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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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O COME, O COME, EMMANUEL

Bible Background
A Tale of Three Births

The first thirty-nine chapters
of Isaiah were written to the
people of Judah in a time of
national turmoil. It was the eighth
century BC, and Judah was struggling with
internal apostasy and external military
oppression. Isaiah first spoke words of
condemnation to Judah, warning the
people about the coming judgment upon
them. In chapters 40–66 we hear words of
comfort and hope, but the first part of
Isaiah is scathing.
Tucked away in the prophet’s judgment are three references to a baby’s birth.
In chapters 7, 8, and 9, Isaiah mentions
these births and uses them as teaching
illustrations. Isaiah obviously refers to
births that occurred in that time and
place, but the Christian community has
seen these prophecies ultimately fulfilled
in the birth of Jesus over 700 years later.

The Birth of Immanuel

In Isaiah 7, King Ahaz of Judah faces a big
decision. The leaders of Israel and Syria
want Judah to join them in battle against
Assyria. Israelite and Syrian forces even
besiege Jerusalem in an attempt to force
Ahaz to join them. At this point, Ahaz
meets the prophet Isaiah.
Isaiah asks Ahaz to seek a sign from
the Lord. When he refuses, the prophet
gives him a sign: a young woman will bear

Isaiah 7:10-17; 8:1-4, 19; 9:2-7

a son and name him Immanuel, “God is
with us.” Isaiah predicts that even before
this child is old enough to know good
from evil, Israel and Syria will be
defeated. The message of the sign is clear:
it is not wise to join forces with this
doomed coalition.

The Birth of Maher-shalal-hash-baz

In Isaiah 8, a second baby is born. This
baby is Isaiah’s own son. God tells Isaiah
to name the child Maher-shalal-hash-baz
and to write the child’s name on a large
tablet for all to see. That name literally
meant “the spoil speeds, the prey
hastens”—reference to the coming rapid
demise of Judah’s neighbors. Before this
child can say “my father” and “my
mother,” Isaiah says, the Assyrians will
plunder Damascus and Samaria. Once
again, the message is plain: it is not a
good idea to join forces with these
doomed people.
Nevertheless, Isaiah was not confident
that Judah would heed his words. In
Isaiah 8:19, he predicts they will “consult
the ghosts and familiar spirits that chirp
and mutter” instead of listening to the
word of the Lord.

The Birth of the Prince of Peace

In chapter 9 another baby is born whose
birth brings hope into the dark experience of Judah. Some scholars believe this
baby is Hezekiah, who succeeded Ahaz
as king of Judah and instituted many

religious and political reforms (see 2 Kgs
18). Whoever he was, this child would
be a “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of
Peace.” He would establish peace and
uphold it with justice and righteousness.
In a dark time, here was a burst of light,
and the people would eventually find
hope (9:2). But as glorious as the reign of
Hezekiah was, he still did not fulfill the
prophet’s expectations:
This new baby did not fill the
prophetic demands. Thus when the
prophet tucked his teaching away
among his disciples (8:16), this
prophecy, too, was tucked away to
await a new baby. The people of God
had to wait over seven hundred years
for Jesus of Nazareth who did fulfill
and even surpass expectations.
(Butler, 39)

The Ultimate Fulfillment

Even though Isaiah referred to specific
births in his own time and place, the
people of God tucked his prophecy away
and saw its ultimate fulfillment in the
birth of Jesus. They saw Jesus as the
Immanuel who was “God with us,” and as
the “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace.”
When Christians read Isaiah’s ancient
prophecies today, we still connect them to
Jesus and recognize how he showed us
God.
It is an incredible idea, and one we
should never take for granted, that in
Jesus God became one of us. In Jesus we
caught a glimpse of “God with skin.”
In one of his sermons, John Claypool
told about the time he was reading
J. B. Phillips’s book, When God Became
Man, and left the book on his nightstand.
He said his housekeeper saw the book
while cleaning the house and came
rushing to him to see if it was true. Did
God really become a man? When did it
happen? What was God like? Claypool
knew the woman was involved in a local
church, but somehow she had missed the
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Introduction: The book of Isaiah gives us
three passages that refer to the birth of children who will influence the nation of Judah.
In one of the passages, the child is referred
to as “Immanuel,” which literally means
“God is with us.” In another, he is called
“Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” The
Christian community has taken these
passages and applied them to the birth of
Jesus, which took place some 700 years
after Isaiah made his prophecies.
I. God’s Word to Ahaz (7:10-17)
A. God promises a “sign” to Ahaz.
(7:10-13)
B. The sign is a child who will be called
“Immanuel.” (7:14)
C. The child brings a warning of
trouble. (7:15-17)
II. Another Divine Warning to Judah
(8:1-4, 19)
A. A child will be born whose name
speaks of imminent trouble. (8:1-4)
B. The people of Judah will respond
with a shallow, worldly faith. (8:19)
III. A Light Shines in the Darkness (9:2-7)
A. Beyond the coming pain, there will
be joy. (9:2-5)
B. This joy will come through a child
who is the “Prince of Peace.” (9:6-7)

deepest truth of the Christmas story.
Claypool said he and the woman talked
for over an hour about when God became
a man.
What exactly does that mean for us?
More than anything it means that God
understands us. When Yahweh became
Immanuel, God was saying, “I understand. I’ve been there. I’ve walked a mile
in your shoes.” Little children can know
that God understands them because Jesus

was born into the world as a helpless infant and grew up in a home with brothers and
sisters.
People wrestling with who they are and what they’re supposed to do can know that
God understands them because Jesus went through a similar struggle in the wilderness.
He struggled with the tempter and came out of that experience determined to be faithful to his calling.
People who feel the pressure of responsibility can be assured that God knows what
that feels like; Jesus faced heavy responsibility throughout his ministry. People feeling
grief can know that God “gets it” because Jesus wept at the graveside of Lazarus. People
forsaken and betrayed can know that God is with them because all of Jesus’ friends
forsook him and fled from his presence. People facing death can know that God understands because Jesus suffered and died on the cross.
When we sing “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” this Advent season, we can do so with
great joy. (Note: “Emmanuel” is the Greek transliteration of the Hebrew name more
accurately rendered “Immanuel.”) The old prophecies of Isaiah finally came true. God
came to be with us. Whatever we experience, God has experienced it too.

A Way to Begin
For the next five Sundays, we will study passages about Jesus’ birth.
Unfortunately, many of us have read these passages so often that they fail
to surprise or move us. As we study together, try to help your class members
reclaim the power of these Scriptures. Each of the first four sessions is based on an Advent
candle, so the worship service may reinforce what you learn together.

❍ The Advent Wreath

Display an Advent wreath in the classroom. Explain that the four candles in
the wreath are often said to represent
Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. Another traditional interpretation is to call them the
Prophets’ Candle, the Bethlehem Candle,
the Shepherds’ Candle, and the Angels’
Candle. These four candles will be the
focus of our study during Advent.

Questions

➤ Does your church light the Advent
candles each week during the
Christmas season?
➤ Is this a meaningful tradition for you?
➤ What can we do to make the Christmas
story come alive for us this year?
➤ How can we counteract the apathy that
comes with familiarity?

❍ Baby Names

Provide several copies of baby-naming
books such as one might find at a supermarket checkout lane. There are also
several Internet sites that list names and
their meanings. Have participants find the
meanings of their names and the names
of others in their families.

Questions

➤ Is there a story surrounding why you
received the name you did?
➤ What does a baby’s name say about his
or her parents’ hopes, dreams, or
values?
In today’s texts, we will read the
announcements of three births in the days
of Isaiah. Alert the class to make note of
the names given to these babies and how
the names convey a prophetic word about
Isaiah’s times—and ours.

Teaching Guide
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The three passages in Isaiah were not fulfilled in the eighth century BC, so the
people of Judah started looking forward to the arrival of another baby who would
fulfill Isaiah’s hopes. Only when Jesus came 700 years later did people truly see
Isaiah’s words fulfilled.

❍ Ancient Prophecy and Its
Fulfillment(s)

Introduce the three passages for today’s
lesson through the names given to the
babies in Isaiah:
➤ Immanuel (Isa 7:14), which means
“God is with us”
➤ Maher-shalal-hash-baz (Isa 8:3), which
means “the spoil speeds, the prey
hastens”
➤ Prince of Peace (Isa 9:6)
Explain the historical context for each
of these names and prophecies as
discussed in the Bible Background and in
the Study Guide.

Questions

➤ Do these prophecies sound like they
apply to Jesus or to specific babies in
the eighth century BC?
➤ Are we justified in applying these
prophecies to Jesus?

❍ Three Significant Births

Read Isaiah 7:10-17. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ What significance do you attach to the
incarnation?
➤ How does God as “Immanuel” affect
the way we relate to God?
➤ Have there been specific times in your
life when you were grateful for a God
who has “walked a mile in your shoes”?
Read Isaiah 8:1-4. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ Though we never call Jesus this name,
is there any way that his life is a
warning to us?
➤ How does the life and ministry of Jesus
judge us?
Read Isaiah 9:2-7. Ask the following
questions.

Questions

➤ How is Jesus a light in your darkness?
➤ How is Jesus’ call to us paradoxical and
countercultural?
➤ Of the four titles in Isaiah 9:6, which is
most powerful to you? Which one best
captures your understanding of Jesus?
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A Way to End
As we have focused on these three passages from Isaiah, we’ve shifted our attention
to the person of Jesus, whose birthday we celebrate this season. In the final
moments of this first session, spend time with the class expressing gratitude
for Jesus’ birth.

❍ Grateful for Jesus

These three prophecies from Isaiah have
made us think about Jesus, though Isaiah
was no doubt thinking about babies born
in his own time and place. But the church
has long seen those ancient prophecies as
being unfulfilled until Jesus came.

Questions

➤ As you think about the life and
ministry of Jesus, what moves you most
about him?
➤ What one quality or saying or action
makes you most grateful for his life?

❍ Advent Hope

As we light the Advent candle today in our
worship service, let us remember these
prophecies from Isaiah. Let us remember
Jesus, who fulfilled these prophecies and
continues to fill us with hope.

Questions

➤ Where in our lives do we most need to
experience new hope?
➤ How can the words of Isaiah give us
hope?
➤ How can remembering the birth of
Jesus give us hope?

❍ O Come!

Distribute copies of the resource page,
“O Come!” (Page 28) Close the session
by singing together the first verse of
“O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.”

Resource
Trent Butler, Isaiah, Layman’s Bible Book Commentary
(Nashville: Broadman, 1982).

Teaching Guide
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O LITTLE TOWN OF BETHLEHEM

Bible Background
The King Will Be Born in
Bethlehem

The prophet Micah predicted
that the long-awaited king would
be born in Bethlehem of Ephrathah (5:2).
Ephrathah refers to the people who
settled in Bethlehem after the exodus. In
Ruth 1:2, the family members of Naomi
and Elimelech are called “Ephrathites
from Bethlehem.” Eventually, Ephrathah
became the name of the region as well as
the people. Micah added the word
“Ephrathah” to distinguish this village
from another Bethlehem in the territory
of Zebulun.
At this little village, the king would be
born. This choosing of “one of the little
clans” is typical of the way God works in
the Bible:
We recognize a biblical theme here:
God’s choice of the least likely, the
littlest, to accomplish God’s purpose.
Thus Gideon declared himself to be
from the weakest clan, and the
youngest in the family ( Judg. 6:15).
Saul described his tribe as “the least”
of those in Israel (1 Sam. 19:21). The
Lord chose David, the youngest, over
his brothers (1 Sam. 6:1-13). The
theme finds climactic expression in
the announcement that the Messiah
and Savior of the world is the baby
lying in a manger. (Limburg, 186)

Micah 5:2-5a; Luke 2:1-7

The new king’s birth in Bethlehem
would conjure memories of another king
born there, for this was also the birthplace of King David. But Micah warns
that this new king will not come soon. He
compares Israel to a woman in labor who
will have to wait for her child’s birth. This
king will not come until “the rest of his
kindred shall return to the people of
Israel” (5:3). Only when all of the people
return from exile in Babylon will this king
make his appearance on the stage of
human history.
When he comes, he will be like a great
shepherd who feeds his flock and gives
them security (5:4), and his coming will
bring peace (5:5a). When Micah wrote
those words, the Assyrian Empire was
ravaging that part of the world. This
coming king would overcome all foes and
usher in a time of peace for the people of
Israel.

Jesus Is Born in Bethlehem

Luke 2:1-7 records the fulfillment of
Micah’s prophecy. He tells us that Caesar
Augustus, the Roman emperor from 27 BC
to AD 14, decreed that there be a census.
Since Joseph was of the house of David,
he was to return to Bethlehem, David’s
birthplace. He and Mary made the eightymile journey from Nazareth to
Bethlehem, and it was there that Mary
gave birth to their son.
Many people had returned to
Bethlehem for the census, and no rooms

were available anywhere. Joseph and
Mary had to find a stable—perhaps a
cave—in which Jesus could be born.
Though Luke never quotes Micah (as
Matthew does), he is clear that the king
Micah foresaw was born in Bethlehem,
just as he predicted.
The royal heir to David had arrived
according to God’s plan. Even Caesar
Augustus was part of that plan:
Beyond any argument as to Luke’s
historical sources is his basic conviction that emperors, governments, and
laws serve the purpose of God, often
without knowing it. In this, Luke
agrees with Isa. 45.1. Caesar Augustus
is more than a date for the story; he is
an instrument of God’s will. There
does not have to be a miracle or an
unusual event for God to be at work.
God works miracles in Luke, to be
sure, but God works without them,
too. (Craddock, 34)

Luke is careful not to decorate the
story with glitter and glamour. It is a
story that all who are lowly, poor, and
marginalized can celebrate. The king has
come, but not on a stallion with trumpets
blaring. Rather, he has come gently, as a
baby in a bed of straw, at the precise time
and place God ordained.

Left-handed Power

Studying Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem
reminds us that God does things in
surprising ways. Why Bethlehem? Why
this little village with no particular reputation? Why a baby in a manger? Why
impoverished parents? And why a young,
unmarried girl? The questions about the
birth of Jesus go on and on and remind
us that God truly works in mysterious
ways.
Martin Luther once made the distinction between “right-handed power” and
“left-handed power.” Right-handed power
is straightforward, forceful, and obvious.
It is a linebacker sacking a quarterback, a
president vetoing a bill, and a millionaire
buying a shopping mall. When we think

Introduction: Micah predicted that the longawaited king would be born in the little
town of Bethlehem. The fulfillment of that
prophecy is recorded in the Gospel of Luke.
Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem is merely one more
example of God’s unusual ways and surprising fondness for “left-handed power.”
I. Bethlehem: The Birthplace of the Coming
King (Mic 5:2-5a)
A. Little Bethlehem will produce the
promised king (5:2).
B. The king will not come immediately
(5:3).
C. The king will be like a shepherd (5:4).
D. The king will bring peace (5:5a).
II. Jesus’ Birth in Bethlehem (Luke 2:1-7)
A. Caesar Augustus decrees a census
and taxation (2:1-2).
B. Joseph and Mary travel to Bethlehem
(2:3-5).
C. The promised king is born (2:6-7).

of power, we nearly always have the righthanded version in mind.
But there is also left-handed power. It
is subtle, gentle, and unnoticed. It is a
woman teaching a child to read, a friend
crying with someone in grief, and a man
giving a bowl of soup to one who is
hungry. Left-handed power doesn’t look
like power at all—until you experience it!
But left-handed power is the kind of
power at work throughout the Bible, and
we see it clearly in the birth of Jesus.
The events in that story are nearly all
left-handed. God becoming a man is itself
a left-handed move. That God-man being
born to commoners in an out-of-the-way
place like Bethlehem is most definitely
left-handed. The fact that there was no
room for them in the inn adds a final lefthanded touch to the story.
From beginning to end, the story of
Jesus’ birth boggles our minds and
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explodes our expectations. The king is born in Bethlehem just as Micah predicted, but
not as we would have predicted. No one could have predicted the events that unfold in
Luke 2, or the God those events reveal.

A Way to Begin
In today’s study we consider the significance of the seemingly insignificant “little
town of Bethlehem.” As we study the passages from Micah and Luke, we see
how God uses unusual places and unlikely people to do amazing things. Our
study of these texts will help us deal with the central question: through what unexpected
sources might God want to bless me?

❍ The Advent Wreath

Display an Advent wreath in your classroom. Remind the class that the first
candle was the Prophets’ Candle and
review last week’s lesson. Introduce
today’s study by noting that the second
candle is often called the Bethlehem
Candle.

Questions

➤ What do you remember about last
week’s study of the passages in Isaiah?
➤ What do you know about Bethlehem?
Why is it surprising that Jesus was born
there?
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❍ Looking at the Map

Display the resource page “Looking at
the Map” (Page 29). (You may wish to
enlarge the page first.) Locate Nazareth,
Bethlehem, Egypt, and Jerusalem.
Highlight some of the key events in
the story of Jesus’ birth and childhood:
Mary and Joseph in Nazareth; the journey
to Bethlehem for the census; Jesus’ presentation in the temple; and the flight to
Egypt to escape Herod.
Note that Jesus died in Jerusalem, a
mere six miles from his birthplace.

Questions

➤ What is most surprising to you about
the story of Jesus?
➤ Does any of this story seem logical
and sensible to you? Would you have
orchestrated the birth of the Savior
this way?
➤ What does this story teach us
about God?

A Way to Explore Scripture
Now that we have located our texts in their various liturgical and historical
contexts, it is time to ponder Bethlehem itself – not just where it was or why it
was chosen, but what Bethlehem says about God and God’s ways. Bethlehem
offers possibilities for discussing how God works in unusual ways in our lives. Lead the class
to consider the surprising ways that God often comes to us.

❍ A Little Clan of Judah

Read Micah 5:2-5a. Micah called
Bethlehem “a little clan of Judah,” emphasizing the fact that the village had no
clout or particular prestige. Its one claim
to fame was that David had been born
there centuries earlier.
The fact that Bethlehem was Jesus’
birthplace makes us ponder other times
and places where God has worked in
strange and mysterious ways.

Questions

➤ Can you think of other times when God
has chosen lowly, humble people and
places to do great things?
➤ What are some of the biggest surprises
in the biblical story? (For example,
biblical heroes like Moses, David, Peter,
and Paul, who were not “good
prospects” for heroism.)
Read Luke 2:1-7. Note all the events
in Jesus’ birth story that are strange and
surprising. (Let participants also refer to
events not recorded in this particular
text.)

❍ Left-handed Power

Read or summarize Micah 5:2-5a and
Luke 2:1-7. Explain the concept of “righthanded” and “left-handed” power and
give examples of each. Have a volunteer
read 1 Corinthians 1:18-25. Discuss the
differences between “the wisdom of the
world” and the “wisdom of God.”

Questions

➤ What does Bethlehem teach us about
the wisdom of God?
➤ Are there examples in your life of God
using left-handed power? What are the
advantages of left-handed power? What
are the disadvantages?
➤ How is the cross the ultimate example
of left-handed power?
➤ What are the implications of lefthanded power for our lives and
relationships?
➤ How can we practically use left-handed
power to affect people in Christ-like
ways?

Question

➤ What does God’s willingness to
work with people like this say about
God’s power? What does it say about
God’s wisdom? What does it say
about God’s grace?

Teaching Guide
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A Way to End
Micah’s prophecy and Luke’s description of Jesus’ birth have focused our attention
on the little town of Bethlehem. Beyond that, they have focused our attention on
the ways of God. God seems to have an affinity for Bethlehem, for small places
and odd people. Frederick Buechner wrote a book about the people in the Bible called
Peculiar Treasures. In places like Bethlehem and in people like Mary and Joseph, we find
peculiar treasures.

❍ Personal Peculiar Treasures

Think about peculiar treasures in your
life. God has affected us all through
simple events, in strange places, and with
unlikely people.

Questions

➤ Who, what, and where are your peculiar
treasures?
➤ How has God worked in your life to
change you?

❍ Can God Use Someone like Me?

The good news about the Christmas story
is that it is loaded with ordinary people
like Mary and Joseph and ordinary places
like Nazareth and Bethlehem. We can
never say we’re too common and ordinary
for God to use.

Questions

➤ What implications does Bethlehem
have for our personal lives and
ministries?
➤ What “little things” could we do for
particular people this week to make
their lives better?
Note that next Sunday we will look at
the shepherds in the Jesus story and focus
on the truth that God often uses people
others have deemed unworthy.

12
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❍ Little Town

Close the session by singing together
“O Little Town of Bethlehem.”

Resources
Fred Craddock, Luke, Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox,
1990).
James Limburg, Hosea-Micah, Interpretation (Atlanta: John
Knox, 1988).
Edmund Steimle, From Death to Birth (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1973).

3
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Bible Background
Lowly Shepherds

Last week’s study on
Bethlehem highlighted the
unusual ways God works in the
world. This week we will focus on the
shepherds in Luke’s account of Jesus’
birth, and that truth will be made plain
again: God calls and uses seemingly
unworthy people like these shepherds.
William Barclay says this about the
shepherds:
It is a wonderful thing that the story
should tell that the first announcement of God should come to the
shepherds. The shepherds were
despised by the orthodox good people
of the day. Shepherds were quite
unable to keep the details of the ceremonial law; they could not observe all
the meticulous hand-washings and
rules and regulations. Their flocks
made far too many demands on them;
and so the orthodox looked down on
them as very common people. It was
to simple men in the fields that God’s
message first came. (Barclay, 17)

In Luke’s account, the shepherds do
two things: they hear the incredible
message that the long-awaited Messiah
has been born, and they hurry to
Bethlehem to see the newborn baby for
themselves.

Teaching Guide

WHILE SHEPHERDS WATCHED
THEIR FLOCKS
Luke 2:8-20

Hearing the Angels Sing

In Luke 2:8-14, the shepherds hear the
news that the Messiah has been born. An
angel appears to them with “good news of
great joy” (Lk 2:10). The gospel really is
good news of great joy, and too often we
forget that. The Christian message is the
best news ever sounded on planet earth:
the news that God has forgiven us and set
us free. But we have a knack for garbling
that good news.
In particular, the good news gets
garbled in our day because of three
dastardly “ism’s”: secularism, institutionalism, and legalism. Secularism tells us
that our belief in God is only wishful
thinking. Institutionalism tells us that
the gospel is mainly about buildings,
budgets, and bylaws. Legalism twists the
gospel into a stifling set of rules and
regulations. It is no easy thing to remember and celebrate the good news of great
joy when these attitudes are rampant.
This Christmas is the perfect time to hear
the angels sing once again.
The shepherds hear the angels say, “to
you is born this day in the city of David a
Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord”
(2:11). Then the air around them is filled
with heavenly music: “Glory to God in the
highest heaven, and on earth peace
among those whom he favors!”(Lk 2:14)
It is possible that these shepherds
were responsible for tending the sheep
that were sacrificed at the Jerusalem
temple. If so, the shepherds who looked

after the temple lambs were the first to
see the Lamb of God who takes away
the sin of the world (Barclay, 17).

Heading to Bethlehem

The shepherds went to Bethlehem to see
if the message was true. They found Mary
and Joseph and the child lying in a
manger. The shepherds told Mary and
Joseph about the angels and the heavenly
chorus, and Mary treasured their words
and kept them in her heart. The shepherds then returned to their fields,
praising God for the amazing things they
had seen and heard.
Fred Craddock writes that the shepherds “belong in the story not only
because they serve to tie Jesus to the shepherd king, David (2 Sam. 7:8), but also
because they belong on Luke’s guest list
for the kingdom of God: the poor, the
maimed, the blind, the lame” (Lk 14:13,
21) (36).

Worthy to Be Chosen

That God would include despised shepherds in the Christmas story is good news
to any of us who feel unworthy of God
and unqualified for God’s call. If the good
news is for those ordinary shepherds,
maybe it’s for ordinary “me,” too!
Contemporary society has defined a
“successful” person as one whose life
reflects youth, beauty, money, love, and
health. We’re all dashing around in a mad
pursuit to get those five things so that we
can declare ourselves “successful.” The
only problem is that few of us can pull it
off. Try as we might, it is almost impossible to juggle all five of those balls at the
same time.
Youth is a quality that quickly passes
away, and though we spend millions of
dollars each year trying to look and act
young, we eventually grow old. Beauty is
reserved for a few folks with good genes.
Money is elusive, and just about the time
we think we’ve got it made, the stock
market takes a nosedive or one of the
kids needs braces. Love is a noble quality,
and we all work hard at building loving
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Introduction: Luke’s account of the birth of
Jesus highlights the shepherds. The shepherds hear the message of the angels
announcing the Messiah’s birth. Then they
travel to Bethlehem to see the Messiah for
themselves. Our study focuses on the shepherds, too, and reminds us that God uses
people often deemed sinful and unworthy.
I. The Shepherds Hear the Angels’ News
about the Messiah’s Birth (2:8-14)
A. An angel appears to the shepherds,
and they are terrified (2:8-9).
B. The angel announces the Messiah’s
birth (2:10-12).
C. The heavenly hosts celebrate the
Messiah’s birth in song (2:13-14).
II. The Shepherds Travel to Bethlehem to
See the Messiah (2:15-20)
A. The shepherds decide to go to
Bethlehem to see the baby (2:15).
B. The shepherds find Mary and Joseph
and the baby (2:16).
C. The shepherds share the good news
about the Messiah’s birth (2:17-18).
D. Mary ponders and treasures the
experience (2:19).
E. The shepherds return to their fields,
praising God (2:20).

relationships, but relationships are tricky
and often not as harmonious as we would
like. Finally, health is a precarious
commodity that can be here today and
then gone—literally—in a heartbeat. The
odds of getting all those qualities in our
lives at the same time are slim to none.
Therefore, most of us feel like failures. We’re not as young, beautiful,
wealthy, loving, and healthy as we should
be, so we slide into depression and disillusionment. What went wrong? We thought
we were better jugglers than that! And
how could God possibly use someone as
old, plain, poor, lonely, and sick as we are?

Then we read Luke’s account of Jesus’ birth again and remember that the first
people to hear the good news of great joy were the shepherds, who probably did not
possess even one of the qualities on our “success” list. The chances are good that those
shepherds were old, weather-beaten, dirt poor, lonely, and smitten with arthritis and
other ailments. And they are a subtle, but needed, reminder to us that the good news is
not just for successful people. We remember that “the LORD does not see as mortals see;
they look on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” (1 Sam 16:7).
God has an affinity for the last, the least, and the lost.

A Way to Begin
That God revealed the “good news of great joy” to shepherds is good news
to us. It reminds us that, throughout Scripture, God includes ordinary
people—those often deemed unworthy by others.

❍ The Advent Wreath

Display an Advent wreath in your classroom. Review the first two candles and
the lessons that went with them. Introduce today’s study by noting that the
third candle is often called the Shepherds’
Candle.

Questions

➤ What do you remember about the
Prophets’ Candle and the Bethlehem
Candle?
➤ Read the Barclay quote above about the
shepherds being unworthy. The good
news of great joy was first announced
to the shepherds. What does this tell us
about God?

❍ The Five Ingredients of Success
Mention the five characteristics of a
successful person as defined by our
society: youth, beauty, money, love, and
health.

Questions

➤ Do you agree that these are the five
ingredients of success in our culture?
➤ Which are most valued?
➤ How much time have you spent trying
to attain all five of these ingredients?
➤ What happens to our self-worth when
we can’t get all five of these qualities in
our lives?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Thinking about the shepherds gives us an opportunity to think about our
personal sense of worth and the times when we have felt unworthy. The story of
Jesus’ birth can be a needed reminder that God comes to ordinary—and even
despised—people with good news of great joy.

❍ The Women in the Family Tree

Matthew’s account of Jesus’ birth begins
with a genealogy. When we read that
genealogy carefully, we realize that
Matthew did something unusual: he
included five women in Jesus’ family tree.
Even more surprising are the women he
chose to include. A study of these five
women shows that they were either
involved in sexual sin (Tamar, Rahab, and
Bathsheba), were foreigners (Ruth), or
were commoners (Mary). God used sinful,
non-Israelite, and common people to
produce the Messiah of the world.

Questions

➤ Have you ever noticed the women in
Jesus’ family tree?
➤ What do these women tell us about the
kinds of people God can use?

❍ Only Luke Has Shepherds

Discuss how each of the four Gospels
takes a different approach to the birth of
Jesus. Luke is the only Gospel writer who
includes the shepherds in the story of
Jesus’ birth. He is also the only one to
mention the angelic annunciation to
Mary and the census that forced Mary and
Joseph to travel to Bethlehem. Most of
what we know about the birth of Jesus
comes from Luke.
For his part, Matthew has a genealogy,
an angry King Herod, and the wise men.
Mark has nothing at all about Jesus’ birth.
John waxes theological about the Word
becoming flesh and living among us.
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Questions

➤ Why do you think the Gospel writers
took such different approaches to the
story of Jesus’ birth?
➤ What significance, if any, is there to the
fact that Luke remembers the shepherds as the first to hear the good
news?

❍ Threats to Good News

The angels announced to the shepherds
“good news of great joy.” Too often we
modern believers forget how good our
good news is. We let secularism, institutionalism, and legalism rob us of our joy.
Distribute copies of the resource page,
“Threats to Good News” (Page 30). Let
participants read and reflect on the definitions provided.

Questions

➤ Do you think we’ve somehow garbled
the good news?
➤ How do we inadvertently make the
good news bad?
➤ Which of those three “ism’s” is the
greatest danger to our joy?

A Way to End
As we have focused on the shepherds and the Shepherds’ Candle, we’ve been
reminded of God’s amazing grace. Conclude the lesson by leading class
members to express their gratitude to God for entering our world, even the
unlovely or neglected parts.

❍ Two Truths to Celebrate

This lesson reminds us of these two
things, both worth celebrating:
(1) God includes people like the shepherds in building the kingdom of God
and wants them to know the good news
of great joy, and
(2) good news of great joy really is good
news, and we must strive to remember
that.

Questions

➤ Do you ever feel unworthy to do God’s
work in the world?
➤ Do you ever let bad news creep into
your theology?
➤ Will you celebrate today the fact that
God gives us good news and wants us
to live it out in the world?

❍ The Shepherds in My Town

Discuss who might be the “shepherds” in
our society: people who fulfill a necessary
role, but are often taken for granted or
looked down on by others.

Questions

➤ What does the angels’ message to the
shepherds imply for the way we look at
truck drivers, waitresses, trash collectors, and others?
➤ How can we show the grace and acceptance of God to the “hard-living” people
in our community?

❍ While Shepherds Watched

Close the session by singing together
“While Shepherds Watched their Flocks
by Night.”

Resources
William Barclay, Luke, The Daily Study Bible (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1953).
Fred Craddock, Luke, Interpretation (Louisville: John
Knox, 1990).
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ANGELS, FROM THE REALMS OF GLORY

Bible Background
Angels in the Christmas Story

Luke’s version of the
Christmas story brims with
angels. An angel comes to
Zechariah to announce the birth of John.
An angel comes to Mary to announce the
birth of Jesus. And an angel comes to the
shepherds to tell them the long-awaited
king has been born in Bethlehem.
The angel Gabriel’s message to Mary
was four-fold: (1) she would have a son
whose name was to be Jesus, (2) the child
would be the Son of God and would
occupy the throne of David forever,
(3) the Holy Spirit would descend upon
Mary and the child, and (4) as a sign that
this would all come to pass, Mary’s relative Elizabeth would also give birth to a
child. The notion of angels announcing
messages and delivering divine commands seems strange to us today. Most of
us have never been addressed by an angel
and wonder about their appearance in
Luke’s story.
Even if we have never encountered an
angel ourselves and secretly wonder about
the angels in Luke’s story, there are questions worth considering: Couldn’t God
have chosen to announce the Messiah’s
birth in ways outside of normal human
experience? Doesn’t the birthday of a king
deserve special treatment? If I have never
seen angels, does that mean they don’t
exist?

Luke 1:26-38

Mary and Joseph

The angel Gabriel appeared to Mary, “a
virgin engaged to a man whose name was
Joseph, of the house of David” (1:27).
Although some are skeptical of the idea of
a “virgin birth,” we must not miss Luke’s
point: Jesus’ birth was special and unique,
and the Most High overshadowed him.
To argue about the virgin birth seems
somehow to miss the main point the
Evangelist was trying to make.
Joseph and Mary were engaged, or
betrothed, as Luke tells us. Betrothal
lasted for a year and was as binding as
marriage. It could be dissolved only by
divorce. If a betrothed man died, the
woman to whom he was engaged was
considered a widow. Once a couple was
betrothed, only death could break the
bond between them.
There they were, the parents of the
King. Mary was young, confused,
betrothed, and willing to do whatever
God demanded. Joseph was probably
older, confused, betrothed, and the one
who connected Jesus to the throne of
David. These two people were in for a
wild and unexpected ride.

Overshadowed by the Most High

The promise given by the angel to that
betrothed couple was that in the midst of
this wild and unexpected ride, the power
of the Most High would overshadow
them. The ride would be bumpy, for sure,
but they would have an Unseen

Companion giving them power all along
the way.
As a sign that this would happen as
announced, Gabriel told Mary that her
aged relative Elizabeth was already six
months pregnant and would also give
birth to a boy. This news confirmed the
announcement already given to Zechariah
in Luke 1:8-25. The parallels between the
two birth announcements are obvious:
Both are stories of God’s initiative
of grace and power: of grace in that
what is soon to happen will express
God’s favor toward the world; of
power in that God can work through
the unable, an old couple and an
unmarried girl. Elizabeth and Mary
will have sons for our sake because
God is able; they will have sons for
our sake because God is gracious.
(Craddock, 27)

A Demanding Delight

Certainly the angel’s message to Mary was
full of delight. A new baby? The longawaited King? Opportunity to participate
with God in a cosmic plan? That was
exciting stuff. But Mary learned what
others have learned: God’s call is a
demanding delight.
Mary, favored and chosen by God, had
to do some hard things after she agreed to
participate in God’s plan. What did she
feel when people laughed at her and said
derogatory things about her, when they
scoffed at her explanation of her pregnancy? What did she feel when she and
Joseph couldn’t find a place to have the
baby and had to use a barn as a birthing
room? What did she feel when her little
family had to run for their lives to Egypt
to escape the wrath of an insane king?
What did she feel later when she saw Jesus
grow up to become despised and rejected?
What did she feel when she stood at the
foot of the cross and watched him die? I
have a feeling Mary would tell us that it is
a dangerous and demanding thing to be
favored by God.

Introduction: It was a surprise that God
would choose Bethlehem as the birthplace
of the Messiah. It was a surprise that God
would first reveal the Messiah’s birth to
common shepherds. But perhaps the biggest
surprise in the whole story is that God
would choose and use a young peasant girl
like Mary to be the mother of the Messiah.
God’s call to Mary is a stark reminder that
to be favored by God is sometimes a
demanding and dangerous thing.
I. God sends the angel Gabriel to Mary.
(1:26-27)
II. The angel announces Jesus’ birth.
(1:28-32)
III. Mary and the angel discuss God’s plan.
(1:33-35)
IV. The angels tells Mary of Elizabeth’s pregnancy. (1:36-37)
V. Mary accepts God’s call. (1:38)

When Mary said “yes” to God’s call, she
probably didn’t know what she was
getting into. But she did say yes. Her
response to the angel of God was both
simple and profound: “Here am I, the
servant of the Lord; let it be with me
according to your word” (1:38). Barbara
Brown Taylor writes,
In this divine dance we are all
dancing, God may lead but it is
entirely up to us whether we will
follow. Just because God sends an
angel to invite one girl onto the dance
floor is no guarantee she will say yes.
Just because God sends a prophet to
tell us how life on earth can be more
like life in heaven does not mean any
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of us will quit our day job to make it so. God acts. Then it is our turn. God responds to
us. Then it is our turn again. (18)

Mary—young, dizzy, overwhelmed Mary—serves as an eternal reminder of how to
respond to God’s invitation.

A Way to Begin
Since this session deals primarily with the angel’s message to Mary, we will
ponder that call and Mary’s response to it. But the session also gives us opportunity to light another candle on the Advent wreath, consider the role of angels
in Luke’s Christmas story, and ask ourselves what hard thing God is calling us to do. Set the
stage by introducing the topic of angels to the class.

❍ The Advent Wreath

Display an Advent wreath in your classroom. Review the first three candles and
the lessons that went with them. Introduce today’s study by noting that the
fourth candle is often called the Angels’
Candle.

Questions

➤ What do you remember about our
studies of the messianic prophecies, the
little village of Bethlehem, and the
announcement to the shepherds?
➤ What truths have we learned about
God in our three previous studies?

❍ Angels 101

Remind the class of various cultural references to angels. People wear angel jewelry,
display angel art in their homes, and even
go online to read stories of purported
encounters with angels (at web sites such
as www.ibelieveinangels.com). Discuss
why some people—both Christian and
non-Christian—are so fascinated with the
subject of angels.
Distribute copies of the resource page
“Angels 101” (Page 31). Discuss the information presented to set the study of
angels in a biblical context. Ask the
following questions.

Questions

➤ Why does Paul seem dismissive of
angels? What might this say about the
context in which he ministered?
➤ What might an overemphasis on angels
say about a person’s understanding of
God? How is this different from an
underemphasis on angels?
➤ Why do angels figure so prominently in
Luke’s birth narrative?
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A Way to Explore Scripture
This is a familiar passage and a beloved story for most people in our churches.
But we are trying to move beneath the events of the story to look at what the
passage tells us about hearing and responding to God’s call.

❍ Angels in Luke’s Story

Point out the prominent role angels play
in Luke’s telling of the Christmas story.
An angel came to Zechariah to announce
John’s birth (1:11-20), an angel came to
Mary to announce Jesus’ birth (1:26-38),
and an angel appeared to the shepherds in
the fields with “good news of great joy”
(2:8-14). Angels are everywhere in Luke’s
story.

Questions

➤ Why did Luke include so many angels
in his story of Jesus’ birth?
➤ Do you believe angels are still active
today? Have you ever encountered an
angel?
➤ What sort of situations in the Bible
seem to call for the presence of
angels? Why?

➤ What special assurances did these characters receive that they were in fact
hearing a word from God?
➤ How does God confirm to us the difficult things God calls us to do?

❍ Moving on to the Dance Floor

Read the quotation from Barbara Brown
Taylor in the Bible Background section
about God inviting us to dance. Like
Mary, we get invited to dance. Like Mary,
we have to respond to the invitation.

Questions

➤ What is God calling us to do?
➤ How does God call people?
➤ Is there a particular thing God is
calling you to do right now?

❍ An Embarrassing Situation

Remind the class that this was a most
awkward and embarrassing situation for
Mary. She didn’t have a sonogram to
verify anything. She didn’t have a husband to legitimize her pregnancy. All she
had was a strange visit from an angel and
a promise that God wanted to use her to
give birth to the Messiah.

Questions

➤ How can people today relate to Mary’s
dilemma? When has God called us to
do something that would bring us
embarrassment or scorn in our
community?
➤ Have you ever had to do something
hard in trying to answer God’s call?
➤ What other biblical characters had
to do difficult things to be faithful
to God?
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A Way to End
This is the final lesson using the Advent wreath as a teaching tool. You could recap
the meanings of the candles and the four lessons and then revisit the idea of God
using left-handed power from the December 6 lesson. Prophets, Bethlehem,
shepherds, and a peasant girl all point in the same direction: God uses unlikely people and
places to change history.

❍ Celebrating the Character of God
Remembering how God has worked
through the prophets, Bethlehem, the
shepherds, and Mary enables us to be
grateful for a God who shuns the wisdom
of the world to do things a different way.

Questions

➤ Now that we have lit all the candles and
studied the Christmas story for four
Sundays, what one truth stands out
for you?
➤ What have you learned about God in
the last four weeks?
➤ What about Mary’s story most speaks
to you?

❍ Hard Things

Consider with the class the difficult things
God may call us to do this Christmas. Is
there a family member with whom we
should reconcile? Is there an act of charity
we should perform that would require
genuine sacrifice? Is there a past hurt we
should put behind us?

Question

➤ Where can we turn for the grace and
encouragement necessary to undertake
these challenges?

❍ Realms of Glory

Close the session by singing together
“Angels, from the Realms of Glory.”

Resources
Fred Craddock, Luke, Interpretation (Louisville: John
Knox, 1990).
Barbara Brown Taylor, Home by Another Way (Boston:
Cowley, 1999).
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OF THE FATHER’S LOVE BEGOTTEN

Bible Background
A Great Adventure of Thought

The four Gospel writers take
different approaches in telling
the story of Jesus’ birth. Matthew
gives us Jesus’ family tree and then
focuses primarily on angry King Herod
and the magi. Luke gives us most of what
we remember at Christmas: Bethlehem,
shepherds, angels, Joseph and Mary, and
the babe in the manger. Mark gives us no
details about Jesus’ birth at all. And John?
John chooses not to give any birth details,
either. Rather, he begins his Gospel with a
poetic prologue that explains not how
Jesus was born but why.
William Barclay calls John’s prologue
“one of the greatest adventures of religious thought ever achieved by the mind
of man” (2). In the first eighteen verses of
his Gospel, John sketches a brilliant
apology for the appearance of Jesus on
earth—who he was, why he came, and why
he matters.

The Living Word

“In the beginning,” John says, “was the
Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God” ( Jn 1:1). Jesus was
God’s creative, dynamic, life-giving Word.
He was with God and, in fact, he was God.
John begins his Gospel with the bold
assertion that if you’ve seen Jesus, you’ve
seen God.

John 1:1-18

It is hard to get our minds around the
notion of the preexistence of Christ, but
that is what John asserts. Jesus has existed
forever, and his appearance on earth is
but a visible outcropping of an eternal
iceberg. He participated in creation, and
now he participates in making light shine
in the dark places of the world.
Though we never exactly say it, we
often picture the God of the Old
Testament as strict, stern, and violent, but
then we believe Jesus came and turned
God’s anger into love and God’s holiness
into grace. Unintentionally, we can give
credence to the notion that God is schizophrenic: mean in the Old Testament and
loving in the New. The preexistence of
Christ tells us that God has always been
like Jesus. God has always been loving
and gracious. People might not have
known it, but finally, in Jesus, they saw it
clearly.

The Ministry of John the Baptist

The one who bears witness to this light,
John says, is “a man sent from God, whose
name is John” (1:6). He is not the light
itself, but one who testifies about the
light. Every time John the Baptist is mentioned in John’s Gospel, he is given a
subordinate position to Jesus. John made
sure people knew who the true light was.
John’s depreciation of John the
Baptist is understandable. For 400 years,
there had been no prophetic voice in the
land, and then John the Baptist came on

the scene, thundering words of both
prophecy and hope. For many, he became
an object of admiration and even
worship. There are indications in the New
Testament that some sects put John the
Baptist in the highest place of esteem. In
the book of Acts, we read that Paul came
upon people in Ephesus who didn’t know
about Jesus but had experienced the
baptism of John. The Gospel writer
wanted to make sure everyone knew that
John the Baptist was merely a witness to
the Messiah. He is the first in a long line
of witnesses in the Gospel of John who
reveal the supreme place of Jesus. One
by one, these witnesses parade before
us, assuring us that Jesus is the Son of
God and the visible expression of the
Divine. John the Baptist is simply the first
of many.

Messiah in Disguise

In spite of credible witnesses like John the
Baptist and all the others, “the world did
not know him” (1:10). “He came to what
was his own, and his own people did not
accept him” (1:11). When you think about
our previous lessons in this unit, you can
see why that would be so. The people of
Israel expected a military leader, a political genius, a royal king who would restore
Israel to its rightful place of world power
and prestige.
What did they get? They got a baby
born to poor parents in Bethlehem. They
got a bunch of hayseed shepherds gathering around his manger. They got a
teenaged girl and a confused carpenter
bringing Jesus into the world. Later, they
got a teacher who told simple stories and
hung out with fishermen and tax collectors. Finally, they got a convicted criminal
crucified between two thieves. None of
that looked like what would happen to a
“real” Messiah. It’s no surprise that most
people missed him completely. If Jesus
was the Messiah, he was the Messiah in
disguise.
Some people did recognize him,
however, and “to all who received him
and believed in his name, he gave power
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to become children of God” (1:12). The
word “believe” occurs seventy times in
John’s Gospel. For John, this word means
three things: (1) the conviction of the
mind that Jesus is the Son of God, (2) the
trust of the heart that everything Jesus
says is true, and (3) the demand that every
action in life be based on the truths Jesus
lived and taught (Barclay, 23).

God in the Flesh

Jesus was the very image of God, God in

Introduction: John chooses not to give us
historical details about Jesus’ birth. Instead,
he weaves a wonderful theological statement about that birth. In John, we don’t
hear angels sing or see shepherds in the
field. He spends no time telling us how
Jesus was born, but in the first eighteen
verses of his Gospel, he tells us why Jesus
was born.
I. The Living Word (1:1-5)
A. The Word is the eternal creator.
(1:1-3)
B. The Word is light and life. (1:4-5)
II. The Ministry of John the Baptist (1:6-9)
A. John is a witness to the Light.
(1:6-8)
B. The True Light has come into the
world. (1:9)
III. Messiah in Disguise (1:10-13)
A. The Light is unrecognized and unaccepted by the world. (1:10-11)
B. The Light gives power to those who
receive him. (1:12-13)
IV. God in the Flesh (1:14-18)
A. The Word reveals God’s glory. (1:14)
B. John the Baptist points to the Word.
(1:15)
C. Jesus brings grace and truth.
(1:16-17)
D. Jesus makes God visible. (1:18)

the flesh: “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory,
the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth” (1:14). In Jesus, we have
seen the incredible grace of God. Moses gave us law, but Jesus gives us grace and truth.
No one has ever seen God, but Jesus has made God known.
That breathtaking finale to John’s prologue reminds us of one of the central truths
in this lesson: love is always particular. Even God had to get particular and come as a
particular person at a particular time in a particular place. Love in general is not love at
all. Only specific, incarnational love is truly love.
John’s prologue provides a perfect climax to our Advent studies. The one truth we
can take home with us after reading John 1:1-18 is that love is “hands-on” and focused.
The birth of Jesus reveals that God got tangled up in the specifics of human history.
The Word became flesh and lived among us. If we are to love people, we have to get
particular, too.

A Way to Begin
After spending the previous four Sundays studying the Christmas story mainly
from Luke’s Gospel, we move this morning to the Gospel of John. John gives us
a theological perspective on Jesus’ birth and tells us who Jesus was and why
Jesus came.

❍ A Long Line of Witnesses

Distribute copies of the resource page “A
Long Line of Witnesses” (Page 32). Introduce the Gospel of John by summarizing
the eight different witnesses listed on the
page. Enlist volunteers to read a sampling
of key verses to the class.
John’s purpose was to show that Jesus
really is the living Word of God, and he
parades these witnesses before us to prove
his point.

Questions

➤ Have you ever noticed the witnesses
John brings before us in his Gospel?
➤ What do you think the Gospel writer
meant by calling John the Baptist “a
witness”?

❍ Where’s the Baby?

Originally, Christmas (apparently celebrated on January 6) was the celebration
not so much of the historical fact of the
birth of Jesus but of the theological truth of
the incarnation.

Questions

➤ Is our current observance of Christmas
focused too exclusively on the historical facts of the Nativity? How and when
do we contemplate the theological
truths of this season?
➤ Only two of the four Gospels report
events surrounding Jesus’ birth. Does
this imply anything about how we
should approach the Christmas season?

❍ Great Words

Read John 1:1-18. Note the many exalted
declarations about Jesus in the passage.
One could construct the basic framework
of Christian theology simply by using
these words. Ask your learners to help you
devise a simple framework based on the
verses. Write their thoughts on the board.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Our previous lessons explored the historical details of Christ’s birth. In today’s
lesson, we address in greater detail the theological significance of Jesus’ coming
among us. Lead the class to contemplate the meaning of the incarnation.

❍ The Johannine Prologue

Have a volunteer read John 1:1-18. In the
New Revised Standard Version, this
passage is divided into four paragraphs
representing four compact units of
thought.

Questions

➤ What does it mean to talk about the
preexistence of Christ? What does that
expression tell us about Jesus?
➤ What does the preexistence of Christ
tell us about the character of God?
➤ Why do you suppose the writer of the
Gospel of John made such a point that
John the Baptist was the forerunner,
and not the Messiah himself ?
➤ What does that tell us about John’s
popularity?
➤ Why didn’t people recognize and accept
Jesus?
➤ Why didn’t Jesus conform to their
expectations?
➤ Do we ever miss blessings because of
our faulty expectations?
➤ What are some of the implications of
the incarnation?
➤ How does God becoming one of us
change our lives?
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❍ Walking a Mile in Our Shoes

As we learned in the first session of this
study, Jesus was Immanuel, “God with us.”
John 1:1-18 reaffirms that truth and
reminds us that God has “walked a mile
in our shoes.” God has been touched by
the same troubles and problems we face.

Questions

➤ Does it give you comfort that God
became flesh and lived among us?
➤ Do you ever think of this truth
when you face problems and
discouragement?

❍ Narrowing the Focus

The incarnation is a reminder of the
importance of focused love. Even God
had to get particular. God had to become
one man in one time and place in order to
show divine love for the world. Real love
is always particular.

Questions

➤ Have you ever wondered why God
thought it necessary to become human?
➤What does the incarnation tell us
about God?
➤ What does it teach us about love?
➤ Are there specific people that you need
to love this week?

A Way to End
How is the birth of Christ relevant to the lives of believers even 2,000 years
later? Conclude the lesson by considering the deeper significance of the incarnation and its place in Christian experience.

❍ Looking Back

Since this session ends our unit on the
birth of the King, conclude by reviewing
all five studies.
We have studied the birth of Jesus by
examining some of the messianic prophecies, the village of Bethlehem, the message
to the shepherds, the call of Mary, and the
prologue of the Gospel of John. What can
we say about what we have learned?

Questions

➤ What new truth did you learn in our
study?
➤ What old truth has new meaning for
you now?

❍ That’s What Christmas Is All
About, Charlie Brown

In the TV classic, A Charlie Brown
Christmas, Linus recites a portion of the
Christmas story from Luke 2 in order to
explain the true meaning of Christmas to
Charlie Brown.

Questions

➤ What if Linus had recited John 1:1-18
instead? What would this have said
about his understanding of the “true
meaning of Christmas”?
➤ In what sense does the Johannine
Prologue lead us back to the familiar
Christmas story in Luke 2?
➤ In what sense does Luke 2 require the
Johannine Prologue to complete its
meaning?
➤ How can reflection on the Johannine
Prologue strengthen our faith?

❍ The Father’s Love

Conclude by singing “Of the Father’s Love
Begotten.”

Resource
William Barclay, John (Volume 1), The Daily Study Bible
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1955).

Teaching Guide
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O COME!
O Come, O Come, Emmanuel
O come, O come, Emmanuel,
And ransom captive Israel,
That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear.
Rejoice! Rejoice!
Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.
—John Mason Neale, based on medieval Latin texts

28

LOOKING AT THE MAP
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THREATS TO GOOD NEWS
Secularism
Secular spirit or tendency, especially a system of political or social
philosophy that rejects all forms of religious faith and worship.

!
Institutionalism

Strong attachment to established institutions, as of religion.

Legalism

Strict adherence, or the principle of strict adherence, to law
or prescription, especially to the letter rather than the spirit.
Source: www.dictionary.com
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ANGELS 101
Rare in early Judaism, angels became rather common in the belief
system of some areas of later Judaism; for example, Pharisees believed
in angels as mediators between God and human beings. They were,
however, only one means of communication from God who spoke to
our ancestors “in many and various ways” (Heb. 1:1). Matthew, for
example, when recalling the birth of Jesus, speaks of dreams as
an avenue of revelation (1:20; 2:12, 13, 19). Luke has a large place
for angels as God’s means of announcing, instructing, guiding, and
protecting (1:11, 26; 2:8-15; Acts 8:26; 12:7). On the matter of angels,
some New Testament writers are silent, while Paul, for instance,
speaks of them not positively at all (Rom. 8:38-39; Gal. 3:19-20;
Col. 2:18-19). Apparently angels were widely regarded as free creatures,
able to serve or to oppose the work of God.
Source: Fred Craddock, Luke, Interpretation
(Louisville: John Knox, 1990) 27.
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A LONG LINE OF WITNESSES
The witness of John the Baptist (1:7-8)
The witness of the Father (5:37; 8:18)
The witness of Jesus himself (8:14, 18)
The witness of Jesus’ works (5:36; 10:25)
The witness of Scripture (5:39, 46)
The witness of those touched
by Jesus’ life (4:39; 9:25, 38; 12:17)
The witness of this Gospel
writer himself (19:35; 21:24)
The witness of the
Holy Spirit (15:26)
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