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Adult Lessons
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Week 1

Mary’s Prayer

Purpose:

We live in expectation of God’s promise and rejoice in the fulfillment.

Scripture: Luke 1:46-55

Introduction:

Expecting. This is clearly a word we could use to describe the pregnant Mary, this teenage virgin carrying the hope of the world. But it is a word that pointedly describes the entire nation of Israel as well. And even the world. After generations of waiting, hoping, expecting the arrival of the Messiah, the moment has come. The long wait of God’s people is about to find fulfillment, and the joy of generations echoes here in Mary’s song.

Questions:

1. What specifically prompts this prayer? What is the immediate context?

2. What emotions come through in Mary’s prayer?

3. In Mary’s eyes, is this primarily a personal experience, or communal? Explain. And why is that important?

Lesson:

While visiting her cousin Elizabeth, Mary is moved by the Holy Spirit and begins to rejoice. From the depths of her heart and soul she gives birth to a stirring song and prayer, reflecting on God’s goodness to her. 

1. Mary rejoices in God’s favor (vv. 46-49).

Mary rejoices over the fact that God has poured out His favor on her. As we read in these lyrical verses, Mary refers to herself as the humble servant of God. In this, she confesses that she has done nothing to earn His favor. Instead, the favor is a gift of grace to her. While she fully expected God to send the Messiah to save His people, she never expected that He would come through her. The song is one of joyful surprise, from a heart that can barely contain the thrill of being used by God for His glory. In Mary we see humility and glory tangled up together. And we find Jesus’ life following the same surprising pattern.

2. Mary acknowledges the bigger picture (vv. 50-51).

Mary also displays an understanding that this miraculous blessing extends far beyond her. Despite her crucial role in this moment, she sees herself as a small part of a much greater story. This current miracle has been brewing and building. And the hope of it spills over and reaches to the corners of the world. Jesus will be her child, but He will become Israel’s salvation. Jesus will be a precious treasure to her, but He will be God’s gift to the entire world. She will count down the days to His birth, but Creation has been groaning, eagerly awaiting His arrival for ages.

3. Mary praises God for His faithfulness (vv. 52-53).

Mary also realizes that this blessing is not an isolated incident. Repeatedly, she recalls God’s faithfulness in the past to His people. She praises God for His history of redemption, overthrowing kings, rescuing slaves and elevating the humble. For countless generations, He has been fulfilling His promises, accomplishing His purposes, and keeping His Word. This moment is the culmination of that faithfulness. All other promises point to this one. All hope is channeled to this moment. 

4. Mary acknowledges the key role of Abraham (vv. 54-55).

Mary makes allusion to the story of the Exodus as well as Abraham. These are the two dominant narratives of the Old Testament, and utterly shape the self-identity of the Israelites. They remember that they are the impossible children of Abraham. They recall that they are the rescued sons and daughters of God. But even these pivotal points in time were looking ahead to Jesus, the ultimate Son of promise and definitive Deliverer of God’s people.

Next Steps:

1. Write out your own prayer in response to God’s faithfulness to you, especially as you reflect on Jesus’ arrival at Christmas. (Note: This prayer should reflect your personality. Make a list, write a poem, create an image. This is your prayer, so let it look like you.)

2. Can you think of a time when you waited in expectation for God to come through? Did He? What did that fulfillment look like? If He didn’t come through as you hoped, how has that impacted your faith? Be honest about the struggle.

3. Live aware this week of the ways God is fulfilling His promises in your life. Be prepared to be surprised.

Write the word ‘Expecting’ on a post-it note or piece of paper. Carry it with you this week, and see what kinds of prayer, hope, or memory it sparks in you.
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Week 2
Zechariah’s Prophecy
Purpose:

Believe the impossible.

Scripture: Luke 1:67-80 

(For background and context, also read Luke 1:5-25)
Introduction:

Zechariah’s prophecy is filled with celebration over a God who accomplishes the impossible. But he wasn’t always so convinced. His story teaches us the importance of trusting that God does what He says He will do.

Questions:

1. Who is Zechariah? What is the background leading up to this prophecy? Where do we first meet him?

2. What is Zechariah’s position/profession? Why is that important in his story and in the story of his son?

3. In what ways does Zechariah’s prayer echo the words of the prophet Isaiah?

4. Why is that significant? What are the connections between the two?

Lesson:

This prophecy from Zechariah is filled with powerful language and stirring imagery. Filled by the Spirit, he speaks these words at the birth of his son, John the Baptist. But before we can understand this proclamation, we have to understand his back-story. In this lesson we will examine three particular points raised by Zechariah’s story (Luke 1: 5-25) and prophecy (Luke 1:67-80).

Zechariah and his wife, Elizabeth, were unable to have children. Their hope for a miracle dwindled with every passing year, until old age confirmed the fear that this prayer would never be answered. But one day while Zechariah was performing his priestly duties, the angel Gabriel appeared to him with impossible news: Elizabeth would soon give birth to a son. 

But instead of rejoicing in this thrilling hope, Zechariah asks, “How can I be sure of this?” As a result, Gabriel says that he will be unable to speak again until John’s birth. In fact, the prophecy in Luke 1:67-80 is the first thing to come out of his mouth since that moment.

1. Asking Questions is Permissible (1:5-25).
Does this mean that God punishes us for asking questions? Absolutely not! God welcomes our questions. He is big enough to handle them and help us as we wrestle with them. Do not be afraid to voice your questions to Him. He knows that when you ask questions, it is a sign that you think He has the answer. 

In fact, Mary also asks a question when Gabriel appears to her (“How will this be, since I am a virgin?”). So, what is the difference? Perhaps in Mary’s case we have a young girl who is asking honest questions about logistics, even while believing that this miracle is somehow possible for God. In Zechariah’s case, however, we have a seasoned priest who wants to know how he can be sure that God will do what He promised. This is an issue of trust. He is not sure that God is able to do the impossible.

2. Nothing is Impossible (1:67-75).
Another connection between Mary and Zechariah is that both show just how far God’s goodness can reach. The pregnancy of Mary and Elizabeth are both physical impossibilities. And yet, both experience the surprising joy of motherhood. God demonstrates in this story that His miraculous grace reaches all the way across the spectrum, from teenage virgin to barren womb. For God, nothing is impossible!

3. Preparation is Essential (1:76-79). 

After the birth of his son John, Zechariah’s prophecy spells out the type of ministry that this miracle child will have. He says that John will be a prophet of God, going before the Savior and preparing the way for Him. This, in a sense, is what the season of Advent is about. It is a time in which we prepare our hearts for the arrival of Jesus. We intentionally enter into the longing of all of Israel, looking out into the distance at a promise on its way. 

Next Steps:

1. Share a personal experience when you didn’t trust God. How did that turn out? In what ways did God later redeem that doubt?

2. What are some of the toughest questions you wrestle with concerning God and faith? Where are you turning for answers?

3. What impossible prayer are you praying right now? Take time as a group to write these down confidentially. Place them in a sealed box and covenant to pray over them together. (Perhaps some will want to vocalize their prayers to the group. If not, that is fine. Please don’t force it.)

4. How can you ‘prepare the way’ for Jesus’ coming in your heart? What individual, family or group practice can you implement? (Advent calendar or candles, shared Scripture reading leading up to Christmas, etc… Get creative!)
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Week 3
Shepherds’ and Angels’ Praise
Purpose:

The shepherds help us catch a glimpse of Jesus’ mission.

Scripture: Luke 2:8-14
Introduction:

Have you ever wondered why God decides to break the good news of Jesus’ birth to a group of shepherds? Why are they the first to hear of His miraculous arrival? They are fixtures in our annual nativity plays, brought back to life by boys in bathrobes. (Usually these are the rowdy fellows whom we can’t trust with the responsibility of holding baby Jesus or carrying fake gold.) They are an unshakable part of this Christmas story. But how did they get here? And why?

Questions:

1. Why would angels appear and deliver this good news to shepherds? 

2. What symbolic significance is tied to shepherds in Scripture (before and after this passage)?

Lesson:

When Jesus is born, angels first appear and deliver the good news to a group of shepherds. While they are carrying out their duties, the sky breaks open and these angels greet them with songs of praise and news of redemption. But why shepherds? Why does the word come to them first? 

1. Shepherds remind us of the past.

First of all, the presence of the shepherds in this story triggers a memory of the past. Remember David? The readers of Luke’s Gospel would have. He was the shepherd boy turned giant killer turned anointed king. David was one of the most important figures in Israel’s history, and remained an honored hero. God’s covenant with David promised that the Messiah would come through his family line, would be born in his town, and would rule on his throne forever. The appearance of the shepherds in this story is an allusion to David, and a reminder that God has not forgotten His promise.

2. Shepherds remind us of Jesus’ ministry.

This is also an interesting glimpse into the nature and scope of Jesus’ ministry. It sets the stage and offers clues for the unconventional Kingdom Jesus came to build. At the time of Jesus’ birth, shepherds were considered outcasts in Jewish society and culture. Despite the rich history tied to the profession through David, there was no glory in being a shepherd. It was an undesirable job for undesirable people. This is why it is remarkable that the good news of salvation came to them first. Jesus’ message of love and grace was sweet to the ears of those watching from the outside. His gospel is not reserved for the elite, but crashes through walls and blows past boundaries to reach the outcast. He constantly goes to the least likely, redrawing lines, rewriting guest lists, and redeeming lost sheep (and shepherds).

3. Shepherds remind us of the Good Shepherd.

The shepherds also point ahead to another part of Jesus’ ministry. He, of course, calls Himself the Good Shepherd who is willing to lay down His life for the sheep. To communicate His heart for us, Jesus tells the compelling parable of the shepherd who leaves behind 99 sheep in search of the lost one. His protective, courageous, nurturing love for us is willing to risk everything to bring us safely home.

4. Shepherds remind us of the sacrifice for sin.

A final symbolic connection in this passage is to the sheep, not the shepherds. Sheep were used in the Temple practice of sacrifice for the atonement of sins. But now Jesus is the ultimate sacrifice, once and for all, willingly laying down His life to take away the sin of the world. This is the great hope of the Christmas story, the joy that fuels the angels’ song, and the glory of the incarnation. Advent waits eagerly for the arrival of this sacrifice that wins our salvation.

Next Steps:

1. Identify the outcasts in your community. Who are the outsiders? Who are the most undesirable? To whom would Jesus go first in your city? Really think about it—don’t let yourself off the hook with easy answers. How can you take the good news of salvation, grace, and peace to them in creative ways?

2. How can you embody the heart of the Good Shepherd that leaves behind the 99 and chases after the one lost sheep? Identify the ‘one lost sheep’ in your life—the friend or family member that you don’t even dare to pray for. Find a creative and compelling way to share God’s relentless love with them. Don’t try to convict or confront. Intentionally display reckless mercy and risky grace.
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Week 4
Simeon’s Prophecy
Purpose:

Advent is a season of waiting, but Christmas is the culmination. 

Scripture:  Luke 2:25-32
Introduction:

The story of Simeon embodies the spirit of Advent. Advent is a season dedicated to waiting, longing, hoping for the arrival of the Christ. This was the central motivation of Simeon’s life. And finally, one day, the Light walked through the door and the wait was over. 

Questions:

1. Who is Simeon?

2. Why is he in the Temple?

3. Why did Mary and Joseph bring Jesus to the Temple?

4. What important symbolism do you see in Jesus’ dedication at the Temple (setting, history, prophecy, etc)?

5. How would you describe the feeling Simeon had when he saw Jesus?

Lesson:

We don’t have a lot of background information on Simeon. When we meet him here in this passage, we’re told two things: 1) he is righteous and devout, and 2) God promised him he would see the Messiah before he died. We know that he was waiting eagerly for the arrival of God’s promised Messiah. And we know that he saw the promise come true right before his eyes! 

Simeon’s prophecy is filled with language familiar to the Christmas story. He uses the imagery of light and sight. When he sees Jesus he says, “For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel.” While these words describe Simeon and his personal experience, they also allude to the larger mission of Jesus and the reason for Christmas. 

1. Jesus is the Light of the world.

At the dawn of Creation the Word of God (Jesus) looks into the empty chaos and proclaims, “Let there be light.” God promises Abraham that his children will outnumber the shining stars in the sky. The ancient prophets spoke about the coming day when the people living in darkness would once again see a great light. When Jesus is born, the night sky explodes with the light of mysterious stars and brilliant angel choirs. As a sign of his divine authority Jesus opens the eyes of blind men, and light floods into their darkened prisons. And, of course, Jesus describes Himself as “The Light of the world.” 

2. Jesus is the Light who opens our eyes.

He is the light that the world has been longing for! At Christmas, he breaks in and changes everything. He opens our eyes to the truth of God’s love for us. He warms our hearts with the realization that forgiveness is real and salvation is possible. He shines through our actions to show our friends and family what real joy looks like. He is the beacon that relentlessly draws the lost soul home. 

This is what Simeon discovered that day in the Temple. While he held the future sacrifice in his arms, and worshipped the living presence of God in the form of a baby, he realized that the light had finally dawned. That the people walking in darkness would now see this great light. 

3. Jesus is the culmination of our hope.

Simeon’s life embodies this journey of Advent. Over the last several weeks we have traveled together with a shared spirit of anticipation, expecting the arrival of Jesus. The waiting begins with darkness, but ends with the vibrant Light of the world revealed to all. Advent is a season of waiting, but Christmas is the culmination of our hope. With the birth of Jesus, the dawn has finally come.

Next Steps:

1. How have you “seen” God’s promises come true, like Simeon? 

2. Share your story of when you first remember seeing the light of salvation. Where were you? Who lived it out in front of you? How did the light break in on your heart? 

3. How can your church, your small group and you personally let the Light of the world be revealed? 

4. How can you be light for those in the darkness and help open the eyes of those blind to the good news?

5. Ask God to give you fresh vision for seeing Him in a new way this Christmas. 

6. How can you move from simply celebrating Christmas to living Christmas? In other words, are you observing a holiday or embodying a message? Are you carrying on a tradition or experiencing transformation?
PAGE  
8
[image: image6.png]Gospel’s

Endurance







Reveal Adult Lessons

