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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for September 9, 2018 

Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 18 

 

 
 

THE READINGS 
First Reading: Proverbs 22:1-2, 8-9, 22-23 Alternate: Isaiah 35:4-71 
1 A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches,  

and favor is better than silver or gold.  
2 The rich and the poor have this in common:  

the LORD is the maker of them all . . .  
8 Whoever sows injustice will reap calamity,  

and the rod of anger will fail.  
9 Those who are generous are blessed,  

for they share their bread with the poor.  
22 Do not rob the poor because they are poor,  

or crush the afflicted at the gate;  
23 for the LORD pleads their cause  

and despoils of life those who despoil them.  

Worth Noting: Proverbs was written to provide practical advice to the young. Is this the advice elders 
pass on to young adults today? Is it a commonplace that “whoever sows injustice will reap calamity” 
(verse 8)? 

 
Psalm 125 Alternate: Psalm 146 
1 Those who trust in the LORD are like Mount Zion,  

which cannot be moved, but abides forever.  
2 As the mountains surround Jerusalem,  

so the LORD surrounds his people,  
from this time on and forevermore.  

3 For the scepter of wickedness shall not rest  
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on the land allotted to the righteous,  
so that the righteous might not stretch out  

their hands to do wrong.  
4 Do good, O LORD, to those who are good,  

and to those who are upright in their hearts.  
5 But those who turn aside to their own crooked ways  

the LORD will lead away with evildoers.  
Peace be upon Israel! 

Worth Noting: Does the Lectionary include this Psalm to be ironic? Verses 1-3 analogizes the 
LORD’s protection of Jerusalem with the LORD’s protection of the people of God. We know that the 
Babylonians and the Romans both razed Jerusalem and the Temple. If the basis for the analogy falls 
apart, can the faithful rely on the protection of the LORD? Should the righteous expect to be free of 
the “scepter of wickedness”? 

 
Second Reading: James 2:1-10, [11-13], 14-17 

1 My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our 
glorious Lord Jesus Christ? 2 For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into 
your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, 3 and if you take notice of 
the one wearing the fine clothes and say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the one who is 
poor you say, “Stand there,” or, “Sit at my feet,” 4 have you not made distinctions among 
yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts?  

5 Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world 
to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love 
him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they 
who drag you into court? 7 Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked 
over you?  

8 You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.” 9 But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are 
convicted by the law as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one 
point has become accountable for all of it.  

[11 For the one who said, “You shall not commit adultery,” also said, “You shall not 
murder.” Now if you do not commit adultery but if you murder, you have become a 
transgressor of the law. 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of 
liberty. 13 For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy 
triumphs over judgment.]  

14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have 
works? Can faith save you? 15 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 16 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? 17 So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.  

Worth Noting: Verse 17 may be thought the death knell of the teaching of “salvation by faith, not 
works” but that would require an overly narrow understanding of “faith.” As James and other first 
century writers would understand it, faith carries the connotation of faithfulness, here of being faithful 
to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. One who is faithful to Jesus, we know, is one who will live 
as Jesus lived viewing with measured equanimity the death Jesus died with the sure hope of the 
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resurrection Jesus experienced.  In this sense, a faith that does not include works is not faithful at all 
and is, indeed, dead. Does this make sense? How does your community express the relationship 
between faith and works? 

 
Gospel: Mark 7:24-37 

 

Word cloud of Mark 7:24-37 

24 From there he set out and went away to 
the region of Tyre. He entered a house 
and did not want anyone to know he was 
there. Yet he could not escape notice, 25 

but a woman whose little daughter had an 
unclean spirit immediately heard about 
him, and she came and bowed down at his 
feet. 26 Now the woman was a Gentile, of 
Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to 
cast the demon out of her daughter.  

27 He said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children's 
food and throw it to the dogs.”  

28 But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children's 
crumbs.”  

29 Then he said to her, “For saying that, you may go – the demon has left your 
daughter.” 30 So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.  

31 Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by way of Sidon towards the 
Sea of Galilee, in the region of the Decapolis.  

32 They brought to him a deaf man who had an impediment in his speech; and they 
begged him to lay his hand on him. 33 He took him aside in private, away from the crowd, 
and put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue. 34 Then looking up to 
heaven, he sighed and said to him, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.”  

35 And immediately his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke 
plainly. 36 Then Jesus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more 
zealously they proclaimed it. 37 They were astounded beyond measure, saying, “He has done 
everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.”  

Worth Noting: The interchange with the Syrophoenician woman is a classic challenge-response. This 
is the only time in the Gospels that Jesus provides the challenge and someone else the response that is 
invariably conclusive. Could the Syrophoenician woman be considered Jesus’ teacher? Was this a 
turning-point in Jesus’ ministry, realizing that his ministry would include Gentiles as well as Jews? 

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
The argument James advances in verses 1-10 apparently is meant to respond to the 

communities’ citation of the love commandment (Leviticus 19:18 “You shall not take 
vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as 
yourself: I am the LORD.”) as the rationale for giving the rich pride of place in the 
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community. James’ argument depends on the reader’s keen understanding of the Old 
Testament, for James is juxtaposing Leviticus, 19:18 (above) with a neighboring verse 
condemning partiality towards rich or poor: “You shall not render an unjust judgment; you 
shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: with justice you shall judge your 
neighbor” (Leviticus 19:15).  

It was a commonplace in Jewish teaching that the Law was a unity and breaking any 
one of the individual commandments was the same as breaking all of the commandments. 
God, after all, established them and breaking any single commandment meant rebellion 
against God and against all of God’s law. Hence the argument: Anyone showing partiality 
against the poor breaks the commandment to love one’s neighbor. In the mind of James, 
breaking a single commandment represents an attitude of defiance against all.  

 
The Hospitable Community 

The Lectionary pretty well hits us over the head with the notion that we shouldn’t 
show partiality – to the rich (Proverbs 22:22; James 2:1-4) or to our co-religionists over 
others (Mark 7:24-29). The reading from the letter of James, in particular, boldly pushes 
readers to think about how hospitable they and their congregations may be.  

In many respects, truly radical hospitality – welcoming those of other races, 
languages, theological backgrounds, economic status, gender identity – runs against the grain 
of human nature. For generations of generations we have found safety with “our tribe,” 
meaning people who look and talk and dress just like us. In line with that, recent sociological 
studies found that people become less socially engaged, more likely to withdraw from 
interactions, the more diverse the community. It is not surprising therefore that most 
congregations, even those most committed to hospitality find their demographics 
disconcertingly homogenous. 
 While no one pretends that there are easy fixes to this situation, some things we do 
know. We know that radical hospitality has to go beyond being polite: Greeters at Walmart 
are polite. Jesus models a richer form of hospitality in his dialogue with the Syrophoenician 
woman (Mark 7:24-30). He engages her deepest concerns for her child. When she responds 
to his objection, he listens, neither dismissing nor interrupting, allowing her to offer a telling 
rejoinder. He admits he was wrong and she right, and acts to remedy her cares in the least 
intrusive way possible. He engages, he listens, he acts. A model for us? 

 
Questions for Discussion 

The contemporary “broken windows” policing practice (controlling serious crime by 
first stopping petty crimes, such as breaking windows) has somewhat the same logic 
as the letter of James: defying God by breaking one commandment is tantamount to 
breaking them all. In contrast, parents may turn a blind eye to an act of teenage 
defiance, preferring to “choose their battles.” Is there a common ground between the 
two approaches?  
 
How do you see the relationship between faith and works? Does one flow from the 
other or are they mutually reinforcing? 
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Imagine Sunday worship as a giant Thanksgiving dinner for which you are the host. 
How might that change your interactions with those you don’t know . . . yet? 
 

 
Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with adult seekers for over 20 years. He aims 
to promote engagement with and reflection on the Scriptures. To hone his skills 
and burnish his credentials, 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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