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Chapter 1 

Introducing the Study and Its Presuppositions 

This chapter briefly presents the nature and goal of the study. It situates it in 
the context of previous research on the subject and spells out methodological 
assumptions on which the study is based. It provides a reconstruction of the 
implied reader’s pre-existing beliefs pertaining to the studied subject, and it 
justifies concentration on Lk 5:1–6:11 on the grounds of its place in the com-
position of Luke-Acts. 

1.1. A Brief Presentation of the Nature of This Study 
1.1. The Nature of This Study 
This study is about reading Lk 5:1–6:11 and examining its portrayal of sin-
ners. It is about reading in that it traces the implied reader’s progressive reac-
tions to the first cycle of episodes narrating Jesus’ public ministry. It is about 
examining the portrayal of sinners in that, within that cycle, it uncovers and 
explains the textual strategy of confronting the reader with multiple direct 
and indirect references to the literary characteristic of sinfulness.  

Thus formulated, this study hopes to contribute to the scholarly discussion 
about the literary and theological roles of sinners in the Gospel of Luke. The 
contribution it hopes to make rests on the assumption that the role of sinners 
in Luke is properly assessed not just by examining sinner texts, that is, the 
pericopae containing the word “sinner” or its cognates, but also by uncover-
ing and assessing all the textual strategies that prompt the reader to infer the 
characteristic of sinfulness, even in the absence of its direct textual referent. 
Motivation and justification for such a working assumption come from phe-
nomena detectable in Luke’s Gospel: upon close reading of the text, the char-
acters known as sinners are found to be distinct from other characters such as, 
for instance, the disciples or the Pharisees, in that their defining characteristic 
is often found inadequate, rendered inapplicable, and transferred to another 
character. It departs from them, as it were, by attaching itself to other inhabit-
ants of the narrative world. An eloquent example of that phenomenon is 
found in 5:27–39. The sinners (aJmartwloi÷) spoken of in 5:30 are, according 
to Jesus, no longer sinful; in their table fellowship with him their repentance 
is accomplished. They have met their physician. At the same time, however, 
by repeatedly directing himself to the Pharisees and by identifying himself as 
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the one sent to call sinners to repentance, Jesus treats the Pharisees as the sick 
in need of a physician. It appears that the Pharisees are marked by sinfulness, 
since it is to them that Jesus directs his attention. Multiple direct and indirect 
references to sinfulness in the Gospel reflect similar shifts in the identifica-
tion of sinners and invite an inquiry into the likely effect of such operations. 
As a result, in this study, the Lukan portrayal of sinners is examined more as 
a process than as a final product. It is analyzed and explained in light of the 
function Luke ascribes to its various components as they emerge in the tem-
poral unfolding of the narrative of Lk 5:1–6:11.  

The assessment of Luke’s presentation of sinners in Lk 5:1–6:11 is pre-
ceded by an examination of the ways in which the narrative prior to 5:1 
frames the reader’s understanding of sin and sinners, and it is completed by 
an inquiry into how Lk 5:1–6:11 conditions Luke’s presentation of the sinner 
theme in the remaining portion of the Galilean ministry of Jesus.  

In the end, what the reader understands about sinners is that he or she must 
discover and assimilate Jesus’ perception of them. Interpretive effort implied 
by that task is employed productively by Luke. He deploys the references to 
sinfulness in a way that engages the reader in a search for the normative view 
of Jesus. By untangling crisscrossing viewpoints formed around sinfulness  
– implied, inferred, directly stated, overcome, or rejected – the reader’s com-
ing to know Jesus is enacted. 

1.2. A Sinner in Luke and in Lukan Scholarship 
1.2. A Sinner in Luke 
The Greek term aJmartwlo/ß appears eighteen times in Luke while only five 
times in Matthew (9:10,11,13; 11:19; 26:45) and six times in Mark 
(2:15,16[twice],17; 8:38; 14:41). Of the eighteen Lukan uses, four have paral-
lels in the other Synoptic Gospels (Lk 5:30 = Mark 2:16 = Matt 9:11; Lk 5:32 
= Mark 2:17 = Matt 9:13; Lk 7:34 = Matt 11:19; Lk 24:7 = Mark 14:41 = 
Matt 26:45), and the remaining fourteen are uniquely Lukan. Among them 
one finds three elaborate scenes of encounter between Jesus and a sinner: at 
the beginning of his Galilean ministry, in 5:1–11, Jesus meets Simon, de-
scribed as a “sinful man” in verse 8; in 7:36–50 Jesus meets the “sinful” 
woman characterized as such in verses 37 and 39; and at the final stage of the 
Travel Narrative, in 19:1–10, Jesus meets Zacchaeus, referred to as a sinner 
in verse 7. Apart from that, the word “sinner” (aJmartwlo/ß) is found again in 
the following pericopae: in the Sermon on the Plain (6:32,33,34[twice]); in 
the warning to repent or perish in 13:2; in the parables about the lost sheep, 
coin, and son (15:1,2,7,10); and the story about the Pharisee and the tax col-
lector (18:13).  
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Luke’s frequent mention of sinners has triggered inquiries into their liter-
ary and theological functions within his oeuvre.1 The role of sinners in the 
final text of Luke’s Gospel has been the object of explorations conducted by 
D. Neale,2 H. Adams,3 and, most recently, by A. Pesonen,4 although in his 
case in combination with questions of the origin and development of the sin-
ner texts. Many of the sinner texts in Luke have also been analyzed by G. D. 
Nave and F. Méndez-Moratalla in their respective works on the themes of 
repentance and conversion.5 The study of Lukan soteriology by H. J. Sellner6 
and the investigation of Lukan anthropology by J. W. Taeger7 similarly over-
lap with many sinner texts, although without tracing their meaning at the lev-
el of the complete text’s narrative strategies, but rather by locating it in the 
author’s redactional intentions.     

In terms of the function of sinners in the final form of the Lukan text, two 
major results emerge from these studies. Neale affirms that the sinners in 
Luke are an ideological category employed in order to fuel the conflict – the 
engine of the plot – and ultimately to exemplify “the right response to Jesus 
in counterpoint to the uncomprehending and bigoted ‘Pharisees.’”8 Luke then 
uses sinners to bring about a reversal of all expectations: in a bipolar world of 
religious discourse, it is the category of sinners, not the Pharisees, that repre-
sents those who are saved. Adams, on the other hand, concludes that the sin-
ner theme fulfills Isaiah’s promise about “all flesh” seeing God’s salvation 
                                                             

1 For a survey of the patristic, early modern, and modern interpretations of the “sinner” 
in Luke, see H. ADAMS, The Sinner in Luke (The Evangelical Theological Society Mono-
graph Series; Eugene, OR 2008) 1–20.  

2 D. NEALE, None but the Sinners. Religious Categories in the Gospel of Luke (JSNT.S 
58; Sheffield 1991). 

3 ADAMS, The Sinner in Luke. 
4  A. PESONEN, Luke, the Friend of Sinners (Diss. University of Helsinki; Helsinki 

2009).  
5 G. D. NAVE, The Role and Function of Repentance in Luke-Acts (SBL Academia Bib-

lica 4; Atlanta, GA 2002); F. MÉNDEZ-MORATALLA, The Paradigm of Conversion in Luke 
(JSNT.S 252, London 2004). Nave stresses the ethical-social dimension of repentance 
relegating the religious aspect, in the sense of the change of beliefs, to secondary concerns. 
Méndez-Moratalla, on the other hand, puts the religious experience in the center. The be-
lief in Jesus as Christ stands for him as the central concern of the Lukan conversion texts. 
Our present investigation will give further support to the conclusions reached by Méndez-
Moratalla. Of limited value to the present project is the work by D. S. MORLAN, Conver-
sion in Luke and Paul. An Exegetical and Theological Exploration (LNTS 464; London 
2013), as its analysis of the Lukan texts is restricted to Luke 15; Acts 2; and Acts 17:16–
34.  

6 H. J. SELLNER, Das Heil Gottes. Studien zur Soteriologie des lukanischen Doppel-
werks (BZNW 152; Berlin – New York 2007). 

7 J. W. TAEGER, Der Mensch und sein Heil. Studien zum Bild des Menschen und zur 
Sicht der Bekehrung bei Lukas (StNT 14; Gütersloh 1982). 

8 NEALE, None but the Sinners, 193. 
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(Isa 40:5; Lk 3:6), and prepares for the mission to the Gentiles in the Acts of 
the Apostles.9 Luke then uses sinners to illustrate the far-reaching scope of 
Jesus’ messianic mission through which the OT promises of salvation are 
fulfilled. Both Neale and Adams come to their conclusions by first examining 
the socio-religious content of the idea of sinners detectable in the first-
century Jewish and Greek cultural milieu, and then by applying the results of 
that examination to their study of Lukan sinner texts. Although they differ in 
what they see to be the meaning of the term aJmartwlo/ß in the first-century 
world – Neale tends to see it mostly as an ideological label, while Adams 
demonstrates that certain moral and religious behaviors constituted, in fact, 
its content – they reach conclusions that appear more complementary than 
contradictory. While Adams reads the sinner texts through the promise-
fulfillment scheme anchored in Isa 40:5, Neale might be said to be more of a 
structuralist in that he focuses on elements of contrast and reversal in the 
conceptual system underlying Luke’s story. Adams treats all of the 18 Lukan 
occurrences of the term aJmartwlo/ß, whereas Neale limits his study to five 
scenes: the Call of Levi, the Story of the Sinful Woman, the Gospel for the 
Lost (Luke 15), the Pharisee and the Tax Collector, and the Story of Zac-
chaeus. Both Neale and Adams dedicate about 90 pages each to the analysis 
of the Gospel passages, and they both claim to give a comprehensive view of 
what literary and theological values are to be ascribed to the Lukan use of the 
term sinner.10 

That said, the theoretical tools afforded by narrative criticism prompt us to 
question the adequacy of Neale’s and Adam’s results. As it has been ob-
served, the relative frequency with which the term “sinner” punctuates 
Luke’s narrative deserves consideration. But what also deserves considera-
tion is the fact that the criterion of lexicography, that is, the selection of texts 
that use the term aJmartwlo/ß, does not fully account for the way the narra-
tive evokes for the reader the idea of sinners. In other words, sinners as liter-
ary characters are evoked, not only when they are directly labeled as such, 
but also each time the text provokes the reader to apply such a labeling to a 
given character in the story. Are not those who receive John’s baptism of 
repentance in 3:6–14 to be considered sinners? Are not criminals 
(kakouvrgoi) mentioned in 23:32,33,39 to be counted among sinners? An 
adequate treatment of the sinner material in Luke must take into account nu-
merous instances in which various textual indicators (epithet, description of 
                                                             

9 ADAMS, The Sinner in Luke, 195–196. 
10 What Pesonen discovers about the literary function of sinners can be described as a 

combination of Neale’s and Adams’ results. Like Neale, with whom he dialogues through-
out his work, Pesonen stresses the conflict-fueling function of sinners. Going beyond 
Neale, he notices in the sinner texts a preparation for the positive reception of Gentiles in 
Acts, an insight developed independently by Adams. PESONEN, Luke, the Friend of Sin-
ners, 225–228. 
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profession, description of action, direct speech) point to the possibility of 
identifying a given character as a sinner. This identification may take a form 
of allusion, accusation, or objective narratorial description, and the subse-
quent narrative may affirm, deny, or leave it in suspense. Still, every occur-
rence of such identification always contributes to the way the text structures 
the reader’s understanding of sinners. In other words, every emergence of the 
literary trait of sinfulness, that is, that characteristic by which a given charac-
ter is subsumed under the category of sinners, needs to be considered.11 

What makes the need for such a consideration even more evident is our 
recognition of the degree to which the reading conventions operative among 
the addressees of Luke’s Gospel were supportive of perceiving the same 
characteristic of sinfulness through various direct (epithet) and indirect (ac-
tion, self-revealing expression) indications. That such support is to be ex-
pected comes, first of all, from the realization that the ability to infer charac-
ters’ traits is fundamental to the process of reading in general.12 Secondly, 
inasmuch as the ancient Greek reading conventions assumed that one’s char-
acter (ethos), even though often amounting to nothing more than just a type, 
was revealed through one’s actions (praxis), they encouraged inference of 
characteristics from that person’s words and actions.13 Finally, to give an af-
firmative answer to the question of the Lukan reader’s ability to infer the 
same characteristic from various types of indicators, we need to recall the 
ancient Greco-Roman perception of the way words work. Downing’s study of 
this very problem reveals that ancient semantics was governed by the model 
of “naming” – meaning was thought to reside in the mind, not in the words. 
Word served to name, that is, to evoke an otherwise unspecified mental im-

                                                             
11 The same could be said, mutatis mutandis, with regard to the characteristic of faith. 

Faith as a trait of a given character is more often than not indirectly predicated. When 
Elizabeth describes Mary in 1:45 as “one who believed that there would be a fulfillment of 
what was spoken to her by the Lord,” the reader is invited to see Mary’s answer in 1:38 as 
an act of faith, even though the term “faith” does not appear in the scene of the Annuncia-
tion. It is the explicit naming of faith at some points that invites its recognition at other 
moments in the narrative.  

12 Chatman discerns the following correlation between a trait, which he calls a narrative 
adjective, and its direct textual referent, that is, an actual verbal adjective: “The actual 
verbal adjective, of course, need not (and in modernist narratives will not) appear. But 
whether inferred or not, it is immanent to the deep structure of the text. […] We must infer 
these traits to understand the narrative, and comprehending readers do so. Thus the traits 
exist at the story level: indeed, the whole discourse is expressly designed to prompt their 
emergence in the reader's consciousness.” S. CHATMAN, Story and Discourse. Narrative 
Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, NY – London 1980) 125. 

13 See F. W. BURNETT, “Characterization and Reader Construction of Characters in the 
Gospels”, Semeia 63 (1993) 11, who follows D. A. RUSSEL, “On Reading Plutarch’s 
Lives”, Greece and Rome 13 (1976) 144, and G. N. STANTON, Jesus of Nazareth in the 
New Testament Preaching (MSSNTS 27; New York 1974) 122. 
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pression. Words then were not expected to be precise. 14  The widespread 
modern expectation of clear lines between possible connotations of particular 
words was foreign to ancient readers and writers. 

Since the previous treatments of the sinner theme in Luke have not suffi-
ciently explored the role of frequent direct and indirect references to sinful-
ness, there arises the need for a study that would remedy this omission.15 The 
present study answers that need and takes a step toward a fuller understand-
ing of Luke’s portrayal of sinners. That said, the investigation conducted in 
this study is limited by the methodological principles assumed in it, historical 
reconstructions exploited by it, and a single narrative cycle selected as its 
basis. All these factors – method of literary analysis, reconstruction of rele-
vant historical background, and concentration on a selected portion of the 
Lukan text – inasmuch as they both limit and define the nature of this study, 
need to be explained and justified. 

1.3. Methodological Assumptions Governing This Study 
1.3. Methodological Assumptions 
The present study utilizes methods of investigation developed within mod-
ern16 narrative criticism. Given the variety of approaches to the biblical text 
that are informed by modern narrative criticism, it is necessary to clarify the 
methodological assumptions on which this study is based. The following is a 
presentation of the basic theoretical principles we assume and of the neces-
sary tasks they entail for this project. 

1.3.1. The Reader as Produced by the Text 

The meaning of the Gospel is understood as the sum of the effects the implied 
author intends for the story to have upon the implied reader, with the implied 
author being the subject of the narrative strategy used in the text, and the im-

                                                             
14 Downing’s examination of ancient theory of metaphor and allegory allows him to 

conclude: “if names are seen as exchangeable, and the transferred one likely as evocative 
as (or better than) the common one, there is nothing ‘in’ a name that affords precision.” F. 
G. DOWNING, “Ambiguity, Ancient Semantics, and Faith”, NTS 56 (2009) 152. 

15 It is worth noting that Taeger’s brief treatment of sinners in Luke overcomes some of 
the above-mentioned limitations. He investigates the notion of sinners by treating not just 
the term aJmartwlo/ß, but the entire word group by which various dimensions of sin are 
lexicalized in the Gospel. Traeger does not ask about implicit references to sinners nor 
does he consider the effects of the sequential reading of the sinner texts. TAEGER, Der 
Mensch und sein Heil, 31–44. 

16 For a criticism of the fallacious assumption that ancient literary work can be ade-
quately judged only in terms of ancient literary criticism, see D. FEENEY, “Criticism An-
cient and Modern”, Ancient Literary Criticism (ed. A. LAIRD) (Oxford Readings in Classi-
cal Studies; Oxford 2006) 440–454. 
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plied reader being the ideal receiver of that strategy.17 It will be our task to 
uncover the narrative strategies – configurations of plot, setting, characters, 
point of view – by which the text elicits responses from its reader18 and to 
describe the effects (on the reader) which correspond to a maximal realization 
of these strategies.  

1.3.2. The Reader as Assumed by the Text 

If the implied author is the subject of the narrative strategy used in the text, 
and the implied reader is the ideal receiver of that strategy, then the task of 
decoding the biblical text involves the task of reconstructing “the capacities 
for knowledge, attitudes, preoccupations, reactions which the author (rightly 
or wrongly) attributes to his future reader, and which condition the develop-
ment of his narrative.”19 To put it differently, the implied reader comes to 
engage a given pericope with knowledge, skills, and expectations formed not 
only by the part of the narrative prior to it, but also by the cultural milieu that 
frames and conditions the communication between the implied author and the 
implied reader even before the reading commences. The implied reader of a 
given pericope has both pre-existing and narrative-formed beliefs.20  Thus, 
before we analyze the literary effects of the references to sinfulness, we must 
ask what notion of sinfulness was the reader expected to have before engag-
ing the text of the Gospel. That is, we must explore the pre-existing beliefs 
about what made one sinful.  

                                                             
17 The categories of implied author and implied reader were first developed by W. ISER, 

Der implizite Leser. Kommunikationsformen des Romans von Bunyan bis Beckett (UTB 
163; München 1972) [English translation: The Implied Reader. Patterns of Communication 
in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore 1974)]; Der Akt des Lesens. Theorie 
ästhetischer Wirkung (UTB 636; München 1976) [English translation: The Act of Reading. 
A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore 1978)]. As a matter of convenience, the name 
“Luke” and masculine pronouns referring to “Luke” will be used in this study as shorthand 
for the implied author of Luke-Acts. 

18 In the words of Grilli, “il testo cerca un proprio lettore, il quale sia capace di com-
prendere dei riferimenti specifici, gli indici letterari, gli schemi comunicativi, gli impulsi, 
ecc.” M. GRILLI, “Evento comunicativo e interpretazione di un testo biblico”, Gregori-
anum 83 (2002) 675. 

19 D. MARGUERAT – Y. BOURQUIN, How to Read Bible Stories. An Introduction to Nar-
rative Criticism (tr. J. BOWDEN) (London 1999) 14. [Originally published in French as 
Pour lire les récits bibliques (Paris 1998)].  

20 On the difference between pre-existing and narrative-formed beliefs, see Booth’s ob-
servation: “As a rhetorician, an author finds that some of the beliefs on which a full appre-
ciation of his work depends come ready-made, fully accepted by the postulated reader as 
he comes to the book, and some must be implanted or reinforced.” W. C. BOOTH, The 
Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago 21983) 177. For an example of further theoretical elaboration 
of that distinction see P. DANOVE, The Rhetoric of Characterization of God, Jesus, and 
Jesus’ Disciples in the Gospel of Mark (JSNT.S 290; New York 2005) 10–11. 
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1.3.3. Temporal Ordering and a First-Time Reading 

The forming of the implied reader’s knowledge, skills, and convictions is 
understood here to take place along the time-continuum of the reading pro-
cess. The fact that the text is grasped successively is one of the factors deter-
mining its meaning. The segments of the narrative acquire their meaning de-
pending on where in the text-continuum they appear: along the temporal pro-
duction of the narrative’s effects on the reader, what comes first (the “prima-
cy” effect) may be subsequently frustrated, reinforced, or simply modified by 
what comes later (the “recency” effect).21 To capture adequately the temporal 
dynamic of effects produced by the text, our analysis will proceed sequential-
ly through the text in an attempt to reconstruct the effects of a first-time read-
ing by the implied reader.22 

1.3.4. Literary Form and Narrative Function 

Our attempt to decipher the reading of the implied reader involves recon-
struction of interpretive frameworks within which the elements of the story 
cohere best. Next to pieces of information regarding cultural and religious 

                                                             
21 “The nature of a literary work, and even the sum total of its meanings, do not rest en-

tirely on the conclusions reached by the reader at the end-point of the text-continuum. 
They are not a ‘sifted,’ ‘balanced,’ and static sum-total constituted once the reading is 
over, when all the relevant material has been laid out before the reader. The effects of the 
entire reading process all contribute to the meaning of the work: its surprises; the changes 
along the way; the process of a gradual, zig-zag-like build-up of meanings, their rein-
forcement, development, revision and replacement; the relations between expectations 
aroused at one stage of the text and discoveries actually made in subsequent stages; the 
process of retrospective re-patterning and even the peculiar survival of meanings which 
were first constructed and then rejected.” M. PERRY, “Literary Dynamics: How the Order 
of a Text Creates its Meanings”, Poetics Today 1 (1979) 41. (A Hebrew version of this 
article was written in 1973 and published in Israel.). On the primacy-recency effect, see 
“Chapter Four” of M. STERNBERG, Expositional Modes and Temporal Ordering in Fiction 
(Baltimore 1978), 90–128. 

 22 The first-time reading by the implied reader differs from the actual first time reading 
in that, while the latter entertains multiple possibilities for further development, the former 
discards possibilities not supported by the development of the plot. Perry’s description of 
his own method of reading illustrates that difference well: “The reading process described 
in this article is therefore from the vantage-point of the whole. It is a process of a ‘recon-
structed first reading’. Only from this vantage-point can one make the selection between 
relevant and accidental surprises. An actual first reading of a text is a gradual process of 
selection. The more the construction of the whole nears its completion, the more the reader 
is able to tell accidental surprises from functional ones” (PERRY, “Literary Dynamics”, 
357). G. YAMASAKI, John the Baptist in Life and Death. An Audience-Oriented Criticism 
of Matthew’s Narrative (JSNT.S 167; Sheffield 1998) 53, is correct when he observes that 
“Perry’s ‘reconstructed first reading’ – that is, a first-time reading with accidental surprises 
eliminated – is functionally equivalent to a first-time reading by the implied reader.”   


