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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for July 23, 2017 

Seventh Sunday after Pentecost Proper 11 
 

The Readings 
First Reading: Genesis 28:10-19a Alternate: Isaiah 44:6-8 

10 Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran. 11 He came to a certain place and 
stayed there for the night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the place, he 
put it under his head and lay down in that place. 12 And he dreamed that there was a ladder 
set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending 
and descending on it.  

13 And the LORD stood beside him and said, “I am the LORD, the God of Abraham 
your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your 
offspring; 14 and your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread 
abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south; and all the families of 
the earth shall be blessed in you and in your offspring. 15 Know that I am with you and will 
keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until 
I have done what I have promised you.”  

16 Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the LORD is in this place – and I 
did not know it!” 17 And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none 
other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.:” 

18 So Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone that he had put under his 
head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. 19 He called that place Bethel. 

Worth Noting: Throughout the Bible and throughout the ancient world, people understood that God 
sent dreams to impart knowledge (e.g., Pharaoh of surplus and famine, Joseph of Jesus’ paternity). 
Could this be like the contemporary reliance on gut reactions – unconscious reactions to a situation, 
question, or decision?  

 
Psalm 139:1-12, 23-24 or Wisdom of Solomon 12:13, 16-19 Alternate Psalm 86:11-17 
1 O LORD, you have searched me and known me.  
2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up;  

you discern my thoughts from far away.  
3 You search out my path and my lying down,  

and are acquainted with all my ways.  
4 Even before a word is on my tongue, 

 O LORD, you know it completely.  
5 You hem me in, behind and before,  

and lay your hand upon me.  
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;  

it is so high that I cannot attain it.  
 

7 Where can I go from your spirit?  
Or where can I flee from your presence? 
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 8 If I ascend to heaven, you are there;  
if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.  

9 If I take the wings of the morning  
and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,  

10 even there your hand shall lead me,  
and your right hand shall hold me fast.  

11 If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,  
and the light around me become night,”  

12 even the darkness is not dark to you;  
the night is as bright as the day,  
for darkness is as light to you. . . . 
 

23 Search me, O God, and know my heart;  
test me and know my thoughts.  

24 See if there is any wicked way in me,  
and lead me in the way everlasting. 

Worth Noting: The usual definition of hell is a state or place where God is absent. But the psalmist 
claims that God is even in Sheol (Psalm 139:8 above)! Though the psalmist is writing poetry and 
not “theology,” this is an insight worth reflecting upon. Perhaps the poet started with the very 
orthodox thought that nothing exists if God is not continually creating it (we would cease to exist if 
God ceased to think of us). If that is so, is not God thinking about, holding in creation, and, 
therefore, with those in hell, just as the psalmist wrote? Then what can we make of the notion of hell? 

 
Second Reading: Romans 8:12-25 

12 So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to 
the flesh – 13 for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to 
death the deeds of the body, you will live. 14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are 
children of God. 15 For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you 
have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, “Abba! Father!” 16 it is that very Spirit 
bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then heirs, 
heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ – if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also 
be glorified with him.  

18 I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the 
glory about to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing 
of the children of God; 20 for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by 
the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its 
bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 22 We 
know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; 23 and not only the 
creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we 
wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 24 For in hope we were saved. Now hope 
that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? 25 But if we hope for what we do 
not see, we wait for it with patience.  

Worth Noting: Caesar was “the Father of the Empire.” Writing to those who dwelt in the shadow 
of the Imperial Power and Magnificence, Paul says “No: your God, whose name is LORD, is your 
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Father. To LORD do you owe allegiance.” Some Christians, closely following Paul, refuse to pledge 
allegiance to any country. Most of us believe we can pledge allegiance both to our country and to our 
God. Do you? Do you see any possibility of a conflict between the two? Would you ever sever your 
allegiance to one or the other?  

 
Gospel: Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43 

24 He put before them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to 
someone who sowed good seed in his field; 25 but while everybody was asleep, an enemy 
came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and then went away. 26 So when the plants came 
up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared as well.  

27 “And the slaves of the householder came and said to him, ‘Master, did you not sow 
good seed in your field? Where, then, did these weeds come from?’  

28 “He answered, ‘An enemy has done this.’  
“The slaves said to him, ‘Then do you want us to go and gather them?’  
29 “But he replied, ‘No; for in gathering the weeds you would uproot the wheat along 

with them. 30 Let both of them grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell 
the reapers, Collect the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the 
wheat into my barn.’” 

36 Then he left the crowds and went into the house. And his disciples approached 
him, saying, “Explain to us the parable of the weeds of the field.”  

37 He answered, “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man; 38 the field is 
the world, and the good seed are the children of the kingdom; the weeds are the children of 
the evil one, 39 and the enemy who sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the age, 
and the reapers are angels. 40 Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it 
be at the end of the age. 41 The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of 
his kingdom all causes of sin and all evildoers, 42 and they will throw them into the furnace of 
fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 43 Then the righteous will shine like 
the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears listen!” 

Worth Noting: Isn’t it standard practice for farmers to weed their fields during the growing season? 
Jesus and his listeners knew that, hence the questions about the meaning of the story. Even with the 
explanation, why doesn’t the Son of Man do some cultivating during the growing season?  

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
The Hebrew Scriptures make numerous references to Sheol, a place to which the 

dead are consigned. While the dead do not suffer there – they are not subject to the fires of 
hell – their existence is grey, joyless and they do not give praise to God (Psalm 6:5; Isaiah 
38:18).  

During the Second Temple period (roughly 500 B.C.E. to 70 C.E.) Jewish concepts of 
the afterlife developed further. This is generally ascribed to the influence of foreign religious 
thought (particularly Greek and Persian) and a need to justify the justice of God in a world 
in which the unjust flourish and the just are destroyed. Many of the texts of the Hebrew 
Scriptures promoted the view that evils befell the people when they had broken the 
covenantal relationship. A simplistic version of that belief became increasingly difficult to 
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sustain in the face of contrary evidence during the successive occupations of Babylonians, 
Persians, Greeks, and Romans. In the first and second centuries before the Common Era the 
concept of rewards and punishments in the afterlife became more common (see, for 
example, the speeches of the martyred seven brothers and their mother in 2 Maccabees 7).  

The New Testament offers examples of the ensuing conflict on the issue of the 
character of the afterlife between the Sadducees, who denied any existence beyond the grey 
of Sheol, and the Pharisees who adopted the new ideas. (For examples of the ongoing 
dispute, see Mark 12:18 and parallels; Acts 23:6-10.) After the destruction of the Jerusalem 
Temple and the de facto establishment of Pharisaic Judaism as orthodoxy, belief in the 
afterlife dominated Jewish, Christian, and, later, Muslim thinking. Today, Jews hold a wide 
assortment of views on the condition of life after death. While many continue to hold to the 
traditional teaching, many others believe the questions about an afterlife to be unanswerable, 
a distraction from the work of repairing the world through works of justice and mercy. 

 
Mix Two Parts Religion with One Part Politics 

 Paul provides a particularly challenging view of political engagement. Paul wrote first 
as a Jew, a proud, obstreperous people from a small nation who a few years after Paul’s letter 
took arms against the Roman occupiers. In his letters, Paul commends his readers for 
acknowledging no God but the God of Israel. Paul’s God was the God of all peoples and 
reigned supreme over the pantheon of Roman gods. Paul was a follower of Jesus, one called 
the Messiah, whose resurrection put to naught the ultimate power of Rome, to take 
another’s life. In Romans 13:1-7, Paul explicitly emphasizes that the imperial powers receive 
their authority from this one God – not from Mars, not from Jupiter, not from the divinized 
Caesars, and not from the Greek god Apollo.  
 Most of the readers of Journeying live in democracies of one sort or another, systems 
of government we doubt Paul ever envisioned. Because democracies allow greater 
participation, can we ignore his teachings on imperial power? Should we think about the 
“will of the majority” or “the majority vote” as the contemporary equivalent of the Roman 
emperor? Would Paul urge Christ followers to understand that the electorate has no power 
except that given by God?  

 
Prompting Conversations 

Jesus consistently uses stories based on farming to instruct his followers. Today, most 
of our readers live in urban areas, somewhat removed from the rhythms of the land. 
Can you offer an urbanized version of the weeds among the crops? 
 
Since their religious wars of the 16th and 17th centuries, European countries have 
embraced the notion of freedom of religious conscience. Is this compatible with 
Paul’s vision of the government being subject to the God of Israel?  
 
Democracy, the philosopher wrote, is utilitarian – it works about as well as or better 
than any other form of government. Does that mean we put blind faith in it, in its 
workings, and in its results? Is God any more likely to work through democracies 
than dictatorships? How could God be working in democracies?  
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