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
I Getting Started


1. Order and chaos are the two poles around which thinkers over the ages have understood the universe and our world. At the core, is the world orderly or chaotic? Mark your opinion on this scale:

Total chaos  1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10  Absolute order


2. “It is the work of the Holy Spirit to make real for us, in our time and place, Jesus and all his gifts.” What do you think of that statement? How well does it fit your experience?


3. How would you describe the significance of your baptism in your life?

II Check the Texts

1. Genesis 1:1-5

There are two creation accounts. The earlier one, more like a charming folk tale, is found in Genesis 2:4-25. The later version, in Genesis 1:1 – 2:3, is stately and hymn-like. The earlier version reads like a tale told around a camp fire; the later one seems more fitting for a liturgical worship event.


A. For background, skim Genesis 1:1-2:3. What happened on each “day”: 1, verses 1:1-5; 2, verses 6-8; 3, verses 9-13; 4, verses 14-19; 5, verses 20-23; 6, verses 24-31; 7, verses 2:1-3? 


B. Compare “Day” 1 with “Day” 4, “Day” 2 with “Day” 5, and “Day” 3 with “Day” 6. What relationship binds each of these pairs?


C. Why do you think verses 1:1-5 were chosen for The Baptism of Our Lord?


D. Share various translations of verses 1-2. Some treat these as two sentences, some as one. If verse 1 is a separate “topic sentence” to introduce this section (1:1-2:3), where is the parallel concluding “summary sentence”? In Hebrew, the word for “wind,” “spirit,” and “breath (of life)” is the same. That would make various translations possible for what verse?


E. How would you describe the situation on the earth, in verse 2? How does that compare with the situation in the other creation account, Genesis 2:4b-7? What is the significance of “breath” in verse 7?

2. Acts 19:1-7 


A. All four Gospels tell of John the Baptist. What do these four quotations have in common: Matthew 3:11, Mark 1:7, Luke 3:16, and John 1:27? Why do you think that point was so important to stress?


B. Who were the disciples in verse 1; of whom were they disciples? (Clue: Check verse 2) How does John say Jesus’ baptism will differ from his, in Luke 3:16? What word in verse 16b does verse 17 explicate?


C. How does Acts 2:1-4 fulfill the words of John in Luke 3:16b? Read Acts 2:37-42, the response to Peter’s Pentecost sermon. What was that response, verses 38-39? What shift do you detect between Luke 3:17 and these verses?


D. What two actions appear in 19:5-6? With which action is the Holy Spirit associated? Read Acts 8:14-17. How does that incident resemble the incident at Ephesus? What do these two incidents tell about the relationship of baptism and the Holy Spirit? 


E. In verse 6, what manifested the Holy Spirit? These gifts also caused difficulties in the church, as 1 Corinthians 14 reveals. Based on 14:1-3, how would you describe the similarities and differences between these two gifts? What advice does Paul offer in 14:22-25 about managing these gifts?

3. Mark 1:4-11


A. Read Mark 1:2 and compare it with Isaiah 40:3, who addressed Exiles looking forward to their return to Judah. What different meanings might “way” or “highway” have in these two situations? What was the preparatory work done by John?


B. Why do you think so many people responded to John’s message (verse 5)? What does that response suggest to you about the popular mood of the times?


C. What might the wilderness image evoke? (Clue: Think Moses and a long journey) Read Psalm 78:17-18 and Isaiah 41:17-20, where the wilderness image appears. What two different understandings do each passage give to the wilderness image?


D. From his dress, verse 6, of whom might John remind his listeners? (Clue: Check 2 Kings 1:8)


E. How does the baptism of Jesus differ from the baptismal incident in Acts 19:1-7? 


F. Why do you think Jesus needed to be baptized by John, who was less than he? (Clue: Check Matthew 3:13-15 and compare that with Galatians 4:4-5.)
II What Does It All Mean?


1. How have you experienced God’s activity in your life this week?


2. What does the use of water in baptism mean to you?


3. Luther spoke of “daily baptism.” Since baptism is a one-time thing and not repeated, what could Luther have in mind? (Clue: Think benefits)


4. How has the past season of Christmas affected your faith life, deepening it – or otherwise?


5. John the Baptist led a simple life. Many of us start the new year resolved to simplify our lives and get rid of some things or habits that hold us back. If you have a resolve such as that, what stands at the top of your list?


6. What gift from God that is important to you do you want to strive to share with others this year? How will you share it?

IV Into the Week


1. You go home and someone asks, “What did you learn today?” How do you reply?


2. When Luther felt under pressure, he would recall his baptism and shout aloud, “I am baptized!” He meant that he belonged to Christ rather than to the powers and forces of this world. Write that sentence on a card and tape it on your bathroom mirror. When washing your face in the morning, say that sentence aloud. When, during the day, others are trying to force you to do something that isn’t you, remember that sentence. By baptism you are God’s child and belong to Abba. God’s Spirit wants to free you from bondage to all the economic and social pressures that take away your God-given dignity and humanity.
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