Light on the Lessons

Jonah 3:1-5, 10; 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20

Third Sunday after the Epiphany; Cycle B; January 22, 2012
I Getting Started


1. “When we get to heaven, we may be amazed at the unlikely people we meet.” What do you think about that statement?


2. What is the special emphasis of the phrase “The time is ripe”?


3. Why do you think so many Christians have difficulty sharing their faith with others?

II Check the Texts

1. Jonah 3:1-5, 10

Consider reading the whole book of Jonah. This delightful satire, only four chapters long, carries a profound and challenging message.


A. The first time the word from God came to Jonah is recorded in 1:1-2. What was his response, verse 3? A tumultuous sea threatened the ship and, seeking safety, the crew tossed Jonah overboard. What happened next? Jonah prayed to God. Considering what he did, how do you read 2:7-9?


B. Try to estimate the size of Nineveh from the description in 3:3. Does your estimate seem realistic?


C. What connection do you find between Genesis 7:11-12 and Jonah 3:4b? What interpretation could you give to this connection?


D. Read Nehemiah 13:3, 23-30. What is the policy Nehemiah imposed on the returned exiles who were rebuilding? If, as is probable, Jonah dates from this same period, what do you think might be the purpose of this satirical fable?

2. 1 Corinthians 7:29-31 


A. Study the context of this lesson. What question from the Corinthians is Paul answering, verse 7:1? What issue does Paul take up in verses 25-28 and how would you describe his advice? What important distinction does he make? In this context, then, what is the purpose of verses 29-31?


B. What difference does it make to expect Jesus’ return at any moment, as Paul did, and living now when we know Jesus’ return is two millennia delayed? If you were absolutely convinced that Jesus would return on or before July 1, how would it change your behavior?


C. How does Paul’s comment on living in the end times in Romans 13:11-14 relate to this lesson? What encouragement does Paul give in 1:4-8 to those living in the end times?


D. Compare this passage with Matthew 5:3-11. What similarities in style and content can you find? How do these two passages reflect a style of life based on expecting an immanent end? What value do you think they have for us, who may not expect Jesus’ immediate return after 2,000 years of waiting?

3. Mark 1:14-20


A. What is the significance of the time reference in verse 14a?


B. Compare Jesus’ message in verses 14-15 with John the Baptist’s message in Matthew 3:2, Mark 1:4, and Luke 3, 18. What are the similarities and differences?


C. Mark frequently uses the word “immediately.” How do you understand why Simon, Andrew, James, and John responded to Jesus’ call with such alacrity?


D. Imagine yourself as Zebedee. How are you feeling when your sons leave you, verses 19-20? 


E. What does the term “good news” or “gospel” mean to you? Where do you find “good news” in Jesus’ initial message, verses 14-15?

II What Does It All Mean?


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


2. What does “repentance” mean to you? How does one know if repentance is sincere? How necessary do you think it is to repent before one can receive God’s forgiveness?


3. “Don’t put off for tomorrow what you can do today.” What are the advantages of living today as if it were your only day?


4. An addict robs a convenience store with a gun for $10.00 and receives 16 years. A woman embezzles $203,000 from her employer and gets 27 months. How even-handed, balanced, and consistent is our system of justice, in your view? How do you feel about it? How might this issue be a cause for Jonah’s resentment against God?


5. “Sam isn’t one bit sorry for what he did to me, so why should I forgive him?” How would you reply?


6. Why do you think some many people have trouble forgiving themselves?


7. Harriet repented of her spitefulness toward her sister, but she kept repeating the action. She heard that repentance means doing an about face, turning from what one was doing. Since she kept on being spiteful, she figured she never truly repented, so God did not forgive her. She felt she was an unforgivable person. She shares her plight with you. How do you advise her?


8. As a spiritual disciple, some Christians analyze their day against some standard such as the Ten Commandments. They recall specific acts they have done and thoughts they have harbored that go against God’s norms. These form the content of their confession. What value do you find in such a practice?


9. “Christians can bear witness by how they live and how they relate to other people. Still, in the end a full witness requires telling someone why you do what you do - to speak specifically about Jesus.” What do you think about this statement?


10. Some people see a glass as half-full while others perceive it as half-empty. How does the way we frame an issue (interpret it, find a context for it) affect our ability to cope with it?

IV Into the Week


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


2. Experiment with some version of the exercise in III, 7 above. Try it for a week. See if makes a positive contribution to your spiritual growth. 
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