Sunday, December 15, 2024 — Easter Hill United Methodist Church
Bible Study
“Presence”
Zephaniah 3:14-20 and Luke 3:7-18

Open with a word of prayer

Gathering Time (5-10 minutes) Not many may know that the third Sunday of
Advent is also known as Gaudete Sunday in Western Christianity, though most
may recognize the interruption of “pink™ for “joy” in the order of Advent candles.
Over a decade ago, Marie Kondo became an international cultural icon with her
“KonMari Method” of tidying and her trademark advice, “Choose what sparks
joy!” Invite participants to share the ways in which they might have tried out some
version of that method in their own personal or professional lives—including ways
in which the effort may have “flopped” for them.

Zephaniah 3:14-20. Context. Zephaniah was an older contemporary of the
prophets Jeremiah, Nahum and Habakkuk, and his lineage links him to one of
Judah's most important reforming kings, Hezekiah, 715-687 BCE. Zephaniah
flourished in Jerusalem in the early years of the reign of King Josiah (640-609
BCE), who recaptured the lands both of the northern kingdom of Ephraim and of
Judah which had been controlled by Assyria, and instituted sweeping religious
reforms, more far-reaching even than Hezekiah's. Most of Zephaniah's 9 oracles
proclaim the coming day of the Lord, a great and terrible day when God would
bring down judgment against all who had broken the covenant and turned their
backs on God. Zephaniah made it clear that this terrible judgment would fall both
on Israel for having forsaken their covenant, and on all the other nations for their
inhumanity, cruelty and injustice. The Day of the Lord would bring sweeping,
total, and utter annihilation to the monuments of human pridefulness. Drawing on
the image of temple worship, he proclaims that sinners would be offered up in
sacrifice. This week's reading is the last oracle in the collection, where Zephaniah
turns from judgment to promise, from terror to joy. The oracle concludes with a
promise of restoration and return that was likely added by an editor in the period
after the Babylonian Exile.

Luke 3:7-18. Context The message of judgment preached by John the Baptist in
this week's lesson is common with the other gospel writers: God is no respecter of
persons, but only of deeds, the "fruits of repentance." What is different in Luke's
version of John's preaching is the additional dialogue between John and the



crowds: his message may be one of judgment, but when people show a genuine
interest in repenting, in changing their ways, John gives them very practical advice.
In general, John tells them to share their resources, their food and clothing, with
the poor. And when tax collectors and soldiers, two groups in society particularly
reviled for their injustices, ask his advice, he gives it! He's more concerned that
they repent than that they be punished.

Read Zephaniah 3:14-20 and Luke 3:7-18

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 text?

Read Zephaniah 3:14-20 and Luke 3:7-18 again -

Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with the person or group you are
with.

Group Dialogue

What does “joy” mean for you? [For example, good health; family and friends;
inner confidence and peace; gratitude for all that we have; anything that helps us to
look forward to the future]

« In what aspects of our personal and professional lives is “joy” a key criterion
for determining what we will choose to hang on or let go? [e.g., in
committed relationships; in professional interactions; in where we choose to
live and work]

A successful CEO suggests that it is a mistake to assume that “joy” or “happiness”
is the condition for achieving professional success; in his view, there is a
difference between “doing what you love” and “doing what makes you happy.”
What do you think?

Isaiah 12:3 is a beautiful verse, “With joy you will draw water from the wells of
salvation” (NRSV). The CEB translates it as “springs of salvation.” It is luscious
imagery that invites us to consider how “salvation” harmonizes humans with the
earthly elements around us. What does this imagery evoke for you regarding the
experience of “joy”’? When have you experienced that kind of “joy” in your life?
[For example, deep joy is more than momentary happiness; joy springs from within
one’s inner resiliency, whereas happiness may be contingent upon external



conditions. Like a wellspring, joy can be a rush of soothing, nourishing waters. We
often spend more time on momentary happiness rather than looking into
replenishing the deeper sources of our joy.]

The Preaching Notes draw our attention to the daunting beginning of our Gospel
reading for this week—John’s famous exclamation, “You brood of vipers!” (Lk.
3:7) As it turns out, this impassioned preaching convicts the crowds, and they ask,
“What then should we do?”” (v. 10). Luke’s account indicates that John has
responses to three different groups: the crowd (v. 11), the tax collectors (v. 13),
and the soldiers (v. 14). What do you make of John’s exhortations? [New
Testament commentaries remind us that “coats” in verse 11 refer to “tunics” worn
close to the body; John is directing people toward acts of deep communal sharing.
As for the tax collectors and soldiers, the imperative is that they do not misuse
their power and exploit the people for their own advantage. Essentially, they are
challenged to act against the very socio-political systems that are set up to serve
the interests of the few at the expense of the people. As the Discipleship Study
Bible notes suggest, acts of faith and repentance are deeply interpersonal, social,
and public. “Salvation” is a collective endeavor and a communal experience. It is
more radical than doing things that give us personal, private joy.]

What might John the Baptist’s exhortation be to you today? What acts of
repentance are required of us, so that a// may experience the refreshing springs of
salvation? [Note how we are sometimes quicker to assume that other people need
repentance, not us. |

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:

(You may consider substituting the plural pronouns “we” and “us.”
I lift up my eyes.

What do I see?
The great divide...



bond and free.

Exploited and exploiting,
displaced and established,

the powerful and the powerless,
entangled and fragile!

Let my spirit be lifted Lord,

let my soul behold your beauty,

the bounty of your resources,

the over-flowing of your unfailing love.
Let me know they are mine too,

Lord, let me hope. 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.



