
Living Word Weekly Bible Study (December 18-23, 2017) 

 
Monday: Matthew 3:1-12 
John’s message contains both a threat and a promise. John calls the Pharisees and the Sadducees a brood of vipers 
and asks who has suggested to them to flee from the coming wrath. John knew the desert. The desert had in places 
thin, short, dried-up grass, and stunted thorn bushes, brittle for want of moisture. Sometimes a desert fire would 
break out. When that happened the fire swept like a river of flame across the grass and the bushes, for they were 
as dry as tinder. And in front of the fire there would come a scurrying and hurrying of snakes and scorpions, and the 
living creatures who found their shelter in the grass and in the bushes. They were driven from their lairs by this river 
of flame and they ran for their lives before it. 
 
If the Pharisees and Sadducees are really coming for baptism, they are like the animals scurrying for life before a 
desert fire. He warns them that it means nothing that Abraham is their father. To the orthodox Jew that was an 
incredible statement. To the Jew, Abraham was so good that his merits sufficed not only for himself but for all his 
descendants. He had built up a treasury of merit which not all the claims and needs of his descendants could exhaust. 
So the Jews believed that a Jew, simply because he was a Jew and not for any merits of his own, was safe in the life 
to come. BUT after John’s threat there came the promise—which also had a threat within it. John pointed beyond 
himself to the One who was to come, he said that he was not fit to carry the sandals of the One who was to come—
and to carry sandals was the duty of a slave. John’s whole attitude was self-obliteration, not self-importance. His 
only importance was, as he saw it, as a signpost pointing to the One who was to come.  He said that the One who 
was to come would baptize them with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 
 
John was a Jew, and it was to Jews that he was speaking. He is thinking and speaking, not in terms of the Christian 
doctrine of the Holy Spirit, but in terms of the Jewish doctrine of the Spirit. In Hebrew, the word for spirit is ruach, 
and ruach, like pneuma in Greek, means not only spirit; it also means breath. Breath is life, and therefore the promise 
of the Spirit is the promise of life. The Spirit of God breathes God’s life into people. When the Spirit of God enters 
us, the tired, lack-luster, weary defeatedness of life is gone, and a surge of new life enters us. Such are the gifts of 
the Spirit, and, as John saw it, such were the gifts the One who was to come would bring. 
 
But there is also an image which has in it a promise and a threat—the picture of the threshing floor. The fan was the 
great wooden winnowing shovel. With it, the grain was lifted from the threshing floor and tossed into the air. When 
that was done the heavy grain fell to the ground, but the light chaff was blown away by the wind. The grain was 
then collected and stored in the barns, while any chaff which remained was used as fuel for the fire.  The coming of 
Christ necessarily involves a separation. We either accept Him or reject Him. When we are confronted with Him, we 
are confronted with a choice which cannot be avoided. We are either for or against. And it is precisely that choice 
which settled destiny. We are separated by our reaction to Jesus Christ. 
 
In all of John’s preaching, there was one basic demand—and that basic demand was: “Repent!” (Matthew 3:2). That 
was also the basic demand of Jesus Himself, for Jesus came saying, “Repent, and believe in the Gospel” (Mark 1:15). 
We will do well to seek to understand what this repentance is, and what this basic demand of the King and His herald 
means. 
 
• What does repent mean? 
• What is the difference between repent and remorse? 
• Why are we confronted with a choice with Jesus?   
• If a friend approached you, knowing you are a Christian and asked, “Is Jesus the only way to salvation?”  How 

would you answer and why? 
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Tuesday: 1 Peter 1:1-12 
The Apostle Peter tells us that we are chosen by God and through the gift of Jesus Christ, given our new birth!  That 
means we can now live in hope!  This passage is about our God's abundant mercy, love, and grace, given to us, 
without merit, before the foundations of matter and time. God loves and cares for us beyond any depth or limit, 
beyond any human comprehension. This inheritance is given to us so we can declare it to others. We know Christ 
because He has made Himself known to us so we can make Him known to others.  The story of Christmas is the story 
of sharing Good News.  Think about it.  The angel Gabriel came and shared with Mary, and later with Joseph what 
God was doing to save humankind.  Mary went and told Elizabeth, but even before Mary could speak, Elizabeth’s 
child (John the Baptist) leaped for joy in her womb, letting Elizabeth know the Good News.  The angels later told the 
shepherds, who in turn shared the Good News with others.  Christ has been born to us to save us, and we need to 
get the word out! 
 

 When was the last time you shared the Good News of Jesus Christ with someone?  If you cannot remember, 
we have a problem! 

 When was the last time you invited someone to church with you?  Again, there’s a problem if you do not 
remember! 

 The Advent season is the easiest time of the year to invite your family and friends to join you in celebrating 
the birth of Jesus Christ.  We have three options for Christmas Eve services, 10:00 am, 3:00 and 5:00 pm. A 
very easy invite!  Remember, announcement and invitation are not the same things!  Announcement is to 
let them know what it is happening.  Invitation is to BRING them to the event! Decide who you are going to 
invite---and be certain to BRING them to hear the Good News!  

Wednesday: Isaiah 9:1-7 
There has probably never been an age more complicated and confused than the day in which we live. We go 
searching for wisdom and knowledge and are overwhelmed by the sheer volume we find. We don't know what to 
believe or who to believe any longer. We play mind games that begin with, "Well, define for me what you mean by 
. . . “.   There is a sense of pervading gloom and helplessness the world over. Many leaders of the world feel helpless 
at the rapidly changing political and economic circumstances. Political and economic rules have changed. We feel 
helpless at bringing about changes in a world gone mad. Is there no one who can give us power and strength to do 
what we need to do? 
 
The Hebrew prophet Isaiah lived in a day of political and spiritual confusion and madness. Gloom and doom filled 
the air. There was a sense of helplessness as the Assyrians knocked on the front door. Like ours, insecurity and 
restlessness filled his day. Except for the prophets of Yahweh, it was a time of spiritual poverty in Judah.  This spiritual 
darkness was the result of persistent unbelief. How strange that those who think they are in the Light when indeed 
they dwell in perpetual darkness. Such was the condition of Israel and Judah. Gloom encircled the Promised Land. 
 
Judah had fallen into a night without a morning. It was a time of crisis and panic. Darkness fills the land, and now 
judgment was coming because of unbelief. "They will pass through the land hard-pressed and famished, and it will 
turn out that when they are hungry, they will be enraged and curse their king and their God as they face upward. 
Then they will look to the earth, and behold, distress and darkness, the gloom of anguish; and they will be driven 
away into darkness." 

This kind of darkness is a frightening description of sin. The lost person thinks he is in the Light when indeed he 
dwells in perpetual darkness. Spiritual darkness adds to the all-encircling gloom. However, on this background of 
dark judgment and unbelief is painted a beautiful picture of salvation for a sinful people.  Look at a New Testament 
map of Jesus’ time and find where Zebulun and Naphtali were with respect to the Sea of Galilee. 

 Who does Isaiah say will make those lands glorious (Isaiah 9:1)? 
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 Each verse speaks about a promise. Isaiah 9:1 spoke about glory; Isaiah 9:2 about light. What about Isaiah 
9:3? What are the keywords in 9:1, 2 and 3 that suggest this? 

 What does it mean for “the government will rest on His shoulders” (Isaiah 9:6)? 

 How does the last phrase, “The zeal of the LORD of hosts will accomplish this” make a difference? 

Thursday: James 5:7-10 
The epistle of James contains themes of wisdom and a belief in what theologians call “The imminent parousia”, 
which is the belief that Jesus’ Second Coming is going to happen any moment now. In today’s text, we see both of 
these themes. The first verse echoes a common theme of the end of time (Jesus is coming back soon, but in the 
meantime, be patient), but follows with an observation rooted in the wisdom tradition---looking at your life to see 
and experience God’s revelation. While we as a church no longer wait in anticipation for Jesus’ immediate return 
(which frankly is a detriment to our walk), this short section of James has something to teach us. 
 
First, we are summoned to have faith in the future and trust in God’s overall guidance of history. As Walter 
Brueggemann says: “The Word of God will have its way.”  By faith, we are being drawn to an age of fulfillment when 
God’s vision of peace for all will be realized.  
 
Second, the proper way to make certain that we are ready for the coming reign of God is to practice a right 
relationship with a neighbor right here and now. We will be judged on how well we made the effort to live in 
harmony with others, especially our fellow Christians. 
 
James ties these themes together by pointing to the faith and long-suffering of the prophets of old. So often they 
were rejected by their own people for preaching a message of repentance; a message that called for a return to the 
deepest precepts of radical hospitality that was the foundation of the Jewish faith. James calls us to continue these 
deep precepts in our own time. 
 

 How does James’ call to avoid “grumbling against one another” speak to our Christian communities today? 
How does it speak to Living Word UMC? 

•   How does James exhortation to “be patient” speak to your life experience? 
 

Friday: Isaiah 35:1-10 
Isaiah prophesies that the southern desert in Edom, an arid, desolate wilderness below the Dead Sea will one day 
bloom with life, to symbolize the fact that there is no such thing as a lost cause in the Kingdom of God. Building up 
to a crescendo that speaks of the final return of those Jews who had been exiled from their home, these verses paint 
a rich portrait of the coming age of fulfillment. The ancient Israelites long held fast to the hope of a messianic future; 
a time when God’s reign would be realized on earth, and all creation would be transformed, returned to its original, 
pristine state---the way God intended for it to be all along. Additionally, all people would be restored to physical 
and spiritual health.  It would be a time of peace, harmony and above all, the fullness of life, or shalom. 
 
At Advent, we are reminded of the fact that we still live in the period of preparation; a time between when the Light 
has dawned, and when the Light shall reign in full.  Our ministry, guided by God’s Holy Spirit, will further the work 
of making the desert bloom. While we are all called to play a small role in the furthering of God’s vision of peace for 
the world, each of us is called also to personal conversion; to make our own journey back to the land of God’s heart. 
This is the place where our blinded eyes see, our deafened ears hear, and we are ransomed from all that holds us 
back from being our true selves in God. 
 

 What are those things in your life that keep you in exile, from living life as the person God intended you to 
be? 

 What specific plan can you make to be freed from that which keeps you in exile? 
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 What concrete service can you provide to Living Word to help us help all others escape exile? 

Saturday: Isaiah 40:1-3 
To be a follower of Jesus Christ means waiting in hope, but it also means preparing for the fulfillment of God’s 
promises even as you wait. No one plants seeds one day and expects a harvest in the morning. There are things to 
do. We are called to cultivate our lives and rest in the fact that God has our future in His hands. 
 
In the story of the prodigal son, Jesus tells the story of a father. This father knew that he couldn't control the will of 
a rebellious, spiteful son. He just gave him what he asked for and let him go. But after the son left with his share of 
the farm in his back pocket, the father began to prepare for a celebration. He started fattening a calf. He went out 
each day on a high hill to scan the horizon. There were things to be done. Their relationship was broken, but he still 
had hope as he watched every afternoon for a familiar figure to appear over the horizon. 
 
Preparation is a powerful statement of faith. It's committing to trust even though you're weary and hurting. Every 
detail of the Christmas story tells us that Mary and Joseph endured more than their fair share of trials as they waited 
for the arrival of Jesus. Mary got run out of town. Joseph refused to reject her on the basis of an angelic dream, 
opening himself to the same public shame Mary was enduring. We can just hear the neighbors gossip about the 
scandalous events of Mary's pregnancy. But they prepared and endured it all to be on a much greater mission than 
any carpenter's family could imagine. 
 
As you wait for Christmas and all God has in store for you in the new year, put your faith into action and prepare for 
all that's in store in the following ways: 
 
Eliminate distractions. Don't allow the stress of the Christmas season to distract you from what is really important. 
Spend more time with the family and less time at the mall. Simplify your life. Be still and listen to God's voice. “Be 
still and know that I am God…” (Psalm 46:10).  Quiet your life long enough to hear God.  Where has God been present 
in your life in this past year? Maybe you have faced financial difficulty. Maybe you have lost a loved one or faced a 
health crisis. How has God carried you through all these things?  
 
Discern God's will. Ask God to give you direction, and then listen and do.  I have always found that pursuing God’s 
will is the best way of discerning God’s will. Do what you think God is calling you to do. If it is God’s calling, it will 
bring you satisfaction and joy and the Kingdom will be built.  If it is not, you will know it, and no harm. Try again. 
Mary and Joseph undertook an amazing mission on the way to Bethlehem. It certainly must have strengthened their 
bond as they conquered many obstacles and challenges. There's nothing more powerful than a couple, a family, or 
a church rallying around a cause, like the Ghana Project. 
 

Also available at livingwordumc.org 
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