Physician—Heal Thyself (Luke 4:23): 

The Chiastic Structure of  Luke 4:16-30 and Surrounding Passages in Luke Ch. 4 (Part 1)
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Luke 4:16-30 is the account of Jesus’ return to his home town of Nazareth which occurs quite soon after His Temptation in the Wilderness. Interestingly both narratives involve the possibility of the casting down of Jesus from a height - either by Himself or by others - and there is also the mention of a mountain or hill.

I would like to look first at some chiastic aspects of Luke 4:16-30 which describes Jesus’ return to Nazareth in which Jesus tells his hearers that He is the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy (Is. Ch. 61) that begins, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me . . ” 

Luke 4:16-30 is 280 words long in the Received Text. (280 = 70 x 4, and both 70 and 4 are associated with Gentiles—70 being the number of the nations in Gen. Ch. 10 as well as the number of  bulls sacrificed during the feast of Tabernacles—a  harvest festival which points to the  ingathering of the Gentiles—e.g. Zech. 14:6). Nestle-Aland only has 271 words, and misses out the lovely words about  Christ coming to “bind up the broken hearted”. This word count aspect in the Received Text therefore suggests that there is a symbolic as well as a literal truth in Christ’s rejection at Nazareth (His own people) but His ready acceptance by outsiders—in this case the people of Capernaum who symbolically represent the Gentiles—and this fits in with the examples of Elijah and Elisha that Jesus gave in His sermon. 

The interlinear text is presented on the next page.

As well as being an important narrative in its own right, Luke 4:16-30 also fits in within the wider context of Luke Ch. 4 which starts with Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness. Then Luke records Jesus’ return to Nazareth, and this is 
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followed by the much more enthusiastic reception that Jesus’ receives at Capernaum. As readers we are invited to compare Jesus’ receptions at Nazareth and Capernaum. 

There is a also smaller chiastic structure embedded quite early on in our passage where Jesus takes the scroll from the attendant and reads from it. In this first part of this “mini-series”, I would like to focus on this smaller section (Luke 4:16c-20). 

Chiastic Analysis of Luke 4:16c-20

In my attempted analysis, this little chiasm is “bounded” by references to the synagogue and is 60 words long. This is shown on the next page. 

Notes:

 1) In his commentary on Luke’s Gospel, Darrell Bock describes attempts to recognise a chiasm within vs. 16-20, including attempts by two other commentators, Charles Talbert and  D. L. Tiede. He concludes that the chiasm only “works” for the outer parts of the structure, and even then it is only achieved by allowing for “breaks” (i.e. by missing out parts of the text). He thinks that the central portion, (i.e. the reading from Isaiah itself), has to be treated as a single unit—and that attempting to extend the chiasm into this central area “fails 
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because the dual references to the Spirit’s anointing would have to be put together in a single line. In addition the centre of the chiasmus is a reference to the blind, which does not receive emphasis as the centre of the larger passage”. In response, I would like to make three points or suggestions:  first, Darrell Bock and the other commentators are working with the Nestle-Aland text which omits the important reference to Christ binding up the broken hearted—so, assuming that 
the TR is correct, it is not surprising that the centre of the chiasm is not suitably located by them. Secondly, it may be that these commentators are perhaps over-specifying the kind of chiasm which they would recognise as valid—one which is not actually present in this instance. Thirdly, they make no mention of word counts.

 2) As an example of the possible “over-specification” by these commentators, they would perhaps not allow the links BB`, CC` and DD` that I have suggested. In these links, the lower halves certainly correspond to the upper halves, but in each case the upper half involves an additional element. Thus, in B, Jesus stands up for the purpose of reading, but in B`, He has finished the reading and so His  sitting down (without a reference to “reading” in B`) chiastically reverses the process and returns Jesus to his original (sitting) state. Likewise in C,  the roll of the prophet Isaiah is handed to Him, but in C`, He returns it—this reverses the process, (even though Isaiah is not mentioned in C`), and returns the roll to the attendant where it started out. In D, Jesus unrolls the scroll to a particular place, but in D`, just rolling the scroll back up (without mentioning in D` the place to which is was unrolled in D) reverses the process and returns it to its rolled up state. This is a consistent pattern, and in my view, justifies the chiastic links proposed.

 3) The text doesn’t specifically say that Jesus read from the passage. It says that He stood up to read, but the actual act of reading by Jesus is to be inferred from the text. I’m not sure whether there is any significance to this.

 4) Jesus’ quotation from Isaiah is very helpfully and knowledgably discussed in the commentaries. The Greek text of Luke is very similar to that of the Septuagint of Isaiah (from Isaiah Ch. 61 plus a small section of Is. Ch. 58), as well as corresponding closely to the Hebrew text. It is possible however, that our current translations, both of Isaiah Ch. 61 and Luke 4:18 put the punctuation in a different place from that intended by Isaiah and Luke. For example, in his Word commentary on Isaiah, John Watts translates Is. 61:1 as follows:

   “The spirit of my Lord YHWH is on me

     because  YHWH has anointed me

    To bring good news to poor persons he has sent me . . .”

In this translation the opening three lines all end with “me”. This same pattern occurs with the Septuagint and with Luke 4:18 where, in both, there are three lines each of 4 words and each ending with the Greek word for “me”. 

In my analysis, I have adopted this punctuation for Luke 4:18 even though this translation is only found in a few of the major bible translations of Is. 61:1 (the ISV, NET bible, Jubilee Bible 2000, Brenton Septuagint, Douay-Rheims follow the above translation for Is. 61:1) and only Young’s Literal Translation attempts anything comparable for Luke 4:18. I don’t know why the above translations

employ one punctuation for the Septuagint of Isaiah and another for Luke.

 5) The central section of the chiasm is the words that Jesus read from Isaiah. The passage actually consists of an intertwining of two “movements”. 

The first “movement” is the three-fold commissioning of Jesus by and with the Spirit of the Lord. The first of these three components is “The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me”. This initial component is a general description which actually encompasses all three, but the second two components provide additional details. This initial component differs from the remaining two by not having a verb associated with it. The second is the anointing of Jesus by the Spirit of the Lord—which we can link to Jesus’ baptism described earlier in Luke 3:21-22. The anointing is a commissioning for service, and that service is a sending by the Lord’s Spirit. I have enumerated these three within the purple boxes in the diagram. The sending is three-fold and is a Trinitarian sending. The final component is separated from the first two, and “inter-digitates” with the first component of the lower half of the chiasm. This is appropriate since the help is intimate—it personally reaches to those in need in the Person of the Saviour. It is not “uninvolved help from a distance”!

The second “movement” is the object of that sending—namely the people in need. This is a five-fold sending and five is, biblically, and very appropriately the number of grace: the sending provides relief to people in great distress. Once again the first component, “preaching the gospel to the poor” (which in the Greek is only two words!) is a general programme outlining the overall help supplied and the later four components add further details. All five components consist of an infinitive verb followed by an object. If we look at these five components, we can see that they have a clear internal structure:
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The opening component was a ministry of the word—euangellio—the bearing of good tidings. This was, I think, originally a military term and referred to the announcement of victory. As such, the good consequences of the victory are further delineated in what follows. There is a chiastic structure here since i), iii) 
and v) are all “word” ministries. However, these are “speech-acts” rather than “empty” words—the announcement itself actually inaugurates the reality! However, iii) and v) use a different word for preaching or calling out from the more “technical” one used in i). 

Components ii) and iv) correspond since they describe healing of those whose hearts are broken and those who are crushed. 

Thus the five components are divided into three preachings and two healings.

The central component, iii) is distinctive since it consists of a “double preaching”, so could also be divided into two in our structural analysis. This makes a six-fold, rather than five-fold analysis possible. However, the text primarily “reduces the six to five” since these are only five infinitive verbs. 

(Within this “quasi-six-fold” analysis, we have a 3-3 split since three of the clauses have a single  object: evangelising to the poor, healing the broken-hearted and preaching the acceptable year of the Lord, and three clauses have a direct and an indirect object: preaching deliverance to the captives, (preaching) new sight to the blind and sending away in deliverance the crushed ones—though once again the second group only has two infinitives—again a 3-2 split. I think that the repeated occurrence of the word deliverance (aphesei) may also be another way in which a “potential six” is reduced to a “five” - this time with reference to the final objects (either direct or indirect) of the infinite verbs in the original Greek word order of each of the clauses: these objects are: the poor, the broken-hearted, deliverance (twice), new sight and the acceptable year, but I need to think some more about this!

The final component, v), is distinctive since it does not specifically mention a group of needy people—rather it is a preaching of “an acceptable year of the Lord”. In the commentaries, it is universally agreed that this was a reference in Isaiah to the Jubilee year when debts were wiped out and land returned to its hereditary owners. etc. This is a 50th (10x5) year event—characterised by grace to needy people. Thus we see that i) and v) (chiastically) correspond: they are both the proclamation of an event which reverses the condition of poor and needy people.  

Nevertheless, despite the fact that component v) does not have a specific group of needy people, the potential “four” is increased to five as there are five groups of needy people in the passage as a whole because component iii) has two groups. The five groups are: the poor, the broken-hearted, the captives, the blind and the crushed ones. These are those who benefit from Jesus’ being anointed and sent by the Lord’s Spirit.

In the above analysis then, the number 5 is thus repeatedly linked with the gracious work of the Holy Spirit, and, in the above analysis, the five is repeatedly 
split into a sub-group of 3 and a sub-group of 2—in a variety of ways. 

 6) A final point about the structure of our 60 word passage is that, as well as being divided into 2 groups of 30 words each, it is also, simultaneously divided into 3 groups of 20 words each. This structure is shown below.
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The first division (between A and B in the above diagram) comes at the point where Jesus starts the reading from Isaiah, and the second division (between B and C) which  divides the passage in the ratio 2:1 (40 words to 20 words) comes at the very centre of the five-fold/six-fold sending just discussed in point 5) above. Thus, in this analysis Jesus’ sermon is divided into two thematically, but  in the ratio  2:1 by word count. This will correspond, in a number of very significant ways, to Jesus’ second sermon later in Luke 4:16-30 when He speaks about Elijah and Elisha. I hope to try to present some of these links soon.

If the passage ABC is divided in the ratio 2:1, that is, AB / C, then the 5/6-fold mission would itself be exactly divided between AB and C. This has been made possible by the fact that the middle of the 5-fold mission is divided into 
“deliverance to the captives” and “to the blind new sight”. 

Moving out one step in each direction from this centre we thus  have:
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These four aspects will play an important role in linking Jesus’ first OT sermon from Isaiah with his second OT sermon on Elijah and Elisha. For now, I would just like to note the two sets of two words a) heal and blind and b) send away (aposteilai) and captives, and to note also their structural congruence in Jesus’ quotation from Isaiah given above. I will be suggesting that these relate to Jesus’ second sermon which I attempt to discuss in the next article.

I would like to finish this article with a diagram summarising the interesting structural breaks at 20 words, 30 words and 40 words in our 60 word passage:. (The little red arrow indicates that B1 and B2 “interlock” since “to preach” is actually “mission” but “He sent Me” is “commission”.)
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