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Sunday, December 8, 2024 – Easter Hill United Methodist Church 
Bible Study 
 “Passion” 

Malachi 3:1-4 and Luke 3:1-6 
  

Open with a word of prayer 
 
Gathering Time (5-10 minutes) For this week’s lessons, which are dedicated to 
the theme of “passion,” consider starting with a game of trivia about the human 
senses. It could be as simple as asking the question, “How many human senses are 
there?” Beyond the commonly known five (hearing, vision, smell, taste, touch) and 
the intriguing notion of the “sixth sense,” science has introduced us to others, such 
as the sense of balance, sense of time, sense of parts of our body, and so on.  
 
Alternatively, have the trivia be about which body parts are associated with which 
emotions in cultures around the world. For example, which body part is associated 
with love and anger in some indigenous languages of Central Australia? Answer: 
the throat. For more information, see Friday essay: my belly is angry, my throat is 
in love — how body parts express emotions in Indigenous languages 
(theconversation.com). 
 
Malachi 3:1-4. Context. The book of Malachi concludes the Book of the Twelve 
(minor prophets) in the Hebrew Bible, and in the Christian Bible it comes at the 
very end of the Old Testament. Malachi literally means "my messenger," as in the 
opening verse of this week's reading. The issues raised by Malachi reflect the 
concerns of the Jewish community in the Persian period, most likely from around 
450 BC: a concern for proper Temple sacrifice (unblemished offerings, full 
payment of tithes) and a condemnation of intermarriage with non-Jews – in 
addition to the familiar prophetic theme of justice for the marginalized. Malachi 
shares the perspective of several others from the Persian period and later (Isaiah, 
Zechariah, Joel, Daniel) that anticipates a great and terrible day when God would 
strike down the unrighteous and establish a new kingdom of justice. This week's 
lesson reflects that perspective and is one of the passages that finds its way into 
Handel's Messiah. Finally, Malachi is not an inappropriate lens through which to 
understand the religious expectations of Jesus' day.    
 
Luke 3:1-6. Context. Luke, more than the other Gospel writers, is concerned with 
placing the central events of Christian history within the context of universal 
history: Jesus, as well as John the Baptist, are not just important to the people of 
Israel, but to all people. The Roman and Jewish rulers whom Luke mentions here 
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point to a date in the late 20s AD. The Herod mentioned here is Herod Antipas, son 
of Herod the Great (the "King Herod" of the Christmas story who died in 4 BC). 
Luke, like the other Evangelists, understands John's ministry as a fulfillment of the 
words of Isaiah 40, that herald the coming of God's Messiah, the end of the 
captivity of the people of God, and the salvation of "all flesh." [A note about 
calendar dates: Anno Domini (“year of the Lord”) or AD only came to be used in 
the 6th century AD with the calendar created by Dionysius the Humble, a monk 
from what is now the Romanian city of Constanta, on the Black Sea who lived in 
Rome and worked at the papal court translating Greek sources into Latin. Prior to 
Dionysius’ attempt to “universalize” the calendar for the purpose of fixing the date 
of Easter, calendars were based on the year of the reign of the local ruler, as in the 
opening verse below; as a result, his calendar didn’t become popular, even in lands 
of the Latin church, until the 8th century. Dionysius had set himself quite a 
challenge, sifting through records that weren’t always accurate; and it’s rather 
remarkable that his date for the birth of Christ was only off, as we know now, by a 
few years, leaving us with the curious assertion that Jesus was likely born between 
6 and 4 BC (= “Before Christ”) – a good reason to go with dating CE/BCE, 
Common Era/ Before the Common Era.]    
  
Read Malachi 3:1-4 and Luke 3:1-6 
 
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 Malachi 3:1-4 and Luke 3:1-6 again -    
 
Write down your thoughts or share your thoughts with the person or group you are 
with. 
 
 Group Dialogue 
 

• The lectionary texts for this week offer some vivid sense-filled language and 
metaphors. Which grab your attention? [e.g., from Malachi, “refiner’s fire,” 
“fuller’s soap” [cleaner’s soap], “purifier of silver”; from the Gospel of Luke, 
“voice crying out in the wilderness”; “all flesh shall see”] 

• Take some time to explore what each metaphor could mean. [e.g., imagine 
the grueling work of a silversmith] 
 

• Human beings pay attention and make sense-filled meaning through myriad 
complex ways. Sometimes, the most impactful act of attention can occur in ways 
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we don’t anticipate. Has your body ever picked up on external stimuli or signals in 
ways you didn’t expect? [e.g., you lose your voice after a period of extreme stress; 
you have an inkling that something is about to happen….] 
 

• The Preaching Notes for this week draw our attention to a character, John the 
Baptist, who knew how to stimulate his audiences’ senses with animated words 
and actions (use of water for baptism). He is someone who “doesn’t hold 
back…who believes with every fiber of his being,” yet who also comes with 
“rough edges” that might rub some people the wrong way.  

• What strikes you about John the Baptist as “messenger”? What do you learn 
from his way of life and ministry?   

• Who might be some of the “John the Baptists” in your midst today? How do 
you find yourself responding to them?   
 

• Consider the notion of “cleanliness” as metaphoric for “being saved” (or 
“holiness” and “saintliness”). How might that be problematic if misused today? 
[We must be careful about implicit biases; the language of “clean” and “dirty” has 
been used to discriminate against people.] 
 

• With all the complexities and nuances that we have just begun to probe, consider 
these invitations to put faith into action:  

• How might we be like John the Baptist, someone who invited others to 
repentance and forgiveness with every fiber of his being? What will help us 
to lean into our faith so completely that it ripples out from within us to 
transform the relationships and communities of which we are a part?  

• How do we activate the fullness of our senses to perceive the work of God 
breaking in and transforming our lives in ways we hadn’t anticipated? 

 
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:  
 
Refiner's fire 
Focus our hearts’ desires 
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That we may become holy and wholly yours 
That we may sense you more fully in all that we are 
That we may manifest your Good News in all that we do. 
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. 


