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Kenneth E. Bailey, Poet & Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes: A Literary-Cultural
Approach to the Parables in Luke, Combined edition, William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1983.

FEHDr 3 A +E. _{ ) — (Kenneth E. Bailey) 1ZKEEIALDE Y V) \— 7 HIX T H4EE
WHSLMEAFTLID (2016 4E5Y), AEZ LY 7R P FAETTEIT L L HIT, 40 FRD
12725 T (1955~1995 4F) o CIIFEPEFICHEO D £ L, ZDHEMHIZZ 7 H, LA
UV ART AT ARTIN, X7 RRE JRHEICKATOEY, ZOM, 1962 425 84 4
2T RAL— + OIEHM AR (the Near East School of Theology) ¢, %7z 1985 42>
5 95 FEICFTE LY L ADIZF 2 X “71711/14135‘49%@? (the Ecumenical Institute for
Theological Research) THiVEEY 2 &2 ML, B Ao TOET, b, B
LT, (HBoFH L FEC 92 FRRIKIGRT ThsUbo H T4 = 2y (BOCH,
2010 4F) RSN TV ET,

FERAY —F 2D L) B - duEROMAR - SUUIEFITEEL, 20 2 L TazAls
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(kapuAov<kduiAog, -ov, 0) DfE &) (ERN—27L—0) 2 ORREkIcER L, T2
DiEGZIF T T2, Ibn al-Tayyib 12Xk ->T 11 #fdiciEES 117z (This option was already
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Z— (Scherer) &\ IHFEDFERFIALT XDLIICEIDTY, TbIFdbkbhidb, ZIL
7oA BT ZAHLIEEL 2\, ZOREIEWLI R L EEICEVNTD $HoEMEINTI %
ol L, SHBHZD LI IKIEEEIN Tz (There is not the slightest shred of evidence
for this identification. This door has not in any language been called the needle's
eye, and is not so called today) 1 (Fil”). Z#ud, 4V —HHOEHEP S HFR 5 EF0
3

RA Y= (IS IMbDHIREZ B L ZDD) TDXHITLT, TBEEEE HDIy DEEZ DASKRER
T5LIA%MmE LCGLL TR, Z20Ud, ftPHOBIEL /NS ZMoZznd, winb AL
DEBZIVIAIZEVFEE ) L T500T, ME-SHROMLALEFA LI, ZHTIEERLT, BRI
BT BARE 2 > TR Z 2R L T» 2D TH> T, (Y ADFERED T
H<) T3 L7 es8h e ko sk 540 (s to be taken very literally) | &>
IHDTT, (Til?) Z20XIHICLT, MV —BEZDZy LV AERDEIICELEDTOET,

rﬂu)bﬂﬁﬂo)f/}ﬁﬁ% L LTS ST\ 3 (Salvation is affirmed as an action of God) ; (T3t
), TOkEOMmE) ZIHECORREG SN THOI LTHo T, BFLAMEN L LTTIE%Y (An
inheritance is a gift, not an earned right); (T&2°), "B\ &) DIZABOFTIIAATEE
BRIETHY, PICK->THAEICARZDTH S (Salvation is impossible with men and
possible with God) ; (T3 )

The two sets of three lines are parallel, yet there is progression. Entering the
kingdom through reliance on possessions and wealth is hard (1); indeed, it is
impossible (2). Anyone with possessions has a natural tendency to want to earn
his way into God's good graces. It is hard, indeed impossible, both to set aside this
drive to "make it on one's own" and to accept grace.

In the history of interpretation there are two attempts to soften the blow of the
text. One attempt is linguistic and very ancient. It involves a change of a Greek
vowel. Rather than kam_elon, if we read kamilon (as some ancient manuscripts
give us) we are not talking about a large, four-footed animal but rather a rope.

Thus, if you imagine a thin rope (string?) and a large enough needle, it becomes

difficult, but not impossible, for the rope to be pulled through the needle. It would

appear that some copyists in the early centuries tried to soften the text and make

salvation somehow possible for a rich man if he tried hard enough. Yet the textual

evidence for "rope" is slight and unconvincing. This option was already discarded

by Ibn al-Tayyib in the eleventh century * :

Some say that the word "camel" in the text means a thick rope. Others think

that it is the large beam that provides support for the foundation of the roof, and
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others say that it simply means the well-known animal; and this is the correct

opinion (Ibn al-Tayyib, Mangariyus edition, I, 323).

A second alternative comes from the Middle Eastern village scene. Here peasant
homes sometimes have a large set of double doors that open from the street into
the courtyard of the family home. In the village these doors must be large enough
to allow the passage of a fully loaded camel. Thus the doors must be at least ten
feet high and together some twelve feet wide. Such doors are constructed of
massive timbers. So much manpower is required to move them that they are
opened only when loaded camels are transporting something through them. The

ordinary movement of people in and out of such doors is facilitated by a small door

cut in the large door. This small door is easily opened. In the past some

commentaries explained that this is the "needle's eye" of the text. ® F. W. Farrar

quotes private correspondence recollecting travels in the Middle East in 1835 in
which the correspondent did find such a door called the needle's eye (Farrar, 375f.).
Yet a few years later Scherer, a longtime resident in the Middle East, wrote bluntly,

"There is not the slightest shred of evidence for this identification. This door has

not in any language been called the needle's eye, and is not so called today"

(Scherer, 37). ” Our experience substantiates Scherer. In any case, Farrar

himself opts against this correspondent's suggestion in favor of evidence from the
Talmud.

In the Talmud Rabbi Nahmani suggests that a man's dreams are a reflection of
his thoughts. We are then told,

This is proven by the fact that a man is never shown in a dream a date palm of

gold, or an elephant going through the eye of a needle (B.T. Berakhoth 55b, Sonc.,

342)

That is, a man is never shown something that is clearly impossible. The
elephant was the largest animal in Mesopotamia and the camel the largest in the
Palestine. In each case we are illustrating something that is quite impossible, as

the text itself affirms (v. 27). We would see both of the above attempts to explain

away the thrust of the text as misunderstanding of it. The parable deliberately

presents a concrete picture of something quite impossible. As Ellis succinctly

states, "The camel-needle proverb (25) is to be taken very literally. Anyone's

salvation is a miracle" (Ellis, 219). “ A rich man (through his own efforts) cannot

enter the kingdom. The decision to dethrone his wealth he cannot make unaided.

The profounder levels of the theological content of the parable miss the bystanders.

5
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What they do understand is that rich men cannot themselves enter the kingdom.
The bystanders' question emerges out of a special mentality. This mentality
says,
Rich men are able to build synagogues, endow orphanages, offer alms to the
poor, refurbish temples, and fund many other worthwhile efforts. If anyone is
saved, surely it is they. Jesus says that such people cannot enter the kingdom
by such noble efforts. We commoners do not have the wealth to carry out such
noble deeds. Who then can be saved?
The ruler found the demands of Jesus too hard. The bystanders echo this
feeling and shape it as a question.
We have noted the fact that just past the center of an inverted literary structure
there is usually a point of turning. Something crucial is usually introduced just
past the center that informs the entire passage. True to form, a key statement of

this kind appears at precisely this point in this structure. Salvation is affirmed as

an action of God. ® No one unaided enters the kingdom. No one achieves great

things and inherits eternal life. An inheritance is a gift, not an earned right. © No

one has rights in the kingdom, not even rich men with all their potential for good
works. Indeed, if Jesus had given the rich man a list of expensive good works to
be funded or carried out, the ruler would likely have begun on them with great
enthusiasm. Rather, he is told that his best efforts are worthless in the

achievement of his goal of entering the kingdom. Salvation is impossible with men

and possible with God. " As Marshall succinctly states, "God can work the

miracle of conversion in the hearts even of the rich" (Marshall, 686).

In conclusion, then, what is the response expected from the ruler and what
cluster of theological motifs comprise the theological content of the passage? The
ruler is pressed to understand that eternal life is not inherited through good works
but receiwwed by those who allow God to work the impossible within them. The
ruler's ability to do good works (through his wealth) proves only a stumbling block
to his humble acceptance of a miracle of grace that could enable him to respond
with the radical obedience demanded of him.

("Through Peasant Eyes," pp. 165-170)
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IZEEE ARIDSE 725 &0 2 EEE IR L TETIR ) TH 59, MOEIRL S BA 77252THS
NBHETT, L TERINGHDTIE RO 5 TH 5,

Shpl TRRAHEE A TR VIS K DHEEE (REEOA T A - FYR L 3) Gkt WA 59 4,
191~192 H,

WAZBO T, REFFDBENIA ZADBEIC LD LT, ZOEHN6ILELT, £ TR
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DHDLEDDENCAZ DI+ + =51, T L OLAIZ, KREROBRAEA ZADSEDRY ED &
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I. Howard Marshall, Commentary on Luke, New International Greek Testament

Commentary, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1979, pp. 687-688.

(24) SuokOAwg is 'hardly’, and m@¢ SuokOAwg should be translated 'with what
difficulty’. ypfjpa, plural, 'wealth', is found here only in the Gospels.

(25) The statement is a hyperbolical expression of what is impossible; it has a

rabbinic parallel in a saying about the impossibility of an elephant passing through
the eye of a needle, but this is not attested until the third century AD and could be
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based on the saying of Jesus. kaunAog is 'camel'’; kaptAov, 'rope, is a late attempt

to tone down the saying. tpfjpa is 'opening, hole', which is rare. PeAovn, needle’,

is a more literary word than Mk. pagig.

(26) Luke omits the note of surprise on the part of the hearers recorded by Mark,
and inserts the generalising oi dkovoavteg to bring out the universal significance of
the saying of Jesus. 'To be saved'is the same as 'to enter the kingdom' (cf. 13:23f.).
The implied thought is: 'If even the rich (whose prosperity is generally regarded as a
sign of blessing) cannot enter the kingdom, how can anybody else enter it?'.

(27) Luke again omits Mark's éupAspag. He shortens Mark's saying into a brief,
pointed one. The things that are impossible for men to do are possible for God
(note the inversion éotiv mapa t@ Oe@). It is impossible for a man to break free from
the lure of riches—even at the command of Jesus. But God can work what is

impossible, although how this is related to human response is not indicated.

AR DAz & 2EEE) THLEGR e, (LNERR) HARREZE R,
2008 4, 215 H,

23 (HLWLAL) 3L > TEPE, BUETH D, foPiEr» PRI TLEE, 20L)
BANZDIDIHEL 2T 5 2 Eld, fRICE >T MEZTEDIAD L2 I SICHEHC L 72120k
V, 72E 2R, HEBDOIDICTHEL, HoDAZE L T5%0THIUX, ZIUILIDEGTH-7-T
HrI, A LALEST, BEOAROBELETHZ kEOMERZITL L) (DFD, MOEIC
ABZ L) FFE (ZoHEED) »5HMICZ> T, FTALLALBHI N TR DRI
52EThb, PHETEROIORELEHOWZIC i3 GEFICELAR), Hd2EDR,

24—27 SRLEVMMDENICAS Z LIFAFBEE W T e, AD LA, (AHICIZTERVLI LD,

MicizcE z) (27 fii), MICIIED 2 EEZOEZ D I EPHKD, BBIATT7H A DEED X 91,

Noval Geldenhuys, Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, The New International
Commentary on the New Testament, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1979, pp. 459-460.

24, 25 He pointed out to his disciples how hard and humanly impossible it is for a
rich man to be saved—because one who is rich is so easily dominated by his wealth
and held prisoner by a blind attachment to worldly possessions. Just as it is

impossible for a camel to go through a needle's eye, so it is impossible, humanly

speaking, for a rich man to be saved. No one is able, in his own strength, to

overcome the temptation of earthly wealth—whosoever tries in his own strength to

9
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wrest himself free from the satanic hold of love for worldly riches, will always fail.

26 Because it was the general view among the Jews at that time that wealth was a
sign of God's special favour towards the owner of it, and that poverty was a
punishment for the sins of the poor, the hearers ask in amazement who can then
be saved—if even the rich ones have no chance, how much less ordinary people and
the poor?

27 Jesus, however, replies that the things which are impossible with men are

nevertheless possible with God. Humanly speaking, it is impossible for a rich man

(or anyone else) to be saved, but through the grace and might of God the rich as

well as the poor may be saved.
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