Notes on the Readings, Seventh Sunday after Pentecost, year B (Proper 10)
Amos 7:7-15: After the death of King Solomon, the land of Israel was divided into two kingdoms, the Southern Kingdom with Jerusalem the capital, and the Northern Kingdom with Bethel (at the time of this prophecy) its capital. Amos’s vision of God presents him as a master builder checking with a plumbline. This suggests that both the religious and political structures of the Northern Kingdom were so ‘out of line with true’ that a major demolition and restructure was called for. The ‘high places’ were religious shrines for perverted cultic Baal worship. Bethel was the political and religious centre for King Jeroboam. The prophesied destruction of these places evokes the intensity of the priest Amaziah’s response to Amos’s prophecy. He tells Amos to go and make his living in the Southern Kingdom. Amos politely answers that he is not a prophet by training or profession but rather by the special choice and act of the Lord.

Ephesians 1:3-14: Here St Paul breaks out into praise as he treats the doctrine of election. This deep mystery is not meant to bewilder the Christian but rather to reassure and comfort. It shows how precious is our relationship with God by faith in Christ through the intricate workings of God, that he chose us from eternity and made us his own in time. All this hinges on God’s central historical act of Christ’s sacrificial death for our sin, verse 7. While the whole universe finds its ultimate rationale in Christ’s work for God the Father, yet God’s purpose for us is to reflect our election in the way our lives come into harmony with him and in living to his praise. The Spirit gives us all of this as a guarantee of the full and final glory of the heavenly redemption still to come.

Mark 6:14-29: Herod was in reality not a king but a puppet ruler under the Romans in the northern areas above Judea. His imprisonment of John the Baptist afforded him the opportunity to hear John, although without belief. His wife, Herodias, resented the Baptist’s criticism of the religiously unlawful marriage between Herod and herself. The same blackness of soul which later brought silence from Jesus (Luke 23: 7-11) caused the rashness of a lustful promise to combine with weakness of will to give in to Herodias’s vengeful bloodthirsty demand. Hence, when reports of Jesus’ ministry with his miracles reached him, Herod’s conscience allowed superstitious guilt-images to take hold in his mind that John the Baptist had come back to life embodied in Jesus.
