercy 

The intertextual links of Matthew’s banquet parable, which is part of double tradition, lead 

naturally to the relationship between Judahite court history and a pericope exclusive to 

Matthew, the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant. A king mercifully forgives one of his 

servants an enormous debt only to retract the forgiveness when he learns that the servant has 

himself violently demanded repayment of a much smaller debt owed to the servant by one of 

his peers (Matt 18:23-34). 

 
22For a discussion of the parable, see Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus,” 65, 67, 102 n.59. Jeremias 

speculates about the interpolation of an ancient “folk-theme” about a king’s retribution to account for some of 
these elements. 

 



The Old Testament precedent for the Unforgiving Servant is the story of the man who 

cursed David, Shimei the Benjamite. Publicly cursing the king of Israel was a capital offense 

on a par with blasphemy, since the king was divinely anointed and sat on the throne of 

Yahweh (Exod 22:28; 1 Kgs 21:10; 1 Chron 29:23). As the narrative of 2 Samuel 19:16-23 

relates, once the rebellion against David is defeated, Shimei realizes that his treason likely 

will cost him his life. Rushing to meet David as the king returns to Jerusalem, Shimei falls 

down before him begging to be forgiven. David has to hold back his bodyguard, Abishai, who 

is inclined to execute Shimei on the spot. David extends mercy to Shimei but later warns 

Solomon that Shimei, like Joab, is not to be trusted. 

The comparison of sin to debt is implied in the Old Testament (Micah 6:6-7) and arises 

naturally out of the concept of compensation for damages; when no amount of material wealth 

is sufficient restitution, the life of the perpetrator is forfeit instead (Exod 21:22-25). In the 

New Testament, that sin entails a kind of indebtedness is taken for granted (Matt 6:12, 14-15; 

Luke 7:39-48) and is in fact the rationale of the Unforgiving Servant tale (Matt 18:21-22). 

Shimei’s cursing of the Lord’s anointed had, therefore, left Shimei burdened with an 

unpayable debt like that of the servant of Matt 18:23-35. The forgiveness of the debt by the 

king of the parable, like King David’s mercy toward Shimei, is an act of exceptional 

generosity. 

As the Old Testament saga shifts from 2 Samuel to 1 Kings, and David is replaced on the 

throne by Solomon, Shimei is advised that he will continue to enjoy the king’s mercy as long 

as he remains in the city of Jerusalem (1 Kgs 2:36-38). Shimei will not be free to travel far 

from the watchful eye of Solomon and begin again to undermine Judah’s dynasty. When two 

of Shimei’s slaves run away to the southern city of Gath, Shimei disregards the condition of 

his probation and travels south to recapture them (1 Kgs 2:39-40). 

Shimei’s violation occurs because of his determination to exact from his slaves the 

continued service that he believes they owe him. After Shimei’s actions are reported to 

Solomon, the king summons Shimei and reminds him of the terms under which he was 

allowed to live, as well as Shimei’s original offense against the former king. Shimei is then 

executed at Solomon’s order (1 Kgs 2:41-46). 

Details that have shifted in the adaptation of the parable from the court incident, such as 

the capital sentence being changed to an impossibly large debt, are not enough to obscure the 



theme of royal mercy extended, abused, and then revoked. Moreover, non-trivial narrative 

features of the original story reappear in the parable. Including the report to the king of the 

abuser’s violation is not necessary to either narrative, since it would be implied by the king’s 

reinstatement of the original penalty. Nor is there the need for an in-person indictment of the 

abuser; for example, Solomon rehearses Joab’s crimes to the soldier whom he sends to 

execute the former chief of the army but declines to have Joab dragged into the royal presence 

for execution of the sentence (1 Kgs 2:29-34). 

3.3 Privileged Sons and Disgruntled Workers 

The extent of the sampling of OT Judahite history in Matthew is confirmed by an 

accumulated weight of evidence. Resemblances that in isolation might be judged mildly 

coincidental appear monumentally so when taken together. Their combined weight answers to 

the first of Richard Hays’s seven well-known criteria for establishing referential relationships 

between texts, namely, availability.23 There was never a question of the OT history of Judah 

being known to the First Evangelist, but how closely in mind he had that history when 

filtering and framing his materials is not superficially obvious. The larger the number of 

unique, probable points of contact we can identify, the more concern with Jesus’ fulfillment 

specifically of Judah’s history we may safely attribute to Matthew. 

To Hays’s criteria I would argue for adding another, which is conceptual distinctiveness. 

How unusual in the larger cultural setting is the situation or idea shared between the candidate 

source text and the target text?24 The anger of a king toward a subject suspected of disloyalty 

is trivially common, while the specific situation and psychology of David’s (and Solomon’s) 

dealings with Shimei, as described in the OT court histories of Judah, are not. 

A simpler example is a concept found in Matthew’s pericope of the tribute money or 

temple tax, which ends with Jesus instructing Peter to pay the tax with a coin from the mouth 

of a fish. The story begins with collectors of the tax asking Peter whether Jesus will pay it, 

which leads to a conversation between Jesus and Peter: 

 
23Richard B. Hays offers seven oft-cited criteria for determining an “echo” or an “allusion” to Scripture: availability, 

volume, recurrence, thematic coherence, historical plausibility, history of interpretation, and satisfaction. See Echoes 
of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 29-32. 

 
24See Yair Zakovitch, “Through the Looking Glass,” 139-140. 
 



And when he [Peter] had come into the house, Jesus spoke 
first, saying, “What do you think, Simon? From whom do 
the kings of the earth receive customs fees or tax [κῆνσον], 
from their own children or from strangers?” Peter said to 
him, “From strangers." Jesus said to him, “Then the 
children are exempt [ἐλεύθεροί]. Nevertheless, so as not to 
offend them, go to the sea and cast in a hook... " Matt 17:25-
27 

Exemption of the family members of royalty from taxation occurs in just two places in the 

OT, both from the dynastic history of Judah. In the story of David and Goliath, the king offers 

a three-part reward to the soldier who can overcome the Philistine champion: 

And the men of Israel said, “Have you seen this man who 
has come up? Surely it is to defy Israel that he has come up. 
And it shall be that the king will enrich with great riches the 
man who kills him, and will give him his daughter, and will 
make his father’s house free in Israel [ἐλεύθερον ἐν τῷ 
᾿Ισραήλ, LXX]. 1 Sam 17:25 

The last part of the reward, exemption of the hero’s familial estate from taxation or forced 

labor, is not a direct consequence of the hero’s having a royal bloodline. The tax-free status 

being bundled with entry into the royal family through marriage nevertheless implies a natural 

connection. The royal family privilege is more directly evidenced by the second instance, 

Solomon’s imposition of a levy for his building projects: 

All the people remaining from the Amorites, Hittites, 
Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, not being the children of 
Israel... Solomon imposed on them a levy for labor until this 
day. But Solomon did not impose a levy [φόρον, LXX] for 
labor on the children of Israel; they were his soldiers, his 
servants, his princes, his captains, rulers of his chariots, and 
his horsemen.  1Ki 9:20-22 (=3 Kgdms 10:22, LXX) 

The equivalence in the Synoptic Gospels of κῆνσος, tax, as in Matt 17:25 and φόρος, levy, 

as in the LXX account of Solomon’s labor conscription, is confirmed by the exchange of one 

term for the other in parallel passages (Matt 22:17; Luke 20:22). Solomon’s exemption of his 

national family members from forced labor is not only an example of the concept identified in 

Matt 17:25-26 but a token of the privilege that Jesus, as the Davidic heir, might claim for 

himself and his disciples but chooses to forgo. 

Linguistic connections like those between Matt 17:25-27 and OT Judahite history are 

subtler in another example, the Workers in the Vineyard in Matt 20:1-16, about men who are 



employed for different portions of a workday but are all paid equally at day’s end. That 

parable is often compared to one found in the Jerusalem Talmud (c. 400 CE), in which a king 

disappoints his laborers by paying one man the same for two hours’ work as the rest are paid 

for the full day.25 The king justifies his action by saying that the one man had accomplished as 

much in two hours as the others had during a longer period. 

The Talmudic passage may reflect the popularity of a folktale plot, variously adapted, in 

which workers are surprised at the end of a workday by the way pay is apportioned. More 

likely, it reflects the influence in Jewish circles of Matthew’s gospel, or adjacent texts, during 

the first three centuries CE.26 Either way, the version in the Talmud lacks the most 

controversial feature of the parable from Matthew, which is that the workers are paid equally 

despite unequal accomplishments.27 

The distinctive psychology of the Workers in the Vineyard connects it to David’s victory 

over the Amalekites, as told in 1 Sam 30:1-31. David, before becoming king, leads a band of 

men to track down a group of marauding Amalekites who have taken captive the men’s wives 

and children. David and the strongest of his followers eventually catch up to the raiders and 

defeat them, recovering the captured family members along with much booty besides. Some 

members of David’s group then object to sharing the spoils of battle with others among them 

who had been unable to keep up the pace required to overtake the raiding party: 

Then all the wicked men and those of Belial who had gone 
with David answered and said, “Because they [those too 
weak for the pursuit] did not go with us, we will not give 
them any of the spoil that we have recovered, save to every 
man his wife and his children, that they may take them and 
go.” Then David said, “You shall not do this, my brothers, 
with what the LORD has given us...but as is his share that 
goes down to the battle, so is his share who stays with the 
baggage, they shall share alike.” And it was so from that 
day forward that he made it a statute and an ordinance for 
Israel to this day. 1 Sam 30:22-25 

 

 
25Jerusalem Talmud, Berakhot 2.8. 
 

26So Jeremias, Parables 138. 
 

27Jeremias, Parables 137. See also Ben Witherington, Jesus the Sage: The Pilgrimage of Wisdom,” 200 n.225. 
 



In the adaptation for the parable, property won in battle becomes the wages paid by the 

vineyard owner to workers who made disparate contributions to the common task. In the 

parable, as in the prototype, a complaint comes from those who feel they exerted themselves 

the most: 

And when those came who were of the eleventh hour [i.e., 
who had labored for only one hour], they received each man 
a denarius. But when the first [to be hired] came, they 
thought that they would receive more, but they likewise 
received each man a denarius. And when they had received 
it, they murmured against the householder, saying, “These 
last have worked one hour, yet you have made them equal 
to us, who bore the burden and heat of the day.” But he 
answered one of them and said, “Friend, I do you no wrong. 
Did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take what is 
yours and go your way. I want give to this last one the same 
as to you. Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with what 
is mine? Is your eye evil because I am good?”  Matt 20:9-
15 

Both narratives share the unusual concept of a master who (a) distributes equal shares to all 

who serve him, despite their different levels of achievement, and (b) rebukes grumblers for 

their mean-spiritedness. Even though in the parable men are hired by the landowner at several 

times during the day, they are reduced in the end to two groups: all-day laborers who resemble 

the battlers of the Amalekites in 1 Sam 30, and eleventh-hour hires who correspond to the 

fatigued men David leaves behind to guard the baggage. The LXX refers to the complainers 

among David’s men as “wicked,” πονηρὸς (1 Kgdms 30:22), which is what the vineyard 

owner suggests about one of his disgruntled workers when the owner asks him if his eye is 

“evil,” πονηρός (Matt 20:15). 

Because the Workers in the Vineyard is intended to demonstrate Jesus’ saying, “the last 

shall be first, and the first last” (Matt 20:16), the vineyard owner calls for the eleventh-hour 

workers, who were hired last, to be paid first (v. 8). The all-day laborers only find out at the 

last minute that everyone has been paid equally. This last-first inversion of the order of events 

compared with the OT prototype results in the closing words of David’s unhappy fighters 

being echoed back to the all-day laborers in the parable. The objectors in 1 Samuel (1 Kgdms, 

LXX) say that the fatigued men, rather than receiving any spoils of war, should “lead away,” 

ἀπαγέσθωσαν, their wives and children, “and depart,” καὶ ἀποστρεφέτωσαν. The owner of the 



vineyard uses similar phrasing when he tells a grumbling laborer, to take, ἆρον, what belongs 

to him “and carry it away,” καὶ ὕπαγε. 

Immediately before David and those who fought with him encounter the exhausted men 

who remained behind, prompting the exchange over the sharing of booty, the 1 Samuel 

narrative presents the victorious David being acclaimed by onlookers who say of the sheep 

and cattle he and his men have captured, “This is David’s spoil!” (1 Sam 30:20). These words 

leave no doubt that David, as the leader and commander through whom Yahweh has granted 

victory, has the prerogative to distribute the fruits of battle as he sees fit. The parable makes 

the same point about the vineyard owner’s right to be generous with his resources (Matt 

20:15). 

3.4 Matthew’s Solomonic Treasury 

Two of the parables unique to the First Gospel are the Hidden Treasure and the Pearl: 

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a treasure [θησαυρῷ] 
hidden in a field, which, when a man had found [εὑρὼν], he 
hid [ἔκρυψεν], and rejoicing over it goes and sells all he has, 
and buys that field. Matt 13:44 

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant [ἐμπόρῳ] 
seeking [ζητοῦντι] valuable pearls, who, when he had 
found [εὑρὼν] one pearl of great worth [πολύτιμον], went 
and sold all that he had, and bought it. Matt 13:45-46 

 

The influence of the OT wisdom books on these sayings is partially obscured by their 

having as their subject the kingdom of heaven rather than divine wisdom. No sharp distinction 

can be drawn between the two in the New Testament, however, where Jesus is at once both 

the heart of the kingdom and the embodiment of wisdom (Matt 25:31-40; 1 Cor 1:24; Col 

2:3). Christ’s presence in believers through the Spirit entails the indwelling of the word of 

Christ, the mysterious wisdom of the kingdom.28 For the wisdom embodied in the gospel the 

disciples had given up everything, as the parables imply (Matt 19:21, 27; Mark 10:29). 

Identifying kingdom knowledge with divine wisdom allows the parables’ echoing of Proverbs 

to be heard: 

 
28 Matt 13:11; John 14:23; 15:5, 7; 1 Cor 2:7; 1 John 2:24; etc. 
 



Son, if you will receive the word of my commandment, and 
hide [κρύψῃς] it within yourself, your ear will pay attention 
to wisdom; you will also apply your heart to understanding, 
and will apply it to the instruction of your own son. For if 
you will call to wisdom and utter your voice for 
understanding, and if you will seek [ζητήσῃς] it as silver, 
and search diligently for it as for treasures [θησαυρίζει], 
then you will understand the fear of the Lord, and find 
[εὑρήσεις] the knowledge of God. Prov 2:1-5, LXX 

Blessed is the man who has found [εὗρε] wisdom, and the 
mortal who knows prudence. For it is better to traffic 
[ἐμπορεύεσθαι] for her than for treasures of gold and 
silver. And she is of greater worth [πολυτελῶν] than 
precious stones... Prov 3:13-15a, LXX (cf. 11:17-21; 
16:16; Job 28:18) 

 

Buy truth, and do not sell it—wisdom and instruction and 
understanding. Prov 23:23 (MT only) 

The contents of the book of Proverbs are attributed primarily though not exclusively to 

Solomon (Prov 1:1; 10:1; 25:1), based, presumably, on stories of Solomon’s aphoristic 

insights (1 Kgs 4:31-34). How much if any of the contents came directly from David’s 

immediate successor is less important than their place in the wisdom tradition of Judah and its 

monarchy.29 The two parables about the kingdom as a treasure are remarkable not simply for 

alluding to material in Proverbs, which is common in Luke as well as Matthew, but for linking 

the kingdom to the very notion of proverbial wisdom, which is more lyrical and enigmatic and 

less rationalizing than wisdom on the Greek philosophical model (Ps 78:2; Prov 1:6; Matt 

13:35). 

The parable of the dragnet, which immediately follows that of the pearl merchant, also has 

a referent in wisdom literature associated with Solomon: 

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net, that was cast 
into the sea, and gathered every kind. When it was full, they 
drew it to shore, and sat down, and gathered the good into 
vessels, but cast the bad away. So shall it be at the end of 
the world. The angels will come forth and separate the 
wicked from among the righteous, and will cast them into 

 
29Solomon’s wisdom is said to be greater than legendary sages of the clan of Judah (1 Kgs 4:31; cf. 1 Chron 2:6). 

The name “Daniel,” which even outside the eponymous book is associated with wisdom (“Danel,” Ezek 28:3), 
also is the name of a son of David by Abigail, who is herself praised for her discernment (1 Chron 3:1; 1 Sam 
25:33). 

 



the fiery furnace. In that place there will be wailing and 
gnashing of teeth. Matt 13:47-50 

For, surely, man also does not know his time. As fishes that 
are taken in an evil net, and as the birds that are caught in a 
snare, so are the children of men snared in an evil time, 
when it falls suddenly upon them. Eccl 9:12, LXX 

In the parable of the dragnet, the emphasis is on those who become subject to 

condemnation, recalling the “evil net,” i.e., calamitous circumstance, spoken of in 

Ecclesiastes. That the time of reckoning is unknown, that it comes suddenly, and is like a 

snare (παγὶς) are ideas that appear repeatedly in NT eschatology.30 Only in Matthew’s parable, 

however, is the fishing net an instrument of destructive judgment for some; elsewhere in the 

gospels the fishing metaphor is positive (Matt 4:19; Mark 1:17; Luke 5:10). 

Besides Solomon, another member of Judah’s dynasty is named in connection with 

proverbial wisdom. “These also are proverbs of Solomon, which the men of Hezekiah, king of 

Judah, copied” (Prov 25:1). Hezekiah is connected to another Matthean saying of Jesus, 

which relates to the Hidden Treasure and the Pearl just a few verses earlier: 

Jesus said to them [the disciples], “Have you understood all 
these things?” They said to him, “Yes, Lord.” Then said he 
to them, “Therefore every scribe instructed concerning the 
kingdom of heaven is like a man, a householder, who brings 
forth out of his treasure [θησαυροῦ] that which is new and 
that which is old. Matt 13:51-52  

Unlike Mark’s gospel, in which the disciples seem to suffer from a near-total lack of 

comprehension, Matthew makes it clear in the above passage as elsewhere (e.g., 16:12) that 

they grasp a good deal of what Jesus teaches. The parable of the householder’s treasure serves 

to punctuate the preceding similes about the surpassing value of the kingdom, and may be an 

expansion of the saying, which is part of double tradition, that a man brings forth good or evil 

speech out of the “treasure” of his heart (Matt 12:34-35; Luke 6:45).31 

In keeping with Proverbs 25:1, it is possible to trace the OT background of the householder 

parable through Hezekiah back to Solomon, both of whom are said to have displayed their 

treasures to visiting dignitaries: 

 
30E.g., Matt 24:42-44, 50-51; Mark 13:33; Luke 12:40; 19:44; 21:34; 1 Thess 5:3; Rev 16:15. 
 

31Witherington, 347. 
 



At that time Berodachbaladan, the son of Baladan, king of 
Babylon, sent letters and a present [ ֹמִנְחָתו, MT] to Hezekiah, 
for he had heard that Hezekiah had been sick. And 
Hezekiah listened to them, and showed them all the house 
of his precious things: the silver, and the gold, and the 
spices, and the precious ointment, and the house of his 
armor, and all that was found in his treasures [θησαυροῖς, 
LXX]. There was nothing in his house, or in all his 
dominion, that Hezekiah did not show them. 2 Kgs 20:12-
13 (cf. 2 Chron 32:31; Isa 39:1-2). 

It is often alleged that the prophecy of Isaiah that occurs in the succeeding verses of 2 

Kings 20, predicting that royal descendants of Judah would be taken captive to Babylon, is a 

rebuke or even a condemnation of Hezekiah’s receiving the Babylonian embassy. All that may 

be said from the narrative is that the visit is the occasion of the prophecy, ostensibly because 

of the visitors’ country of origin; it never accuses Hezekiah of contributing to the national 

guilt that is identified as the cause of the Babylonian exile (2 Kgs 23:26-27; 2 Chron 36:14-

17). Nor is the pride and humbling of Hezekiah recounted in 2 Chron 32:25-26 directly 

connected in the text to the Babylonian visit mentioned in verse 31 of that chapter. 

The reception of foreign emissaries recalls the glory of Hezekiah’s forebear Solomon, who 

received not only the Queen of Sheba (see below) but representatives of “the whole earth” 

who came, each one “bearing his present [וּמִנְחָה]” for Judah’s fabled ruler (1 Kgs 10:25). 2 

Chronicles elaborates the parallel by saying that besides the Babylonian delegation many 

others brought “gifts” [מִנְחָה] to Hezekiah, so that he “was magnified in the sight of all nations 

from that time on” (32:23). Hezekiah’s wealth, though to be understood on a smaller scale 

than Solomon’s, is described similarly in terms of precious metals, exotica, and armaments.32 

Hezekiah’s reprise in a minor key, as it were, of Solomon’s grandeur extends to the role of 

treasure-displaying householder as in Jesus’ parable. When, in the 1 Kings narrative, the 

Queen of Sheba is moved by Solomon’s fame to come to Jerusalem bearing exorbitant gifts, 

she tests the king with difficult questions. The wisdom of Solomon’s response is described in 

a way that recurs in the story of Hezekiah’s reception of the Babylonian embassy: 

 
32Cf. the descriptions of Hezekiah’s wealth in 2 Kgs 20:13 and 2 Chron 32:27-29 with those of Solomon’s in 1 

Kgs10:11-12; 10:14-22, 26-28; 2 Chron 9:13-21, 25-28. Besides David, Solomon and Hezekiah are the only 
kings of Judah to whom a psalm is ascribed, although that of Hezekiah is in Isaiah rather than in the Psalter (Ps 
127; Isa 38:10-20; cf. Song 1:1). 

 



And Solomon answered all [ כָּל] her questions; there was 
nothing [א ֹֽ  [לאֹ ] hidden from the king, which he did not [ל
tell her. 1 Kgs 10:3 

And Hezekiah listened to them, and showed them all [כָּל] the 
house of his precious things...  There was nothing [ א ֹֽ  in his [ל
house, or in all his dominion, that Hezekiah did not [ א ֹֽ  [ל
show them. 2 Kgs 20:13 

Besides deepening the comparison between Solomon and Hezekiah, this allusion suggests 

a symbolic connection between divine wisdom like that heard by the Queen of Sheba and the 

material wealth Hezekiah showed to the Babylonians—the same symbolism at work in Jesus’ 

simile of the instructed disciple as treasure-displaying householder. To the “old things” of 

Israel’s Scriptures in the disciples’ treasure they could now add the “new things” taught them 

by Jesus. 

Two more unique allusions to Solomon are part of the larger context for the kingdom-as-

treasure sayings of Matt 13. One of these is the last of the five closing formulas for 

corresponding blocks of teaching in Matthew (7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1).33 Each of these 

says, “When Jesus had finished” followed by, respectively, “these words,” “commanding,” 

“these parables,” “these words,” and finally, “all these words.” The sequence bears a 

resemblance to those verses of Genesis chapter one in which God pauses at intervals to see as 

good his various works until, in the last instance (v. 31), he “saw all that he had made, and 

behold, it was very good” (emphasis added). Jesus, like God during creation, has brought a 

new world into being with his utterances. At the same time, a parallel with the conclusion of 

Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the temple is also present: 

And it came to pass [καὶ ἐγένετο], when [ὡς] Solomon had 
finished [συνετέλεσε Σαλωμὼν] all this prayer [ὅλην τὴν 
προσευχὴν] and supplication to the Lord...  3 Kgdms 8:54, 
LXX 

And it came to pass [καὶ ἐγένετο] , when [ὅτε] Jesus had 
finished [ἐτέλεσεν ὁ Ἰησοῦς] all these sayings [πάντας τοὺς 
λόγους τούτους], he said to his disciples...  Matt 26:1 

The second allusion to Solomon opens the parable of the Sheep and the Goats: 

 
33The five teaching units are occasionally compared to the books of Moses. In view of the way that the opening 

verses of the first unit (Matt 5:3-11) echo Psalms of the LXX, and its closing parallels the first psalm (Matt 
7:24-28; cf. Ps 1:3-5), the more likely numerical relationship is to the five books of the Psalms (1-41, 42-72, 
73-89, 90-106, 107-150). 

 



When the Son of man will come in his glory, and all the 
holy angels with him, then he shall sit upon the throne of 
his glory. Matt 25:31 

The Son of Man coming in glory with the angels is common to all the Synoptics (Matt 

16:27; Mark 8:38; Luke 9:26) and has equivalents in the Fourth Gospel (John 14:3; 21:23). In 

none of the other occurrences is the image presented, as in the one above, of him sitting on a 

glorious throne recalling that of Solomon. The seat from which Solomon reigned is described 

in terms of its unparalleled magnificence: 

Moreover the king made a great throne of ivory, and 
overlaid it with the best gold. The throne had six steps, and 
the top of the throne was round at the back. There were 
armrests on either side of the place of the seat, and two lions 
stood beside the armrests. And twelve lions stood there on 
the one side and on the other upon the six steps. There was 
nothing like it made in any other kingdom. 1 Kgs 10:18-20 

Appropriately, part of the glory of Solomon’s throne evoked by the image of Matt 25:31 is 

fourteen sculptures of lions, the lion being the animal symbol of Judah and the Davidic 

dynasty. 

The image that immediately follows that of the glorious throne, in Matt 25:32, is of the Son 

of Man judging the gathered nations “the way the shepherd divides the sheep from the goats.” 

It is drawn from the passage in Ezekiel 34:1-31 in which Yahweh condemns Israel’s shepherds 

and promises to judge and care for his flock: 

“And you, O my flock, thus says the Lord GOD, ‘Behold, I 
judge between one sheep and another, between the rams 
[male sheep] and the male goats. ... Therefore I will save 
my flock, and they shall no more be a prey; and I will judge 
between one sheep and another. And I will set up one 
shepherd over them, and he shall feed them: my servant 
David. He shall feed them, and he shall be their shepherd.’” 
Ezek 34:17, 22-23 

The passage above, along with another at Ezek 37:25, by using the name David to 

designate an ideal ruler yet to come, extols the end state of Judah’s dynasty in more definite 

terms than those, most notably Psalm 89:19-37 and Hosea 3:5, which blend the past of the 

monarchy with its future. In Ezekiel, the shepherding of Israel by the ultimate Davidic heir is 



inseparable from that of Yahweh himself. The OT roots of the first part of the Parable of the 

Sheep and the Goats, therefore, fit naturally with Matthew’s royal Judahite perspective.34 

3.5 Wise and Foolish Virgins 

The lesson of the story in Matt 25:1-13 is as simple as it is common, not just in the gospels 

but throughout the NT: in their Lord’s absence the disciples must remain spiritually alert and 

fruitful. The curious way it makes this point recalls, if obliquely, the same Judahite court 

history which suffuses so much of the First Gospel. The parable brings together somewhat 

awkwardly two themes, the first of these being Jesus as bridegroom. 

The bridegroom description implies that the eventual exaltation of Jesus with his followers 

may be compared to a marriage feast (Rev 19:9).  It further suggests that the disciples are 

individually the bridegroom’s companions (Matt 9:15; Mark 2:19; Luke 5:34) or collectively 

his “bride” (John 3:29). Believers as corporately betrothed to Christ, patterned on Yahweh’s 

covenant union with Israel, is a metaphor flexibly employed by Paul (Rom 7:2-4; 2 Cor 11:2) 

and presented dramatically in Rev 19:7-9; 21:2. The marriage-like union of believers with 

their Lord is not confined to the collective sense, since it is invoked individually (beyond the 

sense of companions noted above) in Jas 4:4 and 2 Cor 6:15-17.35 

It is the comparison of each believer’s relationship with Christ to a betrothal that creates a 

degree of tension when combined with the second theme of the parable, which is that the 

disciples are charged to do the will of their Lord in his absence, and are subject to rewards or 

punishments upon his arrival (cf. Mark 13:34-37; Matt 24:45-51; 25:14-30; Luke 19:12-27). 

Luke combines these themes by describing servants who are to remain alert with their lamps 

burning until their master returns from the wedding feast (Luke 12:35-36). Oddly, given the 

situation, Luke makes no mention of a bride accompanying the master. The absence of a bride 

is doubly strange in Matthew’s framing, in which the servants become ten maidens who are to 

keep their lamps burning in order to meet the bridegroom when he comes. 

 
34Besides referring to David, Ezekiel alludes to Solomon as a royal model in the oracle of the Eagles and the Vine, 

in which the messianic branch sprouts from, and becomes, a cedar. The cedar is the tree most associated with 
Solomon (1 Kgs 4:33; 5:6-10; 6:9-18; 10:27; Song 1:17; 5:15), while David is identified with the olive (Ps 
52:8). In portraying the glory of Israel’s restoration Hos 14:6 combines both elements. 

 
35Cf. the application of  the creation marriage story of Gen 2:21-24 individually in 1 Cor 6:17 and collectively in 

Eph 5:31-32. 
 



Without a bride anywhere to be seen, Matthew’s ten women take on an unsettling 

resemblance to a prospective harem. Embarrassment at the suggestion of polygamy is the 

obvious motivation for the scribe, or scribes, who in some instances altered 25:1 to read that 

the virgins went out to meet the bridegroom “and the bride.”36 The same might be said of 

commentators’ habit of describing the women of the parable as “bridesmaids.” The parable’s 

end sees the five wise virgins admitted to the marriage feast, not the bridal chamber, so their 

intimacy with the groom remains asexual. That said, there is no denying that the virgins here 

represent the same body, the church, which the NT repeatedly represents as Christ’s bride, and 

the destiny to which the members of that body aspire is intimate company with their Lord as 

opposed to exclusion from his presence (1 Thess 4:17; 2 Thess 1:9). 

A royal harem as a mark of the king’s legitimacy and power is prominent in the OT court 

history of Judah in comparison to that of Northern Israel. The only indications of a northern 

king having a harem are a passing mention of the wives of Ahab (in addition to the infamous 

Jezebel) and the inference to be drawn from Ahab fathering seventy ill-fated sons (1 Kgs 20:3; 

2 Kgs 10:1). By contrast, the OT draws particular attention to the wives of the first four 

Davidic kings. Of David’s great-grandson Abijah (or, Abijam) we read that he “grew mighty, 

and married fourteen wives, and fathered twenty-two sons and sixteen daughters” (2 Chron 

13:21). The same book tells us that the favorite wife of David’s grandson, Rehoboam, was his 

cousin Maacha, “for he took eighteen wives, and sixty concubines, and fathered twenty-eight 

sons, and sixty daughters” (2 Chron 11:21). 

The admiring tone of these historical notes from Chronicles notwithstanding, there would 

appear to be a direct line between the command in Deut 17:17 against a king multiplying 

wives for himself and the negative consequences of Solomon’s overlarge collection of wives 

as related in Kings. The same verse in Deuteronomy that inveighs against many royal wives 

forbids a king from accumulating much silver and gold, yet Solomon’s riches are called a gift 

from Yahweh (1 Kgs 3:13), and the improbably large harem attributed to him is 

commensurate with his wealth. It is not the number of Solomon’s wives per se that is the 

focus of condemnation in Kings, but his indulgence of the idolatrous inclinations of the 

foreign women among them (1 Kgs 11:1-5; Neh 13:26). 

 
36Codex Bezae and various versions and patristic quotations. 
 



Likewise, along with the kingship of Israel, God had granted David the wives of his 

predecessor,  meaning either that widows of Saul were among the unnamed wives and 

concubines David acquired in Jerusalem, or that David’s wives were women who potentially 

would have become Saul’s if he had survived as Israel’s first king (2 Sam 5:13; 6:22; 12:8). 

According to the court history of Judah, some of David’s wives were banished from his 

presence, as befalls the five foolish virgins in Matthew’s parable. That much is implied about 

Saul’s daughter Michal, who berated David for dancing unabashedly when the Ark of the 

Covenant was brought to Jerusalem, and it is said directly of the ten concubines who were 

violated by David’s seditious son Absalom (2 Sam 6:14, 20-23; 15:16; 16:21-22; 20:3). 

In view of the dynastic Messianic theme that surfaces repeatedly in Matthew, the ten 

virgins awaiting the bridegroom cannot but recall, if at a discreet rhetorical distance, the 

harems which constituted part of the glory of Judah’s early kings. In its evocation of a 

transitory cultural institution, the parable is no more sympathetic to literal polygamy than is 

the portrayal of Yahweh as the husband of two sisters (the two houses of Israel, Ezek 23:4) 

after the pattern of the patriarch Jacob. The comparison in the Third Gospel of the disciples to 

a calculating business manager, and God to an unrighteous judge, further illustrate the 

circumscribed applicability of parabolic metaphor (Luke 16:1-9; 18:1-8). 

3.6 Welcoming the Blind and the Lame 

A curious expansion of triple tradition occurs in Mat 21:14. Immediately after Jesus’ rebuke 

of merchants in the temple precincts for having turned the “house of prayer” into a “robbers’ 

den,” we read: “And the blind and the lame (τυφλοὶ καὶ χωλοὶ) came to him in the temple, and 

he healed them.” The OT point of contact is 2 Sam 5:8b, which recites a prohibition on the 

“blind and the lame” (τυφλοὶ καὶ χωλοὶ, LXX) entering the “house” (“house of the Lord,” 

LXX).37 

When David’s forces attempt to capture the stronghold of Jerusalem, its Jebusite defenders 

reportedly mock the effort by saying that its fortifications are such that even the blind and the 

lame among them could ward off the assault (2 Sam 5:6). In response, David commands that 

 
37Groenbech-Dam, 191-194; Hamilton, 157-162. 
 



the “lame and the blind” (apparently, meaning the Jebusites) should be struck down as the 

citadel is taken (2 Sam 5:6-7a). 

Thereafter, the promontory that would become the future site of the temple is declared off 

limits to the “blind and the lame.” A circumlocution originally applied to Jebusite (non-

Israelite) residents of the area possibly was conflated with cultic restrictions on literally blind 

and lame persons. In the Torah, blindness and lameness, among other disabilities, are 

disqualifications for priestly service at the temple (Lev 21:18).38 

Jesus, in an ironic reprise of David’s actions, banishes the blind and lame from the temple 

by relieving them of their conditions—casting blindness and lameness out of the holy place. 

Presumably, Matt 21:14 is referring to blind and lame Jews (Judahites) whom Jesus blesses 

even as he condemns commercial activities on temple grounds, in distinction to the non-

Israelites whom the parallel in Mark favors by its more extensive quote of Isa 56:7 (“a house 

of prayer for all the nations,” Mark 11:17). 

3.7 Taking Stock of Matthew 

The evidence presented thus far concerning the First Gospel should be taken as representative 

rather than exhaustive.39 Nevertheless, Matthew’s dynastic genealogy establishes from the 

outset its ethnic affinity to the extent that less prominent Judahite historical allusions in any of 

the remaining gospels, even if plentiful, could no more than dilute it. Much other Matthean 

material also bears a Judahite stamp, including the tribute of the Magi, the prolific use of the 

term “Son of David,” at least two unique parables, edits to double and triple tradition, the 

exaltation of proverbial wisdom, and the concluding charge to the disciples. The case that has 

emerged is strong enough to resist charges of selection bias. 

4. Josephite Luke 

Before determining whether the Judah-centric opening and closing of the First Gospel have 

Josephite counterparts in Luke, it may instead be appropriate to start with the Lukan pericopes 

 
38Either condition also disqualifies an animal for the Passover offering (Deut 15:21). 
 

39For example, the OT history of Judah contains the most pertinent background material for several other Matthean 
verses including 5:14 (2 Sam 5:7; cf. Ps 48:2); 5:27-28 (2 Sam 11:2-4); 16:18 (2 Sam 7:13); and 19:12 (4 
Kgdms 20:18, LXX; Isa 39:7). 

 
 



which most obviously have a Northern Israelite connection. The first of these is the scene at 

the Nazareth synagogue. An indication that it is a displacement and recasting of visit narrated 

in Mark 6:1-6 is Jesus’ reference to the miracles done in Capernaum, when in Luke’s 

chronology he has not yet performed his powerful works in that city (Luke 4:23; cf. vv. 31-

36). Moving this episode up to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry shows that Luke’s goal of 

setting events in proper order (Luke 1:3) is as much thematic as chronological. The early 

placement of the rejection in Nazareth makes clear why Jesus chose Capernaum as his 

mission headquarters instead of his home town, a development Mark leaves unexplained until 

relatively late in his narrative, and one which Matthew accounts for, characteristically, as a 

fulfillment of prophecy (Matt  4:13-16). 

In Luke the Nazareth scene serves yet another purpose by foreshadowing two miracles 

Jesus will later perform. It begins with Jesus reading to the synagogue audience the Messianic 

proclamation in Isaiah of good news for the poor, release of captives, and other blessings 

beginning to flow from God toward the nation (Luke 4:18-19; Isa 61:1-2). Shortly after this 

announcement, Jesus provokes the synagogue crowd by comparing himself to the two 

wonder-working prophets of Northern Israel: 

And he said, “Truly I say to you that no prophet is accepted 
in his own country. But I tell you the truth, many widows 
were in Israel in the days of Elijah, when the heaven was 
shut up three years and six months, when great famine was 
throughout all the land. But Elijah was sent to none of them, 
but to Zarephath of Sidon, to a woman, a widow. And many 
lepers were in Israel in the time of Elisha the prophet, but 
none of them was cleansed, except Naaman the Syrian. 
Luke 4:24-27 

The reference not just to Elijah but Elisha—the sole mention of the latter figure in the 

NT—is a Lukan expansion of the preceding saying about a prophet lacking honor in his home 

territory, which has parallels in the other gospels (Matt 13:57; Mark 6:4; John 4:44). Jesus 

will go on in Luke’s story to resurrect the dead the son of a widow, as Elijah had done in 

Zarephath (Luke 7:11-17; 1 Kgs 17:17-24), and heal a leper at a distance, as had Elisha in the 

case of Naaman (Luke 17:11-19; 2 Kgs 5:1-19). 

Luke leads up to Jesus’ unsparing comments about his home village by offering a variant 

on triple tradition. In the other Synoptics, the crowd recalls Jesus’ parentage by asking, “Isn’t 

this the carpenter’s son?” (Matt 13:55) or, “Isn’t this the carpenter, the son of Mary…?” 



(Mark 6:3). Luke quotes them instead, “Isn’t this Joseph’s son?” (Luke 4:22). The immediate 

reference is to the husband of Jesus’ mother, but the original Joseph, the progenitor of the 

majority of Northern Israelites, is never far from view when his name is evoked in a 

spiritually weighty context. 

Luke elsewhere presents the idea of spiritual fatherhood, or fatherhood by resemblance, as 

when Jesus pronounces the repentant tax collector Zachaeus to be a son of Abraham (Luke 

19:9).40 The question of the crowd implies a comparison of Jesus to the original Joseph, the 

favored son who was attacked by his jealous brothers, and whose good offices his brothers 

would eventually depend on for their lives. It may be significant that the three occurrences of 

some form of “Joseph” make it the most common name in Luke’s genealogy of Jesus (Luke 

3:23, 24, 26, 30). 

The resemblance of Jesus to the patriarch Joseph is not foreign to Mark and Matthew 

insofar as an echo of Joseph’s story occurs in the Parable of the Wicked Tenants (Matt 21:8; 

Mark 12:7; Luke 20:14). According to the first two Evangelists, when the vineyard owner 

sends his son the tenants say, “Come, let us kill him [δεῦτε ἀποκτείνωμεν αὐτόν],” the very 

words used to target another son, Joseph, sent by a father, Jacob (Gen 37:20, LXX). The first 

impulse of Joseph’s brothers is to murder him and then cast his body into a pit, a sequence of 

action reflected in Mark’s version of the parable, in which the evil tenants first kill the 

owner’s son and then cast him out of the vineyard. Matthew and Luke reverse the order by 

having the tenants cast the son out before killing him, reflecting Jesus’ experience of being 

marched out of Jerusalem for execution. 

In Luke’s Nazareth synagogue confrontation, after Jesus invokes Elijah and Elisha the 

people “cast him out of the city,” ἐξέβαλον αὐτὸν ἔξω τῆς πόλεως, intending to kill him by 

pitching, κατακρημνίσαι, him over a cliff. Their action anticipates what the tenants of the 

parable do to the owner’s son in “casting him out,” ἐκβαλόντες αὐτὸν ἔξω, of the vineyard so 

that they might then do away with him. 

While Matthew and Mark hint at a typological connection between Jesus and Joseph the 

patriarch, Luke creates a web of intertextual links that not only invites the reader to remember 

 
40The same concept is found in the saying in Matt 23:31 about those who make themselves the sons of the murderers 

of the prophets (cf. John. 8:39, 44). 
 



the Joseph story as that of Jesus unfolds, but as we will see, to do so in conjunction with the 

OT history of Joseph’s descendants in Northern Israel. We will find that evidence of Luke’s 

sensitivity to the family line of Joseph extends from his initial gospel narrative through its end 

and on into at least the first seven chapters of Acts. 

4.1 Lukan Miracles and Northern Prophets 

Following Jesus’ synagogue appearance in Nazareth, Luke continues with the following: 

 

Exorcism at the Capernaum synagogue (4:31-37) 

Healing of Simon’s mother-in-law and others, 
further  preaching (4:38-44) 

Large catch of fish during call of Simon Peter, 
James,  and John (5:1-11) 

Healing of a leper (5:12-16) 

Healing of a paralytic (5:17-26) 

Call of Levi (Matthew), question about fasting 
(5:27-39) 

Plucking grain on the Sabbath (6:1-5) 

Healing a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath 
(6:6-11) 

The choosing of the twelve (6:12-16) 

The great sermon (6:17-49) 

Healing of the centurion’s servant (7:1-10) 

 

Triple tradition includes all the items on this list except the last two, which represent 

double tradition. The only special material is the large catch of fish, which is an expansion of 

the call of the fishermen disciples (cf. Matt 4:18-22; Mark 1:16-2). Jesus’ ministry widens in 

scope and takes shape as it builds toward a crowning demonstration of power, followed by a 

summary. The climactic miracle occurs when Jesus travels inland from the Sea of Galilee to 

the village of Nain. He and the disciples encounter a funeral procession for a young man who 

was the only son of a now-grief-stricken widow. 

And he [Jesus] came and touched the bier, and those who 
carried it stood still. And he said, “Young man, I say to you, 
get up.” And he who had died sat up and began to speak. 
And he [Jesus] delivered him to his mother [καὶ ἔδωκεν 
αὐτὸν τῇ μητρὶ αὐτοῦ]. And fear came upon all of them, 
and they glorified God, saying, “A great prophet has risen 



among us!” and, “God has visited his people!” And this 
rumor of him spread throughout all Judaea, and throughout 
all the region round about. Luke 7:14-17 

The raising of the widow’s son is the event anticipated by Jesus’ reference when in 

Nazareth to Elijah being sent to a widow in the village of Zarephath.41 In the OT story, 

Elijah’s visit culminates in the widow’s only son dying and then being restored to life by the 

prophet. To make sure the parallel is not lost on readers, Luke has incorporated the same 

phrase found in the Greek version of Elijah’s miracle: “. . . and he gave him to his mother,” 

καὶ ἔδωκεν αὐτὸ τῇ μητρὶ αὐτοῦ (3 Kgdms 17:23, LXX). 

The resurrection in Nain is followed by the arrival of messengers from John the Baptist 

asking Jesus to confirm that he is the “Coming One” (Luke 7:20). Jesus replies with a 

summary of his activities: 

Then Jesus answering said to them, “Go your way, and tell 
John what things you have seen and heard: the blind see, 
the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the 
dead are raised, to the poor the gospel is preached [πτωχοὶ 
εὐαγγελίζονται]. And blessed is the one who is not offended 
at me. Luke 7:22-23 

Luke has made sure that the sermon in Nazareth is connected to the two final items on the 

list. The sermon had opened with the Isaiah quote about preaching the gospel to the poor, 

εὐαγγελίσασθαι πτωχοῖς (Luke 4:18), while the mention of Elijah and the widow of Zarephath 

anticipates the resurrection in Nain that immediately precedes the messengers’ question. The 

Nazareth sermon may function as a broad outline of Jesus’ career.42 While the Elijah-like 

resurrection marked the end of the introductory phase of his ministry, an Elisha-like healing of 

a leper will signal his exit from Galilee for Jerusalem. Such specific contacts between the 

Elijah-Elisha cycle and the Third Gospel, it must be emphasized, do not belong in the 

category of certain implausible and ultimately unconvincing large-scale structural parallels 

proposed, for example, by Thomas Brodie.43 

 
41See Joel Green, The Gospel of Luke, 289-290. 
 

42See Craig Evans, “Luke’s Use of the Elijah/Elisha Narratives,” 79. 
 

43See Thomas L. Brodie, “Luke’s Use of the Elisha-Elisha Narrative.” 
 



Luke’s bracketing of the Galilean mission by events that recall the miracle workers of 

Northern Israel is designed to present Jesus as the fulfillment of the spiritual history and 

potential of Northern Israel as much as of Judah. It does not always make for a logical 

sequence. As with the Nazareth scene that shows evidence of being moved up in time, the 

raising of the young man likewise is out of place chronologically. The issue is clear from the 

second resurrection in Luke, which is the only one recorded in Matthew and Mark, namely, 

that of the young daughter of the synagogue ruler Jairus (Luke 8:41-42, 49-56; Matt 9:18-19, 

23-26; Mark 5:22-24, 35-43). 

In Mark, the choosing of the twelve is followed by several events and one long block of 

teaching leading up to the raising of Jairus’ daughter (Mark 3:13-5:43). The corresponding 

portion of Luke differs little from Mark in either content or order, with one exception. Luke 

moves the Beelzebul controversy, which Mark places shortly after the choosing of the twelve, 

to a much later time (Mark 3:22-30; Luke 11:14-22). In place of that item, Luke has a section 

that combines double tradition with his own special material, and which includes the 

resurrection at Nain and the messengers from John (Luke 6:20-8:3). The effect is to put both 

the Nain resurrection and John’s messengers well before the raising of Jairus’s daughter, even 

though the long form of that miracle story presupposes that Jesus is not known for raising the 

dead (Luke 8:49). 

The inconsistency between the two resurrection stories is resolved if they are 

chronologically exchanged so that the Nain event occurs after the raising of the girl.44 

Positioning the Nain miracle earlier, however, gives pride of place to a resurrection that more 

clearly recalls the one performed by Elijah. Luke’s peculiar sequencing is evidence not of 

carelessness in the organization of his narrative but of the priority he places on relating the 

history of Northern Israel to the mission and identity of Jesus. 

 
44Unlike the resurrection at Nain of a person prepared for burial, surrounded by a crowd of onlookers, the raising 

of Jairus’s daughter took place shortly after her death and out of public view. Moreover, Jesus had commented 
to the crowd cryptically about the girl not being dead, but asleep, allowing for speculation afterward among 
bystanders that she might have been merely comatose (Mark 5:35-43). Contrary to Luke, Matthew places the 
resurrection of the girl some time before the visit of John’s messengers (Matt 9:18-26; 11:2-6). If Matthew’s 
chronology on this point were imported into Luke the result would place the raising of the young man after 
that of the girl, though, admittedly, Matthew is as capable as Luke of anachronistic rearrangement of events 
(e.g., Mark 1:29-34, 40-42; cf. Matt 8:1-3; 14-16; Mark 11:13-21; cf. Matt 21:18-19). 

 



4.2 Josephite Gratitude on Display 

What remained of the house of Joseph in the time of Jesus of Nazareth was still a “ruin,” as 

had been written of it in the Book of the Twelve centuries before (Amos 6:6). According to 

OT history, the border tribe of Benjamin, originally of the house of Joseph, had broken with 

the north and aligned itself with the kingdom of Judah after the death of Solomon. A violent 

Assyrian invasion in the late eighth century BCE had destroyed the northern capital of 

Samaria, ended its monarchy, and resulted in the deportation of thousands of Northern 

Israelites to eastern Mesopotamia. Some of the weathier and more educated northerners, who 

would be prime candidates for deportation, likely fled south to Judah for refuge. 

 Over time a distinctly Samaritan religious identity developed among the inhabitants of 

central-Northern Israel. These seem to have included remnants of the large northern tribes of 

Ephraim and Manasseh, survivors of some smaller tribes such as Asher and Zebulun, and 

Mesopotamians forcibly resettled in the area by the Assyrians. The book of 2 Kings gives the 

impression that the northern population came to consist entirely of non-Israelites (2 Kgs 17:6-

41); the author of Chronicles, by contrast, acknowledges only the “sons of Israel” in the north 

“who have escaped out of the hand of the kings of Assyria” (2 Chron 30:5-11). 

The split-screen view of Samaritan ancestry that results from juxtaposing Kings and 

Chronicles has its counterpart in later Jewish writings, in which Samaritans appear either as 

errant Israelites or else pretenders to Israelite ancestry.45 In the NT, the spiritual distance 

between Samaritans and Jews receives emphasis in some texts (e.g., Matt 10:5-6), while in 

others what comes to the fore is the closeness of the two over and against the Gentiles (e.g., 

Acts 1:8; 8:5-15). 

 Samaritans identified Mt. Gerizim as the site for sacrifice rather than the temple mount in 

Jerusalem, rejected the authority of the Levitical priesthood allied with Judah, and accepted 

Genesis through Deuteronomy as uniquely authoritative Scripture. The divide between Jews 

(Judahites) and Samaritans (Josephites) deepened over time and occasionally flared into 

 
45In the Talmud, Tractate Kutim 2 gives an ambiguous explanation of Samaritan origins. For his part, Josephus in 

certain places identifies the Samaritans as “Cutheans,” a name derived from 2 Kgs 17:30, designating peoples 
forcibly relocated from from Mesopotamia (A.J. 9.288; 10.184). When in a different context he acknowledges 
the Samaritans’ own claim of ancestry from the Josephite tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, he fails to present 
a refutation, and labels them “apostates from the Jewish nation” (A.J. 11.340-41). 

 



violence. Around 110 BCE, the Jewish Hasmonean ruler John Hyrcanus razed the city of 

Samaria and destroyed the Samaritan temple on Mt. Gerizim.46 

In the first century, other than the Samaritans the only members of the house of Joseph 

were the small number of Jews who maintained a tribal identity that was originally Josephite. 

These are represented by just two individuals in the New Testament, the first of whom, the 

prophetess Anna of the tribe of Asher, is mentioned only by Luke (Luke 2:36-37). The second 

is Paul the apostle, of the tribe of Benjamin by his own account (Rom 11:1; Phil 3:5), and the 

main source of information for whom, outside of Paul’s own writings, once again is Luke. 

The original, expansive territory assigned to the house of Joseph in the OT (Josh 16:1-

17:18) had been whittled away in the centuries after the Assyrian invasion. By the time of 

Jesus it consisted of the city and district of Samaria (Sebaste) bounded by Jewish populations 

in Judea to the south, Galilee to the northwest, and Perea to the east across the Jordan, with a 

largely Gentile presence in the Decapolis to the northeast and a mixed population along the 

Mediterranean coast. Galilean Jews bound for Jerusalem could travel south through Samaria, 

or alternatively go east into Perea, then south, and finally westward on the Jericho road. The 

latter route, though longer, might be favored by seasonal travel conditions or when tensions 

were running high between Jewish and Samaritan communities.47 

Jesus, on his way to Jerusalem, is shown by Luke apparently skirting Samaritan territory 

between Galilee and Perea when he encounters a group of ten lepers. Standing at a distance, 

they beg Jesus for mercy, whereupon he tells them to go show themselves to the priests. As 

they start to go, they suddenly find themselves healed. Luke is interested in what the actions 

of the former lepers now reveal: 

And one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned 
back, and with a loud voice glorified God, and fell face-
down at his [Jesus’] feet, giving him thanks; and he was a 
Samaritan. And Jesus answering said, “Were not ten 
cleansed? Where, then, are the nine? Were none found to 
return to give glory to God except this foreigner?” And he 
said to him, “Rise and go your way; your faith has saved 
you.” Luke 17:15-19. 

 
46Josephus, A.J. 13.255-256, 280-81. 
 

47For a travel-related incident resulting in bloodshed between the two groups, see Josephus, A.J. 20.118; B.J. 2.232-
233. 

 



The healing of the lepers is one of two in the gospels that occur when the afflicted parties 

obey a command given them by Jesus; the other is the recovery of the man born blind, in 

John’s gospel, which has its own resemblance to Elisha’s healing of Naaman in that the 

command is to go and wash in a certain body of water (John 9:6-7; cf. 2 Kgs 5:10, 14). 

Luke’s narrative assumes that gratitude and praise ought to be expressed by the healed 

party, an idea unknown elsewhere in the gospels. Thanking Jesus required the Samaritan leper 

to turn around, since he and the other lepers had begun to follow Jesus’ instruction to seek out 

the priests in obedience to the Law of Moses (Lev 13:49; 14:1-32). The result of the 

Samaritan’s backtracking is a narrative sequence that has key similarities to the much longer 

story of Naaman’s healing by Elisha (see Table 1).48 

The return of the Samaritan leper, paralleling the return of Naaman to Elisha to honor 

Israel’s prophet and its God, is given extra weight when Jesus asks whether no one else was 

found “to return,” ὑποστρέψαντες, to offer praise. Not only is the implied obligation to return 

for this purpose unmentioned outside this incident, it stands in some tension with Jesus’ 

original command to the lepers to go to the priests.49 

Jesus chooses on this occasion to heighten the distinction between Jews and Samaritans by 

calling the grateful man “this foreigner,” ὁ ἀλλογενὴς οὗτος. The wording further invites the 

reader to recall what Jesus had said in the Nazareth synagogue: “And many lepers were in 

Israel in the time of Elisha the prophet, but none of them was cleansed, except Naaman the 

Syrian.” 

Table 1: Elements Shared between the Healings of Naaman and of the Samaritan Leper 

2 Kings 5:9-19 Luke 17:12-19 

Naaman the Syrian leper, waiting outside Elisha’s 
house, receives the command through Elisha’s 
servant to go wash in the Jordan River. 

The Samaritan leper, standing at a distance with 
his co-sufferers, receives the command from Jesus 
to go show himself to the priests. 

Naaman, after resisting, obeys the command and is 
cleansed. 

The Samaritan leper starts to obey and finds 
himself cleansed. 

 
48See Morton Enslin, “Luke and the Samartians,” 295; W. Bruners, Die Reinigung der zehn Aussätzigen und die 

Heilung des Samariters: Lk 17, 11-19; Green, 620-621. 
 

49See C. F. Evans, St. Luke, 625. 
 



Naaman returns [ἐπέστρεψε, LXX] to reward 
Elisha with gifts, which Elisha refuses, and to 
declare that henceforth Naaman will worship only 
Yahweh. 

The healed Samaritan returns [ὑπέστρεψεν] to fall 
at Jesus’ feet in thanks and to give praise to God. 

Elisha blesses Naaman by telling him to go in 
peace. 

Jesus blesses the Samaritan by raising him up and 
telling him to go, that his faith has saved him. 

 
 Jesus’ wonderment at no one but the foreigner giving thanks indicates that at least one of 

the nine others was a Jew, who being closer to the knowledge of God would be in a better 

position to discern God’s working in the immediate circumstances. Just as it was, improbably, 

the Syrian foreigner whom the prophet Elisha cleansed of both leprosy and idolatry, the man 

who was not only healed but declared “saved” by Jesus was a member of the northern house 

that, in the words of Hosea, God had once put aside as “not my people” (Hos 1:1-9). 

4.3 A Neighborly Josephite Traveler 

Luke, despite having no inclination toward Samaritan theology, is intent on showing Jesus as 

the culmination of OT Northern Israelite history, and the people of Joseph as fertile ground for 

the Christian gospel. Luke’s stance may best be described as Joseph-sympathetic.50 For Luke 

to report someone healed of leprosy to be Samaritan, as he does in the passage treated above, 

would not be necessary if his goal were only to relate Jesus’ works to the miracles of Elijah 

and Elisha. Instead, Luke’s choice of material and presentation evoke OT Josephite history 

while a comparing a (Josephite) Samaritan favorably with certain members of the Jewish 

population. The paradigm of that rhetorical strategy is the perennially popular story of the 

traveler who shows compassion to an injured party lying helpless on the roadside (Luke 

10:30-37). Owing to that parable’s inclusion in the Third Gospel, at least in the Western world 

the term “Samaritan” has come to be inseparably linked with the adjective “good.” 

The Good Samaritan narrative incorporates elements from different OT passages, the most 

important of which concern Northern Israel. A parable constituted as a bricolage of OT 

elements is not unique to Luke, of course; the Parable of the Wicked Tenants, referred to 

above in regard to Matthew but the earliest instance of which is in Mark, draws upon Isa 5:1-

 
50Regarding Luke’s unique interest in Samaritans, see, e.g., Jacob Jervel, Luke and the People of God, 113-117; 

David Ravens, Luke and the Restoration of Israel, 72-106; Martina Bohm, Samarien und die Sarmaritei bei 
Lukas, 1-6. 

 



7, Song 8:11, Jer 7:25-26, and Gen 37:18-20. Arguably, the Parable of the Sower was created 

by the same method.51 

The first source text for the parable of Luke 10:30-37 is part of the early history of the 

northern kingdom after its break with Judah.52 In it, a prophet of Judah is sent north to 

condemn the apostate northern king Jeroboam I. Under a divine command to return south 

immediately, the Judahite prophet is tempted to linger by a northern prophet of Bethel who 

offers him hospitality. The prophet of Judah is then killed by a lion as he resumes his journey. 

Passersby report the death in the nearby village, whereupon the apparently remorseful 

Bethelite prophet finds his guest’s body on the roadside, puts it on a donkey, mourns for the 

fallen Judahite while calling him “my brother,” and gives him an honorable burial (1 Kgs 

13:1-32). The northern prophet is later called, retrospectively, “the prophet that came from 

Samaria” (2 Kgs 23:18).53 

As told in the second OT passage, from Chronicles, the army of the northern kingdom 

defeats the forces of Judah in battle and takes many Judahite civilians as prisoners, intending 

to make them slaves (2 Chron 28:5-15). Upon their return to Samaria, a northern prophet of 

Yahweh, Oded, upbraids the soldiers for mistreating people from among their own “brothers” 

of Judah. Moved by the prophet’s warning, certain northern leaders take charge of the 

prisoners with an eye toward their restoration: 

And the men who were named [as northern leaders heeding 
the prophet’s words] rose up, and took the captives, and 
with the spoil clothed all who were naked among them, and 
in clothing them put sandals on their feet, and provided 
them with food and drink, and anointed them with oil. And 
they carried all those who were feeble on donkeys and 

 
51Mt 13:1-23/Mk 4:1-20/Lk 8:4-15. In Hos 2:23 “sowing seed,” σπερῶ (LXX), is a metaphor for the reconstitution 

and restoration of Israel; the prospect of realizing different yields from sowing in different areas is found in 
Eccl 11:6; a supernaturally abundant yield of a hundredfold occurs in Gen 26:12. For the rhythmic progression 
through four types of soils as echoing the progress toward the kingdom of God through four apocalyptic stages 
of world history in Dan 2:31-45, see N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 230-232. 

 
52For the blending of imagery from 1 Kgs 13:11-32; 2 Chron 28:8-15; and Hosea 6:9 see J. Derrett, “Law in the 

New Testament.” 
 

53The chronological setting of the incident of the Judahite and Bethelite prophets, during the reign of Jeroboam I, 
precedes by decades the building of the city of Samaria by the northern king Omri, and the extension of the 
name of that city to all of Northern Israel (1 Kgs 16:23-24). 

 



brought them to Jericho, the city of palm trees, to their 
relatives. Then they returned to Samaria. 2 Chron 28:15 

In the parable of Luke 10, the need for compassion like that afforded the body of the fallen 

Judahite prophet in Kings and the pitiful captives in Chronicles arises because of the danger 

of travel in remote areas. The OT background is a Northern Israelite prophet’s pointed 

description of banditry: “And as troops of robbers lie in wait for a man, the company of 

priests murder on the road to Shechem. Indeed, they commit wickedness” (Hos 6:9). The 

fraught history of the northern kingdom, whose cultural capital was Shechem, included 

widespread moral laxity and unscrupulous priests, but it was not uniformly a record of evil. 

The Good Samaritan parable, steeped in northern kingdom historical references, reminds its 

audience that Samaritans were just as capable of empathy as the inhabitants of Judah were of 

callousness. 

 Leading up to the indictment of robber priests, Hosea sets forth the scale of divine values. 

“For I desired mercy, and not sacrifice, and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings” 

(Hos 6:6). This verse is quoted by Jesus against the Pharisees twice in Matthew (9:13; 12:7). 

In Mark a scribe who voices essentially the same thought receives Jesus’ commendation in 

return, in a setting which is a parallel of the Lukan dialogue that introduces the Good 

Samaritan (cf. Mark 12:28-31; Luke 10:25-27). Only in Luke, however, does the ethical 

priority of Hos 6:6 animate a narrative in which representatives of Judah’s sacrificial system 

display less love of neighbor than a member of the estranged Northern Israelite remnant. The 

priest and Levite who one after the other pass by the man described in Luke as “half-dead,” 

ἡμιθανῆ, are an elaborated variant of the travelers in the story in Kings who see the body of 

the dead Judahite prophet on the road but leave it to someone else to give him a decent burial 

(1 Kgs 13:25). 

As is so often the case in Luke, the eponymous ancestor of the “house of Joseph” is subtly 

invoked in connection with the Good Samaritan, specifically in the dialogue that introduces 

the parable. A lawyer, that is, a scribe, stands up to question Jesus about how he, the scribe, 

might inherit eternal life. Jesus asks him what he reads in the law, prompting the scribe to cite 

the commands to love God and love one’s neighbor (cf. Deut 6:5; Lev 19:8). Jesus then says, 

“You have answered rightly. Do this and you shall live [τοῦτο ποίει καὶ ζήσῃ].” Jesus seems 

to be referring to what is said about the statutes given to Israel in Lev 18:5, LXX: “if a man 



does them, he will live by means of them,” ἃ ποιήσας αὐτά ἄνθρωπος ζήσεται ἐν αὐτοῖς.  The 

wording itself however, which is distantly reminiscent of Leviticus, is a close version of the 

advice Joseph offers to his brothers in Gen 42:18, LXX: “Do this and you shall live,” τοῦτο 

ποιήσατε καὶ ζήσεσθε.54 

In the Genesis story, the long-lost Joseph holds the key to the survival of Jacob’s family 

during a famine. Heeding the words of Joseph, who is acting by divine appointment (Gen 

45:7-9), becomes a matter of life and death for Israel in the form of Jacob’s patriarchal sons. 

The family of Jacob responding with obedience to Joseph’s direction is, therefore, in the spirit 

of national Israel later conforming to the Law of Moses. 

4.4 Josephite Variants in Double and Triple Tradition   

Certain modifications of material Luke shares with one or both of the other Synoptics gesture 

toward the OT’s Josephite history the same way Matthew’s do toward its Judahite counterpart. 

They rarely if ever do so in the same setting, however. For example, Matthew, as related 

above, glosses the saying about the blind leading the blind (Matt 15:14; Luke 6:39) with a 

snippet from the court history of David. Luke includes a gloss alluding to the Elijah-Elisha 

cycle in the second of his versions of the mission instructions: 

Matt 10:9-11 Mark 6:8-10 Luke 9:3-4; 10:4-5 

“Procure neither gold, nor silver, 
nor copper for your belts, nor a 
carry bag for the journey, nor two 
shirts, nor sandals, nor a staff; for 
the workman is worthy of his 
food. And whatever city or town 
you enter...” 

And he commanded them that 
they should take nothing for the 
journey except a staff—no carry 
bag, no bread, no money in their 
belt—but to wear sandals, and not 
wear two shirts. And he said to 
them, “Wherever you enter a 
house...” 

And he said unto them, “Take 
nothing for the journey, neither a 
staff, nor carry bag, nor bread, nor 
money; do not have two shirts. 
And whatever house you enter...” 
 
“Take neither money pouch, nor 
carry bag, nor sandals; and greet 
no one on the way. And whatever 
house you enter...” 

The unique addition, “greet no one on the way,” is distilled from a longer version of the 

same injunction that occurs in 2 Kgs 4:29 (4 Kgdms 4:29, LXX).55 In the OT story, Elisha, in 

 
54See Preston Sprinkle, “The Use of Genesis 42:18 (not Leviticus 18:5) in Luke 10:28.” 
 

55See Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, 847; Michael Goulder, Luke: A New Paradigm, 467; Green, 
413. 

 



hopes of reviving the recently deceased child of a woman who has shown the prophet 

kindness, sends his servant ahead to the woman’s house to place Elisha’s staff on the child’s 

body. Elisha forbids his servant to stop and exchange formal greetings with those he might 

encounter along the way, although in the end Elisha must attend to the child personally in 

order to restore him to life. 

Luke has μηδένα...ἀσπάσησθε, “greet no one,” instead of the more idiomatic οὐκ 

εὐλογήσεις αὐτόν, “don’t bless him” of the LXX, since the latter implies a greeting that would 

entail a blessing or benediction. In both cases, the urgency of the mission—in Kings to raise a 

dead child, in Luke to bring Jesus’ gospel to villages he planned to visit—precluded any 

delay. This memorable means of expressing urgency is found nowhere in the Bible other than 

in these two passages.56 

An example from double as opposed to triple tradition is the dialogue with reluctant 

would-be disciples: 

Matt 8:19-22 Luke 9:57-62 

And a certain scribe came and said to him, 
“Master, I will follow you wherever you go.” And 
Jesus said to him, “The foxes have holes, and the 
birds of the air, nests; but the Son of man has 
nowhere to lay his head.” And another of his 
disciples said to him, “Lord, allow me first to go 
and bury my father.” But Jesus said to him, 
“Follow me, and let the dead bury their dead.” 

And it came to pass, that, as they went along, 
someone said to him, “Lord, I will follow you 
wherever you go.” And Jesus said to him, “Foxes 
have holes, and birds of the air, nests; but the Son 
of man has nowhere to lay his head.” And he said 
to another, “Follow me.” But he said, “Lord, allow 
me first to go and bury my father.” Jesus said to 
him, “Let the dead bury their dead, but you go and 
preach the kingdom of God.” And another also 
said, “Lord, I will follow you, but let me first go 
and say good-bye to those of my household.” 
And Jesus said to him, “No one who puts his 
hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the 
kingdom of God.” 

 

The concluding warning of Luke’s version recalls the fate of Lot’s wife, who perished by 

looking back at Sodom as destruction overtook that city (Gen 19:16-17, 26). The primary 

 
56 It is noteworthy that Matthew’s version of the mission instructions reflects his own Judah-centric orientation. 

It does not do so with allusion, but instead by including the command that the disciples should avoid both 
Gentiles and Samaritans in favor of the “lost sheep of the house of Israel,” thereby emphatically limiting the 
identity of Israel to the people of Judah (see above under Judahite Matthew). The mission instructions are a 
partial exception to the to rule that in parallel pericopes, only one will contain a unique Josephite or Judahite 
marker. 

 



allusion in Luke’s addition, however, is to the Elijah-Elisha cycle.57 The call of Elisha 

supplies both the request about bidding farewell to family and the image of plowing: 

So [Elijah] departed from there and found Elisha 
the son of Shaphat, who was plowing with twelve 
yoke [of oxen] before him, and he with the twelfth. 
And Elijah passed by him, and cast his cloak upon 
him. And he left the oxen, and ran after Elijah, and 
said, “Let me kiss my father and my mother, and I 
will follow you.” And he said to him, “Go back 
again, for what have I done to you?” And he 
returned from him, and took a yoke of oxen, and 
slaughtered them, and boiled their flesh with the 
instruments of the oxen, and gave it to the people, 
and they ate. Then he arose, and went after Elijah, 
and ministered to him. 1 Kgs 19:19-21 

In Luke, Jesus seems to demand more of a disciple than does Elijah, who in the story of 

Kings gives leave to Elisha to take a farewell meal with his family. Flexibility in adapting the 

lesson of the OT precedent is to be expected, but in any case the two situations are more 

similar than they first appear. 

The call of Elisha’s is an example of appointment to a spiritual version of a mundane 

occupation. In the Psalms, David is said to have been taken from caring for lambs and ewes to 

shepherd Israel (Ps 78:70-72). Peter and the three other fishermen disciples were called by 

Jesus to become fishers of men (Matt 4:19; Mark 1:17; Luke 5:10). In a vignette well suited to 

the bovine imagery associated with Northern Israel, Elisha gives up guiding oxen as they 

plow so that he may admonish the people as their prophet. The manner of his call conforms to 

the metaphor of Northern Israel as a plowing ox (Hos 10:11-13; cf. Amos 6:12), with the 

number of “twelve yokes” included as a symbolic reinforcement (cf. 1 Kgs 18:30-32). 

Elisha’s request is not an equivocation, as Jesus implies is the case with the petitioner of 

Luke 9:61. In not only slaughtering the oxen but burning the associated implements, which 

would include the yoke bar, harnesses, and plow, Elisha decisively puts farming behind him in 

favor of the spiritual work to which he has been summoned. 

The Elijah-Elisha cycle of Northern Israelite history supplies another variant of double 

tradition in the form of the weather saying: 

 
57Fitzmyer, 214, 834, 837; Craig Evans, “Luke’s Use of the Elijah/Elisha Narratives,” 81. 
 



Matt 16:1-3 Luke 12:54-56 

The Pharisees came with the Sadduccees, testing 
him, wanting him to show them a sign from 
heaven. He answered and said to them, “When it is 
evening, you say, ‘Fair weather, for the sky is red.’ 
And in the morning, ‘Stormy today, for the sky is 
red and gloomy.’ You can interpret the appearance 
of the sky, but the signs of the times you cannot.” 

And he said also to the people, “When you see a 
cloud [νεφέλην] rise out of the west, 
immediately you say, ‘A shower is coming,’ and 
it is so. And when the south wind blows, you say, 
‘There will be heat,’ and it happens. Hypocrites! 
You can discern the face of the sky and of the 
earth, but how is it that you do not discern this 
time? 

 
The Matthean version is an intriguing counterpoint to that of Luke, even though the textual 

status of the former remains unsettled.58 The first saying suggests a marine environment, 

where the prospect of rain and wind is threatening. The variant in Luke is more appropriate to 

farmers who look hopefully for seasonal showers, and see hot winds as the harbinger of 

drought (Gen 41:23). Luke’s form may prophetically anticipate the experience of the early 

church in Acts, where the rain of the Spirit is followed by the scorching heat of persecution 

(Acts 2:2-4; 4:1-21; 5:17-42; cf. Isa 44:3; Mark 4:6, 17). 

The saying version in Luke, unlike that of Matthew, has a clear OT parallel.59 It recalls the 

relief from a years-long dry spell in Israel: 

So Ahab went up to eat and drink. And Elijah went up to 
the top of Carmel, and cast himself down upon the earth, 
and put his face between his knees. And he said to his 
servant, “Go up now, look toward the sea [to the west].” 
And he went up, and looked, and said, “Nothing.” And he 
said, “Go again” seven times. And it came to pass at the 
seventh time, that he said, “Look, there is rising a little 
cloud [νεφέλη, LXX] out of the sea, like a man’s hand.” 
And he said, “Go up, say to Ahab, ‘Get ready, and go down, 
so that the rain does not stop you.’” In the meantime it came 
to pass that the heaven became black with clouds and wind, 
and there was a great rain. And Ahab rode, and went to 
Jezreel. 1 Kgs 18:42-45 

 
58The dialogue portion of Matt 16:2-3 is absent from Codices Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, as well as some other mss. 

Either it was lacking in the original text but was added later, or, equally likely, was part of the original text but 
was omitted during later copying, perhaps following the precedent of  Matt 12:37-38. See C. Quarles, “Matthew 
16.2b–3: New Considerations.” 

 
59See Fitzmyer, 999-1000; Goulder, 558; Alfred Plummer, Gospel According to St. Luke, 335. 
 



Luke’s weather saying follows closely on Jesus’ statement, in verse 49 of the same chapter, 

“I came to cast fire on the earth, and what more am I to wish for if it has been kindled?” What 

precedes Elijah’s expectation of rain in the Kings narrative is the contest with the prophets of 

Baal, during which Elijah calls fire down out of the sky onto a prepared sacrifice (1 Kgs 

18:36-38). 

In the course of calling down fire on his offering, Elijah had prayed that the hearts of the 

people would return to Yahweh (v. 37). In Malachi, the mission of a future Elijah figure would 

be to “turn the hearts of father’s to children, and of children to fathers” so that destructive 

judgment might be averted. Luke attributes both kinds of reconciliation to John the Baptist 

(Luke 1:16-17). As tensions in Luke’s narrative rise between Jesus and his opponents, the 

saying about casting down fire introduces a warning, couched in the language of Micah 7:6, 

that Jesus’ message would divide family members (Luke 12:51-53). The judgment of which 

Malachi warned would, at least in the short term, be accelerated rather than deflected by the 

fire Jesus brought. The addition of the “casting fire” comment to the saying about Jesus 

bringing the sword of division (cf. Matt 10:34-36) is yet another Josephite-based accessory to 

double tradition. 

Luke had already revisited Elijah’s power over nature three chapters before the “casting 

fire” and weather sayings, with the question of James and John as to whether they should 

command fire to descend from heaven on a Samaritan village.60 The question follows the 

refusal of the town to host Jesus in view of his ultimate destination being Jerusalem (Luke 

9:51-56). This pericope reflects chronic tensions between Samaritans and Jews over the role 

of Jerusalem as the cultic center of Israel (John 4:9, 20).61 

The suggestion of James and John about commanding fire from heaven to devour 

inhospitable townspeople alludes to more miracles of Elijah.62 In Kings, after fire descends on 

the Mt. Carmel altar, followed by the rising of the cloud and drought-ending rain, Elijah flees 

 
60On the verbal agreement between 4 Kgdms 1:10-12, LXX and Luke 9:54, see Enslin, 282 n.18. 
 

61See above under Josephite Compassion on Display. At the end of the incident, Jesus and the disciples go on “to 
another village” (Luke 9:56). Luke leaves open the possibility that this alternate village likewise is Samaritan. 
John reports the receptivity of the Samaritan town of Sychar to a brief stay by Jesus, but in that case Jesus was 
traveling away from Jerusalem back to Galilee (John 4:3-5). 

 
62See Dale Allison, “Rejecting Violent Judgment: Luke 9:52-56.” 
 



south to Mt. Horeb to receive divine instructions. Elijah then commissions his successor, 

Elisha, who ceases plowing and follows Elijah. After receding from the narrative, Elijah 

returns to deliver an oracle against Ahab (1 Kgs 32:17-29) and fades again until resurfacing to 

dispatch an oracle against Ahab’s son and successor, Ahaziah. 

When Ahaziah sends soldiers to capture Elijah, the prophet commands fire to descend from 

the sky and consume the arrest party. A second group of soldiers suffers the same fate (2 Kgs 

1:1-12). When the commander of a third contingent humbly pleads with Elijah to spare him, 

Elijah does so and accompanies him to deliver the oracle in person to Ahaziah (2 Kgs 1:13-

16). In Luke, Jesus rebukes James and John for wanting to call down fire on Northern 

Israelites as had Elijah (Luke 9:54-55). The contrast here between Elijah and Jesus is only 

partial, however. Elijah withholds destructive fire when begged to do so; Jesus shows mercy 

to Samaritans without their requesting it. Also, Jesus does bring down destructive fire in a 

non-literal sense, as was just seen, in Luke 12. 

4.5 Lukan Parables of Prayer 

The immediately preceding examples demonstrate that it can be hard to distinguish Josephite-

linked versions of double tradition in Luke from Sondergut, i.e., special material, because 

what might technically be stand-alone pericopes can serve to reinforce material shared with 

Matthew. The parable of the Friend at Midnight (or, Importunate Neighbor, Luke 11:5-8) 

introduces the motif of insistent prayer as taught in the sayings about seeking and knocking, 

and the giving by parents of good gifts to their children (Matt 7:7-10; Luke 11:9-13). The 

Elijah-Elisha cycle supplies a circumstantial feature of the parable: 

2 Kings 5:22 Luke 11:5-6 

And [Elisha’s servant, Gehazi] said, “All is well. 
My master has sent me, saying, ‘Behold, even now 
there have come to me [ἦλθον πρός με, LXX] 
from mount Ephraim two young men of the sons 
of the prophets. Please give them a talent of silver, 
and two changes of garments.’” 

And he said to them, “Which of you will have 
have a friend, and will go to him at midnight, and 
say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves; for a 
friend of mine in his journey has come to me 
[παρεγένετο ἐξ ὁδοῦ πρός με], and I have nothing 
to set before him’”?... 

 
The Kings passage is from the story of the healing of Naaman, the leprous Syrian 

commander, which Jesus referred to in the Nazareth synagogue scene and which gives shape 

to Luke’s narrative of the Samaritan leper. A detail from that story here provides a rationale 

for making an urgent request. 



In the Kings account, Elisha refuses to take any gift for his healing of Naaman. Elisha’s 

servant, Gehazi, moved by greed, pursues the Syrian and makes up a story about unexpected 

visitors in need. Naaman responds generously to an appeal that he believes to be genuine, 

giving more than was asked (2 Kgs 5:23). In the parable, no dishonesty is implied, but a 

similar request serves to overcome the resistance generated by the lateness of the hour. Setting 

aside Gehazi’s dishonesty in the prototype, the parable implies that God will attend to an 

urgent need insistently expressed, just as will the importuned neighbor. Luke does qualify the 

claim on God, saying that he will provide his Spirit to the one asking (Luke 11:11-13).63 

The related parable about the Widow and the Judge (Luke 18:1-8), which teaches 

unflagging persistence in prayer, has its roots in a Kings passage just three chapters after the 

one about Naaman. Earlier, in 2 Kgs 4:8-37, Elisha grants a son to a childless woman in the 

village of Shunem. When the child sickens and dies, Elisha restores the boy to life as Elijah 

previously had done for the son of the widow of Zarephath. Sometime later, the woman of 

Shunem is advised by Elisha to leave Israel to escape a coming famine (2 Kgs 8:1-2). This 

period, apparently, sees the death of the woman’s husband, who was already elderly some 

years before (2 Kgs 4:14). 

The widowhood of the Shunamite woman is implied by her need to speak for herself 

before Israel’s king when she returns to Israel from Philistia after seven years. She must plead 

with the king for the restoration of her land, which in the meantime either has been occupied 

by squatters or else seized by agents of the king himself. Providentially, the woman appears 

before the king just after he has been told about Elisha having raised her son from the dead, 

and the king orders her property returned to her (2 Kgs 8:3-6). A king assuming the role of 

judge is commonplace in the royal court tales of the Bible (e.g., 2 Sam 15:2-4; 1 Kgs 3:16-

28). The Northern Israelite king before whom the woman of Shunem appears is not identified, 

but given the chronological setting he must be either Jehoram or Jehu, both of whom are 

ultimately deemed unrighteous in the biblical text (2 Kgs 3:2-3; 10:31). 

 
63Luke’s variant compared with Matt 7:9-11, in saying God will not give a snake or a scorpion, is appropriate to the 

specific identification of the Spirit. The combination of snakes and scorpions is connotative of evil spirits (Luke 
10:17-20), therefore the implication of Luke 11:11-13 is that God will not give an evil or destructive spirit in 
response to earnest supplication, but his Holy Spirit for wisdom and perseverance if not outright deliverance. 

 



What Kings implies about the Shunamite woman is what is explicitly stated about the 

plaintiff in the corresponding parable of Luke, namely, that she is a widow asking an 

unrighteous judge to grant her relief from her opponent(s) at law. Kings further suggests that 

if not for the information the king receives about the miracle performed for the woman, his 

character alone would not assure a prompt judgment in her favor. Under ordinary 

circumstances the woman could expect to prevail, if at all, only after the kind of exhaustive 

efforts described in Luke 18:5. 

The Shunamite woman “cries out” to the Israelite king, the Hebrew verb here, צָעַק, 

corresponding to βοάω in the LXX, both indicating an expression of urgency if not anguish. 

The same words are used of another widow who “cries out” to Elisha himself when a creditor 

is about to impress her two sons into slavery, moving Elisha to expand miraculously her store 

of oil so she can pay off the creditor (2 Kgs 4:1-7, MT and LXX). βοάω is not the verb used 

of the widow’s demand in the parable, but it is used of what the widow’s plea represents, as 

Jesus explains: “And the Lord said, ‘Hear what the unjust judge said. And will not God 

avenge his own elect, who cry out (βοώντων) day and night to him, even though he bears long 

with them?’” 

A third parable involving prayer, though with a different message, immediately follows 

that of Widow and the Judge: 

And he spoke this parable to some who trusted in 
themselves that they were righteous, and despised others. 
“Two men went up [ἀνέβησαν] to the temple to pray, one a 
Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood 
and prayed this way to himself, ‘God, I thank you that I am 
not as other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as 
this tax collector. I fast twice in the week, I give a tenth of 
all that I possess.’ And the tax collector, standing far off, 
would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, 
saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner.’ I tell you, this 
man went down [κατέβη] to his house proved more 
righteous than the other, for everyone who exalts himself 
will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be 
exalted. Luke 18:9-14 

The tax collector begs for mercy out of an intense awareness of his own sins and 

sinfulness. The Pharisee, while giving thanks, invites God to recognize his virtue and appears 

confident that such recognition is already as good as his. The tax collector’s greater distance 

from the sanctuary and downcast eyes reveal that the Pharisee has approached boldly and 



lifted his eyes to heaven, perhaps a token in his case of the “lofty eyes” that top the list of 

attributes the Lord hates (Prov 6:17). 

With this example story in mind, where in OT history is a presumptuous request closely 

followed by, and contrasted with, a humble one? The sole occurrence in the OT is in the 

approximate center of the Elijah-Elisha cycle: 

Again also [King Ahaziah] sent to [Elijah] another captain 
of fifty [soldiers] with his fifty. And he answered and said 
to him, “O man of God, this is what the king says, ‘Come 
down quickly!’” And Elijah answered and said to them, “If 
I am a man of God, let fire come down from heaven, and 
consume you and your fifty.” And the fire of God came 
down from heaven, and consumed him and his fifty. And he 
sent again a captain of the third fifty with his fifty. And the 
third captain of fifty went up [וַיַּעַל , MT], and came and fell 
on his knees before Elijah, imploring him, and  said to him, 
“O man of God, please let my life and the life of these fifty 
of your servants be precious in your sight.”... And the angel 
of the LORD said to Elijah, “Go down [κατάβηθι, LXX] 
with him, and do not be afraid of him.” And he arose, and 
went down with him to the king. 2 Kgs 1:11-15 

The officers sent one after the other by King Ahaziah must ascend to Elijah because the 

prophet has stationed himself on a hill (2 Kgs 1:9). The Pharisee and tax collector of the 

parable ascend because they wish to pray on the temple mount in Jerusalem. The situations 

might seem entirely different except that whereas God’s presence was uniquely associated 

with the temple in the territory of ancient Judah, in the northern kingdom it instead 

accompanied the person of the prophet, which is why Elijah could offer a sacrifice on Carmel 

that otherwise would violate the Torah (1 Kgs 18:31-33; cf. Deut 12:13-14). The officers, like 

the characters of the parable, are ascending toward the divine presence bearing a request in 

the form of a demand or an entreaty. 

Through Elijah, God gives an instant and unmistakable answer to both kinds of requests 

made by Israelite officers, the first two of whom complacently rely on the king’s authority and 

on the soldiers they command. The third officer, like the tax collector of the parable, assumes 

a posture of abject subservience and begs for mercy. In either case, it is only the humble 

supplicant who is said both to have ascended toward and safely descended from proximity to 

the divine. 



4.6 Tower Builders and Warring Kings 

The literature on the “cost of discipleship” sayings in Luke 14:25-33 is, like that pertaining to 

other Synoptic parables, too extensive to survey here. Given how common were the activities 

of building and going to war, the possible influences contributing to their illustrative use 

could be multiplied at will. Of greatest value in providing insight would be an explanation 

that is integral to Luke’s larger program. 

The a fortiori argument of the first short parable, about the prospective tower-builder, is 

simple enough: those who would follow Jesus with eternity in view must be at least as 

devoted as people who pay a high price to avoid the shame of public failure. In the same way, 

a king who faces daunting odds in war will brace himself to give up much in negotiation in 

order to avoid annihilation on the battlefield. These examples are embedded within double 

tradition that has elements (in boldface, below) not included in Matthew: 

Matt 10:37-38 Luke 14:25-33 

He who loves father or mother more than me is not 
worthy of me, and he who loves son or daughter 
more than me is not worthy of me. And he who 
does not take up his cross, and follow after me, is 
not worthy of me. 

And great multitudes accompanied him. And he 
turned and said to them, “If anyone comes to me, 
and does not hate his father, and mother, and wife, 
and children, and brothers, and sisters, yes, and 
his own life also, he cannot be my disciple. And 
whoever does not bear his cross, and come after 
me, cannot be my disciple. {For which of you, 
intending to build a tower... Or what king, 
going to make war against another king...} So 
likewise, whoever of you does not give up all that 
he possesses cannot be my disciple. 

 
Trivial differences are “children” in Luke instead of “son or daughter” as in Matthew, and 

discipleship as the equivalent of worthiness to follow Jesus. Luke adds “brothers and sisters,” 

which simply includes other relatives no closer than parents and children. Even the forfeiture 

of the disciple’s own life is implied in Matthew by the need to take up the cross, which is 

symbolic of death as well as suffering. 

With Luke’s addition of “wife,” loyalty to Jesus is placed even above the deepest of human 

bonds.64 Further, the repudiation of material possessions, while in view elsewhere (e.g., Matt 

19:21; Mark 10:21; Luke 18:22), here becomes, universally, a cost of following Jesus. 

 
64Cf. also “wife” in Luke 18:29 versus Matt 19:29; Mark 10:29. 
 



Analogs to these key Lukan elements occur in an episode of the Elijah-Elisha cycle in which a 

king, Ahab (Achaab, LXX) offers to give up much to avoid destruction by his rival, Ben-

hadad (son of Ader, LXX): 

3 Kgdms 21:1-4, LXX (1 Kings 20:1-4) Luke 14:28-32 

And the son of Ader gathered all his forces… And 
they went up and besieged Samaria and fought 
against it. And he sent into the city to Achaab king 
of Israel and said, “This is what the son of Ader 
says: ‘Your silver and your gold are mine, and 
your wives and your children are mine.’” And 
the king of Israel answered and said, “My lord, O 
king, I am yours, and all that I have.” 

Or what king, going to make war against another 
king, does not first sit down and consider whether 
he be able with ten thousand to meet him who 
comes against him with twenty thousand? Or else, 
while the other is yet far off, he sends an embassy, 
and requests terms of peace.” 

 
The surrounding Kings narrative portrays a back-and-forth dialogue between the Syrian 

and Israelite monarchs which is compatible with the brief parable in Luke. King Ahab, who as 

in the parable faces a larger army than his own force of just over seven thousand (cf. 1 Kgs 

20:24-27), agrees to forfeit wives as well as children, his silver and gold, and by implication 

any other portable wealth (“all that I have”). When Benhadad insists that his troops be 

allowed to enter Samaria freely, exposing the northern kingdom to utter destruction, Ahab 

refuses. Yahweh then gives the smaller Israelite force victory for the sake of his own 

reputation (1 Kgs 20:13). 

Luke may have drawn upon Judahite history for the description of sending for terms of 

piece (cf. 2 Kgdms 8:10).65 The circumstantial parallel is to the Ahab story, which supplies the 

two elements, consisting of wife and possessions, that Luke adds to the cost-of-discipleship 

saying. 

The kings-at-war parable in Luke is preceded by the would-be tower-builder. The Elijah-

Elisha cycle also supplies the history of a costly construction: 

3 Kgdms 16:34, LXX Luke 14:28-32 

And in his days, Achiel the Bethelite built 
[ᾠκοδόμησεν] Jericho. He laid its foundation 
[ἐθεμελίωσεν] in Abiram his firstborn, and set up 
its gates in his youngest, Segub, according to the 
word of the Lord, which he spoke by Joshua the 
son of Nun. 

“For who of you, intending to build 
[οἰκοδομῆσαι] a tower, does not first sit down and 
count the cost, whether he does not have enough to 
finish it? Otherwise, when he has laid the 
foundation [θεμέλιον] and is not able to finish it, 
those looking on will start to mock him, saying, 

 
65See Goulder, 598. 
 



3 Kgdms 16:34, LXX Luke 14:28-32 

 
Cf. Josh 6:26: 
 
And Joshua charged them at that time, saying, 
“Cursed is the man before the LORD who rises up 
and builds this city Jericho. He shall lay its 
foundation in [i.e., at the loss of] his firstborn, and 
in his youngest he shall set up its gates. 

‘This man began to build, and is not able to 
finish.’ 

 
The choice of “tower,” πύργος, in the parable of Luke 14:28-30 generalizes the 

hypothetical project, since the word can refer to simple outbuilding on a farmer’s property or 

the dominating edifice of a city. In this last respect, the association of towers with cities 

begins in Gen 11:4: “Let us build for ourselves a city and a tower...” and recurs thereafter 

(e.g., Gen 35:21; Judg 8:9, 17; 9:46-52; Ezek 29:10; 30:6). 

The two OT instances of failure to timely complete a building are the Tower of Babel story 

from the primeval history, referred to above (Gen 11:1-9), and that of the Second Temple, on 

which work was interrupted after its foundation was laid (Ezra 3:8-6:18, Hag 1:1-14; Zech 

4:6-10). The predecessor of the latter structure, Solomon’s temple, is compared elsewhere to a 

tower in a vineyard that symbolized Jerusalem (Isa 5:1-2).66 Lack of completion, therefore, 

further suggestively links the tower-building of the parable with city-building in the OT.67 

The most prominent feature of ancient Jericho, including in the first century, would have 

been its tower, as it is of the town’s ruins today. Rebuilding Jericho as a fortified city as 

described in 1 Kings would have included any repairs or restoration needed on the tower, 

walls, and finally, gates. In the incident as in the parable, the building project is broken into 

(1) the beginning of construction or “laying the foundation,” and (2) completion. The re-

fortification of Jericho may justifiably be called the most expensive construction in OT 

history, costing the builder (just how is not narrated) the lives of two of his sons. Only by 

paying horrifically did Achiel (Heb., Hiel) avoid the mockery warned of in the Lukan parable, 

 
66In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the benediction of 4Q500 appears to refer to the temple as “your winepress, built of stone.” 

See F. G. Martinez, The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated, 402. 
 

67See Peter Jarvis, “The Tower-builder and the King going to War,” 198. 
 



the setting of which raises the possibility of the loss of children, albeit by means of alienation 

rather than death. 

Although here we have considered the story of Jericho’s restoration in second place after 

that of the near-surrender of King Ahab to Benhadad, in the OT they occur in the same order 

as do their corresponding parables. They also occur in relatively close proximity both to each 

other and to the various other portions of northern kingdom history alluded to uniquely in 

Luke’s gospel. By any measure they usefully illustrate that the disciples of Jesus, with eternal 

stakes in the balance, must be prepared to make the kind of sacrifices that others have made to 

avoid avoid public shame, a sense of failure, or outright disaster in the present world. 

4.7 Luke’s Double Nativity 

Before returning to the central portion of Luke, an intertextual analysis of its opening 

narrative will dispel any latent suspicion that it is the Elijah- and Elisha-based OT histories, in 

particular, that drove the sifting and shaping of its materials. 

Luke introduces the birth of Jesus with that of John the Baptist, creating a double nativity 

that recalls OT accounts of God causing the births of individuals for special purposes, 

including Isaac, Jacob, Samson, and Samuel. The description of Zacharias and Elizabeth, the 

future parents of John, as being both childless and of advanced age, recalls Abraham and 

Sarah (11:30; 17:17; Luke 1:5-7). The dense thicket of OT references and allusions that 

follows in the first two chapters of Luke, detailing the circumstances of the two births 

themselves, makes any overarching intertextual plan difficult at first to identify. 

While many streams are contributing, it is the narrative of Samuel’s birth, specifically, that 

provides the skeleton for the story of John’s conception in Luke 1. The introduction of Luke’s 

story is reminiscent of 1 Sam 1:1-2, as is the pivotal role of a trip to the sanctuary.68 The next 

most important source texts are the birth stories of Isaac and of Sampson, the second of these 

having a Josephite setting, in the tribe of Dan. The common narrative items of the three are 

compared in Table 2, below, with weaker contacts in square brackets. 

Similarities between the 1 Samuel and Luke that are of some interest but not covered in the 

table above include a prolonged stay in the sanctuary (1 Sam 1:12; Luke 1:21) and wordless 

 
68See Raymond Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 268-269. 
 



speech on the part of the receiver of the promise (1 Sam 1:13; Luke 1:22). The linguistic 

contacts occur near the middle and ending parts of the stories: 

1 Samuel 1:1-27 (1 Kingdoms 1:1-27, LXX) Luke 1:5-25 

“...I will dedicate him to you until his death and he 
shall drink no wine or liquor [καὶ οἶνον καὶ 
μέθυσμα οὐ πίεται], and no razor shall come 
upon his head…” 
 
And they rose early in the morning and worshiped 
the Lord, and went their way, and Elkanah went to 
his house in Rama [εἰσῆλθεν ῾Ελκανὰ εἰς τὸν 
οἶκον αὐτοῦ ᾿Αρμαθαὶμ]. 
 
And he had relations with his wife Hannah, and 
the Lord remembered her, and she conceived 
[συνέλαβε]. 

For he shall be great in the sight of the Lord, and 
he shall drink neither wine nor strong drink 
[καὶ οἶνον καὶ σίκερα οὐ μὴ πίῃ], but he shall be 
filled with the Holy Spirit even from his mother’s 
womb. 
 
And it came to pass, that, as soon as the days of 
his ministration were accomplished, he departed 
to his own house [ἀπῆλθεν εἰς τὸν οἶκον αὐτοῦ]. 
 
 
And after those days his wife Elisabeth conceived 
[συνέλαβεν]... 

 

The story of Samuel’s early life also has furnished Luke with language to describe the 

childhoods of John and Jesus: 

1 Samuel 2:26; 3:19 Luke 1:80; 2:40, 52 

And the child Samuel grew, and was in good 
repute both with the LORD, and also with men 
[μετά Κυρίου καὶ μετὰ ἀνθρώπων, LXX]. 
 
And Samuel grew, and the LORD was with him, 
and let none of his words fall to the ground. 

And the child [John] grew, and became strong in 
spirit, and was in the deserts until the day of his 
showing himself to Israel. 
 
And the child [Jesus] grew, and became strong in 
spirit, filled with wisdom; and the grace of God 
was upon him. 
 
And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in 
favor with God and man [παρὰ θεῷ καὶ 
ἀνθρώποις]. 

 

Luke paraphrases, varying his vocabulary as compared to the LXX, but there is no question 

about the source texts. Even the repeated sounding of the note about the young prophet’s 

maturation is taken over by Luke, who uses it of John once and Jesus twice. 

Table 2: OT Precursors with Elements Shared with Luke 1:5-25 

Abraham and Sarah 
(Gen 11:29-30; 15:3-4; 17:19; 

21:1-2) 

Manoah and his wife (Jdg 13:2-
14) 

Elkanah and Hannah (1 Sam 
1:1-28) 



 Introductory formula for 
husband-wife situation, “There 
was a...named...of...” 

Introductory formula for 
husband-wife situation, “There 
was a...named...of...” 

Childless wife (named)  Childless wife (named) 

Wife endures reproach over her 
condition 

 Wife endures reproach over her 
condition (MT only) 

  Trip to sanctuary for worship 
provides hope for a son 

[Promise by God that the wife 
will bear a son] 

Angel announces that the wife 
will bear a son 

[Divine representative at 
sanctuary endorses request for a 
son] 

 [Wife to drink no wine or liquor] Son to drink no wine or liquor 

Husband doubts promise   

  Return from sanctuary occasions 
realization of hope 

Wife conceives  Wife conceives 

  Wife in seclusion during 
pregnancy 

Wife bears the child  Wife bears the child 

Wife blesses God for the birth  Wife blesses God for the birth 

 
We see the same modeling on 1 Samuel reflected in Mary’s canticle, the Magnificat, in 

Luke 1:46-55.69 That passage is widely compared to Hannah’s song of praise upon the birth of 

Samuel and his acceptance for temple service (1 Sam 2:1-20). Each has several points of 

contact with the Psalms, and while not all of these are shared, they nevertheless are 

orchestrated to convey a similar message about a similar circumstance.70 

1 Samuel 2:1-10 Luke 1:46-55 

And Hannah prayed, and said, 
“My heart rejoices in the LORD; 
My horn is exalted in the LORD, 
My mouth is enlarged against my enemies; 
I rejoice in your salvation... 
The bows of the mighty are broken, 

And Mary said, 
“My soul magnifies the Lord, 
And my spirit rejoices in God my Savior. 
For he has regarded the low estate of his 
  handmaiden. 
For, behold, from now on all generations 
  shall call me blessed... 

 
69See Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 210-211, 302, 335-336, 357-360, 362, 363, 384, 451, 647 n.186, 648 n.190, 

658 n.218, 671. 
 

70Eg., Pss. 33:3; 34:9, LXX; Job 5:11, LXX. For a detailed analysis, see H. Ringgren, “Luke’s Use of the OT,” 230-
232. 

 



1 Samuel 2:1-10 Luke 1:46-55 

But those that stumbled are girded with strength. 
Those who were full have hired themselves 
 out for bread, 
But the hungry have ceased... 
He raises up the poor out of the dust, 
Lifts up the beggar from the ash heap, 
  to set them among princes, 
  and to make them inherit a throne of glory... 
He will keep the feet of his saints... 
And he shall give strength to his king, 
  and exalt the horn of his anointed.” 

For he who is mighty has done for 
  me great things 
And his mercy is on them that fear him... 
He has shown strength with his arm; 
He has scattered the proud in the 
  imagination of their hearts. 
He has pulled down the mighty from their seats, 
And exalts those of low degree. 
He has filled the hungry with good things; 
But the rich he has sent away empty. 
He has helped his servant Israel, 
  in remembrance of his mercy 
As he spoke to our fathers, to Abraham, 
  and to his seed for ever.” 

 

Mary’s song, besides recalling that of Hannah, may be read as commentary on Isa 40:4, 

which Luke quotes shortly afterward, to the effect that valleys will be raised and high places 

brought low as the deliverance of God is revealed (Luke 3:5). In combination with the 

childhood descriptions of John and Jesus, it also reveals the importance of Samuel’s opening 

narrative to that of Luke. Further evidence of the connection is the reappearance early in Luke 

of two relatively uncommon biblical names from the Samuel story, Hannah (1 Sam 1:2ff ; 

=Anna, Luke 2:36) and Eli (1 Sam 1:3ff; =Heli, Luke 3:23). 

In anticipation of this section, I have drawn attention to the Northern Israelite focus of the 

early portions of Samuel, despite their lying well outside the boundaries of the Elijah-Elisha 

cycle.71 Nevertheless, that cycle is touched on in this portion of Luke in the predictions of 

1:16-17 that speak of the “spirit and power of Elijah” and the reconciling ministry of John 

patterned on that of the northern prophet (1 Kgs 18:37; Mal 4:5-6). In sync with the 

comparison of John to Elijah is the language of Luke 1:80 to the effect that John would dwell 

in desert areas  “until the day of his showing himself to Israel,” which echoes the Hebrew of 

the instruction given to Elijah, “Go, show yourself to Ahab” (1 Kgs 18:1, 15). 

The predominance of the name “Joseph” in the Lukan genealogy (Luke 3:23-38), already 

noted above in the analysis of the Nazareth synagogue scene, is a reminder that allusions to 

the patriarchal ancestor of the Northern Israelites may be present in any part of Luke. The 

 
71See above, Sorting Judahite and Josephite Histories with the Gospels in View. 
 



opening narrative sequence supplies a parallel with the Joseph story in its description of the 

aged Simeon’s encounter with the infant Jesus at the Jerusalem temple. 

Genesis 46:2-4, 29-30, LXX Luke 2:25-31 

And God spoke to Israel in a night vision, 
saying, “Jacob, Jacob.” And he said, “What is it?” 
And he said, “I am the God of your fathers. Do not 
fear to go down to Egypt, for I will there make of 
you a great nation. And I will go down with you 
into Egypt, and I will bring you up afterwards. 
And Joseph shall put his hands on your eyes [to 
close them].”... 
 
And Joseph, having yoked his chariots, went up to 
meet Israel his father... and appeared to him. And 
he fell on his neck, and wept with great weeping. 
And Israel said to Joseph, “I will die now [νῦν], 
since I have seen your face, because you are still 
alive.” 

And, behold, there was a man in Jerusalem, whose 
name was Simeon, and this man was just and 
devout, waiting for the consolation of Israel; and 
the Holy Spirit was upon him. And it was 
revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he 
would not see death before he had seen the 
Lord’s Christ. And he came by the Spirit into the 
temple, and when the parents brought in the child 
Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the 
law, then took he him up in his arms, and blessed 
God, and said, “Now [Νῦν] you are letting your 
servant depart in peace, Lord, according to 
your word. For my eyes have seen your 
salvation, which you have prepared in the 
presence of all people...” 

  

In the Genesis story, the elderly Jacob has long thought his beloved son to be dead. Seeing 

Joseph alive is for Jacob both the sign and the means of God’s continued blessing, inasmuch 

as through Joseph God will deliver the clan of Jacob from a life-threatening famine (Gen 

42:1-2; 43:8; 45:7).  The aged Simeon of Luke’s gospel, like the elderly Jacob, is given 

assurance by divine revelation that before he dies he will see the son who brings deliverance. 

Nowhere else in Scripture do we encounter the memorable image of the old man of God who, 

having been prophetically enlightened, is satisfied to die once he has seen the heir of the 

promise. 

Simeon’s name itself is a minor point of contact with the Joseph story. Before revealing his 

identity, Joseph imprisoned the patriarch Simeon, his second-oldest brother, as a hostage, 

prompting Jacob to complain to his remaining sons, “You have bereaved me. Joseph is no 

more, and Simeon is no more, and you would take Benjamin away. Everything is against me!” 

(Gen 42:24, 36).72 To “Heli” and “Anna,” already cited as names in Josephite history that are 

memorialized in Luke’s infancy narrative, we may now add “Simeon.” The list grows yet 

 
72Reuben, as the oldest of Jacob’s sons, ordinarily would have borne primary responsibility for the sons’ collective 

action in threatening Joseph’s life and then selling him into slavery. Reuben and Judah had mitigated their guilt 
by persuading the other brothers not to murder Joseph on the spot (Gen 37:22, 26). Joseph therefore passes 
over Reuben and settles on the next oldest of his brothers, Simeon, to imprison as a hostage. 

 



longer with another such name a few verses later: “And there [at the Jerusalem temple] was 

Anna, a prophetess, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher” (Luke 2:36). “Phanuel” is 

the Greek transliteration of the Hebrew place name, “Peniel” (נוּאֵל, “face of God”), where 

Jacob wrestled with the angel of Yahweh and which was later strategically fortified by 

Jeroboam, the first king of Northern Israel (Gen 32:30-31; 1 Kgs 12:25; cf. 3 Kgdms 12:25, 

LXX).73 

On the weight of evidence, Luke’s introductory material is as firmly planted in the soil of 

OT Northern Israelite history as Matthew’s is in that of Judah, different though the rhetorical 

strategy may be in either case. 

4.8 Talents, Minas, and the Birth of the Northern Kingdom 

 The same mix of contacts with the Joseph narrative of Genesis, the Elijah-Elisha 

cycle, and additional Josephite-related OT content that characterizes the opening of the Third 

Gospel persists through its concluding sections. 

 Part of double tradition associated with the Passion Week is the Parable of the 

Talents/Minas, the common premise of which resembles Nehemiah’s departure from and 

return to Jerusalem as described in the OT (Neh 13:4-13).74 Influences unique to Luke are 

revealed in the differences between the two versions of the parable, which are evident from 

their openings. 

 
73On the importance of “Phanuel” as evocative of Northern Israel, see Ravens, 47. Ravens also cites Jeremias 

concerning the rarity of references to members of northern tribes, such as Asher, in the late Second Temple 
Period; see Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus, 278. 

 
74Cf. the account of the ten concubines which David leaves in charge of his Jerusalem residence when he is forced 

to flee from Absalom’s revolt (2 Sam 15:16; 16:21-22; 20:10; see above under Matthew’s Wise and Foolish 
Virgins). A more integral explanation exists, however, for the repetitive use of the number ten in the Parable 
of the Minas than a faint connection with the episode of the concubines, as I argue in the present section. 

 



Matt 25:14-15, 19 Luke 19:12-15 

“For it is as when a man, traveling to a distant 
country, called his own servants, and entrusted 
them with his belongings. And to one he gave five 
talents, to another two, and to another one—to 
every man according to his own ability. And he 
went on his journey... After a long time the master 
of those servants came and settled accounts with 
them...” 

He said therefore, “A certain nobleman went to a 
distant country to receive for himself a kingdom, 
and return. And he called his ten servants, and 
gave them ten minas, and said to them, ‘Do 
business until I come.’ But his citizens hated him, 
and sent a message after him, saying, ‘We will 
not have this man reign over us.’ And it 
happened that when he had returned, having 
received the kingdom, then he commanded those 
servants to be called to him, to whom he had given 
the money, that he might know how much every 
one had gained by trading...” 

 

The aristocrat who in Luke’s version travels to receive royal authority, presumably from an 

imperial overlord, has a contemporary parallel in Herod’s son Archelaus (Matt 2:22), who 

traveled to Rome to make a case for himself as rightful successor to his father, and whose 

ambitions were opposed by many influential Judeans.75 Given this example from the Herodian 

family, the circumstance described at the beginning of the Lukan parable does not exclude a 

dynasty; the king-making role it accords to an outside power nevertheless clashes with the 

ideal of independent dynastic succession represented by Solomon. 

Archelaus is not the only biblical character called to mind by the petitioner-for-a-kingdom 

in the Parable of the Minas. In the story in Kings of the split between Northern Israel and 

Judah, the Ephraimite Jeroboam the son of Nebat, after serving as overseer of conscripted 

labor for King Solomon, emerges as northern rival to the dynasty of Judah. Jeroboam 

subsequently must take refuge in Egypt with Pharaoh Shishak (most often identified with the 

historical Sheshonq I). After the death of Solomon, Jeroboam returns to Israel to become king 

of a northern alliance, implicitly with Egyptian support, in defiance of Solomon’s successor, 

Rehoboam.76 

 
75  Josephus, B.J. 2.80, 111; A.J. 17.300, 314, 342. 

 
76Jeroboam is said not merely to have fled to Egypt, but to Pharaoh Shishak himself, whose sheltering of a claimant 

to an Israelite throne would by itself constitute political patronage. The LXX goes further than the MT, stating 
that Shishak gave Jeroboam a wife from among the “daughters of the king,” τῶν θυγατέρων τοῦ βασιλέως (3 
Kgdms 12:24ff). The inscriptions of Sheshonq I documenting his campaign in Israel during the reigns of 
Rehoboam and Jeroboam, though not mentioning either king by name, confirm his involvement in the region. 
See Kenneth Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament, 32-34. 

 



Jeroboam 1, like Archelaus, fits the mold of an aspirant to kingship who must journey to a 

foreign land for sponsorship in order to ascend the throne on his return. The protests of 

rebellious subjects in the parable have their OT analog not in the case of Jeroboam but of his 

Judahite counterpart Rehoboam, who takes the throne in Jerusalem at roughly the same time. 

In the Kings account, Northern Israelites respond to Rehoboam’s threats of oppressive 

governance by repudiating the Davidic dynasty, saying, “What portion do we have in 

David?... So Israel departed to their tents.” Rehoboam is forced to flee for his life when his 

new overseer for conscripted labor is stoned to death by a Northern Israelite crowd (1 Kgs 

12:16, 18). Rehoboam, after his coronation, intends to use deadly force against the rebels, as 

does the protagonist of the Parable of the Minas, but refrains when warned against doing so 

by the prophet Shemaiah (1 Kgs 12:20-24; cf. Luke 19:27). 

Archelaus, in other words, provides a historical model for the Parable of the Minas to the 

extent that his story shares elements with the inception of the northern kingdom of Israel. 

Those elements are divided between the master of the parable and the most diligent of his 

servants, as may be seen from the parable’s distinctive emphasis: 

1 Kings 11:28-31 (=3 Kgdms 11:28-31, LXX) Luke 19:12-13, 15-17, 24-25 

And the man Jeroboam was a mighty man of 
valour, and Solomon, seeing that the young man 
was industrious, made him ruler over all the 
responsibilities of the house of Joseph. And it came 
to pass at that time, when Jeroboam went out of 
Jerusalem, that the prophet Ahijah the Shilonite 
found him on the road. And he had clothed himself 
with a new garment, and they both were alone in 
the field. And Ahijah took the new garment that he 
wore and ripped it into twelve pieces. And he said 
to Jeroboam, “Take for yourself ten pieces, for 
thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, “Behold, I 
will rip the kingdom out of the hand of 
Solomon, and will give ten tribes to you.” 

He said therefore, “A certain nobleman went to a 
far country to receive for himself a kingdom, and 
to return. And he called his ten servants, and 
entrusted to them ten minas, and said to them, “Do 
business until I come.”... And it came to pass, that 
when he had returned, having received the 
kingdom, then he commanded those servants to be 
called to him, to whom he had given the money, 
that he might know how much every man had 
gained by trading. Then came the first, saying, 
“Lord, your mina has gained ten minas.” And he 
said to him, “Well done, good servant. Because you 
have been faithful in a very little, have authority 
over ten cities.”... And he said to those who stood 
by, “Take the mina away from [the worthless 
servant] and give it to the one who has ten 
minas.”  But they said to him, “Lord, he has ten 
minas!” 

 

The near-obsessive use of “ten,” δέκα in the Lukan parable, which has six occurrences 

compared to just one in Matthew’s Parable of the Talents (Matt 25:28), is less puzzling in 



light of the idealized number of the tribes of Northern Israel.77 The LXX describes Jeroboam 

as a “man of work,” ἀνὴρ ἔργων, which may be compared with what the productive servant 

says about his lord’s mina having gained, or “worked itself toward,” προσηργάσατο, ten more 

minas. 

Jeroboam, whose capable service leads to his promotion by Israel’s earthly monarch, is 

further exalted by Israel’s heavenly Lord, Yahweh, who through his prophet Ahijah anoints 

the young man over ten tribes. The LXX uses heightened language by having the prophet 

grant Jeroboam ten scepters, δέκα σκῆπτρα (3 Kgdms 11:31). The reward of a given number 

of polities, let alone ten of them, has a particularity that is lacking in Matthew’s Parable of the 

Talents, in which the master says, “Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been 

faithful over a few things; I will appoint you over many things. Enter into the joy of your 

lord!” (Matt 25:21). In Matthew’s parable, as in that of Luke, the money entrusted to the 

faithless servant is given to the first of the two faithful ones, but in Luke’s version the 

accompanying exclamation further cements the identity of the servant as the possessor of 

ten.78 

Like the Ephraimite leader Joshua before him, Jeroboam is a Northern Israelite example of 

someone whose skill and dedication opened a door to greater responsibility. The apostasy 

which, according to the OT text, Jeroboam promoted after his ascension to the throne seems 

to make him an exception to the corollary principle that one who is trustworthy in small 

matters will prove faithful in major ones (Luke 16:10). The ten-city governing authority 

conferred on the first of ten servants in the Parable of the Minas hearkens back, not to the 

final assessment of Jeroboam I in the OT, but to the moment of potential in which Israel’s 

God to offers to build for the young Ephraimite “a lasting house, as I built for David, and I 

will give Israel to you” (1 Kgs 11:38). 

 
77See above under Sorting Judahite and Josephite Histories, including note 10. 
 

78Near the end of the parable the industrious servant has the mina he was originally given, plus the ten more he 
earned (v. 16), for a total of eleven, rather than the ten with which he is credited in v. 25. The common 
explanation from editorial fatigue, while reasonable, is unnecessary once Luke’s program and the association 
of the number ten with the northern kingdom is appreciated. 

 



4.9 Calamity Foretold 

Luke narrates the entrance into Jerusalem, beginning the Passion Week, immediately after the 

Parable of the Talents. Unique to the Third Gospel is the scene in which Jesus weeps over the 

fate of Jerusalem in a way comparable to the grief of Elisha (Elisaie, LXX) over the fate of 

the northern kingdom at the hands of Hazael (Azael, LXX) of Syria.79 

2 Kgdms 8:11-12, LXX Luke 19:41-44 

And [Elisaie] stood before [Azael] and stared until 
he was ashamed, and the man of God wept 
[ἔκλαυσεν].  And Azael said, “Why does my lord 
weep?” And he said, “Because I know all the evil 
you will do to the children of Israel. You will 
remove their strongholds with fire, and you will 
kill their elite men with the sword, and you will 
dash to the ground their infants [καὶ τὰ νήπια 
αὐτῶν ἐνσείσεις], and their pregnant women you 
will rip open. 
 
Cf. Hosea 14:1, LXX (=13:16, MT): 
 
Samaria shall be utterly destroyed, for she has 
resisted her God. They shall fall by the sword, and 
their sucklings will be dashed to the ground [καὶ 
τὰ ὑποτίτθια αὐτῶν ἐδαφισθήσονται], and their 
pregnant women ripped open. 

And when he had come near, he beheld the city, 
and wept [ἔκλαυσεν] over it, saying, “If you 
yourself had known this day what has to do with 
peace! But now it is hidden from your eyes. For the 
days will come upon you when your enemies will 
put up a bulwark against you, and encircle you, and 
beset you on every side [Isa 29:3], and they will 
dash to the ground you and your children within 
you [καὶ ἐδαφιοῦσίν σε καὶ τὰ τέκνα σου ἐν σοί]. 
And they will not leave in you one stone upon 
another, because you did not recognize the time of 
your visitation. 

 

These are the only biblical episodes of a prophet weeping over the calamity they foresee 

for the Israelite people. Although the prediction of a siege in Luke 19:43 draws on Isa 29:3, 

the “dashing” of children in the following verse is derived both from the circumstantial 

parallel in 2 Kgs 8 (4 Kgdms 8, LXX) and a corresponding prophecy concerning the northern 

kingdom in Hosea 13 (14, LXX). Both OT passages have the Hebrew verb ׁש  for which ,תְּרַטֵּ֔

the LXX of Hosea supplies the Greek translation ἐδαφίζω in Luke 19:44. The prophecy in 

Luke is softened slightly relative to the OT source texts, which refer to infants and sucklings, 

by its substitution of “children” (τέκνα), which could refer to the population of the city in 

general (cf. τέκνον in Gal 4:25)80 

 
79Fitzmyer, 1257-1258. 
 

80Of course, many actual children and infants suffered in the siege of Jerusalem in 70 CE (Luke 21:23). 
 



The precedent of the prophet’s grief in the narrative of 2 Kings allows Hosea’s oracle of 

doom concerning the northern kingdom to be updated in Luke 19:44 so as to apply instead to 

Jerusalem. Another example of the recycling of northern kingdom-directed prophecy occurs 

four chapters later. Jesus in the course of being led to the place of execution quotes Hos 10:8 

by predicting about the people of Jerusalem, “‘Then they will begin to say to the mountains, 

“Fall on us”; and to the hills, “Cover us”’” (Luke 23:30). That saying immediately follows the 

warning, “For, behold, the days are coming in the which they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, 

and the wombs that never gave birth, and the breasts that never gave suck,” darkly playing off 

of the age-old grant of the “blessings of the breasts and of the womb” to the Josephite tribes 

(Luke 23:29; Gen 49:25; cf. Luke 11:27). 

An even bolder redirection of prophecy about the northern kingdom occurs in Stephen’s 

speech in Acts 7, shown here alongside the source text: 

Amos 5:25-26, LXX Acts 7:42-43 

Was it to me you offered slaughtered animals and 
sacrifices forty years in the wilderness, O house of 
Israel? You even took up the tabernacle of Moloch, 
and the star of the god Raiphan, their figures which 
you made for yourselves. And I will carry you 
away beyond Damascus. 

...as it is written...: “Was it to me you offered 
slaughtered animals and sacrifices forty years in 
the wilderness, O house of Israel? You even took 
up the tabernacle of Moloch, and the star of your 
god Rompha, figures which you made to worship. 
And I will carry you away beyond Babylon.” 

 

The prophecy of Amos pertains to the deportation by Assyria of thousands of inhabitants of 

Northern Israel in the late eighth century BCE far beyond the capital of their frequent enemy 

to the east, Syria. In Acts the passage is updated by replacing “Damascus” with “Babylon,” 

applying the prophecy to the exile of Judahites by the Babylonians nearly a century-and-a-half 

later. More will be said below about Stephen’s speech in Acts. It is enough to observe here 

that when combined with the reminders of the positive potential of Northern Israelites, as in 

the story of the compassionate Samaritan (Luke 10), the extended applications in Luke’s 

writings of doom-laden oracles concerning the northern kingdom have the effect of equalizing 

the spiritual status of Josephites and Judahites. 

4.10 Agony Endured 

The rise of Jeroboam precedes the Elijah-Elisha cycle in Kings, which itself is well 

represented in the final chapters of the Third Gospel. The Gethsemane scene of Luke’s 



passion narrative draws out a parallel with the flight of Elijah (Eliu, LXX) after the fire test on 

Mt. Carmel. 

3 Kgdms 19:3-8, LXX (1 Kgs 19:3-8) Luke 22:39-43 

And Eliu was afraid, and rose, and fled for his soul. 
And he came to Bersabee [Beersheba] in the land 
of Judah, and left his servant there. And he 
himself went a day’s journey in the wilderness, 
and came and sat under a juniper tree, and asked 
concerning his soul that he might die, and said, 
“Enough, now! Take my soul from me, Lord, for I 
am no better than my fathers.” 
   And he lay down and slept there under a tree. 
And, look!, someone touched him, and said to him, 
“Get up and eat.” And Eliu saw, and look!, at his 
head there were a cake of meal and a jug of water; 
and he got up and ate and drank, and returned and 
lay down. And the angel [ἄγγελος] of the LORD 
returned a second time, and touched him, and said 
to him, “Get up and eat, for the journey is far for 
you.” And he got up and ate and drank, and went in 
the strength [ἰσχύϊ] of that food forty days and 
forty nights to Mt. Choreb [Horeb]. 

And he came out, and went as was his custom to 
the mount of Olives; and the disciples also 
followed him. And when he was at the place he 
said to them, “Pray that you do not enter into 
temptation.” And he withdrew from them about 
a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed 
saying, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup 
from me; nevertheless let not my will but yours be 
done.” And there appeared to him an angel 
[ἄγγελος] from heaven, strengthening [ἐνισχύων] 
him. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Verse 43 of Luke 22, relating the appearance of the angel, through verse 44, in which 

Jesus’ sweat becomes blood or resembles blood, are absent from key early manuscripts, 

including Codices Vaticanus and Sinaiticus, and P75. Part of verse 44, and by implication 43, 

does occur in the early fragment Uncial 0171. An obvious motive for scribes omitting the 

passage is that it presents a disconcertingly vulnerable Jesus; on the other hand, inserting it 

might serve to reinforce the humanity of Jesus in the face of docetic heresies.81 

It is strong evidence in favor of the originality of at least verse 43 that it conforms to 

Luke’s program of evoking northern kingdom history. The closest any of the other gospels 

comes to the encouraging angel of Luke 22:43 is the statement about angels, οἱ ἄγγελοι, who 

“served him,”    διηκόνουν αὐτῷ, while he was being tempted in the wilderness immediately 

after his baptism (Mark 1:13; cf. Matt 4:11b). 

In the events leading up to Jesus’ prayer of submission, Luke tilts his narrative toward 

northern kingdom history by quantifying the distance Jesus puts between himself and the 

 
81See Bart Ehrman and Mark Plunkett, “The Angel and the Agony.” 
 



disciples, specifying “about a stone’s throw,” ὡσεὶ λίθου βολήν, corresponding to “a day’s 

journey,” ὁδὸν ἡμέρας, in the LXX rendering of the Elijah story. By contrast, Matthew and 

Mark say that Jesus leaves behind the larger number of disciples but takes along the core trio 

of Peter, James, and John, from whom he goes “forward a little way,” προελθὼν μικρὸν, 

before praying (Matt 26:39; Mark 14:35). 

4.11 Echoes of Joseph in Luke’s Passion Account 

Two pericopes that are unique to Luke’s passion narrative are the sending of Jesus to Herod 

(Luke 23:8-12) and the conversation among Jesus and the two other crucified victims (Luke 

23:39-43). The reason given in Luke for the remanding of Jesus to Herod Antipas, who like 

Pilate was in Jerusalem because of the Passover festival, is that residents of Galilee fell under 

Herod’s jurisdiction (Luke 23:7). Before the Assyrian conquest, Galilee was part of the 

kingdom of Northern Israel, and Mark’s gospel implicitly compares Herod to corrupt King 

Ahab while casting John the Baptist in the oppositional role of Elijah.82 It is only in Luke that 

Jesus appears before a stand-in for the northern kings so often chastised by Elijah and Elisha. 

Of the various judicial authorities before whom Jesus appears in the canonical passion 

narratives, it is only to Herod that he remains absolutely silent. A prophet expressing 

condemnation of a reprobate monarch by refusing to speak to him is a theme of OT Josephite 

history as opposed to that of Judah. It begins with Samuel withdrawing from Saul (1 Sam 

15:35; 28:6). During the reign of Ahab, Elijah is so elusive that he must take an oath to 

persuade Ahab’s lieutenant, Obadiah, that the prophet is finally ready to appear before the 

king (1 Kgs 18:7-15). In a later incident, Elisha tells King Jehoram, son of Ahab, that he 

would “not look at you nor see you” except for the presence with Jehoram of King 

Jehoshaphat of Judah (1 Kgs 3:13-14). 

After Herod’s fruitless interrogation of Jesus, Luke’s narrative proceeds through the 

condemnation by Pilate at the insistence of the crowd, the evocation by Jesus of the oracle of 

Hos 10:8 as noted above, and on to the crucifixion of Jesus with two condemned criminals. 

Unique to Luke are bits of dialogue at the execution site. John’s gospel mentions no speech on 

 
82The portrayal of Herodias, the wife of Herod Antipas, as John’s nemesis (Mark 6:17-28), along with the comment 

by Jesus later that John, as “Elijah,” had suffered “as it is written of him” (Mark 9:13) alludes to the original 
Elijah likewise having been targeted for death by the evil wife (Jezebel) of a corrupt king (Ahab). 

 



the part of the two other victims and describes them as being positioned “on one side and on 

the other,” ἐντεῦθεν καὶ ἐντεῦθεν,” with respect to Jesus (John 19:18). Matthew and Mark 

describe both men castigating Jesus (Matt 27:44; Mark 15:32), but also have them being 

placed “on the right,” ἐκ δεξιῶν, and “on the left,” ἐξ εὐωνύμων, suggesting, if faintly, the 

diverging of their ultimate destinies (Matt 27:38; Mark 15:27; cf. Matt 25:33). 

Luke’s dialogue has distinct parallels with the Genesis scene in which the young man 

Joseph finds himself in the company of criminal suspects whose life prospects differ from one 

another. 

Genesis 40:2-3, 14-15, LXX Luke 23:33, 39-43 

And Pharaoh was angry with his two eunuchs, with 
his chief cupbearer and his chief baker. And he put 
them in custody, into the prison, into the place 
Joseph had been led.... [Joseph next interprets a 
dream related by the cupbearer to mean that the 
cupbearer’s life will be spared and he will be 
restored to his position with the Pharaoh.] 
 
But remember me yourself, when [μνήσθητί μου 
διὰ σεαυτοῦ, ὅταν] it shall be well with you, and 
you shall deal mercifully with me, and you shall 
make mention of me to Pharao, and you shall bring 
me forth out of this prison. For surely I was stolen 
away out of the land of the Hebrews, and here I 
have done nothing [καὶ ὧδε οὐκ ἐποίησα οὐδέν], 
but they have cast me into this pit. 

And when they had come to the place which is 
called Calvary, there they crucified him and the 
criminals, one on the right and the other on the 
left. ... And one of the criminals who were hanged 
spoke abusively to him, saying, “You are the 
Christ, are you not? Save yourself and us.” But the 
other, answering, rebuked him, saying, “Don’t you 
fear God, seeing that you are likewise condemned? 
And we indeed justly, for we are receiving what 
our deeds merit, but this man has done nothing 
amiss [οὗτος δὲ οὐδὲν ἄτοπον ἔπραξεν].” And he 
said to Jesus, “Lord, remember me when 
[μνήσθητί μου ὅταν] you come into your 
kingdom.” And Jesus said to him, “Truly I say to 
you, today you will will be with me in paradise.” 

 

An innocent man in the company of lawbreakers is found in scripture outside of these two 

narratives (1 Sam 22:2) as is the plea for favorable remembrance (e.g., Neh 13:14, 31; Ps 

106:4; Jer 15:15). In Genesis 40 and Luke 23 alone do we see the convergence of (1) a man of 

God and two other accused persons in a penal setting, (2) opposed destinies revealed for the 

two accused who accompany the man of God, (3) an insistence that the man of God has done 

“nothing” deserving of punishment, and (4) a plea on the part of one of the characters to be 

favorably remembered when one of the others ascends to a position of honor. In Luke we find 

these elements adapted to historical circumstances, but the echo is unmistakable. 



4.12 Josephite Elements in Luke’s Resurrection Narratives 

The resurrection appearances in Luke begin when, on the first day of the week following the 

crucifixion, two disciples on their way to the village of Emmaus encounter Jesus but “their 

eyes were kept from recognizing him” (Luke 24:16). Jesus talks with the disciples as they 

journey, revealing ways in which Israel’s Scriptures speak about the Messiah and his 

suffering. Upon reaching their destination the disciples recognize Jesus as he breaks bread for 

an evening meal, whereupon he vanishes ((Luke 24:17-31). 

The theme of blindness or lack of recognition versus “opening of the eyes” appears in the 

OT most frequently in Genesis.83 The only clear case in that book of supernaturally imposed 

mental blindness is when the men of Sodom are prevented from recognizing the entrance to 

Lot’s house (Gen 19:11). The OT example closest to the mental blindness of the disciples 

traveling to Emmaus is in the Kings episode in which the king of Syria attempts to capture 

Elisha (2 Kgs 6:8-23). 

Before the instance of blindness in the Elisha narrative, the prophet performs a miracle 

with the opposite effect. The natural inability of Elisha’s servant to see protective angels 

ranged around the prophet is relieved when Elisha prays for the servant to be granted a 

moment of heightened perception. Immediately afterward, Elisha prays again, asking that the 

Syrian soldiers sent to seize him be stricken with blindness. Though not made profoundly 

blind, the soldiers find themselves unable to recognize Elisha as the man they are seeking or 

where they are geographically; they allow themselves to be led by the prophet into Samaria, 

the fortified capital of Northern Israel. Elisha forbids the Israelite king to harm the soldiers, 

instead commanding that they be fed sumptuously and allowed to go in peace. 

In both the Kings and Luke stories, there is a single, temporary and ultimately benign 

imposition of mental blindness, and two enlightenings. In Kings, “open his eyes,” διάνοιξον 

δὴ τοὺς ὀφθαλμοὺς, is requested for Elisha’s servant and later for the blinded Syrian soldiers 

as well (2 Kgdms 6:17,20, LXX). In Luke, both enlightenings are experienced by the pair of 

disciples. Their blindness to the identity of the encouraging stranger is lifted when at the 

breaking of the bread, “opened were their eyes,” διηνοίχθησαν οἱ ὀφθαλμοὶ (Luke 24:31). 

Afterward, the disciples realize that earlier as they were journeying toward Emmaus the eyes 

 
83E.g., Gen 3:5-7; 16:13; 27:22-23; 29:25; 38:14-26; 42:8. 
 



of their hearts (Eph 1:18) had been opened to the need for the Messiah to suffer in 

confirmation of Jesus’ Messianic identity. “Did not our hearts burn within us, while he talked 

with us on the road, and while he opened [διήνοιγεν] to us the scriptures?” (Luke 24:32). 

When the two disciples, one of them named Cleopas (Luke 24:18; cf. John 19:25), rush 

back to Jerusalem to tell the apostles of their encounter, Jesus appears suddenly among the 

assembled group. With this change of scene, the OT background shifts as well. Luke narrates 

this further resurrection appearance in terms that recall from Genesis the moment when 

Joseph, assumed by his brothers to be lost to them forever, reveals himself to be the high 

Egyptian court official who controls their fate: 

Genesis 45:3-5, LXX Luke 24:36-40 

And Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph 
[ἐγώ εἰμι ᾿Ιωσήφ]. Does my father still live?” And 
his brothers could not answer him, for they were 
troubled [ἐταράχθησαν]. And Joseph said to his 
brothers, “Approach me,” and they approached 
him, and he said, “I am Joseph [ἐγώ εἰμι 
᾿Ιωσὴφ], your brother, whom you sold into Egypt. 
Now, then, do not be grieved, and do not be 
disturbed that you sold me here, for God sent me 
ahead of you for the sake of life.” 

And as they spoke in this way, Jesus himself stood 
in their midst and said to them, “Peace to you.” But 
they were terrified and afraid, and supposed that 
they were seeing a spirit. And he said to them, 
“Why are you troubled [τεταραγμένοι], and why 
do thoughts arise in your hearts? Look at my hands 
and my feet, that it is I myself [ἐγώ εἰμι αὐτός]. 
Touch me and see, for a spirit does not have flesh 
and bones as you see that I have.” And when he 
had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. 

 

Three of the elements in this scene might have been drawn from Mark’s episode of Jesus 

walking on the Sea of Galilee, an incident Luke otherwise omits, these being (1) the disciples’ 

fear that they might be confronting a (presumably demonic) spirit, (2) the verb “to trouble,” 

ταράσσω, and, (3) Jesus’ assurance of his identity, “It is I,” ἐγώ εἰμι (Mark 6:49-50). The 

Markan pericope, however, lacks the invitation of the onlookers to come close to verify the 

identity of the figure before them, which is directly made in Genesis and implied in Luke. 

The walking-on-the-sea narrative also lacks the circumstantial alignments between the 

Joseph story the resurrection appearance to the apostles in Luke. The consignment of Joseph 

to a foreign slave market is equated with death by Jacob’s oldest son, Reuben, who warns his 

brothers that Joseph’s “blood” is now being required of them (Gen 42:22). In fact, the penalty 

in the Law of Moses for kidnapping someone and selling them into slavery is the same as for 

murder (Exod 21:16). Jacob had been persuaded by his older sons that wild animals had killed 

Joseph (Gen 37:31-34). It is not an exaggeration to say that the revelation of Joseph’s true 



identity to his brothers is, in context, the psychological equivalent of their seeing Joseph alive 

again from the dead. 

Joseph shows grace toward his brothers despite their having delivered him into the hands 

of callous foreigners. Other than Judas Iscariot, the apostles did not maliciously hand Jesus 

over to his enemies, but they did flee and leave him to suffer his fate, inevitably, at the hands 

of the Roman authorities (Mark 14:27, 50). That their abandonment was a sin is evident from 

Jesus having warned them against failing the coming test (Luke 22:46 and pls). 

The relevance of the Joseph story to Luke’s post-resurrection narrative can even be 

glimpsed if we return briefly to events in the first part of chapter twenty-four. Due to mental 

blindness, when the disciples on the Emmaus road saw Jesus, “they did not recognize him,” 

μὴ ἐπιγνῶναι αὐτόν, much as Genesis says of Jacobs sons, αὐτοὶ δὲ οὐκ ἐπέγνωσαν αὐτόν, 

“they did not recognize him,” when they first encountered their long lost brother in Egypt. 

Jesus goes on to tell the disciples on the road that suffering was the way  that the Christ would 

to enter into “his glory,” δόξαν αὐτοῦ (Luke 24:26). Compare Joseph’s command to his 

brothers to tell his father of  “my glory,” δόξαν μου, a glory which he also had acquired 

through suffering (Gen 45:13). 

When Joseph’s brothers report to their father in Canaan about Joseph being alive, at first 

“he did not believe them,” οὐ γὰρ ἐπίστευσεν αὐτοῖς, despite being “amazed in mind,” ἐξέστη 

τῇ διανοίᾳ (Gen 45:26, LXX). In a similar way, when in Luke the women disciples relay the 

angelic declaration that Jesus has risen from the dead, the apostles “disbelieved them” 

ἠπίστουν αὐταῖς, though Peter “wondered to himself,” ἑαυτὸν θαυμάζων, at viewing the 

bandages in the empty tomb (Luke 24:11-12). In none of the other three gospels are the 

apostles said to disbelieve the women who visited the tomb, although such disbelief occurs, 

likely under the influence of Luke, in the “long ending” appended to Mark (Mark 16:11-14). 

Joseph’s story continues to reverberate in Acts with Peter’s Pentecost declaration 

concerning Jesus that “God has made him both Lord and Christ,” κύριον αὐτὸν καὶ Χριστὸν 

ἐποίησεν ὁ θεός (Acts 2:36), a phrasing which occurs nowhere else in the NT but which 

reproduces Joseph’s language in Gen 45:9, LXX, “God has made me lord of all the land of 

Egypt,” ἐποίησέ με ὁ Θεὸς κύριον πάσης γῆς Αἰγύπτου.84 

 
84For likelihood of an intended parallel, see R.P.C. Hanson, The Acts in the Revised Standard Version, 96. 
 



In Stephen’s speech, later in Acts, Joseph’s exaltation after afflictions experienced at the 

hands of his own brothers is noted, along with the similar example of Moses, whereas the 

trials of David are passed over (Acts 7:9-14, 20-39, 45-46). In the same speech, Solomon is 

mentioned only as having built a temple that is inadequate as a divine abode—a diminution in 

line with the skirting of Solomon’s lineage in the Lukan genealogy (Acts 7:47-50; Luke 3:31). 

Stephen locates the burial of all of Jacob’s sons in Shechem, the cultural capital of Northern 

Israel and the traditional site of Joseph’s tomb (Acts 7:16; cf. Josh 24:32). 

Two final observations may be made about the resurrection appearance to the apostles in 

Luke in light of the Joseph story, the first of which is that Joseph’s disclosure to his brothers 

has a correlate in the specific designation of the apostolic group as Jesus' “brothers” after his 

resurrection. This acknowledgment is made directly in the resurrection narratives of the First 

and Fourth Gospels (Matt 28:10; John 20:17) but is adumbrated in all the Synoptics (Matt 

12:48-50 and pls). Jesus’ fellowship with the faithful even after his death, in light of NT 

theology as a whole, is a manifestation of him being “the firstborn among many brothers,” 

who through him become the sons and daughters of God (Rom 8:17, 29; cf. John 1:12-13; 

Heb 2:10, 14). 

The second observation is that the walking-on-the-sea narrative in Matthew, Mark and 

John may be viewed as a foregleam of Jesus’ resurrection state. The same may be said of the 

transfiguration episode, in which glorious radiance emanates from Jesus as he is declared the 

Son of God (Matt 17:1-9 and pls; cf. Rom 1:4). Jesus’ walking on the waves of the lake 

demonstrates not just that he possesses Yahweh’s power over nature (Job 9:8) but that he is 

supreme over the watery abyss associated closely with the grave (Jon 2:2-6; Matt 12:40; Rom 

10:7). It is reasonable, therefore, to see a nexus among the narratives of the revealing of 

Joseph, Jesus walking on the sea, and the appearance of the risen Jesus to the gathered 

disciples in Luke 24. 

4.13 Elijah, Elisha, and the Ascension Narratives 

It would be inaccurate to say that the ascension of Jesus to heaven is present only in Luke. It 

is implied by the sayings in Matthew and Mark that the Son of Man will come in the future in 

what amounts to heavenly glory (Matt 16:27; 24:30; 25:31; Mark 8:38; 13:26) prior to which 

he will be at the right hand of God (Matt 26:64; Mark 14:62). John contains several references 



to it in the abstract (John 13:3; 14:2; 16:16-17, 28), and has Jesus both requesting it (John 

17:5) and claiming after his resurrection that it is imminent (John 20:17). John even raises the 

possibility of the disciples observing it (John 6:62). It remains, however, that among the 

Evangelists Luke is unique not only in narrating the ascension, but in showing the disciples 

viewing the event as it occurs.85 

The parallel between the ascension of Elijah as narrated in 2 Kings and that of Jesus in 

Luke is straightforward. It is first hinted at in the travel narrative, where Jesus, like the 

northern prophet, sets his course with a view to his being “taken up” (Luke 9:51; cf. 2 Kgs 

2:9).86 It becomes more significant because of what it means for Elisha to be watching as 

Elijah is whisked into the sky by a fiery chariot: 

And it came to pass, when they had passed over [the Jordan 
River] that Elijah said to Elisha, “Ask what I shall do for 
you, before I am taken away from you. And Elisha said, 
“Please, let a double portion of your spirit be upon me.” 
And he said, “You have asked a hard thing. If you see me 
when I am taken from you, it shall be for you as you have 
asked, but if not, it shall not be.” 2 Kgs 2:9-10 

At this point in the narrative, a fiery chariot and horses appear, and Elijah is swept up to 

heaven in a whirlwind. Elisha divides the waters of the Jordan River using Elijah’s cloak, 

which earlier had been thrown upon Elisha to anoint him as Elijah’s successor, and which had 

fallen from Elijah as he was taken up. Elisha’s miraculous re-crossing of the Jordan 

demonstrates that he now possesses the Spirit of God that had empowered Elijah (1 Kgs 

19:19; 2 Kgs 2:11-15). Potential points of contact with the gospels include the confirmation of 

the successor(s) to the prophet’s office, the transference of the Spirit of God, and visible 

ascension into the sky as the manner of the prophet’s departure. 

The Synoptic Gospels jointly indicate that the Holy Spirit will empower the disciples to 

cope with persecution in the indeterminate future (Matt 10:20; Mark 13:11: Luke 12:11-12). 

Matthew and Luke provide further hints in John the Baptist’s prophecy about the One who 

baptizes in Spirit and fire (Matt 3:11; Luke 3:16), and in sayings about the importance of the 

 
85The long ending added to Mark narrates the ascension, possibly under the influence of Luke but also of other NT 

passages (1 Tim 3:16; Heb 4:14; Eph 4:10; 1 Pet 3:22; etc.). 
 

86 Fitzmyer, 827-828, 1587-1588. Cf. “taken up,” ἀναλήμψεως (Luke 9:51), ἀνελήμφθη (Acts 1:2), and 
ἀναληφθῆναί (4 Kgdms 2:9, LXX). 

 



Spirit to the disciples’ continuing ministry (Matt 28:19; Luke 11:13). Taken together, these 

references imply that it is through the Holy Spirit that Jesus will always be with his followers 

(Matt 28:20b; cf. Luke 12:12; 21:15). The concept is expanded dramatically in John, which 

contains repeated predictions of the Spirit’s future presence (John 14:16-17, 26; 15:26-27; 

16:6-15).87 

The Holy Spirit is alluded to by the resurrected Jesus near the end of Luke, where he tells 

the disciples to wait in Jerusalem for the “promise” he will send them, by which they will be 

“clothed with power.” The comment is explained in the first few verses of Acts, where Jesus 

identifies the source of the power as the Spirit, whose coming is imminent. In both the Third 

Gospel and its continuation, Acts, the observation by the disciples of Jesus’ ascension, which 

no other Evangelist narrates, is placed between the word that the Holy Spirit is coming and 

the actual outpouring of the Spirit on the fledgling church. 

Implicitly in Luke-Acts, the sight of Jesus’ ascension assures the disciples of the Spirit’s 

arrival, just as the sight of Elijah’s rapture does for Elisha.88 Also, as in the Kings narrative, 

the recipients of the Spirit in Acts quickly exhibit miraculous powers in evidence of the 

Spirit’s presence. Admittedly, the intertextual links of the energizing at Pentecost are many. 

Beyond the direct reference in Acts to Joel 2:28-32 and its conceptual equivalent in Isaiah 

44:3, they include among others the conferral of the Spirit on the seventy Israelite elders in 

Numbers, and the promise of the law of Yahweh streaming out from Jerusalem in Isaiah and 

Micah (Num 11:16-17, 24-30; Isa 2:2-4; Mic 4:1-3). It also recalls the descent of the Spirit at 

Jesus’ own baptism, preparatory to his ministry, with the voice out of heaven and the dove in 

the former case corresponding to the sound of wind and tongues of fire in the latter (Luke 

 
87These promises are background to the risen Jesus sending word to the disciples through Mary Magdalene that he 

is about to ascend. The possibility is thereby raised that the ascension occurs immediately after the appearance 
to Mary and out of view of the disciples, in spite of what is said in John 6:62. In turn, the possibility of an early 
ascension allows for the further suggestion of a sending forth of the Spirit subsequently by Jesus breathing 
upon the apostolic group (John 20:17; 20:22; the “receiving” entails an act of sending as in 13:20). John’s 
author makes no effort to resolve tension with the tradition reflected in Acts 1-2, but neither does the author of 
Luke attempt to reconcile the difference in timing of the ascension in his account in Luke 24:1, 13, 35-36, 50-
51 as opposed to the one in Acts 1:1-9. The concept shared between Luke-Acts and John is that the presence 
of the Holy Spirit will succeed that of the earthly Jesus in equipping, exhorting, and directing the disciples. 

 
88See A.W. Zwiep, The Ascension of the Messiah in Lukan Christology,” 185. 
 



3:21-22; Acts 2:1-4). Conspicuous among the apostolic miracles in Acts are the raising up of 

dead persons, the only OT precedents for which are in the narratives of Elijah and Elisha.89 

The allusive parallel to the rapture of Elijah confirms that the Third Evangelist’s Joseph-

sympathetic program extends not only from the beginning to the end of his gospel, but well 

into Acts. Yet remaining to be covered are less direct but still identifiable signs of that 

program in the body of Luke. 

4.14 The Prodigal Son and the House of Joseph 

Opinions are plentiful as to the literary and cultural influences behind the beloved story, 

exclusive to Luke, of the profligate son who seeks forgiveness from a merciful father (Luke 

15:11-32). Among these the understanding of the Prodigal Son as a retelling of Northern 

Israelite history has long had a place.90 In addition to the story’s internal clues, Luke’s 

deference to material with a Northern Israelite connection weighs heavily in its favor. 

The opening of the story, “A man had two sons,” reveals a shared tradition with one in 

Matthew which, though shorter and different in its details, follows the same psychological 

progression.91 In Luke, the younger son demands his inheritance and soon departs. The 

alignment with the division of the originally united Israelite kingdom, as portrayed in the 

books of Kings, is straightforward. 

The personification of tribes and, by implication, tribal kingdoms as individual brothers 

occurs in the opening of Judges: “Judah said to Simeon his brother, ‘Come up with me into 

my allotment that we may fight against the Canaanites’”(Jdg 1:3). The coexistence of the 

houses of Judah and Joseph from pre-monarchic times (Josh 18:5) as much as suggests their 

portrayal as a pair of male siblings. Joseph, the putative ancestor of the Northern Israelites, is, 

of course, presented as the younger brother of Judah in the patriarchal tradition of Genesis. 

The younger son’s premature request for his inheritance in Luke’s story corresponds neatly to 

 
891 Kgs 17:17-24; 2 Kgs 4:8-37; 13:20-21; Acts 9:36-42; 20:9-10. 
 

90See David Ravens, 102-103; I. Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, 604, who cites Quell; see Gottfried Quell in 
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 973. Suggested also by John Bowman, The Samaritan Problem, 
83. 

 
91Matt 21:28-32. Matthew has ἄνθρωπος εἶχεν τέκνα δύο (v. 28) instead of ἄνθρωπός τις εἶχεν δύο υἱούς (Luke 

15:11), but the similarity in language accompanies the reversal of standing of the two sons, in which the one 
who is initially rebellious repents, while the one who professes obedience ultimately defies the father’s will. 

 



Northern Israel’s bid for independence from the Davidic dynasty ruling in Jerusalem (1 Kgs 

11:26-12:24). 

The “dividing” of an inheritance between the two sons of the parable (Luke 15:11) is 

described with the same verb, διεῖλεν, used of the division between the two kingdoms of 

Israel in Ezekiel 37:22, LXX. That this division is undertaken by the sons’ father himself 

reflects the command of God to the men of Judah gathered against their rebelling northern 

kinsfolk, “Return every man to his house, for this thing is from me” (1 Kgs 12:24; 2 Chron 

11:4).92 The OT history goes on to relate how the inaugural king of the north, Jeroboam I, sets 

up shrines in his territory to preempt cultic visits to the temple in Jerusalem (1 Kgs 12:25-30). 

Against Jeroboam’s successors the accusation is lodged that they “go to Assyria” and “call to 

Egypt,” seeking prosperity and security in foreign alliances (Hos 7:11). These developments 

are represented in the parable by the younger son departing for a foreign land not long after 

receiving his inheritance. 

The older brother of the parable will later indict his sibling for consuming his inheritance 

with prostitutes as part of a decadent lifestyle. Likewise, the charge against the men of the 

northern kingdom is that they consort with shrine prostitutes (Hos 4:14; 6:10). “Ephraim has 

hired lovers” (Hos 8:9). The vindictive attitude of the older brother may be compared with the 

self-exonerating declaration of Abijah (Abijam) against Jeroboam (2 Chron 13:4-12) in light 

of the negative overall assessment of Abijah’s own character elsewhere (1 Kgs 15:1-3). 

The poverty that brings the younger son into servitude to a foreign master, and leaves him 

so hungry as to envy the swine he must tend, also has its prophetic antecedent. “‘I have given 

you cleanness of teeth in all your cities, and lack of bread in every place, yet you have not 

returned to me,’ says the LORD” (Amos 4:6; cf. Hos 2:8-9). “Then the LORD said [to 

Ezekiel], ‘Thus will the children of [northern] Israel eat defiled bread in all the nations where 

I will drive them’” (Ezek 4:13; cf. Hos 9:3). 

 
92An objection to any formal typology may be grounded in the language of Luke 15:18, 21, “...against heaven and 

before you.” If God is to be identified with “heaven” (20:4) then how can he be represented by the father of 
the parable? The language here need not be parsed so finely. In Matt, where “kingdom of heaven” repeatedly 
replaces “kingdom of God,” heaven and God are simultaneously associated and distinguished (Matt 5:34-35). 
In Luke, “the angels” similarly are associated with God apart from actual identification (Luke 12:8-9; 15:10). 
See Marshall, 603-604; Green, 579. Rev 13:6 speaks of blaspheming both God and “his tabernacle, even those 
who dwell in heaven,” and 18:20 calls upon heaven to rejoice. In these verses, heaven is closely associated 
with God but not identified with him. 

 



In the parable, the younger son has a change of heart when he remembers what good care 

his father’s servants receive. The son makes up his mind to return to his father, express regret 

over his sins, and ask to be treated as one of his father’s hired men. Hosea and Jeremiah 

prophesy that the same repentant spirit will one day grip the people of the house of Joseph: 

I have surely heard Ephraim bemoaning himself: “You have 
chastened me, and I was chastened like an untrained calf. 
Restore me, and I will be restored, for you are the LORD 
my God…. Surely after that I was restored, I repented… I 
was ashamed, also humiliated, because I bore the reproach 
of my youth.” Jer 31:18-19 

Then she [Northern Israel] will say, “I will go and return to 
my first husband; for then it was better for me than now.” 
Hos 2:7b 

O Israel, return to the LORD your God, for you have fallen 
by means of your iniquity. Take with you words, and return 
to the LORD. Say to him, “Take away all iniquity, and 
receive us graciously, that we may offer the young bulls of 
our lips.” Hos 14:1-2 

The father of the parable, seeing in the distance the younger son returning, feels 

compassion and rushes out to greet him. The emotional response of the father mirrors that 

which the OT attributes to God toward the people of the northern kingdom.93 Its expression 

occurs in the prophets just cited: 

“Is Ephraim my dear son? A delightful child? Even though 
I spoke against him, I do remember him still, therefore my 
heart yearns for him. I will surely have mercy upon him,” 
says the LORD. Jer 31:20 

How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, 
Israel? Shall I make you as Admah? Shall I treat you like 
Zeboim? My heart is stirred within me, my compassion is 
aroused. Hos 11:8 

The penitent son receives three items from his father in honor of his return, two of which 

match the tokens of the patriarch Joseph’s exaltation by Pharaoh: a fine robe, στολή, and a 

ring, δακτύλιος, for his hand, χείρ (Luke 15:22; Gen 41:42, LXX).94 The third item Joseph 

 
93See Marshall, 604, who also quotes Quell, 973. 
 

94See Jeremias, Parables 130. 
 



receives in Genesis, the neck chain appropriate to his status as an official in Pharaoh’s court, 

is replaced in the parable by sandals that distinguish the feet of the impoverished young 

traveler from those of a slave. 

The father in Luke declares a celebration and feast that requires slaughtering a fattened calf 

in recognition that “this my son was dead, and has come to life,” ὁ υἱός μου νεκρὸς ἦν καὶ 

ἀνέζησεν. In doing so, the father paraphrases what Jacob says upon learning the fate of 

Joseph, a son he had long believed to be dead: “my son lives,” ὁ υἱός μου ζῇ (Gen 45:28, 

LXX; cf. 46:30). 

When the father’s older son returns from the field and becomes indignant at the sound of 

music and dancing, the allusion is no longer to Josephite history per se. The image evoked is 

of Moses returning from Sinai to find music, dancing, and the sound of idolatrous revelry 

around the golden calf (Exod 32:15-19). The older son is being directly compared to the 

Pharisees and scribes who, shortly before the parable is told, are seen grumbling at Jesus’ 

association with sinners (Luke 15:2). Like the prodigal’s brother, Jesus’ opponents confuse a 

Moses-like intolerance of sin with their own resentments. 

The feasting and dancing that so provoke the older son, far from being hedonistic, are part 

of the joyful restoration that God had promised for the houses of Joseph and Judah alike. 

“Then the virgin will rejoice in the dance, both young men and old together; for I will turn 

their mourning into joy, and will comfort them, and make them rejoice from their sorrow” (Jer 

31:13). 

Instead of being glad that his younger brother has made his way back to the family, the 

older brother of the parable, like Cain, allows himself to be dominated by jealousy. Passing 

over the privileges he has enjoyed, he complains to his father that “you never gave me a 

young goat to enjoy with my friends.” It is hard not to see here a wry comment on the 

historical situation of Judah, which in centuries past had been poorer and less populous than 

Northern Israel, with a slightly drier climate and terrain more suitable for sheep and goats 

than for the “bulls of Bashan” that fattened themselves on lush northern pastures (Ps 22:12; 

Ezek 39:18). 

The older son’s refusal to join the feast belies his insistence that he has never transgressed 

the father’s command. The story is silent about the son’s response to the final plea of the 

father, but Luke’s author knows what lies ahead for the two ethnic communities represented 



by Judah and Joseph. In the sequel to Luke, many inhabitants of Samaria receive the gospel 

and enter the new covenant in full and equal fellowship with Jewish believers (Acts 8:4-17; 

9:31). 

When Gentiles are finally accepted into the Christian community, Samaritan believers 

greet the news positively, in contrast with some former Pharisees in the Jerusalem church who 

demand Gentile adherence to the law of Moses (Acts 15:3-5). Since, according to the author 

of Luke-Acts, Pharisaical resistance is overcome on that occasion, an intransigent attitude on 

the part of the older brother of the parable cannot be assumed. 

As is apparent from its setting, the story of the wayward son promotes a welcoming 

attitude toward those on the fringes of Judean society who have an openness to repentance, 

not merely or even specifically Samaritans. The allegorization employed to convey such a 

lesson is in keeping with the awareness of, and sympathy toward, northern kingdom history in 

the Third Gospel. 

4.15 Implications of Luke’s Joseph-Sympathetic Program 

The survey here of Northern Israelite connections in Luke could be expanded. For example, 

the Lukan parable of the rich fool, while containing elements found in Sir 11:18-19 and Hab 

2:7, also seems to adapt the stockpiling strategy of Joseph in Gen 41:35-36, 47-49. The 

concept of the servant not eating until after the master has eaten, in Luke 17:8, is found 

elsewhere in the Bible only in the Elijah narrative in 1 Kgs 17:13. Yet other parallels might be 

located and developed, but what we have already reviewed is enough to prove that of the 

canonical gospels, Luke indeed is the one most deeply connected to the house of Joseph, and 

therefore conforms symbolically to the bull’s face of Ezekiel one and the heavenly calf figure 

of Revelation four. 

A decades-long subject of scholarly debate is whether Stephen’s speech in Acts 7:2-53 

contains OT references influenced by the Samaritan Pentateuch, and otherwise reflects a 

Samaritan-Christian perspective.95 Already cited above are the leveling effect of applying the 

oracle of condemnation in Amos 5:25-27 to Judah (7:43), and the elevation of the northern 

 
95For affirmative responses and surveys of related scholarship, see Grant Shafer, St. Stephen and the Samaritans. 

Charles Scobie, “The Use of Source Material in the Speeches of Acts.” For a negative assessment, see Earl 
Richard, “Acts 7: An Investigation of the Samaritan Evidence.” 

 



kingdom cultural capital, Shechem, as the tomb of Jacob’s sons (7:16).96 To these could be 

added the downplaying of the temple as a uniquely holy site for worship (7:7, 44-50) and 

other features analyzed in the extensive literature on this passage. 

 Arguments are likely to continue as to the number and nature of alleged “Samaritanisms” 

in the speech of Acts 7. Nevertheless, it should be clear from the OT connections of the Third 

Gospel and the first chapters, at least, of Acts that Stephen’s speech occurs in a literary setting 

that is broadly deferential to to Northern Israelite history and spiritual interests. 

5. Delayed Childbearing in the OT in relation to Matthew versus Luke 

The phenomenon of delayed childbearing in certain women characters of the OT is a 

heretofore overlooked factor linking Matthew to Judah, and Luke to Northern Israel. To 

understand it requires recognition of the two classes of biblical women who are portrayed this 

way.97 

Women in the first class were eventually healed of barrenness, allowing them to bear at 

least one child to their original husband. This group includes Sarah (Gen 16-21); Rebekah 

(Gen 24-25); Rachel (Gen 29-30); Samson’s mother, the wife of Manoah (Judg 13); Hannah, 

Samuel’s mother (1 Sam 1-3); and the woman of Shunem who offered hospitality to Elisha (2 

Kgs 4).98 To these six OT examples of what may be called the once-barren wife, Luke adds 

Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist (Luke 1) to bring the total to the symbolically 

significant number seven. 

Those in the second class are said to have borne children by new partners after the deaths 

of the men who failed to father children by these women early in their reproductive lives. 

These include Tamar (Gen 38); Rahab (Josh 2, 6; Matt 1:5); Ruth (Ruth 1-4); Abigail (1 Sam 

25); and Bathsheba (2 Sam 11-12). Of the five names on the list, which combine with the 

seven in the preceding class to yield a grand total of twelve, one owes to Matthew, who claims 

Rahab as a mother of Boaz in the line that leads to David and, ultimately, Jesus. Matthew 

 
96See above under Calamity Foretold and Josephite Elements in Luke’s Resurrection Narratives. 
 

97See also Barefoot, “The Biblical Narratives of Delayed Childbearing.” 
 

98For a survey of commentary on the theme in early Jewish sources, see Mary Callaway, Sing, O Barren One: A 
Study in Comparative Midrash. In rabbinic thought, the number seven was achieved by counting Zion as the 
final such “woman.” 

 



therefore contributes to the second class an instance of what may be called the fruitfully 

repartnered woman. 

With Rachel, the class of once-barren wives branches off to the Northern Israelite side of 

the intranational ethnic divide at precisely the point where it first occurs genealogically, i.e., at 

Jacob’s wives. The mother of Samson was of the tribe of Dan, which in biblical history 

became the northernmost of the tribes geographically (Gen 30:6; Josh 19:47; Judg 18:1-30). 

The woman relieved of barrenness by Elisha lived in the Northern Israelite town of Shunem in 

the territory of Issachar (1 Sam 1:1-2; 2 Kgs 4:8; Josh 19:17-18). Samuel’s mother, Hannah, 

was part of an Ephraimite-Levite family (1 Sam 1:1-2; 1 Chron 6:33-34), which gives her a 

weak familial connection to the Judah-related Levite Elizabeth of the Lukan narrative.99 

The second class of women, four out of five of whom are mentioned in Matt 1:3-6, are all 

of the house of Judah, either by descent or marriage or both. Narrative attention is paid to the 

childless status of Tamar before she is twice widowed (Gen 38:6-11), while the absence of 

any mention of children where otherwise it would be expected establishes the initially 

childless condition of Rahab, Ruth, Abigail, and Bathsheba despite their having been in 

potentially reproductive social situations.100 

Each of the fruitfully repartnered women has about her some whiff of scandal over which 

the biblical narrative invites the reader to give her the benefit of the doubt. Tamar strategically 

poses as a prostitute, which is the actual occupation of Rahab. Ruth approaches her future 

husband, Boaz, in a questionable manner (Ruth 3:1-7, 14; cf. Hos 9:1). Abigail secretly meets 

with her husband’s adversary and becomes his wife shortly after her husband’s untimely 

death. Bathsheba is coerced into adultery. All are implicitly absolved due to special 

circumstances, but scandalous outward appearance additionally distinguishes these women 

from those in the first class, the once-barren wives. 

The two categories of women characters who experience delayed childbearing are so 

cleanly divided along Judahite-Josphite lines, and are linked so unambiguously to their 

ethnically corresponding gospels, that they provide strong corroboration of the 

complementary ethnic identities of Matthew and Luke. 

 
99The Levites originally straddled the divide between the houses of Judah and Joseph (Josh 21:3-41). 
 

100Josh 2:12-13; 6:22-23; Ruth 1:5-7; 1 Sam 25:39-42; 2 Sam 11:27. 
 



6. Exceptions and Preliminary Observations 

The contrasting but curiously complementary ethnic-spiritual programs now documented for 

both Matthew and Luke emerge from a preponderance of intertextual links that have a number 

of exceptions. Some of these are displayed in Table 3 (below). Such cross-grain contacts, the 

list of which must remain subject to to minor expansion, are easily overwhelmed in both 

number and volume by those that confirm the primary framing of the First and Third Gospels. 

They refute the hypothesis that either author was determined at all costs to minimize allusions 

to what was, from their perspective, the less relevant side of Israelite history. 

 

Table 3: Unique Crossover OT References in Matthew and Luke 

Gospel Text Description OT Reference 

Matt 1:16 Jacob the father of Joseph Gen 37:2-3 

Matt 2:18 Rachel weeping for her children Jer 31:15 

 Matt 9:13, 12:7 Mercy rather than sacrifice Hos 6:6 

Matt 10:8 Cleanse the leper(s) 2 Kgs 5:1-14 

Matt 11:14 John is the coming Elijah Mal 4:5 

Luke 1:32 The throne of his father David 2 Sam 7:12-13 

Luke 1:16 House of David 1 Chron 17:24 

Luke 14:7-11 Solomonic wisdom: wait to be exalted Prov 25:1, 6-7 

Luke 23:46 “Into your hands I commit my spirit” Ps 31:5 (of David) 

 
Regarding Synoptic relationships, the Matthean and Lukan ethnic-spiritual orientations 

would seem to favor the two-source hypothesis, which postulates a lost sayings source Q, 

over either the Farrer-Goulder or Matthew Conflator hypotheses. The use of either Matthew 

or Luke by the author of the other would require that the latter author actively filter the ethnic 

coloration of portions of the source text, in addition to incorporating that author’s own 

emphasis in other places. 

For example, Luke as secondary author would have elected to omit such major, unique 

Matthean pericopes as the coin in the fish’s mouth and Judas’s suicide by hanging, as well as 

the Parables of the Hidden Treasure, the Precious Pearl, the Workers in the Vineyard, the 

Unforgiving Servant, the Ten Virgins, and the Sheep-and-Goats. These items comprise a large 



part of the Matthew-specific material between the infancy narrative and the crucifixion. The 

omissions would have been either because of these items’ Judahite historical contacts or for 

reasons that by coincidence aligned significantly with them. Luke’s use of Mark, however, is 

not consistent with a hyper-sensitivity to Judahite allusions. 

Within double tradition, if secondary, Luke would need to have erased the subtle Judahite 

elements from the saying about blind leading the blind (Matt 5:14) and the parable of the 

marriage feast (Matt 22:2-14). Inverting the order of document usage and proposing that the 

author of Matthew sampled Luke encounters the same problem to an even greater degree. The 

Lukan material which has Josephite connections but which is absent from Matthew is 

extensive and need not be recited, in addition to which Matthew’s author would have had to 

extract Josephite contacts from the pericopes of hesitation to follow Jesus, the weather sign, 

persistence in prayer, and the cost of discipleship. 

On the other hand, for Matthew and Luke each to have occasionally recast material from a 

common sayings source (Q) according to their particular ethnic-spiritual program is similar to 

the way they treat Mark in, for example, the mission instructions (Matthew and Luke), the 

parable of the wicked tenants (Matthew), and the crucifixion narrative (Luke). 

In what respects, more precisely, the present thesis casts light on the classic Synoptic 

Problem remains to be seen. Its promise lies in its improved integration of authorial 

tendencies across all the major categories of Synoptic content. At the same time, it raises the 

question of what historical mechanism might be envisioned to account for the coordinated 

reception of these documents in the second century. 

7. John’s Gospel in relation to the Synotics 

With Matthew confirmed as relatively the most Judah-centric of the canonical gospels, Luke 

the most Joseph-sympathetic, and Mark the most Gentile-oriented, ethnic categories for the 

entire human race are represented, as are the three animal aspects of the tetramorph. No fourth 

ethnic slot being available, the last of the canonical gospels is left by default to align with the 

human element. If the speculation of church fathers has, against the odds, proved worthy of a 

degree of credence, is it possible to make any more positive connection to John’s gospel? 

A simple language comparison proves worthwhile. In Ezek 1:10, LXX, one of the four 

sides of the cherubic creatures is said to have a “human face,” πρόσωπον ἀνθρώπου. The 



same is true of one of the foursome in Rev 4:7, which has “the face of a human,” τὸ 

πρόσωπον ὡς ἀνθρώπουone. Sorting the gospels for the instances when Jesus is referred to as 

ἄνθρωπος, “man,” (human person, mortal) excluding the title “Son of man,” yields the results 

in Table 4 (below). 

References to Jesus as ἄνθρωπος in the Fourth Gospel easily outnumber the combined total 

for the Synoptics. Word usage being part of the stylistic tendencies of that document does not 

disqualify it as a relevant and objective classification. John, it seems, can indeed be connected 

to the anthropic element of the tetramorph by a means other than, and in addition to, a process 

of elimination. 

Although not as quantifiable as the word count, notable is the comment that occurs in John 

about the nature of humanity, which has no Synoptic equivalent: 

But Jesus did not entrust himself to them, because he knew 
all people and needed no one to testify about man 
[τοῦ ἀνθρώπου, the human]; for he himself knew what was 
in man [τῷ ἀνθρώπῳ]. John 2:25 

According to the internal logic of John’s gospel, the profound knowledge here described must 

be both from above, as it were, by Jesus’ sharing in the divine omniscience (John 1:1; 21:17), 

and from within, as a result of his participation in human existence (John 1:14). Insofar as 

John is foremost among the gospels in portraying Jesus as the truly human bearer of the 

divine image, its theology is in harmony with the statistical-linguistic analysis. 

 

7.1 The Fourth Gospel and the Argument of Irenaeus 

Another way to relate John’s gospel symbolically to the Synoptics is suggested by the opening 

of Irenaeus’s original argument that the four-part gospel canon is preordained. Irenaeus begins 

by 

observing that there are four regions of the world and four universal winds, and that the 

church is scattered across the whole of the earth. It is appropriate, therefore, that the gospel 

would have four aspects to it, including the four gospel books that the church 

acknowledges.101 

 
101Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.11.8. In the ANF translation these are “four zones of the world,” τέσσαρα κλὶματα 

τοῦ κόσμου, and “four principal winds,” τέσσαρα καθολικὰ πνεύματα. For a more extensive treatment of 
geography as reflecting spiritual realities, including the fourfold gospel canon, in early Christian thought, see 
Jeremiah Coogan, “Reading (in) a Quadriform Cosmos.” 



Against a biblical background, Irenaeus’s four regions recall the four corners (extremities) 

of the earth corresponding to the four winds (Rev 7:1) from which Christ will gather his 

church at his return (Matt 24:31). In turn, the winds are named for the cardinal directions in 

the OT and NT.102 The cardinal directions also define the expansion of Abraham’s seed 

through Jacob, whose descendants would “spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the 

north and to the south” (Gen 28:14; cf. 13:14-15). From the same directions will people gather 

to table in the kingdom of God (Luke 13:29; cf. Ps 107:3). It is possible to overlay this 

concept onto the description in Ezekiel 1:10 according to what was presented in the first part 

of this paper. If the lion’s placement on the right and the bull’s on the left are taken to reflect 

the geographic relation between Judah and Northern Israel, is there a way to determine east-

west positions for the human and eagle elements? 

Table 4: Jesus as the Referent for ῎Ανθρωπος 

Matthew 
26:72 ...he denied it with an oath, “I do not know the man.” 

26:74 Then began he to curse and to swear, “I do not know the man.” 

Mark 
14:71 But he began to curse..., “I do not know this man of whom you speak.” 

15:39 ...he said, “Truly this man was the Son of God.” 

Luke 

23:4 Then Pilate said…, “I find no fault in this man.” 

23:6 When Pilate heard...he asked whether the man were a Galilaean. 

23:14 
“You brought this man to me...and, look!, I...have found no fault in this 
man...” 

23:47 “Certainly this was a righteous man.” 

John 

4:29 “Come, see a man who told me all I ever did. Is he not the Christ?” 

5:12 “What man is it who said to you, ‘Take up your bed, and walk?’” 

7:46 “Never did a man speak as this man speaks.” 

8:17-18 
“...the testimony of two men is true. I am one who testifies...and the 
Father who send me testifies...” 

8:40 “But now you seek to kill me, a man who has told you the truth...” 

9:11 
“He answered and said, ‘A man who is called Jesus made clay, and 
anointed my eyes...’” 

 
 

102E.g., Gen 41:6; Ex 10:19; Sng 4:16; Luke 12:55. 
 



9:16 
Therefore some...said, “This man is not from God, because he does not 
keep the Sabbath.” Others said, “How can a man who is a sinner work 
such miracles?” 

9:24 “Give God the praise; we know that this man is a sinner.” 

10:33 The Jews answered, “...you, being a man, make yourself God.” 

11:47 “What shall we do? For this man works many miracles.” 

11:50 
“...it is expedient for you that one man die for the people, and that the 
whole nation not perish.” 

18:14 
Now Caiaphas had counseled the Jews that it was expedient for one 
man to die for the people. 

18:29 “What accusation do you bring against this man?” 

19:5 [Pilate] said to them, “Look, the man!” 

 

Ezekiel sees the divine chariot approach in a storm wind from the north (1:4), but that does 

not require that Ezekiel is looking northward when viewing the scene that follows. The 

opening likely indicates that the destructive judgment on Judah, which is the subject of 

following pronouncements, will come from the north. Jeremiah likewise warns of “a great 

commotion out of the north country, to make the cities of Judah a desolation” (Jer 10:22). 

Representation of the houses of Judah and Joseph in the creatures’ faces would presume a 

viewer looking eastward. Near the end of Ezekiel the prophet has another vision, related to 

that of chapter one,  and in this later vision east is the direction of interest: 

Afterward he brought me to the gate, the gate that faces 
toward the east. And behold, the glory of the God of Israel 
came from the way of the east, and his voice was like a 
noise of many waters, and the earth shone with his glory. 
And it was like to appearance of the vision which I saw, like 
the vision that I saw when I came to destroy the city. And 
the visions were like the vision that I saw by the river 
Chebar [at the beginning of the book]. And I fell upon my 
face. Ezek 43:1-3 

  In this vision, which is directly compared to that of chapter one, Yahweh coming from the 

east lights up the land as would the rising sun. While Ezekiel stands in the divine sanctuary, a 

figure in the form of a man stands beside him while a voice declares this location to be “the 

place of my throne and the place of the soles of my feet” (Ezek 43:7). 



 Matthew and Luke implicitly liken Jesus or his ministry to the rising of the sun.103 All four 

gospels show Jesus, in his final visit to Jerusalem, approach the city from the east.104 Only in 

John, however, does Jesus directly state, three times, that he is the “light of the world,” a 

description which is also used in that gospel of the actual sun.105 John’s incipit quickly 

focuses on light as a spiritual metaphor (1:4-9), and it continues to appear as a theme 

throughout the book. In two places John refers to Jesus as the light coming into the world, 

which naturally evokes the image of the rising sun (1:9; 12:46). In the context of Ezekiel, 

coordinating the vision of chapter one with that of chapter forty-three, the “light of the world” 

would associate the Fourth Gospel with the eastern compass point.106 

At the same time, Mark’s gospel has the least sun/sunrise/light imagery. It does, as 

previously discussed, have features, including Latin-derived terms, which connect it to Rome, 

the western-most great city in the world of the New Testament.107 The same characteristics, 

therefore, that align the Second Gospel with the eagle tend to place it directionally on the 

west. 

To the extent that Mark and John, when mapped onto the symbolic grid in Ezekiel, can 

readily if tentatively be seen as antipodal to each other, the identification of John with the 

human member of the symbolic foursome is reinforced. 

8. Revelation 4 and the Canon of Scripture 

The case for an objective, symbolic relationship between the New Testament gospels and the 

figures of man, lion, bull, and eagle so far has been derived from the iconography of Ezekiel. 

Concerning the occurrence of the same four figures in Revelation chapter four, we earlier 

observed that in the following chapter of that book, the lion is associated with the tribe of 

 
103Matt 4:16 (cf. Isa 9:2; Gen 1:16); 17:2; Luke 1:78-79. 
 

104Matt 21:1; Mark 11:1; Luke 19:29; John 12:1. 
 

105John 8:12; 9:5; 12:46; cf. 11:9. 
 

106Also most prominent in John is the metaphor of the bridegroom, νυμφίος, which metaphor is also used of the sun 
in Psalm 19:5-6 (18:6-7, LXX) in coming forth as a bridegroom, νυμφίος, from his chamber, proceeding from 
the extremity of heaven, ἀπ᾿ ἄκρου τοῦ οὐρανοῦ [i.e., the east], to its extremity [i.e., the west]. 

 
107See above, Mark’s Imperial Gentile Credentials. 
 



Judah (Rev 5:5). The verses preceding the appearance of the four creatures were considered 

by some church fathers to contain an additional clue: 

And he that sat [on the throne] was in appearance like a 
jasper and a sardius stone, and a rainbow was round about 
the throne, in appearance like an emerald. And around the 
throne were twenty-four seats, and upon the seats I saw 
twenty-four elders sitting, clothed in white garments, and 
they had on their heads crowns of gold. And out of the 
throne proceeded lightnings and thunders and voices. And 
there were seven lamps of fire burning before the throne, 
which are the seven Spirits of God. And before the throne 
was a sea of glass like crystal; and in the midst of the throne, 
and round about the throne, were four beasts full of eyes 
before and behind. And the first beast was like a lion, and 
the second beast like a calf, and the third beast had a face 
like a man’s, and the fourth beast was like a flying eagle. 
Rev 4:3-7 

The mention of precious and semi-precious stones, an expanse of crystal, and the 

adornment of the divine throne with a rainbow draws on the vision of Ezekiel chapter one 

(Ezek 1:22, 26-28). In a variation on Ezekiel, however, the faces of the cherubs from Ezek 

1:10 are disaggregated into four separate creatures: a lion, a calf, a human, and an eagle.108 

Assume for the sake of argument the patristic claim that the four creatures in Revelation, 

like their prototypes in Ezekiel, are meant to symbolize the four canonical gospels. How, in 

that case, are we to interpret the group of elders preceding them? Creatures and elders are in 

similar proximity to the divine presence and jointly glorify God “day and night” (Rev 4:8-11). 

The implication would be that the elders, like the creatures, stand for works of Scripture 

imbued with the vivifying Spirit of God, ceaselessly engendering the praise of heaven’s 

Sovereign. 

Irenaeus himself did not follow his line of reasoning to its natural conclusion concerning 

the identity of the elders. To do so fell to Victorinus of Pettau in the late third century, who 

concurred with Irenaeus as to the symbolism of the four creatures, and added that the elders 

were the twenty-four books of the Prophets and the Law.109 Victorinus is thereby referring to 

 
108The inverse transformation occurs in Rev 13:1-2, where the four separate beasts of Dan 7:3-7 are amalgamated 

into a single entity with multiple heads. 
 

109Commentary on the Apocalypse 4.7-10. Victorinus says that the elders also correspond to the twelve patriarchs 
(sons of Jacob) plus the twelve apostles, but fails to reconcile these contradictory interpretations. 

 



the traditional Jewish organization of the Hebrew Bible into twenty-four books (excluding the 

Apocrypha), which likely dates to before the time of Jesus.110 

About one hundred years after Victorinus, translator and scholar Jerome of Stridon agreed 

that the four creatures represented the four gospels, although he differed with Irenaeus and 

Victorinus about which creature belonged with which of the gospels. He repeated Victorinus’s 

identification of the elders with Israel’s Scriptures according to a division into twenty-four 

books.111 

The idea of the essence of inspired writings being personified in a visionary setting, such 

as that in Rev 4, is suggested elsewhere in Scripture. In the Synoptic Gospels, three of Jesus’ 

disciples see him transfigured with glorious light as the figures of Moses and Elijah appear 

and begin to speak to him, then the two Old Testament characters just as quickly vanish. What 

the disciples witness is referred to in Matt 17:9 as a “vision,” ὅραμα, which may be other than 

literal reality (Acts 12:9). The question the disciples pose to Jesus immediately after this 

event, about the coming of Elijah, makes it doubtful that they understood themselves to have 

just witnessed the actual coming of the prophet of old (Matt 17:10). 

The appearance of Moses and Elijah in front of the three disciples may plausibly be 

interpreted to represent the testimony of the Law (Moses) and the prophets of Israel (Elijah) to 

Jesus as Messiah, a recurrent theme in the NT (John 1:45; Luke 24:44; Acts 2:23; Rom 

3:21).112 As he does with Moses and Elijah during the Transfiguration, Jesus appears among 

the creatures and elders in Rev 5:6, and members of both of the latter groups speak during 

scenes that follow in order to move the action forward or offer commentary.113 

An additional item of evidence regarding a possible correspondence of creatures to gospels 

is the order of their listing in Rev 4:7: lion, calf, human, eagle. The ethnic analysis of these 

 
110The number is achieved by (1) counting Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles as single books, (2) collecting the Minor 

Prophets into one volume as the Book of the Twelve, and (3) combining Ezra with Nehemiah as Ezra-Nehemiah. 
The first direct reference to this numbering method in Jewish literature is in 4 Ezra 12:44-46; in Christian 
literature, Gospel of Thomas 52 and, arguably, the present passage in Revelation. For a discussion of the origin 
and chronology of the numbering system, see Guy Darshan, “The Twenty-Four Books of the Hebrew Bible.” 

 
111Preface to the Book of Kings 34. 
 

112James A. Edwards, The Gospel According to Luke, 282. 
 

113E.g., Rev 5:5; 6:1, 3, 5, 7; 7:13-17. 
 



symbols yields the result Matthew, Luke, John, Mark. After the first endorsement of the four 

gospels by name late in the second century, by Irenaeus, Christian authors would most 

frequently quote or cite Matthew, followed in frequency by John, then Luke, and then Mark. 

Previous to that time, however, the order of popularity had reflected exactly that of 

Revelation, with Matthew as afterward in first place, followed by Luke in second, John in 

third, and Mark in fourth. 

If the creatures of Revelation are indeed personifications of the gospels, then their presence 

in the text could stand for more than just the four-gospel canon. In biblical writings, through 

synecdoche an entire collection of documents may be designated by the first part of the 

collection. For example, before the time of Jesus the Scriptures of Israel were apportioned 

into three sections: the Law (Torah), Prophets (Neviim), and Writings (Ketuvim). Even so, the 

term “the Law” could be extended to include the other sections. It is stretched to include the 

prophetic book of Isaiah in 1 Cor 14:21, and even further to include the Psalms, the first book 

of the Writings, in John 10:34. 

In Luke 24:44, the three divisions are referred to as “the Law, the Prophets, and the 

Psalms,” with “the Psalms” occurring where we would expect to see “the Writings.” That the 

Psalms must here indicate the entire section, the Writings, of which the Psalms stands at the 

head may be inferred from the context and from the reference in Luke 11:51 to the martyred 

priest Zechariah, who is mentioned only in another book of the Writings (2 Chron 24:20-21). 

The assembly around the throne in Revelation, taken as personifications of inspired texts, 

is consistent with the ancient Scriptures of Israel (elders) paired with a body of Christian 

Scripture that begins with the four-gospel canon (creatures). The existence of inspired 

Christian documents other than the gospels is required by the implicit claim of Revelation that 

it itself is an inspired message. 

What would become the Christian Bible consisting of Old and New Testaments could have 

existed only in embryonic form when Revelation likely was written, near the end of the first 

century. By the middle of the second century, documents that came to be known as Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John were, by a healthy margin, the most popular members out of a larger 

body of gospel-like works (Luke 1:1-3). Nevertheless, it is not possible to demonstrate, given 

references in early Christian literature to non-canonical gospel material, that the four were 

protectively enshrined before their listing by Irenaeus in the late second century. 



The majority of the writings attributed to Paul were considered as Scripture well before the 

mid-second century (2 Pet 3:16). Along with the four leading biographies of Jesus, they 

formed a nucleus around which other writings coalesced into a sacred library. The borders of 

this collection gradually sharpened until the New Testament canon became substantially fixed 

by the end of the fourth century. The book of Revelation, though alluded to in Christian 

commentary from early in the second century, was the last book to be acknowledged by a 

consensus of metropolitan bishops across the Roman Empire. 

The same ethnic-spiritual identities that lend plausibility to a tetramorph-gospel connection 

favor the interpretive instincts of Victorinus and Jerome regarding Rev 4, inasmuch as the 

evidence for those identities makes that passage appear historically grounded as opposed to 

merely fabulous. 

9. Explanatory Constraints 

The reflexive resort to pure chance as the explanation for the apparent quadriform figuration 

of the gospels is natural, although its advocates must be willing to confront, realistically, its 

improbability. As I have already noted, it would be far from inevitable that a set of gospel 

narratives neither composed nor collectively published with such symbolism in mind would 

conform to it not merely in number but, critically, in character. The conformity consists not 

just in an objective means of aligning the Synoptics with the animal symbols of Ezek 1 and 

Rev 4, but with significant support for that means within the book of Ezekiel itself. 

Any probability estimate must account as well for the insistence of a variety of church 

fathers on the reality of such a symbolic relationship. Charles Hill, in a 2024 paper, pointed 

out that preceding Irenaeus, in the middle of the second century, Christian expositors were 

identifying Jesus with the Lord enthroned on the cherubim in Psalm 80:1 (79:2, LXX).114 

Consequently, it was not capricious of them to seek prophetic imagery related to Jesus in the 

opening theophany of Ezekiel, even if an additional step was required to see supernatural 

beings as representing documents. An at least partly rational, christological basis for patristic 

thinking in this area must, therefore, be added to the column of a ledger whose balancing 

entry is nothing other than coincidence. 

 
114Hill, 23-30. 
 



A useful exercise in evaluating probability is to compare other scriptural sets with four 

members, such as the rivers of Eden (Gen 2:10-14), which correspond to the gospels 

according to some patristic commentators.115 Others might be the four figures of Dan 3:12, 

24-25 and of Prov 30:29-31. The degree of difficulty in relating these as systematically and 

intelligibly to the canonical gospels is an index of the improbability of a merely chance 

connection in the case of the tetramorphic assemblage. 

As I noted at the outset, the fathers felt free to diverge in their speculations as to which 

gospel should be assigned to which symbol, though none articulated objective criteria by 

which they had done so. The only one who came within shouting distance of an ethnically-

based system was Augustine, who argued that Matthew’s emphasis on Jesus’ kingship places 

it with the lion.116 

The vagueness of patristic knowledge on the subject is unsurprising. A rough comparison 

may be made to the patristic consensus that the gospel of Matthew was composed before that 

of John. In this the fathers were almost certainly correct, although they seem to have been in 

the dark about the circumstantial details. Yet another example is the association of early 

Jewish-Christian sects with Matthew’s gospel, or with Matthew-adjacent gospel texts, an 

association of which the early heresiologists retained only imperfect knowledge.117 

There may be observers who feel compelled to lift the evidential burden from the back of 

serendipity as one might take pity on an overladen donkey (Exod 23:5). I leave it to those 

among them with the necessary resources, both of knowledge and historical imagination, to 

explore the subject further. 

 
115Coogan, “Reading (in) a Quadriform Cosmos,” 94-96. 
 

116Augustine, The Harmony of the Gospels, 4.10. 
 

117E.g., Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 1.26.2; 3.11.7. Epiphanius, Haer. 51 (31) 6,6. 
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