
Exegetical Notes for September 2018 

 

The Lay Preachers' Bulletin relies on volunteers to write the Lectionary Notes.   

This month, our volunteer was unable to complete the notes.   

A huge thank you to the folks who stepped up at the last minute to help make this 

edition possible! 

 

September 2, 2018 – Pentecost 15 (Reverend Clara King) 

 

Mark 7:1-8, 14-25, 21-23 

 

In reading this passage it is important to remember that Jesus and all his followers (at 

this time) were themselves faithful Jews.  So this text is not an "us vs. them" debate 

between Judaism and Christianity but a debate between different perspectives held by 

faithful Jews.  Jesus, the Messiah, was in many respects a reformer of Judaism, calling 

the Jewish people to reconnect with the roots of their faith.  Of course there was a lot 

more to Jesus than that, but this was a part of his calling and his ministry.  In following 

him as our Messiah, we ourselves are grafted into the family of faith that stretches back 

to Abraham and beyond.  It is important when we read and preach this passage that we 

do not fall into the trap of saying, “authenticity is at the heart of Christian faith; and 

hypocrisy is at the heart of Jewish tradition.”  Rather, all of us can fall into hypocrisy (it’s 

a family weakness, we could say); and all of us are called by God to reach for 

authenticity and right living.  What we all debate about - Jews and Christians - is how 

best to learn that lesson, and journey on that path. 

 

So, let's try to get beyond "us vs. them".  Can you hear Jesus in this passage 

challenging his audience on something that all of us struggle with?  It’s too easy for us 

to place ourselves on the side of Jesus, thinking we listen to him and understand him 

and others don’t.  Try to push back against this.  Listen for Jesus speaking to us, here, 

today.   

 

In this passage, we witness a debate about a kind of everyday worship practice: faithful 

Jews, as part of their religious practice, washed their hands while saying prayers to God 

(the same God Jesus prayed to, remember).  Here we have some faithful Jews who are 

behaving towards Jesus in a deeply confrontational and hostile way.  Jesus is pointing 

out the difference between the prayers they say (many times every day), and the way 

they live in the world.  He points out (not only in this passage, but throughout his 

ministry) that a life of faith is supposed to result in certain ways of living in the world and 

relating to other people - the fruits of the Spirit, Paul might add.  Jesus points out the 



distance between these faithful people’s prayer practice and their way of interacting with 

others with whom they disagree.   

 

• Can you see any parallels in the church today? 

• Could you give an example of someone in your congregation whose prayer 

practice shapes their way of living in the community? 

• Could you give an example of a time in your life when your practice of worship 

and prayer influenced or changed how you handled a given situation?  (This 

works best when it’s a story of personal transformation, even in a small way, 

rather than an example of how awesome you’ve always been :) 

• Have you ever caught yourself in a moment of hypocrisy, realized it, and tried to 

change? Could you tell this story with grace, good humour and a spirit of 

forgiveness? The example doesn’t need to be big or profound - a small example, 

told with grace and humour, can be powerful since every single one of us acts 

hypocritically at times!  It is a normal and natural part of the spiritual journey to 

keep persevering, while trusting in the overwhelming grace and love and 

forgiveness of God. 

  



September 9, 2018 – Pentecost 16 (Reverend Chris Roth) 

 

Mark 7:24-37 

 

Context: 

When we meet Jesus at the beginning of Chapter 7 he has arrived back in Jewish 

territory and is confronted by some Pharisees regarding ‘some’ of the disciples eating 

with unclean hands, which is against the traditions of the elders (Note: Not against the 

Scriptures. Traditions sometimes arose that added customs to various aspects of life. 

Sometimes they were rules about etiquette, and sometimes these customs acted as a 

barrier to prevent breaking a law of the Torah.) Jesus challenges the Pharisees’ position 

on tradition and purity and then turns to teach his position to the crowd- “there is nothing 

outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what 

defile” (Mark 7:15). It isn’t that the practice of washing hands before they eat is bad, 

however, it may have become a cause for division in the community based on ritual 

purity. The tradition has caused some to be considered pure and others impure 

(Pharisees followed priestlypurity laws- Exod 30:19; 40:12). Jesus emphasizes moral 

purity over ritual purity, which is the way Jesus interprets the Scriptures. 

 

A Syrophoenician woman’s plea (7:24-30): 

 

• Jesus is in Gentile territory again and will work two miracles for gentiles while 

there. One is a miracle worked at a distance. All examples of which are done for 

the benefit of Gentiles (Matt 8:5-13; Luke 7:1-10; Jn 4:46-54) and may symbolize 

the salvation that comes to the gentiles from afar 

• Jesus effectively turns away from Israel and turns towards the Gentiles. This may 

have been a reaction against Israel’s hard heartedness. Perhaps this can be 

linked to Paul’s line of thought in Romans 9-11. 

• Once in Gentile territory, and unable to hide, Jesus is confronted by a Phoenician 

woman, born in Syria, who has a small child with an unclean spirit. Strangely this 

miracle is interrupted as Jesus seems to reject the woman’s plea. His reaction is 

shocking, especially to modern sensibilities.  Jesus’ shocking words sound like a 

proverb. It is possible that in this area where Jews and Gentiles lived near each 

other that a kind of elitism may have developed where Gentiles where referred to 

as dogs by the Jewish people in the area.  

• There is reason to think that faith in Jesus is alive within this woman. 

o When she hears he is present she ‘immediately’ goes to him. 

o She falls at his feet, just as Jarius and the woman with a bleeding problem did 

(Mark 5). These are marks of belief. 



o Surprisingly, the woman accepts Jesus words, calls him “Lord”, and is willing 

to wait in line for the scraps that fall from the table. (Contrast her faith with 

what we see in 7:1-23).  

• The people of Israel seem to have created a closed religious system and have 

seemingly forgotten their role as Abraham’s children to be a blessing to the 

whole world. They are to lead the nations to the worship of the one true God. 

Jesus, however, teaches his disciples to transcend these kinds of boundaries 

and to take hold of their true calling.   

• Recently Jesus fed five thousand (Mk 6:30-44) and he will feed them again in the 

next chapter (Mk 8:1-10). In both cases there is much left over, which implies that 

some of Israel has not come- there are leftovers (crumbs that fall from the table).     

• While there is a genuine difference between Jews and Gentiles, these are 

transcended by faith in Jesus. When identity is found in relation to Jesus, 

nationality is not an issue. 

• While some read this passage as Jesus changing his mind based on the words 

of the faithful Syrophoenician woman, I find it more likely that this is a lesson for 

his disciples. The teaching on purity found immediately before this passage 

invites us to consider her purity. According to Jesus her purity is to be judged on 

the basis of what comes out of her mouth. What are her words and actions and 

do they indicate purity or impurity? What do they say about what is in her heart? 

She may be ritually unclean as a gentile, but how is her moral purity? She has 

faith in Jesus when the Pharisees do not. How can the Pharisees be pure and 

her not pure? 

• This may be an opportunity to speak about the issue of prejudice. Who do we 

consider impure due to ethnicity, gender, class, etc.? Perhaps we need to look 

harder at their words and actions before pronouncing judgement    

  

Healing a Deaf and Mute Man (7:31-37)  

       

• Deep in Gentile territory (The Decapolis) we encounter Jesus healing a deaf man 

who has a speech impediment. It is likely that those encountered in this story are 

Gentiles.  

• Those who bring the man forward ask Jesus to lay his hand on the man so that 

he will be healed. Jesus’ actions are quite typical of a miracle worker of the time, 

touching the places that illness is present and spitting. The word is interestingly 

preserved in Aramaic “ephphatha” and may have been considered a word with 

particular power.   

• The healing makes an illusion to Isa 35:5-6 which had been used as a messianic 

verse since pre-Christian times. 



• Even though Jesus continues to ask for secrecy it seems to be a pointless 

enterprise as his actions are continuously proclaimed. Jesus commands them to 

secrecy, which lets the reader know that this is not the full truth regarding his 

identity. Jesus is not the messiah because he is a miracle worker. Jesus’ identity 

can’t be understood apart from his death and resurrection. 

  



September 16, 2018 – Pentecost 17 (Ven. Noel Wygiera) 

 

Mark 8:27-38 

  

There are at least three distinct sections in this passage. Any one of the three could 

be explored independently, or all could be explored in a way to show their 

relationship to each other. In today’s offering, I will provide some leading questions 

from each section that can be explored either way. 

  

8:27-30 Mark identifies the location of this particular conversation. Is there 

something about the place that may be significant to the conversation that ensues? 

In answering that Jesus is the Messiah, what kind of expectations might Peter have 

for Jesus? If Jesus was asking us the same questions today, what kind of answers 

might we expect to hear? What sorts of misguided expectations might be placed on 

Jesus now? 

  

8:31-33 Jesus begins to teach based on an understanding of messiahship that is 

very different from Peter’s expectations. Peter feels that it is necessary to correct 

Jesus but in return gets rebuked. Are there ways that we try to correct Jesus or try to 

make him act according to our expectations? Do we try to relate to Jesus according 

to worldly, or secular understanding and miss seeing the sacred plan that is 

unfolding according to God’s expectations? 

  

8:34-38 When recruiting new members most organizations focus on member 

benefits and thereby downplay the costs. Jesus comes at it from the opposite 

direction as a way of showing that what we might desire from membership pales in 

comparison to what is actually being offered to us. In doing so his teaching once 

again marks the difference between the secular and the sacred. In what ways do we 

need to be reminded of the true costs of discipleship? In what ways do we need to 

be reminded of the true benefits of membership (i.e. following Jesus)? How might 

this affect the way we relate to the God? The Church? The world? 

  



September 23, 2018 – Pentecost 18 (Rev. Deacon Elizabeth Short) 

 

Mark 9:30-37 
  

• “What were you arguing about on the way?” The NRSV translates the verb 

“argue” but it can also be translated, “discuss, consider, reason, ponder.” Jesus 

chooses to continue the conversation with the disciples rather than just shut them 

down.  He initially responds to their question with a question. What were you 

talking about? Commentator Karoline Lewis suggests that this is the nature of 

faith – “that faith is not about certainty but wonder. Not about answers but 

questions. Not about compulsion but conversation.”  As you settle into another 

year of parish life, how are you encouraging inquisitive, open discussion about 

the faith? 

• “Who is greatest?” The disciples still not understanding the significance of Jesus’ 

ministry have been debating about who was the greatest. It is hard not to 

consider our place with Christ as something to be earned, something deserved, 

limiting the nature of faith. In what ways are we tempted to make faith a 

competition? 

• Mark’s purpose in this succinct Gospel is to create a vision of the Kingdom of 

Heaven. He wants us to come face to face with and listen to the central figure of 

the story. This vision of the kingdom and encounter with Jesus changes the 

status quo. And so when he speaks of greatness, he speaks of servanthood. 

What attributes of a servant should we, the people of faith, be modeling?   

• When Jesus speaks of those to whom we should pay attention he presents a 

child, who was the lowest status person in a household. Who are the people of 

low status in the community in which your parish has been placed? 

 


