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ADDRESS    16 August 2020       11th Sunday after Pentecost 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Genesis 45. 1-15  Joseph and his brothers    

Psalm 133   The blessings of unity 

Romans 11. 13-32 (33-36)     A message to the Gentiles  

Matthew 15. (10-20) 21-28     Jesus and the Canaanite woman 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

For the past few weeks, Sunday by Sunday, we have been reading parts of the letter of Saint Paul the 

Apostle to the Romans.  Some commentators award equal first prize to this letter as the most difficult book 

in the Bible, along with the Revelation to Saint John.  I had been hoping Peter would give me today’s 

dramatic Gospel to preach on instead!  

We need to do two things as we read this letter, as we read any of the New Testament letters – we need to 

understand what the writer is saying, in his situation; and then we need to see how the message is relevant 

to our own time, and our own situation, even in translation,  even 20 centuries later, in a vastly different 

social and religious setting. 

Again and again, in this letter to the young church at the heart of the empire, Paul expounds on  the good 

news, which he announces at the start – the gospel is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has 

faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. (Rom. 1.16)  The power of God for salvation, to everyone. 

In today’s passage, speaking to both Jews and Gentile members of the young church, Paul highlights two 

of the results of personal salvation:  he speaks of transformation  and deliverance.   

Literal translations of Paul’s letters are sometimes hard to understand, but the meaning often becomes 

clearer in what are called ‘meaning-based’ translations, so Connections includes a new translation of the 

key part of today’s passage for you to read,  not now of course!  To compare with the translation on our 

reading sheet. This New Living Translation of the whole Bible is online.  Something good to read while in 

isolation! 

Paul reminds his Gentile readers that the Torah commands Jewish believers to offer the first fruits of their 

labour to the Lord (Leviticus 23, 10-11; Numbers 15.18-21). Paul says this offering transforms all the fruits 

of their labour. The holy offering makes all their labour holy, just as coming to worship Sunday by Sunday 

can sanctify our whole week.   

In the same way, the self-offering of Jesus, God in human form, transforms all humankind, whether Jew or 

Gentile. There is no distinction. Think of this today in  terms of race or nationality, in terms of gender, or 

occupation or social class – all humankind becomes a chosen people, a holy people, in Jesus the Christ.  

Paul goes on to explore a second analogy which would immediately make sense to a people whose 

economy largely depended on the cultivation of the olive tree.  The Palestinian economy still does.   The 

young church, he says,  is like a newly-grafted olive tree -- 

Open our minds, O Lord, to hear 

and to understand your Word, and 

open our hearts to do your will. 

We ask in Jesus’ name.  AMEN. 
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Its Jewish members have cut themselves off from the body of fellow believers, those who have rejected 

Jesus as the Messiah; its Gentile members are the new wood which has been grafted in.  The result is a 

new tree, a new ecclesia, binding Jew and Gentile together, and producing new growth, a cultivated olive 

tree, he says, fed and watered by the Gospel which he is commending to them.  

Both Jews and Gentiles have been transformed, but the church’s Gentile members, people like us, need to 

acknowledge our Jewish roots.   Or, to continue the analogy, the new growth, of which we are a part, has 

Jewish DNA.   So the church acknowledges the Jewish Scriptures as divinely inspired, and we see 

ourselves as part of what Paul, in another letter, calls the Israel of God (Gal. 6.16)   

There is no place in faith-full hearts for anti-Semitism – Martin Luther’s repeated calls to kill all Jews 

pleased some German princes, but they stained the German reformation and paved the way for the 

Holocaust four centuries later.  

We often forget that Christianity began as a tiny sect of Judaism, but grew into something quite new.  

Today the word ‘sect’ has a bad name – for some people a sect is any group of people who promote views 

you don’t agree with!   

 

In sociological terms, a sect is a simply a significant part of a larger body with divergent views and practices 

from the majority. Generally, it’s a group which believes that the main body has abandoned vital truth. 

 On this basis, some scholars see the diocese of Sydney as a sect of Anglicanism – there are many books 

and academic papers on the issue  (I delivered a couple myself, to several conferences).  Even Michael 

Jensen, the previous archbishop’s son, has entered the debate with a scholarly study asking the 

ecclesiological question Are Sydney Anglicans really Anglicans?  
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The disputes are not just about minor issues;  about whether a church building should display a cross or 

whether ministers of the sacrament should be called priests or wear stoles—they centre on core issues like 

the authority of the Bible, the nature of Christian ministry, the role of the church, the meaning of the 

Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper, the Mass,  human sexuality  .  .  .   even the being of God, the relations 

between the three persons of the Trinity, becomes a subject of robust but generally civil debate.  

These disputes are only a faint echo of the intensity of the war of words over the early decisions which 

transformed the Christian movement from a minor Jewish sect to a new universal faith.  We all know that 

change is difficult, tension-creating, and Paul was promoting one of the biggest changes in the history of 

the Jewish people. 

We can see something of the process of transformation through reading the New Testament books in the 

order in which the fathers of the church arranged them:  

The three Synoptic gospels record some of the life and teaching of Jesus. 

The fourth gospel begins the process of interpreting and highlighting the significance of his life and 

teaching. 

The Acts of the Apostles records some of the events in the first years of the transformation from 

Jewish sect to universal church. 

The letters of Paul and other apostles show us how the early church came to understand what his 

life and teaching mean to those who accept his amazing grace;   and 

The Book of the Revelation is a dramatic vision of the final triumph of God in Jesus, when heaven 

and earth will have become new, transformed. 

This is why the New Testament is such an exciting book, it is a work of history as well as a testament of 

faith.  Reading it makes us present at the birth of our religion. Behind the faith Paul proclaims there is the 

reality of Jesus, God in human form. 

Transformation is the first theme of this passage; the second is deliverance. 

In times of crisis, people always look for a Deliverer – right now, governments around the world are looking 

for a vaccine to deliver them from Covid 19.    

The history of Paul’s own people, the Jewish people, is filled with the stories of courageous deliverers – 

today’s reading from the book of Genesis tells us about Joseph delivering his family from famine;  the book 

of Exodus tells how Moses and Aaron delivered the people from slavery in Egypt, the book of Judges 

records how successive leaders delivered them from their enemies as they settled in the Promised Land, 

the Apocrypha tells how the five Maccabees brothers delivered Judah from the oppression of the Greek 

emperor Antiochus . . . in Jesus’ time the people were longing for a deliverer  from the Roman occupation. 
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Paul commends the great deliverer, Jesus, who does so much more, he delivers all peoples from sin and 

death; from the ungodliness which holds so many in captivity.  When we read how Jesus delivered the 

Canaanite woman’s daughter from a demon, and the mother from her distress, these become symbols of 

his power to deliver us from our demons, from our fears, and the greatest of these has always been the 

fear of dying. 

Paul reminds the Gentiles in the young church that this deliverer comes out of Zion, he is a Jew, and the 

great prophets of Israel foretold his coming:  

Out of Zion will come the Deliverer; he will banish ungodliness from Jacob; and this is my covenant 

with them, when I take away their sins. (vv 26-27 – Is. 59.20, Jer. 31.33) 

These verses combine texts from Isaiah and Jeremiah. Paul does what we all need to do when reflecting 

on  divine truth, he engages with the Scriptures as a whole, as the story of God’s engagement with his 

people over many centuries.  And he sees that we may be at least partly responsible for the problems we 

seek to be delivered from.  Daniel Andrews tells the people of Victoria this every day.  

One of my former students is fond of complaining about the trivia on television, and the sexual immorality of 

programs like Farmer wants a wife  or  Married at First Sight.  She forgets that she already has a deliverer 

close at hand – it’s the off switch. 

We all want deliverance from financial stress and from pain and discomfort, from things which frighten or 

distress us, from personal health problems or even the threat of war in the South China Sea.  Every three 

or four years we go to the polls to elect leaders who promise to deliver us from financial stress, and from 

our enemies at home and abroad. Some observers call this a triumph of hope over experience.   

History is filled with accounts of people who have followed false Deliverers  – after World War I the German 

people wanted to be delivered from the shame of Versailles and the economic hardship which followed.  

And they elected Hitler.   

Jim Jones promised to deliver his followers from capitalism and racism; he called his Peoples’ 

Temple a ‘rainbow family’ in which economic and social and racial differences had been 

overcome.  The movement ended in an orgy of murder and mass suicide in which more than 900 

people died. 
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The eternal search for a deliverer can be seen in the universality of the legend of St George, who 

is said to have ridden up on a white horse and rescued an innocent maiden, that’s us, from the all-

consuming dragon, that’s whatever our enemy is at the time.  

St George is the patron saint of 24 countries, and this area is one of one of dozens around the 

world named after this deliverer – there’s a St George in Queensland and another in South 

Australia; there’s a St George in Alaska and another in Utah  and another in Greenland;  there are 

20 St Georges in the United States and 10 or so in Canada and at least 12  in England and 

another 18 or so in 12 other countries. 

   

The story of Jesus the Deliverer is very different – he rode into Jerusalem on a donkey, as the 

crowd shouted verses from the ancient processional song which we know as Psalm 118: 

 Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord  (Ps 118.26) 

Yet, as this ancient Russian icon imagines, the rock of Calvary loomed over him as he rode into the city, for 

Jesus was riding to his triumph by way of humiliation, torture and death.   

This is the Deliverer St Paul proclaimed in his preaching and in his letters, the one who delivers us from 

death to eternal sinless life; the one, he says, who demands obedience to God, from Jew and Gentile alike, 

from us.  He concludes this part of his letter with a doxology which follows today’s reading: 

 For from him, and through him, and to him are all things. To him be the glory for ever. (Rom. 11.36) 

When we commit ourselves fully to this Deliverer, as Paul did, we will be transformed, and we will be 

delivered from all other concerns and fears, as Paul was, even the fear of dying and of death.  Thanks be to 

God.    #  
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For Connections  16 August 

Romans 11-13-32     TRANSFORMATION  and DELIVERANCE 

 

Romans 11-13-32      New Living Translation, 3rd edition 2015      

17 But some of these branches from Abraham’s tree—some of the people of Israel—have been broken off. And you 
Gentiles, who were branches from a wild olive tree, have been grafted in. So now you also receive the blessing God 
has promised Abraham and his children, sharing in the rich nourishment from the root of God’s special olive 
tree. 18 But you must not brag about being grafted in to replace the branches that were broken off. You are just a 
branch, not the root. 19 “Well,” you may say, “those branches were broken off to make room for me.” 20 Yes, but 
remember—those branches were broken off because they didn’t believe in Christ, and you are there because you do 
believe. So don’t think highly of yourself, but fear what could happen. 21 For if God did not spare the original 
branches, he won’t spare you either. 22 Notice how God is both kind and severe. He is severe toward those who 
disobeyed, but kind to you if you continue to trust in his kindness. But if you stop trusting, you also will be cut 
off. 23 And if the people of Israel turn from their unbelief, they will be grafted in again, for God has the power to 
graft them back into the tree. 24 You, by nature, were a branch cut from a wild olive tree. So if God was willing to do 
something contrary to nature by grafting you into his cultivated tree, he will be far more eager to graft the original 
branches back into the tree where they belong. .  

                

St George triumphant  -- by the 14th C                   The rock of Calvary looms over Jesus as he 
Netherlands artist  van der Weyden                      rides into Jerusalem – 14th C  Russian icon 
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