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About the Quarter
This fall quarter offers the opportunity for
an in-depth study of the Gospel of Luke with
nine lessons chronicling key teachings of Jesus
during his Journey to Jerusalem. As many of
these lessons focus on our interrelatedness across
the socioeconomic spectrum, we are reminded
that we are one human family who is called to
embrace and love each other unconditionally
as God loves us. There are two bonus lessons
(5b: FAITHFULNESS/Lamentations and 8b:
PREPARATION/2 Timothy) interwoven within
the Luke series for those who desire more variety.
The month of December moves us into a short
series on the Psalms—with the last lesson inviting
us into the joy of Advent.

About the Writers
Ron Carlson served for 10 years as the Missional Church
Strategist and program director for American Baptist
Home Mission Societies. Over the course of his ministry,
he has served as a youth minister, church planter and
consultant, senior pastor, and an intentional interim
pastor. Ron also served as a professor of evangelism and
missional church studies at Central Baptist Theological
Seminary, where he continues as a visiting professor postretirement. Ron is involved in building cross-cultural
relations locally and internationally. This quarter, Ron
contributed lessons 1-4 for September.
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Mark Hetrick has served in the ministry for more than
40 years with American Baptist churches in Wisconsin,
Colorado, and Indiana. For the past 20 years he has
specialized in interim ministry, including serving the First
Baptist Church in Brazil, Indiana, as Interim Pastor. Mark
has also worked as the Director of Advancement for the
Baptist Student Foundation campus ministry at Purdue,
and as a visiting Professor of Homiletics at Moscow
Theological Seminary (Baptist) in Russia. This quarter,
Mark contributed lessons 5a-9 for October.
Michael Woolf is the senior minister of Lake Street
Church of Evanston in Illinois and a postdoctoral fellow
at Harvard University, where he earned his D.T. degree.
Michael focuses on issues of justice and is particularly
involved in conversations about reparations from
interfaith and Christian perspectives. His scholarship
focuses on developing a practical theological account of
the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980s. You can follow
him on Twitter at @RevMichaelWoolf. This quarter,
Michael contributed lessons 10 and 11 for November.
David Cushman has served American Baptist
congregations in Colorado, New York, Rhode Island,
and Pennsylvania. For more than two decades he worked
for the American Baptist Home Mission Societies
before retiring. He also served as Interim Pastor for First
Baptist Church of Levittown-Fairless Hills in Levittown,
Pennsylvania. David’s ongoing areas of study include
narrative in the Hebrew Bible as well as the Jewish context
of Jesus’ life and teaching. This quarter, David contributed
lessons 12 and 13 for November.
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DISCIPLESHIP
the cost of discipleship

So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you
do not give up all your possessions.
— LUK E 14:33

Introduction

In a post-Christendom world, the church finds itself in “competition” with other religions and philosophies
for adherents. It is tempting therefore to promote the “advantages” of being a Christian to a potential customer base. Such would include advertising a relationship with Jesus as the key that opens heaven’s gate to
unimaginable eternal benefits and church membership as a ticket to well-being and prosperity on Earth. But
Luke’s point is clear: no one should ever be persuaded to follow Jesus under false pretense. Jesus invites his
followers to be his disciples. Even so, following Jesus demands total commitment; before people follow him,
they must count the cost.

Lesson Objectives

n To consider the different audiences Luke had in mind as he penned this Gospel.
n To enumerate the multiple layers of themes woven throughout the missive.
n To evaluate our own personal commitment to living out true discipleship.

Luke 14:25-35 NRSV
25 Now large crowds were traveling with him; and he turned and said to them, 26 “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and
sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple. 27 Whoever does not carry the cross
and follow me cannot be my disciple. 28 For which of you, intending to build a tower,
does not first sit down and estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it?
29 Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it will
begin to ridicule him, 30 saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’
31 Or what king, going out to wage war against another king, will not sit down first and
consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one who comes against him
with twenty thousand? 32 If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he sends a
Journeys
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delegation and asks for the terms of peace. 33 So therefore, none of you can become my
disciple if you do not give up all your possessions. 34 “Salt is good, but if salt has lost
its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? 35 It is useful neither for the soil nor for the
manure pile; they throw it away. If you have ears to hear, then hear!”

Into the Scripture

Luke’s Gospel is intended to be read and interpreted
through four historical lenses. To begin with, Luke
writes an “orderly account (narrative)” of the life, ministry, and passion of Jesus through the lens of Jesus’ own
historical/cultural context (1:1-4). Luke also writes with
a second historical lens in mind. As the author of Acts,
he provides an orderly account (narrative) of the lives
and ministry of the Apostles and the formation of the
primitive church (Acts 1:1-11). Luke’s Gospel was written
with the mission of the early church in mind—for the
church is an intentional continuation and expansion of
the mission of Jesus described in his Gospel.
The third historical lens
essential to the reading of this
Gospel is Luke’s readership.
Both Luke and Acts address the
same audience, “Theophilus”
(Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1). Who
Theophilus was is unknown; he
may have been a person such as
a government official or publisher, or Theophilus may refer
to a Gentile readership; a community of non-Jews referred
to as Theophilus, meaning
“beloved by God,” or “friend of
God.” Luke’s writing style and
command of the Greek language indicate that he writes
within the context of educated readers who were the
product of the early church: they neither witnessed the
historical Jesus nor participated in the formation of the
churches described in Acts.
But Luke also writes with an eye toward the future.
The mission of Jesus is ongoing and not yet completed.
The narratives of Acts come to an abrupt halt but not to
conclusion. In his introduction to Acts, Luke describes

4
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The church is an
intentional continuation
and expansion of the
mission of Jesus.
why that is the case; Jesus commissions his disciples
with these words: “But you will receive power when the
Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and
to the ends of the earth.” This commission is incomplete;
Luke writes with the future church, the fourth historical
lens, in mind.
Luke’s historical account is written with a purpose:
“so that you (the reader) may know the truth concerning
the things about which you have been instructed” (1:4).
His narratives are intended to instruct and reinforce
what his readers may have already learned about the
mission of God as fulfilled in Jesus and continued
through the ministry of the church. Luke is, therefore,
a historian, a theologian, and an evangelist within his
own historical setting.
Luke’s narratives reveal multiple interrelated themes,
more numerous than what can be covered in this

lesson series. Several themes dominate and help give
a framework for the others. For one, he emphasizes
that the mission of Jesus is the ongoing mission of
God, particularly as described by the prophets of the
Hebrew Scriptures. Luke 4:16-20 summarizes Jesus’
manifesto—one that fulfills the hope of the Prophet
Isaiah (Isaiah 61:1-2; 58:6). It is a manifesto of justice
without retribution, particularly on behalf of the poor
and oppressed. Social, economic, and spiritual liberation
are a significant part of this theme.
Another dominant theme focuses on the power and
work of God’s Spirit. The Holy Spirit is instrumental
in the Nativity (Ch. 1 & 2), in Jesus’ baptism (Ch. 3),
in enabling Jesus to resist temptation (Ch. 4:1-2), and
in empowering his ministry (4:14ff). This same Spirit
empowers Jesus’ followers to become disciples who give
witness to the resurrected Christ by carrying out his
mission throughout the world (Acts 1:8ff). This brings us
to the third dominant theme of Luke’s writings—
discipleship. Jesus does not carry out God’s mission
alone. From the onset and throughout his ministry,
Jesus calls people to participate in God’s mission. Luke’s
Gospel is filled with Jesus’ instructions and records occasions in which Jesus sends his followers out on mission
ahead of him (Luke 9:1-6; 10:1-12). Such discipleship is
rewarding but it also demands unsurpassable loyalty.

Into the Lesson

The theme of discipleship runs throughout Luke’s
Gospel. Jesus encourages people to follow him (5:11,
27) and great crowds do so. But Luke also reports that
followers of Jesus are invited to do more than passively
accompany him: Jesus invites his followers to become
disciples who bring God’s mission into their world and

beyond (Luke 24:44-49; Acts 1:6-8). This invitation, at
first, seems appealing: the message of Jesus is filled with
“good news to all people” (2:10). To follow Jesus is to put
hands and feet to the prayer Jesus taught his disciples;
“Your Kingdom come” (Luke 11:2). Though many
rejected Jesus’ message (Luke 4:28-30; 14:16-20), there
were large crowds who found his message so appealing
that they followed him (Luke 14:25). But Jesus, rather
than encourage people to follow him, makes statements
that seemingly discourage them from doing so (Luke
9:57-62; 18:18-25). That is what Jesus seems to be doing
by his teachings recorded in Luke 14:25-35.
The importance of considering the cost of discipleship is the primary focus of Luke 14:25-35. The passage consists of an introduction (vs. 25), two parallel
sayings of Jesus on considering the cost of discipleship
(vss. 26-27), two parables (28-32) that illustrate Jesus’
teaching, and a conclusion (33-35) which reiterates Jesus’
lesson. Verse 14:25 introduces the context of this lesson.
Jesus was on his way, with the disciples, to Jerusalem. An
enthusiastic crowd “traveling with him” does not seem to
understand what lies ahead if they continue this journey.
Ahead of Jesus stands inordinate suffering, rejection, and
the cross. To fulfill his mission, Jesus himself must count
that cost—and so should all who follow him.
In 14:26-27, Jesus is uncompromisingly honest with
the crowd. First, he makes it explicitly clear that discipleship means they must be ready to place their allegiance
to Jesus and his mission above one’s family and above

Jesus calls people to participate in God’s mission.
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one’s own life itself. The Greek term translated “hate”
(miseo) in verse 26 might mean “to love less than” or it
may be a translation of the Hebrew word (sane) meaning
“to set aside.” In either case, “hate” does not indicate a
psychological hatred towards one’s family or even toward
life; rather, it is a hyperbole which strongly demands that
a disciple must be willing to leave aside or abandon all
other relationships, including family and even life.
Second, Jesus clearly states that any would-be
disciple must “carry the cross” (14:27). This reference
to crucifixion—though frequently treated as symbolic—
had a literal meaning for those who wanted to follow
Jesus, as it also did for the first readers of Luke’s Gospel.
Crucifixion was common in the Roman Empire. Jerusalem witnessed more than its share and so had every
metropolis throughout the Empire. Those who would
accompany Jesus must know that they do so at the risk
of facing the same fate that confronted Jesus. Before
continuing they must count the cost of self-renunciation
and be prepared to suffer and die lest they embark on a
course which they might not be willing to endure.
In order to help illustrate his point, Jesus employed
storytelling as an effective way to make his lessons clear.
In 14:28-32, Jesus tells two parallel analogies to illustrate
what he has just said. One (28-30) is about a person
embarking on building a tower who first must estimate
the cost of completing it. This “tower” may simply refer
to a watchtower common in vineyards to help prevent
theft, or it may refer to a farm building. No significance
should be given to the type of structure. The focus of
this parable is to illustrate the importance of calculating the cost, even of the foundation, before starting to
build. Otherwise, the builder will make a fool of himself
and be subject to ridicule because he did not bring it to
completion.
The second analogy (vss. 31-32) is about a king going
out to wage war and the importance of his essaying his
resources and that of his adversary’s prior to embarking
on this expedition (31). In addition to calculating the
cost of an expedition, this parable adds the importance
of calculating the possible “terms of peace” if the enemy
proves to be too formidable (32). This parable appears to
speak both about Jesus and his followers. The expedition
Jesus embarks on opposes the forces of evil and initiates
the kingdom of God in the world. This work of Christ
is not to be done alone; like a general, he musters his
troops to join him in this endeavor.
6
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Into Discipleship

Both Jesus and his followers should be sure that as disciples they are loyal and willing to pay the cost of mission. Otherwise, they will resemble someone who halfcompletes a task, or who backs out of a mission when
the going gets tough and is thereby made subject to
ridicule. These two analogies sandwiched between Jesus’
statements illustrate the point of Jesus’ lesson: there are
real and present dangers in following Jesus; therefore, the
demands of discipleship must take radical priority over
all other commitments in life. Which brings us to the
concluding statement of this lesson: “So therefore, none
of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all
your possessions” (33). Otherwise, the disciple who gives
up when the going gets tough is as unfit for service as
“salt that has lost its taste” (vss. 34-35).
Our lesson focuses on one of multiple times when
Luke presents the conflict between Jesus’ open invitation
of “come follow me” with a cost seemingly so severe that
few would want to do so. Luke recounts stories of those
who leave everything behind to follow Jesus, but he also
tells of others who are unwilling to do so when they
discover what it may cost them (18:18-30).
Reflect on today’s lesson by reading Luke 14:25-35
through the four lenses of history Luke had in mind
when writing this Gospel. As you do so, reverence the
self-offering of followers of Jesus who looked beyond
themselves to the mission of the kingdom of God. Contemplate your own call and willingness to be engaged
with Christ in your world. The following are some reflection questions that may help you in this process.

Discipleship must take
radical priority over all other
commitments in life.

Journeys

Closing Prayer

Dear God, help us to be living testimonies to your love,
grace, and peace. Help us live out the Beatitudes and all
of Christ’s teachings so that people can see you in us and
want to know you better. Give us courage when justice
and advocacy call us to the tasks of standing up and
speaking out on behalf of the marginalized and disinherited. Whatever discipleship demands of us, may we be
empowered by your Spirit. Amen.

they willing to endure so much to be faithful to their
mission? What inspires you about their loyal service?

Into Discipleship

Regardless of the historical lens we use to read these
parables, we too are confronted with the call of
Jesus to consider the cost of discipleship. At the very
least, Luke 14:25-32 challenges us to rethink our life
priorities and our attachment to possessions. To what
extent are we willing to dedicate all that we have to
the service of others? How does the model of Jesus
and the disciples motivate us to use our wealth, posInto the Scripture
sessions, and relationships in the ongoing mission of
n A great crowd of people followed Jesus, even as he
Christ in our own community and beyond?
journeyed to Jerusalem. What of Jesus’ message was
n Luke writes with the future church in mind: Jesus
so appealing to them? What has attracted you to the
commissions his disciples to bring the gospel to the
person and teachings of Jesus?
end of the earth (Acts 1:1-11)—an ongoing process
n Luke writes to churches which came about because
not yet complete. Throughout history followers of
followers of Jesus were willing to accept the cost of disJesus have sought to continue his mission in their
cipleship and continue the mission of Jesus throughout
world and beyond, some at great cost, including their
their world. His first readers were the product of the
lives. What do you think? Does the lesson of Luke 14
Apostles and earlier churches. Do you think that Luke
only apply to contexts where the church is still outrecorded this lesson for the sole purpose of teaching
lawed or persecuted? Should modern-day inquirers of
his readers to appreciate what the Apostles and others
the Christian faith be informed of Luke 14 in places
did for them and consequently rest on the laurels of
where it might be dangerous to profess Christ? Or
others? Or is Luke challenging his readers to wrestle
might this passage discourage too many from followseriously with their own use of possessions and their
ing Jesus? For those of us who enjoy religious liberty,
own life priorities as followers of Christ? What do you
how is the message of the costly discipleship relevant
find challenging as you reflect on this passage?
to our practice of ministry in our community?
n

Reflection Questions

Into the Lesson
What lay ahead of Jesus in this journey?
What might it cost these followers if they
continued this journey? What must be their
priority in life? What must they be willing to
give up? Were you one of the early followers
of Jesus, what hesitancies might you have in
continuing on the journey to Jerusalem?
n Luke writes his Gospel with the Book of Acts
in mind. You may be familiar with the stories
of the Apostles and their early missionary
journeys from Jerusalem to Rome. These first
followers of Jesus left all for Christ’s sake.
Their journeys were perilous—some were
imprisoned, others were executed. Why were
n
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Resources

PqjO4
n “‘Are Ye Able,’ Said the Master,” sung by Hosanna
Bible Baptist Church Choir: https://youtu.be/VkwBi5huIs
n “I Gave My Life for Thee,” sung by anonymous
church choir; lyrics by Frances Havergal; music by
Philip P. Bliss: https://youtu.be/Wr6413u8lbQ

Baptist Connections
Spiritual Direction
One way to deepen one’s understanding and commitment to growing as a disciple of Christ is to engage in
spiritual direction. Check out our denomination’s American Baptist Spiritual Direction and Formation resources:
https://www.abcspiritualformation.com/index.html. As
quoted from the site: The ministry of spiritual direction
can be understood as the meeting of two or more people
whose desire is to prayerfully listen for the movements of the
Holy Spirit in all areas of a person’s life . . . It is a threeway relationship: among the true director who is the Holy
Spirit . . . , and the human director . . . , and the directee
(Tilden Edwards).
For Further Reading
n 8 Questions Jesus Asked: Discipleship for Leaders by
Daniel M. Cash and William H. Griffith. “This book
is ideal for an 8-week study with leading disciples or
discipling leaders!” (Judson Press).
n The Cost of Discipleship, available in numerous reprints
but first published in 1937 by German theologian
Dietrich Bonhoeffer. “One of the most important
theologians of the twentieth century illuminates the
relationship between ourselves and the teachings of
Jesus. What can the call to discipleship, the adherence
to the word of Jesus, mean today . . . Dietrich Bonhoeffer answers these timeless questions by providing
a seminal reading of the dichotomy between “cheap
grace” and “costly grace” (Amazon).
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Devotional Scriptures

Year C Thirteenth Sunday after
Pentecost
“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross,” sung by the
Northern Baptist Association: https://youtu.be/4_fvFf- Week of 09/04/22

Songs to Consider
n

Journeys
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Sunday 09/04/22
Jeremiah 18:1-11 and Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18;
Deuteronomy 30:15-20 and Psalm 1; Philemon 1:1-21;
Luke 14:25-33
Monday 09/05/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 2; Jeremiah 18:12-23;
1 Timothy 3:14–4:5
Complementary: Psalm 101; 2 Kings 17:24-41;
1 Timothy 3:14–4:5
Tuesday 09/06/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 2; Jeremiah 19:1-15;
1 Timothy 4:6-16
Complementary: Psalm 101; 2 Kings 18:9-18;
1 Timothy 4:6-16
Wednesday 09/07/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 2; Jeremiah 20:1-18;
Luke 18:18-30
Complementary: Psalm 101; 2 Kings 18:19-25; 19:1-7;
Luke 18:18-30
Thursday 09/08/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 14; Jeremiah 13:20-27;
1 Timothy 1:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 51:1-10; Genesis 6:1-6;
1 Timothy 1:1-11
Friday 09/09/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 14; Jeremiah 4:1-10;
2 Peter 2:1-10a
Complementary: Psalm 51:1-10; Genesis 7:6-10; 8:1-5;
2 Peter 2:1-10a
Saturday 09/10/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 14; Jeremiah 4:13-21, 29-31;
John 10:11-21
Complementary: Psalm 51:1-10; Genesis 8:20–9:7;
John 10:11-21

INCLUSIVITY

the seeking God and the valuable lost
Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one
sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons
who need no repentance.
— LUK E 15:7

Introduction

What is God like? Religious leaders and theologians of Jesus’ day often assumed they had the answer: if you
want to know what God is like, study the Law of Moses and its scholarly interpretations. But were you to
pose the same question to Jesus, he would likely answer you with one of his very earthy stories shaped by
familiar human experience drawn from his contemporary world. In doing so, Jesus’ stories give profound
insights into the nature of God as well as the intrinsic value of humans as seen through God’s eyes. This
week’s lesson investigates three such stories which still speak to our ongoing quest to understand the nature
of God and to better appreciate the value of all human beings.

Lesson Objectives

n To juxtapose the religious leaders’ views of worthiness with Jesus’ unrestrained fellowship.
n To analyze how God’s values of worth intersect with salvation and redemption.
n To assess how we can better reflect God’s inclusivity in the church and society.

Luke 15:1-10 NRSV
1 Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the
Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and
eats with them.” 3 So he told them this parable: 4 “Which one of you, having a hundred
sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go
after the one that is lost until he finds it? 5 When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6 And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors,
saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’ 7 Just so, I tell
you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine
Journeys

9

righteous persons who need no repentance. 8 “Or what woman having ten silver coins, if
she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until
she finds it? 9 When she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying,
‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.’ 10 Just so, I tell you, there is
joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”

Into the Scripture

“So he told them this parable.” A parable is a succinct,
didactic story that illustrates an instructive lesson or
principle. It differs from a fable in that fables employ
animals, plants, inanimate objects, or forces of nature
as characters, whereas parables have human characters
(Cf. What are they saying about parables, David B.
Growler, 99). Parables also differ from allegories. An
allegory is also a short story, but each of its various
details carries a hidden meaning and its characters
stand for something else.
Of the four Gospels, Luke contains the most
parables told by Jesus: 24 in total, 18 of which are
unique to Luke’s writing. Most of Luke’s collection
occurs in a large section
(9:51–19:27) frequently
referred to as the Travel
Narrative. Jesus’ ministry
of teaching receives the
greatest emphasis in
this section. Its broader
setting is this: despite
facing increasing conflict
(9:51-56; 13:31-35), Jesus
has determined to go to
Jerusalem. His teaching
focuses on the vital issues of his mission—teaching
about God’s Kingdom, prayer, justice, repentance, salvation, and discipleship. His lessons arise spontaneously,
often on the spur of the moment, in various settings and
circumstances—frequently in response to a controversy
or conflict related to his mission or his teaching.
In recording these lessons, Luke generally introduces
them by describing the context and circumstance out
of which the lesson arises. This description is usually
followed by several comments by Jesus—statements
10
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A parable is a succinct,
didactic story that
illustrates an instructive
lesson.
containing a key word or phrase that encapsulate the
theme of his lesson. This theme is illustrated by the parable itself. The theme, or main emphasis of the parable, is
frequently repeated at the end of the parable in a concluding comment of explanation. Why was it that Jesus used
parables so frequently in his teaching? You can answer
this question in part by monitoring your own responses
while hearing or reading one of Jesus’ parables.
When we read a parable, we tend to think it over,
the storyline catches our attention, we may even probe
it and analyze its meaning. Above all, we remember
it frequently more than we recall Jesus’ didactic statements preceding or following it. Parables can take a
profound truth and bring it home through a simple
story. In Luke’s Gospel, one of the greatest reasons Jesus
used parables was to bring people to an awakening, to
see what they thought they knew in a new light.

William Barclay, in his Handbook on the Parables of
Jesus, put it this way: “He told a story the meaning of
which anyone could see, and the hearers could not help
passing some kind of judgment even as the story was
being told. Then Jesus demanded that they take that
judgment and pass it on to something to which they
had been blind” (13). Parables, therefore, are intended
to turn a person’s thinking and presuppositions upside
down. They serve as “vivid flashes” drawn on the spur
of the moment from life’s situations to make the listener
see truths that they were not able to see and to confront
the listener who is deliberately blind or apathetic to
their precepts.

who apparently was not lost, resents the joy and celebration exhibited over the reintegration of his wayward
brother. The first two stories illustrate that God and the
angels of heaven rejoice when God recovers what God
has lost. The third parable more extensively describes
the circumstances of the lost person and elaborates on
the father’s joy over finding him. Yet, it also describes
the negative attitude of a person who does not consider
himself lost and who resents the joy over the returning
Perhaps the most famous series of parables in Luke’s
prodigal.
Gospel is his Joyful Lost and Found group. Luke 15:1Jesus’ critics throughout Luke’s Gospel seem oblivi32 should be treated as one unit addressing a common
ous of their sins, while at the same time devaluing those
theme. Jesus is severely criticized by the religious leadthey considered sinners. Jesus’ statement to them indiers for his practice of welcoming sinners and having
cates that they are not really righteous but self-righteous,
fellowship with them (15:1-3). Jesus responds to this
particularly in their lack of empathy for others. Consecriticism by telling three consecutive and closely related quently, their perception of God was skewed. A perfect
parables. Each makes the similar point: there is great
God, in their imagination, could have no relationship
joy in recovering what one has lost. Two short parables
with unrighteous, imperfect people; therefore, neither
(15:4-7, 8-10) tell of the joy experienced by a shepherd
should they. They defined righteousness by their sense of
who has recovered his lost sheep and by a woman who
moral legalism and rigidity as well as whom they choose
has recovered her lost coin. When the shepherd recovers not to associate with rather than by the actions of Jesus
his sheep, he celebrates with his friends and neighbors as and the company he kept. Jesus, therefore, fell way short
does the woman who finds her coin.
of their standard of “Godliness.” By these parables, Jesus
The third, longer parable (15:11-32) goes into greater teaches that one’s sinfulness is greater if one denies being
detail to describe a father who has lost and recovered
a sinner. He drives home the point that God is a loving,
his prodigal son. The father, along with his household,
seeking God who rejoices in fellowship with those whom
celebrates this recovered relationship, but an elder son,
the self-righteous consider “lost” and valueless.

Into the Lesson

They defined righteousness by their sense of moral
legalism and rigidity.
Journeys
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Though all three parables belong together in this
section of the Luke’s Travel Narrative, our primary focus
here will be on the parable of the shepherd and the lost
sheep (15:3-7). Later we will reference the parable of
the woman and the lost coin (15:8-10). The parable of
the shepherd in its setting is one filled with images and
assumptions familiar to both Jesus’ critics and his followers. Calling a shepherd “good” was an oxymoron—as
shepherds were looked down upon, even despised by
strict Jews. Shepherds failed to observe numerous societal and religious norms. They frequently trespassed with
their flocks. They failed to keep religious regulations
such as observing the hours of prayer, handwashing
before eating, and keeping holy days—the Sabbath
included. The expression “I’m no shepherd!” is still used
today in some orthodox circles in response to being the
object of a derogatory affront.
Jesus’ audience was also familiar with standard
practices of shepherds; therefore, this parable did not
need to include many details to create a mental picture
for the listeners. They knew, for example, that shepherds
possessed a rod and staff which they used to protect the
sheep from predators and to redirect strays. At night,
sheep were often gathered into a stone enclosure called a
fold, and shepherds used their staff to count and check on
each sheep as it entered and to block the entrance once
they were gathered in for the night. Sheep were valuable,
mainly for their wool and not for their meat. If one or
more sheep were missing at the end of the day, a responsible shepherd would do what the shepherd does in Jesus’
parable: “leave the ninety-nine behind and go after the
one that is lost until he finds it.” And when he finds it, he
puts it across his shoulders and joyfully carries it back.
To modern-day readers, this might seem like careless
behavior on the part of the shepherd. Why risk losing
ninety-nine sheep for the sake of one! But Jesus’ audience knew that most shepherds were a part of a village:
frequently other shepherds would watch the flock while
the shepherd was searching for his lost sheep. Because
of how valuable each sheep was, the shepherd did not
rejoice alone when he returned; he invited friends and
village neighbors to rejoice with him. In directing this
parable to both his critics and followers, Jesus drove his
main thesis home: God is a loving, seeking God who
rejoices in fellowship with all of God’s children, including those whom the self-righteous consider “lost” and
valueless. Jesus’ own behavior of inclusively eating and
12
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fellowshipping with sinners reveals this character of God
and thereby defines his mission in the world—a mission
to be imitated by his followers.

Into Discipleship

The Lost and Found stories captivate our attention, as
they first did Jesus’ audience. Individually and collectively, they challenge or reaffirm our beliefs about God,
people, and ourselves. Once we are caught up in their
narratives, we also hear Christ’s invitation to think and
act as one of his disciples.
Participate in the Parable: When entering a parable,
it is helpful to picture the story in its historical context.
This may involve some background study into the life
and times of its setting. Though it is not possible to
travel back in time to fully reconstruct the scene, it helps
us to imagine the details the storyteller assumed were
familiar to his original audience. Then reflect on similar
images from your experience to integrate the story into
your consciousness and enter the scene.
For example, in the story of the woman who lost a
coin (vss. 8-10), Jesus asks a question of his critical audience: “What woman having ten drachmas, if she loses
one does not” go through great effort in looking for it?
Drachmas may have been worth the same value as one
sheep, or at least several days’ wages. The ten coins were
likely a woman’s savings or a dowery, therefore each was

God is a loving, seeking
God who rejoices in
fellowship with all of God’s
children.

extremely worth retrieving! Jesus’ audience could easily
picture her efforts in a peasant’s house—poor lighting,
little or no windows, a dirt floor covered with straw—
not a setting where you would want to lose something!
She must light an oil lamp, sweep the house clean, and
look very carefully until she finds it.
As you picture this story, can you identify with her
experience? When have you lost something unbelievably valuable to you? It may have had intrinsic value,
or it may have had a deep-seated inherent worth. What
efforts did you go through to locate it? What emotions
do you feel as you recall the experience of losing the item
and seeking it?
In the parable, the woman goes through great efforts
to find the lost coin. And her search proves to be successful—the lost has been found! Her discovery leads to joy
and a celebration in which she invites neighbors to share.
What similar experience have you had or shared with
friends? Can you identify with her feelings of elation?
Worship Through this Parable: This parable is the
second of three consecutive parables recorded in Luke
15, each of which describes someone losing and then
finding a valuable object. They are told in the context
of a conflictual exchange between Jesus and the religious leaders of his time. The issue is Jesus’ intimacy
with sinners and tax collectors—people the authorities
judged to be out of favor with God and, therefore, to be

shunned. But Jesus treats these same people as friends
and table companions, going so far as to invite them to
be his disciples—something no respectful rabbi would
do! These parables are Jesus’ answer to his accusers. But
Jesus goes beyond defending himself and asserts that his
own behavior of love and inclusion are the very activities
of God—that God is like the shepherd, the woman, and
the father in these stories.
Picture God as the shepherd, the woman, and the
father in these parables. What details in the parables give
you a renewed insight into the person of Jesus and the
character of God? Take time to prayerfully acknowledge
your discoveries concerning the character of God.
Act in Response to the Parable: In the minds of his
critics, Jesus is either a sinner himself or he is defiant of
God’s religious social code. But in the mind of Jesus,
their self-righteousness and exclusiveness were keeping
them from experiencing the love and joy of God. Like the
tax collectors and sinners, they too are called to repent
and join the heavenly celebration of inclusion at the table.
These parables may or may not be calling you to
respond in the same way Jesus intends for his religious
critics. Parts of these narratives may speak to you personally in other ways. Listen to the Lost and Found Parables
throughout this week. As you do so, seek to integrate the
mind and heart of Jesus they portray into your heart and
actions towards others.
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Closing Prayer

Dear God, we are so grateful that you have made us all
in your Imago Dei. Help us to recognize that we all have
sinned and that you offer your unconditional love freely
to each of us without partiality. May your love shine
through us as we exercise the ministry of reconciliation
to which you have called us. Help us not to discriminate
but invite everyone into the household of faith by following Christ’s example. Amen.

Resources
Poem

Outwitted by Edwin Markham (1852-1940)
He drew a circle that shut me out—
Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.
But Love and I had the wit to win:
We drew a circle that took him in!

Songs to Consider

Journeys

“Draw the Circle Wide,” sung by Greater New Haven
Community Chorus: https://youtu.be/56bcgxhEXiI
n “All the People Said Amen,” sung by Matt Maher:
https://youtu.be/R377Az6RQiI
n

Baptist Connections
Praying for Space for Grace
ABHMS will be sponsoring a Spirit-filled conference
Space for Grace in Kansas City, Missouri, September
19-23, 2022. As they make final preparations, let us hold
all those participating and attending in prayer. This will
be a wonderful opportunity for laity and leaders to come
together and be renewed, inspired, and strengthened for
the ministry challenges we face together. On this video
Rev. Lisa Harris Lee, Director of Healing and Transforming Communities at ABHMS, shares how Space
for Grace will facilitate engagement among community
leaders: https://youtu.be/ABvPPPi3Omw.

For Further Reading
Fierce Love: A Bold Path to Ferocious Courage and RuleBreaking Kindness That Can Heal the World (Harmony
Books) by the Reverend Dr. Jacqui Lewis, pastor of the
radically diverse and beautifully inclusive Middle Collegiate Church, NYC.

Activity Ideas
Anatomy of a Song
Many songs are conceived at a point of inspiration.
Gordon Light wrote the lyrics for “Draw the Circle
Wide.” Mark A. Miller added the music. Read about
the inspiration behind the song and the call for the
church to be a more inclusive community: https://www.
umcdiscipleship.org/articles/history-of-hymns-draw-the
-circle-wide.
Parable Presentation
n As the lesson points out, so much of Jesus’ teachings
consisted of parables. Have persons in the group share
which is their favorite of Jesus’ parables and why. You
may not have time to read them, but persons can
summarize their parable and tell its scripture location.

14
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n

Review together websites that give basic instructions
for writing parables and have students pair up to write
their own parable to share next week with the class.

Remembering 9/11
Today, we remember the dreadful occurrence in New
York City twenty-one years ago. Take a moment and
have each person recall where they were or what they
were doing at the time the first tower was attacked. Then
do a group prayer—with each person adding a sentence
to the prayer on behalf of the families who were affected
and those who still suffer due to that tragic day.

Devotional Scriptures

Year C Fourteenth Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 09/11/22
Sunday 09/11/22
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28 and Psalm 14; Exodus 32:7-14
and Psalm 51:1-10; 1 Timothy 1:12-17; Luke 15:1-10
Monday 09/12/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 94; Jeremiah 5:1-17;
1 Timothy 1:18-20
Complementary: Psalm 73; Amos 7:1-6;
1 Timothy 1:18-20
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Tuesday 09/13/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 94; Jeremiah 5:18-31;
2 Peter 3:8-13
Complementary: Psalm 73; Jonah 3:1-10; 2 Peter 3:8-13
Wednesday 09/14/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 94; Jeremiah 14:1-10, 17-22;
Luke 22:31-33, 54-62
Complementary: Psalm 73; Job 40:6-14; 42:1-6;
Luke 22:31-33, 54-62
Thursday 09/15/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 79:1-9; Jeremiah 12:14–13:11;
Romans 3:1-8
Complementary: Psalm 113; Exodus 23:1-9;
Romans 3:1-8
Friday 09/16/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 79:1-9; Jeremiah 8:1-13;
Romans 8:31-39
Complementary: Psalm 113; Ezekiel 22:17-31;
Romans 8:31-39

Saturday 09/17/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 79:1-9; Jeremiah 8:14-17; 9:2-11;
Mark 12:41-44
Complementary: Psalm 113; Isaiah 5:8-23;
Mark 12:41-44

8 Questions Jesus Asked: Discipleship for Leaders
By Daniel M. Cash and William H. Griffith
“A clear and practical book for ministry leaders. The useful appendices
include valuable coaching questions and help for using the book in small
group study. It will help leaders become more thoughtful about their work
and encouraged to keep going.”
—Margaret J. Marcuson, author of Leaders Who Last
and Money and Your Ministry

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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POSSESSIONS
where is your allegiance?

“No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one
and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other.
You cannot serve God and wealth.”
— LUK E 16:13

Introduction

Western culture conditions us to believe our measure of success is contingent on the accumulating possessions enabling us to live the “good life” that only wealth can bring. Many anxiously devote their lives to this
quest and constantly pursue standards of living just beyond reach. But what happens if we discover that the
wealth that we possess is possessing us or that we have become enslaved to the pursuit of the alleged wellbeing it brings? Jesus teaches that our relationship to wealth has been built on an illusion. He invites us to an
alternative way—to serve God rather than to serve wealth and thereby discover the discipleship of lovingly
serving others with our possessions.

Lesson Objectives

n To consider how Christians are to value wealth and possessions in a way that aligns with Jesus’ teachings.
n To discuss the ways we can best engage in stewardship and acts of compassion as a witness to our faith
and values.
n To reaffirm our trust in God over the uncertainty of riches and material wealth.

Luke 16:1-13 NRSV
1 Then Jesus said to the disciples, “There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges
were brought to him that this man was squandering his property. 2 So he summoned
him and said to him, ‘What is this that I hear about you? Give me an accounting of your
management, because you cannot be my manager any longer.’ 3 Then the manager said
to himself, ‘What will I do, now that my master is taking the position away from me? I
am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg. 4 I have decided what to do so
that, when I am dismissed as manager, people may welcome me into their homes.’ 5 So,
16

Journeys

summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he asked the first, ‘How much do you owe
my master?’ 6 He answered, ‘A hundred jugs of olive oil.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill,
sit down quickly, and make it fifty.’ 7 Then he asked another, ‘And how much do you
owe?’ He replied, ‘A hundred containers of wheat.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill and
make it eighty.’ 8 And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had
acted shrewdly; for the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own
generation than are the children of light. 9 And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by
means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal
homes. 10 “Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and whoever is
dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much. 11 If then you have not been faithful
with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? 12 And if you have not
been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you what is your own? 13 No
slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be
devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.”

Into the Scripture

Today’s text, Luke 16:1-13, the parable of the Dishonest Steward, is part of a dialogue that runs throughout
Luke’s Gospel which explores the relationship of
Christian discipleship to wealth, poverty, and earthly
possessions. This Journey series investigates several
texts related to this topic. However, no single text fully
answers the question “What is the right use of possessions?” Rather than give
one definitive answer,
Luke presents a variety of
contextual approaches to
this question, and he does
so through his portrait of
Jesus as he interacts with
his disciples, religious leaders, and people of his day.
In this way, Luke allows
his readers to wrestle with
the question, what does
this Gospel advocate as the Christian’s approach to the
use of possessions? More importantly, Luke invites his
readers to consider the underlying reason for our being
stewards of our possessions.

What happens if we
discover that the wealth
that we possess is
possessing us?
Consider two radical approaches to possessions.
Our previous lesson investigated a parable and associated texts that call for total abandonment of possessions
(Luke 14:25-33). Our next lesson considers a parable
which warns readers about the grave dangers of wealth
Journeys
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(Luke 16:19-31). Taken out of the broader context of
Luke, one might conclude Luke advocates two radical economic lifestyles for the Christian community.
Some readers argue that Luke advocates an ascetic
lifestyle because Jesus and his disciples abandoned their
rights to earthly possessions (18:28). Others argue that
Luke preaches an early communist gospel in which
the people of God level the economic playing field by
sharing all possessions in common—no one possessing
anything of their own (Luke 18:29-30; Acts 4:32-37).
Both radical positions have been legitimately practiced
in church history.
Jesus and early followers, when counting the cost
of discipleship, apparently abandoned many rights to
earthly possessions (18:28)—and so have others in
the persecuted church and/or in focused ministries of
service. Likewise, there were communities of faith in
the New Testament that shared all things together in
a form of communal living in which none were left
impoverished (Acts 4:32-37). This model practiced by
Jesus with his disciples (18:29-30) has been imitated
among Orthodox and Catholic religious orders, as well
as Anabaptists and ecumenical communes. But is the
abandonment of all possessions or the practice of communism the only legitimate approaches to the right use
of possessions?
Certainly, wealth can constitute a major obstacle
to living a life of faith. Yet, the Gospel of Luke also
recognizes the necessity of possessions and treats them
as a gift from God to be used in the service of love and
the celebration of God’s grace. Jesus models this posture
as an example to be appropriated contextually. Even
though Jesus lived as an itinerant rabbi, he was not an

ascetic. John the Baptist appears to have been, which
prompted the Pharisees to ask Jesus why do “John’s
disciples frequently fast and pray, but your disciples eat
and drink?” (5:33).
Luke depicts Jesus as a person who rejoices in life
and celebrates with others the good things of God’s
creation, including things that money can buy. Consequently, Jesus was criticized for frequently eating and
having fellowship with sinners (15:2) and was accused
of being a glutton for doing so (7:33-34). He enjoyed
good food and fellowship at banquets and used those
occasions to describe the coming Kingdom of God as a
heavenly feast to which all were invited. Nor was Jesus
afraid to associate with the wealthy. He sat at the table
with Levi (a tax collector) who provided a “great banquet” in Jesus’ honor (Luke 5:29). He accepted invitations of Pharisees who asked him to eat with them (7:36;
14:1-15). Jesus’ friends and followers included wealthy
people such as a centurion in Capernaum (7:1-10) and a
chief tax collector named Zacchaeus in Jericho (19:1-10).
Nevertheless, Jesus did not use his associations or his
appreciation of material things as a pretext to become
wealthy, nor did he disassociate himself from the poor.
Some religious authorities, including the Pharisees, interpreted wealth as a sign of spirituality and favor with God
and poverty as a sign of God’s disfavor. Other religious
sects embraced poverty as a spiritual ideal in harmony

Jesus and early followers apparently abandoned
many rights to earthly possessions.
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with God’s will and therefore a sign of God’s favor.
Either posture provided the religious an excuse to abandon the poor to their hardships. However, Luke’s Gospel
teaches that neither abject poverty nor selfish affluence
is in harmony with God’s will. Luke invites his readers
to explore a third way—to discover the discipleship of
our material possessions in the service of Christ’s love to
others, both rich and poor. The Parable of the Dishonest
Steward needs to be studied against that backdrop.

Into the Lesson

A Strange Parable this one! Luke 16:1-13 records what
might be the strangest story Jesus ever told. Some title
it the Parable of the Dishonest Steward (16:1-10), but
others refer to it as the Parable of the Prudent Steward.
So, which is it? As the variance in titles indicates, this
story has been notoriously difficult for commentators
to interpret. Therefore, we should not be surprised if we
find it difficult to decipher its meaning.
The “Dishonest Steward”
There are two main interpretations of this parable.
One interpretation is that the steward acted corruptly
throughout the story. After all, “There was a rich man
who had a manager, and charges were brought to him
that ‘this manager was squandering his property.’”
Based on this hearsay, the rich man summons the
servant before him, demands an account for his mismanagement, and announces that he is fired! This puts
the manager between a rock and a hard place; because
of his corrupt behavior it is highly unlikely he would
ever manage another rich person’s property. Yet, he is
not physically fit to do manual labor (“dig ditches”).
There is no option left for him except to become a beggar. Shame and starvation stare him in the face unless
he acts quickly.
So, what does this manager do? In this traditional
interpretation, the fired manager assesses his situation
and plots a course of action in which he continues to act
shrewdly but corruptly. He sets out to make friends with
all the debtors listed on his account in hopes of gaining
their favors in return. He invites each debtor to collaborate in his corrupt scheme by inviting them to alter
their accounts. He goes to one man who owed 100 jugs
of olive oil and tells him to alter his debt to 50—thus
wiping out half of his indebtedness! He tells another

Jesus inverts the action
of using one’s mammon
to garner favor.
debtor who owed 100 containers of wheat to alter his
bill to 80 containers—thus wiping out 20 percent of his
debt! Thus, the manager calculated a way to ingratiate
these debtors so that “when he was dismissed as manager,
people may welcome him into their homes.” When his
master discovers this scheme and the steward’s devious work, he congratulates the manager for acting so
shrewdly!
In this interpretation of the story, the steward pilfered from his rich master’s business, the debtors jumped
at the opportunity to alter their agreement as fast as
they could, and the rich master cynically appreciated the
brilliance of the scheme—which raises the question, why
would Jesus approve such dishonest actions and present
the dishonest servant as an example to be followed? The
traditional answer to this interpretation is that Jesus does
not approve of these dishonest actions, but he does tell
his disciples that there are lessons to be learned from
the steward’s wise decision in the face of an impending
crisis. It is not the steward’s dishonesty but his foresight
in preparing for the future that is commended. Unfortunately, “the children of light” (Jesus’ disciples) are not
so clever as “the children of this age!” says Jesus. Jesus’
followers need to wake up to the realization that sinful
people do care about their future and seek to secure it,
and disciples of Jesus need to do the same! Yet, Jesus
inverts the action of using one’s mammon to garner favor
and security to using one’s mammon to make friends
with the poor and bless those who cannot reciprocate. In
doing so, you will in turn be blessed by God and have
the reward of a heavenly home in the future.
Journeys
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The Prudent Servant
There may be another way to interpret this parable
that reveals additional lessons on the appropriate use of
earthly possessions. In this scenario, the manager starts
out being dishonest, but in the face of his impending
crisis, he changes his ways and acts righteously. Therefore, even though the manager is “a child of this age,”
his transformed actions and attitude toward wealth are
praised by Jesus and used as an example for “the children
of the light” to follow. How could this be? Jewish law
forbade charging interest on debts. Both the manager
and his rich master had evidently been working around
this legality by charging oil and grain brokers unduly
high interest on their deferred payments but did so in
the form of commodities, not cash. Both the rich master
and his manager would have profited nicely from these
transactions. However, this practice of usury had the
converse effect of forcing people to live in perpetual
indebtedness with no way out.
Facing unemployment, the dishonest manager acted
in a new way; he reduced each debtor’s account by reducing the unfair interest each owed. This now prudent
manager may have even relinquished his own portion
of income for each payment—50 percent for the oil and
20 percent for the grain. Thus, the manager acted legally
himself; he made friends with the unfortunate debtors
whom he now treated justly; and at the same time, he
put his master in good light in the eyes of the indebted
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merchants. For these reasons, Jesus uses the manager’s
story to exemplify the right use of material possessions.

Into Discipleship

Generally, a parable is intended to teach one primary lesson. Interestingly, the parable of the Dishonest Manager
(Luke 16:1-8) appears to contain at least four lessons
including its primary point (16:8-13). Since Jesus told
this parable to his disciples (16:1), we can safely conclude
that these lessons serve as precepts intended to guide
disciples into the proper use of material possessions. The
practicality of those precepts, however, is left up to the
reader to work out in their own context.
You are invited to reflect on Luke 16:1-13 and
investigate how you might apply its precepts to your life
of discipleship. This form of reflection is best conducted
over an extended period—not just in one sitting. Allow
yourself to periodically revisit the parable and its precepts to gain new insights.
Reflecting on the Parable: Begin by reading the Parable
of the Dishonest Manager (Luke 16:1-8) three times.
n

Allow yourself to enter the story. Picture the characters portrayed; note if you identify closely with any of
them. Be aware of your emotional responses to their
predicament and actions. Record your feelings and

observations. Example: “It bothers me that the poor
debtors owed so much to a rich person!” or “I can identify
with the manager because I was a debt collector.”

generation than are the children of light.” What do
you think—did the master commend the dishonest
manager for having the foresight and wherewithal to
look after his future best interests? Or did the master
commend the dishonest manager for returning to
legal dealings?

What new insights into this parable did you gain from
the “Into the Scripture” and the “Into the Lesson”
sections of this lesson? What questions arise in your
mind which merit further investigation? Example: “I
n Luke 16:9. “. . . . make friends for yourselves by means
never knew that there were two interpretations of this
of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may
parable.” Or, “Why does Luke focus so much on wealth
welcome you into the eternal homes.” Some interpreters
and poverty? What does the Christian message have to do
believe this is the main point of the parable—that
with that topic?”
the disciples were instructed to make friends through
the use of worldly wealth. Have you ever thought
n What do you believe is the primary lesson of this
of turning your material possessions into legitimate
parable? We have suggested that this parable’s primary
instruments for making friends? Or is Jesus speaklesson has to do with making friends through the proper
ing figuratively about our intent of being focused on
use of possessions. Do you agree? For example, “I think
blessing others instead of using our wealth for selfthis parable is mostly about the need to repent from the sin
aggrandizement? If so, how are you using your possesof dishonesty and the importance of acting in honest ways.”
sions as instruments of service to others?
Reflecting on the Precepts: Luke follows this parable
n Luke 16:10-12. “Whoever is faithful in a very little is
by including some sayings of Jesus which relate to the
faithful also in much; and whoever is dishonest in a very
stewardship of wealth. Some scholars believe these saylittle is dishonest also in much.” Reflect on this saying.
ings reflect variant interpretations of the parable. Others
How might it influence the way you treat or manage
believe these precepts build on the main point of the
someone else’s property? For example, at your workparable and give disciples guiding principles in managplace, or when handling menial tasks?
ing material possessions. Read Luke 16:8-13 three times
n Luke 16:12-13. “No slave can serve two masters. . . .
and respond to these related questions.
You cannot serve God and wealth.” Respond to this
question: “If the use of wealth is a testing ground of
n Luke 16:8. “The master commended the dishonest
my allegiance, then how does my current use of posmanager, for he had acted shrewdly; for the children
sessions reveal my ultimate loyalty?”
of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own

n

Boomerangs to Arrows:

A Godly Guide for Launching Young Adult Children
By Sharon Norris Elliott
“A valuable resource for parents who desire to help their grown children build
a successfully independent life that reflects God’s purposes for them. You will
find Sharon’s insights biblically sound, convicting, and also encouraging. While
not specifically addressing the role of grandparents, they also could benefit
from reading Boomerangs.”

—Cavin T. Harper, Executive Director,
Christian Grandparenting Network, www.christiangrandparenting.net

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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Closing Prayer

rainfall, 170 mph winds, and storm surges. It triggered
Dear God, we know the earth is yours as well as all
tornadoes in six states and severe flooding in the Northcreation. You own cattle on a thousand hills and have
east—the latter of which is being addressed, in part, by
promised to always provide for our needs. Help us to
Bethlehem Baptist Church, Spring House, Pa., which is
keep our trust in you over any material blessings we have. helping families in Pennsylvania’s Bucks and MontgomMay we be good stewards of that which you have given
ery counties. . . . (Continue reading at https://abhms.org/
us by sharing with those persons we see in need. Amen.
about-us/mission-stories/one-great-hour-of-sharing-loverebuilds-lives-impacted-by-flooding/)

Resources

Songs to Consider
“My Worth Is Not in What I Own,” featuring Fernando Ortega—Keith & Kristyn Getty: https://youtu.
be/MV5x6M38ea8
n “All the Riches of You,” sung by Shannon Wexelberg
& CFN Worship: https://youtu.be/AXxsQ7yW4mw
n

Baptist Connections

One Great Hour of Sharing: Love rebuilds lives
impacted by flooding
Almost a category 5 storm, Hurricane Ida made landfall
Aug. 29, 2021, near Port Fourchon, La., bringing with it
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Media Options
Faith and Money Network is a Christian organization
that provides resources that help people understand
their relationship to money and how to become stewards
with an emphasis on God’s guiding us as we guide our
money. https://faithandmoneynetwork.org/
n Money Autobiography Guide: “Explore how
money has shaped your history, beliefs, and current
practices when you work through the 12 prompts
included in the Money Autobiography Guide.
Simply click the button below to get started.” https://
faithandmoneynetwork.org/resources/download-themoney-autobiography/
n Watch a series of podcasts and
discuss money-related matters we
confront daily. https://faithand
moneynetwork.org/resources/faith-and
-money-podcast/. Here are several of
the topics:
l Stewards of God’s Creation:
Connecting the way we live and
the looming environmental crisis.
Living more sustainably is not as
hard as we may think—stories for
individuals and churches.
l Money and Relationships: Recognizing the money dynamics in our
relationships. Relating more fully in
our families and in the larger world.
l When Privilege Becomes a Prison:
Privilege can be our prison, locking
us away from God, God’s people,
even our own hearts. Rich stories of
prison breaks—living more freely as
the people of God.

For Further Reading

Money on Purpose: Finding a Faith-filled Balance by
Shayna Lear
“Are you a Saver, Spender, Giver, or Investor? How
does your financial personality, revealed by these
four purposes of money, affect your financial future?
What are the rewards and risks of each and what does
Scripture have to say about them? In Money on Purpose,
financial advisor and minister Shayna Lear presents a
quiz to help you discover your own financial type. She
then offers practical and faithful strategies to restore a
healthy and faith-filled balance to your financial life”
(Judson Press).
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Tuesday 09/20/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 106:40-48; Jeremiah 10:1-16;
1 Corinthians 9:19-23
Complementary: Psalm 12; Proverbs 17:1-5;
1 Corinthians 9:19-23

Wednesday 09/21/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 106:40-48; Jeremiah 10:17-25;
Luke 20:45–21:4
Complementary: Psalm 12; Proverbs 21:10-16;
Luke 20:45–21:4

Devotional Scriptures

Thursday 09/22/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16; Jeremiah 23:9-22;
2 Corinthians 8:8-15
Complementary: Psalm 146; Proverbs 22:2-16;
2 Corinthians 8:8-15

Sunday 09/18/22
Jeremiah 8:18–9:1 and Psalm 79:1-9; Amos 8:4-7 and
Psalm 113; 1 Timothy 2:1-7; Luke 16:1-13

Friday 09/23/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16; Jeremiah 23:23-32;
Ephesians 2:1-10
Complementary: Psalm 146; Proverbs 28:3-10;
Ephesians 2:1-10

Year C Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Week of 09/18/22

Monday 09/19/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 106:40-48; Jeremiah 9:12-26;
Acts 4:1-12
Complementary: Psalm 12; Proverbs 14:12-31;
Acts 4:1-12

Saturday 09/24/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16; Jeremiah 24:1-10;
Luke 9:43b-48
Complementary: Psalm 146; Proverbs 28:11-28;
Luke 9:43b-48

Luke’s Gospel teaches that neither abject poverty nor
selfish affluence is in harmony with God’s will.
Journeys
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DISPARITY
reversal of fortune

And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores,
who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s
table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores.
— LUK E 16:20-21

Introduction

Can wealth be perilous? The Gospel of Luke recounts numerous teachings of Jesus warning against its
dangers; the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus is perhaps the most poignant among them. It graphically
describes the disparity between a man who lived lavishly and an impoverished beggar suffering at his gate.
No doubt in the days of Jesus and the early church such disparity needed to be addressed, for this parable
described a scene that was all too common. But is the problem of wealth and poverty a dead historical theme
meant only for the first readers of this Gospel? Or is there a parallel with contemporary attempts to keep the
poor at our gates, out of sight and out of mind, in order to perpetuate lavish lifestyles of self-entitlement?
This parable confronts us with such questions.

Lesson Objectives

n To understand the economic disparity between the rich and the poor in our society.
n To care more for our fellow human beings than we do for our material possessions and affluence.
n To envision acts of justice which we can engage in ushering in the kingdom and creating a more equitable
society for all.

Luke 16:19-31 NRSV
19 “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted
sumptuously every day. 20 And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with
sores, 21 who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even
the dogs would come and lick his sores. 22 The poor man died and was carried away by
the angels to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried. 23 In Hades,
where he was being tormented, he looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by
24
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his side. 24 He called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip
the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.’
25 But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good
things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you
are in agony. 26 Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so that
those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from
there to us.’ 27 He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house—
28 for I have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into
this place of torment.’ 29 Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; they
should listen to them.’ 30 He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them
from the dead, they will repent.’ 31 He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the
prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.’”

Into the Scripture

Luke has a particular interest in the relationship of the
gospel of Jesus to the poor and the marginalized. The
term “poor” (ptochos) occurs 10 times in Luke, and the
plight of the poor—those in want and need to whom
Jesus ministers—is frequently contrasted with the plight
of the “rich” (plousis) and those who have abundant possessions (hyparchonts). Luke continuously demonstrates
that Jesus brings hope to the poor and calls the rich (particularly those who benefit
from exploitation of the
poor) to repentance.
Luke’s message to the
rich and the poor begins
with the words of Mary’s
song before the Nativity in
which her soul “magnifies
the Lord” because “He has
brought down the powerful from their thrones
and lifted up the lowly;
he has filled the hungry with good things and sent the
rich away empty” (Luke 1:52-53). In Luke 3:10-14, John
the Baptist clearly spells out what it means to repent;
the penitent person ought to be merciful, honest, and
financially just in their actions toward others. Luke’s
attitude toward the dangers of possessions is strongly

expressed by Jesus’ opening sentences in the “Sermon on
the Plain” (Luke 6:20-26).
The Beatitudes in Luke begin with “Blessed are the
poor” (Luke 6:20) but leaves out “in spirit” as occurs in
Matthew. Luke then parallels this blessing on the poor
with a statement of “woe to you who are rich, for you
have received your consolation” (6:24). This beatitude
of the poor contrasting the woe pronouncement for the
rich who have received their consolation is graphically
illustrated by the parable of today’s lesson, The Rich
Man and Lazarus.
Luke tells multiple stories of Jesus’ encounters
with the poor, the sick, the possessed, the blind, and
the powerless, but he also has multiple stories of Jesus’
encounter with people of wealth. Luke 18:18-27, for
example, relates the story of the rich ruler who “became
sad because he was very rich.” On the other hand, Luke
19:1-10 gives a detailed account of the conversion of
Zacchaeus (a rich man), Jericho’s chief tax collector. Zacchaeus’ life and conduct of maintaining a lavish lifestyle
by exploiting the poor is transformed by his encounter
with Jesus. Consequently, Zacchaeus’ exemplary acts of
repentance bring social, economic, and spiritual transformation to his household and community.
Luke also relates multiple parables warning of the
dangers of wealth and warning followers of Jesus to
Journeys
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avoid wealth’s pitfalls. In the Parable of the Sower and
the Seeds, the seed that falls among the thorns are “the
ones who hear; but as they go on their way, they are
choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life,
and their fruit does not mature” (Luke 8:14). In the
Parable of the Rich Fool (Luke 12:13-21), Jesus warns
against the futility and absurdity of one’s trusting in
one’s possessions for security and in measuring human
worth by material prosperity. The parable (or perhaps
more accurately the hyperbole) of the Needle’s Eye (Luke
18:24-30) raises the question, are wealth and discipleship at all compatible? The answer to this question
is disturbing, both to the rich ruler who asks Jesus,
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” (18:18-24) and
to others who heard it, including Peter and the disciples
themselves (18:28-30).
Our scripture today, the Parable of the Rich Man
and Lazarus, poignantly illustrates this same dominant
theme of Luke—warning against the dangers of accumulating wealth and the sinfulness of perpetuating
economic disparity. Certainly, this is a warning for
society in general but most definitely it is an indelible
lesson for people of faith.

neither story stands alone; both stories are intentionally linked so that their lessons build off each other to
increase the impact of their united lesson.
The first tier (16:19-21) describes the condition of
its two main characters—a rich man who lives lavishly
on Earth, and a poor man who lives a miserable earthly
existence. Several graphic details are added to emphasize the stark contrast between one man’s poverty and
another’s wealth. To begin with, this is the only parable
in the Gospels in which a specific person’s name is
given—in this case, Lazarus. Lazarus is the Greek form
of the Hebrew name Eleazer, which means “He whom
God helps.” One lesson to be learned from this parable
begins with the significance of that detail. Jesus inaugurated his mission with these words from Isaiah: “The
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed
me to bring good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). The
poor, in Luke, are all who—like Lazarus—have nowhere
to turn for help but to God.
It is sometimes quipped that “a parable is an earthly
The details of Lazarus’ earthly life explicitly describe
story with a heavenly meaning.” The Parable of the Rich the dire conditions experienced all too often by the
Man and Lazarus, however, is an example of a parable
poorest of the poor. The original hearers of this parable,
that contains both an earthly and a heavenly story which, especially those in larger cities, would have readily piccombined, leave an impactful lesson about living life on tured the deplorable scene. Day after day, a beggar is laid
earth. This parable is unique; it is known in literature as (possibly tossed) at the gates of a rich man’s household.
a two-tiered parable, meaning it consists of two stories,
His body is covered with oozing sores; he is appalling
each of which has its own primary meaning—but
to look at and is ritually unclean; therefore, he is to be

Into the Lesson

Jesus warns against the futility and absurdity of
one’s trusting in one’s possessions.
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avoided. Only the pesky dogs come near to him to lick
his abscesses—an unclean act by unclean animals. He
is emaciated because his only food is “what fell from
the rich man’s table.” Most likely, such food was not the
leftovers of extravagant meals, but scraps of bread that
were used as napkins to clean food and oily residue off
hands and faces.
The unnamed rich man in this parable lived his
earthly life in stark contrast to Lazarus. Even common
people hearing this parable would have been appalled by
the brief description Jesus gives this character’s lifestyle.
Most people in Palestine, whether farmer or craftsman,
lived a daily hand-to-mouth existence. Their wardrobe
consisted of two changes of clothes—one for labor and
one for Sabbath. They could afford no more than one or
two feasts in a lifetime, often going into debt to provide
for a wedding or celebrate a religious event. In contrast,
the rich man “was dressed in purple and fine linen,” the
most expensive fabrics—signs of prosperity and social
elitism. He, unlike the masses, and certainly in stark contrast to Lazarus, “feasted sumptuously every day” (16:19).
The second tier of this parable switches scenes from
earth to the afterlife where the conditions of the two
main characters are reversed. “The poor man died and
was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham”
(16:22-31); i.e., he did not even have a proper funeral.
However, he is brought to the place of the dead that every
devout Jew longed to be—in the bosom of Abraham, a
heavenly protective place of rest marked with a heavenly
banquet. The rich man also dies and is buried with a
proper funeral. Unlike Lazarus, he finds himself “in
Hades where he was being tormented.” The rich man
experiences a reversed state of affairs; what he enjoyed in
his life on earth is now exceedingly enjoyed by Lazarus.
And what he now experiences after death is the deplorable
conditions of poverty that Lazarus experienced in life!
This second tier of the parable graphically illustrates
Jesus’ proclamation of the Beatitudes and the Woes in
Luke 6:20-26: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours
is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who are hungry
now for you will be filled.” “But woe to you who are
rich, for you have received your consolation. Woe to you
who are full now, for you will be hungry.” It prophetically delivers a message of warning, a call to repentance,
and a message of hope.
The rich man (in his misery) pleads for Abraham to
send Lazarus to warn his five living brothers to change

The rich man is more
concerned with the future
state of his family than he is
of the poor.
their ways, “so that they will not come to this place of
torment.” (Note how the rich man is more concerned
with the future state of his family than he is of the poor
who remain at their gates.)
But to his dismay, permission is not granted. Why?
Because his family members already have the prophetic
message of the Law and the Prophets. If that does not
convince them, even the resurrection of someone from the
dead will not convince them (16:29-31)! The irony of this
parable, however, is that Lazarus (from beyond the grave)
does warn the living—millions of us living who read and
hear this parable and repent. Though the rich may prosper
now, the coming kingdom of God will bring an end to the
present status of privilege and prosperity. There is still time
for the living to repent and serve the Kingdom of God on
behalf of the poor and needy at their gates.

Into Discipleship

Parables in the New Testament lead to authentic
faith. They invite the listener to consider the foundational truths of the Christian life. By reading them, we
integrate parts of the gospel story into our consciousness,
for they arouse our awareness of the world and people
around us; as they do so, they invite us to respond in a
Christlike manner.
Reflect on what you see. The parables told by Jesus
are brief and have few details, yet they have the power
to leave vivid and lasting images on our minds. What
Journeys
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images come into your mind as you listen to the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus? Read Luke 16:19-31
several times and allow yourself to envision the story as it
unfolds. Pay attention to the few details that Jesus gives.
Let your mind’s eye picture the scenes and the people
Jesus describes. Note any modern-day images that come
to mind.
Reflect on what you feel. The parables told by Jesus
elicit emotional responses. The Gospels sometimes
record the emotional reactions of those who heard Jesus
tell them. Those emotional responses range from negative feelings such as anger, fear, guilt, or pain to more
positive feelings such as joy, hope, and love. As you read
Luke 16:19-31, notice your own emotional responses to
this story as it unfolds. Do not be surprised if this bifold
story quickens multiple and sometimes intense or even
conflicting feelings.

gospel of Jesus to the poor on one hand and the gospel’s
message of accountability to the rich and those of means
on the other. Compare this parable with other passages
in Luke which do the same. How does the Parable of the
Rich Man and Lazarus illustrate other lessons taught by
Jesus on this topic? Note your observations.
Above all, parables invite us to discipleship. From
them we gain insight into the message of the gospel and
the character of Jesus, and in doing so they call us to follow Jesus into the world around us. In this parable, Jesus
once again addresses the topic of affluence (in this case
an opulent lifestyle of a rich man) and poverty (in this
case the dire poverty of Lazarus). As you reflect on the
images it leaves on your conscience and as you become
aware of the emotions it evokes within you, listen to
Christ’s call inviting you to respond.
Which parts of this parable speak most personally to
you?
n How has it quickened your awareness of the world
around you and how you are presently responding to it?
n Is its message “tugging at your heartstrings” in any
way?
n Listen to any heartfelt stirrings, for they may be a
part of your call to discipleship—moving you from
contemplation on this parable to engagement in your
world.
n

Parables are learning tools. They sometimes serve as
illustrations that bring to life lessons taught by Jesus.
Occasionally they stand alone to serve as instructional
narratives which need no interpretation beyond their
own storyline. The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus
is both a lesson that stands on its own and an illustration
of other lessons taught by Jesus. The “Into the Scripture”
and the “Into the Lesson” sections above reference
several passages that address the relationship of the
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Closing Prayer

Journeys
“Talkin’ Bout a Revolution,” by Tracy Chapman:
https://youtu.be/721JQZw6Spg
n “Seek Up,” by Dave Matthews Band: https://youtube.
com/watch?v=yhvJrNfgTfE
n

Dear God, we know that in your creation there is no
shortage of resources. So, help us to love our neighbor
as we love our own by desiring that everyone has the
necessities that make for whole living. We know that
every good and perfect gift comes from above. Help us to
Baptist Connections
be a blessing to others even as you have provided for our
Operation Planting Hope reimagines ways for American
needs. Amen.
Baptists to serve as the hands and feet of Christ throughout
the United States and Puerto Rico.

Resources

American Baptist Home Mission Societies’ Operation Planting Hope (OPH) supports the underserved
Have a music session listening to and discussing lyrics
throughout the United States, from Alaska to Puerto
that relate to the pain of poverty and other economic
Rico and California to New Jersey. Continuing
plights of the human condition. Check out this site
the tradition of White Cross Overland, Operation
(http://www.edchange.org/multicultural/arts/class_songs.
Planting Hope offers fresh approaches for indihtml) to see descriptions of such songs from which you
viduals and groups to serve ABHMS’ Community
may choose. Here are two offerings:
Outreach Ministries partners. (Continue reading at
https://abhms.org/ministries/healing-communities/
operation-planting-hope/)

Songs to Consider

Media Options

Wealth Inequality in America: The widening disparity between the rich and poor in our country is mind
boggling. View this six-minute video that visualizes the
difference and discuss what this means for the generations that follow us. Are there any ways we as Christians
or simply concerned citizens can address this systemic
imbalance? https://youtu.be/QPKKQnijnsM
Movie Night: Plan a get-together either at the church
or in a home to view a movie that exposes the impact of
economic hardships on families and society. Then share
experiences and encounters you may have had either
blessing someone or receiving a blessing in a time of
need. Here are some recommendations:
https://inequality.org/research/top-10-inequality-movies/
n Where to Invade Next (2016), directed by Michael
Moore
n The Divide (2015), directed by Katharine Round
n Inequality for All (2013), directed by Jacob Kornbluth,
featuring Robert Reich
n Elysium (2013), directed by Neill Blomkamp
n The Pursuit of Happyness (2006), directed by Gabriele
Muccino
Journeys

29

Journeys

Activity Ideas
Feeding and clothing persons who are without houses
is so easy to do that very often we entrust such acts
of charity to others. Because it is one of the primary
mandates of Jesus, decide on a plan for your class or
group (or you as an individual) to participate in such a
ministry monthly.
n Talk about the ministry opportunities for outreach in
your community. What are needs that you see in your
immediate neighborhood? Are there ministries that
currently exist at your church that can be expanded? Is
there a new ministry area that demands consideration?
n

Devotional Scriptures

Year C Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Week of 09/25/22

Tuesday 09/27/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:49-56; Jeremiah 32:36-44;
James 5:1-6
Complementary: Psalm 62; Hosea 10:9-15; James 5:1-6
Wednesday 09/28/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:49-56; Jeremiah 33:1-13;
Matthew 19:16-22
Complementary: Psalm 62; Hosea 12:2-14;
Matthew 19:16-22
Thursday 09/29/22
Semi-continuous: Lamentations 3:19-26;
Jeremiah 52:1-11; Revelation 2:8-11
Complementary: Psalm 37:1-9; 2 Kings 18:1-8, 28-36;
Revelation 2:8-11

Sunday 09/25/22
Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15 and Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16;
Amos 6:1a, 4-7 and Psalm 146; 1 Timothy 6:6-19;
Luke 16:19-31

Friday 09/30/22
Semi-continuous: Lamentations 3:19-26;
Jeremiah 52:12-30; Revelation 2:12-29
Complementary: Psalm 37:1-9; 2 Kings 19:8-20, 35-37;
Revelation 2:12-29

Monday 09/26/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:49-56; Jeremiah 32:16-35;
Revelation 3:14-22
Complementary: Psalm 62; Amos 6:8-14;
Revelation 3:14-22

Saturday 10/01/22
Semi-continuous: Lamentations 3:19-26;
Lamentations 1:7-15; Matthew 20:29-34
Complementary: Psalm 37:1-9; Isaiah 7:1-9;
Matthew 20:29-34

Christian Education in the Small Church
By Donald L. Griggs and Judy McKay Walther
Based on the premise that Christian education is more than Sunday
church school, the authors encourage a holistic perspective of education
encompassing all age groups and all activities of the church. Of special
interest to readers are imaginative ideas for building relationships between
education and worship. This book is a valuable treasury of success-proven
plans for achieving quality education with limited resources.

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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RECIPROCITY
freely giving and receiving

“So you also, when you have done all that you were ordered
to do, say, ‘We are worthless slaves; we have done only
what we ought to have done!’”
— LUK E 17:10

Introduction

Over the years, I have been privileged to know people who would, and did, bend over backwards to help me
out of a jam. I have had persons support me, pray for me, and wait with me during a time of crisis. I have
had friends and family members give me far more than the “shirt off their back,” and they did so gladly. I
have experienced brothers and sisters in Christ who have served and blessed me beyond measure, much more
than I deserved or expected. Yet some of these same people, when I have tried to respond in similar ways to
them, would not let me. They would not allow me the same privilege of serving them. Why? Have you ever
had an experience like that?

Lesson Objectives

n To explore how well we serve and give to others; and then examine how well we accept service and gifts
from others.
n To investigate the relationship between faith and forgiveness, and also the relationship between faith and
service.
n To identify ways that we struggle with the concept of grace (both God’s grace and the grace of others) in
our daily lives and explore the reasons why.

Luke 17:5-10 NRSV
5 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 6 The Lord replied, “If you had faith
the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted
in the sea,’ and it would obey you. 7 “Who among you would say to your slave who has
just come in from plowing or tending sheep in the field, ‘Come here at once and take your
place at the table’? 8 Would you not rather say to him, ‘Prepare supper for me, put on your
apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you may eat and drink’? 9 Do you thank
Journeys
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the slave for doing what was commanded? 10 So you also, when you have done all that
you were ordered to do, say, ‘We are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to
have done!’”

Into the Scripture

Luke the gospel writer, and Luke the physician and
co-worker of the apostle Paul, have been identified as
the same person by Church tradition since late in the
first century AD. The New Testament only mentions
Luke three times. In Colossians 4:14, he is described
by Paul as “the beloved physician.” This same text also
indicates that Luke was a Gentile, for he is not included
in the apostles list of those who were Jewish (“of the
circumcision”—Colossians 4:11). In Philemon 24, Luke
is included in a list of Paul’s “fellow workers.” And
in 2 Timothy 4:11, as Paul awaited the hearing of his
appeal to the emperor, he wrote that only Luke was still
with him—loyal to the end.
Church tradition also contends that Luke was from
Antioch in Syria, where he had grown up in an educated
family. Later, Luke is
believed to have resided
in Philippi. It is believed
that he received his medical training in Tarsus, the
hometown of Paul. How
Luke became a follower of
Jesus is not known, nor is
how he became connected
with the apostle Paul—
although the common
locations for both men of
Antioch and Philippi provided ample opportunity.
Biblical scholars have also
long contended that the
“first-person narratives” in
the book of Acts (16:10-17; 20:5-21:18; and 27:1-28:16)
had to have been written by Luke. He alone among all
of Paul’s associates was educated enough to use such fine
Greek vocabulary and grammar.
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Luke was from Antioch in
Syria, where he had grown
up in an educated family.
Perhaps it was Luke’s background in academia that
enabled him to blend so beautifully material from
1) the earlier Gospel of Mark, 2) an early written collection of Jesus’ sayings, and 3) interviews that Luke had
conducted with eyewitnesses to the birth, life, ministry,
death, and resurrection of Jesus (see Luke 1:1-4) into a
story that was designed to speak to the entire world. For
that is just what Luke had set out to do. Accordingly,
his Gospel depicts Jesus as a person for everyone: male,
female, old, young, poor, rich, Jew, Gentile, free, slave,
good, bad, religious, and unreligious. This is the Jesus we
meet in the Gospel of Luke!
The text for this session, Luke 17:5-10, is part of
the Travel Narrative in Luke’s Gospel—a section that
begins with Jesus in northern Galilee and setting “his
face to go to Jerusalem” (9:51), and then it ends with
Jesus in the lead “going up to Jerusalem” from Jericho
on the Jordan River (19:28). In between these verses,
Luke links together a wide variety of materials: parables,
memorable sayings, narratives, miracle stories, etc.

Much of this material is unique to his Gospel; and
while there does not seem to be a logical plan to its
distribution, all of it is designed to illustrate what it
means for a person to follow Jesus.
n

More specifically, Luke 17:5-10 is part of a short
collection of four sayings of Jesus. The first saying was
given by Jesus to his followers warning them not to
become a “stumbling block” to anyone else (17:1-2).
The Greek word translated as “stumble” is skandalon,
from which the English word “scandal” is derived.
This saying is also found in Mark 9:42 in a different
context.

this. Certainly, their desire to grow in faith is laudable.
All followers of Jesus should desire to grow in faith. But
does an increase or growth in faith necessarily result in
more forgiveness? Or could it just as easily be the other
way around? Offering forgiveness to others helps us grow
n The second saying of Jesus (17:3-4) dealt with forgivein our faith. At best, any connection between the second
ness; it also was directed toward his disciples—all
and third sayings of Jesus seems moot.
those who followed him. He encouraged them to forThe response given by Jesus to their request (17:6):
give others as often as was necessary. The implication
“If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could
here is that it is dangerous to both parties if forgiveness say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted
is refused or withheld. The Gospel of Matthew uses
in the sea’ and it would obey you” can also be found
portions of this saying in the introduction to “the Par- in Matthew’s Gospel twice. But neither time matches
able of the Unforgiving Servant” (Matthew 18:21-22). Luke’s version exactly. Matthew 17:20 involves commanding a mountain to move from here to there, and
n And in today’s text, the third and fourth sayings of
Matthew 21:21 is about lifting a mountain and throwing
Jesus (17:5-10) immediately follow.
it into the sea. Luke probably conflated two sources
in creating his version of the saying. But how he came
up with “uprooting a tree and planting it in the sea” is
The third saying of Jesus is found in Luke 17:6, where
beyond imagination. Despite the weird imagery, the
it is expressed by Jesus in response to a request posed by meaning of Jesus’ statement is clear: even the smallest
the twelve apostles: “Increase our faith!” (17:5). Some
amount of faith can do incredible things. And by implicommentators see a connection between Jesus’ previous cation, and in reference to the apostles’ request of Jesus,
words about forgiveness and this request for more faith
it is apparent that the apostles’ faith had not yet reached
by the Twelve. They argue that the emphasis Jesus placed mustard seed size! Certainly, whatever would be required
on forgiving again and again and again (17:4) made the for their growth in faith, it needed to happen. And it
apostles realize they needed to grow in their faith to do
did: the resurrection of Jesus.

Into the Lesson

All followers of Jesus should desire to grow in faith.
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The fourth saying of Jesus (17:7-10) is more of an
anecdote than a simple saying. And it is both troubling
and puzzling. The anecdote itself is rather simple on
the surface: an exchange between a master and a slave/
servant at the end of the day, after the field work has
been done and it was time for the evening meal. Normal
behavior implied that the slave/servant prepare and serve
the master’s meal first. Then, when the master had finished eating and the table was cleared, the slave/servant
could have his supper.
The master-slave relationship in the anecdote is
troubling, especially given the history of slavery in
our own nation and the difficulties that still languish
because of it. But unfortunately, it was also present in
the culture and time of Jesus; so, while it is troubling,
it was also familiar imagery for most people. In fact,
several biblical scholars in recent decades have suggested
that Jesus intentionally used disturbing imagery from
the lives of slaves, the dispossessed, and the impoverished
to call into question the way things were and to express
that God was not pleased with how society in the GrecoRoman world was functioning. Such imagery underscored the need for new relationships, new economics,
new politics, new behaviors—in short, the need for the
very “kingdom of God” that Jesus expressed.
The puzzling aspects of Jesus’ anecdote lie in the
questions that are raised for the hearer or reader. Did
Jesus really mean that people should not expect any
gratitude when they are doing their jobs? Was he insinuating that workers should always strive to do more than
is required or expected of them? How can persons be
“worthless” if they are doing their duty? Does that imply
that their “duty” is not important? How can persons be
“worthless” when they faithfully carry out their responsibility? Does not their handling of that responsibility
imply that they are making a difference?
Because of questions like these, some biblical
scholarship has focused on the meaning of the anecdote
(17:7-9) apart from Luke’s application (17:10). This has
resulted in suggestions that Jesus used the anecdote to
denounce Pharisaic self-righteousness or to remove any
expectations among his followers of receiving kingdom
rewards based upon personal merit. Luke’s application
of the anecdote (17:10) was designed to help the followers of Jesus understand that their service to Christ, in
whatever form it may take, and however effectively or
ineffectively it is rendered, is an end unto itself. Serving
34
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Christ is not a means for procuring some other reward or
benefit—whether that be heaven, life eternal, answered
prayer, etc. Obedience to God is not the way to paradise.
Obedience to God through faith in Jesus Christ is its
own reward! Everything that we hope for as Christ’s
followers—forgiveness of sin, new life, freedom from
bondage, answered prayer, eternal life, the fulfillment
of the glorious coming kingdom of God—are ours BY
GRACE.

Into Discipleship
Why is grace so hard?

The main idea behind the noun “grace” is “gift”—to give
or bestow something unearned and even undeserved.
Sounds like it should be easy, but often it is not. Obviously, the burden and cost of giving something always
lies with the giver. So, in that sense, it can be hard,
costly, sacrificial, even painful at times to offer a gift.
God’s gift to us required God to allow Jesus to endure
the pain of his sacrificial death. But that is what God
did, and we are reminded of that every time we gather at
the Communion table. But why is it hard sometimes for
the recipient to receive a gift—whether that be one of
God’s gifts or a gift of time, talent, and/or treasure from
another human being? Why do you think that can be so
hard for us sometimes?

God’s gift to us required
God to allow Jesus to
endure the pain of his
sacrificial death.

Perhaps it can be a matter of pride for some people.
For whatever reason, we may need to keep up the image
of not needing anything or anyone. Maybe it stirs up
feelings of low self-worth within us to receive a gift from
or to be served by another person. Maybe we become
so busy with life that we just do not have the time and
energy to sit down and be served by someone else. Some
of us are wired in such a way that we simply struggle to
let go and relax; and that makes it hard to allow someone to serve us or give to us.
And sometimes we are blind to the need of others
to serve us, to minister to us, to offer and give to us. Or
else we are blind to our own need to be served, and so
we shut out the gifts and service that others have to offer.
But maybe there is another reason as well, especially
for those of us born and raised in American culture.
For most Americans, our primary identity and sense of
self-worth comes from what we do—our jobs, careers,
success, wealth, and ability to produce. In many other
societies, people are known first and foremost by their
relationships—especially family, clan, and tribal relationships. But not in the USA. We usually introduce ourselves based on what we do, not who we are or whose we
are. Sadly, this is even true in most American churches.

Building our lives on the foundation of what we do
can impede our ability to accept help from others and to
receive gifts from others. We become “self-producing”
units that can be quick to give, but slow to receive, ready
to offer, but hesitant to admit our needs. And these
tendencies can often carry over into the expression of our
faith. So, while we serve others gladly, we are reluctant
to ask for or receive help from those around us when we
need it. We practice faithful giving because we think
God will bless us with more abundance—“we give to
get.” We think or hope we will go to heaven because we
have tried to live a good life. We serve and sacrifice for
others in the hopes that God will answer our prayers. I
have heard the above statements numerous times from
people in diverse congregations.
But the teaching of Jesus in Luke 17:5-10 makes it
quite clear that anything we hope to receive from God
will be ours by grace, as a gift from God, and not for
any other reason. So, all of our efforts to try to please
God, appease God, earn a reward from God, or work
our way into a right relationship with God are useless.
Like the slaves/servants in Luke 17:10, all our efforts
are “worthless,” because serving God and others is its
own reward.
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Closing Prayer

Dear God, help us to embrace the joy both of giving and
receiving. As Christ is our example, let our hearts and
motives be pure. Let our service be as unto you as we
seek to reflect the earnestness you have displayed to us
through the gift of grace. May we emulate your generosity and sacrifice on behalf of others as we freely give and
receive. Amen.

Reflection Questions

Into the Scripture: What do you find most appealing
about Luke the physician as a friend to the apostle
Paul? Why? What do you find most intriguing about
Luke’s Gospel? Why?
n Into the Lesson: Which of the two sayings of Jesus
related in Luke 17:5-10—the one about forgiveness or
the one about service—do you find to be most important for your life right now? Why?
n Into Discipleship: Where do you most need to grow
as a follower of Jesus: in giving to and serving others,
or in allowing other people to serve and give to you?
Why?
n
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Resources

Journeys

Song to Consider
n

“The Servant Song.” Words and music by Richard
Gillard. https://youtu.be/fkwdYAnOTdg

Media Option

Movie Night: Plan a get-together either at the church or
in a home to view the inspiring movie Pay It Forward,
directed by Mimi Leder; Writers Catherine Ryan Hyde
(book) & Leslie Dixon (screenplay).

For Further Reading

The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein (Harper and Row).
Use this iconic children’s story to discuss both positive
and negative dynamics that can occur in relationships
centered around giving and receiving.

Activity Ideas
Create a “Giving List” (what you can offer and give to
others) and a “Receiving List” (what you need and are
willing to receive from others). Share one item from
each list. (Song by Bukas Palad Ministries: https://
youtu.be/k-Pk2NHKg_o)
n End the session by singing “The Servant Song.”
Will you let me be your servant, let me be as Christ
to you;
Pray that I may have the grace to let you be my
servant, too.
n
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We are pilgrims on a journey, we are trav’lers on the
road;
We are here to help each other walk the mile and
bear the load.

Monday 10/03/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 137; Lamentations 1:16-22;
James 1:2-11
Complementary: Psalm 3; Habakkuk 1:5-17; James 1:2-11

I will hold the Christ-light for you in the night-time
of your fear;
I will hold my hand out to you, speak the peace you
long to hear.

Tuesday 10/04/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 137; Lamentations 2:13-22;
1 John 5:1-5, 13-21
Complementary: Psalm 3; Habakkuk 2:5-11;
1 John 5:1-5, 13-21

I will weep when you are weeping; when you laugh,
I’ll laugh with you.
I will share your joy and sorrow ‘til we’ve seen this
journey through.

Wednesday 10/05/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 137; Lamentations 5:1-22;
Mark 11:12-14, 20-24
Complementary: Psalm 3; Habakkuk 2:12-20;
Mark 11:12-14, 20-24

When we sing to God in heaven we shall find such
harmony,
Born of all we’ve known together of Christ’s love and
agony.

Devotional Scriptures

Year C Seventeenth Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 10/02/22
Sunday 10/02/22
Lamentations 1:1-6 and Lamentations 3:19-26 or
Psalm 137; Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4 and Psalm 37:1-9;
2 Timothy 1:1-14; Luke 17:5-10

Thursday 10/06/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 66:1-12; Jeremiah 25:1-14;
2 Timothy 1:13-18
Complementary: Psalm 111; Leviticus 14:33-53;
2 Timothy 1:13-18
Friday 10/07/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 66:1-12; Jeremiah 27:1-22;
2 Timothy 2:1-7
Complementary: Psalm 111; Numbers 4:34–5:4;
2 Timothy 2:1-7
Saturday 10/08/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 66:1-12; Jeremiah 28:1-17;
Luke 5:12-16
Complementary: Psalm 111; Numbers 12:1-15;
Luke 5:12-16

Fostering Faith: Teaching and Learning in the Christian Church
By Denise Janssen, Diane Janssen Hemmen and Sallie Verner
“With literary creativity, simplicity and profoundness, the authors of this practical
resource have provided fresh insights to familiar training in educational ministry.
This book is a hands-on tool and reference for persons seeking to invite new life
into and re-energize their church through teaching and learning. This is a “must
read” for pastors, Christian Education leadership teams, teachers and others who
take seriously the faith formation of God’s people.”
—Mary Young, Assistant Professor of Christian Education & Director of the
Master of Arts in Christian Education, Virginia Union University

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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FAITHFULNESS
great is God’s faithfulness

The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies never come
to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.
—L A MENTATIONS 3:22-23

Introduction

Come rain or shine, joy or sorrow, good times or bad—God is faithful. Circumstances change and people
can be fickle, yet God remains faithful. When life is at its absolute worst, when all is lost, when there seems
to be nowhere to turn, God is still there keeping faith with creation, including we humans who bear the
divine imprint.
“Great is your faithfulness.” The words are easy enough to say, especially when life is good. But they are
much harder to affirm, to hold on to when life crumbles into ruin around us, whether due to tragic violence,
unspeakable disaster, or a terrible pandemic. And at such times we may discover, as did the prophet Jeremiah, that those words are truer than ever.

Lesson Objectives

n To identify losses that humans experience and the feelings that result from such losses.
n To list ways Jeremiah may have experienced God’s faithfulness.
n To share personal experiences of God’s faithfulness during times of grief.

Lamentations 3:19-26 NRSV
19 The thought of my affliction and my homelessness is wormwood and gall! 20 My
soul continually thinks of it and is bowed down within me. 21 But this I call to mind,
and therefore I have hope: 22 The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, his mercies
never come to an end; 23 they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 24 “The
LORD is my portion,” says my soul, “therefore I will hope in him.” 25 The LORD is
good to those who wait for him, to the soul that seeks him. 26 It is good that one should
wait quietly for the salvation of the LORD.
38
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Into the Scripture

When Jerusalem was destroyed by the Babylonians in
587 BC, the people of Judah lost life as they had known
it. The Temple, the priesthood, the monarchy, the city—
everything familiar to them was gone! Homes, shops, and
gardens lay in ruins. The magnificent Temple built by
Solomon was a heap of rubble. But worst of all was the
loss of life. Children, parents, spouses, entire households
had been killed during the vicious onslaught. This was
the context in which the Book of Lamentations was
written.
The book is composed of five laments (one per
chapter), hence its name. The “lament” was an ancient
form of Hebrew poetry designed to help the people of
Israel express their grief individually and/or corporately
before God. Laments gave expression to anger, sorrow,
fear, guilt, and resentment in the face of a wide variety
of losses: death, loss of honor, destruction of property,
the end of a relationship, defeat in battle, etc. The Book
of Psalms contains a large number of such laments (see
Psalms 22; 43; 44; 60; 88 for a few examples).
The traditional lament gave voice to Israel’s deep,
painful feelings using the most evocative language
and gripping imagery possible. This is certainly true in
Lamentations. The writer
compares the context of
the people of Judah to
that of a widow mourning
the loss of her mate, or
a princess who has now
become a servant, or a
lover who has been rejected
(Lamentations 1:1-2). The
deplorable conditions
faced by the survivors are
described vividly. Children
begged for food in the midst of the destroyed city
(Lamentations 4:4). Parents cannibalized their young
(Lamentations 4:10). Boys and young men were forced
to serve as beasts of burden (Lamentations 5:13).
Yet, no matter how great the loss, heavy the sorrow,
and difficult the circumstances, the Hebrew lament
always sounded a note of hope! Not all was lost; God
was still on the throne; and so, the people of Israel were
encouraged to trust in God for a better future. This is
true in the Book of Lamentations as well, although the

The traditional lament
gave voice to Israel’s deep,
painful feelings.
expressions of hope are contained in the third lament
alone. Laments 1, 2, 4, and 5 are each restricted to
telling the “bad news” only about Judah’s sorry state.
Perhaps this was intentional. It may have been the
writer’s way of emphasizing the crisis of faith which the
destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple presented to the
people of Judah.
Although nothing in Lamentations reveals the
identity of the author, the prophet Jeremiah, who had
survived the devastation (see Jeremiah 52), is considered
the most likely candidate. Whether written by Jeremiah
or by another individual, the purpose of the Book of
Lamentations is still the same: it expresses the grief of an
entire nation to God. The text for this session, Lamentations 3:19-26, is part of the third lament. Three times
longer than the other laments (66 verses as opposed to
22 verses each in chapters 1, 2, 4, and 5), Lamentations
3 can be divided into three sections (3:1-18; 3:19-39; and
3:40-66).
In the first section (3:1-18), Jeremiah takes the reader
into the depths of Judah’s despair. In the second part
(3:19-39), the reader is led out of these depths into the
glorious heights of hope for the future, all due to the
faithfulness of God (3:22-23—the key verse for this
session). And in the third part (vss. 40-66), the reader is
urged to repent of his/her sin, just as the people of Judah
were challenged to do, because God had not given up on
them . . . or us!
Journeys

39

Into the Lesson

The Babylonian siege of Jerusalem began in mid-January
587 BC (2 Kings 25:1) and lasted nineteen months.
When the walls of the city were finally breached in
mid-July 586 BC (2 Kings 25:4-7), chaos ensued. Judean
government leaders and whatever was left of their army
tried to flee, but most were captured and executed. The
surviving populace had to scrounge for shelter while the
city was razed to the ground over the next several weeks.
After stripping the Temple of its precious metals and
furnishings, the Babylonians burned that structure to
the ground in mid-August 586 BC (2 Kings 25:8-10).
The conquerors then rounded up everyone but the “poorest people of the land” and took them in exile back to
Babylon (2 Kings 25:11-12).
Jeremiah lived through all of this: “Is it nothing to
you, all you who pass by? Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow, which was brought upon me, which
the Lord inflicted on the day of his anger. From on high
he sent fire; it went deep into my bones; he spread a net
for my feet; he turned me back; he has left me stunned,
faint all day long.” Jeremiah cried from the depths of his
being (Lamentations 1:12-13). He had known that this
was coming (see Jeremiah 7:8-15). Time after time he had
warned the people of Judah that destruction was near.
But it had been one thing to talk about it; it was quite
another to experience it. The destruction was far worse
than Jeremiah had ever imagined!
Granted, the first-person singular used in the above
text was likely intended to be heard as a collective
“I” (one person speaking for many), yet that does not
change how Jeremiah felt about what he had personally

experienced. Jeremiah was filled with sorrow. He had
bouts of anger. He felt tired and weary. Jeremiah had lost
loved ones; he had seen property destroyed and valuables
taken; he had felt God turn away from him and his
people. It did not matter that they probably deserved it,
nor that Jeremiah had expected it.
“The thought of my affliction and my homelessness is
wormwood and gall!” Jeremiah confessed (Lamentations
3:19). “Wormwood” was a bitter herb, and “gall” was a
poisonous plant (see Jeremiah 9:15; 23:15). Used together,
they indicate desperate sorrow and a bitter heart. Yet
in the depths of his despair, Jeremiah was reminded
of something, and “therefore I have hope,” he wrote
(Lamentations 3:21). That something was the “steadfast
love” of God (Lamentations 3:22). The Hebrew word
translated as “steadfast love” by the NRSV is a covenantal
word in the Old Testament. It refers to God’s constant
and unfailing commitment to uphold the covenant that
had been made with the people of Israel. This same word
is translated as “mercy” in the KJV. While this is not as
accurate as the NRSV, it does highlight the reality that
God’s love for humanity is always there—whether or not
we deserve it. The NRSV indicates this same truth in its
translation of the following clauses: “His mercies never
come to an end; they are new every morning; great is
your faithfulness” (Lamentations 3:22-23).

God’s love for humanity is always there—
whether or not we deserve it.
40
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The Hebrew word translated as “faithfulness” was
also understood in relationship to God’s covenant with
Israel. It was even paired with “steadfast love” (see
Deuteronomy 7:9) to show that God could be depended
upon to keep the covenant relationship. “Faithfulness”
indicated God’s loyalty, trustworthiness, and relational
integrity. The phrase “the Lord is my portion” depicts
this reality (Lamentations 3:24). Originally an image
associated with family identity and inheritance within
Israel (see Genesis 31:14; Joshua 15:13), “my portion”
also came to be used to signify that a person belonged
to God. This meaning appears numerous times in the
psalms. “The Lord is my chosen portion” (Psalm 16:5);
“God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:26); “The Lord is my portion” (Psalm
119:57). This is the meaning that Jeremiah conveys here.
And since he belonged to God, he declares that he “will
hope in him” (Lamentations 3:24).
So, Jeremiah decides that he will wait for the Lord’s
salvation (Lamentations 3:25-26). The Hebrew verb
translated here as “wait” does not suggest passivity or
resignation. The word indicates an eagerness, an excitement, a powerful anticipation, a “craving” even. Jeremiah “craves” God’s salvation. Yet, he could not try to
make this happen in his own power. No, he would wait
“quietly.” The adverb demonstrates Jeremiah’s awareness
that the salvation he so needed and craved, together with
all the other survivors of the Babylonian conquest, lay
not within his or their ability. Only God can save, and
God will. So, they waited . . .

Emotionally, I was drowning. Waves of sorrow,
anger, futility, and tiredness swept over me—“waves”
being the operative word. I experienced moments of
happiness, periods of stability, times when life seemed
normal again. But eventually another powerful wave of
emotion would engulf me. This went on day after day
after day. As healing began to come, the waves of sorrow lessened in their intensity and frequency. Eventually
the emotional wound was sufficiently healed for me to
live in a healthy way, but the scar from that loss remains
to this day. I had experienced grief before, but for the
first time in my life I had begun to understand how
grief works.
Grief works slowly in our lives. Grief works through
all of the painful memories and all of the unpleasant
feelings. Grief works while we continue to perform our
jobs, care for ourselves and our families, and handle
the responsibilities of daily life. Grief can be as diverse
as the losses that people experience, and as unique as
people are unique. There is no one right way to grieve
loss. Grief is a gift from God, individually designed and
packaged, that when opened and embraced allows a
person to heal from the inside out. Yet, often we refuse
to accept this gift, seeking to avoid the unpleasantness
that grief brings.
Grief is given to us because of God’s faithfulness,
as Jeremiah came to realize. His declaration that God’s

Into Discipleship

Sunday, November 10, 1985. Our second child, a son,
Kyle Craig Hetrick, was stillborn. While other followers
of Jesus were praising the Lord, including the members
of the church that I pastored, my wife and I were dealing
with the unthinkable, the unimaginable. All our hopes,
dreams, and plans for our child were gone—just like
that! The tears flowed. The words spoken were hard and
few. I could not conceive what my wife went through;
after all, she had carried our son in her body for nine
months. And instead of bringing Craig home to meet his
older brother, instead of being surrounded with smiling
faces, instead of hearing words of joy and congratulations, we found ourselves planning a funeral.

Grief works through all
of the painful memories
and all of the unpleasant
feelings.
Journeys
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“mercies never come to an end; they are new every
morning” (Lamentations 3:22-23) was a statement of
personal experience as well as a statement of personal
faith. Jeremiah had experienced God’s faithfulness again
and again in the midst of the ruin and despair, so he
wrote, “Great is your faithfulness” (Lamentations 3:23).
This was and is a critical realization—for when life has
fallen apart, loss is overwhelming, and we are most in
need of God, it may be difficult to trust God. Instead,
we may feel like blaming God, accusing God, and venting anger at God. I sure did, and I am confident that
Jeremiah did as well, for he was human, too.

I am also confident that Jeremiah continued to pray
to God. He found ways to worship God both individually and with others despite the loss of the Temple.
Jeremiah likely read and studied the Old Testament
scriptures, such as they existed at the time. And there is
little doubt that he had a “faith-support network”—people with whom he could share, question, and embrace
faith and life experiences. It was these same realities that
enabled me to survive, to grieve, and to heal after the
loss of our son. This is what enabled me, like Jeremiah
before me, to recognize those daily expressions of God’s
faithfulness and mercy. Great is God’s faithfulness!

God’s Invitation to Peace and Justice:
Sermons and Essays on Shalom
By Ronald J. Sider
“A treasure trove for preachers, teachers, social activists, and all who seek to
follow Jesus faithfully and radically. These essays and sermons will inspire us to
commit uncompromisingly to peace and justice—not simply because we’re good
humanitarians, but because we follow Jesus Christ.”
— Al Tizon, executive minister of Serve Globally, Evangelical Covenant Church

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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Closing Prayer
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Into the Lesson: Despite bitter loss and overwhelmDear God, you are our anchor in the midst of life’s
ing sorrow following the destruction of Jerusalem,
storms. You promised us that “when through the deep
Jeremiah became aware of the loving faithfulness of
waters I call thee to go, the rivers of sorrow shall not
God. While the prophet did not elaborate about how
overflow; for I will be with thee, thy troubles to bless,
this happened, how do you think Jeremiah came to
and sanctify to thee thy deepest distress.” Help us to rest
this realization? In what ways might he have come to
in your promises and by thy Spirit, find renewed strength
experience God’s faithful presence?
day by day. [Add the prayer requests from the group
n Into Discipleship: Grief is a gift from God. It can be
activity below.] Amen.
a critical way that people experience the faithfulness
of God amid great loss. What are some of the losses
that you have grieved? In what ways did your grief
manifest itself? How did you experience God’s loving
n Into the Scripture: The COVID pandemic afflicted
faithfulness through your grief?
families, communities, nations, and the entire world
with overwhelming losses of an unbelievable variety:
the death of loved ones, ruined health, job loss, minimal contact with friends and family, lack of in-person Songs to Consider
gatherings/worship, etc. What were some of the losses
n “Never Once,” sung by Matt Redman:
that you experienced due to COVID? How have these
https://youtu.be/722zPX1npcA
losses changed your life? Your family? Your work?
n “Faithful,” sung by Chris Tomlin:
Your church? Your social activities? Your faith?
https://youtu.be/FJFlY0mwFks
n “Faithfulness,” sung by Hillsong Worship:
https://youtu.be/3K0WphJSz9Q
n

Reflection Questions

Resources

Baptist Connections
n

How people of faith have historically responded in
times of national crises are lessons we can learn from
today. Lee Spitzer’s Sympathy, Solidarity, and Silence:
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Three European Baptist Responses to the Holocaust
retells how Baptists in the United Kingdom, France,
and Germany responded to Nazism and the ensuing
Holocaust. Consider doing a book discussion about
the consequences Christians encounter when faced
with justice issues intertwined with persecution.
Drawing from historical documents from the Baptist
World Alliance, newspaper articles from the Baptist
Times and others, and the works of contemporary
and historic German theologians, Spitzer weaves
a narrative that engages hope and deeply disturbs.
How did Baptist theology inspire some to save lives,
while the Church was used as a tool to promote the
most unthinkable of human behaviors in neighboring
countries? How did the Baptist World Alliance respond
to this deep conflict? Would the Baptist principles of
freedom prevail? (Judson Press)

Media Option
n

Arrange for the group to view the movie I Heard the
Owl Call My Name. Due to the length of the movie,
viewing and discussing it may require a longer time
together; but it could be worth the effort.

For Further Reading
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Devotional Scriptures

Year C Seventeenth Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 10/02/22
Sunday 10/02/22
Lamentations 1:1-6 and Lamentations 3:19-26 or
Psalm 137;
Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4 and Psalm 37:1-9;
2 Timothy 1:1-14; Luke 17:5-10
Monday 10/03/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 137; Lamentations 1:16-22;
James 1:2-11
Complementary: Psalm 3; Habakkuk 1:5-17;
James 1:2-11
Tuesday 10/04/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 137; Lamentations 2:13-22;
1 John 5:1-5, 13-21
Complementary: Psalm 3; Habakkuk 2:5-11;
1 John 5:1-5, 13-21
Wednesday 10/05/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 137; Lamentations 5:1-22;
Mark 11:12-14, 20-24
Complementary: Psalm 3; Habakkuk 2:12-20;
Mark 11:12-14, 20-24

On the Road to Emmaus: A Travel Guide Through Grief
by Myrlene Hamilton Hess (Judson Press).
n Surviving Grief: 30 Questions and Answers for a Time of
Thursday 10/06/22
Loss by A. M. Brady Reinsmith (Judson Press).
Semi-continuous: Psalm 66:1-12; Jeremiah 25:1-14;
2 Timothy 1:13-18
Activity Ideas
Complementary: Psalm 111; Leviticus 14:33-53;
2 Timothy 1:13-18
n Based on responses to the reflection questions, create a group list of losses people experienced during
Friday 10/07/22
the pandemic and a list of ways persons experienced
Semi-continuous: Psalm 66:1-12; Jeremiah 27:1-22;
God’s faithfulness during their COVID losses.
2 Timothy 2:1-7
Allow the praise reports to give encouragement to
one another. Then have persons share prayer requests Complementary: Psalm 111; Numbers 4:34–5:4;
2 Timothy 2:1-7
around their current needs. Pray for each other’s
requests on one accord.
Saturday 10/08/22
n End the session by singing about God’s faithfulness
Semi-continuous: Psalm 66:1-12; Jeremiah 28:1-17;
using the music videos under “Songs to Consider.”
Luke 5:12-16
n

Complementary: Psalm 111; Numbers 12:1-15;
Luke 5:12-16
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HUMANITY
wanted: one and all

“Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except
this foreigner?” Then he said to him, “Get up, and go on your way;
your faith has made you well.”
—LUK E 17:18-19

Introduction

“Leper.” The word conjures up a variety of images, feelings, and definitions. “Leper” describes people with
a rare condition called “Hansen’s disease,” an illness attacking the pain cells of victims, causing the loss of
sensation, and resulting in serious injuries. Because of this, some are housed in special institutions. In ancient
Israel, “leper” identified people deemed “unclean” by the Mosaic Law because of certain skin disorders. So,
they were isolated from the rest of society. Perhaps it is this characteristic of “social isolation” that has caused
the word “leper” to mean people shunned by society—persons who are unwanted, cast out, shoved aside.
This session will invite us to ask, who are the “lepers” in our day? Our society? Our churches?

Lesson Objectives

n To identify personal and community attitudes, behaviors, and practices that exclude and reject people,
both intentionally and unintentionally.
n To explore what Jesus said and did when he encountered these ten lepers for clues that can help us do a
better job of welcoming, accepting, and affirming people who are different.
n To determine whom your local congregation welcomes and whom it excludes and why.

Luke 17:11-19 NRSV
11 On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and
Galilee. 12 As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. Keeping their distance,
13 they called out, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 14 When he saw them, he
said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were made
clean. 15 Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God
with a loud voice. 16 He prostrated himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him. And he was a
Journeys
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Samaritan. 17 Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are
they? 18 Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”
19 Then he said to him, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.”

Into the Scripture

The Gospel of Luke was written late in the first century
AD, following the same basic plot first found in Mark
(the earliest Gospel) and also used in Matthew. Church
tradition identifies the author as Luke, a physician who
traveled with the apostle Paul and is mentioned in a few
of the apostle’s letters (see Colossians 4:14; Philemon 24).
Luke’s Gospel is unique in several ways, beginning with
its companion volume: the Book of Acts. Together, Luke
and Acts comprise nearly one quarter of the entire New
Testament. Next, the writer has a definite historical bent
as he sets the story of Jesus within the broader parameters of world history (see Luke 2:1-3; 3:1-2). Then, there
is Luke’s excellent use of the Greek language, which
scholars agree is among the finest in the New Testament.
Additionally, the portrait of Jesus presented by Luke
depicts the Lord’s overwhelming concern for people
who lived on the fringe of
society, both Jewish society
in his own day and Roman
society in Luke’s day.
This included people who
lived in poverty, widows
and orphans, children in
general, beggars, Samaritans, tax collectors, the
“unclean,” and lepers (see
Luke 4:16-21; 5:27-32;
6:20-21; 7:1-9, 18-23; 19:110). Anyone who was considered to be a social outcast
found a welcome in Jesus.
Finally, the Gospel of Luke contains a long travel
narrative (Luke 9:51–19:28) that traces the journey of
Jesus and his disciples from the province of Galilee south
to the city of Jerusalem late in his ministry. This travel
narrative accounts for almost half of Luke’s Gospel. The
writer uses this journey to unfold his understanding
of what it means for a person to follow Jesus. Weaving
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Luke depicts the Lord’s
overwhelming concern for
people who lived on the
fringe of society.
together an assortment of narratives about and teachings by Jesus, much of it exclusive to his Gospel, Luke
describes the way of Christian discipleship for his readers. In doing so, he touches on topics such as mission,
stewardship, peace, justice, prayer, faithfulness, forgiveness, gratitude, and the universal scope of God’s grace.
If there was an overarching plan that determined
how Luke wove these diverse stories and teachings
together, it is not apparent to scholars today. The simple
theme of following Jesus, which is what the disciples
actually do on this journey, is what holds them together.
This reality is underscored by the placement of the text
for this session. Luke 17:11-19 tells a story in which
Jesus healed ten lepers. The writer has placed this story
between two unrelated sections of teachings by Jesus.
The first section (Luke 17:1-10) focuses on forgiveness,
faith, and servanthood. The second section (Luke 17:2037) discusses the relationship between the kingdom of

God and the future. None of these topics have anything
to do with the story of the healing of the lepers in Luke
17:11-19.
The story stands on its own, largely due to the way
that leprosy was viewed in ancient Israel under the
Mosaic Law (see Leviticus 13-14). As noted above, Hansen’s disease (leprosy) is a rare but real illness. Yet, this
is not the meaning of the Hebrew word tsara’at that has
been translated into English as “leprosy” (KJV) or “leprous disease” (NRSV) in Leviticus 13. The Hebrew word
tsara’at refers to a number of skin conditions—boils,
burns, scars, psoriasis, eczema, favus, etc.—that the
Mosaic Law determined made a person “unclean” (see
Leviticus 13:1-46). Such an individual could not participate in worship, was made to live outside of the village,
town, or city, and had to warn approaching people not to
come near by crying out, “Unclean! Unclean!” (Leviticus
13:45-46). He or she was an outcast, a “leper.”

empire. Only the poorest and weakest were left behind.
When the Assyrians moved other conquered peoples into
this area, those people groups eventually intermarried
with the remaining Israelites, creating a diverse people of
Jewish and Gentile blood.
The Israelites from the tribes of Judah and Benjamin
(the old Southern Kingdom of Judah), following their
own conquest and exile by Babylon in 587 BC, returned
to Palestine in 539 BC to find these diverse interlopers
settled in the “Israelites’” land. Friction immediately
developed between the groups. When the people of
Judah and Benjamin refused the help offered by these
diverse descendants of the ten northern tribes, they
became adversaries (Ezra 4:1-5). The Jews of the South
disparagingly dubbed them “half-Jews” and “SamariAs Jesus and his disciples made their way to Jerusalem,
tans,” after the name of their regional capital city.
they skirted the border between Galilee and Samaria.
Five centuries later this racial hatred between Jews
This is the likely meaning of the awkward phrase “the
and Samaritan was stronger than ever. Consequently, the
region between Samaria and Galilee” (vs. 11). There
was no “region” between the two provinces. Galilee was typical route for Jewish pilgrims from Galilee bound for
Jerusalem to worship in the Temple bypassed the region
directly north of Samaria, just as Samaria was directly
north of Judea. The region called Samaria was the south- of Samaria entirely. Travelers would cross the Jordan
River in southern Galilee, north of the Samaritan border,
ern half of the old kingdom of Israel, the ten northern
tribes of Israelites that split away from Judah and Benja- and travel south on the east side of the river in an area
known as Transjordan. They would then cross the river
min after the death of Solomon (1 Kings 12:1-33).
at Jericho into the province of Judea, and then head west
When this Northern Kingdom (called Israel) was
to Jerusalem. This was the route Jesus and his disciples
conquered by the Assyrians in 722 BC, most of the
followed as they traveled to Jerusalem for Passover.
survivors were taken and settled in other parts of their

Into the Lesson

Groups eventually intermarried with the remaining
Israelites, creating a diverse people.
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As they approached a village in Galilee, they encountered ten lepers. These lepers were outside of this village
as was required by their “unclean” status. Keeping a safe
distance away, they shouted, “Jesus, Master, have mercy
on us!” (vss. 12-13), a desperate plea for his help. Their
plea was heard, but unlike the healing of a leper earlier in
Luke’s Gospel (5:12-16; see Mark 1:40-45), Jesus did not
touch them. Instead, he simply told them to go and show
themselves to the priests, so they could be designated as
“clean” once again (vs. 14) as was required by the Mosaic
Law (Leviticus 14:1-57). The ten lepers obeyed Jesus, and
as they left, all ten of them were healed (vs. 14).
At this point the plot shifted dramatically. One leper
was so grateful that he “turned back, praising God with a
loud voice” (vs. 15). Rather than going to the priest to be
checked for cleanliness, he threw himself at Jesus’ feet, a
posture of worship, and thanked him profusely (vs. 16).
“And he was a Samaritan,” Luke casually noted. The man
had two strikes against him. He had been a leper and
was unclean. Even worse, he was a Samaritan—neither
Jew nor Gentile, but a mix of the two. Thus, he was “a
foreigner” (vs. 18)—despised, hated, rejected, an outcast.
Yet, he was the only one of the ten healed lepers
who came back to thank Jesus, as our Lord duly noted
(vs. 18). And in doing this, he experienced the acceptance and affirmation of Jesus: “your faith has made
you well” (vs. 19). He was healed twice: once of the skin
disorder that made him unclean, and once again of
being an outcast who now had been welcomed as God’s
child by Jesus himself.
Many a theologian, scholar, writer, preacher, and
teacher throughout the ages has pointed out the significance of the Samaritan’s return to thank Jesus. His going
back to Jesus rather than seeing a priest signaled the
reality of the new covenant relationship offered by God
to all people through Jesus. His expression of worship
and gratitude to Jesus gave evidence of personal faith
rather than simple excitement at experiencing a miracle.
And those words he heard from Jesus—“your faith has
made you well”—affirmed his identity as a loved and
valued child of God.

Into Discipleship

Mother Teresa often said that drugs for diseases like
leprosy (“Hansen’s disease”), while much needed and
welcomed, do not treat the underlying problem of being
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unwanted. Unwanted—it is a condition that affects many
different kinds of people for many different reasons: a
child abandoned by parents; a gay person rejected by
family; the first family of color to move into an all-white
neighborhood; an impressionable adolescent rejected
by a group of peers because of looks, accent, or socioeconomic status; a new kid stared at by the other students
on the first day of school; a recent immigrant unfamiliar
with local customs, language, food, and dress.
Have you ever experienced being unwanted, unwelcomed, unaccepted? How did you feel? What did you
say or do? In what ways have you, either intentionally or
unintentionally made someone feel unwanted, unwelcome, unaccepted? What have you done to change such
attitudes and behaviors? Unfortunately, it is not just
individuals who experience being unwanted. Sometimes
it can be whole groups of people, simply because they are
different: a different color of skin; a different language
or accent; a different cultural background; or a different
way of walking and talking and behaving. Who are the
“unwanted” people in your community or neighborhood? Who are the “unwanted” people in our nation
and culture? How do we make people feel unwanted?
What are we doing to change these behaviors, laws, and
social customs?
More recently, the USA does not have a good
track record with welcoming immigrants for a nation

Unwanted—it is a
condition that affects
many different kinds
of people.

composed largely of descendants from immigrants. (My
ancestors came to these shores in 1738.) This nation
has struggled from its beginning with racist attitudes,
behaviors, and systems, and so soon after electing
our first African-American president, race relations in
America seem to be at an all-time low. For a society that
embraced religious liberty early on, too many of our citizens today seem intent on imposing their religious views
upon those who believe differently through government
laws and mandates. Are we really willing to become a
society that refuses to embrace differences?
We followers of Jesus like to think, talk, and preach
that all people are welcome in our churches. But is this
really true? In all of the churches I have served, I can
only think of one that truly welcomed any person who
came through the door—that included street people and
individuals high on drugs. Yet, even then, there were
some people it excluded. The only way to worship in the
sanctuary was to climb stairs; thus, anyone in a wheelchair was excluded. Whom does your church not want,
either intentionally or unintentionally? What can you do
to help change this? What does your congregation need
to do to welcome people who currently are unwanted,
unwelcome, or unaccepted?

I have been privileged to pastor a couple of churches
who were multiracial, and in one of those it was by
design. In both of those churches, I had the privilege of
being invited into the homes of immigrant families for
special celebrations. On one such occasion, I was invited
to the home of a Karen family, refugees from Burma and
members of our church, to celebrate the birthday of their
youngest son. Upon my arrival, I discovered that they had
invited several other Anglo church members to this party
as well. After the food had been consumed, the candles
blown out, the cake cut and eaten, and the birthday cards
and gifts opened, the mother of this family expressed
her gratitude that we had taken the time to come and
grace their home with our presence. Then we sat riveted
as she told of being taken by soldiers as a youth from the
Christian family in which she had grown up and sent to
a refugee camp, where she managed to stay alive until she
was finally able to come to America. She never saw the
other members of her family again; and she still had no
idea if they were dead or alive. “But now I have you as my
family,” she told us. There was not a dry eye in the living
room. I remember thinking, “This, this is what God
wants churches to be and to do.” God likes diversity. Just
look at ALL the different people Jesus embraced!
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Closing Prayer
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“Man in the Mirror,” by Michael Jackson:
https://youtu.be/Zqe5NP86OCc

Dear God, in all your perfection you unabashedly receive
us into your presence because you see us through eyes
of love. The diversity we collectively represent reflects
Media Option
your infinite expressions of design within the beauty of
Consider a movie night with a discussion to follow. Here
creation. Help us to be just as embracing of one another are two movies about inclusion and accepting people as
and welcoming of all our neighbors, even as we would
they are:
want to be welcomed. Amen.
n Wonder: “Auggie, the main character in Wonder
(which is based on a book), was born with facial differences and is entering a mainstream school for the
first time. This movie features themes of compassion
n Into the Scripture: Unfortunately, every human society/
and acceptance and teaches us that the differences we
culture that has ever existed has tended to exclude cerall have simply add to the richness of our lives, not
tain people for a wide variety of reasons: race and ethnictake away from it.”
ity, sexual preferences, physical characteristics, beliefs,
n Hidden Figures: “The story of a team of female
values, language/dialect, mental health, etc. The stories
African-American mathematicians who served a vital
in the Bible are filled with examples of such exclusion,
role in NASA during the early years of the U.S. space
including the text for this session with its focus on lepers.
program.” Director Theodore Melfi.
So, whom does American society tend to exclude? Who
are our lepers, our social outcasts? Why do we exclude
such people? How does this exclusion happen?
For Further Reading
n Into the Lesson: Lepers were excluded from firstn Blind Spot: Hidden Biases of Good People by Mahzacentury Palestinian Jewish culture in various ways.
rin R. Banaji and Anthony G. Greenwald. “In
What were some of these ways? How did Jesus
Blindspot, the authors reveal hidden biases based on
respond to lepers? Why were his responses so different
their experience with the Implicit Association Test,
from the culture in which he was reared?
a method that has revolutionized the way scientists
n Into Discipleship: If Jesus was present in current
learn about the human mind and that gives us a
American culture, how do you think he would
glimpse into what lies within the metaphoric blind
respond to the persons our society excludes? Why
spot.” (Bantam Books)
would he respond this way? How do you
respond to such people? How does your
church respond? What are ways we can
help our congregations understand the
importance of inclusivity in the body of
Christ and in society?

Reflection Questions

Resources

Songs to Consider
“We Are One in the Spirit,” by James
Jackson & Chauntelle Hall:
https://youtu.be/hQq3UoBBiVo
n “Imagine,” by John Lennon:
https://youtu.be/YkgkThdzX-8
n
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America’s Original Sin: Racism, White Privilege, and
the Bridge to a New America by Jim Wallis. “Sunday
morning is still the most segregated hour of the week.
In America’s Original Sin, Wallis offers a prophetic
and deeply personal call to action in overcoming the
racism so ingrained in American society. He speaks
candidly to Christians—particularly white Christians—urging them to cross a new bridge toward
racial justice and healing.” (Baker Publishing)

Activity Ideas

Journeys

Monday 10/10/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 102:1-17; Jeremiah 29:8-23;
Acts 26:24-29
Complementary: Psalm 61; 2 Kings 5:15-19a; Acts 26:24-29
Tuesday 10/11/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 102:1-17; Jeremiah 29:24-32;
Ephesians 6:10-20
Complementary: Psalm 61; 2 Kings 5:19b-27;
Ephesians 6:10-20

Explore personal experiences of being rejected by other
people or groups (many people have had such experiences) and share the feelings and reactions that were
generated by such rejection. This activity can be done
as a whole group or by using pairs or trios.
n Ask participants to select another story from the Gospels that best expresses the way Jesus treated people
who were different (who did not belong and who were
outcasts) and invite them to share with the group why
they selected that story.

Wednesday 10/12/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 102:1-17; Jeremiah 25:15-32;
Matthew 10:5-15
Complementary: Psalm 61; 2 Kings 15:1-7;
Matthew 10:5-15

Devotional Scriptures

Friday 10/14/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:97-104; Jeremiah 26:16-24;
2 Timothy 2:14-26
Complementary: Psalm 121; Genesis 31:43–32:2;
2 Timothy 2:14-26

n

Year C Eighteenth Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 10/09/22
Sunday 10/09/22
Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7 and Psalm 66:1-12; 2 Kings 5:1-3,
7-15c and Psalm 111;
2 Timothy 2:8-15; Luke 17:11-19

Thursday 10/13/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:97-104; Jeremiah 26:1-15;
Acts 17:22-34
Complementary: Psalm 121; Isaiah 54:11-17; Acts 17:22-34

Saturday 10/15/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:97-104; Jeremiah 31:15-26;
Mark 10:46-52
Complementary: Psalm 121; Genesis 32:3-21;
Mark 10:46-52

Jesus Stories: Traveling Towards Testimony
By H. Stephen Shoemaker
Become spiritually transformed as you gain a deeper understanding of the
“real” Jesus at work in your life and faith.
“Jesus Stories becomes an excellent resource for instructing Christians old and
new in the details and varied meanings of the Gospel stories. This is a fine
work of biblical scholarship punctuated by pastoral and personal implications
within the texts. As such, it is a valuable resource for spiritual formation.”
—Bill J. Leonard, Wake Forest University

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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FORTITUDE
will we be found faithful?

“And will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him
day and night? Will he delay long in helping them?”
—LUK E 18:7

Introduction

Justice is a precious commodity. Nations, cultures, communities, and even families often rise and fall
depending on their ability to practice justice. While the word is frequently used in American culture in the
legal sense of reward, punishment, and upholding the law, the English word has a broader range of meaning that includes both rightness and fairness. In scripture, both the Hebrew and Greek words translated
into English as “justice” more often are translated as “righteousness”—a covenantal word used to describe
relationships with God and with other people. Therefore, justice is primarily a relational word in the Bible,
a word that deals with wholeness, rightness, and fairness in relationships. “Justice” is the key word in the
parable Jesus told in Luke 18:1-8.

Lesson Objectives

n Name injustices that exist in communities, churches, nations, and/or the world.
n Compare God’s faithfulness in establishing justice with human efforts to do the same.
n Identify ways that you have experienced the connection between prayer and justice.

Luke 18:1-8 NRSV
1 Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.
2 He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor had respect
for people. 3 In that city there was a widow who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Grant
me justice against my opponent.’ 4 For a while he refused; but later he said to himself,
‘Though I have no fear of God and no respect for anyone, 5 yet because this widow keeps
bothering me, I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually
coming.’” 6 And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says. 7 And will not
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God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long in
helping them? 8 I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them. And yet, when the Son of
Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

Into the Scripture

It was a “man’s world”—this Roman Empire in the first
century AD. Men controlled the wealth, the political
system, the social customs, and the religious practices.
Women were largely second-class citizens. Aside from
the slaves who performed most of the construction work,
women did the lion’s share of the work in the cities,
towns, villages, farms, and vineyards across the empire.
Yet, they had little legal standing, and even less control
of their lives.
This was also the way it was for women within firstcentury Judaism. In the synagogue, women were to be
seen, but not heard. Some rabbis refused to teach females
the basics of the Mosaic Law. In the Jerusalem Temple,
Jewish women could not pass beyond the court reserved
for them—just inside the Court of the Gentiles. When
hosting guests for dinners, the men ate separately from
the women and children,
who were busy serving the
males present. All rabbis
and priests were men. Rabbinic disciples were men,
not women. Judaism in the
first century AD was just
as much a “man’s world”
as was the wider world
of the Roman Empire in
which it sought to co-exist
peacefully.
This was the world into which Jesus was born, and
where he lived and began his ministry. Yet, from the
beginning, there was something markedly different
about Jesus’ ministry: some of his disciples were women!
This was unheard of at the time. Perhaps that is why
Luke alone, of the four Gospel writers, highlights the
prominent role that female disciples played in Jesus’
ministry. Women traveled with Jesus wherever he went.
They listened to his teaching just as intently as men did.
Some of them even dared to share table fellowship with

Some rabbis refused to
teach females the basics of
the Mosaic Law.
Jesus. And of course, it was women who were present at
Jesus’ execution; the men were hiding, except for John.
Luke even named some of these women in his
Gospel. He wrote that as Jesus ministered throughout
Galilee, “the twelve were with him, as well as some
women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven
demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s
steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, who
provided for them out of their resources” (Luke 8:2-3).
Jesus welcomed women, taught women, healed women,
and benefited from the myriad ministries of women
wherever he went (see Luke 10:38-42). His behavior and
relationships with women often raised eyebrows and was
frequently the talk of the town. At other times, some
people (including members of the Twelve) considered
his associations with women downright scandalous (see
Mark 14:3-9; Luke 7:37-39).
Jesus made frequent use of feminine images, examples, and characters in his teaching (see Luke 6:37-38;
8:16; 11:33-36; 13:18-21; 14:34-35). He pointed out
feminine examples for both male and female listeners
Journeys
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to follow (see Luke 7:36-50; 8:19-21; 10:38-42; 21:1-4).
Women even played central roles in some of his parables
(see Luke 15:8-10; Matthew 25:1-13). Luke 18:1-8 is
an example of this. The parable in this text revolves
around a widow who tried again and again and again to
receive justice from a corrupt judge. The two protagonists provide the story with a twin-focus: one on divine
faithfulness in executing justice and the other human
faithfulness or persistence in prayer. Since the parable
follows Jesus’ teaching about the coming fulfillment of
the kingdom of God (Luke 17:20-37), it serves as a fit
conclusion to Jesus’ words about God’s kingdom.

The parable begins with Jesus’ introduction of two
principal characters in verses 2-3. The Judge: “In a
certain city there was a judge who neither feared God
nor had respect for people” (vs. 2). Jesus’ description of
the man is most unflattering, depicting a man so full of
himself and his own desires that there was no room for
the presence or desires of other people, let alone God.
Unfortunately, the world has seen too much of that
kind of person over the years, including in our own day.
Luke 18:1-8 is variously called “The Parable of the
Unjust Judge” or “The Parable of the Persistent Widow.” Current American culture seems to breed them. And
at times, even the best of us fall into that same selfBut any interpretation that focuses on only one of the
two main characters fails to keep faith with Jesus’ story. absorbed way of being, thinking, and acting.
The Widow: “In that city there was a widow who
This parable is not about the judge or the widow, but
about both of them and their relationship. The resolution kept coming to him and saying, ‘Grant me justice against
of their adversarial relationship into justice provides the my opponent’” (vs. 3). As a female, this person was already
a “second-class” citizen within Judaism, lacking many
story with its twin applications both then and now.
of the rights and privileges afforded to men. But she was
Luke set the stage for this story with a brief narraalso a widow. Her husband had died, leaving her without
tion in verse 1: “Then Jesus told them a parable about
protection and security, especially if she had no adult sons.
the need to pray always and not to lose heart.” This
statement does not refer to constant prayer (minute after This made her an easy target for profligate males and
unscrupulous scribes (see Jesus’ words in Luke 20:47). Just
minute, hour after hour, day after day of prayer); that
like the Samaritan leper in last week’s text (Luke 17:11is humanly impossible. Even Jesus could not do that.
19), this woman was doubly an outcast. This did not bode
Instead, the phrase refers to prayer as a continual focus
of the Church and of every follower of Jesus until God’s well for her and the lawsuit she had filed, no matter how
legitimate it may have been, especially before this judge of
Kingdom is fully realized. The need for prayer is just as
ill repute. Yet, despite her lowly circumstances and long
great today as it was in Jesus’ or Luke’s day.

Into the Lesson

The need for prayer is just as great today as it was
in Jesus’ or Luke’s day.
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odds, this widow would not be denied. She went before
the judge again and again and again. She simply would
not stop! The imperfect tense of the verb in the Greek text
indicates continued, persistent action on her part.
“For a while” the judge refused to act on her request
(vs. 4a). This phrase describes an unspecified amount of
time, perhaps even a long period of time. Jesus gave no
reason for the judge’s unwillingness to respond to her
request; it was simply his character. And the widow’s persistence paid off. Eventually, the judge got tired of seeing
her. He thought, “Though I have no fear of God and no
respect for anyone, yet because this widow keeps bothering
me, I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me
out by continually coming” (vss. 4b-5). This phrase “wear
me out” literally reads “hit under the eye,” or as we might
say today, “give me a black eye.” It was an old boxing term
that came to be used figuratively as “wear out completely.”
The judge grew so tired of seeing and hearing her that he
finally gave her the justice that she requested.
Next, Jesus said, “Listen to what the unjust judge
says” (vs. 6). Technically, this ends the parable. The
comment is similar to other concluding expressions
used by Jesus: “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!”
(Luke 8:8) or “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:37). They
mean to be careful to draw the right conclusion and/or
make the proper response. This correct conclusion and
response are sketched out in Luke 18:7-8: “And will not
God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day
and night? . . . I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to
them.” If an unjust judge can be forced by a persistent
widow to grant justice, how much more will a loving God
see that justice is done not just for Jesus’ followers, but
for all people and all of creation. God is faithful, and
God will do this, just as Jesus proclaims (vs. 8a; compare
1 Thessalonians 5:24; Hebrews 10:23).
So, the only question remaining is, “When the Son
of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (vs. 8b). Will
the followers of Jesus remain faithful in praying and
working for justice? God has been, is, and always will be
faithful in establishing justice. Will we?

Into Discipleship

The pursuit of justice in our communities, our cultures,
our nations, and our world never ends. There is always
more to be done, always more to be achieved in creating justice for all people. And the forces at work in our

Prayer and the pursuit
of justice always go
hand in hand.
world—the “principalities and powers,” the social mores,
the institutional processes, the political biases, and the
personal prejudices—do NOT relinquish their unjust
ways easily.
That is one reason the followers of Jesus are urged
to be faithful in prayer by this parable in Luke 18:1-8.
We need God’s power to do the work of justice because
it is so difficult. We need God’s help to overcome the
lethargy within us when it comes to creating justice for
others. We need God’s wisdom to guide us in focusing
our energy on what is just for all people, and not just for
some of them. Prayer and the pursuit of justice always
go hand in hand. Both are required of the people of God
(see Matthew 25:31-46; James 2:1-13).
Racial justice is still a “work in progress” in America.
Despite the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and
1960s, despite the school-busing mandates of the 1970s,
despite the election of an African American as president in
2008 and 2012, racist attitudes, policies, and violence seem
to be at an all-time high in the USA. How is racial injustice
demonstrated in your community? What are some of the
specific issues? What concrete examples of racial prejudice
have you observed? While praying for justice is necessary,
what else are you doing as a follower of Jesus to address
and change these injustices? What is your church doing to
overcome racial injustice? How are you being faithful?
Issues of injustice toward women also plague our
American society. Despite the feminist movement of the
1960s and 1970s, despite the opening of unprecedented
doors in the last few decades to women in education,
athletics, and politics, despite having more women in the
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workforce than ever before, women still receive unequal
pay, are under-represented in most levels of government,
and are often denied access to the economic corridors of
power. How is prejudice against women demonstrated
in your community? What are some of the specific issues
faced by women? What specific experiences of prejudice
have you observed? While praying for justice is necessary, what else are you doing as a follower of Jesus to
address and change these injustices? What is your church
doing to combat injustices against women? How are you
being faithful?
Before an injustice can be corrected, it must first be
recognized. This is much harder to do than it sounds,
especially if the injustice works in a person’s favor. It is
easier to attribute the injustice to the “system,” rather

than to accept any personal responsibility for the injustice. At least, that is the common dodge. But anyone
who benefits from the system is part of the system, and
as such needs to recognize the existence of the injustice
and accept some responsibility for it. This may be difficult, but it is not impossible!
Again, this is where prayer can help. Praying about
injustice in any one of its many forms can open a
person’s eyes to how he or she may be complicit in that
injustice. Once that has been recognized, the way is clear
for confession, followed by personal transformation. And
as a person is changed by the power of the Spirit at work
among us, she or he can become a powerful force used
by God to establish justice here and now. How are you
being faithful?

God has been, is, and always will be faithful in
establishing justice.
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Closing Prayer

involves both. What are some of the obstacles that
hinder the followers of Jesus from recognizing some
Dear God, we know you have called all of us to be
social justice issues? Why do we sometimes hesitate to
advocates for justice and equity. We confess how hard
get involved in the pursuit of social justice? How can
it is to stand in the gap versus laying on our couches
we overcome this hesitancy?
and talking back at the evening news. Overcome our
n Into Discipleship: Faithful prayer for change and
doubts and sense of powerlessness. Help us understand
the pursuit of social justice go hand in hand. What
that every action big or small for that which is fair and
are some of the justice issues for which you pray
equitable is a stand for justice—for you have not given us
faithfully? In what ways have you experienced God’s
a spirit of fear but of power. Amen.
working for justice through your prayers? How have
you been changed personally as you have faithfully
prayed for certain justice issues?

Reflection Questions

Into the Scripture: Injustice abounds in our world.
What are some of the injustices that plague our world?
Our society? Your city or community? Why are these
injustices so difficult to overcome?
n Into the Lesson: As followers of Jesus, we sometimes
become so focused on issues of personal salvation that
we lose sight of the equally important issue of social
justice. Yet, the kingdom of God inaugurated by Jesus
n

Resources

Song to Consider
n

“A Charge to Keep I Have,” by Charles Wesley
A charge to keep I have, a God to glorify,
A never-dying soul to save and fit it for the sky.
To serve the present age, my calling to fulfill;
Oh, may it all my pow’rs engage to do my Master’s
will!
Arm me with watchful care as in Thy sight to live,
And now Thy servant, Lord, prepare a strict
account to give!
Help me to watch and pray, and still on Thee rely,
Oh, let me not my trust betray but press to realms
on high.

Baptist Connections

The Baptist Joint Committee often addresses issues of
justice that intersect with the right to religious freedom.
Visit the BJC website and read about such issues and
ways in which you can be an advocate.
https://bjconline.org/ Here is a sample podcast:
S3, Ep. 17: Religious freedom and our Indigenous
neighbors: Save Oak Flat
“Imagine your house of worship is facing destruction
and your elected officials could stop it, but they were
more concerned with how others view your sacred
space. That’s the scenario facing the San Carlos
Apache and other tribes in their fight to preserve
their sacred land of Chí’chil Biłdagoteel, loosely
translated in English as “Oak Flat.” In this podcast,
learn more about this issue facing our Indigenous
neighbors and how you can use your position to
Journeys
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make a difference and save sacred land. Just because
a religious group doesn’t build a steeple, it doesn’t
mean the sacredness of the land is any less than a
church or mosque or other worship site.”
https://bjconline.org/s3-ep-17-religious-freedom-and
-our-indigenous-neighbors-save-oak-flat/

Activity Ideas
Encourage participants to delve into the motivations
of the judge and the woman in the parable Jesus told.
She wanted justice, but why? The judge hesitated to
respond to her, but why? Then lead the group in a
discussion of the motivations of God for creating and
administering justice.
n Invite an individual who has been a victim of injustice
to share his or her story with your group.
n Create a list of justice issues about which group
participants can pray. Have a time of prayer for these
issues during your group meeting and then encourage
everyone to pray about these personally as well.
n

Devotional Scriptures
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Monday 10/17/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 129; Jeremiah 38:14-28;
1 Corinthians 6:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 57; 1 Samuel 25:2-22;
1 Corinthians 6:1-11
Tuesday 10/18/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 129; Jeremiah 39:1-18;
James 5:7-12
Complementary: Psalm 57; 1 Samuel 25:23-35;
James 5:7-12

Wednesday 10/19/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 129; Jeremiah 50:1-7, 17-20;
Luke 22:39-46
Complementary: Psalm 57; 1 Samuel 25:36-42;
Luke 22:39-46
Thursday 10/20/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 65; Joel 1:1-20; 2 Timothy 3:1-9
Complementary: Psalm 84:1-7; Jeremiah 9:1-16;
2 Timothy 3:1-9

Year C Nineteenth Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 10/16/22

Friday 10/21/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 65; Joel 2:1-11;
2 Timothy 3:10-15
Complementary: Psalm 84:1-7; Jeremiah 9:17-26;
2 Timothy 3:10-15

Sunday 10/16/22
Jeremiah 31:27-34 and Psalm 119:97-104;
Genesis 32:22-31 and Psalm 121;
2 Timothy 3:14–4:5; Luke 18:1-8

Saturday 10/22/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 65; Joel 2:12-22; Luke 1:46-55
Complementary: Psalm 84:1-7; Jeremiah 14:1-6;
Luke 1:46-55

Reclaimed: Faith in an Emerging Generation
By Denise Janssen
Offers insights into the question of why many young adults leave the church of
their childhood and why a significant number of them eventually return. And
it goes a step further to analyze patterns and commonalities in those journeys,
seeking to make considered recommendations based on principles and qualities
that have led many of these young adults back into congregational life. An
invaluable and insightful resource for congregations seeking to help their own
youth through the transition from adolescence to adulthood, as well as for those
who hope to welcome other young adults into their midst.

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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self-righteousness fails every time
“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled,
but all who humble themselves will be exalted.”
Introduction

—LUK E 18:14b

“God wants winners in the church,” I was once counseled by an acquaintance. He was referring to people
who had their act together and whose lives were in good order. Such persons could provide a proper witness
to the difference that Christ can make, he argued. As we talked, it became apparent that he saw himself as
fitting that mold. But what about us losers? You know, the people who do not have all the answers, who do
not have everything together, who make mistakes, who take missteps, who fall and cannot get up. What
about those people? Does God care about them? Is there a place in the church—my congregation, your
congregation—for people like that? Jesus told a story that addresses those questions.

Lesson Objectives

n To identify temptations toward “self-righteousness” and/or expressions of “self-righteousness” as followers
of Jesus today.
n To name or list personal experiences of God’s grace and mercy.
n To explore the power of the confession of sin both individually and congregationally.

Luke 18:9-14 NRSV
9 He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous
and regarded others with contempt: 10 “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a
Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11 The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying
thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or
even like this tax collector. 12 I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ 13 But
the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his
breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14 I tell you, this man went down to
his home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but
all who humble themselves will be exalted.”
Journeys
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Into the Scripture

As noted in earlier sessions, the Gospel of Luke was
written for people who were down and out, who did
not fit in, who had a bad reputation, or who were of the
wrong sexual makeup, skin color, family name, or ethnic
background. Luke’s Gospel presents a Jesus who welcomed and spent time with women, who was never too
busy to talk with children, who associated with Gentiles,
who listened to and touched the sick and lame, who fed
the hungry, who advocated for widows and orphans, and
who accepted all types of people who lived on the fringes
of Jewish society and the Greco-Roman world. The
Gospel writer paints such a portrait of Jesus because that
world of the first century AD, as well as the PalestinianJewish society that produced Jesus of Nazareth, both had
large and complex “fringes.”
Racial prejudices and religious practices of the day
caused the rejection of whole groups of people who
looked and talked differently, lived in abject poverty,
worshiped in weird ways, were victims of horrendous
diseases, or were refugees of war. And the division
between Jews and Gentiles was among the worst of these
prejudices.
Most societies in the first century AD were rigidly
stratified from the top down with little interaction
between the people who
inhabited these various layers. The cycles of war and
conquest during the previous centuries as empire
after empire rose and fell
had created an enormous
population of slaves and
refugees everywhere. The
number of human beings
who lived on the fringes of
the Greco-Roman world
was both enormous and varied.
Despite the ease of communication and transportation in our world today, despite the presence of
democratic principles in diverse places around the globe,
despite the heightened awareness of other cultures,
religions, and languages on planet Earth, is our world
today any less fractured and divided? Is our earth in the
21st century any less prejudiced? Do the people who live
on the fringes of societies in our day have it any better?
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Self-righteousness was
not confined to a certain
group of people.
Such questions yield a sobering reality, and one that
ought not be avoided—because, from Luke’s perspective, Jesus came to change the world for everyone. The
Kingdom of God that Jesus proclaimed and embodied
was not just about life in the hereafter; it was about life
in the world here and now! And that meant the status
quo had to go. The “way things were” could be no more.
Jesus came to end prejudices, to build bridges, to bring
people together, to forgive sin, to make God available
and accessible to all people, to defeat sin, evil, and death,
and to produce life that is abundant and whole for
everyone, not just for a privileged few. The Kingdom of
God is for all people—winners and losers alike.
So, Luke included in his Gospel parables and narratives that involve Samaritans, lepers, women disciples,
unjust judges, dishonest financial managers, wealthy
fools, a crippled woman, hypocritical leaders, a blind
man, a “social climber,” a beggar covered with sores, a
throng of excited children, and a lost sheep, a lost coin,
and two lost sons. He even related a story told by Jesus
about a Pharisee and a tax collector who prayed before
God (Luke 18:9-14, the text for this session).
Luke noted that Jesus told the parable to some (literally, “against” some) people who “trusted in themselves
that they were righteous,” while looking with contempt
upon everyone else (vs. 9). The text does not identify these
self-righteous people as Pharisees, even though Jesus did
use a Pharisee as an example of such self-righteousness in
the parable (vs. 10). The broader application was made here

because Luke knew, like Jesus before him, that self-righteousness was not confined to a certain group of people.

Into the Lesson

The two characters in this parable came from opposite
ends of the social spectrum of first-century Palestine.
The Pharisee was a committed member of a reform
movement, largely composed of laymen, that had originated with Judaism more than a century earlier. The goal
of this Pharisaic reform was to call the descendants of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob back to a faithful observance
of the Mosaic covenant and law. Consequently, great
priority was placed on the study of, teaching about, and
personal meditation upon the law to foster more faithful
obedience. Prayer, fasting, tithing, and almsgiving were
other important spiritual disciplines that were to be
practiced toward this same end.
But perhaps the key element to this Pharisaic reform
was a practice known as “fencing the law.” The Pharisees
developed specific ways that each of the Mosaic laws
were to be kept. These specific ways were designed to be
a “fence” around the law to prevent it from being broken
accidently and to help people keep it more readily. So, for
example, the “fence” that the Pharisees built around the
Sabbath commandment that prohibited work (see Exodus
20:8-11; Deuteronomy 5:12-15) consisted of numerous categories of “work” that were not permitted on the Sabbath
(harvesting, cooking, traveling, dressing wounds, etc.).
And within each of these broad categories, they identified what specific things could or could not be done
on the Sabbath. For instance, at the time of Christ the
Pharisees taught that the furthest a person was allowed
to travel on the Sabbath was 2,000 cubits (roughly 3,000

feet). Going any further was considered a violation of
the Sabbath. This and other such specific interpretations
were designed to educate and help people keep the Sabbath as a day of rest.
While this “fencing of the law” was all wellintentioned, the Pharisees came to consider their oral
interpretations of the Law to be just as binding as the
Law itself. This was problematic for other groups within
Judaism—like the Sadducees—but it was especially difficult for Jesus to swallow. Jesus harshly condemned the
Pharisees for this understanding and practice (see Luke
16:14-15; Matthew 23:1-4, 13-15).
The tax collector could not have been more different.
In the eyes of Jewish society at-large, he would have been
despised as a Roman collaborator. He had contracted
with the Romans to collect their taxes, all the while
keeping a significant portion of the revenue (as agreed
upon by Rome) for himself. He had become wealthy at
the expense of his fellow Jews. Since tax collectors spent a
significant portion of their time with Gentiles (Romans,
Samaritans, etc.), those Jews who plotted to resist and
overthrow Roman political and military authority would
have viewed him as a traitor. Tax collection was also
an occupation that was notorious for cheating; thus, he
likely had a bad reputation and was generally disliked by
folks. Finally, from the perspective of the Pharisee, the
tax collector was a degenerate, a heathen, a “sinner”!

The Pharisees developed specific ways that each of
the Mosaic laws were to be kept.
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As Jesus notes in his parable, when this Pharisee
came to the temple to pray to God, under the guise of
gratitude he cannot resist trumpeting his righteousness
before God. “God, I thank you that I am not like other
people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax
collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my
income” (vss. 11-12). The demonstrative pronoun “this”
used in reference to the tax collector—which can also be
translated as “that”—has the ring of scorn and distance
about it. The Pharisee reeks of pride, arrogance, selfrighteousness, and superiority.
But Jesus notes that when the tax collector came to
pray in the temple before God, he stood “far off” (vs. 13).
This probably means that he stood just inside the Court
of Israel, where Jewish men came to pray and worship.
It was never said, but is implied by contrast, that the
Pharisee was probably located front and center, as close as
he could get to the Court of the Priests where sacrifices
were offered on the altar. Nor did he “look up to heaven”
(vs. 13), the traditional pose for Jewish prayer at the time.
The detail emphasizes the tax collector’s sense of contrition before God. Instead, he “was beating his breast”
(vs. 13), a time-honored expression of sorrow for his sin.
Repeatedly, the tax collector said, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner” (vs. 13). Literally, the last part of
his statement is “the sinner.” The definite article is one
further indication of the man’s strong awareness of his
sinfulness before God. Then Jesus declared, “This man
[the penitent sinner] went down from his home justified
[made right by/with God] rather than the other [the boastful Pharisee]” (vs. 14). Then he warned his listeners that
boastfulness, arrogance, and self-righteousness will cause
a person to stumble and fall every time. “For all who
exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble
themselves will be exalted,” Jesus summarized (vs. 14).

Into Discipleship

“Self-righteousness” fails every time. Yet, it remained a
constant temptation for people in the past, and it does
for us today. God cautioned ancient Israel about falling
victim to its allure. As the children of Israel prepared to
enter the Promised Land, God warned them, “When
the Lord your God thrusts them out before you, do
not say to yourself, ‘It is because of my righteousness
that the Lord has brought me in to occupy this land’”
(Deuteronomy 9:4-5). And this was right after God had
encouraged them to keep the covenant and obey God’s
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laws, so that when their bellies were full and their houses
were fine, they would not assume that “My power and
the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth”
(Deuteronomy 8:11, 17).
In Luke 18:9-14, Jesus issued a similar warning. His
comments in this parable were directed toward people
who trusted in their own righteousness and thought
they were better than everyone else (vs. 9). While some
of these “self-righteous” folks were certainly Pharisees—
hence the figure in the parable—Luke takes this story
and applies it to the followers of Jesus in his day! He
realized that Christians also could fall into the trap of
self-righteousness, spiritual arrogance, and boastfulness.
He had seen, heard, and experienced such in his travels.
While Luke did not name names, his companion in
ministry, the apostle Paul, certainly did! He had experienced this phenomenon far too often. Again and again,
Paul had been forced to address division, conflict, pride,
and arrogance among believers; often he did this in his
letters to churches. Usually, the root of these troubles lay
in one person or one group’s thinking and acting like
they were better than everyone else. Unfortunately, some
two thousand years after the time of Jesus and Luke
and Paul, the followers of Jesus appear to be no better at
battling the temptation of “self-righteousness” than those
who first followed Jesus in the first century AD. The
issues that prompt expression of our “self-righteousness”
may have changed today from back then, but sadly, the
end results are still the same: arrogance, boastfulness,
and divisiveness in the church.

The sins we so often
use to judge others are
usually not our own
“favorite” sins.

We proclaim, “salvation by grace through faith”
(Ephesians 2:8-9), yet condemn people who commit
certain sins. And is it not interesting that the sins we
so often use to judge others are usually not our own
“favorite” sins? We consider our congregation to be a
“friendly” church—one where anyone is welcome—but
stare at someone who looks or talks or smells different before turning our backs upon them as quickly as
possible. We sing about being glad to be part of the
family of God, while refusing to share fellowship with
people who have a different view of how the Holy Spirit
works, what translation of the Bible to use, the meaning
of baptism and/or Communion, or who can be called to
serve as a pastor.

Throughout his teaching, Jesus made clear that while
obedience is good, and is much preferred to disobedience, it is NOT the basis of our relationship with God.
Living in a right relationship with God is the result of
God’s grace, God’s forgiveness, and God’s love for us as
ultimately expressed in and through Jesus Christ. The
parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector is a perfect
example of this reality. The Pharisee insisted on proving
his own righteousness through obedience, only to fall
short ultimately—as we all do. But by trusting solely
upon God’s mercy, the tax collector, who realized and
confessed his own unworthiness before God, was justified and brought into right relationship with God—our
Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer.

The Revolutionary Power of the Lord’s Prayer
by Alice Burnette Greene
“The Revolutionary Power of the Lord’s Prayer is an uplifting and
transformative book for all readers, especially dedicated disciples who
wish to become better equipped to make a positive difference in the
world in Jesus’ name.”
— Reviewed by Mamta Madhavan for Readers’ Favorite

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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Closing Prayer

Dear God, it is so easy to judge others because when
we do so we feel better about ourselves. Help us instead
to look to Christ, who as our righteousness places us in
right standing with you. Help us to seek holiness even
as he is holy. Yet, when we fall short, remind us of your
loving grace and forgiveness. Amen.

Reflection Questions

Journeys
n

Into Discipleship: How important is confession of
sin to you? Do you confess your sin regularly to God?
How? When? Does your church practice confession of
sin together? Why or why not?

Resources

Songs to Consider

One of gospel music’s most iconic albums, Love Alive, by
Walter Hawkins, hit the charts in 1993. The Hawkins
family went on to create additional record-breaking hits.
As an activity, listen to this triptych which moves
through the pathos of contrition, redemption, and victory. All the videos are on YouTube.

Into the Scripture: Who are some of the people that
are often looked down upon in American society
today? By those in your social group? By your congregation? By you?
n Into the Lesson: We ALL have some of the “Pharisee”
n “Holy One,” by Tramaine Hawkins:
and some of the “tax collector” in us. How does each
https://youtu.be/QAbIVfKrHPg
one manifest itself in our words, actions, and attin “I’m Not the Same,” by Walter Hawkins:
tudes? Which one tends to dominate? Why and how
https://youtu.be/mT6rDY4U2AU
does this happen?
n “Changed,” by Walter Hawkins:
https://youtu.be/OnyjgYcGJ2E
n

For Further Reading
n
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The Revolutionary Power of the Lord’s Prayer by Alice
Burnette Greene. “A resource for individual study
and small group action, exploring the practical and
transforming potential of the prayer as recorded
in Luke 11. Each chapter focuses on a particular

phrase—and explores its impact for ministries of
service, healing, and justice” (Judson Press).
n Conversations with God: Two Centuries of Prayers by
African Americans by James Melvin Washington, PhD.
HarperCollins Publishers.

Activity Ideas
Invite persons to identify other places in scripture
that teach and support the connection between confession of sin, divine forgiveness of sin, and relationship with God (for example, Psalm 51; 1 John 1:8-9;
Matthew 18:21-35; Matthew 6:12; Isaiah 53:1-12).
Discuss how these texts connect with and support
Jesus’ teaching in the parable of the Pharisee and the
tax collector.
n Ask each person to write a prayer of confession. Then
allow time for each person to offer silently to God his/
her confession of sin. Then end this time of confession
by saying, “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful
and just will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all
unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).
n

Devotional Scriptures
Year C Twentieth Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 10/23/22

Sunday 10/23/22
Joel 2:23-32 and Psalm 65; Sirach 35:12-17 or
Jeremiah 14:7-10, 19-22 and Psalm 84:1-7;
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18; Luke 18:9-14
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Monday 10/24/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 87; Joel 3:1-8; 1 Peter 4:12-19
Complementary: Psalm 84:8-12; 1 Samuel 2:1-10;
1 Peter 4:12-19
Tuesday 10/25/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 87; Joel 3:9-16; 1 Peter 5:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 84:8-12; Daniel 5:1-12;
1 Peter 5:1-11
Wednesday 10/26/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 87; Joel 3:17-20;
Matthew 21:28-32
Complementary: Psalm 84:8-12; Daniel 5:13-31;
Matthew 21:28-32

Thursday 10/27/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:137-144; Jeremiah 33:14-26;
2 Corinthians 1:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 32:1-7; Proverbs 15:8-11, 24-33;
2 Corinthians 1:1-11
Friday 10/28/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:137-144; Habakkuk 1:5-17;
2 Peter 1:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 32:1-7; Job 22:21–23:17;
2 Peter 1:1-11
Saturday 10/29/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:137-144; Habakkuk 2:5-11;
John 8:39-47
Complementary: Psalm 32:1-7; Isaiah 1:1-9;
John 8:39-47

Living in a right relationship with God is the result
of God’s grace.
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PREPAR ATION
the final transition

“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race,
I have kept the faith.”
—2 TIMOTHY 4:7

Introduction

In 2020, congregations experienced numerous transitions due to COVID. For months, most churches were
unable to have in-person worship services, activities, or meetings of any kind. Services were recorded for viewing online, broadcast live on TV or the Internet, or held outdoors using radios so people could remain in their
cars. Meetings, Bible studies, and small group gatherings were held on Zoom. It was a surreal change; yet, congregations are still making effective use of these transitions for ministry. Transitions. Birth, growth, marriage,
divorce, new jobs, new schools, household moves, learning, sickness, growing old—all of these are normal parts
of human life. But so is life’s final transition, dying, and death. And that is the focus of this session.

Lesson Objectives

n To explore what it means to be a mentor and/or to be mentored.
n To discuss what it can mean for a person “to be ready to die.”
n To identify promises that God has made to us concerning death.

2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18 NRSV
6 As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my departure has
come. 7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8 From
now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous
judge, will give me on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have longed for his
appearing. . . . 16 At my first defense no one came to my support, but all deserted me. May
it not be counted against them! 17 But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that
through me the message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. So I
was rescued from the lion’s mouth. 18 The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and
save me for his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen.
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Into the Scripture

Second Timothy is one of three New Testament books
that are popularly referred to as the “Pastoral Epistles”—
the other books being 1 Timothy and Titus. The term
was first coined in the 18th century, but it is a misnomer.
There is nothing more “pastoral” about these letters than
any of the other New Testament letters. First and 2 Timothy and Titus address specific problems in specific
churches just as most of the others do. The primary difference is that they are addressed to individuals, Timothy and Titus, rather than to churches. All three letters
are identified as having been written by the apostle Paul,
but some scholars contend that their connection with
Paul is merely a literary device. Whether they are right is
difficult to say, because historical information is lacking
about the final years of Paul’s ministry.
The book of Acts ends with Paul in Rome awaiting
his trial before the Roman emperor, a wait that lasted
at least two years (Acts 28:16-30). What happened next
is not clear. Some Church tradition holds that Paul was
acquitted and released, and traveled to Spain to proclaim
the gospel and start churches (see Romans 15:22-24).
But another Church tradition holds that Paul was
convicted and summarily executed. Each one of these
traditions creates unique
challenges for understanding when and how Paul
would have written these
letters. Yet, the second one
certainly seems to fit well
with 2 Timothy and the
text for this session.
Timothy had been an
important ministry associate of the apostle Paul’s.
Born in Lystra to a Jewish
Christian mother and a
Greek father, Timothy first
met Paul on the apostle’s
initial missionary journey
through Cyprus and Galatia (Acts 14:8-25), although
scripture does not describe this meeting. On Paul’s
second missionary journey (Acts 15:36–18:22) through
this same area, he enlisted Timothy as a ministry
partner (Acts 16:1-3). Later, Paul sent him to perform
important ministries with churches in Thessalonica

Timothy first met Paul
on the apostle’s initial
missionary journey through
Cyprus and Galatia.
(1 Thessalonians 3:1-8), Corinth (1 Corinthians 4:17),
and Philippi (Philippians 2:19-30). Paul also identified
Timothy as a faithful co-worker in several of his letters
(Romans 16:21; 1 Corinthians 16:10; Philippians 2:22;
and 1 Thessalonians 3:2).
According to 1 Timothy, Paul had sent Timothy to
the city of Ephesus to straighten out the mess that false
teaching had caused as it spread throughout that church
(see 1 Timothy 1:3-11). It appears that Timothy was still
working in that city according to the names referenced
by Paul in 2 Timothy 1:15-18 and 4:19-21. If so, then
Timothy had been in Ephesus for a long time.
Paul’s purpose in writing to his protégé was
four-fold.
First, he wanted Timothy to visit him in Rome, bringing along clothing, books, and parchments (2 Timothy 4:9, 13).
n Second, he wrote to encourage Timothy, since they
had been parted for so long (2 Timothy 1:3-7; 2:1-7).
n Third, he warned him of false teachers in Ephesus
and the surrounding region of Asia (2 Timothy 1:15;
2:14–3:10).
n Finally, Paul penned this letter because he had a
strong sense his life might soon end (2 Timothy 4:6-8,
16-18), and he wanted to see Timothy one last time.
n
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Into the Lesson

Paul was so certain of his impending death that he felt
it necessary to remind Timothy of his calling in Jesus
Christ and to charge Timothy to fulfill that calling with
all that he had to give (2 Timothy 4:1-5). The text is
filled with a series of imperatives: proclaim, be persistent,
convince, rebuke, encourage, be sober, endure suffering, do
the work, carry out your ministry. These nine imperatives
provide an apt overview of the work of pastoral ministry.
Perhaps that is why this scripture text is still often read
today at ordination services for women and men who
have responded to God’s call to Christian ministry. The
shadow of death had so enveloped Paul that the apostle
referred to his own life and ministry as “already being
poured out as a libation” (2 Timothy 4:6). Paul would
have drawn this vivid metaphor from the daily practice
of pouring out a drink offering of wine at the foot of the
altar in the Temple of Jerusalem as part of the morning
and evening sacrifices (Exodus 29:38-41; Numbers 28:38). The apostle viewed his coming death as a sacrifice to
God’s glory.
Paul then changes to another metaphor, one adopted
from the world of travel—with which he was well
acquainted—to describe his death: “the time of my
departure” (vs. 6). The Greek word denotes a ship weighing anchor to begin a voyage or travelers striking camp
to continue a journey. Here, the metaphor depicts Paul’s
death as a “journey home.” Paul used this same metaphor in his letter to the church in Philippi, only there he
was convinced that the time had not yet come for him
“to depart and be with Christ” (Philippians 1:21-23). As

the apostle looked forward to eternal life with Christ,
he also looked back over a life well-lived and a ministry
faithfully completed. He describes this in three short
phrases in verse 7. The first two images, “fought the
good fight” and “have finished the race,” both come
from the field of athletics. Like a good athlete, Paul had
competed honorably and had given all that he had to his
ministry. The third image, “I have kept the faith,” refers
to the loyalty Paul had given to Christ and the faithfulness with which he had served the gospel.
All three images in verse 7 use the Greek perfect
tense, a verb form that focuses upon a future that has
been determined by past action. Because Paul had fought
and finished and kept faith, he would now through his
death receive the prize which the Lord had promised
him: “the crown of righteousness” (vs. 8). There are
numerous descriptions of crowns in the New Testament
including “the crown of life” (James 1:12 and Revelation
2:10). Some believe that beyond eternal life awaiting
those who have lived in right relationship with God,
there may be rewards and “crowns” given based on the
particularities of one’s witness on Earth. Whether figurative or literal, this crown was “reserved”—the Greek
reads “is in store”—for Paul, and for “all who long for
his [Christ’s] appearing” (vs. 8).

Paul referred to his own life and ministry as
“already being poured out as a libation.”
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Following a series of personal comments about
several of Paul’s associates, including Timothy himself
(vss. 9, 13), Paul returns to his current circumstances:
his trial before the Roman emperor and its likely resulting in his execution (vss. 16-18). The apostle related that
he had already been through a preliminary investigation
of the charges he faced “at my first defense” (vs. 16).
This hearing was designed to determine whether Paul’s
appeal had any merit. Evidently, that was the case, for
Paul wrote that he “was rescued from the lion’s mouth”
(vs. 17).
Obviously pleased by this preliminary outcome, Paul
was more pleased that it gave him an opportunity, and
God gave him the ability, for the gospel to “be fully proclaimed” so that “all the Gentiles might hear it” (vs. 17).
But for now, he was still in custody awaiting a second
court date—the hearing that would determine whether
Paul lived or died. The apostle knew that it could be
several months before this hearing would be held. If that
was the case, it gave him a chance to see Timothy one
more time before he died, should that next hearing not
go in Paul’s favor. This was why he invited Timothy to
come to him (vs. 9).
Despite this current surge of optimism, Paul still
could not shake the thought that he was near death.
While acknowledging that God could rescue him from
every evil attack, Paul did not think that was about to
happen in this case. Instead, he declared that God would
“save me for his heavenly kingdom” (vs. 18). Paul’s eyes
were already set on heaven and eternal life!
“To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen”
(2 Timothy 4:18).

Into Discipleship

Death is the final transition that we face in life. And that
would be quite enough for most of us. Yet, throughout
our lives we also deal with the deaths of people we know
and love. So, while death is a final transition for them,
we, the survivors, experience that loss as an ongoing
transition in our lives, a transition we call grieving—a
reality we explored in the October 2 session. In today’s
session, our focus is on the reality of our death itself—
the ending of human life as we experience it.
In a sense, death accompanies human beings
throughout life. The cells in our bodies continually

Death is the final
transition that we face
in life.
die, only to be replaced by new ones—making death
a constant companion on our life’s journey. And while
most people understand that they will die someday, usually the hope is that it will be a long time from now, and
that death will be peaceful and gentle. Have you ever
given much thought to the reality of your own death?
Why or why not? What have you imagined concerning
your own death? Have you pondered how or when you
might die? Such thoughts are not weird or unnatural.
After all, every one of us will die someday! But Paul was
not ruminating about death in general. He was deeply
aware of his own death’s reality when he wrote 2 Timothy. Paul sensed that the end of his own life was near,
and he was ready to die. “I have fought the good fight, I
have finished the race, I have kept the faith,” he wrote in
2 Timothy 4:7.
Paul did not want to die. He would have preferred to
continue doing the work to which God had called him.
But it was not up to him. The approach of death was
out of Paul’s control. Death is out of our control also.
Granted, we can take steps to keep death at a distance,
but only for a time. Sooner or later, death calls all of us.
While we cannot stop death, we can be ready for it—just
like Paul was.
n

We can be ready to face death by trusting in Jesus
Christ as Lord of our lives. The end result of such
faith is eternal life (2 Timothy 4:8; Romans 6:23;
John 3:16-17). Do you trust in Jesus as Lord of your
life?
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We can be ready to face death by giving faithful
service to God and God’s kingdom in whatever ways
we have been called and gifted through Christ. How
are you serving Christ today?
n We can be ready to face death by praying for God to
strengthen and guide us each day. What prayer practices do you use on a regular, hopefully daily, basis?
n We can be ready to face death by having estate plans and
pre-arranged funerals and discussing these with family
members. What do you need to do in this regard?
n

n

We can be ready to face death by keeping our faith
and hope alive through consistent worship of God. In
what ways do you worship God? How does your life
bring glory to God?

God promised Paul to save him for “his heavenly
Kingdom” (2 Timothy 4:18). God makes the same
promise to us through Jesus Christ. When we make that
final transition through death into eternal life, imagine
what that will be like!

When we make that final transition
through death into eternal life, imagine what
that will be like!
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Closing Prayer

known that was “ready to die”? How did you know
Dear God, you have already invited us into your eternity
she/he was ready? Are you “ready to die”?
through your Son, who is the Alpha and the Omega.
n Into Discipleship: Paul was confident that he would
Help us to number our days that we may apply our
go to heaven, that he would receive eternal life, and
hearts to wisdom. Let our earthly days not be in vain but
that he would be with the Lord forever. Are you
used to witness your light and love. Help us to live with
confident of this? If so, what is the basis of your hope
courage and determination to make every day count,
for eternal life?
for you have given us the victory here and in the life to
come. Amen.

Reflection Questions

Resources

Songs to Consider

n “I’ll Fly Away,” sung by Alan Jackson: https://youtube.
Into the Scripture: Paul served as a mentor for
com/watch?v=PNaf8WjAB44
Timothy. Who has been a mentor for you and how
n “Steal Away,” with Kathleen Battle and Grover Washdid he/she help you grow in Christ? To whom have
ington, Jr.: https://youtu.be/MLA8-QVonDk
you served as a mentor for Christ?
n Into the Lesson: Paul sensed his death was imminent, n “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” by Israel “IZ”
Kamakawiwo‘ole: https://youtu.be/V1bFr2SWP1I
and he was ready to die. What do you think it means
for a person to “be ready to die”? Who have you
n

Media Option

There are many movies that process death and dying.
Here are two favorites to consider:
n Beaches, directed by Garry Marshall
n Seven Pounds, directed by Gabriele Muccino

For Further Reading
n

The Art of Dying Well: A Practical Guide to a Good End
of Life, by Katy Butler (Scribner Publishing Group).
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n

In God’s Time: The Bible and the Future, by Craig C.
Hill (William B. Eerdmans Publishing).

Activity Ideas
Invite participants to identify some of the promises
that God has made to us in the Bible concerning
death, and to note where in the scriptures each promise is found. Provide paper, pencils, and sufficient time
for each person to do this. Sharing lists can be done
with the whole group or with a partner.
n As a whole group, create a “Job Description” for a
“Mentor in Christ.” Identify the basic goal(s) of the
job, the responsibilities it entails, and the necessary
qualities that being a mentor requires.
n Have stationery and pens for participants to either
write a note of appreciation to their mentor or a note
of encouragement to someone they mentor.
n

Devotional Scriptures

Journeys

Complementary: Psalm 84:8-12; 1 Samuel 2:1-10;
1 Peter 4:12-19

Tuesday 10/25/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 87; Joel 3:9-16; 1 Peter 5:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 84:8-12; Daniel 5:1-12;
1 Peter 5:1-11
Wednesday 10/26/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 87; Joel 3:17-20;
Matthew 21:28-32
Complementary: Psalm 84:8-12; Daniel 5:13-31;
Matthew 21:28-32
Thursday 10/27/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:137-144; Jeremiah 33:14-26;
2 Corinthians 1:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 32:1-7; Proverbs 15:8-11, 24-33;
2 Corinthians 1:1-11
Friday 10/28/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:137-144; Habakkuk 1:5-17;
2 Peter 1:1-11
Complementary: Psalm 32:1-7; Job 22:21–23:17;
2 Peter 1:1-11

Year C Twentieth after Pentecost
Week of 10/23/22
Sunday 10/23/22
Joel 2:23-32 and Psalm 65; Sirach 35:12-17 or
Jeremiah 14:7-10, 19-22 and Psalm 84:1-7;
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18; Luke 18:9-14
Monday 10/24/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 87; Joel 3:1-8; 1 Peter 4:12-19

Saturday 10/29/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 119:137-144; Habakkuk 2:5-11;
John 8:39-47
Complementary: Psalm 32:1-7; Isaiah 1:1-9;
John 8:39-47

Seekers, Saints and Sinners:
Life-changing Encounters with Jesus
By H. Stephen Shoemaker
Do you crave a life-changing experience with God?
These stories of 11 personal encounters between Jesus and other figures in
the Gospel narratives will help you to meet Jesus in the life of the biblical
characters, as well as to bring that encounter home to meet the living Christ
in your own life today.

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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IMPARTIALITY
the last of the least of the lost
“For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”
—LUK E 19:10

Introduction

“LOST”—the word can evoke feelings of fear, uncertainty, frustration, confusion, anger, uselessness, and
even hopelessness. It all depends on the circumstances, on one’s abilities and personality, and perhaps most
importantly, on the nature of whatever has been lost. Losing the car keys often causes anger and frustration.
But being lost and alone in a large city or in a forest wilderness can be terrifying, both for the one who is
lost and for the family and friends. All of us lose possessions, lose money, lose our way, lose relationships,
and lose loved ones. It is a part of life. But no matter how lost any of us might be, God is always there—
searching, saving, and bringing us home.

Lesson Objectives

n To explore the wide variety of ways that people can be “lost.”
n To identify what Jesus said and did to encounter and build a relationship with Zacchaeus.
n To evaluate how well participants meet, greet, and build relationships with new people both personally
and congregationally.

Luke 19:1-10 NRSV
1 He entered Jericho and was passing through it. 2 A man was there named Zacchaeus;
he was a chief tax collector and was rich. 3 He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on
account of the crowd he could not, because he was short in stature. 4 So he ran ahead and
climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way. 5 When Jesus
came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for
I must stay at your house today.” 6 So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him.
7 All who saw it began to grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is
a sinner.” 8 Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, “Look, half of my possessions,
Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back
Journeys
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four times as much.” 9 Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house,
because he too is a son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save
the lost.”

Into the Scripture

Luke relates one last narrative, the story of Zacchaeus
(Luke 19:1-10), and one final teaching by Jesus, a
parable about faithful servanthood (Luke 19:11-27),
to bring the travel narrative in his Gospel to an end.
Both the Zacchaeus story and the parable recap the
dominant themes explored by Luke in this part of his
Gospel (Luke 9:51–19:28): God’s concern for persons
marginalized by society, the importance of our faithfulness, God’s abundant grace, our generosity, divine
forgiveness, our acceptance of people who are different,
the life-changing power of God in Jesus, our willingness
to embrace and share this power, and the inclusiveness
of God’s Kingdom.
Luke’s rationale for such a thematic summary was
simple geography. Jesus and his disciples were near
the end of their journey
from Galilee to the city
of Jerusalem. Bypassing
the district of Samaria
(see Luke 17:11), they had
traveled south through the
Transjordan region and
had re-crossed the Jordan
River into the province of
Judea near the ancient city
of Jericho.
Jerusalem lay only 25
miles away to the west. But that final leg of the journey
would mean climbing almost 3,500 feet in elevation and
could be fraught with peril (see Luke 10:29-30).
Jericho. The name recalls the earliest days of Israel’s
history when Joshua had led the descendants of Abraham,
freed from their slavery in Egypt under Moses, into the
land God had promised them (see Joshua 1:1-4; 3:14–4:13).
Jericho was the place where Rahab hid the spies Joshua had
sent into the land (Joshua 2:1-7). Jericho had been the site
of Israel’s first victory in Canaan under Joshua’s leadership,
the place where the city walls “came a tumblin’ down”
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Jesus and his disciples
were near the end of their
journey from Galilee to
the city of Jerusalem.
(Joshua 6:1-21). In Luke’s Gospel the road to Jericho—the
route that Jesus and his disciples would soon follow—
became the setting of one of Jesus’ most familiar parables:
the parable of the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37).
Located just north of the Dead Sea in the Jordan
River valley, Jericho is one of the oldest inhabited cities in the world, first settled around 9,000 BC. The
large spring located there and the irrigation it provided
caused the fertile city to become known as “the city of
palm trees” (Deuteronomy 34:1-3). Jericho’s location at
nearly 900 feet below sea level resulted in a sub-tropical
climate that made it attractive to people with wealth and
power. Late in the first century BC, Herod the Great
constructed a magnificent winter palace there. In the
first century AD, many of the priests who served at the
Temple in Jerusalem lived in the city of Jericho.
But Jericho was renowned for more than its climate
and agricultural productivity. The city served as the eastern gateway into Judea, Jerusalem, and the Mediterranean
coast, with Egypt just beyond. Travelers and traders alike

came to Jericho. Valuable merchandise flowed through
the city on its way to other places. So appropriately, the
Roman government had established a major tax-collection
station there, a place where revenue could be collected
that was based upon the value of these goods. Today, we
would call it a customs house or agency. And the person
who led this tax-collection agency in Jericho, the “chief
glimpse of Jesus; but he was unable to do so because of
tax collector,” was named Zacchaeus. He is one of the
the vast throng that surrounded him “because he was
two principal characters in the narrative found in Luke
short in stature” (vs. 3). Virtually all English translations
19:1-10. The other principal character was Jesus.
of scripture view Zacchaeus as the short man. But in
the Greek text there is no indication of who was short.
It could have been Jesus. It could have been Zacchaeus.
Jesus and his disciples entered the city of Jericho, intend- The fact that Zacchaeus climbed a tree to see Jesus
ing to “pass through” the city on their way to Jerusalem (vs. 4) does not resolve the issue. The tree might have
(vs. 1). Jericho was not their final destination. The phrase been climbed no matter which one was short. So, what
“was passing through” is one of Luke’s favorites. He uses if Jesus was the short man? How does that impact your
view of Jesus? At the very least, it ought to raise questhis same Greek verb here and in Luke 2:15, 35; 4:30;
tions about the built-in bias that exists in many cultures
5:15; 8:22; 9:6; 11:24; 17:11, as well as twenty more
of favoring people who are tall.
times in Acts.
When Jesus neared the tree Zacchaeus had climbed,
While passing through the city, Jesus met a man
named Zacchaeus: literally, “And behold a man by name he called him by name and said, “Hurry up and come
down; for I must stay at your house today” (vs. 5). The
Zacchaeus” (vs. 2). The phrase “and behold” indicates
phrase “must stay” translates a Greek verb indicating
surprise and the unexpected nature of the encounter
necessity; yet, in his pronouncement, Jesus never explained
(see its use in Luke 2:9 NKJV). The name Zacchaeus is
the Greek version of the Hebrew name Zaccai (see Ezra why it was necessary. Could it have been a sense of divine
appointment? Or was Jesus simply in need of food and
2:9; Nehemiah 7:14). While the name here is stylized
respite before continuing his journey? Zacchaeus complied
in Greek, the man was most definitely Jewish. Luke
immediately. He was more than happy to welcome Jesus
describes Zacchaeus in two ways (vs. 2). First, he was a
to his home. Literally, he “received him joyfully” (vs. 6).
“chief tax collector.” The title refers to the person who
But everyone else was aghast! They grumbled among
was in charge of the Roman tax-collection station in
Jericho. Second, he was rich, his wealth coming from his themselves: “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a
sinner,” they protested (vs. 7; see Luke 15:2). This “they”
important position as a Roman government official.
included Jesus’ disciples; Luke makes no distinction here
Everywhere Jesus went he attracted crowds, and
between the Twelve and the rest of the crowd.
Jericho was no exception. Zacchaeus tried to catch a

Into the Lesson

Zacchaeus was more than happy to welcome
Jesus to his home.
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Zacchaeus was doubly an outcast, much like the
Samaritan leper that Jesus healed (Luke 17:11-19) and
the widowed woman who sought justice in Jesus’ parable (Luke 18:1-8). To start with, he was a tax collector,
an occupation that was well known in that time for
cheating. More importantly, Zacchaeus was a Jew who
worked for their Roman overlords. In the eyes of many,
Zacchaeus was a traitor! And they wondered how Jesus
could associate with such a person.
Standing before Jesus, Zacchaeus announced that
he would give half of what he owned to the poor, and
then promised to pay back fourfold anyone whom he had
cheated (vs. 8; see Exodus 22:1). The verbs translated as
“give” and “pay back” are in the present tense in the Greek
text; yet most interpreters and translators of the text understand and translate them as a “futuristic present tense.”
This means that from that present moment forward,
Zacchaeus would do these things. Such “stretching” of the
Greek present tense is not unusual in the Gospels. Mark
uses what is called the “historical present tense”—past
actions that are written as though they were happening in
the current moment—throughout most of his Gospel.
Jesus’ response to Zacchaeus was directed toward the
crowd (vss. 9-10). “Jesus said about him” better fits the
third-person usage by Jesus in his declaration, “Today
salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of
Abraham” (vs. 9). These words stand in stark contrast to
the criticism of the crowd (vs. 7). Just because Zacchaeus
collected Roman taxes did not negate his status as a “son
of Abraham,” nor did it cancel the promises which God
gave to the patriarch (see Genesis 12:1-2; 14:4-6; 17:1-8)
that were now being fulfilled in and through Jesus Christ.
“For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost”
(vs. 10; compare Matthew 18:11, 14). This summation of
Jesus’ purpose is grounded in the words of the prophet
Ezekiel, to whom God had promised, “I myself will search
for my sheep, and I will seek them out. . . . I will seek the
lost, and I will bring back the strayed” (Ezekiel 34:11, 16a).

Into Discipleship

She wandered in off the street between the Sunday
morning worship services. Pushing her shopping cart
up the ramp, she left it just outside the double doors
and entered the large foyer. Her hair was unkempt. Her
clothes were dirty and disheveled. The woman’s body
odor was strong and unappealing. Her face was gaunt
with a blank look in her eyes. People in the foyer had
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It is through us that Jesus
continues to seek and save
all who are lost.
noticed immediately. Heads turned quickly toward
her in shock or away from her in avoidance. As she
walked toward the sanctuary, a “parting of the Red Sea”
occurred as church members moved to the edges of the
room to keep away from her. Someone even whispered to
a friend, “What is she doing here?”
Have you ever responded in a similar way to someone who was different, who did not seem to belong?
Sadly, most of us probably have at some time or another.
We humans have become quite good at judging people
based on their looks, clothes, and cleanliness—and
then avoiding them. How easy it can be simply to
disavow that such people exist. Jesus always made time
for people. It did not matter if they were Samaritans or
widows or children or tax collectors—Jesus always gave
them his attention. He listened to them. He would turn
no one away, even welcoming and listening to people
who were out to harm him.
The young man came down the middle aisle mumbling and gesturing to himself as the congregation sang
during the worship service. No one had ever seen him
before. He wore a dark t-shirt, faded jeans, and sandals.
His hair was long and both arms were covered with
tattoos. Heads turned and eyes watched as his strange
behavior continued until he plopped down in a pew near
the front of the sanctuary. Then he bent over and bowed
his head in his hands. Was he in pain or in prayer? No one
could be sure. Slowly, an elderly woman rose in the back
row. Laboriously, she walked up the aisle to the young
man’s pew. Bending over, she offered him her worship
bulletin. As he took it, she sat down in the pew beside him,

pointing out where they were in the order of service. She
stayed there worshiping with him until the service ended.
Have you ever seen someone go out of her or his
way to make another person welcome like this woman
did? Have you ever done something like that? Many of
us would likely choose simply not to get involved. It is
easier that way, and certainly more comfortable for us.
Jesus took the initiative and went out of his way
when he encountered Zacchaeus, a man reviled and
avoided by most people. Although Jesus was determined
to go to Jerusalem for Passover, he changed his plans and
made time to be with Zacchaeus. Jesus took the first step
and spoke the first word in building a relationship with
the man by inviting himself to Zacchaeus’ house!

Jesus continues to do this same thing today through
people just like us.
We are the Body of Christ today—the hands, feet,
eyes, ears, and mouth of Jesus. It is through us that
Jesus continues to seek and save all who are lost, all
who are broken, and all who are dying. This includes
people who think differently, act differently, dress differently, and live differently than we do. This includes
people of diverse races and cultures and genders. This
includes people who live on the fringes of society, who
are outcasts from society—who are easy for society,
including churches, to dismiss and overlook. Through
us, Jesus continues to seek and save “the last of the least
of the lost.”

Side by Side: Being Christian in a Multifaith World
By Richard P. Olson
“Rooted in experience, grounded in Christian generosity, reflective of necessary
wisdom, and accessible to a wide audience, Side by Side is the book to keep by
your side as you engage in interfaith explorations.”
—Bill Tammeus, journalist, Presbyterian elder, and author of The Value of Doubt:
Why Unanswered Questions, Not Unquestioned Answers, Build Faith
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Closing Prayer

do that surprised you? What did he not do? Do you
Dear God, we are all your children no matter what we
think Jesus intended to build a relationship with
look like or possess. You love us equally and desire that
Zacchaeus and acted accordingly? Or do you think
we show your love impartially to one another. Help us
Jesus simply remained open and took advantage of the
put away our differences, abandon our biases and prejuopportunity to build a relationship with Zacchaeus
dices, and stretch out a helping hand to those in need.
when it presented itself? Why?
Help us to be generous in compassion, reflecting your
n Into Discipleship: Most people think they are
spirit of hospitality. As in your house, may there be a seat
friendly, yet many are not when it comes to meetfor everyone at our table. Amen.
ing new people. Likewise, most congregations view
themselves as friendly, but many of them do a poor
job of welcoming guests and getting to know new
people. What do you do to make someone feel weln Into the Scripture: People can experience a wide varicome in your home or neighborhood? At work or in
ety of ways of being or becoming “lost.” In what ways
school? How do you attempt to get to know a person
have you experienced “lostness”? What were some of
you have just met? What does your congregation do
the emotions you experienced as you realized you were
to welcome its guests? How are you encouraged to
lost? What helped you deal with and overcome being
connect with and get to know people who are new to
lost?
your church?
n Into the Lesson: Read through the text again, taking
note of everything that Jesus did to encounter and
build a relationship with Zacchaeus. What did Jesus

Reflection Questions

Resources

Songs to Consider

“Gabriel’s Oboe,” played by Henrik Chaim Goldschmidt: https://youtu.be/2WJhax7Jmxs
n “The Mission | Soundtrack Suite,” (Ennio Morricone):
https://youtu.be/J5qlWLXbfL4
n
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Media Options
Thematic movie poignantly depicting “the least of the
last of the lost”: The Mission with Robert DeNiro and
Jeremy Irons. “Eighteenth-century Spanish Jesuits try
to protect a remote South American tribe in danger of
falling under the rule of pro-slavery Portugal.” Director Roland Joffé.
n Ebenezer Scrooge is a character of the same ilk as
Zacchaeus. For fun, go to the link below and discuss the different actors/characters who have played
Scrooge. How do the real-life personalities of the
actors impact their portrayal of the role? Choose
which is your favorite and why. Can you think of
other stories or movies where rich misers have a
change of heart? What were their motivations? https://
www.thewrap.com/20-essential-best-scrooge-movie-tvchristmas-carol-alastair-sim-bill-murray/
n

Activity Ideas
Ask participants to share stories of how they were
welcomed (or not) when moving to a new town or
neighborhood, when starting a new school or job, or
when visiting another church for worship.
n Explore how participants would feel if it was Jesus
who was short and not Zacchaeus. Lead a discussion
about what this says about us, our preconceptions,
and how easily we rely on them to judge other people.
(Play a recording of the song “Short People” by Randy
Newman and ask participants to share their feelings
after hearing that song.) https://youtu.be/8bfyS-S-IJs
Preview this song with your group in mind to determine if it is too rash for the sensibilities of your group.
n Jesus took time from his busy schedule to be with
Zacchaeus. Challenge participants to think back over
one day of the past week and to evaluate themselves as
to how present and attentive they were to the people
they encountered that day. Then lead the group in a
time of prayer, asking for God’s help in addressing
their shortcomings in this matter.
n
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Devotional Scriptures

Year C Twenty-first Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 10/30/22
Sunday 10/30/22
Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4 and Psalm 119:137-144;
Isaiah 1:10-18 and Psalm 32:1-7;
2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12; Luke 19:1-10
Monday 10/31/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 142; Habakkuk 2:12-20;
1 Corinthians 5:9-13
Complementary: Psalm 50; Nehemiah 13:1-3, 23-31;
1 Corinthians 5:9-13
Tuesday 11/01/22 All Saints Day
Daniel 7:1-3, 15-18 and Psalm 149; Ephesians 1:11-23;
Luke 6:20-31
Wednesday 11/02/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 142; Habakkuk 3:17-19;
Luke 19:11-27
Complementary: Psalm 50; Amos 5:12-24; Luke
19:11-27
Thursday 11/03/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21; Zechariah 1:1-17;
Acts 22:22–23:11
Complementary: Psalm 17:1-9; Deuteronomy 25:5-10;
Acts 22:22–23:11
Friday 11/04/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21; Zechariah 6:9-15;
Acts 24:10-23
Complementary: Psalm 17:1-9; Genesis 38:1-26;
Acts 24:10-23
Saturday 11/05/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21; Haggai 1:1-15a;
Luke 20:1-8
Complementary: Psalm 17:1-9; Exodus 3:13-20;
Luke 20:1-8
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PROTECTION
a holy refuge

Wondrously show your steadfast love, O savior of those who
seek refuge from their adversaries at your right hand.
—PSA LM 17:7

Introduction

The Psalms were meant to be sung, but not all of them are joyful. In Psalm 17, David is pressed from all
sides, and yet he finds himself supported by the holy refuge that is God. Through Psalm 17 we can draw
closer to God as we emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, while also searching for ways that our communities of faith can be a safe refuge for the vulnerable, while developing an active prayer life that is creative,
nimble, and historically rooted.

Lesson Objectives

n To develop an understanding of the Psalms, their origins, uses, and history.
n To integrate the Psalms into an active prayer life.
n To encourage those who are weary and burnt out to turn to God.

Psalm 17:1-9 NRSV
1 Hear a just cause, O LORD; attend to my cry; give ear to my prayer from lips free
of deceit. 2 From you let my vindication come; let your eyes see the right. 3 If you try
my heart, if you visit me by night, if you test me, you will find no wickedness in me;
my mouth does not transgress. 4 As for what others do, by the word of your lips I have
avoided the ways of the violent. 5 My steps have held fast to your paths; my feet have not
slipped. 6 I call upon you, for you will answer me, O God; incline your ear to me, hear
my words. 7 Wondrously show your steadfast love, O savior of those who seek refuge from
their adversaries at your right hand. 8 Guard me as the apple of the eye; hide me in the
shadow of your wings, 9 from the wicked who despoil me, my deadly enemies who surround me.
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Into the Scripture

Readers of the Psalms will find that they are often
addressed to musical directors, and this is for a good reason—the Psalms were not only meant to be poetry; they
were meant to be set to music and/or sung. The clearest
evidence for this lies in the Dead Sea Scrolls, which
preserve several copies of the Psalms with an annotation
for melodic chanting during worship called Cantillation
signs. The inference from these documents and their
translations into English are clear: the Psalms comprise a
communal document not meant to be solely read alone
but one that structures and inspires communal worship.
Today, one can find psalters (collections of the Psalms)
in use in many different liturgical contexts, including
sung worship. In the Middle Ages, psalters were used
in learning to read, and the most popular book of the
time—the Book of Hours—made liberal use of the
Psalms. More liturgical traditions, such as the Roman
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Anglican traditions,
keep this tradition alive through a schedule of recitation
and praying of the Psalms called the daily office.
The Psalms are organized into five books in imitation of the Torah, with each section closing with a
blessing. While many
typically think that Psalms
was composed entirely by
David, the Psalms often
list their authors. While
David composed the most
Psalms attributed, other
authors such as Korah,
Asaph, Solomon, Ethan,
and Heman are listed as
authors by the text, all of
them either composers or
named as particularly wise
in scripture. For instance,
Solomon is named as being even wiser than Ethan
and Heman (1 Kings 4:31). In addition, some scholars
generally reject David’s authorship of the Psalms, seeing
them as being ascribed to David because of his renown
as a poet and musician even though they were composed
between the 9th and 5th century BCE.
As such, the Psalms are a multi-authored work
assembled as some later date during the Second Temple
Period. While many have tried to sort out the meaning
of the order of Psalms, there is no consensus about the

In such a divided world,
the Psalms form a point
of connection.
message that the order conveys. However, many themes
rise to the fore. In particular, the Psalms wrestle with
prayer and the relationship between the Divine and
human beings, as well as the pursuit of wisdom. While
not all the Psalms can be properly counted as “wisdom
literature,” many of them can be properly termed as
such, and they comprise the most commonly known set
of wisdom literature in the West.
In this way, Psalms continue to inspire devotion and
praise, and are often read in times of struggle, but they
also form a bedrock of interrelation between Christians,
Jews, and Muslims, and those who would not ascribe
to any faith but have encountered the Psalms. While
interpretation differs between these faiths, the Psalms are
recognized by all as either divine revelation or edifying
devotional literature. In Islam, the Psalms (zabur) are
referred to in the Qur’an several times as a gift from
God, and the Psalms form an important part of the
Hebrew Bible. In such a divided world, the Psalms form
a point of connection.
Psalm 17 is an important Psalm used in the liturgical traditions of both Christians and Jews. In particular,
verse 8 is recited at night as part of the bedtime Schema
by observant Jews, and verse 2 is used in celebrations
of the Jewish New Year or Rosh Hashanah, while verse
8 is used in compline, a set of nighttime prayers used
in many Christian traditions. If the Psalms are a point
of commonality, then the messages of Psalm 17 foster
further points of intersection between Judaism and
Christianity.
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Into the Lesson

Psalm 17 is a vulnerable psalm. David is in a state of
deep worry, but in that state of worry he reaches out to
God. He is hounded by “the wicked who despoil me, my
deadly enemies who surround me” (vs. 9). But they are
not what is mentioned first. If you look at the text, those
enemies and their deadly specter are not revealed until
the very last verse of the psalm. Instead, the Psalmist
names God first. Only after he asks God to intervene—
to incline an ear (vs. 1), to “guard me as the apple of
the eye” and “hide me in the shadow of your wings”
(vs. 9)—does David name his enemies. This ought to
give us pause as we consider how we pray. Do we bring a
list of complaints to God first, or do we instead seek out
God for Godself right away? Do we make our prayers
all about ourselves, or do we name the attributes of God
that we know to be true?
David’s enemies are more substantial and deadly
than this selection makes clear. Psalm 17 continues
for several more verses, and those verses describe them
in more detail. Verses 10-12 describe them like this:
“They close their hearts to pity; with their mouths
they speak arrogantly. They flush me out; now they
surround me; they set their eyes to cast me to the
ground. They are like a lion eager to tear, like a
young lion lurking in ambush.” How many of us
would stop to ask God for help when faced with a
lion? David is clearly facing physical harm from his
adversaries—a byproduct of his rise to kingship—but he
knows that he can do nothing without God. He knows
that time spent in prayer is powerful, renewing, and
effective. He knows the power of God is a match for any
adversary.

Importantly, this psalm describes an active God. God
is invited to test David, even “by night,” and David also
trusts that his prayer and pleading are not in vain. He
has confidence that God will answer his calling (vs. 6)
because his cause is just (vs. 1) and he has avoided violence (vs. 4), stayed on the path of righteousness (vs. 5),
and has no wickedness in him (vs. 3). Because of this,
David proclaims the wondrous and “steadfast love” of
God before his deliverance, stating with confidence that
God will serve as a refuge from the work of his enemies.
In this way, David utilizes what Harvard scholar
Michael Puett calls “the ritual subjunctive—the creation
of an order as if it were truly the case.” David, pressed in
on all sides from his enemies, names a world in which
God shows up, no matter how bleak the current situation, and despite God’s not having yet intervened on his
behalf. Do we name God’s presence in our lives and the
way that we know God can show up? Do we make use
of the ritual subjunctive in our prayer life?
David’s heartfelt prayer ought to make us pause
and consider how and when we pray. Do we imagine
an active God who can be our help in times of trouble?
That is what a refuge is—a place to which we may flee
when the world overwhelms us. As we emerge from the
COVID-19 pandemic, the evidence seems to suggest we
are quite overwhelmed. The World Health Organization
released a report that documented a 25 percent increase

David knows the power of God is a match for
any adversary.
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in anxiety and depression in the pandemic’s first year.
Clergy, too, are facing burnout at unprecedented rates,
with BARNA stating that 38 percent are considering
quitting full-time ministry.
What David’s Psalm reveals is a God who is there in
times of trouble—who can be counted on not to abandon us to the wild lions of life. That does not mean that
prayer is an adequate solution for anxiety and depression.
God granted us scientific wonder to create tools that
can help us manage our mental health, and those tools
ought to be sought out and used. But it does mean that
through all of our troubles and triumphs, God is present
to us as advocate, defender, and friend.

Into Discipleship

The Psalms generally and Psalm 17 especially give us an
example of being vulnerable in prayer. While Jesus teaches
us to pray through the Lord’s Prayer, David’s Psalm also
teaches us by example how to be real with our Creator.
David opens his whole heart to a God who not only can
take it but also welcomes such intimacy. That is because
relationship is at the center of who God is. Consider the
Trinity, which is a relationship between 3 persons. At its
core, God is, at least in part, Relationship. But do we treat
our relationship with God as an actual relationship? To do
so means investing time, energy, and attention even when
it feels as if the relationship is one-sided. In my prayer life,
God does not talk back to me, but nevertheless I have
experienced profound moments when God has shown up
in my life. That often takes place in conversations with
other people, profound moments where God is revealed to
me. I am fond of calling them “divine appointments,” but
I do not keep the schedule.
Speaking of Schule, scheduling is another thing
that Christians ought to consider. We schedule many
parts of our lives by necessity, but do we put God on
our schedule? Do we make sure that we have carved
out time with God? I find this practice helpful, because
otherwise work, family, and fun can seem to crown
God into a smaller and smaller corner of my life,
whether intentionally or through lack of care and attention to my relationship. I have already mentioned how
the Psalms were used in the Middle Ages in the Book
of Hours to schedule a prayer life, and many Christians
continue to find meaning in praying the Daily Office.
While Baptists have typically eschewed such forms of
prayer, perhaps there is an opportunity to take up the

commitment to daily prayer without the strictures of a
prescribed set of prayers.
“Thoughts and prayers” has become a phrase that is
lampooned by Internet memes and critics in the wake
of the many tragedies that America has witnessed in
2022. As I write this, we are struggling in the wake of
the white supremacist shootings in Buffalo, NY, and the
school shooting in Uvalde, TX. Such a phrase, if it only
means a passing comment to God, is rightfully ridiculed,
but our prayers do not have to be relegated to meaninglessness. Much of this devotional has been focused
on prayer as conversation with God in a traditional
sense, but prayer has so many different forms of expression. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, when asked by a
congregant whether he had time to pray while he was
marching for civil rights in Selma, AL, replied by stating
“I prayed with my feet.” There are powerful opportunities to practice prayer through social action, writing
members of congress, and advocating for the flourishing
of our communities. These actions can also be a form of
prayer, if we see them as a conversation with the Living
God about the things that break our hearts and call us
to work for the vision of the Kingdom of God that is
present in scripture.
Psalm 17 invites us to consider God as a refuge—a
source of strength in times of trouble. But are our communities of faith also sources of refuge for those who are
facing trials and tribulations? We have to make sure that
our care for the vulnerable also moves us to incarnate
God’s refuge into the world through our actions, creative
thinking, and lack of stigmatization. Striving for such an
outcome is its own sort of efficacious prayer.

God is present to us as
advocate, defender, and
friend.
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Closing Prayer

Holy One, we pray to you as a great refuge in times of
trouble. Help us with our anxiety, our distress, our real
issues as they are, and help us to become a refuge for
the vulnerable through our actions. Move us to pray not
just with our lips but with our feet as well, as we seek to
praise your name. Amen.

Reflection Questions
Into the Scripture

Journeys
n

What different types of prayer are there?

Into Discipleship
What issues is your community facing, and how
might you pray with your feet in response?
n Are you being led to schedule more time with God?
n

Resources

Songs to Consider

n “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” sung by Michael W.
What role do the Psalms play in your worship life, and
Smith: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ZwFSBxyL5c
how has this lesson given you new ideas about what
n Psalm 17 – “Keep Me as The Apple of Your Eye,” sung
that might look like?
by Karl Kohlhase: https://youtu.be/dvZlYf9nz6k
n What other types of wisdom literature do you know?
n

Into the Lesson
n

How do you pray to God? Do you use the ritual
subjunctive?

Media Option

For an image of the Dead Sea Scrolls Cantillation signs
as well as an exhaustive look at music in the Dead Sea
Scrolls, take a look at this resource: http://www.okonsar.
com/Documents/DeadSeaScrolls.pdf

Activity Idea

All the Ways We Can. Make a list of different ways that
you can name to pray. Which ones do you make the
most use of? Why? Try to come up with at least 10 different forms of prayer and make a commitment to trying
a new one in the coming weeks.
Poem: Isaac Watts penned David’s Psalms in 1719. This
is his version of Psalm 17.
“The sinner’s portion and saint’s hope; or the heaven of
separate souls in the resurrection,” 1719
Lord, I am thine; but thou wilt prove
My faith, my patience, and my love;
When men of spite against me join,
They are the sword, the hand is thine.
Their hope and portion lies below;
‘Tis all the happiness they know,
‘Tis all they seek; they take their shares,
And leave the rest among their heirs.
What sinners value, I resign;
Lord, ’tis enough that thou art mine;
I shall behold thy blissful face,
And stand complete in righteousness.
84

Journeys

Journeys

Tuesday 11/08/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 98; Haggai 2:20-23;
2 John 1:1-13
Complementary: Psalm 123; Job 21:1, 17-34;
2 John 1:1-13

This life’s a dream, an empty show;
But the bright world to which I go
Hath joys substantial and sincere;
When shall I wake, and find me there?
O glorious hour! O blest abode!
I shall be near and like my God!
And flesh and sin no more control
The sacred pleasures of the soul.
My flesh shall slumber in the ground,
Till the last trumpet’s joyful sound;
Then burst the chains with sweet surprise,
And in my Saviour’s image rise.

Wednesday 11/09/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 98; Zechariah 8:1-17;
John 5:19-29
Complementary: Psalm 123; Job 25:1–26:14;
John 5:19-29

Devotional Scriptures

Year C Twenty-second Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 11/06/22
Sunday 11/06/22
Haggai 1:15b–2:9 and Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21 or Psalm 98;
Job 19:23-27a and Psalm 17:1-9;
2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17; Luke 20:27-38
Monday 11/07/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 98; Haggai 2:10-19;
2 Peter 1:16-21
Complementary: Psalm 123; Job 20:1-11; 2 Peter 1:16-21

Thursday 11/10/22
Semi-continuous: Isaiah 12; Isaiah 57:14-21;
Romans 1:18-25
Complementary: Psalm 98; 1 Samuel 28:3-19;
Romans 1:18-25
Friday 11/11/22
Semi-continuous: Isaiah 12; Isaiah 59:1-15a;
2 Thessalonians 1:3-12
Complementary: Psalm 98; 2 Samuel 21:1-14;
2 Thessalonians 1:3-12
Saturday 11/12/22
Semi-continuous: Isaiah 12; Isaiah 59:15b-21;
Luke 17:20-37
Complementary: Psalm 98; Ezekiel 10:1-19;
Luke 17:20-37

Teacher Training with Jesus: 10 Lessons from the Master
By Susan O’Carroll Drake
“In these pages, fellow teachers will find a spirit of compassion, empathy, and
encouragement that they need as they carry out their duties, looking to Jesus’
life and teaching for wisdom, understanding, comfort, and hope.”
— Tony Campolo, President, Evangelical Association for the Promotion of
Education (EAPE); Professor Emeritus, Eastern University, St. Davids, Pennsylvania
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PR AISE

a holy imagination
Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth;
break forth into joyous song and sing praises.
—PSA LM 98:4

Introduction

Psalm 98 forms part of what is called the “enthronement Psalms,” and it makes creative use of images and
metaphors. In Psalm 98, nature joins in exultation of its Creator—floods clap their hands, hills sing together
for joy. But how do we praise God? In this lesson, readers are encouraged to expand their view of praise
and worship to include new practices, including those in which creativity and imagination are used to grow
closer to God.

Lesson Objectives

n To appreciate the power and role of imagination in the psalm and our spiritual lives.
n To encourage engagement with nature as a powerful invitation to life with God.
n To develop a more expansive view of praise and worship.

Psalm 98 NRSV
1 O sing to the LORD a new song, for he has done marvelous things. His right hand and
his holy arm have gotten him victory. 2 The LORD has made known his victory; he has
revealed his vindication in the sight of the nations. 3 He has remembered his steadfast
love and faithfulness to the house of Israel. All the ends of the earth have seen the victory
of our God. 4 Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth; break forth into joyous
song and sing praises. 5 Sing praises to the LORD with the lyre, with the lyre and the
sound of melody. 6 With trumpets and the sound of the horn make a joyful noise before
the King, the LORD. 7 Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; the world and those who live
in it. 8 Let the floods clap their hands; let the hills sing together for joy 9 at the presence
of the LORD, for he is coming to judge the earth. He will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with equity.
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Into the Scripture

Psalms are meant to be sung, and Psalm 98 makes clear
just what form of singing and jubilation might have been
common in ancient Israel—vocals, the lyre, trumpets,
and horns, and clapping hands. First Chronicles 15:16
confirms that the instruments listed were part of Biblical worship: “David also commanded the chiefs of the
Levites to appoint their kindred as singers to raise loud
sounds of joy on musical instruments, on harps and lyres
and cymbals.” Psalm 98, then, is a song about singing, jubilation, and instrumental accompaniment that
itself was meant to be sung and accompanied by music.
Indeed, it calls for a “new song” to be sung. How fitting,
then, that Psalm 98 has been set to music in one of the
most popular Christmas carols sung in churches across
the English-speaking world, “Joy to the World,” 24i553n
in 1719 by Isaac Watts as a hymn in his collection of
The Psalms of David. While that work fell into obscurity,
Lowell Mason set it to new music in 1836 and it became
a popular church hymn associated with Christmas,
even though that was not the intention of the original
composer.
Psalm 98 continues to be an important part of
both Jewish and Christian worship. It is one of the four
Psalms that form part of
the Kabbalat Shabbat service at the start of Shabbat
and thus forms an important weekly reminder of
the joy that God promises.
It is listed in the Mishna
as the final Psalm that
will be sung by the Jewish
people upon their final
redemption by God. Verse
3, “He has remembered
his steadfast love and
faithfulness to the house of Israel. All the ends of the
earth have seen the victory of our God,” also makes
an appearance as part of the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55),
Mary’s song upon the occasion of the visit with her
cousin Elizabeth, which forms a key component of worship in many liturgical Christian traditions. Thus, Psalm
98 comprises another thread that binds together the
traditions of Judaism and Christianity through its vivid
nature imagery and proclamation of redemption.

Celebrations of divine and
human kingship project
stability and good order.
Psalm 98’s mention of Judgment Day has much in
common with other ideas throughout the Hebrew Bible,
especially the “day of the Lord.” While the idea might
sound nice, it is used in the Prophets to denote a time of
judgment and wrath. Here, the judgment appears as a
vindication of the righteous, but judgment is not always
so jubilant. It was not for nothing that depictions of
Judgment Day were popular in the Middle Ages’ church
interiors.
Along with Psalms 47, 93, 96, 97, and 99, Psalm 98
comprises part of the “enthronement Psalms.” Not to
be confused with the so-called “royal psalms,” which
focus on the life of the king, enthronement Psalms
focus on God’s kingly rule over the world. The two are
linked—themes and images of God’s kingship imbue
mortal kingship with the sacred. As the Psalms were
composed during times of great crisis, these celebrations
of divine and human kingship project stability and good
order. Even so, some scholars, such as Nancy deClaisséWalford, have read these Psalms through a feminist lens
as instead focusing on God’s intimacy with and celebration of creation, even as all creation is called to the praise
of its Creator. Such enthronement Psalms might have
played a ritual role in a festival celebrating the enthronement of God that mirrored many contemporaneous
Near Eastern festivals that celebrated the rule of deities.
If the reader pays close attention, one can see a procession forming in the reading of this Psalm as different
musicians take their places.
Journeys
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Into the Lesson

Psalm 98 begins with a celebration of victory. God has
“done marvelous things” (vs. 1), and these things are not
solely internal but are able to be seen by all. The victory
is “known,” revealing God’s victory “in the sight of the
nations” (vs. 2), and verse 3 makes it clear that “All the
ends of the earth have seen the victory of our God.”
For these reasons, Tremper Longman III has argued
that the Psalm represents a “Divine Warrior victory
song celebrating the return of Yahweh the commander
of the heavenly hosts who is leading the Israelite army
back home after waging a victorious holy war.” While
such images were common in the ancient Near East,
such statements ought to give us pause. Do we want
God to be a victorious warrior over our enemies? While
those images tend to make me hesitant, the Bible is full
of declarations of God’s strong “right hand and holy
arm” (vs. 1). If there are places where I am longing to
see such a God show up, it is in vanquishing the sorts
of ills that prevent flourishing in our society: poverty,
stigma, white supremacy, and greed. Where do you want
God to show up in the way that God is presented in this
passage? Where do you ardently pray for divine victory?
We all have stories of where God has shown up in ways
that seem miraculous for us, and we likewise all possess
accounts of when we wanted God to show up but he did
not. The Psalmist encourages us to worship a God who
is active on our behalf.
From there, the imagery gets much more positive.
We are instructed to praise God with our mouths and
through musical instruments. What is not mentioned
here, but forms an important part of worship for some,

is dancing. Even David danced in praise of God! First
Samuel 6:14 says that “David danced before the
LORD with all his might,” and such dancing brought
the rebuke of at least one important person—Michal,
daughter of Saul. Such an exchange lends historical
grounding to the conflicts that can sometimes surface
within churches over the right way to worship God. But
Psalm 98 delights in the multiplicity of ways of proclaiming God’s goodness. It does not elevate one over
the other—it forms an ongoing procession of different
kinds of praise for a God who is strong to save. What
matters is not how we praise God, but that we do it. If
anything, Psalm 98 ought to encourage our creativity in
response to God’s love.
Finally, one of the most moving aspects of the Psalm
is its use of nature metaphors to emphasize that all of
creation is united in praise of its Creator. In addition to
musical instruments, the seas are commanded to “roar”
in praise of God’s rule, while the “floods clap their
hands” and “hills sing together for joy.” What a holy
imagination and a celebration of the creative impulse!
Anyone who has spent sufficient time in nature will
note that, while peaceful, it is rarely quiet. Sounds are a
part of the natural world, and the rich images of Psalm
98 ought to make us pause and consider the ways that
human activity allows or inhibits the praise of nature.

The Bible is full of declarations of God’s strong
“right hand and holy arm.”
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One way to think about carbon emissions and pollution
is that it mars creation and keeps the floods from clapping, the seas from roaring, and the hills from singing in
joy to their Creator. But sound pollution can also keep
those sounds from being heard.
As Christians, we ought to be increasingly concerned
about how to steward our earth, God’s great gift to
humanity. Recently we heard news that we have crossed
the “point of no return” with regards to carbon emissions, meaning that the time to stop irreparable damage
and global warming had passed. That was only part of
the story. The Yale Environmental Review notes that the
actions we take now can push that point of no return
forward to 2026, 2042, or even 2100. Governments and
people can still take action to protect our earth. How
are communities of faith a part of that process? We have
invaluable resources like Psalm 98 that literally make
the earth come alive in ways that resonate across a wide
section of society, but we oftentimes fail to connect such
ideas to environmental justice—that is a mistake.

Into Discipleship

We often think of praise and worship as things that we
do in church. While that is not incorrect, praise and
worship are also an internal orientation to our Creator. It
ought not to be a once-a-week activity, but rather ought
to suffuse the entirety of our Christian lives. “The world
and all those who live in it” are instructed to praise
God—that includes you! One way we can make praise
and worship a priority is by trying different activities
that place us in a worshipful frame of mind. Psalm 98
gives a great start for that by inviting us into a more
complex relationship with nature than we might currently possess. Spending time in nature and reflecting on
its resilience as well as its fragility can oftentimes make
us consider the God who made the earth and all who
dwell in it. While singing and playing instruments are
loud, visible signs of worship, worship practices can also
be quiet and invisible. What are some less obvious ways
that you can engage in praise and worship?
Part of becoming a more worshipful person is
shifting our attention. In a 2018 Pew Research survey,
60 percent of Americans admitted to sometimes being
too busy to enjoy life. While the research study did
not track whether or not people felt too busy for God,
being busy oftentimes crowds out our capacity for

joining God’s work in the world. One way to train our
attention on God is through a prayer journal, where
you write intimate thoughts and prayers to God, or
make a note of every time you experience beauty in the
natural world. You might also feel compelled to record
conversations in which God is made apparent to you
in unexpected ways. One of the difficulties I have had
in my life is seeing God at work, and journaling has
greatly enhanced my ability to both praise God and feel
accompanied by the divine.
One of the key aspects of Psalm 98 is its focus on
the victories that God has won, but the Christian life is
not lived from the sidelines as we watch God at work.
Through discipleship, we are invited to get in on the
action and participate in God’s active work in the world.
The Psalmist tells us that God is active, but are we?
Are we seeking out every opportunity to partner with
God in order to bring about God’s will? Oftentimes we
might say the Lord’s Prayer in a passive way, the force of
habit overshadowing the words and their meanings, but
the Lord’s Prayer is anything but passive. Noted New

We can see the use of
such imagination right here
in Psalm 98 with its vivid
images of floods, hills,
and all of nature united
in praise of God.
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Testament scholar N.T. Wright writes in Surprised by
Hope, “Jesus’s resurrection is the beginning of God’s new
project not to snatch people away from earth to heaven
but to colonize earth with the life of heaven. That, after
all, is what the Lord’s Prayer is about.” In the pivotal
notion of the Kingdom of God, Christians are invited
to imagine what the world would be like if God ruled
directly like Caesar, and then they are invited to work to
make the world look more like that vision.
That means that Christians have to have active,
vivid imaginations as they take the ethical principles of
the Bible and expand them outward to envision a world
in which God’s expansive love is experienced by our

world’s systems. If we read the Bible looking for answers,
we may be disappointed, but if we read it to make our
imaginations and our passions come alive, then we will
surely be met by God’s expansive love. How do you put
your imagination to use in your prayer life? One of the
ways that we can work on our imagination is through
writing or reading poetry. It does not have to be awardwinning for the symbols, sounds, and images of poetry
to put us in a different state of mind. We can see the use
of such imagination right here in Psalm 98 with its vivid
images of floods, hills, and all of nature united in praise
of God. It calls out for imitation, and we can only do
that through a holy imagination.

The Changing Church: Finding Your Way to God’s New Thing
By Daniel Cash and William H. Griffith
“Change in the church is difficult, in part, because commonly we stand too close
to understand how and why to move ahead. Authors Cash and Griffith do a
masterful job of the necessary weaving of scriptural insight, application of the
human sciences, and guidance for reflection that supports change. This is a
resource worthy of the time and conversation that will lead to missional change.”
—Gil Rendle, retired, Senior Consultant of
The Alban Institute and The Texas Methodist Foundation

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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Closing Prayer

Loving God, we praise you for the gift of imagination,
for the creativity that formed the basis for your creation
of the world. For we know that you are capital-C-Creativity. Help us to be nimble in our worship and prayer
with you and to feel anew the grace of our imaginations.
Amen.

Reflection Questions
Into the Scripture

What “new song” might you feel called to sing in
praise of God?
n If you were to choose a musical instrument with
which to praise God, what would you pick? Do you
associate a particular instrument with praise?
n

Journeys
Into the Lesson
Where do you want God to be victorious in our
world? Where are you praying for divine victory?
n What are some steps that we can take to more fully
allow nature to unite in praise of God?
n

Into Discipleship
When do you worship? How? What are some creative
ways that you can think of to worship God?
n How might you use your imagination to encounter
God in praise and worship?
n

Resources

Song to Consider
n

“Joy to the World” – Lowell Mason, John Rutter (arr.),
The Cambridge Singers, City of London Sinfonia:
https://youtu.be/GP1L-QgXWCg

Baptist Connections

Creation Care. It is what ABCUSA is all about. We are
“building a movement among Baptists that seeks peace,
justice, and reconciliation with all of God’s creation.”
Learn more about our concerns and solutions:
https://www.abc-usa.org/creation-justice/.
Also view the short video: “Life is About Choices” at
https://youtu.be/hgKSiD4d93k.
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Activity Ideas
Use your imaginations and try to come up with different metaphors for praise and worship of God. The
Psalmist uses nature liberally, but perhaps there are
different images or symbols that could be used. Try to
come up with as many as possible, perhaps including
technology. Take a look at Lindsey Funtik’s poem
posted below—what images are new to you, and what
resonates with you?
n Take a few minutes and make a prayer journal entry.
Writing to God can feel different than audible prayer.
If you feel comfortable, share your prayer. If not,
perhaps consider sharing in what ways it felt different
to write to God.
n

Poem: Praise in the Style of Psalm 98 by Lindsey Funtik
(Michael Woolf writes: Here, Lindsey Funtik develops
new images and metaphors for praise of God. I particularly am drawn to let the blades of grass flap their tiny
elbows. “According to the Talmud, every blade of grass
has its own angel bending over it, whispering, ‘Grow,
grow.’” —Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World.)
Let the rivers clap their hands,
let the sun dance a fiery polka,
and let the moon sing a soft-edged aria.
Let the waterfalls swoon,
let the clouds somersault,
and let the blades of grass flap their tiny elbows.
Let the raccoons drum with abandon,
let the butterflies fiddle,
and let the toads leap toward the North Star,
who smiles, eyes closed, enraptured.
Let it happen,
let it all happen
in praise,
in praise,
in praise.
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Devotional Scriptures

Year C Twenty-third Sunday after
Pentecost
Week of 11/13/22
Sunday 11/13/22
Isaiah 65:17-25 and Isaiah 12; Malachi 4:1-2a and
Psalm 98; 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13; Luke 21:5-19
Monday 11/14/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 76; Isaiah 60:17-22;
Ephesians 4:25–5:2
Complementary: Psalm 141; Ezekiel 11:14-25;
Ephesians 4:25–5:2
Tuesday 11/15/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 76; Isaiah 66:1-13;
1 Corinthians 10:23–11:1
Complementary: Psalm 141; Ezekiel 39:21–40:4;
1 Corinthians 10:23–11:1
Wednesday 11/16/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 76; Isaiah 66:14-24;
Matthew 23:37–24:14
Complementary: Psalm 141; Ezekiel 43:1-12;
Matthew 23:37–24:14
Thursday 11/17/22
Semi-continuous: Luke 1:68-79; Jeremiah 21:1-14;
Hebrews 9:23-28
Complementary: Psalm 46; 2 Chronicles 18:12-22;
Hebrews 9:23-28
Friday 11/18/22
Semi-continuous: Luke 1:68-79; Jeremiah 22:1-17;
1 Peter 1:3-9
Complementary: Psalm 46; Zechariah 11:1-17;
1 Peter 1:3-9
Saturday 11/19/22
Semi-continuous: Luke 1:68-79; Jeremiah 22:18-30;
Luke 18:15-17
Complementary: Psalm 46; Jeremiah 22:18-30;
Luke 18:15-17

ASSUR ANCE
God is with us

The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.
—PSA LM 46:7

Introduction

Death in the family, divorce, loss of a job, failure of a business—these are just some of the painful experiences
that shake the very foundations of our lives. Add to these very personal losses the shared effects of global
disasters like earthquakes, hurricanes, wildfire, and war. Is there a sure foundation on which we can build our
lives? Although composed centuries ago, Psalm 46 takes a sober look at the human experiences that upend our
lives, and the psalmist challenges us to ground our faith in Israel’s God, Lord of both the cosmos and human
history. The psalmist reminds us that The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.

Lesson Objectives

n To reflect together on how God is present in tumultuous times.
n To consider our response to God’s presence in times of great change.
n To celebrate the power of music in our lives as Christian disciples.

Psalm 46 NRSV
1 God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 2 Therefore we will not fear,
though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; 3 though
its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult. Selah 4 There is a
river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High. 5 God
is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when the morning dawns.
6 The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts. 7 The
LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. Selah 8 Come, behold the works
of the LORD; see what desolations he has brought on the earth. 9 He makes wars cease to
the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire.
10 “Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the
earth.” 11 The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. Selah
Journeys
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Into the Scripture

At some point in the transmission of the Psalms, they
were organized into five books (or groupings) as follows:
I. Psalms 1–41
II. Psalms 42–72
III. Psalms 73–89
IV. Psalms 90–106
V. Psalms 107–150
The last psalm in each of the first four books ends
with a kind of doxology (see 41:13; 72:18-19; 89:52;
106:48), signaling the conclusion of that section. So, for
example, Psalm 41 ends with these words in verse 13:
Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel from everlasting to everlasting. Amen and Amen.
The final psalm, Psalm 150, is a praise psalm that
brings the canonical collection to a close with the words
“Praise the Lord!” Some scholars have speculated that
this grouping was made in an effort to synchronize
the Psalms with the first five books of the Bible (the
Pentateuch). However, there is no scholarly consensus
on this claim. There are several genres of psalms, including laments (individual and community), thanksgivings (individual and community), hymns of praise
(including songs of Zion), royal psalms, and wisdom
or torah psalms. Psalm
46 is a hymn of praise,
specifically a song of Zion.
It celebrates Jerusalem as
the special place of God’s
presence.
Traditionally, many
psalms have been associated with King David.
However, other attributions include Asaph and
the Sons of Korah. The
headings of many of the psalms indicate that they were
to be performed with music. Two of the most common
designations are “psalm” (Heb: mizmor) and “song”
(Heb: shir); Psalm 46 is identified as a song. The NRSV
translates the heading as “To the leader. Of the Korahites. According to Alamoth. A Song.” The meaning
of the Hebrew word alamoth is obscure in this context.
It may be translated “maidens,” which would suggest
that the psalm be sung by high-pitched voices. While
our English language Bibles do not include this heading
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Psalms have been part
of the corporate worship
experience of Jews and
Christians over the
centuries.
as one of eleven verses, the Hebrew text lists it as the
first of twelve verses. The heading serves as a reminder
that the Psalms have been part of the corporate worship
experience of Jews and Christians over the centuries. The
word translated “leader” undoubtedly refers to the music
director of a choir.
Structurally, this psalm is comprised of the heading
and three stanzas. The first stanza of Psalm 46 is verses
1-3. The theme of the psalm is declared in the first verse:
“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help
in trouble.” Then the psalmist moves to the Creator’s
rule over nature. With language reminiscent of an
earthquake, the text assures the faithful that we need not
fear because God is here. The second stanza is verses 4-7.
The psalmist rejoices in God’s presence in the midst of
the city.
Verse 6 points out the turbulent international
scene: “The nations are in an uproar; the kingdoms
totter . . . .” We are assured that no matter what may
come, God is with us. Verse 7 is the refrain that will
be repeated in vs. 11: “The Lord of hosts is with us;
the God of Jacob is our refuge.” Aware that there
is no river in Jerusalem, readers may be perplexed by
verse 4: “There is a river whose streams make glad the
city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High.”

However, this is language symbolic of the stream of
God’s life-giving presence among God’s people. From a
much later era, Revelation 22:1 paints a similar picture.
The third stanza is contained in verses 8-11. The
psalmist’s attention turns to consideration of God’s role
in war and peace. Verse 8 invites the reader to see that
God is active in world affairs: “Come, behold the works
of the Lord; see what desolations he has brought on
the earth.” This mention of a scene of desolation may
recall the failed Assyrian attempt to conquer Jerusalem.
Verse 8 would be a reminder of the desolation of the
battlefield the morning after. Verse 9 seems to call us
back to God’s desire for peace in the world: “He makes
wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow
and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire.”
God’s voice is heard in verse 10: “Be still, and
know . . .” The third stanza ends in verse 11 with the
reassuring refrain: “The Lord of hosts is with us; the
God of Jacob is our refuge.”

Into the Lesson

Psalm 46 is a song. Appropriately, it begins with instructions for singing it in worship: “For the director of
music. Of the Sons of Korah. According to alamoth.
A song.” This heading is more than a throwaway line
before the real content begins. Music can be the avenue
of God’s Spirit moving in our spiritual lives together.
One of the challenges to congregational life during the
COVID-19 pandemic has been the constraints placed
on musical expression in the church—either because of
technological challenges or due to the need for safety
protocols.

Psalm 46 begins with a contemplation of natural
disaster. The ancient Hebrew cosmology understood
the mountains to be rooted in the heart of the sea. The
mountains were the pillars holding the sky itself in place.
The psalmist mentions the threat to the mountains
twice in the first stanza. Envisioning chaos threatening
to overtake the natural order, this song affirms that
God is both ruler of all nature and the Lord of history:
“Therefore we will not fear though the earth should
change” (vs. 2).
There are earthquakes in our lives which do not pull
the earth apart but are just as unsettling. The death of
a loved one, the loss of a job, a health crisis, the end of
a significant relationship—these can all shake the very
foundations of our faith that God is with us. Through
the rumbling and shaking of our own earthquakes, the
psalmist assures us that God is our refuge and strength,
a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not
fear, though the earth should change. Walter Brueggemann and William Bellinger write, “The opening words
of Psalm 46 were frequently heard in the United States
following the events of September 11, 2001. The words
provided comfort and hope in the God of refuge in the
midst of what was for many a chaotic time.”1
The Psalms speak not only to our individual condition or the condition of our congregations, but also

Music can be the avenue of God’s Spirit moving in
our spiritual lives together.
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proclaim God’s reign in a world suffering from international turmoil and the devastation of war. While the first
stanza of today’s text begins with an assurance of God’s
presence even in the midst of natural disaster, the second
and third stanzas proclaim God’s active presence in the
geo-political arena: The nations are in an uproar; the
kingdoms totter; he utters his voice; the earth melts
(vs. 6). He makes wars cease to the end of the earth;
he breaks the bow and shatters the spear; he burns
the shields with fire (vs. 9). This language of disruption
describing the international order connects to the words
used in the first stanza where mountains shake and
tremble and waters roar.
United Nations Secretary-General (1953-1961) Dag
Hammarskjöld traveled tirelessly in pursuit of international peace. It was on a peacemaking mission in 1961
in Africa that his plane crashed, and he and the other
passengers all perished. The Psalms provided a vision of
universal justice to Hammarskjöld the peacemaker. One
writer observes, “On his travels around the world Hammarskjöld always took three items with him. These items
were found in his briefcase that was recovered after the
plane crash that took his life in September 1961: a copy
of the New Testament, a copy of the Psalms and a copy
of the United Nations Charter. The Charter was and is a
plan that needs effective leadership if it is to be anything
more than a sketch on paper, or a memorial to a man
who gave his life in an effort to make it work”2
The Lord of hosts works to end the scourge of war
and seeks people to join the cause of peace. He makes
wars cease to the ends of the earth. He breaks the
bow and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with
fire. The refrain in verses 7 and 11 affirms that God
is with us. The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of
Jacob is our refuge (vss. 7, 11). Eugene Peterson’s The
Message paraphrases it this way: Jacob-wrestling God
fights for us, God-of-Angel-Armies protects us. This is
the promise of Immanuel—God-with-us.
Undoubtedly the original listeners heard in Psalm 46
a celebration of God’s presence in Jerusalem. However,
while the psalm celebrates Zion as the special focus of
God’s presence, the psalm affirms that it is God, not a
fortified city, that provides a reason for calm assurance.
Christians have seen in the story of Jesus of Nazareth the
fulfillment of God-with-us in a new way.
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Into Discipleship

As we have seen, the superscription to Psalm 46 serves
to remind us that this psalm is a song that was to be
sung in worship. Music is an important nutrient for our
spiritual lives together.
When my wife and I were called to serve a church
in New England in the 1980s, we scheduled our installation service so that numerous friends and colleagues
could attend. The members of our congregation made
sure that our church building and grounds were presentable for our guests. We made plans for refreshments
afterwards. And almost as an afterthought, we arranged
for a harpist to play the prelude at the beginning of the
service.
The big evening arrived. Large coffee urns were
plugged in, and bright lights for videotaping were turned
on—when, suddenly, the power in half the church
went out! All our careful planning had not foreseen this
predicament. But our harpist, our angel from heaven,
continued playing hymns. Downstairs, workers from the
power company labored to restore power. It seemed to
take a long time, but the harpist continued to play. As
she did so, a great calmness of spirit settled on those of
us waiting in the sanctuary. Her harp music helped us
to move from anxiety and frustration to waiting on the
Lord together. “Be still and know that I am God!”

The psalm celebrates
Zion as the special focus
of God’s presence.

I awoke early one morning in 1971 in my dormitory
at the University of Redlands. My bed was shaking. Not
yet fully awake, I told myself that the shaking must be
due to one of the large transport planes from Norton
Air Force Base that was flying low. But, no, the shaking
continued, and I knew that C-130s did not hover like
a helicopter. Suddenly it registered in my sleepy brain.
This is an earthquake! I tried to think of what to do to
find safety. Should I run down three flights of stairs and
out the door? Or should I stand in my doorway? Just as I
was about to run out of my room, the shaking subsided.
That 1971 San Fernando earthquake left many people
traumatized by the realization that the ground beneath
our feet is not always to be trusted.
How should we handle the earth-shaking events
of life? Certainly, when scary things are happening,
sometimes we need to act quickly. If the house is on fire,
we need to get out. However, many of life’s experiences
are not like a house on fire. My supervisor in Clinical
Pastoral Education once pointed out to our group that
in high-anxiety experiences in a hospital setting, for
example, the tendency is to want to speed things up.
But, he cautioned, those are precisely the times when we
need to try to slow things down. “Be still, and know
that I am God!”

Psalm 46 may sound like a summary of our current news. Regularly we learn of massive changes in the
natural world that affect our entire planet. Added to such
distressing news is the sad reality of violence at home and
abroad. Look again at verse 9: He makes wars cease to
the ends of the earth. He breaks the bow and shatters
the spear; he burns the shields with fire.
Clearly, God’s direction for us is towards peace. Psalm
46 is all about God’s presence, but can we see God’s presence even in the midst of war? In his Second Inaugural
Address, President Abraham Lincoln offered his hard-won
perspective on this question to the effect that our nation
was perhaps reaping what had been sown by the brutality
of slavery over the years before the Civil War.
The assurance of God’s everywhere-presence in Psalm
46 comes to us as both gift and task. Because we have
the assurance that the Lord of hosts is with us no matter
what, let us join in doing God’s work in our world.
Notes
1. Walter Brueggemann and William H. Bellinger, Jr., Psalms (New
Cambridge Bible Commentary) (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2014), 219.
2. Dorothy V. Jones, “The Example of Dag Hammarskjöld: Style and
Effectiveness at the UN,” The Christian Century 111, 32 (Nov. 9,
1994), 1050.

Journeys

97

Closing Prayer

Gracious God, you are ever present in our lives. Today
we claim the promise of the psalmist, who sang, “The
Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our
refuge.” Sometimes it seems that the very foundations of
our lives are being shaken, O Lord. In times of personal
loss and great uncertainty, be our refuge and strength
each day, we pray. For those places in our world suffering
the pain of violence and war, we pray, O Lord of Hosts,
that you would make wars cease to the end of the earth.
Grant that we might learn what it means to be still and
know that you are God. Send us forth to live as the
answer to the world’s prayers for peace, we pray. In Jesus’
name. Amen.

Reflection Questions
Into the Scripture

We have learned that there are a number of different
types of psalms including laments both individual
and corporate, psalms of thanksgiving and praise, and
general hymns.
n Which psalms have spoken to you most powerfully
over the years?

98

Journeys

Journeys
n

In verses 8-11, the psalmist’s attention turns to consideration of God’s role in war and peace. What do you
understand God’s attitude to be towards war, then
and now?

Into the Lesson

Psalm 46:6-9 paints a picture of war and international
turmoil. In that context we hear the Lord of history
command, “Be still, and know that I am God!” A
similar truth lies behind Isaiah 40:31: “But those who
wait for the Lord shall renew their strength. . . .”
Some have pointed out that when God says “Wait!” God
does not mean to loiter.
n What are some practical ways that disciples of Christ
can be still before God, and yet be part of God’s answer
to the great human need in the world around us?
n Many in our country found courage in the words of
Psalm 46 in the days after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Can you remember what you were
doing when you heard the news? What strengthened
your spirit and calmed your fears?

Into Discipleship

The psalmist celebrated Jerusalem as the city of God,
a focal point of God’s presence in the world. The city
with its temple was a sacred space of refuge and hope
for God’s people. Baptists do not have consecrated
space, but our camp and conference grounds and our
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Devotional Scriptures

church buildings become sacred spaces where generations
encounter the presence of God in a special way.
Year C Reign of Christ Sunday
n Discuss with your group the places and times where
Week of 11/20/22
each one has been touched by God in a powerful way.
Sunday 11/20/22
The Psalms have been read by the faithful for centuries.
Jeremiah 23:1-6 and Luke 1:68-79; Jeremiah 23:1-6 and
Many of them were meant for corporate worship and
Psalm 46; Colossians 1:11-20; Luke 23:33-43
have been sung in Jewish and Christian worship settings.
Monday 11/21/22
Music has great power not only to soothe a troubled
Semi-continuous: Psalm 117; Jeremiah 30:1-17;
spirit but also to help people connect with each other.
Revelation 21:5-27
n Share with your group the kind of music that rouComplementary: Psalm 24; Jeremiah 46:18-28;
tinely lifts your spirits. What music has especially
Revelation 21:5-27
touched you when you were going through a difficult
time in your life?
Tuesday 11/22/22
Semi-continuous: Psalm 117; Jeremiah 30:18-24;
Revelation 22:8-21
Complementary: Psalm 24; Isaiah 33:17-22;
Songs to Consider
Revelation 22:8-21
n “A Mighty Fortress,” sung by Michael Smith:
Wednesday 11/23/22
https://youtu.be/N8M78bLEHow
Semi-continuous: Psalm 117; Jeremiah 31:1-6; Luke 1:1-4
n “Be Still, My Soul,” sung by A cappella - Eclipse 6:
Complementary: Psalm 24; Isaiah 60:8-16; Luke 1:1-4
https://youtu.be/kqKVFYD8Obc
Thursday 11/24/22 Thanksgiving Day
n Psalm 46 – “Lord of Hosts,” by Shane & Shane:
Deuteronomy 26:1-11 and Psalm 100; Philippians 4:4-9;
https://youtu.be/2emelR7lGmw
John 6:25-35; Psalm 122; Daniel 9:15-19; James 4:1-10

Resources

For Further Reading
Reflection on the Psalms by C. S. Lewis. HarperOne
Publishing.
n Praying the Psalms by Walter Brueggemann. Cascade
Books.
n

Friday 11/25/22
Psalm 122; Genesis 6:1-10; Hebrews 11:1-7
Saturday 11/26/22
Psalm 122; Genesis 6:11-22; Matthew 24:1-22

The Formation of a People: Christian Education and the African American Church
By Carmichael Crutchfield
“With an almost unrivaled breadth of understanding of the church and its
educational ministry, Crutchfield offers this book, filled with critical and creative
nuggets that remind us all of our holy calling to be transformed continually and
to call others to transformation. This resource stands ready to help faithful church
leaders form disciples who love neighbor, live compassion, and work with an
uncompromising tenacity for justice.”
—Rev. Dr. Denise Janssen, Associate Professor of Christian Education,
Samuel DeWitt Proctor School of Theology, Virginia Union University

800-458-3766 | judsonpress.com
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JOY

the house of the Lord
“Peace be within your walls, and security within your towers.”
—PSA LM 122:7

Introduction

Psalm 122 invites us to celebrate the joy of belonging to God and to God’s people. The psalm is one of
the fifteen Songs of Ascent, sung or recited by people on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Like the pilgrims of the
psalmist’s day, we are invited to reflect on the pilgrim nature of our journey together, remembering our common story of Christ’s saving work for us. Today begins the season of Advent, the beginning of the church
year. It is a time when we look back in remembrance on the arrival of the Savior in human history and look
forward in hope as we await the arrival of God’s full reign on Earth. Our waiting is active expectation as we
seek to live as people of God’s peace in our needy world.

Lesson Objectives

n To gain a deeper understanding of the place of Psalm 122 in the Songs of Ascent.
n To reflect on the psalmist’s vision of peace and justice in the City of God.
n To consider the pilgrim nature of our Christian life together.

Psalm 122 NRSV
1 I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to the house of the LORD!” 2 Our feet are
standing within your gates, O Jerusalem. 3 Jerusalem built as a city that is bound firmly
together. 4 To it the tribes go up, the tribes of the LORD, as was decreed for Israel, to give
thanks to the name of the LORD. 5 For there the thrones for judgment were set up, the
thrones of the house of David. 6 Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: “May they prosper who
love you. 7 Peace be within your walls, and security within your towers.” 8 For the sake
of my relatives and friends I will say, “Peace be within you.” 9 For the sake of the house of
the LORD our God, I will seek your good.
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Into the Scripture

As we learned in last week’s lesson, the Book of Psalms
is organized into five books. Psalm 122 is contained in
the fifth book (Psalms 107–150) and is one of the Psalms
of Zion. Within the fifth book, however, there is an
additional grouping of fifteen psalms: Psalms 120–134.
These are the Songs of Ascent, which have a theme of
pilgrimage.
In the book of Deuteronomy, a pilgrimage was
prescribed for the men of Israel three times a year:
“Three times a year all your males shall appear before
the Lord your God at the place that he will choose:
at the Festival of Unleavened Bread, at the Festival of
Weeks, and at the Festival of Booths” (Deuteronomy
16:16a). When the tribes are referenced in 122:4, it is
this call to pilgrimage that is envisioned: To [Jerusalem]
the tribes go up, the tribes of the Lord, as was decreed
for Israel, to give thanks to the name of the Lord.
There is a progression from the feeling of exile and
alienation in Psalm 120 to hopeful contemplation of
God’s presence on the pilgrim journey in Psalm 121.
Then the experience of great joy upon arrival in Jerusalem is captured powerfully in Psalm 122:1: “I was
glad when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of
the Lord!’ Our feet are
standing within your
gates, O Jerusalem.” The
physical attributes of Jerusalem are highlighted in
this psalm: gates (vs. 2), a
city bound firmly together
(vs. 3), thrones (vs. 5),
walls (vs. 7), towers (vs. 7),
and house of the Lord
(vss. 1 and 9). This urban
scenery itself has become
part of the joyful experience of arrival for the psalmist.
The heading provided by the NRSV (“Song of
Praise and Prayer for Jerusalem”) does not appear in the
Hebrew text. The superscription to Psalm 122 reads, A
Song of Ascents. Of David—and is part of the first
verse in the Hebrew text. The word translated “Ascents”
(Heb: ma'aloth) indicates the “going up” to Jerusalem
undertaken by pilgrims. Like Psalm 46, this psalm is
designated as a “song” (Heb: shir), and it is associated
with David.

Scenery itself has
become part of the joyful
experience of arrival
for the psalmist.
The word “house” (Heb: beth) occurs three times
in Psalm 122 (vss. 1, 5, and 9). In verses 1 and 9, it is
the house of the Lord that is named. In verse 5, it is the
house of David. The word “house” can refer to a building, to a dynasty, or to a community. The reference to
“the house of David” and “the thrones of the house of
David” in verse 5 is tied to the need for justice, which
is to be the central work of the king: For there the
thrones for judgment were set up, the thrones of the
house of David.
The word translated “judgment” (Heb: mishpat) in
verse 5 is the word often rendered “justice” (e.g., Amos
5:15; 1 Samuel 8:3). The psalmist sets the source of
the king’s authority firmly within the reality of God’s
reign. Jerusalem’s very name contains the root shalom.
The peace of the city is referenced three times in verse 6
through 9 as the psalmist urges prayers for peace as well
as benedictions of peace. A cluster of related words in
these verses underscores the hope for peace or well-being.
Verse 6b expresses the wish that those who love the
city may prosper or be at ease (Heb: shlh). Verse 7 says,
“Peace be within your walls and security within your
towers.” The word translated “security” (Heb: shalvah)
may also be translated “ease,” “quietness.”
This call for peace contrasts sharply with the statement
at the end of Psalm 120 at the outset of the pilgrimage:
Too long have I had my dwelling among those who
hate peace. I am for peace, but when I speak, they are
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for war. In contrast to that sentiment, Psalm 122:8 ends
on a note of peace: “For the sake of my relatives and
friends I will say, ‘Peace be within you.’”

Into the Lesson

As we learned earlier, Psalm 122 is one of the fifteen pilgrim psalms (Psalms 120–134). Appropriately, this psalm
is a reading for the first Sunday in Advent, the beginning
of the church year, as we begin the journey towards
Christmas. The tone is one of great joy. One commentator has written “The entire song overflows with joy over
Jerusalem—being there, contemplating its significance,
and praying for its peace.”1 Perhaps the most widely
accepted outline of the psalm is a division into three sections (e.g., see both NRSV and NIV): 122:1-2; 122:3-5;
and 122:6-9. However, other divisions are possible.2 For
example, Donald Williams, focusing on the theme of joy,
divides the psalm into two sections: the Release of Joy
(122:1-5) and the Response of Joy (122:6-9).3
Pilgrims may have sung this psalm as they journeyed
in joy and hope to the city of Jerusalem and the Temple.
We, too, are on a pilgrimage as Christ’s disciples. But
what can it mean for those of us who are Christ’s followers today to be a pilgrim people? One of the definitions of
“pilgrim” from Webster’s Dictionary is this: “A person who
passes through life as if in exile from a heavenly homeland or in search of it or of some high goal (as truth).”4
But our Christian pilgrimage entails more than a sense of
exile from the present or a mere longing for the past.
Pilgrimages are undertaken for many reasons: seeking healing and peace, an attempt to make amends, or to
do penance. Whether by foot or car, plane or train, the
journey is more than the process of getting from point

A to point B. A wise pilgrim realizes that the journey is
essential to the pilgrimage. The journey teaches us about
ourselves.5 The psalm alternates between singular and
plural pronouns. “I was glad.” “Let us go . . . Our feet
are standing . . .” The community nature of the pilgrimage is celebrated in verse 4, where we are told this: To
[Jerusalem] the tribes go up, the tribes of the Lord, as
was decreed for Israel, to give thanks to the name of
the Lord.
Referring to the tribes, the psalmist is celebrating
both the reality of belonging as well as the history of
God’s involvement with the people of Israel. They were
a diverse group of people united by a common narrative.
More important than knowing where they were from,
they knew who they were from. We sometimes hear that
tribalism is tearing apart the social fabric of our nation
and that we have lost our common narrative. It is even
more important that we who belong to Christ pledge our
primary allegiance to the Prince of Peace and his ways of
inclusion, justice, and compassion.
The word rendered “decreed” (NRSV) is variously
translated “statute” (NIV), or “testimony” (KJV). The
word in question (ʿēd̲ ût̲ ) may also be translated “community,” which would yield “the community of Israel.”6
However the word is translated, the purpose of the
pilgrimage is clear. The community is to give thanks (or
praise) to the name of the Lord. Even more, the words
we say or sing to praise God must align with our behavior towards the neighbors.

The words we say or sing to praise God must align
with our behavior.
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We saw earlier that the word “peace” occurs three
times in verses 6 through 9. Look again at verse 5:
“There [in Jerusalem] stand the thrones for judgment [or justice], the thrones of the house of David.”
This pilgrim psalm binds peace and justice together in
the city of God. In verse 6, the psalmist issues a call to
prayer for the peace of Jerusalem.
As noted earlier, the name “Jerusalem” contains
within it the root of the word shalom (peace, wholeness, well-being). The name of the city ends verse 2 as
the psalmist addresses the city itself. Then the name
“Jerusalem” begins the second section in verse 3, where
the purpose of justice is held up. Psalm 122 challenges the
pilgrims and the city itself to live up to its name. Jerusalem
is a city that is sacred to Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam. But there has been little peace in Jerusalem and
the surrounding territory throughout the centuries. In
fact, Luke tells us that Jesus wept over the city (Luke
19:41-44) for lack of peace. What would it mean for pilgrims of Christ to seek peace and justice for Jerusalem?
And even more, what does it mean for us to seek peace
and justice in our own cities?

Into Discipleship

I grew up in a pastor’s family, and we spent a lot of time
at church. There was Sunday School, and Sunday morning worship, and Sunday evening worship, Wednesday
evening Bible study, and later Baptist Youth Fellowship.
I confess that I was not always glad when they said to
me, “Let us go to the house of the Lord.” But for the
most part, church was a nurturing and joyful place for
me. However, we must be honest. Others have not had
the same experience. Some churches have not been welcoming places for those who differ in some way, whether
by skin color, sexual orientation, appearance, or political
affiliation. Yet, we are called to be an inviting people:
“Let us go to the house of the Lord!”
My aging father called me at work one day and
announced, “I am back!” “I am glad to hear that. But
where did you go?” I asked. Dad told me how he had
travelled home to Bay City, Michigan, the city of his
childhood. He went in search of people he had known in
the past and places that had meant a great deal to him.
The home where he had grown up was still standing,
although it looked smaller somehow. His elementary
school had been torn down in the intervening years and

something new put in its place. Many of the people he
had known had passed away or no longer lived in that
town. He found an old schoolmate living in a nursing
home, and they had a conversation.
My father’s visit to his hometown was a pilgrimage
of sorts, an attempt to reconnect with his past. Places
from our past became special not only because of the
space they inhabited but even more from the events
and relationships that came to be. Sometimes we go on
backwards-looking pilgrimages hoping to recapture the
past, but disappointment may await us at our destination. Traditionally, during Advent we are invited not
only to look back in remembrance on the wondrous
birth of Jesus. We are also challenged to look forward in
hope to the coming of God’s everywhere-reign on Earth,
which is symbolized in our hope for Christ’s Second
Coming.
With an eye to God’s reign among us, the psalmist
urges us to pray for the peace of Jerusalem (122:6a). In
fact, peace is invoked three times in verses 6 through 9:
Pray for the peace of Jerusalem . . . Peace be within
your walls . . . For the sake of my relatives and
friends I will say, “Peace be within you.”
Americans have repeatedly been shocked by mass
shootings in our country. Add to that the violence that
occurs repeatedly in our cities and towns but is less
well-publicized. According to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, firearm deaths are “a significant and growing public health problem in the United

May we move beyond
“thoughts and prayers”
and be doers.
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States.”7 Confronted with such violence, we often assure
one another that our thoughts and prayers are with
the victims and the community affected. But when we
pray for peace in our cities, as the psalmist urged God’s
people to do, are we prepared to be employed by God as
the answer to our prayers for peace?
The Epistle of James reminded early Christians of
the importance of compassionate action that matches
our loving words: What good is it, my brothers and
sisters, if someone claims to have faith but does not
have works? Surely that faith cannot save, can it? If
a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food and
one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm
and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their
bodily needs, what is the good of that? So, faith by

itself, if it has no works, is dead (James 2:14-17). May
we move beyond “thoughts and prayers” and be doers of
God’s word and not hearers only.
Notes
1. James Mays, Psalms (Westminster John Knox Press: Louisville, 2011),
Psalm 122.
2. J. Clinton McCann, Jr., New Interpreter’s Bible Vol. IV, “The Book of
Psalms” (Abingdon Press: Nashville, 1996), 1183.
3. Donald M. Williams, The Preacher’s Commentary Vol 14: Psalms
73-150 (Thomas Nelson: Nashville, 2002), Psalm 122.
4. “Pilgrim,” Merriam-Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, Merriam-Webster,
https://unabridged.merriam-webster.com/unabridged/pilgrim. Accessed
21 Jun. 2022.
5. “We Are a Pilgrim People,” https://diocesan.com/we-are-a-pilgrimpeople/, 2022.
6. UBS Handbook, Old Testament, Psalm 122.
7. https://www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/firearm-deaths/index.html

Are we prepared to be employed by God as the
answer to our prayers?
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Closing Prayer

O Lord, our God, surprise us with your joy this Advent
season. Walk with us daily along our pilgrim journey
and renew the hope that is ours as disciples of the Risen
Christ, we pray. Today we ask that you bless the cities and
towns in which we live. And make us your agents of peace
for we pray in the name of the Prince of Peace. Amen.

Reflection Questions
Into the Scripture

The psalm begins with an expression of joy upon
arrival in Jerusalem, possibly to celebrate one of the
feasts mentioned in Deuteronomy 16:16. Which days
of the Christian calendar especially fill you with joy as
you enter the worship space with God’s people? What
is it that contributes to that joyous experience?
n Psalm 122 speaks of the house of the Lord, the house
of David, and the tribes of the Lord, emphasizing the
n

belongings of the pilgrims. Make a list of your belongings: parent of X, spouse of Y, member of this church,
employee of the ABC organization, follower of Jesus.
How do these belongings relate to each other in your
life?

Into the Lesson
The psalmist encouraged hearers to pray for the peace
of Jerusalem. As we pray for our own city, how can we
put our prayers into action? What does your church
do to help create a greater sense of well-being for all
who live in your community?
n The pilgrims who traveled to Jerusalem to the sound
of Psalm 122 shared a common narrative, the story of
God’s great deliverance in the exodus. Their national
and religious stories were one and the same. Because
we have separation of church and state, our national
and faith stories differ. Our Christian story is the
good news of God’s saving work in Jesus Christ. Discuss how you understand the relationship between our
two stories—national and religious—in the United
States.
n

Into Discipleship
If you have traveled back to a place from your past
that meant a great deal to you, share with the class
how you felt upon arrival. What had changed? What
had remained the same as you remembered it?
n Share with the class what your experience has been
when visiting a church other than your own. What
did the people in that church do to make you feel
welcome or unwelcome? What does your church do to
provide a welcoming and inviting experience for all?
n

Resources

Songs to Consider
Psalm 122 – “I rejoiced when I heard them say Let us go
to the house of the Lord,” with Steven C Warner:
https://youtu.be/PLcswX13zNY
n “Peace I Leave with You, My Friends,” by Ray Repp:
https://youtu.be/gDHh3zscRSM
n
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n

“Joyful in the House of Prayer,” by James Montgomery.
Meter: 6.6.8.6. Copyright: Public domain.
Familiar Tunes: DENNIS, FESTAL SONG, ST.
THOMAS
1 Glad was my heart to hear my old companions say,
Come, in the house of God appear, for ‘tis an holy
day.
2 Thither the tribes repair, where all are wont to
meet,
And joyful in the house of prayer bend at the
mercy-seat.
3 Pray for Jerusalem, the city of our God;
The Lord from heaven be kind to them that love the
dear abode.
4 Within these walls may peace and harmony be
found;
Zion, in all thy palaces prosperity abound!
5 For friends and brethren dear, our prayers shall
never cease;
Oft as they meet for worship here, God send His
people peace!

For Further Reading
Journey Through the Psalms by Dr. Denise Dombkowski
Hopkins. “Dr. Hopkins examines how the Psalms
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formed the worship of ancient synagogues and the
earliest churches and how they can do the same for our
churches today” (Chalice Press).

Devotional Scriptures
Year A First Sunday of Advent
Week of 11/27/22

Sunday 11/27/22
Isaiah 2:1-5; Psalm 122; Romans 13:11-14;
Matthew 24:36-44
Monday 11/28/22
Psalm 124; Genesis 8:1-19; Romans 6:1-11
Tuesday 11/29/22
Psalm 124; Genesis 9:1-17; Hebrews 11:32-40
Wednesday 11/30/22
Psalm 124; Isaiah 54:1-10; Matthew 24:23-35
Thursday 12/01/22
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19; Isaiah 4:2-6; Acts 1:12-17, 21-26
Friday 12/02/22
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19; Isaiah 30:19-26; Acts 13:16-25
Saturday 12/03/22
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19; Isaiah 40:1-11; John 1:19-28

To Live in God: Daily Reflections with Walter Rauschenbusch
by Dennis L. Johnson
“This collection of devotional thoughts and prayers of Walter Rauschenbusch is
truly lovely. The volume can be used for personal spiritual purposes, but also it is of
profound historical and theological interest. It is an important addition to an urgent
conversation today about what it really means to be a follower of Jesus.”
—Rev. Dr. David P. Gushee, Distinguished University Professor of Christian Ethics,
Director, Center for Theology & Public Life, Mercer University;
Past President, American Academy of Religion & Society of Christian Ethics
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Learn how to
lead like Christ
in every area
of life.
There is no better model of leadership than Christ. So, when we seek to lead like Christ, what
does that really mean? This book offers a way of thinking about and employing leadership
that prioritizes character and principles over a checklist of things to do to be a good leader.
It focuses on who a Christian leader should be—both inside and outside of the church.
Discover the keys to Christian leadership that unlock the possibilities for the transformative
work of the Spirit to do a new thing, in and through you, if you make yourself available and do
the work, including:
n

Call

n

Compassion

n

Clarity

n

Care

n

Character

n

Consequences of Bad Leadership

n

Courage

n

Credibility

n

Conviction

n

Cultivating Christian Leadership

n

Commitment

|

|
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Building Lasting Bridges:
An Updated Handbook for
Intercultural Mission

Kathryn Choy-Wong, Lucia Ann McSpadden,
and Dale M. Weatherspoon

NEW

Take a journey of self-awareness,
learning new tools and effective
skills for building authentic lasting
relationships across differences.

This book will open doors for you to continue to grow in your
understanding of yourself as an ethnic or cultural being as well as
give you a deeper appreciation, sensitivity, and respect for others. With
God’s guidance and your own commitment, you can truly build bridges
among God’s human diversity toward a beloved community.
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