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Editorial Preface  

The push for evangelization, or a new evangelization, as the case may be, has been on the hot 

plate for some decades. Yet, that push and the need for a renewed commitment to evangelization 

are ever-present realities with us today; in the church, the family, society, in our country, 

Nigeria, and beyond. Carrying out that endeavor without a biblical foundation would be like 

growing a human person without the skeleton, or even without a soul. Scripture is not just the 

soul of theology, it is also the very heart and soul of evangelization. And that is where we find 

the relevance of both the Catholic Biblical Association and its dedication of the 2013 conference 

on the theme, “The Bible on Faith and Evangelization,” to the pastoral and missionary needs of 

the church. 

In her very insightful presidential address at the inaugural session of the conference, Sr. Prof. 

Teresa Okure, SHCJ, gives a detailed and comprehensive survey of this theme, and convincingly 

offers a rationale for the association’s decision to dedicate an entire conference to an all 

important and timely phenomenon, which should be at the very heart of the Christian faith. Her 

prophetic expositions of the biblical and theological backgrounds of the theme on hand offer a 

very well-grounded launching pad for the discussions that follow and for the entire conference. 

The insights from contributors are well distributed by virtue of a broad array of topics covering 

both the Hebrew and the Christian Scriptures. In his contribution, titled, “The Love 

Commandment in Deut 6:4-9 and Its Centrality For Biblical Faith and Evangelization,” Luke E. 

Ijezie, with an exceptional clarity, discusses the centrality of the Shema (Deut 6:4-6) in the 

development of Israel’s faith and offers that as a paradigm for faith and evangelization in the 

Christian community today. Obiorah Mary Jerome entered into the discussion with a very well 

researched paper on the book of Joshua, titled, “A Study of the Faith of Rahab in the Book of 

Joshua and Other Texts of the Bible.” Presenting Rahab as a model of faith in the biblical 

tradition, Sr. Jerome details how the workings of God, as reflected in the life of Rahab, do indeed 

model what God demands of human disposition and openness to God’s ways in the present time. 

Agnes Acha’s paper, “‘These People Honor Me with Their Lips:’ A Study of Isaiah 29:13 and Its 

Implications for Faith and Evangelization in Nigeria,” scrutinizes faith response to 

evangelization in contemporary times against the socio-historical background of Isaiah’s 

prophecies, and raises serious and thought-provoking questions on the disproportionality 

between the massive increase in external religiosity and the astronomical rate of crime and evil 

in our society. In the second paper from the prophetic tradition, ‘“For I am God and Not Human’ 

(Hosea 11:9): Implications For New Evangelization in Nigeria,” Emmanuel O. Nwaora’s 

detailed study of Hos 11:1-11 proposes God’s faithfulness, mercy and compassion as gracious 

provisions and occasions for evangelization in our time. 

Caroline Mbonu’s paper on “The Evangelizing Nazareth Maiden (Luke 1:39-45): Paradigm For 

The New Evangelization,” sets the ball rolling in the New Testament contributions. Her feminist-

critical reading of the encounter between Mary and Elizabeth in Luke 1:39-45 (the Visitation) is 

set forth as a model for the New Evangelization, and a corrective for existing practices of 

evangelization. The next Lukan contribution, titled, “Liberating the Poor As Jesus’ 

Evangelization Approach in Luke 4:18-19: Lessons For the Church in Nigeria,” by Anthony 

Iffen Umoren, studies Jesus’ mission statement in Luke 4:23-26 with wonderful inter-textual 

insights in order to present it as a paradigm for the church’s evangelical and social action, 

especially in Nigeria. Cosmas C. Uzowulu’s paper, “The Call of Levi in Luke 5:27-32: 

Implication for Evangelization,” argues for an evangelizing mission that opens the door to the 



 

worst of peoples; one that breaks down the existing walls and barriers of social stereotypes that 

have torn society and the church apart, through a detailed exegetical exposition of the call of 

Levi by Jesus in Luke 5:27-32. Victor Onwukeme’s “The Import of Faith in the Context of New 

Evangelization (Luke 8:40-56),” analyses the story of the healing of the Hemorrhaging Woman 

and the raising of Jairus’ daughter in his exploration of the relationship between evangelization 

and faith healing. In his contribution, Anthony O. Ewherido’s “The Sacramentality of Christian 

Mission and the New Evangelization: A Study of Luke 10:1” argues for an exegetical paradigm 

that unveils the communion between Jesus and the evangelizer in the mission fields, especially 

where there are new frontiers. Teresa Okure’s extensive discussion on the prodigal Son in her 

“Gospel and Faith in the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15)” explores the models of 

evangelization that are exhibited in the different characters in that classic and presents the role of 

mercy (God’s mercy and the ministry of mercy) in the work of evangelization. The last 

contribution from the Lukan block by George Odafe on “Does Faith Fail?  A Study of Luke 

22:32” examines the relationship between the reliability and dependability of the guarantor of 

human faith, that is, God, and the weakness of human response in the experience, endurance and 

preservation of faith.  

The other three articles in this series are from the Acts of the Apostles and the Pauline Corpus 

(Galatians and Second Letter to the Corinthians). Mike Enyinwa Okoronkwo’s “The Role of ‘the 

Twelve’ in Acts: A Model for the Witnessing Church” discusses the role of the witness of the 

apostles in the transmission of faith and the establishment of the apostolic tradition as 

imperatives for missionary activity in the 21st Century. Bernard O. Ukwuegbu’s “Paul’s 

Hermeneutics of the Faith of Abraham (Gal 3:1-9, 15-18) and Its Relevance to the Crisis of Faith 

Today” studies the Abrahamic heritage in the Old and New Testaments and its import for faith 

and evangelism. And, Cletus U. Obijiaku’s “Giving To The Poor (2 Cor 8:1-9): An Expression 

of Faith For New Evangelization,” in its exegesis of 2 Cor 8:1-9, makes a case for a renewed 

attitude of giving, with special reference also to the place of the poor in the New Evangelization. 

Together, these contributions make up a very rich reservoir of biblical incentives for the work of 

evangelization and as such are recommended, not only to exegetes and theologians, but also to 

pastors and to the various agents of evangelization. It is our hope that pastoral initiatives would 

be generated from these exegetical insights and that some practical fruits would be borne by such 

an application.  

Despite the insistence of editors on a specified format for all papers, traces of variations may be 

found in this volume due to an editorial decision to leave some of the contributions with such 

variations unchanged on the basis of consistency in style. Such variations do not in any way 

affect the ideas expressed and are therefore negligible. 

May Mary, the Star of Evangelization, pray for us! 

Anthony Ewherido 

(For the Editorial Team) 



President’s Welcome Address and Elaboration of Conference Theme 

Sr. (Prof) Teresa Okure, SHCJ 

Greeting 

Your Grace, Most Rev. Dr. Alfred Adewale Martins, Metropolitan Archbishop of Lagos, 

represented by Rt. Rev. Msgr. Dr. John Aniagwu, the Vicar General of the Catholic Archdiocese 

of Lagos, and the Parish Priest of St Leo’s Catholic Church, Ikeja, where this venue of our 

convention is located and our local host, venerable guests, dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 

who have come from far and wide to participate in our conference and support or young 

Association, it is with great joy and gratitude to God that, on behalf of the Catholic Biblical 

Association of Nigeria (CABAN), I welcome you all to our Sixth Annual Convention. I pray that 

in our interactions God’s Spirit will abide with us, guide us and make us open and receptive of 

the complete truth into which the Spirit will lead us individually and collectively in the two days 

of the convention and beyond. 

The Theme of Our Conference in Relation to Past Conferences 

In our past conferences we devoted attention to a variety of topics that are relevant to the life of 

the Church in Nigeria. The theme of our inaugural conference in 2008 was “Alive and Active, 

Images of the Word of God in the Bible” to commemorate the Year of the Word and the Synod 

on the Word. The Acts of this convention have since been published. In 2009, the Year of St 

Paul, we addressed the theme of “Paul, Embodiment of the Old and New Testaments”. The 

common belief is that our people are more at home with the Old than the New Testament. We 

looked at this theme to discover how Paul who was thoroughly formed and socialized into the 

Old Testament Law and culture was able to make a transfer from his past of being in the Law to 

his new found and totally unmerited grace of now being “in Christ”, while maintaining his zeal 

for the truth and whatever in his Jewish tradition was not at odds with God’s gospel in Christ. 

Jesus made him our apostle, Apostle of the Gentiles. So we have much to learn from his life as 

well as his works. The Acts of this conference have also been published.   

In 2010, the year leading up to the national elections in Nigeria, and surrounding the 50th 

anniversary of our nation, we addressed the theme of “Good Citizenship and Leadership in the 

Bible” as our contribution to preparing our citizens, not just for free and fair elections, but so that 

they understand their role in a democratic government, during the election and beyond. Good 

citizens produce good leaders, and vice versa. Conversely, bad citizens produce bad leaders and 

vice versa. In 2011, our theme, “Culture and Human Development in the Bible” was our 

response to the project of the Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar 

(SECAM) on the “Forum for Culture and Development in Africa”. The issue at stake is the 

extent to which culture helps or impedes development in Africa. What light does the Bible shed 

on this matter, since every aspect of the Church’s life is to be rooted in Scripture? Last year, we 

took on the burning and thorny issue of “Material Wealth and Divine Blessings in the Bible”. 

Prosperity gospel and money oriented preaching have equated material prosperity and wealth 

with divine blessings, to the extent that those who do not make it in life in the way of the world 

are viewed as punished by God. The more one gives to God, the more blessings one receives and 

gives testimony. Is this belief founded on the solid rock of the Bible? This conference generated 

so much concern on the part of CABAN members that we felt a responsibility to issue a 

communiqué on the matter, while awaiting the publication of the papers of the conference. The 

communiqué has spread far and wide and seems to generate wider response from outside 



Nigeria, especially among the clergy, than from within. The problem is global in Africa and 

beyond.  

Previous conferences were held successively in The Catholic Institute of West Africa (CIWA), 

Port Harcourt; St Thomas’ Aquinas Major Seminary, Makurdi; John Paul II Pastoral Center, 

Abuja; Seat of Wisdom Seminary, Owerri and Pastoral Center, Iselle Uku. This year’s 2013 

convention marks the first convention of the Association in the Western zone of Nigeria. 

CABAN is very happy to come to the Archdiocese of Lagos, and looks forward to a massive 

support from this thriving, alive and active Metropolitan See of Nigeria. As a young Association 

CABAN needs and gratefully welcomes generous sponsors for its activities, especially for the 

publication of its annual Acts, four of which are still pending. 

This year’s theme, “The Bible on Faith and Evangelisation”, invites us to understand and 

appropriate in a new way what the Bible says on the relationship between faith and 

evangelisation. The inspirational context of the study is the Church’s declaration of the Year of 

Faith to mark the new era of evangelisation as a continued celebration of the 50th anniversary of 

the Second Vatican Council. This celebration captures the Church’s belief and directive since the 

Council, that the Bible is and should constitute the solid basis “for all Christian teaching” (DV 

24, 47), and that as much as possible all theology and efforts at evangelisation, in short the entire 

life of the Church, should be rooted in and informed by Scripture (VD 31, 47, 54). CABAN, like 

other Catholic biblical associations, has a responsibility, through research, conferences and 

publications, to seek to understand biblically, how faith is related to evangelization, and help 

God’s people to do the same.  

The Church assigns this mission of research and study to biblical scholars and expresses 

gratitude to them for undertaking it (cf. VD, nos. 29-49). Members of CABAN are privileged to 

be involved in this ministry of the Church, especially in Nigeria, where our people are very much 

in love with the word of God. The Church also encourages that as much as possible scholars 

conduct their research in dialogue with the entire people and family of God.  We are very 

grateful to you, our brothers and sisters, who are not members of CABAN but who have come to 

make our deliberations complete according to the mind of the Church. As Pope Francis reminds 

us,  

Scripture lies at the heart of the life of the Church, not because it stands alone and 

is self-interpreted, but precisely because "the centre of our faith" is "a salvation 

history and above all a person, Jesus Christ, the Word of God made flesh," and 

not "just a book." Tearing the book from the heart of the Church not only leaves a 

hole in the Church, but also tears the life of Christ from the Scriptures (Pope 

Francis to the Pontifical Biblical Commission in 2013). 

Faith and Evangelisation in the Bible 

We have framed our topic, “The Bible on Faith and Evangelisation”, rather than the Bible, faith 

and evangelisation, to help us appreciate better the intrinsic link between the Bible, faith and 

Evangelisation. The entire Bible, as we know, is the record of a people’s living faith in the God 

of their covenants, Old and New. Most, if not all, biblical authors and their audiences were not 

eyewitnesses of the events narrated in the Bible. They wrote in order to deepen and express their 

own faith and that of their people in God’s “marvellous works”, what Luke describes as “the 

events that have reached their fulfilment among us” (cf. Luke 1:1). What they understood in faith 

and passed on to be received in faith for further faith-filled transmission was God’s good news, 



God’s gospel for humanity. In sum, the biblical authors were evangelizers who proclaimed in 

writing God’s good news as they understood and lived it, to their diverse audiences in different 

epochs and contexts, generation after generation, so as to persuade them to appropriate in faith 

(since they were not eyewitnesses) what God did and continued to do for them and the entire 

humanity. We, who have received their witness to the good news as recorded in the Bible, are 

also called to be evangelisers. As Paul VI put it, shortly after the Second Vatican Council in 

Evangelii Nuntiandi, the work of evangelisation is incomplete until the evangelised become in 

turn evangelisers, faith-filled people who proclaim to others the good news they themselves have 

received. Thus Paul reminds the Corinthians that he received as of first, primary or foundational 

importance, the gospel of the Lord’s passion, death and resurrection which he also passed on to 

them (1 Cor 15:3). By virtue of baptism, every Christian is an evangeliser. No Christian is 

exempt from being evangeliser. 

Link between Faith and Evangelisation in the Bible 

Evangelisation (the proclamation of the Good News), then, is the passing on to others the good 

news received so that they too can believe or receive God’s good news as a living, active and 

ever current power that can enrich and transform their lives and their world. The activity is not a 

past but an ever present, alive and active reality. John Paul II reminded the Church that God’s 

gospel has never lost its power and splendour in the over 2000 years of its existence. In the Old 

Testament, the Deuteronomist (writing some six hundred years after the Exodus and Sinai 

Covenant events), urges his audience to see themselves as the people whom God addressed 

directly, “face to face” on Mount Sinai and with whom God made the covenant; and not just as 

something God did in the past with their ancestors. They were to consider themselves eyewitness 

actors and recipients of the covenant events (Deut 5:2-5; 26:5-9). The whole of Deuteronomy 

recaptures the same ethos, by making Moses address the audience in the first and second 

person—“You did this”, “I did that”. 

In the New Testament, the author of 1 Peter underscores the link between faith and the reception 

of the good news by reminding the audience that though they had not seen Jesus (as he and other 

eyewitnesses had done), their faith, manifested in their love for Jesus, should sustain them 

through thick and thin till they receive the fullness of God’s good news in Christ, namely, the 

gift of “a new birth as God’s children” (effected through the passion, death and resurrection of 

Christ), “the promise of an inheritance that can never be spoilt, soiled or fade away”. He assures 

them that through their faith, “God’s power will guard you until the salvation which has been 

prepared is revealed at the end of time” (1:3-9). The Evangelist John declares that the purpose of 

his “Book”, his Gospel, is to urge the audience to “believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 

God, and believing to have endless life in his name” (John 20:30-31). Hebrews 11 surveys the 

generations of people in biblical history whose faith constituted the sole criterion for their 

receiving God’s personal promises to them. Accordingly faith should also be the criterion for 

their receiving God’s end time Good News, God’s final way of speaking to humanity “through 

his son” (Heb 1:1-4). Finally, the Book of Revelation reminds the churches in Asia that only 

those who remain faithful, whose faith endures to the end, are the victorious ones who will 

receive the crown of life, the ultimate fulfilment of God’s good news to them  (Rev 2:10-11, and 

passim).  

These examples are not exhaustive. They establish the fact that in the Bible, faith and 

evangelisation go inseparably together. What emerges from this and other examples is that God’s 

Good news proclaimed in the Bible can only be received or appropriated through faith and 



transmitted through faith. Evangelisers are those who proclaim God’s good news by the witness 

of their lives and in diverse ways and methods generation after generation. Today we who have 

received the biblical proclamation of the good news are called upon to continue the process in 

our own time and in ways accessible to our people, in utter faithfulness to God’s own good news. 

God the Foundation of Evangelisation and Biblical Faith  

The “first good news” (“proto-evangelium”) in the Bible was God’s promise to undo, through 

the woman, what the devil had succeeded to do to humanity, the first married couple, who 

disobeyed God or manifested their lack of faith and trust in God (Gen 3:15) by choosing to do 

what the devil told them rather than God (Gen 2:16-17; 3:1-7). God responded to their lack of 

faith in him by making a free and invincible faith in humanity. The foundational act of faith in 

the Bible, what gave birth to the Good News of our salvation, is God’s own faithfulness to 

humanity from creation, through the fall of our first parents to God’s sending of his uniquely 

beloved Son to save the world (John 3:16). This divine foundational biblical faith guarantees the 

fulfilment of all God’s promises of salvation recorded in the Bible. The author of Genesis 3:15, 

the first good news, had no idea of the Annunciation (Luke 1:26-37) or of the event of the 

incarnation proclaimed by Paul (Gal 4:4). But God who inspired the author did. God’s 

faithfulness ensures that what God promises to do for humanity God will surely do in God’s own 

way and time, no matter how long (in our human estimation) it may take. As the Psalmist says, 

“For God a thousand years are like yesterday come and gone, no more than a watch in the night”.  

Biblical faith rests on God’s unflinching faithfulness to ensure that whatever God promises, God 

can and will do. Human beings may be unfaithful or may lack faith in God, but God always 

remains faithful (cf. 2 Tim 2:13). God counters our lack of faith in him by an invincible faith in 

us. This is good news. This foundational biblical faith in God’s abiding faithfulness inspires, 

motivates and sustains the work of evangelisation though all ages till today; it will do so until the 

end of time (Matt 20:28). Biblical faith is essentially and fundamentally faith in God who makes 

reliable promises, rather than in the promises God makes. This faith in God requires in essence a 

personal relationship with God, acquired through prayer and attentiveness to God and God’s 

actions in one’s daily life and in the daily events of our families, Church, nation and world.  Is 

this how we, the People and Family of God, see and understand faith in the Bible? 

Jesus, God’s Good News and Primary Evangeliser 

We make brief mention of Jesus, God’s Good News and evangeliser par excellence. He declares 

and proclaims himself as God’s Gospel in his inaugural mission statement at his hometown, 

Nazareth (Luke 4:18-19). Invited to proclaim God’s word in the synagogue, he requested for the 

Scroll of Isaiah and cited it. In the Old Testament, the first mention of good news, is attributed to 

Isaiah 52:7, “How beautiful on the mountain top are the feet of one who brings good news” of 

God’s salvation to his people and declares to them that their God lives and reigns). The Church 

uses this reading to commemorate Mary’s visitation to Elizabeth. She was the first evangeliser in 

the New Testament. In this scroll Jesus found the memorable passage that foretold God’s 

unfailing promise of salvation. Citing this as his inaugural mission discourse, as the synthesis of 

his gospel, Jesus proclaimed:  

 God’s Spirit has been given to me [is upon me]  

    on account of which God has anointed me  

                 to bring good news to the poor [to evangelise the poor].  

 God has sent me  



  to proclaim release to the captives and  

  to the blind new sight [recovery of sight] 

  to set free [send forth] the oppressed 

 [In sum] to proclaim God’s year of favour  

   (Luke 4:18-19; author’s translation). 

At the end of his life mission he declared: 

 All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  

 Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations,  

  baptizing them in the name of the Father and  

   of the Son and of the Holy Spirit;  

  teaching them to observe [keep] all that I have commended you.  

 Behold I am with you all the days [every day] until the completion  

 of the age [end of time] (Matt 28:19-20).  

In John’s Gospel he proclaims, 

 I have come so that they may have life to the full [in all its fullness] (John 10:10). 

After his resurrection, he also sent the disciples, his sisters and brothers (John 20:17), to continue 

to proclaim this gospel of life:  

 “As the Father has sent me so am I sending you. . . .   

  Receive the Holy Spirit (John 20:19-20; NJB)     

   

In Nazareth, after reading the passage, he interprets and declares that the passage was being 

fulfilled even as they listened; fulfilled in his person and in his mission, which he had already 

started before arriving in his hometown. We know the sequel of this proclamation of the good 

news. Their traditions, prejudice and knowledge of his humble human origins, the fact that he 

was only one of them, from Nazareth, a place where no good could come from, where the people 

had come to accept that nothing good could come from them (does this ring a bell?) became 

obstacles; they stumbled and violently rejected him, God’s good news being fulfilled for them 

and among them. Jesus’ entire life and ministry was the proclamation of the good news. This 

culminated in the gift of himself as food and drink unto eternal life and in his passion, death, and 

resurrection by which he defeated death for ever (death being the result of sin); he sent the Spirit 

of adoption to make us in him truly “a new creation” (2 Cor 5:17) and God’s children like him 

(John 20:17), heirs of God and co-heirs with him (Rom 8:14-17; Gal 4:4-7).   

In his entire life, Jesus shows us what it means to evangelise. As we embark on the new 

evangelisation, filled with faith, we keep our eyes, minds and hearts open to and focused on him, 

“the beginner and perfecter of our faith” (Heb 12:2; literally the “arch leader” archēgon and the 

one who makes complete [teleōtēn] our faith). Scripture makes it clear that as God’s Gospel, 

Jesus is God’s pure, unmerited and undeserved grace. What we human beings do or achieve is 

through the law, that of Moses and all other laws. Our deeds make us feel that we have achieved 

or merited something. But in Jesus we meet God’s “grace and truth”, the perfect and truly real 

free gift, of whose “fullness we have all received, grace upon grace”, given in full measure, 

shaken together, pressed down and running over (John 1:16-17). Truly Jesus in his person and in 

his entire life and ministry manifests God’s goodness, which the call to evangelisation and faith 

requires of all Christians. As we focus on him we remember that we, in him, are called to be in 



turn God’s gospel and to proclaim the same in our times since baptism configures us to him and 

makes each one another Christ (cf. canon 849). 

Faith as the Sole Criterion for Receiving or Appropriating God’s Good News 

As the Bible proclaims that God’s faithfulness alone guarantees the reality of the good news of 

our salvation, it equally proclaims in so many ways that faith is the sole criterion or condition for 

personally receiving or benefiting from this good news. Again the passages are endless. Jesus 

tells the miracle-seeking crowd in John, who ask him what they must do to do the works of God, 

that God requires only one work from them: to believe in him, “the one whom God has sent”  

(John 6:29). We know the sequel of that long effort of Jesus to lead them to believe in him. They 

walked away rather than believe that he alone was the bread of life, and that eating his body and 

drinking his blood was indispensable for having endless life, his kind of life. They saw no more 

in him than a carpenter they knew very well; their religious traditions, culture and prejudice got 

in the way and they parted company with him (John 6:59, 66). Yet only the truth, Jesus, God’s 

Son, can set us free from these obstacles (John 8:32-36; 14:6).  

The beginning of our salvation in the event of the Annunciation to Mary happened because Mary 

believed that what God promised to her, impossible as it seemed from nature and sheer common 

sense, would come to pass. Elizabeth celebrates her for this faith and gives her the first priestly 

and prophetic blessing (Luke 1:39-45) and unleashes Mary’s inner joy to flow out in her 

Magnificat (Luke 1:46-56). Jesus began his proclamation of the gospel with: “The kingdom of 

God is at hand, repent [turn back to God] and believe [accept] the good news” (Mark 1:15). 

Scripture tells us squarely that without faith it is impossible to please or find favour with God. In 

the recent past weeks we have been reading Paul’s letter to the Romans in Week One of the 

Church’s liturgical cycle. We are struck by Paul’s unrelenting emphasis on faith as the condition 

for receiving Jesus, God’s good news, and only power to save humanity (Rom 1:2-3, 16). He 

revisits the entire history of salvation from Abraham by showing how Abraham’s response, his 

justification and entitlement to receiving all God’s promises to him were rooted only on faith, not 

on any good works he did. Abraham believed against all odds and became the father of all 

believers, a multitude of nations just as God had promised him. He “drew strength from faith and 

refused to deny or doubt God”. This faith “was reckoned to him as righteousness” (Rom 4:18-25; 

v 20), not as merit. He carried this faith to the point of being willing to sacrifice his son through 

whom God had said he would fulfill the promise of making him the father of a multitude of 

nations (Gen 22:1-19).  

The final reason why faith is the sole condition for receiving the good news is that the good news 

itself is not something a human being can merit, deserve, achieve or purchase. The good news of 

our salvation, our being wonderfully recreated and constituted as God’s children, sons and 

daughters, who call God Abba, who are the very heirs of God and coheirs with Christ (Rom 

8:17; Gal 4:6-7), is given to us as pure grace, an absolutely “abundant free gift”, which far 

outstrips the offence multiplied by the fact that all have sinned (Rom 5:17-24). If we cannot add 

to or subtract anything from it, then all we can do is receive it in faith with deep gratitude. Titus 

asks his audience to recall that, “When the goodness and kindness of God our saviour appeared, 

it was not because of anything we ourselves might have done.” But God saved us out of God’s 

pure and infinite goodness, love and compassion (Tit 3:3-8).  

 

 



The Task Before Us Today 

Given the foregoing background, our task in this conference is firstly to discover how concretely 

evangelisation and faith happen conjointly or in a symbiotic relationship in the Bible, so that, 

like the biblical authors and their audiences, we too can become faith-filled evangelisers in our 

time. Together and through the many papers that will be presented, we seek to rediscover and 

deepen our appreciation of God’s good news narrated in the Bible and of the diverse ways in 

which the biblical authors exhorted their audience to believe in this good news; we learn from 

their successes and failures and the discern the causes for both. We also learn the right method to 

carry out evangelisation since the Mission is essentially that of Jesus and must be carried out in 

accordance with his ways and methods. We draw strength from the exercise to recommit 

ourselves to the church’s mission of proclaiming the good news till the end of time as we accept 

the gospel call to “repent and believe the good news”, the gospel, which is “ever alive and 

active” (Heb 4:13), and, which is “God’s [only] power to save” and transform Christians, non 

Christians and the entire world (Rom 1:2, 16). However long this gospel lasts, it never loses any 

of its transformative power and splendour as John Paul II, reminds us in Novo Milennio Ineunte: 

At the Dawn of the Third Millennium.  

As we listen to the papers, we fix our eyes constantly on Jesus, who, as a human being, had to 

exercise faith in God even unto death. God accepted his faith by raising him from the dead and 

installing him as Lord over all creation (Phil 2:6-11). We pray for the grace to understand God’s 

good news for what it really is, even when it goes against all that the world and we stand for 

today.  In this era of prosperity gospel within and outside the church, the era where humans 

believe it is their right to determine what they want irrespective of God their creator who sustains 

them in life, we pray for the grace to understand that proclaiming God’s good news may, indeed, 

will entail accepting the cross as its integral part; since God’s Good News is Jesus of Nazareth, 

rejected, crucified but risen from the dead.  It is impossible for death, that which is not, to 

overcome life, that which is. May God’s Holy Spirit lead us and show us how to do this in faith, 

as we identify, develop or refine our topics at this 2013 CABAN Convention. 

Teresa Okure, SHCJ 

President 

22 October 2013 



 

The Love Commandment in Deut 6:4-9 and Its Centrality for Biblical Faith and 
Evangelisation 

Rev. Fr. Dr. Luke Emehiele Ijezie 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The central formulation of Israel’s faith is found in Deut 6:4-5, otherwise called the great 
commandment or the Shema. The commandment enjoins Israel to place its love of YHWH over 
and above every other consideration. The text is recited two times every day by observant Jews, 
in the morning and evening prayer services, and it is written on their phylacteries. This is in 
response to the injunction in Deut 6:7-8 that it be recited “when you lie down and when rise up” 
and that it be fastened “as a signpost on your hand” and “on your forehead”. The text of the 
Shema in 6:4-5 has for long been a subject of much exegetical and theological debate among 
scholars.1 The interesting thing here is the definition of the relationship with YHWH in terms of 
love. The perplexity is why love is emphasized rather than obedience and faith in the human 
approach to God. In many cultures, the human relationship with the Deity can hardly be 
expressed in terms of love. This is particularly so of African traditional religion. Generally, the 
African traditional approach to the Deity is a bit ambivalent. While the gods are recognized as 
the sources of life and good things of life, the much one can do is to pay tribute and sacrifice to 
them. There is hardly any place for love in the relationship. African scholars agree that the 
African approach to the Deity is generally utilitarian and self-centered.2 This is often reflected in 
the attitudes of most contemporary Africans towards the Christian faith. It accounts for much 
incoherence in the practice of the faith. This makes it particularly interesting to examine how the 
Bible regards love as the proper approach to the Deity. 

The Judeo-Christian religion is based on a personal relationship between God and humanity. 
Faith in this religious tradition is a response to God who reveals himself through his word. Faith 
is thus a relationship of response and the response is one of love to an experience of love. In the 
Old Testament, the love relationship is expressed in terms of covenant relations and this is 
summed up in the Christ-event in the New Testament. Thus faith is a movement of love. This is 
encapsulated in the Great Commandment of Deut 6:4-5, which begins with the call to hear and 
then to enter into a response of love. Without the response of love to this God who speaks, it 
becomes impossible to speak of genuine faith. The present study examines the various elements 
of this text of Deut 6:4-5 with the aim of underlining the importance and centrality of the human 
love for God in the contemporary proclamation of the faith. 

2. THE TEXT OF DEUT 6:4-5 

Deut 6:4-5: "Hear, O Israel! YHWH is our God, YHWH is one! 5You shall love YHWH your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.” 

2.1 Setting of the Text 

                                                 
1 See, among others, William Moran, “The Ancient Near Eastern Background of the Love of God in Deuteronomy,” 
CBQ 25 (1963) 77-87; Lucien-Jean Bord and David Hamidović, “Écoute Israël (Deut. VI 4),” VT 52 (2002) 13–29; 
Paul Foster, “Why did Matthew get the Shema Wrong? A Study of Matthew 22:37,” JBL 133 (2003) 309–33; 
Jacqueline E. Lapsley, “Feeling Our Way: Love for God in Deuteronomy,” CBQ 65 (2003) 350-369. 
2 See John S. Mbiti, African Religions & Philosophy (London: Heinemann, 1969) 5; E. Ikenga-Metuh, African 
Religions in Western Conceptual Schemes: The Problem of Interpretation [Studies in Igbo Religion] (Ibadan: 
Claverianum Press, 1985) 95. 
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The text of Deut 6:4-5 is set within the second address of Moses (5:1b-26:19) in Deuteronomy, 
as the book is structured mainly as the final instructions of Moses to the Israelites on the plains 
of Moab before their entry into Canaan, the land of promise. As a matter of fact, Deuteronomy 
presents the most comprehensive exposition of Israel’s faith and the modus operandi of that 
faith. The wide opinion of scholars is that the book actually originated in the later days of the 
monarchy, its major contents being connected with the reforms of King Josiah of Judah.3 The 
reform movement sought to purify the cult of YHWH, to rid it of all the prevailing aberrations 
and unify all aspects of the lives of the greater Israelite people under the common worship of 
YHWH. Even though the final shape of the book may be situated in the exilic and post-exilic 
times, its original connection with the Josiah reforms is very convincing. The text of the Great 
Commandment, particularly, summarizes the whole ideology of the reform movement. 

2.2 Analysis of the Text 

The present text of Deut 6:4-5 presents both problems of translation and interpretation. All these 
will be examined in the analysis but with greater emphasis on how the different elements relate 
to the central theme of love. 

Hear O Israel 

The Hebrew verb shema̒, used here in the Qal imperative form, has the primary sense of hearing 
a sound with the ear.4 In this context, it is an invitation to incline the ear to receive a message. 
The phrase “Hear O Israel” (Shema˓ Israel) is used in a number of other places in Deuteronomy 
(4:1; 5:1; 6:4; 9:1; 20;3) as an invitation to the people to attend to the words of the law. The call 
to hear is an invitation to enter into a relationship. It calls on the people to enter into relationship 
with God through hearing his word which in the context of 6:4 also means the obedience of faith. 

YHWH is our God, YHWH is one! (YHWH elōhēnū YHWH ehād) 

This statement expresses the exclusivity and singularity of YHWH. Only YHWH is the God of 
Israel and YHWH is God, not open to local variations. The translational problem can be seen in 
the variations among the different versions as shown below: 

NAB: "The LORD is our God, the LORD alone!” 

NAS: "The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!” 

NAU: “The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!” 

NIV:  “The LORD our God, the LORD is one.” 

 NJB: 'Yahweh our God is the one, the only Yahweh.” 

NKJ: “The LORD our God, the LORD is one!” 

NRS: “The LORD is our God, the LORD alone.” 

The problem actually has to do with the translation of the Hebrew word ehad, which ordinarily 
means “one” but which some render as “alone”. The ordinary Hebrew word for “alone” is lebad. 
While the two can still express the same idea in some contexts, the understanding of ehad as 
“one” suits the present context. The sense is that YHWH is one and there is no other and no 

                                                 
3 N. Lohfink, Studien zum Deuteronomium und zur deuteronomistischen Literatur III (SBA 20; Stuttgart: Verlag 
Katholisches Bibelwerk GmgH, 1995) 16-27. 
4 See K. T. Aitken, “šm˓ ”, NIDOTTE 4, 175. 
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duplication or metamorphosis. It may be good to clarify this point because it is the source of the 
confusion in the translations. It is not only that YHWH alone should be worshipped in Israel but 
that the worship has to be uniform. 

This dogma theoretically rules out any form of polytheism from Israel. But the more important 
nuance of the formulation is that the YHWH cult is not open to any form of contextual 
adaptation. While the cult of Baal has many forms, that of YHWH is one and uniform and does 
not admit of local variations.5 As J. A. Dearman comments, “Behind the brief affirmation is the 
critique of the perception that Yahweh took on many forms, depending on the place of 
revelation.”6 This was a real danger in the social environment where local sanctuaries multiplied 
and were at the service of diverse social and political interests. In fact, some extra biblical 
Hebrew inscriptions have shown that the YHWH cult was localized in different forms in the 
region. For instance, in the eighth inscriptions discovered at Kuntillet ʽAjrud, around the Sinai, 
there are such references as “YHWH of Teman and his Asherah”, “YHWH of Samaria and his 
Asherah”.7 These inscriptions seem to show that Asherah was worshipped as the female consort 
of YHWH. This has awakened the debate whether early forms of YHWHism understood YHWH 
as having a wife just like other gods within the region.8 The Deuteronomic reform movement 
fought against these pluralistic expressions of the YHWH cult, and the account of the Josiah 
reform in 2 Kings 22-23 shows the dismantling of the localized shrines and altars. According to 
Dearman, “If Yahweh had many forms, then so could the covenant. Poly-yahwism could lead 
inevitably to a fragmented Israel, unable to resist the seductions of Canaan and easily tempted to 
supplement Yahweh’s shifting identity with ‘specialist deities’ whose strengths lay in particular 
areas.”9 This idea is developed in other parts of Deuteronomy. It is the foundation of the law on 
centralization of worship (Deut 12:1-28). This law stipulates only a single sanctuary for the 
worship of YHWH, and this eventually came to be the Jerusalem temple, even though it is not 
specifically mentioned in Deuteronomy. The aim is to avoid the corruption of the YHWH cult 
with the multiplication of local sanctuaries. 

You shall love YHWH your God 

The command to love God has raised a lot of discussion in contemporary scholarship. The point 
of the argument is on the nature of the love which Israel is to render to God. William Moran 
kicked off the debate by his argument that the love meant here is obedience and loyalty to the 
covenant stipulations and not that type of emotional or passionate love that children have for 
their parents.10 According to him, what is meant in Deuteronomy is covenantal love and this, 
following the common practice in treaties between suzerains and vassals in the ancient near East, 
refers to the “duty of the vassal towards his sovereign”. This view has won a lot of adherents, 
almost a majority, but some scholars have also convincingly argued differently. The contrary 
argument is that love here implies both obedience and passionate commitment. Jacqueline E. 
Lapsley argues along this line persuasively while acknowledging the merits of Moran’s 
                                                 
5 See Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, Vol. 1: The History of Israel’s Historical Traditions (London: 
SCM Press Ltd, 1975) 227. 
6 J. Andrew Dearman, Religion and Culture in Ancient Israel (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 1992) 145. 
7 See “New Light on Israelite Tradition: The Implications of the Inscriptions from Kuntillet `Ajrud,” ZAW 94 (1982) 
2–20. 
8 See the discussion in William G. Dever, Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005) 1-344. 
9 Dearman, Religion and Culture, 145. 
10 Moran, “The Ancient Near Eastern Background of the Love of God in Deuteronomy,” 77-87. 
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position.11 She avers, “the people’s love for God in Deuteronomy undeniably entails obedience 
to the law. Yet the legal significance of loving God does not necessarily obviate its emotional 
connotations.”12 Lapsley, arguing with others, points out that even the modern together with 
ancient understanding of “loyalty” carries with it a significant emotional content.13  An 
examination of the Hebrew understanding of “loving” may throw some light on the issue. 

The Hebrew verb ̓āhab (to love) occurs 140 times in the Hebrew Bible, and it basically 
expresses an intense emotional feeling towards a person with whom one seeks for intimate 
relationship.14 This experience of an emotional attachment underlies the different uses of the 
term in the texts.15 In many of these, it expresses the relationship based on election and covenant. 
One can then argue, in the light of the immediate context of this command, that love of God in 
Deut 6:5 involves, altogether, obedience to the covenant, emotional commitment to God and 
constancy in this commitment. Because YHWH liberated Israel from Egypt, he lays absolute 
claim to Israel’s allegiance. This allegiance is institutionalized in the making of a covenant. 
Israel’s benefit from this is that it is to dwell in YHWH’s own land and remain under YHWH’s 
provident guidance, which expresses itself in manifold forms. This provident guidance requires 
Israel’s continued fidelity to the Torah. The survival of the people depends on this fidelity. The 
Torah is seen as a divine gift to Israel, a pledge of YHWH’s love for Israel, and, as a result, 
obedience to the Torah is supposed to be a response to YHWH’s love. In like manner, the 
transgression of the Torah is a tacit rejection of YHWH’s love. The Torah is not seen as a merely 
legalistic document but a compendium of YHWH’s will for the good and survival of his people.  

The statement that YHWH is the only God of Israel together with the fact that he is one implies 
that Israel cannot have any other allegiance. Dearman puts it well: “There is no sphere of human 
life from which Yahweh’s comprehensive oneness is excluded. One should love Yahweh 
unreservedly because there is no need for a divided allegiance.”16 For Deuteronomy, Israel’s 
commitment to YHWH has to be total, without any compromise. It is YHWH and no other. As 
John Goldingay puts it, “Deuteronomy is not seeking a mere formal, external obedience. It 
repeatedly affirms that YHWH’s people are to obey him, to fear him, to love him, to follow him, 
to conform to his ways, to hold fast to him, to trust him, to rejoice before him, to remember him, 
to serve him, to worship him, and to take their oaths in his name.”17 All these activities are 
possible only if they are unified by the sentiment of love. Without such a sentiment, obedience 
becomes mere externalism. 

With all your heart (lēbāb) 

The mention of the heart is an important qualification of the nature of the love meant in the 
context. In the Old Testament anthropology, the heart is the seat of not only the emotions but of 
the whole life of the individual. The heart, in Hebrew lēb or lēbāb (as in Deut 6:5), is conceived 
as the source of physical vitality and also as the seat of all psychological and intellectual 
functions.18 This is why the word is used in the texts in the sense that one feels both joy and pain 

                                                 
11 Lapsley, “Feeling Our Way: Love for God in Deuteronomy,” 350-369. 
12 Lapsley, “Love for God in Deuteronomy,” 352. 
13 Lapsley, “Love for God in Deuteronomy,” 352. 
14 P. J. J. S. Els, “ʼhb,” NIDOTTE 1, 278. 
15 See H. Wallis, “̓ahabh,” TDOT 1,102-103. 
16 Dearman, Religion and Culture, 146. 
17 John Goldingay, Theological Diversity and the Authority of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids 1987) 147. 
18 See F. Stolz, “lēb, Heart,” TLOT 2, 639-640. 
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with the heart (Exod 4:14; Ps 4:8; 1 Sam1:8; Ps 13:3), desires with the heart (Ps 34:7), wills with 
the heart (Job 17:11), loves with the heart (Deut 6:5), and even perceives and thinks with the 
heart (Gen 6:5; Deut 8:5; Job 18:14). The heart thus expresses the whole inner constitution of the 
human person or the inner core of existence (Judg 16:15,17f; 1 Sam 9:19) and, by extension, the 
person as a whole.19 The text of Prov 27:19 expresses it aptly: “As in water face reflects face, so 
the human (adam) heart reflects the human (adam) being.” The injunction to love YHWH with 
the whole heart means that this love has to influence all the psychological and intellectual 
faculties of the person. YHWH demands a wholehearted relationship, one that arrests the whole 
inner core of the person.  

What Deuteronomy is saying here anticipates what will later be expressed in Jer 31:31-34, where 
law is now to be written in the heart and no longer on the tablets of stone. In Isa 51:7 YHWH 
describes his people as "a people in whose heart is my Torah" (ʿam tôrātî belibbām), and this is 
in agreement with the text of the new covenant in Jer 31:33, in which YHWH promises to write 
the Torah in the people's heart.20 This thematic agreement may not be accidental and may 
support the scholarly position that Jer 31:31-34 belongs to the Deuteronomistic redaction of 
Jeremiah,21 a redaction that is also present in the Isaian corpus. The Torah in the heart in Isa 51:7 
is better understood as the internalized knowledge of YHWH, which is produced by his 
indwelling Spirit. The new covenant in Jeremiah is so interiorized that it becomes unnecessary 
for a brother to teach a brother, and as in Isa 11:9, the whole land will be filled with the 
knowledge of YHWH.  In a similar vein, Deuteronomy lays emphasis on the circumcision of the 
heart (Deut 10:16), and in Deut 30:6, Moses foretells that in the future, YHWH will circumcise 
the hearts of Israel's descendants to enable them love him with all their hearts. Thus the future 
covenantal circumcision is no longer that of the foreskin but that of the heart. Deuteronomy is a 
document for Israel's renewal which is actually a reaffirmation of the existing covenantal 
relationship frustrated by the people's incapacity to produce a genuine response. R. E. Clements 
sees the basic orientation of Deuteronomy in this light:  "Communion with God must embrace 
thought, feeling and will if it is to be an effective contact between the divine and human realms. 
Without this personal seeking and loving God there can be no genuine relationship with him." 22 

and with all your soul (nephesh) 

The text of Deut 6:5 uses the word “heart” in parallel with the word nephesh, which is often 
translated as “soul”. The biblical understanding of this term is far removed from what subsequent 
philosophical dualism has made of it. In the biblical use of the term, which expresses the Hebrew 
understanding, one does not have a nephesh but one is a nephesh.23 The argument of the present 
writer is that the Hebrew nephesh is better understood in terms of the concept “being”, which can 
be applied on different levels. This translation helps to explain why the Hebrew Bible often 
speaks of the nephesh of God (1 Sam 2:35: Isa 42:1; Jer 51:14; Amos 6:8; etc.), which becomes 
meaningful as God’s very being. Just like the English word “being”, the Hebrew nephesh can 

                                                 
19 See F. Stolz, “lēb, Heart,” TLOT 2, 639-640. 
20  See N. Lohfink, "Bund und Tora bei der Völkerwallfahrt [Jesajabuch und Psalm 25]," in  Der Gott Israels und die 
Völker.  Untersuchungen zum Jesajabuch und zu den Psalmen (by N. Lohfink and E. Zenger; SBS 154; Stuttgart  
1994) 47-48. 
21  See N. Lohfink, The Covenant Never Revoked.  Biblical Reflections on Christian-Jewish Dialogue (New York  
1991) 19.  
22  R. E. Clements, Deuteronomy ( OTG; Sheffield  1989)  52.  
23 Hans Walter Wolff, Anthropologie des Alten Testaments (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1973) 26. 
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have different connotations and metaphorical nuances in context but these do not detract from its 
basic meaning as “being”. Death does not separate the beingness (nephesh) from the body.24 Just 
as the living person is called nephesh, the dead person is also called nephesh. The nephesh is 
thus the human person as he or she is, the very being which is called “individual”.  

While heart expresses the individual’s inner core, nephesh expresses the individuality, the 
psychosomatic wholeness. In the actual usage, the heart and the nephesh often overlap in their 
functions, showing the close affinity between both concepts. In a number of texts (Deut 4:29; 
6:5; 10:12; 11:13,18; 1 Sam 2:35; Ps 84:2), as in Deut 6:5, they are used in parallel to express 
personal identity, to emphasize the wholeness of the person. Deut 6:5 enjoins that this individual 
entity in the wholeness of its being should be involved in the act of loving God. 

And with all your might (me
ʾōd) 

The word me
ʾōd, used for might here, literally means “muchness, force, abundance”.25 The word 

is used to amplify the earlier statement with the sense that the love for God should be with one’s 
fullest capacity.26 The word is used as a noun only here and in 2 Kgs 23:25 as it is usually used 
as an adverb (very, much, exceedingly, etc.) in its other numerous occurrences. The use in 2 Kgs 
23:25 is very significant, as it is applied to King Josiah of Judah thus: “Before him there was no 
king like him who turned to YHWH with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his might 
(me
ʾōd), according to all the law of Moses; nor did any like him arise after him.” The significant 

feature here is that all the words used in Deut 6:5 are repeated here, showing that the author 
regards Josiah as the epitome of the obedience to the Deuteronomic Torah, summed up in the 
Great Commandment. 

2.3 Synthesis 

The formulation of the Great Commandment in Deut 6:4-5 begins from a statement what YHWH 
is for Israel and then moves on to express how Israel should relate to YHWH. This it does in a 
carefully crafted parallel structure, the form of a synthetic parallelism. It begins with loving with 
the heart (the inner being), moves on to the whole person (nephesh) and ends up with might (the 
force that drives the whole action).  

The text presents the act of loving as the highest expression of faith in YHWH. A genuine act of 
love begins from an understanding of the implications of the covenantal relationship between 
YHWH and Israel and what this means for Israel’s religion and life. One metaphor that captures 
the relationship between is the metaphor of marriage. YHWH belongs to Israel and Israel’s 
whole life belongs to YHWH just as a wife belongs entirely to her husband. Thus the best way 
Israel can relate to YHWH is by love which expresses the movement of the whole being. Israel’s 
faith can only be a response of love, as that is the only form of relationship that involves a 
complete giving of the self. The total loyalty that Deut 6:4-5 asks for is a difficult one, and the 
biblical story shows that Israel found it difficult to live up to that standard. The attractions of the 
surrounding cultures, steeped in polytheistic cults, were difficult to resist, and almost throughout 
its history, the people combined the worship of YHWH with other cults. Of course, the social, 
political and religious consequences were disastrous. The text thus remains a great challenge to 

                                                 
24 Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel. Its Life and  Institutions (ET; London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1961) 56. 
25 F. Brown – S. R. Driver – C. A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament (Oxford: 
Hendrickson, 1907) no. 3966. 
26 See Samuel Dean McBride, “Yoke of the Kingdom: An Exposition of Deuteronomy 6:4-5,” Int 27 (1973) 304 
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all generations of YHWH’s people on the type of committed faith required to belong genuinely 
to YHWH. 

3. CENTRALITY OF THE GREAT COMMANDMENT FOR FAITH AND 
EVANGELIZATION 

The Judeo-Christian religion is a religion of faith and proclamation. The one who believes must 
proclaim the faith. This is the basis of evangelization. In the Christian context, it takes on an 
added responsibility. Preaching the gospel is the vocation of every baptized Christian, and this is 
done in diverse ways all of which are different forms of witnessing to Christ. Faith itself is a 
response to God’s love, and the proclamation of the faith is thus a proclamation of love. One can 
thus see the centrality of the Great Commandment in all these. The points can be further 
elaborated.  

3.1 The central theological point of Deut 6:4-5 is that YHWH is the only God of Israel and since 
YHWH is one, Israel’s relationship with this single God is to be a relationship of total 
commitment, which is a relationship of love. Deuteronomy makes it clear that YHWH loves 
Israel and Israel’s response has to be in love as well. One may interpret this love from any 
perspective but what is paramount is that the relationship is defined by love. It is a love that 
involves the whole person. Israel’s whole life is to be defined by this love. Love is the movement 
of the whole being towards God. Bernard Lonergan describes the religious experience as being 
in love with God, and as he says, “All love is self-surrender, but being in love with God is being 
in love without limits or qualifications or conditions or reservations”. This expresses adequately 
the type of love relationship that Israel is called upon to enter into with YHWH. The point of 
Deut 6:4-5 is that Israel’s whole life is by vocation theocentric. Every aspect of the people’s 
daily life must have its link with the fundamental vocation of loving the one God, YHWH, 
otherwise, one would not be loving with the whole heart and whole being and whole might. 
Without this total orientation towards God, the faith of Israel cannot stand the test of time. Pope 
Francis, in his recent encyclical, Lumen Fidei (The Light of Faith), underscores this point by 
seeing love as the basis of faith. As he puts it, “Faith knows because it is tied to love, because 
love itself brings enlightenment.”27 Elaborating this further, the Pope affirms: “The truth we 
seek, the truth that gives meaning to our journey through life, enlightens us whenever we are 
touched by love. One who loves realizes that love is an experience of truth, that it opens our eyes 
to see reality in a new way, in union with the beloved.”28 In this the Pope draws attention to the 
philosophical ideas of Ludwig Wittgenstein who likens believing to the experience of falling in 
love. To believe is to fall in love in an extraordinary way. 

3.2 One must, however, acknowledge that the demands of Deut 6:4-5 are very difficult to realize. 
The demand of total adherence to YHWH with everything at one’s disposal demands extra 
power and confidence. The biblical accounts of the faith of the Israelite people show that they 
were found wanting in the commitment. With the attractions of other props to life, it was 
humanly difficult to rely only on YHWH for the solution of all life’s problems. The same 
problems are encountered in modern evangelization. The problem of double allegiance remains a 
great obstacle to faith. 

3.3 While the Great Commandment in Deuteronomy leads to authentic faith, there is also the 
extreme of a rigid interpretation of the adherence to YHWH to the extent that all other aspects of 
                                                 
27 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei (Encyclical Letter, The Light of Faith) no- 26. 
28 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, 27. 
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life are undervalued. This was a real danger in the Israelite context, and it often brought about a 
dichotomy between the social life and the religious life. It led to extreme exclusivism and 
xenophobia, as found in the texts. This is seen in a number of Deuteronomic legislations that 
smack off stark intolerance of other religions and cultures. In accordance with the law on the sole 
worship of YHWH, Deuteronomy does not show any scruple in ordering the total elimination of 
anything or person that comes into conflict with that single cult. Some of the legislations, thus, 
encourage the death penalty, holy war, ethnic cleansing, etc., all in pursuance of religious purity. 
One finds this, for instance in Deut 20:16-17: “But as for the towns of these peoples that the 
Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, you must not let anything that breathes remain 
alive. You shall annihilate them – the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the 
Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites – just as the Lord your God has commanded.” For 
Deuteronomy, the paramount thing is Israel’s full dedication to YHWH, and whatever brings 
about the obstruction of that dedication is to be summarily eliminated (see also Deut 7:1-5).29  

3.4 The type of rigid monotheism and rigid monolatry that the Deuteronomic text provokes is 
often the cause of religious conflicts in many parts of the world. African societies have had an 
unfair share in these conflicts. The paradox is that the traditional approach to religion in most 
African cultures is very tolerant of plurality and diversity. As Elochukwu Uzukwu puts it, “Wars, 
jihads and crusades are never fought in the name of God as is common in the Jewish-Christian 
and Islamic traditions”.30 Uzukwu argues that the African approach to religion does not have a 
“clash of gods” but espouses human liberation at all levels. This is reflected in the West African 
indigenous brand of Christianity with its emphasis on the Spirit and human wholeness. “Instead 
of the collision course between absolutist claims, of God or gods that are on our side against 
others, the ideological ‘clash of civilizations’, it inspires relationship based on flexibility, 
transparency, and dialogue; and it inspires the enhancement of human dignity and the fulfilment 
of human needs and longings”.31 The tension between this African cultural approach to religion 
and the regimented rigidity of the received religions of Christianity and Islam has continued 
unabated. Sometimes, some forms of evangelization and evangelism have tended to demonize 
genuine African approaches to the Deity simply because they differ materially from the 
approaches of the received religions. In the Catholic context, this problem has provoked greater 
awareness of the need to inculturate the received Christian faith. The challenges are immense as 
one is ever confronted with the responsibility of preserving the genuine values of monotheism as 
well as preserving the authentic African approach to these monotheistic values. 

3.5 Jesus confronted the problem of rigid monotheism and monolatry by balancing the love of 
God with the love of neighbor in his reinterpretation of the Great Commandment:  

Jesus answered, “The first is, 'Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind, and with all your strength.' The second is this, 'You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these" (Mark 
12:29-31; cf. Matt 22:37-40; Luke 10:27-28)  

                                                 
29 See Luke Ijezie, “The Bible and Religious Intolerance: The Problem of Deuteronomy,” BIRD 2 (2011-2012) 1-17, 
30

 Elochukwu E. Uzukwu, God, Spirit, and Human Wholeness. Appropriating Faith and Culture in West African 
Style (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 2012) 2. 
31 Uzukwu, God, Spirit, and Human Wholeness, 3 
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The Jewish law also enjoins the love of neighbour (see Lev 19:18), but the term neighbour was 
narrowly understood as a member of the Israelite or Jewish community. Jesus creatively widened 
the interpretation of neighbour by extending its boundaries to all humanity. That is why, the 
Apostle says in 1 John 4:20: “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ but hates his brother, he is a liar; for 
whoever does not love a brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen. This 
is the commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother”. While 
God remains the ultimum bonum and the greatest object of desire, the human person is also seen 
as God’s image, as one who reflects the glory of God. The love of God is thus balanced with 
human solidarity. The Church stresses this in the Vatican II document on the Church in the 
Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, which focuses mainly on solidarity with humanity.32 Today, 
this love is extended to all creation. This implies a greater sense of ecological responsibility as it 
brings humanity back to the original divine vocation of being the custodian of God’s own 
creation. Thus the love of God that Deuteronomy enjoins implies the love of all that God created.  

4. CONCLUSION 

The text of 6:4-5 is central to the faith of Israel. It contains the greatest affirmation of the law, 
which is, the oneness of God, and the greatest commandment, which is, the command to love 
God. The love of the One God is the ground of Christian faith and faith proclamation. In John’s 
Gospel, the love of God for humanity is summarized in the divine gift of Jesus Christ to 
humanity. God so loved the world that he gave his only Son. The response to God has to be the 
acceptance of the Son he has sent. Thus the total love of God expressed in Deuteronomy 6 now 
takes form in the total acceptance of Jesus Christ, who is the only One who reveals God. 
Christian faith and evangelization are responses to God’s love made manifest in Jesus Christ.  

                                                 
32 See recent discussion in Uzochukwu J. Njoku, “The Second Vatican Council as Solidarity with Humanity,” Oche-
Amamihe: Wisdom Journal of Theology and Philosophy Vol 2 no. 5 (2013) 1-23. 
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A Study of the Faith of Rahab in the Book of Joshua and other Texts of the Bible 

 

Obiorah Mary Jerome, IHM 

Introduction  

At its face value, the New Testament (NT) perspectives and interpretations of Rahab’s story and 
personality, as presented in the Book of Joshua appear surprising or even seems a 
misapprehension of reality. She was a marginal woman with an unusual character. In fact, the 
Hebrew version of Joshua 2 describes her as ’iššāh zônāh – a professional secular prostitute 
distinct from qědēšāh – “sacred prostitute”; the latter would have been more respectful. It is 
instructive to observe that the texts of the NT and early Christian writers that appropriated the 
attitude of this woman towards the Israelite spies in projecting their theological thrusts preserve 
her Old Testament (OT) designation or identity. They still describe her as hē pornē “prostitute”. 

Still at the apparent value of the personality of Rahab, this woman, as presented in Joshua, 
particularly when perceived from the point of view of her people, was far from being patriotic in 
the real sense of the word. Does she not appear as a traitor, who could be charged for treason 
against her own people? She betrayed her people by disclosing to the prospective invaders of her 
city the state of mind and the anxiety of the inhabitants. Furthermore, her action seems to portray 
some selfishness, detrimental to her own people. She cared only for herself and her immediate 
family. She was solicitous only about saving her life and her family. Rahab went to the extent of 
abandoning her own belief and professing their foreign religion of the looming invaders. This 
was the woman who boldly lied to the king of his people and daringly made fool of his envoys. 
She preferred to save strangers rather than to identify with her people.  

In the extra-biblical Jewish literature, Rahab is portrayed as a heroine, a model proselyte and a 
worthy ancestress of important people. Could this be what infiltrated into the NT writings? She 
prominently appears in three significant NT texts. Firstly, as one of the few women whom the 
Gospel according to Matthew included in the Genealogy of Jesus (Matt 1:5). Secondly, the 
author of the Letter to the Hebrews (11:31) presents her as a prototype of faith in Israel. Finally, 
in the Letter of James (2:25), Rahab is an example of faith with good works, for in believing in 
the Lord she received the spies in her house. She and Sarah, Abraham’s wife (cf. Hebrew 11), 
are the only women in these lists of heroes of faith in the Bible, specifically in the OT.   

Rahab’s confession of faith in Josh 2:9-11 depicts a characteristic protestation of faith found in 
the OT, which often recalls God’s great acts of love; this formed the core of its confession of 
faith and broadened its gaze in faith.1 She confessed her faith like any other Israelite by recalling 
the great deeds of the Lord and their effect in the present. By so doing she identified with them 
and became one with them in their faith. She became a member of the Yahweh community, for 
in the Old Testament, “the faith of Israel was seen primarily as a relationship between the 
faithful community and Yahweh. It was not a ‘conversion’ experience that brought individuals to 
faith. It was their inclusion in the community of Yahweh, the People of the Lord”.2   

What is special about Rahab the prostitute? What kind of faith did she have? How can one 
reconcile this perceptible faith of Rahab with her attitude towards her own people, especially 
from the perspective of the inhabitants of her city? What can we learn from Rahab in this Year of 

                                                 
1 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei: Encyclical Letter (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2013) no.15.  
2 Joseph P. Healey, “Faith”, The Anchor Bible Dictionary vol.2 (London: Doubleday, 1992) 748.  
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Faith when the Church encourages all to reflect on the nature of Christian faith and embark on 
assiduous study of its contents? These and many other questions motivated this research. It is a 
quest to understand the nature of the faith of an unusual woman, who rose from being marginal 
to the fore, and to the point of being a worthy ancestress of Jesus, the Messiah. This research 
adopted a literary method with emphasis on the analysis of key narrative techniques employed in 
the text.  

1. Rahab in the Book of Joshua 

In the entire OT, the personal name Rahab occurs only in the Book of Joshua, and particularly, in 
the narrative on the fall of Jericho into the hands of the Israelites. Major events in the history of 
the people of Israel were later recounted in hymnic and sermonic recitals like 1 Sam 12; Neh 9:6-
31; Pss 78; 105; 106 and 136; but Rahab’s contribution to Israel’s history remains conspicuously 
absent in these and in other parts of the OT. It is also striking to observe that some key events in 
Joshua are not mentioned in any other part of the Bible. These include the fall of Jericho, the 
capture of Ai, the division of the land and the covenant at Shechem. Is the Book of Joshua so 
isolated? It is expedient to begin a comprehensive study of the role Rahab played in the success 
of Joshua’s leadership with a survey of other features of the book of Joshua. Her faith, which is 
the focal issue of this research, is intrinsically intertwined with her contribution to Joshua’s 
conquest of the Promised Land.         

1.1 Some Features of the Book of Joshua 

A fundamental feature of the Book of Joshua is a chain of parallels that the writer deliberately 
created between some events in the lives of Moses and Joshua son of Nun, Moses’ minister and 
successor.3 Both leaders, for instance, sent spies to reconnoitre the land God promised the 
Patriarchs (Num 13; Deut 1:19-46; Joshua 2). Both leaders experienced the miraculous drying up 
of Reed Sea and River Jordan respectively (Exod 14; Josh 3). They conducted a celebration of 
Passover to mark important stages in their lives as leaders (Exod 12; Joshua 5:10-12). Each had a 
vision during which they were commanded to remove their shoes from their feet for the land on 
which they were standing was a holy ground (Exod 3:5; Josh 5:15). Both leaders sent spies for 
the second time (Num 21:32; Josh 7:2-5). Moses and Joshua were great and persistent 
intercessors, who, when they held out their hands in prayer, their people prevailed over their 
enemies in battle (Exod 17:8-13; Josh 8:18-26). They also interceded for their people when they 
offended God (Exod 32:11-14; Num 11:2; 14:13-19; Deut 9:25-29; Josh 7:6-9). They prepared 
their subjects for theophanies (Exod 19:10; Joshua 3:5). The two leaders distinguished 
themselves as mediators of the covenant between God and Israel (Exod 24; Joshua 24). Finally, 
these ideal leaders of Israel delivered farewell speeches just before they died (Deuteronomy; 
Josh 23-24).4  

All these close parallels are arranged in such a way that they justify the divine assurance to 
Joshua, articulated as direct speech in Josh 3:7: “This day I will begin to exalt you in the sight of 

                                                 
3 The points delineated in this section of the paper are inspired by the work of Michael David Coogan, “Joshua”, The 
New Jerome Biblical Commentary (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1992) 110-112. 
4  Cf. Paul Béré, Le second Serviteur de Yhwh. Un portrait exégétique de Josué dans le livre  
éponyme; Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis - OBO 253; Fribourg: Academic Press, 2012, for a detailed survey of these 
parallels.   
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all Israel, so that they may know that I will be with you as I was with Moses”.5 In Josh 4:14 the 
narrator re-iterates this divine declaration in these words: “On that day the Lord exalted Joshua 
in the sight of all Israel; and they stood in awe of him, as they had stood in awe of Moses, all the 
days of his life”. We have in this and in the parallels mentioned above a major theme in the Book 
of Joshua. There was a pronounced continuity between the leadership of Moses and that of 
Joshua.6 Moses was successful and Joshua who worked closely with Moses as his special aide 
would also be successful. It was God’s will, according to the narrator, that Rahab would 
contribute immensely to this success.  

Another outstanding feature of the Book of Joshua is that Joshua, son of Nun and direct 
successor of Moses, is presented in the book as one who fulfilled Moses’ injunctions. For 
example, in Num 32 and Deut 3:12-20, Moses commanded that Reuben, Gad and the Eastern 
Manasseh should join other tribes in the military conquests of the Promised Land. Joshua 
faithfully fulfilled this in Josh 1:12-18. Moses also instructed that an altar be erected on Mount 
Ebal (Deut 27:1-26); Joshua executed this by building an altar on that mountain (Josh 8:30-35). 
Moses ordered the extermination of the inhabitants of the land and of the Anakim (Deut 20:16; 
9:2). Joshua obeyed; this forms a greater part of the narratives we have in the Book of Joshua. 
Rahab was instrumental in one of such conquests. She was in a very good position to foil 
Joshua’s plan but she supported the divine plan as conveyed by Moses and understood by Joshua 
and his people. Furthermore, the division of the land by lot, which Joshua did in Josh 14:2, was 
in accordance with the command he received from Moses, his predecessor in Num 34:13. In 
Num 35:9-15 and Deut 19:1-10, Moses instructed that cities of asylum be established; Joshua 
obeyed (Josh 20). Similarly, cities of the Levites built by Joshua (Josh 21:1-42) were also in 
fulfilment of Moses’ injunctions (Num 35:1-8). In fact, at a point in the narrative, the narrator 
summarised all these commands and their fulfilment as follows: “As the Lord had commanded 
his servant Moses, so Moses commanded Joshua, and so Joshua did; he left nothing undone of all 
that the Lord had commanded Moses” (Josh 11:15). This confirms that Joshua’s actions were not 
merely a fulfillment of Moses’ injunctions; rather, they had their origin in God, who commanded 
Moses and Moses passed them on to his successor. Rahab’s episode was also not excluded from 
this divine plan. 

The frequency of aetiological conclusions in the Book of Joshua marks this literary device as a 
noteworthy feature in the book. Aetiologia is used when, either directly or indirectly, the speaker 
renders a reason for what he thinks, says, or does. Its Latin name causae redditio further clarifies 
the meaning of this figure of speech, for it means “rendering a reason” or “showing the cause”.7 
There are a good number of aetiological narratives in Joshua and they often end with the phrase 
‘ad hayyôm hazzeh “to this day” or other variants (cf. Josh 4:9; 5:9; 6:25; 7:26; 8:28; 9:27; 
10:27; 13:13; 14:14; 15:63; 16:10).8 The phrase ‘ad hayyôm hazzeh “to this day” seems to 
indicate that the events narrated took place in the distant past; the episodes we have in Joshua 
were written many years after. It is informative to note that the narrative on Rahab bears this 

                                                 
5 The Biblical citations in English are according to the New Revised Standard Version Catholic Edition, unless 
otherwise indicated.  
6 These parallels between Moses and Joshua his assistant and successor are reminiscent of similar parallels in the 
narratives on Elijah and Elisha in 1 Kings 17 – 2 Kings.  
7 E.W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech used in the Bible Explained and Illustrated (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker 
Book House, 2003) 963. 
8 In Josh 5:3 and 22:34 one finds etymological explanations that are developed into full narratives in the Book of 
Joshua. 
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aetiological mark. In Josh 6:25 the narrator adds: “Her family has lived in Israel ever since. For 
she hid the messengers whom Joshua sent to spy out Jericho”. This answers the question: why 
does Rahab live in Israel?  And the answer is also in the text: she contributed positively to 
Joshua’s expedition. The rest of the story is in Joshua 2, where she made her act of faith, 
corroborating it with good work, and in chapter 6, where she was rewarded for her good work.   
Following the tripartite division of the Book of Joshua in I. The Actual Conquest (chapters 1-12); 
II. The Division of the Land (chapters 13-21); and III. Appendix (chapters 22-24),9 Rahab’s 
episode is found in the first part of the Book. This first part concentrates mainly on the conquest 
of the land by Joshua and Rahab contributed to its success in a very significant way. She helped 
in its success and in accepting the faith of the invaders, thereby being instrumental in opening the 
door of faith in YHWH to non-Israelites.         
1.2 Narrative on Rahab in the Book of Joshua         

In the Book of Joshua, Rahab is mentioned in chapters two and six. She made her act of faith in 
chapter two and reaped the benefit in chapter six. Actually, the full narrative is in chapter two for 
she appears only towards the end of chapter six. A detailed study of chapter two and the 
concluding section of chapter six (Josh 6:17, 22-25), that forms a sequel, will elicit the features 
of the personality of Rahab and the faith that made her rise from the status of a marginal to a 
heroine.   

1.2.1 The Text of Joshua 2   

The Masoretic Text (MT) of Joshua 2 differs from other ancient versions of this chapter, 
particularly the Septuagint (LXX). In v.1, for instance, the adverb ḥereš “secretly” is not found 
in the LXX and the Syriac versions. However, the two men sent by Joshua actually embarked on 
surreptitious mission for they arrived at dusk and spent the night in a house that was suspicious. 
The inhabitants suspected their movement and raised an alarm. Still in v.1, the insertion of the 
name of the city, Jericho, by the LXX and suggested by MT, immediately after the verb 
wayyābō’û “and they came” seems to attenuate the sexual implication of this verb in the 
context.10  

In the same manner, in v.3, the LXX omitted a part of the words of the king’s messenger to 
Rahab: hôṣȋ’ ȋ hā’ǎnāšȋm habbā’ ȋm ’ēlayik ’ǎšer bā’û lebêtēk “Bring out the men who have come 
to you, who entered your house”. The LXX carefully removed ’ēlayik ’ǎšer bā’û. From the point 
of view of the translation in LXX, the emphasis is on entering the house of Rahab. Even from 
this early stage the scribes, as we will see below in Jewish extra-Biblical writings, had already 
begun presenting Rahab positively.    

In verse 9, the phrase that seems like an extreme negative presentation of the inhabitants of 
Jericho by Rahab is also omitted in the LXX. According to the MT, Rahab had this to say about 
her own people: wekȋ nāmōgû kol-yōšebê hā’āreṣ mippenêkem “and that all the inhabitants of the 
land melt in fear before you”. That this phrase is deliberately omitted by the LXX is justified by 

                                                 
9 Cf. J.A. Soggin, Joshua: A Commentary (London: SCM Press, 1988) 2-3. 
10 The verb bô’ “to come”, “arrive” etc., is sometimes used in the OT to indicate co-habitation of a man with a 
woman. Sarai used the same verb to introduce Abram to her maidservant, Hagar, in Gen 16:2. See H.D. Preuss, 
“bô’”, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament vol. II (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1999) 21 for a list 
of other examples of this euphemism.   
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its presence at the end of the chapter, in v.24 where it is repeated in the report the spies gave to 
Joshua.  

The syntactic construction in v.2 elucidates the reaction of the people: hinnēh ’ǎnāšȋm bā’ȗ 
hēnnāh “behold some men came here ...” We have here a presentative exclamation in 
exclamation of immediacy and fuller exclamation of perception. Hinnēh “behold” in this context 
has the nuance of vivid immediacy in a verbal clause.11  When the men came and entered 
Rahab’s house the people reported it to their king. The use of this exclamation is meant to 
heighten Rahab’s denial of a fact that was obvious.    

Besides these textual variants, Joshua 2 anticipates some of other narratives in the book. Firstly, 
there is another reconnaissance in chapter 7. Secondly, Rahab’s confession of faith has some 
affinity with similar confession of faith by the Gibeonites in chapter 9. Thirdly, Rahab’s speech 
encapsulates the pivotal points in Joshua’s farewell speech in chapter 24. In point of fact, Joshua 
2 has been described “as a prolegomenon to the events that follow”;12 it serves as a hinge that 
holds vital episodes in Joshua.     

 

1.2.2 Literary Structure and Narrative Devices 

There are some characteristic features that contribute to the clear delimitation of the narrative we 
have in Joshua 2. Firstly, its content or theme is different from those of the two chapters that 
flank it. Joshua 2 focuses on the reconnoitring of Jericho by the two men sent by Joshua. 
Secondly, some of the characters in this chapter (Rahab, spies, inhabitants of Jericho and their 
king) are not mentioned in the two adjacent chapters. Thirdly, the scene of the action is Jericho. 
Considering these points, we have a distinct narrative which is also linked to other narratives in 
the book. In fact, Joshua 2 is concluded in chapter 6. We have also seen above how this chapter 
prepares for other events in the book of Joshua. 

Like many other narratives in the OT, Joshua 2 begins with an exposition which “is the 
presentation of indispensable pieces of information about the state of affairs that precedes the 
beginning of the action itself. These details are necessary for the understanding of the 
narrative”.13  Verse 2 of our text seems to serve as an exposition. In this verse, the theme of the 
narrative is introduced in the words that Joshua addressed to the two men: lekû re’û ’et-hā’āreṣ 
we’et-yerȋḥô “Go, view the land, especially Jericho”. Again, the characters and the scene of 
action are introduced. In this exposition, it is necessary that the narrator uses the adverb ḥereš 
“secretly”. The secrecy of the spies’ action triggered the suspicion from the inhabitants. 
Furthermore, this secrecy continues in the rest of the story: they entered Rahab’s home at night; 
she hid them, and secretly sent them away; they secretly hid themselves for three days so that 
they would not be discovered by their pursuers. 

“Exposition” usually gives only necessary information that helps the audience to understand the 
narrative thrust of the text. This might explain the reason why the narrative time (the duration of 
the actions and events in the story as measured in units of real time) in this verse is 

                                                 
11 B.K. Waltke – M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 
1990) 675. 
12 Coogan, “Joshua”, 113. 
13 Jean Louis Ska, “Our Fathers have told us”: Introduction to the Analysis of Hebrew Narratives (Subsidia Biblica 
13; Rome: Editice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2000) 21.  
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conspicuously shorter than the narration time (material time necessary to tell the story).14 The 
journey of the spies from Shittim to Jericho is simply mentioned in passing; there is no need for a 
detailed description of what happened on the way. Shittim is about six miles from the River 
Jordan,15 and from Jordan to Jericho is also another distance. The length of time it took them to 
reach Jericho and possible things that could have happened to them are not necessary for the 
narrative. Such “omission” could also be understood as ellipsis. “There is an ‘ellipsis’ in a 
narrative when events of the ‘story’ are simply bypassed in the ‘discourse’”.16    

Dialogues play an important role in the internal structuring of the narrative, and in every segment 
of Josh 2, Rahab is projected as the chief character. The first scene, which is also the set of 
dialogue, took place in the house of Rahab and it begins from v. 2 through v. 7. Besides the 
reported speech of the message sent to king of Jericho:17 “some Israelites have come here tonight 
to search out the land”, the first dialogue was between this king, through his envoys, and Rahab. 
She was commanded to bring out the men (v. 3). She responded, lying and misleading the king’s 
emissaries (v. 4). Her words and actions propelled the narrative.  They wanted to move her to 
action but she ironically ordered them to obey her; she actually and humorously fooled them. 
The men rushed out of her house with the intention of capturing the two spies whom she 
carefully hid in her house. At the centre of this scene is her lie which the king’s messengers 
believed to be true. Verses 2-7 contain the scene of the saving lie of Rahab; for her lying saved 
the two Israelites. 

Scene two is again centred on a dialogue between Rahab and the two spies in vv. 8-14 and it was 
situated in Rahab’s house, but in a specific spot in this house, the roof. It was within this 
dialogue that she made her profession of faith in the God of Israel (v. 11). Secondly, she 
dominates so much in the dialogue (vv. 9-13); in a scene of seven verses, her words alone 
occupy five verses. In addition, this scene prepares for the long speech of the spies before their 
departure; she made them swear that they would preserve her life and that of her relatives. 

Scene three took place at the outer side of the city, beside the wall of the city (v. 15) and it is 
from v. 15 to v. 21. Just like in the first scene, in this third part of the narrative, Rahab instructed 
the two men on how to escape. Her instruction in this one differs from that of the first part for it 
is not an irony as in the previous, but on how to escape successfully from the pursuers. The 
protracted speech of the spies was on the condition given to Rahab for the fulfilment of the oath 
she made them swear (vv. 17-20). In part 2, Rahab had a long speech and the spies briefly 
responded. In part three, she initiated the conversation, the spies spoke at length, and she 
responded to them briefly (v. 21).      

Verses 22-24 narrate the return of the spies to Shittim and their report to Joshua. It is revealing to 
note that even in this concluding part of the text Rahab is still very much active. The words of 
the report given to Joshua were taken from her speech in v. 11. The leitmotif is the figure of this 
very clever woman who defies every intimidation coming either from her people or from the 
strangers who entered her house; to the former she employed wit and for the latter she fully 
identified with their mission and did all possible to make it successful. She pervades all the 
segments of the narratives, which can be divided thus: a) The Exposition (v. 1); b) verses 2-7; c) 

                                                 
14 Ska, “Our Fathers have told us”, 7-8. 
15 Joel C. Slayton, “Shittim”, The Anchor Bible Dictionary vol. V (London: Doubleday, 1992) 1222.  
16 Ska, “Our Fathers have told us”, 13.  
17 Note that his name is not mentioned in the narrative because it is not necessary in the story. 
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verses 8-14; d) verses 15-21; e) verses 22-24. Verse 1 corresponds to vv. 22-24 in the sense that 
the first is the preparation for the project and the second is its accomplishment. Again, Part two 
and Part four are related. In the first one, Rahab sent the king’s envoys away to pursue the spies, 
in the second she sent the spies away so that they could escape from the pursuers. The centre of 
the narrative is vv.8-14, where Rahab made her profession of faith and she also made the spies 
swear an oath to save her and her family from destruction.     

1.2.3 Close Reading of Joshua 2 

1.2.3.1 The Exposition (v.1) 

This introduces the narrative, stating the theme and presenting the key characters. Joshua was the 
initiator of this reconnaissance; by this action he exhibited an aspect of his as Moses’ replica. In 
Numbers 13 and at the threshold of the Promised Land, Moses sent spies to scout the land of 
Canaan. At the Lord’s instruction, he sent twelve men, one from each of the twelve tribes of 
Israel; all their names are given in Num 13. Joshua, who before this mission was called 
Hoshea,18 represented the tribe of Ephraim. As Moses’ successor, he also sent only two spies, 
whose names are not mentioned in the text, probably because it is not important for the narrative. 
They were sent from, according to the Hebrew text, haššiṭṭȋm Shittim. This proper name 
consistently goes with the definite article, and it means perhaps “the acacias”.19 Shittim was the 
Israelite camp, east of the Jordan and north-east of the Dead Sea, before they entered the 
Promised Land. Like Moses, Joshua had to send the spies when the people were nearing the land 
of Canaan. 

The mission of the two men was to go and view the land, specifically, Jericho, which is in the 
northwest of the Dead Sea and the first city the people of Israel conquered when they entered the 
Promised Land. It is significant for the narrator that this first possession of Israel was through 
Rahab’s encouragement. Jericho is a very fertile and ideal place for settlement. This was where 
Rahab lived with her family, and probably engaged in some useful faming besides her social 
work as a prostitute. Jericho is frequently mentioned in both the OT and the NT.20 It is known for 
its date palm trees that merited its name as “City of Palm Trees” (Deut 34:3; Judg 3:13; 2 Chr 
28:15). Jericho had a wall round it with a gate that could be closed (Josh 2:7). The city lies about 
eight hundred and twenty-five feet below sea level and is in the region that is the lowest spot in 
the world.21  

The narrative in Joshua 2 centres on Rahab; nothing is said about how the spies viewed the land 
as directed by Joshua in v. 1. As soon as they entered Rahab’s house, according to the narrator, 
she became the focal point, everything revolves around her. In the Bible, the name Rahab refers 
firstly to this woman, who is depicted as the prostitute of Jericho. In Hebrew the root of this 
name is RHB meaning “to be wide” or “to be broad”. Some explain it as an apocopate form of 
the theophoric personal name Rehabiah that means “YHWH increases” or “enlarges”.22 
Secondly, in the Bible the name Rahab refers to a mythological sea serpent or dragon, 

                                                 
18 It was Moses who changed his name to Joshua (Num 13:16), a name that means “YHWH saves”.  
19 J.L. McKenzie, Dictionary of the Bible (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1965) 810. 
20 It occurs about seventy times in OT and NT (cf. Num 22:1; 26:3; Josh 2; 5:13-6:23; 16:1,7; 18:12,21; 2Kgs 2:4-
5,15; Jer 39:5-7; Matt 20:29; Mark 10:46 etc.).  
21 T.A. Holland – Ehud Netzer, “Jericho”, The Anchor Bible Dictionary vol. III (London: Doubleday, 1992) 724.  
22 Donald K. Berry, “Rehabiah”, The Anchor Bible Dictionary vol. V (London: Doubleday, 1992) 660 and Leonard 
J. Greenspoon, “Rahab”, The Anchor Bible Dictionary vol. V (London: Doubleday, 1992) 611. 
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“boisterous one”, similar to Leviathan, which was originally Canaanite chaos monster (cf. Pss 
87:4; 89:11; Job 9:13; 26:12; Isa 30:7; 51:9). This name with this second meaning serves as a 
metaphorical name for Egypt.23 The Rahab we have in Joshua 2 is a feminine personal name of 
the protagonist in this narrative. She is called ’iššāh zônāh, literally “a woman prostitute”. Zônāh 
is cognate with the verb zānāh, which “is the usual word for the activity of a harlot or 
prostitute”,24 and used figuratively for apostasy in the OT.25 In Joshua 2, Rahab is known as a 
prostitute and she earned her living through this unpopular way of life. 

The spies, meraggelȋm, from Shittim came secretly and entered, wayyābō’ȗ, her house and lay 
down or slept, wayyiškebȗ, there.26 Although both verbs are associated with Rahab’s profession, 
for the narrator might intentionally have euphemised it, 27  the inhabitants of Jericho still 
recognised them as Israelites, perceived their coming as spies and alerted their ruler. The two 
verbs for “to enter” and “to lie down” or “sleep” further emphasise the type of woman Rahab 
was, prepare and elucidate her profession of faith later in the narrative. The two men are 
described as meraggelȋm, spies, the plural of meraggēl, a derivative of the denominative verb 
rāgal (substantive is regel foot) “to spy out” (cf. Gen 42:30; Num 21:32; Deut 1:24; Josh 
6:22,25; 7:2; etc.). A spy, meraggēl, according to OT understanding, is a person whose feet are 
all too busy.28 Rahab received them and positively directed them. Her compatriots, however, 
were wary about the movement of these two men and did not hesitate to capture them. 

 

1.2.3.2 The saving lie of Rahab (vv. 2-7) 

This first part of the narrative contains the first set of dialogue, in which Rahab plays a vital role. 
The presence of the men within the wall of Jericho was of great concern to all and a threat that 
the king should know about; he was actually informed in these words: hinnēh ’ǎnāšȋm bā’ȗ 
hēnnāh hallaylāh mibbenê yiśrā’ēl laḥpōr ’et-hā’āreṣ “behold men have come here at night from 
among the Israelites to scout out the land” (v. 2). Hallaylāh “at night” in this direct speech 
continues the adverbial phrase “secretly” of v. 1 and was perhaps what elicited fear in the 
inhabitants of the city. The king of Jericho acted prompted, according to the narrative, and sent 
orders to Rahab to bring out the men (v. 3). Rahab’s reaction was to hide them (v. 4);29 the 
narrative reveals later in v.6 how she concealed these two men. In v.4a, she hid them in her 
actions, while her words in vv. 4b-5a further concealed them and convinced both the king and 

                                                 
23 John Day, God’s Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea; Cambridge 1985; and “Rahab (Dragon)”, The Anchor 
Bible Dictionary vol. V (London: Doubleday, 1992) 610-611).   
24  S. Erlandsson, “zānāh”, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament vol. IV (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 1997) 99.  
25 Cf. Num 15:39; Hos 1:2; 2:4; 4:15,18; 9:1; Isa 1:21; Jer 2:20; 2:17,19 etc.   
26 Note the variation in the rendition of Josh 1:1b in the New Revised Standard Version; the translation of the 
Hebrew text is: “they went and entered the house of a prostitute whose name was Rahab and lay down there or slept 
there”. 
27 The verb šākab is often used in the OT for sexual intercourse (about fifty-five times); cf. Exod 22:15,18; Lev 
15:24,33; 18:22; 19:20; 20:11,12,13,18,20; Num 5:13,19; etc. 
28 F.J. Stendebach, “Regel”, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament vol. XIII (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 2004) 322. 
29 Following the narrative and the ancient version (the Septuagint, Syriac Peshitta and Talmud) the word wattiṣpenô 
“and she hid him” could be corrected to wattiṣpenēm “and she hid them”.   

17



 

her subjects to believe that the men were no longer within the walls of the city.30 Rahab refused 
to do the will of the king and the rest of the inhabitants of Jericho. Her answer to the king of 
Jericho is reminiscent of that of Shiphra and Puah to the Pharaoh in Moses’ infant narrative 
(Exod 2:19). Just as these Hebrew midwives deceived Pharaoh, Rahab cleverly saved the two 
Israelites. She did this because of her faith in their God and mission, which she would express 
later in the narrative.    

It is interesting to observe how Rahab achieved her objective and outmanoeuvred the king and 
his envoys. She agreed first that men entered her house: kēn bā’ȗ ’ēlay hā’ǎnāšȋm “yes the men 
came to me”. She used the words of the command she received from the king; while she 
carefully avoided using the phrase šenayim ’ǎnāšȋm “two men”, which the narrator uses in the 
first part of v. 4 and in v. 1. It seems in the narrative that it is only the narrator and Rahab who 
know the number of the men that came for this specific purpose of scouting the land. This is 
because in the report given to the king and in the words of the king’s command (v. 3b), they are 
simply called “men”, without the modifier šenayim (two).  It is possible that the inhabitants of 
Jericho were not sure of the number that came to spy their city. This could explain why Rahab 
had to remain on their level of knowledge in her response. She acknowledged that men entered 
her house (v. 4b), perhaps like any other men whom she used to serve. The first part of her deceit 
might appear innocent: welō’ yāda‘tȋ mē’ayin hēmmāh “I do not know from where they came” 
(v. 4c), which is not found in the Greek version, because in her work as a prostitute, she need not 
know from where all her customers came. These words coming from her confirm and highlight 
her social status. 

Her full blown deceit is in verse 5 where, continuing her intervention and still referring to the 
spies simply as hā’ǎnāšȋm and using the same phrase lō’ yāda‘tȋ  “I do not know” as in v. 4c, she 
convinced the king’s messengers to leave her house. Her words were strong and persuasive 
enough as to distract the envoys from thinking of searching for the spies in her house. The 
messengers, and the king intended, were outwitted by this woman who is now in control of the 
spies and of the entire city. She even commanded the envoys as she pretended to advise them: 
ridṗȗ mahēr ’aḥǎrêhem kȋ taśśȋḡȗm “pursue them quickly for you can overtake them” (v. 5b). 
The men sent by the king and now craftily sent away by Rahab are presented in the narrative as 
naive, easily convinced and tossed about by a woman. “In committing her life to the people of 
God, she was not lowly at all, but even wiser than the king of Jericho”.31 In 2 Sam 17:17-22 a 
woman also saved the lives of two men, Jonathan and Ahimaaz, using similar tactics as Rahab 
did. She helped them escape without being caught by their pursuers. Jael, wife of Heber, in Judg 
4:18-20, received Sisera into her house, but her protection was momentary for she killed him 
with a peg. Rahab on the other hand preserved life; she lied to achieve this. In this way, her lying 

                                                 
30 Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “Reading Rahab”, Teheilla le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies in honor of Moshe 
Greenberg (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1997) 57-68, compares Rahab’s action of hiding the spies to that of 
Moses’ mother who hid her son from the destructive intention of the Pharaoh (Exod 2); it is observed that the same 
verb for hiding is used both in Joshua 2 and in Exodus 2. There are other references to Biblical traditions in Joshua 2 
and these will be pointed out in due course.      
31 Miriam Feinberg Vamosh, Women at the time of the Bible (Herzlia, Israel: Palphot, 2007) 99. 
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may not be considered sinful32 because the breaking of a lesser law so as to keep a higher, that is, 
preservation of life in this context, is not sin.33    

Verse 6 explains how Rahab preserved the two spies whom she received into her house; it gives 
a hint on the nature of her house, and provides a clue on her other possible means of earning a 
living apart from her social status as a prostitute. “Rahab’s profession, as noted, was one that put 
women on the margins of Israelite society. It can be imagined that to survive, such a woman had 
to be independent, defiant and perceptive as well. Rahab put all these traits to work in the 
story”.34 Rahab’s house had a gāḡ, which is the Hebrew word for a flat roof upon which one may 
walk. This can serve as spreading ground, especially for grain and other farm produce. Actually, 
in the text we know that Rahab arranged on this flat roof pištê hā‘ēṣ “stalks of flax”. These must 
have been abundant enough as to be able to cover the two men and hid them from being 
discovered by possible intruders. Pēšet “flask, linen” has its botanic name as linum 
usitatissimum.35 It is known as the world’s oldest textiles and it takes some significant labour to 
prepare linen fibres from its stalks. These stalks are used for fibre, sails, cloth, curtains, wicks for 
lamps, mummy wrappings, cartonnage (that is, linen and papyrus) used for mummy masks. The 
seeds are also highly useful for they are utilised as linseed oil. They are also medically useful for 
oil prescribed as demulcent, emollient, and laxative as well as remedy for burns.36 Rahab had 
enough of these stalks in her house when the spies arrived. She was most likely a very busy 
woman who made good use of her time cultivating flask,37 preparing their fibres and using the 
raw material for some other products.38        

1.2.3.3 Rahab’s Profession of Faith in YHWH (vv. 8-14) 

This second basic dialogue is between Rahab and the two spies who are now lying down on her 
roof, covered with pištê hā‘ēṣ “stalks of flax”. Her adherence to the new faith is most likely 
implied in her movement to the two men, whom she was hiding on the roof of her house. The 
narrator highlights this movement with some alliteration and assonance in v. 8.b: ‘āletāh ‘ǎlêhem 
‘al-haggāḡ “she went up to them to the roof”. She went up to them and introduced her speech 
with the same phrase, lō’ yāda‘tȋ “I do not know”, she used negatively, in the dialogue with her 
people. In her conversation with the two men, she knows, yāda‘tȋ “I know”. What she knew was 
YHWH’s great deeds for Israel in the past. Like most confessions of faith in the OT, her 
profession of faith was preceded by remembrance of marvellous deeds of YHWH. What was it 
she knew? She delineated them one after another. Before she enumerated them, she first made an 
inference, which was also part of what she knew: “that YHWH has given the land to you” (v. 
                                                 
32 Wayne Jackson, “Does the Bible Sanction Rahab’s Lying?” https://www.christiancourier.com/articles/1324-does-
the-bible-sanction-rahabs-lying (Accessed 20 Sept 2013); this author, however, argues that Rahab’s lie was sinful 
and that she was remitted of this sin through her faith. 
33 Peter Barnes, “Was Rahab’s lie a sin?” The Reformed Theological Review 54 (1995) 1-9. 
34 Vamosh, Women at the time of the Bible, 99. 
35 Pēšet “flask, linen” is also mention in Gen 41:41; Exod 25:4; Lev 6:10; Lev 6:10; Deut 22:11; 1 Sam 2:18; Isa 
42:3; Matt 27:59; Mark 15:46; John 19:40; Rev 18:12. 
36 Irene Jacob – Walter Jacob, “Flora”, The Anchor Bible Dictionary vol. II (London: Doubleday, 1992) 815.   
37 Jerold Aust, “Profiles of Faith: Rahab - From Harlot to Heroine”, http://www.ucg.org/faith/profiles-faith-rahab-
harlot-heroine (Accessed 13 Sept 2013). 
38 Joshua 3:15 indicates that it was actually harvest time when the produce of the field were gathered and stored in 
some convenient places of the house. Nissan Mindel, “Rahab”,  
http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/112075/jewish/Rahab.htm (Accessed 18 Sept 2013), avers that the 
Israelites’ scouting expedition under Joshua took place a month after the death of Moses. 
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9a). This, certainly did not represent the feelings of her fellow townsmen and women,39 
otherwise they would not have sought to defend themselves by pursing the spies.  

She knew that the Lord has given their land to Israel and this knowledge, which her people also 
shared but did not want to admit the reality, rendered them panic-stricken. Rahab described the 
situation with the same words (cf. v. 9) employed in the victory song of Moses (Exod 15:15-16). 
Terror, dread (’êmāh) of the people of Israel fell upon them and they were disheartened, melted 
away (mȗḡ) just as the inhabitants of Canaan melted away at the time of Moses (Exod 15:15).  

Her knowledge and that of her people came from what they heard about YHWH and his people. 
Thus she continued her speech in v. 10 with the verb šāma‘nȗ “we have heard”; this verbal root 
is found at very strategic points in the first part of the Book of Joshua,40 and it is often in the 
contexts of other nations hearing YHWH’s marvellous deeds in the past. In Josh 5:1, for 
instance, the Amorites and all the kings of Canaan heard that the YHWH dried up the waters of 
the Jordan for the Israelites. In Josh 7:9, Joshua lamented that the Canaanites and all the 
inhabitants of the land would hear about the misfortune that YHWH wanted to fall on Israel. In 
Josh 9:1, a conglomeration of other nations gathered together to fight Israel when these nations 
heard about them. Consequently, the Gibeonites (Josh 9:1) acted with cunning against these 
other nations when they heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and Ai. Finally, in Josh 10:1-2, 
King Adonizedek of Jerusalem was greatly frightened when he heard how Joshua had destroyed 
Ai. Rahab and her people have also heard about YHWH and this was the foundation of her faith.  

She knew God through the experience of history,41 and the rest of her speech that reached its 
climax in affirming the supremacy of YHWH in v.11 recalls this history. First, Rahab and her 
people heard about Exodus, how Israel came out of Egypt, particularly the miraculous passage 
through the Red Sea (Exod 14). They heard how the Israelites exterminated the kings of 
Amorites, Sihon and Og, beyond the Jordan (Num 21:21-35; Deut 2:26-37). All these made them 
lose courage because history has proved that YHWH ’ělōhêkem hȗ’ ’ ělōhȋm baššāmayim 
mimma‘al we’al-hā’āreṣ mittāḥat “The Lord your God is indeed God in heaven above and on 
earth below” (v. 11). In fact, all Rahab’s words and actions towards the two Israelites spies were 
motivated by this protestation of faith in YHWH. The risk she took in hiding them in her house 
and her deceitful words to the king’s emissaries were all because of her faith in YHWH, whom 
she acknowledged to be a universal God. In point of fact, the phrase, “heaven above and earth 
below”, is merismos (“an enumeration of the parts of a whole”)42 referring to the whole world. 
This may not appear as a profession of monotheism;43 however, it can be inferred from her 
words. The universalistic character of YHWH, as Rahab affirms, makes him supreme over all 
and renders other gods almost non-existent.  

Truly Rahab’s confession has so much in common with profession of monotheistic faith in 
YHWH, according to Deut 4:39: “So acknowledge today and take to heart that the Lord is God 

                                                 
39 John Garstang, Joshua- Judges: The Foundations of Bible History (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Kregel Publications, 
1978) 133.   
40 Karel A. Deurloo, “Spiel mit und Verweis auf Torah-Worte in Joshua 2-6; 9” Dielheimer Blätter zum ALten 
Testament und seiner Rezeption in der Alten Kirchen (1992) 70-80. 
41 Berel Dov Lerner, “Rahab the Harlot and other Philosophers of Religion”, The Jewish Bible Quarterly 28 (2000) 
52-55.  
42 Bullinger, Figures of Speech used in the Bible, 435. 
43 Berel Dov Lerner, “Rahab the Harlot and other Philosophers of Religion”, 52-55. 
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in heaven above and on the earth beneath;44 there is no other”. Besides the monotheistic phrase, 
’ên ‘ôd ‘“there is no other” in Deut 4:39, Rahab’s words are the exact words, YHWH ’ělōhêkem 
hȗ’ ’ ělōhȋm baššāmayim mimma‘al we’al-hā’āreṣ mittāḥat “The Lord your God is indeed God in 
heaven above and on earth below” (v. 11); the same as in Deuteronomy. This might confirm the 
opinion that she did not as such affirm monotheism which characterised Israel.45 However, the 
figure of merismos inherent in baššāmayim mimma‘al we’al-hā’āreṣ mittāḥat “ in heaven above 
and on earth below” is made explicit in the appositional phrase, ’ên ‘ôd “there is no other” that 
follows this confession of faith in Deut 4:49. Rahab knew the name of Israel’s God and she 
called him by this name in this dialogue, thereby identifying fully with the spies and the rest of 
Israelites. Her conversion is radical and holistic. For in Josh 6:25, it is said that she lived in Israel 
throughout her life.46  

Rahab’s recognition of YHWH’s sovereignty in heaven above as on earth beneath motivated the 
request she made of the spies and through them the rest of Israelites, to spare her and her family 
when they besiege Jericho. She also based this request on the kindness she showed them (vv. 12-
13). In this request she first introduced it in a general way (v. 12) without specifying its content. 
She urged them to swear by YHWH and she was persuasive in her speech. She has shown them 
ḥesed “kindness” by saving them from her people. Even before she mentioned the content of her 
request, she demanded a sign of good faith from them—ȗnetattem lȋ ’ôt ‘ěmet “Give me a sign of 
good faith”.47 In Joshua 9 the leaders of Israel swore an oath that they would save the Gibeonites 
from destruction; they did not violate the oath even when they discovered that they had been 
deceived by the Gibeonites. In v. 13, Rahab made her request explicit: to spare her life and all 
her family members. Appropriating the two key words, ḥesed and‘ěmet in her request, the spies 
agreed to her request on the condition that she would keep their mission secret.    

1.2.3.4 Rahab’s saving instruction (vv.15-21) 

This third basic dialogue in Josh 2 took place at the wall of the city as Rahab prepared the two 
spies to escape from Jericho. Still motivated by her faith in God’s sovereignty she continued her 
act of kindness to the Israelites whose faith she confessed. The position of Rahab’s house was of 
great advantage for her kindness towards the spies. According to the Hebrew version of v. 15, 
the window of her house was part of the city wall; hence it was easier for her to work out the 
escape of the two men. As a marginal woman by profession she lived on the edges of society, 
symbolised here by the position of her house. She used a rope, ḥebel.48 Some believe that it was 
the same cord that they asked him in v.18 to tie on the window of her house,49 the same window 
through which they escaped from the city. If it was the same, the narrator must have deferred its 
full description until v. 18; because in v. 15, when the cord was serving its purpose for the two 

                                                 
44 The emphasis applied is mine. 
45 Berel Dov Lerner, “Rahab the Harlot and other Philosophers of Religion”, 52-55. 
46 Edesio Sánchez Cetina, “Joshua”, The International Bible Commentary: A Catholic and Ecumenical Commentary 
for the Twenty-First Century; W.R. Farmer (ed.) (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1998) 530, sees in 
Rahab’s confession and conversion to Israel’s faith in YHWH “the theological premises of deuteronomic history, 
the biblical concept of conquering a pagan land, and Israel’s mission to the nations.  
47 It is observed that this phrase is not in the Septuagint. The Greek translators might have considered it unnecessary 
because the first part of the same verse already conveys the intention of Rahab. She asked the spies to swear and 
they did (cf.v.17).  
48 In the present verse the Septuagint omitted this word and a greater part of the verse that describes her house as 
being situated at the wall of the city.    
49 Cf. Chayim Cohen, “Rahab”, Encyclopaedia Judaica vol.13 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1996) 1514.   
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men, it was called ḥebel “rope”. In verse 18, when the spies were instructing the woman on how 
to use it for her own escape a very rare word, in fact a hapax legomenon, tiqwāh “cord”, is used; 
its colour is also described as crimson, šānȋ. Tiqwāh “cord” is actually in a construct chain in the 
text with another Hebrew term for cord, thread, or string ḥȗṭ, which was perhaps inserted here 
for emphasis. The crimson colour of the thread reminds one of the blood which the Israelites 
were asked to sprinkle at their lintels during the last plague in Egypt (Exod 12:7). Just as this 
blood was a sign of their salvation, the crimson string on Rahab’s window would be a sign that 
she and her family would be saved; thus, the red sign was meant to be apotropaic (intended to 
ward off evil or bad luck) in its function.  

In this final dialogue with the spies, she instructed them to hide for three days in the hill country 
before continuing their journey back to Shittim. She must have calculated the length of time her 
people would spend in searching for the men. Rahab continued to play a very decisive role in this 
narrative. According to the narrator, she was the person that lowered the men down, wattôridēm, 
with a cord through her window. Just as she brought them up, he‘ělātam, to the flat roof of her 
house when they entered (v. 6), she now lowered them when they were to leave. She gave them 
precise instruction on how to evade being caught even when they have left her house and the 
city. In point of fact, “she is a woman in a man’s world. As a woman she acts with courage and 
freedom”.50 The courage she exhibited is attributed to her faith in Israel’s God, who had already 
instilled terror in all who heard about the marvellous deeds he wrought for his people.  

Rahab agreed to the condition that the spies gave her; first, to keep their mission confidential; 
second, to tie the crimson cord on her window; third, to make sure that all her people be gathered 
in the same house where the red cord would be. She tied the cord as soon as they left. Her 
encouragement and co-operation with the spies generated the report the two men gave to Joshua: 
“Truly the Lord has given all the land into our hands; moreover all the inhabitants of the land 
melt in fear before us” (Josh 2:24). They kept the oath they swore to the woman and saved her 
life and those of her people (Josh 6:22-25).    
2. Rahab in Jewish Traditions 

Extra-Biblical Jewish traditions have much more than we read in the Bible to convey about the 
person of Rahab. It is from these traditions that we derive more information about her, who, 
according to Josh 6:25, lived among Israelites from the time they entered Canaan to the end of 
her life and her memories were passed on and preserved by early Christians. These traditions 
perceive more beyond the act of kindness she showed the spies. Furthermore, there is tendency 
in these to re-interpret her social status. In the Haggadah,51 for instance,  

Rahab was one of the four beautiful women in history. The mere mention of her 
name sufficed to excite desire. At the age of ten Rahab became a prostitute. 
There was not a prince or ruler who did not have relations with her. Because of 
this she was well informed about events outside of Jericho. Rahab became a 
righteous proselyte and married Joshua. She was the ancestress of eight 
prophets, among them Jeremiah, who were also priests, and of the prophetess 
Huldah. Her conversion is regarded as more complete than that of Jethro and 

                                                 
50 Bruce C. Birch et al., A Theological Introduction to the Old Testament (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 20052) 198. 
51This refers to rabbinical literature on biblical stories; they are those sections of the Talmud and other rabbinical 
literature that deal with biblical narrative and stories and legends on biblical themes, rather than with religious law 
and regulations. 
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Naaman for, unlike them, she acknowledged that God of Israel is the only God 
both in heaven and on earth.52     

Most of the things included in this tradition are not mentioned in what we read about Rahab in 
the Bible. In these traditions, she was one of the four beautiful women in Jewish history; the 
other three were Sarah, Abigail and Esther.53 The eight prophets from Rahab were Jeremiah, 
Hilkiah, Seraiah, Mahseiah, Baruch, Neriah, Hanamel and Shalom.54 The text cited above, 
however, makes a fundamental point which seems to justify Rahab’s importance and inclusion in 
Jewish and Christian traditions: “Rahab became the prototype of the proselyte, who abandoned a 
life of sin to accept the faith of Israel; and so she is often presented as a living example of the 
effectiveness of Israel’s proselytization when Israel is faithful to its calling”.55 Judaism finds in 
Rahab an example of Israel’s faithfulness to the mission God entrusted to his people, to make his 
name known to all the earth. This mission of Israel is central to the Second part of Isaiah for, “by 
the example of the chosen people and the lessons of its history the non-Jewish nations also are 
summoned to serve one God”.56  This was the case with Rahab and her people. She believed in 
YHWH through what she heard about his deeds and his people. “According to this tradition, the 
fact that a proselyte and former prostitute could achieve such a name for herself in the annals of 
Jewish history proved that repentance can work salvation for anyone no matter how great his 
past sins”.57 Rahab did achieve this and her name is engraved in history; this is her greatness. 

A Jewish historian, Flavius Josephus, had a picture of Rahab that seems apologetic, defending 
Rahab’s image. In his history of Israel, where he mentioned Rahab, she is not presented as a 
prostitute but as an innkeeper who preserved the life of her customers.58 With Josephus’ 
depiction of Rahab as an hotelier, her disturbing status as a prostitute is mitigate; otherwise, how 
could a person of such repute be considered as Israel’s worthy ancestress. Josephus’ concern, 
however, is clear because he was writing for the Roman lords of his time, and he felt great 
obligation to portray a good image of his people Israel.59 

According to the Midrash, there are four things negative about Rahab before her conversion: she 
was called Rahab, the harlot; she dwelt at the outside of the city; she lived in the land of Canaan, 
whose people were harsh and evil; she resided in Jericho, which was destined for extinction.60 
The same Jewish tradition teaches that Rahab was a prostitute for forty years and that she was 
converted at the age of fifty. After her conversion, she became a symbol for future generations. It 

                                                 
52 Y. Kaufmann, Sefer Yeshoshu’a (1959) in the Aggadah: Ginzberg, Legends, index (This text and the reference are 
taken from Encylopaedia Judaica vol.13 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing, 1996) 1515. 
53 Tamar Kadari, “Rahab: Midrash and Aggadah”, Jewish Women: A Comprehensive Historical Encyclopedia. 1 
March 2009. Jewish Women's Archive. (Accessed on September 25, 2013) 
<http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/rahab-midrash-and-aggadah>.  
54 Sifrei on Numbers, chap. 78 as cited by Tamar Kadari, “Rahab: Midrash and Aggadah”, 
<http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/rahab-midrash-and-aggadah>. 
55 Soggin, Joshua, 43.  
56 This is taken from the explanatory note on the refrain in Psalm 67: “Let the peoples praise you O Lord; let all the 
peoples praise you”, in The New Jerusalem Bible; London: Doubleday, 1990.  
57 Cohen, “Rahab”, 1514. 
58 Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews Book V Chapter 1 Section 2; The Complete Works of Josephus; 
translated by William Whiston (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Kregel Publications, 1993) 104. 
59 Vamosh, Women at the time of the Bible, 99. 
60 Sifrei Zuta, Beha’alotekha 10:29 as cited by Tamar Kadari, “Rahab: Midrash and Aggadah”,  
<http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/rahab-midrash-and-aggadah>.  
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was in this new perspective about her that the NT received her as an ancestress of Jesus the 
Messiah, an exemplary OT faith and a model of Christian faith with good works.         

3. Rahab in the New Testament 

The NT mentions Rahab in three texts that continue the Jewish tradition of seeing beyond the 
apparent personality of a mere prostitute. She appears first in the Matthean genealogy of Jesus 
the Messiah (Matt 1:1-17). In verse 5 of this text, Rahab is the Mother of Boaz and the wife of 
Salmon. The personal name Salmon or Sala or Salmah appears only in genealogies, specifically 
of Davidic lineage. Besides Matt 1:5, he is mentioned again in Ruth 4:20-21 and Luke 3:32.61 It 
is of interest that in the genealogy of Jesus according to Matthew, Rahab is one of the four 
women mentioned before Mary the Mother of Jesus. These women are Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and 
Uriah’s wife (Bathsheba). A close look at the lives and personalities of these women elicits a 
trait they all had in common: they had irregular scandalous marital unions, an overt object of 
calumny in each case. In spite of this, they were included in God’s plan for our salvation and 
became ancestress of Jesus. “The women then serve as a reminder that God often works in the 
most unusual ways and that to be open to his sovereign activity is to be prepared for the 
surprising”.62 Matthew might have intentionally inserted them in the genealogy of Jesus to 
prefigure Mary, the Mother of Jesus, whose pregnancy involved extraordinary circumstance.63 
God’s ways are not our ways! Rahab belonged to this group of privileged women whom God 
unconditionally chose to fulfil his plan for human salvation.  

The second NT text that mentions Rahab is Hebrew 11:31: “By faith Rahab, the prostitute, did 
not perish with those who were disobedient, because she had received the spies in peace”. The 
context of this in the Letter to the Hebrew is the catalogue of those who exercised faith in the 
OT. Hebrew 11:1 introduces this list of believers in these words: “Now faith is the assurance of 
things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen”.  Rahab, according to the text, was one of 
those who believed. The inhabitants of Jericho who died in the siege against the city were those 
who did not believe (Heb 11:31). She received the spies and her faith made her preserve them 
from imminent danger. In this list of heroes of faith, Rahab and Sarah (Heb 11:11) are the only 
women mentioned. Rahab believed in God’s marvellous deeds, which she and her people heard. 
While other did not believe, she believed and helped the spies to achieve their mission, knowing 
that YHWH is a sovereign God in heaven and on earth.  

With a rhetorical question, of which the audience already had the answer and affirmative indeed, 
James 2:25 mentions Rahab as an example of faith with works: “Likewise, was not Rahab the 
prostitute also justified by works when she welcomed the messengers and sent them out by 
another road?” This is an allusion to Joshua 2 and 6:22-25; Rahab proved her faith in good works 
of showing hospitality to the two Israelite spies and her life was spared when her city was being 
destroyed. In this way, Rahab, in the context that the author of the letter of James was writing, 
was justified; that is, she was saved by her good works. The context in this New Testament text 
is to demonstrate that sola fides is not enough in Christian life; faith must be proved in works. In 
fact, the immediate context of this in James is 2:14-26, where the author convincingly argued 
that faith without works is dead: “For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without 
                                                 
61 Similar name is found in 1 Chr 2:51-55, where he is called the father of Bethlehem and others.  
62 Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1-13 (Word Biblical Commentary vol. 33A; Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 
1993) 10.   
63 W.D. Davies – D.C. Allison, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to Matthew vol.1 
(Edinburg: T. & T. Clark, 1988) 170-171. 
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works is also dead” (James 2:26). Rahab believed in the supremacy of Israel’s God and she 
worked accordingly to propagate his course. Following the argument of James, Rahab’s faith, 
proved in good work, saved her from physical death and also from spiritual death, for she 
became one of the chosen people of God by her adherence to this faith. 

Similarly, early Christian writings, like I Clement 12:1-8, followed the Jewish traditions and the 
NT in praising the faith of Rahab; she was saved, according to I Clement 12:1, through her faith 
and hospitality. The scarlet cord that the spies asked her to hang on her window was a sign of 
prophecy in the action of this woman: “And thus they made it manifest that redemption should 
flow through the blood of the Lord to all that believe and hope in God” (1 Clement 12:7).64 The 
author of 1 Clement saw, in this scarlet string, the prefiguration of the saving blood of Jesus, just 
as the blood on Israelites’ lintels in Exodus 14 prefigured the salvific death of Jesus. In the same 
way, Saint Jerome explained that “with a mystic reference to the shedding of blood, it was a 
scarlet cord which, the harlot Rahab (a type of the church) hung in her window to preserve her 
house in the destruction of Jericho”.65     
4. Exploring the OT Backgrounds of the Faith of Rahab  

“Who has directed the spirit of the Lord, or as his counsellor has instructed him?  Whom did he 
consult for his enlightenment, and who taught him the path of justice? Who taught him 
knowledge, and showed him the way of understanding?” (Isa 40:13-14). This sequence of 
rhetorical questions expecting answers in the negative is meant to aid human reflection on many 
inexplicable divine surprises in the Bible. The psalmist summed them up with an exclamation: 
“Our God is in the heavens; he does whatever he pleases!” (Psalm 115:3).  Moses, whom God 
prepared and called to lead his people and who suffered greatly for the cause of this God, was 
denied the Promised Land for which the hope of the people fervently glowed. A divine surprise 
indeed! Was Rebecca not unjust when she carefully planned and executed treason in the house of 
Isaac? Esau was deprived of his birthright and Isaac did not reverse the apparent blessing he 
mistakenly bestowed on his second son instead of his primogenitor. God sanctioned this action 
and it was part of his divine plan for our salvation; it is surprising to all of us who today read and 
pray these narratives. Lineage of Israel’s descendants, for instance, had to continue through the 
son of Bathsheba, in spite of how she entered David’s house and David’s atrocity to secure and 
keep her. What about Rahab? Why did a prostitute contribute so immensely to the success of the 
conquest of the Promised Land? She could have disappeared from the scene; rather, she dwells in 
Israel to this day (Josh 6:25), for her name remains indelible in the history of Israel and of our 
salvation. The Messiah of human race came through her! 

There is always a necessary price to be paid in the life of faith, for in doing this, “the man of 
faith gains strength by putting himself in the hands of God who is faithful”.66 Rahab belongs to 
the group of those who paid highly for their faith in God. This might explain why Jewish 
traditions hold her in great esteem and she is included in the list of heroes of faith in the OT. 
When God called Abraham, he abandoned all and followed him (Gen 12). He left land and 
kinsmen and women. This father of faith paid for his faith when he, through faith in God, opted 
to sacrifice his only son, even when he had been promised that the number of his children would 
                                                 
64 This is cited from BibleWorks Version 8.  
65 Saint Jerome, Letters and Select Works, translated by W.H. Fremantle; A Select Library of Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church vol. VI (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Company 1996) 90-
91. 
66 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, no.10. 
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be like the sand by the seashore. All the prophets sacrificed their lives and all they had for their 
faith in God and for an authentic transmission of the same faith. Rahab risked her life for her 
faith in the true God that she discovered in the God of Israel. She moved from her social status to 
be a model of a pious proselyte, a model of a believing Jew, and a type of the Church, according 
to Saint Jerome. Like Abraham, she moved from where she was and embraced a new life and 
nation because of her faith. This sacrifice emboldened her in her work of faith. 

The story of Rahab can be read along with those texts of the OT that present the extension of 
Israel’s faith in YHWH to non-Israelites; it is faith without frontiers. Ruth’s faithfulness to 
Naomi, her mother-in-law, included also a profession of faith in Naomi’s God: “Do not press me 
to leave you or to turn back from following you! Where you go, I will go; where you lodge, I 
will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God” (Ruth 1:16). She ended up as 
an important figure in the line of David, an ancestress of David and of the Messiah. After his 
miraculous cure by Elisha, Naaman confessing her faith in God exclaimed: “Now I know that 
there is no God in all the earth except in Israel” (2 Kings 5:15).  Rahab, a non-Israelite, received 
this faith and attained the status of a model of faith in Israel.         

Conclusion  

The story of Rahab, who rose from her marginal status to a heroine of faith in God, epitomises 
the nature of faith as a gratuitous and unconditional gift from God. God initiates faith in us and 
sustains it. Our response is the faith, which we make active through works. None of us can merit 
this gift. Rahab did not merit it. From her speech, all in her city heard about God’s marvellous 
needs and they understood them differently. While others were moved to self-defence, these 
divine deeds engendered faith in a trivial woman from whom no one least expected it. She 
received it and was fast in activating it selflessly. 

Rahab’s life teaches us that God meets each person in his or her state in life. He invites us in 
what we are and from where we are. He expects us to begin our response to his invitation from 
our varied states in life. Our salvation depends so much on how we utilise our “present” in 
answering God’s call. He met Rahab as a prostitute and she used her position to further God’s 
plan for human salvation. She was not afraid to rise from her social status, from where she was 
and from what she was. 

Therefore, Rahab’s apparent treason and seemingly unpatriotic action was actually God’s design, 
a divine surprise that is beyond human understanding. Jewish traditions and early Christians who 
perceived beyond Rahab’s appearance grasped this intricate divine puzzle; they unremittingly 
projected the divine mystery that gradually evolved in her person. They understood that “faith is 
not a light which scatters all our darkness, but a lamp which guides our steps in the night and 
suffices for the journey”.67 

                                                 
67 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, no. 57. 
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“These People Honour Me with Their Lips:” A Study of Isa 29:13 and Its Implications for 
Faith and Evangelisation in Nigeria  

Agnes Acha, DMMM  

0. Introduction  

The condemnation of external hypocritical worship or practices is found so often in the prophets 
(for example, Isa 1:12-17; Amos 5:21-24; Isaiah 58). Jesus, too, was critical of external 
religiosity without the accompanying inner disposition (Matt 6:16-18). Today, many Churches in 
Europe are getting empty; Churches in Africa are filling up, and in both continents, crimes are on 
the increase. The phenomenon of massive and largely voluntary conversion of Africans, and in 
particular Nigerians, to Christianity in recent centuries deserves a more careful and deeper study 
than has so far been done. As Europe focuses on why people are leaving the Church, Africa in 
general, and Nigeria in particular, needs to focus on why the pews are full and yet crimes are on 
the increase.  

If the multiplication of Churches remains on constant increase just as their members increase, 
and the crime rate remain as high as it is with its accompanying social chaos and disorder, then 
something is certainly wrong somewhere. It is either these churches are not authentic, and thus, 
do not inculcate authentic Christian faith into their adherents, or the problem is with their 
adherents themselves. In this latter case, the churches teach genuine Christianity but their 
followers (adherents) refuse to imbibe the values and ideals of Christianity. Are Nigerians, and 
particularly Christians, genuinely religious? Are the outward religious expressions and prayers 
actually authentic? If the multitude of people, who flock to churches and worship centres, truly 
approach God with their whole heart and sincerely fear God, would they not have been able to 
“leaven the yeast” of the corruption, evil and disorder in our society today?  

These disturbing questions motivate this presentation. The prophet Isaiah had to battle with the 
hypocritical and ritualistic worship of the people of his time. This is also true of other prophets 
even contemporaries of Isaiah like Micah and Hosea (cf. Hos 7:14; 8, 2; 10:1-2 and Mic 3:11; 
6:6ff.). Our contemporary world is not free of such a “cosmetic” and “flamboyant religiosity.” In 
our society today, the worship of God has become perfunctory and superficial.  

The presentation is divided into four main sections. The first part provides the background of Isa 
29:13 and situates it in its immediate context (Isaiah 28-29). The second section focuses on the 
exegetical analysis of Isa 29:13. This is followed by a brief reflection on the motif of hypocritical 
worship in selected passages of the OT, particularly from the prophetic corpus and wisdom 
literature. The last section focuses on the implications of paying lip service to God for faith and 
evangelization. 

1. Background and Immediate Context of Isa 29:13 

Chapter 29 of the book of Isaiah falls into the first part of Isaiah, known as Proto-Isaiah. Most 
chapters in proto-Isaiah find their context in the kingdom of Judah in the Eight Century B.C., 
during the reign of Uzziah, Jotham, and particularly Ahaz (735-726) and Hezekiah (716-700). 
This period was characterized by the history of the Assyrian expansion. This became even more 
aggressive when Tiglath-pileser took over power in 745 B.C. The armies of the king at this 
period made a lot of conquests and moved deep into the West, to “conquer and reduce to 
submission entire territories, whose only options are vassalage or annihilation. The practice of 
systematic deportation of the conquered populations results in the suppression of any attempt to 
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revolt.”1  Isaiah urged the kings of his time to lean on God alone, to let go of fear and human 
alliances. Isaiah strongly rebuked the Jews for their hypocrisy. What comes out of their mouths 
did not match what God heard from their hearts. They might have looked very good from the 
outside, but they gave lip-service to all of King Hezekiah's reforms, and participated in all the 
rules and rituals in the temple worship without inner conviction. Samaria, the Northern 
Kingdom, was judged because of her idolatry. But Judah's hypocrisy was no better in God's eyes. 
This spirit of hypocrisy never died out. Jesus points out that the Pharisees were no better, when 
he quotes this verse in Mark 7:5-13. 

The oracle in Isa 29 is made up of different individual units that have been editorially shaped to 
form a unified passage. It continues the theme of chapter 28, which is “the strangeness of God’s 
plan with Israel and the inability of a stupefied and hardened people to comprehend it.”2 Starting 
from chapter 28, the prophet announces “the twofold mystery of the hardening of Hearts and 
God’s plan (Isa 28:1-29:14).” We find reproof to three sorts of sinners namely:  Those that were 
stupid, regardless of the warnings which the prophet gave them (vv. 9-12), those that were 
formal and hypocritical in their religious performances (vv. 13, 14), those politicians that 
atheistically and profanely despised God's providence, and set up their own projects in 
competition with it (vv. 15 & 16). The reproof is followed by precious promises of grace and 
mercy to a distinguished remnant that God would sanctify, and in whom he would be sanctified, 
when their enemies and persecutors should be cut off (vv. 17-24). The oracles in Isa 29:1-8 are 
certainly connected with the events of 701. That pericopé recurs and is used to emphasize again 
the work of the judgment of Yahweh on Jerusalem. Yahweh condemns her infidelity and 
abandons her to the enemies that surround her. In this passage, the city is called with a symbolic 
name, “Ariel,” the popular etymology of which is “Lion of God.”3  The city was first portrayed 
in her initial state, pre-Israelite, just as she was when David encamped against her to seize her. 
Latter in the passage, Yahweh also promised that Ariel’s enemies will be exterminated. The 
hearts of its inhabitants are hardened and they refused to pay heed to the words of the prophet, 
Isaiah (29:9-11). The message is sealed without curse. Isa 29:13, which is of interest to us, 
“brings a complement to the diagnosis of the hypocrisy of the heart,”4 already hinted at. It holds 
that the people honor God with words but carefully stops at the threshold of faith. At that point in 
time, Judah was only going through the motions devoid of any true devotion (cf. Isa 58:2ff) a 
routine of following religious customs, not in bringing sacrifices of praise.5  

2. Exegetical Analysis  

Wayyomer ‘adonāy ya‘an ki nāgăsh ha‘am hazzeh bepiw ubesptaw 
Kibduni welibo rihaq mimmeni wabathi yire’atam oti mitzwat ‘anasim  
 melummadah 

The Lord said: these people draw near with their mouth and with their lips they honoured me. 
But their heart is far away from me and it happens that their fear of me is human(s) 
commandment learnt by rote.  

                                                 
1 Anne-Marie Pelletier, “Isaiah,” in The International Bible Commentary (Collegeville 1998) 964. 
2 B.S. Childs, Isaiah (London 2001) 214. 
3 Cf. J. Jensen – W.H. Irwin, “Isaiah 1-39,” in New Jerome Biblical Commentary,  246. See also other possible 
meanings. 
4 Pelletier, “Isaiah,” 982. 
5
 Childs, Isaiah, 219, 214. 
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The verb nāgăsh used here is a niphal perfect because of the conversive waw at the beginning of 
the narrative sequence. It assumes the meaning of habitual imperfect, because this people draw 
near with their mouth. When he says, “they draw near with the mouth and the lips,” he describes 
their hypocrisy. This is the interpretation given to the verb nāgăsh and it appears to be the more 
probable reading, though there are other possible translations. Some translate it, “to be 
compelled,” and others, “to magnify themselves;” but the word contrasted with it, “to be far 
away,” which is used afterwards indicates clearly that the true reading is that which is most 
generally accepted. This verb is common in OT. It occurs 125 times, and it means “to draw near” 
or “approach” in a variety of contexts. Mundane sense of “approach referring to physical 
proximity is found predominantly in the Pentateuch and former prophets” (cf. Gen 18:23; Exod 
34:30ff. etc.). In the book of Exodus, the verb is used to refer to those who “draw near” to God 
on Mt. Sinai, where he meets with Moses and conveys to him the details of law covenant 
intended for all Israelites (Exod 19:22; 20:21; 21:6; 24:2).6  The reading, “draw near,” is 
confirmed, not only by the Masora on the text, but by the citation of it in Matt 15:7 and 
designates the approach of these people to God, in acts of religion and devotion, in praying to 
him, and praising of him, and expressing great love and affection for him, and zeal for his cause 
and interest; but were all outwardly, with their lips and mouths only but have removed their heart 
far from God. 

The verb rahaq is nifal perfect and has the meaning of “to be removed” or “to be far away.” The 
verb occurs in diverse forms: sixty times with this and related meanings.7 In Isa 29:13, Yahweh 
laments through the prophet that the heart of the people are “far from” him; that their worship is 
vain and superficial.   

The two verbs nāgăsh and rahaq clearly contrast each other just as peh and sapah contrast with 
leb.  It is important to note that the words peh and sapah are in the singular and dual construct 
respectively. The pronominal suffixes, at the end of the expressions ubesptaw and bepiw., are all 
in the 3rd person masculine singular, agreeing with the collective usage of the expression ha‘am 
hazzeh in number and gender. There is a sudden shift to the third person common plural in the 
verb kabed, which is used in the piel in the passage and means “to honour.” Then comes a 
contrastive waw in ulibo, and the pronominal suffix is still 3rd person masculine singular. This 
waw highlights the difference between the external attitude of the people towards Yahweh and 
what they truly believe in, that is, the disposition of their hearts. He makes use of a figure of 
speech, very frequent in Scripture, by which one part or class denotes the whole. He has selected 
a class, exceedingly appropriate and suitable to the present subject, for it is chiefly by the tongue 
and the mouth that the appearance of piety is assumed. Isaiah, therefore, also includes the other 
parts by which hypocrites counterfeit and deceive, for in every way they are inclined to lies and 
falsehood. Christ himself spoke about the washing of the hands, which the Pharisees regarded as 
a manifestation of holiness, and which they blamed the disciples for neglecting, in order to 

                                                 
6 S. D. Renn, ed., Expository Dictionary of Bible Words: Word Studies for Key English Bible Words Based on the 
Hebrew and Greek Texts (Peabody 2005) 300. See also other meanings like the promise of the Messiah who will 
“draw close” Jer 30:21; Priests “draw near to the altar in solemn preparation for their divine service” (Exod 28:43; 
30:20; Num 4:19; 8:19). It is also used to refer to drawing near for the purpose of sexual relations (Exod 19:15), 
approaching the civil court for judgment (Isa 14,1; 50,8), assembling for battle. Moreover, prophets are said to 
“approach” the intended recipient of God’s revelation in order to convey that divinely received message (cf. 1 Kings 
20:13, 22, 28). 
7
 Renn, ed., Expository Dictionary of Bible Words, 366. 
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convict them of hypocrisy (cf. Matt 15:7). He reminded them many times that what really 
matters is the spirit of the law and not just the letter, a motif taken up later by St. Paul. 

The prophet employs two organs that are external in the human body (the mouth and lips) in 
order to depict the external and outward profession, which conveys the message of idle 
ostentation. While the people do this, they think that they have done all that is required. They 
think that it is simply enough to open their lips in honour of God. He also uses the imagery of the 
heart, which is interior in the human body, to portray the idea of authentic worship. True 
worshippers of God, out of the deepest feeling of the heart, present themselves before God, while 
they yield their obedience, and confess and acknowledge how far they are from a perfect 
discharge of their duty and the worship of God. 

With the “lips” and “mouth,” therefore, the Prophet contrasts the “heart,” the sincerity of which 
God enjoins and demands from his followers. If this is wanting, all works, whatever brilliancy 
they possess, are rejected by him; for “he is a Spirit,” and therefore chooses to be “worshipped” 
and adored in “the spirit” and the heart. (John 4:24). If we do not begin with this, all that humans 
profess by outward gestures and attitudes will be empty display. These were not employed in 
God’s service, which is the main thing he requires and regards, but were engaged elsewhere; 
while their bodies were presented before him, and their mouths and lips were moving to him, 
their affections were not set upon him, nor the desires of their souls unto him, nor had they any 
real hearty concern for his glory. They were tended towards idol.8 

Again in the expression, yire’atam oti, the plural suffix surfaces again. There is a constant shift 
from the singular to the plural throughout the verse. This could be to accommodate the fact that 
the word ha‘am can denote singular or plural. Although grammatically, it is a singular noun, it 
connotes many people and particularly, the Israelites. Usually in the OT corpus, yir’at Yahweh  
or yir’at Elohim refers to the reverential fear of God.9 This is manifested in authentic observance 
of the laws and commandments of God. 

welibo rihaq mimmeni translates as “and their hearts are far from me.” The heart is the seat of 
thoughts and affection. In Jewish thought, leb or lebab (heart) refers to human intelligence and 
will power. Moreover, “in Hebrew anthropology the heart was considered the organ of 
reasoning.”10 According to the Jewish understanding of the heart, it is the seat of all emotions. 
This was also the reason why Jeremiah spoke about a law written in the heart (cf. Jer 31:31-34). 
So when the law is written in the heart, it permeates the entire person and obedience to the law 
becomes facilitated. Commenting on that passage, von Rad talks about “a new man, a man who 
is able to obey perfectly because of a miraculous change of his nature.”11 Thus when the law is 
written in their hearts, they become embodiments of the will of God contained in the law. Any 
other part of the body could have been used to represent the whole person. However, Isaiah as 
well as Jeremiah, preferred to use the heart because of its significance for their audience. The 
heart is the nucleus of all emotions like love, pity, thought, hate etc. According to this line of 
thought, it is with the heart that the person can learn to observe or obey the covenant and the law 
of God. By writing the law in their hearts, God makes it ready and familiar to them, at hand. He 

                                                 
8 Cf. Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei (Vatican City 2013) p.16. 
9 Cf. L. Koehler –W. Baumgartner, Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libros (Leiden 1985) 400. 
10 Couturier, New Jerome Biblical Commentary, 332. In Isa 40:2, by speaking to Israel’s heart, God is trying to 
convince her of his concerns about her. The same idea is portrayed in Gen 34:3; 50:21; Hos 2:16. For the Greeks, 
the seat of reasoning and emotion is the head or the mind. 
11 von Rad., Old Testament Theology vol. 2, 212- 213. 
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makes them to be disposed to obey and conform to his commandments and laws. He will make 
them enter into a more intimate relationship with him. God is always faithful. Infidelity was 
necessarily on the people’s part.  

The Deuteronomists “do not expect a heart to be put in the people, but rather that the old one will 
be circumcised,” and this implies the reality of conversion; that is, conversion becomes a reality 
(Deut 10:16; 30:6). This hope was also present in Jer 4:4; 9:24-25. But in Jer 31:31-34, he 
supersedes this belief based on the fact that conversion seems to be impossible. Therefore, one 
can see continuity in the essentials of the former and the latter covenants, but there is a profound 
discontinuity in the means given to Israel to fulfil the new one. God’s plan revealed in the old 
covenant remains the same.12 The new covenant announced by Jeremiah does not imply a change 
of the law but a new relation with God’s law in the sense of interiorization.13 This is also what 
Isaiah is advocating. 

We all know the importance of the heart to human existence. No one can live without a heart.  It 
is the centre of the activities in the human body. Biologically speaking, when the heart stops to 
pump, death occurs! When the heart is sick, it affects the whole body metabolism. Therefore, the 
heart can rightly be called the engine, the power-house of the body. It is the centre of emotions 
like love, pity, reflections, thoughts etc. Another part of the coin is that sometimes in the bible, a 
part of the body is used to represent the whole. This is why even in the modern usage of the word 
“heart,” if one is said to “have a bad heart,” or that “one’s heart is drained of water,” it simply 
means that the person is wicked. On the other hand, if one is said to “have a good heart,” it 
means that the person is good, loving, benevolent etc. Therefore, the heart cannot be either 
“good” or “bad” in isolation of the owner of the heart. It has to do with the personality of the 
person bearing the heart. 

mitzwat ‘anasim melummadah – Human commandment learnt by rote 

According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s dictionary, to learn something by rote is the 
process of learning something by repeating it until you remember it rather than by understanding 
the meaning of it. Their religion is not sincere. Sure, they still sing the old songs and repeat the 
terminology of worshipping God; but their hearts are simply not in it at all.  This describes a 
situation in which some religious leaders have usurped the place of God. Even morality is 
determined and founded upon human opinions, rather than upon the Word of God. This always 
results in a condition where people dispute and contradict one another with little or no reference 
to God’s word. A great deal of this very philosophy also dominates the religious thinking of our 
very day. 

3. Motif of Hypocritical Worship in Some Other Parts of the OT 

There are a lot of polemics, particularly in the prophetic literature, against external worship or 
offering of sacrifice in the OT, without the accompanying piety or inner disposition towards 
God. Some examples are reflected here.14 

Amos 5:21-22: I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. 

                                                 
12 X. Leon-Dufour., ed., (New York 1967) 77-78. 
13 Document of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, Il Popolo ebraico e le sue Sacre Scritture nella Bibbia Cristiana 
(Vatican 2001) 95.  
14 All the references are taken from the New Revised Standard Version Catholic Edition, New York 1989. 
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Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and 
the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. 

Hos 6:6: For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt 
offerings. 

Micah 6:6-8  

With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I  
come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased  
with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for  
my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?" He has told you, O mortal,  
what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love  
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? 

Isa 1:11-12  

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the Lord; I have had enough of  
burnt offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or  
of lambs, or of goats. When you come to appear before me, who asked this from your  
hand? Trample my courts no more; 

Jer 7:21-22  

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Add your burnt offerings to your 
sacrifices, and eat the flesh. For in the day that I brought your ancestors out of the land of 
Egypt, I did not speak to them or command them concerning burnt offerings and 
sacrifices. 

Isa 66:3  

Whoever slaughters an ox is like one who kills a human being; whoever sacrifices a  
lamb, like one who breaks a dog's neck; whoever presents a grain offering, like one who  
offers swine's blood; whoever makes a memorial offering of frankincense, like one who  
blesses an idol. These have chosen their own ways, and in their abominations they take  
delight; 

Prov 15:8: The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the Lord, but the prayer of the 
upright is his delight. 

 

Prov 21:3: To do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice. 

Prov 21:27: The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination; how much more when brought with 
evil intent. 

Psalm 50:7-14  

"Hear, O my people, and I will speak, O Israel, I will testify against you. I am God, your  
God. Not for your sacrifices do I rebuke you; your burnt offerings are continually before  
me. will not accept a bull from your house, or goats from your folds. For every wild  
animal of the forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds of the air,  
and all that moves in the field is mine. If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the  
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world and all that is in it is mine. Do I eat the flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats?  
Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and pay your vows to the Most High.  

Far from condemning sacrifice or worship of God, these passages rather call attention of the 
people to the disparity between their religious life and their moral life. The daily life of the 
people was inconsistent with the demands of God. They took a lot of care to pray, worship God 
and perform sacrifices. The main accusation of the prophets was that while offering sacrifices 
and pretending to be praying to God, they neglect justice utterly and even exploit the poor, the 
weak, the widows and orphans of their society.  

Most of these accusations point to the hypocrisy and external religion without an accompanying 
internal and honest religion. Animal and cereal sacrifice was a matter of daily routine in the 
Jerusalem temple. These ceased during the Babylonian exile because there was no temple. The 
sacrifices resumed after the reconstruction of the Temple in 515 B.C. From the year 70 AD when 
the temple was destroyed till date, the system of animal and cereal sacrifices have been 
abandoned. However, some Zionist Jews believe that the expected Messiah will come and will 
have the Temple reconstructed so as to resume sacrifices in the Temple. 

4. Implications for Faith and Evangelisation in Nigeria  

4.1  Year of Faith 

The Pontiff Emeritus, Benedict XVI, declared the Year of faith due to the “crisis of faith” in 
Europe, the former stronghold of Christian faith, and through globalization, has become a 
worldwide crisis. This situation, according to the Pontiff, is as a result of the secularization, 
religious pluralism, migration, economic crisis, science and technological research, civic and 
political life. We recognize that “to rediscover the content of the faith that is professed, 
celebrated, lived and prayed, and to reflect on the act of faith, is a task that every believer must 
make his/her own, especially in the course of this Year.”15 The faith crisis situation calls for a 
new evangelization for the transmission of faith. It is a transition from being reactive to being 
proactive in the sense that the challenges of the world become new opportunities for 
evangelization rather than new threats in evangelization. The Social media, for example, has 
become very instrumental in the transmission of faith even with all its challenges. The Pontiff 
Emeritus describes the year of faith as a “propitious occasion for the faithful to understand more 
profoundly that the foundation of Christian faith is the encounter with an event, a person, which 
gives life a new horizon and a decisive direction.”16   

The history of  Israel portrays them as having living faith in God. However, it also shows the 
temptation of unbelief, to which the people yielded many times. If we follow the prophets and 
other OT passages that condemn hypocritical worship of God, it is clear that they are all pointing 
at living in authentic manner. This implies abiding by the rules and commandments of God. It 
manifests in correct and positive attitude towards God and neighbour. It is not by chance that the 
Decalogue contains laws with these two dimensions.17 Jesus Christ summarized the whole 613 
Jewish laws and precepts into two: love of God and neighbour.    

The problem of cosmetic or flamboyant religiosity did not begin today. It is clear from the Isaian 
passage under study that it was also the problem of the Jews of that time. This was also evident 
                                                 
15

 Porta Fidei 9. 
16 Pope Benedict XVI’s Deus Carita Est, n.1. 
17 Cf. S. Kizhakkeyil, The Pentateuch: An Exegetical Commentary (Mumbai, 2009) 436. 
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at the time of Christ. This spirit of hypocrisy never died out. Jesus points out that the Pharisees 
were no better, when he quotes this verse in Mark 7:5-13. Christ himself explains this passage, 
saying, “In vain do they worship me, teaching doctrines, the commandments of men” (Matt 
15:9). Some have chosen to add a conjunction, “teaching doctrines and commandments of men,” 
as if the meaning had not been sufficiently clear. But he evidently means something different, 
namely, that we act absurdly when we follow “the commandments of men” for our doctrine and 
rule of life. Their worship of God was not according to the prescription of God and his revealed 
will; but according to the traditions of the elders, which they preferred to the word of God, and, 
by observing them, they transgressed it, and made it of no effect (Matt 15:3). 

 In the debates with some of the Pharisees he rebuked their hypocrisy (cf. Matt 17:9 and parallel 
texts), using the words of Isa 29:13. One cannot avoid the fear that today there must be some 
worship of God that falls into the pattern of what is condemned here. "Their religion had become 
a mere formality." Jesus Christ reiterated the thought here in Matt 15:8, 9; Mark 7:6, 7. Think 
about today, about how many people think what they say or do is an indication of their 
relationship with God, when God just wants their hearts, broken before Him! Many people claim 
to go to church and to pray but the type of life they live is far from being Christian. The religion 
they profess does not have any effect in their lives. They simply pay lip service to God.  

4.2  Faith and Solidarity with Fellow Humans   

The grace of God moves us to union with God and with our fellow human beings.  Faith 
then takes the form of charity, which is, primarily, love of God above all things, and secondarily, 
love of neighbour.18 The Church’s faith, which takes the form of charity, is the basis of her 
mission, which is to bear witness to the Good News that God loves every human person and that 
his love invites every human person to live in communion with God and in unity with all human 
beings.19 Therefore, to be true worshippers of the one true God is to be respecters of the dignity 
of every human person who is made in the image and likeness of God. 

4.3  Protection of Human Dignity: Duty of Faith 

As Christians we are obliged by our faith to respect and also recognize and tackle all threats to 
human dignity.20 According to the Second Vatican Council,  

“...all offenses against life itself, such as murder, genocide, abortion, euthanasia and  wilful 
suicide; all violations of the integrity of the human person, such as mutilation,  physical and 
mental torture, undue psychological pressures; all offenses against human dignity, such as 
subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution, the 
selling of women and children, degrading working conditions where human beings are 
treated as mere tools for profit rather than responsible persons: all these and the like are 
criminal: they poison civilization; and they debase the perpetrators more than the victims and 
militate against the honour of the creator.”21  

There are many challenges and veritable threats to human dignity in our society today: the 
challenge of good governance and the attendant stifling of the potential of the governed, the 

                                                 
18 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, p. 88. Cf. Communique of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria (February 
2013) no 9. 
19

 Lumen Gentium 1. 
20 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, pp.82-83.  
21 Gaudium et Spes, 27. 
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problem of insecurity, the epidemic of corruption, the collapse of moral and technical 
infrastructure, violation of the rights of the Nigerian citizen on the grounds of ethnic affiliation, 
religious creed, gender, state or local government of origin. These and other discriminatory 
practices pose threats to human dignity in our land today.22 

4.4    Public Responsibility 

To respect the dignity of a person is to grant his rights to him as fully human. There is pervasive 
lack of responsibility and transparency in governance in Nigeria which has become a serious 
abuse of human rights.  A government that is negligent in this regard assaults the intelligence of 
the citizen.  This is also a gross violation of human dignity. Leaders in every sphere of our 
society ought to be more accountable and more transparent in the conduct of public affairs. The 
lack of accountability, especially in the oil industry in Nigeria continues to give the nation a bad 
name, impoverishes the citizenry, and threatens national security. It is a gross violation of human 
dignity that Nigerians, citizens of a richly endowed land, live in dehumanizing poverty.  That is 
why the government and the governed must renew sincere efforts to fight corruption and the 
theft and wastage of public funds in Nigeria. Relevant arms of government should adequately 
provide for the welfare of the men and women in the police, the army and other security agencies 
who risk their lives in undertaking responsibilities for security and the fight against corruption.23 

4.5      Right to Life 

The right to life is the first of all fundamental human rights.  Every threat to life is a violation of 
human dignity. Hence, the primary responsibility of government is the protection of life and 
property. It is very discouraging that Nigeria remains a place where some people wantonly kill in 
the name of religion, a land where the right to worship is restricted only to certain 
people.  Religion and matters of faith should no longer be allowed to be instruments of 
division. As Nigeria moves towards its centenary, the time has come to move beyond religious 
tolerance to recognition and acceptance of the common humanity and respect for religious and 
ethnic differences.  This is an essential step in the march to nationhood.24  

Respect for human dignity includes respect for the human body.  It precludes unwholesome 
sexual relationship outside the plan of the Creator.  It also calls for responsible parenthood.  The 
sad novelty of our government spending public funds on artificial family planning programmes 
that sacrifice morality on the altar of techniques of population control is terrible. Leaders and 
government should beware of adopting policies and strategies, which compromise cultural and 
spiritual values as a solution to challenges, no matter how serious those challenges may be.25 

4.6   Faith and Evangelization under Persecution 

The unfortunate destruction of life and property in some parts of Northern Nigeria is yet to be 
brought under complete control. This has caused a great damage to churches and pastoral 
structures and facilities in the entire area. Catholic Churches as well as other Christian Churches 
have been affected. Territories within the Diocese of Maiduguri have certainly borne the brunt of 
the killings and bombings which have occurred in the last few months. Many Christians are 
withdrawing from those area en mass. The Catholic Bishop’s Conference declared Maiduguri 

                                                 
22 Cf. Communiqué, no 11.   
23

 Cf. Communiqué, no 12.   
24

 Cf. Communiqué, no 13.   
25

 Cf. Communiqué, no 14.   
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diocese “a Pastoral Emergency Area.”26 They also made plans and strategies to more directly 
support and sustain pastoral life in the Diocese of Maiduguri without neglecting to help other 
affected areas. This situation requires special commitment through prayers, visits, technical 
assistance and funds by all. There is a strong faith that, as in the past, the Church will emerge 
stronger and holier from the existing crisis.27 It is commendable that many individuals, groups, 
and institutions have graciously given assistance and support to all the affected people and 
institutions thus affected. 

In the quest for dialogue with those who carry out acts of aggression on innocent Nigerians, 
government should ensure that victims of such aggression are compensated, while aggressors, 
rather than benefit from their aggression, should be made to account for their crimes.  

4.7    Faith, Evangelization and Commitment to Christian Unity 

Faith and evangelization call for a renewed commitment to the cause of Christian unity in 
Nigeria.  The Catholic Church in Nigeria co-founded the Christian Association of Nigeria.  She 
has worked to nourish and sustain it all these years. This commitment is a call to dialogue on 
fundamental issues regarding the Association.  The issues are those areas that have strained unity 
and can keep Christians further divided if not promptly addressed. 

5. Conclusion 

Proper religiosity, says Isaiah, is to loosen the bonds of injustice, let the oppressed go free, feed 
the poor, and clothe the naked. This is just what God announced as the mission of Cyrus and the 
servant in Second Isaiah (42:6-7), and it will be the commission to the speaker of Isa 61:1-3. 
Hence, true religion is not simply an external ritual exercise done by an individual for his or her 
own benefit. By freeing the worshiper from concern for the self, true religion partakes of God's 
mission of justice and liberation for all people, enhancing their dignity as children of God. 
Protection and promotion of the dignity of every human person is integral to faith in 
God.  These constitute the only way in which we can build a better world and a better Nigeria.28  

Those who are engaged in evangelization ought to develop a deep faith and deep union with the 
person of Christ in order to be effective instruments. Those who proclaim the good news should 
emphasize the necessity of developing a personal relationship with God through his word, which 
is ultimately a personal relationship with Jesus, God-Word incarnate. This requires faith. “We 
believe, therefore, we speak,” proclaiming the good news that we have personally experienced 
God’s word to be a word that transforms our lives and makes us heralds of the word of God. 

                                                 
26

 Cf. Communiqué, no 15. 

27
 Cf. Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, pp. 86-89.  

28
 Communiqué, no 17.  
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“For I am God and not Human” (Hos 11:9): Implications for  
New Evangelization in Nigeria 

 
Emmanuel O. Nwaoru 

0. Introduction  

The oracle of Hosea 11 on which the topic of this paper is based makes imperative a re-
consideration of what we think we know of, and about God, the subject and object of all 
religious faith and proclamation in the past. It is an oracle that leaves no evangelizer unmoved as 
it challenges even the very foundations of doctrinal formulas. When understood in the proper 
context, it seeks to overturn what most religious teachers believe and teach about God’s relations 
to obdurate sinners, indeed, those who fail to measure up to God’s holiness. Here sinful and 
rebellious acts of human beings (the Israelites) are confronted with the true nature and 
characteristics of the covenant God of Israel. The ensuing questions are: How does God deal 
with his chosen and beloved people, Israel (vv. 1, 3a, 4),who  manifestly show lack of faith in 
him and are rebellious and ungrateful (vv. 2, 3b, 5b, 7)? Will God let his people perish, 
abandoning them to their fate, or will he intervene to rescue them? Will he deal with them as a 
rebellious son, in accordance with the prescription of the law (Deut 21:18-21)?  

This paper supposes that the answers to these questions are crucial to the evangelising mission of 
the Church today, since sin, punishment and forgiveness constitute integral parts of its overall 
theme; that the answers will shed more light on the task of re-evangelisation, particularly 
towards bringing the unfaithful back to faith. This is important, given that our relatively short 
period of Christianity is saddled with challenging setbacks, ranging from backsliding and double 
allegiance through full-blown idolatry, to ethical and moral deficiencies that tend to becloud 
Christian witnessing within the Church and in the larger society. Moreover, there appears to be 
no unanimous approach in dealing with issues of faith and morals among different religious 
groups. Some condone almost everything and give false hope that could easily lead people 
astray, while others predict doom at every instance, thus leaving the sinner hopeless, dejected 
and abandoned. The task of this paper is, therefore, to ascertain, through exegetical analysis of 
Hos 11:9 in its remote and immediate contexts, YHWH’s way of dealing with those who are bent 
on turning away from him (v. 7a). The emphasis is that although a sinful person naturally 
deserves punishment, he or she also is privileged even more salvation / restoration.  

1.  Hosea 11 and its Structure  

The unity of Hosea 11 has been often questioned because of some perceived incongruity in its 
sub-units. The first section, vv. 1-7, is seen as an isolated piece, without connection to the 
subsequent units, since the element of promise (vv. 8-11) disrupts the sequence of accusations 
before it. Rather than promises of restoration, one expects that the law of stoning would have been 
applied to a recalcitrant and rebellious son (cf. Deut 21:18-21).1 In other words, it is inconceivable 
that a capital or mortal punishment should be mitigated and reversed for “mortal” sin. Obviously, 
the difficulty n comprehending this is genuine, but it is not enough to make 11:8-11 a “non 
Hoseanic piece”,2 given that the literary style, vocabulary and themes are those of the prophet. 

                                                 
1See W. R. Harper, A critical and Exegetical Commentary on Amos and Hosea (ICC; New York: Scribner’s, 1905) 
372.  
2 According to James L. Mays (Hosea [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1969] 158-159), the authenticity of Hos 
11:10, like a good number of other verses or parts of verses in Hosea, has been questioned. Hans W. Wolff (Hosea 
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Interestingly, the seeming incongruity in the thematic sequence has not changed the view that Hosea 
11 is “a homogeneous unit, separate from the previous and following context”,3 or as Stuart 
supposes is “a distinct unity”.4 The chapter begins with a shift from the direct address to Israel in the 
previous unit (Hos 10:9-15) to YHWH’s first person speech (Hos 11:1-11). There is also a shift in 
content; the historical reflection on Israel’s past in the previous unit now changes into a historical 
retrospect on YHWH’s dealings with Israel (cf. 11:1, 3, 4). The chapter is clearly delimited in 12:1 
(Eng 11:12) by a change of both subject (Ephraim/Israel/Judah) and theme of lies, deceit, etc., that 
are far from being logical with the preceding unit (vv. 10-11). 

Apart from the divine speech running through the entire chapter, a couple of sub-units are also 
detectable in the internal structure of the chapter. For instance, Wolff identifies vv. 1-9 as a 
rhetorical unit, but separates vv. 1-7 from vv. 8-9 as distinctive units.5 The unit (vv. 1-7) is 
distinguished by the third person singular (vv. 1, 4, 5, 6) and plural (vv. 2-5, 7) references to Israel 
as opposed to the second person singular address, primarily to the alternative name, Ephraim in vv. 
8-9. It is also marked off by the summary statement, “My people are bent on turning away from me” 
in v. 7a. With the shift in the subject in v. 8, and with a common focus on the unconditional 
restoration of Ephraim, it is possible to view the two sub-units as a single section (vv. 8-11).6The 
return to the use of third person in vv. 10-11 signals a new initiative in line with the spirit of vv. 8-9. 
The distinction between the two sections, vv. 1-7 and vv. 8-11, is further buttressed by the sudden 
change in the tone of the oracle, from complaints and accusations (vv. 2, 3, 4, 7) and threat (vv. 5-6) 
against a rebellious child to YHWH’s (the plaintiff’s / judge’s) self-caution and promise of 
restoration to the offender (vv. 8-11).  

With this we venture to structure the oracle in its two broad sections, A) vv. 1-7 and B) vv. 8-11 
thus: 

 

A  vv. 1-7  Historical reflection on Israel’s past 

a. vv. 1-4  Parent-child relationship  
b. vv. 5-6  Threat (against rebellious child) 
c. v. 7   Summary statement on Israel’s Unfaithfulness  

B  vv. 8-11  Eschatological points of Israel’s salvific history 

a. vv. 8-9  Reversal of threat and promise of salvation - triumphs of love 
b. vv. 10-11 Actualisation of the promise of salvation 

 

To account for the introduction of the theme of promise immediately after threat within the internal 
structure of the oracle, one must consider the form and, especially, the motif behind the unit. Twelve 

                                                                                                                                                             
[Philadelphia: Fortress, Press 1974] 195, 203) in his interpretation transposes verses 10 and 11 on the ground that v.10 
is a “commentary on v.11”. 
3 H. W. Wolff, Hosea, 193. 
4 Douglas Stuart, Hosea-Jonah, WBC, Vol. 31; Dallas, Texas: Word Books, 1998. 
5 See Wolff, Hosea, 193-194. 
6Jörg Jeremias has vv. 7-11 for the second section, which according to him describes the “reversal of divine will”. 
See Der Prophet Hosea (ATD 24,1; GöttingenVandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1983), 139, 144); also Joy Philip 
Kakkanattu, God’s Enduring Love in the Book of Hosea: A Synchronic and Diachronic  Analysis of Hosea 11, 1-11 
(FAT 2. Reihe 14; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006) 72. 
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of the sixteen verbs used in vv.8-11 are simple Qal imperfect verbs describing YHWH’s or the 
people’s future action. They point not to the present, but to a future/eschatological period, in which 
things will be as envisaged in the Parent-Child relationship, namely, that YHWH’s parental love 
will override whatever disloyalty and ingratitude Israel showed the loving father. The most likely 
explanation is that 11:8-11 must have been a once separate oracle of Hosea, which was joined to 
11:1-7 during the process of compilation. Two elements may have caused this: First, the catchwords 
that they share in common. Here Egypt and Assyria provide a strong link between 11:1-7 and 11:8-
11. They are both agents of divine punishment (v. 5) and places from where the final movement 
towards restoration will be made (v.11). They are of thematic importance because they provide the 
past and future or eschatological points of the salvific history. The movement to and from Egypt 
forms a remarkable inclusio, thus:  

miṣrayim (11:1),’el-’ereṣ miṣrayim (11:5), miṣrayim (11:11) 

Further links are established through the verbs šȗb(11:5, [9], 11) and hālak(11:2, 10). Israel went 
away from YHWH (v.2), but has to return to Egypt on account of rebellion and apostasy (v.5). He 
is expected under YHWH’s own initiative to go after him (v.10) and so be reinstated (v. 11). Second 
is the rhetorical function and motif of 11:8-11 that seeks to establish further grounds for accusations 
in the following chapters, thus justifying the verdict that Israel is an “unwise son” (13:13).  

Therefore, Chapter 11 is not an isolated oracle, either in its parts or as a whole. Rather its two major 
parts express the tension that exists today between sin/sinner and divine forgiveness/salvation. The 
motive clause, “For I am God and not human” (v. 9), a summary statement that defines who God is 
in relation to his people, is the high point and central message of the entire oracle.This paper seeks 
next to find out the link between verse 9 and other parts of the oracle in its context.  

2. Hosea 11:9 and its Remote and Immediate Contexts 

The divine self-revelation in verse 9 is so important and strategic in the oracle that everything 
YHWH says before it seems to lead to it, while whatever happens after it does so because of it. The 
oracle begins with a tension-laden parent-child relationship. In the preliminary verses (1-4), YHWH 
goes through a memory lane and in historical retrospect recalls all he has been to and done for Israel 
as a father;7 how out of love8 he calls Israel to sonship, brought him out of Egypt from slavery and 
lavishes all the parental care on him (v. 1).9 He patiently nurses10 Israel like a nursing mother and 
feeds and guards him like a baby-sitter (surrogate-mother) right from his tender age (v. 4b).11 
Instead of Israel reacting positively in gratitude to YHWH’s acts of love, she chooses to forget, and 
to be rebellious and recalcitrant (v. 3). Israel responds negatively to YHWH’s choice of him. He 
does not only show disloyalty by refusing to return but, instead, transfers loyalty to Baal as his 

                                                 
7 Other Old Testament passages that portray YHWH as father include Exod 4:22; Deut 32:6; Isa 63:16; Jer 3:4, 19; 
31:9, 20; Mal 1:6; 2:10; cf. Deut 32:18; 2 Sam 7:14; Ps 89:27; 103:13. 
8 Love is clearly identified as the very basis for YHWH’s call of Israel to sonship and nothing more. “When Israel 
was a child (ncr) I loved (’ḥḇ) him, and out of Egypt I called my son (ben). Stuart (Hosea-Jonah) rightly observes 
that the use of ’ḥḇ here (11:1, 4; also 8, 9) “is closely connected with covenantal fidelity in Deuteronomy (6:5; 7:8, 
13; 10:15; 23:6[5]”, connoting both the idea of “deep affection” and being ‘loyal to’. 
9 The parent-child or “father-son” relationship here has its root in the exodus event. Cf. Exod 4:22-23. 
10 The word rph’ (to heal) is used in v. 3 to depict YHWH’s caring and saving act. Hosea severally portrays YHWH 
as a “healer” in other instances – 5:13; 6:1; 7:1; cf. Exod 15:26.  
11To be recalled is that Hosea’s maternal image for YHWH is also associated with the image of Israel as YHWH’s son. 
Cf. 11:3-4, 8; Isa 66:13; also Isa 49:14-15. 
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master. This he demonstrates by offering sacrifices to this competing Canaanite deity with the same 
intensity and passion with which YHWH draws him to himself (v. 2, cf. v. 4a). 

This situation gives rise to the complaint of an embittered and disappointed parent against an 
obdurate, apostate and backsliding child. The echo of YHWH’s grievances against Israel’s act of 
rebellion is heard in the statement: “Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them up in my 
arms; but they did not know that I healed them” (v. 3). In vv. 5-6 YHWH goes beyond being a 
plaintiff to assuming the position of a judge. His verdict reads: “They shall return to the land of 
Egypt, and Assyria shall be their king” (v. 5). In other words, the people shall go back to slavery, 
symbolised by the name “Egypt”,12 while in effect the destination is Assyria.13It has to be 
remarked that the strongest threat for punishment is that which tends to reverse the exodus and 
revoke Israel’s election (cf. 8:13; 9:3). The motive clause kî mē’ănȗ lāšȗb “because they have 
refused to return [to me]” states clearly the reason for the verdict. The disastrous nature of the 
punishment accompanying the verdict is also stated by the three verbs ḥȗl (rage),klh(consume) 
and ’kl  (devour) in v. 6. They describe the action of the sword (ḥrb) on the people’s cities and 
their city gates, and on the people themselves, respectively. Nothing short of total destruction of 
the physical structures and extermination of the inhabitants is envisaged here. Again, a fresh 
reason is offered for the punishment – mimmōcăṣȏtêhem (min + mōcēṣāh) “on account of their 
machinations,” i.e., their running to and depending on the super powers and not on YHWH. 
Evidently, Ephraim has reached a point of no return. 

Verse 7 offers a transition into the immediate context of verse 9. It also offers reason for 
YHWH’s statement of punishment (vv. 5-6), namely Israel’s resolve to continually hang on 
turning away from YHWH (v. 7a). In fact having wounded the tender feeling of a loving parent, 
the weight of the law is expected to descend heavily on Ephraim as already specified in the 
punishment. Instead, a different motif emerges: YHWH’s refusal to disown Ephraim. Even in 
their rebellion, backsliding, and the impending threat of punishment YHWH does not fail to 
regard Ephraim as “my people” (v. 7a). This makes the immediate context, v. 8 understandable. 
This verse narrates of YHWH’s inner struggle between exterminating his people and sparing 
them. It is couched in a monologue, in which YHWH is depicted as uttering some self-soul-
searching rhetorical questions in the process of arriving at a decision.  

 

 ´êk ´eTTenkä ´epraºyim  How can I give you up, Ephraim? 

 ´ámaGGenkä yiSrä´ël  [How] can I hand you over, O Israel? 

 ´êk ´eTTenkäkü´admāh  How can I make you like Admah? 

 ´áSî|mkä Kicbö´yìm  [How] can I treat you like Zeboiim? 

 nehPak `älay liBBî  My heart recoils within me; 

 yaºHad nikmürû niHûmäy  my compassion grows totally warn and tender 

 

                                                 
12 Stuart (Hosea-Jonah) supposes that Egypt “stands as metonym for the land of the conquering enemy (cf. 7:13; 
8:16; 9:3, 6)”. 
13 That YHWH would punish his people through oppression by other nations is a well-known motif among OT 
prophets. Cf. Amos 3:9–11; Isa 5:26–30. 
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The repetition of the interrogative particle’êk (how) at the beginning of the questions provides an 
adversative undertone, which may suggest that the utterance is a silent lament.14 This could be 
sensed in the sound of k at the end of seven words in v. 8, including’êk and the four-fold use of the 
second person singular suffix k. This indeed creates a pathetic motion as YHWH contemplates how 
his people could be surrendered into the hands of the enemy. YHWH’s self-questioning has little to 
do with regrets or remorse over his threat to punish a rebellious child in the previous verses; it has 
rather more to do with the struggle between the sense of justice and of love.15 In fact, what is at 
stake is not just destroying Israel like Admah and Zeboiim,16 but doing so through the agency of the 
adversary. The noun niḥȗm (compassion17) and the Niphal verb kmr(to grow warm and tender18) 
give vent to this inner struggle. Jeremias sees niḥūmîm as “the energy that forbids the development 
of Yahweh’s wrath.”19 It is because such energy grows warm and tender that YHWH gets 
emotionally involved with Ephraim and in its plight (cf. Jer 31:20).  

As YHWH’s inner struggle continues, two options are available, to get Israel/Ephraim delivered 
(mgn) to the enemy and totally annihilated on account of their infidelity or to spare them out of his 
compassion, tenderness and love. Each option has its own consequence. The first entails YHWH’s 
breaking his covenantal promises to Israel’s forefathers. Invariably YHWH chooses the second 
option, to accommodate Israel’s unfaithfulness. The choice would seem as if God were “unable to 
live without Israel”.20 The reason for this unexpected resolve is given in verse 9, the raison d’être 
and terminus ad quem of the entire oracle.  

3. Understanding Hos 11:9 vis-à-vis its Context 

The verse is marked by a sharp and abrupt change in style. The lamenting and interrogative tone of 
the previous verses changes to a more sober and self-assuring declaration. But the uniqueness of the 
verse does not lie in this shift of mood, but in YHWH’s revelation of who he is. It is within the 
realm of God’s self-definition that the four decisive questions of YHWH in v. 8 find their answer. 
Before it the audience has wondered if YHWH would really surrender his people perpetually to the 
enemy for whatever reason. The verse in a four-fold negation with the particle lō’reinforces 
YHWH’s previous threefold declaration of love (vv. 1, 3a, 4) as against Israel’s threefold rejection 
of YHWH’s love (vv. 2, 3b, 5, cf. 7).  

 

 lö´  ´e|`éSeh Hárôn ´aPPî   I will not execute my fierce anger; 

 lö´  ´äšûb lüšaHët  I will not again destroy Ephraim; 

                                                 
14 See Mic 2:4; Jer 48:38; Ezek 26:17; 2 Sam 1:19, 25, 27. Wolff, Hosea, 194. 
15 See Kakkanattu, God’s Enduring Love, 81. 
16 The two cities like Sodom and Gomorrah function as proverbial symbols of divine judgment. According to 
Carolyn J. Pressler, “The fate of all four cities is held out as a warning to Israel not to disobey the covenant (Deut 
29:22—Eng 29:23)”. See “Admah” in David Noel Freedman, ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary (ABD) 1 (New 
York: Doubleday, 1997) 73; also Gen. 10:19; 19:24-25; Deut. 29:23; Wis 10:6.  
17BDB, 637. Others also translate it as consolation and comfort. 
18BDB, 485. 
19 Jörg Jeremias, Die Reue Gottes (BThSt 31; Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 1975), 54; Der Prophet Hosea, 
145; also Kakkanattu, God’s Enduring Love, 82. 
20 Contrary to Dabhi’s proposition, Hosea presents YHWH as having another reason for refusing to destroy Israel. 
See Stephen M. Coleman’s review (OTA 35, 1 (2012) n. 644) of James B. Dahbi, “...vyaiê-al{w> ‘ykinOa'( laeÛ 
yKiä ... ‘...because God that I am and not human ...’ (Hos 11, 9b): An Exegetical Study of Hos 11, 1-9,” in BibB 32 
(2006) 103-123. 
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´epräºyim 
 Kî ´ël ´ä|nökî wülö´- ´îš  for I am God and not human, 

 BüqirBükä qädôš  the Holy One in your midst, 

 wülö´ ´äbô´ Bü`îr  and I will not come in wrath. 

Hosea employs the word’aph (nose, nostrils, heavy breathing, etc.) in a conventional metaphor to 
express YHWH’s anger. It acquires a new meaning when used with the verbḥrh(to burn). The 
expression literally means: “The nose burns” but is understood as “anger burns” or “wrath is 
enkindled”.21 The phraseḥrwn ’phin v. 9 literally means burning nostrils / nose; it is also 
rendered as “burning anger / wrath”. This cliché is not found less than thirty other times in 
biblical poetry. YHWH’s “fierce anger” usually stands for his judgement or punishment (cf. Jer 
49:37; Zeph 3:8; also Hos 8:5; Exod 32:12; Num 25:4; 32:13-14).22 When YHWH’s anger is 
kindled, he destroys. Hosea’s choice of the Piel form of the verbšḥṯ“to ruin” (cf. 13:9) in the 
context expresses what the nature of the destruction would have been, which would have been 
comparable only to the action of wild animals (cf. Jer 5:6; Jer 15:3). But the radical message here is 
expressed in YHWH’s three times declaration that his anger will not definitively define Israel’s fate.  

 

 lö´  ´e|`éSeh Hárôn ´aPPî   I will not execute my fierce anger; 

 lö´  ´äšûb lüšaHët 
´epräºyim 

 I will not again destroy Ephraim; 

 wülö´ ´äbô´ Bü`îr  and I will not come in wrath. 

 

That YHWH refuses to execute his anger, can only be appreciated when one recalls the legal 
authority given by law to parents against a son who is insistently obstinate and rebellious against his 
parents (Deut 21:18-21). If therefore fierce divine wrath signifies divine punishment, refusing to 
execute it is tantamount to divine amnesty and forgiveness (cf. Hos 3:1). The prophet portrays 
YHWH tempering his anger against Israel with compassion and love (cf. Exod 32:12-14; Isa 
54:7-8; Mic 7:18). That YHWH is said to restrain his anger and show mercy (cf. Exod 34:6; 
Num 14:18; Ps 103:8; Jonah 4:2) distinguishes him greatly from deities of other ancient cultures 
“whose raging often must be restrained (sometimes forcefully) by the intervention of other 
deities”23or/and through sacrifices. It all means that anger is not YHWH’s permanent trait; it is 
only a product of necessity, which he would prefer to avoid altogether as in v. 9. In fact, he 
would rather wish to guard and protect thanto destroy (Isa 27:2-3). As Lam 3:33 clearly puts it 
“he does not willingly afflict or grieve human beings.”  

To say the least, the unexpected shift in YHWH’s attitude towards Israel, the rebellious son, 
“thwarts human logic.”24 Verse 9 states the reason for this reversal: 

                                                 
21 Cf. 8:5; Zech 10:3; Job 42:7 also Exod 22:23; 32:11; Deut 6:15; 7:4; 11:17; 31:17; Num 11:33; 2 Kgs 23:26; Job 
32:3; Is 5:25; also Job 32:2; Hab 3:8. 
22 See Emmanuel O. Nwaoru, Imagery in the Prophecy of Hosea (ÄAT 41; Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1999) 47. 
23 Gary A. Herion, “Wrath of God (OT),” in ABD 6, 995. For more details on the anger of deities in the ancient Near 
East, see ANET, 10-11; 14-17; 72ff; 104-106; 126-128; 129-131; etc. The wrath of the storm god Amadioha, for 
instance, is well known in Igbo mythology. 
24 See Kakkanattu, God’s Enduring Love, 75. 
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 Kî ´ël ´ä|nökî wülö´-´îš  Because I am God and not human, 

 BüqirBükä qädôš  the Holy One in your midst, 

The motive clause introduced by kî emphasises YHWH’s divinity in two ways, by asserting who 
YHWH is,’ēl God (“because God I am”)25  and by negating who he is not,lō’ ’îš (“not 
human/mortal,” cf. Num 23:19). This declaration is reinforced by the accompanying phrase in 
apposition, the “holy one in your midst,” which gives one of the most defining characteristics of 
YHWH—his holiness (qōḏeš). This divine quality brings out Hosea’s insistence on YHWH’s 
separateness from, supremacy over and incomparability with human beings (cf. Isa 55:8). In 
other words God, “the holy one” (Isa 12:6) is mysterious and immutable; he is above any rivals 
and is eternal (cf. Exod 15:11; 1 Sam 2:2; Isa 40:25; 57:15; Hab 1:12). Nevertheless, “the God, 
who is holy, is essentially love in his being and deeds.”26 Hence Hosea sees YHWH’s holiness 
primarily as providing the foundation for his saving will and not for his judging will.27 

With the phrase bəqirbəḵā“in your midst”, v. 9 seeks to bridge the gap between the transcendent 
and the immanent, the divine and the human, the holy and the sinner, the faithful and the 
unfaithful, distinctions that human disobedience necessitated. Thus YHWH’s original intention 
and plan to be and remain with human beings (Gen 1-2; Isa 7:14) is restored, despite his 
“otherness”. The key and challenging message of the oracle is summarised in this verse. YHWH 
could experience personal hurt caused by the disloyalty, faithlessness and betrayal of his chosen 
ones; he could also consequently threaten to vent his wrath; but in his deep compassion and love 
and faithfulness to his covenantal promises (Exod 32:13-14; cf. Deut 4:31; Ezek 20:17), he 
would, after punishment is over, bring or rather lead his rebellious and obdurate child home 
again (vv. 10-11; cf. Jer 31:16-20). This is simply because YHWH is God and not human. Unlike 
humans, he does not backslide; he is never unfaithful to the promises he made to save Israel right 
from the beginning of the saving history.  

4. Challenging Issues in Current Approach to Evangelisation in Nigeria 

The relatively short period of Christianity in Nigeria is saddled with challenging backslidings, 
bordering on double allegiance, full-blown idolatry, ethical and moral deficiencies that becloud 
Christian witnessing within the Church and in the larger society. Although there is manifest 
enthusiasm for religion in Nigeria, a good number of Christians still appear to be untouched by 
the Gospel message in their illicit Christian beliefs and practices. There is poor perception of the 
uniqueness of the God they are affiliated to, thus giving rise to the gap between faith and proper 
understanding of the demands of faith.28The Bishops of the then Eastern Nigeria ina joint 
Pastoral Letterto mark the first centenary of the Catholic Church in Igboland gave the hint that 
all was not well with the flourishing Christianity in Nigeria, even after a hundred years. It reads 
in part:  

                                                 
25 Cf. Isa 45:22; 46:9; Gen 17:1; 35:11; 46:3; also Ps 46:11 (10); 50:7. 
26 Kakkanattu, God’s Enduring Love, 89. 
27 Cf. Wolff, Hosea, 202. 
28 The episode of the destruction of the Ogwugwu-akpu Okija shrine in the heartland of the Christian Southeastern 
Nigeria, where prominent Christians, including Governors and leaders, were alleged to have patronised and even got 
initiated into the Ogwugwu-akpu cult is revealing. See Charles Okwumuo, “Eidōlolatria in Corinth, 1 Corinthians 
10:14-22 and Ogwugwu-Akpu Okija in Nnewi Diocese, Anambara State.” An unpublished Masters thesis at CIWA: 
Port Harcourt, 2006. 
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Christianity has made impact in our society, there has been real increase in numbers. 
Some desirable changes have been made in personalities of many people due to 
Christianity but the extent of such changes must not be exaggerated. There is 
abundant evidence to show the prevalence of superstitious native customs and beliefs 
as well as materialism under a thin veneer of Christianity among many of our 
Christians. 

A settled spiritual allegiance is not yet a realised fact in the Christian life of our 
many so-called converts. Most of our Catholics do not find any incompatibility in 
plural belonging….29 

A few years after this Pastoral Letter, Mbefo re-echoes the statement of the Bishops; he affirms 
that Catholics “betray equivocations and imbalance in crisis situations. Many consult the fortune-
tellers when they want to embark on a project… Some find no contradiction in practising both 
traditional religion and Christianity.”30  This he further elucidates in another work where 
Christians themselves admit that Christianity has not succeeded in assuring them security simply 
because they find the Christian God too far. Hence “they resort to charms and talisman, which 
they see and handle for their protection.”31 In other words, the religious attitude of some 
Nigerian Christians indicates that although people have, in principle, embraced the faith and cast 
away idols, they easily revert to them in times of trials. Therefore, with Ihenacho, one can say 
that double affiliation is a poignant reality in Africa.32 

However, it will only be a quest in futility to suppose that all the ills associated with backsliding 
among Christians in Nigeria must be imputed to the deficiencies in the method and process of 
evangelisation of early foreign missionaries. In fact, double allegiance has not only to do with 
the natural inclination of the people to their religious roots, which affects their relationship with 
God/Supreme Being and invariably with all other facets of their socio-political and economic 
life, but also with the contemporary approach to evangelisation and faith education.33It is one 
thing to observe that the gospel message, for some reasons, appears not to have permeated, or 
rather been sown into, the lives and practices of many Christians; it is a different thing altogether 
to identify how to deal with the relapsed and backsliding Christians, and how to revitalise and 
strengthen their faith. 

At this stage rethinking the process of evangelisation has become imperative. At one time we 
have adopted the “Gideon approach” of the early missionaries, i.e., of clearing evil forests, 
cutting down trees and burning down shrines34 and figurines to no avail. This is not surprising 
because the approach did not even make Gideon himself less syncretistic.35 We have also 

                                                 
29 Onitsha Ecclesiastical Province Joint Pastoral, “Put Out into Deep Water”, (Onitsha: Tabansi Press, 1985) 11-12. 
30 L. Mbefo, “Pressures on the Missionary Church”, Bigard Theological Studies 9,1(1989) 74-86. 
31 Cf. L. Mbefo, Towards a mature African Christianity (Enugu: Spiritan Publications, 1989) 34. 
32 David A. Ihenacho devotes a good portion of his book, African Christianity Rises Vol. I: A Critical Study of the 
Catholicism of the Igbo People of Nigeria (Powell’s Books, 2004) to discussing some of the basic problems of 
Christianity in Africa.  
33 See Emmanuel O. Nwaoru, “Coping with Double Allegiance among African Christians: Insights from the Biblical 
Tradition”, in JIT 6,2 (2004) 189-217. 
34 Here the destruction of the Ogwugwu-akpu Okija shrine comes readily to mind. It recalls in a way Elijah’s 
throwing down the altar of Baal (1 Kgs 18:20-40; cf. 19:10, 14). 
35Gideon changed from being the one who destroys the altar of Baal and the grove of the Asherah (Judg 6:25-32; cf. 
Ezek 16:39), replacing it with the altar of the Lord, to one who set out to make an image at Ophrah, which led Israel 
to idolatry (Judg 8:22-27).  
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expended much energy trying to forge a covenantal relationship between Christians and their 
God through catechesis/homilies, yet the image of God remains that of a taskmaster for many. 
For there is always the tendency to adopt a negative approach which takes on a condemnatory 
attitude rather than engage people in learning to appreciate the love and mercy of the God they 
profess and worship. Often high-handed punishments/penalties/penances are given to Christians, 
sometimes publicly, for whatever failings, perhaps because aspects of God’s love is minimised in 
our catechesis. The result is that many Christians are left hopeless, dejected and abandoned. 
Some end up considering themselves unredeemable. Often too God’s omnipresence has been 
interpreted to mean spying out the sinner in order to cast him/her into hell fire. This is 
understandable; for instead of the best, humans tend to think of God in terms of the worst in 
them—the tyrannical, proud, cruel,36  thus losing sight of the corrective nature of divine 
punishment. There is therefore the need to opt for a new approach in evangelising or rather re-
evangelising the ill-informed Christian faithful today. The oracle of Hosea 11 offers a balanced 
approach to this “new” evangelisation. It shows that evil must be pointed out, underlined and 
condemned. At the same time the concept of God as a loving parent, whose compassion for his 
people does not let him destroy even the most recalcitrant sinner, must also be emphasised and 
celebrated.  

5. Hosea 11:9 and Re-evangelising the “Unfaithful” 

One of the major tasks facing pastoral agents and theologians in this year of faith is giving hope 
to those who are dispirited or have lost faith because of their frailty and sinful condition. Like 
disobedient Israel of Hosea’s time, some Christians have abandoned their loyalty to God because 
of whatever importunacy, and joined forces with other “principalities” in search for answers. The 
oracle of Hosea 11, particularly v. 9, insinuates a fresh orientation on how to deal with such 
vulnerable group in the Church. It also offers what it takes to have a balanced catechesis and 
faith-education.  

The starting point for this envisaged orientation is the fact that amidst Israel’s faithlessness and 
unfaithfulness against YHWH, the sense of sin does not dominate the entire oracle. God remains 
passionate in his love for Israel. As a result he refuses to do that which according to legalistic 
human logic he ought—annihilate his people. It is true that punishment for disloyalty and 
disobedience is inevitable; but it must not be mortal. For YHWH makes provision for the return 
of his people from exile, their resettlement in peace after punishment (vv. 10-11). This singular 
act of YHWH restores Israel’s hope. The people’s expected readiness to follow YHWH’s voice 
in those two last verses of the oracle has both religious and political consequences. It reverses 
Israel’s obdurate refusal to return to YHWH (v. 5) and their persistent apostasy (vv. 2, 7). It also 
implies a renunciation of allegiance to the Baals (cf. 2:7, 9, 15; 5:11) and dependence on foreign 
powers for help (v. 5; cf. also 5:13; 7:11). In fact, it means total allegiance and obedience to 
YHWH, thereby, demonstrating the triumph of YHWH’s love (vv. 1, 3, 4), which refuses to 
annihilate his people (vv. 8-9). 

The oracle summarises perfectly Hosea’s theological schema, that lasting restoration comes from 
divine initiative and can be received only as YHWH’s gift. Through his figurative language, Hosea 
communicates here that with YHWH the chance for conversion is always open to all; that 
repentance and divine restoration have an open end; that love and not punishment is the basic 

                                                 
36 See J. Mauchline, “Hosea”, in Interpreter’s Bible VI. (eds. G. A. Buttrick et al.; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1956). 
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ingredient in restoration (v. 1; cf. 3:1).37 To be emphasised is that YHWH’s option not to destroy 
his people does not mean simply to keep them in existence. Rather it means to bring about their 
salvation and, thus, restore their fortune. 

6. Conclusion 

The oracle of Hosea 11 has demonstrated that sin is real even among God’s chosen; that God 
desires absolute loyalty of his beloved and chosen ones; that his people realise and appreciate his 
parental care and love; and that failure to do so is viewed by him as act of disobedience and 
disloyalty, a breach in relationship that is punishable. Nevertheless, our interpretation of this 
oracle, particularly v. 9 has offered some clue to the question of how God deals with his sinful 
but chosen people. It has shown that the last word of Hosea’s God is not annihilation; for God’s 
compassion and love would not let him exterminate his chosen, in spite of their continuous 
failure to realise the need to turn back. This is because God is totally committed to his covenantal 
promises. As James B. Dahbi succinctly remarks, God’s commitment to Israel in Hos 11:1-9 
ultimately reflects God’s commitment to humanity as a whole.38 In other words, God’s call to 
Christian faith, like the election of Israel, confers on a Christian great and honourable status but 
not without great responsibility. Consequently, God’s choice and love, which constitute the basis 
for the call to Christian faith, should also define the schema of New Evangelisation and the 
raison d’être for a positive faith response. It is hoped that this Year of Faith would offer a fresh 
impetus to more visible commitment to Christian faith in our time. 

                                                 
37 See Nwaoru, Imagery, 179; also the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC n. 219) teaches: “His (YHWH’s) 
love for his people is stronger than a mother’s for her children. God loves his people more than a bridegroom his 
beloved; his love will be victorious over even the worst infidelities and will extend to his most precious gift: ‘God so 
loved the world that he gave his only Son (John 3:16; cf. Isa 49:14-15; 62:4-5; Ezek 16)’”. 
38 See Stephen M. Coleman’s review OTA 35, 1 (2012) n. 644. 
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The Evangelising Nazareth Maiden (Luke 1:39-45): Paradigm for the New Evangelisation  

Caroline Mbonu 

 

Introduction 

Faith, the belief in the God revealed through Jesus Christ and, evangelization, facilitating this 
revelation to humankind remains the primary objective of the New Testament text. In the infancy 
narrative of the Gospel according to Luke, the author, through the instrumentality of the maiden 
from Nazareth, demonstrates clearly the affinity between faith and evangelization. The Nazareth 
maiden, Mary, having been evangelized by the God-self through the agency of angel Gabriel, 
offers back to society that which she received by becoming an evangelizer. For Luke, 
evangelization seems to suggest simultaneously a reception of the gift of the faith and an 
appropriate response to the gift by proclaiming that same faith in word and deeds. This essay 
appropriates similar understanding. Written in the characteristic of the Septuagint (LXX), Luke 
casts his Nazareth maiden in the mode of Israel’s matriarchs, heroic women whose faithfulness 
assisted in accomplishing the will of God in Israel.1 In Luke 1, 39-45 the author substitutes his 
strong interest in Gentiles narratives for a pair of traditional Jewish women, Mary and Elizabeth. 
Drawing from this same Judaic background, Luke weaves his narrative around Elizabeth, a 
figure from the Old Testament, to meet Mary,2 proto evangelium of salvation in the New 
Testament. Luke’s interest, however, is not in these women as such. But his interest in them is 
primarily as vehicles of the Spirit, bearing witness to the good news, Jesus Christ, who is the Son 
of God. Historically interpreted from a Christological perspective, however, advocacy criticism3 
offers other readings of this Lukan text (I, 39-45). Reading from the perspective of the Nazareth 
maiden, hermeneutic of faith, suggests coming to faith as well as proclaiming that faith as 
primary insights from this Lukan text. Gender hermeneutics as well as cultural hermeneutics 
enables the rendering of the passage from “below”. That is to say, evangelization is not a top-
down phenomenon. In the context of their witness to Jesus Christ, early Christian depictions of 
Mary in writings and tradition, provide the main source for her life. Thus we can appropriate her 
as a paradigm of faith and evangelization.   After considering the coming to faith of the maiden 
of Nazareth, the essay explores an exegetical survey of Luke 1, 39-45. Then it will move to 
insights drawn from the text to support the Church’s new evangelization initiatives.4  

                                                 
1  Dennis C. Duling, The New Testament: History, Literature, and Social Context, Fourth Edition (Belmont, 
California: Thomas Wadsworth, 2003), 383. 
2With these echoes from the Old Testament Luke ties the story of the beginning of the Jesus movement firmly to the 
on-going narrative of God’s one redemptive purpose. See, Richard B. Hays and Joel B. Green, “The Use of the Old 
Testament by New Testament Writers”, in Joel B. Green, ed., Hearing the New Testament: Strategies for 
Interpretation (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing, 1995), 236.  
3 Brown, Raymond E, An Introduction to the New Testament (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 
2010), 20-47. Furthermore, advocacy criticism duly acknowledges the Historical-critical methods and goes further 
to interact with the text from an approach of “the world in front of the text” or a “reader-response approach”. This 
approach allows the reader to “create” her/his encounter with the text. Eisegesis, that is, manipulating the meaning 
of the text to reflect the opinion of the reader, is one of the dangers associated with “reader-response” interpretative 
tool. This pitfall is cautiously rejected in this present work.   
4 Evangelization, as many understand it, includes the many ways of bringing the Good News of salvation to the 
world. What then is the newness of the so-called new evangelization? The position taken in this essay is that New 
Evangelization begins with the self. It is a journey of faith, a reawakening that originates from the depths of one’s 
being and embraces the immediate environment and extends to all humanity. The paper retrieves insights from 
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Mary Comes to Faith 

The backdrop of Luke 1:39-45 is the annunciation pericopé (Luke 1:26-38). In this text, Luke 
through the various layers of relationships establishes Mary’s faith, as a faith borne out of a 
personal relationship with God: ivdou. h` dou,lh kuri,ou (Lo! The handmaid of the Lord). The 
Nazareth maiden perceives herself in relationship with God through God’s Word: ge,noito, moi 
kata. to. r`h/ma, souÅ (be it done unto me according to thy WORD) (1:38). Through Mary’s 
utterance, the reader comes to perceive and identify relationship with the WORD as fundamental 
to faith. Grounded in her native religious tradition, which is rooted in fidelity to the covenant, 
Mary’s faithfulness disposes her to trust the message of the angel Gabriel. Stated differently, 
Mary was already grounded in her own native religious traditions, the good news did not come to 
her on a tabula rasa (empty slate). Mary expressed her profound faith in her fiat (Luke 1:38). 
Mary’s whole being received the WORD. She thus becomes an embodiment of the new 
covenant, in which God’s word is written not on tablets of stone, but deep within the human 
heart (Cf. Jer 31:31-34). Unlike the Jeremiah text, Luke alludes to the planting of the word deep 
into the heart of Mary through the various movements: fear, listening, hearing, and pondering 
(vv. 26-38). A close reading of the process demonstrates a progression ultimately climaxing in 
owning that which was heard: Mary ponders the word in her heart and also treasures it in her 
heart. Deep down in the heart, is where the word finds room to mature, germinate, and begins to 
sink roots. Maturation of the word occurs deep within the heart. From here, the word grows and 
begins to spread. Pondering and treasuring brings forth a new relationship. The new relationship 
with God, which Mary foreshadows, is rooted in an intimate union with God. One may suggest 
that Mary brought her cultural hospitality to bear on the gospel as well in the process of her 
being evangelized. This relationship represents an important aspect of the dynamics of 
evangelization. 

Mary, having come to faith, the divine evangelizer, Gabriel, withdrew and left her on her own (v. 
38b) but not without assistance. Verse 38b, “Then the angel departed from her”, offers a point of 
entry into Luke 1:39-45. The angel left Mary but not without the creative power of the Holy 
Spirit (Acts 1:8), to assist her. The Spirit plays a connective role between the prophecy of Israel 
and the prophetic activity surrounding the birth of Jesus of which Mary is a central figure.5 The 
transformative power of this same Holy Spirit thrusts Mary forth, she departs with haste to the 
hill country (v. 39). The suggestion here is that Mary, a Nazareth Jewish maiden, gradually 
constitutes a product of the new evangelization.  

                                                                                                                                                             
Luke’s infancy narrative to weave what it considers an evangelizing process of the Mary of Nazareth. First Mary 
had to be evangelized before she could evangelize others. In other words, evangelization is not only for the world 
out there. It is always two-fold. The Church and members have to first of all know, experience, and live out in their 
own lives the gospel as Good News before they can preach it to the world as the Good News of salvation. No one 
can give what s/he does not have. That was exactly what Mary did. She brought with her to Elizabeth’s household 
everything she had and experienced: the Word made flesh in her womb, the Holy Spirit, the joy and strength of the 
Lord, and fullness of grace. Mary also experienced the Gospel as Good News in the sense that it lifted her up from 
the shadows, it was liberative  and promoted or enhanced her human dignity as a woman in that ancient Jewish 
patriarchal culture, among others. She experienced the Good News from the angel as life-giving and life-affirming 
as she expresses in her Magnificat. This is the meaning of evangelization as used in the New Testament to 
understand the ministry of Jesus as euangelion and euangelizomai. It was all of these experiences and more that she 
brought with her to Elizabeth and her household.  See, also Teresa Okure, “A New Testament Perspective on 
Evangelization and Human Promotion,” in Justin S. Ukpong et al., Evangelization in Africa in the Third 
Millennium: Challenges and Prospects (Port Harcourt, CIWA Press, 1992), 84-94.   
5 Raymond E. Brown, The Church the Apostles left behind (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 65. 
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Exegetical Survey of Luke 1:39-45 

Luke 1:39-45 

During those days Mary set out and traveled to the hill country in haste to a town 
of Judah, 40 where she entered the house of Zachariah and greeted Elizabeth. 
When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the infant leaped in her womb, and 
Elizabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit, cried out in a loud voice and said, “Most 
blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And how 
does it happen to me that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For at the 
moment the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the infant in my womb 
leaped for joy. Blessed are you who believed that what was spoken to you by the 
Lord would be fulfilled (The Catholic Study Bible, Second Edition). 

 

Luke 1:39-40: With an earnest and strong affection, Mary, fresh from her encounter with the 
angel Gabriel, “set out and travelled to the hill country in haste” to visit her relative, Elizabeth. 
Akin to the prophet Jeremiah, Mary would not settle down until the word she has received is 
proclaimed. For like the prophet, the word was like fire burning in her heart, imprisoned in her 
bones (Jer 20:9). The word cannot be boxed neither can it be caged; it must be proclaimed. The 
beauty of this word, the good news, remains in its sharing. Only in sharing does the word 
becomes life-giving to the many. The prophet Isaiah praises the one who bears good tidings thus: 
“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings glad tidings, Announces 
peace bearing good news, announcing salvation” (Isa 52:7). Mary bears good news, a wholesome 
gift to all who hear them, Elizabeth and her entire household (Zachariah was dumb at the time 
(1:20) and perhaps he was also deaf (1:62).  

Privy to a divine disclosure of Elizabeth’s advanced pregnancy (1:36), Mary makes bold to 
undertake the journey, through the hill country. Although the hills dominate the geographically 
landscape of Judea, metaphorically, “hill” can mean a difficult situation. Thus traveling through 
the hill country reinforces the complexity of the environment evangelizers must navigate in the 
service of the word. While no instruction was given in the text, the inference was clear: Elizabeth 
would be an encouragement to Mary. Thus Mary quickly prepares and left with haste to visit this 
older female relative who at some level elucidate the experience of her divine visitation. Though 
Mary’s immediate designation was the home of Elizabeth and Zachariah, the neighbours were 
not left out. In the African context, a visit of one’s relative in a village setting becomes a visit to 
the neighbours as well. The assumption here is that Elizabeth’s neighbours also shared the good 
news Mary brought. The reason why this could be is because the then Jewish society was as 
communalistic as is the situation in Nigerian.   

The new evangelization invites a rendering of Mary’s speedy visit to Elizabeth privileges the 
fruit of faith, which connects in a profound manner with good works. Faith does not stand alone; 
faith must be accompanied by good deeds. The Letter of James puts it clearly: “What good is it 
my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him?... In 
the same way, faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead” (James 2:14-17). An 
interpretation of “good works” can also mean proclamation or assertion. Good deeds evoke light, 
a “light shining in the darkness”. This light represents something which moves those who 
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experience it to praise God (Matt 5:16), as Mary did in her Magnificat (1:46-55). Mary’s good 
works shone before Elizabeth and she proclaims God’s greatness (1:43).  

Other scholars proffer, yet another interpretation to the word “haste” as it relates to Mary’s 
journey to the hill country to visit Elizabeth.6 Raymond Brown (et. al) contends that Mary’s 
haste is consistent with an attitude of her total obedience to God. Brown contends that “Luke 
continues the portrait of Mary as the obedient handmaid of the Lord (1:38) by having her 
respond with haste, going to the house of Zechariah to greet Elizabeth”.7  

A further rendering of the urgency to visit Elizabeth may not be unconnected with a confirmation 
of Mary’s faith. The sight of heavily pregnant Elizabeth would confirm a sign Mary was 
privileged to hear from the angel (v. 36). Elizabeth’s pregnancy was to her a proof of God’s great 
works now at hand. In this case, seeing ratified her believing. Unlike Thomas (John 20:24-29), 
who said unless I see I will not believe, Mary’s seeing only ratified and burgeoned the already 
existent or perhaps nascent faith at best.  The sight of pregnant Elizabeth was critical to 
understanding the unfolding events that was engulfing Mary’s own life. Elizabeth Johnson puts it 
thus, “Mary . . . has to figure out how to live with a blessing that causes more problems than it 
solves”.8  Thus, Elizabeth’s praise of Mary served as further confirmation of Gabriel’s words to 
the maiden. The two witnesses required for the confirmation of an event in Jewish thought was 
realized: Elizabeth and the angel. 

Luke 1:41-42. An ordinary greeting from Mary brought significant changes in the life of 
Elizabeth. Her yet to be born child participated in the aura of the moment as well. By divine 
inspiration, Mary’s greeting educes prophecy in Elizabeth. Although Luke does not give her the 
title of a prophet, but the phrase “filled with the holy spirit”, is suggestive of the action of a 
prophet (Act 2:17-18).  “When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting”, the baby in her womb rejoiced 
and she recognizes Mary’s expectant state. In presenting the Spirit-filled and prophesying 
pregnant Elizabeth, Luke breaks the gender barrier in making a case that women may be limited 
so far as their public ministry is concerned, but not so far as their spirituality and intimacy with 
God. At this point, Elizabeth now knows the secret of Gabriel’s annunciation to Mary.9 Elizabeth 
blesses Mary in a typical Hebraic manner that addresses women of valour.10 Famous Israelite 
women, heroines, whose fidelity to the covenant delivered God’s people from peril, received 
appellations such as “blessed”. A few examples include: “‘Blessed be Jael among women’ (Judg 
5:24) and ‘O daughter [Judith], you are blessed by the Most High God above all women on 
earth’ (Jdt 13, 18; see also Gen 14:19-20)”.11 This first woman bearer of the WORD and first 
evangelizer in the New Testament was not only full of faith (pistis) but also enjoyed blessedness 
(makarios).  Mary’s visitation to Elizabeth draws attention to the power of silent witness. The 
young maiden offers the first Gospel testimony without words in her visit to Elizabeth. Her faith-
filled presence is recognized even by the child in Elizabeth’s womb. Elizabeth acknowledges 
Mary’s faith, a faith born out of an encounter with the living God who calls her and reveals his 
                                                 
6 Raymond E. Brown, Karl P. Donfried, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, John Reumann, eds , Mary in the New Testament 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), 134-135. 
7 Brown, et al., Mary in the New Testament 
8 Elizabeth A. Johnson A. Truly our Sister: A Theology of May in the Communion of Saints (New York: Continuum, 
2006), 260. 
9 Brown, et al.,  Mary, 135. 
10 Caroline N. Mbonu, Handmaid: The Power of Names in Theology and Society (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 
2010), 36. 
11 Brown, et al., Mary, 136.   
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love to her. The love of God is that which, according to Pope Francis, precedes us and upon 
which we can lean for security and for building our lives. Transformed by this love, we gain 
fresh vision, new eyes to see; we realize that it contains a great promise of fulfilment and that a 
vision of the future opens up before us”.12 Mary would proclaim this vision of the future in her 
Magnificat (vv. 46-55). 

The text witnesses hearing as a process of Elizabeth coming to faith: “as soon as I heard your 
greeting”. Hearing and coming to faith was significant in the encounter between Phillip and the 
Ethiopian Eunuch. One cannot come to faith “unless someone instructs me” (Acts 8:26-39). 
Similarly, the Apostle Paul argues persuasively on evangelizing stressing on how anyone can 
believe in him of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone to 
preach? The preacher, the evangelizer is key to aiding people come to faith. Paul sums up his 
argument using a formula which became classic: fides ex auditu, "faith comes from hearing" 
(Rom 10:17). In hearing knowledge is connected to the word heard. Knowledge linked to a word 
is always personal knowledge. Such knowledge recognizes the voice of the one speaking and 
opens up to that person in freedom and follows the speaker in obedience (1:38). Paul could thus 
speak of the "obedience of faith" (cf. Rom 1:5; 16:26).13 The verses that follow speak of this 
personal knowledge that hearing brings forth. 

Luke 1:43-44: Elizabeth recognizes the power in Mary’s voice. John the Baptist had not yet been 
born, and Zachariah was still mute. Yet, something as innocuous as a mere greeting made 
significant impression on the lives of the members of a household. Earlier in the chapter, without 
a word being spoken by Zachariah, Elizabeth believes the word of the Lord given to him in the 
temple (vv. 5-20). Elizabeth harnesses a long life of attentiveness to the Spirit to make sense out 
of her own situation. Attentiveness to the Spirit enables Elizabeth to acknowledge a primordial 
and radical gift which upholds the lives of humankind. Faith and humility blend together in 
Elizabeth’s joyous reception of a younger relative who has been so highly favoured: “the mother 
of my Lord should come to me”. Like Mary who received faith and joy from the God-self, 
Elizabeth also received faith and joy from God through Mary. I propose that Elizabeth’s 
fruitfulness is not only in the fruit of her womb but in something much larger: the fruit of her 
spiritual life, a life filled with joy, which is the clearest sign of faith’s grandeur. Her outburst of 
praise shows a believer completely taken up into her confession of faith. Elizabeth recognizes 
Mary’s faith as playing an active role in her receiving the promise: “Blessed is she who 
believed”.  I agree with Johnson that wanting to encourage Mary’s faith, Elizabeth declared to 
her that there will be a fulfilment of those things which were told her from the Lord.14 The 
interplay in the texts suggests that God’s promises should never make one passive; rather, God’s 
assurance is designed to make one passionate, and by faith seize these promises.  

Luke 1:45 makes it clear that physical motherhood is not the only ground of Mary’s blessedness. 
Rather, believing God remains the prime source of blessedness: “Blessed are you who believed 
that what was spoken to you by the Lord would be fulfilled”. Faith, therefore, is the key to 
understanding God’s ways. The first beatitude (makarios) in the Gospel of Luke is pronounced 

                                                 
12 Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Lumen Fidei,  No. 4. 
13 Lumen Fidei, 29. Actually, the etymological root of the phrase, the “obedience of faith,” connotes “attentive 
listening, heeding, and doing.” The word obedience is from the term “oboedire” which is a combination of “ob,” and 
“audire” which connotes to hear, to carry out the instructions or orders of; to heed and to observe. 
14 Johnson, Truly our Sister 
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on Mary because of her belief in the things spoken to her by the Lord. Elizabeth’s song of Mary 
draws the reader’s attention to the fact that God has chosen Mary and Mary responded in faith.  

Faith is a gift from God. A descending gift from God, faith demands a response. A response of 
faith is good works, an ascending gift. Thus faith is two dimensional, descending and ascending. 
Luke confirms the ascending dimension of faith later in his Gospel (11:27b) in the nameless 
woman who blesses the womb that carried Jesus.15 Jesus redirects her thus: “Rather blessed are 
those who hear the word of God and observe it”. Matthew emphasizes the importance of 
observing or doing the word, “whoever does the will of my father in heaven is brother and sister 
and mother to me” (Matt 12:46-50). A blessing on those who hear and keep the word points to 
the eschatological dimension of Jesus’ fictive family in which those who keep his words take 
pride of place over his own close relatives. In other words, biological relationship does not bring 
the blessing that is earned by hearing and keeping the word. Hearing and observing brings about 
faith. A faithful person is none other than the one who believes in God and God’s promises. God 
is equally faithful by granting those promises. Elizabeth recognizes this faithfulness, so also does 
Mary, who treasures all that she heard in her heart. Her treasuring enabled the word take root 
deep within her heart where the pondering is done. There is an allusion that this honest and good 
heart, which bears much fruit (Luke 8:15), portrays in no uncertain terms the faith of Mary. Thus 
Elizabeth would say: "Blessed is she who believed".  

 Though not stated in the text, women’s reflection draws out more insights from Mary’s visit 
with Elizabeth. Given the relationship and the circumstances of the young maiden, the 
presumption is that the older woman would take in the younger and nurture her, affirm her 
calling and nourish her confidence. Although Luke left to the imaginations what transpired 
during the three months of Mary’s visit, it would be safe to state that she was being chaperoned 
by Elizabeth and Zachariah during the period. Mentoring and spiritual direction may have 
punctuated her stay in this remote village of Judea. 

Furthermore, dialogue functions significantly in communicating faith. A dialogical process 
marked the evangelizing encounter between the young Nazareth maiden and the angel Gabriel. 
Thus an interaction, verbal and/or non-verbal is fundamental in gaining access into the space of 
the other in order to make an impressionable impact. Luke employs the same evangelizing 
strategy in the meeting between Mary and Elizabeth. Only Mary’s greeting and not preaching, 
causes a stir in Elizabeth. Note that the reader does not hear Mary’s voice. Elizabeth voices her 
presence. Yet, her silent but profound presence spoke all that Elizabeth needed to come to belief 
(v. 41). The incident supports the assertion that through dialogue the God-seeker gains greater 
appreciation and understanding of God, a gift that faith offers.  In the verses that follow (vv. 46-
55), traditionally called the Magnificat, Luke shows that Mary finds protection and 
empowerment from God.16 She responds to Elizabeth’s praises of her by offering her own praise 
to God (v. 46ff).  Both women drew strength from each other. While Mary’s presence honoured 
Elizabeth, Elizabeth enables the former articulate her self-understanding. Luke later encapsulates 
the overall theme of the Magnificat in Jesus’ evangelizing vision statement (4:17-18). In essence, 

                                                 
15 Caroline N. Mbonu, “Drawn from the Shadows: The Significance of the Galilean Mary for Women in Igbo 
Society”, in  Robert Lassalle-Klein, ed., Jesus of Galilee: Contextual Christology for the 21st Century (Maryknoll, 
New York: Orbis Books, 2011), 141.   
16 Vasiliki Limberis, “Mary 1”, in Carol Myers, ed, Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and unnamed 
Women in the Hebrew Bible, The Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, and the New Testament (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 2000), 117.   
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the goal of faith is to foster an ambience of freedom that enables God-seekers enter into the 
Reign of God where “I shall know fully, as I am known” (1 Cor 13:12). For those who draw 
upon the Bible for guidance towards spiritual growth, this homely interaction between Mary and 
Elizabeth offers insights that can be appropriated for the new evangelization initiative. 

Insights for the New Evangelization 

A faith that is deeply rooted in the God remains the thrust for the new evangelization.  Faith as 
proper response to the Reign of God has several dimensions of meaning.17 The biblical word for 
“faith” refers most basically to faithfulness or fidelity in the sense of putting one’s trust in 
God.18In appropriating insights from Luke 1:39-45, I borrow as communicative tool Marcus J. 
Borg’s categories of the three primary dimensions of faith: faith as faithfulness or fidelity, faith 
as trust, and faith as belief.19  

i. Faith as faithfulness or fidelity: faith in the sense of fidelity implies relationship. To have 
faith in God, therefore, is consistent with being in relationship with the God-self.  Israel’s 
patriarchs and matriarchs understood and lived this relationship codified in the first three 
commandments of the Decalogue (Exod 20:2-6). The synoptic authors sum up this relationship 
in the first of the two great commandments: “You shall love the Lord, your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind” (Matt 22:37; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27a). 
Observe, therefore, that faith appears as a transpersonal experience. Significantly, a faith 
experience comes alive in interpersonal relationships. Here the second half of the greatest 
commandment comes into play: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Matt 22:39; Mark 
12:31; Luke 10:27b).  The reader observes the love dynamics in Luke 1:39-45, where the 
relationships are both active and positive. We note the positive and active relationships the two 
women, Mary and Elizabeth, have with God and with each other. Their fidelity to God is also 
seen in the fidelity between them as persons. Their relationship fosters self-gift. A faith devoid of 
total self-gift appears hollow. A barometer of our faithfulness is manifest in our relationships 
with our immediate environment, that is, family, friends, job, community, and the local church. 
Austin Echema expresses the faith that articulates grassroots evangelization thus: “Specific to the 
apostolate of the laity is the evangelization of the temporal order, that is, to bring the spirit of 
Christ into the ordinary arena of life such as the family, the arts and professions, science and 
culture, trade and commerce, politics and government, mass media and recreation.”20 In this lies 
fidelity, a commitment that cannot be separated from fidelity to God (Matt 25:31-46; 1 John 
4:20). Indeed, faith in the sense of fidelity or relationship points to good deeds, a proof of one’s 

                                                 
17 The proper response to God who is faithful to the covenant then entails, first, that one must accept God’s word or 
promise as true because God is Truth; and second, that one must show passionate and abiding compliance, that is, an 
active readiness to comply with the word. The prophets did this by opening themselves up in docility to God’s word 
and carrying it out unswervingly, and were thus, in that sense, persons of faith. The true Israelite must also be docile 
to God’s word and steadfast in carrying it out. In this way, the fidelity of the prophet or the true Israelite becomes an 
earthly replication of God’s own fidelity and abiding love {See Avery Dulles, The Assurance of Things Hoped For: 
A Theology of Faith ( New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 8. 
18 Daniel Harrington, The Church According to the New Testament: What the Wisdom and Witness of the Early 
Christianity Teach us Today (Chicago: Sheed & Ward, 2001), 27. 
19 Marcus J. Borg, The God We Never Knew: Beyond Dogmatic Religion to a more Authentic Contemporary Faith 
(San Francisco: HarperCollins Publishers, 1997), 168-171.  
20 Austin Echema, “Religious Formation of the Laity: Reinterpreting the Image and Role of the Catechists in our 
Parishes,” in The Church in Africa: Witness to Justice, Peace and Reconciliation a Post-Synodal Reflection and 
Reception (eds.), Luke E. Ijezie, Stephen Audu and Agnes I. Acha (Nigeria: CATHAN Publication, 2013), 280. 
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faithfulness. Good works tend to lubricate the wheels of relationships. Active proclamation of 
the word is consistent with creating various avenues of relationships that facilitate the 
cultivating, nurturing, as well as sustaining the faith. In light of the forgoing, the new 
evangelization must not only promote doctrines, it must question believers’ relationship with 
family members, colleagues, business associates, the local church, and the local community. 
Faithfulness to the physical environment cannot be ignored. Being evangelized by the God-self 
through the instrumentality of the angel Gabriel, Mary bore the good news first to her relative 
and subsequently to others. Recognize the order in which evangelization progresses. Attention to 
members of one’s household is imperative in an attempt to proclaim the good news to outsiders.   

ii.  Faith as trust: again relationship plays a role in this understanding of faith. To have 
faith in someone indicates trust in her or him. It follows then that trusting God denotes having 
faith in God. Mary trusted the One who spoke to her. This trust in the sense of faithful 
relationship, led Mary on a mission to the hill country of Judea. Trust obliterates doubt and its 
handmaid, anxiety. The text (1:39) is silent on anxiety. Luke tells us the Nazareth maiden went 
with haste to the hill country. One can read that the disposition of haste does not give room for 
detailed preparations even as she faces a rough and rugged trip ahead. Like the lilies of the field 
and birds of the air (Matt 6:25-33; Luke 12:22-33), the maiden’s trust enabled her fulfil her 
mission. Possessions and material security appear to put a wedge between us and this kind of 
trust that faith demands. A critical assessment of our relationship to possessions serves as 
indicator of the level of trust we possess. Like Mary, believers must trust that the One who has 
called them forth would not abandon them.  Doubt, the opposite of trust, can be crippling. Doubt 
produces anxiety and anxiety enervates, leaving one hollow and confused. Without passion for 
the word evangelization would not be possible. Faith as trust can show forth in zeal, passion, and 
complete trust in Divine Providence.  
 

iii.  Faith as belief is consistent with knowing that there is something to which faith  
leads. In other words, faith as belief stands as a pointer. This sense of faith involves believing 
enough to respond to a situation. Knowledge of God is implicit in faith as belief. Faith as belief 
demands a response. Mary’s response ge,noito, moi kata. to. r`h/ma, souÅ (1:38), exemplifies 
this characteristic of faith. Thus Elizabeth could say “Blessed is she who believes”. Faith as 
belief is radical, that is to say, it is fundamental. Faith as belief does not have any set doctrinal 
teaching, but only a sense of confidence in a God who is faithful.  Positive thinking encourages 
one to “believe in one’s self”. The aphorism “believe in yourself”, does not negate a belief in 
God. Rather the saying challenges one to reach down deep within and call forth the God-energy 
within; the God-energy can be described as the imago Dei. Bénézet Bujo points out that 
following from the relationship of the “God within”, is the Christian understanding of the human 
capability deriving from the imago Dei, that is, the idea that “a person is ‘capable’ of God (capax 
Dei)”.21 That capability reinforces the sense of knowing that there is something to which it leads. 
The empowering influence of the Holy Spirit (imago Dei) in the life of the believer confirms this 
expression of faith.  A spirit infused person is fired up with passion for the Word and the Reign 
of God. There is a direct correlation between faith and passion. Lack of faith is manifest in lack 
of zeal, apathy, lethargy, among others.  Faith remains a fundamental virtue that is able to move 

                                                 
21Bénézet. Bujo, Ethical Dimension of Community: The African Model and the Dialogue between North and South 
(Nairobi: Pauline Publications of Africa, 1998) 146. 
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mountains (Luke 19:5-10); manifest in God’s word spoken amidst the cacophony of daily life 
and Jesus’ redemptive presence changed those touched by his word. 

Faith is a lively virtue, it is organic and it grows. Since faith grows, it must be nourished and 
nurtured. A faith that is neglected dies.  Cultivated in her tradition, and nurtured by the Holy 
Spirit, Mary’s faith became solid as rock (see Luke 6:46-49). Each Christian, therefore, must 
actively grow her/his faith. Through fidelity to spiritual exercises such as reading as well as 
works of mercy, the faith can be nourished and sustained. Evangelizing through spiritual 
directions enables a God-seeker discover God’s will and the grace to act on them.  

Faith as fidelity, trust, and belief, remain bound up in the will of God. In seeking God’s will, 
God gifts seekers of God’s will with the Holy Spirit, who enables them to engage the world 
fruitfully. Thus a person can go with haste because s/he has been gifted with an extraordinary 
power. To use the words of Pope Francis in his Lumen Fidei: “In God’s gift of faith, a 
supernatural infused virtue, we realize that a great love has been offered us, a good word has 
been spoken to us, and that when we welcome that word, Jesus Christ the Word made flesh, the 
Holy Spirit transforms us, lights up our way to the future and enables us joyfully to advance 
along that way on wings of hope”.22 In other words, haste in responding to God’s call becomes a 
routine for both adults and children who have received the good news of God’s grace. 

New evangelization is for everyone, children and adults alike. Mary’s evangelizing presence 
sanctified John the Baptist even while still in his mother’s womb. John’s movement in 
Elizabeth’s womb suggests that evangelizing starts at a very early period of existence. We can no 
longer continue to wait till children are ready to receive first communion before teaching them 
the doctrine of the Church. We must teach the children the faith even in light of contemporary 
advancement in technology. Encouraging children to tell their stories and write their prayers can 
help them grow in the knowledge of the faith. Mary’s mission as evangelizer never ended with 
infancy narrative, it continued to the foot of the cross (John 19:25-27). Thus Mary continues her 
proclamation of the word at the crucifixion, the resurrection, and the ascension. She carries on 
with the proclamation of the word even after the ascension. Luke locates Mary, a woman of 
faith, and a silent witness, who accompanied Jesus all through his life at the Upper Room in 
Jerusalem in his second volume work (Acts 1:14). She returns to this place of divine encounter, 
the Last Supper scene (Matt 26:26-30; Mark 14:15-26; Luke 22:7-20; John 1-30), with the 
disciples after the Ascension. Brown points out one reference to Mary after the Ascension: “In 
the Luke-Acts corpus (Acts 1:14), there is one reference to Mary as part of the small group who 
returned to Jerusalem after Jesus’ ascension, a further hint of her understanding and support of 
her son’s special identity and mission”.23 Furthermore, Johnson reflects the last Lukan depiction 
of Mary. According to Johnson, Luke “places her in the upper room along the 120 women and 
men disciples and the brothers of Jesus, all in prayer awaiting the coming of the Spirit”.24 Mary’s 
sustained witnessing to the mission of her Son after the ascension together with disciples, who 
had come over into early Christian life, ensure the continuity Jesus wanted. 25  That continuity 
remains the mission of all who by baptism have been incorporated into the body of Christ and 
thus commissioned to go “make disciples of all nations” (Matt 28:19-20).  

                                                 
22 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei,  No 7. 
23 Brown, The Church the Apostles left behind, 64. 
24 Johnson, Truly our Sister, 115. 
25 Brown, The Church the Apostles left behind, 64. 
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All four Gospels have significant episodes on Mary as one who proclaims the word. An example 
from the Gospel of John would suffice. Although Mary featured less in the Gospel according 
John than in the Lukan tradition, her roles in John were not without significance. Reading 
through the evangelizing lens, one can attribute Mary’s role at the wedding at Cana to a 
proclamation (John 2:1-12). By her instruction to the waiters at the wedding, she demonstrates 
her faith and an intimate knowledge of the son, the Word made flesh. Thus her intervention 
serves to point him out to the waiters, who were privy to the water turned wine. Scripture is 
silent about what happened to the waiters thereafter. By today’s reflection, the waiters would 
become Jesus followers having witnessed the miracle he performed (John 2:7).  

Furthermore, the paradigm of the Nazareth maiden in reflecting the Bible on Faith and 
evangelization is particularly instructive for Christian women. In the text (1:39-45), Luke allows 
us to see Mary not only as virgin and mother but also as a woman full of faith and one who 
proclaims that faith to others (evangelizer). Paul VI reflects this aspect of the Nazareth maiden 
when he states that “she is an exemplar not in the particular social conditions of the life she led, 
but in the way in her own life she heard the word of God and kept it”.26 To “keep the word” 
means more things than one. However, it does not in any way suggest hoarding. Rather to keep 
the word implies owning it. Owning the word means making the word one’s own. Only in 
owning can one have full possession, a concept that also implies understanding. Thus, 
owning/having, effects sharing because nemo dat quod non habet. The example of Mary of 
Nazareth challenges all women to be active participants in spreading the Good News of the 
Reign of God. Established by the sacrament of baptism as members of the covenant, women as 
well as men share in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly office of Christ. The constant challenge 
remains to carry on the mission of evangelization entrusted to all Christian people in the Church 
and in the world. The power of the word impels women to use their generative powers to nurture 
and build up healthy lives in the social and natural world.27 Hence, Catholic women can no 
longer continue to envision themselves at the receiving end of the evangelization program, they 
must regard themselves primus evangelizers in church life. Like Mary who first thought Jesus 
the rudiments of Jewish life, which is consistent with the Tanakh (Jewish Scriptures).28 

Reflecting on the Christian vocation to be bearers of Christ, that is, evangelizers, Augustine of 
Hippo appropriates Mary’s role as Christ bearer for all Christians. “We do have the nerve to call 
ourselves the mother of Christ”;29 “because by being heavy or pregnant (gravida) with belief in 
Christ, by carrying him in our hearts full of love, we bring forth the Saviour into the needy 
world.”30 This expression portrays a profound faith that demands proclamation.   

Women, particularly Catholic mothers, remain the undisputable primary teachers of the faith to 
the children. Women’s active participation in cultivating a faith-filled existence cannot but 
impart the upbringing of offspring. Such mode of existence guarantees that the future generations 
of Catholics would, without doubt, grow and become strong, filled with wisdom and in favor of 

                                                 
26 Johnson, Truly our Sister, 286.  
27 Johnson, Truly our Sister, 287. 
28 The name Tanakh is an acronym of the first Hebrew letter of each of the Masoretic Text's three traditional 
subdivisions: Torah ("Teaching", also known as the Five Books of Moses), Nevi'im ("Prophets") and Ketuvim 
("Writings") 
29 Augustine, Sermons, 3:288 (Sermon 72A.8) 
30 Johnson, Truly our Sister, 119. 
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God and humankind. Fidelity to the word in all ramifications guarantees that the glory of God 
will dwell in our land (Psalm 85:10). 

Conclusion 

The Lukan pericopé studied offers a paradigm for the new evangelization in Nigeria. 
Traditionally designated the Visitation, the passage offers a rare glimpse of two Jewish women 
in the first century Palestine, living together and sharing faith for three months. The Visitation 
undergirds women’s approach to transmitting the Good News. At the beginning of his Gospel, 
Luke presents a homely scene that depicts women’s fidelity to each other, and commitment to 
their faith tradition. From a Christian perspective, we deduce how the commitment is carried 
over to the WORD, the essence of the new evangelization.  Evangelized and empowered by the 
Holy Spirit, the maiden of Nazareth demonstrates that those who believe in God become 
transformed by the love to which they have opened their hearts in faith reflected in fidelity, trust 
and, belief. And believers manifest this same love by proclaiming to the waiting world. For 
Catholic women especially, the example of Mary of Nazareth in accepting the WORD and 
proclaiming same in a familial setting remains a strong paradigm for family evangelization. But 
Mary, the evangelizer, must first and foremost be grounded in the paschal mystery. She or he 
must not lose sight of the cross for the cross remains an integral part of the Good News. That is 
to say, Christianity without the cross, a strong Pentecostal influence on Nigeria Catholicism, 
cannot be part of the new evangelization. The new evangelization calls us to balance the joys of 
the spirit with the cross of Christ. Mary of Nazareth, a model of faith and the primus evangelizer 
in the New Testament, remains for all time a paradigm of the new evangelization, which the 
Church calls us to embrace with passion.  

57



Liberating the Poor as Jesus’ Evangelisation Approach in Luke 4:18-19: Lessons for the 
Church in Nigeria 

Anthony Iffen Umoren, MSP 

Introduction 

The text of Luke 4:18-19, wherein Jesus cites Isa 61:1-2, has undoubtedly remained one of the 
most important texts in the New Testament from the perspective of liberation. Indeed, many 
liberation theologians have been inspired by the text, and given different interpretations to it. 
Thus for instance, Gustavo Gutierrez notes that in that text, Jesus is “proclaiming a kingdom of 
justice and liberation, to be established in favor of the poor, the oppressed, and the marginalized 
of history”.1 Such an interpretation tends to immediately set the text within a political context, 
whereby one is required to struggle to physically overthrow a currently established, unjust 
political structure (kingdom), and replace it with another structure (kingdom), where the poor 
will be rulers and justice would reign. Obviously, this utopian ideal is not easily achievable, 
neither is it completely desirable, in the light of Jesus’ remark that “My kingdom is not from this 
world” (John 18:36). According to Paul VI, “As one can see only too clearly, the most 
revolutionary ideologies lead only to a change of masters; once installed in power in their turn, 
these new masters surround themselves with privileges, limit freedom and allow other forms of 
injustice to become established.”2 Yet, Jesus proclaimed a kingdom of justice and love that is to 
be attained in this world!  He liberated the poor and the oppressed. He did this not in order to 
score political points, but as part and parcel of his mission of evangelization or salvation. But 
how did Jesus liberate the poor and the oppressed without getting involved in political activism? 
What was his goal in liberating the poor? What can we learn from Jesus’ liberation approach? 
These questions are relevant today, especially in the Nigerian context of widespread poverty, and 
where there are daily reports of corruption, injustice and oppression. In view of the above, this 
paper studies once more the text of Luke 4:18-19, taking into account the literary and theological 
contexts of the entire gospel of Luke, and attempts to draw a new meaning from Luke’s use of 
the text, as an enunciation of Jesus’ liberation of the poor as an evangelization approach.  

1. The Citation from Isaiah 

Luke narrates that Jesus cited a text from Isaiah in the context of his visit to his hometown, 
Nazareth (4:16-30). There, Jesus went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, according to his 
practice, and stood up to read. When the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him, Jesus 
unrolled the scroll until he found the passage in question. According to The New Revised 
Standard Version3 translation adopted in this paper, the Isaian text that Jesus found reads: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 

                                                 
1 Gustavo Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor in History (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1984) 14. 
2 Pope Paul VI, Octogesima Adveniens (Apostolic Letter, Nairobi: St. Paul Publications-Africa, 1971), no. 45. 
Similarly the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith declares that “Those who discredit the path of 
reform and favor the myth of revolution not only foster the illusion that the abolition of an evil situation is in itself 
sufficient to create a more humane society; they also encourage the setting up of totalitarian regimes.” See Sacred 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation (Boston: St. Paul 
Editions 1986), no. 78. 
3 The New Revised Standard Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1990). 
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sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favor. 

The corresponding text from Isa 61: 1-2a (LXX) reads: 

The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me; he has sent me to 
bring good news to the poor, to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the 
captives, and recovery of sight to the blind; to call for the year of the Lord’s favor. 

From all indications, the citations from Isa 61:1-2 and Luke 4:18-19 are very much similar to 
each other, but with some variations. Primarily, the Lucan text is a conflation of Isa 61:1a, b, d; 
58:6d; 61:2a.4 It does not contain iasasthai tous suntetrimmenous tē kardia  (to heal the broken 
hearted), which is found in the LXX. This Lucan omission has brought about the origin of a 
major textual problem in the text, whereby some NT manuscripts or textual authorities, such as 
A, Θ, Ψ, and 0102 inserted the omitted phrase into the text. The superior textual witness, 
however, of other manuscripts or textual authorities such as א, В, D, L, W, E and f13 has, without 
doubt, indicated that the text with the omitted phrase is the most likely original.  

Luke has also, in 4:19, replaced the LXX kalesai (to call for), with kēruxai (to proclaim). These 
editorial conflations, omissions and replacements make it plausible to think that Luke may have 
cited the Isaian text from memory, including in his own text, only that which he believed suited 
his Christology. In this way, Luke portrays Jesus as not merely citing a text from Isaiah, but 
making the text his own, thus transforming the text to speak about himself. It is in this light that 
the text will be studied here as a Lucan text, written from a Lucan Christological perspective, 
especially from the perspective of Luke’s understanding of the cited text in relation to the life 
and teaching of Jesus. 

2. The Lucan Perspective 

Why did Luke cite the Isaian text, unlike the synoptic parallel texts in Mark and Matthew which 
merely narrate the visit of Jesus to Nazareth (See Mark 6:1-6 and Matt 13:54-58)? In the parallel 
texts, Mark simply reports that “On the Sabbath he began to teach in the synagogue and many 
who heard him were astounded” (Mark 6:2). In the same way, Matthew reports that “He came to 
his hometown and began to teach the people in their synagogue, so that they were astounded” 
(Matt 13:54). While these two evangelists completely omit the details of what Jesus taught, Luke 
cites the text that Jesus read (Luke 4:18-19), and goes on to report Jesus’ comment on the cited 
text: “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21), and further comments 
(See Luke 4:23-27). Luke therefore expands the text beyond what he may have received from 
Mark, possibly using materials from his own special source, L5. The inclusion of the Isaian text 
in the Lucan expansion may not be unconnected with the importance, which Luke may have 
attached to the cited text of Isaiah as providing a strategic statement to the evangelizing mission 
and ministry of Jesus. 

This assertion is given further credence, given the fact that unlike Matthew and Mark, who 
narrate the incident of Jesus’ visit to his hometown as an event that took place further down in 
his ministry, Luke places the visit of Jesus to Nazareth at the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry. 
The words from Isaiah are, for Luke, the opening words of Jesus in his ministry. As opening 

                                                 
4 See Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, I-IX (The Anchor Bible, vol 28; New York: Doubleday, 
1981) 532. 
5 For further discussion on this See Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, I-IX,  526-27. 
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words, Luke sees them as aptly summarizing and capturing the essential approach of the 
evangelizing mission of Jesus. Did Jesus remain faithful to his evangelization approach? This is 
possible, for in the following chapters of Luke, the evangelist would seek to concretely expose 
how Jesus remained faithful to his declared approach.6  

3. The Evangelization Approach of Jesus  

What is the declared evangelization approach of Jesus, according to Luke 4:18-19? A close look 
at the text will reveal the nature and focus of such an approach. As already noted, Luke portrays 
Jesus as having made the cited Isaian text his own. The text, therefore, became a platform 
through which Jesus bared his mind on the focus of his own ministry. The repeated use of the 
first person singular personal pronoun  eme (me) three times clearly indicates that Jesus referred 
the text to himself. The literary structural arrangement of the contents of the text in Greek7 shows 
that the movement of the text is directed progressively towards the speaker as object, in a way 
that gradually unveils what is expected of the speaker. Thus: 

a. pneuma kuriou ep’eme  
(The Spirit of the Lord is upon me) 

a1. hou heineken echrisen me    
(because he has anointed me) 
b. euaggelisasthai  ptōchois apestalken me   

(to bring good news to the poor he has sent me) 
b1. kēruxai aichmalōtois aphesin kai tuphlois anablepsin   

(to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the 
blind) 

b2. aposteilai tethrausmenous en aphesei  
(to let the oppressed go free) 

b3. kēruxai eniauton kuriou dekton 
(to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor) 

In the above literary structure, the entire one-sentence text has  pneuma kuriou (the Spirit of the 
Lord) emphatically placed in a as the overriding subject, who acts upon the speaker and object, 
Jesus (ep’eme- upon me). The action of the Spirit of the Lord upon Jesus is explained 
epexegetically in a1, as having been an anointing of Jesus. By having anointed (echrisen) Jesus, 
the Spirit of the Lord makes Jesus the anointed one, the Christos (Messiah).8 Placing pneuma 
kuriou (Spirit of the Lord) in an emphatic position in a ensures that prominence is given to the 
role of the Spirit in the text. Indeed, the action of all the infinitive verbs in the text as found in b 
(euaggelisasthai-to bring good news), b1 (kēruxai-to proclaim), b2 (aposteilai-to let go), and b3 
(kēruxai-to proclaim), are linked grammatically to pneuma kuriou (the Spirit of the Lord). Thus 
it is the same Spirit of the Lord identified in a, who acted on Jesus by anointing him in a1, that 
also sent (apestalken) Jesus on a specific mission to others, which is to evangelize or bring good 
news to the poor (euaggelisasthai  ptōchois) in b. This specific mission would in practical terms 

                                                 
6 Philip Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) 164. notes that 
“Among Lucan commentators there is a fairly general agreement...that the Nazareth episode serves a programmatic 
function within Luke-Acts as a whole”. 
7 Kurt Aland, Matthew Black, Carlo Martini, Bruce Metzger and Allen Wirgren, eds., The Greek New Testament, 3rd 
ed. (United Bible Societies; Stuttgart: Biblia-Druck GmbH, 1983). 
8 This means that Luke’s notion of the Jesus as the anointed Messiah was quite literal. See L. T. Johnson, The 
Gospel of Luke (Sacra Pagina, vol 3; Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1991) 79. 
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mean, to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind (b1), to let the 
oppressed go free (b2), and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour (b3). In this, the nature of 
Jesus’ evangelization strategy is revealed as the proclamation of the good news of liberation to 
the poor. 

The Spirit of the Lord is, therefore, the author of the salvific mission of Jesus, according to the 
text. The content of this salvific mission is outlined above in b, b1, b2, and b3, in a way that 
suggests that to bring good news to the poor (euaggelisasthai  ptōchois) in b, is at the centre, or 
is the aim of Jesus’ mission. Thereafter, in b1, b2, and b3, a summary breakdown of the mission is 
given in a way that specifies the strategy or approach towards accomplishing the mission of 
bringing good news to the poor. In his salvific or evangelizing mission Jesus is to bring good 
news to the poor by proclaiming release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, letting 
the oppressed go free, and proclaiming the year of the Lord’s favor. But who were those 
considered as the poor? 

4.   The Poor 

The word ptōchois (poor) is used in the text (4:18) to refer to the poor, whom Jesus is to bring 
good news. In LXX Isa 61:1, ptōchois is used to translate the Hebrew word ʻȃnȃwîm (poor, 
afflicted, oppressed, humbled). The ʻȃnȃwîm were not only the materially poor, but also the 
oppressed, the suffering and the afflicted, whose only hope for liberation or salvation was in the 
Lord.9 It is to the Israelites, who had found themselves in such a condition after the exile that 
Isaiah originally and historically addressed his message in Isa 61:1.10  

The LXX use of the Greek word ptōchois in reference to ʻȃnȃwîm, is, therefore, an indication 
that the word ptōchois, as cited from Isa 61:1 in Luke 4:18, probably has a broader connotation 
than the materially poor. Indeed, grammarians assert that “at times the reference is not only to 
the unfavourable circumstances of these people from an economic point of view; the thought is 
that since they are oppressed and disillusioned they are in  special need of God’s help, and may 
be expected to receive it shortly”.11 From all indications, therefore, Jesus’ mission of bringing 
good news to the poor was to a wide spectrum of people who were generally regarded in first-
century Palestine as the poor. Such poor people are the beggars, who depend on others for 
material support. They are also those who live in miserable economic conditions. They are those 
who have to go hungry because for one reason or another such as famine, they have no food, just 
like the widow at Zarephath in Sidon (1 Kings 17:9), whose case is cited in 4:25-26 to illustrate 
the kind of poor ones to whom Jesus is sent. Included in the text among the poor who are to 
benefit from the good news of Jesus are the captives (aichmalōtois), the blind (tuphlois), the 
oppressed (tethrausmenous), and those earnestly expecting a time (year) of the Lord’s favour 
(eniauton kuriou dekton). Such people are represented among the poor in 4:27 by the sick and 
leprous Naaman, who was a highly placed Syrian army official, but who could look only unto 
God for healing (2 Kings 5:1-14). As Luke eventually makes clear in his gospel, Jesus’ mission, 
therefore, was to all the poor in need of God’s help including the destitute, beggars, the afflicted, 
the deaf, the blind, the oppressed, the subordinated, the demon-possessed, the sick, the sinners, 

                                                 
9 According to Philip Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts, 180, “In the Old Testament the canāwîm are pre-
eminently those who throw themselves humbly before Yahweh for rescue from their oppressors”. 
10 This verse of Deutero-Isaiah is part of a hymn in Isa 61:1-11, intended as a consolation of Zion. Those consoled 
were the various groups which made up the postexilic Jerusalem community. 
11 W. Bauer, W. F. Amdt and F. Gingrich, eds. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 
Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979) 728. 
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the hungry, women, the weak, the lowly, the outcasts and the marginalized. The inclusion of all 
these categories of people among the poor is in consonance with the LXX understanding of the 
word ptōchois in the cited text of Isaiah. Thus, L. T. Johnson maintains that, in the text, “the 
‘poor’ represent not only the economically impoverished but all those who are marginal or 
excluded from human fellowship, the outcast”.12 Jesus sought to liberate them from their 
condition of life with the good news, and this was his evangelization approach for bringing them 
into the kingdom of God. 

0. Jesus’ Approach in the Liberation of the Poor 

How did Jesus implement his evangelization approach of bringing liberating good news to 
the poor? Luke seems to be especially interested in narrating in his gospel the different ways 
that Jesus ministered to the poor13.  

Self Identification with the Poor 

Luke shows that Jesus identified himself with the poor through his life of poverty. Even before 
his birth, Luke narrates that his mother Mary’s song of praise proclaimed Jesus’ coming as 
ushering in an era of God’s uplifting favors and unmerited mercy to the poor and lowly, for: “He 
has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the 
hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (1:52-53). Besides reporting that Jesus 
was born in humble circumstances, whereby he was laid in a manger, because there was no place 
in the inn (2:7-12), Luke depicts Jesus as one who did not amass wealth. When he was hungry 
after his fast in the wilderness, he did not succumb to the devil’s suggestion to him to change 
stone to bread for his use. He responded rather: “One does not live by bread alone” (4:2-4). 
Neither did he accept to worship the devil so that he would have the glory and authority to rule 
over all the kingdoms of the world. His response to the devil: “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord 
your God, and serve only him’” (4:5-8) served to portray Jesus’ single mindedness, even in the 
face of a serious temptation to amass wealth, fame, glory and honour by foul and ungodly means.  
Indeed, so materially poor and detached was he that he reminded someone who was eager to 
follow him wherever he went, that: “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests; but the Son 
of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (9:58). He also demonstrated his choice for simplicity and 
solidarity with the poor by sitting on a donkey during his triumphal entry into Jerusalem (19:28-
40). In this way Jesus liberated the poor, especially the materially poor from feelings of 
inadequacy, shame and nothingness arising out of their social condition, for: “a man’s life does 
not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (12:15). 

Proclaiming Reversal of Fortunes for the Poor 

Jesus proclaimed a reversal of fortunes for the poor. So, according to Luke, rather than see the 
poor as people being punished by God one way or the other, Jesus preached that the poor are 
blessed. Thus, in the beatitudes, he declared: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the 
kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled. Blessed are you 
who weep now, for you will laugh. Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they 
exclude you, revile you, and defame you on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day and 
                                                 
12  L. T. Johnson, The Gospel of Luke,  79. 
13 For further study on Jesus and the Poor in the gospel of Luke, see Robert C. Tannehill, “Jesus’ Ministry to the 
Oppressed and Excluded” in The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation (Volume one: The Gospel 
According to Luke; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1991) 103-139; Leslie J. Hoppe, Being Poor: A Biblical Study 
(Good News Study, 20; Wilmington: Michael Glazier, 1987) 152-60. 
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leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven” (6:20-23; also 6:24-26). Jesus’ teaching 
on the reversal of fortunes for the poor finds a concrete illustration in the story of the rich man 
and Lazarus (16:19-31). The rich man, who used to feast sumptuously while he was alive, and 
who then completely ignored Lazarus the poor man at his gate, found out that after this life, it 
was he who begged that Lazarus should be sent to help him. In Jesus’ principle of reversal of 
fortunes, things are hidden from the wise and intelligent, but revealed to infants (10:21); some 
who are first are the last, and some who are  last are the first (13:30); those who exalt themselves 
are humbled, and those who humble themselves are exalted (14:11, 18:14); the least is the 
greatest (9:46-48; 22:24-27); and what human beings prize highly is an abomination to God, who 
sees the heart (16:14-15). In this way, Jesus liberated the poor from accepting and internalizing 
human condemnations, mockery and spite that arise from their conditions at the time. By 
teaching that no bad condition is permanent, Jesus gave the poor hope of a better life in the 
future. 

Accepting, Welcoming and Respecting the Poor 

For Luke, Jesus liberated the poor from inferiority complex, guilt and self hatred by adopting an 
attitude of acceptance, respect and love for the poor. In doing this, he welcomed and accepted 
children (18:15-17). He showed respect to women (10:38-42). Jesus appreciated and praised the 
poor widow who put in her gift of two small copper coins in the treasury: “Truly I tell you, this 
poor widow has put in more than all of them; for all of them have contributed out of their 
abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in all she had to live on” (21:1-4). He did not 
despise or condemn sinners (7:36-50), even the tax collectors who were society outcasts. Rather, 
he accepted them, ate with them and interacted with them in an attitude of respect, compassion 
and forgiveness. This made them accept the good news of the kingdom of God. Thus his 
acceptance of Zacchaeus the tax collector, led to Zacchaeus promising that he would give half of 
his possessions to the poor, and pay back four times if he had defrauded anyone (19:1-10).  

Trust in Divine Providence 

Luke narrates that Jesus taught his followers to liberate themselves from fear of having nothing, 
and rather trust in God’s providence. When he sent out the twelve on mission, he specifically 
instructed them: “Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money – not 
even an extra tunic” (9:3; but see 22:35-38). Similarly, when he sent out the seventy, he 
instructed them: “Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one on the road” (10:4). They 
were to trust in God’s providence: “Whenever you enter a town and its people welcome you, eat 
what is set before you” (10:8). He advised his followers not to be unduly worried about their life, 
what they are to eat or about their bodies, what they are to wear, but to seek first the kingdom of 
God, and all these things would also be theirs (12:22-31). Jesus, therefore, encouraged his 
followers to leave all and follow him, in the hope of obtaining an eternal reward. Thus, he 
declared that no one could be his disciple without giving up all possessions (14:33). He told 
Peter, who was worried that he and the disciples had left their homes to follow Jesus: “Truly I 
tell you, there is no one who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake 
of the kingdom of God, who will not get back very much more in this age, and in the age to 
come eternal life” (18:29). 

Sharing with the Poor 

In continuation of his liberating good news to the poor, Luke narrates that Jesus taught the rich to 
share with the poor without expecting anything in return. In this way, the poor would have a 
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share of the basic necessities of life. People should lend without expecting to receive back (6:34-
35). They should sell their possessions and give alms, thereby storing up treasures for themselves 
in heaven (12:33-34). Almsgiving is also regarded as the best form of purification (11:41). He 
advised the rich: “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. 
And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the 
resurrection of the righteous” (14:13-14). Indeed, in the parable of the great dinner, Jesus 
portrayed the poor as the rightful invitees to dinner, in view of the fact that those originally 
invited gave different excuses. The guest master had no other option but to command his servant: 
“Go out at once into the streets and lanes of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the 
blind and the lame” (14:21).   

Being Productive and not Lazy or Wasteful 

In his liberating message to the poor, Jesus strongly taught that the human recipient of God’s act 
of divine providence should be productive with whatever has been received, no matter how little 
it may appear to be.  The poor should not, therefore, remain complacent, complaining, lazy and 
wasteful in their condition. They should act with wisdom, thrift and dedication. It is in this 
regard that Jesus told the parable of the ten pounds (19:12-26). In the parable, a nobleman gave 
money to his servants with the instruction: “Do business with these until I come back”. On his 
return he called the servants to find out what they had earned by trading with the money. The 
parable shows that the first and second servants had worked hard and produced ten pounds and 
five pounds respectively with the pound given to them. They were commended and rewarded 
greatly for having worked hard to produce more money with the money given to them. The third 
servant brought back his money unused, wrapped in a cloth. He even insulted the nobleman, 
accusing him of being a harsh and unjust man. This third servant was blamed and punished for 
not having used the money productively. Accordingly, he was told: “Why then did you not put 
my money into the bank? Then when I returned, I could have collected it with interest?” (19:23). 
Indeed, the nobleman considered that the third servant had wasted both the money and the 
opportunity given to him, and, therefore, did not deserve any pity. He, therefore, directed that the 
money be taken from the non-productive, wasteful and insulting third servant and given to the 
productive first servant who had ten pounds. 

Warnings against the Negative Attractions and Glamour of Riches 

Luke narrates that Jesus liberated the poor from undue attractions to the glamour of riches by 
warning them against the dangers of riches and power. The cares and riches and pleasures of life 
can choke one in whom the word of God has been sown, such that the person does not bear fruit 
(8:14) and so loses eternal life. Therefore, Jesus wonders: “What does it profit them if they gain 
the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves?” (9:25). Jesus’ warning against the dangers of 
riches is dramatized in the story of the rich ruler who wanted to know what he must do to inherit 
eternal life (18:18-25). When Jesus said to him: “There is still one thing lacking. Sell all that you 
own and distribute the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven” (18:22), the man 
became sad, for he was very rich. This prompted Jesus to declare: “How hard it is for those who 
have wealth to enter the kingdom of God. Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of 
a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (18:24-25). Moreover, Jesus 
admonished his followers on the impossibility of serving God and wealth: “No slave can serve 
two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and 
despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth” (16:13). Consequently, Jesus taught the 
liberating message of contentment and avoidance of greed. Thus, to someone in the crowd who 
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asked him to intervene in the sharing of family possessions (12:13-21), he said: “Take care! Be 
on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of 
possessions” (12:15). 

Physical Care, Restoration, Deliverance and Healing 

In furtherance of his liberating, evangelizing mission to the poor, Luke narrates that Jesus cared 
for the poor. He gave sight to the physically blind, healed the sick, forgave sins, cast out demons, 
and raised the dead. This is found in the narratives of the healing of the blind beggar near Jericho 
(18:35-43), the healing of many people with a variety of ailments ranging from fever to leprosy 
(4:38-41; 5:17-26; 6:6-11, 17-19; 7:1-10; 8:40-55; 13:10-17; 14:1-6; 17:10-19), the forgiveness 
of sins (7:36-50), the casting out of unclean spirits or demons (4:31-37; 8:26-29; 9:37-43), and 
the raising of the dead (7:11-17) . For Luke, Jesus’ evangelizing strategy of liberation of the poor 
attracted so much attention that it could speak for itself. Thus, when the messengers from John 
came to ask Jesus if he was the expected one, Jesus merely referred them to go back to John and 
report what they had seen and heard: “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind 
receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the 
poor have good news brought to them” (7:22).  

A Holistic Liberation 

It is clear from all these that Jesus lived up to his evangelization approach of bringing the good 
news of liberation to the poor. Luke adequately shows that Jesus addressed himself squarely to 
the issue of poverty in first century Palestine, and offered to his hearers a new and balanced 
approach to poverty and wealth. He focused on liberating people’s consciences, striving to 
challenge, change and transform their wrong ideas and attitudes towards the poor, poverty and 
riches. Indeed, for him, being poor or rich were simply states of life that could come to anyone at 
any time, and these had nothing to do with one’s true dignity. It depended on how one handled 
whatever state of life in which one found himself or herself. His personal preference was to be 
poor, and that did not take away his human dignity. The poor should not be made to lack the 
basic necessities of life. Rather, those who find themselves in material wealth are bound to share 
with the materially poor so that they would live well enough. The poor should also avoid 
laziness, and use their God-given creativity and thrift to enable them live decent lives. 

Interestingly, in Luke’s good news to the poor, Jesus never promised the poor instant material 
riches in this life. Neither did he promise the rich who followed him more or super abundant 
riches. Rather, he helped both the rich and the poor to place a value on life itself, and go out in 
search of God and eternal life, wherein lie true riches and blessings. Jesus, therefore, liberated 
the poor from the guilt and shame of poverty imposed on them by society. He made the poor 
realize that being in possession of abundant wealth is not in itself a guarantee to life. He also 
liberated the rich and the powerful from their selfishness, greed, complacency and self-righteous 
attitudes, which made them feel and act as if they were superior to the poor. Such attitudes made 
the rich to neglect the poor, deny them their rights, cheat, insult, oppress, and frustrate them. 
That God would someday pay back the rich who acted in this way through a reversal of fortunes 
was enough warning to the rich and good news to the poor who earnestly hoped in God’s 
vindication. Through his life and teaching, therefore, Jesus brought good news to the materially 
poor, challenging their attitudes to poverty, and thus liberating them holistically in the process, 
as specified in his evangelization approach. His life giving words, love, concern and 
compassionate attitude toward the sick, sinners, children, women, the oppressed and others 
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regarded in Jewish circles as ‘the poor’ greatly endeared him to such people and uplifted them. 
This then led to these people accepting his evangelizing message, which is an invitation to 
embrace the kingdom of God. The focus of Jesus’ liberation approach was, therefore, the human 
person and not the human or political structures. When each human person is holistically 
liberated following the liberation approach of Jesus, the evil and oppressive structures of poverty 
would naturally tumble and crumble!  

6.  Lessons for the Church in Nigeria 

It is well known that despite its oil wealth, Nigeria, the “giant of Africa”, is one of the most 
backward countries in the world, especially in terms of infrastructure, social development, 
citizens’ economic well being, and technological progress. There are many pointers to the cause 
of this problem within the wider context of Africa’s poverty and underdevelopment14. Some of 
these include the effects of slave trade, colonialism, apartheid, international political and 
economic gang-up against Africa, economic sanctions, neo-colonialism, unjust international 
monetary policies, unjust bilateral trade agreements, low income from exports, huge international 
debts, and globalization15 . Other pointers specifically from the Nigerian context include 
corruption, greed, robbery, financial mismanagement, political instability, brain drain, waste of 
human and material resources, overpopulation, incessant ethnic and religious wars and conflicts, 
senseless destruction of life and property through bomb blasts, unforeseeable natural disasters, 
belief in witchcraft, and deceit using religion. All these and many more causes have been 
fingered for the high level of poverty, social underdevelopment, violence, marginalization, 
ignorance, unemployment, low wages, inadequate infrastructure, rural areas neglect, diseases, 
insecurity, refugees, untimely deaths, misfortunes and backwardness, which are experienced in 
Nigeria and, indeed, all over Africa. 

Many gallant efforts have been made, and are still being made, to liberate Nigeria and, indeed, 
Africa from poverty, oppression and underdevelopment. The interest of some governments in 
Nigeria in creating poverty alleviation programmes (eg. NAPEP), and that of many international 
donor and aid agencies and their positive impact in many areas of life is well received. Such 
concerted national and international efforts in combating HIV and AIDS, malaria, hunger, 
provision of clean water, standardizing health and educational services, promoting agriculture, 
constructing and maintaining basic infrastructure, etc., are highly commended. There are also 
numerous other efforts through NGO’s, church organizations and associations aimed at 
alleviating poverty and enthroning credible social justice. Not left out are many Nigerian and 
African liberation theologians, whose theologizing has been of immense assistance in shaping 
biblical and theological reflections in the continent on behalf of the poor.16 Despite all these 

                                                 
14 See Andor T. Udie, “Africa’s Underdevelopment: The Way Forward” in Encounter (A Journal of African Life 
and Religion, vol 4) 52-65. 
15 A good picture of the effect of some of these factors can be got from Peter Kanyandago, ed., Marginalized Africa: 
An International Perspective (Nairobi: Paulines Publications Africa, 2002); Michael Moloney, ed., Displaced in 
Africa (Jesuit Refugee Service; Nairobi: Paulines Publications Africa, 1995); Emmanuel Martey and Mary Gerald 
Nwagwu, eds., The Gospel, Poverty and the Displaced in Africa: The Case of the West African Sub-Region (Accra: 
Presbyterian Press, 2000). 
16 See, for instance, Laurenti Magesa, “Christ the Liberator and Africa Today”, in J. N. K. Mugambi and Laurenti 
Magesa, eds., Jesus in African Christianity: Experimentation and Diversity in African Christology (Nairobi: Acton 
Publishers, 1998) 79-92; John M. Waliggo, “African Christology in a situation of suffering”, in J. N. K. Mugambi 
and Laurenti Magesa, eds., Jesus in African Christianity: Experimentation and Diversity in African Christology 
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efforts, the total picture is still very gloomy, and this has led many Nigerians to frustration, 
despair and hopelessness. 

As a result of this frustration, despair and hopelessness, many Nigerians try on their own to seek 
a way out of poverty. There are many who form themselves into ethnic militia groups, to “fight 
for their share of the national cake”. They have the use of violence as a constitutive dimension of 
their existence. Some join cult and occult groups where they are promised an elusive happiness. 
Some engage in a wide variety of criminal acts such as bribery and corruption, advance fee 
fraud, robbery and prostitution, giving themselves an excuse that, that is the way things have 
been, and should be.  In justifying their stance, they point to a number of people who became 
“successful” through these crimes and deviant acts and are today accepted in society. There are 
some who seek to leave Nigeria by any means, and migrate to greener pastures, especially in 
parts of Europe and the United States of America, where they believe they will become 
automatically rich. Some Nigerians too seek to “push their people up” the social or political 
ladder, in the hope that when one of theirs “has arrived”, then he or she will share the goodies 
with the unfortunate ones.  

Yet there are Nigerians who try to find an escape from poverty through extreme religiosity. 
Some visit juju and medicine men and women, who make them to pay heavily for concoctions 
and incantations that are expected to solve all their problems. Others find solace in churches, 
fellowships, and crusades “where it is happening”, with heavy emphasis on prosperity, miracles 
and faith healing. They are told that their poverty is willfully caused by another, such as a witch, 
Satan, the influence of a dead relative, the handiwork of enemies, and the spiritual machinations 
of envious and wicked people. They are made to believe that only prayer and donations have the 
power to liberate them from their poverty. Furthermore, some have been taught to believe that 
anyone who has faith in God will become automatically rich, for “my God is not a poor God”. 
Needless to say, many have ultimately abandoned faith in God and the church when their hope of 
an instant liberation from poverty has remained only a mirage despite many promises.  

In the face of all these challenges to the liberation of the poor in Nigeria, and given the urgency 
of evangelization, the Church in Nigeria should learn from, and proclaim an authentic message 
of liberation from, Jesus, the liberator par excellence. This should be done as part of the church’s 
evangelization approach. Thus, like Jesus, the church in Nigeria should make authentic liberation 
of the poor its focus of evangelization.  

Simplicity of Life 

In this regard, church leaders like Jesus, and in  response to the constant pleas of Pope Francis, 
should live, act and dress simply in a way that shows that their dignity as persons does not 
depend on their wealth or their show of opulence. They should also preach against and resist 
attempts to use ungodly means, or manipulate persons and events in order to amass wealth. Such 
a life of witness by church leaders would in itself be a means of evangelization. 

Create Awareness on and Liberate from Self-defeating Attitudes 

Like Jesus, the church, using the scriptures, should create much awareness in the minds of the 
poor, so that they become liberated in their thinking from certain societal attitudes which tend to 
denigrate, condemn, mock, and spite the poor. The poor should not be allowed to sink into fear 

                                                                                                                                                             
(Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 1998) 93-111; Ikechukwu Orjinta, Liberation and Nigeria: Theology of Liberation form 
the Nigerian Perspective (Enugu: Snaap Press Ltd., 1998). 
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of having nothing, inferiority complex, guilt and self hatred, but as Jesus did, taught to trust in 
God’s providence, and treated at all times with equal acceptance, respect and love. In this regard, 
the church in Nigeria should foster more than ever, respect and rights for children, women and 
the oppressed.  

Practice Justice, Love and Respect for the Poor in Sharing 

Rather than remain silent, the church in Nigeria should constantly teach that the rich should 
genuinely accept, respect, share with, and love the poor. International organizations and aid 
agencies should not treat those that they assist financially and otherwise as if they were less than 
human beings. They should interact freely with the people, eat their food, learn their language 
and culture, and try to live simply like the people. Likewise, political leaders, local leaders of the 
people, enlightened professionals, great industrialists, and rich Nigerians should strive to avoid 
all forms of superiority complexes in relation to the poor. They should avoid the tendency to 
brazenly flaunt their wealth before the poor in a way that would only arouse their envy, jealousy 
and anger. Rather, they should be constantly made to become aware of the suffering of the poor, 
since many of them may not even be aware of the extent of the reality of poverty in Nigeria. 
With great love, they should share their material and other resources with the poor, create job 
opportunities for them, and pay them just and adequate wages for decent living. In doing this, 
they should be conscious that their current positions and material resources are a gift from God, 
to be used well to the glory of God and to uplift the poor.  

Teach Productivity and Entrepreneurship 

On the other hand, the poor in Nigeria, who are beneficiaries of the generosity, love and 
goodwill of others, should be taught by the church to strive to be productive and thrifty with 
what they receive. Through careful planning, hard work, foresight, honesty, accountability, 
prudence, avoidance of waste and patience, they can make very good and productive use even of 
the little they earn or receive from others, to improve their condition in life. Available 
opportunities in education, training, promotions, professionalism, business, financial 
investments, cooperatives, entrepreneurship, micro loan schemes and human development should 
be brought to the awareness of many Nigerians, who may be largely ignorant of such 
opportunities for growth. 

Adopt and Teach a Balanced Attitude to Material Wealth 

Both the rich and the poor in Nigeria should, however, realize the inherent material and spiritual 
dangers in possessing excessive material riches, and do everything possible to have a balanced 
approach to wealth. One way to handle this is to let go of what does not rightfully belong to one, 
and what one does not really need. Adopting such an attitude to material possessions will greatly 
liberate the poor and the rich in Nigeria, especially those who are currently craving and yearning 
deeply to amass much instant wealth, even if it would involve being corrupt, cheating, faking, 
lying, stealing, prostituting, killing, or visiting juju men and women, occult groups and 
prosperity centres to get what they want. 

Access to Health, Educational, Legal and Other Social Services 

As part of the Church’s pastoral care of the poor, the Church should continue to open her heart to 
the poor through her many social services to the poor, which are administered by innumerable 
priests, religious and laity through the NGO efforts of different parishes, dioceses, Religious 
Congregations, the Caritas organization, the St. Vincent de Paul Association, the JDPC office, 
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etc. These are concrete and physical ways of liberating the poor and giving hope to the hopeless, 
which should be intensified. But these Church’s health, educational, legal and other social 
services should not be regarded as mere philanthropic services, but directed at evangelizing the 
whole person for the kingdom of God.   

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to study once more the text of Luke 4:18-19, cited from Isa 61:1-2. The 
study revealed that Luke cited the text in a way that made the text become the words of Jesus. A 
literary and theological study of the text within the context of Luke’s gospel further revealed that 
Luke’s inclusion of the text at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry served to highlight the fact that, 
for Luke, the approach of the evangelizing mission of Jesus was to bring good news to the poor, 
and the text served as a summary presentation of this approach. That Jesus truly did focus on 
bringing liberating good news to the poor became evident from a close analysis of the gospel of 
Luke in relation to the theme of liberation of the poor. The fruit of the study was then applied as 
lessons to be learnt by the church in Nigeria.  

From the study it emerged that, like Jesus, the Church in Nigeria should be on the vanguard of 
bringing authentic or holistic liberation to the poor.17 This means that the Church should not 
relent in its efforts to continue to bring relief to the suffering through its many social, educational 
and spiritual programmes and projects on behalf of the poor, the homeless, oppressed women, 
the sick, the orphans, the prisoners, the physically challenged, the unborn, the unjustly treated 
and the weak18. This should be done as part of the church’s evangelization approach. Educating 
the consciences of the poor and the rich in Nigeria towards having a balanced attitude to material 
goods according to the mind of Jesus should be a major concern of the church, rather than 
manipulating and further impoverishing the poor through false promises of instant prosperity. 
The Church should also have a special interest in uplifting the general socio-cultural and 
economic conditions of children, women, the youth, and the aged. Those who can be of 
assistance to these groups of people should be conscientized to assist them. The Church should 
not shy away from liberating pastoral care to the poor. 

In doing this, the church should draw from and build on the cultural endowments of many 
Nigerians, who are blessed with the values of the gospel, such as hospitality, unity, love, care, 
service, friendship, togetherness, kindness, sharing, generosity, mutual support, respect, 
goodness, thankfulness, hard work, trust, commitment, detachment, simplicity, sincerity, 
openness, prayerfulness, joy in suffering, hope in God, and forgiveness. Nigerians generally 
appreciate the true value of the human person, celebrating the human person in all life stages 
from birth to death. They readily understand and appreciate the value of the family, doing 
everything in their power to nurture it positively. It is the conviction of this study that an 

                                                 
17 This is the concern of George Omaku Ehusani, A Prophetic Church (Ede: Provincial Pastoral Institute 
Publications, 1996); Julio De Santa Ana, Towards a Church of the Poor: The Work of an Ecumenical Group on the 
Church and the Poor (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1979). 
18 The role of the Catholic Church in this area has been well noted, especially in the Social Teachings of the Church. 
On tips in applying the Social Teachings of the Church to the situation in Africa, see: “Catholic Social Doctrine and 
the Church in Africa”, Nacaths Journal of African Theology (vol 14, April 2004). The effort of the Church in this 
regard is made manifest in the numerous international and local charity and aid organizations run by the Church. 
Among these organizations are notably, the International Association of St. Vincent the Paul, Caritas International, 
Catholic Relief Services, Kirche in Not, and Misereor. A complete list of such organizations is contained in 
Pontifical Council “Cor Unum”, Catholic Aid Directory, (4th Edition, Vatican City, 1988). 
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authentic liberation of the poor in Nigeria must have evangelization or salvation, not mere 
philanthropy, as focus, and start from an appreciation and sincere living out of the liberating 
values of the kingdom of God that Jesus came to bring to the poor in his good news as narrated 
by Luke.   
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The Call of Levi in Luke 5:27-32: Implication for Evangelization! 
Cosmas C. Uzowulu  

1.0 Introduction 

Jesus’ outreach to outcasts continues. But now he deals with the social outcast rather than the 
physically handicapped.1 The section focuses on Jesus’ association with sinners, an association 
with sinners an association that he initiates. The action produces a negative response from the 
Pharisees and Scribes, since they reject such fellowship with the unrighteous. The contrast 
between the separatism of these Jewish officials and the outreach of this single teacher is clear. 
Jesus’ example teaches the church community that they need to seek and associate with the 
outcast as a part of their mission, even though there might be some who would frown at such 
personal relationships2 (Luke 15:1-23; 19:1-10; 18:9-14 [for contrast]; Matt 20:13-16). Jesus has 
gone from forgiving sinners to openly associating with them. Mission requires more than casual 
contact. Jesus engages with those in the culture. They perceive that he cares for them and does 
not preach at them. Thus, this text exposes the personal character of his mission. 

An additional significant note is the change in the sinner. This idea, though only alluded to here, 
is still of great significance for Luke. Levi will leave all. Jesus asks for repentance (pictured in 
5:31-32). The sick need healing and are made well by Jesus’ ministry. Levi pictures such a 
transformation and represents the model disciple. Luke’s description of Levi shows that 
discipleship is part of Jesus’ goal in reaching out to the sinner.3 

1.1 Sources and Historicity 

The texts parallel to Luke 5:27-32 are Mark 2:13-17 and Matt 9:9-13.4 There are no additional 
written sources to appeal to besides the sources that stand behind the Synoptic accounts. Two 
events are in view here: Levi’s call in Luke 5:27-28 is followed by a banquet where Jesus dines 
and fellowships with tax collectors and sinners in Luke 5:29-32. The later placement of the call 
and the meal in Matthew makes it likely that the call preceded the dinner by some break in time.5 
However, the events’ clear relationship to one another has caused all the Synoptics to place them 
side by side, though in two distinct time frames. 

Levi’s call and association with Jesus create a controversy between Jesus and the Pharisees about 
personal relationships. Jesus does not shy away from the opportunity to challenge social out casts 
with the gospel of the kingdom and the call to discipleship. Jesus sees what looks bad to the 
Pharisees as an opportunity for significant healing and restoration. His ministry reconciles people 
to God and preaches peace to them (Acts 10:36-39). 

The two parts of the passage display different forms. Luke 5:27-28 is a brief story about Jesus 
that is also a call narrative.6 Bultmann calls the Marcan parallel biographical apophthegm, which 

                                                 
1 F. W. Danker, Jesus and the New Age: A Commentary on the Third Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988) 125.  
2 J. A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke i-ix (AB 28; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1981) 589; similarly, 
MICHEL, TDNT 8, 105. 
3 Levi’s leaving all (5,28) and the note on repentance (5,32) are uniquely expressed by Luke.  
4 K. Aland, Synopsis Quattuor Evangelorum (13th ed.; Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelstiftung, 1985) §44.  
5 I. H. Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978) 
217-18 discusses the source issue as it relates to Mark; Matthew differs from both Mark and Luke here.  
6 Mark 1,16-20 and Luke 5,1-11 are two form parallels; F. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas – vol 1 Lk 1,1-9,50 
(EKKNT 3/1; Zurich: Neukirchener Verlag, 1989) 252; similarly, likewise, K. Berger, Formgeschichte des Neuen 
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means a pronouncement story.7 However, that no climactic teaching is present speaks against 
this classification.8 

Luke 5:29-32 is a pronouncement story that is also a controversy account.9 Luke 5:31-32 also has 
a mission statement or an “I-saying.” Fitzmyer argues that the tradition’s setting is a product of 
the early church, though the sayings themselves apparently are from Jesus. He notes that the shift 
of persons to the disciples in 5:30 demonstrates that they are the real objects of complaint in the 
original tradition. In addition, the Pharisees’ appearance at the meal is impossible and shows that 
the setting is a later product. The tradition, in his view, served as a polemic for the Palestinian 
church to defend their association with undesirables.10 

Interestingly, the Jesus Seminar is less sceptical about these sayings than they are about most of 
the other sayings up to this point in Luke.11 On the basis of Jesus’ challenge to disciples in 9:57-
62, they question Jesus’ call to be followed. But they misread that passage as Jesus’ refusing to 
have disciples. Surely Jesus called disciples (6:12-16; 9:23, 59; 18:22). The presence of 
disciples, especially figures like Peter, is too well attested at various source levels to be rejected. 
The Jesus Seminar accepts as likely (using pink type) the saying, comparing Jesus’ work to that 
of a physician, they do so on the grounds of the saying’s proverbial character. But they question 
(using gray type) the mission statement about Jesus’ calling others to repentance. They regard it 
as too similar to 19:10 and the parables in chapter 15. But would Jesus engage in a controversial 
ministry of outreach without a rationale for doing so? These grounds are not sufficient to deny 
authenticity. The authenticity of such mission statements is well defended by Jeremias12 and Van 
Iersel.13 

Fitzmyer’s point that Luke 5:29-32 is a teaching message about the church’s association with 
undesirables is correct, at least in part. The issue of association is a major theme. However, there 
is no need to question the setting’s authenticity. The Pharisees are not attending the dinner; 
rather, they are grumbling about what they know about Jesus. Their apparent presence at the 
meal in 5:30 is a result of literary compression, as their reaction probably followed their learning 
about the meal. 

In addition, the Pharisees’ address of the disciples is natural enough. They may have feared 
taking on Jesus directly at the point, especially given his recent successes and their limited 
exposure to the teacher. The approach to the disciples is one of timidity and does not indicate an 
original early church setting. The tradition about Jesus is full of his association with what the 
Pharisees saw as reprobates. The saying relates directly to that tension. One suspects that an 

                                                                                                                                                             
Testaments (Heidelberg: Quelle & Meyer, 1984) 316 (discusses the parallel in Mark 2,14); also, V. Taylor, The 
Formation of the Gospel Tradition (London: Macmillan, 1935) 75. H. Schuermann, , Das Lukasevangelium 
(HTKNT 3; Freiburg: Herder, 1969) 287 speaks of an apophthegm for the whole account, which combine a call with 
a controversy account.  
7 R. Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition (New York: Blackwell, 1963)  28.  
8 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke i-ix, 588.  
9 Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, 18.  
10 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke i-ix, 588-89.  
11 R. W. Funk – R. W. Hoover, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus (New York: 
Macmillan, 1993) 284-85.  
12 J. Jeremias, “Die älteste Schicht der menschensohn-Logien”, ZNW 58 (1967) 166-67 
13 B. M. F. Van Iersel, “La Vocation de Levi (Mc., ii,13-17; Mt., ix,9-13; Lc., v,27-32): Traditions et Redactions” in 
De Jesus aux Evangiles: Tradition et Redaction des le Evangiles Synoptiques (ed. I De La POTTERIE; BETL 25/2; 
Gembloux: Duculot, 1967) 212-223.  
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unwarranted assumption is creeping into the analysis, that is, that an unmixed form was the 
original form. However, traditional reflection may have put together these two distinct evens into 
a sequence, an association that was natural, given the relationship of the events. These events are 
historical. The sayings fit the occasion, revealing a key emphasis in Jesus’ ministry. 

1.2 Structure of the Pericopé 

The outline of Luke 5:27-32 is as follows: 

a. Call of Levi (5:27-28) 

 i Jesus calls Levi to follow him (5:27) 
 ii Levi leaves all to follow Jesus (5:28) 

b. Controversy over association and mission (5:29-32) 

 i. Dinner with tax collectors and sinners (5:29) 
 ii. Controversy: Jesus’ company (5:30) 
 iii. Reply: Jesus is called to the sick and the sinner (5:31-32) 

Several themes are key. Jesus associates compassionately with the outcast in need, despite the 
impression this gives to the outsider. Such association is necessary because Jesus’ mission is to 
call the outcast to be healed. He offers an accepting hand, while calling on them to turn to God. 
Levi pictures a called outcast, who in turn leads others to hear Jesus. The Pharisees and scribes 
picture those in need. It is clear that their approach to mission comes in for rebuke by Jesus’ 
remark. 

Association with outcasts is a part of outreach. Jesus sees in the outcast an opportunity for God 
to manifest his grace. He extends to Levi the chance for fellowship with God. He communicates 
that, like any sinner, Levi can have a walk with God. In contrast, the Pharisees want nothing to 
do with these sinners. How do those who associate with Jesus view those who do not know his 
message? Isolation from sinners is not the call of the disciple. Jesus rejects the approach of the 
Jewish leadership to this question. Engagement, willingness to associate with sinners, and 
offering them hope are the role of the one who follows Jesus. There is also an awareness that 
spiritual and emotional healing can be offered to such people. They are accepted first as people, 
as the challenge and invitation to walk with God come. In fact, God’s invitation to experience his 
grace can be offered only to those who realize that they are sinners in need of God’s help. 
Everyone experiences God’s healing grace the same – because they realize they need it, not 
because they earn it through their own merit. Before God, all stand equally in need (Rom 3:9-
31). 

1.2.1 Call of Levi (5:27-28) 

1.2.1.1 Jesus Calls Levi to Follow Him (5:27) 

Luke describes Levi’s call. With more detail at this point, Mark 2:13 notes that this event 
followed a teaching setting and occurred as Jesus passed beside the sea. Luke often lacks such 
details about the setting. As Jesus goes along, he spots Levi.  evqea,sato (etheasato, looked at, 
observed) indicates that Jesus consciously singles this man out. It is no accident that Jesus selects 
Levi. Jesus shows the type of person to whom he wishes to minister and to whom he wishes to 
show God’s way. Jesus takes the initiative with the rejected. The action takes into account that 
tax collectors were held in lowest esteem. Levi is called a (telw,nhj, telōnēs), which is not a chief 
tax collector  avrcielw,nhj, architelōnēs) like Zacchaeus (19:2), but a lower-level tax collector 
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who would have reported to someone like Zacchaeus. He was one of the men at the tax booth, 
who collected the levy as people travelled from city to city. The controversy this call produces is 
no accident, since the conscious selection of this man challenges all cultural views as to who the 
potential object of God’s mercy is. 

Matthew 9:9 calls this tax collector Matthew. Since at least the days of Origen in the third 
century, there has been debate whether Levi and Matthew are the same person.14 Two factors 
lead many to equate these two names: (1) the detailed agreement between Luke’s and Matthew’s 
accounts and (2) the inclusion on the list of the Twelve of only one tax collector (Matt 10:3). 
Others argue that the two figures are present. Pesch15 (1968a) suggests that the Levi story is 
employed in Matthew’s Gospel but that the name Matthew is substituted for Levi, so that the 
story can be about one of the Twelve.16 This approach is not likely since many figures in the first 
century had double names.17 Godet18 suggests that Levi was given the name Matthew by Jesus, 
while Hendriksen19 argues that he had the double name all along. There is no way to answer this 
sub-question about the name’s origin. However, there is no need to challenge the names used in 
the accounts. 

Jesus issues Levi a call to follow him. Other such calls occur in Luke 9:23, 59; 18:22. The 
account runs similar to 5:10-11, except for the mention of an additional promise. There, Peter 
receives a promise that he will share in Jesus’ mission of seeking people. In contrast, Jesus asks 
Levi simply to join his cause. But these are really the same request. 

1.2.1.2 Levi Leaves All to Follow Jesus (5:28) 

Levi accepts Jesus’ invitation. Great commitment is expressed with amazing brevity. Levi leaves 
all and follows Jesus. Luke alone notes that he leaves everything behind.20 For Luke, discipleship 
means a priority commitment to Jesus, which is what Levi’s leaving the tax booth describes.21 
The call of Jesus has taken priority over the old vocation. 

Some see a problem in the “leaving all” language. How could Levi leave his job and still throw 
the elaborate dinner of the following verses? Fitzmyer,22  notes that asking this question 
undermines the story, since it does not address such issues (his literary point is correct). 
However, the event need not be out of character with the later action. One does not know if Levi 

                                                 
14 Cf. A. Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to St. Luke (ICC; Edinburgh: 
Scribner, 1896) 158; similarly, Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke i-ix, 590.  
15 R. Pesch, “Levi-Matthäus (Mc 2:14 / Mt 9:9; 10,3): Ein Beitrag zur Lösung eines alten Problems”, ZNW 59 
(1968) 40-58.  
16 Matthew never mentions Levi, while Mark 2:14, agreeing with Luke, calls this man Levi. Mark 2:14 gives the 
fullest name, calling him Levi son of Alphaeus. James son of Alphaeus is listed with the Twelve in Matt 10:4; Mark 
3:18; Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13. In addition, Mark’s list of the Twelve has Matthew, not Levi. These factors have 
produced the discussion. Strathmann (TDNT 4,234) calls Mark’s description of the name more accurate, but it is 
unclear why this contrast to the other Synoptics is necessary. What is present are alternative names for the same 
person. Mark simply has more detail. 
17 D. A. Carson, “Matthew”, EBC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984) 223-23.  
18 F. Godet, A Commentary on the Gospel of St Luke (vol. 1; Edinburgh: Clark, 1875) 275.  
19 W. Hendriksen, Exposition of the Gospel according to Luke (NTC; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978) 302.  
20 Luke 14,33 has a similar phrase. The parallels of Matt 9,9b and Mark 2,14b are otherwise virtually identical. Luke 
employs a vivid imperfect tense, which he prefers, instead of the aorist of Matthew and Mark to say that Levi 
“followed” Jesus. Note also Mark 1,18.20; 14,50; and Luke 5,11. See also Schuermann, Das Lukasevangelium 
21 Bammel, TDNT 6,907 no 203, notes that those who fail to leave all behind fail to be in the inner circle. 
22

  Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke i-ix, 589. 
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was an efficient man with his share of the tax revenue. That such a question is raised reveals 
excessive scepticism. There is no rule that says a tax collector must be a financial fool with his 
earnings. What is clear is that after meeting Jesus and receiving a call from him, Levi puts his 
relationship and responsiveness to Jesus first. 

1.2.2 Controversy over Association and Mission (5:29-32) 

1.2.2.1 Dinner with Tax Collectors and Sinners (5:29) 

Levi holds a feast with Jesus as the honoured guest. The phrase evpoi,hsen doch.n mega,lhn 
(epoiēsen dochēn megalēn, he made a great feast) occurs in the LXX.23 Only Luke explicitly 
refers to a feast. Levi takes his call seriously and opens up his home to his friends to introduce 
them to Jesus. As in Mark 2:15 and Matt 9:10, the reference is clearly to Levi’s home. Mark’s 
language is a little more ambiguous than Luke’s as to who is the host; but the need to insert a 
specific reference to Jesus in Mark 2:15 shows that Jesus’ own home is not in view.24 Luke often 
likes to mention events at meals (7:36-50; 9:10-17; 10:38-42; 11:37-54; 14:1-24; 19:1-10; 22:7-
38; 24:29-32, 41-43).25 The table is a place where spiritual points are made and fellowship 
occurs. Levi seeks to use his home and resources to bring the message of Jesus to his friends. 

The issue is not the party, but who is invited to it. Luke speaks of a large company of tax 
collectors and others, identified as sinners by the Pharisees in 5:30.26 Luke lets the Pharisees 
make the full charge against Jesus and his disciples. Levi has gone to great trouble to bring Jesus 
to many who might not normally be expected to have contact with a religious dignitary. The 
turnout is clearly not the moral upper crust of society. Nevertheless, Jesus reclines with them in 
meal fellowship. In doing so, he is carrying out his ministry to the spiritually needy. At the same 
time, Jesus offends the separatism of the Pharisees, who would have never shared a meal with 
such rabble. 

1.2.2.2 Controversy: Jesus’ Company (5:30) 

The official response to the meal occurs some time after the event when the Pharisees and their 
scribes approach the disciples with a question. That this encounter comes after the party is clear, 
because the Pharisees would not have come to such a party, as their question shows, even in the 
unlikely event that they had been invited.27 The appearance that the leaders are near or at the 
party is a result of literary compression. 

The leaders wish to register a complaint. The verb chosen, evgo,gguzon (egongyzon, were 
grumbling), is a graphic, emotive verb whose pronunciation sounds like the action. One can 
almost hear the grumbling described by evgo,gguzon. Luke reserves this word group (goggu,w 
diagoggu,zw) for complaints about Jesus’ relationship to outsiders (15:2; 19:7).28 It was also 
used in the OT to describe Israel’s complaining against God in the desert, so that often the term 
describes inappropriate grumbling (Exod 15:24; 16:7-8; Num 14:2, 26-35; 16:11; 17:6, 20). In 
                                                 
23 Gen 21:8; 26:30; Esth 1:3; 1 Esdr 3:2; see also Luke 14:13. Doch, refers to a meal given with hospitality: “a 
banquet”; cf. Grundmann, TDNT 2,54. 
24

 Cf. Godet, A Commentary on the Gospel of St Luke, 272; similarly, Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on the Gospel according to St. Luke,160. 
25 Cf. DankerA, Jesus and the New Age: A, 125.  
26 Matt 9,10 and Mark 2,15 are explicit from the start about tax collectors and sinners.  
27

 Cf. Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, 220. 
28 Cf. E. Schweizer, The Good News according to Luke (Atlanta: John Knox, 1984) 111; similarly, Rengstorf, TDNT 
1, 733 §C1  
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Judaism, some grumbling was wise (Sir 31:24, grumbling about injustice in the distribution of 
food), while other grumbling was unwise (Sir 10:25, grumbling about a wise ruler). 

In Luke, the complaint attacks Jesus indirectly by aiming at the disciples, while Mark 2:16 and 
Matt 9:11 complain only about Jesus. In addition, only Luke mentions both eating and drinking 
with undesirables, slightly intensifying the charge. When Luke speaks of Jesus’ and his 
disciples’ association with tax collectors and sinners, the charge is expanded in its natural 
direction, since Jesus and the disciples engaged in this behaviour. The Pharisees’ complaint was 
with Jesus, but they also questioned anyone who had such associations. 

The problem in their view is not mere contact with sinners, but table fellowship that seeks out 
and welcomes these people. As Jesus’ reply in 5:32 makes clear, a`martwlw/n (hamartōlōn, 
sinners) refers to a wide group of people, including the potentially impious, like tax collectors. In 
other words, it refers to any who need to be healed and not only to the worst sinners in the 
harshest possible sense. The judgment by the Pharisees is not necessarily harsh. It may 
accurately describe these people, but for Jesus, recovery is the issue, not quarantine.29 The 
Pharisees regard the disciples’ and Jesus’ association with such people as inappropriate for any 
religious leader. Luke 7:34, 36-50 and 15:1-32 also treat the theme of associating with sinners, 
explaining why Jesus does so.30 

As noted, Luke alone mentions drinking alongside eating, which strengthens the complaint. The 
issue of eating and drinking is a frequent charge against Jesus in Luke (5:33; 7:33-34).31 Thus, 
both additional details about the disciples and about drinking are unique to Luke, expand the 
charge in scope, and heighten it in tone.32 Jesus extends an acceptance that the Pharisees reject, 
especially since Jesus is taking the initiative. In the Pharisees’ judgment, he reclines with those 
to whom he should respectfully decline fellowship. 

Some argue that the table fellowship of the early church is the issue here, even the Lord’s 
Supper, which, it is argued, is the event suggested by the meal with Jesus. The question would 
be, “Who is worthy of this meal?” But the association with the Lord’s table, though an 
implication of the passage, is not what is directly in view, since an attendee at the Lord’s table 
would be a believer who is already forgiven, an insider (1 Cor 11:17-22, 27-34). What Luke 
makes clear is that outsiders should be invited to become “insiders.” A direct connection to the 
Lord’s table is too narrow an approach. This suggestion reflects an effort to press for a setting in 
the early church for these traditions. The accounts may have implications for the early church, 
but this approach does not explain the origin of these traditions. 

Also to be rejected is the view of Walker that Jesus was not as close to these groups as the texts 
suggest.33 As Carson34 keenly observes, Walker make an either/or choice out of a both/and 
situation. Jesus associated with sinners and condemned all sin – their sin as well as the sins of 
others. Jesus aggressively formed relationships that would help lay the basis of an acceptance 
from which the challenge about lifestyle could be made. 
                                                 
29 Strathmann, TDNT 4,235….  
30 Cf. J. Ernst, Das Evangelium nach Lukas (RNT 3; Regensburg: Pustet, 1977) 198. 
31 Cf.  Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, 220. 
32 This point is true regardless of what one believes the original order of the Gospels was, since Matthew and Mark 
both lack these details.  
33 Walker suggests that openness and challenge of sin cannot be put side by side. He opts for the challenge to sin 
(W. O. Walker Jr., “Jesus and the Tax Collectors”, JBL 97 [1978] 221-38).   
34

  Carson, “Matthew”, 160. 
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Thus, the issue is the scope of Jesus’ mission and the focus of the disciples’ concern, not table 
fellowship in the church. Disciples should seek the lost and relate to them in a way that allows 
the offer of God’s grace to be extended to them. If Jesus sought to save the lost (19:10), how 
much more should his followers? 

1.2.2.3 Reply: Jesus  is called to the Sick and the Sinner (5:31-32) 

Jesus responds in wording that is virtually identical in all three Gospels. The only difference is 
that Mark 2:17 and Matt 9:12 have oi` ivscu,ontej (hoi ischyontes, the strong), instead of Luke’s 
oi` u`giai,nontej (hoi hygiainontes, the healthy), but the meaning is virtually synonymous.35 
Luke’s reference to the healthy fits with the picture of Jesus as a physician, helping those in 
need. 

The reply adopts the Pharisees’ perspective, and there is a note of sarcasm in it, as the later 
account of 18:11-14 shows. Jesus’ reply shows that he is not seeking direct confrontation, 
because he keeps his answer solely in terms of the sinners’ need and does not yet criticize the 
Pharisees explicitly.36  Danker notes the later comment of Greek philosopher Antisthenes: 
“Doctors associate with the sick but do not contract fevers.”37 Jesus probably uses well-known 
proverbial imagery.38 Jesus seeks out those in need who sense their position before God. The 
Pharisees, as the “healthy,” are not prepared to be treated for something they do not recognize as 
diseased. As the following verse makes clear, Jesus’ remarks have a metaphorical, ethical thrust 
(Mark 2:17; Matt 5:45; Luke 15:7).39 The tax collectors and sinners have no physical ills, but 
they need another kind of cure.40 

Jesus elaborates on his physical remark with a description of his mission. Such mission 
declarations are common (Luke 7:34; 12:49, 51; 18:8; 19:10; Mark 1:38; 10:45; Matt 5:17; 
20:28).41 Elh,luqa (elēlytha, I have come) shows his attitude about the mission and can have the 
force of a present tense. Jesus’ mission is not to the “righteous,” but to sinners. Such concern for 
sinners is the burden of the Luke 15 parables as well. 

The object of the mission–repentance–makes clear why this is so. The righteous cannot repent, 
but sinners can. There is a tight link between this and the previous verse. The healthy are the 
righteous and allude to the Pharisees’ picture of themselves, while the sick and the sinners are 

                                                 
35 H. Sheuermann, Das Lukasevangelium vol 1 –HTKNT 3; Freiburg: Herder, 1969) 291 n. 28 notes that Mark and 

Matthew reflect Aramaism with oi` ivscu,ontej. If so, the alteration of wordings in Luke’s rendering of the figure. 
The other difference is that Matt 9:12 and Mark 2:17 agree against Luke in their introductions to Jesus’ saying: “and 
hearing, Jesus/he said”, versus Luke’s and replying, Jesus said to them”. All the Synoptic writers use ivscu,w 

(Matt 4x, Mark 4x, Luke 8x in his Gospel and 6x in Acts), but Luke is the only Gospel writer to employ u`gia,nw 
(Luke 5:31; 7:10; 15:27). Two of Luke’s three uses have Synoptic parallels.  
36

 Cf. Danker, Jesus and the New Age, 126. 
37 Cf. Diongenes Laertius, 6,6 – AD Third Century.  
38 Jewish imagery includes Isa 3:7; Jer 8:22; 2 Chr 16:12; Sir 10:10 and esp. Sir 38:1-15 (a fascinating text that 
thanks God for doctors and medicine, while also calling for prayer and sacrifice); F. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach 
Lukas, vol 1: Lk 1,1-9,50 (EKKNT 3/1; Zurich: Neukirchener Verlag, 1989) 259 n. 24. Note Luke 4:23 for another 
use of physician imagery. In the list above, positive physician imagery occurs in the Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Sit 38 
texts. Isaiah and Jeremiah allude to the image of the physician as a figure for the leader who heals. 
39 Cf. Schrenk, TDNT 2, 189; similarly, Preisker, TDNT 4,717. 
40 Matthew 9:13 at this point uniquely adds an allusion to Hos 6:6. Mark and Luke lack it perhaps because the 
allusion would not be clearly perceived by their Greek audience. 
41 Cf. J. Schneider, TDNT 2,668; similarly, Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke i-ix, 582. 
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those to whom Jesus seeks to minister. The remark is rhetorical and reflects the Pharisees’ 
perspective. It is not an endorsement of their righteousness. Jesus goes to those who perceive 
their needs and he seeks to meet them. The point is not that the Pharisees are “justified” already, 
so that Jesus will leave them alone, but that they are not open to their own need of a physician, so 
he cannot appeal to them nor can he heal them. That they are not justified before God becomes 
very clear later in Luke’s account, in Luke 11-13 (esp. 11:37-52). 

The end of the passage includes a note that only Luke has: the call to sinner is for repentance.42 
Matt 9:13 and Mark 2:17 speak only of calling sinners, but the point is the same. Luke is simply 
more explicit. Jesus accepts the sinner as a person who needs God and who can approach him, 
given the right frame of mind. However, Jesus’ goal is to transform the sinners way of thinking 
about life, as well as the way the sinner relates to God. Repentance, as noted, is a key Lucan 
theme and refers basically to a change of mind, a shift of view (3:3, 8; 13:1-5; 15:7, 10; 16:30; 
17:3-4; 24:47). Luke 24:26-47 shows that the roots of repentance reach back to the OT. The 
change of mind involves not just Jesus but an embracing of God that changes one’s orientation in 

life, like the OT concept of turning (šûb, bwV). Repentance is part of Jesus’ and his apostles’ 
gospel message. Indeed, Acts includes many summary calls to repent: Paul describes his gospel 
message in these terms (Acts 26:20), and one responds to his call with faith (26:18). Such turning 
to God brings one into light (26:18, 23). 

Luke also makes explicit what the call to sinners requires. The sinner is challenged to look at 
things in a way that is pleasing to God. What is involved in this change of mind, in reorienting 
oneself to God on his terms? Jesus challenges people to respond to God with humble openness 
before him about what their previous behaviour means. They must know that it renders them 
guilty before God and places them in need. But Jesus also proclaims the possibility of finding 
forgiveness and God’s grace by coming honestly, openly, and humbly to him. Those who 
recognize they are “sick” come to the Great Physician, Jesus, so he can exercise his power to 
heal and change them. 

The perspective here is very similar to the contrastive parable of Luke 18:9-14, where the 
attitude of a Pharisee and a tax collector are compared. The “sinner”, the tax collector, comes out 
better; the tax collector called on God to have mercy on him a sinner, and Jesus says that the tax 
collector walked away from his prayer justified. Just as 5:32 is unique to Luke, so is the parable 
in 18:9-14. The two texts show how one in need can humbly come to God. For Luke, the 
spiritually sick coming for spiritual healing is a fundamental portrait of genuine repentance. 

Thus, the physician imagery of 5:31-32 shows that we must recognize our need to be “treated”. 
This type of humble openness to God for healing is what Jesus will commend in the tax collector 
of Luke 18. A repentant heart is open, not closed, to God. The physician seeks to call people to 
see themselves honestly, as they really are. They are ready to let God work on them. This 
willingness to rest in God and have him enter one’s life is the essence of repentance. The 
Pharisees’ attitude prevents this type of work from being done on them. So, Jesus goes where an 
opportunity for response exists. Spiritual restoration and healing can be accomplished only 
where the acceptance of “illness” is present. These tax collectors and sinners come to the table in 
the clinic, and the Physician is not about to reject their response. 

                                                 
42 Only Luke explicitly mentions repentance. Mark 2:17 and Matt 9:13 are very similar otherwise. On repentance, 
see Behm, TDNT 4,1001-2§E.II.2.  
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1.3 Application 

Several applications emerge from Jesus’ encounter with Levi. Note Levi’s response in both 
following Jesus and hosting a banquet for him. He is a sinner whose life takes a total turn 
because of Jesus and who cannot wait to share Jesus with the friends of his former circle. 
Frequently for a new Christian, evangelization is strongest in the first two years after conversion. 
Then the change of one’s circle of friends cuts off further opportunity. Jesus, though he never 
lived in that former circle, extends himself toward others in such a way that they do hear his 
message. Perhaps in becoming overly sensitive about how association with the world might 
corrupt the righteous, we isolate ourselves as the pious Pharisees did and lose the opportunity of 
seeing someone’s life turn around, as Levi did. 

Jesus’ initiative is also revealing. He seeks sinners, keeping his eye out for them and making 
reaching out to them a priority. The attitude of the Pharisees, in contrast, is censured in this text. 
They are so concerned with appearance that people are crushed or ignored in the process. 
Though the Pharisees have a piety, it is a destructive piety that ignores the needs of people.  

Jesus teaches by his life and not just by his words. He teaches as the Hebrew prophets did, in 
what are called symbolic prophetic actions. Jesus is aware that symbols, actions and images 
speak much more powerfully than words. For him to sit at table with tax collectors is a powerful 
symbolic action that confronts the hypocritical religious system of the Jews. Jesus accepted 
Levi’s invitation to eat with him and his fellow tax gatherers. The Jewish Messiah is not afraid to 
criticize the system, nor to confront it, but yet he knows the people within the system, like Levi 
and his fellow tax collectors, are still human. Jesus is able to distinguish between systems that 
trap people and the individual person. The methodology of Jesus is a perfect method and we all 
are expected to adopt that means. 

Conclusion 

In Jesus’ day, a tax collector was a Jew who had sold out to the occupying Roman enemy, that is, 
he was hired by the Romans to collect taxes from the Jews for Rome. A tax collector was 
presumed to be an unfaithful Jew, one who not only let himself be bought out by the Romans but 
also was personally pocketing a good amount of the money he was collecting from his own 
people. The tax collect symbolized the Establishment with all its exploitation, extortion, cheating 
– indeed everything people hated. Despite this, Jesus called Levi to follow him as a disciple. As a 
teacher of God, Jesus’ action was meant specifically to say something about who God is and 
those whom God would call friends. 
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The Import of Faith in the Context of New Evangelisation (Luke 8:40-56) 

Victor Onwukeme 

  

Introduction 

Luke 8:40-56 deals with the healing of Jairus’ daughter, who is twelve years old. This is 
combined with another miracle—the healing of a woman suffering from a haemorrhage for 
twelve years. The parallel passages are Mark 5,21-43 and Matt 9,18-26. Jairus, a name which 
means he will give light or may he enlighten was the patron of the synagogue, who asked Jesus to 
heal his dying daughter. As they travelled to Jairus' house, a sick woman in the crowd touched 
Jesus' cloak and was healed of her sickness. Meanwhile Jairus’ daughter died, but Jesus 
continued to the house and brought her back to life. This paper examines the two miracles 
through some analysis and interpretation and applies the text to evangelization in today’s 
context.  

Exegetical Analysis 

The two stories betray different compositional styles. In the story of Jairus’ daughter, we have 
the historical present, short sentences and few participles whereas in the healing of the woman 
with a haemorrhage the story has the more usual aorist and imperfect tenses, participles and 
longer sentences. Scholars generally agree on Luke’s indebtedness to Mark. Luke took the two 
miracles from Mark and modified them to suit his audience. Mark sandwiched the story of the 
woman with a haemorrhage into that of raising of Jairus’ daughter,1 a style which is common in 
Mark. For instance, in 11:12-24, the cleansing of the temple is sandwiched within the story of the 
barren fig tree. Luke simply followed this pattern of intercalation equally inserting the healing of 
the woman with a haemorrhage within the story of Jairus’ daughter. 

As soon as Jesus set foot on the shore, a prominent person of the city of Capernaum, the 
president of the synagogue (equivalent to a mayor of a city today) came up to him with the 
terrible news that his twelve year-old daughter lay dying at that very moment. Jesus immediately 
set off to his house with him. Along the way, however, something extraordinary happened. A 
woman with an abnormally long period of menstrual flow touched the fringe of Jesus’ cloak and 
was instantly healed. 

The combined stories have been used as an example of intercalation in Luke’s Gospel. Jairus’ 
daughter is twelve years and the woman has been suffering from a haemorrhage for twelve years. 
Twelve is one of the perfect numbers in the Bible. The woman having suffered from 
haemorrhage for twelve years indicates that she has been in this condition for quite a long time. 
The daughter of Jairus is twelve and this signifies she was reaching fullness of age, a 
marriageable age. 

                                                 
1 Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel of According to Luke I-IX (New York, London, Doubleday, 1981) 743. 
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As a result of the encounter along the way between Jesus and the woman suffering from a 
haemorrhage, there is a delay in the healing of Jairus’s daughter. What appears to be a disastrous 
delay in the healing of Jairus’ daughter actually assures the restoration of the daughter. The delay 
is providential since it is ordered to test and strengthen Jairus' faith.2 

This woman has consulted so many physicians but to no avail and so she is desperate to touch 
Jesus. This is the reason she is so courageous in coming to Jesus even with such a huge crowd. 
Jesus does not reprimand her; rather he utters words of absolution.3  Luke omits the 
haemorrhaging woman’s interior dialogue (If I touch even his garment . . .), which is found in 
Mark 5:28, and notes that Jesus perceived in himself that power had gone out of him, 
heightening the narrative emphasis on Jesus’ prophetic knowledge.  

As Jesus was still involved in the healing of the haemorrhaging woman, a servant comes from 
the synagogue telling Jesus not to bother since the child is already dead. Jesus asks the people to 
look with the eyes of faith since many walk by sight and not by faith. This is the reason they 
laugh when Jesus says that she is sleeping. The parents were prepared to begin the funeral. 
Professional mourners would have been invited. Relatives and friends would have formed part of 
the crying crowd. The house would have been chaotic, filled with commotion since the news of 
the death of a young person causes loud wailing, weeping and beating of heart.4  Jesus calmed all 
down and brought order out of chaos; joy out of sadness and life out of death.  

After healing the twelve year old girl, Jesus told the parents not to tell anyone because he does 
not want to be sought for, for miracles, even though the power of God is in him to perform them. 
Instead he keeps telling everyone to have faith in God and to live according to God’s word. Jesus 
knows that if people have faith all other things will be taken care of. Faith is putting one’s trust 
in God. It is believing in God and having confidence in his everlasting goodness. Heb 11:1 says 
that faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Cynicism and 
fear freeze life but faith gives life its warmth. Do we have faith to be healed? 

Only Luke indicates that she is the only child of Jairus. This is why Jairus is desperate to have 
her live. Jesus takes very little time to restore the child. He reaches out and takes her hand as he 
addresses her. Such a move would render Jesus unclean by OT standards. However, to restore 
the girl is more important than ritual purity (Num 19:11). Of course, Jesus does not have to touch 
the girl; all the same he does so in order to communicate compassion (Isa 41:13; 42:6). The 
miracle resembles the raising of the son of a widow at Nain (Luke 7:14; cf. 1 Kings 17:21). In 
this passage of Luke 7:14, Jesus raised the son of a widow using aorist passive imperative 
egerthēti (be raised). In Luke 8:54, the present imperative of the same verb, egeire (get up), is 
used in the form derived from Mark 5:41. The same verb is used of Jesus to denote the 
resurrection of Christ egerthē, he has been raised (Luke 24:5). According to Kramer, resurrection 
is action Fahig. Thus at the resurrection what was powerless is revived and receives new energy 
and power. This is what Jesus accomplishes here as he restores Jairus’ daughter to life. Giving 
the girl something to eat drives home the message that the girl has been fully and physically 
restored. Death has been overcome. The reason the resurrection act is meant to be concealed is 
because miracles are not supposed to be the focus of Jesus’ work (Luke 7:22). 

                                                 
2 en.wikipedia.org/wiki/daughter of Jairus consulted on 26/08/13. 
3 Fitzmyer, Luke I-IX, 747.  
4 S. O. Abogurin, ‘Luke’ in The International Bible Commentary (Collegeville Minnesota, Liturgical Press Book, 
1998) 1399. 
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Some people say that the girl was in coma. However, one would not call for mourners until death 
took place. Thus the presence of mourners (Luke 8:52) testified to the tragic situation and drew 
the attention of neighbours to the death that had occurred. The miracle here indicates Jesus’ 
power to overcome death. Where God is active, death needs not be the end of existence nor need 
it nullify the reality of a future. The raising of Jairus’ daughter is a sign of God’s power to 
resurrect; and it indicates that death is not the end of existence for humans. The sleep of the girl 
is not a permanent death but rather a temporary rest that allows Jesus to show his power. The 
idiom is also used of Lazarus in John 11:11 and of Jacob in Genesis. When Jesus said that the 
child was not dead but asleep, people laughed. Laughter at surprise announcements by God is not 
unusual in the scriptures (Gen 18:12). But God’s power is capable of surprises. The absence of 
faith at such moments can bring about laughter, but amusement is not the end of the story.5 

Interpretation 

In the first section of our pericopé (8:40-48), we have the woman with the flow of blood and in 
the second section (Luke 8:49-56) there is the healing of the daughter of Jairus. The two miracles 
take place one after the other. These two miracles illustrate very different aspects of Jesus’ power 
to heal and to raise the dead. The two stories present Jesus as Lord of history. He is Lord over 
sickness and death. Jesus is lord not only of the sick, but even of life and death. Death is not the 
end of humans because God overpowers and conquers death.6 The haemorrhaging woman’s 
infirmity was one that caused her to be unclean. Jewish laws pertaining to defilement caused by 
chronic drainage from the body’s private parts male or female rendered a person unclean.  

The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron saying: Speak to the people of Israel 
and say to them: When any man has a discharge from his member, his 
discharge makes him ceremonially unclean. The uncleanness of his 
discharge is this; whether his member flows with his discharge or his 
member is stopped from discharging, it is uncleanness for him. Every bed 
on which the one with the discharge lies shall be unclean and everything on 
which he sits shall be unclean. Anyone who touches his bed shall wash his 
clothes and bathe in water and be unclean until the evening. All who sit on 
anything on which the one with the discharge has sat shall wash their 
clothes and bathe in water and be unclean until the evening. All who touch 
the body of the one with the discharge shall wash their clothes and bathe in 
water and be unclean until the evening (cf. Lev 15:1-7).  

Even when the one with the discharge is cleansed of one’s discharge, s/he shall count seven days 
for one’s cleansing and one shall wash one’s clothes and bathe one’s body in fresh water before 
one becomes clean. This applies to a man whenever there is emission of semen (Lev 15:16) and 
it applies to a woman whenever there is discharge of blood (Lev 15:19). These laws had a very 
important role in preserving community sanitation so they were strictly enforced by powerful 
taboos.  

For this woman even to be out of her house meant that she was doing something extremely 
dangerous since her condition was similar to one with a contagious disease. In any case she had 
no business being in a packed crowd around Jesus. It was bad enough for her to intentionally 

                                                 
5 D. L. Bock, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, Luke 1,1-9,50 (Michigan, Baker Books, 2002) 
803.  
6 Bock, Luke 1,1-9,50, 806.  
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touch someone, let alone a male person who was not even a relative. Her act was simultaneously 
shocking and forbidden. She was certainly desperate and this was why she did not mind the law; 
she did not mind the crowd. 

This explains why the woman was afraid to touch Jesus, given the fact that uterine haemorrhage 
was a condition, which rendered a woman unclean, and this was a source of continual 
embarrassment for her. To touch such a woman would make one unclean (Lev 15:25-31; Ezek 
36:17). The woman was shut out from fellowship and religious life. This explains hear fright and 
trembling before Jesus. Bock7 lists some traditional remedies usually applied for this type of 
sickness—a glass of wine mixed with rubber, alum and garden crocuses or a glass of wine mixed 
with onions. The woman has tried all these to no avail. Her sensitive condition explains her 
hesitancy in asking Jesus publicly for help and why she sought help secretly. Efforts had been 
made in the past to treat the problem but in vain. In fact she was getting worse.  

In fear and trembling but resolute and determined, the woman approaches Jesus from behind, 
since she is trying to avoid any public notice and to be as inconspicuous as possible. Perhaps she 
is afraid that Jesus may refuse to touch an unclean woman and thus will not heal her. However, 
there is no condemnation of her action in the text. Some describe her belief as superstitious in 
that she thinks that she must touch Jesus or something of him. Some see magical flavour. Others 
see her action as motivated by her strong faith in that she realizes that Jesus has the power to 
cure her. I strongly agree that the woman’s faith is what brings about her healing. Faith can exist 
in seemingly hopeless situations.  

Why Did this Woman Defy Mosaic Law? 

Having spent all she had on doctors and traditional remedies, one can understand her desperate 
situation. But there was something more than despair, her faith in Jesus. She strongly believed 
that any slightest touch with Jesus would heal her. Faith is the confidence of the individual in the 
supreme power; in this case it is the confidence this woman has in Jesus. She was filled with the 
faith that Jesus could make her well again. Thus her faith was more important than her timidity. 
Her faith was stronger than her fear because she knew that Jesus had the power to reverse her 
situation. God’s power is absolute.  

A mere touch of the fringe of Jesus’ garment restores her to health (Matt 9:20). According to 
Luke, the woman reached out and touched the kraspedos of Jesus himation (the fringe of his 
garment). The kraspedoi were the four short tassels religious Jewish men wore, then as today, at 
the four corners of the himation, an outer garment of cloak (Num 15:38-39; Deut 22:12; Matt 
23:5). So the fringe refers to any of the four tassels that hung from the edge of the garments, two 
in front and two behind, as a reminder of God’s command (Num 15:37-40; Deut 22:12). To 
touch Jesus’ garment was to have access to his power. However, this is not magical. The point is 
that contact with this special person healed. There were no incantations and there was no 
intention of drawing attention to the healer. This detail tells us one very important fact about the 
woman. She was so painfully aware of her unhealthy condition that she did not attempt to touch 
any part of Jesus’ skin or his sleeve, or even any part of his outer cloak. She touched the end of 
one of the tassels hanging off the bottom of the cloak, where she would make the least possible 
contact with him and still touch something of him. Instantly, Jesus felt that someone had touched 
him. Turning around, Jesus asks: Who touched me? Peter tries to object to Jesus’ question but 

                                                 
7 Bock, Luke 1,1-9,50, 793. 
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Jesus will not listen to him. I notice that power has gone out from me. Trembling from head to 
toe, the woman steps forth and admits that she was the one. The woman was probably expecting 
a rebuke from Jesus. However, Jesus did not reproach her for breaking the purity law. She got no 
censure for endangering all the people in the crowd? Not at all! She received rather blessing and 
healing.8 

Here we find the amazing lesson in the story. Jesus did not mean to heal this woman and still she 
was healed. Jesus was not angry; he just wanted to know who it was who had tapped into his 
power to save. 

Relevance to New Evangelisation 

Jesus handed over the power to heal to the apostles. This is the reason people carried out the sick 
into the streets and laid them on cots and mats in order that Peter’s shadow might fall on some of 
them as he came by. A great number of people would also gather from the towns around 
Jerusalem bringing the sick and those tormented by unclean spirits and they were all cured (Acts 
5:15-16). In Acts 19:11-12, God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that when the 
handkerchiefs or aprons that had touched his skin were brought to the sick, their diseases left 
them. 

Today many are hungry spiritually; and faith will go a long way towards satisfying this hunger. 
Faith is God’s supernatural gift and within this year of faith, everyone should pray for this gift. 
One may be trapped in a crowd. One may be in a filthy, disgusting stage of sickness. One may 
feel that Jesus has gone by and left one behind, but one must reach out to Jesus anyway, run after 
him in desperation and God’s power will come back to such a person. Even if one feels that 
Jesus is looking the other way, Christ remains our touchstone of God’s healing power. In Christ, 
we have a God who saves us and never ignores us. As noted above, this woman was healed and 
Jesus did not even intend to do it! It was her strong and deep faith which brought about her 
healing. 

Today people often have faith in the so-called healers and not in Jesus. People follow signs and 
not Jesus and some ministers encourage this because it gives them cheap popularity. Healers 
need to realize the words of St Paul, who said that we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so 
that it may be made clear that the extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from 
us (2 Cor 4:7). Ministers of God are unworthy instruments in His hands. It is Jesus who heals and 
not any so-called healer. Jesus heals through the minister’s  unworthy instruments. Psalm 115:1 
says: Not to us Lord not to us but to your name give the glory. Along the same line, in Acts 3:12-
13, Peter healed the crippled at the gate and people were trying to attribute the glory to him, but 
he did not waste time in letting the people know that it was Jesus, who carried out the healing. In 
Acts 14:13-14, the priest of Zeus and his people brought oxen and garland to sacrifice to Paul 
and Barnabas, but the apostles stopped them immediately. They tore their clothes and rushed out 
into the crowd shouting: “Friends, why are you doing this? We are mortals like you.” Can 
today’s ministers, gospel preachers, pastors and the like rush out and stop the people from 
sacrificing to them and worshipping them? Evangelizers of our time need to direct people to 
Jesus and not to themselves. 

As Jesus wanted to carry out the healing little girl, he took with him Peter, James and John and 
the child’s parents. He went in with a select few. After the healing, Jesus told the parents not tell 

                                                 
8 Abogurin, ‘Luke,’ 1398.  
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anyone. However, today if you visit any of the so-called healing centres, there are testimonies 
upon testimonies. The so-called healers want you to say it aloud. A student was commending one 
lecturer in my Seminary once and the lecturer responded: You are saying such nice things about 
me and you are whispering it. Please say it loud so that they hear. Many of today’s so-called 
healers have this tendency. They want you to shout it aloud so that people will know that they 
are powerful. This was not the attitude of Jesus. Jesus did not want miracles to be a distraction to 
the main purpose of his coming. He did not come simply to carry out physical healing. He came 
to heal the whole person. Often after healing, he did not want people to make it known. Many of 
the today’s healers prefer it the other way round. They want people to recognise them as healers, 
miracle workers and wonder workers. The so-called healers need to pray for faith in Jesus. They 
need to see Jesus as the one who is performing the miracles and the healed need to ask for faith 
too in Jesus. When this happens people will not be exchanging water blessed by their parish 
priest for one blessed by a healer.  

Conclusion 

We have done some exegetical analysis of Luke 8:40-56 noting that it was originally a Marcan 
text, which Luke took over and used to communicate his strong message of Jesus compassion 
and miraculous healing. In exercising his act of compassion, Jesus is able to heal the sick and 
even raise the dead. But the underlying factor is the faith of the woman, who is healed, as well as 
the faith of Jairus, whose daughter is raised. Paschal said: In every person, there is a God shaped 
hollow and until it is filled with God we will not find peace. St Augustine put it in his own way: 
O God, you have made us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they rest in you. Everyone 
needs to pray for the gift of faith. True faith rests in Jesus and never in the signs. Jesus is the only 
true healer since the power to heal comes from him. 
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The Sacramentality of Christian Mission and the New Evangelization: A Study of Luke 
10:1 

Anthony Ovayero Ewherido 

Introduction 

As the year of faith gradually roles by, one cannot but wonder about the outcomes of a full year’s 
celebration and prospects going forward.1 Was it worth the while? Has our faith really gotten 
deeper and more profound? How much has it affected the missionary import of church life? Do 
we have everything covered? If so, how do we sustain the momentum? And if not, what do we 
do to ensure that the mandate to bring the good news to all is carried out effectively? The Year of 
Faith invites us to be open to a fuller presence of Christ in our lives and bring Jesus to others.2 
Were we successful in both endeavours? If no, why and how so? If yes, how do we sustain what 
we have accomplished? 

It is with these questions in mind that this study examines the statement of the evangelist Luke, 
when he mentioned that Jesus missioned the seventy (seventy-two) to all the cities and places he 
was about (intended) to visit (Luke 10:1). What is the intent in that statement and how actualized 
is that intent? Was that one mission enough for the accomplishment of that intent or were future 
missions and our own time included? At what point would we be able to say that proper 
coverage has been achieved as far as the injunction is concerned?  

The study would like to suggest right from the outset that Jesus’ injunction was an invitation to 
actualize universal redemption and reconciliation through the sacramentality of mission, and 
therefore, the text under examination is much more concerned with the transposition that takes 
place in missionary efforts rather than with how much ground is covered through missionary 
endeavours. Sometimes, so much emphasis is placed on the expansion agenda and little is done 
with regards to what I tag a sacramental transposition of the person of Jesus into the person of 
the missionary. Both must go hand in hand and this paper aims to highlight this other aspect of 
mission in order to complement existing efforts. 

A good starting point would be an examination of the literary context of Luke 10:1. That will be 
followed by the analysis and interpretation of the verse and then a brief look at the outcomes of 
that interpretation. Finally, the study will take on the theme of the sacramentality of Christian 
mission with a view to highlighting the importance of presence and adequate representation in 
missionary endeavour. 

The Literary Context of Luke 10:1 

Luke 10:1 is located near the beginning of the Lukan journey narrative section of the gospel 
(9:51-19:27), following the brief presentation of the mission of the “twelve” in Luke 9:1-6. Such 
a strategic location is not without its implications, since, within the context of the journey 
narrative section, these newly recruited disciples become part of the journey with and for Jesus. 
They become a people of the “way,” who not only accept the teaching of Jesus, but also identify 
fully “with the master’s very way of life and destiny, a following that involves intimacy and 

                                                 
1 Cf. Porta Fidei, 7, 9. 
2 See Pope Benedict XVI’s Apostolic Letter "Motu Proprio data" Porta Fidei for the Indiction of the Year of Faith 
(11 October 2011), no. 1. 
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imitation.”3 Subsequently, as Joel Green correctly mentions, “the missionary instructions that the 
seventy-two receive are determined by the exigencies of the journey.”4 

The verse is without any synoptic parallel and, therefore specially Lukan in origin, whether 
redactional or from an existing tradition, with only one exception, namely, the mention of the 
sending out in pairs, which is also found in Mark 6:7. Although, the surrounding material has 
parallels in Mark and Matthew, 10:1 is creatively used by the evangelist as transition from the 
previous pericopés to what follows even as it forms a foundation for the presentation of 
subsequently shared material. It provides a setting for the mission charge and summarizes its 
content and implications.  

One needs to also be mindful of the fact that the consideration of literary-contextual matters 
regarding Luke 10:1 must be inclusive of the entire Lucan corpus, since this introductory 
statement to the narrative of the expanded mission in the Lukan tradition supplies the rationale 
for the more universal mission of the disciples of Jesus in Luke’s second volume, the Acts of the 
Apostles. 

Text and Interpretation 

Following this brief discussion on the literary context of the Luke 10:1, the study can now direct 
its attention to the interpretation of the verse, beginning with a brief focus on some of the key 
terms or concepts in the verse. Some of these have also been subjects of various contentious and 
teething discussions Lukan scholarship. 

Kyrios: Lord, is frequently used by Luke to refer to Jesus. It is a distinctive feature of his gospel 
and he uses the title so extensively in the narrative itself (see 7:13, 19; 10:1, 39, 41; 11:39; 12:42; 
13:15; 17:5-6; 18:16).5 The Lord is mentioned as the subject of two very important verbs: first is 
the reference to a special act of choosing or election (avadeixen, translated by the NJB as 
“appointed”) and the second is the act of sending. These two define the relationship between 
Jesus and the seventy(two): he was the origin and source of the mission for which he gives the 
terms of reference (10:2-16); those sent were disciples, who now take on a apostolic character 
(not in the sense of the apostolic juridical personality of the twelve, but by the very nature, 
content and meaning of the verb for missioning, apesteilen). Both verbs and actions define both 
the nature of the message and the messengers. In carrying out the mandate as given, the 
messengers take on the identity of the sender even as they bear the same word and carry out the 
same actions carried out by the sender (sense of Jesus’ statement in 10:16). 

Seventy or Seventy-two: Although the discussion regarding the disparity in manuscript traditions 
on whether those on this second mission were seventy or seventy-two has been heated in certain 
circles, it is important to note that they are both well attested in the different manuscript 
traditions. With regard to which of the two numbers is correct, John Nolland notes that the “loss 
of two is easier to explain than its addition.”6 

                                                 
3 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Luke the Theologian: Aspects of His Teaching (New York: Paulist Press, 1989) 123, 134. 
4 Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke (The New International Commentary on the New Testament; ed. Gordon D. 
Fee; Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997) 396-97. 
5 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke (Sacra Pagina, 3; ed. Daniel J. Harrington, SJ; Collegeville, MN: The 
Liturgical Press, 1991) 188. 
6 John Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:34 (Ed. Bruce M. Metzger; Word Biblical Commentary, 35b; Nashville, TN: Thomas 
Nelson Inc., 1993) 546. The other textual variations in 10:1 are negligible because of the focus of this paper. The 

87



 

Noteworthy also is the fact that the numbers “seventy and seventy-two are often interchangeably 
used in Jewish traditions, symbolizing wholeness and completeness, like the traditional number 
for the number of nations of the world, found in the list in Genesis 10:2-31 (MS [70], LXX [72]). 
Thus Jesus’ mission to all the nations is in view and it is not derailed or displaced by the focus of 
his movement to Jerusalem.7 Craig Evans notes that the number seventy(two) may represent the 
“seventy nations Gentile nations of the world, founded by the sons of Noah after the flood 
(Genesis 10). Thus…the Seventy would represent the Jewish Gentile foundation for the 
church.”8 

Noteworthy and obviously so is the fact that no geographical setting is provided for the sending 
of the seventy(two). Yet in the context of larger Luke-Acts narrative, its geographical delineation 
is unveiled. It is found in the number sent (seventy (two) and in the anticipated mission to the 
“ends of the earth” as portrayed in Acts 1:8.9 “This third block of material focuses on the 
continuation of Jesus’ ministry of proclaiming the kingdom of God, which is extended ahead of 
him, as he journeys, by the disciples who go before at his direction.”10  

Heterous: Others in this verse also raises some questions. In connection with whom are these 
others mentioned? Is this a clear parallel to the first sending, that of the twelve in Luke 9:1-6, or 
is it a reference to the volunteer disciples presented in Luke 9:57-62, which immediately 
precedes the sending of the seventy(two)? In relation to the later, one could argue that the 
sending of the seventy(two) in 10:1 was a response to the reluctance and rebuff noted in 9:57-62, 
such that despite the difficulties noted in that pericopé, there is another group of generous and 
more eager responders to the invitation of Jesus. These he sends out two by two. Nolland notes 
that both pericopés may be in view in 10:1, in which case, the “twelve may actually be 
understood to be involved alongside the seventy(two) as a continuation of the role they already 
have, and by extension, the same may be said of the anonymous messenger of 9:52.”11 Also the 
narrative of the seventy(two) must be read in the light of the first sending in Luke 9. In clear 
terms, the instructions given to them combine the instruction given to the twelve to preach and 
heal (9:1-2) and that given to the anonymous messenger of (9:51) to prepare the way as Jesus 
began his journey to Jerusalem. These seventy (two) were to go and prepare the way but also 
work as labourers in the vineyard on the same terms that were given to the twelve.12 This is the 
point of the first verb of 10:1 (anedeixen), which when translated as “publicly commissioned,” 
highlights the special and distinctive nuance of the intent of Jesus as he sent (apesteilen) out 
these seventy(two). Commissioned and sent gives a special sense of an apostolic ministry that 
bears with it all the authority and representation of the first sending.13 

                                                                                                                                                             
number seventy-two is found in N A C L W Θ Ξ Ψ, while the number seventy is found in P75 B D 0181. Nolland 
also spells them out in great detail. 
7 See Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:34, 549. Behind the number may also be the frequent use in scripture. For example, 
Moses chose 70 elders in Num 11:24-25, plus the later two elders, Eldad and Medad, in 11:26-30. Seventy was also 
the count of Jacob’s offspring (Exod 1:5; Deut 10:22). 
8  Craig A. Evans, Luke (New International Biblical Commentary, 3; ed. W. Ward Gasque; Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1990) 169. 
9 Green, Luke, 410. 
10 Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:34, 547. 
11 See Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:34, 549. 
12 Green, Luke, 410, 412-13. 
13 See M. Culy et al, Luke: A Handbook on the Greek Text (Baylor Handbook on the Greek New Testament; ed. 
Martin M. Culy; Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2010) 341-42. 
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Two by two:14 The reference to the sending, two by two, is the only component in this verse that 
has parallel in Mark’s account of the mission of the twelve, whom Jesus sends out two by two 
(Mark 6:7). Luke’s use of the tradition of being sent out in pairs looks back to the ancient 
practice of the validity of the “testimony of two witnesses” (cf. Num 35:30; Deut 19:15). The 
pair may also have been for the purpose of companionship and mutual support in the midst of the 
challenges accompanying their mission.15  Robert Karris further adds that such mutual 
coexistence and support embody “the gospel of peace” signalled in 10:5-6.16 

Interpretation 

The hermeneutical key to Luke 10:1 may be found in Luke 10:16, with which it forms a thematic 
inclusio around the details of the mission, as well as in some of the other missionary texts in 
Luke-Acts, esp. Acts 1:8. In Luke 10:16, the sent one of the father, who fully represents the 
father through his life and works, describes how such a representation is extended to the ones he 
has sent out in 10:1. The oneness between the God and Jesus is manifested in the message and 
works of Jesus, the missioned and sent one of God; that same oneness is translated by the 
obedience of the disciples as they are missioned and sent by Jesus. They make Jesus present by 
their very presence. Theirs is not just a mission of proclamation and healing. It was also a 
mission of presence; a presence that means peace and wholeness.  

Many scholars in the past interpreted the text to mean that Jesus was merely sending these 
disciples ahead of him like the anonymous messenger in 9:52 to prepare the way; therefore, 
merely going ahead. He comes behind. Their mission was therefore limited in scope and time. 
Some of those who held this view were simply eager to make a distinction between the twelve 
and this expanded mission because of the characteristically hasty nature of the instruction in 
10:2-15.17 Yet as Fitzmyer points out, “they have not only been given a share in Jesus’ ‘power 
and authority’ (9:1) and been sent on ahead of him (10:1), but they have been commissioned to 
speak in his name and in the name of the one who sent Jesus himself” (cf. 4:43).18 The added 
emphasis here is on their status as “disciple-representatives,” who in the standard practice of the 
time, are recognized not just as messengers who speak and act in the name of the one who sent 
them, but also as messengers in whom the sender is truly present. To have seen or encountered 
them is to have seen and encountered the sender. According to that practice, “The one who is 

                                                 
14 For details on the textual variation regarding ana duo or ana duo duo, see Martin M. Culy et al, Luke: A 
Handbook on the Greek Text (Baylor Handbook on the Greek New Testament; ed. Martin M. Culy; Waco, TX: 
Baylor University Press, 2010) 342. 
15 Note that this is not the only sent of pairing found in Luke-Acts. The evangelist makes a more extensive use of 
pairing of this sort. Paul and Barnabas in Acts 13:1, Paul and Silas in Acts 15:40, Peter and John in Acts 8:14, 
Barnabas and mark in Acts 15:40 and Judas and Silas in Acts 15:32. (cf. Joseph Fitzmyer, Luke X-XXIV [The 
Anchor Bible, 28A; eds. William F. Albright and David Noel Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1964] 846). 
16 Robert J. Karris, O.F.M., “The Gospel According to Luke,” in NJBC (eds. Raymond E. Brown, et al; Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1990) 43:122. 
17 See, for example, the later 19th Century commentary of Jamieson, Fausset and Brown (Commentary on the Whole 
Bible, 1871), which notes that: "The mission, unlike that of the Twelve, was evidently quite temporary. All the 
instructions are in keeping with a brief and hasty pioneering mission, intended to supply what of general preparation 
for coming events the Lord's own visit afterwards to the same "cities and places" (Lu 10:1) would not, from want of 
time, now suffice to accomplish; whereas the instructions to the Twelve, besides embracing all those to the Seventy, 
contemplate world-wide and permanent effects." (http://www.textweek.com/mtlk/lk10a.htm, accessed on October 23, 
2013) 
18 Fitzmyer, Luke X-XXIV, 856. 
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sent is to be regarded as the sender himself.”19 So the evangelist made special efforts to put this 
in as plainly a way as he could, using the “Q” material he shares with Matthew (10:40) to 
indicate that even the teaching of the church of his day and time “is rooted in the teaching of 
Jesus himself” and in a certain sense, that church was the very person of Jesus (cf. Acts 9:4-5).20 

Eugene LaVerdiere hit the nail on the head when he notes that: “living in Jesus’ absence, the 
seventy actualize the presence of he Lord (see 10:1) in the historical years between his ascension 
and the definitive consummation of history (10:16). Jesus’ journey thus provides the community 
with a pattern for its eschatological mission as well as for its journey to God.”21  The 
sacramentality of discipleship is an indispensible part of that journey. In the mission of the 
disciples of Jesus, even in the present age, Jesus becomes present to the world and to todays man 
and woman. 

The Sacramentality of Christian Mission and the New Evangelization 

The main argument of this paper thus far is that in addition to the geographical and chronological 
implications of the missioning of the seventy (two), there is also a sacramental character, that is, 
a sign character. The presence of a missionary is the presence of Jesus, at least in a certain sense. 
Those who are beneficiaries of the work of a missionary should see and feel Jesus in those who 
bring them the message of faith. Until the union of the spoken word and the “Word,” that is, 
Jesus himself, manifest themselves vividly in the very life, message, work and presence of the 
missionary, the full implications of the sending have not been realized. Consequently, the 
absence of such a sacramental character may be responsible, in part, for the failures that have led 
to the need for a new evangelization. 

To bring it home. One may dare to ask: how much of Christ do people experience in our 
ecclesial and evangelical structures, personnel, functionaries and agents? The extent to which 
Jesus is present and transparent in their mission defines the successes that we can record. So as 
we discuss issues regarding lapse Christians, shallow church goers, drifting Roman Catholics, 
and empty pews (in Europe and America) during this year of faith, a little bit of introspection is 
necessary. Many no longer encounter Christ himself in the structures we have put up and it is 
sometimes worse when they come in contact with the “so called” agents of evangelization. 

When Jesus sent the disciples to the places he intended to visit (Luke 10:1), he simply meant that 
these disciples become his word and work, his hands and feet. Where they go and visit, Jesus 
visits. Whom they touch, Jesus touches. When they speak, Jesus speaks. When they are present, 
Jesus is present. This sacramental representation places a huge responsibility on the disciple and 

                                                 
19 Fitzmyer, Luke X-XXIV, 856-57. Cf. Ulrich Luz’s commentary on the “Q” parallel, Matt 10:40 (Matthew 8-20 
[Hermeneia-A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible; ed. Helmut Koester; Trans. James E. Crouch; 
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2001] 120). 
20 Fitzmyer, Luke X-XXIV, 857. The principle implied here is that of “representation, akin to the šālîah of the 
contemporary Judaism: the one sent is to be regarded as the sender himself.” Despite the warning by Fitzmyer that 
one should not read into Luke that Pauline designation of the church as the body of Christ, one can certainly not 
miss the sign character of mission as it is given to these disciples (See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles 
[The Anchor Bible, 31; eds. William Foxwell Albright and David Noel Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1998] 
425). He, however, notes that at the time of the writing of the Lukan corpus, the evangelist could perceive Jesus 
“identifying himself with his disciples, in effect with his church.” 
21 Eugene LaVerdiere, S.S.S., Luke (New Testament Message, 5; eds. Wilfrid Harrington, O. P. and Donald Senior, 
C. P.; Dublin: Veritas Publication, 1980) 146. 
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history has shown that those who truly dispose themselves to being vessels and sacraments of 
Jesus have very fruitful missionary endeavours. 

So if our year of faith must yield the desired fruits and the new evangelization generate the 
expected outcomes, Jesus must become more present in our structures and in the agents of 
evangelization. If the structures we now have hinder Jesus’ presence, then change must take 
place and Pope Francis has already lead the way in that regard and thank God the world is 
already responding to the signals he has shown. Many already say that they can connect with him 
because they feel the presence of Jesus in and through him. 

The structures we have are too comfortable, too sedentary, too official, too immune to the signs 
of the time and too corporate.  That, I am afraid to say, is also the case with many of those who 
are supposed to be agents of evangelization. The presence of Christ is hindered by such 
unwelcoming structures and agents, despite all the work that we think we are doing. There is too 
much emphasis on number. We need to start simplifying things by breaking the numbers down to 
individual persons and individual needs. We need to come down from our corporate ladder and 
ivory towers to be with the people as living persons, and not just numbers, once more. It is true 
that we have to take care of sheep that is already in the fold, but Jesus is also challenging us to 
venture into new mission fields and uncharted waters. Those too, he intends to visit and the only 
way he can do that is through us; through the agents of evangelization; through a renew and a re-
energized church; through a living church that manifests the living presence of Jesus Christ.22  
Beyond just showing up at the ends of the earth, Jesus intends to, through us, be a living 
presence at the ends of the earth. 

The concept of the ends of the earth, in missionary terms, is much more than a geographical 
mandate. That mandate extends to the ends of the earth, to the corners, the fringes, and the 
margins of human existence, in all its evangelical and social justice ramifications. The new 
mission fields of Jesus exist in these corners and margins. That is where we find the jails, the 
hospitals, the slums, the addicts, the forgotten poor, those stereotyped by society for different 
reasons, rural and underserved communities and populations, those separated from life and 
civilization by water, mountains, forests and deserts, those condemned to a life of sin 
(prostitution, drug and alcohol addiction, etc.) as a result of systemic decays that enshrine 
oppressive socio-political and economic structures, those condemned to human degradation by 
psychiatric and mental conditions, those oppressed and kept down by unjust cultural and 
traditional structures, the many homeless and hungry, those who suffer from all forms of 
violence (religious, cultural, social, family, educational, cultic etc.), our teaming population  of 
young people, etc.23  

We must not leave out those who have been enslaved by the allures of wealth, power, and 
immorality. These and many more are places that Jesus intends to visit and the only way to 
actualize that intention is by a faithful and dedicated renewal of the commitment of both 
structures and agents in the work and mission of evangelization.24 Just getting there is not 
enough. Jesus wants to be there also. Bringing him there is the ultimate desire of the Lord, who 
calls and sends. 

                                                 
22 Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Lumen Fidei, 29 June 2013, no. 4. 
23 Cf. Porta Fidei, 14. 
24 Porta Fidei, 6. 
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Pope Francis in his Encyclical, Lumen Fidei, suggests that the mission field is so universal, so 
all-inclusive, so all embracing, that no one and nothing is left out or behind. He notes: “Faith 
teaches us to see that every man and woman represents a blessing for me, that the light of God’s 
face shines on me through the faces of my brothers and sisters…at the heart of biblical faith is 
God’s love, his concrete concern for every person, and his plan of salvation embraces all 
humanity and all creation, culminating in the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.”25 

Conclusion 

The Latin adage, nemo dat quod non habet, is applicable here as we conclude this discourse. The 
truth is that the extent to which Jesus becomes present to those to whom we are sent depends to a 
great extent on the measure of our own openness to the grace and the spirit of Jesus in our life. 
Unless our faith is deepened through this process of revitalization that we call the year of faith, 
we would be unable to help others deepen theirs or even kindle faith where there is none.26 The 
little we do under such conditions would be like the seed that falls on shallow ground during the 
sowing (Matt 13:5) with very short-lived impact. Jesus intends to visit with us, in us, through us 
and by us. He also needs us to be courageous enough to visit all the places he intends to visit. Let 
us bring Christ with us as we do the work we are called to do. Let us be Christ to the world of 
our daily encounters and endeavours. Our consciousness of what Jesus wants to do in us and 
through us goes a long way in faith formation. Our willingness to cooperate with his intention 
goes a long way to making our mission fruitful. Hopefully, when our life on earth is over and we 
give a report of our mission, we would be able to say: “even the devils submit to us when we use 
your name;” even the worst situations we resolved by your presence in our mission; even the 
greatest resistance was subdued. And I pray that we hear Jesus, the sender and master, say to us: 
“Rejoice that your names are written in heaven” (Luke 10:17-20) 

                                                 
25 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, 54. 
26 cf. Porta Fidei, 7. 
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Gospel and Faith in the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15) 

Teresa Okure, SHCJ 

Introduction 

The topic of this study, gospel and faith in the parable of the prodigal son, is surprising even to 
me. It came as inspiration during prayer that was unconnected with the theme of our convention. 
I kept pushing it away, but it would not leave me, finally I decided to pay attention. What I share 
here is more what I heard from listening to the parable in context of our convention theme than a 
“scientific” paper on the parable. Accordingly, my approach focuses on the text, on the different 
elements in the parable and their interrelationship so as to discern its overall message. Since the 
conference theme, what the Bible says about faith and evangelisation is our overall interpretative 
context, the study adopts an inter-textual approach that respects “the unity of Scripture”.1 Faith 
and evangelisation are about an alive and active response to the gospel. Such a response knows 
no authorial barriers or boundaries. Such boundaries may even be an obstacle to a faith-filled 
appropriation of the gospel, caused by moving Scripture from the authority of the church into the 
academia.2 The study explores the key words in the topic, and then the text itself. Finally it 
considers the message of the parable for today. 

Dimensions of Gospel and Faith in the Topic 

Gospel (euanggelion) is essentially God’s good news of salvation for humanity given free of 
charge in the incarnation, life, passion, death and resurrection of Jesus. The heart or essence of 
this gospel is that God, moved by pity and compassion, goes in search of sinful humanity to 
work out human salvation. Biblical history records that after the sin of our first parents, God 
went in search of them to make them aware of the consequences of their action (Gen 3:16-19). 
Before that, God promised to undo through the woman and her seed the damage the devil had 
done (3:15). God’s promise of permanent enmity or separation between the woman (her seed) 
and Satan is the first good news (protoevangelium) in the Bible, the foundation and rationale of 
all other biblical good news. The Bible itself is the faith-based, interpreted record of how God 
worked out this promise of searching for sinful humanity to free them from the bondage of sin 
through the history of Israel till the promise reached its fulfilment in the Incarnation. In this 
mystery, God’s Word “became flesh,” substantially and consubstantially one with humanity 
(John 1:1-2, 14). By his incarnation, Jesus united humanity inseparably to Divinity. In him God 
effected permanently and irreversibly the promised separation between humanity and Satan. In 
him God became “like us in all things except sin” (Heb 4:13); sin being what separates humans 
from God and makes all fall “short of God’s glory” (Rom 3:23). 

Jesus himself, therefore, is the gospel of God in search of the sinner (Rom 1:2-3, 16); “the power 
of God for salvation to every one who has faith” (Rom 1:16). At his birth, the angel announced 
to the shepherds “news of great joy”, the “birth of a Saviour” for all the people (Luke 2:11). The 
very name, “Jesus” (Hebrew Yeshua), given before his birth, signifies that “he will save his 

                                                 
1 On the hermeneutic that “respects the unity of the whole of Scripture”, see Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini: The 
Post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation on the Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church (Vatican City: 
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2010), no 34, italics original; and previous conciliar and papal pronouncements cited 
there.  
2 Michael C. Legaspi’s book, The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies (Oxford Studies in Historical 
Theology; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010) is an eye opener on this issue; reviewed by Teresa Okure, RBL 
02/2012, www.bookreviews.org. 
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people from their sins” (Matt 1:21). John the Baptist describes him summarily as “the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  

Jesus proclaimed this gospel of God, searching for sinners in many ways. Among his core 
disciples were a Zealot (guerrilla warrior), tax collector (Levi/Matthew), vengeance oriented 
youths (James and John), and a “guileless” person, Nathanael, who saw nothing good in 
Nazareth.  Peter, the rock on which he chose to build his church (ekklesia, God’s end-time 
gathering of humanity; Matt 16:16-18), denied him thrice; Jesus prayed for him to use his 
experience, of having gravely sinned yet been totally forgiven, “to strengthen his brethren” 
(Luke 22:31-32).  To the Pharisees, the righteous or law abiding ones, who criticised him for 
mixing and eating with tax collectors and sinners like Levi, he replied, “It is not the healthy who 
need the doctor but the sick”, invited them “to go and learn the meaning” of God’s words: “‘I 
desire mercy not sacrifice’”; adding that he himself “came to call, not the upright but sinners” 
(Matt 9:10-13). Tax collectors and sinners constantly sought his company to hear his teaching. 
The Pharisees’ criticism of his welcoming and eating with them triggered off Jesus’ memorable 
parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-30), with the parables of the lost sheep (vv. 4-7) and the 
lost coin (vv. 8-10) as prelude, which is the subject of this study.  

Post resurrection preachers of the good news reiterate the truth that Jesus came to save sinners. 
The core of Paul’s gospel, born of his personal experience of God’s grace, is that God forgives 
sinners free of charge, with no conditions attached.3 Since “all have sinned and fallen short of 
God’s glory” (Rom 3:23), all stand in need of being made righteous by God as a free gift though 
faith. Abraham’s righteousness was not because he kept a law but because he believed in the 
God who alone justifies sinners (Romans 4).  Paul himself, once a zealous persecutor of the 
church, became “apostle of Jesus Christ” “by God’s grace” (1 Cor 15:10). He and Peter, both 
forgiven sinners, are jointly celebrated on June 29th as the foundational pillars of the church.  

Above brief survey illustrates the truth that God’s search for sinners is the operative fundamental 
of the gospel and the defining character of its message. Pope Francis reiterated this truth from 
day one of his pontificate, in particular in his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium: 

The salvation, which God offers us, is the work of his mercy. No human efforts, 
however good they may be, can enable us to merit so great a gift. God by his 
sheer grace, draws us to himself and makes us one with him. He sends his spirit 
into our hearts to make us his children, transforming us and enabling us to 
respond to his love by our lives.4  

The call for a new evangelisation must, of necessity, lay to heart this essential character of God’s 
gospel, which is Jesus, and which he proclaimed by his life and ministry. The need to emphasise 
the gospel of God searching for sinners is all the more imperative today, given the rising trend of 
a new gospel, one which projects God as saving and doing good only to those who settle him 

                                                 
3 Of a total of 76 occurrences of “gospel” euanggelion) in the NT, 62 are in the Pauline letters. Computer 
Concordance to the Novum Testamentum Graece, 26th edition; 2nd ed. (Institute for New Testament Textual 
Research and the Computer Center of Munster University, ed; Berlin New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1985), 722-724. 
4 Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium The Joy of the Gospel Apostolic Exhortation on the Proclamation of the Gospel 
in Today’s World (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2013) no. 112; henceforth EG. The Encyclical Lumen 
Fidei was a completion of the work started by Benedict XVII. 
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with money and other material things.5 This study examines this gospel in the parable of the 
prodigal son, to be proclaimed to all today and received in faith.  

The essence of faith , as indicated in my presentation of the convention theme, is belief in God 
for who and what God is rather than in what God can do. It is because God is God that he can be 
relied upon and trusted to fulfill all God’s promises of salvation, embodied in Jesus. “All” God’s 
“Yes” or fulfillment of these promises from Genesis (2 Cor 1:19-20) are found in him. Paul’s 
emphasis on the connection between faith and God’s gospel may be summed up in his 
interpretation of Abraham’s response to God’s call: “Abraham put his faith in God and this was 
reckoned to him as uprightness” (Rom 4:3, NJB).6  In other words, “in God’s eyes, faith and 
uprightness are so interdependent as to be inseparable”.7 How this faith comes into play in the 
parable of the prodigal son, when it is not mentioned at all, will emerge in the course of this 
study.  

Focus on the Parable 

This study listens to the parable in its literary and life contexts to discover the meaning which 
these contexts shed on its message. The study has three parts: 1. the literary and life contexts of 
the story at the level of Jesus (Luke 14:7:15:2); 2. the parable in its many but very economically 
told parts (Luke 15:3-32); and 3. the parable in its Lucan context. A parable is essentially a story 
or saying put alongside another to highlight meaning.8 The parable of the prodigal son illustrates 
the nature of Jesus’ mission and God’s gospel and invites readers to put its meaning alongside 
the challenges of faith in their efforts to appropriate the gospel through the evangelising mission 
of the church.  

1. The Parable in the Context of Jesus (Luke 14:25-15:2) 

Luke 14 ends with Jesus telling “the large crowd that were traveling with him” (14:25), “Anyone 
who has ears to hear, let the person hear” (ho eken ota akouein, akueto; 14:35). He said this 
concerning his teaching on the cost of discipleship and the authenticity and integrity of the 
disciple as salt (14:25-35). In other words, whoever wants to be his true follower (not just 
following him in a crowd without personal commitment) must be ready to prefer him to all other 
values: parents, siblings, married partner and even “one’s own life”. Otherwise, the person 
“cannot be my disciple”. This choice entails a readiness to envisage, and determination to endure 
to the end, the trials one is sure to meet in the life of discipleship (14:28-33). As salt is useless if 
it loses its flavour, an uncommitted disciple is useless to Jesus’ mission (14:34-35).  

It is against this background, that “all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near [or 
crowding around, NJB] to hear what he had to say” (15:1). They would have heard this teaching 
on the requirements and cost of discipleship. The tense of both the crowds following Jesus and of 
tax collectors flocking to hear him is the imperfect of repetitive or habitual action. The scene 
introduces a characteristic of Jesus’ mission. Sinners are among those who had ears capable of 
hearing (14:35) and so kept seeking Jesus’ company to hear what he had to say. His message 

                                                 
5 See, Divine Blessings and Material Wealth in the Bible, Acts of CABAN, vol. 5 (Port Harcourt: CABAN 
Publications, 2014). 
6 All of Romans 4 is Paul’s interpretation of Abraham’s faith in God, not the Law, as what justified him. In Romans 
5 he expatiates on the truth that faith alone guarantees the reception of God’s salvation by both Jew and Gentile. 
7 NJB, note d on this verse, sees this interpretation as being “completely consistent with Paul’s teaching”. 
8 The Greek word parabolē, is from the verb parabalein, to throw alongside, compare, put side by side, to help 
disclose meaning. It could be a story, a saying or a proverb. 
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gave them hope and dignity in a community that treated them as sinners, the moral and social 
rejects of society. Jesus habitually “welcomes” (prosdechetai, present absolute) and associates 
with them to the extent of eating with them.  

Culturally, one shared table fellowship only with one’s type or class. Earlier (14:12-14), Jesus 
told his host not to invite only his likes or the rich when he throws a party but the “the poor, the 
crippled, the lame, the blind”, who cannot pay back so as to get a reward in heaven. Eating 
according to class was a problem in Corinth, where the rich ate among them and failed to 
socialise with the poor during the agape (the ordinary meal that preceded the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper), though they apparently had no problem eating together at the Lord’s Table (1 
Cor 11:17-32). In general, Jewish Christians had a tough time eating with Gentiles. Peter in the 
house of Cornelius is a clear example (Acts 10:1-48). After his visit to Cornelius, the Jerusalem 
brethren castigated him not because he baptised a Gentile, but because he visited and “ate with 
them” (Acts 11:1-18).  

In Antioch, fearful of “the men from James”, Peter, who had been eating with Gentiles, stopped 
doing so, such that Paul had to openly challenge him to his face for not living according to “the 
truth of the gospel” (Gal 1:11-14). This truth of the gospel requires the abolition of class and all 
other distinctions, since all the baptised are now one in Christ (Gal 3:25-29). He constitutes a 
new ground for table fellowship by breaking down all barriers of class, race and sex, and 
reconciling all to God by his blood on the cross (Col 1:20). This is a core fruit of the gospel, 
which requires faith, a crossing or transcending of all attitudinal, cultural and religiously 
inherited barriers. In his own mission, Jesus illustrated this by welcoming all who came to him, 
since none could do so unless drawn by the Father who sent him (John 6:65). The Lucan parables 
of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost son, underscore this message. 

2. The Parable in Its Many Parts 

The parable (Luke 15) has two broad parts: the Pharisees’ accusation of Jesus for receiving tax 
collectors and sinners who draw near to him (15:1-2) and Jesus’ reply to their accusation in the 
three parables (15:3-32): the lost sheep (vv. 4-7), the lost coin (vv. 8-10) and the lost son (vv. 11-
32).  

The immediate occasion of the parable (15:1-2) 

The immediate occasion of the parable is the approach of tax collectors and sinners to listen to 
Jesus (v. 1). The tense of the verbs describing their approach as said earlier is the imperfect of 
habitual action. This class of people had the habit of approaching Jesus to hear his teaching. 
Their habitual action registers their openness as a socially marginalised class to receive Jesus’ 
teaching, in contrast to the Pharisees.9 The Pharisees complain (in the present absolute tense): 
“This man welcomes sinners and eats with them” (v. 2). By nature and mission, Jesus is one who 
welcomes sinners from the heart and eats with them. As said earlier, he came to call sinners, not 
the righteous to repentance. The story of the tax collector and Pharisee in the Temple illustrates 
contrastively, the self-righteousness characteristic of the Pharisees on the one hand and the 
openness of the tax collectors to God’s mercy on the other (Luke 18:9-14).  True to his identity, 
vocation and mission, Jesus commits himself to welcoming and associating with these sinners.  

It is not clear whether Jesus habitually threw the party for these sinners or whether the latter did 
so. From the ensuing three parables, we may infer that Jesus threw the party; though there is no 
                                                 
9 Greek Pharisaioi, Hebrew perushim, “the separated ones”. 
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clear evidence of this in the gospels. Jesus invited himself to a tax collector’s house: “Zacchaeus, 
hurry and come down for I must stay at your house today” (Luke 19:1-10, v. 5). His parables of 
the kingdom evoke God throwing parties for invited guests.10 In the three parables of this 
chapter, those who lost and found their belongings throw the party to celebrate with their 
neighbours. Whatever the case, this dual point, the habitual openness of the tax collectors and 
sinners to Jesus and Jesus’ intrinsic habit of welcoming them, guides our discernment of the core 
meaning of the parables 15:3-32. 

Prelude: The lost sheep and the lost drachma (vv. 3-7, 8-10) 

In reply to the accusation that he welcomes sinners and eats with them, Jesus first draws the 
attention of his accusers to what they themselves do when they lose things valuable to them: a 
shepherd losing a sheep  (vv. 3-7) and a woman losing a drachma (vv. 8-10).11 These two 
parables provide examples from real life, which his audience would know and could easily 
identify with (“which one of you?”; “what woman?” vv. 4, 8). Striking in these parables is the 
lengths to which the shepherd and the woman go to search for their lost property and the 
corresponding, even surpassing, joy they experience when they find them.  

In both parables, especially that of the lost sheep, the search effort is out of proportion to what is 
lost. The shepherd leaves ninety nine sheep in the desert in search of one, places it on his 
shoulder and apparently forgets about the ninety nine while he goes home and throws a party 
inviting his friends to “rejoice with me” for finding his lost sheep. The woman painstakingly 
sweeps out the entire house in search of the lost coin till she finds it. The drachma, Greek coin, is 
a feminine noun, just as sheep is masculine. The recovery of the lost items is good news to 
proclaim and share with neighbours, in a party. Typically, the shepherd invites his male friends 
(tous philous autou); the woman her female friends (tas philas autou). Men celebrate with men; 
women with women. The celebrants in the parable of the lost son are differently construed as we 
will see later.  

Jesus concludes each parable with the refrain “Even so there is great joy in heaven among God’s 
angels for one repentant sinner over the ninety nine [or an unspecified number in that of the lost 
coin] who need no repentance” (vv. 7, 10). These life experiences prepare the audience as a 
prelude for the message of the parable of the lost son. We know not how the sheep got lost; 
sheep have a propensity to stay together; so a lost sheep causes great anxiety since it is abnormal 
for them to stray off.12 Was the shepherd negligent or the woman careless? Unlike sheep, coins 
have no mobility of their own. Important is that the owners conduct the search for their lost 
properties. 

The gospel in these two parables is that both owners took great pains to recover their lost 
property and when they did, could not keep the joy to themselves but had to share it with 
neighbours. The gospel is by nature to be shared, not kept for oneself, as Pope Francis has lately 
reminded us in his Evangelii Gaudium. A proto-example is Mary of Nazareth. After the 
annunciation, she “went with all speed/haste” (meta spoudēs; Luke 1:39) to share Elizabeth’s 

                                                 
10 Example is the parable of the wedding feast: Matt 22:14; Luke 14:16-24. 
11 In Northern Nigeria, for instance, the Fulani would rather die than allow anything to happen to their flock. In 
Amchilga, northern Cameroon, the herdsmen prefer moving with their flock to benefiting from medical services 
provided for them. They would prefer a veterinary to a clinic. 
12 I developed this idea in “Bibel Text 4: Verpflichtet zur Gastfreundschaft zu Gast in Nigeria” (Original in English: 
“Hospitality: A Task Exegesis of Matthew 25, 31-46”). Bibel Heute 4. Quartal (2004): 20-21. 
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joy. Yet before she could do that, Elizabeth shared her own joy with Mary: “How is it that …. 
Blessed is she who believed” (1:42). The angel Gabriel had named Mary “Full of Grace”. 
Elizabeth now names her “She Who Believed”. These three: gospel, believing and proclamation 
go inseparably together. Finally, both parables emphasise ownership of the lost items: my sheep, 
my drachma.13 The sheep and drachma cannot share the joy; the sheep may be “happy” to rejoin 
the flock and its owner, not so the inanimate drachma. Both stories focus on the owners and their 
great joy in finding their lost properties. 

The lost son (vv. 11-32) 

Having told these two parables from life settings, Jesus climactically launches without any 
preamble into the parable of the lost son, popularly tagged “the prodigal son”. The parable has 
three main parts: the request of the younger son and its consequences (vv. 11-20a); his father’s 
celebration of the prodigal son (vv. 20b-24); and the reaction of the elder brother and the father’s 
response to him (vv. 25-34). As said earlier, this is one of the most interpreted of Jesus’ parables 
(matched perhaps by that of the Good Samaritan; Luke 10:29-37). Our concern is to discern the 
“good news” in this parable, and how its beneficial reception requires faith.   

The request and action of the younger son (vv. 11-20a)  

The parable begins by establishing the fact of ownership/relationship: “a man had two sons”. As 
the story develops, the father, the younger son and the servants all emphasise this relationship, 
except the elder brother. The younger son calls the dad, “father” each time (vv. 12, 18, 21) and 
throughout loses no sight of this relationship even after realising his sin: “my father’s hired 
servants”, “my father” “your son” (vv. 17, 18, 19). By contrast the older brother does not evoke 
this relationship even once. Though the parable is tagged “of the prodigal son”, the heart of the 
story is the father, whose prodigality towards the wayward son is beyond comprehension. 
Traditionally, inheritance is not shared out until the father or the one who bequeaths it dies. By 
asking for “a share of the inheritance that falls to me”, the younger son is practically saying to 
the dad, “Dad, since you have refused to die, give me what is mine by right [in virtue of being 
your son] and let me enjoy my freedom.  

The younger son sees the heritage simply as “property” (“ tēs ousias; vv. 12, 13); from the 
father’s perspective it is ton bion (v. 12), a term which primarily signifies “life, everyday life” 
and by extension “livelihood”, “property”. Without any objection to the son’s request, the dad 
divides their inheritance, source of livelihood, between them (v. 12).  In the division, the elder 
brother was entitled to a double share, since by custom he would be the one to take care of the 
family dependants after the father’s death.14 No mention is made of the mother or sister/s. In 
Jewish as in African cultures, women did not inherit. The case of the daughters of Zelophehad 
that brought about a legal provision cited below was to preserve their father’s name, not their 
personal entitlement.15 For the heritage to remain theirs, they had to marry within their father’s 
clan (Num 36:1-12). Women did not count as legal persons and so had no say in issues of 
inheritance. Daughters could, in exceptional cases, inherit their father’s property, but wives had 

                                                 
13 Mama used to say proverbially: Anie mkpo ase mkpo abanga mkpo omo (Ibibio): It is of the owner to look after 
what is his or hers. 
14 See note 18 below on the Jewish provisions for “Inheritance”. 
15 See further on this, Emmanuel O. Nwaoru, “The Case of the Daughters of Zelophehad (Num 27,1-11) and African 
Inheritance Rights”, Asia Journal of Theology 16,1 (2002) 49-85.  
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no inheritance rights. They themselves were the husband’s property;16 subject to being inherited 
after the husband’s death. The husband could inherit the wife’s property and in the case of 
levirate marriage, beget children for the dead relative (Deut 25:5-10). The hypothetical story of 
the woman who was married to seven brothers (Matt 22:15-22 and parallels) articulates this 
graphically. This cultural situation probably explains why the parable mentions no mother, 
though typically to Luke’s inclusive approach, a woman features in the parable of the lost coin, 
alongside the man with the lost sheep.  

The law has clear stipulations on “inheritance” (Hebrew yerusshah): “If a man dies without 
leaving a son, you shall let his inheritance pass on to his daughter; if he has no daughter, you 
shall give his heritage to his brothers; if he has no brothers, you shall give his heritage to his 
father’s brothers. If he had no brothers, you shall give his heritage to his nearest relative” (Num 
27:8-11). In this legal provision, “Unlike modern law, it is not the individual who appoints his 
heirs but the law of the Torah, though one may give preference to one rightful heir over the 
other. . . . The illegitimate children or children of prohibited marriages have the same rights as 
their legitimate brothers and sisters”.17 A father had no right to disinherit his son. If in his 
lifetime he gave his estate to a stranger in the form of a gift, that gift would revert to the rightful 
heirs after his death. A parent could also appoint “a trustee” (epitropos) to take care of the estate 
until the heirs come of age. Paul, for instance, sees the law as our epitropos until faith and grace 
came in Christ (Gal 3:21-19). 

Certain truths emerge from this legal provision. Firstly, inheritance, like grace, is not something 
one works for, merits or deserves. It is essentially a pure gift that goes with belongingness to the 
family. One comes into it by birth or adoption. It is passed on from generation to generation. 
Secondly, one could only inherit after the death of the father or whoever passed on the 
inheritance. Thirdly, by God’s law, inheritance was inalienable; one had no right to alienate the 
family inheritance. This is why Naboth prefers to stick to his small family heritage than 
exchange it for a bigger one from Ahab and is murdered as a result (1 Kgs 21:1-16). This too 
explains why the younger son, “when he came to himself”, realizes that he had sinned against 
heaven, meaning against God (since the Israelites were not in the habit of calling recklessly 
God’s name, especially the divine name YHWH). What he did was first and foremost a sin 
against God’s law.  

Despite the seriousness of demanding his share of the heritage before the father’s death, a few 
days after the division, the younger son horridly gathers together his property, driven by urge to 
depart, and took off to a strange land. While some witnesses say he gathered “all” his property, 
others make the “all” emphatic implying a clean sweep. The verb describing his departure 
(apedemesen), here translated “he took off”, means primarily to be absent; that is, he cut himself 
off from his family moorings and belongingness and went off to a far away foreign land.  

There he squandered or spent recklessly in incisive thoughtless actions (registered by the aorist, 
diescorpisen), what he had to live on, or what was for his livelihood. Inheritance, like 
endowment fund, is what one reserves to fall back on, something not to dig into carelessly. 

                                                 
16 Examples are the 8th Commandment and Ps 127:3 “Your wife a fruitful vine within [or “in the inner places of”, 
NJB] your house”, a favourite Responsorial Psalm at nuptial Masses.  
17  Philip Birnbaum, “Inheritance” in his Encyclopaedia of Jewish Concepts (New York: Hebrew Publishing 
Company, 1995), 275.  
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Further he did this wasteful spending in lose, immoral living.18 When his supplies dried up or ran 
out (dapanesantos, gen. absolute), he started to feel his emptiness and resourceless-ness.19 His 
being penniless was compounded by the “severe famine” in the country. From being a potential 
employer (as heir of his father), he now “hired himself out”, literally “clung to” (ekollēthē) a 
citizen of the country who put him to feed swine as a means of survival. Swine was unclean 
animal to Jews; his accepting to feed swine registers how low he had sunk in his journey of self-
desecration and desperation to survive, and perhaps too the contempt of the man who hired him. 
Jesus’ audience would have been greatly shocked to hear this. To worsen matters, he longed in 
vain to eat (some witnesses say “fill his stomach”) from the very pods, waste of food (keratiōn), 
given to the swine.  

Having hit rock bottom in his journey of his self-destruction, the young man come to himself, all 
the while he had been running away from himself, his true identity. His desire to return home 
was not because he realised that he had done wrong; he was driven by hunger and the need for 
sheer survival. The word used for his acute hunger is the same as that of the severe famine that 
ravaged the country (limos, vv. 14, 17).20 His devised penitential formula is calculated more to 
get him access to free food in his father’s house, than due to repentance. Famishing hunger and 
the desperate need for survival pushed him to return to his father’s house. The surplus food his 
father’s many “hired servants” (misthioi) ate in abundance (perriseuontai v. 17) would have been 
in excess of their daily pay, as happened in traditional African settings where hired workers were 
given food in addition to their pay. 

The father’s embrace of the prodigal son (vv. 20b-24)  

The heart of the parable is the father’s response to this vagabond, wasteful son. The 
unimaginable in his response gets lost in or is difficult to capture in translations. The words used 
to describe the father’s sentiment underscore the gospel in this parable. The son’s reckless and 
wasteful living pales in significance compared to the father’s wholehearted, even wasteful, 
senseless welcoming embrace of him. 

Structurally, the son’s journey home starts in verse 20a. The father’s response interrupts in verse 
20b, instead of verse 21, as one would have expected; it cuts into or anticipates the son’s move 
even before he reaches home. The son’s hungry wearied steps back (“while he was still a long 
way off”) contrasts sharply with the haste with which he left home. This in turn is outmatched by 
the father’s excitement and running to meet him while he was still a long way off (that is, even 
before the son saw him or could say anything).  Was he always looking out hoping that one day 
the son would return? The father “was moved with pity” for the son when he saw him. The verb 
splangchniszomai “feel sorry” of “show pity” describes a visceral action that instinctively drives 
one to compassionate action, “Can a mother forget her nursing child or show no compassion for 
the child of her womb?” (Isa 49:5). It is like the surge of adrenalin that the body generates to 
enable one instinctively surmount a life threatening situation; or the pangs of childbirth that 
comes suddenly on a woman and cannot be stopped. The same verb is used to describe Jesus’ 

                                                 
18 In the Greek one can feel his recklessness in the repetition of ō and the z mimicked by s in zōn asōtōs, a life that 
was actually dissolution of life. 
19 The verb hystereistai describing his “being in want” is used to describe the situation at the wedding feast of Cana 
when the wine that ran, also in the genitive absolute as here (John 2:3). 
20 Famine in the Book of Ruth drove Naomi and his family into pagan land for survival; instead of survival she lost 
her husband and the two sons, though she gained a daughter in law who became the source of her heritage in Israel, 
even earning her a place in the genealogy of the Messiah (Matt 1:5). 
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feeling when he saw the plight of the widow of Nain, whose only son (her only means of 
livelihood and status in society) was being carried out for burial (Luke 7:11-17). Jesus acted 
instinctively, without being asked.21 Driven by the same compassion, welling from his entrails, 
the dad ran; and with the energy gathered in the running “fell on his neck”; hugged and kissed 
him.22 Kissing arises from deep intimacy and affection, which is why Jesus asks Judas whether 
he betrays him with a kiss. Kiss and betrayal are mutually exclusive. 

The father displays this heartfelt compassion and tender, deep-seated, love even before the son 
says anything. When in verse 21, he repeats his prepared confession formula, the father does not 
even hear what he says. He is too excited and full of compassionate joy to pay attention to his 
words. For him the son’s return is all that matters, nothing else. The post positive de (v 22) 
registers this sentiment. Throughout the episode the dad says not a word to the son, perhaps too 
full of joyful emotion to do so (even as he was perhaps too saddened by the son’s request at the 
beginning to say anything). Or was this to give the son space to process the unexpected, 
undeserved, incredible love and compassion he found in the father?  

Instead of addressing or reproaching him the father eagerly rallies the servants or slaves (tous 
doulous, v. 22; not the hired workers misthioi) and gives them quick (tachu) incisive orders (the 
tenses are all aorist) first to rehabilitate the son: decorate him with the best robe;23 thrust a ring 
into his finger and put sandals on his feet; all symbols of royalty and authority. Slaves did not 
wear any of these items. Did the son enjoy any of this VIP treatment before he “checked out”.24 
It is not likely, especially since he was a younger son. To crown it all, the dad orders a first class 
banquet, marked by the order to slaughter (more graphic than “kill” because the verb is still 
aorist of incisive action) the fatted calf. Do it decisively, without delay. The fatted calf culturally 
and socially was kept for the best possible occasion, certainly not for the celebration of a son like 
this. The dad’s reception of the son, with such great excitement, recalls Abraham’s excited 
hospitality when he received the three strangers that came his way (Gen 18:1-8). 

Strikingly the father tells the servants “let us celebrate” and make merry. The Greek 
euphrantōmen literally means “let us be wild with joy”, “let our joy know no bounds” (the 
English “euphoria” comes from it). As hinted at the beginning, the father does not invite rich 
people like himself. He is too engrossed in the joy and excitement over the son’s return to think 
of that (at least in the story). He celebrates happily with his servants “Let us celebrate”. Why? 
“Because this son of mine was dead and has come to life, was lost and is found”. The expression 
“this son of mine” (more emphatic than “my son” or even “this my son”) draws attention to the 
dad claiming ownership of this good for nothing son. His excitement further recalls that of Mary 
of Magdala when she saw alive Jesus whom she had considered dead (John 20:11-18). Our belief 
in the resurrection has perhaps dulled our sense of death as finality, as Jesus’ audience saw it, 
though the Pharisees to whom the parable is addressed believed in the resurrection afterlife. The 
father’s reception of the son and his words to the servants recall Jesus saying at the end of the 

                                                 
21 The verb, splangchnizomai occurs 12 times in the Gospels, mostly by Jesus, e.g., pity for the crowds (Matt 9:36; 
14:4; 15:32; Mark 6:34; 8:2), the blind man (Mark 9:22), parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:33). 
22 The verb to kiss (katephilein, a compound of kata (thoroughly) and philein (to love), noun philos (tender, 
affectionate love) expresses love from the heart, not dry impersonal love. 
23 The translations say “put on him”; but endysate evokes, for instance, Jerusalem rising from the sackcloth and 
ashes the of exile, putting off widowhood, mourning clothes, and going out beautifully decked like bride to meet 
Yahweh her husband (cf. Isa 61:10-11). 
24 As some Nigerians say who feel things are not working well in the country and so move to America or UK. 
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first two parables that there is more rejoicing among God’s angels (God’s messengers) over one 
repentant sinner than over those who need no repentance. The father, celebrating with his slaves, 
mirrors Jesus welcoming and eating with sinners, the action that occasioned the parable or his 
teaching on inviting poor and insignificant people to one’s party.  

The elder brother’s anger and the father’s plea (vv. 25-32) 

A striking contrast emerges in the response of the elder brother. He had been out in the fields all 
day taking care of the father’s (and his?) property, what was left of what the younger son pawned 
away was his. It seems the dad was too excited even to remember to send for him, let alone 
outsiders! One instinctively sympathises with him over the entire event. He hears singing and 
music as he draws close to the house (contrast the other son who was a long way off when the 
dad ran to meet and bring him back to the house), tired from the days work, feeling cheated, left 
out. Straight away one senses the elder brother’s alienation from or strained relationship with his 
father. He calls to himself one of the servants, perhaps his page (paidia not the douloi/slaves who 
decked the son and prepared the feast), to inquire what was going on. His cautious self-isolating 
attitude in calling the servant aside contrasts sharply with his father’s familiarity with the slaves.  

Interestingly the servant emphasises the social aspect of slaughtering the fatted calf: to celebrate 
that the dad has his son back “whole” (hygiasto from hygies), in tact, safe and sound, without any 
damage. The servant is somewhat neutral in the information he gives, but would have joined in 
the euphoric celebration. On learning the cause, the elder brother goes into understandable rage 
(v. 28) and refuses to join the feast, isolating himself even further. Characteristically, the father 
goes to plead with him, to help him see sense in this humanly speaking senseless celebration. 
The dad’s plea does not focus on what the son did, but that he has returned alive, safe and sound.  

The elder son’s reply to the father (vv. 29-30) reveals the depths of his self-isolation, his poor 
relationship not only with the dad, but also with the brother, the servants and himself. As the 
elder brother, understandably the first born, since no other son is mentioned, he had a unique 
place in the house. In the property divided between them, he would have had the largest share as 
said earlier. He knows neither the dad, nor his rights or place in the family. The servants in the 
house have more food than they need; yet he the first-born son has been slaving for the father 
“all these years”. He is not even aware that all the dad has now belongs to him since the dad had 
divided the property between them and the younger brother had parted with his share. Or is he 
afraid that the younger brother would now share his portion? Would his anger have allowed him 
to think that far? His envisaged feast would have been exclusive, “with my friends”. Contrast his 
father, who celebrates with his slaves. The dad had not given him even a kid (young goat) to 
celebrate despite his years’ long unflinching obedience and loyalty to the father. Yet he had 
killed the fatted calf killed to celebrate the wasteful and immoral brother. It really does not make 
sense, humanly speaking.  

The father wants him to know that the brother is as much his brother as he is his son (vv. 31-32). 
The elder son had said “this son of yours”; the dad retorts, “this brother of yours”. Blood ties are 
the most fundamental, inalienable inheritance. One cannot wish away blood relationships, even if 
externally one denounces a person as his brother, sister or parent. The father speaks last in the 
story, repeating with emphasis the reason for the celebration. The Greek verb edei translated “it 
was fitting” or “it was only right” is an eschatological gospel imperative (as in John 3:7, 14, 31; 
4:4). What the father says is “We could not do otherwise, had no option, than celebrate and 
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rejoice”. Why? Because a dead son, a dead brother, has come back to life, a lost son and brother 
has been found.  

The parable does not say whether or not the dad won over the elder brother. But it has made its 
point. God’s joyful welcome of the repentant sinner knows no bounds. This parable 
complements those of the lost sheep and lost coin. Each is uniquely precious to the owner. There 
the owners went in search of their lost property, which did them no wilful harm. Here the dad 
welcomes, embraces and celebrates, with disproportionate joy and happiness, a son, who 
deliberately severed himself from him and his family, offended the traditions of his people, and 
wasted his very heritage in loose living, thus sinning against God. That deed was sufficient to 
exclude him for good from the family. Instead he returned to be reinstated with utmost love, 
compassion and wholehearted, euphoric joy, without a single word of reproach. 

2. The Parable in Luke’s Context 

This parable is Luke’s proclamation of the good news to his primarily Gentile audience like 
himself, to help them appropriate God’s marvellous works for them (Luke 1:1-3). The good 
news, as said earlier, is God’s incredible love and mercy for humanity. Scholars have long noted 
that, on the macro level, the elder brother’s anger images the resentment by Jews, especially 
some Jewish Christians over the inclusion of Gentiles in God’s salvation on equal terms with 
them. For years they had borne the burden of the Torah in obedience to God, while Gentiles 
apparently did what they liked, outside the Torah. Ephesians reminds the Gentiles that they, who 
once “were not a people”, are now God’s people, members of God’s household, built on the 
same foundations of apostles and prophets, called to become one perfect humanity in Christ, 
sharing the same inheritance as God’s specially chosen people (Eph 2:1-22; 4:11-16). Yet Paul, a 
Pharisee, recognizes that Gentiles had the Torah of conscience written in their hearts by which 
they were judged. Nevertheless, the Torah remained a burden to Jews, as Peter reminds his 
brethren, who wanted the Gentiles circumcised (Acts 15:8-11). The Jews had born the burden of 
the law believing all along that Gentiles would be damned; except perhaps those who became 
proselytes or Godfearers. Members of the Qumran community religiously cursed the sons of 
Belial (the Romans) thrice a day, in anticipation of the Messiah, who would come and destroy 
them; but only to be destroyed for good by those very sons of Belial. The gospel of Jesus rules 
out any exclusive appropriation of God’s salvation. 

The problem of table fellowship of Jews with Gentiles in Luke’s context flows from their 
inclusion. This problem was so acute that it needed a general council, the first of the church, to 
address it (Acts 15). Even that did not eradicate the problem. Paul’s suffering from the Judaizers 
who dogged his ministry everywhere shows the strength of this die hard tradition. Two thousand 
years later, racism is still alive and active. In the journey of conversion to the gospel, the 
passover from anti-gospel traditions and cultures to Christ, the social dimension is the last to 
participate. Inherited, ingrained racism (in America it has taken a multiplicity of disguised forms 
since the Obama Presidency), tribalism, the caste system (osu in Nigeria, the dalits and the free 
borns in India) is on the increase among Christians two thousand years after the coming of Jesus 
of Nazareth, God’s gospel for humanity.  

Luke’s audience would have faced the challenge of meeting the radical demands of discipleship. 
Jesus requires that whoever wants to be his follower must be ready to undergo social and family 
dislocation even detachment from self (to use a familiar term in Spirituality) if they get in the 
way of the gospel. Yet to deny self, one must first find the self as Paul did (Phil 3:3-14). Jesus 
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dispossessed himself of divinity to make room for his humanity. This cost entails crossing the 
boundaries of, race, tribe, class, sex, party-spirit and so forth, even as Paul did.25  

Message of the Parable in Today’s Context 

What obtained in Luke’s time also obtains in ours with our peculiar colorations. The spirit of 
exclusiveness, looking down on sinners, lack of self-knowledge whether as a prodigal son or the 
elder brother, and the belief that we have to work out our salvation is still among us. Today there 
is the temptation to keep the faith to oneself, not to proclaim the gospel. Pope Francis reminds us 
that we are “not missionaries and disciples” but “missionary disciples”.26 Mission defines our 
core identity as disciple, even as it defined that of Jesus, the Messiah. Pope Francis testifies: 

My mission of being in the heart of the people is not just a part of my life or a 
badge I can take off; it is not an “extra” or just another moment in life. Instead, it 
is something I cannot uproot from my being without destroying my very self. I am 
a mission on this earth; that is the reason why I am here in this world. We have to 
regard ourselves as sealed, even branded, by this mission of bringing light, 
blessing, enlivening, raising up, healing and freeing. All around us we begin to 
see . . . people who have chosen deep down to be with others and for others.27  

Mission entails, essentially, a going out, crossing of boundaries, transcending of barriers and 
leveling all ranks. This missionary movement started in God, who “loved the world so much that 
he gave his uniquely beloved son” (John 3:16). In Jesus of Nazareth, divinity came to meet 
humanity, becoming flesh (John 1:1-2, 14). Mission requires going out and shifting ground, even 
within one’s own environment, family and self. 

On exclusiveness, today’s racism, tribalism, developing and sustaining ghettos in the church 
under whatever pretext is anti-gospel. Committee of friends, state associations and associations 
of priests, sisters and seminarians are growing by leaps and bounds. These associations are not 
for promoting the gospel, but for ensuring that the gospel agents who form these fellowships are 
well looked after and can support one another, especially when it comes to celebrations of 
ordinations, religious professions, jubilees and so forth. Pope Francis would call this being a 
“self-referential” church, rather than a missionary church.28 Some of these groups are mafia like, 
threatening with “excommunication” eligible members who refuse to join the associations: 
“Unless you join us, we will not attend even your funeral”.  These practices count among what 
Pope Francis terms “spiritual worldliness”.29 They cut at the heart of the gospel. God, our loving 
Father and Mother, would not give us even a kid for such celebrations. 

Pope Francis includes the following among those marginalized in the church and in society the 
poor (EG nos. 186-121), the vulnerable (209-216), the economically disadvantaged (202-208) 
and the economy itself that excludes (53-54). The greatest challenge of inclusion for the church 
                                                 
25 See the essays in Paul Embodiment of the Old and New Testaments, Acts of CABAN, vol. 2 (edited by Luke 
Ijezie, Teresa Okure and Camillus Umoh; Port Harcourt: CABAN Publications, 2013), esp., Teresa Okure, “‘Christ 
the End of the Law’ (Rom 10:4): An Index to Paul’s Conversion Experience,” 26-48. 
26 Pope Francis, EG, 120. 
27 Pope Francis, EG, 273. 
28 Pope Francis spoke of this as Cardinal Bergoglio in his intervention before the conclave that elected him Pope, 
published by Cardinal Jaime Ortega of Havana with permission from Pope Francis. See full text by Radio Vatican: 
http//en.radiovaticana.va/news/2013/03/27/bergolios_intervention_a_diagnosis_of_the_problems_in_the_church/en
1-677267. 
29 Pope Francis, EG, 93-97. Italics original. 
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is that of women. While Pope Francis, more insistently than even John Paul II, has argued for 
greater roles for women in the church, the question of the inclusion of women remains a task to 
address according to “the of the gospel” (Gal 1:11-14). In its magnitude and far reaching 
consequences, as I perceived over twenty-five years ago, the challenge of this inclusion parallels, 
and in many ways, outstrips that of the inclusion of the Gentiles.30 Approaching the problem 
from tradition and the teaching of the church rather than from the gospel and Christ will not yield 
any just solution. Only in Christ and in God’s plan for the male and female, will we arrive at a 
Spirit-filled solution, as the council of Jerusalem arrived at a gospel-based solution to the Gentile 
question by aligning themselves with the Holy Spirit (“It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and 
to us”, Acts 15:28). The Spirit alone leads and continues to lead the church to the complete truth 
(John 16:12-13). The Women Question remains to be dispassionately raised from the perspective 
of “God’s Gospel” (Rom 1:2-3, 16), Jesus of Nazareth, “born of woman” (Gal 4:4), “son of 
Mary” (Mark 6:4), in whom all barriers of race, class and sex are radically transcended (cf. Gal 
3:28); not from that of tradition and the teachings of the Church Fathers. 

Table fellowship among Christians is still a problem today as it was in the early church. Then the 
agape preceded the Eucharistic celebration. Today communal meals follow the Eucharistic 
celebration on big occasions like ordinations, weddings and funerals. Bishops and superior 
generals are assigned one place, priests and religious another; the laypeople yet another. This 
may be a matter of convenience; but fundamentally, are we less guilty of segregation based on 
class and rank? The argument on convenience pales in significance when “men of order” police 
the entrance to the VIP places to keep out the undesirables. In the reception of the Eucharist 
itself, we eat hierarchically. The priests receive under both species, not the lay faithful: a matter 
of convenience? What do these practices say about the good news, and Jesus’ own mingling 
freely with sinners and eating with them? Do they reveal that we have missed out, or been 
socialized into missing out, on an essential aspect of the gospel of Jesus who came to level all 
ranks in himself? A master or mistress would find it naturally demeaning to drink from the same 
Eucharistic cup with his or her domestic staff. Yet the early Jewish Christians had to overcome 
something worse than social rank in order to share table fellowship together: their entire God-
given Torah upbringing which ordained their separation from the Gentiles.  

To meet the specific challenge of Jesus eating with tax collectors and sinners, it has been 
suggested, for instance, that instead of announcing at Communion time that only those “in the 
state of grace” should go forward to receive Communion. Perhaps we should announce that those 
in this state of grace should sit down and enjoy their sanctity, while the sinners should go to 
Jesus to be healed and sanctified by him. The fact that they are in the church means they are 
drawing near to hear what Jesus has to say. The mere thought of this suggestion is shocking, like 
the shock the elder brother received. But if we take Jesus seriously then we need to review this 
matter, especially since some of those said to be “in the state of grace” are by Jesus’ standards, 
grossly in need of being saved from their sins. We leave aside the issue of paedophile priests that 
has rocked and its still rocking the church and its unexposed equivalents in our contexts or the 
chief celebrants; but what of those in clandestine, nocturnal practices among which are sadly 
clergy, religious and reputed laity? God knows them, even if they appear to hide from the public 

                                                 
30 Teresa Okure, “Women in the Bible”, in With Passion and Compassion: Third World Women Doing 
Theology; edited by Virginia Fabella and Mercy A. Oduyoye (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books) 47-59. 
 

105



 

human eye. These may count among those Pope Francis describes as corrupt, hypocrites, 
different from sinners.  

[They] look on from above and afar, they reject the prophecy of their brothers and 
sisters, they discredit those who raise questions, they constantly point out the 
mistakes of others and they are obsessed by appearances. Their hearts are open 
only to the limited horizon of their own immanence and interests, and as a 
consequence they neither learn from their sins nor are they genuinely open to 
forgiveness. This is a tremendous corruption disguised as a good. We need to 
avoid it by making the Church constantly go out from herself, keeping her 
mission focused on Jesus Christ, and her commitment to the poor.31 

In many of his homilies, the Pope includes as corrupt those who deprive the poor yet make fat 
donations to the church to be applauded. 

Today many staunch and devoted Christians (especially Catholics), like the elder son, spend their 
lives “slaving” for God. They know neither themselves nor their worth in God’s house, and fail 
to appreciate the inalienable heritage God has given them by making them “heirs of God and co-
heirs with Christ” (Rom 8:14-17). They believe their salvation depends on their sweat and 
strenuous efforts to please God; and then expect God to pay back or reward them accordingly. 
“The truth of the gospel” is that nobody can be the author of his or her salvation (cf. Ps 49:7). 
The notion of grace rules this out completely. “When the goodness and kindness of God our 
saviour appeared, it was not because of any righteous actions we ourselves had done” (Tit 3:4-8).   

The law requires personal effort to be effective. Like the Pharisee in the Temple, one can 
satisfactorily boast of one’s achievements in keeping the law over others. What “grace and 
truth”, the real, the main that came with Jesus (John 1:17) require is radically different. All 
without exception receive salvation as totally free and unmerited gift. As in life one adds nothing 
to becoming the son or daughter of one’s parents, so no one becomes God’s child except by 
God’s own will (John 1:12-13), effected in the Son. He alone sets sinners free and gives them the 
right to permanent residence as sons and daughters in God’s house and family (John 8:31). All 
one can offer is ceaseless thanksgiving to God and show this gratitude by proclaiming God’s 
good news to others, free of charge. “You received without charge, give without charge” (Matt 
10:8). This goes against the grain of today’s anti-gospel trends. Yet these negative trends can 
never invalidate God’s gospel, which is not that of humans or from “an angel from heaven” (Gal 
1:8). 

In the remote context of the parable, Jesus had invited whoever wanted to be his follower to be 
prepared to endure social and family dislocation, even detachment from self, if these get in the 
way of the gospel. Jesus dispossessed himself of divinity to make room for his humanity. Paul as 
already seen made a clean sweep of all that, prior to his conversion, he held most dear because 
they were incompatible with the gospel, with his being in Christ. Today the readiness to bear the 
cross must be emphasised against the onslaught of prosperity gospel that would empty Jesus’ 
gospel of its cross thus breeding immature Christians;32 not only the prosperity gospel but also 
the gospel that projects God as one who destroys sinners. Some, inspired by the Psalmist, would 

                                                 
31 Pope Francis, EG, 97. In his homilies, he includes, for instance, as corrupt those who deprive the poor yet make 
fat donations to the church to be applauded. 
32  See J. Lee Grady, “5 Ways the Prosperity Gospel Is Hurting Africa” (Twitter  
at @leegrady), accessed on 14 November, 2013. 
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delight in “uprooting from the city of God all who do evil” (Ps 101:8);33 and pray God to destroy 
their enemies instead of praying for their conversion, or demand capital punishment for 
murderers even when they have wholeheartedly repented. These beliefs and practices cut at the 
root of the gospel.34 These and similar psalms and the anti-enemy theology in the OT generally, 
stem from a religious and cultural worldview, alien to the gospel, though similar to the African 
one. In the Great Charter of the kingdom, Jesus tells his disciples to love, not hate their enemies, 
unlike what they heard from their ancestors (Matt 5:43-48). 

Conclusion: Duc in altum 

The question was asked in the beginning of this study how faith comes into play in the parable of 
the prodigal son when it is not mentioned at all. My insight from listening to this parable in the 
context of our convention theme is that we humans find it hard, if not impossible, to believe in a 
God, who loves passionately, goes in search of and celebrates repentant sinners without 
sanctions, as illustrated by the father of the prodigal son. More fundamentally, we find it even 
harder to believe that God can love us sinners to the extent of becoming substantially one with us 
“in all things except sin” (Heb 4:15); that God reached out to sinners by giving that which was 
the most precious to God, God’s fattened calf, “his uniquely beloved Son” (or “only begotten 
God”, monogenēs theos [John 1:18])) “to save”, not “to judge and condemn the world” (John 
3:16-17). Jesus in turn plays out this incredible love of God for sinners by loving to “the end”, 
“the utmost limit” (eis telos), the limit beyond which it is utterly impossible to go (13:1-2; 15:13) 
as he tells Juliana of Norwich in Revelations of Divine Love.35 Or in Jesus’ own words, “Greater 
love has no one than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). As proof of this love, 
he gives us his body and blood for food and drink unto eternal life, and his “life for the salvation 
of the world” (Matt 20:28). Jesus’ parable of prodigal son graphically illustrates this truth.  

The new evangelisation is about the transmission, reception and proclamation of the gospel in 
faith. The gospel of God searching for sinners serves as indispensable core component in the 
renewed commitment to Jesus’ missionary mandate to proclaim the gospel to all nations (Matt 
28:18-20). Acceptance and proclamation of the gospel of God’s unconditional love for sinners 
without exception concretized in Christ requires the faith the early Christians had and have left 
us as a legacy. The reception and transmission of this gospel is the task of every baptised 
Christian. Jesus proclaimed this gospel in the totality of life. His disciples, individually and 
collectively, are called to do the same. Christians, who wandered off, need to be helped to “come 
to themselves”, return home for royal reception by God’s family. 

In sum, the gospel in the parable of the prodigal son challenges us as church to review our entire 
attitude towards those who err in one way or the other. Using the sacraments to punish people 
who annoy the clergy and bishops is abhorrent to the gospel. As church and individuals, we need 
to cultivate the habit of welcoming “sinners” and associating with them as Jesus did, knowing 
fully well that we are all sinners, unless we are liars (1 John 1:8). When we do this, God’s 
salvation will reach the inner recesses of our lives, families, church and society and bring about 
radical transformation. In the words of John Paul II, we need to launch into the deep (duc in 

                                                 
33 Ironically the Psalm is a song of “mercy and justice” (v 1). 
34 On this and similar psalms and anti-enemy theology in the OT generally, it is good to remember their cultural 
backdrop. In the gospel charter of the kingdom, Jesus tells his disciples to love not hate their enemies 
35 “If there was anything more I could possibly have done to show how mush I loved you [‘you’ being ‘humanity], I 
would have done it”. Juliana of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love (A Penguin Book); Veronica Mary Rolf, 
Juliana’s Gospel: Illumining the Life and Revelations of Juliana of Norwich (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2013).  
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altum),36 by making the gospel the organizing principle of our self-understanding and of all we 
do as individuals and as church after the example of Jesus. 

                                                 
36 John Paul II, Novo Millennio Ineunte (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2001), no. 53 and passim. 
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Does Faith Fail?: A Study of Luke 22:32 

Fr. George Odafe, 

1.0 Introduction 

The concept, new evangelization, has rightly become a concept of common usage in theological 
discourses that centre on the maturation of the Christian faith among peoples, because among 
many reasons for this development, our age seems to be passing through a difficult phase in the 
expression, teaching and practice of the faith. One might say in some parts of the world, people 
have become faith “shy.”  In the desire to make the faith much more felt in our time and in tune 
with the spirit of new evangelization, new ways of maturating the faith have been evolved, 
adopted and adapted into local Churches and some of those ways leave much to be desired.  
Chief among those ways in Nigeria, for instance, is found in the influx of uncensored Pentecostal 
ideas and practices that are based on the personal interpretation of biblical passages, which are at 
times wrong, arising from an arm chair practice of biblical interpretation. On this matter, both the 
Nigerian clergy and faithful have some share in the blame, if it is a blame at all. The danger of 
which 2 Peter 1:20-21 is cautiously neglected.  It says, “know this first of all, that there is no 
prophecy of scripture that is a matter of personal interpretation, for no prophecy ever came 
through human will; but rather human beings moved by the holy Spirit spoke under the influence 
of God.” Painfully, some of the trends of the new era of evangelization on the part of the word, 
consciously or unconsciously, do not take seriously to heart the words of 2 Peter 1:20-21. This is 
because in the contemporary world, all and sundry have become “professionals” in the 
interpretation of biblical matters.  What this has engendered are some unbelievable teachings.  

When I read Peter Ebidero’s write up on faith, where he said, “Faith Can Fail,”1  I was 
gobsmacked. Faith, in its strictest biblical sense, is dependent on and rooted in the divine, who 
does not undergo accidental changes.  For faith to fail means God can fail. And because it is 
expected not to fail, it grounds our relationship with God. No wonder G. Barth says that faith is 
“the central and comprehensive designation for one’s relationship to God, and especially that 
faith now entered into an indissoluble relationship to Jesus as the crucified and exalted Lord of 
the Church.”2  The big question is, does faith fail?  Were there inclinations to faith possibly 
failing in Jesus’ teachings and actions? Peter Ebidero quoted Luke 22:31-34 as his scriptural 
basis with emphasis on Luke 22:32.3  Did Luke 22:32 really mean that faith as an entity fails? 

This paper shall be based on a study of the Greek word, pistis, because the New Testament 
Greek Text of Luke 22:32 used the word, pistis. And the works of G. Barth4 and Walter Bauer5 
shall basically guide our study. The paper shall thereafter use contextual and grammatical 
analysis to understand what Jesus really meant about Peter’s faith in Luke 22:32. This shall then 
be followed by a synthesis and conclusion. Let it be held from the outset that this paper is not 

                                                 
1 Peter Ebidero, “10 Things Children Should Learn About Faith,” in The Voice Magazine (Vol 6; Douglas Martins, 
ed.; Kano: St. Louis Secondary School, 2013), 15. 
2 G. Barth, “Pistis,” in EDNT Vol 3, (1994) 93. 
3 Ebidero, “About Faith,” 15. 
4 G. Barth, “Pistis,” 93-96. 
5 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, Revised and 
Edited by Frederick William Danker, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), 818 and 820. 
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interested in theological and pastoral discourses, but only in showing from Jesus’ use of pistis, 
that faith as an entity does not fail. 

2.0 Pistis: Meaning and Usage by Jesus in the Gospels Outside of Luke 22:32 

2.1 Meaning 

The noun pistis (faith, belief) and the verb pisteuo (I believe, have faith) occur 243 times in the 
New Testament,6 indicating how widely and deeply used the concept is in the New Testament. 
Pistis in its nominative feminine singular occurs 36 times in the New Testament, with only 10 
occurrences in the synoptic Gospels, but none at all in the Gospel of John. Considering these 
fewer occurrences of pistis in the Gospels a lot of questions come to mind, because the concept 
of faith pervades and dominates the New Testament and in fact shapes Christianity in totality and 
entirety. One might rightly hold that, as a concept, it concerns a power greater than imagined, 
and so, statistics bear no relevance in determining its value. 

Pistis as a Greek word has multiple shades of meaning, but a common nuance is noticeable in the 
different meanings, as we shall soon notice.  Walter Bauer says pistis is that “which evokes 
trust…the state of being someone in whom confidence can be placed, a sense of reliability.”7 
Rudolf Bultmann says that pistis is “confidence,” “trust” with a reference…to the person, 
relations and also things trusted: In this case, a trust with reference to Christ (God). Furthermore, 
he said, pistis means the “guarantee,” which creates the possibility of trust, that which may be 
relied on, or the possibility of assurance.8 That is the kind of guarantee that Jesus provides in his 
words and actions as presented in the Gospels. G. Barth adds that “it is trust which one puts into 
practice…,”9 like in those who come to Jesus putting their ability to trust Jesus into practice. 
Pistis is also a state of believing the reliability of the one trusted, to help in physical and spiritual 
distress;10 a feature apparently glaring, even to the blind, in Jesus’ ministry in the Gospels. The 
common nuances running through all these definitions of pistis are trust and confidence in the 
reliability of persons or beings, relations and also things in whom the trust and confidence are 
placed. Hence, trust and confidence in the reliability of Christ. We shall now look at how Jesus’ 
use of pistis in the Gospels confirms these nuances of pistis. 

2.2 Jesus’ Usage of Pistis in the Gospels 

Pistis, as a state of confident trust in the reliability of the one trusted, finds expression in 
Matthew 2 times (Matt 9:22 and 15:28), 2 times in Mark (Mark 5:34 and Mark 10:52) and 5 
times in Luke (Luke 7:50; 8:25, 48; 17:19; 18:42; 22:32).  Matt 9:22 shows its fullest expression 
in verse 21, where the woman suffering Haemorrhage said, “if only I can touch his cloak, I shall 
be cured;” the cure, which made Jesus to tell her, “your faith (hē  pistis sou) has saved you…” 
The woman’s statement in verse 21 completely showed reliability in the ability of Jesus to cure 
her, which Jesus interpreted as an expression of her faith in him.  

                                                 
6 Emmanuel Maigari, “The Johannine Concepts of ‘Faith’ and ‘Witness:’ Imperative for Authentic Christian 
Witnessing in Nigeria,” in JORAS Vol 3, (2013) 102. 
7
 Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon, 818. 

8 Rudolf Bultmann, “Pisteuō,” in TDNT Vol VI, (1968), 176. 
9
 G. Barth, “Pistis,” 93. 

10
 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, 818. 
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The same reliability is also noticed in Matt 15:28, where the Syrophoenician woman’s response 
in verse 27 showed one of the most remarkable expression of faith in the New Testament, 
because in the case of this woman, in verse 26 Jesus “humiliated” her and “insulted” the human 
dignity of her daughter by saying, “it is not right to take the food of the children and throw it to 
the dogs (tois kynari,ois).” The use of kynapriois (dogs) by Jesus, says Otto Michel, shows that 
Jesus has in mind little dogs, which could be tolerated in the house, but he said the “answer of 
the Gentile woman (yet she said, “please, Lord, for even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the 
table of their masters”) “…simply appeals to the readiness of Jesus to help, which knows no 
frontiers. So the faith of the Gentile woman sets itself on firm grounds unconditionally under the 
Messianic lordship of Christ, and in this unconditional quality it receives the acknowledgment 
and promise of Jesus.”11 The acknowledgement and promise of Jesus are in a simple sentence; 
“O woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.”  This sentence expresses the 
deep-seated trust of the woman in the ability of Jesus to make a difference in her daughter’s 
situation.  

The case of Mark 5:34 and Matt 9:22 are the same, but Mark 10:52, whose context begins from 
verse 42, presents the case of Bartimaeus, whose confident trust in Jesus’ ability to give him his 
sight was not quietened even by the rebuke of the crowd for him to be quiet as he shouted for 
help. When Jesus asked him in verse 51, “what do you want me to do for you?” His response 
was straight to the point.  He said, “Master, I want to see,” and Jesus said, “your faith (hē  pi,,stis 
sou)  has saved you.”  The same perception of pistis is expressed in Luke 7:50. The context of 
Luke 7:50 begins from verse 36, where it introduces the narrative of a sinful woman, who wiped 
Jesus’ feet with her hair after bathing them with her tears, then kissed and anointed them with the 
ointment she brought. What she did to Jesus gained for her forgiveness of her many sins; 
indicating that the woman just wanted transformation through forgiveness, for in verse 39, the 
narrator had prepared the mind of the reader with an insight that the woman sought for 
forgiveness, when the Pharisee remarked that Jesus was not supposed to have any business with 
the woman because she was a sinner.  In conclusion, Jesus said to her, “your faith (hē  pi,,stis 
sou) has saved you…” She confidently trusted that if she got through to Jesus, she would get her 
much needed forgiveness and life’s transformation. The case of Luke 8:25 is not about 
forgiveness, but about Jesus’ ability to deal with every situation, even with the most life 
threatening of situations. The context of Luke 8:25 begins from verse 22, which talks about the 
calming of the storm and Jesus’ amazement at the inability of the Apostles to trust in his ability 
to calm the situation should they make recourse to him. His amazement prompted the question, 
“where is your faith” (pou hē pi,,stis humo¯ n)? The case of Luke 8:25 draws out more 
powerfully the inability of faith to fail, rather it is the quality of response to Jesus that can fail. 
There should be no conditionality in our faith response to Jesus, for the Twelve in the boat 
delayed in going to Jesus, because of their faith or lack of faith. “Little” or “no faith” 
presupposes conditionality in their response to Jesus.  Any conditionality, negatively shaping the 
quality of response to Jesus’ reliability, can make faith not to materialize in its intended effect or 
expectation.  

 Luke 8:48 shares the same context with Matt 9:22, while the context of Luke 17:19 begins in 
verse 11, and it talks about the curing of the Ten Lepers in which only the Samaritan returned to 

                                                 
11 Otto Michel, “kynaprion,” in TDOT Vol III (1965) 1104. 
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give thanks. Jesus’ response was “your faith (hē  pi,,stis sou)  has saved you.” In this case, his 
faith gave him not just physical healing, but as well inner cure.  Finally, Luke 18:42 shares the 
same context and content with Mark 10:52.   

Our study of those pistis passages draw out encouraging implications. All the persons involved 
in the narratives believed that Jesus was capable of changing their situation, all that was left for 
them was to go up to Jesus in faith and entrust themselves into his reliability. Their encounters 
with Jesus led them to make some of the most remarkable expressions of confidence in Jesus’ 
reliability in the New Testament. It means half of the work for solving their problems had been 
in Jesus before their appearing before his presence, and Jesus’ use of the third person perfect 
active indicative of so¯ dzo¯ (swzw), sesōken (se,swke,n), in 7 of the 9 occurrences of the pistis 
passages just studied, draws this out. We know that the perfect tense describes an event that, 
completed in the past has results existing in the present time or it indicates not the past action as 
such but the present “state of affairs” resulting from the past action.12 By implication, it means 
that the healing, regaining of sight and calming of the storm had already been done in Jesus, 
before the confidence expressed by persons in Jesus made it to be felt in the present.  Thus 
reinforcing that pistis is simply dependability on the reliability of Jesus. Though Jesus speaks of 
faith in a series of miracle stories (Mark 2:5//Matt 9:2//Luke 5:20; Mark 5:26//Luke 8:50; Matt 
8:10//Luke 7:9; Matt 9:29; 15:28)…the synoptic tradition exhibits that “supplicating faith 
precedes miraculous healing and receives the miracle itself. For this reason the demand for signs 
(Matt 12:38ff. par.; Mark 8:11ff. par.) and demonstration miracles (Matt 4:5ff. par.; Mark 15:32 
par.) is strictly rejected, and Jesus performs no miracles where he comes up against unbelief 
(Matt 13:58 par).”13  Miracles there should depend on God. That being the case, can faith fail? If 
the answer is yes, then Jesus cannot be reliable. If the answer is no, then we acknowledge that 
the value of faith is not on the person who believes but in Jesus who never fails; he is not limited 
by any means. This dependability of faith in Christ, and by extension, God, is responsible for the 
use of all kinds prepositions and the dative cases alongside faith in most other instances, in 
which faith and its other nuances and grammatical forms are mentioned in the other parts of the 
New Testament, so as to show that Christ is the object of faith and Christ does not fail. Most 
striking is Heb 11:1-2, which seems to present the definition of faith, understood by G. Barth, as 
making an assertion about the object of faith.  Heb 11:1-2 thus assures that the blessings of the 
promise were a dependable reality to which believers hold fast, a trust in God’s promise.  That 
means that faith can only die from the moment we stop putting our trust in the reliability of God, 
but as long as we have that trust, it does not fail because God cannot fail. So what does Jesus 
really mean in Luke 22:32 about Peter’s faith not failing? 

3.0 Understanding Luke 22:32 

If Jesus’ use of pistis in the gospels, before Luke 22:32, shows that faith does not fail, what did 
Jesus mean in Luke 22:32 about praying that Peter’s faith may not fail? Luke 22:32 says:  

evgō .  de.  evdeē ,,thē n  peri . sou/  hi,na   mē  evkli,pē    hē    pi,stis   sou.  kai. su,  pote   
evpistre,psas   ste,,rison   tou.s  avdelphou,s  sou, which roughly translates as but I prayed 
                                                 
12 Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics (Michigan, Zondervan, 1996) 573. The second definition 
was taken by Daniel B. Wallace from Maximilian Zerwick, Biblical Greek (Roma: Editrice Pontificio Istituto 
Biblico, 2001) 96.  
13 G. Barth, “pistis,” 94 
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concerning you in order that your faith may not fail, but once you return, strength your brothers!  
The African Bible translates it as “but I have prayed that your own faith may not fail; and once 
you have returned back, you must strengthen your brothers.”  The use of the pronoun “own” in 
“your own faith” is meant to emphasise the individual character of Peter’s faith; the bone of 
contention here being mē   evkli,pē   hē   pi,stis   sou (your faith may not fail).  Can faith as an 
entity fail therefore?  Is it what Jesus really meant in this passage? We shall attempt to 
understand Jesus’ mind in the following processes below. We shall begin with the literary and 
historical context of this verse.  

3.1 Literary and historical context. 

Although R. Alan Culpepper14 and Raymond Brown15 slightly differ in their extent of the literary 
context of Luke 22:32, they both still agree in part, that it falls under the Passion Narratives 
section of Luke. This section presents the narratives of the events that built up to Jesus’ actual 
passion and death on the cross. Raymond E. Brown breaks this context into three subdivisions: 
22:1-38: conspiracy against Jesus, Last Supper; 22:39-23:25: Prayer and arrest on the Mount of 
Olives, Jewish and Roman trial; and 23:26-56: Appearance in Jerusalem and ascension to 
heaven. This places our text in the conspiracy against Jesus subdivision (22:1-38).16 R. Alan 
Culpepper, on the other hand, titled the section within which our focus text falls as, “Jesus’ 
Prediction of Peter’s Denial (22:31-34).”17  This section (22:31-34) talks about the Jesus’ 
prediction of Peter’s denial, but it would also lead to a greater empowerment of his leadership 
ability (cf. Acts 1-15).  Peter, despite the feeling that Jesus’ statement in 22:32a is a test of the 
level of his commitment, promised to be ready to die for Jesus.  Unfortunately, he did not know 
that he would deny Jesus three times and regret it (Luke 22:54-62). So Jesus prayed against 
Peter’s possible loss of faith in the midst of what lies ahead. The eventual denial did not mean 
faith failed, because Peter did not show faith in Jesus that failed. He just simply lost it. His 
confident trust in Jesus’ reliability to make good out of the present situation was not in him, and 
he did not even show it like the persons in the other hē  pi,,stis sou passages we studied earlier. 
The look of Jesus at Peter in Luke 22:61 enabled him to immediately regain the faith he lost, not 
its failure, because he did not demonstrate it, as to such that it failed. 

3.2 Grammatical Analysis and Synthesis 

The syntax of this text is quite simple. One worries first of all about the verb evdee¯,,the¯n that is 
an aorist passive first person singular of deo,mai, which ordinarily means to beseech. The worry 
is because the verb is in passive voice. This implies Jesus was not supposed to be the performer 
of the action of beseeching. Secondly, deo,mai is different from the word, proseuchomai, which 
technically means to pray. Deo,mai in the New Testament has the sense of “to ask” or “to seek” 
as the context may determine. In some other instance it may have the sense of “please” as when 
Paul asks the chiliarch for permission to address the people (Acts 21:39).  Over time in its usage 
in the New Testament, it also came to have the sense of proseuchomai (prayer).  Hence came to 

                                                 
14 R. Alan Culpepper, “Luke,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible (eds. Leander E. Keck et al.; Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1995) 36. 
15 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 1997) 226. 
16 Brown, New Testament, 226 
17 Culpepper, “Luke,” 37. 
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be used for requests to God and therefore for “to pray,” “prayer.”  Therefore it is used for 
specific prayer in concrete situations, like in our text, where Jesus prays that Peter’s faith may be 
strengthened, and in Heb 5:7 in reference to Jesus’ prayer.18  

evdee¯,,the¯n, which is the verbal form of our text, appears 2 times in the Luke.  In 9:40, it 
carried the sense of begging or beseech, and in our text, the sense of praying; semantically 
sharing the same meaning. That Jesus used evdee¯,,the¯n in our text to pray so that Peter’s faith 
may be strengthen and not just to fail. This prayer of Jesus for Peter with the verb evdee¯,,the¯n, 
is given some grounding in evkli,pe¯, an aorist subjunctive third person singular of evklei,po¯¯, a 
mood which states the purpose of Jesus’ prayer (evdee¯,,the¯n). evklei,po¯¯ technically means to 
be no longer in existence, fail, give out, be gone of money or to cease as state or event, fail, die 
out. If evklei,po¯¯, has this wide range of meanings one wonders why translations have not 
adopted: “praying so that Peter’s faith may not cease to exist,” a meaning that can conveniently 
fit into this passage. It is therefore not surprising that Walter Bauer interprets, evklei,po¯¯, of 

Luke 22:32 (evdee¯,,the¯n) as concerning: to cease as state or event, fail or to die out. Thus since 
our study of the pistis passages in the Gospels showed confident trust in Jesus’s reliability does 
not fail, Jesus was not at this point implying that Peter’s faith would fail, but was praying that it 
might not die out or cease as state.  

Furthermore, many other translations of our text like that of the African Bible, translate the 
“sou” in  hē   pi,stis  sou, with the addition of the pronoun “own” to the “your” as a way of 
emphasising the individual character of Peter’s faith and not faith as an entity.  “sou” is personal 
pronoun in the genitive case. It is difficult to pin it down to a particular genitive.  If it is taken as 
a possessive genitive, then it refers to Peter’s own faith as the African Bible would interpret. If 
attributive genitive, then it refers to the quality of faith Peter had for which Jesus prayed should 
be strengthened and not cease to exist in the face of the impending difficult moment that stands 
before him.19 Either form of genitives is useful in the interpretation of the personal pronoun 
under contention, since two senses may be involved in this pronoun, with bot referring to Peter’s 
quality of faith, which needs to remain alive.  Therefore, Peter’s faith was not going to fail, but 
tested in order that it might not die.  The worse that could have happened was that Peter would 
lose his faith, which is totally different from it failing, because faith that depends on the 
reliability of God should not fail. Little wonder, Heinrich Greeven says that Jesus prayed for 
Peter’s faith to be strengthened.20 

3.3 Synthesis 

A number of scholars have attempted to understand what Luke 22:32 really meant in the words 
of Jesus on the issue of Peter’s faith not failing. Much ink has been poured on paper on this issue 
and night lights have been lit to find a reasonable solution to this difficult passage of the New 
Testament within the Passion Narratives of the Gospels. R. Alan Culpepper holds that Peter’s 
faith did not fail because “the outcome is a result of both the strength of Peter’s faith and the 
effectiveness of Jesus’ prayer,”21 since Peter still depended on the reliability of Jesus, made 

                                                 
18 Heinrich Greeven , “deomai,” in TDNT Vol II (2006) 40-41. 
19 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 81-82, 86-88. 
20 Greeven, “deomai,” 40-41 
21 Culpepper, “Luke,” 428 
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effective in Jesus’ prayer. Filip Joel holds that Jesus’ prayer softens Peter’s denial, for Peter 
showed his willingness to follow Jesus to death, albeit, Jesus predicts Peter’s denial of him, he, 
however, did not renounce the fundamental value of his person.22  Ultimately, faith cannot fail, 
for it depends on Christ and the power of God (cf. 1 Cor 2:5).  The power of God cannot fail, like 
we saw in those pistis passages we studied. And if faith depends on the power of God, then it is 
reliable enough not to fail. Rather, it is the individual who may refuse to trust in God’s power 
and reliability; that implies that the person has no faith or the person lost it. 

4.0 Conclusion 

Unfortunate notions in Christianity concerning issues like the failure of faith (that are usually 
backed up by poor biblical exegesis) have been responsible for the high and annoyingly 
continued lingering of syncretism and superstition among Nigerian Christians, and especially, 
Catholics. Pentecostalism in Nigeria, rather than help faith to tackle the problems arising from 
syncretism and superstition, has, disappointingly championed it.  Prayers are often against the 
principalities and powers of the devil, rather than centering them on the reliability of the power 
of God; the consequences of which God’s power is not often mentioned in prayers.  Within the 
Catholic Church in Nigeria it has given birth to the rising number of ebube priests, who 
sometimes sell their own holy water or blessed anointing oils bearing their names and 
photographs on the sticker on the bottles containing such holy water and blessed oils.  This area 
needs serious re-evangelization in Nigeria or one might say a serious programme of post-
Seminary formation for such priests.  While Europe is decrying the fall in those who subscribe to 
the Christian faith and ideals, we should be decrying the increasing number of those who have no 
confident trust in the reliability of God and Christ to deal with every situation in faith. 

Otherwise I cannot understand why the Sacrament of Reconciliation, for instance, is becoming 
irrelevant to some Catholics within some Nigerian cultures, especially as regards to certain sins, 
like adultery.  The Bible and the Christian faith abhor adultery (cf. Exod 20:14; Lev 18:20; 
20:10: Deut 22:22; Matt 5:27-28). In fact, Deut 22:22 and others even recommend that both the 
man and woman shall be put to death. So adultery is a grave sin, but it is forgivable.  However, 
because of syncretistic tendencies, women who have committed adultery, in certain Nigeria 
cultures, still don’t feel confidently trustful that the confession they made at the Confessional 
would wipe away their sins and the consequent social effect. Most of such unfortunate women 
still feel their sin of adultery may kill their husbands or children or maybe they themselves, even 
after having gone for Confessions and changed their ways of life for the better.  Thus they either 
subject themselves or are subjected to the rigorous and embarrassing traditional processes of 
cleansing, long after they had done sacramental confession. Did their faith in the power of God’s 

                                                 
22 Filip Noel, “Luke,” in The International Bible Commentary (eds. William R. Farmer et al.; Bangalore: 
Theological Publications in India, 1998) 1503. 
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forgiveness fail them that they reverted to the traditional method? Or was it that they had no faith 
at all in the reliability of God’s power of forgiveness? 

 

It is not only in the area of sin, but also in life’s troubles.  The number of Catholics making 
recourse to their traditional witch doctors for solutions to their problems is gradually making 
geometric increases. I am told Catholics now use the Okija shrine to settle disputes, in which the 
offending partner quickly moves for settlement because of the mere mention of Okija priest.  Yet 
these same Catholics would confidently stand before their Catholic priests and brag about their 
unreadiness for settlement. 

There is the need, therefore, for people to understand that faith never fails. Our study of pistis has 
shown that faith does not fail, nor did Jesus mean so in Luke 22:32. Our evangelizing work today 
should focus on how to make Christians more confident in the reliability of Christ’s power. 
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The Role of “the Twelve” in Acts: A Model for the Witnessing Church 

Mike Enyinwa Okoronkwo 

1. Introduction  

The apostolicity of the Church is a blessing to Christianity. Without the Twelve and 
without the apostolic tradition, the link between yesterday and today would be in 
oblivion—all affairs in a cul-de-sac. No faith, no evangelism, because the subject 
has no object to witness to. The movements end in the opposite directions, away 
from the epicentre. 

This statement summarises the thesis of this essay. It underscores the fact that the apostles and 
the apostolic tradition are basic and significant to the life of the Church as a witnessing Church. 
It highlights the fact of the historical and symbolic role of the apostles as witnesses of that 
transition that links the Church with Jesus’ ministry, death and resurrection. The witness of the 
apostles always reminds the Church and all believers of the radical demands of repentance and 
forgiveness as captured in the apostolic kerygma. It tells the truth of the witness of “the Twelve” 
as fundamental (cf. Eph. 2:20) for the Church’s continuing faith and evangelization.  

Therefore, there is today a note of urgency for the Church to remain faithful to witnessing to 
Jesus Christ in the spirit of the apostolic tradition. The Church is called to always take its bearing 
from the examples of “the Twelve” and the apostolic Church in order to live out its vocation 
fully and fruitfully as a witnessing Church. Hence, the objective of this essay is to survey Luke’s 
understanding of the concept of apostle, “the Twelve” and witness, and the challenges it poses to 
the witnessing Church in the context of faith and evangelisation. In achieving this, the study 
adopts a multi-dimensional interpretative approach with canonical, ecclesiological and 
missiological tonality. For one to appreciate this fully, the need for the clarification of the Lucan 
notion of “apostle,” “the Twelve” and “witness” becomes obvious.  

2. Clarification of Concepts 

Among the dominant concepts found in Acts of the Apostles are “apostle,” “the Twelve” and 
“witness.” The first two are closely associated with the first-half of the book, and the last runs 
through the entire volume. 

Apostle 

The term, apostolos (a,poste,llein) denotes in the NT tradition a person who is sent with 
the sense of full authority. It is a comprehensive term for the "bearers of the NT message." More 
than 35% of the use of the term is credited to Luke, of which over 79% is located within Acts, 
and always appear in the plural form apostoloi.1 Outside the Judeo-Christian scripture and 
Josephus, there is no common use of apostolos elsewhere.  

However, Luke’s understanding of the term, apostles, as a title goes back to the circle of “the 
Twelve” (cf. Acts 2:37, 42f; 4:33-36; 5:2, 12, 18, 29 & 40; 6:8; 8:1, 14, 18; 9:27; 11:1; 15:2, 4, 6, 
& 22ff.; 16:4, 9),2  which is constituted from the group of the disciples, who are closely 

                                                 
1
 It is attested about 79 times in the noun form. Thirty-four of them are found in Luke, out of which 28 in Acts alone 

and always appear in plural form. 
2 Roloff, J.,  Die Apostelgeschichte (Göttingen and Berlin: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht and Evangelische 
Verlagsanstalt, 1981, 1988) 169. 

117



 

associated with the pre-Easter Jesus (Luke 6:13; 9:10; 22:14; 17:6; 24:10).3 Luke’s connection of 
the group with Jerusalem (8:1; cf. also 1:4, 12), and his prejudice for the pre-eminence of Peter 
among the members of the group (2:37; 5:29; cf. Matt 10:2 and Mark 6:30), is traceable. Acts 
1:15-26 contains the essential criteria that qualify one as a member of the group:  

i. A close companion of Jesus from his baptism (cf. Luke 3:21) to his ascension (1:9-11);  
ii. Chosen by the pre-Easter Jesus (1:2, 24; cf. Luke 6:13; 9:1); and  
iii. A witness to Jesus’ resurrection (1:22; cf. 1:3-4; Luke 24:36ff.). 

In other words, there must be a connecting line running from the commission and the conferment 
of the title by the earthly Jesus (Luke 6:13) through the announcement of the mission by the risen 
Christ (Acts 1:8; Luke 24:46-48), with the promise of the Spirit (1:5, 8; Luke 24:49;) to the 
reception of the Spirit, and with it the proclamation of the gospel, newly initiated from heaven 
(Acts 2ff.) and manifested in the action of the Holy Spirit.4 The apostle, therefore, must be an 
eyewitness to the deeds and teachings of Jesus right up to the time of ascension, and must have 
been among those who received the instruction not to depart from Jerusalem but to wait for the 
realisation of the promise of the Holy Spirit (1:1-4). So, it may seem at first sight that Luke 
reserves the title apostles to “the Twelve” and, accordingly, may seem to hesitate to allow any 
other person to share in it, except in another sense (cf. 14:6,14). 

However, limiting the understanding of the title to “the Twelve,” even for Luke himself, may 
appear too narrow. Luke is equally conscious of another meaning that extends beyond the circle 
of “the Twelve,” probably thanks to the material coming from the Missionspredigt. The motif of 
commission and witness assumes prominence in the Missionspredigt material. It is in this very 
context that the description of Paul and Barnabas as apostles (14:3-7, 14) makes a better sense. 
Granted that “the Twelve” are the apostles, Paul and Barnabas are also avpo,stoloi without 
any sense of impropriety on the part of Luke. 5 

The development of the term avpo,stoloj ("one sent") by the Christians includes those 
commissioned and sent, who could bear witness to Jesus’ victory over death (1:8; Luke 24:47-
48). The act of sending involves not only those who had known Jesus during his earthly ministry 
(“the Twelve,” James, etc.), but also, those who saw him only after the resurrection are 
commissioned to proclaim him to all. This is seen at various constituents in Paul's notion of an 
"apostle of Jesus Christ - a vision of the risen Jesus (1 Cor 9:1; 15:7-9; Gal 1:17) and a 
commission by Jesus to preach. Such an understanding of what constitutes apostle also shows 
some resemblance between the OT prophets and the NT apostles (cf. Luke 11:49).6 But then the 
place of “the Twelve” as the apostles is not only presumed. It is also given certain absolute 
pronunciation within the studies of the gospels.  

                                                 
3
 “The Twelve” becomes almost a fixed group alongside that of the presbu,teroi (Acts 15:2, 4, 6, 22f.; 16:4). 

4 Buehner,  J.-A., “avpo,stoloj” in Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament (3 Vols.; eds. Horst Balz and 
Gerhard Schneider; Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmanns, 1990) 1:142-145, esp. 144. 

5 Rengstorf, K. H. "avpo,stoloj ktl.” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (9 Vols.; eds. G. 
Kittel and G. Friedrich; Transl. Geoffrey W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company. 1972-1981) from PC Study Bible DVD. 

6 Brown, R. E., Donahue, J. R., Senior, D., and Collins, A. Y., “Aspects of New Testament Thought,” in The new 
Jerome Biblical Commentary (eds. R. E. Brown; J. A. Fitzmyer and R. E. Murphy; (Englewood Cliffs, New 
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1990) 1354-1381, esp. 1380. 
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“The Twelve” 

The figure “twelve” (dw,deka) has, among the Judeo-Christian scriptures and writings, its 
greatest significance in the NT. It is both symbolic and real. It comes from one of the oldest 
known NT traditions (cf. 1 Cor 15:5; Acts 6:2).7 It primarily refers to an enclosed circle of 
disciples, whose formation is attributed to Jesus himself.  

It is to be noted that the NT use of the term, dw,deka, is in the absolute grammatical form, 
though with Matthew standing out as an exception. Matthew alone qualifies dw,deka with 
avpo,stoloi (Matt 10:2; cf. also Rev 21:14) and more frequently with disciples 
(maqhtai,, Matt 10:1; 11:1; 20:17; 26:20).  

From the early traditional usage of the term, one can deduce that “the Twelve” is the fixed name 
of an institution, which in fact is constituted by twelve specific people but functioned together as 
a college.8 In this wise, it is not necessarily the individuals that counts but the college. This is 
also seen from the perspective that this group retained some importance in Christian thought 
even after the individual members were long dead.9 This idea highlights the symbolic meaning of 
“the Twelve.” Even in the tradition of the completion of the circle of “the Twelve” (Acts 1:15, 
21-26), there is a betrayal of the precedence of the institution over the number in the 
simultaneous necessity of filling the number.  

Interesting also for this paper is Holtz’s attempt to re-establish the missing the link between “the 
Twelve” and the “apostles.” According to him, both “the Twelve” and the calling-mission 
narrative are entirely joined together as eschatological-prophetic signs that give credence to 
witness. “The Twelve,” however, lost their significance in the post-Easter Church, as did 
individual members of the group. As confusing as the situation might seem, Mark could no 
longer understand their essential function, and therefore, identifies them with the apostles (Mk 
6:30). That is to say, the dw,deka is originally different from the avpo,stoloi. Mark 
equally stumbled into another challenge by his inability to identify the functional difference 
between the dw,deka and the maqhtai,.10 This development drifts in different literary 
directions; Matthew would then identify the dw,deka even more with the maqhtai,, and 
Luke entirely with the avpo,stoloi. But John preserves them only with his tradition. Holtz 
further observes that in the Gospels’ explicit reference to “the Twelve” is on the decline (only in 
Matt 11:1; Luke 8:1; 9:12 and beyond Mark). Even the effort of Matthew (11:1) and Luke (8:1) 
is understood in the light of the Q tradition of the commission motif.  

One finally detects in Acts an effort to “historicize” the understanding of “the Twelve,” which is 
now oriented to the number in the reference to "the Eleven." The tradition would soon no longer 
have the understanding of the institution of dw,deka. The tradition, however, preserves the 
knowledge of the existence of the institution, and fills it with new content, namely, that of the 
apostolate. That is to say that in the functional realm, a new continuity is preserved.11 This will 
show itself clearly in Luke, above all, in Acts. Although this will become more determinative in 
                                                 
7 Cf. Hengel, M., Between Jesus and Paul (London: SCM, 1983) 3f: stresses that the term has already a wider usage. 
8 Holtz, T., “dw,deka,” in Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament (3 Vols.; eds. Horst Balz and Gerhard 

Schneider; Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmanns, 1990) 1:361-363, esp. 362. It may appear less 
plausible to argue from 1 Cor 15:5 against the pre-Easter existence of “the Twelve” as a group. 

9 Brown, Donahue and Collins, “Aspects of New Testament thought,” 1380. 
10 Holtz, “dw,deka,” 363; Best, E. "Mark's Use of “the Twelve,” ZNW 69 (1978) 11-35, 32-35. 
11 Roloff, J. Apostolat-Verkiindigung-Kirch (Gutersloh: Gutersloher, 1965) esp. 138-68, 166-68. 
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the later period, one should not lose the sight of the fact that Luke is the author and originator of 
“the Twelve” equal to the “apostles.” Another accent in this paper is that the primary purpose for 
the constitution of “the Twelve” and the “apostles” culminates in witnessing to the deeds and 
teachings of Jesus, as well as in his resurrection. This act of witnessing calls for repentance and 
forgiveness of sins. 

Witness 

Witness as ma,rtuj covers a wide range of field in the NT tradition—judicial, moral and 
religious.12 It conveys as well the notion attesting to facts and truth as well as making publicly 
one’s personal judgement and conviction of facts, situation and/or events. It is within this wide 
context that Luke presents “the Twelve” and the “apostles” as witness to the facts and events of 
Jesus and his gospel (eye witness). They are also, for Luke, witness based on their judgement 
and conviction of the story of Jesus (faith), and their action to pass same to others, so that they 
(others), on their own judgement and conviction of the message (faith), will make the same 
known to another “others” (evangelisation). So, one observes the interplay between faith and 
evangelisation not only in the writings of Luke but also in the lives of the actual and “potential” 
apostles. 

The implication is that the term ma,rtuj will be displayed in Acts with a wide range of 
meanings, which definitely include the notion the apostles as those who have personal and 
historical experience of Jesus, and also those who declare the facts of these experience, 
especially the event of Jesus’ resurrection. Though, the resurrection may not be determined by 
witness through any empirical and scientific demonstration, it is believed and attested through 
proclamation. It is within this range of thought that the complex world of the Lucan notion of 
witness is presented. Thus the idea of believing, confessing and evangelising becomes 
intrinsically connected with the notions of the apostles. They (apostles) bear witness to the 
factuality of the suffering and resurrection of Jesus, and also, because they have grasped the 
significance of the experience in faith and can thus attest it, they are witnesses.  

However, the authentic witnesses are only those who are qualified, called, chosen, commissioned 
and sent by the pre-ascension Jesus (Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8, 22-26). They are adequately equipped 
for their task (Luke 24:48; Acts 5:32). It appears that Luke's concept of witness weighs on this 
balance. If that is the case, his idea of witness will then coincide with his designation of apostles 
but in the narrower sense. And unless that idea undergoes deconstruction and then a 
reconstruction process, it is bound to disappear as history advances. 

The argument that Luke’s notion of witness is restricted only to “the Twelve” would seemingly 
command some acceptance on the fact that ma,rtuj mostly refers to “the Twelve” (Luke 
24:48; Acts 1:8; 1:22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32 10:39,41), in their special role as witnesses to Israel 
(13:31; cf. 10:36-39), having been chosen by Jesus, to be with him from the beginning to the end, 
and equipped with his Spirit, who then bore witness alongside with them (5:32).13 Even the Paul 
of Luke may appear to have attested to the same fact at a point in Acts (13:31-32), where Paul's 
address in the synagogue at Pisidian Antioch recognises only the “older apostles,” "who came up 
with him from Galilee to Jerusalem," and by whom "he was seen many days," as ma,rturej 

                                                 
12 The judicial sense is clearly reflected in Mark 14:63//Matt 26:65; Acts 6:13; 7:58 in connection with Deut 17:7; 

19:15; the moral in Rom 1:9; 2 Cor 1:23; Phil 1:8; 1 Thess 2:5 and the religious in 1 Thess 2:10. 
13 Bolt, P. G., “Mission and Witness,” in Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts (eds. I. Howard Marshall and 

David Peterson; Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmanss, 1998) 191-214, esp. 192. 
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auvtou/. Whereas Paul uses of Barnabas and himself as preachers of the word, 
euvaggeli/zesqai..  

According to Strathmann, the choice of terms in 13:31-32 is no accident. It is controlled by the 
fact that ma,rtuj could not be used of Paul (or Barnabas) in the sense in which it had thus far 
been used in Acts.14 This appear to be an over interpretation of Luke’s intention. Luke expands 
the concept of ma,rtuj to include Paul (22:15; 26:16) and even Stephen (22:20). In the two 
passages, where the concept of the witness is applied to Paul, it is rooted in his personal vocation 
(vision), faith (belief) and evangelisation (confession). It is about the significance of the person 
and story of Jesus—that is, in the sense of confessing witness, which is clearly manifested in 
Paul’s missionary activities. The witness proves naturally the factuality of the story of Jesus, 
without the witness standing along with Jesus within that particular historical context.  

One may further observe that ma,rtuj, as embracing faith and evangelisation, is further drawn 
from the Lucan notion. Stephen is designated in Acts 22:20 as ma,rturo,j sou( (your witness). It 
must, however, be emphasised that Stephen is called a witness in this passage not because he 
died for Christ as such, but that he died because he is a witness to Christ through his (Stephen’s) 
evangelism. In other words, the stress is not on eyewitness. Incidentally, Stephen shares the same 
fate with Paul as one who has seen not necessary the pre- but the post-Easter Jesus.15 But unlike 
Paul, Stephen is not officially commissioned. Nevertheless, Stephen’s faith and evangelisation 
privileged him the title of witness. In other words, Stephen’s martyrdom is only as a 
consequence of that belief (faith) and confession (proclamation), which finally resulted to vision 
of the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:55-56). So, the reference 
to Stephen’s witness raises the curtain of the faith-evangelisation motif. 

The verb form (marturei/n) of ma,rtuj conveys some positive connotation on the usage of 
the term. It refers to the person of God, the Spirit or the Scripture and the Gospel. Even the 
prophets themselves are designated as witnesses. It equally connotes that the subject (whether 
God, the Spirit, the prophets, the Scripture or the Gospel) has earlier testified to the witness (cf. 
Acts 13:32; 15:8). These are the guarantors of whatever evidence that is made manifest (Acts 
10:43; 14:3). It also refers to the central content of the Gospel, seen from the standpoint of faith 
as a fact, which God himself has established long ago (Acts 15:8). 

The act of witness is the factuality of the higher order, which cannot be observed and attested 
like earthly occurrences. It is a revealed and believed truth, which can only be experienced. It 
can only be seen through witnessing, that is, through the expression of faith and the public 
proclamation of that which is believed (evangelisation). It is understood as an indispensable task 
that takes precedence over every other priority (cf. Acts 23:11).16 Therefore, it is to the credit of 
Trites, who first observed that Luke generally does not use substantives to refer to the testimony 

                                                 
14 Strathmann, H., “ma,rtuj ktl., ” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (9 Vols.; eds. G. Kittel and G. 

Friedrich; transl. Geoffrey W. Bromiley; Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
1972-1981) from PC Study Bible DVD. 

15 This position is contra Bolt (“Mission and Witness,” 192-93), who argues that Paul calls Stephen “your witness” 
because Stephen had also seen the risen Lord. 

16 In sum, marture,w is used for God endorsing his word by signs and wonders (14:3), or Cornelius' conversion 
by his Spirit (15:8); the prophets testify to Jesus and forgiveness (10:43), and Paul, in agreement with them, 
testifies to Jesus' suffering, resurrection, and proclamation (26:22f.) from Jerusalem to Rome (23:11). cf. Bolt, 
“Mission and Witness,” 193. 

121



 

or activity of the witnesses. Instead Luke prefers to narrate these things directly.17 Their 
testimony is verbal, focusing upon the resurrection, or, more precisely, “Jesus who had been 
raised.”18 This invariably opens up another challenge: to what extent does “the Twelve” play 
their role as witness.  

3. “The Twelve” as Witness 

The earlier observation on the collegiality of “the Twelve” and the expansion of the notion of 
apostleship makes a better understanding of Luke’s primary intention in the plots of Acts. The 
concept of the unity of the mission is inclusive. Consequently, when either Peter or Paul speaks, 
he speaks for the group of “witnesses.” This may probably settle the minds of those who call for 
a retitling of the book of Acts to read the Acts of Peter or Paul, or even of the Holy Spirit. The 
agenda is clearly stated in 1:8. It is a corporate responsibility carried out in collegiality. 
However, there is always a spokesperson for the college, thus Peter, Stephen or Paul. What is 
very interesting here is that all do not speak at the same time, and sometimes in the same place. 
Luke organised his characters in such a way they will fit their respective roles. 

3.1 Peter as Representative of “the Twelve” 

It has been observed that the role of Peter as the representative of “the Twelve” in Acts is 
foreshadowed in the Gospel of Luke.19 Peter is made one of the earliest and latest beneficiaries 
of the Gospel of Jesus (cf. Luke 4:38-39; 5:4-11 and 22:32; 24:12; 24:34 respectively). By 
crowning “the Twelve” the witness par excellence and projecting Peter as a representative of 
“the Twelve,” Luke underscores his interest and prejudice for the theology of witness. Peter, as 
the head and representative of “the Twelve,” will always be positioned first and allowed to fill 
the role of spokesperson (2:14; 3:12; 4:8; 5:29; 10:34). Peter is advised to strengthen the 
“brothers” (Luke 22:32), which also includes teaching in the Temple and in their homes, and 
proclaiming the Messiah (5:42). When Luke makes Peter the champion of Gentile mission (10:9-
49; also 11:1-18), he is set to establish unity between the mission of Paul and “the Twelve.” And 
once the unity is achieved (15:25-26), Peter and “the Twelve” will disappear from the stage, thus 
creating a way for Paul to drive the word of God to the ends of the earth. But the interest of this 
essay centres more on “the Twelve” as witness. 

3.2 The Role of “the Twelve” as Witness 

“The Twelve” and the Mission to Israel 

A careful reading of Luke may suggest that the constitution of “the Twelve” (Luke 6:13-16) 
precedes the commission (Luke 9:1-5). This aspect of the call does not make “the Twelve” 
special, for the same mission is shared with the Seventy/Seventy-two (10:1-12). However, in 
Acts 1:8 “the Twelve” will be commissioned and committed to special mission to be Jesus' 
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (cf. Luke 24:45-
49). The phrase "the ends of the earth" anticipates a worldwide mission as opposed to the 
stationary role in Jerusalem, often associated with “the Twelve.”20  

                                                 
17 Trites, A. A., The New Testament Concept of Witness (SNTSMS; Cambridge: CUP, 1977), 142. 
18 Bolt, “Mission and Witness,” 193. 
19 Clark, A. C., “The Role of the Apostles,” in Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts (eds. I. Howard Marshall 

and David Peterson; Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmanns, 1998) 169-190, esp. 172. 
20 However, Peter and John, as representatives of “the Twelve,” both brought to fulfilment the former work of 

evangelisation through their prayers for the coming of the Holy Spirit, and themselves evangelize Samaritan 
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However, the emphasis on “world-wide mission” may not be overstretched to obscure the role of 
“the Twelve” as witnesses. According to Luke, “the Twelve” are called to proclaim before Israel 
that the turning point in the history of the people of God has occurred, and thereby, to call the 
people to repentance for putting the Messiah to death. It would be more appropriate to say that 
Luke assigns “the Twelve” a prophetic role.21 But if anything may be missing in the missionary 
role of “the Twelve,” Paul will complement it in his witness to the same Gospel.  

“The Twelve” and the Restoration of Israel 

It has earlier been noted that the concept of witness in Luke (Acts 1:8, 22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 
10:39; 13:31; cf. Luke 24:48) is linked with the title of apostle. The notion is retraceable to an 
old Palestinian Christian tradition, which understands the apostle as one who is commissioned, 
obligated and empowered by the Risen Lord. The apostle is the one, who stands up over and 
against the stubborn Israel.22 

“The Twelve” as symbolic is significant to the mission to Israel. Their appointment is viewed as 
an anticipation of the gathering and the full restoration of the scattered people of Israel.23 They 
represent proleptically the leadership of the renewed people of God,24 whose members are 
measured by the standard of “the Twelve.” They now form the core of the restored Israel. 25 They 
have the eschatological role of seating on “the Twelve” thrones of judgment for Israel (Luke 
22:30). However, their role as judge has also a historical dimension. Their leadership quality is a 
counter of the failed rulership of Israel,26 as they summon the people to repentance and prepare 
the land for the salvation of Israel. 

“The Twelve” and the City of Jerusalem 

If the role of “the Twelve” is closely associated with the restoration of Israel, it makes sense that 
Luke should link “the Twelve” to Jerusalem. In this wise, the “word of the Lord” will move out 
from Jerusalem' as a fulfilment of scriptural prophecy (e.g. Isa 2:1-4; Mic 4:1-5). Moreover, in 
Jewish eschatological expectation, Jerusalem is the place where God’s salvation will be 
manifested and the people of God restored. Consequently, Luke makes the city of Jerusalem the 
navel of the earth.27 It is the epicentre of the witness, the missionary city of “the Twelve,” the 
place of restoration (1:1-6:7; 8:14). It explains why every resurrection appearance in Luke must 
take place in Jerusalem, and why “the Twelve” must remain in the city until the Holy Spirit 
comes upon them (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4). They must as well endure in Jerusalem even at the heat 
of the persecution (8:1-2), and after their ministry in Samaria, they must return to Jerusalem 
(8:25). The Paul of Acts will be brought to Jerusalem to meet with the Apostles (9:27), and 
equally dispute in mission Church (15:1-3) will be transferred to Jerusalem for resolution (15:4-

                                                                                                                                                             
villages (8:14-17, 25). Peter also, in the course of his pastoral visitation, works miracles which have a 
considerable evangelistic impact in parts of Judea (9:35; cf. Luke 5:10). Peter's trip to Caesarea is the one 
example of a definitely missionary journey, and even in this case Peter is unsure why he has been asked to come 
(10:29). 

21 Observation from Jervell, thus cited in Clark, “The Role of the Apostles,” 181. 
22 Buehner, “avpo,stoloj,” 144. 
23 Jervell, J. Luke and the People of God: A New Look at Luke-Acts (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1972) 75-112. 
24 Thus Rev 21:14, one of the last NT works, pictures “the Twelve” as the essential foundations of the city of God. 
25 Cf. Buehner, “avpo,stoloj,” 144; also Clark, “The Role of the Apostles,” 175. 
26 Johnson, L. T., The Acts of the Apostles (Collegeville, M.N: Liturgical Press, 1992) 79-82. 
27 Fitzmyer, J. A. The Gospel According to Luke: Introduction, Translation and Notes I-IX (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday, 1981) 168. 
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29), and the resolution sent back to the mission Church from Jerusalem (15:30-35) as a 
transformative process.  

“The Twelve” and the Jerusalem Church 

Besides providing effective leadership to the Jewish people, “the Twelve” function as the leader 
of the Church (4:35, 37; 5:2; cf. 6:6). They are spokespersons for the Church, who proclaim the 
gospel to those outside (2:37) and defend the Jewish Church against attacks (5:26ff.). They will 
witness to the new developments in the expanding mission and appoint the Seven (6:3) to 
witness to the caritative mission of the Church.  

Believers devote themselves to their teaching (2:42), and lay their gifts for the needy at the feet 
of “the Twelve” (4:35, 37; 5:2). Believers recognised something special and submit to their 
authority of leadership as they pronounce judgement (5:1-14) and praises (4:36-37). “The 
Twelve” proffer solutions to the challenging situation of the community (6:2f., 6). Their major 
responsibility is attending to the tradition, preserving and teaching it (2:42). They authorize the 
Gentile mission (8:14, 18; 15:22f.; 16:4), and officially declare the free entry of the Gentiles into 
the fold of the people of God without any precondition (15:1f., 5f., 22f.) since God had already 
witnessed to it (10:44; cf. 15:8).  

Witnesses to the Resurrection of Jesus 

“The Twelve” are the authorized delegates of Jesus. They are the witnesses to the reality of his 
resurrection and expounders of its significance.28 Their witness to the resurrection is harmonised 
by the witness of God that enables “the Twelve” to perform signs and wonders (2:43; 5:12). 
Their witness is characterised by the boldness (4:17, 21; 5:26-28, 40) to speak in the name of 
Jesus (4:15ff.). They proclaimed Jesus as Messiah, wrought miracles (3:1-8; 5:12ff.) to bear 
witness to the fact of the resurrection (3:12ff.).  

Thus Clark argues that “just as the signs and wonders performed by Jesus represented his 
attestation by God (2:22), so the similar signs wrought by Peter (3:1-10; 4:16, cf. Luke 5:17-26; 
5:15f.; cf. 6:40f.; 9:36.; 7:49-56) and the other apostles attest that their message is from God.” 
They pray together that God would stretch out his hand to heal, and that signs and wonders 
would be performed through Jesus' name (4:30), and the shaking of the building confirms that 
God is among them in power (cf. 4:33). Peter has divine insight into the sin of Ananias and 
Sapphira, and his words carry divine force (5:1-11). The visible activity of God in this and other 
miracles results in a wholesome fear of God on the part of both the Church and the Jewish people 
(2:43; 5:5, 11). The abundance of healings and exorcisms results in even more turning to the 
Lord (5:14; cf. 5:12-16). The witness of the apostles is thus matched by the witness of the Holy 
Spirit (5:32).29 

A connection between the wonders and signs in the ministry of Jesus (2:22) and the 
eschatological wonders and signs of Joel’s prophecy is now programmatically realised in the 
days of the apostles (2:19). The past is now relieved and the future realised in the witness of the 
apostles. In short, the role of “the Twelve” as witness in Acts is in a sense the fulfilment of the 
Lucan Gospel prophecy. What Jesus initiated and promised is now being fulfilled through the 
witnesses of a selected circle, whose members had the honour of personal encounter with the 

                                                 
28 For more details, cf. Dillon, R. J. “From Eye-Witnesses to Ministers of the Word: Tradition and Composition in 

Luke 24,” AnBib 82 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1978) 292; Burchard, Der dreizehnte Zeuge, 133-35. 
29 The reflection is based on Clark, “The Role of the Apostles,” 169-190. 
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risen Lord (10:41; 1:22). Hence the resurrection remains the summit and hallmark of the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ. 

Witness to Jesus’ Tradition 

“The Twelve” are the closest companions of Jesus, and who are blessed to sit at the feet of Jesus 
both in private and public. Being members of a select circle, who have the honour of personal 
encounter with the historical and post-Easter Jesus (10:41; 1:22), disposes and privileges them to 
be the most qualified to preserve, proclaim and teach from first-hand knowledge the doctrine of 
Jesus (1:22), especially the fact of His resurrection (2:32; 3:15; 5:31f; 10:41) and its saving 
significance (cf. 10:42). They are, therefore, the authentic witnesses to Jesus' deeds in Judea and 
in Jerusalem (10:39), and their teachings about the Risen Lord remains authoritative. They are 
simply his witness before the people (13:31).  

The role of “the Twelve” as citadel of Jesus’ tradition confers them the concomitant role of 
teachers (2:42) and leaders of the worshiping community (2:47). And if the scholarship position 
on 2:44-47, as an expansion of the activities listed in 2:42, 47, is acceptable, then it can plausibly 
be argued that the meetings of the believers in the temple (2:46) would have been for the purpose 
of listening to the teachings of “the Twelve.”30  

Interesting also as that may seem, Luke did not make a difference between teaching (catechesis) 
and proclamation (kerygma). They are, for Luke, synonymous (cf. 4:2, 30f; 5:20f, 28, 42) and 
fulfil one function: the witness to Jesus-tradition. For Luke also, the life and growth of the 
Church is rooted in the growth of the word (6:7; 12:24; 19:20). So, the ministry of the word of 
God takes precedence over other ecclesiastical (social) activities (6:2, 4). It is simply 
indispensable to the growth of the Church.  

In sum, “the Twelve” are momentous witnesses for the character and content of the teachings 
and deeds of Jesus.31 They are the authentic and authoritative witnesses to the Jesus-tradition. 
They legitimately occupy the place of the authoritative teachers of Israel (4:2, 17; 5:20; 25), and 
of the Christian community (2:42, 46; 5:42). They bear witness to the fact of the resurrection, 
and to Jesus as the Messiah (2:35; 3:18, 20; 4:10; 5:31, 42), on the basis of scriptural prophecies 
and types.32 This posture will continue to challenge the Church in time and space. 

4. The Challenging Figure of “the Twelve” to a Witnessing Church 

The reader’s attention at this point is drawn to the wider nature and the challenges of the Church 
as a witnessing Church. The posture of “the Twelve” demands that an apostolic church must be a 
church rooted in the tradition of “the Twelve” and their legitimate successors. “the Twelve” in 
this context carries along with it a range of stimulating implications—chosen, commissioned, 
sent, empowered and witness. In other words, “the Twelve” as a college, is commissioned, 
obligated and empowered to carry on witnessing to the work of God in Jesus Christ through 
Spirit. The same goes to the apostolic Church of the present age. The emphasis is, simply put, 
that the Church cannot cut the umbilical cord of its apostolic model without rendering itself 
impotent, voiceless and powerless. It loses its taste. It loses its saltiness. It is good but for 
nothing. 

                                                 
30 Clark, “The Role of the Apostles,” 179. 
31 Holtz, “dw,deka,” 361-363. 
32 Clark, “The Role of the Apostles,” 180. 
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The second argument in the paper is that it not enough to possess the qualities of apostolicity. 
The readiness and willingness to actualise these qualities is a timely challenge. In other words, 
from the self-definition of the Church as apostolic, the role and actions of the Church should and 
ought to be apostolic. That is to say, mission and witness are the heart and soul of the apostolic 
Church (1:8; also Luke 24:44ff.). The same is said of the Church today. Striking the same note, 
John Paul II notes that the nature and “responsibilities of the Church” are missionary. It is a 
Church of mission, which itself becomes missionary.33  

The mission and witness character of the Church makes faith and evangelisation an unavoidable 
option. The Church must not only be a believing Church. It must also be a proclaiming Church 
since it is the apostolic Church. It is a Church sent to speak out, to preach the Gospel in words 
and deeds. Put in a word: the Church cannot remain silent, it risks failure in its mission, except 
in cases where silence itself would be a way of speaking and bearing witness. Therefore, the 
Church must always preach in season and out of season (cf. 2 Tim 4:2), in order to build up in 
charity and truth (EA 71). That is to say, witness is an invariable concomitant of the life of the 
Church. The Church is called to proclaim, by word and witness of life, the Good News of Jesus 
Christ, the crucified, died and risen Lord, the Way, the Truth and the life.34  

“The Twelve” stand over and against stubborn Israel, hence they are appointed in anticipation of 
the gathering and full restoration of the scattered people of Israel. A church, modelled in the 
apostolic spirit, stands always over and against its contemporary age, and sees beyond the 
present. It must be a forward-looking Church that is equally conscious of its apostolic umbilical 
cord. It is a church that is eschatologically oriented in all intent and purpose. It must be a church 
that counters the failed leadership of the present age, and always summoning the people to 
repentance and with the promise of God’s salvation. 

5. The Challenge of the Church as Witnessing  

Reading through most of the official documents of the Church leaves one with no doubt that the 
self-understanding and definition of the Church is concretised in mission and witness. It is also 
obvious that the primary role of the Church is to reveal the presence of the Father to the world 
and to present the world to the Father through Christ in the Spirit. Another important emphasis is 
that the call to witness to God in the world goes beyond speaking words. It includes all aspects of 
expressing Jesus—love, goodness, revelation and power. It is an enormous responsibility. It 
touches every aspect of the Church’s life and theology. Consequently, this paper highlights the 
witnessing character of the Church. It desires the Church to always remain en route to actualising 
this noble vocation by celebrating and proclaiming publicly the faith it bears. The echo from the 
apostolic Church is that the Church’s prophetic voice must be translated at all levels into 
concrete actions until it attains a series of necessary reforms.35 

Important also, argues Trites,36 is for the witnessing Church to understand that witness is a “live 
metaphor,” with forensic overtones that challenges the Church to always live out what the 
Church believes and proclaims. For it is only through Christ-filled actions that the Church can be 
a true witness to the world. As once wisely advised, the Church should humbly embrace the fact 

                                                 
33 John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation: Ecclesia in Africa (Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1995) 

No. 6. 
34

 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, No. 57. 
35

 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, No. 54. 
36 Trites, A. A. The New Testament, chapter 9. 
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that people today learn more from “witness than from words;37 they put more trust in witnesses 
than in teachers, in experience than in teaching, and in life and action than in theories. And that 
the witness of a Christian life is the first and irreplaceable form of mission: Christ, whose 
mission the Church continues, is the "witness" par excellence (Rev 1:5; 3:14) and the model of 
all Christian witness.38 

Arising from mission and witness, the Church is obligated to touch the mind of the world by 
living the faith in a simple and exemplary life, thus following the footsteps of the apostles, who 
through their proclamation, teachings and exemplary lives touch the heart of the people, and 
command the confidence and loyalty of the believers. If the Church must be alive, it must be a 
church taking to the model of the apostolic Church. It must be a church open to the call of the 
spirit. It must be a church of the resurrection, whose eschatological orientation and commitment 
to the historical experience of the people offer a counter leadership to the failed leaderships of 
today’s world; a church that is ready and able to challenge all provocative insults against God 
and humanity, a church that proffers some practical solutions in the model of “the Twelve.” 

6. Summary and Conclusion 

The paper addressed some of the fundamental issues and shaded meanings associated with the 
concepts of apostle, “the Twelve” and witness, and then went further to examine the role of “the 
Twelve” as witnesses. It was discovered that “the Twelve” symbolised the continuity of God’s 
promise to Israel.39 Their corporate witness also points to the end time, thus functioning as 
apostolic witnesses to the resurrection and judges at the coming of the kingdom.40 They function 
as eyewitnesses (10:41) and transitional figures that connect the Church with the Jesus-Tradition. 
They provide an essential foundation for the Church's continuing faith and witness. They affirm, 
guarantee and interpret the facts about Jesus. They are both evangelizers and legitimate 
authorizers.41 

The paper equally argued that outside “the Twelve,” there were other witnesses recognised in the 
tradition of Acts. The paper argued that the account of Acts was a mission-story concretised on 
the mission and witness, exemplified by the apostles and the apostolic Church. It affirmed the 
connection between the Church of the apostles and the Church of today. According to the paper, 
the commitment of the apostles as witnesses, and the witnessing character of the apostolic 
Church serve as a role model for the Church. It reminds all of its apostolic foundation, and 
encourages the churches to always remain apostolic in her witness. The paper argued that the 
witness of the Church should go beyond rhetoric. It should include true leadership, expression of 
love and goodness both within and outside the Church. The Church should live in the gift of 
revelation. It should allow itself room for a transformative generation in the Spirit. It should be a 
veritable instrument for true repentance. It should be a true healer and reconciler. 

The paper, thus, recommends that the Church and all believers should, in the spirit of the year of 
faith and the new evangelization, embrace the Bible as a “word” that all must hear and to which 
                                                 
37 Paul VI, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, 62, 52 cited in John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, No. 42. 
38 John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio. On the Permanent Validity of the Church's Missionary Mandate (Rome: 

Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1990) No.42. 
39

 Giles, K. “Apostles Before and After Paul,” Churchman 99 (1985) 241-56, 245. 
40 McBride, D. E., The Gracious Visit of God according to Luke (Dublin: Dominican, 1991) 183:  
41 The tradition includes the ministry of Jesus (cf. 1:1), and his death (Luke 23:49) and resurrection (2:32), which are 

preserved and transmitted through the proclamation and teaching of the apostles. Cf. Clark, “The Role of the 
Apostles,” 190. 
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all must testify; and notes that the Church and her members are called to evangelize not only the 
outsider but also the insider, for all must call upon the name of the risen Lord. In doing so, the 
Church and her members are taking salvation even unto the ends of the earth. 
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Paul’s Hermeneutics of the Faith of Abraham (Gal 3:1-9, 15-18) and its Relevance to the 
Crisis of Faith Today 

Bernard Onyebuchi Ukwuegbu 

Introduction 

Some half a century ago, Samuel Sandmel wrote: “To see what the writer makes of Abraham is 
often to see most clearly what the writer is trying to say.”1 This statement is true not just of 
Jewish authors, but also of those of the New Testament as well.2 The reason for this is obvious. 
In the long evolution of human history, Abraham’s answer to God had been – at least from the 
viewpoint of Judeo-Christian tradition – the first expression of a personal religion according to 
the heart of God. Moreover, issues central to both early Jewish and early Christian identity 
converged around the figure of Abraham: God’s covenant promises, what it means to be heirs of 
these promises, the eschatological realisation of the promises, circumcision, the law, God’s 
relation to non-Jewish peoples, and most important, the character of faith and righteousness. 

The special position of Abraham reached its highest expression in Late Second Temple Judaism. 
Not only was Abraham regarded as the model proselyte who turned from paganism to the 
worship of the one God of the covenant (cf. Jub 11:15-17; Apoc. Abr. 1-8), it was also 
commonly held that he himself observed the Law even before it was given to Moses (cf. Sir 
44:20-21; 2 Bar 57:2).3 His obedience was expressed as faithfulness to God in times of trials, 
especially in the test to sacrifice Isaac (cf. Sir 44:20; Jub 18:1-16; 1 Macc 2:52). Salvation, tied 
to “father Abraham” as a Jewish belief, is not lacking in the writings of the New Testament. 
Since Abraham was the ancestor of Israel, the descent of Jesus from Abraham became of great 
importance for the proclamation of Jesus as the Messiah. It underlined the continuity in God’s 
saving activity for both his people and the world (cf. the genealogy in Matt 1:1-17). Even Luke 
who traced Jesus back to Adam (Luke 3:23-38) deemed it also necessary to place his descent 
from Abraham at a strategic place in v.34.4  

Given the context of the Galatian correspondence,5 it is clear why the ability to give a persuasive 
account of the relevance of Abraham to the Galatians’ faith and practice would be such an 
important issue to Paul and his opponents. At the root of the Galatian controversy is the question 
of how the Galatian Christians are to live in continuity with those who look to the God of 
Abraham as their God. On this, there is little or no disagreement between Paul and his 
opponents, as they seem to share a great number of views about the followers of Jesus being the 
continuation of Israel and about the inclusion of the Gentiles in this renewed people of God.6 At 

                                                 
1 Sandmel, S., Philo’s Place in Judaism: A Study of Conceptions of Abraham in Jewish Literature (Cincinnati, 1956) 
29. 
2 Dahl, N., “The Story of Abraham in Luke-Acts,” in Studies in Luke-Acts (eds. Martyn, J. L. and Keck, L. E.; 
Nashville, 1966) 139-158, here 140. 
3 Philo, Abraham, 5-6, 275. See for further references, Siker, J. S., “From Gentile Inclusion to Jewish Exclusion: 
Abraham in Early Christian Controversy with Jews,” in BThB 19 (1, ’89): 30-36, esp. 31. 
4 Cf. Seebaas, “Abraham,” 16. 
5 I have had cause elsewhere to discuss in detail the circumstances surrounding the Paul’s Galatian correspondence. 
See Ukwuegbu, B. O., The Emergence of Christian Identity in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians (Arbeiten zur 
Interkulturalität 4; Bonn: Borengässer Verlag, 2003) 95-174; idem, “Towards an Alternative Hermeneutical Impulse 
for Interpreting Paul and his Galatian Correspondence,” in Journal of Inculturation Theology 8, 1 (2006): 3-23.  
6 Cf. Martyn, J. L., “Events in Galatia: Modified Covenantal Nomism Versus God’s Invasion of the Cosmos in the 
Singular Gospel: A Response to J.D.G. Dunn and B.R. Gaventa,” in Pauline Theology (ed. Bassler, J.; Minneapolis, 
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stake here is not whether Gentiles can be children of Abraham, but how? Exploring how Paul 
answered these questions in his hermeneutics of the faith of Abraham is the focus of this paper. 
Who knows, maybe this will also lead to the necessary discussion on how we – Christians of the 
21st Century – can live the faith of Abraham in our own circumstances and by so doing enlist 
ourselves – or better allow ourselves to be enlisted – into the band of Abraham’s sons and 
daughters.  

Opponents Recurs to Abraham 

In their insistence that Gentile believers, in addition to faith in Christ, must be circumcised (cf. 
Gen 17:9-14) and observe a range of Jewish rituals and take on a general attitude of obedience 
and service to Torah,7 Paul’s opponents, no doubt, may have appealed to the figure of Abraham. 
For this, they have a whole array of scriptural backings. It is generally accepted that it is by 
virtue of his obedience that Abraham received the promise of numerous descendants (Gen 12:2; 
13:16; 17:4-5 etc.), the promise of land (Gen 12:7; 13:15; 15:18; 17:8) as well as the promise of 
an everlasting covenant (Gen 17:17). To participate in God’s covenant with Abraham, 
Abraham’s rightful offspring were required to be circumcised, a rite that symbolised the “sign of 
the covenant.” Without it, any male would be cut off from God’s covenant blessings, as Gen 
17:10-14 makes as plain as possible.8  With regard to the promise of numerous offspring, 
scriptures restrict true Abrahamic lineage to the descendants of Abraham’s son Isaac rather than 
his son Ishmael (Gen 17:19-21; 21:12; cf. Jub 16:16-18). This makes it necessary that in order to 
share in the Abrahamic inheritance, it is of decisive importance that one belongs directly 
(through Isaac) to the descendants of Abraham (Gal 3:16).  

It is very likely that Paul’s opponent may have understood the Sinai covenant as the fulfilment 
and/or ratification of the Abrahamic covenant. Just as God had promised to Abraham to establish 
an everlasting covenant with him and his descendants (Gen 17:17), so also he had made a 
covenant with Israel at Sinai and revealed their covenantal obligations in the law. While the 
Abrahamic covenant commands one obligation, viz., circumcision (Gen 17:10), the Sinai 
covenant requires a great number of obligations. These obligations are required for living in the 
covenant relationship with God and obtaining covenant blessing and life (e.g., Lev 18:5 = Gal 
3:12) and failure to observe them incurs a curse (Deut 27:26 = Gal 3:10). In this way, God’s 
covenant blessing of Abraham was understood to fall upon those who obey the law, just as the 
curse against the enemies of Abraham falls upon those who disobey the law (cf. Gen 12:2-3). 

The link between the Sinai covenant and the present Jerusalem in Galatians 4:25 suggests that 
the opponents also located Jerusalem in the Sarah-Isaac line.9 For them, therefore, the Sarah-
Isaac-Sinai covenant-Jerusalem line alone represents the true sons and daughters of Abraham. 
Only these offspring of Abraham are counted as the real people of God, who are heirs according 
to the promises given to Abraham (cf. Gal 3:29). Within this conventional reading of Abraham, 
there is an opening for the Gentiles to enter the people of God, since God promised to Abraham 
that in him and his descendants all the nations would be blessed (Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; cf. Gal 

                                                                                                                                                             
1991) 166-74; Fowl, S., “Who Can Read Abraham’s Story? Allegory and Interpretive Power in Galatians,” in JSNT 
55 (1994), 77-95. 
7 Martyn, Theological Issues, 166. 
8 Cf. Dunn, J. D. G., “What was the Issue between Paul and “Those of the Circumcision?” in Paulus und das antike 
Judentum, WUNT 58 (1991): 295-318, here 303-305. 
9 Hong, I., “Does Paul Misrepresent the Jewish Law? Law and Covenant in Gal 3:1-14,” in NovT 36 (2, ’94), 164-82 
(167). 
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3:8). However, if the Gentiles want to use this opening and to become the real descendants of 
Abraham and heirs of the promises, they must, like Jews, be circumcised and keep the whole 
law.10 From the tone of Paul’s letter, it sounds like the Galatians were already buying into this 
argument because of its deep-rootedness in the beginnings of the history of salvation.11 The 
implication of this Abraham hermeneutics for the truth of the Gospel is enormous, and it was not 
surprising that Paul had to confront it with all he has and all it takes. 

“Children of Abraham” in the Baptist’s Tradition: A  Bridge? 

Paul was not the first to raise the issue of the conditions for belongingness to Abraham outside 
the conventional reading. We find this issue in the tradition attributed to John the Baptist in the 
Synoptic Gospels (Matt 3:7-10/Luke 3:7-9). The majority of scholars take these passages as a 
genuine Q12 saying that goes back to John the Baptist.13 The relevant passage, according to the 
Matthean account, reads: “Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘we have Abraham as our 
ancestor;’ for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham” (Matt 
3:9). 

The phrase “children of Abraham” occurs only in Matt 3:9 and Luke 3:8, and in both cases, in 
the narrow context of John’s call for repentance and his demand for the fruit(s) of repentance.14 
The expression is problematic because it lacks parallels. From the point of identity, such 
formulation is lacking in contemporary Jewish writings like Jubilees and the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
Where such “children of” expressions are encountered – like “children (sons) of Israel” (Jub 
2:33; 6:19, 20; 15:29, 33; 34:18) – it is with reference to identifying the Israelites as Jacob’s 
descendants, hence making a different claim to Abrahamic descent. Similarly, when such phrases 
like “children of righteousness,” or “children of light” appear in the Qumran Scrolls (1QS 3:13-
4:26), it is in opposition to “children of falseness” and “children of darkness” and has nothing to 
do with Abrahamic descent.15 

How then does one make sense of this expression associated with the preaching of John? Does it 
imply that John accepts a covenant identity, that he replaces national, ethnic belonging with a 
different identity, or does he redefine ethnic belonging? In other words, does John assume 
covenantal identity, simply by referring to Abraham, or does he disregard it? 

No doubt, like every believing Jew, John takes ancestral lineage from Abraham in a positive 
sense. However, by his time the blessing of Abraham (Gen 12:1-3) has come to become an 
object of Israel’s pride and boasting. In Isa 51:2-3, God’s blessing of Abraham and Sarah was 
regarded as the basis for the consolidation of Zion. By the time of Rabbinic Judaism, the 
impression was fostered that because of Abraham’s election, all who confess themselves as his 
children have a place in the coming kingdom of God, even though their sins may have been 

                                                 
10 Cf. Hübner, Das Gesetz bei Paulus, 17;  Longenecker, The Triumph of Abraham’s God, 130. 
11 Hong, I, “Law and Covenant in Gal 3:1-14,” 168. 
12 Cf. Q 3:8, in Robinson, J. M., Hoffmann, P., and Kloppenborg, J. S., (eds.), The Critical Edition of Q (The 
International Q Project (Minneapolis/Leuven, 2000). 
13 For the different discussions on the authenticity of the passage, see Linnemann, E., “Jesus und der Täufer,” in 
Festschrift für Ernst Fuchs (Tübingen, 1973): 219-36; Bultmann, R., The History of the Synoptic Tradition (English 
edition, trans. John Marsh; Oxford, 1972), 117; Carl Kazmierski, “The Stones of Abraham: John the Baptist and the 
End of Torah (Matthew 3:7-10 par. Luke 3:7-9),” in Biblica 68 (1987), 22-39. 
14 Grundmann, W., Das Evangelium nach Lukas, ThHK 111 (9th ed. Berlin, 1981), 104. 
15 Cf. Christiansen, Covenant in Judaism and Paul, 188 
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many.16 This reliance on an ethnic privilege, this claim that mere ancestral lineage is enough to 
justify a claim for preference is precisely what the Baptist here repudiates. In relation to God and 
God’s judgment, John insists that right behaviour typified in Abraham is more important than 
mere recurs to descent from him.17  By so doing, John defines belongingness neither in 
genealogical nor in social terms but in ethical categories. Because John defines identity in terms 
of status before God, Gentiles, in principle, could qualify as much as Jews for an escape from 
judgment, or indeed, for participating in salvation. This is actually the way John’s message is 
received in the early Church, where salvation is for Gentiles. In the Baptist’s own message, 
however, there is no mention of Gentiles,18 and it is doubtful whether the Baptist looked beyond 
Israel or intended to question the traditional boundary between Israel and Gentiles. From all 
indications, a mission to the Gentiles and an attempt to integrate them into the circle of the “heirs 
of Abraham” (with its implications as regard salvation and blessings) remain the special 
prerogative of Paul.19 

Paul’s Response to the Abraham Argument 

Paul responds to his opponents’ Abraham argument by appealing to the figure of Abraham in 
two ways. First, he appeals to the Baptismal experience of the Galatians, their reception of the 
Spirit at the moment he preached his gospel to them, and compares this to the experience of 
Abraham who received his blessings on account of his faith. Then he offers an alternative 
reading of the entire Abraham’s tradition to prove that it was faith that won Abraham the 
promises, and that it is faith that determines those who are heirs to these promises. 

Appeal to the Galatians’ Experience (Gal 3:2-3) 

Paul begins by reminding the Galatians that the gift of the Spirit,20 - an undeniable proof that one 
stands in the proper covenant relationship to God – which they received resulted from the public 
proclamation of Christ crucified, in which the Galatians believed.21 The manner of receiving the 
Spirit is described as ex akoēs pisteōs, in 3:2, 5. Much has been written about the accurate 
rendition of this phrase, literally translated as “hearing with/of faith.”22 The controversy stems 
from the fact that both akoē and pistis can have two different meanings: akoē can denote either 
the act of hearing or what is heard, viz., message or report; pistis can also be taken as either the 
act of believing or what is believed, viz., the Christian message.  

The immediate context, however, is determinative of the precise meaning of the phrase here. In 
the first place, the akoēs pisteōs is set in contrast with erga nomou in 3:2, 5. It is undeniable that 
erga here refers to a human activity, namely observing (the law), in which the Galatians 
themselves actually took part (4:10).23 It is quite sensible, therefore, to take both akoē and pistis 

                                                 
16 Cf. Syr. Bar. 57:2; Straus/Billerbeck, I, 116-121; III, 194, 197. 
17 Cf. Fitzmyer, J. A., The Gospel According to Luke I-IX (The Anchor Bible, 28; New York et al, 1981), 468. See 
also Lohmeyer, E., Das Urchristentums: Buch 1, Johannes der Täufer (Göttingen, 1932), 64. 
18 Cf. Hollenbach, P. W., “Social Aspects of John the Baptiser’s Preaching Missions in the Context of Palestinian 
Judaism,” in ANRW 2,19,2 (1979): 850-875. 
19 Cf. Betz, H. D., “Paul between Judaism and Hellenism,” 251. 
20 Cf. Hays, R. B., The Faith of Jesus Christ (SBL.DS, 56; Chico, 1983), 196-98. 
21 Cf. Matera, “Galatians in Perspective,” 239 
22 For a review of most of the back and forth arguments, see Hays, R. B., The Faith of Jesus Christ: An Investigation 
of the Narrative Substructure of Galatians 3:1-4:11 (SBL Dissertation Series; California, 1983) 143-45. 
23 For more on the different meanings of “hearing of faith” see Lightfoot, Galatians, 135; Ridderbos, Galatians, 
113; Williams, S. K., “The Hearing of Faith: the akoē pisteōs in Galatians 3,” in New Testament Studies (1989), 86. 
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in an active sense: akoē meaning hearing and pistis believing. In this sense, the expression refers 
to both God’s act of proclamation (which the Greek allow) and the human act of hearing 
understood as a single act. It is, therefore, by this hearing of faith that the Galatians have 
experienced the Spirit and as such are justified; just as Abraham was justified by believing the 
God of promise. This experience had nothing to do with the law, because the Galatians were 
outside the law at the time of their initial response to the gospel of Christ preached by Paul.24 

Alternative Reading of the Abraham’s Story (Gal 3:4-9) 

After the recourse to the Galatians experience, Paul goes ahead to appeal to Abraham to state 
what Christian faith means and does not mean. He agrees with his opponents that Abraham is the 
father of God’s people and that being a descendant of Abraham is thus crucial to participating in 
his covenantal promises. However, he refutes their argument on their own ground by offering a 
completely different understanding of the faith of Abraham. The entire argument is carved in 
such a rigorous rabbinic exegesis that is outstanding as it is novel.25

 

Abraham’s Blessing/Justification was based on Faith 

Paul begins his Abraham’s hermeneutics with a quotation from Gen 15:6: “Thus Abraham 
believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” While Paul may well have been 
responding to arguments from the scripture employed by his opponents, his aim is not just to join 
the battle on this front by offering his own scriptural proof-text. Rather, he is more interested in 
bringing Abraham and his Gentile converts together. The opponents, presupposing the pre-
existence of the law, had interpreted the faith of Abraham as faithful obedience to the law and 
regarded this faithful obedience of Abraham even in times of trial, as what counted by God as a 
real act of righteousness.26 Not so for Paul! He reads the Abraham story in a completely opposite 
way. And for his reading the quotation from Gen 15:6 is absolutely vital as scriptural warrant 
that Abraham achieved righteousness through faith and not from the law, since he was not 
instructed to practice circumcision until later in the biblical account (Gen 17: 9-14). Nothing in 
the text implies merits in Abraham’s faith in the original context. On the contrary, that Abraham 
believed God means that he placed his confident trust in God to keep his promise. His believing 
was the total acceptance of God’s promise because of the God of the promise alone. And for 
Paul, this kind of faith that Abraham puts in God in response to his gracious promise is the 
determinative factor that makes one a son/daughter of Abraham. 

To most Jews of Paul’s day (including even those who profess faith in Jesus as Messiah) one 
qualified as a son of Abraham if one was born a Jew, was circumcised, and lived under the law 
(cf. Gen 17:19-21; 21:12; Jub 16:16-18; Matt. 1:1; Luke 3:8; 16:24; John 8:33, 37, 39-47, 56; 2 
Cor 11:22; Jas. 2:21). But the phrase “son of” may be constructed as a Hebrew expression which 
refers to one who reproduces in his/her own way of life that of another.27 That person is called a 

                                                 
24 Cf. Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 125. 
25 Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 137. 
26 In this, they might have been faithful to conventional reading of the Abraham story. Typical of such reading is the 
Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan on Genesis, where the faith of Abraham seems to be just another act of righteousness. 
Cf. TJI, Gen 15:6, see also TJI Gen 17:1; 18:17-18; Pereira, F., “The Galatian Controversy in the light of the 
Targums,” in Indian Journal of Theology 20 (1-2, ’71): 13-29. 
27 Cf. Garland, “Paul’s Defence of the Truth of the Gospel”, 174. 
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“son of” the other whose way of life he/she reproduces.28 Operating on this latter sense, Paul 
draws the conclusion that those who believe in the same way as Abraham did are his true 
children.29 

Employing a seemingly independent voice, Paul justifies his claim by alluding to the fact that 
scripture itself preached the good news to Abraham in advance that God would justify the 
Gentiles ek pisteōs. According to Paul, the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the 
Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “in you shall all the 
nations be blessed.” Paul’s proof-text is a quotation from Gen 12:3b, where it appears shortly 
after the account of God’s call to Abraham to leave his homeland and go off to another land (Gen 
12:1) and his promises to make of Abraham a great nation  (ethnos mega), to bless him, to 
greatly honour his name so that he will be blessed (12:2), and to bless those who bless him and 
curse those who curse him (Gen 12:3a).30 In this context, Gen 12:3 records God’s promise that 
the Gentiles will share in Abraham’s blessing. Paul’s argument is simple: since Abraham 
believed and on account of his faith alone was justified, it follows that if the nations are to be 
blessed in him, they are to receive this blessing also on account of their faith.31  To be 
descendants of Abraham, therefore, is to be marked out by the same phenomenon of faith that 
Abraham himself demonstrated. On the same note, for the nations to be blessed “in” (en) 
Abraham (Gen 12:3 and 18:18; cited in 3:8) implies that their faith, like his, leads to their 
blessing ‘with’ or ‘alongside’ (sun) him (Gal 3:9).32 

Paul’s redefinition of what it means to be “sons of Abraham” opens up the possibility for 
Gentiles to become sons of Abraham without being circumcised. It also opens up the possibility 
for biological descendants of Abraham not to be “sons of Abraham” (cf. Rom 9:7-8). Under this 
redefinition, one becomes a legitimate descendant not by physical relationship to Abraham, or by 
obedience to the law but by faith. This is the case with the Gentile Galatians in the new era. Like 
Abraham, they heard and believed the gospel in faith. Like him also, they have experienced 
justification, evident in their reception of the Spirit. In this, they have become true 
sons/daughters of Abraham. In this way, Paul succeeds in forging a link between Abraham, who 
believed God and was reckoned righteous, and those who, in his language, are ek pisteōs. He also 
succeeds in bringing the present situation of his Galatian Christians in connection with the 
promise to Abraham, and claims that the Abrahamic promise, as a matter of fact, is the exclusive 
property of his Gentile communities since they, like Abraham, have faith in the God of Jesus.  

                                                 
28 For instance, peacemakers are called “sons of God” because, like God, they bring peace in the midst of chaos 
(Matt 5:9). Those who built and decorated the tombs of the prophets are called “the sons of those who murdered the 
prophets” because their hypocrisy cloaks the same murderous spirit (Matt 23:29-31). 
29 According to Hansen, G. W., Abraham in Galatians: Epistolary and Rhetorical Context (JSNTSS; Sheffield, 
1989) 112, the statements in 3:6-7 form an argument by enthymeme. There is the implicit premise between v. 6 (the 
explicit premise) and v. 7 (the conclusion): “as God dealt with Abraham, so he will deal with all men.” 
30 See Haacker, K. “Der “Antinominus” des Paulus im Kontext antiker Gesetzestheorie,” in Festschrift für Martin 
Hengel, 387-404, esp. 389, for a consideration of the selective nature of Paul’s scriptural quotations. 
31 Cf. Berger, „Abraham in den paulinischen Hauptbriefen,“ 5. In the parallel passage of Rom 4:9-12, Paul uses 
Abraham as a model of trust and faith based on Genesis 15 to reassess and reject circumcision as a rite of 
identification for both Jews and Gentiles. In contrast to most writers with a Jewish background (see especially the 
letter of James), Paul stresses that Abraham’s qualifications originated prior to his circumcision and is due more to 
the righteousness that comes through faith than obedience to the demand to circumcise. From this he deduces that 
circumcision gives no special quality. 
32 Cf. Longenecker, The Triumph of Abraham’s God, 132. 
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Identifying the intended Heir of Abraham 

In Gal 3:15-18, Paul addresses the question of the real recipient of the inheritance promise. Paul's 
opponents were not ready to admit that Abraham was justified by faith in God's promise. 
However, even if he were, they might argue, still the giving of the law later changed the basis for 
entrance into salvation. Anticipating this objection, Paul draws on the acknowledged character of 
human wills and covenants to show that no new development could change the promise made to 
Abraham. This address marks another shift in his argument from the interpretation of Scripture 
to an analogy from the sphere of human life (cf. Rom 3:5; 1 Cor 3:3; 9:8; Gal 1:11), precisely 
from the sphere of human jurisprudence.  

Two distinct methods of superseding a will are suggested by the verbs atheteō (disannul) and 
epidiatassomai (add to). It might be expressly annulled (atheteō, “to set aside, nullify, reject,” cf. 
1 Cor 1:19; Gal 2:21; 1 Thess 4:8; 1 Tim 5:12), or it might be overlaid by new stipulations 
(epidiatassomai “to add provisions to” a document). In v. 17 Paul substitutes for atheteō the 
probably stronger verb akurō “to revoke, invalidate.” In using these terms, whether consciously 
or not, Paul appears to have been maintaining the legal metaphor, for the equivalent nouns, 
athetēsis and akurōsis, were certainly technical legal terms.33  This analogy from human 
jurisprudence also sets the context that will serve the discussion in the proof text of v.16 about 
the relationship between the promise and the law. 

Paul’s use of diathēkē 34 here should be seen in the context of the question: Who qualify as 
children of God? Having drawn on scripture, Paul now turns to life experience. From human 
experience Paul argues that it is impossible for anyone to add, subtract or set aside the conditions 
of a testament (a particular sort of legal instrument) once it has been validated (kekyrōmenēn, 
literally “put into effect,” perfect tense!). In other words, once a person’s last will/testament 
(which he refers to as diathēkē) has been executed, it cannot be voided or amended. Neither can 
anybody in between the time of the ratification and realisation introduce any other conditions 
other than the one included in the original ratification. 

While Paul’s use of diathēkē is this sense is highly controversial,35 there is little doubt that the 
diathēkē he had in mind is the promise made to Abraham in Gen 12:3 and ratified as a covenant 
in Gen 15. In Abraham's day, an oath was sometimes confirmed by a ceremony in which animals 
were cut into two parts along the backbone and placed in two rows, the rows facing each other 
across a space marked off between them. The parties to the oath walked together into the space 
between the parts and spoke their promises there. This oath would be especially sacred because 
of the shed blood, and this, according to Gen 15, was what God enacted with Abraham, with 
only this one exception: In the case of God's covenant with Abraham, God alone passed between 
the pieces of the slain animals, thereby signifying that he alone stood behind the promises.36 As 
                                                 
33 For more on the legal dimension of Paul’s metaphor, see Deissmann, A., Bible Studies (Edinburgh, 1901), 228-
229. 
34 For a detailed overview of the concept, see Quell, G. and Behm, J., diatithēmi diathēkē in ThWNT II 105-34; 
Schildenberg, J., “Covenant,” in EBT I 140-46; Wenham, G. J., “Legal Forms in the Book of the Covenant,” in TB 
22 (1971): 95- 102. See also Anderson, B. W., "The New Covenant and the Old," in idem (ed.), The Old Testament 
and the Christian Faith, 1964, 225-42; Baltzer, K., The Covenant Formulary in Old Testament, Jewish, and Early 
Christian Writings, 1971. 
35 Cf. Christiansen, Covenant in Judaism and Paul, especially 235-236. 
36 The author of Hebrews captures this sense of the covenant by saying, “When God made his promise to Abraham, 
since there was no one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself, saying, `I will surely bless you and give 
you many descendants. And so after waiting patiently, Abraham received what was promised” (Heb 6:13-15). 
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such, it was a unilateral agreement that does not depend on any condition to be fulfilled by 
Abraham. The implied promise of blessing was valid the moment that God pledged it to 
Abraham and it was a promise made with no strings attached. Like the provisions of a will, the 
promise stands unchanged and remains unconditional. It can neither be recalled nor can the 
conditions be tacked on to it later. 

From his two fundamental premises, namely, that wills are generally (and in almost all cultures) 
regarded as unchangeable, and that the promise of justification through faith first made to 
Abraham is permanent; Paul, making use of an interpretive principle called qal wahomer (“the 
light and the heavy”) in rabbinic exegesis (that which applies in a lesser case will certainly apply 
in a more important case), draws his conclusion. If a human will or agreement cannot be added 
to or annulled, how much less can there be alteration in the solemn promises made to Abraham 
and his seed by the living God! The “Johnny come lately” law that arrived on the scene 430 
years later,37 therefore, could not make void God’s covenant promise.38 Otherwise, God would 
be a double dealer, who reneges on agreements.39 By arguing this way, Paul utilizes the 
testament/will analogy, first, to prove that this covenant is still in effect and, second, to open up a 
strand of imageries that will allow him to introduce the notion of inheritance at 3:18 and develop 
it later in the letter.40 

Rather than move directly from the metaphor to broad statements bearing on his situation, Paul 
introduces a connection between the promise made to Abraham with Christ. From Gen 13:15 (cf. 
Gen 17:8; 22:18; Sir 44:21), Paul reads that the promise was given to Abraham and his seed (Gal 
3:16). Paul uses the negative - ou legei – (“the text does not say”) – to deny one reading of a text 
from scripture, so that, with the clause introduced by all’ (“but rather”), he can provide the 
correct reading. Interpreting the word “seed,”41 which appears here in the singular (tō spermati 
autou), Paul contends that since it is not in a plural form, it cannot refer to plurality of people 
(‘seeds’) but must instead refer to a single person.42 As he has already established in vv. 6-14, 
only Christ could have been this rightful heir, since he alone has redeemed us from the curse of 

                                                 
37 The inconsistencies in the texts where the length of Israel’s existence between Abraham and the Law are 
mentioned have proved some obstacles in understanding Paul’s calculation here. While for the MT, the 430 years 
mentioned in Exod 12:40 refer to the period during which the people were slaves in Egypt, the LXX sees it as the 
period between Abraham and Moses. The problem is complicated by the text of Gen 15:13 (cf. Acts 7:6) where the 
Lord is said to have promised Abraham that his descendants will be slaves in a land that is not theirs for four 
hundred years. The difference is of no consequence from the viewpoint of Paul’s argument, because his point 
depends only on the historical sequence. For a detailed treatment on Paul’ allusion to this time frame here, see 
Lührmann, D., “Die 430 Jahre zwischen den Verheissungen und dem Gesetz (Gal 3,17),” in ZAW 100 (1988): 420-
430. 
38 Cf. Bachmann, M., “Jüdischer Bundesnominus und paulinisches Gesetzesverständnis, das Fußbodenmosaik von 
Bet Alfa und das Textsegment Gal 3,15-29,” in idem, Antijudaismus im Galaterbrief? Exegetische Studien zu einem 
polemischen Schreiben und zur Theologie des Apostels Paulus, Novum Testamentum et Orbis Antiquus 40 
(Göttingen, 1999), 66-67. 
39 Garland, “Paul’s Defense of the Truth of the Gospel,” 177. 
40 Esler, Galatians, 192. 
41 See Quell, G. and Schulz, Z., sperma speirō spora, in ThWNT VII 537-47 for the different ramifications of this 
word in antiquity. 
42 The play on the word “seed” in this passage has attracted a lot of attention. See Wright, N.T., The Climax of the 
Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis, 1992), esp. 162-68; Daube, D., "The 
Interpretation of a Generic Singular", in The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (1956), 438-44; Wilcox, M., 
“The Promise of the ‘Seed’ in the New Testament and the Targumin,” in JSNT 5 (1979): 2-20 
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the law, and since it is only through him that access to the blessing promised to Abraham and the 
nations is made available.43 

Paul's exegesis here has sometimes been criticized for its artificiality. The plural of the Hebrew 
zr’ is generally used for grain or crops (e.g. 1 Sam 8:15), and therefore, the original Hebrew of 
Gen 12:7 would have to be singular, even though the promise to Abraham was not confined to a 
single individual but extended to his posterity in general.44 This is also the sense conveyed in 
conventional exegeses of this passage, where reference to Abraham’s descendants as seed is 
always in the sense of a collective noun (something similar to the English ‘crowd’) that contains 
plural significance not in its grammatical form but in its lexical meaning.45 Even Paul himself 
employs this term with its normal collective sense in Romans 4, where a different exegetical 
argument allows him to sound almost like one of the opponents. The Abrahamic promise, he 
claims in this other context, is guaranteed “to all his descendants” (panti tō spermati, 4:16).46 

Unlike his case in Romans, however, in Galatians, Paul audaciously interprets the word as 
having a single referent first and foremost, simply asserting that referent to be Christ. This type 
of exegesis existed in the First Century CE and was later known as peshat, meaning “plain,” or 
“open,” as opposed to derash, meaning “hidden.”47 According to Brewer, Peshat readings took 
two forms, nomological, which treated scripture as if it were a legal document, and ultra-literal, 
which “demands the literal understanding of the words used in a text even when it is denied by 
the context and the plain meaning of the idioms” employed.48 Paul’s interpretation of tō sperma 
here is of the latter form.49 His opponents may have been proclaiming that the promises were 
made to Abraham and to his “seed” the nation (a generic singular), or, possibly to Abraham and 
to his “seed” Isaac (a specific singular),50 and some of Paul’s converts may have been taken in by 
their exposition. As a counterclaim, Paul deliberately furnishes them with a deeper application of 
the promises of God made to Abraham and to his “seed.”51 His aim is not to disenfranchise his 
Galatian Gentiles from the promise. Rather, he interprets Christ as its primary recipient so as to 
later include them via him—through adoption as sons [and daughters] of God and inclusion into 
Christ (3:26-29).52 

In 3:18, Paul argues that “if the inheritance comes from the law, it no longer comes from the 
promise, but God granted it to Abraham through the promise.” The word kecharistai (rightly 
understood as “graciously granted,” see 1Cor 2:21) is important, because it emphasizes the fact 
that salvation is a free gift. Its occurrence here in the perfect tense indicates that this free gift to 
Abraham is permanent. Therefore, whatever may be said about the law, this much is certain: God 
saved Abraham through promise, not law; and this original way of salvation is still operative. 
The law which came later and serves a temporary function, could not be the means by which this 

                                                 
43 Berger, “Abraham in den paulinischen Hauptbriefen,” 55. 
44 Cf. Brown, C., “sperma,” in NIDNTT, 77 
45 According to Demarest, B. A., “sperma,” in NIDNTT, 74, the New Testament frequently employs sperma in the 
sense of “offspring” or “posterity.” See Luke 1:55; cf. Gen 17:7; 18:18; 22:17; Mic 7:20; Acts 7:5 f.; cf. Gen 12:7; 
17:8; Deut 2:5), Isaac (Rom 9:7; cf. Gen 21:12; Heb 11:18; cf. Gen 21:12) and David (Acts 13:23).  
46 Cf. Longenecker, The Triumph of Abraham’s God, 133. 
47 Cf. Brewer, D. I., Techniques and Assumptions in Jewish Exegesis before 70 CE (Tübingen, 1992) 14. 
48 Brewer, Techniques and Assumptions, 15 
49 Cf. Lightfoot, Galatians, 142; Pereira, “The Galatian Controversy in the Light of the Targums,” 27. 
50 Cf. Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (London, 1956), 440. 
51 Cf. Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, 441; Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis, 124. 
52 Cf. Esler, Galatians, 193. 
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divine will to grant the promise to Jews and Gentiles alike can come about, since it divides 
humanity into families. On the contrary, to be in Christ, to have put on Christ in baptism (3:27), 
which the Galatians have already done, means to be allied with the seed of Abraham. Having put 
on Christ, the Galatians are now children of Abraham. 

Conclusion 

Paul’s argument here is complete. From one point of view, the emphasis is on continuity, on the 
sameness of God, who, in sending Christ, fulfils covenantal promises. By drawing on the 
Abrahamic covenantal traditions and by interpreting these traditions, Paul stresses the aspect of 
the promise. From another point of view, there is the otherness of the relationship with God. This 
is indicated when faith in Christ determines belonging to the community (cf. 3:26-28; 4:1-7). 
Because Paul sees the Christ-Event and the encounter of the presence of God in the Spirit as a 
sign of validity, Paul can emphasise the validity of God’s promise. In this way, Paul refutes the 
arguments of the opponents that the Galatians must accept circumcision and the law to inherit the 
promises. For Paul, faith is the only way of becoming the legitimate sons and daughters of 
Abraham and of sharing his promises. This has been God’s intended means of salvation from the 
beginning;53 and this remains God’s intended means of salvation even in our day. 

Seen in this light, Paul’s hermeneutics of the faith of Abraham gives us some ideas to ponder on 
as we deal with the crises of faith today. Among other things, Paul emphasises that the 
relationship with God that requires the assent of faith is primarily at God’s initiative. Faith is a 
gift from God, freely given, and freely accepted. It is neither induced nor extracted. Abraham’s 
faith consists in the act of accepting God on God’s own terms, and dealing with God on those 
terms. By de-emphasising the sacrifice of Isaac as the reason for Abraham’s justification, Paul 
while not under-estimating the testing that comes to the person of faith, emphasises that 
relationship with God does not result from this testing. Granted, we all will be tested if we 
believe. But God does not necessarily relate to us on account of our withstanding or 
notwithstanding these tests. He would wish that we stand firm as Abraham; but he will also 
continue to deal with us even if we do not. How this relates to the “do that I may do” mentality, 
propagated today in the name of faith, stands to be question. 

Again, to believe the way of Abraham means to accept God on God’s own terms. Even the often-
cited attempted sacrifice of Isaac is an intrinsic part of these terms. That Abraham was willing to 
do away with the agent for the fulfilment of the promise shows his preference of the God of the 
promise to what was promised. The promise was not the object of his worship or of his religious 
devotion. He believed God, not what God promised; and it was this that was counted for him as 
righteousness. How distant Abraham’s way of believing is from the tendency to impose their 
wills and caprices on God characteristic of most of his acclaimed sons and daughters today is 
self-evident. 

Furthermore, Paul’s hermeneutics of the blessings promised Abraham necessarily lead to a form 
of inclusiveness. Paul fights against those who would want to use Abraham’s fatherhood to 
justify their privileged position to the exclusion of others. Today, he would question the type of 
faith used to promote the superiority of an individual or group with reference to positions of 
privileges to the exclusion of others. Both Gentiles and Jews are children of Abraham because 

                                                 
53 Cf. Hong, I., “Law and Covenant in Gal 3:1-14,” 173. 
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both groups can accept God on God’s terms just as Abraham did. Can we, the professed children 
of Abraham of today say of ourselves what Paul would have wished of his audience?:  

For all of you are the children of God, through faith, in Christ Jesus, since every 
one of you that has been baptised has been clothed in Christ. There can be neither 
Jew nor Greek, there can be neither slave nor freeman, there can be neither male 
nor female—for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And simply by being Christ's, you 
are that progeny of Abraham, the heirs named in the promise (Gal 3:26-29). 
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Giving to the Poor (2 Cor 8:1-9): An Expression of Faith for New Evangelisation 

Cletus U. Obijiaku 

 

1.  Introduction 

Despite the recently publicized economic crises, the world is developing and growing in its 
finances and resources. Some individuals and institutions accumulate more and more wealth 
while some are nearly on the verge of financial strangulation, due to one handicap or the other. 
Many of these disadvantaged individuals and institutions struggle to break this jinx of poverty 
but in many cases to no avail. It is more excruciating when the rich usurp what by right belongs 
to the poor. Many of the poor have lost their faith as they watch this scenario and feel helpless 
even in the presence of the evangelisers. This is the scenario where the new evangelisation is 
supposed to be taking place for the propagation of faith.  

A portion of the English language summary of the final message of the Synod of Bishops on 
“The New Evangelisation for the Transmission of the Christian Faith,” which took place in 
Rome from October 7 to October 28, 2012 reads:  “Finally, it [the message] indicates two 
expressions of a life of faith, which are especially meaningful for new evangelisation: 
contemplation, where silence allows for the better reception of the Word of God, and service to 
the poor, in the view of recognising Christ in their faces.”1 Prompted by this recommendation, 
this paper reflects on 2 Corinthians 8:1-9. St Paul founded the Christian community in Corinth, a 
city which was economically well-off in comparison with the poor suffering Church in 
Jerusalem. Concerned with the poor condition of the Jerusalem Church, Paul reminded the rich 
Gentile communities always of their spiritual obligation to help her.2 Renewed concern for the 
poor is necessary in the twenty-first century evangelisation. This paper argues that if the agents 
of the new evangelisation are to let their own faith blossom and impact on the faith of the 
numerous poor and suffering people, recommitment to their cause in the form of “giving” is a 
spiritual obligation, which nourishes both the faith of the giver and the receiver.  

2.  Who are the Poor? 

There are many terms used in the OT to denote the poor (’ebhyon, Exod 23:6; dal, Exod 23:3; 
‘āni, Exod 22:25; ānāw, Num 12:3, etc). Firstly, these terms mean practically “poor, oppressed, 
weak, impoverished, needy, etc.” Secondly, they sometimes imply being faithful to, and humble 
before, God. Most especially, the term ānāw has a religious and moral significance –  the poor, 
the lowly, the meek and the humble of Yahweh.3 In the NT, ptochos is almost the frequent and 
exclusive word for “poor” (Mark 14:7; Luke 4:18; 6:20; Matt 5:3, Rom 15:26). We have also 
penēs in 2 Corinthians 9:9 and penichros in Luke 21:2. As in the OT ānāw, the NT ptochos could 
also refer to the humble of Yahweh. In this paper, the focus is not on this set of the poor but on 
those who are materially poor, who could equally be among the ānāwîm of Yahweh.  

 

                                                 
1  Vatican Information Service (VIS), “Final Message of the Synod on New Evangelisation,” available at 
“http://visnews-en.blogspot.de/ , 26/10/12, accessed on 27/08/13 
2 Wolfgang Schrage, Der Erste Brief an die Korinther: 1 Kor 15,1-16,24,  Evangelishe-Katholischer Kommentar 
zum Neuen Testament, VII/4 (Düsseldorf: Benziger Verlag AG, 2001) 434. 
3 S.v. “ānāw” in Brown, F., S. R. Driver and A. Briggs, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (2nd 
Print; Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996) 776. 
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3.  Exegetical Interpretation of the 2 Corinthians 8:1-9 

According to J. W. Carter, “Members of the Jerusalem church were persecuted by the rest of the 
Jewish community. They were disowned by their families and Jewish friends; they were fired 
from their jobs, and were not allowed to take part in the general economic activity.  They were 
not allowed to own land, buy and sell, etc.  This stress placed them in a particular point of 
need.”4 This information is indirectly corroborated in the story of the man born blind, whom 
Jesus healed in John 9. The parents of the healed blind man were afraid to acknowledge the 
miracle openly for the fear of being ostracized (cf. v. 22). The aposynagōgos genētai of John 
9:22 entails excommunication (John 12:42; 16:2). The situation worsened after the ascension of 
Christ (John 15:20). The hardship could also be linked to the years of draught experienced in 
Judea in the middle of 40s of the 1st Century. 

Among all the NT texts that deal with giving to the poor, 2 Corinthians, chapters 8 and 9, bring 
out more clearly the theology of giving for the sake of evangelization. This paper sees 8:1-9 as 
the core of the two chapters, and so exegetically analyses it, using it to make a case for a 
recommitment to the poor in the new evangelization.  

 

a)  Grace… to the Churches of Macedonia (Charin…ekklēsiais tēs Makedonias), vv. 1-2 

The ancient Roman provinces of the Greeks were Macedonia and Achaia, Macedonia being the 
leading province. The Macedonian cities that Paul visited include Neapolis, Philippi, 
Amphipolis, Thessalonica, Beorea and Apollonia; while those of Achaia included Athens, 
Corinth and Cenchrae.  

Paul’s first entrance into Macedonia with his companions (Timothy, Silas and Luke) was during 
his second missionary journey, when he visited the first district, Philippi, through the port of 
Neapolis (Acts 16:9-12). This was the first city that received the gospel in Europe. Paul left 
Macedonia for Achaia due to Jewish hostilities (Act 17:15), but he sent Timothy back to 
Thessalonica (1 Thess 3:1-2) and Silas to some other parts of Macedonia so as to ensure the 
survival of the Christian faith in the region. They only joined him quite much later in Corinth 
(Acts 18:5; 1 Thess 3:16). The very first letter that Paul wrote was addressed to the 
Thessalonians. From the tune of the letter, there is evidence that the faith spread rapidly and 
genuinely: the converts were examples to all believers in Macedonia and Achaia (1 Thess 1:7); 
their love was outstanding (1 Thess 4:10); they became heralds of the Word; and their faith in 
God was widely known (1 Thess 1:18).5 

2 Corinthians, which is written most probably in Philippi, brings out more of Paul’s sentiments 
with regard to the Churches in the province of Macedonia. The phrase, hē kata bathous ptōcheia 
autōn (8:2), translated as “their poverty reaching down into the depths,” is a figurative 
expression for “their extreme poverty”6. Despite their hardship and poverty, they were known for 
to ploutos tēs haplotētos (the wealth of generosity, v. 2). Haplotēs ordinarily means “ simplicity, 

                                                 
4 J. W. Carter, “2 Corinthians 8:1-9:15: Be Generous,” in http://www.biblicaltheology.com/2co/2co_08_01.html, 
accessed 29/08/13.  
5 ISBE Bible Dictionary, “Macedonia” in BibleWorks 7.0 CD-rom (Norfolk, VA: BibleWorks). 
6 S.v. “Bathos” in W. Bauer, Arndt, W. F. and  F. W. Gingrich, trans. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (2nd ed.; Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979) 130 
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sincerity, frankness” (2 Cor 1:12; Eph 6:5; Col 3:22). It could also mean “devotion” (2 Cor 
1:12). In Romans 12:8 and 2 Corinthians 9:11-13, it has the nuance of “giving to others 
ungrudgingly and freely.” This is the meaning it has in this verse. The zeal of the Church in 
Achaia (though not then yet practically realised) stirred up the Macedonians to great generosity 
(2 Cor 9:2).  

As Paul was in Thessalonica, the Philippians contributed to his needs more than once (Phil 4:16), 
and likewise, when he was in Corinth (Phil 4:15; 2 Cor 11:9). Paul did not allow any other 
Church to contribute to his own needs, except the Philippians. This manifests his affection for, 
and confidence in, them. Even when Paul had left them for a long time and was in prison in 
Rome, the Philippians sent Epaphroditus to him with some gifts (Phil 4:10). It seems that, of all 
the Pauline communities, Paul loved them most.  

The Jews that Paul and his companions meet in Beroea were more noble-minded than those in 
Thessalonica. Many believed their teaching after careful introspection (Acts 17:10, 11), though 
not without persecutions. As Paul and his companions were persecuted in Philippi (Acts 16:22-
40), in Thessalonica (17:5-9), and in Beroea (17:14-15), the converts also were afflicted. So the 
Macedonian Christians were en pollē dokimē thlipseōs (in many ordeals of afflictions, v. 2). 
Nevertheless, some members, both from the Philippian and Beroean communities, accompanied 
Paul during his last journey to Jerusalem (Acts 20:4). 

All this history and faith expressions of the Macedonians could have been in Paul’s mind as he 
talks of tēn charin tou Theou (the grace of God) granted to the Macedonian churches. Charis is 
theologically rich. It means “grace, kindness, mercy, goodwill” (Acts 2:47). It also means “a 
special manifestation of divine presence, activity, power or glory” (2 Cor 8:1; 9:8), “gift, favour, 
blessing” (Rom 4:4,16; 1 Cor 16:3), and “thanks, gratitude, graciousness (2 Cor 9: 15; Col 4:6; 1 
Tim 1:12).”7 All these meanings are related, with the basic fact that charis has to do with the 
divine activity in human beings and the effects it produces. The Macedonians’ faith, love, 
affection, generosity and steadfastness in affliction were all graces from God.  

b) True Giving is kata dynamin…authairetoi (According to Ability …Freely), vv. 3-5 

In verse 3, Paul presumes the subject and the main action already in verses 1-2. The issue is that 
hē haplotēs (the generosity) of the Macedonians is abundant and overflowing. From testimony, 
they gave kata dynamin…kai para dynamin (according to ability…and beyond ability, v. 3). 
Dynamis often has the meaning, “force, strength, power” (Acts 1:8; Col 1:11; Rom 1:4; Rom 
8:38), ability (2 Cor 1:8; Matt 25:15). It can also mean “miracle” (Matt 11:20; 2 Cor 12:12). The 
Macedonians gave according to their ability and even beyond their ability. Moreover their 
generosity was authairetoi. This adjective appears only in this verse and in verse 17 in the NT. It 
emphasises an act done out of one’s free will, of one’s own accord.  

Verse 4 demonstrates that the Macedonians even saw the opportunity of giving to the poor as a 
privilege, begging (deomenoi) for it, meta pollēs paraklēseōs (with much appeal). Though 
paraklēsis can mean “exhortation, encouragement” (Rom 12:8; 1 Thess 2:3; Acts 13:15), or 
“comfort, consolation” (Acts 4:36; Phlm 7; 2 Cor 1:3-7), here, as in verse 17, it means “appeal, 
request.” They were asking for tēn charin kai tēn koinōnian tēs diakonias tēs eis tous hagious 
(the grace and participation in the ministry to the holy ones).  

                                                 
7 S.v. “Charis” in UBS Lexicon, Bibleworks 7.0; cf also W. Bauer, et al. Greek-English Lexicon, 877. 
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Wolfgang Schrage, interpreting a similar text, 1 Corinthians 16:1-4, opines that the logeia in 
verse 1 and 2 is not referring to church tax, which is obligatory and enforceable, but to donation 
done out of free will, having its synonym as charis (1 Cor 16:3; 2 Cor 8:4ff), koinōnia (Rom 
15:26), diakonia (Rom 15:31; 2 Cor 8:4; 9:1), leitourgia (2 Cor 9:12) and eulogia (2 Cor 9:5).8 
In the same vein, Ulrich Wilckens interprets Romans 15:25-28: The contribution is a solidarity 
action which Paul had organized in his communities (1 Cor 16:1-4; 2 Cor 8:f.) for the support of 
the poor in Jerusalem; hoi hagioi is the name used often for Christians as baptized people; tous 
ptōchous tōn hagiōn is a partitive genitive indicating the poor among the Christians in Jerusalem; 
and as in 2 Cor 8:4 and 9:13, the collection is koinōnia.9 The collection is an active expression of 
concern for the poor and so it is a realisation of the communion between the giver and the 
receiver, a means of bridging the gap between the rich and the poor. According to Frank J. 
Matera, if Jerusalem Christians accept the collection from the Gentile Christians, it is a 
legitimisation of the Torah-free gospel, which Paul preached among the Gentiles, and therefore 
an external sign of the koinōnia between the Jews and Gentiles.10 The force of eudokēsan in 
Romans 15:27 is pointing to the fact that the collection is as a result of the freewill decision of 
the Gentile Churches, who fulfilled the obligatory duty they had towards their Jerusalem 
counterparts, from whom the spiritual gift, the gospel, came to them. The obligation is, however, 
not according to human law, but according to the Spirit (Rom 8:12-13).11 Brendan Byrne points 
out Paul’s afortiori logic here in verse 27 (cf. also Rom 5:8-10, 15, 17; 8:32; 11:24): If the Jews 
shared with the Gentiles the superior spiritual blessing, the Gentiles are obliged to share their 
material possession with them.12 

2 Cor 8:5 points out what ignites true giving. The Macedonians gave themselves prōton tō 
Kypriō kai hēmin (first to the Lord and to us). Immersing oneself in the Lord through 
contemplation makes one realize to thelēma Theou (the will of God). One discovers the 
temporality and the fluidity of material possessions, and then uses them to serve others.   

c)  Hina kai en Chariti perisseuēte (That also in Grace You may Excel), vv. 6-8 

In verses 1-5, Paul presents the Macedonians’ diakonia to the poor rhetorically and 
hyperbolically as a challenge to the Corinthians.13 As from verse 6, attention turns solely to the 
Corinthians. Titus, a Greek, could have joined Paul right from the first missionary journey, for 
his mention in Gal 2:3 implies that he was among the “others” who went for the Jerusalem 
Council (Act 15:2) after the first mission.  He was the one that Paul sent to Corinth to deal with 
their problems (2 Cor 12:18) and eventually to organise their collections. For Thomas Schmeller, 
the arrangement for a collection in 1 Cor 16:1-4 for the Church in Jerusalem was halted 
obviously because of the conflict between Paul and the Corinthians. It was tabled again for 

                                                 
8 Wolfgang Schrage, Der Erste Brief an die Korinther: 1 Kor 15,1-16,24,  Evangelishe-Katholischer Kommentar 
zum Neuen Testament, VII/4 (Düsseldorf: Benziger Verlag AG, 2001), 426. 
9
 Ulrich Wilckens, Der Brief an die Römer, 12-16 (Evangelische-Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, 

VI/3; Köln: Benziger Verlag 1982) 124-128. 
10 Frank J. Matera, Galatians (Sacra Pagina, vol. 9; Daniel J. Harrington; Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical 
Press, 1992) 83. 
11 Ulrich Wilckens, Der Brief an die Römer, 12-16, 127-128.  
12 Brendan Byrne, Romans (Sacra Pagina, vol. 6; ed. Daniel J. Harrington; Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical 
Press, 1996) 441. 
13 Jan Lambrecht, Second Corinthians (Sacra Pagina, vol. 8) 141. 

143



 

discussion in 2 Cor 8:1-9, after the reconciliation which 2 Cor 7:5-12 affirms.14 The collection is 
again called charis (v. 6). Titus was mandated to complete this project, which he had previously 
started. Epiteleō means “to end, finish” (Rom 15:28); “to complete, perform, bring about” (2 Cor 
7:1; Heb 9:6). This is the meaning of this verb in both verses 6 and 11.  

The verb, perisseuō, occurs twice in verse 7. It can mean “to be abundantly present, highly rich, 
to overflow (Luke 21:4; 2 Cor 1:5; 2 Cor 3:9; 8:2).” But in this verse, it means “to excel, be 
prominent or outstanding (1 Cor 14:12; Col 2:7).” Paul affirms that the Corinthians were rich in 
many virtues. Paul’s first evangelization in Corinth (Acts 18:1-18), although seemingly an 
unsuccessful venture, given the opposition he faced and his apparently cursing remarks against 
them (Act 18:6), was a huge success. He established a strong community in Corinth. The 
synagogue leader, Crispus, together with his family and many other Corinthians were converted 
and baptized (v. 8). Paul stayed for one year and six months in Corinth. Michael Hesemann, 
commenting on this stay, which lasted until about March 52 AD, stressed that in no other place 
until then did Paul record such an amount of success, winning so many people for Christ.15 In 
verse 7, Paul could therefore talk about their spiritual riches: Pistis (faith), logos (word, speech), 
gnōsis (knowledge), spoudē (enthusiasm, diligence) and agapē (love, affection).  

Onwukeme elaborates on the material wealth of Corinth,16 which had also its concomitant vices. 
Hesemann hints: “In der ganzen Antike war sie verrufen als Ort des Reichtums und des Lasters, 
des Protzes und der Gier nach dem schnellen Geld.”17 Corinthians ceramics was well desired in 
the whole region. It could have been a source of great riches. Paul could have also had in mind 
this material wealth of the Corinthians. The Christians among them were equally rich. They are 
being exhorted to use it to excel “in grace,” that is, the collection for the poor, which Titus was 
organising among them. 

In verse 8a, Paul emphasises that he is not commanding the generosity of the Corinthians. The 
translation of verse 8b is quite difficult due to its syntax. The present participle dokimazōn 
(testing, examining) seems to stand for the main action. Paul is examining the genuineness of 
their love through the enthusiasm of others. In other words, Paul wants the Corinthians to show 
that their love is genuine by sharing in the enthusiasm of others, and even surpassing it, with 
respect to the collection for the poor. 

d)   The Example of Jesus Christ, v. 9 

As verse 1 refers to the charis (divine action and its effect) among the Macedonians, verse 9 
makes recourse to the charis of Christ, and so a unitary inclusio is formed. The charis of the 
Macedonians is a good model for giving to the poor, but that of Christ is a perfect model, for 
though he was divine or rich (plousios), he became human or poor (eptōcheusen) so that in his 
humanity or poverty (ptōcheia), humanity may be divinised or may become rich. For Lambrecht, 
the verb ptōcheuō and the noun ptōcheia indicate the destitution of a beggar rather than to the 
less severe poverty of a penes (poor person).18 “As Christ became poor for our sakes, so it is 
                                                 
14 Thomas Schmeller, Der Zweite Brief an die Korinther (1,1-7,4) (Evangelisch-Katholischer Kommentar zum 
Neuen Testament; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchen Verlage, 2010) 15. 
15 Michael Hesemann, Paulus von Tarsus: Archäologen auf den Spuren des Völkerapostels (Augsburg: Sankt Ulrich 
Verlag, 2008) 156. 
16 Onwukeme Victor, Being All Things to All People (Gwagwalada-Abuja: Sir Kuf Ventures, 2013) 257-258. 
17 “In the whole Antiquity, it was famous as a place of riches and vices, of the wealthy and greed for quick money,” 
cf. Hesemann, 156.  
18 Jan Lambrecht, Second Corinthians (Sacra Pagina, vol. 8) 137. 
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fitting for the Corinthians to share their possessions with those [sic] less fortunate (2 Cor 
9:12).”19 

4.  The Theological Import of Giving to the Poor  

The Macedonians saw “giving” as charis from God and an opportunity of koinōnia in the 
diakonia of the saints, which has its concomitant blessings. “It [ koinōnia] can mean “fellowship” 
but also means partnership with and participation in something. The Macedonians were not 
reluctant partners but churches wanting to be part of this act of grace, to participate in something 
that God was doing.”20 This is an aspect of the theological understanding of giving to the poor.  

Paul puts forward the “grace” of Jesus Christ to the Corinthians as the basis and an example of 
all “graces:” Jesus Christ from eternity was the divine logos, who shared all divine infinite 
attributes, but his self-giving to humanity through the incarnation for the sake of its salvation 
subjected him to human limitation. He became poor and suffered like any other humans. But it 
was this self-giving that resulted in the enrichment or the salvation of humanity, and at the same 
time the highest exaltation of Jesus. This gives the theological bedrock of all genuine giving. The 
Christological hymn in Philippians 2:6-11 gives the result of Christ’s self-giving to humanity. 
Vincent P. Branick describes it as a moral exhortation, which expresses the roots of all 
morality.21 

Bonhoeffer, interpreting 1 Cor 16:2 says that each person, rich or poor, is to give according to 
what he earns, not because the Church needs money but for “the good of the person himself.”22 
This, I suppose, is because the act of giving improves one’s spiritual life. It sets into motion the 
grace of God in one. Commenting on Gal 2:10, Franz Mußner opines that the collection that Paul 
organised demonstrates a practical care for the poor, which brings to expression the desired 
unity, communion or fellowship among the churches. Such collection does two functions (2 Cor 
9:12): It supplies what the saints are lacking (ta husterēmata tōn hagiōn) and it is a multi-fold 
thanks to God (pollōn eucharistiōn tō Theō).23 Paul postponed his journey to Rome and made 
sure that this communion and sharing between the rich and the poor was sealed and brought to a 
logical conclusion so as to emphasis the indispensability of this aspect of evangelisation. This is 
an expression of faith both in theory and in practice. 

In Joachim Gnilka’s exposition of Philippians 4:10-18, Paul states unambiguously the most 
important thing about the Philippians’ gift to him. It is not the material gift that matters but the 
spiritual reward that accrues to them. So, in the long run, it is the donor that is really the receiver 
of the gift of the highest worth (cf. John 4:10). Joachim Gnilka finds the main import of the 
numerous business terms in verse 17 in the term karpos (fruit), which refers to ‘profit or 
income.” It has an eschatological meaning, referring to the harvest of the last days. This fruit is 
the fruit of righteousness (Phil 1:11).  It is not the material gift that brings spiritual fruit but the 

                                                 
19 Raymond F. Collins, First Corinthians (Sacra Pagina, vol. 7) 586. 
20 The Diocese of Liverpool,  “Corinthians Sermon Notes, 2005” available at  
http://www.givingingrace.org/preaching/Corinthians/corinth001.pdf, accessed 31/08/13. 
21 Vincent P. Branick, “The Christology of Philippians 2,” in The Bible Today (May/June 2013), 147-152, 147. 
22 Bonhoeffer in Wolfgang Schrage, Der Erste Brief an die Korinther: 1 Kor 15,1-16,24 (Evangelishe-Katholischer 
Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, VII/4; Düsseldorf: Benziger Verlag AG, 2001) 436. 
23  Franz Mußner, Der Galaterbrief (Herder Theologischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament; Freiburg im 
Breisgau: Verlag Herder, Fünfte Erweitere Auflage, 1988) 126. 
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Christian and brotherly phronein (concern, care, 4:10) from which the gift comes. The more one 
practices this phronein the greater his karpos will be on the last day.24  

5.  The Mission to the Poor 

It is Yahweh’s inclination to the poor and the oppressed that necessitated the very foundation of 
Jewish nation and religion. God saw the misery of his people in Egypt, heard their cry, became 
aware of their suffering and came down to rescue them (Exod 3:7-8). 

Some legislation was made for the sake of the poor. In the Deuteronomic Code, there is a 
command to eliminate poverty, even though it will always persist (Deut 15:4, 11). Giving to the 
poor is obligatory and must be done heartily and open-handedly (Deut 15:7-10). The daily 
essentials taken from them as pledges must be returned before sunset; and as workers, they must 
not be exploited (Deut 24:6, 13-10, 17), whether they are foreigners or indigenes (Deut 24:14-
15). Some farm produce should be left purposely for the needy (Deut 24:19-22). Every third-year 
tithe belongs to the needy (Deut 14:28-29; 26:12). The poor could appeal against those who 
neglect or oppress them, and the culprits will incur punishment (Deut 15:9; 24:15). Their 
oppressors should remember that they were once “slaves” (Deut 24:18, 22). 

In the Priestly Code, there are also some provisions: Lend to the poor with no interest (Exod 
22:25; Lev 25:35-37). All that grow in the fallow land during the sabbatical year belongs to the 
poor (Exod 23:11). They can use cheaper items for offering in the temple (Lev 5:7; 12:8). 

The psalmists and the prophets emphasise always the duty to the poor (Psa 41:1; 112:9; Isa 58:7; 
Ezek 18:17). The Good News is first of all meant for the liberation of the poor and the afflicted 
(Isa 61:1-2). The sages have much regard for the poor: The poor and the rich are equal before 
God; and even the righteous poor soar above the godless rich (Eccl 4:13; Prov 19:1, 22; 22:1, 2). 
The poor are not to be mocked (Prov 17:5). The one who gives to the poor will be blessed (Prov 
22:9).  

In the NT, Jesus begins his mission by quoting Isa 61:1-2 in Luke 4:18; and the proof of his 
being the Messiah is that the Good News is being preached to the poor (Matt 11:5; Luke 7:22). 
His sermon on the mount is mainly a pronouncement of beatitude on those who are poor and are 
being oppressed (Luke 6:20-22; cf. Matt 5:3; Jam 2:5-6). Jesus makes giving to the poor a sine-
qua-non for discipleship and having treasure in heaven (Matt 19:22; Luke 18:22). Zacchaeus, 
after his conversion, promises to share his fortune with the poor (Luke 19:8). The most adequate 
invitation to banquets are the ones given to the poor and the physically challenged (Luke 14:13, 
21). The first deacons were ordained for the service of the poor (Acts 6:1-6). For James, faith 
that has no expression in the service of the poor is dead (Jam 2:14-17).  

6.  Diakonia to the Poor as an Expression of Faith 

In his first encyclical and Lenten Message, Pope Francis delineates the relationship between faith 
and charity. Faith is knowing, accepting and adhering to the truth; and “charity is “walking” in 
the truth. Through faith we enter into friendship with the Lord, through charity this friendship is 
lived and cultivated.”25 The zeal to proclaim the gospel and awaken faith in the people must be 
connected with the charitable concern for the poor. John Paul II emphasises that that concern for 
                                                 
24 Joachim Gnilka, Der Philipperbrief (Herders theologischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, Vierte Auflage; 
Freiburg: Herder, 1987) 179. 
25 Vatican Information Service, Year XXIII - N° 23 “Believing In Charity Calls Forth Charity: Papal Message For 
Lent 2013” (01/0/13). 
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the poor is at the heart of Church’s mission, and that the Church should be the Church of the 
poor.26 God defends the poor; and the mission of the Church, first and foremost, aims at them. 
Their evangelisation is an excellent sign and proof of the mission of Jesus.27 It is faith inspired 
by the gospel that awakens the true charity, and the greatest work of charity is evangelisation 
itself. It is possible for one to give gifts without love, but it is not possible for one to love without 
a practical expression in gifts of any kind (Amy Carmichael). Pope Paul VI points out that 
evangelisation is incomplete if it does not take into account the interplay of the Gospel and 
people’s concrete life:  

Peoples, as we know, engaged with all their energy in the effort and struggle to 
overcome everything which condemns them to remain on the margin of life: 
famine, chronic disease, illiteracy, poverty, injustices in international relations 
and especially in commercial exchanges, situations of economic and cultural neo-
colonialism sometimes as cruel as the old political colonialism. The Church, as 
the bishops repeated, has the duty to proclaim the liberation of millions of human 
beings, many of whom are her own children - the duty of assisting the birth of 
this liberation, of giving witness to it, of ensuring that it is complete. This is not 
foreign to evangelization.28 

When one gives gifts, one partakes in the dissemination of God’s love. One becomes a channel 
of God’s grace. According to Pope Francis, the light of faith makes one not to forget the 
sufferings of this world; “so it was with Saint Francis of Assisi and the Leper, or with Blessed 
Mother Teresa of Calcutta and her poor.”29 When one understands that the desire to give comes 
from God’s gracious prompting, one naturally longs to fulfil that desire. It is no longer a question 
of having the other cringe at one’s feet before one gives; instead one looks and begs for an 
opportunity to let out the flame of love, which God has ignited, otherwise one becomes dead like 
the Dead Sea, which is dead because, though it receives fresh water from River Jordan, it has no 
channel through which to give out. This is why the Macedonians begged for a koinōnia in the 
ministry to the poor (v. 4). It is like the case of Jeremiah, who could not but speak God’s word 
that was burning like fire in him (Jer 20:7-9). “Giving is a litmus test of faith. It was Martin 
Luther who said that we need three conversions: of the heart…of the mind …and of the purse. 
He comments that if faith has not touched our purse or wallets, then it is likely that it has not 
adequately penetrated either the heart or the mind.” 30 This is in line with Billy Graham’s 
comments that a chequebook is a theological document that tells what one believes in.  

Paul was not only organizing collections for the poor but was also ready to make his own 
personal financial contributions to the cause of the poor. In Philemon 18-19, Paul undertook to 
offset the financial debt of Onesimus to Philemon. Based on the force of apotinein, which is a 
legally technical term for payment of fine and damages (v. 19), and the double emphasis on this 
payment, Peter Stuhlmacher opines that Paul was willing to compensate Philemon for the 

                                                 
26 John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio, Encyclical Letter (December 07, 1990) no 60. 
27 Ibid, no. 60. 
28 Paul VI, Evangelium Nuntiandi, Apostolic Exhortation (December 08, 1975) no. 30. 
29 Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, Encyclical Letter (June 29, 2013, no. 57; Enugu: Black Belt Konzult, 2013), 82. 
30 The Diocese of Liverpool,  “Corinthians Sermon Notes, 2005” available at  
http://www.givingingrace.org/preaching/Corinthians/corinth001.pdf, accessed 31/08/13. 
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productive-time and money lost due to Onesimus’ escape.31 All these were to render the 
propagation of faith effective.  

7.  The Nigerian Situation 

By committing themselves to the work of charity to the poor, the evangelisers in Nigeria can let 
their faith blossom and at the same time nurture the faith of many. Nigeria is a very rich country, 
but the wealth is in the hand of a few individuals. In addition to the grace of God, some became 
rich through their hard work; some have the opportunity to enjoy the money in government and 
politics; and some others became rich through frauds of all kinds.32 Many of these people in the 
echelon of Nigerian society always like to identify with the clergy and evangelisers of all kinds, 
the so-called “men of God.” Evangelisers equally seek to align with these rich individuals. On 
both sides of the divide, some long for this identification for selfish interests.  

This paper is challenging all evangelisers in Nigeria to heed the cry of the poor. They have to use 
the opportunity of mixing with the rich to preach the urgency of genuine charity to the poor as 
Paul did in Corinth. Evangelisers have to aim at transforming so many a rich man’s mentality on 
wealth from being “an acquisition for self-aggrandizement” to “God’s grace that is meant for the 
common good.” They can equally lead rich fraudsters like Zacchaeus to conversion. This is 
nurturing faith in the rich. When this faith is put into action through charity, the poor will 
experience more practically God’s love; and consequently this will deepen their faith in God.  

It is the onus of all Christian individuals and groups to give for the sake of evangelisation. Rich 
parishes and dioceses should help poor ones, and likewise rich nations in respect of the poor 
ones. For any meaningful new evangelisation, the status quo, where many evangelisers simply 
accumulate wealth from the rich for themselves, has to change. As far as faith is concerned, this 
attitude impoverishes the evangelisers themselves, the rich and also the poor. 

8. Conclusion 

It was God’s mission to the poor that kick-started the entire salvation history. It will be a 
herculean task to convince a hungry and oppressed person, who is denied of his right, that God 
loves him and that he should have faith in God. Evangelisation therefore calls for a spiritually 
obligatory charity to the poor that will lead to their empowerment. This is keeping the charis of 
God active. This charity can equally come from one’s deep poverty, following the example of 
the Macedonians, who gave according to their ability and even beyond. The perfect example of 
giving to the poor is Christ’s giving of himself to save humanity. Evangelisers should serve as a 
medium for breaching the gap between the rich and the poor, and forming a good Christian 
community and fellowship.  

In a country like ours, where there is a teaming number of the poor, who hardly have enough to 
eat, the new evangelisation will have much meaning when the Church redirects her attention 
towards them. Church ministers have the opportunity to dine and wine with the rich, as Paul 
could have done in Corinth, but Paul used the opportunity, not to accumulate personal wealth but 
for the cause of the poor. This would make a great project for the new evangelization. 

                                                 
31 Peter Stuhlmacher, Der Brief an Philemon (Evangelische-Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, XVIII; 
Köln: Benziger Verlag, 1981) 49. 
32 One of the fastest ways to become rich in Nigeria is through politics. Recently it was reported that the Nigerian 
senators are the highest paid in the world. Femi Ajayi, “Nigeria Senator Makes N498,630.13  a Day, What 
University Professor Does Not Make In A Month!” in Nigeriaworld, 20/08/13, accessed 07/09/13. 
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