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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
Teaching Outline

Find Relevance
helps you zero in on why each
session is important for the
adults you teach.

Seek Understanding
presents helful Bible Background
informations and insights that will help
you better understand the Scripture.

provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide.
My Teaching Plan is a
convenient place for you to
make notes for teaching the
session.

Teacher Options
Offer Illustrations presents material that will help you paint
a picture of the session. This section often presents items from
church history, current events, or interesting anecdotes that
help introduce the session.
Discussion provides teaching activitiees that will help learners
discuss the Scripture text.
Questions presents multiple collections of questions for
various kinds of adults.
Involve Learners helps learners become actively involved
with the Scripture text for a particular session.
Closure gives you a means for wrapping up the session.

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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Teaching Guide

HOLY
SURPRISES
Luke 1:5-13, 24-38

Find Relevance

Seek Understanding

Why do adults care about this
session? It is tempting to
believe we know everything
about how God accomplishes
kingdom work and even who God
chooses for that work. It seems obvious
that God would choose as kingdom
leaders those with the best preparation
and the best resources. “If I were God,” we
might think, “I would choose the brightest and the best. The most polished and
influential are the obvious choices. Extraspecial people should be chosen for
extra-special callings.”
More often than we expect, however,
God surprises us with who is chosen for
kingdom work. God often ministers
through the tarnished and the average.
God even ministers through those whom
society, including religious society, looks
down upon. God surprises us by choosing
those willing to serve. Willingness is a
higher qualification than social or even
religious status.

What do these Scriptures
mean? Elizabeth and Mary
lived in a culture that barred
women from spiritual and religious leadership. In many ways, women
were discounted as individuals. In today’s
stories, God’s messenger surprises these
two ordinary women with unexpected
heavenly revelations—miraculous pregnancies. For Elizabeth, this news was a
great blessing. Childlessness was shameful in her culture, signifying God’s
displeasure. Although they were righteous people, Elizabeth and Zechariah had
lived under this burden for many years.
Suddenly and shockingly, the burden was
removed. For Mary, the pregnancy itself
was a cause for shame. Although she was
betrothed (an extended engagement) to
Joseph, sexual relations during the
betrothal phase of a marriage were strictly
forbidden. Mary discovered that she, a
virgin, was pregnant. She and Joseph were
also righteous people, but this unexpected burden was heaved upon them.
Through mutual support of one
another and through their faith in God,
Mary and Elizabeth endured public
opinion. Their miraculous pregnancies
were a holy surprise, as was their faithful
reaction to them.

My Teaching Plan

Introduction: Two ordinary women,
Elizabeth and Mary, are surprised by how
God plans to use them to further the
kingdom of God.
I. The Role of Women in Ancient Israel
A. Unappreciated for giftedness
B. Considered to be less important and
less intelligent than men
C. Barred from leadership
II. The Place of Pregnancy in Ancient Israel
A. Pregnancy as a gift from God
B. Barrenness as a curse from God
C. Speculation about the causes of
barrenness, including sin
D. Righteous, though barren, women
who were blessed with pregnancy
(Sarah)
E. Pregnancy only within the bounds of
marriage
III. Two Unlikely Vessels
A. Elizabeth because of her advanced age
B. Mary because of her virginity
Conclusion: God chooses even the most
unlikely candidates.

Resources
William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke, The Daily Bible
Study Series, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1975).
I. Howard Marshall, Commentary on Luke: A
Commentary on the Greek Text, The New International
Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1978).
R. Alan Culpepper, Luke, The New Interpreter’s
Bible, vol. 9, ed. Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1995).
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Offer Illustrations

Discussion

How can I help learners think about the issues?

How do I lead learners to dialogue about the session?

❍ Willing and Able

❍ Creating a New Business

When I was a child, I heard my neighbor
crying in her backyard. Karen and I were
nine years old at the time. That day she
cried, “Mother won’t let me help her clean
the house!” It seemed an odd thing to cry
about. I would have been delighted to
play outside rather than dust, sweep,
wash, or labor at any other household
chore. But Karen sat there, leaning
against a tree, weeping. She had been
willing to help, but she felt rejected.
Maybe she was too slow or too sloppy.
Maybe she was ignorant of what or how
things needed to be done. Maybe her
mother wanted time alone. For whatever
reason, Karen’s willingness was not
enough that morning.

Ask your class members to imagine they
are creating a new business. This business
has the potential to become a worldwide
enterprise, so the leadership team is
essential. Tell the group that you will
name several types of people who might
serve on the leadership team. Ask them to
raise their hands if they want to include
that person on the team. After you name
each possibility, ask volunteers to explain
their choices.

Questions

➤ Have you or someone you know ever
been willing to do something but not
exactly capable of doing it?
➤ How does society reward the able?
➤ How does society threaten the inept?

❍ Unexpected Turns
The young man planned to become a civil
engineer. However, by mistake, the college
registrar assigned him to a Latin class.
Much to his surprise, the student found
he had a gift in classical languages.
Eventually, he became the professor of
languages at a leading institution and
wrote a textbook that was used for many
years.

An accountant
A successful leader in the field
A minority
A known criminal
An attorney
A child
An expert in human relations
Someone nice but unknowledgeable
about the field
A senior adult
A vibrant go-getter
A public relations expert
Ask if there are any unmentioned
members who would be important to
have on the leadership team. Note that in
sending Jesus into the world, God was
creating a new “business”—a new
covenant, a new way of salvation. Who did
God choose, and why were some of God’s
choices surprising?

Questions

➤ What unexpected events or circumstances have become blessings rather
than curses?
➤ How do you react to the unexpected?
➤ If we refuse to accept holy surprises in
our lives, what happens to our faith?
What happens to God’s plans?

Teaching Guide
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Questions

Involve Learners

Questions about Scripture

How can I lead learners to explore the session together?

➤ Compare the responses of Elizabeth
and Mary, both of whom received
announcements of holy surprises. How
are their reactions similar and dissimilar?
➤ How do disgrace and shame fit into
these stories?
➤ To Elizabeth, was this a pleasant or
unpleasant surprise? Why?

Questions for All Adults

➤ Why are we sometimes hesitant to be
surprised by God?
➤ If God used an ordinary person for a
great work in our lifetimes, would we
necessarily know about it? Why or why
not?
➤ What might have happened if Mary
had surprised the angel by saying “no”?

Questions for Mature Adults

➤ Do you know of someone used by God
in surprising ways late in life?
➤ How is God still surprising you?
➤ In what way has God most surprised
you?

Questions for Younger Adults

➤ When have you felt too young or too
inexperienced to be used by God?
➤ How have you reacted to holy surprises
in your life?
➤ Does age affect our willingness to be
used by God?

Questions for Adults with Children

➤ How willing are you for God to use
your children in surprising ways?
➤ How has God used your children to
teach you surprising spiritual truths?
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❍ Possible Questions
Have class members form two groups.
Invite one group to compose a list of
questions Mary might have asked
Elizabeth during their visit. Ask the other
group to list questions Elizabeth might
have asked Mary. Challenge the groups to
list questions for each of these categories:
physical, social, personal, and spiritual.
Ask a representative from each group to
share their questions with the entire class.
As a large group, discuss possible answers
to the questions. Continue the discussion
by asking questions like the following.

Questions

➤ Why do you think God chose these
women?
➤ How does the prospect that God may
want to use you for a special purpose
make you feel?
➤ How is God using you and your
willingness to serve?
➤ Have you been surprised at how God
has used you?
➤ Can you give a modern-day example of
God using someone for kingdom work
that we would not have expected or
would not have chosen?

❍ Problem People
Print a copy of “Problem People,” located
on page 28. Before class, review the
Scriptures listed with each problem. Cut
apart each strip and give them to individuals in your class. Have class members
match the person with the problem.
Encourage them to look up the Scriptures
to support their choices. When all the
strips are matched, ask, “What kinds of
problems did these people have?” Then
ask, “Should some of these problems have
prevented their service for God?”
Conclude by noting that God has a holy
habit of using seemingly unworthy,
untrained, and unlikely candidates for
God’s service.

Moses

Murderer
(Ex 1:11-12)

David

Too young
(1 Sam 17:42)

Sarai

Too old
(Gen 17:17)

Amos

Uneducated
(Amos 1:1)

Jacob

Self-serving
(Gen 25:29)

Hebrew people

Slaves
(Ex 1:11)

Ruth

Widow
(Ruth 1:3-5)

Esther

A minority
(Esther 2:10)

Elisha

Low social status
(1 Kgs 19:19)

Jeremiah

Insecure
( Jer 1:6-8)

Closure
How do I lead learners to respond?

❍ Holy Surprises
Ask these reflective questions of the
group, one at a time, pausing between
questions as class members sit with eyes
closed:
➤ Are you open to God using you?
➤ How do you demonstrate your openness?
➤ How have you supported others whom
God is using in surprising ways?
➤ Are you willing to be used by God for a
new ministry?
➤ What might that cost you?
➤ Can you follow the models of Elizabeth
and Mary?
Then lead in prayer: O God of holy
surprises, you certainly surprised
Elizabeth and Mary! Give us the willingness, give us the desire, give us the
courage to hear your call for our lives and
to say “yes.” In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Teaching Guide
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Find Relevance
Why do adults care about this
session? A serious look at the
world around us is sobering.
Malnutrition takes the lives of
thousands every day. Corrupt governments use fear to prevent nations from
becoming free. Terrorists attack the innocent, sometimes in the name of religion.
The powerful seize more power, wealth,
and property as the poor become poorer,
more dependent upon charity, and less
likely to be self-sufficient. Entertainment
boasts themes of gratuitous violence and
sexual promiscuity. Everything the
Christmas message promises still seems
unfulfilled, if not impossible. Peace on
earth? Hardly. Good will? Difficult to find.
To all. Not even close. The Christmas
message seems to have been an illusive
hope. Insurmountable problems are not
only obvious on the national and international fronts, but they also are painfully
obvious in our own personal lives.
Wrecked relationships, physical disease,
dysfunctional families, economic hardships, and spiritual despair are only some
of the issues ordinary people must
confront. Is life really that bad? More
importantly, can circumstances change?
Or must we wander in the haze of impossible dreams?

Seek Understanding
What do these Scriptures
mean? Each of the four
Gospels offers a unique look at

Teaching Guide

TO BELIEVE
OR NOT BELIEVE
Luke 1:8-23

the birth story of Jesus. The Gospel of
Matthew begins with a list of ancestors.
Mark’s Gospel skips the birth story
completely. John’s Gospel offers a philosophical, mysterious prologue. The
Gospel of Luke includes the most expansive record of Jesus’ birth. Luke’s prologue
to the birth story includes angels, spontaneous doxologies, heavenly visitations,
prophecies, the birth of a prophet, and
the intrusion of a foreign government.
Finally, after eighty-five verses, the baby is
born.
The story of Zechariah is unique in
the Gospel accounts. Oddly enough, we
do not get an inside view into the
thoughts or the faith struggle of Joseph.
Zechariah is the only male in the birth
narratives who receives significant focus
in the biblical accounts. Why is he so
important? Zechariah, the priest and
father of John, is important in Jesus’ birth
story. Unlike his female counterparts, the
old priest struggled to believe. Zechariah
is the only person who expected the visitation of God and then was unsure how to
respond when it occurred. We can feel
sorry for him; he missed the obvious. We
can laugh at him; he must have felt rather
silly having to wave his arms and trying to
pantomime, “God spoke to me—it’s a
boy!” But without question, we should
learn from him because his move from
disbelief to belief may inform our own
journeys much more than we might like
to admit.

My Teaching Plan

I. Zechariah the “Faithful” Priest (1:8-11)
A. He serves as one of many in his
“division” (v. 8).
B. He is called up for active service
(vv. 9-10).
C. He sees a vision of God’s presence
(v. 11).
II. Zechariah the “Doubting” Follower
(1:12-23)
A. He suffers “distress” and “fear” (v. 12).
B. He is called to have faith—“Do not
fear”—in God (vv. 13-17).
C. He suffers doubt (v. 18).
D. He is given time to watch, listen, and
learn (vv. 18-23).

Resources
Steven Friesen, “Gabriel,” The Oxford Companion to
the Bible, ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D.
Coogan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
I. Howard Marshall, Commentary on Luke: A
Commentary on the Greek Text, The New International
Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1978).
Evelyn Underhill, The School of Charity: Meditations on
the Christian Creed (Wilton CT: Morehouse
Publishing, 1991).

Teaching Guide
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Offer Illustrations
How can I help learners think about the issues?

❍ Impossible Things Happen

❍ Breaking the Barrier

Astronauts landing on the moon,
computers in homes, telephones without
wires, at least one personal vehicle for
every family—at one time, these things
were impossible. Do you wonder which of
today’s impossibilities will become tomorrow’s possibilities? No more eyeglasses?
Holographic movies? Time travel?
Perhaps some things will always be
impossible.

The four-minute mile could not be
broken. Scientists, physicians, and
athletes believed it was a physical impossibility for a person to run 5,280 feet in less
than 240 seconds. Then the impossible
happened. Roger Bannister, a British
physician, broke the world record in 1954.
Remarkably, within a month, other
athletes began to break the four-minute
barrier.

Questions

Questions

➤ What impossibility made possible has
most surprised you?
➤ What unexpected possibility has benefited you the most?
➤ What do you think will always be
impossible?
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➤ Why do you think the record stood for
so long?
➤ Why did many others surpass the
record once it was finally broken?

Discussion

Questions

How do I lead learners to dialogue about the session?

Questions about Scripture
➤ What was Zechariah’s reaction to the
angel’s message?
➤ Why did the angel strike Zechariah
mute?
➤ What other couples might Zechariah
have remembered who had a child late
in life?

❍ Impossible Headlines
Give each person a copy of page 29, titled
“Impossible Headlines.” Invite members
to write at least one headline (from
tomorrow’s headlines) for each of the
topics listed: Medical Breakthrough,
Scientific Achievement, Broken Record,
Political Policy, Spiritual Commitment.
Ask volunteers to share one or two of
their headlines with the class. Then
consider the following questions.

Questions

➤ Which of these seemingly impossible
headlines could actually happen with
the right discoveries or the right leadership?
➤ Which of them really are absolutely
impossible?
➤ What was Zechariah’s reaction to the
prediction of the impossible happening
in his life?

Questions for All Adults

➤ What “impossible” spiritual event have
you experienced as it became a reality?
➤ Did Zechariah have the choice to say
“no”?
➤ How might Zechariah’s inability to
speak have been a blessing?

Questions for Mature Adults

➤ If an angel told you you would soon
have a newborn baby in your family,
what would be your first response?
➤ When have you experienced God doing
the impossible?
➤ How do you testify to God’s power to
accomplish the impossible?

Questions for Younger Adults

➤ What stories have you heard older
adults tell about impossible events
happening?
➤ How do stories of spiritually impossible events coming to reality affect your
faith?
➤ Is there room in today’s cynical world
for miracles? Explain.

Questions for Adults with Children

➤ When you first knew you were having a
child, how did you react?
➤ How have your children helped you to
realize God’s power?

Teaching Guide
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Involve Learners

Closure

How can I lead learners to explore the session together?

How do I lead learners to respond?

❍ Knowing for Sure

❍ Humble Self-Abandonment

Most of us have asked the question, “How
can I know for sure?” Some ask that question when making a decision about a job
or a relationship; others ask it when they
are considering a large purchase or choosing a school. We want to make good
decisions and to reap the benefits of those
decisions. When making life-changing
decisions, we seek people we trust for
advice and assurance. We seek people in
whom we have faith.

Evelyn Underhill wrote The School of
Charity: Meditations on the Christian Creed.
Read this paragraph aloud:

Questions

➤ How much do we trust God?
➤ What causes you to seek God?
➤ If God were to speak to us as directly as
God did Zechariah, would it be easier
to trust? If so, why do you think
Zechariah doubted?
➤ What might help you trust God more?
Zechariah needed time to listen, watch,
and learn. Would that work for you?

❍ Side by Side
Luke devotes considerable effort to prefacing the birth story of Jesus with other
stories. Show how Luke begins his Gospel
in comparison with the other Gospel
writers. Have learners compare Zechariah
and Mary as they review the text.
Encourage them to list the comparisons.
For example, male/female; priest/peasant;
“don’t be afraid.” Ask what the comparisons reveal about Luke’s decision to place
these stories side by side.

Questions

➤ What can we learn about how we react
to seemingly impossible situations?
➤ What do these stories tell us about
trusting God in spite of the inconceivable?
➤ What do these stories tell us about who
God uses?
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We come down to the actual
setting of this supreme event, and
at once all our notions of the suitable and the significant are set
aside; all our pet values are
reversed. A Baby, just that; and
moreover, a Baby born in the most
unfortunate circumstances. The
extremes of the transcendent and
the homely are suddenly brought
together in this disconcerting revelation of reality. The hard life of
the poor, its ceaseless preoccupation with the lowliest of human
needs and duties, the absolute
surrender and helplessness, the
half-animal status of babyhood; all
this is the chosen vehicle for the
unmeasured inpouring of the
Divine Life and Love. So too the
strange simplicity of its beginning
both rebukes and reassures us. It is
like a quiet voice speaking in our
deepest prayer: “The Lord is with
thee”…and calling forth the one
and only answer, “Behold the
handmaiden of the Lord, be it
unto me according to thy Word!”
Humble self-abandonment is
found and declared to be enough
to give us God (27).
Although the excerpt is about Mary,
Zechariah too received a message from
God. Zechariah needed time to learn
Mary’s and even Elizabeth’s “humble selfabandonment.” Lead a prayer that we too
might learn to be so faithful that we
might receive more of God into our lives.

3
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Find Relevance
Why do adults care about this
session? Jesus’ words, “The
poor you will have with you
always,” were not spoken to
provide us an excuse but to state a fact.
We do still have the poor with us. As we
approach Christmas, we are once again
challenged to remember its true meaning.
Certainly, the world should know the true
meaning of Christmas, but sincere
Christians should also reflect deeply on
what happened when God took on
human flesh. Jesus was raised in poverty.
He lived his life “with no place to lay his
head.” When he was crucified, soldiers
gambled for all Jesus owned—the clothes
on his back. As we reflect on Jesus’ birth
and life, we face some serious questions
concerning the simplicity of his lifestyle
and his call for us to follow.

Seeking Understanding
What do these Scriptures
mean? Mary’s song is often
called the Magnificat because
the first words of the song in
Latin are “Magnificat anima mea
Dominum,” which means “My soul
magnifies the Lord.” The song focuses on
God’s works of mercy, justice, and salvation. Scholars debate the identity of the
original author of this song and even
argue about who was originally credited
for singing it. Many scholars believe the

Teaching Guide

THE SONG
OF MARY
Luke 1:46-55

psalms in the first few chapters of Luke
were actually hymns sung by the ancient
church in worship services. Luke knew
the songs and credited the texts to Mary,
Zechariah, the Bethlehem angels, and
Simeon. (It is unlikely that any of these
individuals actually burst out in a
metered, perfectly structured Hebrew
song.) Some scholars credit Elizabeth
rather than Mary for the Magnificat,
because three Old Latin texts used for
translating the Bible put the words in
Elizabeth’s mouth, and Elizabeth has
more in common with Hannah, upon
whose song the Magnificat seems to be
based (1 Sam 2). However, the overwhelming majority of ancient texts read that
Mary sang these words, and the scholarly
consensus is that the words are appropriate coming from Mary.
The song has two sections: personal
thanksgiving and praise for God’s mighty
acts on behalf of the poor. Interestingly,
the verbs express a present condition
(“God has”), rather than a future expectation (“God will”) as we might expect. The
Magnificat celebrates God’s blessing of
Mary, a peasant girl whose son would be
the Messiah, the Savior. Certainly, the
world would have considered Mary a
lowly person. She had no material wealth.
She had no political power. Her gender
worked against her, making her poor in
other ways. Yet God chose to esteem her!
Mary was grateful to God for this act of
grace and mercy, which reveals God’s

heart for others who are the lowly of the
world.
The second part of the Magnificat is
about them—the lowly. Based on what
God was doing in her, Mary sang with
confidence that God was elevating the
poor and razing the rich. The oppressed
were being set free as the oppressors were
sent away empty-handed. Finally, God
fulfilled the promise made to Abraham
and his descendants. Mary’s song celebrates the wonder that God was doing all
of this through her, as she bore God’s
Son!

Resources
Elizabeth Achtemeier et al., “Women,” The Oxford Companion
to the Bible, ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
Walter Brueggemann, “Enough Is Enough,” theotherside.org
<http://www.theotherside.org/archive/nov-dec01/brueggemann.html> (27 April 2003).
Michael D. Coogan, “Poor,” The Oxford Companion to the Bible,
ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993).
Mary Jane Gorman and John C. Shelley, “Economics in the
New Testament,” Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E.
Mills et al. (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1990).
James F. Kay, “Mary’s Song—and Ours (Lk. 1:39-55),”
Christian Century (10 December 1997).
The World Almanac and Book of Facts 2003 (New York: World
Almanac Books, 2003).
World Development Report 2000/01: Attacking Poverty (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2001).
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Introduction: A poor Palestinian woman
sings a song of thanksgiving and praise
because God sees the poor.
I. Mary’s Status
A. Economic
B. Social
II. God’s Care for the Poor
III. The Song
A. God, my “Savior”
B. The need for a Savior
C. The song’s promise and threat
Conclusion: God’s identification with and
work on behalf of the poor is the model we
are to follow.

My Teaching Plan

Offer Illustration
How can I help learners think about the issues?

❍ Can We Really?
Of Mary’s Magnificat, James F. Kay wrote:
Can Mary’s God truly be our Lord
and our God—the God who overturns the way the world works,
who elects the least and the last to
bring in the kingdom, whose judgment in every sense will save the
poor, the wronged and the
oppressed? Can the God who is
going to knock the powerful off
their peacock thrones, their stock
exchange seats, their professional
chairs, and their benches of judgment really be our God? Can we
really praise this God? (42)

Questions

➤ What do you think of the quotation
from James F. Kay?
➤ Why are his questions valid?
➤ How does the way we live provide
answers to Kay’s questions?

❍ At Christmas and Easter
On a mission trip to the Ukraine last
winter, our group was treated with the
best of Ukrainian hospitality. We stayed
in people’s homes, ate the food they
prepared for us, and enjoyed many hours
of discussion together. At our last church
meeting, I commented on our appreciation of their hospitality. However, the
next speaker, a Ukrainian lay leader,
corrected one statement. I had said,
“We’ve eaten the food Ukrainians eat.”
The lay leader responded, “No, you’ve
eaten the food we would eat if we could
afford it. People have been saving up for
months for the Americans’ visit. You ate
Ukrainian food, but better dishes—even
meat dishes—than we usually eat.” Indeed,
we were served meat at every meal. Later, I
asked my interpreter, “Was what he said
correct?” She replied affirmatively. “So
how often does your family have meat?”
I asked her (a schoolteacher with an
accountant husband). She said, “We have
meat at Christmas and Easter.”

Questions

➤ When have you been the beneficiary of
a poor person’s generosity?
➤ Is generosity part of our calling as
Christians?
➤ How does Mary’s song call us to be
generous?

Teaching Guide
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Discussion

Questions

How do I lead learners to dialogue about the session?

Questions about Scripture

❍ What’s In a Word?
Ask class members to call out words that
come to mind when they hear the word
“poor.” Write their suggestions on the
board. After several words are listed, note
that some of them include synonyms that
relate to economics (for example, povertystricken, destitute, bankrupt, penniless).
Other synonyms have more to do with
emptiness or uselessness (for example,
barren, depleted, unproductive, wasted,
worn out). Still others have to do with a
lack of quality (for example, inferior,
inadequate, defective, sorry). Others have
a touch of sympathy attached (for
example, unlucky, unfortunate, sad).
Using these categories for the word
“poor,” ask, “In what ways was Mary poor,
and why are there types of poverty that
God cannot use for the kingdom?”
Expand your questions to include other
types of poverty, such as poor attitudes,
poor morality, and poor ethical behavior.
Note that Jesus would later be recorded by
Luke as preaching, “Blessed are you who
are poor, for yours is the kingdom of
God” (Lk 7:20). Are there spiritual advantages to being poor? Are there spiritual
disadvantages to being poor?

➤ What evidence is there that Mary lived
in “lowliness” (v. 48)?
➤ How much of Mary’s song is about
Mary? What might this suggest?
➤ Why are Mary’s verbs in the present
rather than future tense?

Questions for All Adults

➤ Does God favor the poor over the
wealthy? Why or why not?
➤ We often think of Mary as being gentle.
Is her song “gentle”?
➤ If Jesus heard this song from his
mother as he grew up, how might it
have shaped him and his ministry?

Questions for Mature Adults

➤ Whom do we normally consider
blessed, the poor or the wealthy? Why?
➤ How important is it that Jesus was born
to a peasant woman?
➤ How much does God’s concern for the
poor affect our priorities?

Questions for Younger Adults

➤ In what ways do you consider yourself
poor?
➤ What responsibility do American
Christians have in helping the poor of
other nations?
➤ Why wasn’t Jesus born into a wealthy
home?

Questions for Adults with Children

➤ When do children develop their attitudes about the poor and the wealthy?
➤ As you nurture your child’s spiritual
life, how do you emphasize God’s
concern for the poor?
➤ How can you use the Christmas season
to model your love not only for family
and friends, but also for needy
strangers?
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Involve Learners
How can I lead learners to explore the session together?

❍ Who Gets Presents This Year?
Ask class members if they have thought
about what gifts they could share with the
poor this season. Encourage them to tell
what they and others are doing to help
the needy.

Questions

➤ Why does it seem easier to think of
helping the needy during this season?
➤ What intangible gifts might you share
with the needy? (Some examples might
be compassion, time, a listening ear,
advocacy.)
➤ Is Mary’s song only for Christmas, or do
we have a responsibility to aid the poor
as a follower of Jesus throughout the
year?
➤ What has helped you to remember and
help the poor at times other than the
Christmas season?
➤ How can you remind the church about
the needs of the poor in the community and in the world?
➤ With nearly half of the world’s population living on less than two dollars a
day, what is our responsibility as
Christian disciples in seeing that their
needs are met?

❍ Poems of Poverty
Invite class members to write a haiku
poem about poverty. Explain that a haiku
(pronounced hi-ku) is an ancient Japanese
form of poetry that concentrates on
rhythm rather than rhyme. In a haiku,
there are three lines. The first line has five
syllables, the second line has seven, and
the third line has five. Consider this
example of a haiku about the birth of a
child:
Numb, awed, I tremble
Your innocent smile warms me
My son, your first day

Ask your group to consider Mary’s
situation and the kinds of poverty that
surrounded her. Think about Mary’s
song, rejoicing in the liberation from
poverty. Then consider the many forms of
poverty in our world. Think about what
our response to poverty could be, as
followers of Christ. Write a poem with
those thoughts in mind. Give class
members an opportunity to share their
poems.

Closure
How do I lead learners to respond?

❍ Responsive Prayer
Give each person a copy of page 30. Then
close the session with the following
responsive prayer.
Leader: Merciful God, we see the poor
and look the other way.
Class members: You see them and grieve
their condition.
Leader: We see the beggar and don’t want
to be bothered.
Class members: You see your rejected
child.
Leader: We see the wealthy and stare at
their possessions, filled with envy.
Class members: You see what will pass
away and are not impressed.
Leader: We see the powerful and beg their
attention.
Class members: You beg their attention,
too, but you are often ignored.
All: O God, merciful God, forgive us for
not being more like you. Give us your
eyes of compassion and your hands of
justice. Help us to love our neighbors
as we love ourselves. Amen.

Teaching Guide
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TWO
BIRTHS
Luke 1:57-58; 2:1-7

Find Relevance

Seek Understanding

Why do adults care about this
session? Most of your learners
will know the story of Jesus’
birth. Those raised in church may
even feel little emotion about the story
because they know it so well. They know
about the angelic visits, the journey to
Bethlehem, and the scene at the stable.
They may not know everything, but they
know enough to be numbed by yet
another session about the birth of Jesus.
This session, however, focuses not so
much on the facts as on our response to the
story. How will we celebrate Christmas
this year? It is too easy to let the holy day
pass without considering its meaning. It
is too easy to let the world’s standards
guide our celebration. Christmas is the
loudest time of the year, but this session
encourages making space in the next week
for silence and solitude.

What do these Scriptures
mean? As we compare the
birth stories of John and Jesus,
we notice several differences.
First, Luke’s story of Jesus’ birth includes
historical references; John’s does not.
Luke places Jesus’ birth in an historical
setting, giving a reason for Joseph and
Mary, who lived in Nazareth, to make
their way to Bethlehem. Luke also highlights the idea that even though there
are powerful rulers in the world, they can
be used unknowingly by God for divine
purposes.
A second difference between these two
birth stories has to do with circumstances
surrounding the births. The birth of the
first baby was the cause for a community
celebration. The birth of the second child
was scandalous. Already, the stage is set
for tension between two groups of disciples. One group followed a prophet who
was admired from birth. The other group
followed a leader whose birth story was
suspect, who was rejected by the world,
and who made a sudden foray into public
ministry when he was baptized by the
prophet.

My Teaching Plan

Introduction: The birth stories of John and
Jesus are distinctly different.
I. The Birth of John
A. At home
B. Among friends, family, and community
C. A noisy celebration
II. The Birth of Jesus
A. Far from home
B. Forced to travel to Bethlehem
C. No room at the inn
D. Alone
E. A quiet setting
Conclusion: “In quietness and trust shall be
your strength” (Isa 30:15).

Resources
Jere V. Adams, ed., Handbook to the Baptist Hymnal
(Nashville: Convention Press, 1992).
William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke, The Daily Bible
Study Series, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1975).
R. Alan Culpepper, Luke, The New Interpreter’s
Bible, vol. 9, ed. Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1995).
Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline, rev. ed. (New
York: HarperCollins, 1988).
Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, Sacra
Pagina Series, vol. 3, ed. Daniel J. Harrington
(Collegeville MN: The Liturgical Press, 1991).
I. Howard Marshall, Commentary on Luke: A
Commentary on the Greek Text, The New International
Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1978).
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Offer Illustration
How can I help learners think about the issues?

❍ Not So Silent Night
“Silent Night” is a favorite among
Christmas carols. The night of Jesus’ birth
was not completely silent, of course. If
Mary labored as most mothers do, she was
likely not silent. Baby Jesus probably cried.
Yet the birth of Jesus was a comparatively
quiet event. Normally, when the time of
birth was near, friends, family members,
and even musicians would gather at the
house. When the family announced the
birth of a boy, the musicians would play
and the gathered loved ones would sing
and dance. Jesus, however, was born
without the benefit of supportive loved
ones or hired musicians. In the sparse
accommodations, surrounded only by his
parents and perhaps a few stable animals,
Jesus came into the world. Invite a class
member to share a story about the birth of
their child. Would they describe the event
as silent or noisy?
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❍ Silence Is Golden
“Silence is golden,” according to an
ancient proverb. Yet our culture does not
value silence. We fill our world with
noise—radio, television, stereo, video
games. Even in church, we are uncomfortable with silence. Silence feels awkward.
Someone should be saying something or
playing something. If they aren’t, we
wonder who goofed. Churches that broadcast services on radio or television are
actually advised against having periods of
silence. It’s called “dead space.” However,
many Christians are rediscovering the
value of solitude and silence. Far from
“dead,” silence is life-giving.

Questions

➤ How do you think your congregation
would respond to times of silence in
worship?
➤ When has silence nourished your
spirit?

Discussion

Questions

How do I lead learners to dialogue about the session?

Questions about Scripture

❍ The Quiet Game
“Let’s play the quiet game,” I remember
my grandmother saying. The goal of the
game was to remain perfectly silent.
Whoever could remain totally quiet the
longest was the winner. Sometimes,
before we discovered the winner, we had
fallen asleep! Allow your class members to
share some of their experiences with this
game. What is the purpose of the quiet
game? If God said to believers, “Please
play the quiet game,” what would be its
purpose in our spiritual lives?
Point out that today we focus on two
birth stories. The birth of John was a time
of loud celebration, but Jesus’ birth was
much quieter. Do you agree that
Christmas is the noisiest time of the year?
Why? Is Christmas the noisiest time in
our church life as well? How could we be
more intentional about carving out times
for silence?

➤ How were the circumstances of John’s
and Jesus’ births different?
➤ Why was it important that Jesus be
born in Bethlehem rather than
Nazareth?
➤ Why could Joseph and Mary find no
lodging in Bethlehem?

Questions for All Adults

➤ Besides joy, what other emotions do
you imagine Jesus’ parents felt?
➤ We know that Mary “pondered these
things in her heart” (2:19). In what
setting are you comfortable to be still
and ponder?
➤ There was no room for Jesus in the inn.
To what larger point might Luke have
been alluding?

Questions for Mature Adults

➤ Is the world noisier than when you
were growing up? Explain.
➤ Why do you think people today must
have “background noise”?
➤ Is it possible to have too much silence?

Questions for Younger Adults

➤ Would you appreciate times of silence
in a worship service?
➤ When do you find time for silent
reflection?

Questions for Adults with Children

➤ How do you get away from the
daily noises of the family for times
of reflection?
➤ How are you teaching your children to
appreciate times of silence?
➤ What is the difference between being
quiet (making no noise) and being still
(settled in the soul)?
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Involve Learners
How can I lead learners to explore the session together?

❍ Practicing Silence
Cut apart and hand out the Scriptures
listed on page 31. Ask individuals to read
aloud their Scripture while the group
listens. Ask readers to leave an extended
space of silence between the readings
(about a minute).
Invite the class to a time of silence.
Say something like this: “Close your eyes
and relax your body. As a class member
reads a Scripture, listen for the message
about silence. Allow God’s spirit to speak
to you.” After the last reading and its
accompanying time of silence, close the
exercise by saying, “Lord, thank you for
the gift of silence. Amen.”
After your prayer, invite volunteers to
share their reactions to this experience.
Did they find themselves easily distracted?
Was this an easy exercise? Why or why
not? Did they sense the spirit of God
during the times of silence?
Scriptures:
• “There is a time to keep silence and a
time to speak.” (Eccl 3:7)
• “Be still, and know that I am God.”
(Ps 46:10)
• “For God alone my soul waits in silence.”
(Ps 62:1)
• “He leads me beside still waters.”
(Ps 23:2)
• “In quietness and trust shall be your
strength.” (Isa 30:15)
• “I have calmed and quieted my soul, like
a weaned child with his mother.”
(Ps 131:2)
• “And she gave birth to her firstborn son
and wrapped him in bands of cloth and
laid him in a manger, because there was
no place for them in the inn.” (Lk 2:7)
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❍ Imagining the Story
Invite members to listen as you read the
birth story of Jesus again. Invite them to
close their eyes and to use their imaginations to re-create the story in their minds.
Have them consider all their senses in
their imagined story—what they see, hear,
smell, or touch.
As you end the reading, ask class
members to keep their eyes closed and
meditate on the passage until one image
comes to mind. Then ask them to open
their eyes, take the provided pencil and
paper, and sketch the image they see in
their minds. Encourage learners to share
their image with the group and explain its
significance.

Closure
How do I lead learners to respond?

❍ Silent Night
On December 24, 1818, the pastor of a
German church discovered that the
church organ was broken. No music for
the Christmas Eve service? He couldn’t
imagine that. He rushed to find the organist. After discussing the problem, the
pastor shared with the organist a poem he
had written earlier in the day. The mute
organ and the threat of no music
undoubtedly caused him to reflect on the
silence surrounding the birth of Jesus. The
poem began, “Silent night, holy night.”
The organist set the poem to music, and
that evening he played the tune on the
guitar as he and the pastor sang the reflective song for the congregation. The day’s
crisis led to the creation of a carol that is
still a favorite.
Sing together, or play on a tape/CD,
“Silent Night.” At the conclusion of the
song, encourage class members to carve
out times for silence this week.
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A NAME’S
EFFECT
Luke 1:59-66; 2:21

Find Relevance

Seek Understanding

Why do adults care about this
session? Can they be trusted?
Our nation asks this question
in light of huge public scandals
that force us to question the integrity of
those in business, government, and even
religion. We want to trust our leaders and
those who serve us. We want to believe
they will keep their vows to uphold laws,
ethical standards, and religious convictions. Thankfully, many people in
service-related work are trustworthy.
However, each time a CEO or politician or
minister makes the news for breaking our
trust, we are a little more hesitant to trust
others.
Sometimes our lack of trust spills
into our spiritual lives. God made promises—a Savior would bring a new
covenant. Would God keep that promise?
A covenant infers two parties in agreement who make vows to one another. In
today’s session, we are reassured that
God’s part of the promise has been kept.
A prophet and a Savior were born. In our
Scripture passage, the boys’ parents make
their first public act of vow-keeping as
they circumcise and name the children.

What do these Scriptures
mean? Names are significant
in the Bible. Adam is a pun for
“dust from the ground.” Eve
sounds like the Hebrew phrase “living
being.” Sometimes people changed their
names, or God changed them, in response
to a life-altering event. Abram’s name was
changed to Abraham, Sarai to Sarah. In
the New Testament, Simon became Peter
and Saul became Paul. Names expressed
personality, stature, or faith.
In the Old Testament era, mothers
named their children soon after birth. For
examples, see the naming stories of Cain
(Gen 4:1), Seth (Gen 4:25), Samson ( Judg
13:24), and Samuel (1 Sam 1:20).
However, the custom changed by the time
of the births of John and Jesus.

ed. Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995).
Russell Fuller, “Names and Namegiving,” The Oxford
Companion to the Bible, ed.
Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993).

Introduction: Two baby boys are born,
circumcised, and named.
I. Circumcision
A. The need for religious recognition
B. Jewish identity as a son of Abraham
II. Naming
A. Priestly family named boys after
fathers or grandfathers
B. Each name’s significance—a reason or
a story
C. To know the name is to have power
over the person
III. John’s Ceremony
A. A public party
B. A disagreement between Elizabeth and
her party attendees
C. Zechariah’s affirmation
D. The awe of the witnesses
E. The report to the nation
IV. Jesus’ ceremony
A. No details
B. No stories
C. A scandalous birth
D. The promise is kept
V. The meaning behind the names
A. John—“God is gracious”
B. Jesus—“God is salvation”
Conclusion: God kept the promise to send
a Savior. The parents kept their promise to
name the babies as they were commanded.
We are partners with God in God’s plan for
the world.

Resources
William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke, The Daily Bible Study
Series, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1975).
Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC (New
York: Harper & Row, 1973).
R. Alan Culpepper, Luke, The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 9,
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W. Lee Humphries, “Names,” Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed.
Watson E. Mills et al. (Macon: Mercer University Press,
1990).
I. Howard Marshall, Commentary on Luke: A Commentary on the
Greek Text, The New International Greek Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978).

My Teaching Plan

Offer Illustrations
How can I help learners think about the issues?

❍ Popular Names

❍ Surname Buechner

According to the Social Security
Administration, the most popular baby
names in the United States in 2000 were
(boys) Jacob, Michael, Matthew, Joshua,
Christopher; (girls) Emily, Madison,
Hannah, Ashley, Alexis. Some of these
names are newer in popularity, especially
the girls’ names. Interestingly, the top
four boys’ names are biblical names.

In Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC,
Presbyterian pastor Frederick Buechner
writes of his surname:

Questions

➤ What is the story of your naming?
➤ What is the importance of the naming
of a child in our culture?

Buechner: It is my name. It is
pronounced Beekner. If somebody
mispronounces it in some foolish
way, I have the feeling that what’s
foolish is me. It somebody forgets
it, I feel that it is I who am forgotten. There’s something about it
that embarrasses me in just the
same way that there’s something
about me that embarrasses me. I
can’t imagine myself with any other
name—Held, say, or Merrill, or
Hlavacek. If my name were different, I would be different. When I
tell somebody my name, I have
given him a hold over me that he
didn’t have before. If he calls it out,
I stop, look, and listen whether I
want to or not. In the book of
Exodus, God tells Moses that his
name is Yahweh, and God hasn’t
had a peaceful moment since (14).

Questions

➤ How do you relate to Buechner’s
comments?
➤ Do you sense power in your knowledge
of a person’s name? in someone
knowing your name?
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Discussion

Questions

How do I lead learners to dialogue about the session?

Questions about Scripture

❍ Promise Pattern
Ask students to remember Old Testament
stories when God made and kept a
promise(for example, Noah and the ark;
Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac; Hebrews
leaving slavery for a promised land;
Hannah becoming pregnant with Samuel;
exiled Hebrews returning to Jerusalem).
Point out that these promises have a
common pattern: a promise is made; the
promise is accepted and acted upon; a
symbol is given to signify the promise’s
fulfillment. Write this chart on a board
and note that the naming stories of John
and Jesus follow this familiar pattern:
PROMISE

ACCEPTANCE

SYMBOL

A purifying
flood

Built an ark

Dove and
rainbow

A miracle
baby

Covenant

Names are
changed

➤ What was the connection between
Zechariah’s muteness and the naming
of his son?
➤ Why does Luke give more information
about John’s birth and naming than he
does Jesus’ birth and naming?

Questions for All Adults

➤ What vows to God must we fulfill?
➤ When have you kept a difficult
promise?
➤ How do you feel when someone breaks
a vow?

Questions for Mature Adults

➤ When has a name or a nickname
affected someone’s perceptions of that
person?
➤ Of the temptations listed in the
session, which do you find most difficult to overcome?
➤ How can we help others keep their
vows?

Questions for Younger Adults
Promised land

Leave Egypt

Milk and
honey

A baby to the
barren

Fast ends

Nazirite vows

Return to
homeland

Leave Babylon

Rebuild
Jerusalem
walls

➤ Are tradition and societal pressures a
help or hindrance in your keeping of
vows?
➤ How does peer pressure affect your
faithfulness and your Christian
witness?

Questions for Adults with Children
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➤ How did you choose your child’s name?
➤ How do you teach your child to keep
promises?
➤ How important is your personal religious heritage as you nurture your
child’s faith?

Involve Learners
How can I lead learners to explore the session together?

❍ Making Vows
Hand out paper and pencils, asking
students to make a list of vows they have
made (for example, baptismal, fraternity
or sorority pledge, wedding, loan agreement, financial pledge). Then ask
questions like the following.

Questions

➤ Which of your vows are more important than others? For which do you
sacrifice the most to keep?
➤ What are some of God’s promises to
us?
➤ Do you trust God to keep these promises?
➤ When have you experienced God’s
promises kept?

❍ Promises Kept
Give each learner a copy of page 32 that
lists the following Scriptures. Note that
this list is a small selection of God’s many
promises to us. Ask learners to review the
Scriptures, and encourage them to share a
personal experience when God kept one
of these promises.
• “I will never leave you or forsake you.”
(Heb 13:5)
• “Neither life nor death…nor anything
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus.” (Rom 8:38-39)
• “I will instruct you and teach you the
way you should go; I will counsel you
with my eye upon you.” (Ps 32:8)
• “The LORD is near to the brokenhearted
and saves the crushed in spirit.” (Ps
34:18)
• “Call to me and I will answer you, and
will tell you great and hidden things that
you have not known.” ( Jer 33:3)
• “Anyone who hears my word and
believes him who sent me has eternal

life, and does not come under judgment,
but has passed from death to life.”
( Jn 5:24)
• “My God will fully satisfy every need of
yours according to his riches in glory in
Christ Jesus.” (Phil 4:19)

Closure
How do I lead learners to respond?

❍ I Accept
Give each class member a name tag and a
marker. Ask them to write their name in
the middle of the tag. On either side of
their name, have them draw a symbol to
represent promises God has made to them
and promises they have made to God. For
example, one might draw an open Bible to
represent their promise to have a regular
devotional time and a ring to represent
wedding vows. Ask learners to explain
these symbols to another class member.
After they have shared, remind them
that although God made promises to
Mary and Elizabeth, the women had to
accept God’s promises. That acceptance
required their trust in God and a willingness to accept the rewards and responsibilities that came with a fulfilled promise.
Encourage your class to accept God’s
promises with that same faith and
willingness.
To close the session, choose to read at
least three promises from the Scripture
listed in “Promises Kept.” After you read
each Scripture, ask your class members to
respond, “Lord, I accept your promise.”
After the last response, conclude by
praying, “ We accept your promises, Lord.
We trust you. We receive the rewards of the
promises with gratitude. We accept the
responsibilities of the promises with
humility. Give us the faith and strength
always to keep our promises to you.
Amen.”
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Problem People
Moses

Murderer (Ex 1:11-12)

David

Too young (1 Sam 17:42)

Sarai

Too old (Gen 17:17)

Amos

Uneducated (Amos 1:1)

Jacob

Self-serving (Gen 25:29)

Hebrew people

Slaves (Ex 1:11)

Ruth

Widow (Ruth 1:3-5)

Esther

A minority (Esther 2:10)

Elisha

Low social status (1 Kings 19:19)

Jeremiah

Insecure ( Jer 1:6-8)

Impossible Headlines
Instructions: Write at least one headline for each of the following topics.

Medical Breakthrough

Scientific Achievement

Broken Record

Political Policy

Spiritual Commitment

Responsive Prayer

Leader: Merciful God, we see the poor and look the other way.

Class members: You see them and grieve their condition.

Leader: We see the beggar and don’t want to be bothered.

Class members: You see your rejected child.

Leader: We see the wealthy and stare at their possessions, filled with envy.

Class members: You see what will pass away and are not impressed.

Leader: We see the powerful and beg their attention.

Class members: You beg their attention, too, but you are often ignored.

All: O God, merciful God, forgive us for not being more like you. Give us your eyes of
compassion and your hands of justice. Help us to love our neighbors as we love ourselves.
Amen.

Practicing Silence

“There is a time to keep silence and a time to speak.” (Eccl 3:7)

“Be still, and know that I am God.” (Ps 46:10)

“For God alone my soul waits in silence.” (Ps 62:1)

“He leads me beside still waters.” (Ps 23:2)

“In quietness and trust shall be your strength.” (Isa 30:15)

“I have calmed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with his mother.”
(Ps 131:2)

“And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and
laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.” (Lk 2:7)

Promises Kept
“I will never leave you or forsake you.”
“See, I am coming
soon; my reward is with
me, to repay according
to everyone’s work.”

—Hebrews 13:5

“The LORD is near to the broken
hearted and saves the crushed in
spirit.”
—Psalm 34:18

—Revelation 22:12

“Neither life nor death…nor anything else in all
creation, will be able to separate us from the
love of God in Christ Jesus.” —Romans 8:38-39

“If any of you is lacking
in wisdom, ask God, who
gives to all generously and
ungrudgingly, and it will be
given you.”
—James 1:5

“Strive first for the kingdom of God and his
righteousness, and all these things will be
given to you as well.”
—Matthew 6:33

“Anyone who hears my word and
believes him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under
judgment, but has passed from
—John 5:24
death to life.”

“Call to me and I will answer you, and will
tell you great and hidden things that you
—Jeremiah 33:3
have not known.”

“I will instruct you and teach you the way you should
go; I will counsel you with my eye upon you.” —Psalm 32:8

“My God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches
—Philippians 4:19
in glory in Christ Jesus.”

