Light on the Lessons

Isaiah 40:21-31; 1 Corinthians 9:16-23; Mark 1:29-39

Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany; Cycle B; February 5, 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

I Getting Started

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


1. Responses will vary. Make a list where all can see. Use the list, perhaps, as a thanksgiving prayer in closing.


2. Responses will vary. Generally, the first is most satisfying and usually produces the most effort on our part. Ask participants to name things they do for their own sake rather than for an expected reward. (Consider discussing this: Do we raise children for its own sake, or do we do it for some psychological, financial, or biological reward? There is more to rewards than money.)


3. Responses will vary. In our very busy times, we need to make a real effort to recover say 45-60 minutes for sustained prayer, as Luther regularly did.

II Check the Texts

1. Isaiah 40:21-31

A. Make a list on chalkboard or newsprint of the questions participants come up with. Most will be in the category of “Why did he let this happen? Why did you abandon us?” The understood function of God was to protect his people from harm, so their defeat was also an embarrassment and humiliation. They conceived of the covenant as bringing blessings to them, so their defeat made them feel forsaken by God. 


B. 40:6-8 describes people as perishable grass and the word of God as enduring forever. The “breath” in 40:7 is that of judgment, which fits Jeremiah 4:11-12 better than the creative breath of life in Genesis 2:7. However, they are connected: God’s judgment does not destroy ultimately but purifies so that new life can emerge. Judgment is a creative, positive action rather than a purely destructive one. When Israel, for example, is dead in sin, God’s breath, while seen as judgment, intends to breathe new life and spirit into the people.


C. The rhetoric here seems to appeal to the people’s background, memory, and early training. When something the present upsets the view of God which one has grown up with, remembering the past can be helpful. One can recall the past and reflect: If so then, why not now? The appeal is to memory of long traditions to overcome immediate disappointments or surprises.


D. A private pilot once told of the joys of flying, when he could see the little cars struggling along crowded highways like ants. In verse 22 God is in total charge of heaven and earth, and in verse 23 it is clear that God rules history as well. Verses 24-28 also declare God’s majesty and authority but personalizes by declaring that God supports and sustains those who are suffering on the historical plane. God is in charge, but he exerts his authority sometimes by working through those who are suffering. (Compare how he worked through Jesus and the Cross!)


E. Responses may vary. Generally, the Exiles would know that God still reigns over the earthly powers that exiled them and that God would sustain them until their deliverance came. 


F. Verse 27 suggests they felt forsaken by God. Verse 28 answers by saying God is constant, still in charge, but his ways may seem, to humans, as unsearchable. 


G. The Exiles were tired, exhausted, and fed up with their plight, and verses 29-31 address those feelings. When participants experience similar feelings, how do the words of verses 29-31 provide help and comfort? “Wait for the Lord” suggests patience while confident that God will act to deliver his people.

2. 1 Corinthians 9:16-23


A. Paul said he had forsaken his right to receive wages and have a wife, as did the other apostles, like Peter. He said he made this sacrifice because he was compelled to preach the Gospel, an inner urgency drove him rather than a reward. His satisfaction or “reward” was making the Gospel available free of charge. (Discuss this” Does Paul’s position really insult the other apostles and missionaries who were being paid?)


B. Some Corinthians though Paul to be a provincial, without style or charm or sophistication. He felt he had to defend his authority as an apostle. In verse 15 he suggests that working without compensation from churches is his ground for boasting because he preaches under the compulsion of the Spirit (I can do no other!). Because he feels compelled, he cannot boast of his success or his position as an apostle of Christ. He will boast about how he does his job but not about the job itself.


C. Verse 23 is the best summary. Paul is not being deceitful. Read his words as expressing his total identification with all classes and types of people. Paul did not preach from a lofty position or hammer people with his authority as an apostle. He met them where they were, as they were.


D. In verse 23, “law” is the 633 commandments to which the Pharisees had reduced the Torah. Those “outside the law” would be Gentiles or lapsed Jews. He lived under the “law of Christ,” or love God and love your neighbor, two commands.


E. God’s laws would be  like the Ten Commandments. “Law,” without an adjective, would mean the rules of the Pharisees by which they complicated God’s law and lost its essential meaning.

3. Mark 1:29=39


A. Peter is the Greek name for Cephas and 1 Corinthians 9:5 mentions he is married, as Mark 1:30 makes clear. 


B. Both incidents involve healings but one is in a synagogue and the other in a home; one involves a demon, the other an ordinary illness; one was for a stranger, the other for someone connected with his inner circle. In 1:31b, Peter’s mother-in-law, when healing, serve the disciples. William Barclay suggests this reminds us that God’s healing is to free us for service.


C. It was the close of the Sabbath, which happened at sundown. Subsequent healings were not on the Sabbath and therefore would not generate any controversy. 


D. Verses 21-34 report three instances of healing, in a synagogue, in a home, and on the streets to the public. Note the progression from worshippers to someone connected with the inner circle, both individual, to mass healings of the public. Mark is showing how Jesus’ ministry goes public; his word is for everyone, not just worshipping Jews and his friends.


E. They were probably motivated by a desire to be healed. Perhaps Jesus did not want word to spread too far lest people come for healing rather than to hear his message.

III What Does It All Mean?


1. Answers will vary, Encourage this kind of open-ended faith sharing.


2. Responses will vary. Encourage frank sharing. The First Lesson has some resources: Remember that in the end, God rules. Though we can’t always read his thoughts, we can trust his goodness and grace. Meanwhile, live patiently with unanswered questions.


3. Responses will vary. Several aspects of faith can apply. Trusting in that a good and gracious God ins in charge, we can feel assured that in the end all will work out. Meanwhile we need not sweat the small stuff. But pious words and real comfort are two different things. Try to get the participants to share real-life stories about how they develop more patience.


4. Responses will vary. Many people cite prayer, but there are other resources as well. Recognize, too, that some in the group may feel very weary and out of touch with God’s strength.


5. Paul would rank “1.” Where individuals and congregations are placed will vary. Share rankings, seek an average. What does that average for “C” and “I” suggest? (One suspects that in an ideal world, the “C” and “I” should be around 3 or less.)


6. This is a very bold statement, but it affirms following Christ for Christ’s own sake rather than for the reward of heaven. More than a few follow Christ in hopes of eternal reward or for earthly blessing. (It is currently popular to feature the blessings that may come to faithful Christians in this world, as in “Follow Jesus and get rich!” But where did Jesus end up? Can we expect more?)


7. Responses will vary. One businessman always went on a weekend silent retreat at a local monastery before making a major business decision. We might do well do recover the value of retreats, not as escape but as times to clarify thoughts and receive the Spirit’s strength and guidance.

IV Into the Week


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