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
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 Bible dictionary articles on “Satan” and the “flood.”

I Getting Started

Pray for those suffering from the recession. Ask for the Spirit’s presence in your group. Read the lessons now, or as you study each one. Warm-up with the “Getting Started” questions.


1. Responses will vary. Some make this choice on moral rather than nutritional reasons. 


2. Responses will vary. Most likely, images of washing or of water refreshing will come to mind. 


3. God does not “test” us with various trails to find out if we are worthy. But life in a sinful world does bring times of trial and testing, during which we can call upon God for strength.

II Check the Texts

1. Genesis 9:8-17

A. Both Genesis passages have God’s blessing to multiply and give humans dominion over every living thing. But Genesis 1:29-30 give plants as the food for both humans and beasts. Verse 9:3 gives everything for food, including animals, with the proviso in 9:4 that blood will not be eaten; in other words, kosher meat only! Perhaps this indicates a respect and reverence for life, since blood was thought to carry the life-force. In verse 5, animals as well as humans will pay the price for murder. Note the somber language of verse 2; because of sin, humans will be feared for their control over animals. No longer does harmony prevail among all living things as in Genesis 1. (But such harmony will be restored in the Messianic Age, Isaiah 11:6-7.)


B The pattern unfolds this way: [A] Whoever sheds [B] the blood [C] of a human, [c] by a human shall [b] that person’s blood [a] be shed. There are many examples of chiasmus in the Scriptures; sometimes large sections of books are organized on this pattern.


C. The covenant is universal, being established with humans and the animal world. Other covenants, like the one with Abraham or the one on Sinai are addressed to specific persons or nations. The inclusion of animals, again, seems surprising. Their inclusion reminds us that the non-human world, too, is part of God’s covenant and deserves just treatment. 


D. Verses 8:20-22 are set in the context of Noah’s sacrifice, while 9:11 deals with a universal covenant. Verse 8:22 gives the significance of God’s promise not to destroy the earth again: the people can count on regularity and stability. The rhythms of life will continue. The rainbow will be a sign and seeing one will remind a person of this covenant. Verse 17 summarizes the discussion of the covenant and rainbow. (In the ancient world, hanging up a bow signals retirement from battle.)


E. The letter admonished Gentiles, in Acts 15: 28-29, to abstains from food sacrificed to idols and from blood and from what has been strangled – all spin-offs of the eat-no-blood rule. Also added: fornication. (The Noah story accents prohibition of murder.) Paul never cites this letter in his correspondence. He did not insist on rules about food, but treated the issue as a matter of pastoral concern; see 1 Corinthians 8.

2. 1 Peter 3:18-22


A. Titles will vary. One possibility: Suffering for Doing Right. Verses 13-17 suggest that the audience consisted of people suffering for their faith. Persecution took many forms, including hostility from pagan and Jew alike who did not like the Christian lifestyle. For encouragement, the author says Jesus also suffered for doing good. In the end, they will be saved, as their baptism testifies. The eight saved in the ark were Noah, three sons, and their wives.


B. Christ suffered for our sins (18), preached to the spirits in prison (19), and ascended to the right hand of his Father (22). This is the crucifixion-entombment-resurrection-ascension sequence of Jesus’ last days on earth, the days in which he accomplished our salvation. (Presumably, he visited the “spirits in prison” during his time in the tomb.) Verse 18a summarizes the theology of our salvation: Jesus died for our sins, his sacrifice was once and for all and is not repeated, his atonement is vicarious, and his salvation restores our relationship with God. What more needs to be said?


C. Verse 20a seems to identify the “spirits” with persons around Noah’s time. They could be those who scoffed at Noah, or they could be the “sons of God” in Genesis 6:1-8, who mated with human women. Later tradition developed the idea that this action caused the mischief that characterizes human behavior. But verse 4:6 generalizes to all the dead. This notion appears in the Apostles’ Creed as “He descended into hell (or, “to the dead”).” All this helps explain how the worthies before Christ would be saved, which has been the church’s historic interpretation of these and similar verses. 


D. While we would expect that Noah was saved by the ark, verse 20 has “saved through water” (NRSV). This prefigures baptism. The ark seems logical, but it might suggest that baptism was a protective rite, to shield us from harm. “Through water” is more dynamic, suggesting a process that goes somewhere, specifically to our sharing in the resurrection of Christ at the end.

3. Mark 1:9-15


A. The common symbol is the dove. The voice is directed to Jesus, while at the Transfiguration, the voice speaks to Peter, James, and John. In his baptism, Jesus was being prepared. His public ministry had not yet begun.


B. Mark wants us to know that the Temptation was as much a part of the Father’s plan as the Baptism. Exodus and 1 Kings indicate Moses and Elijah each has a trial lasting 40 days, and both of these appear at the Transfiguration. Forty days is also the time rains fell on Noah. Mark’s readers, like other converts at the time, would certainly know that persecution of various kinds followed their baptism, so they would find encouragement in the fact that Jesus went through the same thing. 


C. “Wild beasts” suggests the wilderness and the dangers Jesus faced. But, taking another tack, these beasts are part of the covenant with Noah. Hosea and Isaiah say that in the Messianic Age, relations between animals and humans will return to the pristine Genesis 1 state. Maybe Mark’s mention of wild beasts would recall some of this to his readers, to hint that the Messianic Age begins right there in the desert wilderness; we can only guess. But clearly, the angels provided him help and support.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary.


2. Christians have only recently awakened to their environmental responsibilities to care for Creation. This covenant provides support for that effort. Discuss the importance of this ministry to Creation.


3. Encourage folks to talk about ways they have experience God’s care. One person said, “For me, every smile on a person’s face is a sign of God’s care.”


4. Generally, North Americans dislike struggle of any kind. But it does play a role in our spiritual life, and the role is positive. We too easily forget the idea that struggle and suffering, as well as happiness and prosperity, can be blessed. Talk about the matter of suffering for doing right. Do we think of it as an opportunity or a burden? When it happens to us, how do we avoid a certain toxic sense of self-righteousness? Luther and many great saints of the past spoke favorable of suffering for doing right. Today, we want to take charge. Is this an improvement or not? If Jesus ended up unjustly accused and executed as a criminal, why should we, his faithful followers, expect anything more?


5. When we are baptized as infants, it is hard to make baptism a central symbol for we have no memory of it. That’s why it is good to spend time talking about baptism and its meanings, to bring it to our conscious mind. For many of us, the joy of baptism is as an objective sign that God adopted us and forgives us. When we feel down and estranged from Christ, we need that objective symbol. The Eucharist functions in a similar way. We may not feel forgiven on a certain time at the altar, but we can know we are forgiven be Jesus just gave himself to us. The emotional side of faith brings many blessings, but we also need some objective anchors.


6. Since the verse sums up what Jesus did for us, practice telling it in non-biblical language that someone outside the faith might understand. This is quite challenging, but Christians need all the practice they can get in communicating their faith to others.

IV Into the Week


Try to save time to talk about #2. Perhaps some participants may want to use one of the spiritual exercises suggested in previous lessons. Those who prefer a structured daily prayer regimen might try “A Guide to Prayer for All God’s People” (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 1990). Don’t forget the prayers for peace!
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