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Introduction1 

In his commentaries on Luke, Frederick W. Danker proposes that 

the Gospel of Luke characterizes Jesus as the "benefactor" (ευεργέτης) 

par excellence.2 Danker followed up his proposal with a book that 

intends to provide a profile of' 'benefactors" and evidence for benefac­

tor language in the New Testament. 3 It is surprising, therefore, that 

Danker does not challenge the consensus which holds that the say­

ing about those who are called "benefactors" (Luke 22:25 par. Mark 

10:42 and Matt 20:25) introduces a foil over against which proper 

"greatness" is defined. According to this consensus, in Danker's 

words, the title "benefactor" masks the tyranny of those who exer­

cise oppressive power and authority. 4 Why, however, would Luke 

portray Jesus as the benefactor par excellence? and then associate the 

term with its antitype? It is odd that, in a Gospel for which the figure 

1 I wish to thank members of the Conant Fund, whose award of a travel grant 
made it possible for me to spend three weeks with Ronald F. Hock, Associate Pro­
fessor of Religion, University of Southern California, to begin collaboration on a 
book on the parables of Jesus, of which this essay is a beginning (together with 
one by Ron on "The Rich Man and Lazarus", which is to appear in JBL in 
1986-87). It is a pleasure also to express my indebtedness to Ron for his many helpful 
suggestions incorporated here. 

2 Jesus in the New Age According to St. Luke: A Commentary on the Third Gospel (St. 
Louis: Clayton, 1972), and Luke (Proclamation Commentaries; Philadelphia: For­
tress, 1976). 

3 Benefactor: Epigraphic Study of a Graeco-Roman and New Testament Semantic Field (St. 
Louis: Clayton, 1982). 

4 See Danker,/*™* 222, and Benefactor 294, 324, and 484 n. 178. Cf. nn. 9, 42, 
91 below. 

5 For Jesus' "benefactions", see Luke's narrative of the birth of the Messiah 
(cf. also 4:18-19, 6:20-23, 7:22, 9:1-2, 10:17-20, 13:22-30, 19:10, 24:21 and 49, 
and Acts 1:8). The claim that Jesus is a royal benefactor met with ironic ridicule 
(cf. Luke 23:2-3, 35-38, 39). 
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of the benefactor provides the terms of its interpretation of Jesus, 

the title ' 'benefactor" (ευεργέτης) should be used in a pejorative sense 

in its only occurrence.6 

Danker softens this oddity only slightly when he proposes that Luke 

22:25 " is no disclaimer of the category [benefactor] as such for Jesus 

and his followers",7 since he interprets the saying as a criticism "of 

petty tyrants who like to pass themselves off as benefactors", 8 that 

is, "rulers who mask their tyranny with a flourish of public works". 9 

Then Danker has to separate the notion of tyrannical rule, which 

he finds in ν 25, against which ν 26a is directed, and "meaningful 

beneficence" which, according to w 26b-27, "derives from a service-

oriented frame of m i n d " . 1 0 Without providing the evidence, Danker 

assumes that ν 25 speaks of tyrannical rulers who only masquerade as 

benefactors. 

This assumption reflects a consensus that has its roots in a peculiari­

ty of English translations of the New Testament which arose in the 

eighteenth century. It also reflects an anti-aristocratic ideology that 

was characteristic of some late nineteenth century intellectuals, of 

which Adolf Deissmann is an influential representative, and which 

found an opening in the ambiguity of the text itself. The thesis of 

this essay is that the usual negative interpretation of Luke 22:25 is 

unjustified, as is evident from a careful analysis of 22:24-30.n 

I. The Case for the Consensus 

O n what does this consensus rest? One clue comes from a history 

of the English text of Mark 10:42 (and pars.).1 2 Of the modern English 

versions, two reflect the negative attitudes of "subjects" toward their 

" rulers ' : 

NEB: " I n the world, the recognized rulers lord it over their sub­

jects, and their great men make them feel the weight of authority." 

6 T h e terms ευεργεσία and εύεργετέω are used in Acts 4:9 and 10:38 respectively, 
both times in a positive sense. 

7 Danker, Benefactor 324 (emphasis added). 
8 Ibid. (cf. 294 and 484 n. 178). 
9 Ibid. Cf also A. D. Nock, Essays on Religion and the Ancient World (Z. Stewart, 

ed.; Cambridge: Harvard University, 1972) 2.726 n. 27 (to whom Danker refers 
[Benefactor 370 n. 33]). Cf. n. 4 above, and nn. 42, 91 below. 

1 0 Danker, Benefactor 324. 
1 1 This essay is limited to the inner-textual logic of this pericope; no attempt 

will be made to reconstruct its pre-Lukan compositional history. 
1 2 There is little difference in Matt 20:25; for Luke 22:25, see below. 
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Jerusalem Bible: " Among the pagans their so-called rulers lord it over 
them, and their great men make their authority felt." 

The translation of κατεξουσιάζουσιν αυτών as " m a k e them feel the 
weight of authority" is an attempt to express the force of the verbal 
prefix κατ-, which also occurs in the parallel verb κατακυριεύουσιν 
αυτών, translated as " lord it over t h e m " . 1 3 This pejorative transla­
tion is carried over into Luke 22:25, even though the κατ- prefix is 
absent. 1 4 

Kenneth W. Clark has shown that the translation of [κατα]κυριεύειν 

as " lord over" was introduced for the first time early in the eigh­

teenth century as an equivalent to "exercise lordship" and was, there­

fore, a neutral, if not a positive expression;15 then "lord over", which 

had become the standard translation in English versions,1 6 became 

an idiom for " d o m i n e e r " in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. 1 7 All of these modern English versions express an aver­

sion toward those who exercise power and authority. Clark's study 

of the Greek léxica indicates that this pejorative sense cannot be sup­
ported philologically,18 so that its support must be found elsewhere. 

Another clue is provided by Adolf Deissmann who, in a comment 
on Luke 22:25, contrasts Jesus' attitude and that reflected in the com­
mon use of the term ευεργέτης in the papyri: Jesus "mentioned the 

title not without contempt, and forbade His disciples to allow 

themselves to be so called: the name contradicted the idea of service 

in brotherhood". 1 9 Just why " t h e name contradicted the idea of ser-

1 3 Compare also the RSV and New International Version 
1 4 Gf the NEB, Jerusalem Bible, and New International Version 
1 5 Cf Mark 10 42, Mat t 20 25, and Luke 22 25 in the KJV, and Luke 22 25 

in the RSV 
1 6 In addition to those already mentioned, see Moffatt, Goodspeed, Phillips, and 

the NAB 
1 7 Κ W Clark, " T h e Meaning of [katajky n e u e m " , ρ 104 m Studies in New 

Testament Language and Text Essays in Honour of George D Kilpatrick on the Occasion 
of his sixty-fifth Birthday (J Κ Elliott, ed , NovTSup 44, Leiden Brill, 1976), also 
m Κ W Clark, The Gentile Bias and other Essays (NovTSup 54, Leiden Brill, 1980), 
pp 207-212, s e e p 211 

1 8 In fact, the pejorative sense, lacking in the fifth edition of Bauer's Wörterbuch, 
is found only in the English translation of Bauer, which has been revised by Danker 
(cf BAGD, κατακυριεύω, κυριεύω, and κατεξουσιάζω) 

1 9 A Deissmann, Light from the Ancient East The New Testament Illustrated by Recently 
Discovered Texts of the Graeco-Roman World (repr 4th ed , Grand Rapids Baker, 1965, 
o n g Harper, 1922, 1st ed , 1910) 253-54, m the G e r m a n edition 41923, ρ 215 
(cited m J Η Moulton and G Milhgan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament Il­
lustrated from the Papyri and Other Non-Literary Sources [Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1930] 
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vice in brotherhood" Deissmann assumes to be self-evident, since 

he does not spell it out. Ideology seems to have influenced inter­

pretation. 2 0 

This consensus might also be based on certain ambiguities in the 

text: the identification of those who are called benefactors as gentile 

monarchs and rulers, the middle/passive verb καλούνται, and the line 

of argument in vv 26-27. The translation of εθνών as " p a g a n s " (JB) 

adds support to the conclusion that ν 25 is meant to be pejorative, 

but this translation prejudices the reading of ν 25 by introducing 

a pejorative note where none originally existed. Although Luke-Acts 

distinguishes between Israel and other nations, 2 1 the author never­

theless defends the inclusion of nations other than Israel within the 

messianic community 2 2 and uses the term τα έθνη to include Israel.2 3 

In other words, there is no reason to assume that the term εθνών here 

implies a distinction between " p a g a n s " and "Chr i s t ians" . 

If any contrast is intended in the use of έθνος in ν 25a, on the one 

hand, and, on the other, " m y dominion" (ή βασιλεία μου) and 

" I s r a e l " in vv 29-30, whose spatio-temporal reference is to " t h e age 

to come' ', it is between all the nations of " t h e present age' ' and Jesus' 

dominion in " t h e age to c o m e " . In any case, the term εθνών in ν 

25 might suggest that the saying introduces a practice or way of life 

that is inappropriate in Jesus' dominion, even if it is appropriate 

in the rest of the world. The question then would be whether it is 

the exercise of power and authority2 4 or being called "benefactors", 

or both, 2 5 that is inappropriate. Since it is possible to interpret vv 

26-27 as an expression of "meaningful beneficence", which springs 

from " a service-oriented frame of mind" , 2 6 and since vv 28-30, where 

the exercise of judgment (κρίνειν), are not traditionally considered 

261) J M Creed (The Gospel According to St Luke [London and NY Macmillan, 
1957] 268) and E Klostermann (Das Lukasevangelium [ H N T 5, 2nd ed , Tubingen 
Mohr/Siebeck, 1929] 211) cite Deissmann in support of pejorative interpretation 

2 0 For the reduction of Christianity to the twin beliefs in the "Fatherhood of 
God and the brotherhood of m a n " , see A von Harnack, What is Christianity? (NY 
and Evanston Harper & Row, 1957) This theological perspective is represented 
in parable research by A Juhcher, Die Gleichmsreden Jesu (2 vols , 2nd ed , Tub­
ingen Mohr, 1910) 

2 1 See Luke 12 30, 21 24, and Acts 7 45, 10 35 
2 2 See, for example, Luke 13 22-30 
2 3 See Luke 7 5, 23 2, and Acts 10 22, 24 2, 10, 17, 26 4, 28 19 
2 4 Cf Danker, Benefactor 324 
2 5 Cf Deissmann et al cited in n 19 above 
2 6 Danker, Benefactor 324 In this respect, Danker differs from Deissmann 
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part of vv 24-27,27 the inappropriate element would appear to be 

the exercise of power and authority—or so the case for the concen­

sus might argue, but wrongly I would submit. 2 8 

In ν 25b the verb καλούνται can be either passive ("they are called") 

or reflexive ("they call themselves"). Although only a few commen­

tators, 2 9 and none of the English versions, take it to be reflexive, 

this reading provides the strongest support for the view that being 

called "benefactors" contradicts the kind of service to which Chris­

tians are called. An anomaly of the consensus is that it assumes, with 

few exceptions, that the passive is the correct reading. If, however, 

καλούνται is passive, the case weakens for interpreting ν 25 negatively. 

Finally, there is the contrast of vv 26-27. The favored terms of 

this contrast are " t h e younger" (νεώτερος) and " t h e one who serves" 

(διακόνων). Their antitheses—"the greater" (μείζων), " t h e one who 

rules" (ηγούμενος), and " t h e one who sits at the table" (άνακεί-

μενος)—correspond to terms in ν 25, namely, " m o n a r c h s " (βασιλείς) 

who rule (κυριεύουσιν), and "those who exercise authority" (έξ-

ουσιάζοντες). Because of this contrast, it could be argued that an im­

perative should be supplied in ν 26a (cf. Matt 20:26 and Mark 

10:43).3 0 O n this basis, the consensus holds that ν 26b, introduced 

by άλλα (" ra ther") , is set over against the saying in ν 25 as a whole,31 

or in part, 3 2 so that the saying about those who are called "benefac­

t o r s " would introduce a foil for proper "greatness" . 

This consensus, however, is unconvincing. A better case can be 

made for interpreting the saying about those who are called "benefac-

2 7 Cf. H. Schürmann, who finds the break here so great that he constructs a 
compositional history of vv 24-30 in which w 28-30 were originally joined with 
vv 15-20a, from which vv 28-30 were subsequently separated by the pre-Lukan 
interpolation of w 24-27 (Jesu Abschiedsrede, Lk 22, 21-38 fill Teil einer quellenkritischen 
Untersuchung des lukanischen Abendmahlsberichtes, Lk 22, 7-38; NTAbh20/5; Münster: 
Aschendorff, 1957] 36-99). The details of his reconstruction cannot be discussed 
here. For a different reconstruction, with a view toward " Q " , but which still 
separates vv 28-30 from vv 26-27, see J. D. Crossan, In Fragments: The Aphorisms 
of Jesus (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1983) 285-95. 

28 See pp. 301-303 below. 
29 Cf. Α. Plummer (The Gospel According to St. Luke [ICC; 5th ed.; Edinburgh: 

T. & T. Clark, 1902] 501), who follows Bengel's hunc titulum sibi vindicant; Creed, 
(Luke 268), and Klostermann (Lukas 211), who cite Deissmann in support; and 
Danker (Benefactor 324: "pass themselves off as benefactors" [cf. also 294 and 484 
n. 178]). 

3 0 For a complete argument, see BDF sec. 480.5, and Schürmann, Jesu Abschieds­
rede 73-74. Cf. Klostermann, Lukas 211, and Danker, Benefactor 324. 

31 Cf. Deissmann, et al. cited in η. 19 above. 
3 2 Cf. Danker, Benefactor 324. 
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t o r s " as di positive example in terms of which "greatness" is defined. 

In fact, the main characters in Luke-Acts embody the ideal express­

ed in Luke 22:25. Moreover, one can see that "greatness" is defin­

ed here in terms familiar in the larger Greco-Roman world, terms 

associated with monarchs and other benefactors.3 3 

II . The Argument in Luke 22:24-30 

A new episode in the "last supper" narrative begins with ν 24a.3 4 

Like the previous episode,3 5 this one is a dispute 3 6 on the occasion 

of Jesus ' farewell supper. 3 7 In both episodes, the dispute is about 

the status of the apostles (cf. ν 14).3 8 Whereas the previous episode 

concerns the question about who among the apostles would be the 

one to betray Jesus (v 23), 3 9 the second dispute is about "who among 

them was reputed to be the greatest" (v 24). 4 0 In other words, the two 

episodes together in effect define what it would mean to be " the least" 

(vv 21-23) and " t h e greatest" (vv 24-30) among the apostles. 

Although exegetes tend to separate vv 24-27 and vv 28-30 on the 

grounds that no logic connects them, 4 1 a coherent argument can be 

seen in vv 24-30. Danker has suggested that ν 26 "does not refer 

to the role of benefactor but to the interest in domination that is 

evidenced by many rulers who try to mask their tyranny with a 

flourish of public works" . 4 2 He is right that ν 26 argues that "mean­

ingful beneficence ... derives from a service-oriented frame of mind' ' , 4 3 

3 3 Since the burden of this essay is on the line of argument in Luke 22:24-30, 
discussion of the Greco-Roman "paral le ls" will be confined to the notes. And since 
the epigraphic evidence is readily available in Danker, Benefactor, the notes will pro­
vide references to Dio Chrysostom's orations on monarchy as generally represen­
tative of philosophical views contemporary with Luke-Acts. 

3 4 Note the use of Έγένετο δέ. 
3 5 See the και in ν 24. 
3 6 Cf. φιλονεικία έν αύτοίς ( " a dispute among t h e m " ) in ν 24 and αυτοί ήρξαντο 

συζητεΐν προς εαυτούς (" they began to debate with one a n o t h e r " ) in ν 23. 
3 7 Cf. Plummer, Luke 500. 
3 8 Cf. το τις ... εξ αυτών ... in ν 23 and το τις αυτών ... in ν 24. 
3 9 Το τις άρα ειη εξ αυτών ó τούτο μέλλων πράσσειν. 
4 0 Το τις αυτών δοκεΐ είναι μείζων.Technically μείζων means " g r e a t e r " , but the 

context suggests that " g r e a t e s t " is meant. For a discussion of the use of the com­
parative form for the superlative, see N. Turner , Syntax (A Grammar of NT Greek, 
vol. 3; J . H . Moulton, ed.; Edinburgh: T . & T . Clark, 1963) 29. 

4 1 See n. 27 above. 
4 2 Danker, Benefactor 324. Cf. nn. 4, 9 above, and n. 91 below. 
4 3 Ibid, (emphasis added). 




