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SUMMARY
Jesus Christ can fill the gap between us and God, helping us to reach for God’s outstretched hand.

AT A GLANCE
Jesus helps us become reconciled with God — and with each other — when he acts as our mediator. And we know the outcome is tilted in our favor because he’s already given his life for us. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Smooth Operator,” September 23, 2007. 

It was a wonder that happened just once a year. People came from miles around to see the spectacle. It was the most powerful of religious spectacles — if you happened to be a Jew living in ancient Israel. Had you been there, here’s what you would have experienced:
As the first rays of dawn break across the Mount of Olives, a priest standing on the very pinnacle of the temple sounds the trumpet. It’s the signal that the morning sacrifice is about to begin.
Fifteen large animals — cattle, sheep, goats — are led before the massive altar that stands before the temple. Before the eyes of thousands of witnesses, the high priest lifts high his ceremonial knife and plunges it into the neck of the first animal. A second and a third follow. Before long all 15 have been slain. The stones of the courtyard run red with blood. The crowd looks on, in awed silence.
A portion of the blood from the sacrificial animals is gathered and poured into a cup. Hours later, when the appointed time has come, the high priest takes the cup and solemnly enters the temple. Passing through the massive outer doors, he finds himself in the holy place, the Court of the Priests. To his left is a lampstand of pure gold, casting soft light throughout the room. To his right stands the table with the “showbread” — 12 ceremonial loaves, representing the 12 tribes of Israel.
Before the high priest stands the altar of incense, its coals still warm from the morning offerings. Beyond the altar of incense is a massive double veil, shielding from sight a small room on the other side.
Normally, no one is permitted to pass beyond the veil — for this is the Holy of Holies, the very place where God Almighty is pleased to dwell. Such is the spiritual power buzzing in that place, that to pass through that heavy curtain could mean instant death.
Yet on this day, the high priest parts the veil and boldly passes through. For this is Yom Kippur, the great Day of Atonement, the one day when a human being is permitted to enter the Holy of Holies. That privilege is reserved for one particular man: the high priest.
Dominating this small, windowless space is a single piece of furniture, gleaming golden in the half-light. It’s none other than the ark of the covenant — a wooden chest overlaid with gold. Its top is a lid of pure gold. This lid is known as the Mercy Seat. On each end of the Mercy Seat is a statue of an angel, kneeling to face the center.
The Mercy Seat represents the throne of God. The high priest lifts high his cup of sacrificial blood, then plunges his fingers into it. Carefully, reverently, he sprinkles the blood over the Mercy Seat. Its golden lid is stained dark from earlier rituals. Each year on this date, for many centuries, the high priest has entered the Holy of Holies and performed precisely this act, to atone for the people’s sins.
Not exactly the sort of worship experience we’re used to, is it?
Nor is it the sort of worship experience our modern-day Jewish neighbors are familiar with. The blood-sprinkling in the Holy of Holies hasn’t been performed in two millennia. That’s because there no longer is a Holy of Holies in Jerusalem. The temple that once contained that sacred space was pulled down by the Romans and has never been rebuilt.
Judaism no longer has a high priest, either. After the year 70, when blood-sacrifices ceased, there was no longer a need for one.

Who Is the Mediator?
Why did the Jewish people have a high priest in the first place?
The same reason any religion needs a priest. The nature of priesthood is to serve as a mediator.
A mediator is a person who stands between two people estranged from one another, to facilitate communication between them. If there’s a power differential between them, the mediator is duty-bound to protect the interests of the weaker party.
That was exactly the situation of the ancient Israelites. Their God, Yahweh, was not the sort of deity you cozied up to. No, Yahweh was a fearsome desert God: “the Lord your God is a devouring fire, a jealous God,” it says in Deuteronomy 4:24. The famous proverb, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom,” pretty much sums up that tumultuous relationship (Psalm 111:10).
Moses tried, at times, to act as a mediator. There’s that famous episode from Exodus 32, when Moses is up on the mountaintop conferring with Yahweh. Unbeknownst to him, the people down below are forging a statue of a golden calf and bowing down to worship it.
Descending the mountain, Moses is — predictably — enraged. He takes the new stone tablets with the law engraved upon them and casts them to the ground, smashing them to pieces. He melts down the golden idol, burns the remains until they are powder, and spreads the powder upon the water. Then he forces the Israelites to drink it. After that, he dispatches the sons of Levi as his enforcers, putting the leading idolaters to the sword. When it comes to idolatry, Moses takes no prisoners.
The next day, Moses resolves to go back up to the Lord to try to atone for the people’s sins. This is where his mediation skills come into play — but in this case, they can only take him so far. He begs Yahweh to forgive the idolatrous people: “If you will only forgive their sins,” he begs — “but if not, blot me out of the book that you have written.”
See how this mediator is willing to offer up his own life — and his own place in the book of life — for the sake of the people. But in this case, it’s not enough. Rejecting Moses’ mediation attempt, the Lord is adamant, declaring, “Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my book.” But there’s yet a glimmer of grace. Go, Moses, Yahweh says. Lead this faithless people to the promised land. The quest is not over. I will send my angel before you, to guide you (Exodus 32:30-35).
God’s people will suffer a fearsome plague and none of that first generation will live long enough to see the promised land. Their descendants will at long last make it to the Jordan and will cross over.
Moses couldn’t do what Jesus would one day do. He couldn’t take upon himself the sin of the people. That’s because Moses was only a man. God rejected his offer to give his own life as a ransom for many.
In later books of the Hebrew Scriptures, prophets labor hard to convey the message that Yahweh’s justice is tempered with love — Isaiah, notably, has Yahweh saying, “As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you” (Isaiah 66:13). But that’s still something of a hard sell. The image of God as the pre-eminent smiter of sinners is hard to shake.
So, that’s what the high priest was about, performing blood sacrifices in the temple of old. He was trying, however imperfectly, to mediate between Yahweh and a fearful but still stiff-necked people.
Later, many Christians felt the need for a human mediator. The Latin word for “high priest” — pontifex, still used today as a title for the pope, also called the pontiff — is related to the word pontus, or bridge. That’s what a priestly mediator does: he lays himself down as a bridge between God and the people. It’s like the old Simon and Garfunkel song, “Like a bridge over troubled water, I will lay me down …”

The Ultimate Mediator
Not all Christian traditions, today, have a role for a human being who fills the function of priestly mediator. Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Anglican traditions still have priests, but most Protestant churches do not. Most of the Protestant reformers were adamant that the only mediator any of us need is Jesus. Even those traditions that do have priests proclaim that the priest par excellence — our great high priest, successor to the high priests of old — is Jesus Christ himself.
The writer of 1 Timothy would agree. He says in today’s reading: “there is also one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus, himself human, who gave himself a ransom for all.” Jesus does not fear to step through the curtain blocking the Holy of Holies, for he, as the second person of the Trinity, is one and the same as God and the Holy Spirit.
The Apostle Paul pictures this mediation happening in another way, deploying a courtroom metaphor. In Romans 8, he depicts sinners standing trial for the wrongs they have done. What’s the first thing a defendant on trial needs to prevail? An advocate — an attorney — to argue before the judge.
The courtroom also contains another legal official: a prosecutor. “Who is in a position to condemn?” asks Paul. Who’s fulfilling that prosecutorial role?
Surprisingly, that person is Jesus. But here’s the thing: he’s the same one who’s serving as our defense attorney! This advocate of ours has already demonstrated his total commitment to working on our behalf. “It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us” (Romans 8:34).
This prosecutor has a conflict of interest. For us, that’s excellent news because the outcome’s tilted in our favor. He’s already given his life for us. When Jesus takes on the role of mediator, standing between us and the Divine Judge, who can doubt he has our best interests at heart?

Come to the Table
In the year 1968, the principal adversaries in the Vietnam War, North and South Vietnam, decided they were finally ready to begin peace talks. Standing behind them, of course, were their superpower sponsors, the USSR and China supporting the North Vietnamese and the United States backing the South Vietnamese.
It took the two sides many months to decide on a location for the talks. Finally, after rejecting many great cities, they agreed upon Paris as the most neutral place. Then began what has been ruefully described as “the Battle of the Tables.”
The adversaries infamously spent 10 months arguing over what shape the conference table should be. The South Vietnamese first suggested a triangular conference table: North Vietnam, South Vietnam and the United States each having a side. But that conveyed a two-to-one imbalance. The North Vietnamese preferred a square table, one side for each of those three parties, and another side for North Vietnam’s guerilla army in the south, the Viet Cong. The Americans said that will never do, suggesting a simple two-sided table. The North Vietnamese then suggested a round table, but the South Vietnamese balked at that, because it would make the Viet Cong look like they were equal partners. The discussion moved on to an oval table, two semi-circular tables, one round table cut in half, a “flattened ellipse,” a “broken diamond” and a parallelogram. A “Danish mathematician and designer, Piet Hein, offered his services, proposing a super-elliptical table with golden section proportions — neither square nor round but midway between the two — that ‘would allot the two major parties 100 inches to every 6.18 for the two minor parties all the while suggesting sovereignty with alliance.’”1 Finally, a Soviet representative pressured the North Vietnamese to relent, and talks got under way with a round table and two rectangular tables.
All this was, of course, diplomatic posturing. None of the parties were ready yet to come to the table. They were hoping for more successes on the battlefield. That would finally happen in 1975, when the North Vietnamese captured Saigon, but only after the United States had already withdrawn most of its troops. Suffice it to say, the Vietnam War peace talks were not diplomacy’s finest hour.
No mediation can possibly be successful unless the combatants are first willing to come to the table. That’s true of conflicts of any kind, be they military, legal or marital.
It’s true, also, of the spiritual conflict between sinners and God. In sending Jesus Christ to be the Divine Mediator, God long ago expressed a heartfelt desire for reconciliation. It is we, stubbornly proud in our sin, who continue to hold back.
We have our own ways — don’t we? — of arguing about the shape of the conference table. We discover endless excuses for delay, for obfuscation. We’re all too fond of our sin and continue to fool ourselves that by continuing — against all logic — to secretly pursue it, we will gain an inexplicable victory.
God has already provided the table. Its shape is of little importance. Rectangular communion tables are of course the most common, but that’s mere convention. What’s far more important is what’s on top of the table.
There’s bread (“This is my body”). There’s a cup (“This is my blood”). We need little more than that, because, in the end, it’s not the nature of the communion elements that are important, but what they symbolize: the gift of the mediator’s own life, offered up for us, that we may be reconciled with God and with each other.
So, come to the table. Our mediator awaits!
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Jeffrey Michaels, “Stuck in Endless Preliminaries: Vietnam and the Battle of the Paris Peace Table, November 1968-January 1969,” https://defenceindepth.co/2017/05/19/stuck-in-endless-preliminaries-vietnam-and-the-battle-of-the-paris-peace-table-november-1968-january-1969/. Retrieved March 30, 2022.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Jeremiah 8:18–9:1
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
“Have a Good Cry.” There’s a lot of tearful weeping and wailing in this text. So, we start with the interesting physiological response known as crying. One website says: “Several factors play a role in an individual’s propensity to cry. Gender differences in crying, for example, have been explored for decades and across the world, and all of the studies reached the same conclusion: Women cry more than men. In the 1980s, biochemist William H. Frey, Ph.D., found that women cry an average of 5.3 times a month, while men cry an average of 1.3 times per month, with crying defined as anything from moist eyes to full-on sobbing. Biologically, there may be a reason women cry more than men: testosterone may inhibit crying, while the hormone prolactin (seen in higher levels in women) may promote it.” The writer is having a good cry here. Perhaps it’s cathartic. The question, “Is there no balm in Gilead?” suggests that there is indeed such a healing ointment, and thus there’s a ray of hope (v. 22). The writer may be weeping over the destruction of Jerusalem, but God wonders why he is not weeping because of sin and disobedience (v. 19b). So, let’s have a good cry, and then think about how we might change our behavior to prevent the misfortunes that too often we bring upon ourselves.
What Does the Text Say?
What a sad, mournful passage. To best understand and interpret this brief passage for our congregations, several issues need to be resolved: 1) What does “my poor people” (8:19, 21, 22, and 9:1) mean? 2) Who is speaking here? Jeremiah, the Lord, the people or all three? 3) For what group of hearers are these words? Has the destruction of Zion/Jerusalem already occurred, or is Jeremiah speaking prophetically in anticipation of it? Concerning the first, “my poor people” has nothing to do with poverty; it is “poor” in the sense of unfortunate or pitiable or dear. In biblical Hebrew, the expression means something like “my beloved people” or “my unfortunate people,” with love and sorrow combined. Concerning the second as to who is speaking in this passage, the answer is complex. At first glance, it would appear to be Jeremiah. But 19b (“Is the LORD not in Zion …?”) and verse 20 (“The harvest is past …”) likely comprise the content of 19a (“the cry of my poor people”). And it is the people who speak in 8:14-16. It is the Lord, not Jeremiah, who speaks: “Why have they provoked me to anger with their images, with their foreign idols?” (19c). For what group of hearers are these words spoken or recorded? The answer depends partly on whether the destruction of Zion/Jerusalem has already occurred (586 B.C.) and the people taken into exile in Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar. If the destruction is yet to come, then Jeremiah would be speaking in expectation of what God’s exiled people will experience, then feel/say in their mourning and questioning God about their losses.

Psalm 79:1-9
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
In Case of Emergency (ICE). Most app stores feature an ICE app that could save you from ever having to write a lament in the tone of Psalm 79. These apps, according to product descriptions, “store important information for first responders and hospital staff to use in case of an emergency involving you.” They may also include a list of people to call, insurance information, doctors’ names and numbers, allergies, medical conditions, medications and any special instructions you wish to provide. Some even work when the phone is pattern/pin/password locked. The ICE lock screen also includes an optional ‘if found’ message in case you lose your phone. The psalmist needs an ICE app, as do we all. Verse 9 spells out the type of assistance the writer is looking for. He asks God in this emergency to (1) “help us,” (2) “deliver us” and (3) “forgive us.” In other words, the psalmist is asking God to come to the scene of the disaster, to remove God’s people from danger and to absolve them from the wrongdoing to which they have already confessed. The preacher might use a parent/child analogy here. How would a parent spring into action if his or her child was in distress?
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm is a powerful and earnest lament over some utter catastrophe occurring to Jerusalem — probably the destruction of the temple (v. 1). The severity of what is described suggests that these events occurred during the Babylonian assault around 586 B.C. This is an unmitigated disaster. The political entity known as Israel is long gone; now there is no Judah. No southern kingdom. No nothing. Only bitter memories of disobedience. So, there is no plea that the Lord undo the damage or defend the city or temple from further destruction. It is a fait accompli; what now remains is the care and protection of human life, the soul and spiritual life of the people and indeed the very existence of the Hebrew people themselves. Themes that bubble to the surface of this heart-wrenching lamentation are human suffering, the sin of the people and the honor and majesty of God.

Luke 16:1-13
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Case of the Shrewd Manager. This is a hard text to preach because the employer seems to be commending the middle manager for his dishonesty. Even if we interpret the text only to suggest that the employer admires how his dishonest manager reacted when he became aware he was about to be sacked, we wonder what this has to do with us. Commentators offer many ideas. But perhaps the lesson is the simple one: We cannot serve God and money at the same time. We must remember that our wealth belongs to God, and in our management of money, we must be mindful that God is our boss, and allocate and manage God’s resources accordingly.
What Does the Text Say?
Luke draws on the dishonest manager’s self-inflicted predicament and his gutsy response in order to exhort the community of faith (i.e., “the children of light”) to adopt a principled outlook regarding its material resources. The parable demonstrates that neither Luke nor Jesus held sentimental views about human behavior (cf. 11:13). The inclusion of this story about a fraudulent, self-serving manager ironically serves as a model for faithful living. The episode also exhorts Luke’s community to be as attentive to eternal matters as the dishonest manager was about securing his immediate future. One scholar suggests there are three lessons here. First (vv. 10-11), if a disciple is “faithful in very little,” that one will be “faithful also in much” — that is, faithful over that which is of eternal value. The second lesson (v. 12) asks Jesus’ followers to consider whether they have been faithful with the resources, including gifts and talents, which God has given to them. The third lesson (v. 13) warns believers that no one “can serve two masters.” Luke’s placement of the parable about the dishonest manager at this point in the narrative serves as a prelude to the story about the rich man and Lazarus. There, we read about a rich man who hoarded his wealth and refused to share it with others. Having squandered his resources on himself, he was not welcomed into Abraham’s bosom, that is, into “eternal homes” (cf. Luke 16:19-31, esp. vv. 19-26).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

If the only God I could believe in was the God of … atheists like Nietzsche and Camus, I too would be an atheist. I could never believe in a God who didn’t suffer — given the suffering of the world. I could never believe in a God whose chief characteristic was his power, not his goodness. And because my God is a God of goodness, his chief characteristic is not peace but pain. I only quote Scripture, “He that keepeth Israel shall neither slumber nor sleep.” My God hangs upon a cross, a victim not an executioner; the quarry, not the hunter; and one who not only suffers with me but for me, seeking not only to console but, beyond consolation, to strengthen me. Such a God I can affirm and a world with such a God in it I can affirm too. Metaphysically, I can’t answer the problem of pain. I can only resolve it by sharing it — by holding hands with the dying, by protesting in the name of my crucified Lord against war, hunger, oppression, torture, against suffering inflicted by our own human injustice. I know that the worst of all evil is indifference to evil … to keep vigil with him who neither slumbers nor sleeps — that’s the way to live.
—William Sloane Coffin, “The Uses and Misuses of Suffering,” in Collected Sermons of William Sloane Coffin: Volume 1 —The Riverside Years (Westminster John Knox, 2008).

##

War is hell, but sometimes in the midst of that Hell men do things that Heaven itself must be proud of. A hand grenade is hurled into a group of men. One of the men throws himself on top of it, making his body a living shield. In the burst of wild fire he dies, and the others live. Heroism is only a word, often a phony one. This is an action for which there is no good word because we can hardly even imagine it, let alone give it its proper name. Very literally, one man takes death into his bowels, takes fire into his own sweet flesh, so that the other men can take life, some of them men he hardly knows. 
Who knows why a man does such a thing or what thoughts pass through his mind just before he does it. Maybe no thoughts at all. Maybe if he stopped to think, he would never do it. … 
But I think that it is not so hard to imagine how the men whose lives are saved might react to the one who died to save them — not so hard, I suppose, for the obvious reason that most of us are more experienced at receiving sacrifices than at making them. …
Because we have our pride, after all. We make our own way in the world, we fight our own battles, we are not looking for any handouts, we do not want something for nothing. It threatens our self-esteem, our self-reliance. And because to accept such a gift from another would be to bind us closer to him than we like to be bound to anybody. And maybe most of all because if another man dies so that I can live, it imposes a terrible burden on my life. From that point on, I cannot live any longer just for myself. I have got to live also somehow for him. … My debt to him is so great that the only way I can approach paying it is by living a life as brave and beautiful as his death.
—Frederick Buechner, The Hungering Dark (University of Michigan, 1968), 108.

##

The longest single citation of Jesus according to the Gospels is in Luke 4. He went into the synagogue and unrolled the scroll of the prophet Isaiah and “found the place where it was written, ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.’ And he closed the book, and gave it back to the attendant, and sat down” (Luke 4:17-20). Wait a minute! Jesus stopped reading before he finished the text! Isaiah 61:2 actually says: “to proclaim a day of vengeance from our God.” Jesus skips the last line because he isn’t here to announce vengeance. He has a completely different message, and thus critiques his own scriptures. This is quite telling.
Jesus creates stories to communicate that God is good, faithful, and merciful (i.e. the Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, and the Publican and the Pharisee). Jesus exemplifies biblical faith, which is not trust in ideas; it’s trust in a person — God, his Father, whom he trusts so much he calls him Abba, Daddy, Papa. Jesus knows that God is always with him and in a caring way.
—Richard Rohr, “What Jesus Says about God,” Daily Meditation for July 8, 2014.
https://myemail.constantcontact.com/Richard-Rohr-s-Meditation--What-Jesus-Says-about-God.html?soid=1103098668616&aid=BNP5b7EWcVI.
Retrieved April 6, 2022.

##

Religion, according to philosopher Louis Dupre, is how we reach out toward God. It’s how we try to bridge the gap from our end of this divide.
Remember Michelangelo’s depiction of creation on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel? In it is the iconic image of Adam — stretched out on the ground, dazed and confused, one arm, one hand, reaching out toward an old and slightly wild looking God, who’s also stretching out an arm, a hand, with one finger almost touching Adam’s. In between is a teeny space separating God from humanity. Separating us from God.
Dupre says that our entire life is lived in that tiny space between God’s finger and Adam’s hand. Trying to bridge that gap.
The problem is, we don’t know how. We try to be good and faithful Christians, but it doesn’t always work. It doesn’t work because we forget to do what Jesus told us to do — to believe and to trust in him. …
You see, Jesus is the one who fills up that tiny space between God’s finger and Adam’s hand. Jesus bridges that gap, so tiny in the painting, so vast in our lives. What we need to do is climb up on that bridge, walk across it and touch the outstretched hand of God.
—Catherine Dempesy, “Just Walk,” a sermon on John 6:24-35, preached on August 5, 2012, at Good Shepherd Episcopal Church, Buffalo, N.Y. No longer available online.

##

Two university chaplains were walking through their large campus one fall afternoon during their college’s annual student beer-drinking Oktoberfest. There were hundreds of students — semi-clothed, many inebriated, swearing and carousing with loud ear-piercing music blaring everywhere. The one turned to the other and said:
“Do you know what for me is the ultimate proof of the divine nature of Jesus?”
“No, what is it?” his colleague responded.
“It’s the statement from the Scriptures that reminds me of how differently than I he views all this: the verse that says, ‘He looked upon the multitudes and had compassion.’”

##

[In Hawaiian translations of the New Testament, the word used for “paraclete” or helper is kokua. It aptly describes the role of Jesus Christ as mediator.]
Willingly going to isolation in Kalawao to help a spouse, child or family member was considered by some to be the ultimate expression of love, the ultimate sacrifice. Starting in 1866, many relatives and friends voluntarily left their home to accompany their loved ones to provide social, emotional and physical aid. These people were known as na kokua, or helpers.
They provided the loving care that lacked at Kalawao. Their presence served to eliminate loneliness and pain. Often, Board of Health and religious workers could not keep up with the workload of providing medical care, let alone complete other chores. Na kokua provided able-bodied labor for many tasks, including carrying water, handling freight, gathering wood and raising livestock. …
Perhaps the most famous of caregivers at Kalaupapa and Kalawao was the Catholic priest, Father Damien. While others offered help from afar, Father Damien chose to live with the patients and minister to their daily physical, emotional and spiritual needs. He eventually contracted Hansen’s disease himself and died in 1889.
—from the website of Hawaii’s Kalaupapa National Historical Park. Kalaupapa was the settlement on the island of Molokai for people with Hansen’s disease, or leprosy.
https://home.nps.gov/kala/learn/historyculture/na-kokua.htm.
Retrieved April 6, 2022.	

##

It is precisely when every earthly hope has been explored and found wanting, when every possibility of help from earthly sources has been sought and is not forthcoming, when every recourse this world offers, moral as well as material, has been drawn on and expended with no effect, when in the shivering cold every log has been thrown on the fire, and in the gathering darkness every glimmer of light has finally flickered out — it is then that Christ’s hand reaches out, sure and firm, that Christ’s words bring their inexpressible comfort, that his light shines brightest, abolishing the darkness for ever.
—Malcolm Muggeridge, Conversion: The Spiritual Journey of a Twentieth Century Pilgrim (Wipf and Stock, 2005), 89-90.

##

COMMENTARY 
1 Timothy 2:1-7
The first line of this pericope highlights the two central themes of this passage: prayer and the inclusive nature of salvation. The phrase prwton pantwn “above all else” indicates that Paul believes prayer to be of utmost importance, and the all-encompassing phrase uper pantwn anqrwpwn “for all people” shows that no one is to be left out of the prayers of the righteous. God offers salvation to all people, and, thus, all should be the focus of prayer. Paul’s instructions suggest that he writes to encourage Timothy to stand against false teachers who teach an exclusivist salvation in which salvation is only for a few people.
To stress the universal nature of prayer, Paul lists four types of prayers in verse 1 that should be prayed for all people. The first type of prayer, dehsiV, means “request” and is often used by Paul (1 Timothy 5:5; 2 Timothy 1:3; Romans 10:1; 2 Corinthians 1:11, 9:14; Ephesians 6:18; Philippians 1:4, 19; 4:6). It is a cry for help, an expression of need and can entail an intense cry of lamentation. The second type of prayer, proseuch, is more of a general prayer term and can even denote a place of prayer. The third type of prayer Paul lists is enteuxiV “intercession.” Paul uses the verb form in Romans 8:27 to denote the intercessory role of the Holy Spirit and in Romans 8:34 to describe Christ’s intercession for believers. He also uses the verb form in Romans 11:2 to describe Elijah’s complaints to God against Israel. In secular literature, the term includes the notion of a petition to one’s superior, who is often the king. In light of how Paul uses the term in Romans and in light of how the term appears in secular literature, here enteuxiV probably has the connotation of intercessory petitions made on the behalf of others to a superior, which in this case is not a king, but God. The fourth type of prayer on Paul’s list is the eucaritia “prayer of thanksgiving” in which thanksgiving should be made for all people. While there is certainly some overlap in these categories of prayers, the above distinctions can be helpful (William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, Word Biblical Commentary [Nashville, Tenn.: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2000], 79-80). Paul’s decision to pile these prayers one after another underscores his emphasis that “all prayers, of all types, should be for all people” (Mounce, 79).
Verse 2 can be read in two ways. Believers should pray especially for secular rulers, and, as a result, believers will live a peaceful and quiet life. On this reading the emphasis rests on verse 2a, i.e. prayers for secular leaders will lead to a calm life for believers. The concept of praying for rulers is found in Judaism (Ezra 6:9-10; Baruch 1:11; 1 Maccabees 7:33) and is not uncommon in the NT as well (Titus 3:1; Romans 13:1; 1 Peter 2:14, 17). Yet it is important to remember that “this statement is made against the backdrop of the pax romana, the ‘Roman peace,’ and suggests that Paul may not have intended it to be valid everywhere and for all times” (Mounce, 81). Moreover, as William Mounce observes, emphasizing the church’s peace does not cohere with one of the major themes of this pericope, which is the inclusive nature of salvation. Paul’s statements in this passage show that his primary concern is for the availability of salvation for all and not necessarily for the church’s peaceful existence (Mounce, 81). Therefore, one could read verse 2 as parenthetical. Prayers should be made for all people, including secular rulers, and, as a result of praying for all people, believers will have peaceful lives. On this reading the emphasis remains on prayer for all people and how engaging in such action results in better lives for Christians. If believers pray for all people and do not become exclusivist in nature, they will live devoid of conflict. Such willingness to include all people in their prayers shows outsiders that believers are not antagonistic to society. This behavior contrasts with the false teachers who bring in dissension and dishonor upon the church (1 Timothy 1:3-4, 6-11, 19-20; 4:7; 6:20-21; cf. 3:7). Here, Paul emphasizes that true teachers and true Christian behavior does the opposite (Mounce, 81).
Verses 3-4a provide the first reason why Paul urges prayer for the salvation of all. It is pleasing to God because it aligns with God’s own desire that all people be saved. As recipients of God’s gracious salvation in Christ, believers become both beneficiaries of and participants in this gracious act. They participate in God’s salvific plan by praying that others too may receive this gift. Verse 4b continues the thought of 4a. God desires that all should be saved and that all should come to the knowledge of the truth. For Paul, the phrase “knowledge of the truth” means the gospel. The gospel is the means by which all will be saved, and so God desires that all should receive the gospel message. This phrase also underscores the difference between the false teachings of the opponents Timothy faces (6:20; cf. 2 Timothy 2:25; 3:7; Titus 1:1) and the veracity of the message with which he has been entrusted (1:18-19). His gospel is the knowledge of the truth, which stands in opposition to all myths and vain teachings (1:3-7; 4:6-10) others may promulgate.
Verses 5-6 may be a liturgical fragment known to Timothy, which Paul then uses to bolster his argument. Christ’s ransom uper pantwn “for all” is the emphasis of these verses and provides the second reason why believers should pray for the salvation of all. Such prayer coheres with Christ’s ransoming of himself for everyone. Verse 5 adds another layer to the discussion. Since there is only one God and one mediator, Jesus Christ, all people “should be offered the benefit of Christ’s ransom. If someone is excluded from salvation in Christ, there is no other salvation available” (Mounce, 87). The phrase “there is only one God” echoes the Shema, which is the central tenet of faith in Judaism: “Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God is one LORD” (Deuteronomy 6:4). Here, Paul uses this language to compare the oneness of God with the plurality of all. Salvation for all is only available through this one God that he and Timothy proclaim. In a culture filled with worship of many gods, Paul’s statement provides a sharp contrast. The last phrase of verse 6b kairoiV idioiV “proper time” occurs in 1 Timothy 6:15 to refer to Jesus’ return at the proper time and in Titus 1:3 to speak of God’s revelation of his eternal word at the proper time. Here, the entire phrase, to marturion kairoiV idioiV  “witness for a proper time,” taken along with its context, probably denotes that Jesus’ death is a witness to believers that they are not to exclude any from the prayers for salvation and that Jesus’ death took place at the right moment in history (Mounce, 87-90).
The final verse of this pericope provides the third and final reason why Timothy and the believers under his charge should pray for all people. Paul was appointed as preacher and herald of this universal gospel. In the broader culture, a herald yelled out public sales, official actions, such as taxes, proclaimed the freedom of slaves, the king’s arrivals and the king’s orders (Mounce, 92). Paul’s description of himself as a herald highlights the importance of his appointment by God. He brings forth the news from the divine kingdom. The verb eteqhn  “was appointed” is passive, signifying God as the agent behind Paul’s call. His emphasis on God’s call contrasts his call with those of his opponents; his call is true and sure. Moreover, Paul’s language suggests that his opponents were excluding Gentiles. Thus, the apostle stresses that the ones the false teachers exclude are the very people to whom God sent him. Paul ends the appeal (parakalw “I urge you”) he began in 2:1 for prayer for all people by pointing to his ministry as the final basis for his exhortation. The God who desires salvation for all, whose son gave himself as a ransom for all, is the same God who appointed Paul a teacher of the Gentiles. Thus, when believers pray for all and reject the exclusivist notions of the false teachers, they align themselves with God’s will and purpose for humanity (4:10; cf. Titus 2:11). Prayer, Paul asserts, is both the believer’s duty and the believer’s privilege.

CHILDREN’S SERMON 1 Timothy 2:1-7
Hang a whistle on a lanyard around your neck, and then put the whistle in your mouth and blow it. Ask the children to name some of the people who blow whistles — teachers, coaches and referees. Find out if the children have ever played a sport — perhaps soccer or basketball — with a referee. Ask if the referee is a member of either team. No, the referee is not on either team, but he or she stands between the teams. Explain that the referee helps the two teams to get along. Blow the whistle and say that the referee might stop a fight or give a penalty to someone who misbehaves, so that the teams will play well together. Say that the Bible calls Jesus a sort of referee standing between God and all people. This means that Jesus is not completely on God’s side or on our side, but he stands in the middle and helps us to get along. Have them guess some of the things that Jesus does. Suggest that Jesus shows us the love and forgiveness of God, since he is God’s Son. Say that he communicates to God how hard it can be to be a human since he is also a human being. Point out that Jesus wants us to have the best possible relationship with God, so he comes to us to show us God's way and to offer us the love and forgiveness of God when we make mistakes.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: God desires everyone to be saved
People: And to come to the knowledge of the truth.
Leader: There is one God and one mediator between God and humankind:
People: Christ Jesus, himself human, who gave himself as a ransom for all.
Leader: Let us pray together …

Prayers — General
Grant, Almighty God, as you remind us in your Word of our many vices and sins, that we may learn to direct our eyes and thoughts to you and anticipate your judgment. May we learn to examine all our thoughts and feelings so that no hypocrisy may deceive us. Being really and truly awakened, we humble ourselves before you and seek your pardon. When we lie down in true repentance, do absolve us in your mercy, through the virtue of that sacrifice by which your only begotten Son has once for all reconciled us to you. Amen.
—John Calvin

Benedictions — General
Leader: If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; everything old has passed away — everything has become new!
People: We want to be a new creation — we want to be made new!
Leader: Go, be ambassadors for Christ.
People: God is making an appeal through us.
Leader: Be reconciled to God — become reconcilers for God. In the name of the God who created us, the Christ our reconciler and the force of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Come, Sinners, to the Gospel Feast
It Is Well with My Soul
Oh Jesus, I Have Promised
Worship and Praise* 
The Wonderful Cross (Tomlin)
Bridge Over Troubled Water (Simon)
That’s Why We Praise Him (G3 Worship)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fifteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 8:18-9:1
Psalm 79:1-9
1 Timothy 2:1-7
Luke 16:1-13
