Light on the Lessons

2 Kings 5:1-4; 1 Corinthians 9:24-27; Mark 1:40-45

Sixth Sunday after the Epiphany; Cycle B; February 12, 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 “leprosy”

I Getting Started

Offer prayers for peace and enlightenment, for world leaders and for the participants. Read the lessons now, or as you study each one. Warm-up by briefly discussing the “Getting Started” questions.


1. Responses will vary. Since the beginning, Christian worship has been a community thing. Alone or with family, we can have inspirational and devotional experiences, but for worship we need to offer praise as a community.


2. Responses will vary. The ability to do self-discipline varies among people. Failures in this regard lead to poor self-image and guilt. Still, it is a very important aspect of our lives.


3. The phrase more or less lets God off the hook in case our petition goes unanswered. Also, it keeps us from sounding bossy and dictating to God. In the end, God does what he wills. It is important to remember that “NO” is also an answer to prayer.

II Check the Texts

1. 2 Kings 5:1-14

A. The priest functioned as a public health officer in relation to these afflictions, making  the diagnosis  and certifying the cure. (Public health quarantines of individuals and houses used to be much more common in the US)


B. A young girls taken captive in a raid was the one who led Naaman to a cure. Her concern is remarkable; it is an example of love your enemy. That the powerful Naaman would listen to such a girl indicates how desperate he felt about his health.


C. That the king advocated on his behalf and sent such a huge gift (verse 5) reveals the prominence of Naaman’s position.


D. Since kings only communicate with kings, the letter went to the king of Israel rather than to the prophet. The king of Israel thought this was a ploy to pick a quarrel with him by putting him in an impossible position. 


E. How Elisha heard of the letter remains a mystery. The prophet Elisha must of had a good gossip network! But verses 10-11 reveal that Elisha wasn’t all that hospitable. Naaman, being used to being treated with deference and respect was likely angered by Elisha’s cool reception and that may have contributed to his anger. 


F. Have fun collecting various contributions. However expressed, the basic wisdom here is “Sometimes simple is best” or more broadly, “Less is more.” Explore the spiritual implications. It is difficult for us to accept God’s free grace. It’s too simple to deal with our sin and guilt, we think, so we punish ourselves. The Naaman incident pictures our reaction to God’s offer of salvation without cost, freely given because Jesus did it all.


G. Elisha had personal integrity. He did not sell his prophetic services, although his servant tried to do so. There were many other prophets as well. We can think of a guild of prophets. The stories seem to suggest that some prophets did sell their services. Perhaps the high reputation of Elisha was in part based on his integrity.

2. 1 Corinthians 9:24-27


A. Paul draws on athletic games of the kind played by Greeks who, after all, invented the Olympic games. The famed Isthmian games, celebrated every two years at Corinth, lent local color to these energetic metaphors. The two competitions alluded to in verse 26 are races and boxing. 


B. The image of competing in a race – pressing on, never tiring – ties these passages together. Paul presses on for a prize, variously described as a call or crown or righteousness, but meaning salvation. Philippians 3:7-11 explains the prize he seeks. All that mattered to Paul was his relationship with Christ, for which he would give up anything else. Philippians 3:7-11 also make it clear that one does not “win” Christ’s saving grace (see verse 9). The race metaphor applies to discipleship rather than salvation. In other words, having been saved by grace, don’t get so sloppy about life as to lose your focus on Jesus. 


C. The images of crowns and wreaths symbolize victory, which is what Christ won for us. The crown would be imperishable, unlike the honorific wreaths earned by athletes. At Corinth, victors in the Isthmian games earned wreaths of pine branches. Winners at the Olympics in Athens were rewarded with a wreath of olive branches..


D. The two images are punish and enslavement. Paul referring to the intense training that athletes undergo. The verb translated “punish” means, in Greek, to give a black eye or hit below the eye, considered a knockout blow by the Greeks. 


E. These passages use the rhetorical device of going from lesser to greater. If good things happen in this lesser situation, how much more will good things happen in the greater situation. This form of rhetoric was popular with rabbis and appears frequently in the Bible.

3. Mark 1:40-46


A. Lepers were total outcasts from society, so when Jesus cured this leper he also restored him to his community.


B. Jesus’ ministry begins at verse 16 with calling the disciples, the new community. then follow three healings. Mark wants to show who Jesus is more than what he taught. The healings show his divine power and authority over the dark forces, recognized at the outset by the demons (verse 1:24). 


C. This is a speculative question that might be fun to discuss. Is the leper doing the same as our “if it be your will”? Or is he being humble? Why did Jesus so choose? It could be to show that Jesus had power to save even those excluded from Israel by the law of Moses. Thus, Jesus is more than Moses.


D. Only the priests, acting as public health officers, could certify him cured so he could return to the community.


E. In verse 44 Jesus tells him to keep silence and in verse 45 he tells the story to everyone. Mark has Jesus consistently asking people to keep quiet about his powers; this is called Mark’s “messianic secret.” Perhaps he felt that noising abroad his healing powers would give people the wrong idea of his messianic mission as the suffering one. Perhaps too much prominence would create unnecessary conflict with authorities. But verse 45 may offer a veiled hint for Christians: cleansed by baptism, we need to go forth to proclaim the word freely and boldly.


F. Mark makes it clear at the outset that Jesus was very popular with the crowds. Jesus’ success forms the theme of chapters 1–827. Then 8:31-33 introduces the theme of the suffering messiah which develops in the last half of Mark.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary. 


2. Response may vary. If God is love, the to love is to act like God. But we are not God, and our love is never pure and disinterested. We can use so-called love to manipulate and control. At the same time, we must love, so we do so in the spirit of “I love, forgive my unlove.”


3. Responses will vary. Historically, it has be a priority of the church, which founded the first hospitals and hospices. Why not have in our churches a much needed exploration of better health policy options?


4. The point here is to encourage participants to make spiritual disciples of some type a regular part of their life, as they do with physical exercise. Start by letting those who engage in such disciplines testify to their value. Then talk about what sort of disciplines seem useful and how to get started on them in face of so many obstacles. Perhaps your group can become a support group for each other in this venture.


.5. These questions relate to Naaman in the First Lesson who couldn’t believe his cure could be so simple. Talk about experiences with overly complicating things. Sometimes we wonder “What did she really mean by that?” and come up with a complicated speculation of motive and intention, when the party meant nothing more than she expressed in plain English. Sometimes the simplest approach is to meet an issue or problem head on, and look for less challenging or difficult solutions, lest we complicate the mess even more.


6. Sinful human nature seems to love works and law and legalism, feeling that one must earn one’s salvation. We often do better at giving love than receiving love. When grace comes as an unearned gift, it reminds us how empty and powerless we really are. Thus, we are all tempted to let works creep into our relationship with God.

IV Into the Week


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