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The purpose of this article is twofold. First, it intends to defend the unity of the literary unit Luke 18:2-8. The interpretation of the parable in 18:6-8 is not a Lukan creation but was originally attached to the parable by Jesus. Second, it intends to offer an interpretation of the parable which is consonant with Luke’s introductory comment (18:1) and Jesus’ interpretation in 18:6-8. In light of these purposes, the article is divided into three sections: (1) The Unity of 18:2-8; (2) Textual Analysis of the Unit; and (3) A Parabolic Overview. The last section will place the preceding technical discussions in a proper interpretative framework.

The Unity of Luke 18:2-8

Verse 1. There is a general consensus within critical scholarship that verse 1 is a Lukan preface to the parable proper.
 Indeed, there seems to be no reason to doubt this conclusion given the following considerations: (a) legein eipen parabolen is characteristically Lukan (4:23; 6:39; 12:16; 13:6; 14:7; 15:3; 18:9; 19:11; 20:9, 19; 21:29); (b) the words do not purport to be the words of Jesus; and (c) while the interpretation suggested by verse 1 was the original intent of the parable, the phraseology is reminiscent of the Pauline corpus, a fact which suggests Lukan composition.
 Therefore verse 1 must be seen as a Lukan introduction. This, however, should not cast Luke’s interpretation of the parable
 into an unfavorable light because surely he could have correctly interpreted the parable as well as anyone else. Since resources available to Luke are no longer extant (Luke 1:1-4), his interpretation ought to be given considerable weight.
Verses 6-8a. It is certain that 6a eipen de ho kurios ought to be regarded as Luke’s editorial notation in order to set the parable off from its application. This is a common device found in Luke.
 There is little agreement, however, concerning the authenticity of verses 6b-8a. This authenticity and consequent unity with the parable is defended by Jeremias, Deschryverr, De Ru, Delling and Catchpole among others,
 but is denied by Bultmann, Julicher, and Linnemann.

These are five basic objections against the authenticity: (a) applications to parables are frequently secondary; (b) the parallel parable in Luke 11:5-8 has no such addition; (c) the application alters the intention of the parable, which originally “meant to encourage persistence in prayer”;
 (d) “nowhere else is the application so sharply separated from the parable”; and (e) “The concept of eklektwn is not found in any genuine saying of Jesus.”

Concerning (a), “frequently” does not imply “always.” Every instance must be examined on its own merits. The formula of “parable plus interpretation” is well established in the Old Testament literature (Judges 9:7-20; 2 Sam. 12:1-10; 2 Kings 14:8-10; Isa. 5:1-7; Ezek. 17:1-24).
 (b) Objection assume that Luke 11:5-8 is a parallel, which is sometimes denied.
 In any event, is not Luke 11:9-13 an apt “application” of verses 5-8? For in those verses Jesus answes his audience that God is not like the friend who will not rise to give his friend food. Rather, God gives good gifts to them that ask him. (c) It seems rather strange that Luke would retain both verse 1 and verses 6-8a in his text if they were contradictory. Apparently, Luke saw no tension between the two texts. In reference to objection (d), as was suggested above, verse 6a could be nothing more than Luke’s attempt to call special attention to the ensuing interpretation. Rather than “separating” the parable from verses 6b-8a, it reinforces the continuity and connection between the two statements. Lastly (e) the question of the identity of the elect is raised. Certainly this concept is not foreign to the gospel tradition (cf. Luke 23:25; Mark 13:20,22,27; Matth. 22:14), and there are abundant references to Jesus’ concern for “gathering a community around himself on the basis of response to his word.”
 Even if no other reference to the elect can be observed in the words of Jesus, why could not Jesus have used the term, since it has such a rich Old Testament background (a fact of which Jesus could not have been ignorant; Isa. 42:1; 45:4; 65:9, 22). It will be shown, however, that the concept is appropriate in this context.
The objections to the genuineness of verses 6b-8a are inconsequential. On the other hand, the parable, if it stood alone, would be indeterminate, and thus meaningless. It is a parable which requires an interpretation if it is to have specific meaning. If it is lifted from its Lukan context it can take on any meaning.
 In addition, there is continuity between verses 2-5 and 6-8, as will be demonstrated.

Verse 8b. Since this verse contains a saying concerning the Son of Man, it has often been regarded as secondary. The major reasons for such a judgment are: (a) “The mention of the Son of Man is totally alien to the preceding parable”;
 (b) this is the only example of the association of the Son of Man with faith;
 (c) pistin is “reminiscent of Paul”; (d) the Son of Man is represented as judge, and this is not expressed elsewhere; and (3) plen is a Lukan stylistic pecularity.
 Thus, 8b is often regarded as a Lukan redaction in order to link this parable with the earlier eschatological unit in 17:22-37.

Catchpole argues that “the issue hinges on whether verse 8b does or does not belong to the preceding parable.”
 Marshall sees a close connection, because “the Son of Man is the eschatological vindicator of the elect.”
 This is clearly indicated in Luke 17:24-26, where the Son of Man takes on judicial functions (cf. Luke 21:36; Mark 8:38; Matt. 16:27; 24:30; 25:31). Concerning (e), plen cannot be used to show Lukan composition,
 since it occurs in Matthew (11:22,224; 18:7; 26:39, 64) and Mark (12:32) as well, though it does, admittedly, appear more often in Luke than in the other Synoptics. Though pistin has the article here, this does not necessarily render it Pauline, as is evident if one will compare Matthew 8:10 with Luke 7:9.
 Further, faith is linked with the Son of Man in John 9:35. In fact, “faith” may point back to 17:5 with 18:b concluding the eschatological sayings of 17:22ff.

The authenticity of 18:8b is supported by the close association it has with the Son of Man sayings in 17:22-37.
 In the latter, there is a coming of the Son of Man from heaven (Matt. 234:44, 46 / Luke 12:40, 43; 17:22, 26, 30); it will be of worldwide significance (17:23, 24); and there will be a shortage of some spiritual quality (as in the days of Noah and Lot). These factors are also present in 18:8b, for the Son of Man comes to seek faith upon the earth. The saying of 8b, then, is at least appropriate to the Lukan context. In fact, it will be notes shortly how it is also linked with the parable so that without it the parable would be incomplete.

Textual Analysis of the Literary Unit
Introduction (vs. 1).  Only here and  in verse 9 does Luke preface a parable with meaning. He wishes to indicate the aim or point of the parable before relating it. There may be two reasons for this. First, Luke wanted his readers to view the parable from a particular perspective. If so, the parable, as contended above, may be indeterminate apart from the specific context. Second, as Ash has suggested, these parables (18:2ff.; 18:10ff.) speak to a contemporary problem in the Lukan community, and thus he takes special painst o make the point crystal clear.

Jesus spoke this parable, Luke reports, “with reference to” continued prayer.
 Strack and Billerbeck have assembled evidence which indicates that continuous prayer, in the Jewish mentality, would be obnoxious or annoying to God. Three times a day was considered enough (take a cue from Dan. 6:10).
 Thus, Jesus’ encouragement to pray pantote must be seen in contrast with the contemporary Jewish attitude. Further, this is a call to persistence in prayer, and not to “become weary, tired” or “lose heart, despair.”
 The same term, egkakein, is found in 2  Corinthians 4:1, 16 in reference to the ministry of reconciliation. A. T. Robinson aptly translates it as “to turn coward.”
 These admonitions are directed toward the disciples since there is a continuity between 17:22ff. and 18:1.

Luke, therefore, sees the parable as encouraging persistent prayer. Jeremias thinks that this “can hardly be a correct indication of the aim of the parable.”
 The difference between Luke and Jeremias on the point of the parable is critical. The following analysis intends to establish that Jeremias is mistaken.

The Parable (vss. 2-5).  The discussion of the parable may be divided into four areas of concerns: (a) the character of the widow; (b) the character of the judge; (c) the widow’s demand and the judge’s response; and (d) the motive for the judge’s eventual concession.

First, the widow in scripture is “almost a symbol of helplessness.”
 The plight and care of widows is a constant theme of scripture (Exod. 22:22-24; Deut. 10:18; 24:17; 27:19; Isa. 1:17; 10:2; Job 24:3, 21; Jer. 22:3; Mal. 3:5; Mark 12:40; Acts 6:1; 9:41; James 1:27; 1 Tim. 5:3-15). These passages are rich background for Jesus’ conception of the widow in general. In particular, if God hears the cry of a widow in oppression, his wrath will burn against her adversary (Exod. 22:22-24):  “Cursed be he who perverts the justice due to…the widow” (Deut. 27:19). And Isaiah 10:1-2 refers particularly to those judges who pervert justice that widows may be “their spoil.” In fact, God himself is championed as the “protector of widows” (Psa. 68:5).
 Consequently the widow in the parable must be viewed as the person “in the right.”
Second, the judge in Israel was to be strictly just. Partiality in judging is explicitly condemned (Prov. 24:23; 18:5; Deut. 16:18-20). Yet, perversion of justice was quite common in Israel, as is evident in the prophets (Isa. 10:1-2; Hab. 1:1-4; cf. Exod. 23:6; Eccl. 5:8). Although the judge was the one who was to deal out justice, he was often the one who perverted it.

It is, therefore, surprising to read that Derrett and Crossan regard the judge as basically neutral (impartial). They claim that the phrase “not regarding man” (vss. 2, 4) shows his impartiality in judgment.
 This interpretative move would set the whole parable in an entirely different light.

However, Derrett and Crossan are mistaken. It is explicitly stated that the judge does not fear God, and yet the Old Testament is clear that the fear of God is a necessary prerequisite for administering justice, since God is the judge of all the earth (Prov. 17:15; 24:23-25; Psa. 94:2; 7:8; 89:19). Further, “such a characteristic of the judge produces unfavorable treatment of a widow,” and his ultimate vindication of the widow is seen “as a conscious infringement of his normal principles.”
 Thus, the judge is, as Jesus calls him in verse 6, an unjust (unrighteous) judge.

Third, the widow comes to the judge saying, “Ekdikeson me apo tou antidikou mou.”  The word antidikou refers to a legal opponent or adversary in a lawsuit (cf. Matt. 5:25; Luke 12:58).
 Ekdikeson is a strict legal term meaning “vindicate a person by taking up his cause”
 or “take up my case” as another’s legal representative.
 In fact, Moulton and Milligan cite a papyrus in which a widow needed an ekdikos (a legal representative).
 The widow, therefore, desires legal justice or vindication.
 This, in view of the Old  Testament texts listed above, is a fair request and the proper responsibility of the judge.
The judge’s response is to wait. He refuses for a long time (epi chronon) to give her justice. In the very delay the judge was showing disrespect, not only for the law of God, but for common Jewish practice. According to Dembitz, “the suit of an orphan must always be heard first; next, that of a widow (following Isa. 1:17).”
 Yet the widow persists. The imperfect tense of the verb erchomene indicates that she was constantly (continually) going to the judge with her request. This persistence was her only weapon since most likely she did not have any bribe money.

Finally, the judge gives in to the widow and grants her request (or at least he does so in intention). Jesus is explicitly concerned to point out the motive involved in the judge’s decision (i.e., he said it ‘within himself’). The repeated phrase “I fear neither God nor man” directs the reader not to look for the motive there. Rather, the motive is stated in this way: “so that she won’t eventually wear me out with her coming” (NIV). There are two problems with this subordinate clause.  (1) Should eis telos be construed with erchomene or with hupwpiaze?, and (2) what is the meaning of hupwpiaze?

The difference between the two choices is this. If the prhase is construed with erchomene, then it would be translated:  “Lest coming continually she wear me out” (cf. RV; ASV; AV; NASB; RSV).  If is construed with hupwpiaze, then it would be translated: “Lest coming she at last wear me out” (NIV; NBV). It seems best to opt for the first alternative since it emphasizes the persistence of the widow and erchomene comes between eis telos and hupwpiaze in the Greek sentence.
 This also underscores best her persistence in coming before the judge.

Hupwpiaze literally means to “strike under the eye, give a black eye to,” and occurs only in one other place in the New Testament (1 Cor. 9:27).
 Montefiore gives the metaphorical meaning of “pester”;
 whereas Weiss does not rule out the possibility that the widow might do actual physical harm to the judge in a violent act.
 However, a recent study by Derrett seems to indicate a different sort of meaning.

“She will blacken my face,” a well-known expression throughout the Orient, is not unknown in Hebrew (Lam. 4:8; 5:10; Jer. 8:21; Joel 2:6; Nahum 2:10). “He has blackened my face” means “he has effectively slandered me, or has treated me in such a way that my prestige has fallen; he has, in effect, disgraced me.”

Thus, the judge may be afraid of losing his prominent position.
 It is out of selfish reasons that he answers the widow’s request. It is not his respect for God or for humanity in general which brings him to vindicate the widow, but his own selfish fear of losing his position and prestige.

The parable, then, envisions a widow demanding justice. She is persistent in her request. At first the judge refuses, but then after a while gives in because he is afraid that he will be disgraced publicly. The parable, then, falls within the prophetic picture of the poor widow against the powerful unrighteous judge. This time the widow wins because she is persistent.

The application (vss. 6-8). This discussion is divided into five parts: (a) verse 6; (b) God’s vindication of the elect; (c) makrothumei; (d) en tachei; and (e) the saying of the Son of Man.

First, Jesus calls attentionto what the judge has said to himself. Thus he signals the key toward interpreting the parable. In this, the judge is characterized as “unjust” or “unrighteous” (cf. 16:8), which already begins the strong contrast between the judge and God. The focus of the parable at this point is what the judge has said; Jesus turns “to take close scrutiny of the judge’s word.”

Second, “Will not God vindicate his elect who cry unto him day and night” is a rhetorical question which expects the answer “Yes.”
 The word “vindicate” is that which the widow demanded of the judge: ekdikesin. Those who desire ekdikesin are God’s elect. God’s own chosen people seek from him a certain justice. This, together with the phrase “who cry unto him day and night,” reminds one of the many Psalms where the people of God (Israel) cry out to God for vindication (cf. Psa. 17:1-2; 26:1-3; 43:1; 88:1). The cry of “how long” seems to echo in the background as in other passages (Psa. 6:3; 13:1f.; 35:17; 74:9f.; 80:4; 89:46; 94:3; Hab. 1:2; Zech. 1:12; Rev. 6:10). In this, the widow symbolizes the elect who continually cry out for help to their God in prayers. Thus the concept of the elect is natural to the Old Testament background.

Third, the most difficult part of the text now comes under consideration: kai makrothumei. Marshall considers eight different views of the phrase,
 and Catchpole amasses six.
 This is not the place to review all these alternatives, for these involve many technical and minute details that would divert our purpose. However, in order to understand the problem more acutely, note these differing translations:

(1) Moffatt: 
“Will he be tolerant to their opponents?”

(2) RV:
“and he is long suffering over them”

(3) AV:
“though he bear long with them”

(4) RSV:
“Will he delay long over them?” (cf. NASV; NBV)

(5) ASV:
“and yet he is long suffering over them”

(6) NIV:
“Will he keep putting them off?”

(7) Greijdanus: “Although with respect to them he waits a long time.”

There are three issues here: (a) How should kai be translated? (b) Is the statement a question in itself or is it a continuation of a previous phrase (7a)? (c) What meaning should be given to makrothumei? There is evidence that kai may be translated “yet, for all that” (ASV)
 or “despite,”
 making the following phrase adversative, or at least concessive. If this is correct, then 7b must be a continuation of 7a. Consequently, it alludes to a period of delay in which God is waiting patiently over his elect. Although God will ultimately vindicate his people, the thought seems to be that he will patiently wait for the vindication in his own counsel. It is best to take the verb in the sense of “delay.” Fitzmyer notes that the term is found in parallelism with another verb which means “to be slow” in Sirach 35:19 (LXX).
 Thus “the delay is seen as part of God’s gracious purpose.”
 Horst aptly concludes: “God’s makrothumei ep’ autois is for them a necessary interval of grace which should kindle faith and prayers that move mountains (17:6).”
Verse 7, then, should be tentatively translated: “Will not God vindicate his elect who cry unto him day and night even though he appears to delay over them?”
Fourth, en tachei is also a difficult phrase. Primarily two meanings have been advanced in this passage: (a) suddenly or (b) shortly.
 This also entails a great deal of discussion that is not possible here. It appears that the evidence can support either alternative depending on how one translates makrothumei.
 Since we have concluded that makrothumei involves the sense of delay, it is best to take en tachei in sense (a). “Jesus,” Morris comments, “is speaking of the certainty of speedy action when the time comes.”
 “Such speed,” Ridderbos adds, “is subject to God’s fulfilling his own counsel.”

Fifth, in this final saying Jesus directs attention away from the contrast between the judge and God, and toward the comparison between the widow and the disciples. There is certainty in the fact that God will judicially vindicate his people by the coming of the Son of Man (17:22-37). The delay in his coming does not nullify the certainty. Yet, the real point is whether or not the Son of Man, when he does come to vindicate God’s elect, will find faith on earth.  The faith mentioned here “naturally means that faith which sustains and manifests itself in persistent prayer.”
 The focus of 18:8b is not on the Son of Man coming, but “on the faith which men have on earth”
 (Luke 17:24, 26, 30; 21:36). The “Son of Man saying,” then, seeks not to inform or communicate knowledge, but to rouse to effort; to rouse the disciples to prayerful persistence because the widow received her request on account of her persistence.

In summary, Jesus focuses on the judge, since God’s compassion and love for his elect are seen in contrast to the judge’s apathy for the condition of the widow. Will not  God vindicate his own people if his unrighteous judge vindicates the widow? While it may seem as though God has forgotten his people, he will act on their behalf when the time comes. There is certainty with respect to God’s ultimate victory in the coming of the Son of Man. However, uncertainty lies in whether the disciples will be as persistent as the widow was. Though God is an absolute contrast of the judge, will the disciples follow the example of the widow? Will the Son of Man, when he comes, find faith upon the earth?

A Parabolic Overview

Jeremias argues that Luke’s interpretation (vs. 1) sees the widow as the central figure (who is the model of persistent prayer) and that Jesus’ interpretation (vss. 6-8) sees the judge as the central figure who is in absolute contrast with God. Luke’s interpretation is, he concludes, mistaken.
 However, Jeremias has set up a false dilemma. The parable, in fact, revolves around both figures. This may be seen by noting the following structure in the literary unit:

A 

the activity of the widow (v. 3)


B
the judge’s response (vss. 4-5)


B’
God’s contrasting response (vss. 6b-8a)

A’

the faith of the disciples (vs. 8b)

There is a double theme present: the widow-judge relationship as it is compared to the disciple-God relationship. While the disciples should follow the widow’s example in persistence, God is an absolute contrast to the unrighteous judge.

The widow as she goes before the judge is uncertain about the outcome, and is, in fact, rejected for a certain period of time. The judge is the uncertain figure in that particular relationship. Yet the widow is persistent despite the uncertainty of the situation: she continually goes before the judge. However, the disciple as he goes before God ought not to be uncertain about the outcome. God will surely vindicate his people even though he may forbear with them for a while. The uncertainty concerns not God, but the faith of the disciples. Will they be persistent like the widow?

The interrelationship among the four characters of the parable and interpretation may be represented by this chart:


[image: image1]
The parable, then, fits well with the Lukan context in which it is placed. Having considered the eschatological coming of the Son of Man (17:22-37), Jesus seeks to encourage and warn his disciples. He encourages them by noting that even though there may be a delay in his coming, God will certainly vindicate his elect (the eschatological people of God). Thus Bruce rightly observes, “The whole raison d’etre of the parable is the existence of such delay.”
 The themes of “vindication” and the Son of Man link this parable with what has gone before. On the other hand, the parable serves as a warning to the disciples that they must be faithful (persistent) in their prayers.
 The temptation to slacken off in prayer is what Jesus is denouncing through the action of the widow. This aspect of the parable finds expression elsewhere in Luke, particularly 21:36 where Jesus warns his disciples to be watchful in prayer. Luke, instead of undermining the words of Jesus in verses 6b-8a, simply emphasizes verse 8b. Luke writes to encourage his readers to pray for vindication with the knowledge that God will certainly grant it when the Son of Man comes again.

Thus God will ultimately save his people, but will the Son of Man, when he comes, find persistent (watchful) prayer on the earth?
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