
1 

 

Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for September 24, 2017 

Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 20 
 

THE READINGS 
 
First Reading: Exodus 16:2-15 Alternate Jonah 3:10-4:11 

2 The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in 
the wilderness. 3 The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in 
the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have 
brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.”  

4 Then the LORD said to Moses, “I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and 
each day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them, 
whether they will follow my instruction or not. 5 On the sixth day, when they prepare what 
they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other days.”  

6 So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “In the evening you shall know that it 
was the LORD who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 7 and in the morning you shall see 
the glory of the LORD, because he has heard your complaining against the LORD. For what 
are we, that you complain against us?”  

8 And Moses said, “When the LORD gives you meat to eat in the evening and your fill 
of bread in the morning, because the LORD has heard the complaining that you utter against 
him – what are we? Your complaining is not against us but against the LORD.”  

9 Then Moses said to Aaron, “Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, ‘Draw 
near to the LORD, for he has heard your complaining.’”  

10 And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, they looked toward 
the wilderness, and the glory of the LORD appeared in the cloud. 11 The LORD spoke to 
Moses and said, 12 “I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, ‘At twilight 
you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know 
that I am the LORD your God.’”  

13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was 
a layer of dew around the camp. 14 When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the 
wilderness was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 15 When the Israelites 
saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?” For they did not know what it was. Moses said 
to them, “It is the bread that the LORD has given you to eat.” 

 

Worth Noting: For the last two hundred years, some have attempted to explain the manna from 
heaven as a natural phenomenon. Perhaps there is a natural explanation for the manna. But we 
think this effort misses the point of the Exodus story: God, whose name is LORD, by God’s own 
power, delivered the Israelites from Egyptian slavery and fed the people in their journey to the 
Promised Land. For the people, this was and continues to be a divine action flowing from the close 
relationship between God and Israel. Is not the Exodus more deeply, literally true than the scientists’ 
literalist rationalization?  
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Psalm 105:1-6, 37-45 Alternate Psalm 145:1-8 
1 O give thanks to the LORD, call on his name,  

make known his deeds among the peoples.  
2 Sing to him, sing praises to him;  

tell of all his wonderful works.  
3 Glory in his holy name;  

let the hearts of those who seek the LORD rejoice.  
4 Seek the LORD and his strength;  

seek his presence continually.  
5 Remember the wonderful works he has done,  

his miracles, and the judgments he uttered,  
6 O offspring of his servant Abraham,  

children of Jacob, his chosen ones. 
 

37 Then he brought Israel out with silver and gold,  
and there was no one among their tribes who stumbled.  

38 Egypt was glad when they departed,  
for dread of them had fallen upon it.  

39 He spread a cloud for a covering,  
and fire to give light by night.  

40 They asked, and he brought quails,  
and gave them food from heaven in abundance.  

41 He opened the rock, and water gushed out;  
it flowed through the desert like a river.  

42 For he remembered his holy promise,  
and Abraham, his servant.  
 

43 So he brought his people out with joy,  
his chosen ones with singing.  

44 He gave them the lands of the nations,  
and they took possession of the wealth of the peoples,  

45 that they might keep his statutes  
and observe his laws.  

Praise the LORD!  
 

Worth Noting: In its entirety, Psalm 105 recounts the history of the many saving actions of the 
LORD. This Sunday the Lectionary reflects on the Exodus experience. Does your community 
celebrate God’s activity in its life? How? If not, what events would you want to memorialize? 

 
Second Reading: Philippians 1:21-30 
21 For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. 22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means 
fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which I prefer. 23 I am hard pressed between the 
two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; 24 but to remain in the 
flesh is more necessary for you. 25 Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and 
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continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith, 26 so that I may share abundantly 
in your boasting in Christ Jesus when I come to you again. 27 Only, live your life in a manner 
worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear 
about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one 
mind for the faith of the gospel, 28 and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For 
them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God's doing. 29 

For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of 
suffering for him as well – 30 since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and 
now hear that I still have.  

 

Worth Noting: Paul confronts the dilemma of the Christian saint: Given the choice, should we opt to 
die in order to be with Christ, or to continue in a life of service? How would you answer?  

 
Gospel: Matthew 20:1-16 

1 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning 
to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, 
he sent them into his vineyard. 3 When he went out about nine o'clock, he saw others 
standing idle in the marketplace; 4 and he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I 
will pay you whatever is right.’ So they went.  

5 “When he went out again about noon and about three o'clock, he did the same. 6 

And about five o'clock he went out and found others standing around; and he said to them, 
‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’  

7 “They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’  
“He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’  
8 “When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the 

laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.’  
9 “When those hired about five o'clock came, each of them received the usual daily 

wage. 10 Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them 
also received the usual daily wage. 11 And when they received it, they grumbled against the 
landowner, 12 saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us 
who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.’  

13 “But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not 
agree with me for the usual daily wage? 14 Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give 
to this last the same as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what 
belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’”  

16 So the last will be first, and the first will be last. 

Worth Noting: For many, this is the most difficult parable to accept as it flies in the face of ordinary 
employment practices: Longer productive hours are rewarded with greater pay. Is it fair to give 
everyone the same wages? Is it just to do so?  

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Introduction to Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 
 Unlike his Letter to the Romans, Paul wrote his Letter to the Philippians to a community that he 
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had founded and knew well. Even in Paul’s time, Philippi was an ancient city, strategically located in 
northeastern Greece on the 700 mile, Roman-built Egnatian Way joining Black Sea ports across the 
Balkans to the Adriatic and Rome. The population was a mixture of nationalities – native Macedonians, 
descendants of Roman legionnaires, and immigrants from the Easter Mediterranean. It meant that 
Philippians were exposed to a wide range of religious beliefs and practices with a consequent blending of the 
different traditions. There is, however, little to no evidence that a Jewish community lived in Philippi. Thus, 
Paul’s congregation was composed of Gentiles.  
 Throughout the letter, Paul displays an easy, affectionate concern for the community. He urges his 
readers to “rejoice” and speaks of his and their “joy,” He uses these two words more in Philippians than in 
any other of his letters. Paul extolls his readers as the only congregation that supported him financially in his 
extended missionary work (4:15-16). In other letters, Paul refers to the generosity of the Macedonians in 
contributions to his collection for the Church in Jerusalem.  
 Is it purely coincidental that the Philippian Church was notable for its feminine leadership? 
According to Acts 16, Paul began his ministry in Philippi by meeting and baptizing Lydia (a foreigner 
engaged in dealing expensive purple cloth) and her household. In the letter, Paul praises Synteche and Euodia 
as “loyal companions” who struggled beside him “in the work of the Gospel” (Philippians 4:2-3) and hosted 
(the only two?) house churches.  
 Three issues have attracted a great deal of attention. The first concerns Paul’s prison location (1:7, 
12-17) while composing. Paul explains his imprisonment as related to his preaching (1:13, 16), but offers 
nothing on where. Some argue for Rome, the earliest tradition, others for Ephesus, Corinth, or Caesarea. No 
consensus exists and Journeying simply dodges the issue. Our comments will be silent as to Paul’s location. 
 A second issue. Many argue that Philippians is in fact a composite of two or three separate texts 
while others affirm its integrity. Again, persuasive arguments are mounted for all positions. Journeying will 
assume that Paul wrote a single letter just exactly as we have it today.  
 The final issue is the identity of Paul’s opponents in Philippi. Paul stresses the fact that he and the 
Philippians are alike in suffering for the Gospel. At 1:28, Paul links his imprisonment and opponents with 
those of the Philippians. Paul gives no hint as to the exact charges leveled against him, offering only that he 
has been imprisoned for the sake of the Gospel. Later (in a section not included in the Lectionary), he warns 
against those who would “mutilate the flesh” (3:2-3), suggesting that there are some who teach that to be 
Christ followers the Philippians must be circumcised. It is possible, then, that the Philippians faced two sets of 
opponents: one set who threaten imprisonment and another who demand that the Gentiles of Philippi fully 
observe the Torah prescriptions for Jews.  
 For reasons that need not detain us, here, Journeying will assume, firstly, that the Philippians were 
under some pressure from local civic authorities, probably over their refusal to worship the Roman gods. 
Secondly, any pressure to circumcise would have come from other Christ followers, intent on their conforming 
to the same rituals that Jesus did. In the face of these opponents, Paul wrote to the Philippians urging them to 
“Rejoice in the Lord always” (3:1, 4:4), a message that echoes through two millennia to readers today.  

 
Entering into the Scriptures 

Note two parts to the Gospel reading: the first a parable from Jesus (Matthew 20:1-
15), and the second Matthew’s interpretation of the parable: “So the last will be first, and the 
first will be last” (20:16). Matthew, then, provides the first commentary on this difficult 
parable. While verse 16 was the first interpretation, it avoids the issues of justice and fairness 
the parable raises.  
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How else might the parable have been understood? Is it helpful to note that the prior 
two chapters of Matthew concern intra-community relationships? Now we have a story 
about several groups of people all of whom have been called – all are followers of the Lord 
– but who react differently to the Lord’s unprincipled, extra-legal generosity. All, we note, 
are rewarded. None go home empty handed. The text says that those who worked the 
longest “grumbled” at their much lower hourly wage, but could this not have been an 
attempt to discover just what exactly was the mind of the Lord?  

The parable means to provide no direction for the practical day to day management 
of enterprises, commercial or ecclesial. (Follow the Lord’s practice twice and see how many 
workers show up before 5:00 PM on the third day.) What it does do is portray God’s justice 
as fixed, firm, and final. Those who labor for the Lord will receive a full day’s wages.  God’s 
generosity abounds, especially for those who for whatever reason are prepared to work but 
have no employment, and who face starvation. This is the same God and the same 
generosity Israel experienced in the liberation from Egyptian slavery. It is the same 
combination of justice and generosity the prophet Hosea proclaimed to a wandering nation 
(Hosea 2:19). And, indeed, it is the same unprincipled, impractical generosity Jesus 
demanded when he said “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you so that 
you may be children of” God in heaven (Matthew 5:44-45).  

  
The Green-Eyed Monster 

For Matthew’s audience, the practical import of the parable of the Impractical Lord 
was something like “The Apostles may have been the first called, but we who have come 
later will receive an equal reward.” Standing 2000 years later, today’s Christians take that 
message for granted. Where does the parable have some traction? Perhaps wherever we see 
envy and jealousy in our communities.  

Sometimes we envy those “no better than I” who display abundant God-given 
talents. Some are better looking. Some have a natural charm that draws people to them. 
Some have artistic talents that elicit rounds of praise. Making it worse, those same blessed 
people may be truly humble and self-effacing about their gifts. And as go individuals, so go 
communities – parishes that wonder why they are less popular than others.  

Like those who worked through the heat of the day, we grumble over the un-fairness 
of the Lord’s generosity. Of course we are gifted; why are not our gifts as well received as 
other’s? 

 
Prompting Conversations 

Does your community accept that while the Bible does not record events as modern 
journalists might, the events related (like the manna in the desert) still proclaim 
truths? What rules might you follow to discern the truth? 
 
We associate jealousy with romantic entanglements. Have you experienced jealousy 
towards others or towards yourself in a business or church context? 
 
The relationship between divine justice and divine generosity will always be a mystery. 
How do you think about this mystery?  
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