Light on the Lessons

Deuteronomy 18:15-20; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28

Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany; Cycle B; January 29, 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 on “food offered to idols” and “prophets” in a Bible dictionary. 

I Getting Started

Offer prayers for peace in the world and for the Spirit’s enlightenment in your study. Read the lessons now, or as you study each one. Warm-up by talking briefly about the “Getting Started” questions.


1. This is a tough one. Even the answer in the First Lesson is not adequate. We might ask: Is the prophet’s message compatible with Jesus’ teaching and actions? Does the message recognize God’s grace in Christ to redeem sinful humanity? If the message is one of Law (judgment and calling to account), does it also proclaim the Gospel (God’s redeeming grace)?


2. This statement is essentially true. More than a few congregations have missed opportunities to reach out because no one wanted to offend the timid ones who wanted to hold the purse strings tightly. On the other side, though, we have prideful folks who confuse their vision with God’s will and plunge ahead with little regard for proper stewardship of resources, human or material.

 
3. As representatives of the dark forces opposed to God, they would be alert for any divine move against their power and control. Mark, like other Gospel writers, needed to explain why, if he was Son of God, the people rejected him. Recognition by demons proved his divine Sonship.

II Check the Texts

1. Deuteronomy 18:15-20

A. This passage wants to warn Israel about the many forms of false prophets they will encounter among their neighbors as they settle Canaan. Verses 15-20, our lesson, promise that God will raise up authentic prophets whom they can trust. The “fire” reference is to child sacrifice, forbidden in Deuteronomy 12, but practiced, at least in the Northern Kingdom, as 2 Kings reports.


B. The “me” is Moses, narrator of the book and the exemplary prophet. The LORD will raise another like him so they will not be abandoned in the new land even though Moses dies before entering. At Horeb (Sinai in other books) the people could not bear to look on God’s glory directly. So the prophet becomes an intermediary between God and the people. God will not speak directly but through the human agency of the prophet.


C. The people must listen to the prophet and the prophet must be absolutely faithful to God. God will hold both prophet and people accountable. Presumably, this would make a prophet be careful in his or her choice of words. Of course, not all false prophets died. Some became quite successful as court functionaries.


D. Verses 21-22 give a criterion for judging the authenticity of a prophet – does the prophecy come to pass? In the long term, that might work, but in the short term it is hardly adequate. How can one who hears a prophet on Sunday talk about what God will do three months from now know if the prophet is authentic by this criterion, especially when the listener must heed the word right now (verse 19). The issue of who really and truly speaks for God remains open.


E. Verse 20 (“any prophet”) implies more than one prophet, as Moses hoped in Numbers 11. The singular prophet like unto Moses became, in John’s Gospel, an expected precursor to the Messiah, or perhaps a messianic figure in his own right. (That this Prophet might be Moses returned is suggested by Moses’ presence with Elijah, another precursor to the Messiah, in the Transfiguration.) In Acts 3, Peter quotes this passage (Acts 3:22) and clearly identifies Jesus with the prophet. The singular “prophet” in verse 15 led to its messianic interpretation; there were many prophets, but we await the prophet.

2. 1 Corinthians 8:1-13


A. Acts 15 describes the Jerusalem Conference. Paul, the missionary to Gentiles, and James and the elders, the conservative Jerusalem wing, met to discuss how Jewish a Gentile must become in order to be a Christian. On food, they agreed that Gentiles should keep kosher and avoid food that had been offered to idols. Interestingly, Paul does not quote this decision to the Corinthians. Paul seems to agree that food offered to idols is a non-issue since idols do not exist. He based his argument to avoid such food on the virtue of not offending those with tender conscience. For any member of the Corinthian church with a Jewish background, this would be a hot button issue, while Gentiles could not care less. Paul is working a compromise so that two quite different cultures could live together in Christ.


B. Paul criticizes arrogant religious knowledge, not knowledge in general. Chapter 13 is an expansion on the thought in 8:1b. Verse 2 could be read as “If you think you know it all, you don’t know anything.”


C. They argued that since idols and their gods do not exist, it doesn’t matter. 


D. Note that in verse 5 Paul implies some existence for other “gods,” but these are the powers and principalities in Romans 8 that oppose God and whose power Jesus has defeated.


E. Verse 6 reads like an early creedal statement. The statement that creation came through Jesus Christ accords with John 1:1-5.


F. Paul basically agrees with the Corinthians but objects to the arrogant way they parade their understanding: “I know something you don’t know.”.


G. Sins against a brother or sister become sins against Christ because we are members of Christ’s body. (Paul used this same people-Christ connection in his argument last week on sex with prostitutes.)

3. Mark 1:21-38


A. All four incidents involve expelling demons. Mark has Jesus doing this at the outset of his ministry because it shows who he is: the demons recognize him and their expulsion demonstrates Jesus’ divine power.


B. Jesus spoke directly and in the imperative. He did not discuss various views of earlier authorities as did the scribes. Jesus taught that the kingdom was at hand, and expelling demons was a sign of that. The kingdom that Jesus taught (1:15)  is the reign or rule of God; when God will triumph over all dark forces.


C. “Us” might suggest that the demon being threatened sees Jesus’ power as an assault on all demons. Or it could reflect the notion that demons come in hordes. See Mark 5:9 for the same singular-plural expression. It was thought that knowing a person’s name gave one a certain power or authority over them. Thus naming animals gave humans power over them (see Genesis 2:19-20).

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary. Encourage this kind of faith sharing.


2. Have fun with this, for both senses of prophesy are intertwined. Isaiah 7:14 predicts the future, but it was a short-term prediction, as verses 16-17 show. But Isaiah did not predict Christ. That connection was made by reading Jesus’ career back into Scripture, using Scripture to tease out the full significance of this risen Lord. Too many today deal with prophecy as a set of specific prediction that merely await someone wise enough to unravel the code, the kind of knowledge Paul criticizes.


3. In the sense that we can speak on behalf of God against injustice, despair, and hopelessness, we are all (or should be!) prophets.


4. As God once used pagan Cyrus to deliver his people, so secular voices can speak for God. In areas of social justice, for example, God is often first heard through secular voices. The secular world, too, belongs to God and serves his purposes.


5. Responses will vary. The Corinthians would have said, wrongly, “Don’t be such a stupid little child; grow up!” What would Paul advise?


6. More than a few dedicated but neurotic and ultimately destructive people hang on to leadership roles because no one wants to offend them. Nor are we good at openly debating controversial issues. Our fear of offending can sometimes get in the way of truth and of mission.


7. Responses will vary. The general consensus today is that faith plays a vital role in healing. 


8. The “What would Jesus do?” movement (that goes back to Sheldon’s turn-of-the-last-century classic, “In His Steps”) is one approach to this issue. However, deepened devotion and prayer have been the traditional way to raise the level of Jesus’ authority in our lives. For an interesting discussion, ask “What do we mean by Jesus’ authority in our lives?” Is he to tell us what to do every minute? Or are we to make his vision of life and the world our vision? Does Jesus as our Lord give us specific directions or more general directions that we apply using “inspired judgment”?

IV Into the Week


As time permits, encourage participants to undertake suggestions #2 and #3.
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