Light on the Lessons

2 Kings 2:1-12; 2 Corinthians 4:3-6; Mark 9:2-9

The Transfiguration of Our Lord (Last Sunday after the Epiphany); Cycle B; February 19. 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 “mantle” and the summaries of Elijah and Elisha. Also, read about “booths.”

I Getting Started

Offer prayers for peace in the world and enlightenment within the group. Read the lessons now, or as you study each one. Warm-up with the “Getting Started” questions.


1. Responses will vary. 


2. Responses will vary. It is good to look for these bits of light and to affirm them as signs of God’s gracious activity in the world.


3. Responses will vary. Often the voice of Jesus comes to us through others in the faith.

II Check the Texts

1. 2 Kings 2:1-12

A. In 1 Kings, the LORD tells Elijah to anoint Elisha as his successor. In verses 19-21, he does not anoint Elisha but throws his mantle over him. The mantle symbolized his prophetic powers, and this action signaled a transfer of these powers. Elisha responded with a spontaneous sacrifice. He was apparently overjoyed. Interestingly, the other two tasks given Elijah in 19:15-16a were actually accomplished by Elisha. Since Elijah did one and Elisha did two, this may picture Elisha’s “double portion.”


B. The three passages all refer to mighty winds of some kind which picture the presence of God, like the whirlwind in 2:1.. (Recall that the same word in Hebrew is used for “spirit” and “wind.”) 


C. Elisha knew the LORD would take his master away, so he insisted on staying with him on his last wanderings. Clearly, Elisha felt close to Elijah; he was a loyal friend.


D. These three passages have nearly identical structure. Participants may perceive that this repetitious pattern is a mark of orally transmitted material. We see the same reflections of oral transmission in our Gospels. Also, the three passages mention “companies of prophets.” These would be like guilds of prophets who worked together in a certain region. 1 Samuel 10:5 describes their activity. Prophesy had a strong ecstatic streak.


E. The parting of the waters recalls Moses. The writer of Kings makes many allusions to Moses when portraying Elijah; he thinks of Elijah as a prophet like unto Moses (Deuteronomy 18:17-19). Elisha’s request in verse 9 is for the inheritance of a first-born; he may have sought that status more than prophetic powers superior to Elijah. The study in C, above, would support that interpretation. Since the LORD had already designated Elisha as Elijah’s successor in 1 Kings 19:16, the conditional in 2 Kings 2:10 seems contradictory. However, the issue is not whether Elisha will be the successor but whether he will have a first-born relationship with Elijah. These types of conditions resemble tossing dice, situations with a chance element which was perceived as leaving a way open for God to express his will. God willed Elisha as his successor; now Elijah seeks God’s will about the inheritance.


F. Malachi closes the Torah-Prophets canon. It foresees a messenger coming to prepare for the day of the LORD, who is identified as Elijah. In turn, the Gospels identify John the Baptist with this Elijah-messenger figure. Interestingly, in the Christian canon, Malachi ends the Old Testament and Mark follows immediately with John as his opening scene.

2. 2 Corinthians 4:3-6


A. In verse 1, Paul seems beleaguered but not defeated. “Therefore” refers back to 3:12-18, especially verses 17-18. The power of the living Christ sustains Paul. Paul’s concern to make clear his forthright approach to the Gospel echoes his concern in last week’s Second Lesson, where he made clear he was not a “yes-and-no” man. 


B. Verses 2 and 3 go together. He was likely accused of using a lot of rhetorical devices and unclear arguments that “veiled” his message. One can imagine that Paul paradoxical concept of freedom in Christ – totally free, yet the servant of all – would boggle some minds who liked clear logic. These paradoxes could have given rise to his reputation as a “yes-and-no” person. In 1 Corinthians 4:6 Paul states that his approach is to stick with what is written – the Scriptures – and not to engage in speculation.


C. In 2 Corinthians 3:12-18, Paul teaches that God’s glory was partially revealed through Moses and fully shown in Jesus. The Law acted like a veil, obscuring the glory of God. “Veil” is literal in verse 13 (referring to Exodus 34:33-35), and metaphorically to mean the Law in verses 14, 15, and 16. In 4:4, the “veiling” is the work of the god of this world who blinds unbelievers. 3:12-18 speaks about God’s people, Jew and Christian. Verse 4:4 addressed the reason Gentiles do not receive the Gospel.. (Unbelievers could also mean Paul’s opponents, who are blinded by Satan.)


D. Colossians 1 expands the idea of Christ as the image of God, an incarnational theme. In 3:18, Paul asserts that we are being transformed into the same image, as we share Christ’s sufferings and his glory through our baptism. These references recall Creation, because we are new creations, as 5:17 makes clear.

3. Mark 9:2-9


A. Elijah is the forerunner of the day of the LORD. Moses on the mountain and the Transfiguration share an epiphany of God, a mountain, and a significant revelation. Moses had come to be associated with Elijah (see II, 1, E, above). Moses represents Law, Elijah, the prophets. Thus, Jesus embodies the Law and prophets, the twin pillars of God’s revelation to date. White suggest glorification, perhaps following a time of purification as with the saints in Revelation. 


B. The six days may allude to Moses on the mountain (Exodus 24:16). Possible titles: 27-30, Peter’s confession; 31-33, prediction of the Passion; 34-9:1, cost of discipleship. This is the first of three passion predictions in Mark (see also 9:31 and 10:33-34). The idea of a suffering Messiah came as an unexpected shock. The disciples had real trouble dealing with that notion. The Transfiguration made clear that though Jesus would suffer, he was indeed God’s Son, the Messiah.


C. Peter may have wanted to keep the moment alive and keep these worthies around for some time. Booths were dwelling places during the wilderness wanderings. Peter’s idea may have been to keep Moses and Elijah about on their future wilderness wandering on the way to Jerusalem. No one really knows, so enjoy speculating and playing with imagery. The voice of God at baptism and Transfiguration uses essentially the same words to identify Jesus as God’s Son. But the baptismal word was addressed to Jesus (“You are…”) and the Transfiguration word was addressed to the audience (“This is…”). 


D. Matthew 17:9 terms the Transfiguration a “vision.” It’s exact nature is unknown, so share thoughts and ideas.


E. They were puzzled by Jesus rising from the dead. They believed in a general resurrection in the Last Days, but an individual rising in advance of that was off their radar screen. Elijah here is John the Baptist who was killed. The word in 8:31 is “must”; that which is written in Scripture must of divine necessity come to pass.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Responses will vary. Some may not wish to share, but others might.


2. Encourage folks to talk about this. Note the continuity as Elijah passed the mantle to Elisha. So our faith goes on from generation to generation. Did parents or relatives bring them the Gospel? What other people, clergy or lay, nourish their faith in significant ways? We are very individualistic about our faith, so we need to talk about its corporate, community dimensions. We need to learn from each other and nourish each other.


3. Many times our behavior or attitudes obscure the Gospel from the eyes of others. Ask, Is it for fear of being shown up as less than perfect that keeps us from publicly proclaiming our faith? Measured by Jesus, of course, we all fall short and, in that sense, are hypocrites. But the Gospel is about love and forgiveness rather than morality. Perhaps hate, coldness, and hardness of heart in Christian are the biggest “turn off” for outsiders.


4. Encourage participants to speak of the feeling, emotional side of their relationship with Jesus. How have they experienced Jesus’ light, his love and forgiveness and hope?


5. Responses will vary. No doubt these experiences enrich and deepen one’s faith. Most such events include a process for “re-entry,” or getting oriented for the world on the valley floor where daily life goes on. Retreat to the mountain top then advance into the valley of the shadows – that’s a good rhythm for a serious approach to Christian life. We all need times of spiritual refreshment and renewal. Share experiences about renewal.


6. Our baptism does changes us. It begins a process that ends in glory with Jesus when we meet him at the end. Recall what was studied in the Second Lesson, about God’s image. 

IV Into the Week


As time permits, talk over #1 and encourage participants to undertake #2. Don’t forget the prayers for peace!
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