Sunday, December 4, 2022 — Easter Hill United Methodist Church
Second Sunday of Advent

Bible Study
“Stand as a Signal”

Open with a word of prayer

Gathering Time (5-10 minutes)
In groups of two or three, discuss the following: “What were some of your family’s
favorite Advent/Christmas traditions?”

Isaiah 11:1-10, Context. The words of the prophet Isaiah in this week’s reading echo the
similar sentiment of chapter 9, where a ruler from the house of David would be a “light
unto to the nations.” Here the ruler 1s described as a branch from the root of Jesse,
David’s father, who possesses the gifts required for his task of bringing justice for the
poor and meek: wisdom and understanding, counsel and might, knowledge and “the fear
of the Lord” (that is, reverence and respect for God and God’s will). In a second section,
Isaiah describes a “peaceable kingdom,” where predators will live in peace with their
prey, and children will have nothing to fear from the usual hazards of the natural world —
a truly unnatural development! Isaiah concludes with the conviction that the blessing to
come from the “root of Jesse” is not just for Israel, but for all “peoples” and “nations.”

Romans 15:4-13, Context. This week’s reading is the theological conclusion to the
entire letter. Having argued from many different perspectives his fundamental theme of
the inclusion of non-Jews (aka Gentiles or Greeks) in God’s covenant with the Jews
through the death and resurrection of Christ, Paul concludes by stressing the harmony,
unity, and mutual welcome of the community of the faithful — a community that has come
into existence through God’s actions in Christ, fulfilling the promises to the patriarchs
that embraced first Jews but then also Gentiles. He illustrates his point with several texts
from the Hebrew Bible: from Psalm 18, from Deuteronomy 32, from Psalm 117, and
finally, from Isaiah 11 (the concluding verse of this week’s reading; the Greek translation
that Paul used gives “gentiles” for the words “peoples” and “nations” in the Hebrew text).

Matthew 3:1-12, Context. Following his account of Jesus’ birth and infancy, Matthew
introduces the account of his ministry with a prologue of sorts, describing the ministry of
John the Baptist. John spent much of his ministry in the “wilderness” that many in his
day thought would be the place from which the kingdom of God would come (the
community at Qumran located itself in the desert precisely for this reason). John’s diet
was typical of the desert, and his clothing clearly distinguished him from the high society
of his time. His call to repentance was accompanied by a baptism in water that was
similar to other rituals in Judaism that involved washing, but seems to have gone beyond



them to mark the one baptized for the coming kingdom of God and to spare the baptized
from the fires of judgment. The Pharisees and Sadducees, two of the dominant religious
sects among the Jews, weren’t so much coming “for baptism” as coming “to the place
where he was baptizing” (as translated by the New International Version) to judge John;
hence John’s strong rebuke. John announces a theme that will be repeated throughout the
New Testament: that God’s covenant is not limited to those who can trace their ancestry
back to Abraham. Finally, John also announces the coming of one “more powerful that I
who will inaugurate the kingdom of God with a great judgment that will reward the
righteous and punish the wicked.

Read Isaiah 11:1-10, Romans 15:4-13 and Matthew 3:1-12
What touches your heart, what do you hear in the scripture, what questions do you have,
or what doesn’t make sense to you in the story?

Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with the person or group you are with.
Read Matthew 3:1-12 again

Some reflection questions — Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with
the person or group you are with.

John provided a stark critique to the religious elite. It would have been taken for granted, by
most, that to be an Israelite was to be an ancestor of Abraham. Said differently, they took for
granted that they were part of God’s promised covenant community. What is John implying by
noting that God could raise children of Abraham from stones? [Biology is no guarantee of being
part of the community. |

What might the ax lying “at the root of the trees” be referring to? [Israel is often pictured as a
tree in the Old Testament (examples include Jeremiah 11:16-17, Ezekiel 15:6).]

What might John’s emphasis on “bearing good fruit” imply to this rebuke?

In keeping with this theme of judgement, “fire” in both verse 11 and verse 12 is a fire of
judgment. So, what might this fire of judgment say about how John the Baptist envisions the
ministry of Jesus? [Jesus’ ministry will be a call to bear the fruit of righteousness. ]

How does John’s message provide an appropriate Advent challenge?

Read Romans 15:4-13 again

Some reflection questions — Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with
the person or group you are with.



What might it look like to truly “welcome one another...just as Christ as welcomed you, for the
glory of God” this Advent season (and beyond)?

How might the prayer that Paul offers in Romans 15:13 be a way of life for us this Advent?

Read Isaiah 11:1-10. Again. Have whoever reads the passage emphasize the word “shall” for
effect. Some reflection questions — Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with
the person or group you are with.

How did emphasizing the word “shall” help the passage be experienced as a word of hope?
Which image from verses 6 to 8 do you find most reassuring? Why?
Does this vision seem unrealistic or too fanciful?

How do the promises envisioned by John the Baptist, the apostle Paul, and the prophet Isaiah
bring you hope for life’s journey?

Closing Reflection Question
How is this scripture calling you to change, to see, to be or what might it be calling you
to do?

Prayer (10 minutes). Share prayer requests and respond appropriately.

Sending Forth (2 minutes). After all, have shared, end by praying the following or a
similar prayer:

God of Hope, enlarge our imagination that we might glimpse the height, depth, and width
of the beauty of your coming kingdom. May the hope that comes from you not be an
escape from the realities of this world; instead, may it help us to encounter those realities
while trusting in your promises to work on the redemption of the world. Amen.

And now we pray The Lord’s Prayer....

Our Father who art in Heaven
hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come, thy will be done,
on earth as it is in Heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us.
Lead us not into temptation
but deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom, the power
and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.



