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Christopher Morton


The Surprising Upside-Down Kingdom of Luke’s Parables

Luke opens his Gospel by saying, “it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.”  But then Luke goes on to write an account of the life and teachings of Jesus that completely upsets the order that Jesus’ own audiences expected.  The Gospel of Luke literally tells of a world that is turned upside down.  Things that should be on the top are now on the bottom.  More importantly, people who should be on the bottom are raised by God to the a place of equality alongside those who think they deserve top billing.  That is what makes Luke so powerful, and the reason that we cover it last in this discussion of the Parables of Jesus.  Now that our expectations are set, Jesus wants to upset them one final time.
Unique Items from Luke’s Upside Down Gospel

In addition to the two unique parables and unique enacted parable that will be covered in details, take a look at the full list of unique stories in this Gospel that add to the “upside-down” character of the Kingdom Jesus is brining:
God’s work in the barren Elizabeth (barrenness is a sign of God-forsakenness) 1:5-25
Jesus’ Preaching on Isaiah 61 at Nazareth (the Kingdom that welcomes the least) 4:14-30

Luke’s recording “Blessed are the poor” (poverty was a sign of God’s displeasure) 6:20

Anointing by Sinful Woman (being touched and welcoming the sinner) 7:36-50

Blessing Mary Rebuking Martha (woman learning theology, never!) 10:38-42

Parable of the Rich Fool (Storing up wealth for no purpose) 12:13-21

Lost Parables (greater rejoicing at finding the lost than it was is already at hand) 15:1-32

Parable of Rich Man and Lazarus (the wrong person gets welcomed into Heaven) 16:19-31)

Zacchaeus the Wicked tax-collector (the last person Jesus should dine with) 19:1-10
Jesus’ lament for Jerusalem (Jerusalem wins in their vision of the Kingdom) 19:39-44

The Repentant Brigand (No such rebel should receive such a promise) 23:39-43

All of these stories (and more) add to the flavor of Luke’s telling of Jesus life.  The Kingdom he brings is real and fantastic – but it will be quite a shock to those who think they have it figured out.  The apple-cart is turned on its head, but if we are willing, we find that the real Kingdom is even better than the one imagined.
The Parable of the Shrewd Manager – Luke 16:1-15

Perhaps no other parable disturbs the mind and heart of the Christian than this little one about the Shrewd Manager. The trouble begins with the term “shrewd.”  Is Jesus is really telling us to be shrewd?  Yes, because the meaning of shrewd in the ancient world is the ability to the situation for what it really is and to act accordingly on it.  That certainly describes this manager.

The other big issue here is that Jesus is busy praising someone who is doing “creative” accounting with his soon-to-be former boss’s books.  Commentators are divided over whether he is simply eliminating his commission (in which case he is doing no harm to his boss – which removes the sting of the parable), removing the interest (usury – which is against God’s law anyways), or is actually reducing the amount owed (which hurts to the owner directly).  I think it is clear that Jesus is pointing to the third option.  The manager is using the last hours of his position and power to inflict injury on his boss (though the manger had the power to do this, so it is technically not illegal, but highly questionable) and build up a reservoir of good will for himself.  The culture of the 1st century was built on reciprocal charity – by doing something so good for those who owed (and these are clearly men of means, based on the size of their debts) he has endeared himself to those who men.  His former boss can be nothing but impressed.  The wealth (mammon) that was his has been transferred permanently to the not dismissed manager by means of reciprocal generosity.   

So why does Jesus praise such actions?  Because the manager actions reflect seeing the situation as it really is and then acted to create the best outcome.  The disciples are called to do likewise, not in cheating and squandering, but in acting with prudence.  Faced with crisis, the shrewd manager judged how to cope with it.  The people of God, faced with a crisis of the coming Kingdom (and its judgment), should likewise use their wealth to build for that eventuality, not simply for the day-to-day.  The King is coming in fullness, his Kingdom is coming.  Start living in light of that reality, which includes many difficulties and trials, and you will see that you have built up a reputation for being faithful in the midst of that – a reputation that will serve well when the “upside-down” kingdom comes in full.

Does this mean that Christians cannot be rich?  No, but it does mean that Christians must act with their wealth in ways that are tied to the coming “crisis” of the Kingdom.  We must be shrewd, not simply going along in the same manner as everyone else.  What is interesting is that this parable will see a real life version played out in Luke 19, in the story of Zacchaeus.  

Parable of the Lost Son – Luke 15:11-32

If the Shrewd Manager parable is the least favorite of Christians, then this parable is likely the most favored.  We love the story of the prodigal because we can see our selves in its narrative.  But how would Jesus’ first hearers have heard this parable? This is where the concept of the historical foundation of a parable allows for many different readings of a simple story.

N.T. Wright, the great Evangelical New Testament scholar, has pointed out that this parable is really a parable about the Jewish people, one that includes that typical Lukan “upside-down” turn on it.  The Jews had, in their minds, returned to the promised land (after the decree found in Ezra).  They have stopped living as if God doesn’t matter (as they did in the centuries before exile), and have been “good sons” to Father God.  They keep the law, they are doing all the right things.  Sure they are ruled by the Romans, and sure there are plenty of “bad Jews” – tax collectors, sinners, those who are offending Yahweh God with their behavior.  But we are the good sons – we do all we are asked to do.  Things were set-up for their best now…it was just a matter of waiting for God to act.

Into this mindset Jesus tells this parable.  They hear the story of the younger son, who tells his Father that he is as good as dead (in other words, you no longer matter to us at all).  Yes, these are those horrible sinners. They are not children of God anymore.  They go off to a far-away land – a Gentile land (think her the exile into Babylon).  After squandering their money they take care of pigs (sinking to a new low).  The Pharisees at this point love the story. They can hear God’s condemnation of sinner dripping from everyone of Jesus’ words.  They are the true Jews, all the rest have “sold their birthright” by becoming sinners. 

But now the story turns.  The younger son comes back, somewhat repentant, but coming back regardless.  The Pharisees expect to hear the Father turning his back on this foul younger son.  They expect him to be sent back into exile.  They expect his to receive his due.  But the story goes “upside-down.”  The younger son is welcomed, celebrated, and returned to his position as a good son. The story has gone tragically wrong.  Then the older son enters.  The older son has always been a true Jew – obeying the rules, honoring his father, and not going into exile. Or so he thinks.

For the Pharisees hearing this parable, the rug gets pulled out from under them.  They all of a sudden find that their obedience has not been of the heart, but of the flesh.  That their exile has not ended because they are not living in love, but only in flat obedience.  They are not the true children of the father after all, for he does not celebrate their presence.  The exile will only end when they come to the father as the lost son did – in hopelessness, love, and utter inability to make a way for themselves.  The Pharisees are told by Jesus in no uncertain terms that the sinners, tax collectors, and “low-lifes” are the true children of the Father, and for them the exile is finally over.  

Now, we are used to hearing this story very personally. We see this as a story of an individual sinner returning to God and being welcomed. Of course that is true, but its truth in this parable is rooted in the original meaning.  In Jesus’ parable  

Parable of the Lost Son – Luke 15:11-32

If the Shrewd Manager parable is the least favorite of Christians, then this parable is likely the most favored.  We love the story of the prodigal because we can see our selves in its narrative.  But how would Jesus’ first hearers have heard this parable? This is where the concept of the historical foundation of a parable allows for many different readings of a simple story.

N.T. Wright, the great Evangelical New Testament scholar, has pointed out that this parable is really a parable about the Jewish people, one that includes that typical Lukan “upside-down” turn on it.  The Jews had, in their minds, returned to the promised land (after the decree found in Ezra).  They have stopped living as if God doesn’t matter (as they did in the centuries before exile), and have been “good sons” to Father God.  They keep the law, they are doing all the right things.  Sure they are ruled by the Romans, and sure there are plenty of “bad Jews” – tax collectors, sinners, those who are offending Yahweh God with their behavior.  But we are the good sons – we do all we are asked to do.  Things were set-up for their best now…it was just a matter of waiting for God to act.

But the Pharisees are about to see that when God acts, it will not be to their liking.  It is likely that, as Wright points out, Jesus was pointing in this parable to Jeremiah 31:18-20: 

“I have surely heard Ephraim’s moaning: ‘You disciplined me like an unruly calf, and I have been disciplined. Restore me, and I will return, because you are the LORD my God. 

﻿19﻿ After I strayed, I repented; after I came to understand, I beat my breast. I was ashamed and humiliated because I bore the disgrace of my youth.’ 

﻿20﻿ Is not Ephraim my dear son, the child in whom I delight? Though I often speak against him, 

I still remember him. Therefore my heart yearns for him; I have great compassion for him,” 

 declares the LORD.  

This passages, and indeed perhaps the whole parable, is not about an individual but about Israel.  It is about the hope for the end of exile – which encompasses a huge part of the meaning of salvation.  Wright sums up this as follows:

“Exile and restoration: this is the central drama that Israel believed herself to be acting out.  And the story of the prodigal says, quite simply: this hope if being fulfilled – but it does not look like what was expected.  Israel went into exile because of the fantastically generous, indeed prodigal, love of her god.  But this is a highly subversive retelling.  The real return from exile, including the real resurrection from the dead, is taking place, in an extremely paradoxical fashion, in Jesus’ own ministry. Those without grumble at what is happening are cast in the role of the Jews who did not go into exile, and who opposed the returning people.  They are, in effect, virtually Samaritans.  The true Israel is coming to its senses, and returning to its father, as Jeremiah had foretold; and those who oppose this great movement of divine love and grace are defining themselves as outside the true family.  There are, perhaps, other echoes, of quarrels between two brothers which left the younger vindicated and the elder angry and disinherited.  These give to the story a sense of depth and resonance.  But the main line remains clear.  Israel’s history is turning its long-awaited corner, this is happening within the ministry of Jesus himself; and those who oppose it are the enemies of the true people of god.”

Into this mindset Jesus tells this parable.  They hear the story of the younger son, who tells his Father that he is as good as dead (in other words, you no longer matter to us at all).  Yes, these are those horrible sinners. They are not children of God anymore.  They go off to a far-away land – a Gentile land (think here of the exile into Babylon).  After squandering their money they take care of pigs (sinking to a new low).  The Pharisees at this point love the story. They can hear God’s condemnation of sinner dripping from everyone of Jesus’ words.  They are the true Jews, all the rest have “sold their birthright” by becoming sinners. 

But now the story turns.  The younger son comes back, somewhat repentant, but coming back regardless.  The Pharisees expect to hear the Father turning his back on this foul younger son.  They expect him to be sent back into exile.  They expect him to receive his due.  But the story goes “upside-down.”  The younger son is welcomed, celebrated, and returned to his position as a good son. The story has gone tragically wrong.  Then the older son enters.  The older son has always been a true Jew – obeying the rules, honoring his father, and not going into exile. Or so he thinks.

For the Pharisees hearing this parable, the turn to the elder son is the final straw - the rug gets pulled out from under them.  They all of a sudden find that their obedience has not been of the heart, but of the flesh.  Their exile has not ended because they are not living in love, but only in flat obedience.  They are not the true children of the Father after all, for he does not celebrate their presence.  The exile will only end when they come to the Father as the lost son did – in hopelessness, love, and utter inability to make a way for themselves.  The Pharisees are told by Jesus in no uncertain terms that the sinners, tax collectors, and “low-lifes” are the true children of the Father, and for them the exile is finally over.  Rather than being a wonderful heartwarming parable, the Pharisees experience this parable as condemnation and warning.
For those of us who have always read this parable personally, the story of our own turning from the sinful ways in a far off land and returning to our gracious Father. This reading is no less true, but the truth in that reading is rooted in the historical meaning of the parable.  Jesus  comes to bring the Kingdom, to end the exile.  That end of exile is true for both the people of God and the person seeking to be part of that people.  The historical meaning supports the personal meaning…because God’s character is true both in the individual and the corporate.
The Enacted Parable of the Healing of the Widow’s Son – Luke 7:11-17

The raising of the dead occurs in all four of the Gospels.  This healing though occurs only in Luke, and the details of this healing reveals much about Luke’s inclusion of it to move forward his theological point about Jesus and the coming Kingdom.  The two raisings of the dead in the Old Testament are done by Elijah and Elisha, who Luke has already pointed out as Jesus’ favorite prophets (Luke 4:25-27).  This healing definitely has the feel of those two incidents, especially Elijah’s (1 Kings 17).  But, there is still more than an Old Testament connection in this enacted parable.

Like Elijah’s healing, this is the only son of a widow. Remember that in Ancient Near Eastern culture a woman without a male covering (father, husband, or adult son) was in the worst of all possible positions.  The woman described here would be forced into begging, prostitution, or slavery to provide for her daily sustenance.  That is why Jesus’ focus here is on the woman, much more so that then son.  

This enacted parable also focuses on the crowd, with their response, “God has visited his people.”  This is a phrase that Luke uses a number of times, in both Luke and Acts (1:68, 19:44, Acts 15:14).  The response of the raising of son of the widow is glory and awe, and the recognition that God has visited his people.  Throughout Luke the sense that God has visited his people is found when that which was expected is overturned.  Here the procession is going to bury the dead, which unfortunately includes the widow who is as good as dead.  But the power of the Kingdom interjects, God visits, and the situation is turned on its head, the exact point Jesus will make in response to John the Baptist’s inquiry in the next section: “The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the dead hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.” 

Outline of Gospel of Luke 
I. 
Introduction (1:1-4)
II. 
Infancy narratives: John the Baptist and Jesus (1:5 2:52)

III.
Preparation for Jesus’ ministry (3:1-4:13)



A. John’s preaching and imprisonment (3:1-20)



B. Jesus’ baptism, genealogy, and temptation (3:21-4:13)

IV. 
Jesus’ ministry in Galilee (4:14-9:50)

A. Teaching and rejection at the synagogue in Nazareth (4:14-30)

B. Healings and the call of Peter (4:31-5:16)

C. Dispute with Jewish authorities (5:17-6:11)

D. Sermon on the Plain (6:12-49)

E. Healings as testimony to Jesus (7:1-50)

F. Galilean women disciples (8:1-3)

G. Parables - hearing and doing the word (8:4-21)

H. Miracles as display of Jesus’ power (8:22-9:6)

I. Jesus identity, passion prediction and transfiguration (9:7-36)

J. Exorcism, prediction of his death and instruction of disciples (9:49-50)

V. 
Journey to Jerusalem (9:51-19:27)

A. Rejection in Samaria as he departs (9:51-56)

B. Disciples and their mission (9:57-10:24)

C. Various teachings and sayings of Jesus (10:25-13:21)

i. Parable of the Good Samaritan (10:25-37)


ii. Mary and Martha (10:38:-42)



iii. Teaching on true realities (11:1-54)



iv. Warnings and Encouragements (12:1-12)



v. Parable of the Rich Fool (12:13-21)


vi. Priorities (12:22-13:9)



vii. More Healings and Prayers (13:10-21)
D. Warning about Herod, departure from Galilee and lament for Jerusalem (13:22-35)

E. Sayings and parables of Jesus (14:1-18:14)



i. Hospitality of the Kingdom (14:1-35)





ii. Lost Parables (15:1-32)


iii. Parables of Wealth (16:1-31)



iv. More Kingdom teachings (17:1-18:14)
F. Conditions of discipleship, passion prediction (18:15-19:27)



i. More on the Kingdom (18:15-43)



ii. Zacchaeus (19:1-10)



iii. Parable of the Minas (19:11-27)
VI. Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem (19:28-21:38)

A. Entry, lament over Jerusalem and cleansing of the temple (19:28-46)

B. Reaction to Jesus - Hostility and acceptance (19:47-48)

C. More controversies with authorities (20:1-21:4)

D. Jesus’ teaches on the fate of Jerusalem, persecutions, end time (21:5-38)

VII. Passion of Jesus (22:1-23:56a)


A. The Last night and day (22:1-23:25)


B. The Crucifixion (23:26-56a) 



i. Procession to the cross (23:26-38)



ii. Two Brigand (23:39-43)



iii. Jesus’ death and burial (23:44-56a)

C. The empty tomb (23:56b-24:12)

D. Appearance on the road to Emmaus (24:13-35)

E. Appearance commissioning the disciples (24:36-49)

F. Jesus is taken up into heaven (24:50-53)

� N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, p. 127.
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