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2 Samuel 7:1-14a
Now when the king was settled in his house, and the Lord had given him rest from all his 

enemies around him, the king said to the prophet Nathan, “See now, I am living in a house of 
cedar, but the ark of God stays in a tent.” 

Nathan said to the king, “Go, do all that you have in mind; for the Lord is with you.”
But that same night the word of the Lord came to Nathan: Go and tell my servant David: 

Thus says the Lord: Are you the one to build me a house to live in? I have not lived in a house 
since the day I brought up the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving 
about in a tent and a tabernacle. Wherever I have moved about among all the people of Israel, 
did I ever speak a word with any of the tribal leaders of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd 
my people Israel, saying, “Why have you not built me a house of cedar?” 

Now therefore thus you shall say to my servant David: Thus says the Lord of hosts: I took 
you from the pasture, from following the sheep to be prince over my people Israel; and I have 
been with you wherever you went, and have cut off all your enemies from before you; and I 
will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones of the earth. And I will appoint 
a place for my people Israel and will plant them, so that they may live in their own place, and 
be disturbed no more; and evildoers shall afflict them no more, as formerly, from the time that 
I appointed judges over my people Israel; and I will give you rest from all your enemies. More-
over the Lord declares to you that the Lord will make you a house. When your days are fulfilled 
and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come 
forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and 
I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son 
to me. When he commits iniquity, I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows 
inflicted by human beings.

Psalm 104:24-34, 35b
I have found my servant David; with my holy oil I have anointed him;
my hand shall always remain with him; my arm also shall strengthen him.
The enemy shall not outwit him, the wicked shall not humble him.
I will crush his foes before him and strike down those who hate him.
My faithfulness and steadfast love shall be with him; and in my name his horn shall be 

exalted.

Lectionary Texts: 2 Samuel 7:1-14a; Ephesians 2:11-22; Mark 6:30-34, 53-56; Psalm 
89:20-37



I will set his hand on the sea and his right hand on the rivers.
He shall cry to me, ‘You are my Father, my God, and the Rock of my salvation!’
I will make him the firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth.
Forever I will keep my steadfast love for him, and my covenant with him will stand firm.
I will establish his line forever, and his throne as long as the heavens endure.
If his children forsake my law and do not walk according to my ordinances,
if they violate my statutes and do not keep my commandments,
then I will punish their transgression with the rod and their iniquity with scourges;
but I will not remove from him my steadfast love, or be false to my faithfulness.
I will not violate my covenant, or alter the word that went forth from my lips.
Once and for all I have sworn by my holiness; I will not lie to David.
His line shall continue forever, and his throne endure before me like the sun.
It shall be established forever like the moon, an enduring witness in the skies.” Selah

Ephesians 2:11-22 
So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called “the uncircumcision” 

by those who are called “the circumcision” — a physical circumcision made in the flesh by hu-
man hands— remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the com-
monwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without 
God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by 
the blood of Christ.

For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down 
the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. He has abolished the law with its command-
ments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, 
thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, 
thus putting to death that hostility through it. So he came and proclaimed peace to you who 
were far off and peace to those who were near; for through him both of us have access in one 
Spirit to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the 
saints and also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles 
and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In him the whole structure is joined 
together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritu-
ally into a dwelling place for God.
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Mark 6:30-34, 53-56 
The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and taught. He 

said to them, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” 
For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. And they went 

away in the boat to a deserted place by themselves. Now many saw them going and recognized 
them, and they hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived ahead of them. As he went 
ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, because they were like sheep 
without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things.

When they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret and moored the boat. 
When they got out of the boat, people at once recognized him, and rushed about that whole 
region and began to bring the sick on mats to wherever they heard he was. And wherever he 
went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the marketplaces, and begged him that 

they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all who touched it were healed.

It was 30 years ago that I was standing at the Western, or “Wailing,” Wall in 
Jerusalem. This massive wall was all that was left standing of the second Temple in 
Jerusalem after the Jewish revolt in 70 A.D. The Romans had the power to com-
pletely obliterate the entire Jewish Temple, but to make a statement of power, this 
one piece of a retaining wall holding up the Temple was left standing. “We have 
won. You have lost,” shouts this wall to this very day!

As we took in the size and symbolism of this wall, I heard our Jewish tour 
guide say in a whispered tone, “We might have been victorious…if only…if only we 
had been united. Too many sects, too many splinter groups…Pharisees, Sadducees, 
Essenes, Zealots, Herodians, Scribes, Priests…

He paused for a moment, and then, as if summoning a deep reservoir of 
defiance, he quoted, to the surprise of the group of Christian American tourists 
gathered around him, either Jesus or Abraham Lincoln, “If only we had not been a 
‘house divided!’”

A house divided! It seems today that we live in a multitude of “houses divid-
ed.” Republicans and Democrats; liberals and conservatives; social media savvy and 
folks over 30; do I need to continue? This is to say nothing of marriages and families 
and communities. Houses divided.
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Nothing new here. In our reading from 2 Samuel, David is trying to complete 
the first unification of the 12 tribes of Israel. When we speak of Ancient Israel, it is 
easy to forget that the 12 tribes of Israel were united only briefly. Most of their his-
tory was filled with squabbles if not outright wars.

In the letter to the church in Ephesus, the writer addresses directly the major 
divisions of the world, according to Jews of his day. All people fell into two catego-
ries — Jews and non-Jews, also referred to as Jews and Gentiles, or in this letter, the 
circumcised and uncircumcised.

These readings only illustrate the assumed human condition, one of divisions. 
On the other hand, might we also find in these readings alternatives for heal-

ing these divisions? Here are some I see.
First, there is raw political power, often backed up by military might. In 2 

Samuel, we see the end result of King David’s battles with his predecessor, King 
Saul. David may be shown to have great respect of and steady compassion for Saul, 
but make no mistake. Underneath all these traits is a brilliant military tactician and 
most effective political leader.

Does this bring healing to Israel? 
Hardly! Yes, our reading has God stating that David’s son, Solomon, will 

build God a house, whatever that might mean. Still, you don’t have to read much 
farther to read about the tribes splintering apart and the First Temple in Jerusalem 
reduced to rubble.

Second, there is offered in Ephesians the possibility of religious agreement. 
There is the call to cease dividing the world into Jews and non-Jews, one religious 
version of the universal “us vs. them.” Ephesians holds out the hope that there will 
be a “new humanity,” one people all reconciled to God and one another.

One thing may be surprising about this letter: It seems to be addressed not so 
much to the Jewish Christians and their attitudes of superiority, as the other letters 
in the New Testament often do. Instead, the writer is challenging the problem of 
arrogance on the part of the non-Jewish Christians in the Ephesian church. By the 
time this letter was written, the non-Jewish Christians far outnumbered the Jewish 
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Christians in the church. It is very likely that these Christians who had never had to 
live by the Jewish laws were flaunting their freedom from these laws, especially the 
very painful law of circumcision.

This had to be tough for the Jewish-Christians to take. For centuries it was 
believed that God had called Israel to set itself apart to be a holy people, and it was 
God who had used circumcision as an important part of this holiness.

Trying to be respectful in mixed company, in Greek and Roman culture, es-
pecially in the gymnasium where men exercised and bathed without clothing, it was 
very obvious who was and who was not circumcised. For the Jews, this “difference” 
often caused them and their sons much ridicule if not also denial of work and edu-
cational opportunities. For centuries, many a Jew suffered greatly because of this 
law that they believed God had given them.

To say, as this letter seems to have the non-Jewish Christians saying, that cir-
cumcision no longer matters would have been even more painful than the physical 
pain of the religious and physical procedure itself. In essence, it would have been 
heard by faithful Jews and Jewish Christians as claiming that all the discrimination, 
all the sacrifices, all the pain they had experienced counted for nothing.

(By the way, parents, please include circumcision in your talk on “the birds 
and the bees!” It will help them avoid one of my most embarrassing moments.

(I was already in college, but was invited to help lead a Senior High Sunday 
School class at my home church here in Houston. In one particular lesson, the sub-
ject of circumcision was mentioned.

(Now, I’m not saying that my folks failed to define the physical aspects of this 
term, but somehow I must have missed it. During this lesson, looking to discuss 
the religious aspects of the subject, I asked, “Can anyone tell us what circumcision 
means?” Needless to say, there was absolute silence. Please understand that, for this 
particular class, this wasn’t unusual.

(Still, I pressed on! “Come on, circumcision, what does it mean?” I contin-
ued to ask until the regular adult leader stared at me until I got the message to stop 
asking! 
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(After the class, he pulled me aside and explained in some detail why he had 
done so. I paused in shock, and then God gave me the appropriate response, “Oh…”)

Well, speaking of the healing for the divided houses of this world, a third 
possible solution needs to be addressed. It is one I hear quite often in this modern, 
or should I say post-modern, world. It is the approach called “toleration,” the com-
mon term for moral relativism. 

As Ephesians might be read, and as even Jesus in Mark might be understood, 
we need to be more tolerant of one another in order to get along. We make too 
much of our differences. Live and let live. Walk a mile in one another’s shoes. Even, 
one way is as good as any other.

As the discussion of circumcision reveals, tolerating one another may sound 
nice, but often it is disrespectful and even dismissive of the uniqueness of each 
other. I will tolerate you and your beliefs because they really don’t matter all that 
much.

Let me say as clearly as I can. Toleration is NOT what Ephesians is advis-
ing the Jewish and non-Jewish Christians. It is NOT how Jesus responds to those 
who approach him hoping for a healing touch. No “anything goes” here. No one 
way is as good as the next.

Instead, let’s turn first to Mark’s Gospel and then to the Psalm reading for this 
morning. In the Markan story, we find out that they have been sent on a mission. 
They have now returned, amazed at themselves and all “they” were able to do. They 
are almost like children who can’t wait to show their parents a great report card!

“Look what we’ve done! Aren’t you proud of us? Aren’t WE proud of us!”
Watch how subtly but how completely Mark 6:30 moves the attention off  the 

disciples and onto Jesus. Starting at verse 33, “Now many saw THEM going and 
recognized THEM, and they hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived 
ahead of THEM.”

After the crowd that was following the disciples meets, and is taught and 
fed by Jesus, however, there are no more “thems.” Instead, by verse 54, “When they 
got out of the boat, people at once recognized HIM, and rushed about that whole 
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region and began to bring the sick on mats to wherever they heard HE was. And 
wherever HE went…”

From this shift in the focus of this story, the answer Mark would give to the 
question, “How to Heal a House Divided?” is obvious. For Mark, as well as for the 
writer of Ephesians, “Jesus is the answer.”

OK. We’re done! Case closed.
Well, maybe not! Jesus as “the answer” has been overused and abused and 

distorted almost beyond recognition. It reminds me of the story about a children’s 
Sunday School class in which the teacher instructs the students to listen to a de-
scription and try to figure out what or who she is describing.

“It has a bushy tail. It climbs trees. It gathers and buries nuts for the winter.”
Before she could repeat the question, a little boy’s hand shot up.
“I think I know. Since we’re in Sunday School, I know the answer has to be 

Jesus, but that sure sounded like a squirrel!”
It is to the Psalm reading that I want us to turn make more specific “Jesus is 

the answer.” Did you hear it as it was being read? It starts out with glowing promises 
of blessing and protection for David and all of Israel. For example, verses 27-29. “I 
will make him the firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth. Forever I will keep 
my steadfast love for him, and my covenant with him will stand firm. I will establish 
his line forever, and his throne as long as the heavens endure.”

But now read verses 30-32. “If his children forsake my law and do not walk 
according to my ordinances, if they violate my statutes and do not keep my command-
ments, then I will punish their transgression with the rod and their iniquity with 
scourges...”

No tolerance here! No anything goes here! No one way’s as good as the next 
here! But what comes next is the only hope I have found worth trusting. Verse 33. 
“...but I will not remove from him my steadfast love, or be false to my faithfulness.”

The Hebrew word for steadfast love? Hesed. Next to God, it is the most im-
portant word in what we call our Old Testament. The word, Grace, seems to be a 
very close New Testament synonym.
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Both words shout out, “No matter what, God will NOT give up on you and 
me … AND everyone else.” 

This isn’t God saying, “Anything goes.” It is God saying, “Go where you will, 
I will never leave you or forsake you. I may grieve over your choices. I may agonize 
over your disobedience. I may completely disapprove the ways you treat yourself 
and one another. BUT…I will never, ever, NEVER stop loving you and working for 
your best.”

That applies to our relationships as well. These two holy words call us to trust 
that we can differ on almost anything if we all bow to them in the midst of any 
relationship. 

Still, that’s the problem, isn’t it? In the midst of some relationships, it is quite 
easy to forget God’s grace in others, in ourselves, or both. Perhaps this is why Jesus 
tried to lead his “successful” disciples to a lonely place, so that they might reflect on 
the source of their success, the hesed, the amazing grace of God!

In an attempt to “try out” bowing to God’s steadfast love, I offer the following 
possibilities for how this love might heal our divided houses. I’m sure you will have 
your own.

What difference might it make if, before every church meeting, especially the 
Finance Committee meeting, we might deliberately make some space to imagine 
that each person gathered there is being lifted up and held tightly by God’s grace? 
Before a word is spoken, what if we carved out a “lonely place” where we might con-
sider that God is at that very moment bathing everyone in His hesed?

Or how about marriage? What Psalms say, isn’t it what the marriage vows try 
to say. “For better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health…”

Oh, the world around us tries to sneak in and talk about “soul mates” and 
sing about “endless love,” but often lost is our central, really our only hope, that 
God’s endless love remains long after our own love gets battered and bruised and 
strangled. 

Different desires? Discuss them, even debate them, but only and always re-
minding one another of God’s great and eternal desire for both of you!
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Conflicting values and concerns? Wrestle with them honestly and openly, but 
never without leaping together into the everlasting arms of God!

How about the world’s racially divided house? Some would say, “Let’s just get 
over it. Let’s move on.” Others dig in their heels and, through gritted teeth, mutter, 
“I’ll never forget or forgive.”

All the while, Hesed quietly whispers, “Come closer. Cry together. Be sad to-
gether. Laugh together. Rejoice together…Because there is plenty of God’s Grace to 
go around.”

Families dealing with the loss of a patriarch or matriarch. How will the stuff 
be divided? Some things valuable to the world, some things of worth only to a 
member or two of the family. How will it all be divided?

By Hesed. By Grace. They may push and pull and argue and demand, but 
always with one thing in mind and on the heart. No matter what, nothing will sepa-
rate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Then there is the divided house of haves and have nots.
Dr. Fred Craddock tells the story of being invited, in mid-October, to give 

two lectures, one Friday night and one Saturday morning. He gave the one on Fri-
day night. As he left the lecture hall, it was beginning to spit snow. He and his host 
were surprised because he had written, “It’s too early for the cold weather, but you 
might bring a little windbreaker, a little light jacket.”

The next morning when he got up, two or three feet of snow pressed against 
the motel door. The phone rang and his host said, “We’re all surprised by this. In 
fact, I can’t come and get you to take you to any breakfast, the lecture this morning 
is cancelled, and the airport is closed. If you can make your way down the block and 
around the corner, there is a little depot, a bus depot, and it has a café. I’m sorry.” 

Dr. Craddock said he’d try to get there. He put on that little light jacket; it was 
nothing. He got his little cap and put it on; it didn’t even help in the room! He went 
into the bathroom and unrolled long sheets of toilet paper and made a nest in the 
cap so that it would protect his bald head against the icy wind.
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He went outside, shivering. The wind was cold, the snow was deep. He slid 
and bumped and finally made it around the corner into the bus station. Every 
stranded traveler in western Canada was in there, strangers to each other and to 
him, pressing and pushing and loud. 

He finally found a place to sit, and after a lengthy time a man in a greasy 
apron came over and said, “What’ll you have?” 

Fred said, “May I see a menu?”
 He said, “What do you want a menu for? We have soup.”
 Craddock said, “What kinds of soup do you have?” 
He said, “Soup. You want some soup?” 
Fred said, “That was what I was going to order – soup.”
He brought the soup, and Dr. Craddock put a spoon in it – Yuck! It was the 

awfulest! It was kind of gray looking; it was so bad he couldn’t eat it, but he sat there 
and put his hands around it. It was warm, and he sat there with his head wrapped in 
toilet paper, bemoaning his outcast state with the horrible soup.

The door opened again. The wind was icy and someone yelled, “Close the 
door!” 

In came this woman clutching her little coat. She found a place, not far from 
him. The greasy apron came, “What do you want?” 

She said, “A glass of water.” 
He brought a glass of water, took out his tablet, and said, “Now what’ll you 

have?” 
She said, “Just the water.” 
He said, “You have to order, lady.” 
“Well, I just want a glass of water.” 
“Look, I have customers that pay – what do you think this is, a church or 

something? Now what do you want?” 
She said, Just a glass of water and some time to get warm.” 
“Look, there are people that are paying here. If you’re not going to order, 

you’ve got to leave!” 

How to Heal a House Divided • July 19, 2015 • Eighth Sunday after Pentecost• Dr. Bill Gandin, Jr. • Page 10



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.

And he got real loud about it. So she got up to leave and, almost as if re-
hearsed, everybody in that little café stood up and started toward the door. 

Dr. Craddock got up and said to himself, “I’m voting for something here; I 
don’t know what it is.” 

And the man in the greasy apron said, “All right, all right, all right. She can 
stay.” 

Everybody sat down, and she brought her a bowl of soup.
Fred said to the person sitting beside him, “Who is she?” 
He said, “I never saw her before.” 
The place grew quiet, but he heard the sipping of that awful soup. He said, 

“I’m going to try that again.” 
He put his spoon to the soup – you know, it was not bad soup. Everybody 

was eating this soup. He started eating the soup, and it was pretty good soup. He 
said he had no idea what kind of soup it was. He didn’t know what was in it, but he 
does recall when eating it, IT TASTED A LITTLE BIT LIKE BREAD AND WINE. 
JUST A LITTLE LIKE BREAD AND WINE.

Not power or military might. Not religious agreement. Not even toleration 
will heal this house divided. It will take lots of Hesed, the steadfast love of God, the 
amazing grace of God. Lots of Hesed. And the best news of all, God has more than 
enough, WAY more than enough to go around!
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