Light on the Lessons

1 Samuel 3:1-10 [11-20]; 1 Corinthians 6:12-20; John 1:43-51 

Second Sunday after the Epiphany; Cycle B; January 15, 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 about Shiloh in a Bible dictionary.

I Getting Started

Talk about experiences with the exercise for remembering ones baptism from last week. Are folks using the “Abba” prayer address? Offer prayers for the Spirit to prepare the group to receive the Word, and for peace. Read the lessons. Briefly discuss the questions in “Getting Started.”


1. Responses will vary. Some never feel called by God because they imagine it as something very dramatic. You might try the phrasing, “When did you sense God wanted you to do something?”  Encourage sharing of experiences.


2. `Many people confuse faith and morality. For them, those who do right are “Christians.” But “Christian” is a matter of faith, of trust in God’s grace through Jesus. In response to God’s love, Christians love their neighbor. So, basically, our morality is a response to God’s goodness toward us.


3. One manager had troubles advancing in his mid-western firm because he had a pronounced Brooklyn accent. One professor had trouble being taken seriously as an intellectual because he came from the Kentucky hills and talked and acted the part.

II Check the Texts

1. 1 Samuel 3:1-10 [11-20]

A. Eli is mature while Samuel is a boy. The relationship suggests an apprenticeship, with Samuel as “junior priest” under Eli. It was also a time when authentic prophets were scarce, which to people of the time would suggest that the LORD was not attentive to and active in their lives.


B. The lamp was tended from evening to morning, so the wording suggests a time near dawn.


C. In verse 7, Samuel has not received a vision or heard a world from God, so he was not yet an authentic prophet. It was on the fourth call that Samuel responded to God, and then only because Eli had perceived what was happening. Samuel, being a boy, had spent his life in a time when prophets were rare; he had no experience of this divine communication.


D. The core message is that, because of his miserable sons, Eli’s priestly dynasty will fall. The announcement in chapter 2 comes from an anonymous “man of God.” (He seems to be a prophet, but then why verse 1?) Some scholars treat 2:27-32 as a later addition. In 3:14 he is criticized for not stopping his wicked sons, but in 2:23-25 he at least confronts them about their behavior.


E. It is likely that Samuel did not want to bring bad news to his beloved mentor, Eli. Since his parents dedicated him to the LORD as soon as he was weaned (verse 1:22), Eli had raised him as a father. For his part, Samuel accepted the news as God’s will and submitted to it.


F. Jesus visited the Temple at age 12, The Song of Hannah and Mary’s Magnificat have a strong resemblance, and Luke’s comment on Jesus in 2:52 is almost a duplicate of the one about Samuel. Luke, traditionally a Gentile, was clearly familiar with this part of the Hebrew Scriptures which he probably read in the Greek translation (Septuagint). 

2. 1 Corinthians 6:12-20


A. The quotation marks seem to enclose quotations from the letter written to Paul from Corinth which he is answering. The REB makes this clear by adding “you say.” Paul agreed that a Christian is not under the Law and that food laws do not apply, but still  one should behave with respect for the weaker believers. In verses 12-13, the Corinthians applied these views to the matter of free sex, an area where Paul makes clear they do not apply. We can see Paul making a distinction between law in the sense of obeying rules and ceremonies and rituals that no longer applies, and law in the sense of God’s fundamental moral code, such as in the Ten Commandments, which does still apply to Christians. 


B. The connections are: a. the quote in verse 16; b. source of verse 19, c. the body of Christ image in verse 15, d. Christ’s atoning death in verse 20, and e. the resurrection in verse 14.


C. In Mark, Jesus talks about marriage and divorce. He declares man and wife to be as one, indivisible. The marriage union is holistic, a joining of mind and purpose as well as physical joining through intercourse. Paul takes the position that any sexual relation brings about the same kind of union (shades of D.H. Lawrence?). Paul also stresses that we are members of Christ’s body, a point the pre-resurrection Jesus could not make, so the fornicator is making Christ one with a whore. Prostitution was widely accepted in Paul’s day and many temples had prostitutes on staff. One can read the early Christian attitude toward sex as “puritanical” (no sex outside of marriage) or “elevated” (sex is a sacred gift reserved for marriage), depending on one’s point of view.


D. As a Jew, Paul would never separate body from soul/spirit as the Greeks would. God’s Spirit changes our bodies as well as our souls. The physical is sanctified.

3. John 1:43-51


A. John the Baptist led two of his disciples to Christ, where in the other Gospels Jesus does the calling. One of the disciples was Andrew who brought his brother, Simon, to Jesus. (The other disciple is unknown.) The translations of Aramaic terms suggest that the original readers were Greek-speakers. 


B. Now Jesus takes the initiative in calling Philip, who found Nathanael. The pattern of disciples calling others to discipleship is the way the gospel spreads, today as well as yesterday! Nothing beats a strong personal witness.


C. Nathanael came from Cana, the site of Jesus first “sign” or miracle. Nathanael probably looked down on Nazareth because it was a dusty little village. Or it could be his sense of chauvinism: my village beats your village. (Only John’s Gospel mentions Cana. The exact location is unknown. One guess is a site about nine miles north of Nazareth.)


D. Jacob, later named Israel, deceitfully cheated his brother. Galilee had many Gentile residents; perhaps Gentiles had a saying that Israelites were full of guile. (Is this a play on an early anti-Semitic slur?) Flourishing fig trees symbolized the good times that would come when the LORD’s day arrived. In his dream, Jacob saw angels going up and down a ladder; descending and ascending angels became part of the image of the last days when the Son of Man returns, as in verse 51.


E. The days break down this way: Day One, 1:19-28; Day Two, 29-34; Day three, 35-42; Day Four, 43-51; then three days in 2:1. This puts Jesus’ first miracle on the seventh day. John places Jesus with the Father at creation, so his first miracle may announce a new Sabbath, a time of God’s rest and peace. John’s Gospel is a carefully developed literary effort.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary. 


2. Responses will vary. Because we like to create God in our own image and confuse his will with ours, it helps to consult with others in the community of faith: “I sense that God wants me to do this. What do you think?”


3. Truth sometimes hurts. Withholding truth doesn’t help, nor does the “bull in the china shop” approach. One counselor advises an approach that always respects the other person’s ego and dignity. With the negative truth, add some affirmative truths. Avoid sounding “more insightful than thou.” Leave a sense that if the person confronts the difficult truth, the problem can be worked out.


4. Responses will vary. This topic usually generates intense discussion. In the early centuries of the church, asceticism prevailed. Then sex became tolerated but not celebrated. Now the church tends to speak of the joys of sex and sexuality, a gift from God to be enjoyed – but respected and used rightly. The debate is how to define “rightly”: Within marriage only? Within a serious relationship? With the opposite sex only? After some certain age? Perhaps accommodating our cultural fascination with sex, many mainline Protestant churches have ceased to stress pre-marital virginity as a necessary virtue. For a thoughtful, insightful corrective view, read the chapter “The Virgin Martyrs: Between ‘Point Vierge’ and The ‘Usual Spring’,” in Kathleen Norris’ excellent book “The Cloister Walk” {New York: Riverhead Books, 1996}.


5. The view of our bodies as temples of the Holy Spirit should motivate us to pursue all aspects of self-care. In this sense, wellness becomes as dimension of spirituality.

IV Into the Week


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