Light on the Lessons

Genesis 9:8-17; 1 Peter 3:18-22; Mark 1:9-15

First Sunday in Lent; Cycle B; February 26, 2012
Participant Resources

I Getting Started


1. If you or someone you know is a vegetarian, talk about reasons for this dietary choice.


2. What are some things or some actions that remind you of your baptism?


3. Sometimes we go through periods of stress and difficulty. We might say, “God sure is testing me!” What does “testing” mean here? How does that idea fit your Christian experience?

II Check the Texts

1. Genesis 9:8-17

The world had grown increasingly sinful, the purity of Creation was soiled. God chose to cleanse the earth and make a new start, around Noah, his three sons, their wives, and the pairs of animals they managed to take aboard their ark. After 40 days and nights, the flood subsided and God made his covenant with Noah.


A. Begin your study with 9:1. Compare 9:1-3 with Genesis 1:28-30. What is similar in these two passages? How do the passage differ on what humans are to eat? What restriction is placed by verse 4? Speculate a bit: What might be the reason for this restriction? (Clue: See Leviticus 17:11) Verse 5 calls for a reckoning for taking human life; what unusual perpetrator is included? 


B. Verse 6a (“Whoever…shed,” in NRSV) is symmetrical, as is much of Genesis. Try to reconstruct the symmetrical pattern: A, B, C, c, b, a. 


C. In verses 8-10, with whom does God establish this new covenant? What seems surprising in these verses? What significance do you find in the fact that the surprising element is included in the covenant? 


D. Compare verse 9:11 with 8:20-22. What are similarities and differences? What is the significance of what God agreed to do? In verses 12-16, what will be the sign of this covenant? What will be its function? How does verse 17 reflect verses 9-10? 


E. The early church wrestled with the controversial issue of how much Gentile converts needed to follow the traditions of Judaism. Paul’s missionary successes among Gentiles brought the issue to a head and a conferences was held in Jerusalem to decide the matter (see Acts 15) The conclusion was sent in a letter, Acts 15:22-29. What “rules” were laid on the Gentiles? Which reflected the covenant with Noah? From your study and knowledge of Paul, how do you think he enforced these rules with his Gentile converts? Why do you think that was so?

2.1 Peter 3:18-22


A. Treat 3:13-22 as your unit of study. What title would you give this passage? How would you describe the situation of the audience to whom this letter is addressed? How is Christ used as an helpful example? What does the author cite as a source of confidence that they will be saved in the end? Who were the eight saved in the ark? (Clue: Check Genesis 7:13, if memory fails)


B. What three activities of Christ are mention in verses 18, 19, and 22? What sequence do you find here? To what part of Jesus’ career does the sequence apply? Examine verse 18a more closely; what points does the verse make about how God worked our salvation through Christ?


C. How are the “spirits in prison” described in verse 20a? Who are these “spirits”? (Clue: Some scholars point to Genesis 6:1-8. Who are the “spirits” in this story? What do they do? What results, verse 5?) How does verse 4:6 develop and expand this idea? What do we say at worship that recalls this idea? For what problem does this activity of Christ offer a solution? 


D. How was Noah saved, according to the end of verse 20? What Christian rite does verse 21 connect with that image? What does that image suggest to you? With what experience of Jesus does baptism connect us? What are the pluses and minuses of using the ark to prefigure baptism?

3. Mark 1:9-15

The First Sunday in Lent always features the Temptation of Jesus. Accounts that form the Gospel reading in other years  appear in Matthew 4:1-11 and Luke 4:1-13.


A. What common symbol of baptism appears in this passage? To whom is the heavenly voice directed, verse 11? How does this compare with the voice spoken at the Transfiguration, last week’s Gospel, Mark 9:7? What could account for the difference? 


B. Why do you think the Spirit in verse 10 would drive Jesus at once into the desert, verse 12? What connection do Exodus 24:8 and 1 Kings 19:8 have with verse 13? How does the non-specific time of “40 days” connect with Noah? (Clue: Check Genesis 7:12) Put yourself in the place of Mark’s readers, converts to this new faith. How might the idea of temptation and struggle following baptism appear to them? 


C. As you read verse 13, what do the wild beasts suggest to you? How do they connect with the First Lesson? Read Hosea 2:16-18 and Isaiah 11:6-7, two visions of the Messianic Age. How do these visions connect with verse 13b? If these two visions lay behind verse 13 (and that is something we can only speculate about), what meaning would the wild beasts have? Who clearly provided succor to Jesus in his trials?

III What Does It All Mean?


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


2. The covenant with Noah embraced not only humanity but the animal kingdom and, presumably, the environment. What does that suggest to you about our responsibilities?


3. Why do you think a rainbow makes a good sign of God’s care? What “rainbows” or other signs do you understand as signs of God’s care and love for you?


4. Many saints have testified that after baptism comes temptation, a time of struggle for the soul. How seriously do Christians today take temptation? What role has struggle played in your spiritual life?


5. Let’s imagine that, for one reason or another, you are not feeling especially close to or intimate with Jesus. You are going through a spiritual rough patch. How might baptism help you? What is it about baptism that makes many believers consider it the central symbol of their Christian faith?


6. Imagine that you are talking with a friend who asks, “Why do you call Jesus your ‘Savior’?” In reply, how would you express the thought of 1 Peter 3:18?

V Into the Week


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


2. Consider undertaking a deliberate spiritual growth program for Lent. It could be Bible reading, prayer (informal, meditative, or structured using, for example, a Book of Hours), or service. The spiritual exercises you have sampled might give you some ideas. Or explore www.upperroom.org/daily and click on to lectio divina, a meditative approach to Bible reading.
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