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WHAT ’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE
This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.
The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps
Bible Background

Teaching Outline

The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and
interpret the Scripture text.

provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide.

Teacher Options
The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they
are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text
meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching
Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.
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Lesson

Bible Background
The Servant Songs
On one hand, it is possible to
approach this lesson’s text in a
simplistic manner that requires
little thought. There is, after all, a fairly
conventional means of interpreting the
Servant Songs of Isaiah in light of our
shared Christian theology. It is preferable,
however, to consider other possible readings of this text. The Servant Songs brush
up against some of the thorniest questions
of Jewish-Christian relations. Therefore,
it is important to consider not only how
Christians read the text but also how the
original audience of Isaiah might have
understood it.
It would be helpful to read all four of
the Servant Songs found in 42:1-4, 49:1-6,
50:4-9, and 52:13–53:12.

Who Is the Servant?
The identity of the Servant doesn’t easily
fit any single interpretation. Is he an individual or a group? If he is symbolic of a
group, is this group the nation of Israel as
a whole (Isa 49:3) or perhaps a righteous
remnant within Israel (Isa 6:13)? If this
unnamed Servant is an individual, was he
originally meant as a messianic figure (as
Christian theology has traditionally
taught) or was he someone else: the
prophet himself or some other champion
of God’s cause?
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THE SERVANT ’S
SONG
Isaiah 49:1-6

Consider the possibility that this
poem, like much Old Testament
prophecy, might be read on more than
one level and that more of its message
might have unfolded over time. The
messianic reading of this text is valid, but
it is not the only option.
In Isaiah 49, we find the Servant not
only receiving a mission from God but
also speaking to others with a cry for
them to pay attention. This has a feel of
“Hear ye, hear ye!” or a town crier about
to declare the day’s news. That news
begins with a call from God.
Those looking to connect this second
Servant Song with messianic prophecy
might begin with verse 1 with the reference to the Servant being called “before
my birth” and being called by name in the
mother’s womb. Christian interpreters
might immediately think of the story of
the angel’s visits to Mary and Joseph, the
declaration to both parents that the child
was to be named Jesus (Luke 1:31;
Matt 1:21), and perhaps Mary’s visit to
her cousin Elizabeth (Luke 1:39-45).
Other possible connections between
the life and ministry of Jesus and the
Servant are found in Isaiah 49:2.
Reference to the “sharp sword” calls to
mind the imagery of Christ with a sword
in his mouth in Revelation 19:15 and the
word of God being sharper than any
double-edged sword in Hebrews 4:12, as
well as the sharp words of Jesus’ teaching
in the Gospels. Isaiah 49:4 is suggestive of

Jesus’ rejection by others, making his
labors appear to have been in vain.
That God conceals the Servant (v. 2)
has been taken as a reference to the
unknown years of Jesus’ childhood,
adolescence, and early adulthood. More
likely, however, being “concealed” by God
is meant to be read as being in God’s
protective care.
The Jewish interpretation of Isaiah’s
servant as a faithful remnant within Israel
is not wrong, however. After all, even Paul
interprets Isaiah 49 as referring to the
church in Acts 13:49. The mandate to be a
“light to the nations” (Isa 49:6) belongs to
God’s people as much as it does God’s
Messiah. That is something we learned
from Judaism. The traditional Christian
teaching goes something like this:
(1) God chose Israel to be a light to the
nations, to teach the world about God.
(2) Israel rebelled against God time and
again, failing to fulfill this calling.
(3) Therefore, God sent Jesus to be the
faithful Israelite who completes Israel’s
mission of glorifying God (see Isa 49:3).
(4) Jesus the Messiah has now established
the church, the messianic community, to
extend God’s love and care to Jew and
Gentile alike.

Light to the Nations
The main point of this passage is found
in verse 6. Because this is the Advent
season, the imagery of “light to the
nations” easily resonates. Here, again,
understanding the sweep of the biblical
story provides necessary perspective.
As suggested above, the story of the
Old Testament is one of repeated failure
on the part of God’s people to be this sort
of light. But not only does Israel drift
from God through a cycle of wicked
behavior, warnings of doom, repentance,
and restoration, it also turns inward and
fails to share its knowledge of the true
God with the world. In their defense, it
was God who also called the Israelites to
separate from the nations around them
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I. What is a “song” in the Bible?
A. Much of the Bible is poetry.
B. It can be hard to read poetry from
another language and culture.
C. How might poetry differ from prose
or narrative? Should all parts of the
Bible be read in the same way?
II. What are the Servant Songs?
A. The four Servant Songs are found in
Isaiah 42:1-4, 49:1-6, 50:4-9, and
52:13–53:12.
B. There are differing opinions about
the identity of the Servant.
1. Is he symbolic of the nation of
Israel?
2. Is he symbolic of a righteous
remnant of the Israelites?
3. Is he the prophet himself or
some other individual?
4. Is he meant to be a messianic
figure?
III. What might this text have meant to its
first hearers?
A. Could the ancients have foreseen a
messiah in the Servant?
B. What might it have meant for the
Messiah to suffer?
C. What would it have meant for the
Servant to be a “light to the nations”
(Isa 49:6)?
D. How does this text fit in within the
overarching narrative of the entire
Bible?
IV. What might this text mean to us today?
A. Are Christians right or wrong to read
the Servant Songs as prophecies
fulfilled by Jesus?
B. How important is this text for our
understanding of the advent of
Christ?
C. How can Christians today be a “light
to the nations” (v. 6; see Acts 13:47)?

and remain pure. Should we be surprised, then, that Israel turned inward and failed to
take God’s message to the world?
The light of which God speaks is given with a purpose. It isn’t merely to produce
illumination; it is also meant to be a guiding light on the path to salvation. Jesus picks
up this theme multiple times, including his declaration that he is the “light of the
world” ( John 9:5) and references to those who are blind and cannot see (such as Luke 4:18).
The phrase “that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (Isa 49:6) could be
seen as a summary of the Bible’s entire overarching narrative. From “In the beginning
God” in Genesis 1 (KJV) to the “I am coming soon” of Revelation 22 (2:16), the Bible is a
story of God’s seeking love, God’s offer of salvation, and God’s open arms and pleading
appeals to come home.
On this first Sunday of Advent, help those in your class see the dawn of the
Christmas story as part of God’s eternal plan, not as a fallback plan or happenstance.
The advent of Jesus happens “in the fullness of...time,” as we read in Galatians 4:4 (KJV).
However you identify the Servant of Isaiah 49, the final destination is the same: God
seeks us out to shine God’s own light on us, and we are called to reflect that light so
that others might see.

A Way to Begin
Since this is the first lesson of a five-session unit, it would be helpful to begin
with an introduction to the theme, “Songs of the Season.” Learners need to
understand what we mean by calling biblical texts “songs” and how this
lesson’s text is similar in textual origin to the canticles that we will study over the next four
chapters.

❍ Songs to Be Sung

Bring in recordings of popular Christmas
carols or songs in various styles. Play a
snippet of several songs in succession. Ask
participants what these selections have in
common. Among other things, they are all
lyrics written to be sung. Discuss what it
means when we say certain parts of the
Bible are “songs.”

❍ Favorite Songs

Ask participants to name their favorite
Christmas carols or songs. List these on
the board. Observe the differences in style
or composition represented in this list.
Remind the class that many of our
favorite hymns were penned as poems and
only later set to music. Does this make
some songs easier or harder to hear? How
does this insight help us approach the
songs we find in the Bible?

❍ Poetic Parallelism

The lessons of this unit are from the
poetry of the Bible. Hebrew poetry does
not usually rhyme words or sounds, but it
does tend to “rhyme” ideas or concepts.
Scholars refer to this repetition of themes
as “parallelism.”
A typical Hebrew poem consists of a
number of lines in which the second line
rephrases the first, provides additional
information, or poses a counterpoint. For
example, in this lesson, the line “Listen to
me, coastlands” is a parallel thought to
“Pay attention, peoples far away” (Isa 49:1).
As we read this text, let’s be sensitive
to other instances of poetic parallelism. It
is everywhere in these verses! (If you’re an
old-school English major, try diagramming
this passage.)
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Despite fears that his mission may have been in vain, God trusts the Servant with
an even greater mission. Not only will he restore the people of Israel, he will also
be God’s light to all the nations. Help participants explore what it means to be a
“servant of the Lord” as described in this passage. During this Advent season, how can
believers participate in extending God’s salvation to the ends of the earth?

❍ Questions for Discussion

Using information from the Bible
Background and the “Studying” section
of the Learner’s Study Guide, provide an
overview of the book of Isaiah and the
Servant Songs.
Read Isaiah 49:1-6. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ What does it mean that God called the
Servant before birth (v. 1)? What does
this say about God’s providence? What
does it say about God’s sovereignty over
the flow of history?
➤ Why is the Servant’s mouth like a
sharp sword (v. 2)? When has a message
from God involved “sharp” words you
needed to hear?
➤ Read verse 4. When have you felt like
you have “wearied [yourself ] in vain” in
your service to God? Where did you
turn for encouragement?
➤ How does the call given to the Servant
compare with God’s call on other
notable figures in the Bible? (For
example: Abraham, Jonah, David,
Isaiah, Deborah, Ruth, etc.)
➤ Read verses 5-6. What does it mean to
be a light to the nations? How might
this phrase mean something different
today than when this song was first
written?
➤ Note that the Servant’s message is both
to Israel and to “the nations” (v. 6). Can
you think of biblical examples of how
the fate of God’s people is connected to
the fate of the rest of the world?
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❍ A Fifth Servant Song

Provide hymnals for each participant.
Divide the class into groups of four or
five. Have each group compose a new
“servant song” based on Isaiah 49:1-6, set
to the tune of a familiar hymn. (Ideally,
challenge them to select a hymn associated with Advent or Christmas.) Have
them come up with at least one verse of
such a song.
Bring the class together. Have each
group read (or sing!) their song, then
explain how it reflects the details or
imagery of this lesson’s text. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ How do these hymns reflect a sense of
God’s calling to ministry?
➤ How do these hymns reflect the frustrations of trying to serve God?
➤ How do these hymns reflect the hope of
restoration?
➤ How do these hymns reflect the need to
share God’s light with the world?

A Way to End
A fundamental question from this lesson is, What does it mean to be light to the
nations? Is this call about evangelistic outreach, good deeds, being a positive
influence on society, or something else? Guide participants to consider the possible
interpretations of this passage and what they might mean as we seek to live out our calling to
serve God.

❍ The Light of the World

Distribute copies of the
resource page “The Light of
the World.” Have participants read the Scripture
passages provided and share which of
them speaks most clearly to their own
sense of calling at this time in their lives.

❍ Song for the Nations

Arrange to play a recording of “Song for
the Nations” by Chris Christensen. (The
lyrics are available on the Internet at
http://www.audiblefaith.com/pages/sg85
3293.)
Discuss how verses like Isaiah 49:6
have inspired Christians to take up the
call to evangelism and missions. Does
anyone have a favorite missions hymn
that uses the imagery of light?
Close with prayer for courage and
guidance as participants seek to bring the
light of God into their individual corners
of the world.

❍ Songs of Light

Provide hymnals for each participant.
Have the class search for hymns that use
the imagery of light. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ What Scripture passages are used to
develop the imagery of light in these
hymns?
➤ What blessings are associated with
light?
➤ What is (are) the source(s) of this light?
(The ultimate source will either implicitly or explicitly be God, but what is the
immediate source: the Bible? the witness
of believers? etc.)
➤ What are believers supposed to do with
this light? (Walk in it, let it shine, send
it, etc.?)
Close by singing one of these hymns
together. Pray for God’s grace as participants seek to be “light to the nations”
(v. 6) in their everyday lives.

Teaching Guide
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2
Lesson

Bible Background
Mary and Hannah
The similarity between Mary’s
song and the Song of Hannah
in 1 Samuel 2:1-10 is more than
passing. Look at the texts side by side,
and you’ll see several shared themes, as
well as structural similarities. It is not
unreasonable to assume that Mary’s song
is derived in some manner from Hannah’s
song. Both begin with praise to God, a
rejoicing heart, and declaration of the
supremacy of God’s power.
What separates the two most obviously is that Hannah sings because she
was barren and now is with child, while
Mary had neither the desire nor a plan to
be pregnant and yet is carrying the Son of
God in her womb. Both women rejoice in
their circumstances, one from the brokenness of being barren, the other from the
surprise of being fruitful.
Consider the ways, though, in which
Mary’s blessing represents a breaking of
the barrenness of Israel, just as God
blessed Hannah with the seemingly
impossible birth of Samuel. In Samuel,
we see a prophetic precursor to Jesus, just
as in Hannah we see a foreshadowing of
Mary.
The degree of thoughtfulness and
inquisitiveness in your class will determine whether to discuss questions of
authorship of the Magnificat. As discussed
in the Learner’s Study Guide, it is possible
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to ascribe authorship to Mary while still
acknowledging that these were not words
uttered spontaneously and miraculously
captured for eternity. Even some Catholic
scholars—with their heavy devotion to all
things Marian—believe the Magnificat
might be a later insertion into Luke’s
Gospel. If so, that doesn’t make the words
any less valuable, authentic, or true. This
ode to joy seems to fittingly portray the
reaction of a young woman caught up in
God’s plan to do great things.

God’s Saving Acts
In verses 51-54, the Greek text employs a
particular grammatical form seven times
in one sentence. Five of those times, the
CEB expresses the thought in a phrase
that begins, “He has…,” such as “He has
shown strength” (v. 51) and “He has filled
the hungry” (v. 53). (The other two are in
the past-tense verbs in the second phrases
of vv. 52 and 53.)
Keeping in mind that this is poetry
and thus prone to taking artistic license
to make a point, we are nonetheless
forced to ask in what ways God “has done”
these things. When we read that God “has
scattered those with arrogant thoughts”
(v. 51), how do we reconcile the fact that
every day we encounter people with arrogant thoughts? When we read that God
“has filled the hungry with good things”
(v. 53), how do we reconcile that with the
plain fact that hunger plagues millions of
people in our world today?

If God has accomplished these
things—demonstrating strength, scattering the arrogant, pulling down the
powerful, lifting up the lowly, filling
the hungry, sending away the rich—why
do they appear to be incomplete in society
today? Could it be that the problem is not
with God but with us?
As I write, news of trouble abounds
across the globe. Governments teetering.
Arrogant world leaders taking territory
that is not theirs to take. How is it
possible that God could be doing “great
things” when the world is in such
turmoil?
Do you remember how you felt on
September 11, 2001? Did you feel indignation, disbelief, anger, the desire to
retaliate? I remember thinking something
like this in the days after 9/11: “If all
these terrorists are based in Afghanistan
and allowed to operate from there, why
doesn’t the United States just drop a
bomb on Afghanistan and save the
world?” Yes, that’s an ugly thought. I’m
not saying I’m proud of it. But it was a
real emotion many of us felt in that
moment.

God’s Patience and Compassion
A similar thought recently caused me to
reflect on a couple of Old Testament
stories: the account of Noah and the
flood and of Abraham begging the Lord
not to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah if
even ten righteous people lived there.
Abraham asks: “Will you really sweep
away the innocent with the guilty?”
(Gen 18:23).
God’s answer was that the wicked city
would be spared if there were even ten
righteous people found there. You know
the rest: the few righteous people remaining flee the city before its destruction.
This story demonstrates that God is
more longsuffering and compassionate
than I am. The idea, it seems to me, is
more than merely saving the righteous. It
is also hoping that the righteous might
effect change among the wicked.
Christians may rightly combine this hope

I. The Four Canticles of Christmas
A. Poetry is an important part of biblical literature.
B. A canticle is a biblical song other
than a psalm.
C. The four canticles in Luke 1–2 are
regularly sung in liturgical worship.
D. The Magnificat, for example, is traditionally sung at evening prayer.
II. The Lukan Context (Luke 1:26-45)
A. The angel Gabriel announced to
Mary that she would be the mother
of the Messiah (vv. 26-38).
B. Mary then hurried to visit her relative Elizabeth (vv. 39-45).
1. Elizabeth’s baby leaped in her
womb (v. 40).
2. Elizabeth pronounced a blessing
upon Mary (vv. 42-45).
3. Mary’s song of praise comes in
response to this blessing.
III. The Song of Mary (Luke 1:46-55)
A. Mary glorifies the Lord (v. 46).
B. Mary reflects on God’s goodness to
herself (vv. 47-49).
C. Mary exults in God’s saving acts
(vv. 50-55).
1. God shows mercy to everyone
(v. 50).
2. God overturns the status quo,
exalting the lowly and deposing
the strong (vv. 51-53).
3. God has come to the aid of
Israel just as God had promised
(vv. 54-55).
IV. Epilogue: Mary stays with Elizabeth
until Elizabeth’s child is born (Luke
1:56).

with the teaching of Jesus that we are the
light of the world and the salt of the earth
(Matt 5:13-16). We ought to be able, with
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God’s help, to cause good to overcome evil. We know that God is capable of great things,
just as Mary says in the Magnificat.
Why am I not willing to see the possibility that there are righteous people even in
places like Afghanistan who might be the salt and light God wants them to be? Why
can’t I trust that the righteous remnant in Russia and Ukraine might, with God’s help,
restore sanity in their homelands? Why can’t we hope that some righteous remnant in
Iraq will stand up to the expulsion and execution of Christians there? Maybe it’s
because I don’t know these people, haven’t heard their stories, and don’t have any
reason to be confident in their righteous witness.
But I do know myself, and I do know many of those around me who also consider
themselves righteous people. And when I ask the same question of myself—and of all of
us—I have no reply. If I expect righteous people far away to be a force for good, how can
I let myself off the hook? What am I doing, what have I done, to be the kind of salt and
light I wish folks would be in other parts of the world?
I think I know more than ten righteous people. What are we doing to save the
world? Am I really willing to attempt great things for God? Are you? Singing the Song
of Mary takes industrial-strength courage. As mentioned in the Learner’s Study Guide,
William Carey knew that when God wants to save the heathen, God has no feet but our
feet, no hands but ours, and no voice but ours to cry out for justice and righteousness.

A Way to Begin
Throughout this unit, find ways to keep at the forefront the fact that these
Scripture passages are lyrical and should be seen as musical compositions.
Whether you use musical settings of the exact texts or musical references from
other places, these lessons call for more than merely the spoken word.

❍ Musical Settings

Arrange to play a recording of the
Magnificat. Well-known settings include
compositions by Vivaldi, Bach,
Rachmaninoff, Bruckner, and Rutter. Ask
participants to read the biblical text
reflectively while listening to the music.

❍ Mary’s Song

Read Luke 1:41-55. Share the
poem found in the resource
page “Mary’s Song.”
(Consider making copies
and assigning parts to a number of volunteers.) Discuss the connections between
the poem and the Scripture passage.

❍ Expecting Great Things

Refer to the story of William Carey in the
Learner’s Study Guide. If you wish,

10

Lesson 2

supplement with additional information
found online or in other sources.
Many modern Christians never have
heard of this great missionary who lit the
spark of world missions. If your congregation emphasizes a global missions
offering in December, this would create
an ideal tie-in.

Questions

➤ When have you had the faith to expect
great things from God in your life?
➤ What problems do you see in the world
that would require great things from
God to overcome?
➤ When have you been part of something
great that God has done? How did you
express your gratitude for being
included in God’s plans?

A Way to Explore Scripture
The hardest task in teaching a familiar passage like this is to get participants to
hear the words anew. Whatever your approach, seek to convey to the class a
freshness in the text that breaks free of the routine of just another Christmas.

❍ Mary and Hannah

Have participants find 1 Samuel 2:1-10 in
their Bibles. Instruct them to read this
passage silently, then keep their Bibles
open to that passage while you read Luke
1:46-55. Ask the following questions.

❍ Mary, Did You Know?

Read Luke 1:41-55. Play a recording of
“Mary, Did You Know?” by Mark Lowry.
Discuss whether this song might represent a sort of Protestant devotion to Mary.

Questions
Questions

➤ What were these two women grateful for?
➤ What did they expect God to do?
➤ How did they express their thanks for
what God had already done?
➤ When have you drawn on biblical
language to express your feelings
toward God?

➤ If Catholics have sometimes given too
much attention to Mary, have
Protestants sometimes done the opposite? Explain.
➤ What can Mary teach us about faith
and discipleship?
➤ How can we appropriately celebrate
Mary’s role in God’s saving work?

❍ Questions for Discussion

Read Luke 1:41-55. Using the Outline for
Teaching, summarize the main points of
Mary’s encounter with Elizabeth and her
subsequent song of praise. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ How might this song have come to be
written? Did Mary compose it on the
spot? Did a later writer compose it to
summarize what Mary felt?
➤ What does this song say about matters
of social justice? At what points might
this song make believers today uncomfortable?
➤ What other passages of Scripture do
you hear echoed in this song? Hannah’s
song (1 Sam 2:1-10) is an obvious
example, but are their others?
➤ What “great things” (Luke 1:49) has
God done for Mary?
➤ What great things has God done for you?
➤ What might be one great thing God has
equipped or called you to do?

Teaching Guide

11

A Way to End
Ideally, participants will have heard a familiar passage of Scripture in a new way.
Even more important, however, is that they be challenged to, in the words of a
familiar hymn, “tune [their] hearts to sing God’s praise.” Head-knowledge
about Elizabeth or Mary or the Magnificat isn’t enough. Mechanically singing the song isn’t
enough. The lesson calls us to expect great things from God and attempt great things for God.

❍ Gratitude List

Lead the class to produce a “gratitude list”
by brainstorming blessings for which they
are thankful. Set a ground rule that blessings may not include financial matters;
the goal is to prod learners toward seeing
nonmaterial blessings. List these blessings
on the board.
Close with a prayer of thanksgiving
for God’s work in our lives.

❍ Lifting Up the Lowly

Discuss why God seems to pay special
attention to the lowly and the hungry
(vv. 51-52). Note that concern for the poor
and marginalized is a particular emphasis
of the Gospel of Luke. Invite volunteers to
read one or more of the following
passages:
➤ Luke 4:16-21
➤ Luke 6:20-23
➤ Luke 6:24-26
➤ Luke 12:13-21
➤ Luke 16:19-31
Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What is it about the powerful and the
rich (vv. 51-52) that seems to invite
God’s judgment?
➤ How can the rich and powerful be
righteous as well? Who are some biblical examples of these sorts of people
behaving in godly ways? (For example:
Job, Joseph of Arimathea, the women in
Luke 8:2-3.)
➤ How can we join in the work of God
this Advent by lifting up the lowly and
feeding the hungry?
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Bible Background
The Great Emergence
In her book The Great
Emergence, Phyllis Tickle draws
upon the image of a church
rummage sale to describe the revolution
she sees happening in worldwide
Christianity. This “great emergence”
follows a pattern of five-hundred-year
cycles in the history of the JudeoChristian story, with the current
revolution falling five hundred years after
the Protestant Reformation.
She quotes Anglican bishop Mark
Dyer, who has proposed that about every
five hundred years, “the empowered structures of institutionalized Christianity,
whatever they may be at that time,
become an intolerable carapace that must
be shattered in order that renewal and
new growth may occur.”
What’s interesting is that these
“rummage sales”—such as the
Reformation and the Great Schism of
1054 that divided the church between
East and West—do not abandon what was
there before. Rather, they break it apart
and seek to preserve the best. In an
almost Darwinian sense, the fittest traditions are preserved while new ideas merge
into the overall narrative.
For example, after the Reformation,
the Catholic Church didn’t disappear. It
changed and responded to the
Reformation, but it was still the Catholic
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Church. This notion was even more
meaningful during the upheaval that
happened five hundred years prior to the
Great Schism, around 590, when Gregory
I became pope. Gregory established the
monasticism that protected and
preserved the faith during the Dark Ages.
“During those centuries of darkness,
and largely because of Gregory’s
prescience and acumen, Western
Christianity was held in trust in Europe’s
convents and monasteries,” Tickle
explains. “Almost all those conservators
and pioneering thinkers were Christian
clergy, monks or nuns; all of them were
educated either in monasteries and
convents or as a result of them.”
Many of us who lead Protestant
churches believe we, too, are holding in
trust important truths and practices of
our faith amid the overwhelming
rummage sale of the current culture. Is it
possible that during a time in which the
word of God seems silent, we, like
Zechariah, are preparing to sing aloud the
glory of the Lord? And when we do feel
silenced, are we thinking ahead to
preserve the message for future
generations?

Angelic Visitations
Approaching this text requires us to take
a long look at history. We must realize
that our moment to proclaim the glory of
the Lord is but a brief segment on the
great arc of God’s redemptive history.

The story of Zechariah and Elizabeth
breaks a centuries-long silence in God’s
speaking to humanity through
prophets. Jewish tradition usually identifies Malachi (c. 450 BC) as the last of
the prophets.
Although it’s not directly in this
lesson’s text, the story of the angel’s visit
to Zechariah (Luke 1:8-20) provides an
interesting contrast to the angel’s visit to
Mary (Luke 1:26-38). Both Zechariah and
Mary question the angel: How can this
be? (see Luke 1:18, 34). But only
Zechariah loses his speech as a result.
What is the difference between Mary’s
response and Zechariah’s response?
In fulfillment of God’s plan,
Zechariah becomes like an Old Testament
prophet acting out the prophecy to be
delivered. Like Hosea or Jeremiah,
Zechariah loses his voice in a living illustration of what has transpired in the
intertestamental period, when God’s voice
has gone silent from the earth.

Zechariah’s Song
The content of Zechariah’s song, traditionally known as the Benedictus, draws
deeply from the Old Testament both in
language and in themes. For example, the
phrase translated in some English Bibles
(KJV, NIV, etc.) as “horn of salvation” in
verse 69 is a reference to Psalm 18:2 and
Ezekiel 29:21. Also, the reference in verse
79 to “those who are sitting in darkness”
parallels Isaiah 9:2.
The Benedictus begins with hope for
political deliverance: a coming savior
from the house of David. That kind of
deliverance would have been at the forefront of the minds of the first hearers of
this song. But the song moves beyond
mere political autonomy to freedom to
worship God in holiness and
righteousness (v. 75).
In verse 76, Zechariah turns from
praising God to explaining the mission
his son, John, will have. Whether this
passage was informed by actual events
and inserted later, or whether Zechariah
spoke these or similar words as an
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I. John is born and named (Luke 1:57-60).
II. Zechariah praises God for deliverance
(Luke 1:67-75).
A. God has come to help and deliver
God’s people (v. 68).
B. God has raised up a savior from the
line of David, just as God had
promised (vv. 69-70).
C. God has rescued Israel from their
enemies (v. 71).
D. All of this is in fulfillment of God’s
ancient promises to Abraham and
his descendants (vv. 72-74).
E. All of this was for the purpose that
Israel might serve God fearlessly in
holiness and righteousness
(vv. 74-75).
III. Zechariah anticipates the mission of his
son, John (Luke 1:76-77).
A. John will be called “a prophet of the
Most High” (v. 76).
B. He will prepare the way for the Lord,
telling people how to be saved
through the forgiveness of their sins
(vv. 76-77).
IV. Zechariah anticipates the dawn of God’s
new age (Luke 1:78-79).
A. The “dawn from heaven” will dawn
not because of what John or any
other human does, but “because of
God’s deep compassion” (v. 78).
B. This light will guide us in the way of
peace (v. 79).

example of predictive prophecy, we
cannot know. Nevertheless, in Luke 1:17,
we read about the angel giving Zechariah
similar information about John’s destiny.
Thus, it is logical to believe that
Zechariah could have informed others of
his son’s destiny even if he didn’t fully
grasp what those words might mean at
the time.

Verse 78 speaks of God’s “deep compassion,” a phrase more commonly translated
“tender mercies.” Many Christians will be more familiar with the traditional construction because of its usage presence in literature and preaching. The Greek phrase here
literally means “bowels of mercy” but sometimes is rendered as “heart of mercy.”
The “light” of verse 79 is given for the purpose of guiding pilgrims along the path.
And the path desired is headed toward peace. We can’t overstate the importance of this
verse and this word, peace. Too many in our day preach a Jesus virtually armed with an
assault rifle, “kicking butt and taking names,” as the saying goes. While it is true that
Jesus said he didn’t come to “bring peace but a sword” (Matt 10:34), that metaphorical
language is superseded by the larger witness of the Gospels that Jesus comes as “Prince
of Peace” (Isa 9:6; see John 14:27; Eph 2:14, etc.).
Our worldview and perhaps our political affiliation may dictate how we perceive the
accomplishment of peace. Regardless, the facts are clear in Luke’s Gospel, which makes
reference to peace fourteen times. In Luke’s theology, peace equals redemption, and
redemption equals peace. The crowning example of this comes with Jesus’ post—
resurrection appearance to the disciples in Luke 24:36, where he greets them, “Peace be
with you!” The purpose of Christ’s advent among us is to bring peace. Thus, it is to
bring redemption. You can’t have one without the other.

A Way to Begin
Zechariah is one of those Bible characters that churchgoers have sort of heard of
but probably couldn’t pass a pop quiz about. Through his song of praise, we
are led to bless the Lord and remember God’s saving works.

❍ Meeting Zechariah

Questions

➤ He was married to Elizabeth, who was a
relative of Mary.
➤ He was a priest (of the division of
Abijah, a relatively lowly division).
➤ He and Elizabeth were of advanced age.

❍ Listening to Zechariah

Invite participants to share things they
know about Zechariah the priest. List
these items on the board. Be sure to
include at least the following:

In this lesson, we will hear Zechariah’s
song of praise at the naming ceremony of
his newborn son, John.

❍ Praying with Zechariah

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Praying with
Zechariah.” Have participants read this poem and
share their reflections.

➤ What words or images stand out to
you?
➤ What feelings does this poem convey?
➤ How does this poem help us to understand and enter into the journey of
Advent?
Arrange to play a recording of the
Benedictus. Although not as well-known as
the musical versions of the Magnificat,
several are available. If you play a version
sung in Latin, have participants follow
along in their Bibles for better
comprehension.
The lesson explores the meaning of
this song of praise.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The imagery of “light” and “dawn” in the Song of Zechariah has led to its traditional inclusion at morning prayer in several liturgical traditions. Guide
participants to explore the new day this song foresees.

❍ Key Words

Read Luke 1:57-58, 67-79. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ What does it mean to bless the Lord
(v. 68)?
➤ In what ways could the savior be
mighty (v. 69)? How is this idea reinforced elsewhere in the Bible?
➤ What is a prophet (vv. 70, 76)? Who can
be a prophet? What does this word
mean in this context? Is Zechariah a
prophet? Why or why not?
➤ What does it mean to show mercy
(v. 72)? How is mercy related to
deliverance?
➤ How is God’s deep compassion (v. 78)
revealed in the births of John and
Jesus?
➤ What is the purpose of the light (v. 79)
that Zechariah anticipates? How is this
light given? How is it used?
➤ In what sense are people today “sitting
in darkness” (v. 79)?
➤ What is the connection between peace
(v. 79) and redemption? In what sense
has Christ come to bring peace? How
does the ministry of John the Baptist
bear witness to that peace?

❍ How Would You Feel?

Read Luke 1:57-58, 67-79. Ask participants to put themselves in the place of
Zechariah, unable to speak for nine
months. How would they have felt? What
would they have wanted most to say? How
would the visit by the angel shape their
silent thoughts? Would they be angry at
the angel? What purpose might they find
in their silence?
Then ask participants to imagine
themselves in the place of Elizabeth. What
would you do with a spouse who couldn’t
speak for nine months? Why would you
believe the story of the angel’s visit? What
doubts would you have?
Finally, ask participants to put themselves in the place of John as a youngster
hearing his parents tell this story. Would
you believe what they said? How might
these stories shape you, even as a child?

❍ The Great Emergence

Summarize Phyllis Tickle’s concept of a
“great emergence” as discussed in the
Bible Background section. Ask participants to consider how the concept of a
“great emergence” might describe what is
happening in Zechariah’s song.

Questions

➤ How did the coming of Jesus preserve
Israel’s Old Testament heritage?
➤ How did the coming of Jesus build
upon this heritage?
➤ How does the coming of Jesus shine
light in the darkness?
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A Way to End
Since this is two weeks before Christmas, many in your class will arrive feeling the
crush of the season and the strain of overcommitment, with too many things to
buy, do, and attend. Leave participants with a blessing of peace.

❍ Dawn from Heaven

❍ The Central Question

Questions

❍ Singing with Zechariah

Reread Luke 1:78-79. Lights are a large
part of December. We decorate our homes
with lights, we light the candles of
Advent, and we remember the words of
Isaiah that the people who walk in darkness have seen a great light (Isa 9:2). Ask
the following questions.
➤ Where do you see God’s deep compassion at work in your life or in the
world?
➤ What new day can you expect to dawn
from heaven?
➤ What light have you seen shining on
“those who are sitting in darkness”
(v. 79)?
➤ How does the light of Christ guide you
on the path of peace at this hectic time
of year?

Invite participants to respond to the
lesson’s central question, “How has God
shone light in my darkness?” Go around
the room and hear the testimonies of all
who are willing to share.
Close with prayer that all of us might
see the light of Christ more clearly.
If your hymnal includes an arrangement
of the Benedictus, close by singing this
song together.

Resources
Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence (Grand Rapids MI:
Baker, 2012).
Mark Wingfield, Staying Alive: Why the Conventional Wisdom
about Traditional Churches Is Wrong (St. Louis MO: Lucas
Park, 2012).
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Lesson

Bible Background
Who Were the Shepherds?
Visitors to the Holy Land find
at least three competing sites
billed to tourists as the authentic
shepherds’ fields of the nativity. All are
outside Bethlehem. The most popular site
for Protestants is at Beit Sahour. These
fields are believed to be the same place
where Ruth and Naomi gleaned wheat in
the story told in the Old Testament book
of Ruth.
Among the four Gospel writers, Luke
alone gives us the account of the angelic
appearance to the shepherds. This fits
with Luke’s recurrent theme in which the
good news of salvation comes first to the
poor and humble.
Over time, we have developed a
cleaned-up image of shepherds.
Shepherds in biblical times not only were
low-class individuals, they were despised.
They would have been about as well
received in town as stereotypical Gypsies.
Yes, King David was a shepherd boy. But
recall that his selection as God’s choice
for king was deemed shocking even to his
own family! For Mary and Joseph to be
visited by shepherds is the equivalent of
an unwashed sanitation worker walking
into a hospital nursery. Shepherds were
frowned upon because they could not
achieve or maintain the required ritual
purity. The irony is that these same shepherds were probably tending some of the
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SONG
Luke 2:8-14

sheep that would make their way to the
ritual altar as sacrificial offerings.
Luke portrays the shepherds as the
first to hear the news of Jesus’ birth,
which fits with the upside-down nature of
the message Jesus would come to preach:
the last becoming first, the rich becoming
poor, the proud becoming humble, the
outsiders becoming insiders. This is a
more extreme statement than merely
saying Jesus was not revealed first to the
wealthy or powerful. News of Jesus’ birth
bypasses the entire social order and
begins at the bottom.

What Are Angels?
Forget the images of cute little cherubs
that adorn much European art and
romanticized knick-knacks. The Bible
portrays angels as adults, not children.
They also are described as created beings
that are not human. Well-intentioned
folks who tell grieving families that their
deceased loved one has become another
angel are dead wrong.
The word angel means “messenger.”
Most often, angels appear to humans one
at a time. The appearance to the shepherds is the only time we see a multitude
of the heavenly host appearing. The CEB’s
description of this group of angels as “a
great assembly of the heavenly forces”
(Luke 2:13) accurately captures the image
of a military company. Luke does not give
us an exact or even estimated number but
he certainly indicates a large group. Note,

however, that there is an angel that
speaks, and then the appearance of the
heavenly host occurs. This is like an
angel with a backup chorus.

What Is the Message of the Angels?
Here’s a word you probably haven’t used
in conversation recently: “angelophany.”
This word refers to a visible appearance of
an angel to a human. Most, but not all, of
the instances of angelophanies in the
Bible introduce good news. Angels seem
to appear when God needs to make a
point that can’t be conveyed any other way.
In this case, the lead angel announces
not only that Jesus has been born but also
tells the shepherds who Jesus is. He is
“savior,” a term that in this day was
applied to the Roman emperor alone, and
“Christ the Lord,” a combination of two
titles that appears this way nowhere else
in the New Testament (v. 11).
The heavenly chorus adds the stunning but simple message, “Glory to God
in heaven, and on earth peace among
those whom he favors.” In the Greek text,
parallelism is intended between the words
“glory” and “peace.” These ideas are two
sides of the same coin. The glory of God
equals peace, and peace equals the glory
of God. This peace, however, is said to
rest only upon those whom God “favors,”
or literally, with whom God is “well
pleased.” We shouldn’t be surprised to see
the angel chorus announcing peace to
those who find favor with God. The lack
of peace comes all too often to those—and
because of those—who act in ways that are
not within God’s favor.

Why Is This Good News?
The angel described the news of Jesus’
birth as “wonderful, joyous news for all
people” (v. 10). Furthermore, the words
translated “bring good news” in verse 10
mean to preach or announce or evangelize. This is a declaration, not merely a
report. Up to this point in history, the
people of Israel and their land had been
tossed from empire to empire: first the
Babylonians, then the Persians, then the

I. Who Are the Shepherds?
A. Shepherds were considered outcasts
and outsiders in first-century
culture.
B. They were among the people considered least likely to receive a
revelation from God.
II. What Are Angels?
A. Angels are described in the Bible as
created beings.
B. They are heavenly creatures, not
merely transformed human beings.
C. Their principle role in Scripture is to
serve as God’s messengers.
D. They are also depicted as God’s
warriors. The KJV’s “Lord of hosts”
literally means “Lord of the angelic
armies of heaven.”
III. What Is the Message of the Angels?
A. The angel assures the shepherds,
“Don’t be afraid” (v. 10).
B. The angel announces or proclaims
good news.
1. A savior is born.
2. This savior is born in David’s
city. He is connected to the
people’s hopes for a new
Davidic king.
3. The angel gives a sign: you will
find this newborn savior
“wrapped snugly and lying in a
manger” (v. 12).
C. A great assembly of the heavenly
forces joins the first angel in
proclaiming God’s praise.
IV. Why Is This Good News?
A. News of a savior, “Christ the Lord”
(v. 11), would have been welcome
news to the Jews after centuries of
Gentile oppression.
B. The deliverance God promises is not
mainly political, however, but
spiritual.
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Greeks. Now the Roman Empire occupied the land. Much like the Middle East today,
there appeared to be little hope of peace. No doubt the shepherds (and others they
might have told about the visitation) would have at first understood the promise of a
Savior in terms of political revolution. The anticipation of the Messiah was tied up in
the peoples’ hope to throw off the yoke of oppression they had known for centuries.
It is easy for us, having read the rest of Luke, to assume that the shepherds understood the angels to be speaking of a spiritual Savior above all, but likely they did not.
Even Jesus’ own disciples would not understand this thirty years later. Often, we can’t
fully appreciate good news when it first arrives because we aren’t mentally ready to
process what it means. Only as events unfold and we have time to gain context and
understanding does the picture become clearer. The angels proclaimed peace, but the
peace of which they spoke was far greater than anyone could imagine at the time.

A Way to Begin
This passage is so familiar to most churchgoers that parts of it could be quoted
spontaneously even by young children. While hopefully familiarity has not bred
contempt, it might possibly have bred indifference. Begin by helping participants to sense again the awe this story must have inspired in those who heard it for the
first time.

❍ Angels’ Song

Distribute copies of the
resource page “Angels’
Song.” Invite participants to
read and meditate upon the
poem. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ Did handling the text this way force
you to see it in a new light? Explain.
➤ What are the dangers of being so
familiar with a Bible story that we
know it by heart?

❍ A Charlie Brown Christmas
Questions

➤ Note the action verbs in the first line of
each stanza. How do these words align
with the biblical text?
➤ How might these eight words help us
to remember this story and tell it to
others?

❍ Out of Sequence

Write the words of the Scripture text on
index cards or strips of paper in small
fragments of three- to six-word sequences.
Divide the pieces among participants. Ask
them to reassemble the pieces in the
correct order. Ask the following
questions.
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Play a video clip of the scene near the end
of “A Charlie Brown Christmas” where
Linus recites the story of Christmas from
Luke 2. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ Do you remember the first time you
watched this Christmas special? Do you
have any particular memories of
watching it through the years?
➤ Do you think this was the first time
Charlie Brown had ever heard the
Christmas story? Why or why not?
➤ How can this familiar story move us
the way it moved Charlie Brown?

A Way to Explore Scripture
The shepherds were justifiably frightened when an angel appeared to them, but
he assured them he came with good news, not bad. Help participants to receive
the Christmas story as “good news.” In what sense was it good news for the shepherds? How can it be good news for believers today—especially if we are so familiar with
this story that it may lack some of its original luster?

❍ Imagine

Invite participants to imagine that they
have never heard the story of the shepherds and the angels before. Read Luke
2:8-14, then ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What questions would you have upon
hearing or reading it for the first time?
➤ What seems unbelievable or
impossible?
➤ What is the “sign” in verse 12? What
does it mean?
➤ What is the relationship between giving
glory to God and knowing God’s peace
on earth?
➤ What seems to be the central theme or
message of this text?
➤ How does this theme apply to believers
today?

❍ Questions and Answers

Read Luke 2:8-14. Distribute blank index
cards and pens or pencils to each participant. Ask them to write questions they
have about the text. All questions are
welcome.
Gather the cards, shuffle them, and
then read the first question aloud. Invite
participants to share their insights as they
seek to come to an answer. As needed,
provide additional information from the
Bible Background section. Don’t be afraid
to say, “I don’t know, but let’s research
that and share what learn next week.”
Continue with the next question.
Proceed as long as time permits.

❍ The Shepherds’ Story

Read Luke 2:8-14. Invite participants to
put themselves in the role of the shepherds. Using information from the Bible
Background, explain the social status of
shepherds in the first century. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ What does it mean that “the Lord’s
glory shone around them” (v. 9)?
➤ How would you have responded to the
angel’s message?
➤ What would this message have meant
in particular for you in your social
context?
➤ Would you have believed the angel?
Why or why not?
➤ How would you have felt wandering
through Bethlehem looking for the
Christ child?
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A Way to End
The story in this passage seems so distant and so steeped in tradition that it may be
hard for participants to find a personal application. The Central Question for
this lesson is, “How can I experience God’s peace this Christmas?” Explore with
participants what this text might mean for them as they seek to experience the peace of
God.

❍ Songs of Angels

Provide hymnals for each participant.
Invite them to examine favorite Christmas
hymns that describe the angels’
announcement to the shepherds such as
“Angels We Have Heard on High” and
“The First Noel.” Explore how the theme
of peace is developed in these hymns.
Choose one of these hymns and close
the session by singing it together.

❍ God’s Peace

Brainstorm Christmas carols or songs that
include the word “peace.” List them on the
board. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What might “peace” mean to the
average North American in the context
of Christmastime?
➤ How is this the same as or different
from the message of peace delivered by
the angels?
➤ How can we embrace God’s peace in
these final days leading up to
Christmas?

❍ A Moment of Silence

Invite participants to sit silently with their
eyes closed. Have them imagine releasing
to God whatever stresses or frustrations
they are carrying this holiday season. After
several seconds of silent prayer, read the
Scripture passage again.
Close with prayer thanking God for
the promise of peace.
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God has worked a real miracle.
Christmas in July!

Lifelong Yearnings
Sometimes we are like children who, in the recent past,
used to save their cereal box tops
in anticipation of sending off for the
secret decoder ring or some other wonderful prize. Weeks of anticipation finally
produced the required number of proofs
of purchase, and the order was mailed.
More days of anticipation followed until
the package arrived. After ripping it open,
excitement would inevitably fade into
disappointment upon sight of the paltry
prize we had eaten our way toward. We
would ask, “Is that all there is?”
This lesson calls us to draw a distinction between frivolous wants and
deep-seated longings. The story of
Simeon is not about a passing fascination
or childish impulse. Rather, it is about the
kind of lifelong yearnings that keep old
people alive in anticipation.
Recently, a congregant wrote me a
note on the inside of an offering envelope
that had been torn open to create a larger
writing space. The note said:
Have to share answered prayer (lifelong) on paper without tears. My
mother called yesterday to tell me that
she was wrong about me—that I really
was worthy, acceptable—and yes, even
a wonderful daughter. I never
thought that this would ever
happen—had given up. But again,

This is the kind of yearning we read
about in this lesson’s text. More than
wishing for a new car or hoping for the
latest toy, this is about anticipating the
seemingly impossible restoration of relationships, of finding affirmation from the
one who most has kept it from you, and
of feeling like a heavy burden has been
lifted away.

The Work of the Spirit
This Song of Simeon is known as the
Nunc dimittis, taken from the opening
lines of the song in Latin, “Now you
dismiss.” Simeon sings this song in the
temple in Jerusalem. The setting is ironic
when you consider all that happened with
Jesus in this same place thirty years later.
The very place where Simeon declares
Jesus to be the “consolation of Israel”
(v. 25, KJV) is where Jesus later drove out
the moneychangers and where those in
authority rejected him.
Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to
Jerusalem in fulfillment of the Jewish laws
of purification. Two things were required:
a firstborn male was to be “redeemed” by
a gift of five shekels of silver (Num
18:15-16) and his mother was to be purified for reentry into the worshipping
community.
We tend to think of Acts as the story
of the work of God’s Holy Spirit, and yet

Luke repeatedly tells us of the Spirit’s
work in the birth of Jesus. The visitation
of the angel to Mary includes a reference
to the Spirit. So does the story of
Elizabeth greeting Mary and the angelic
visitation to Zechariah. Now we have the
Holy Spirit playing a pivotal role in the
story of Simeon. It is curious that traditionally we have focused more on the
angels in these stories than on the Holy
Spirit, and yet both are present in all but
the Simeon story.
Luke’s description that the Holy
Spirit “rested on” Simeon means literally
that the Spirit sat upon him or seized him
(v. 25). Think of a guiding hand.
Obviously, Simeon has found favor with
God and receives supernatural knowledge
that sustains him.

Light and Glory
When Simeon says, “Let your servant go
in peace” (v. 29), a better translation
might be, “You are letting your servant go
in peace.” Simeon describes a present
action, not a plea for the future. Simeon
understands what is happening and what
it means for him. Like a dying person
who holds on until a loved one arrives
from out of town to visit the bedside,
Simeon breathes a sigh of relief to know
that his labor of waiting is done.
Through the Spirit, Simeon declares
of Jesus what Zechariah already knew
(Luke 1:70): that Jesus would be the
Savior not only of the Jews but of “all
peoples” (2:31). This is as broadly inclusive a construction as possible. In the
Jewish mind, there were Jews and there
were non-Jews, Gentiles. “All peoples”
encompasses all ethnicities beyond
Judaism. To drive the point home, the
next sentence adds that Jesus will be both
a “light for revelation to the Gentiles”
and a “glory” for Israel (v. 32).
The word “glory” means honor,
renown, or a demonstration of intrinsic
worth. Jesus will demonstrate the worth
of God’s chosen people, and he will do
this by serving as a light of revelation to
those beyond Judaism. Note the contin-
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I. Introduction of Simeon (Luke 2:25-27).
A. Simeon was righteous and devout
(v. 25).
B. He anticipated the restoration of
Israel (v. 25).
C. The Holy Spirit rested on him
(v. 25).
D. The Holy Spirit revealed that he
would live to see “the Lord’s Christ”
(v. 26).
E. Led by the Spirit, he was in the
temple as Mary, Joseph, and Jesus
arrived
(v. 27).
II. Mary and Joseph bring Jesus to the
temple (Luke 2:27-28).
A. Jesus’ parents are devout Jews who
do what the law requires (v. 27).
B. Simeon immediately recognizes
Jesus, takes him in his arms, and
praises God (v. 28).
III. Simeon praises God for Jesus
(Luke 2:29-32).
A. God’s promise is now fulfilled;
Simeon can die in peace (vv. 29-30).
B. Simeon has seen God’s salvation,
prepared for all peoples (v. 31).
C. Jesus will be a light to the Gentiles
and a glory for Israel (v. 32).
IV. Simeon addresses Jesus’ parents
(Luke 2:33-35).
A. Mary and Joseph are amazed by
Simeon’s words (v. 33).
B. Simeon blesses them (v. 34).
C. Simeon prophesies about Jesus’
destiny—and Mary’s anguish
(v. 34-35).

ued presence of the light theme in the
canticles of Luke’s Gospel. If there is a
central theme in these songs, it is “light.”
The postscript to Simeon’s song
should not be overlooked. First, notice
that Simeon “blessed” Mary and Joseph.

We can only imagine the amount of blessing they would need in the years ahead. The
church sometimes acts as though Jesus raised himself from infancy to adulthood, which
clearly is not the case if, in fact, Jesus was fully human and fully divine. We can imagine
the kinds of challenges Mary and Joseph faced.
When Simeon uttered his prophecy about Jesus’ destiny, it wasn’t the first time Mary
and Joseph had heard such predictions. Already they had heard them from the angel,
from Elizabeth, and perhaps from shepherds. Assimilating all this information, no
doubt, would take time, and Simeon’s words added to the puzzle Jesus’ parents were
piecing together.
Just as the angel gave the shepherds a sign, so Simeon says Jesus will be a sign of
God’s kingdom bursting into the earthly realm. Jesus’ coming would knock some
people down and lift others up. Though we might be quick to associate the sword
mentioned in verse 35 with Mary’s heartbreak at the cross, note that Luke does not
place Mary at the cross, nor does he record the piercing of Jesus’ side. These details are
found only in the Gospel of John ( John 19:25-27, 34). Even so, Jesus’ presence and
ministry would be as divisive as a sword, even among his own family, many of whom
would not believe him until after the resurrection.

A Way to Begin
Simeon’s story gives us an opportunity to rejoice with someone whose deepest
longings have at last come true. All of us have deep longings, and some of us
know what it is like for those longings to be realized. Begin by considering
how it feels to experience the kind of relief and fulfillment we find in the story of Simeon.

❍ Anticipation

Share a story about longing and fulfillment—either something that happened in
your own life or a story from history or
current events. It need not be anything of
earthshaking importance. A story about
childhood anticipation of presents on
Christmas morning, for example, is
perfectly acceptable.
Invite participants to share their own
stories. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What is the longest you’ve ever had to
wait between first realizing that you
desired something and finally
attaining it?
➤ How does it feel for our longings to at
last be realized?
➤ How do we cope with the disappointment if (or when) we realize our
longings are not going to be fulfilled?

❍ Simeon in Art

Arrange to display two or more artistic
depictions of Simeon in the temple.
Either project them electronically or print
copies to display around the room. The
painting “Simeon’s Moment” by Ron
DiCianni is mentioned in the Learner’s
Study Guide, but there are several others
from which to choose.
Remind participants of the story in
Luke 2:25-35. Then invite them to reflect
on the works of art you have displayed.
Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What do you see in these images? What
details stand out to you?
➤ What emotions do these images
convey?
➤ Which piece of art do you like best, and
why?
➤ Which depiction seems to you to best
convey the point of the story?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Though this lesson’s Central Question points us toward the fulfillment of longings, we should not overlook the context in which Simeon offers praise to God.
Guide participants to understand the story of Simeon in the temple and to
identify with his reasons for singing.

❍ Key Words

❍ Group Discussion

➤ “righteous and devout” (v. 25)
➤ “restoration of Israel” (v. 25)
➤ “Holy Spirit” (vv. 25, 26)
➤ “the Lord’s Christ” (v. 26)
➤ “temple” (v. 27)
➤ “go in peace” (v. 29)
➤ “salvation” (vv. 30, 31)
➤ “all peoples” (v. 31)
➤ “light for revelation” (v. 32)
➤ “glory” (v. 32)
➤ “amazed” (v. 33)
➤ “sign” (v. 34)
➤ “sword” (v. 35)

Questions

Read Luke 2:25-35. Note each of the key
words or phrases listed below in turn.
Invite participants to discuss the significance of this word or phrase in the story.
Which of these words point to the theme
of anticipation or longing? How?
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Lesson 5

Read Luke 2:25-35. Divide the class into
three groups and assign each group one
of following passages: Luke 2:25-27; Luke
2:28-32; Luke 2:33-35. Have each group
discuss their assigned verses to discover
what they say about anticipation or
longing. Who is anticipating something?
What are they anticipating? Has this
anticipation been fulfilled?
After 10–15 minutes, bring the class
back together. Ask the following questions for general discussion.
➤ What is Simeon’s role in this story?
➤ How is Simeon like or unlike the key
figures in the previous stories of this
unit?
➤ What is the role of the Holy Spirit in
this passage? Where have we seen the
Holy Spirit at work in the previous
stories of this unit?
➤ How is it possible for Jesus to be both a
light to the Gentiles and glory to Israel?
➤ How could Mary and Joseph have been
genuinely “amazed” by what Simeon
said (v. 33)? Hadn’t they already been
told this?

A Way to End
Having heard Simeon’s story of anticipation and fulfillment, it is time to ask what
this story might mean for believers today. Challenge participants to ponder
how Christ meets the deepest longings of their hearts.

❍ Unit Review

Ask for five volunteers to summarize one
of the lessons from this unit in a few
words. Invite all participants to discuss
what they see as common features of
these accounts.

❍ Simeon Now Enters the Temple

Distribute copies of the
hymn “Simeon Now Enters
the Temple” by Doug Haney.
Invite participants to discuss
how this lesson’s text has been illuminated through the hymn.
How does this hymn evoke participants’ own thoughts or feelings about the
hopes and dreams for which they long?
Close by singing the hymn together.
(It is set to a tune that may be familiar to
participants as “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep
Silence.”)

❍ All I Want for Christmas…

Invite participants to share about a
Christmas present they received this year
for which they are especially grateful. It
may be because it was something they
have always wanted, or because of the
person who gave it to them, or for any
other reason. Ask the following questions.

Questions

➤ What makes the best Christmas presents so special?
➤ How long are you likely to enjoy the
presents you received on Christmas?
➤ What if we didn’t get what we really
wanted? What should our attitude be?
➤ What are the gifts that matter most?
➤ How can our reflection on Simeon’s
longing for the restoration of Israel
shape our expectations for Christmas
next year?
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THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD
You are the light of the world. A city on top of a hill can’t be hidden. Neither do
people light a lamp and put it under a basket. Instead, they put it on top of a
lampstand, and it shines on all who are in the house. In the same way, let your
light shine before people, so they can see the good things you do and praise
your Father who is in heaven. (Matt 5:14-16)

While it’s daytime, we must do the works of him who sent me. Night is coming
when no one can work. While I am in the world, I am the light of the world.
( John 9:4-5)

This is what the Lord commanded us: I have made you a light for the Gentiles, so
that you could bring salvation to the end of the earth. (Acts 13:47)

All of you are children of light and children of the day. We don’t belong to night
or darkness. So then, let’s not sleep like the others, but let’s stay awake and stay
sober. (1 Thess 5:5-6)

You were once darkness, but now you are light
in the Lord, so live your life as children of light.
Light produces fruit that consists of every sort
of goodness, justice, and truth. (Eph 5:8-9)

But if we live in the light in the same way as he
is in the light, we have fellowship with each
other, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, cleanses
us from every sin. (1 John 1:7)
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MARY’S SONG
She rejoices and praises
For she understands the
Gift she has been given.

This is the we of cruelty and judgment
That façades the we of knowledge and praise.
We could be praising like a
Fourteen-year-old virgin
Giving birth to a savior.

The rest of her world, the world,
Doesn’t.
They wreak ridicule of the worst kind
Because they cannot comprehend
The wonder.

We could praise like her, however,
We are not her.
But shouldn’t just knowing this kind of
Miracle is possible
Be enough for our praise to flow out?

She must know this fate of cruelty
Is coming,
Yet she overflows with thanks
And is overwhelmed by the glory
She feels and knows exists.

It should because the beauty she proclaims
Counts on it.
God works through the scattered fool,
The falling sovereign and the sent-away wealthy
When they rise above the world.

If this is the case,
Then why do we not
Dance with the same zeal?

The gracious acts and miracles happen when
The world turns and rejoices.

Why do we let ourselves get wrapped
In the world that wreaks and wrecks?

The song becomes a reality
When it has an opportunity
To be sung.

We know the same compassion and amazement
But we let ourselves get trapped in the world
And the judging eyes that look in.
And are we not the same tyrants that
God is knocking down?
We think bold and arrogant thoughts
And we stand tall
Yet we are not scattered.
We rule above the ones that live in the way of the Lord and
Have kept the modest from being raised up.
The hungry yearn for the food of spirit and mind while
We eat of the finest and are offered the divine nourishment
Even though we are turning it away.

By Harper McKenzie, who at the time of writing was a high school freshman in Dallas. Originally published by Wilshire Baptist Church, Dallas, in
“Canticles of Christmas: A Guide to Advent Devotions,” December 2013. Used by permission.

Page 29

PRAYING WITH ZECHARIAH
Age after age the same promise:
The light, the Morning Sun—heavy
Dated words falling from dead prophets’
tongues
So freely but hooked on us, hanging like
Weighty yokes that pull our heads down
Below our shoulders yet now an
Utterance breaks from deep in my marrow,
Praises replace my damp-heavy
Silence that once suffocated
My voice and spirit, too. Listen.
Set blaze to the dense weeds that grow
Around your heart! Pay attention.
Be freed from the miry muck that
Seizes you! Lift up your low face.
Too, prune the barbed vines one by one
That choke your discouraged spirit!
The meeting up time is come and
The way is being made. Not unlike my
Voice, John is hidden and hushed awaiting
The daybreak. Like a worker clearing a

Field for the following harvest, my son,
By his own name will create fertile land
In a place where all once lay moribund
From the injustice and lack of mercy.
John will clear the dead stalks, but he
Will not seed nor turn the new ground
As will the one, the Promise, which follows.
Cup your hand around your ear and perhaps
You can hear him coming. The signs
Are present while even the earth
Responds. Footsteps so faint but never too
Soon can be the arrival—the advent.
Age after age the same promise:
One of deliverance and hope
And the mercy falls on us like first light.

By Alan Wright, an oncology chaplain at Baylor University Medical
Center in Dallas. Originally published by Wilshire Baptist Church,
Dallas, in “Canticles of Christmas: A Guide to Advent Devotions,”
December 2013. Used by permission.
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ANGELS’ SONG
Shepherds, arise!
Open your eyes.
Go see God’s New Lamb in
Bethlehem.
Shepherds, harken!
Hear our song.
Sing it on your journey to
Bethlehem.
Shepherds, hurry!
God’s Lamb awaits
With love and glory in
Bethlehem.
Shepherds, rejoice!
For God’s Lamb has come
To save you from sin with
His Love.
Shepherds, praise God!
For sending the Lamb,
For gracing the earth with
His love.
Shepherds, go now!
Prayerful, singing psalms
Of joy, thanks, and love for
God’s Lamb.

By Mary Kay Jackman, a retired professor from Southern Methodist University and writing coach. Originally published by
Wilshire Baptist Church, Dallas, in “Canticles of Christmas: A Guide to Advent Devotions,” December 2013. Used by permission.
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SIMEON NOW ENTERS THE TEMPLE
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