
Sitting in the Gap Study Guide – October 20, 2019 

Luke 18:1-8 & Genesis 32:22-31 

(Click on scripture above to link directly to each passage in the NRSV on biblegateway.com.) 

 

Suggested Study / Prep 
 

1. Read the passage(s) in several different translations and/or paraphrases (e.g. NRSV and The Message) 

2. Read the provided commentary(s) below 

3. Visit and explore some of the additional resources links (and/or explore your own commentaries, 

resources, etc)  

4. Reflect on the provided questions 

5. Generate your own questions and “wonderings” 

 

Commentary on Luke 18:1-8 (From Homiletics; “Basking in Reflected Glory”, October 21, 2007) 

The first thing to remember about parables is that they are not allegories. Stated that bluntly, it seems so obvious as 
to be unnecessary. Yet over the centuries, Jesus’ parables have been allegorized both long before and long after 
the medieval “fourfold allegorical exegesis” model was in vogue. Why, even one of Jesus’ best known parables, the 
parable of the sower (or, perhaps better, the “soils”) was either already allegorized by Jesus himself or at least by 
the evangelists (see Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:4-15). But occasionally some parables — like the parable of the unjust 
judge here in Luke 18:1-8, are so resistant to being allegorized that they force us to recall this basic principle of 
literary analysis.  
 
Allegorical readings of parables, or other narratives for that matter, treat each character or detail as a symbolic 
cipher for something else (the “seed” is God’s word, the “good soil” are those people who receive God’s word and it 
produces a “harvest” in their lives, etc.). Since the evangelist prefaces this parable with a statement that it is about 
the need for persistence in prayer, the natural allegorical reading of it is to cast the widow as a type of all people 
who persistently offer their prayers. God, then, becomes the judge who, because of such persistence, is finally 
motivated to “grant her justice” (v. 5).  
 
But wait: Jesus himself calls him an “unjust judge” (v. 6), and twice emphasizes that he “neither feared God nor had 
respect for people” (vv. 2 and 4). How then can the judge possibly be a symbolic cipher for God? It is as if Jesus 
himself were deliberately putting out warning signs not to allegorize this parable.  
 
If parables are not to be allegorized, then what is the key to interpreting them — especially in a case such as this 
where the details are, to say the least, unexpected? Whereas in an allegory every detail (or at least most of them) 
makes its own particular point within the story, a parable makes a single point and most of the details simply provide 
the narrative context in which the story can take place. As with any story, the details certainly contribute to and 
interact with each other, but they are not necessarily part of the point of the parable.  
 
As already noted, the evangelist is clear from the outset that the point of this parable is the “need to pray always and 
not to lose heart.” Clearly that point is made by the actions of the widow. Rather than being merely a symbol of 
those who make petitions to God, her actions establish the example and pattern that those who pray are to follow. 
She requests “justice” for herself (v. 3), and she keeps repeating the request until she finally receives the “justice” 
that had long been denied her (v. 5).  
 
If the widow is the focus of the parable’s purpose, if not the focus of narrative development in the telling of the 
parable, then why cast the judge as “unjust” and paint him in such detail as to dominate our attention? In the first 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+18%3A1-8&version=NRSV
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instance, the judge must be “unjust” or there would be no need for persistence on the part of the widow. If he were 
as concerned with justice as she is, he would have granted her petition at her first appearance before him. It is 
precisely because he not only participates in but extends the injustice against her that she must be so persistent.  
 
But the very repetition of the characterization of the judge as neither reverencing God nor respecting people 
suggests that more is going on in this part of the parable than just creating an obstacle to be overcome. The key 
would seem to be that Jesus as the narrator of the parable and the judge as a character within the parable both 
draw a clear and pointed distinction between the judge and God. The parable deliberately establishes the point that 
the judge is not like God. Whereas God is concerned with justice, this judge clearly is moved only by his own 
comfort (“that she may not wear me out by continually coming,” v. 5).  
 
Even knowing this, the widow persists in pleading her cause. Not only must the woman be persistent because of the 
judge’s attitude, but she also continues to persist even knowing that appeals to justice will have no impact upon him 
by their own merit. God, of course, is the complete opposite of this judge. God will “grant justice to his chosen ones” 
and will do so without “delay,” and indeed will “quickly grant justice to them“ (vv. 7-8). What is remarkable, then, is 
that God’s “chosen ones” will commit time, energy and personal resources to persistently press those who are 
unconcerned with justice to grant them what they need, but they show no persistence in their prayers to God, who is 
eager to bring justice to the world.  
 
The rhetorical question that concludes this parable (“And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on 
earth?”) ties together several themes that play out in the parable. It is of course the Son of Man, in the imagery 
drawn from Daniel 7:13-14, who is the one who brings the reign of God’s justice to the world, bringing to an end the 
beastly injustice of human empires. There is a true need for persistence, not only in prayer but in maintaining a 
faithful relationship with God, until the time “when the Son of Man comes” to establish this just rule. It is that 
relationship and “faith” in God as the one who desires to “grant justice” that empowers and enables the persistence 
to pray and work for justice until that day comes.  
 
Because parables (unlike allegories) make one central point rather than many points by their various details, some 
care must be taken in suggesting implications of this parable beyond its clearly stated purpose of demonstrating a 
need for persistence in prayer. Nevertheless, because of the (ab)use that has sometimes been made of this parable 
to suggest that God will grant any and every thing (and material “thing” seems to be an operative word in these 
cases) to those who only persist in their prayers until they “wear [God] out by continually coming,” it should be noted 
that the word “justice” appears four times within these eight verses — twice each as the focus of the widow’s 
petitions and as the thing that God grants to the “chosen ones.” Prayer that is both persistent and faithful will have 
justice as its driving concern.  

Commentary on Genesis 32:22-31        (From Homiletics, “Sore Losers”, July 31, 2005) 

The story in Genesis 32 of Jacob’s encounter with a strange assailant is a rich text that is the subject of many layers 
of editing and centuries of diverse interpretation. The core of the story is an ancient, pre-Yahwistic narrative of an 
encounter with a divine being at a river crossing, a story adapted by the Yahwistic writer and structured to focus on 
a passage in the faith of Israel. The placement of the story interrupts the narrative of Jacob’s encounter and 
interaction with his brother Esau and marks a turning point in Israel’s history. 
 
The passage stands in the text of Genesis between two appearances of God to Jacob at Bethel (28:10-22 and 35:9-
13). The larger Genesis narrative demonstrates in these passages and in the present one a tension between a God 
who may be encountered at any moment and the repeated unexpectedness of those encounters. Jacob has already 
experienced Yahweh in a dream of ascending and descending messengers with Yahweh standing in the scene and 
promising land and offspring (28:10-22). Later in the narrative, in 35:9-13, the priestly writer gives us his version of 
the changing of the name by God (Elohim) from Jacob to Israel. Unlike these passages which precede and follow, 
here at the Jabbok there is no clear identification of the stranger whom Jacob encounters. He is simply referred to 
as ‘ish, a man. This designation leaves the identity of the wrestler uncertain, although in the context of the passage 
it is clear that the Yahwistic writer is presenting the story as an encounter with a divine being, whether a 
“messenger” of Yahweh or Yahweh himself. 
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The ancient, animistic, pre-Yahwistic story at the core of the passage is indicated by a number of factors. First, the 
loss of power at break of day reflects very ancient understandings of divine or spiritual beings, but does not match 
Israel’s understanding of Yahweh’s power in general. No Israelite would say that Yahweh loses power when the sun 
rises. Rather, Yahweh is the Lord of both day and night. Second, the focus on names — Jacob’s names and 
Jacob’s request for the name of the assailant — reflects an ancient understanding of the power of names and of 
naming. To have the name of an opponent is to understand who that person is, the character of the person, and to 
have the name is to have at least some opportunity to have power over the being.  
 
Finally, the place of assault is a typical place of encounter with divinity, demons or spirits — a place of “crossing 
over” from one side to another, especially when a dangerous or uncertain encounter is expected on the other side. 
The tenor and problems of the ancient story at the core of the narrative are similar to the story of Moses’ assault on 
the way back to Egypt (Exodus 4:24-26). It is the editing and placement of this ancient story in the canonical text 
that transforms it, using the elements of the story to forge a new understanding of Jacob’s relationship with Yahweh.  
 
The canonical structure of the passage reflects a number of break points and difficulties in flow that testify to the 
editing of the ancient story to serve a purpose in the history of Israel’s faith. Verse 23a is a parallel to verse 22. The 
emphasis here leading into verse 24 is on “alone.” Encounters with the Divine most often occur when one is alone, 
with no support or reinforcements. Suddenly, with no warning or preparation in the story, a man appears and begins 
to wrestle with Jacob, the text says, “until daybreak” (v. 24). 
 
In verse 25a it is unclear to whom the text refers, but what is clear is that neither of the participants can gain a 
definite victory over the other. Instead, the stranger reaches out and touches Jacob on the thigh, wounding him (v. 
25b) — permanently, we later discover (v. 31). Despite being wounded in the fight, Jacob continues to hold on and 
struggle, prompting the stranger to say, “Let me go, for the day is breaking” (v. 26a). Jacob refuses, asking for a 
blessing before he releases his opponent (v. 26b). This request is in keeping with the ancient character of the text, 
since it is a human tendency to ask for a blessing — or at least for safety — when encountering divinity close up. 
 
Instead of bestowing a blessing directly, the stranger asks “What is your name?”, and Jacob replies with his name 
(v. 27b). Here again the ancient character of the text comes through in a new way. It is difficult to believe that 
Yahweh or Yahweh’s messenger would not already know the name of the one with whom he wrestled, but in the 
text the question sets up the transformation which will occur in verse 28. Jacob rehearses his history in giving his old 
name and the stranger transforms that history by giving him a new name. The new name is followed by an 
explanation, “for you have striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed” (v. 28b). This reasoning is not 
precisely in keeping with the preceding text, since Jacob has not prevailed to this point, either over the stranger or 
over kin. But clearly the anticipation is that Jacob is a new, powerful person after this encounter. 
 
In verse 29 Jacob asks for the name of the stranger, desiring to gain some advantage in the knowledge. But instead 
of giving a name, the opponent answers with a question, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And then without further 
explanation, here in verse 29 the stranger gives the blessing that Jacob requested in verse 26b. 
 
The passage closes with two etiologies in verses 30-31 and verse 32, the explanation of the place name, and the 
explanation of an Israelite dietary law. The name of the place, Peniel, is a play on the Hebrew word for face (panim) 
– “I have seen God face to face” (v. 29). 
 
Canonical shaping and placement of this story has transformed an ancient story of a mysterious encounter with a 
supernatural being into an encounter with divinity that transforms Jacob from a trickster and cheat into one who is 
the parent of the twelve tribes of God’s chosen people. The unexpectedness and mystery of the encounter are 
typical of how God often interjects divine power and presence into human life in order to transform a fearful, 
uncertain future into a future of promise and possibility.  
 
From Moses’ meeting is it that with God at the burning bush (Exodus 3) to the women finding Jesus at the tomb 
(Matthew 28), encounters with the Divine can be unexpected and often fearful. The Yawhistic writer has pointed 
here in Genesis 32 to this encounter at the Jabbok as a moment of “crossing over” toward a dangerous meeting, of 
dark struggle with a an unnamed and mysterious opponent, and of blessing wrung from striving. Jacob is being 
prepared for what is to come. 
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Additional Resources 
 The Text this Week – a huge archive of commentaries, blogs, sermons, etc.  Note – this site collects 

resources related to ALL of the lectionary texts for a given week…not all will relate to the passage(s) 
being studied, but many will.  You will have to sift and search for these texts! 

 Check out other commentaries available for these texts (and others!) at WorkingPreacher.org.  

 

Reflection Questions on Luke 18:1-8: 

1. Is God really like the judge in this parable?  Should we simply adopt a posture of nagging God in prayer 

to get what we want until God relents and gives it to us?  Is that what we are to conclude in 

reading/hearing this story?  Is that how God/prayer works?  Surely not we say!  OK – then what is Jesus 

really saying about God and about prayer in this parable? 

2. Have you ever experienced a time in your life when you “lost heart”?  When prayer became difficult or 

impossible for you?  Where does this parable resonate with that experience?  Does it inspire or 

encourage?  Convict or challenge?  If this parable is about the necessity of not lost heart, what does it 

have to say to us when we have already lost it?  

3. From Brittany E. Wilson, workingpreacher.org (October 20, 2019): “By ending on a question of whether 

he will find faith at his return, Jesus raises a number of additional questions for us. How do followers 

not lose heart and maintain the faith in light of the fact that Jesus is not returning as soon as many 

would like? How are we to act if God’s justice is not delivered according to our own timetable? How do 

we go on in the face of injustice if God’s ultimate justice only arrives “suddenly” (en tachei) at Jesus’ 

return?”  In other words, how do we persist when our prayers don’t seem to work?    

 

 

Reflection Questions on Genesis 32:22-31: 

1. Why does Jacob go to all the trouble of fording the Jabbok with his wives and children only to head 

back across it to spend the night alone?  Was he just needing some “alone time” at a stressful juncture 

of his life?  Was Jacob seeking clarity on how to face his brother and what to do next?  Was he 

anticipating the struggle with the divine stranger?  Was Jacob trying to run away from his problems, as 

he had much of his life up to that point?   

2. Who is it really that Jacob wrestles?  An angel?  God?  An unknown human stranger?  A manifestation 

of himself?  And what prompts the nighttime struggle?  Does Jacob seek out the fight?  Is he caught by 

surprise and unaware of the battle’s significance until afterward?  Is it all a projection of an inner 

struggle that actually happened within Jacob’s self? 

3. Did Jacob win, lose, or was the match a draw?  What does the story mean to suggest when explaining 

Jacob’s new name “Israel” – that he has striven with God and with humans both and have prevailed (v. 

28)?   

4. Does the idea of “wrestling with God” resonate with you?  Why or why not? 

http://www.textweek.com/yearc/properc24.htm
https://www.workingpreacher.org/?lect_date=10/20/2019&lectionary=rcl
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What questions do you have?    
 
 
 
What do you “wonder” about when reading these passages? 


