
 

Sixteenth Sunday After Pentecost ~ 10.02.2011 

Exodus 20:1-20 • Psalm 19 • Philippians 3:4b-14 • Matthew 21:33-46 

 Unfortunately, because of the Greek influence on the Christian mind, many of us 

have developed the bad habit of separating the things we can't see from the things we 

can. We see either the invisible things as irrelevant—"It's not concrete or where the 

'rubber meets the road'"—or we see it as the only relevant thing—"This earthy stuff 

is too nasty and unholy and I can't wait to finally lose this fat and become an 

'invisible' Spirit being who is trim and holy!” 

 But because of our sinfulness, the question coming out of the Gospel and Psalm 

19:12 is: "Who can detect their errors?" 

 Who, being a sinner, can really tell if something is practically useful or not, whether 

it is concrete or invisible? AND, is that the MAIN question we are really supposed to 

be asking about ourselves and others in the light of Who God is and who we are in 

Him? Is the primary question of our worth an indiscriminate "Am I functional? Am I 

without sin?" And if the answer is No, am I only worthy of being placed on the trash 

heap and burned?! 

 God the Trinity's Love says otherwise! As the late Trinitarian theologian Thomas F. 

Torrance writes: “God loves you so utterly and completely that he has given himself 

for you in Jesus Christ his beloved Son and...bound you to himself by his love in a way 

that he will never let you go, for even if you refuse him and damn yourself in hell his 

love will never cease” (The Mediation of Christ, p.94). 

 For all intents and purposes, that kind of love is impractical, especially if it can be 

forever refused, right? Nonetheless, that is the way the Father, Son and Spirit love and 

like you, and always will! Glory! And by the way, He's even "clear[ed] you from hidden 

faults" (Psalm 19:12). Hallelujah! 

~ Timothy J. Brassell 
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Study Questions of the Week 
1. If something can't be put to practical use, why do we 

think it has no value? 

2. Is love valuable whether or not it is of practical use? 

Why or why not? 

3. God and humanity’s coming-together in Israel’s  

history—Why is it so painful? 

4. Do you think Israel’s death has any connection to 

Christ’s death? 

5. In what ways is the law helpful in knowing the Father, 

Son and Spirit? How is it a hindrance? 



The Blessing of Knowing Jesus 
 St. Paul says that he regards everything but knowing Jesus to be “rubbish” (Phil. 3:8). And by 

“everything” he means his identity in the covenant with Israel (Phil. 3:4-7). Why would he use such 

strong language, especially when, elsewhere, he says that the Law of Moses is a good thing? (Rom. 7:12) 

 It might be helpful to think about what the Law does and does not say—which is a good study to do 

this week because the Ten Commandments are part of our lectionary readings from the Old Testament. 

The Law says we are not to have any other gods before the God of Israel (Exo. 20:3). It doesn’t say you 

can’t have other gods, it just says to put the God of Israel first. The Law also says that we aren’t to com-

mit adultery (Exo. 20:14). But as Jesus pointed out, this doesn’t really stop you from desiring to use sex 

in wrong ways, and that desire is just as sinful as the action itself (Matt. 5:27-28). 

 In contrast to this minimalist and moralistic approach to knowing God, St. Paul speaks of the 

“surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus.” In Jesus we have more than just a letter from God or a set of 

commands that reflect his identity. In Jesus we have God himself, the Son, the second person of the Trin-

ity, entering into communion with us by the grace of the Holy Spirit so that we might know the Father’s 

heart and his love for us. In the Law we have rules, but in Jesus we have the very life of God the Holy 

Trinity being shared with us in our lives and relationships.  

 It is the difference between having a letter from your husband and having 

your husband hug you. It is the difference between having an email from your 

Dad and having your Dad live with you. In that light we can join with St. Paul 

in saying that there is nothing 

greater in all the universe than 

knowing Jesus. 

~ Jonathan Stepp 

The death of Christ, the death of his people 
 When the Son of God became incarnate within the darkened flesh of Adam, the result was all-out war. 

Inside the skin and mind and soul of Jesus, the terrible contradiction between God and humanity was 

brought to a head. But this war was played out around Jesus as well, inside the flesh of his family, the 

family of Abraham, those chosen to participate uniquely in God’s coming-into the world. The Old Testa-

ment is the story of Yahweh drawing near to Israel. At each step Israel expressed the human race’s fierce 

rejection of Yahweh, and bore the bloody consequences of that rejection. This war culminated in the 

death of Israel’s son Jesus, and soon afterward, the death of Israel herself. 

 This is the drama played out in the parable of the tenants in this week’s Gospel reading (Matthew 

21.33-46). Jesus was repeating one of his major themes—that Israel would soon die, and that the death 

would be just. I don’t see this as “God being mean to Israel.” Instead, I see Israel’s participation in Christ. 

As Jesus emphasized, Israel’s death was quite sensible and just. But the good news not mentioned in this 

parable was that Yahweh Himself—the Great I-AM of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—was going to journey 

into the grave with them, and bring them out the other side. 

~ John Stonecypher 
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