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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for August 27, 2017 

Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost Proper 16 
 

THE READINGS 
First Reading: Exodus 1:8-2:10 Alternate Isaiah 51:1-6 

8 Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. 9 He said to his 
people, “Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and more powerful than we. 10 Come, 
let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will increase and, in the event of war, join our 
enemies and fight against us and escape from the land.”  

11 Therefore they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor. They 
built supply cities, Pithom and Rameses, for Pharaoh. 12 But the more they were oppressed, 
the more they multiplied and spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites.  

13 The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the Israelites, 14 and made their 
lives bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field labor. They were 
ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed on them.  

15 The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named 
Shiphrah and the other Puah, 16 “When you act as midwives to the Hebrew women, and see 
them on the birthstool, if it is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, she shall live.”  

17 But the midwives feared God; they did not do as the king of Egypt commanded 
them, but they let the boys live.  

18 So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, “Why have you 
done this, and allowed the boys to live?”  

19 The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not like the 
Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them.”  

20 So God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and became very 
strong. 21 And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families. 22 Then Pharaoh 
commanded all his people, “Every boy that is born to the Hebrews you shall throw into the 
Nile, but you shall let every girl live.” 

2:1 Now a man from the house of Levi went and married a Levite woman. 2 The 
woman conceived and bore a son; and when she saw that he was a fine baby, she hid him 
three months. 3 When she could hide him no longer she got a papyrus basket for him, and 
plastered it with bitumen and pitch; she put the child in it and placed it among the reeds on 
the bank of the river. 4 His sister stood at a distance, to see what would happen to him. 5 The 
daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe at the river, while her attendants walked beside the 
river. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maid to bring it. 6 When she opened 
it, she saw the child. He was crying, and she took pity on him, “This must be one of the 
Hebrews' children,” she said.  

7 Then his sister said to Pharaoh's daughter, “Shall I go and get you a nurse from the 
Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?”  

8 Pharaoh's daughter said to her, “Yes.” So the girl went and called the child's mother.  
9 Pharaoh's daughter said to her, “Take this child and nurse it for me, and I will give 

you your wages.”  
So the woman took the child and nursed it. 10 When the child grew up, she brought 



2 

 

him to Pharaoh's daughter, and she took him as her son. She named him Moses, “because,” 
she said, “I drew him out of the water.” 

Worth Noting: Something like 400 years have passed (think landing of Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock 
to today) since last week’s reading from Genesis, when Joseph reconciled with his brothers. The 
Hebrew people are in desperate straits so women – the midwives Shiphrah and Puah, Moses’ mother 
and sister Miriam – start turning the situation around with simple actions. Where in your 
community might simple actions begin to turn around an oppressive situation? 

 
Psalm 124 Alternate Psalm 138 
1 If it had not been the LORD who was on our side  

– let Israel now say –  
2 if it had not been the LORD who was on our side,  

when our enemies attacked us, 
3 then they would have swallowed us up alive,  

when their anger was kindled against us;  
4 then the flood would have swept us away,  

the torrent would have gone over us;  
5 then over us would have gone  

the raging waters.  
 

6 Blessed be the LORD,  
who has not given us  
as prey to their teeth.  

7 We have escaped like a bird  
from the snare of the fowlers;  
the snare is broken, and we have escaped.  

8 Our help is in the name of the LORD,  
who made heaven and earth.  

Worth Noting: Modernity promised to allow humans to control their own destiny through the 
application of science. Israel’s prayer acknowledged its weakness before the might of its neighbors and 
dependence for its existence on the LORD. Acknowledging our existential weakness, beginning with 
the fact that we do not create ourselves, prepares us to praise the LORD. How does your community 
acknowledge dependence on the LORD? How do you? 

 
Second Reading: Romans 12:1-8 

1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present 
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 
2 Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so 
that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect. 3 For 
by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly 
than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of 
faith that God has assigned. 4 For as in one body we have many members, and not all the 
members have the same function, 5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and 
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individually we are members one of another. 6 We have gifts that differ according to the 
grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; 7 ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in 
teaching; 8 the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the 
compassionate, in cheerfulness.  

Worth Noting: Romans 12:1 introduces four chapters of exhortation and exposition of the behaviors 
Paul foresees among all Christians and Jews. In verses 1 and 2 Paul presents his theme: transform 
your body and mind to conform to the will of God so that you may exercise your gifts for the benefit of 
the community. How does your community encourage transformations and the development of gifts?  

 
Gospel: Matthew 16:13-20 

13 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, 
“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”  

14 And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others 
Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”  

15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?”  

16 Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  

17 And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and 
blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, 
and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. 19 I 
will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be 
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”  

20 Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.  

Worth Noting: The role of Peter in the Matthaean community and the wider Church often boils 
down to an interpretation of verses 17-19. Sometimes overlooked is the promise of Jesus to be with 
his Church, his community to ensure that the power of death (“the gates of Hades”) will not prevail.  

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
Matthew has inserted into Mark’s narration (Mark 8:27-30) of the confession of faith 

by Peter verses 17-19 recording a special blessing of Peter. While recently scholars of all 
Christian traditions agree that the verses come from a pre-Matthaean tradition, they cannot 
resolve several key issues: Should the pre-Matthaean tradition be traced back to Jesus himself 
or did another community develop this teaching? How do we reconcile the powers to bind 
and loose given solely to Peter here with the devolution at Matthew 18:18 of the same 
powers to all of the disciples? Was the “church” to which Jesus refers the church at Antioch 
(with which Peter had an obvious relation) only or does it extend to the universal Church? 
Were the powers delegated to Peter his alone or were they to be inherited by his successors? 

 Roman Catholics tend to say that the tradition should be attributed to Jesus, that 
“church” refers to the universal Church, and that the powers were transmitted to successors. 
If so, the current Bishop of Rome, Pope Francis I, has the powers designated by Jesus for 
Peter. While recognizing the historical importance of the role of the Pope, scholars of other 
faith traditions answer these questions differently. It is doubtful that dispassionate, academic 
scholarship will ever arrive at a consensus of them.  
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The current level of disunity among Christians, while scandalous, is hardly without 
precedent. Indeed, the earliest writings from the earliest days of the Church, depict many 
conflicts among Jesus followers over fundamental question: Who is Jesus and how does he 
relate to the God of Israel? It took four centuries for that question to reach any conclusion 
(and maybe not consensus) on that. In the meantime, the Church dealt with other questions: 
How could the Church operate with Gentiles and Jews in the same community?  Does it 
matter whether a Christian is male or female in their rights and duties? Should Christians 
stand or kneel during a Eucharistic liturgy?  

Christians still wrestle with these questions. Our common hope and belief is that we 
explore each of these questions with a free mind and open heart to learn more about what it 
means to be a Christian. 

 
 The Journey is the Way 

 Christian communities facing declining attendance and revenues often respond 
organizing sophisticated marketing and communication campaigns, renewing hospitality 
efforts, and tweaking services and music to attract non-churchgoers. Others eschew what 
they consider pandering to the contemporary mentality, offering instead a rigorous form of 
Christianity. Both are intent on heeding Paul’s injunction that we should be in church to be 
transformed, to take on the will of God.  

We are pretty sure that God enjoys socializing, coffee, doughnuts, and catchy music, 
so those are aligned with the will of God (even if Jesus never drank coffee). More: seeing 
how Christians enjoy everyday life while following Christ can transform the perception of 
Christians. Then once attracted to a Christian community, how much should we worry about 
the pace at which neophytes move towards transforming their minds and wills, moving 
along the road of discipleship? What milestones should there be? Is there a deadline?  

When we think about it, we realize that we undergo transformation of mind and will 
through the creation and development of relationships. The job of pastors and church staff 
might be thought of as matchmakers, dedicated to finding how best to help the individuals 
fall in love, with Christ and with the Christian community, for just as married couples 
transform each other over the decades, just so the new member takes on the mind and will 
of Christ by experiencing just what it means to be a Christian. It’s a process and a never-
ending journey of exploration of the richness of divine love. 

 
Prompting Conversations 

The readings from Exodus and Psalms highlight the fragility of human life and 
endeavors. How can we acknowledge that dependence in worship?  
 
Each tradition has its own way of connecting with others around the globe. Can you 
draw a picture of how your community connects with the worldwide Church?  
 
How does your community facilitate the transformation of minds and wills to 
conform to the mind and will of God? Is there a set process of becoming a member? 
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For both people who care: a note on how we divide the text. 
When we organize prose texts into paragraphs and poems into verses, our intent is to 

help our readers and especially the lectors among us to understand the rhythms of the 
material and to convey it in the proclamation of the Word. For prose texts, the New Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible (NRSV) begins with the limited paragraphs in the Hebrew and 
Greek versions of the Biblical texts. For most of the letters of Paul or others, this division is 
usually satisfactory. For texts that include dialogue, as in the Gospels and historical books of 
the Old Testament, we follow the contemporary practice of marking a new paragraph with 
the change of speaker. Versification of the Psalms and the divisions of the verses follows the 
NRSV which itself follows (but not slavishly) the 7th-10th century Masoretic Text of the 
Hebrew.  
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