Homegroup Notes – November – December ’07 – The Original Christmas Hits

I hope your group enjoyed the studies in Jonah, as ours did? Do please let me have any feedback and any ideas on what you might like to study in the future.

A few thoughts about these studies:

Remember the need to be flexible in using these notes. You will want to do your own preparation as much as possible and some questions may need re-wording or perhaps can be skipped (since there may be some overlap as some questions are other ways of getting at the same issues). 
Encourage members of the group to read Luke 1-2 in preparation for these studies. 

Take particular note of what Luke says about his book in 1vv1-4. Luke is based on eye-witness evidence (1v2) and is intended “that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught” (1v4). Each of our studies should ideally somehow play its part in this overall aim. Although these chapters describe some amazing events, we can have confidence that Luke was a conscientious historian who carefully investigated these things from the beginning (1v3).
I’m intending us to focus mostly on the songs themselves but you’ll probably want to read and draw on the context too.

Consider the poetic nature of these passages and the fact that they are songs. They may especially use imagery that we need to think about. Though we are not Mary, Zechariah or Simeon, they may be examples to us in some ways and perhaps help us to express our own responses. Can we and should we sing or pray these songs? How might they inform our prayers and praises?
The Holy Spirit is said to fill Elizabeth (1v41) and Zechariah (1v67) and move Simeon (2vv25-27) but I guess sometimes the original speakers of these songs didn’t understand the full implications and applications of what they were inspired to say and how it would all work out. Some things will seem clearer to us this side of Easter and in the light of the rest of the Bible.

We can ask some similar questions about each of these passages, such as:

What can we learn here about God? – always a good question to encourage group members to think about when looking at the Bible!

And: What does the passage tell us about who Jesus is and what he came to do?

It may feel a bit repetitious, but there can hardly be more important questions!

Feel free to contact me with any queries and I’ll do my best to help.

If you’d like an electronic copy of these notes, please email: marc_lloyd@hotmail.com

The Original Christmas Hits (1): Mary’s Song (Luke 1:26-56)
(Sum up in your own words) what happens to Mary in this chapter?

How might she have felt? How might you expect someone to react to such events?

We can see something of how she did react by having a closer look at the text!

You can’t blame Mary for wondering what’s going on (v29)! Presumably she would be terrified to see an angel, as Zechariah was in 1v12 (hence v30, “do not be afraid”), though she is specifically said to be troubled at the angel’s words (v29). Maybe she wonders why the angel is greeting her in such exalted terms. She seems understandably puzzled in v34. It might have been reasonable to worry about the social stigma of a baby outside wedlock. The whole thing must have been quite a shock.
How does Mary in fact react according to the passage?

She humbly accepts God’s word (v38) unlike Zechariah, who had not believed the angel in vv18-20. She sings God’s praises, glorifies him and rejoices (v47).
What might you say from this passage to someone who had an exaggerated view of Mary’s importance (as some Roman Catholics do)?

Notice that Mary is described as one who has received great favour / grace from God (v28). The Bible does not describe her as some kind of reservoir or dispenser  “full of grace” as Roman Catholics sometimes seem to think.

Notice that in verse 47 Mary calls God her Saviour. She acknowledges that she is in need of salvation and is far from being able to grant us salvation, as some Roman Catholic theology might almost imply.

Mary’s humility is striking in this passage. I guess she would be outraged by some of the fuss made of her! Her own focus is on what God has done, as ours should be. See 11vv27-28.
Having said that, of course, Mary was amazingly blessed (v42). Our study of this song is part of the fulfilment of this prophecy (v48b)!

Of course Mary’s experience is uniquely special, but in what ways is Mary an example to us? Are there things that seem highlighted as praiseworthy in the text?

V45 highlights the fact that Mary “believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished”, in contrast to Zechariah (vv18-20). 
What do we learn about Jesus in this passage?

The virgin birth suggests he’s uniquely special. Perhaps the fact that he has no father except God the Father suggests his divinity as God’s son. (On the virgin birth, see Isaiah 7:14).

He will be great (v32), like John (v15).
He is the Son of (the Most High) God (v32, v35). 
Elizabeth calls him “my Lord” (v43), a title used of God 25 times in Luke 1-2.

He will reign on David’s throne (v27, v32; c.f. 2 Samuel 7:12-16). His kingdom will never end (v33).

How will Jesus’ reign differ from David’s (according to v33)? 

Jesus will reign for ever over an everlasting kingdom (v33), whereas of course David died and his kingdom ended.
Who are the winners and losers in what God is doing here? (the following questions are ways of exploring this in more detail). Mary’s song speaks of a great reversal.
Look through the song. For whom (what kind of people) is God’s action good news? Why? In what way / how? What response does God’s action call for? Which sorts of people should we be like and how?

Those who are like Mary and Elizabeth rejoice in what God is doing.
John the Baptist obviously thinks it’s a cause for joy (v44)!

God’s servants: Mary (v48) and Israel (v54), God’s people.

The humble (v48, v52). Those who fear God (v50).

Those who are trusting God’s promises and waiting in hope for him to keep his covenant (vv54-55).
The “hungry” (v53) – spiritually hungry?  Cf. Luke 6:20-25.

For whom (what kind of people) is God’s action bad news? What will happen to such people? Why? In what way / how?

“he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts” (v51).
Verse 52 suggests “rulers” could be in trouble, especially if they set themselves up as rivals to Jesus or fail to acknowledge God’s sovereignty. He has humiliated rulers in the past (e.g. Pharaoh in the Exodus, Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon). Herod should watch out!

“the rich he has sent empty away” (v52). In the Bible riches can be a good thing and can be a blessing from God. It is not wrong to be rich. Maybe those in view here are especially those who think they are rich without God, the self-satisfied / self-reliant? Perhaps the rich who exploit the poor or who have gained their riches in an illegitimate way?

What does the whole passage tell us about God?

Nothing is impossible with God (v37; cf. Genesis 18v14). He is the Mighty One (v49, v51) and can do as he pleases.

He is faithful to his covenant promises (vv54-55). He remembers his servants (v54, c.f. v48).

He is a mighty, holy Saviour (vv47, v49).
He is merciful (v50, v55).

Why do vv54 and 55 suggest God is acting now? How do God’s actions now relate to his actions in the past?

God is continuing to help his servant, Israel (that is, the people of Israel), despite Israel’s sin and rebellion. God’s action is described as “remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants… even as he said to our fathers”. In other words, God is being faithful to his word, keeping his covenant promises. Here is a God we can trust!

Mary’s song recalls Hannah’s in 1 Samuel 2:1-10.
Main points / application / for prayer / praise:

Joyful praise of God for his .power, mercy, faithfulness to his covenant promises.
Humble trust in God. Believe his Word. Fear Him. Don’t be proud.
The Original Christmas Hits (2): Zechariah’s Song (Luke 1:57-80)
It may be helpful to read or at least summarize Luke 1:5-25, where John the Baptist’s birth is foretold. Luke narrates John’s ministry in 3:1-19.

Look at 1v13 and 1vv18-20. How did Zechariah initially respond to the prediction of the birth of his son? Why? 

With unbelief (1v20) since he and his wife Elizabeth are old (1v18). Remember that v36 calls Elizabeth “barren”.
How does Zechariah respond to what God’s doing in our passage? Why is it significant that he names the baby John in v63? Cf. 1v13.
Zechariah now praises God (v64). He has learnt his lesson. He now accepts the angel’s instructions about the baby’s name, whereas previously he had doubted what the angel said.

Who might Zechariah (or those who heard him) have in mind as the enemies of God’s people whom he talks about in vv71 and 74? 
This is speculating, but perhaps the Romans who were occupying Israel. The idea of deliverance from enemies to serve God recalls the Exodus from Egypt.
Who / what does Jesus in fact save his people from? Which (of our) “enemies” will Jesus deal with? 

Jesus saves his people from the judgement of God, from slavery to sin, from the grip of the devil. We don’t really know how much of the significance of all this Zechariah yet grasped.
According to v74-75, what are we saved for? Having been saved, how are we to live in response to our rescue?

To serve God without fear (of our enemies?) in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. .
What can we learn about Jesus from this passage?

From what we know of what happened, who is John the Baptist actually going to “go before”? 

Jesus. 

So who is Jesus according to v76? 
“The Lord” (= Master / King, frequently a title for God). 

How does verse 78 picture Jesus’ coming?
Jesus will be like the rising sun bringing light to those who live in the darkness of ignorance, wickedness and death (vv78-79).

What can we learn about the significance of Jesus’ coming and his mission / purpose? What will Jesus do / bring / achieve?
John will point people to knowledge of salvation and forgiveness of sin in Jesus (v77).
Our feet are led into the path of peace (v79) – peace with God / peace from enemies?
According to Zechariah God has redeemed his people. “Redeemed” (v68) means “bought back” for example from slavery as in Egypt. Jesus will pay the price to redeem his people from sin, death and hell. 

Jesus will bring salvation (v69) / rescue (from enemies) (v71, v74).
Why does the passage say God is acting now in this way? How does what God is doing now relate to what went before (in Bible history?) What does the passage tell us about God? What motivates God?
God is doing as he said he would, v70. He is fulfilling his promises and being true to his Word. 

God’s actions now are seen as showing “mercy to our fathers”. God is remembering his holy covenant (contract / agreement) promises (vv72-23). God is trustworthy.

God is acting out of mercy (vv72, 78) – his undeserved love for his people. 

Main points / application / for prayer / praise:

Believe God’s word, even when what he says seems impossible.

Praise God for his miraculous sovereign power, his love and mercy, his faithfulness to his word and promises, our redemption and salvation.
Knowing that God has saved us, serve him in holiness and righteousness all the days of your life.

The Original Christmas Hits (3): Simeon’s Song (Luke 2:21-40)
What are people in this chapter waiting for in v25 and v38?

The consolation of Israel (v25); the redemption (buying back from slavery) of Jerusalem (v38). Jesus is the ultimate answer to these hopes, even if those waiting might not quite have realized how.

Look at verse 29. What does it mean to call God “Sovereign Lord”? What is meant by God’s sovereignty? 

That God is the king of the world. He is all powerful, governs all things and does as he pleases. 

How does this incident demonstrate God’s sovereignty?

God is able to fulfill his promise to Simeon. He governs circumstances so that Simeon does indeed see (and recognize) the Lord’s Christ, just as God said he would.

How does that encourage us?

It shows us God’s power and faithfulness to his word. He is trustworthy.

What does this passage tell us about who Jesus is?

Christ (v26) is the Greek form of “Messiah” and means the “anointed one”. Prophets, priests and especially kings in the Old Testament were anointed. In the light of God’s promises the title means God’s chosen rescuer-king.
Why can Simeon say that he has seen God’s salvation? (v30) Who has he seen (v26-28)? What does that imply about Jesus?

Simeon has seen Jesus who is the Saviour.
Who does Jesus coming affect according to vv31-32?
All people, both Gentiles (non-Jews) and Israel. The inclusion of the Gentiles here is good news for most of us!
What does Simeon say Jesus will do?
Jesus will be a light for revelation to the Gentiles (non Jews) (v32). He will bring them knowledge of the truth and reveal God to them.
What do you think it means that Jesus will cause the falling and rising of many in Israel (v34)?

It could be that Simeon is speaking of two groups here: some will fall (those who reject Jesus) and others will rise (those who put their trust in him). Alternatively, Simeon may mean that some will fall (humble themselves) then be raised up by Jesus, just as, for example, Jesus says we must lose our lives if we are to save them.
Will everyone accept Jesus?

No. Jesus will be a sign that will be spoken against (v34). He will divide people.

What will people’s reactions to him show?

People’s reactions to Jesus will show the true state of their hearts before God (v35).

What do you think Simeon meant by telling Mary “a sword will pierce your own soul too” (v35)?
Simeon seems to be predicting severe grief for Mary.
How do you think this prediction was fulfilled? When might Mary’s soul have felt especially pierced? What event(s) could the prediction be referring to?
The cross would have been a particular time of grief for Mary. It is striking that this is prophesied here as part of God’s purpose from the beginning of Jesus’ life – his destiny. The cross is God’s will for Jesus, not plan B!
Main points / application / for prayer / praise:

Praise God for his sovereign power and faithfulness to his Word.

Give thanks for the salvation and revelation that Jesus brought.

Pray that more people might have their eyes opened to recognize Jesus.

Praise God for the cross and the wonderful way it was part of his purposes for Jesus. 
