Light on the Lessons

Isaiah 61:10 – 62:3; Galatians 4:4-7; Luke 2:22-40

First Sunday after Christmas; Cycle B; January 1, 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 a Bible dictionary article on purity, purification, or ritual purity

I Getting Started

Discuss experiences with “Through the Week.” Read the lessons now, or later, as you study each one. Offer prayers to keep focus during these busy last days before Christmas. Briefly discuss the questions in “Getting Started.”


1. While there are exceptions to this statement expressed in universal terms, it is generally true. At least one can, through repentance, gain a new start with God.


2. Our impression is that Christians seem most at ease and familiar with Jesus, more formal with the Father, and seldom if ever address prayers to the Holy Spirit. How is it with your group?


3. We tend to speak of “good choices” rather than “wise choices,” but they are much the same. Talk about wisdom, for it has varied meanings with different people.

II Check the Texts

1. Isaiah 61:10 – 62:3

A. The LORD speaks in verses 8-9. God renews the covenant and promises blessings, as recompense for their years in Exile. In verses 10-11 either the prophet or a personification of Zion speaks. the form is a psalm, the content is the joy in God’s promises. Verses 8-9 express God’s action; verses 10-11 represent our response of gratitude, joy, and thanksgiving for God’s gracious actions.


B. Ephesians also uses a clothing image, while Matthew uses a wedding image. Revelation has two powerful uses of these images: 7:13-14 and 21:2.


C. The assurance comes from the fertility image. God’s promises are as certain as the cycle of new growth in the fields. Mark gives the image a different slant, comparing the ways hearers receive the Gospel with various types of soil. 


D. The prophet speaks. He says that his encouragement of the people will continue for their sake, because they face discouragement in the difficult task of rebuilding. He could do this by proclaiming God’s promises - preaching - or by interceding - praying. Jeremiah prayed for the people, although in this passage God tells him not to do so; the negative gains force by contrast with intercession as a regular practice of prophets, as Genesis 20:7 notes. Talk about the importance of intercessory prayer, a ministry open to us all. Generally, the prophet would give hope by building confidence in God’s promises.


E. In the biblical world, names were often changed after a  significance experience to indicate a changed status or condition. In 62:4, Israel, with derisive names reflecting the shame of their Exile, will get new name to indicate new situation in their new and fresh start.


F. 62:2 suggests the prophet viewed restored Zion as a beacon to the nations (Gentiles) who would be drawn to Israel’s God. However, the post-exilic developments took a turn away from this more universal prophetic vision to an inward and exclusive focus exemplified by Ezra.

2. Galatians 4:4-7


A. Paul builds a metaphor on inheritance, which becomes a bit convoluted. In verses 1-3, the Jews, heirs to God’s promises, still cannot obtain the full inheritance because they are yet minors, under the tutelage and guardianship of the Law. So they are not better off, in the end, than the Gentiles. But Christ brings maturity, makes us eligible for the full inheritance.


B. The plurals express solidarity of Jew and Gentile, both being under the Law. In Colossians, the word means the semi-demonic spirits that inhabit the universe. In Hebrews, the word means “fundamentals, basics,” in this case the basics of God’s Law. As used in verse 3, it probably means the demonic powers.


C. The idea is that God has a plan for the salvation of the world that unfolds in stages. At the right time in this plan, the “fullness of time,” God sent his Son. With the coming of the Son, the plan, once shrouded in mystery, is now revealed. “Born of woman” accents Jesus’ humanity; “under the law,” his Jewishness.


D. the Son, sent from God but born into humanity, redeems those under the Law (minors) and makes them heirs. Slaves, picking up the image from verse 1, cannot inherit, but children can; verse 7 makes that a summary statement. 
E. Our new relationship with God is intimate, without barriers created by fear and threat. The Spirit gives us power to address God in this way, even as in Romans 8, tit is the Spirit and not our own efforts that empower our prayers.


F. Romans 8:12-17 expresses the same ideas as Galatians. Your group may have fun teasing out all the parallels and similarities. This argument is a crucial one for Paul and worth the time to study it closely.

3. Luke 2:22-40


A. Circumcision and presentation are mentioned by Luke, but not Mary’s purification rites. The bird offering, for poorer people, indicates that the Holy Family was poor. The announcement that Jesus is holy (1:35) would be natural, for as the first-born male, he belonged to God. Note in Leviticus that it takes twice as long for a mother to be purified after the birth of a girl; theirs was a patriarchal society. Women were only allowed into the outer courts of the Temple, so that is where this must have taken place.


B. “Consolation” and “redemption” refer to the hope for a Messiah, who would bring the full vindication of Israel promised in our First Lesson. The Spirit filled Simeon, gave him revelations, and led him to Jesus.


C. In verse 29, the thought is, “Now I can die in peace; I have seen the Messiah.” Seeing Jesus, he saw salvation. Isaiah 40:5 has the thought that God would reveal himself in the presence of a host of people, as in verse 31. Isaiah 49:6 suggests, with verse 32, that Israel’s “glory” is to be a “light for the nations (Gentiles).” 


D. Verse 34 prophesies conflict for Jesus in his ministry and mission. Seeing her Son tortured and killed would be Mary’s sword.


E. Both were very devout (and a little odd, perhaps). Both recognized who Jesus really was. Both were longing for the redemption of Israel. 


F. Galatians 4:4 relates to Luke 2:39. Luke 1:80 speaks about John, 1 Samuel about the boy Samuel, and both use similar phrases to Luke 2:40.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary.


2. Talk this over. Actually, after al the rush of preparation, the days after Christmas are more relaxed and open to reflection and devotions. 


3. Responses will vary. Some participants may reveal doubts and questions about God’s promises. Recognize that people of deep faith often question God’s promises. Sometimes we know in our head that God promises good things, but in our hearts we waver. Our prayer can be that what I know I may soon, by God’s grace, feel deep down.


4. Responses will vary. Encourage discussion. You might ask, “If you had one sentence to express what Christmas means to you, what would you say?”


5. Let participants share what they think wisdom means and why it is important. 


6. Besides political activism, we can all pray and work for reconciliation in our homes and workplaces.

IV Into the Week


As time permits, encourage participants to pray to “Abba.” Use that term in your class prayers for a few sessions.. It works!!
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