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The Use of Genesis 42:18 (not Leviticus 18:5) 
in Luke 10:28: 

Joseph and the Good Samaritan

 

preston m. sprinkle

 

cedarville university

 

This article seeks to accomplish two goals: (1) to correct the common assumption
that the OT text being alluded to in Luke 10:28 is Lev 18:5, and (2) to set forth
a proposal that Luke is drawing from the Joseph story (Gen 37–50) to supply
various raw materials for constructing the Parable of the Good Samaritan. In or-
der to carry out this examination, I will first demonstrate that Gen 42:18, rather
than Lev 18:5, is the actual text being alluded to in Luke 10:28. After establishing
this, I will then probe the possible function that the Joseph story might have in
the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30–37).
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Though many scholars have examined the OT background to the Parable
of the Good Samaritan,

 

1

 

 possible allusions to the Joseph story rarely are
noted. Our primary starting point, then, concerns the apparent allusion to
the OT in Luke 10:28: “do this and you will live.” While some scholars
make no mention of an allusion here,

 

2

 

 others simply locate it in Lev 18:5

 

1. 2 Chronicles 28:1–15 is among the most popular and is likely to have had some influ-
ence on the parable; see, for example, F. S. Spencer, “2 Chronicles 28:5–15 and the Parable of
the Good Samaritan,” 

 

WTJ 

 

46 (1984) 317–49; Roger Aus, 

 

Weihnachtsgeschichte Barmherziger Sa-
mariter Verlorener Sohn

 

 (Arbeiten zur neutestamentlichen Theologie und Zeitgeschichte 2; Ber-
lin: Institut Kirche und Judentum, 1988) 79–94; compare with others in the bibliography of
C. A. Kimball, 

 

Jesus’ Exposition of the Old Testament in Luke’s Gospel 

 

(JSNTSup 94; Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1994) 130. Hosea 6:1–11 is also frequently discussed background text. K. Bailey (

 

Through
Peasant Eyes

 

 [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980] 49) and J. Derrett (

 

Law in the New Testament

 

 [Lon-
don: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1970] 210) are among the most convinced. Roger Aus has also
located various parallels to LXX Job 6:13–23 (

 

Weihnachtsgeschichte

 

, 76–78).
2. W. Wiefel, 

 

Das Evangelium nach Lukas 

 

(THKNT 3; Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt,
1988); J. Nolland, 

 

Luke 9:21–18:34

 

 (WBC 35B; Dallas: Word, 1993); Joel Green, 

 

The Gospel of Luke

 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997). In discussing Luke 10:28, François Bovon notices a similar
theological framework in Gal 3:12, where Lev 18:5 is cited, but he fails to make mention of an
allusion to Lev 18:5 here in Luke (

 

Das Evangelium nach Lukas 

 

[EKKNT 3/2; Zurich: Benziger,
2001] 87). Similarly, W. Schmithals mentions Lev 18:5 while discussing Luke 10:25 but fails to
mention any allusion in 10:28 (

 

Das Evangelium nach Lukas 

 

[ZB 3/1; Zurich: Theologischer Ver-
lag, 1980] 127).
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before moving on to the parable (10:30–37).

 

3

 

 What many scholars have
failed to notice, however, is the possibility that Gen 42:18, not Lev 18:5, is
the actual text to which Luke alludes.

The presence of Gen 42:18 has been noticed only by a few interpreters,
including Kenneth Bailey, who notes that Luke 10:28 is a quotation from
Gen 42:18 and that the term “will live” in the Genesis context points to a
“near future” event. Thus, Bailey argues that Jesus was not speaking about
an “afterlife” in Luke 10:28 but “widens the discussion to 

 

all 

 

of life.”

 

4

 

 How-
ever, Bailey makes no mention of any further connections between the Jo-
seph Story and Luke 10. Likewise, Claude Tresmontant follows Paul Joüon,
who notices a grammatical similarity between Gen 42:18 and Luke 10:28.
However, his point is merely to show from the grammar that “Luc semble
avoir voulu imiter l’hébreu classique” rather than the LXX.

 

5

 

 Again, no at-
tempt is made to establish any interpretive significance that the allusion
might bring to bear on the parable itself. J. D. M. Derrett comes close to the
proposal offered in this article by recognizing that Luke 10:28 “recalls”
Gen 42:18 and is one of the “obvious” allusions that makes up part of the
“raw materials” for the parable itself.

 

6

 

 However, his comments are made
in passing without further development, and later in the same article he
even notes that the phrase “do this and live” recalls Lev 18:5 among other
OT texts.

 

7

 

 So then, an allusion to Gen 42:18 in Luke 10:28 only occasionally
has been noted, and its possible function awaits a thorough assessment.

Before I examine the texts under consideration, a brief word concern-
ing methodology is in order. First, my argument will be based on the
conclusions of much previous work done on Luke’s use of the OT. The
scholarly consensus is that Luke does not use biblical phraseology in a

 

3. See, e.g., A. A. Plummer, 

 

Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to
Saint Luke 

 

(ICC; Ediburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1922) 285; Adolf Schlatter,

 

 Das Evangelium nach Lukas

 

(Stuttgart: Calwer, 1960) 290; E. Ellis, 

 

The Gospel of Luke

 

 (London: Oliphants, 1974) 161; I. H.
Marshall, 

 

The Gospel of Luke

 

 (NIGTC; Exeter: Paternoster, 1978) 444; J. Fitzmyer, 

 

The Gospel ac-
cording to Luke 

 

(AB 28; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981) 2:881; Kimball, 

 

Jesus’ Exposition

 

, 120.
Sellin fails to make mention of the allusion in his lengthy article (“Lukas als Gleichniserzähler:
Die Erzählung vom barmherzigen Samariter [Lk 10 25–37]

 

 

 

[Fortsetzung von Band 65, 1974,
166–189],” 

 

ZNW 

 

66 [1975] 19–60). Bock notices the similarity to Lev 18:5 but simply concludes
that “the reply has a definite Old Testament ring to it” (

 

Luke 9:51–24:53 

 

[Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1996] 2:136). For the most thorough treatments, see W. R. Stegner, “The Parable of the
Good Samaritan and Leviticus 18:5,” in 

 

The Living Text 

 

(ed. D. Groh and R. Jewett; Washington,
DC: University Press of America, 1985) 27–38; and E. Verhoef, “(Eternal) Life and Following
the Commandments: Lev 18,5 and Luke 10,28,” in 

 

The Scriptures in the Gospels

 

 (ed. C. M. Tuck-
ett; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1997) 571–77. Pauline scholars have also taken an interest
in the supposed allusion to Lev 18:5 in Luke 10:28 in light of the allusion to the Leviticus text
in Rom 10:5 and Gal 3:12; see, e.g., Simon J. Gathercole, “Torah, Live, and Salvation: Leviticus
18:5 in Early Judaism and the New Testament,” in 

 

From Prophecy to Testament: The Use of the Old
Testament in the New

 

 (ed. C. A. Evans; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004) esp. pp. 140–41.
4. Bailey, 

 

Peasant

 

, 38.
5. Claude Tresmontant, 

 

Évangile de Luc: Traduction et Notes

 

 (Paris: O.E.I.L., 1987) 471.
6. Derrett, 

 

Law

 

, 219.
7. Ibid., 222 n. 4.
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mundane fashion but frequently alludes to OT texts—narrative texts most
often—with purpose, giving attention to the larger narrative in which the
allusion is embedded.

 

8

 

 Luke’s use of the OT in this manner is especially
clear in the birth narratives (Luke 1–2).

 

9

 

 Second, I will be using the terms
“allude” and “echo” throughout this paper in a general sense to refer to
“points along a spectrum of intertextual reference, moving from the ex-
plicit to the subliminal.”

 

10

 

 That is, an “echo” is less explicit than an “allu-
sion,” which in turn would be less explicit than a “citation.” In the above
definition, however, the word “intertextual” may be problematic: there is
a wide variety of methods and understandings of how intertextuality
functions when applied to the use of the OT in the NT. Because it is not in
the scope of this essay to enter into this debate, I will avoid the term “in-
tertextual(ity)” in this paper. I will simply examine how Luke draws upon
certain texts and uses them in this pericope without necessarily assuming
a certain literary dynamic. Third, I will be working from the standpoint of
the final form of the Gospel of Luke. Whether the words credited to Jesus
are dominical or not does not concern us. I will, then, be referring to “Luke”
as the author even if the words are represented as being spoken by Jesus in
the text.

 

Allusion to Leviticus 18:5 

or Genesis 42:18?

 

A cursory glance at the competing LXX

 

11

 

 texts under consideration reveals
a remarkable similarity between Luke and Genesis. The texts under con-
sideration read:

 

8. So, for instance, Ken Litwak in a recent work on Luke’s use of Scripture states: “Luke
is not merely ‘imitating LXX style’ for effect. Rather, he is taking up the Scriptures of Israel,
causing the voices of Scripture to sound out in a new way and in a new context” (

 

Echoes of Scrip-
ture in Luke–Acts: Telling the History of God’s People Intertextually

 

 [JSNTSup 282; London: T. & T.
Clark, 2005] 53). To highlight just one example from another author, I note that C. A. Evans has
cautiously argued that Luke’s description of Jesus’ “setting his face” toward Jerusalem (Luke
9:51, 53) is evoking various OT texts that refer to the judgment that Jesus is to pour out on Je-
rusalem (e.g., 2 Kgs 12:18; Jer 42:15–16, 44:11–16; Dan 11:7, 18; and especially the various places
in Ezekiel; C. A. Evans, “ ‘He Set His Face’: On the Meaning of Luke 9:51,” in 

 

Luke and Scripture

 

[ed. C. A. Evans and J. A. Sanders; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993] 93–105). This allusion, then,
transforms an otherwise banal geographical marker into a powerful theological statement. For
other recent works on Luke’s use of the OT that affirm this conclusion, see Rebecca Denova, 

 

The
Things Accomplished among Us: Prophetic Tradition in the Structural Pattern of Luke–Acts 

 

(JSNTSup
141; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1997); C. A. Evans and J. A. Sanders (eds.), 

 

Luke and Scriptur

 

e; and
Kimball, 

 

Jesus’ Exposition

 

. John Drury’s work, 

 

Tradition and Design 

 

(London: Darton, Longman
& Todd, 1976), though almost 30 years old is still fresh (see esp. pp. 46–81).

9. See especially Raymond Brown, 

 

The Birth of the Messiah

 

: 

 

A Commentary on the Infancy
Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke (ABRL; updated ed.; New York: Doubleday, 1993)
235–563.

10. Richard Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1989) 23.

11. Based on John Wevers, Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum (vols. 1–2/2; Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986).
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Luke 10:28b
TouÅto poÇei kaµ zhvs¬
Do this and you will live

Gen 42:18
TouÅto poihvsate kaµ zhvsesqe
Do this and you will live.12

Lev 18:5
Fulavxesqe pavnta ta; prostavgmata mou kaµ pavnta ta; krÇmata mou kaµ
poihvsete aujtav a¶ poihvsaÍ aßnqrwpoÍ zhvsetai ejn aujto∂Í
Keep all my statutes and all my judgments and do them, which by do-
ing a man will live by them.

Stegner, observing that “the two key verbs found in the Septuagint trans-
lation of Leviticus 18:5, ‘do’ and ‘live’ (poihvsaÍ and zhvsetai), are the key
verbs in Jesus’ reply,”13 concludes that Luke is drawing on Lev 18:5. This
is understandable in light of the popularity that this text exhibited during
the Second Temple period.14 Both verbs also clearly appear, however, in
Gen 42:18. Moreover, what is clear is that both phrases in Gen 42:18 and
Luke 10:28 bear a closer similarity linguistically and grammatically,15 thus
increasing the probability that Gen 42:18 is the actual text to which Luke
was alluding. Furthermore, the two references to Lev 18:5 in Paul (Rom
10:5, Gal 3:12) are cited in a seemingly negative fashion. For Paul, accord-
ing to Romans and Galatians, Christian faith stands in direct opposition to
the promise of Lev 18:5.16 Thus, while Lev 18:5 may have been a popular
text in various contemporaneous Jewish documents, the same fondness
for the passage probably did not exist in early Christian communities. It

12. Wevers notes that, while the Hebrew of Gen 42:18 has both verbs in the imperative,
LXX Gen 42:18 translates only the first one in the imperative (poihvsate) while the second is in
the future (zhvsesqe), implying that “life” is the result of “doing” (John W. Wevers, Notes on the
Greek Text of Genesis [SBLSCS 35; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993] 711–12). This is the same for
Luke 10:28.

13. Stegner, “Good Samaritan,” 28.
14. Psalms of Solomon 14:2; CD 3:16–17; 4Q266 frag. 11 12; 4Q504 frag. 6 ii 17; L.A.B. 23:10;

Philo, Congr. 86–87; Rom 10:5; Gal 3:12; cf. Ezek 20:11, 13, 21; Neh 9:29.
15. The main difference is that the command in Genesis is plural (spoken to Joseph’s

brothers), and the command in Luke is singular (spoken to the nomikos). The other difference,
that the command in Luke (poÇei) is in the present tense and in Genesis is aorist (poihvsate), is
to my mind not a significant variation.

16. Some have even suggested that Lev 18:5, according to Paul, stands in (a scriptural)
contradiction to the gospel of faith in Christ; see, e.g., N. A. Dahl, “Contradictions in Scrip-
ture,” Studies in Paul: Theology for the Early Christian Mission (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1977)
159–77; J. Vos, “Die hermeneutische Antinomie bei Paulus (Galater 3.11–12; Römer 10.5–10),”
NTS 38 (1992) 254–70. It has been a growing trend, however, to reconcile Lev 18:5 and Deut
30:11–14 in Rom 10:5–10. Instead of seeing these texts as opposed to one another, some see
them as mutually interpretive. See most recently Friedrich Avemarie, “Paul and the Claim of
the Law according to the Scripture: Leviticus 18:5 in Galatians 3:12 and Romans 10:5,” in The
Beginnings of Christianity: A Collection of Articles (ed. Jack Pastor and Menachem Mor; Jerusa-
lem: Yad Ben-Zvi, 2005) 125–48.
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should also be pointed out that wording of Jesus’ response in 10:28 is quite
different from all other allusions to Lev 18:5 in its later usage. That is, there
is remarkable uniformity in the wording of Lev 18:5 whenever it is alluded
to in later OT17 and early Jewish writers.18 This (near) uniformity, how-
ever, is missing in Luke 10:28. It is not impossible, of course, that Luke
could depart from this pattern while still alluding to Lev 18. But such a
conclusion should not be too hastily made, especially in light of the closer

17. Leviticus 18:5 is alluded to by Ezekiel on three occasions (20:11, 13, 21). In every in-
stance, the wording is virtually the same: hç[y rça µtwa yt[dwh yfpçm taw ytwqj ta µhl ˆtaw

µhb yjw µdah µtwa (“And I gave them my statutes and made known to them my judgments
which, if a man does them, he will live by them,” Ezek 20:11). Compare Ezek 20:13 and 21, which
both read: µhb yjw µdah µta hç[y rça (“which if a man does them, he will live by them”). The
only difference between these texts is the form of the object marker µtwa (20:11, with the waw)
and µta (20:13, 21, without the waw). LXX Ezek 20:11 reads: o§sa poihvsei aujta; aßnqrwpoÍ kaµ
zhsetai ejn aujto∂Í. The one major difference is the addition of the kaµ, which is not in the He-
brew text but conforms perfectly to Theod. LXX Lev 18:5. LXX 20:13 and 21 read the same as
20:11 except for using a¶ instead of o§sa, the former being closer to the Hebrew text. For a dis-
cussion on how Leviticus functions in Ezekiel, see my “Law and Life: Leviticus 18.5 in the Lit-
erary Framework of Ezekiel,” JSOT 31 (2007) 275–93. Leviticus 18:5 is also alluded to on one
other occasion in the OT, in Neh 9:29b: hyjw µda hç[y rça µhb (“which if a man does will live
by them,” referring back to the “commandments” and “ordinances” of 9:29a). LXX 2 Esd 19:29
(= Neh 9:29) reads: a¶ poihvsaÍ aujta; aßnqrwpoÍ zhvsetai ejn aujto∂Í, which is the same as LXX Lev
18:5. In all these allusions, including their variances in different LXX textual traditions, there
is close uniformity in wording and style. There are no variations that resemble Luke 10:28
other than the terms “doing” and “life.” Again, however, the “doing = life” concept is too per-
vasive to assume automatically that Lev 18:5 is the base text.

18. Leviticus 18:5 is alluded to in a number of texts, almost all of which exhibit the same
form as its usage in the OT. In the Qumran literature, the text occurs three times. In CD 3:16–
17 the text reads: µhb hyjw µdah hç[y rça (“which if the man does he will live by them”). No
significant variations are seen. In the 4QD fragments, Lev 18:5 is alluded to in the prayer of
expulsion (4Q266 frag. 11 12). The text reads: hyjw µdah hç[y rça (“which if the man does he
will live”). Other than the missing preposition µhb, which occurs in all other forms thus far,
the text is very close in form and style to all other allusions to Levititicus. The last occurrence
in Qumran appears in 4Q504 frag. 6 ii 17. The text is fragmentary, but it seems clear that Le-
viticus is alluded to: µb yjw µda[h µtwa hç[y rça] (“[which if the] man [does them] he will live
by them”). The phrase, then, in Qumran appears to be somewhat formulaic. The text is also al-
luded to in L.A.B. 23:10, which reads: “I gave them my Law and enlightened them in order that
by doing these things they would live and have many years and not die” (sed dedi ei legem meam,
et illuminavi eos ut, facientes hec, vivant et longevi fiant et non moriantur). What is interesting
about the allusion here is that hec (“these things”) does not have a clear antecedent (legem is
singular while hec is plural). This seems to show that Lev 18:5 is used in a likewise formulaic
fashion; but again, there are still no variations in these allusions that resemble Luke 10:28.
Philo cites Lev 18:1–5 on only one occasion (Congr. 86–87). The text reads: oJ poihvsaÍ aujta; zhv-
setai ejn aujto∂Í (“the one who does these things will live by them”). This text is exactly the
same as Paul’s citations in Gal 3:12 and Rom 10:5 (Romans retains the aßnqrwpoÍ from LXX 18:5,
which is missing in Galatians). The final allusion comes in Pss. Sol. 14:2–3: [“The Lord is
faithful . . .”] to∂Í poreuomevnoiÍ ejn dikaiosuvn¬ prostagmavtwn aujtouÅ, ejn novmå, å• ejneteÇlato hJm∂n
e√Í zwh;n hJmΩn. o§sioi kurÇou zhvsontai ejn aujtåÅ  e√Í to;n a√Ωna: (“to the ones who walk in righ-
teousness of his ordinances, in the law, which he commanded for our life. The pious of the
Lord will live by it forever”). This text exhibits variations with Leviticus and yet still does not
resemble any affinities with Luke 10:28 beyond the language of “life” (the only reference to
“doing” is in the term to∂Í poreuomevnoiÍ).
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resemblance to Gen 42:18 as shown above. Therefore, it seems more likely
that Luke would tap into this popular OT narrative (Gen 37–50) as he does
elsewhere (see below), rather than allude to the text in Leviticus in ways
that depart from its usual form. The linguistic parallels between Luke and
Genesis shown above seem to support this.

Further evidence may mount in favor of Gen 42 over Lev 18 in light of
Luke’s apparent familiarity with the Joseph story. While Lev 18:5 is never
referred to in Luke’s writings, there are various allusions/echoes to Joseph
and the Joseph story (broadly conceived) in Luke–Acts. For instance, in
Luke 1:25 Elizabeth’s rejoicing echoes that of Rachel when she gave birth
to Joseph (Gen 30:23).19 Later we find out that Jesus, like Joseph, was about
“30 years of age” (Luke 3:23 with Gen 41:46) when he began his ministry.
In Luke 12:16–19, unlike Joseph who gathered grain and stored it for the
good of the community (Gen 41:35–36), the foolish man sought to build
larger barns to store grain for himself.20 Roger Aus has argued that “der
Einfluß der Josefsgeschichte” can be seen in the Parable of the Lost Son
(Luke 15:11–32).21 The wicked tenants’ hatred of the “beloved son” echoes
the threat of Joseph’s brothers: “[come], let us kill him” ([deuÅte,]22 ajpo-
kteÇnwmen aujtovn, Luke 20:14; compare LXX Gen 37:20, deuÅte ajpoktevnwmen
aujtovn). We may add to this list the unique attention given by Luke to the
Joseph story in Stephen’s salvation-historical speech in Acts 7 (see vv. 9–
15).23 Although some of these references are debated, together they may
offer supporting evidence that Luke was familiar with the Joseph story
and alluded to it on various occasions in Luke–Acts.

In light of the linguistic similarities between Luke 10:28 and Gen 42:18
alone, we may proceed with the probability that Luke has continued his
narrative concerning Jesus and the nomikos by tapping into the Joseph
story. One could argue, however, that Luke is simply using biblical lan-
guage in 10:28 with no regard for the original context of a specific biblical
passage. While this is a possibility, scholars have often noted that Luke fre-
quently alludes to the OT (LXX) in ways that bring interpretive signifi-
cance to the text as stated in the introduction.

19. Luke 1:25: “He looked to take away my disgrace (oßneidoÍ) among men”; Gen 30:23:
“God has taken away my disgrace (oßneidoÍ)”; see Brown, Birth of the Messiah, 281; Drury, Tra-
dition and Design, 57.

20. This echo was noticed by Greg Forbes, The God of Old: The Role of the Lukan Parables in
the Purpose of Luke’s Gospel (JSNTSup 198; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000) 84.

21. Aus, Weihnachtsgeschichte, 127; cf. esp. pp. 126–73. As mentioned above, K. Bailey has
argued persuasively for the Jacob story as the OT foil for this parable (see his Jacob and the Prod-
igal). I am presently undecided whether the Joseph or Jacob story is the proper backdrop to the
Prodigal Son, but if it is the former, then my hypothesis here would be greatly strengthened.

22. Attested by a C D L Q f13 33 M sy s.c.p.h..
23. Significant also is that in Acts 7 it is clear that Luke is familiar with many exegetical

traditions evident in other Jewish works of the day. See the fine article by James L. Kugel,
“Stephen’s Speech (Acts 7) in Its Exegetical Context,” in From Prophecy to Testament (ed. C. A.
Evans; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004) 206–18. 



Sprinkle: The Use of Genesis 42:18 in Luke 10:28 199

Therefore, it would be seemingly atypical of Luke to allude to Gen
42:18 in a somewhat banal manner only to use biblical language.24 So,
although the following investigation is indeed suggestive, the question
concerning why and how Luke may be using this allusion in the present
pericope is worthwhile. Before we probe some of the interpretive possi-
bilities, we will first examine other possible echoes to the Joseph story in
this passage.

Echoes of the Joseph Story in 

the Parable of the Good Samaritan

The close connection between Luke 10:28 and Gen 42:18 seems to be a sub-
tle reference to the Joseph story. In Gen 42, the brothers of Joseph are sent
by Jacob, their father, to Egypt to buy grain in light of a famine in the land
(42:1–2). The ten brothers go down to Egypt (Benjamin stays behind),
where they meet “lord Joseph” and bow down at his feet (42:6). Joseph ac-
cuses them of being spies (42:9–15), after which he tells them to return to
their land to bring back their youngest brother (42:16). After imprisoning
them for three days (42:17), Joseph sends them on their way issuing the
command, “do this and you will live” (42:18). Therefore, the brothers of Jo-
seph as guilty culprits find themselves in a desperate situation: if they
obey the words of Joseph, they will live; if not, they will die. They are in-
deed at the mercy of their now-exalted brother.

Interestingly, there is another possible point of contact between Luke
10 and the Joseph story in the next verse. In Luke 10:29, the narrator says
that the nomikos “wanted to justify himself” (oJ de; qevlwn dikaiΩsai eJautovn).
A similar statement occurs in the Joseph story. When Judah and his broth-
ers are brought back to Joseph after they are caught “repaying evil for
good” (Gen 44:4) by stealing Joseph’s cup (44:12), Judah falls on the ground
before Joseph in a climactic scene25 and declares (Gen 44:16), “What can
we say to my lord? What can we speak? And how can we justify ourselves?
(tÇ dikaiwqΩmen).”26 No interpreter, to my knowledge, has picked up on this

24. Nor do I think that Luke is simply drawing upon a common concept of “doing” and
“living” that was in the air at the time. In light of Luke’s many subtle allusions to Scripture,
and in light of the strong linguistic commonalities between Luke 10:28 and Gen 42:18, it seems
more likely that Luke has alluded to a specific portion of Scripture.

25. The brothers’ second visit to Joseph in Egypt forms the climax in the story and be-
came a focal point in later Jewish tradition. For instance, Judah’s speech in Gen 44:18–34 is
lengthened and expanded tremendously in Josephus (Ant. 2.140–58). Significantly, Luke him-
self draws attention to the second visit in Acts 7:13–14. The same sort of expansion occurs in
the Palestinian Targums; see Maren Niehoff, “The Figure of Joseph in the Targums,” JJS 39
(1988) 244–49.

26. “How can we prove our innocence?” (niv). “How shall we clear ourselves in the mat-
ter of Dinah . . . how shall we clear ourselves in respect to Benjamin?” (Gen. Rab. 92:9). Jubilees
gives a fairly literal rendering of Gen 44:16: “And they said to him, ‘What can we say? (With)
what can we defend ourselves?’” (Jub. 43:9). All of these translations and commentaries pick up
on the reflexive nature of the phrase of the Hitpael qdfxn, which was translated with the Greek
tÇ dikaiwqΩmen. DikaiouÅn in the passive only occurs here in Gen 44:16 in the Pentateuch. It also
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echo. This is understandable because, by itself, it is hardly detectable.
However, in light of the fact that this subtle statement comes on the heels
of the clear reference to Gen 42:18 in the previous verse, it is possible that
v. 29 (“wishing to justify himself”) sustains the allusion to the Joseph story
as a whole: by tapping into another climactic scene in the Joseph story,
Luke colors the Lukan landscape with provocative character traits—the
nomikos is cast as one of Joseph’s brothers (more on this point below). Judah
and his brothers were clearly guilty and admitted that they had no
grounds for justifying themselves. In contrast, the nomikos, who received
the same command as Joseph’s brothers (“do this and live”) did not realize
his guilt and attempted to justify himself by diverting the question.

Two additional verbal parallels are located in the parable itself. For in-
stance, twice in the parable the word ejpimevlein (“to care for”) is used in
connection with the care given to the wounded man at the inn. There is
only one other occurrence of this word in the NT,27 and significantly the
word occurs only two times in the OT,28 once in Gen 44:21. Here in his cli-
mactic speech, Judah reminds Joseph that he (Joseph) told his brothers:
“Bring him (Benjamin) down to me and I will take care of him” (ejpimevlou-
mai). In the parable, the repetition of this word highlights the compassion
(ejsplagcnÇsqh) poured out on the wounded man and, given Luke’s fond-
ness for using words and phrases from the LXX, it is likely that he bor-
rowed it from Gen 44:21.29

Another possible verbal parallel is subtle but deserves to be men-
tioned. In Luke 10:30, Jesus describes a man as having fallen among
thieves, who “stripped” him (ejkduvsanteÍ) of his clothes (10:30). The same
misfortune happened to Joseph when his brothers “stripped” him (ejxevdu-
san) of his variegated tunic (Gen 37:23).30

While these linguistic parallels could simply be the necessary vocabu-
lary for telling the story,31 in light of the allusion to the Genesis account in
10:28 and Luke’s fondness for drawing on the LXX for stock phrases, it
may be that Luke has borrowed these terms from a narrative to which he
has already alluded. These two parallels, then, should be taken as cumu-
lative evidence to support the possibility that Luke is using various words
and images from the Joseph story to help color the parable of the Good Sa-

27. 1 Timothy 3:5; compare with the adverb ejpimelΩÍ in Luke 15:8; Bovon, Lukas, 91 n. 45. 
28. Genesis 44:21; Prov 27:25; cf. Sir 30:25.
29. On the unusual words and syntax of this parable and how they are derived from the

LXX, see esp. Sellin, “Gleichniserzähler,” 35–37.
30. The verb ejkduvw is only used three other times in the Gospels and refers to the strip-

ping of Jesus’ clothes (Matt 27:28, 31; Mark 15:20). The root is used too many times in the LXX
for its location to be significant, though Gen 37:23 is its first and only occurrence in Genesis.

31. I thank Prof. Howard Marshall for pointing this out to me.

occurs in the Psalms (LXX 18:10, 50:6, 142:2) and Isaiah (LXX 42:21, 43:9, 43:26, 45:25). How-
ever, the Hitpael qdfxn only occurs here in the OT in Gen 44:16. Though the Genesis passage
lacks the reflexive pronoun, the verb dikaiouÅn and the concept of “justifying oneself” heightens
the possibility of an echo here. The fact that Joseph’s brothers did recognize their guilt, while
the nomikos did not, may be an intentional move by Luke.
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maritan. When the two parallels are added to the apparent allusion to Gen
42:18 in Luke 10:28 and the possible parallel between Gen 44:16 and Luke
10:29 shown above, the probability that the Joseph story has a faint voice
in this pericope is further supported. The verbal echoes do not tie the char-
acters together in an exact parallel but merely establish points of contact
between these two stories. In the words of Derrett, they supply the “raw
materials” to construct the parable.32 To all these verbal parallels may be
added the common themes of compassion on people in need. Like Joseph’s
brothers, the thieves, the priest, and the Levite (and now the nomikos) have
failed to exercise Lev 19:18: “love your neighbor as yourself.”

Joseph and Aseneth 

It is interesting that a somewhat contemporaneous text, Joseph and Aseneth,
contains an episode similar to the Parable of the Good Samaritan.33 This
parallel is worth mentioning, because it too involves the characters of the
Joseph story.

Part two of this narrative ( Jos. Asen. 22–29) opens with a description
of Gen 41:53ff. (Jos. Asen. 22:1–2) and then tells of Aseneth’s desire to see
Jacob, Joseph’s father (22:3ff.). The main plot is developed in ch. 23, where
Pharaoh’s son (unnamed) saw Aseneth and “felt sick because of her
beauty” (23:2). After his proposal to Levi and Simeon to murder Joseph
turned out for the worst (ch. 23), the son of Pharaoh contrives a deceitful
plan that ensnares Dan, Gad, Naphtali, and Asher to carry out his assas-
sination of Joseph and capture of Aseneth (24:1–10[11]). As the plan is exe-
cuted, Dan and Gad (Naphtali and Asher defected, 25:5) together with an
army ambush Aseneth and her bodyguards. Aseneth then flees in her
chariot with Benjamin at her side (ch. 26). Interestingly, in defending Jo-
seph’s wife, Benjamin slings a stone at Pharaoh’s son, striking him in the
temple and leaving him “half-dead” (hJmiqanhvÍ 27:4; cf. Luke 10:30).34 After
Levi receives a prophetic vision of this misfortune (26:6[7]), he and Simeon
rush to the scene, only to find that the Lord himself miraculously rescued
Benjamin and Aseneth from the swords of Dan and Gad (27:11). Aseneth
honors a plea from Dan and Gad for mercy and promises to “appease them

32. Derrett, Law, 219.
33. The date and province of this work are difficult to ascertain. It is likely to have been

written sometime between 100 b.c.e. and 135 c.e. and most likely originated in Egypt, though
it is impossible to say for sure; so C. Burchard, “Joseph and Aseneth,” in Old Testament Pseud-
epigrapha (ed. James Charlesworth; New York: Doubleday, 1985) 2:187. Aus follows Burchard
and even dates it to the end of the first century b.c.e. (Weihnachtsgeschichte, 93); cf. G. Nick-
elsburg, Jewish Literature between the Bible and the Mishnah (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981) 263;
contra M. Philonenko, who dates it to the second century c.e. (see his Joseph et Aséneth: Intro-
duction, texte critique, traduction et notes [StPB 13; Leiden: Brill, 1968] 109). All translations are
from Burchard, “Joseph and Aseneth,” in OTP 2.

34. The only other time hJmiqanhvÍ occurs in the entire LXX is 4 Macc. 4:11, and the only
time in the NT is in Luke 10:30; see C. Burchard, “Fußnoten zum neutestamentlichen Grie-
chisch,” ZNW 61 (1970) 158–59; see also Aus, Weihnachtsgeschichte, 71–72.
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[Levi and Simeon] concerning you and make their anger cease” (28:7[5]).
Aseneth fulfills her promise of appeasement and then declares to Simeon:
“By no means, brother, will you do evil for evil to your neighbor” (29:14).
After Pharaoh’s son arises from his bloody injury, Benjamin runs up to kill
him with his own sword (29:1–2). The story proceeds with more significant
parallels to the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Jos. Asen. 29:3–5:

And Levi ran up to him and grasped his hand and said, “By no
means, brother, will you do this deed, because we are men who wor-
ship God, and it does not befit a man who worships God to repay evil
for evil nor to trample underfoot a fallen (man) nor to oppress his en-
emy till death. And now, put your sword back into its place, and come,
help me, and we will heal him of his wound; and if he lives, he will be
our friend after this, and his father Pharaoh will be like our father.”

And Levi raised Pharaoh’s son from the ground and washed the
blood off his face and tied a bandage to his wound, and put him upon
his horse, and conducted him to his father Pharaoh, and described to
him all these things.

In commenting on this passage, Christopher Burchard states: “Levi is the
incarnation of the man who does not render evil for evil (23:6–17; 28:15–
17): His attempt to save the life of Pharaoh’s son (29:3–5) is reminiscent of
the Good Samaritan.”35 What is relevant for our purpose is that this entire
story about compassionate Levi (chs. 22–29) is born out of the Joseph nar-
rative (Gen 41:45, 53ff.).36 Thus, the author of Joseph and Aseneth, like Luke,
saw the Joseph story as a proper backdrop for his own version of the “Good
Samaritan.”

Though the parallels are interesting, it is fruitless to attempt to figure
out whether or not Luke borrowed from Joseph and Aseneth or the latter
from the former.37 What is significant from this parallel is that there ex-
isted around the time of Luke a similar story about Joseph’s brothers’
pouring out compassion to an outsider in need and that Luke could have
known of it.38 However, whereas the story in Joseph and Aseneth magnifies

35. Burchard, “Joseph and Aseneth,” 193.
36. The most significant departure from its Genesis landscape is that Joseph is hardly

present, though his character traits are embodied in Aseneth. On this point, see Edgar W.
Smith, “Joseph Material in Joseph and Asenath and Josephus Relating to the Testament of Jo-
seph,” in Studies on the Testament of Joseph (SBLSCS 5; Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975) 133–36.

37. That the text is Jewish is affirmed by C. Burchard: “Every competent scholar has since
[Batiffol] affirmed that Joseph and Aseneth is Jewish” (“Joseph and Aseneth,” 187); cf. Aus,
Weihnachtsgeschichte, 93.

38. As mentioned above, Aus also sees significance in Jos. Asen. 29 as a parallel text to
Jesus’ parable and argues for the “possibility” (die Möglichkeit) that “Jesus die Kombination
eines verwundeten, ‘halbototen’ Menschen mit der ausgedehnten Sorge eines ‘Feindes’ um
dessen Wunden bereits gekannt hat,” because this combination already existed in the tradition
that we now have in m. Yebam. 16:7 (Weihnachtsgeschichte, 94). He argues that, “Die uns in
Jevamot 16,7 vorliegende Erzählung geht auf eine ältere, mündliche Überlieferung zurück”
(Weihnachtsgeschichte, 75) and even that this story influenced Jesus’ Parable of the Good Sa-
maritan on several accounts (Weihnachtsgeschichte, 62–75).
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the forgiveness and mercy exemplified by (and among) the Jewish broth-
ers in caring for the foreigner, in Luke’s parable the Jewish characters pass
by the “half-dead” man.

Interpretive Significance

With the evidence examined thus far, I have attempted to show that Luke
has alluded to the Joseph story in various places in retelling Jesus’ encoun-
ter with the nomikos and his Parable of the Good Samaritan. If Luke has
done so in a purposeful manner as we have suggested, then the question
remains: what affect does this have on the interpretation of the parable? To
answer this question, I offer two suggestions.

The Nomikos and the Wicked Brothers

Robert Funk, in a seminal essay on the parable, says that the story is told
from the perspective of the wounded man. Thus, the nomikos, along with
Luke’s readers, views the story “from the ditch,” as it were.39 Be that as it
may, if Luke places the words of Joseph (spoken to his wicked brothers) on
the lips of Jesus, then this adds a subtle twist to the story: the nomikos is
given the character traits of Joseph’s wicked brothers. Both parties (the
nomikos and the brothers) were the recipients of the command “do this and
you will live” (10:28 alluding to Gen 42:18). Luke further strengthens this
allusion by casting the nomikos in the mold of Judah and his brothers (Gen
44:16) in that he was wishing to “justify himself” (10:29 echoing Gen 44:16).
Both allusions have touched down in the popular scenes from the Joseph
story giving a subtle yet powerful setting for the parable. The roles have
now been cast: Jesus is playing the part of Joseph, and the nomikos is char-
acterized as one of the wicked brothers.40 Before the parable is even told,
the nomikos is identified as the antagonist. These precise roles fade out as
the parable is told, and yet subtle images from the Joseph story arise
through various verbal and conceptual parallels, as shown above. What
does remain intact between 10:25–29 and 30–37 41 is that in the parable
there are positive characters (the wounded man, the Samaritan) and nega-
tive ones (thieves, the priest, the Levite), and the nomikos is viewed as one
of the latter. Wishing to view the story “from the ditch,” he finds himself
passing by on the other side.

Christological Interpretation

For centuries, interpreters have debated whether the parable has primar-
ily an ethical or a Christological function. While I do not intend to read one

39. Robert Funk, “The Good Samaritan as Metaphor,” Semeia 2 (1974) 74–81.
40. Whether or not the nomikos is specifically echoing Judah (Gen 44:16) is difficult to say.
41. For the relationship between these two sections, see Sellin, “Gleichniserzähler,” 19–

29, esp. pp. 19–23.
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interpretation against the other, I do think that the allusions to the Joseph
story might help support a Christological emphasis for two reasons.

First of all, the structure of the passage indicates that the command in
10:28 (“do this and you will live”) not only points back to answering the
question of the nomikos but also points forward to the parable and the con-
cluding exhortation. This is evident from the inclusio in vv. 36–37. Jesus
said, “Which of these three seems to you to have become a neighbor of the
one who fell among thieves?” And he said, “The one who did mercy to
him.” And Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise” (10:36–37). The repeti-
tion of the two key words, “neighbor” (vv. 27, 29, 36) and “do” (vv. 25, 28,
37 [2x]), shows that 10:25–37 should be read as a unit.42 These themes come
together in significant ways at the juncture of Jesus’ imperative in 10:28:
“do this and you will live.” Therefore, this imperative not only points back-
ward to 10:25–27, thus affirming that Law-obedience will lead to eternal
life, but also points forward to the parable itself, thus redefining what true
Law observance is. In other words, the nomikos cannot find life simply by
obeying Deut 6:5 and Lev 19:18 (Luke 10:27) but must also exercise com-
passion on the downtrodden and oppressed. Joseph’s brothers, whose
character traits foreshadow the nomikos (10:29), found themselves in a
similar situation. They too were at the mercy of Joseph, the source of their
salvation. The nomikos who wishes to inherit eternal life finds himself in a
comparable dilemma. He too is at the mercy of Christ and he must “do
this” (obey Christ—10:28 with vv. 27 and 36–37) in order to live. Eternal
life is gained not by Law observance but by obeying the word of Christ
(10:28) and following his example (10:30–37).43

Second, the radical acts of compassion exercised by the Samritan seem
to echo the activity of God. Joel Green says that “Luke’s presentation of the
Samaritan’s comportment [i.e., his ‘being moved with compassion’] thus
replicates that of God in his covenant faithfulness (1:78) and of Jesus in the
face of a widow’s loss of her only son (7:13). . . . The Samaritan, then, par-
ticipates in the compassion and covenantal faithfulness of God, who sees
and responds with salvific care.”44 The Samaritan does not represent God
as a strict parallel, but his actions model the compassionate care of God as
mediated through Christ. This aspect of the character of God may have
been drawn from the Joseph story, where it exhibits a theme consistently
portrayed in the narrative (e.g., Gen 39:21; cf. 39:2, 23; 45:5–8; 50:20). God’s
compassion is then imitated by Joseph himself (Gen 45:1–15, 50:15–21)45

42. See especially Stegner, “Good Samaritan,” 29–30; so also Nolland, Luke, 582, 589, 596;
Green, Luke, 425; Bailey, Peasant Eyes, 34, 40–41.

43. This is the precise point of the Jesus’ similar encounter with the rich young ruler in
Luke 18:18–27.

44. Green, Luke, 426. On the use of splagcnÇsqh in the parable, see the discussion in
G. Sellin, “Gleichniserzähler,” 25–27.

45. The nature of Joseph’s unconditional love and compassion toward his brothers be-
came a popular point of focus in later Jewish tradition; see T. Jos. 10:5–18:4 (esp. 17:5–8); L.A.B.
8:10; Ant. 2.197, 195; Philo, Ios. 248–50.
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and provides a potential pattern for the compassionate Samaritan.46 So
then, the Samaritan is intended to portray the activity of Christ, and the
command to “go and do likewise” might be a subtle call to follow Christ.

Summary

In imitating Joseph as the one who bears the authoritative word, and in
coming to the man in the ditch in the form of the Samaritan (as God did
to Joseph), Jesus places himself at the center of the entire narrative.47 If this
suggestion is valid, it would help to support the view that the story con-
tains both ethical and Christological components. Thus, not only does the
parable contain an ethical function, but it also exhibits a creatively con-
strued portrait of Christ as the compassionate bearer of salvation, as
François Bovon states:

Die christliche Perspektive der imitatio (Nachahmung) (V 37) als An-
hänglichkeit an eine Person, Teilhabe an einem gemeinschaftlichen
Schicksal und Übung des konkreten Gehorsams situiert meiner Mei-
nung nach das Streitgespräch im ethischen Bereich, stellt es aber in
Anbetracht von Gottes exemplarischem Erbarmen und Christi ermuti-
gender Zuwendung in einen lehrhaften soteriologischen Rahmen.48

Conclusion

I have attempted to show that Luke 10:28 (“do this and you will live”) is
alluding to Gen 42:18 and not Lev 18:5. I have also gathered various other
possible echoes to the Joseph story in and around the Parable of the Good
Samaritan. If Luke is doing more than using biblical phraseology, then
these allusions and echoes have interpretive significance. Thus, it remains
probable that Luke’s allusions to the Joseph story in Luke 10:25–37 create
an array of heretofore unexplored interpretive possibilities.

46. It is interesting that there is an exegetical tradition that connects the Samaritans with
Joseph, in which he is described as their forebear (Ant. 9.291, 11.341; Gen. Rab. 94:6; cf. John
4:12), and is sometimes used as a veiled reference to the Samaritan people (see T. Jud. 3–8;
4Q372 frag. 1:10b–15a; and possibly the Hebrew T. Naph.). Thus, Luke may have chosen a Sa-
maritan to be the hero of the story in light of the allusion to the Joseph story. This, however,
is too speculative to pursue in this article.

47. It should be noted that this story is sandwiched between two short stories replete
with high Christology (10:21–24, 38–42), and “Luke records no shift in scene” but introduces
it with kaµ √dou; (“and behold”), “a lawyer stood up” (Green, Luke, 425; see also Wiefel, Lukas,
208; contra Bovon, Lukas, 84–85; and Nolland, Luke, 583). I am surprised that Sellin agrees that
“10.25–37 ist nur ein Unterabschnitt der größeren Einheit 9.57–10.37” (“Gleichniserzähler,” 19
n. 100) and yet continues to reject a Christological interpretation of the parable.

48. Bovon, Lukas, 93; see his judicious comments on pp. 98–99; similarly, Nolland, Luke,
578; contra Wiefel (Lukas, 211), who poses an either-or solution to this issue of ethics and
Christology.


