Notes on the Readings, Proper 21A
Exodus 17:1-7: God had shown his marvellous saving hand to the Israelites in their rescue at the Red Sea. He had also miraculously provided food daily with bread (manna) and quail. However, the pattern of grumbling, of unjust criticism of Moses and of God, together with the threat of rebellion, emerged again on this occasion when they reached a location without water. They did not stop even to think whether God was testing them. They rather put God to the test. God's patience was abundantly demonstrated by his orders to Moses to strike the rock from which poured out water.
Ezekiel 18:1-4,25-32: Jerusalem and Judah had experienced severe hardship through invasion, siege and exile. People became bitter. They tended to blame God for taking it out on them for their fathers' sins. ('The parents ate sour grapes, the children’s teeth were set on edge'.) What a dangerous sentiment! Individuals and the community could in this way duck their own responsibility. God directs Ezekiel here to make it clear that each person needs to repent of his/her own guilt. When that happens God forgives, regardless of guilt. Verses 30-32 issue one of the most powerful appeals in Scripture to turn from judgment, to be renewed in heart and spirit - and to live!

Philippians 2:1-13: Christ Jesus laid aside his eternal right to equality with the Father to become a slave under the human lot of misery resulting from the fall into sin. He became obedient to the Father's will even to bearing the punishment of death for the sins of all. Therefore, says St Paul, imitate the humility and service of Jesus in working the good pleasure of God through looking, not to your own interests, but the interests of others.

Matthew 21:23-32: The religious leaders from their standpoint of confirmed rejection here query Jesus' authority to teach and work miracles. He answers their query and points to their hardheartedness through the story of the two sons. God will always turn from those who stubbornly shut him out of their lives, and will find others who can be constituted on a spiritual basis to produce fruits from their new life created in and through the Saviour.

