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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for October 22, 2018 

Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 24 
 

THE READINGS 
First Reading: Exodus 33:12-23 Alternate: Isaiah 45:1-7 

12 Moses said to the LORD, “See, you have said to me, ‘Bring up this people’; but you 
have not let me know whom you will send with me. Yet you have said, ‘I know you by name, 
and you have also found favor in my sight.’ 13 Now if I have found favor in your sight, show 
me your ways, so that I may know you and find favor in your sight. Consider too that this 
nation is your people.”  

14 He said, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”  

15 And he said to him, “If your presence will not go, do not carry us up from here. 16 

For how shall it be known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your people, unless 
you go with us? In this way, we shall be distinct, I and your people, from every people on the 
face of the earth.” 

17 The LORD said to Moses, “I will do the very thing that you have asked; for you 
have found favor in my sight, and I know you by name.”  

18 Moses said, “Show me your glory, I pray.”  

19 And he said, “I will make all my goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before 
you the name, ‘The LORD’; and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show 
mercy on whom I will show mercy. 20 But,” he said, “you cannot see my face; for no one 
shall see me and live.”  

21 And the LORD continued, “See, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the 
rock; 22 and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you 
with my hand until I have passed by; 23 then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my 
back; but my face shall not be seen.”  

Worth Noting: God is loving, thoughtful, and solicitous, but God is still God. No human can 
behold the face of God and survive. In our desire to personalize our relationship with God, have we 
lost a sense of God’s radical otherness? Are we too friendly with God? 

 
Psalm 99 Alternate Psalm 96:1-9, (10-13) 
1 The LORD is king; let the peoples tremble!  

He sits enthroned upon the cherubim; let the earth quake!  
2 The LORD is great in Zion;  

he is exalted over all the peoples.  
3 Let them praise your great and awesome name.  

Holy is he!  
4 Mighty King, lover of justice,  

you have established equity;  
you have executed justice  

and righteousness in Jacob.  
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5 Extol the LORD our God;  
worship at his footstool.  
Holy is he!  
 

6 Moses and Aaron were among his priests,  
Samuel also was among those who called on his name.  
They cried to the LORD, and he answered them.  

7 He spoke to them in the pillar of cloud;  
they kept his decrees,  
and the statutes that he gave them.  

8 O LORD our God, you answered them;  
you were a forgiving God to them,  
but an avenger of their wrongdoings.  

9 Extol the LORD our God,  
and worship at his holy mountain;  
for the LORD our God is holy. 

Worth Noting: Why call God “holy” (Psalm 99:3, 5, 9)? The Psalmist answers that God’s 
sovereign justice (verses 1-5) and willingness to respond to the pleas of Moses, Aaron, and Samuel 
(verses 6-9) set God apart from all other beings. Holiness then speaks to God’s relationship with all 
of creation and the particular relationship with the Hebrew people. Are there other qualities that you 
would add to that list? How would you define a holy person?  

 
Second Reading: 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10 

1 Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy,  
To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: 
Grace to you and peace. 2 We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention 

you in our prayers, constantly 3 remembering before our God and Father your work of faith 
and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 4 For we know, 
brothers and sisters beloved by God, that he has chosen you, 5 because our message of the 
gospel came to you not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full 
conviction; just as you know what kind of persons we proved to be among you for your 
sake. 6 And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of persecution you 
received the word with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit, 7 so that you became an example to all 
the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 8 For the word of the Lord has sounded forth 
from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but in every place your faith in God has 
become known, so that we have no need to speak about it. 9 For the people of those regions 
report about us what kind of welcome we had among you, and how you turned to God from 
idols, to serve a living and true God, 10 and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised 
from the dead – Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath that is coming.  

Worth Noting: What must the 50 or so Christ-following Thessalonians have done to have their 
reputation spread throughout Macedonia and Achaia, essentially modern Greece, in a matter of 
months? How is your religious community known in your neighborhood? How do you know? 
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Gospel: Matthew 22:15-22 
15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. 16 So they sent 

their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are 
sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; 
for you do not regard people with partiality. 17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to 
pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”  

18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why are you putting me to the test, you 
hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius.  

20 Then he said to them, “Whose head is this, and whose title?”  

21 They answered, “The emperor's.”  
Then he said to them, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor's, and to God the things that are God's.”  

22 When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and went away.  

Worth Noting: Because Pharisees strove to preserve Israel’s purity, while the Herodians collaborated 
with the occupying Romans, they would have made strange partners. Ever politic, Jesus provides the 
one response that would not enflame one or the other party. How do you maneuver in our own highly 
partisan and divided world?  

 

CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 
Introduction to 1 Thessalonians 

 We will work from the premise that Paul wrote this first letter to the Thessalonians in 50, within a 
year of his first activity with the community there. While 1 Thessalonians is judged to be the earliest of Paul’s 
surviving letters, it does not mean that it was the first he wrote, nor that it represents an immature 
appreciation of the Gospel. Paul had been a Christ follower for 15 years and had worked with communities 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean. He reached Thessaloniki after working with the community in 
Philippi (his letter to which the Lectionary has just completed), and proceeded from Thessaloniki south to 
Athens (1Thessalonians 3:1) and Corinth.  
 At the time of writing, the Christian community probably numbered fewer than 50 persons, in a city 
of perhaps as many as 75,000. Thessaloniki was a major trading port, with the best harbor in the Roman 
province of Macedonia. As in most port cities, Thessalonians welcomed religious practices from around the 
Mediterranean. The Christ followers, as a sect within the established religion of Judaism, probably hoped to 
stay below the attention of any civic authorities. 
 We compare the letter with a mother’s letter to her daughter on her own in the big city for the first 
time: Mother [Paul] offers encouragement and reminds her [his friends] of the message she drummed into her 
[he brought them]. Our mother [Paul] would hold up the example of her [his] own life of service (1 
Thessalonians 2:1-12) and the experience of the older siblings [the church in Judea (2:13-16)] as worthy of 
emulation. This is followed by affirmations of deep affection and small glimpses of home [Paul’s] since parting 
(2:17-3:11). Identity and love established, now comes the instruction: First, stay holy and pure (4:1-8) and 
second be kind to those around you (4:9-12). 
 The most famous part of Paul’s letter follows. In response to questions from the community, Paul 
teaches that on the Last Day those who have died before will not be forgotten. They will, in fact, be raised 
from the dead before the living are “snatched up . . . to meet the Lord” (4:13-5:10). From here, Paul winds 
down the letter, ending with his blessing (5:11-28).  
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Perspectives on the Scriptures 
Rabbinic literature mentions four types of questions posed to a sage to determine his 

wisdom and learning. Perhaps working from the same tradition, Matthew presents four 
“confrontations” between Jesus and the Jerusalem authorities that closely follow the rabbinic 
model. The first question from the rabbis concerned the application of the Law to everyday 
life. Such is the question posed by Pharisees and Herodians in this week’s Gospel: Can a Jew 
pay taxes to the occupying power?  

Next week Matthew 22:34-46 presents two more of the four types of questions. The 
first deals with theoretical principles of behavior in the Law. In this instance, a lawyer 
approaches and asks about the greatest commandment (verses 34-40). Then Jesus himself 
poses a question (22:41-45) from the fourth category, an apparent contradiction in Scripture 
itself, when he asks about how the Messiah can be at the same time David’s son and Lord.  

The Lectionary omits the fourth question/confrontation, a “nonsense” question, 
aimed to demonstrate the ridiculousness of the sage’s teaching. In Matthew 22:23-33, the 
Sadducees raise the question of the status of the woman who dies after having marrying 
(consecutively and according to the Law) seven brothers. Who shall be her husband in the 
after-life?  

While Matthew remembers Jesus referring to the Pharisees as “hypocrites” and 
includes a scathing denunciation of them immediately after these encounters, the series of 
questions themselves need have no more ill intent than an attempt by the Temple authorities 
to establish the bona fides of the Galilean rabbi. That he passed with flying colors goes 
without saying. 

 
Working with “Those People” 

 As indicated in “Worth Noting,” Pharisees and Herodians were Jewish groups that 
were about as far apart in ideology as any two groups we might propose today. Jesus, 
challenged by these two groups with a highly charged question, found a way to neither 
alienate nor please either. Instead, he threw the question back to them: If the world and all 
that is in it belongs to God, should all money go to God? If the Romans, on the other hand, 
provide needed internal and external security, are they not due compensation? For Matthew 
and his community, Jesus’ nimble wit was the point of the story, how no one could “entrap 
him” (Matthew 22:15). 
 Does Jesus here provide a model of how to speak across the chasms in our own 
society? Rather than arguing the merits of one position or another, he instead reminds his 
interlocutors of the very first principles on which all agree: They are Jews, a people in a 
covenant with the LORD, God, creator of heaven and earth and deliverer from slavery. To 
what do they owe that God? At the same time, the Romans keep the peace, protect them 
from marauders, and ensure the safety of their cargoes on the seas. Does not justice require 
recompense for these services?  
 People of good will may often differ over matters of particular policy. How should 
public education be organized, for instance. Still they agree on certain principles, such as the 
necessity for adequate education for all. Is it helpful to begin a conversation with agreed 
principles rather than particular policy proposals? 
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Prompting Conversations 
The Abrahamic faiths affirm that God is both immanent, present here and now, and 
transcendent, totally different from and infinitely superior to all creation. How does 
your community acknowledge and celebrate both aspects of God?  
 
Suppose you were one of a group charged with selecting a new hymnal for your 
religious community. What principles do you think everyone would agree to? 
Suppose you were engaged with a group working on education policy. What 
principles do you think everyone would agree to? Would agreeing on first principles 
facilitate those deliberations? 
 
In final exams, teachers confront students. In addiction treatment, we hear of 
“interventions,” another kind of confrontation. Foot races are confrontations. Not all 
confrontations, then, are meant to harm. When might a confrontation be helpful? 
How does the Gospel confront you?    
 

 
Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with adult seekers for over 20 years. He aims 
to engage academic and general audiences for the New Testament. He earned his 
PhD in Biblical Studies in the University of Denver/Iliff School of Theology joint 
program.  He appreciates any correspondence: dennishaugh2011@gmail.com. 
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