Light on the Lessons

Genesis 1:1-5; Acts 19:1-7; Mark 1:4-11

The Baptism of Our Lord (First Sunday after the Epiphany); Cycle B; January 8, 2012
Leader Guidance

Materials Needed


+ Bibles for everyone (variety of translations often useful)


+ Lectionary sheets (very convenient if you use them in worship)


+ Chalkboard, newsprint, overhead, or another means for displaying information and recording thoughts


+ Basic reference books for use as needed: Bible dictionary, Bible atlas, concordance, a one-volume Bible commentary


+ Read articles in a Bible dictionary on “tongues” and “prophets (early Christian)” or “prophecy. Have on hand a variety of translations, if your group does not bring them.

I Getting Started

Discuss experiences with the suggested “blessing” prayer form in “Through the Week.” How does the group react to using “Abba” to address God in prayer? Read the lessons now, or later, as you study each one. Offer prayers - addressed to “Abba”? – for peace at this difficult time. Briefly discuss the questions in “Getting Started.”


1. Ask participants to mark their scales to represent the balance they see in the world between order and chaos. Share the results, with participants explaining why they chose the number they did. Genesis 1 depicts creation as the act by God of imposing order on chaos by his Word. Since chaos=sin at work cosmically and order=God’s purposes, we can expect some chaos in this world until the Kingdom is fulfilled. (Chance is an aspect of chaos; happenings not directed by God which fall randomly on people.)


2. Responses will vary, but the statement is true. For example, by the Spirit, Jesus is as real to us in the Eucharist as he would be were we to meet him personally in Galilee,


3. Responses will vary. Those of us baptized as infants need to make a conscious effort to recall our baptism and its benefits because it happened before we had memory.

II Check the Texts

1. Genesis 1:1-5
In dealing with the two creation accounts, make clear that they were never intended to be explanations of how creation came about in any sense of science. The ancient Hebrews had no notion at all of what we call science. The “how” of creation could be expressed poetically in a creative way to emphasize what really mattered to them” the “who” and the “why” of creation.


A. Day 1, light and darkness created; Day 2, sky and water; Day 3, earth; Day 4, sun and moon; Day 5, birds and fish; Day 6, animals and humans. 


B. The pairs have an interesting relationship. On Days 1-3, rather vague regions or realms are created: the realm of light and dark, the realm of sky and water, the realm of earth. On Days 4-6, these general realms are populated with specific creatures suitable to each realm: sun and moon for the light/darkness region; birds and fish for the region of sky and water; and animals and people for the realm of earth. As an expression of order, God gave each created thing a specific environment suitable to it. 


C. Responses will vary. Perhaps it was chosen because Jesus is the light of the world. Or, it could witness to the fact that baptism marks a new creation, a new birth.


D. Share various translations of Genesis 1:1-2. What do the different translations imply? (Some make God’s Spirit specifically present. Some suggest creation from nothing, while other suggest imposing order on a pre-existent formless material. If 1:1 is the “topic sentence,” the parallel “summary sentence” is found in 2:1 Which of the three possible meanings of the Hebrew “ruah” one chooses will affect the translation of verse 1:2. (Compare the creation of Adam in the second account, Genesis 2:7. As God’s “ruah” gave life to Adam, so it gives life to the formless void.) 


E. In 1:2, the void seems filled with water. In the other account, the earth seems more like a desert. “Breath,” God’s creative life force, could be understood in verse 7 as God filling the clay with his Spirit, suggesting that humans were created in God’s image, as the other account points out in 1:26.

2. Acts 19:1-7


A. All four quotations have John saying that one will come after him whose sandals he is not worthy to untie. (Untying sandals was the job of the lowest slave.) the Baptist formed a movement and gained disciples, who continued into the Christian era. The Jesus movement and John’s movement intermingled and may have been in competition, although many of John’s disciples came to the Christian side. Thus, the Gospel writers wanted to stress the primacy of Jesus over John.


B. The disciples were Christians - believers, according to verse 2 - but apparently were not fully instructed. John says that Jesus’ baptism will bring the Holy Spirit and fire. “Fire” refers to judgment, as verse 17 explains. 


C. Acts 2:1-4 fulfills John’s words by bringing the Holy Spirit in the form of fire. The people responded to Peter’s

 sermon by receiving baptism for forgiveness of sins. Thus, John’s note of judgment became a gift of promise (Acts 2:39) and grace. Rather than judgment, the Spirit brings deliverance.


D. The two actions are baptism (in what form we do not know) and the laying on of hands. The laying on of hands delivers the Spirit, as it did for the Samaritans in Acts 8. It seems at this stage, baptism into Christ and receiving the Holy Spirit were separate acts. Roman Catholics make of these two separate sacraments: Baptism and Confirmation (receiving the Spirit). Some Protestants also separate these two events. Lutheran practice has been to incorporate the gift of the Spirit, “laying on of hands,” into the baptismal rite.


E. Tongues – glossolalia, or inspired speech unintelligible without an equally inspired interpreter - and prophecy - intelligible speech often delivered as coming from the risen Jesus - were manifestations of the Spirit. Both practices could get out of hand. Paul’s advice in 1 Corinthians 14 is to keep the outsider in mind, don’t give the impression of a nut house, and maintain a sense of dignity and order in worship. If it doesn’t communicate, don’t say it!

3. Mark 1:4-11


A. For Isaiah, the “highway” was a clear path prepared by God for the Exiles to cross over from their bondage to freedom, as Israel did long ago under Moses. In the same way, God prepares a “highway” for people to leave their bondage to the world for freedom in God’s kingdom established by Jesus. Thus, the Exodus/Return from Exile theme applies to our Christian experience as well. John’s preaching of repentance and calling people to get ready for God’s coming prepared the way for Jesus’ announcement of the Kingdom.


B. The huge response to John suggests a popular mood of despair and disgust with their society and their situation, and their longing for God to do something about it ASAP.


C. The image of the wilderness evoked the long journey to the Promised Land. Because the people rebelled on that journey as well as received God’s grace, the image has two meanings: human rebellion (Psalm 78) and God’s gracious promises (Isaiah 41).


D. John would have resembled the great prophet Elijah whom many expected to return before the Messiah came.


E. In the accounts of Jesus’ baptism, the Spirit comes directly from the Godhead rather than through a human intermediary, as was his baptism.


F.  Jesus’ baptism was to fulfill the law (which required repentance), for he was born and died under the law to deliver us from the law.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary. 


2. Responses will vary. Generally, water represents drowning (of sins), nourishment of life, cleansing, refreshment - all good pictures of what God does for us in our baptism.


3. The forgiveness that God gives in baptism is ours every day. Each day our baptism renews us. In Luther’s words: “[Baptism] means that our sinful self, with all its evil deeds and desires, should be drowned through daily repentance; and that day after day a new self should arise to live with God in righteousness and purity forever.”


4. Responses will vary. Be open to the possibility that for some, Christmas was a downer. Offer support. This sorrow often has little to do with Jesus. It stems, rather, from how we celebrate Christmas in our culture and the expectations we place on the events surrounding our holiday celebrations.

5. Responses will vary. Many of us are over-stressed. Simplification is possible, though difficult. Deepened spirituality is associated with simplification of life in the experience of many Christian saints.


6. Responses will vary. The great gift, of course, in Jesus himself, and we can all witness to the Good News in many ways this year.

IV Into the Week


As time permits, encourage participants to undertake suggestion #2.
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