Conclusion to Chiastic Structures in Luke Ch. 4

We have looked in some detail at the account of Jesus’ return to Nazareth in Luke 4:16-30, and I would like to conclude this study by looking more briefly at how this episode fits in to Luke Ch. 4 as a whole. We have already seen that Jesus’ return to Nazareth has some correspondences with the earlier Temptation in the Wilderness in Luke 4:1-13, and also contrasts with Jesus’ ministry in Capernaum which follows the Nazareth episode, but here I would like to see if there is an overarching pattern to Chapter 4 into which these and other connections can be fitted.

I will also describe some wider connections between the events in Luke Ch. 4 and the rest of the Gospel. Some of these have been described by Alastair Roberts (please see earlier reference), and can also be found in some of the “standard” commentaries. There are many more besides the ones given here however.

First, I would like to say that the people who have placed the paragraph divisions in our English bibles have, in my view, done a good job. Thus for example, they recognise that verses 14 and 15 constitute a “valid”  separate little paragraph between Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness and His return to Nazareth—even though this is considerably shorter than the surrounding paragraphs. 

Well, we have seen that there are basically three main events in Luke Ch. 4—the Temptations in the Wilderness and the two visits - to Nazareth and Capernaum and their respective synagogues. 

I would like now to look at some of the structural, verbal and thematic links between these main events.

First, the chapter starts (v. 1) with Jesus returning from the Jordan and being led into the wilderness (eis ten emeron) and then, after the temptations, returning from the wilderness (v. 14) and preaching in the synagogues of Galilee (vs. 14 and 15).  The chapter ends with Jesus  going into the desert (eis emeron) (v. 42) and, after an encounter with the people of Capernaum going on from there to preach in the synagogues of Galilee. (vs. 43-44). 

[As an aside, I note that, whereas the Textus Receptus, correctly I think, has “Galilee” in v.44, Nestle-Aland and most modern bible translations have 
“Judea”.  “Judea” here is wrong for many reasons. The translators seem to think that the more unreasonable a textual variant, the more likely it is to be true!!!]

Well, we can see from the structural homology of the opening and closing verses of Ch. 4 that we are being invited to compare the temptations with the positive attitude of the people of Capernaum who sought Jesus in the wilderness. We can note that whereas the Devil wished to get rid of Jesus, and to get Him to cast himself down from the pinnacle of the temple, the good people of Capernaum held on to Jesus—they clung to Him so as not to let Him leave them.

So Luke Ch. 4 has an inclusio: it is framed by contrasting desert events.

We also note that the Temptations have their own structure. Thus, for example, there is an inclusio since Jesus “full of the Holy Spirit returns from the Jordan” in v. 1, and in v. 14 we read that Jesus “returns in the power of the Spirit to Galilee”.

Next, let us notice the “contrasting parallelism” between the visit to Nazareth and the visit to Capernaum, both of which start off in the synagogue on the Sabbath, and end with Jesus leaving. The same verb (poreuomai = to leave) is used in connection with both departures (vs. 30 and 42).

In between, we have a parallel sequence of events which draws out the contrast between the people of Nazareth and those of Capernaum as regards their attitude to Jesus and consequently the blessing s that they were able to receive.

In v. 16, Jesus comes (elthen) to Nazareth. In v. 31 He comes down (katelthen) to Capernaum. The difference in verbs may reflect the geographical reality, and also a “spiritual discrepancy” - Nazareth is after all, like Jerusalem set on  higher ground and set on a hill, but Capernaum is by the sea, and so has a symbolic and Scriptural association with Gentiles—e.g. Matt, 4:13-15).

Here are some other “contrasting parallels” (there are doubtless many others too, e.g. the contrasting witness of the people of Nazareth and that of the demon to Jesus—see later): 

In vs. 17-27 Jesus teaches in the synagogue of Nazareth and is rejected. In vs. 31-32 we read that Jesus taught in the synagogue at Capernaum and they accepted His authority. The people of Nazareth express violent opposition to Jesus and throw Jesus from the synagogue and the city and try to throw Him down (to destroy Him), but in doing so are themselves judged as disqualified from blessings by Jesus) (v. 29) but Jesus expels the demon from a man in the synagogue. The demon expresses violent opposition to Jesus and also throws the man down, but in doing so is himself defeated, and leaves. Jesus leaves through the midst (mesos) of the people, and the demon comes out of the man in the midst (mesos) 
of the people. (vs. 33-35). Jesus walks away unharmed, and the man who is delivered is unharmed (v. 35).

This episode at Capernaum has its own chiastic structure (not investigated here) but we also note that these two contrasting episodes, at Nazareth and at Capernaum, are themselves “wrapped into a single unit by an inclusio! This occurs in verses 14 and 36b-37:

In v. 14 we read that Jesus had the power of the Spirit and a rumour went out through all the neighbourhood about Him, In vs. 36b-37 we read that “ . .with power He commands the unclean spirits” and “a went forth a rumour concerning Him into every place of the neighbourhood”. These parallel structures enclose the two episodes.

However, not only is the episode at Nazareth contrasted with the episode at Capernaum in the way described above, the episode at Nazareth is also contrasted with all the events in and around Capernaum. This too is signalled by an inclusio. The inclusio is found in vs. 14-15 and v. 44. In vs. 14-15 we read that Jesus returned to Galilee and that He taught in the synagogues of them being glorified by all, and in v. 44 we read that “He was proclaiming in the synagogues of Galilee”. These two successful missions, one earlier, one later, thus “frame” our two narratives.

Within this frame, we can again recognise contrasting parallelism as follows:

First there is a movement into the city (v. 16 and v. 31)

Then there is teaching in the synagogue on the Sabbath day (vs. 16-27, and 32-36). In the latter case, the authoritative teaching word is presented chiastically with a recognition of the authoritative commanding word that expels demons, with the casting out of the demon, and the demon’s (true) testimony to Jesus at the centre (which contrasts with the false testimony of the people of Nazareth). I think that the actual casting out of the demon does not, in this analysis, have a corresponding element in the Nazareth account since Jesus is unable to do any mighty works in Nazareth because of their unbelief (see e.g. the parallel account in Mark’s gospel esp. Mark 6:5-6).

After this, there is a movement out from the synagogue. In the Nazareth account this is indicated I think by the expression “all in the synagogue . . rising up (anastantes) but in the Capernaum account it is Jesus who rises up (anastas) and leaves the synagogue. In the Nazareth account, this is immediately followed by the expulsion from the city, but in the Capernaum account, Jesus spends some time outside the synagogue but still in the city—in Simon’s house where He performs healing miracles in three groups—Simon’s mother in law, people with “various diseases” and then delivering people from demons. Together with the initial deliverance of the man in the synagogue, this makes four groups having 
an ABB`A` type structure. A and B involve singular healings (of a man and a woman, public and private), A` and B` plural healings. A and A` are healings from demons, and B and B` are healings from diseases. There is not at total distinction here– the fever also needed to be rebuked - but these four-fold healings indicate comprehensive blessings for the people of Capernaum, and are contrasted with the small number of healings in Nazareth described in the parallel accounts of Matthew and Mark. 

Jesus is thrown out of the city of Nazareth, but in v. 42, Jesus goes out of Capernaum alone into the wilderness. The people of Nazareth lead Jesus up to the brow of the hill and try to get rid of Jesus by throwing Him down. By contrast, the people of Capernaum come to Jesus and hold Him fast to prevent Him from leaving them! 

Finally, there is a leave taking in both episodes. Jesus leaves the people of Nazareth without saying anything, (or rather without anything being recorded in Scripture), but Jesus explains to the people of Capernaum that He must proclaim the gospel, the Kingdom of God, in other cities too. 

However, words used in connection with Jesus’ leave taking from the people of Capernaum include euaggelizo and apostello (4:43) both of which appear in Jesus reading from Isaiah Ch. 61 at the start of his visit to Nazareth (4:18), so there is an inclusio aspect here.

Thus, although the teaching of Jesus regarding His mission is recorded in more detail in the Nazareth account, the many good things that Jesus is able to do in accordance with that mission are recorded in the Capernaum account.  

Finally, I would like to indicate some possible connections between Luke Ch. 4, (in particular Luke 4:16-30) and the rest of Luke (as well as the other Gospels and Acts!). There are doubtless many, many more than these.

 1) Jesus’ return, full of the Holy Spirit from the Jordan in Luke 4:1 links back to Jesus baptism and the descent of the Spirit in Luke 3:21-22.

 2) Luke 4:42-44 is, I think connected in some ways with Jesus’ resurrection. In both cases, with the coming of the day (Luke 4:42) (as with the resurrection, it is the day after the Sabbath) people come to Jesus, and hold on to Him (Luke 4:42), Matt. 28:9, John 20:17)  and this is followed by the need to allow Jesus to depart (John 20:17) and by the announcement of a commission to take the Gospel to others—by Jesus to the cities (Luke 4:43)  and by the Disciples to the nations (Matt. 28:18-20). Mary Magdalene and the people of Capernaum seem to have the same desire to keep Jesus near, but the ongoing work of the Kingdom of God requires that Jesus go away. 

 3) The events at the end of Luke 4:16-30 seem perhaps linked to the 
crucifixion. Jesus is taken from the synagogue of Nazareth and from the Jewish authorities in Jerusalem. He is taken in both cases outside the city, and up hill in order to put him to death. Jesus’ “hour has not come” in the Nazareth event, but Jesus is actually put to death on the hill of Calvary/Golgotha/Mount of Olives (John 19:41 and see e.g. James Jordan’s Biblical Horizons No. 84 article). The people of Nazareth wanted to hurl Jesus down, but it was Satan who was cast out and hurled down at the cross (John 12:30-33 (where the verb is also ekballo), Luke 10:18, Rev. 12:9) and whose head, not his foot, was crushed . 

 4) Jesus’ sermon on Elijah and Elisha refers to the widow of Zarephath in Sidon and the Syrian army commander Naaman the Syrian. It seems that similar miracles to the ones associated with these Gentiles are described later in  Luke’s Gospel. In Luke 5:12-16, Jesus heals a leper. In Luke Ch. 7, a (Gentile) centurion’s servant is healed, and a widow’s son is raised from the dead. In Acts, widows are cared for (Acts Ch. 6), a (Gentile) centurion (Cornelius) is blessed and receives the Spirit and is baptized (c.f. Naaman). (Interestingly, the events involving military Gentiles are all characterised by i) sending or coming with a deputation and ii) gifts or benevolent actions towards Israelites). Jesus’ rejection at Nazareth perhaps corresponds to the stoning of Stephen—there are some clear parallels including the anger, and taking Stephen outside the city to stone him—and relief from a famine is provided.

[Here are two final thoughts: 

First, Nazareth seems to be a little bit like the Garden of Eden in the land of Eden in Genesis. Nazareth was built on a hill, just as the Garden of Eden was situated, not at the top of the land, but part of the way up. We know this because a river flowed into Eden, and thereafter divided to become four rivers. If this is a valid link, then casting Jesus out of Nazareth would correspond to Adam (and Eve) being expelled from the garden, though all of this in the same sort of “inverse” sense that  Paul employs in Romans Ch. 5 where Adam is an “inverse” type of Christ. Interestingly, the Septuagint uses the same verb—ekballo—to describe God’s action of expelling Adam and eve as Luke uses in 4:29 to describe the casting out of Jesus from Nazareth.

Secondly, can we see in Jesus’ strategy with regard to the people of Nazareth the same principle at work as described in Deuteronomy Ch. 32 and explained by Paul in Romans Ch. 10—namely that God provokes Israel to jealousy by going to the Gentiles—a strategy adopted by Paul also (Rom. 11:14)? Here, Jesus does “works” in Capernaum, and the people of Nazareth have heard about them (Luke 4:23). Unfortunately though they do not respond with “Godly jealousy”.

                “First Moses says,

                       “I will make you jealous of those who are not a nation;

                      with a foolish nation I will make you angry.”

                Then Isaiah is so bold as to say,

                         “I have been found by those who did not seek me;

                          I have shown myself to those who did not ask for me.”

                  But of Israel He says, 

                        “All day long I have held out my hands to a disobedient 

                          and contrary people””. (Romans 10:19-21)]
