Notes on the Readings, Twenty-First Sunday after Pentecost, Year B (Proper 24)
Isaiah 53:4-12: Many scholars have attempted to limit the 'suffering servant' songs of Isaiah to his own local and contemporary surroundings. One such explanation makes the suffering servant to be the nation of Israel. However, it is easy to see in this particular song that the 'servant' is a messianic figure who will save his people. It is also clear that the range of activities in this particular prophecy reaches far further than the prophet's own personal knowledge and experience. The connections of thought with Jesus' trial, crucifixion, death, burial, resurrection, not to mention God's plan of salvation, are astoundingly many and varied. Even though written 600 years before, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that Christ is the new and real Israel being described.

Hebrews 5:1-10: In the first four verses of this chapter we see the requirements for an earthly high priest in Israel. He needed to understand his function as a sympathetic representative of sinners before God. In the following verses (5-10) we see that Christ as our high priest learnt to understand the sinner's temptations through his own human struggles, even though he never sinned. God ratified his appointment through the miracle of the divine paternity in his birth and through the fulfilment of messianic prophecy (v 6). Note that Melchizedek was a king of Salem and a 'priest of the most high God' who served Abram on one occasion. When King David, much later (approx. 1000 BC) conquered Jerusalem and made it his capital, he took Melchizedek's title of priest-king (Ps 110:4). As Jesus Christ was the Davidic King prophesied to 'rule forever', the writer uses this title to illustrate Christ's infinitely superior high priesthood compared to any other.

Mark 10:35-45: The world around us applauds those who can exercise power over others. James and John, sons of Zebedee, saw the kingdom in this light when they came to Jesus with their request. According to his human nature, Jesus could not grant what belonged in the province of the cooperative work of the Trinity. Even if he could have exercised that authority, he could never grant a request which was based on a priority of human ambition. In the kingdom of God, true greatness is in service. Our Lord knew that his principal mission was to obey his heavenly Father by suffering and dying to serve the eternal interests of the human race whose sins he would bear.
