
Exegetical Notes for January 2018 

 

 

January 7, 2018 

 

Acts 19:1-7 - Different Kinds of Baptism 

 

Thoughts for Reflection: 

 

Paul baptizes these disciples in Ephesus with the “baptism of the Holy Spirit”, after 

which they speak in tongues and prophesy.  This is contrasted with the “baptism of 

John”, which, presumably, didn’t lead to charismatic occurrences.  

 

To understand this passage more clearly, it’s helpful to understand what “speaking in 

tongues” and “prophesying” might actually mean here.  Scholars have noted that there 

seems to be a difference between what speaking in tongues means in Acts versus what 

speaking in tongues means in the letters of Paul.  In Acts, people speak in tongues on 

three occasions: once on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2), once when Cornelius is 

baptized (Acts 10:46) and once in our passage.  The context of these three passages 

seems to make clear that speaking in tongues means speaking actual foreign 

languages that were previously unknown to the speaker.  If we think about this in the 

context of Paul trying to grow the Church beyond the boundaries of Judaism - beyond 

the boundaries of the languages they themselves knew - the gift of speaking in tongues 

is a gift of spreading the message.  

 

Likewise, prophesy in this context may mean not so much “predicting the future” as 

“speaking truth” about the power dynamics of the day, in the style of the prophets of old 

- for instance: the oppressive rule of Rome, abuses of power, abuses of the poor, etc., 

and God's anger against these injustices.  Prophesy has at times meant, as in the case 

of Elijah, the God-given gift of naming truths that others are too terrified and oppressed 

to acknowledge (1 Kings 18:17-18). 

 

Now let’s explore what we know of the baptism of John.  Every time in the New 

Testament that “The baptism of John” is described (Mt 3:6; Mt 3:11; Mk 1:4; Acts 13:24; 

Acts 19:4), it is described as a baptism of repentance and belief in Jesus.  So we could 

call John’s baptism a baptism of personal piety. 

 

Now let’s read this story through again.  We could perhaps read this story to say that 

these disciples from Ephesus had been baptized into personal piety, but they're not yet 

baptized into being active in the service of the Gospel by spreading the message and 



speaking prophetic truths against the powers of the day.   And so, Paul calls them into 

this next step, the baptism of the Holy Spirit, the baptism Jesus himself ordained.  They 

become more mature in Christ, and ready to serve the Church in new and important 

ways. 

 

It is important in our Churches that we have “the baptism of John” - that we have 

personal piety, and repent of our sins, and believe in Jesus; but alone it is not enough.  

We are called into more.  We are called to be not just passive members of the Church, 

but active in service of the Gospel!  We are called to be forward-looking and forward-

working; we are called to receive the commission that Jesus offers us in the Holy Spirit. 

 

How is Jesus, right now,  inviting and commissioning your congregation to look forward 

and outward?  What are the ways in which Christ is calling you beyond personal piety 

and into the work he is doing in the world?  How can you see God at work: in the world, 

in the Church, in your congregation, in your own life?  What opportunities is God 

opening in your midst, and inviting you (yes, you!) to get involved? 

 

  



January 14, 2019 – Second Sunday after Epiphany 

 

1 Corinthians 6:12-20 - Christian freedom and responsibility 

 

Thoughts for Reflection: 

 

Your translation should have the opening line of this passage in quotation marks: “all 

things are lawful for me.”  Paul is quoting here, either a common phrase, or an actual 

line written in the Corinthians’ letter to him which prompted Paul’s own letter (this one) 

in return.  He is quoting it, and responding to it in kind: “all things are lawful for me”, but 

(Paul replies) not all things are beneficial.  “All things are lawful for me”, but (Paul 

replies again) I will not be dominated by anything.  

 

Paul is pushing back against attitudes in the Corinthian Church that have been reported 

to him, which represent a complete misunderstanding of the Gospel Paul has been 

trying to preach.  Paul, as we know, taught that Christians did not gain favour with God 

by following specific religious laws; rather we receive the grace God offers us in Christ.  

In order to make this distinction, Paul taught it was not necessary for Christians to follow 

the Jewish Law.  Unfortunately, some people had badly misinterpreted this as an 

invitation to behave in any way they liked!  Indeed (as we know from Romans 6:1), 

some people even thought that by increasing their sins, it would prove how great the 

grace of God truly is, by showing what depth of depravity God can overcome!  

 

This misunderstanding must have been very distressing for Paul.  Paul wished to 

encourage people to choose freely to draw close to God and receive the grace God 

freely offers.  He never thought to encourage lawlessness.  In our passage today, Paul 

makes the effort to preserve the sense of radical grace while also making the claim that 

not everything is acceptable.  And unfortunately, there was some very unacceptable 

behaviour happening in that Corinthian Church! 

 

Paul advocates a shift from an old guiding question, “am I allowed to do this?” To a new 

and much more important - a much more Christian - question: “is this a good thing to 

do?  Is it beneficial?”  Throughout his letter to the Corinthians, Paul gives us two ways 

to understand whether something is beneficial: first, does it build up the community (the 

body)? And second, does it bring glory to God?  Paul then invites the Corinthians to 

exercise their true freedom, not for enjoying sin and gluttony and fornication, but to 

exercise their freedom in order to build one another up and bring glory to God. 

 

God has given us a great deal of freedom, to use as we please.  How do we use our 

freedom?  Or perhaps we should back up and ask a more important question: do we 



feel ourselves to be free?  Does God’s grace feel free and freeing to us?  How could we 

experience more of that freedom we have, thanks to God’s grace?  Do we in our 

congregation use our freedom to build up the community and glorify God?  What is one 

thing I could do in my life or my community, right now, that would build up the 

community and glorify God?  What is one thing I could encourage my congregation to 

do? 

  



January 21, 2018 – Third Sunday after Epiphany 

 

1 Corinthians 7:29-31 - Living in Readiness for the Lord's Return 

 

Thoughts for Reflection: 

 

It is sometimes hard for us to remember that the early Christians believed Jesus was 

coming back extremely soon.  Without a doubt, Paul believed it would happen before 

the end of his lifetime.  When the Thessalonians asked him whether faithful followers 

who had died would see Christ’s resurrection (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18), some scholars 

believe that Paul hadn’t, until then, given it much thought, so convinced was he that 

Jesus' second coming would happen any day now.  This is the context for today’s 

passage.  

  

I don’t know that anyone today would advise this as an approach for general Christian 

living: that married people should live as if they’re single; those who mourn should live 

as if they are not mourning; and those who rejoice should live as if they are not 

rejoicing.  Indeed, elsewhere in Scripture, it is acceptable to do the exact opposite (Mt 

19:5-6; Jn 12:33-35; Philippians 4:4).  Paul is not here making a universal argument 

against living a married life, mourning and rejoicing.  He was advising the Corinthians 

how to live in active readiness for the coming of the Lord, which he expected to be 

extremely soon.  

  

However, as Jesus often said, “of that day and hour no one knows... only the Father.” 

(Mt 24:36). Now, two thousand years later, we read this passage and know that the time 

wasn’t in fact extremely short.  So how do we preach a passage like this?  

  

We might point out that we live differently when we think that “time is short” or time is... 

long.  All kinds of things that we generally think of as important become unimportant 

when our time is short.  Perhaps there are people in your congregation who are waiting 

for medical results that could come at any day, or they’re accompanying a loved one 

who is dying.  Perhaps some are waiting for news of a loved one’s safe arrival, or safe 

delivery, or simply their safety.  Perhaps there are people in your congregation who 

have been to war, or remember wars, and remember not knowing what might come 

next at any moment.  When time is short like that, we see the world in a very different 

way, with much greater clarity about what is truly important, and what actually isn’t.  

  

When time is long, on the other hand, we have the luxury of developing ideas and plans 

slowly over time, of committing to something and diligently pursuing it over years or 

even decades.  Farmers and ranchers in your congregation might be able to relate to 



this way of seeing time; or those who have been involved in building up the local 

community through government or volunteering over the decades.  The great cathedrals 

of Europe are a brilliant example, of monuments that took a long time horizon to build, 

and confidence that the future was worth building into. 

  

What about our time horizon in the Church?  What about in your congregation?  Do we 

have a sense of the future as short and immediate, bringing sharp relief to everything 

and showing us what truly matters and what doesn’t?  Or do we have a long time 

horizon, full of hopeful anticipation of a future worth building?  What about in the 

Diocese?  What about Anglicanism in general?  If we thought this whole Anglican 

project would come to a shocking halt next week, what would we care most about?  

What would we do, now, as a priority?  And if we received God-given assurances that 

we had decades, centuries ahead of us, what might we think about starting, and 

improving, and dreaming about? 

  



January 28, 2018 – Fourth Sunday after Epiphany 

 

1 Corinthians 8:1-13 - Food sacrificed to idols 

 

Thoughts for Reflection: 

 

Here’s another passage that needs a bit of background to make sense to us today.  The 

ancient world was an intensely religious (and spiritual) world.  Every culture had its 

gods, goddesses, idols, rituals, temples, etc.  As the Roman Empire expanded, they 

simply adopted all the local deities, and added them to the Roman collection of gods, so 

that they didn’t offend any god by accident.  Every household had their own idols and 

patron gods.  Essentially every single event in life involved worship of the gods: 

festivals, gladiatorial games, theatre productions, parades, street parties, birthday 

parties, banquets, dinners with friends, classes, athletic practice - everything.  Most of 

these worship events involved “sacrificing” food to various gods.  The food would be 

placed on an altar or near an idol, or livestock would be slaughtered on an altar, and 

then the sacrifice was completed and the food could be eaten.  

 

Some scholars suggest that almost all meat sold in any Roman town would have been 

“food sacrificed to idols”, since it would be simply taken to the temple/altar etc, and then 

butchered and sold afterwards.  As a result, early Christians (all of whom lived in the 

Roman Empire) were utterly surrounded by food sacrificed to idols.  So, of course, were 

the Jews of the time.  The Jews had carved out separate arrangements so they never 

ate food sacrificed to idols.  They bought their food and meat at special “kosher” shops, 

and didn’t ever eat with Gentiles (non-Jews, who would of course serve food offered to 

idols).  

 

The early Christian communities were largely composed both of Jewish Christians as 

well as Gentile Christians, and so the etiquette around who was allowed to eat what 

food and with whom was a major topic of conversation.   

  

Paul takes this extremely complicated and delicate matter and answers it in two swift 

strokes: first, there is no prohibition, everyone can make their own choice; and second, 

caring concern for your fellow Christians should at all times be your uttermost 

consideration when making your choice. 

  

Imagine coming from a faithful Gentile family.  You’ve grown up offering basically all 

your food to idols almost every single time you eat, or engage in almost all social 

events.  How would you feel now, in your heart, eating that same food and engaging in 

those same social events while believing that all those gods don’t exist?  Perhaps it 



wouldn’t be hard; or perhaps there would be a lingering piety towards all those gods 

with whom you’d grown up.  Paul says, you’d need to make your own choice.  

 

Imagine coming from a faithful Jewish family.  You’ve grown up avoiding table-

fellowship with all Gentiles and feeling disgust at the idea of eating food sacrificed to 

other gods.  How would you feel now, taking tentative steps beyond those cultural 

boundaries, and knowing it couldn’t hurt you in the eyes of God?  Perhaps it would be a 

relief and an experience of gracious freedom; or perhaps it would seem shocking and 

disrespectful to God.  Paul says, you’d need to make your own choice too. 

  

Paul invites everyone to make their own choice, while at the same time exhorting them 

not to force choices on one another.  The very worst thing, Paul says to them, would be 

if one person’s choice caused another person spiritual distress.  If one person boldly 

serves idol-food, and taunts another person into eating when that other person’s best 

choice would be not to eat; or in contrast, if one person valiantly withholds from eating, 

and causes another person to feel judged and uncertain because they choose to eat.  

 

The question is not, "which is the correct choice", the question is, "how will our choices 

affect one another?"  Paul exhorts them to care about how they live together in charity 

and compassion, letting each one find their way while remaining in community together. 

  

There are lots of places a preacher can take this point from here on in. Styles of worship 

music?  What translation of Scripture you prefer at home?  Whether it’s acceptable to 

listen to non-Christian radio stations?  Political differences in your congregation? 

  

We can go further, too.  If Paul had said, “no Christian can eat meat sacrificed to idols,” 

he would be separating Gentile Christians from their entire cultural world.  No more 

birthday parties, theatre performances, parades, dinners with friends, dinners with “work 

colleagues” (or Roman equivalent).  And so Paul answers this question in a way that 

permits Gentile Christians to continue living and interacting with the surrounding culture, 

although that culture was distinctly non-Christian, just as long as they feel it didn’t pose 

a risk to their faith.  

 

Many Christians today feel that our surrounding culture is distinctly non-Christian too. 

Many Christians feel that the only faithful thing to do is draw apart into explicitly-

Christian pockets, listening only to Christian radio, watching only Christian television, 

seeing only Christian movies, etc.  In this passage, Paul offers us an opportunity to 

dialogue about this.  Paul offers us a space to say, “it may be the best choice for me, 

but it doesn’t necessarily have to be the choice for you.”  And Paul also gives us space 

to say, “I can work with the surrounding culture, perhaps even use non-Christian movies 



in my theological reflections or sermons, so long as it doesn’t pose a risk to my faith, 

and so long as I don’t pose a risk to another person’s faith.” 

  

How do these questions take place in your congregation?  Is there any discussion Paul 

might encourage you to have with one another with a little more care and compassion?  

Is there a topic of disagreement in your congregation to which Paul might say, “perhaps 

the specific choice doesn’t matter as much as you might think - what matters is how you 

treat one another as brothers and sisters in Christ”? 


