NOTES ON THE READINGS

JOEL 2:23-32: The prophet Joel addressed Israel in the years following the return from exile in Babylon. Earlier in the book he interpreted the destructive impact of a locust plague and a bushfire on the agricultural wellbeing of the land to be God's call on the people to repentance. In this section he comforts the people with the evidence of God's absolution through the gift of rain and subsequent generous prosperity. They can praise God as they see the evidence of his open hand. From verse 28 onwards Joel switches the view to the last times. At some time in the future God will pour out his Spirit, not just on particular called prophets, but quite generally throughout his people. By whatever is meant by 'prophesying, dreaming dreams and seeing visions', Joel is certainly saying that the Spirit will reveal God's will through his activity. It is fitting that Peter was moved by the Spirit and the surrounding events of Pentecost Day to quote this passage.
Genesis 32:22-31: Jacob at this time was returning to his homeland, afraid of the vengeance his brother Esau might exact on account of Jacob's tricking him out of the birthright so many years ago. The outward course of the physical wrestling match during the night expresses the inner spiritual encounter going on at the same time between Jacob and God. Despite Jacob's bad conscience, the man acceded to his demand for blessing, but left him with a permanent limp as a reminder of his obligations to the Lord because of that blessing. At the conclusion of the episode it becomes clear that Jacob persisted in his struggle with none less than the Lord. The 'man' departed before daylight lest Jacob see the face of the Lord and perish. Yet Jacob (now called Israel, meaning 'he strives with God') was certain he had seen God face to face in that gracious encounter.

2 TIMOTHY 3:14 - 4:5: Our Lord Jesus Christ still effects his miraculous work among people today. He sent out the apostles and the early church with the commission to preach and teach his word and to administer the sacraments. St Paul reminds the young pastor Timothy, and us, that the Scriptures are not mere human documents. He says they are 'inspired' (breathed into the writers) by God himself (v 16). That is why they are both needed and useful for people's salvation and growth in personal holiness. With a most solemn oath he urges Timothy not to make any apologies or to worry about the timing when proclaiming the word (4:2), but to persist with it to convince, rebuke and encourage. People often tend to prefer trendy and flattering preachers. Timothy should rather be ready to bear any suffering which accompanies proclaiming the truth.

LUKE 18:1-8: This teaching about persistence in prayer comes from our Lord in view of the tensions and distresses of the last times. He uses the comparison of a helpless widow up against a more powerful exploitative opponent to picture a Christian's dilemma. The judge to whom she appeals for help is cynically indifferent to what he sees as an insignificant problem. God is not cynical, but kind, compassionate, loving and sympathetic. So how much more will he be ready to hear and to answer the cries of his chosen ones when they 'pray without ceasing'.
