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WHGC 

The Gospel of Luke 

Day 2, Chapters 11-24 

J. Stark 

 

But there are also many other things that 

Jesus did; if every one of them were written 

down, I suppose that the world itself could 

not contain the books that would be written. 

–John 21:24-5. 

 

Objective:  

 

To discuss and analyze the relationship of truth and the sacred in the Gospel of Luke. 

 

Approach: 

 

In the Gospel of Luke, as in all the philosophical and religious texts we have studied 

in WHGC, knowledge or insight depends upon, is fundamentally shaped by, the ways 

that knowledge or insight is achieved. Each text teaches a method of interpretation, a 

way of approaching the good, the true, the divine…. My primary goal in this class 

meeting will be to explore the ways Luke (and Jesus in the Gospel of Luke) ask to be 

interpreted, especially in connection with Jesus’s parables. My secondary goal (not 

secondary in importance, but I’m not sure we’ll get this far) will be to try to connect 

the interpretation of parables with Christian theology, particularly the association of 

suffering and redemption.  

 

Background: 

 

• God of Moses as a god of laws: core of Hebrew Bible (Torah, five books of Moses) is 

series of laws delivered to Moses by God. From this perspective, narrative sections 

(creation story, Exodus) serve to provide context and to give legitimacy to these laws. 

Judaism fundamentally a religion of memory and interpretation: primary injunction is 

to remember the law, and primary activity is interpretation of God’s law. Jewish 

calendar and worship structured around reading of the Torah (read in sequential 

portions over the course of the year; at Jewish New Year, return to book of Genesis, 

etc.).  

 

• The Gospel of Luke shares a similar structure. Luke as historian: “I too decided, after 

investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for 

you, so that you many know the truth concerning the things about which you have 

been instructed” (1:3-4). “The things about which you have been instructed” could be 

taken to mean the Torah, which means “Instruction.” Luke, then, and New Testament, 

as interpretation of Torah, looking for a truth behind or beyond letter of the law (see 

epigraph from John). 
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• But whereas God of Exodus delivers law in the form of a code, Jesus speaks in 

parables. Insistence throughout Luke on the incomprehension of Jesus’s message. Cf. 

2:50, 9:45,10:21, 17:34 (“But they understood nothing about these things; in fact, 

what he said was hidden from them, and they did not grasp these things”).  

 

•  Short discussion: Consider the difference in the ways the Torah (=instruction, law, 

teaching) and the New/Greek Testament (=testimony as in legal testimony, profession 

of faith, will, from Latin ‘testamentum’ which was used to render Greek ‘diathiki,’ 

meaning covenant) and the Gospels (=God’s spell, word of God) are referred to. 

What do these different “titles” suggest about their respective religious traditions? 

 

Full-class discussion: Why does Jesus speak in parables? 

 

• What is a parable?  

 Close reading of 8:9-10 

The paradox of parable: it purposefully blinds its audience (“...but to others I speak 

in parable, so that ‘looking they may not perceive, and listening they may not 

understand.’”) 

 

• Why would Jesus want to deliver his message in a deliberately obscure manner? 

 

• Comparison of Jesus and Socrates: difficulty/painfulness of shedding ignorance, 

achieving knowledge.  

Possible approach: close reading of 8:17-18: “For nothing is hidden that will not be 

disclosed, nor is anything secret that will not become known and come to light. Then 

pay attention to how you listen…” (my emphasis). As in Plato, it’s less a question of 

what you know than how you know what you think you know. 

 

• Remark insistence throughout Luke that rejection of Christ central to his 

experience/message/truth. Cf. Simeon at 2:35: “This child is destined...to be a sign 

that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed.” Also, 9:21, 

9:44, 17:25, and so on. 

 

Small-group discussions: 

 

• Assign each group a parable and ask them to discuss multiple interpretations of the 

parable. The parables listed below, all from the Day 2 reading, are ones that I think 

might generate particularly rich discussions, either because they are not self-

interpreted by Jesus, or else because the interpretations Jesus offers are provocative 

or obscure. Parables in brackets seem to me less conducive to class discussion, but 

are included here for the sake of completeness: 

  Parable of the Barren Fig Tree (13:6-9) 

  [Parable of the Mustard Seed (13:18-19)] 

  [Parable of the Yeast (13:20-21)] 

  Parable of the Great Dinner (14:15-24) 

  [Parable of Salt (14:34-35)] 
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  Parables of the Lost Sheep and of the Lost Coin (15:1-10) 

  Parable of the Prodigal Son (15:11-32) 

  Parable of the Dishonest Manager (16:1-13) 

  Parable of the Ten Pounds (19:11-27) 

  [Parable of the Widow and the Unjust Judge (18:1-8)] 

  [Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (18:9-14)] 

  [Parable of the Wicked Tenants (20:9-19)] 

  [Lesson of the Fig Tree (21:29-33)] 

   

Concluding discussion: On Sacrifice (some possible questions): 

 

• What overall lessons do the parables deliver? Do you see any patterns? 

Possible avenue of discussion: compare and contrast laws/ethics of Hebrew Bible 

with lessons of parables.  

 

• Think about what Jesus demands of his followers (e.g. “Whoever comes to me and 

does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and 

even life itself, cannot be my disciple” (14:26)). What does he demand and what do 

you think about those demands? 

 

• Why is one of the criminals saved (23:42-43)? What other parts of Gospel of Luke 

prepare for this moment? What does this eleventh-hour salvation mean? [Subtopic: 

Only Luke includes this event. In Matthew, neither criminal saved. In Mark and 

John, no mention of criminals. Beckett reflects on this discrepancy in Waiting for 

Godot (see attached).] 

 

• Why must Jesus suffer? Why is suffering necessary for redemption? 

 

• Speculation: the parables, both in their content and in their form, seem to insist on a 

limit to knowledge. The truth to which gospels testify is one that cannot be contained 

in books (see epigraph). Suspicion of faculty of intelligence: “I thank you, Father, 

Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and 

intelligent and have revealed them to infants” (10:21). Experience of revelation 

linked to sacrifice of “intelligence,” to exposure to something ‘unthinkable.’ 

Suffering as figure for the unthinkable, for an experience that is beyond words.  

 

 

 

 


