Comments Twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost November 7, 2010

These comments present one interpretation of today’s readings; other interpreta-
tions may be possible. Comments are best read with the readings.
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Haggai 2:1-9 NRSV

King Cyrus of Persia decreed, and King Darius brought to reality, the return of
exiles from Babylon to Judah. The foundation of a new Temple was laid in 536
BC; however, little more was done on it for years. Judah now has three kinds of
leadership: ‘“Zerubbabel” (2:2) the administrator, “Joshua” the high priest, and
Haggai the prophet. The people insisted that priority be given to building houses
for themselves (1:2), that rebuilding the Temple could wait. They live at subsis-
tence level (1:6). Through Haggai, God has told them that this is a punishment for
ignoring the Temple. So expedite the rebuilding, so God will have an earthly
dwelling place again, where he can be honoured! (1:8) This is where the priority
should be. If they don’t God will send a “drought” (1:11). The three leaders, to-
gether with all the people (both those who returned from Babylon and those who
never left Judah), then set to work on reconstruction (1:14). The people’s change
in attitude is echoed in God’s; his message is “I am with you™ (1:13).

Now Haggai, on God’s behalf, asks: who remembers Solomon’s Temple, de-
stroyed almost 70 years ago? (2:3). Do you remember “its former glory”, when
God in his transcendence dwelt there? It probably has no significance for you.
Yet God maintains “I am with you” (2:4), as you rebuild, as he was during the
Exodus. His “spirit” (2:5), then seen as pillars of cloud and fire, “abides among
you”. Using terminology descriptive of the end times (2:6), he says he will inter-
vene in earthly affairs, and fill the Temple “with splendour” (2:7). The new Tem-
ple lacks the fine decorations of the old, but “the silver” (2:8), his “treasure” (2:7)
will be people of all nations who come to him. The new Temple will be even
more filled with God’s presence, his “splendour” (2:9); there God will “give pros-
perity”, well-being, blessing and peace. (The Hebrew word is shalom.)

Psalm 98 NRSV

Worshippers are invited to sing “a new song” marking new evidence of God’s
rule. He has achieved his “victory” (vv. 1, 2, 3), his saving acts on Israel’s behalf,
through his power (“right hand ...”). He has shown the way of goodness, his way,
to be the correct one (“vindication”, v. 2). In saving, he has “remembered” (v. 3)
his commitment to “love and faithfulness” made in the Sinai covenant. All peo-
ples see his actions in overcoming evil (and recognize his sovereignty). Vv. 4-6
invite everyone to join in worshipping him “before the King”, in his presence, i.e.
in the Temple, where the liturgy is accompanied by musical instruments. In vv. 7-
9, the whole physical universe is invited to join in.

2 Thessalonians 2:1-5,13-17 NRSV

In 1 Thessalonians 4, Paul has stated that, when Christ comes again, both the

faithful who have died and those still alive will be “gathered together to him”, i.e.
Christ. But it seems that a person thinking himself inspired by God (“spirit”, v. 2)
or by just saying it (“word”), or in a letter supposedly from Paul (“as though from
us”) claims that the new era (“the day of the Lord”) has already dawned, that the
future is already here. The author of this book insists that this is not so, that God’s
kingdom is still in the formative stage, for certain events must first occur: first
there will be “rebellion”, (v. 3, a general revolt against God), and then the “lawless
one”, the Devil, the full extent of evil, will be fully seen. But, says v. 6, the forces
of evil are held partly in check, although they are active in the world, via false
teaching (“power, signs, lying wonders”, v. 9). When the Devil does show himself
fully, Christ will annihilate him and all who “refused to love the truth” (v. 10).
God sends the current trials to separate out the unfaithful (v. 11) so that these peo-
ple will be “condemned” (v. 12).

But the author thanks God for those who are faithful at Thessalonica, because
“God chose you” (v. 13) for admission to his kingdom (“salvation”, v. 13, “the
glory of ... Christ”, v. 14), to be forerunners (the “first fruits”, v. 13, of the harvest
were God’s) of other faithful who will come later, through being set apart for him
(“sanctification”) through the Holy Spirit and through their faith. They will share
with Christ in union with God. So, readers, remain faithful to the doctrines (“tradi-
tions”, v. 15) you received verbally and via authentic letters.

Luke 20:27-38 NRSV

19:47-48 says that Jesus taught daily in the Temple. The religious authorities
“kept looking for a way to kill him, but they did not find anything they could do
...”. The Sadducees held that only the first five books of the Old Testament, the
Pentateuch, were authoritative. Not finding mention of life after death in these
books, they rejected its existence.

In vv. 28-33, seeking to trap Jesus into speaking against the Law, they ask a ques-
tion about levirate marriage (levir is Latin for brother-in-law): a man lived on (in a
sense) in his son, so if a man died without issue, his brother was required to marry
his widow and give her a son, thus continuing his lineage. “This age” (v. 34) is the
current era; “that age” (v. 35) is the era to come, when Christ returns. In God’s
kingdom, marriage will no longer exist; those who are admitted into eternal life
for their faith (“considered worthy of a place ...”, v. 35) will all be “children of
God” (v. 36): this will be their family relationship. They will be immortal (“cannot
die anymore”) and will be like “angels” (considered sexless in Jesus’ time).

In vv. 37-38, Jesus argues for life after death (and resurrection) from the Penta-
teuch. In the story of the burning “bush”, God tells Moses: “I am the God of Abra-
ham ...”. Because God says is (not was), Abraham is alive now. He died, so he
must have been brought back to life, resurrected. God is truly “God ... of the liv-
ing” (v. 38). In v. 39, some scribes, believers in resurrection, are pleased with
Jesus’ argument. V. 40 says that the Sadducees “no longer dared to ask ... [Jesus]
another question”: Jesus has evaded the trap.




