Notes on the Readings, 17th Sunday after Pentecost, Year B (Proper 20)
Jeremiah 11:18-20: Jeremiah’s loyal obedience to the Lord resulted in a plot against his life from kinsmen and neighbours. His lament pre-figures the experiences of Jesus when his ministry and teaching fell foul of his own countrymen. Jeremiah’s innocence ‘like a gentle lamb’ in no way contradicts his plea for God’s retribution. His desire is not vengeance, but rather that God’s message might be shown thereby to be true.
James 3:13 – 4:3,7,8a: Teachers in the church promote a wisdom which runs counter to that of the world. The Spirit of Christ is one of meekness, with openness to reason, backed up by the supreme teaching method – an exemplary expression of a life of genuine love (3:13,17). Teaching in arrogance for one’s own personal elevation serves only disruption and destruction among Christians (3:16). Ambitious teachers’ great failure is compounded by the absence of prayer. They are too selfish to pray (4:3). The struggle in reality is then between the devil and God. Therefore approach God in true repentance. He will provide the needed strength (4:7,8).

Mark 9:30-37: The ministry in Galilee now concluded, Jesus sets out with his disciples on the final journey to Jerusalem. They were unable to understand his clear teaching about his coming suffering and death. This was because they could not cope with any contradiction of their own fixed idea of his coming earthly political glory. Small wonder that they were subsequently pre-occupied with arguments as to their hierarchical order in the kingdom. Jesus quickly used the occasion to underline the proper priority of service in God’s ordering of his kingdom. It was most certainly not linked with pride. The object lesson of a little child should teach us all.

