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The Bible in Worship: Epiphany in Luke

In several of the readings we come up against the concept of sin. Sin is a very difficult word in our culture, its mis-use and mis-appropriation by many people in the past has led to many people shying away from using it. The term is very important in Christianity, it often refers to our sense of self-awareness and those things which limit us or cause us to cause sadness, loss or harm to others. While there is a moral dimension to sin it is not the only or even the most important dimension, sin is not to be equated with being naughty. Sin is more to do with those things which cause our relationships to become strained or broken, including our relationship with ourselves and especially our relationship with God. The latter might be expressed in our sense of the spiritual or our understanding of the numinous. 
In these readings much is made of ‘salvation’. Like sin, salvation is rather misunderstood. If we think of salvation as meaning ‘saving’, we automatically ask ‘saving from what?’ In the Old Testament there are plenty of instances of the people of Israel being ‘saved’. The most dramatic being, of course the Passover, the escape from Egypt; though perhaps Noah’s Ark runs it very close!

In New Testament terms salvation is, in many ways, turned over. Again, like sin, it has a lot to do with relationships: with each other, with the created world, and with God. In being ‘saved’ we find a solid base for our relationships and view of the world, along the lines of the parable of the two house builders (Luke 6: 46-49). In contrast to the Old Testament where we tend to find people making relationships with God through a community which is saved, in the New Testament a community is made up of people who recognise the salvation which is found in the teaching of Christ. This is what we now know as the Christian Church in all its denominations.
The idea of the Messiah is a vital part of these readings. As has been noted before, remember that ‘Christ’ is Greek for Messiah. So Jesus Christ is effectively Jesus the Messiah.

The Bible readings will seem to be a bit ‘out of order’ as Jesus’ baptism (as an adult) comes before his presentation in the temple when Jesus is only 40 days old. This is because the season of Epiphany ends with the festival of Candlemas which celebrates the presentation in the temple and the celebration of Jesus’ baptism comes in the Season of Epiphany (on the first Sunday of Epiphany). 
You can always pause in the reflections to gather ideas from the participants. This is not written into all of them – feel free to use your discretion.
*- technically a ‘principal feast’.

	Part 1:  John the Baptist Speaks Luke 3: 1-6 (Mt 3.1-12; Mk 1.1-8; Jn 1.19-28)

	Bible Reading:  The words of John the Baptist
It was the fifteenth year of the rule of the Emperor Tiberius; Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip was ruler of the territory of Iturea and Trachonitis; Lysanias was ruler of Abilene, and Annas and Caiaphas were high priests. At that time the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the desert. So John went throughout the whole territory of the River Jordan, preaching, “Turn away from your sins and be baptized, and God will forgive your sins.” 
As it is written in the book of the prophet Isaiah: 
“Someone is shouting in the desert: 
‘Get the road ready for the Lord; 
make a straight path for him to travel! 
Every valley must be filled up, 
every hill and mountain levelled off. 
The winding roads must be made straight, 
and the rough paths made smooth. 
The whole human race will see God's salvation!’ ” 

	Notes

In this reading again we see Luke’s attention to detail. It is important to note that the Herod mentioned here is not the same Herod who was king when Jesus was born. John the Baptist speaks out in the story now and picks up the words of his father by talking about sins and about preparing a road. In this way Luke builds up a picture of what is to be expected of the coming Messiah. Luke quotes from Isaiah 40:3-5 to make a very strong link with John and the prophecy of the Old Testament. The words here end with a clear view that the people were being called to make ready for something which bring ‘salvation’ for everyone. This theme of the gift being for everyone is a vitally important part of what Luke is saying to us through his gospel – a truly inclusive message.


Themes
Forgiveness: God’s forgiveness is seen again here; it is something that is free to all who turn from sins – see the note in the introduction. However, sin is understood, forgiveness is always a complement to it. We live in forgiveness to the extent that we forgive each other; if we are not willing to forgive then we may find that others may struggle to forgive us. 

Justice: justice is often illustrated by a weigh-scale (as on the Old Bailey). This makes justice out to be a balancing of wrongdoing with something else, recompense or punishment for example. The extension (below) brings out some indications of how justice might work out in practical terms. In this reading, justice is illustrated as something that is given freely – it does not have to be sought through courts.
Questions:

What do we need to forgive people for?

How easy is it to forgive?
Is it easier to forgive some things than it is to forgive others?

Is it easier to forgive some people more than it is others? Why?
John the Baptist is famous for baptising people as a sign of forgiveness. What signs do we give that we have forgiven people?
Who makes roads? What sorts of things do they have to do? Does knowing more about making roads help us understand the idea of preparation?
	Part 1:  John the Baptist Speaks

	Reflection

Let us imagine ourselves in a crowd

We are gathered around a figure who is calling out to us

We hear words which make us stand still and think about ourselves

Who we are, who we want to be
The people who heard the shouting of John were baptised

How do we make ourselves ready for our future?
How do we prepare?
	Prayer

Lord,
We are all preparing. 

As we learn, work and play together we are getting ready for our futures. 

Be with us as we learn and grow so that as we step into our futures, we can take your peace with us always.

Amen


Laying the table
At harvest we made a collection of farm toys – now you could make a collection of road building toys, bulldozers, cranes, road rollers… If you have very enthusiastic contributors you could have a whole road building scene. Don’t forget the people who make it happen - you can find figures of surveyors and other workers.
Pick out the idea of justice and put some weigh scales on the table. These could be accompanied by examples of ‘fair shares’ from the extension reading. Children might also come up with ideas of their own.
	Part 1: Extension: John the Baptist Speaks Luke 3: 7- 20

	A Bit more from the Bible

More words of John the Baptist

Crowds of people came out to John to be baptized by him. “You snakes!” he said to them. “Who told you that you could escape from the punishment God is about to send? Do those things that will show that you have turned from your sins. And don't start saying among yourselves that Abraham is your ancestor. I tell you that God can take these stones and make descendants for Abraham! The axe is ready to cut down the trees at the roots; every tree that does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown in the fire.” The people asked him, “What are we to do, then?” He answered, “Whoever has two shirts must give one to the man who has none, and whoever has food must share it.” Some tax collectors came to be baptized, and they asked him, “Teacher, what are we to do?” 

“Don't collect more than is legal,” he told them. Some soldiers also asked him, “What about us? What are we to do?” He said to them, “Don't take money from anyone by force or accuse anyone falsely. Be content with your pay.”

	Notes
A tremendous opening! John is not exactly polite to his audience; it is a bit like boot camp for the faithful. John’s hearers are Jewish people who have been telling each other a range of tales about the coming of God’s ‘punishment’. Notice that John refers to it as ‘about to send’ – in other words there is no time to waste. After his very strident beginning John makes two very important points. His second is about fair dealing, justice and charity and a number of examples of this are given. The first is harder to see but John is very clear that people can’t expect to receive special treatment just because they are ‘in the family’ – each must bear fruit. As John graphically puts it God can make members of the family (descendants of Abraham) from rocks! This is brought out again when Jesus enters Jerusalem (Palm Sunday) and has this exchange with the establishment … Then some of the Pharisees in the crowd spoke to Jesus. “Teacher,” they said, “command your disciples to be quiet!”
Jesus answered, “I tell you that if they keep quiet, the stones themselves will start shouting.” 




A few more Questions: 
When we talk about justice we often discuss our rights. 
What is a right?

Do we have a right to two shirts if another person does not have a shirt at all? 
Think of the examples of how to behave like the sharing of shirts or not taking too much pay. Can you think of any examples which you might find in school?
Some things to do
Find out about St Martin who famously cut his cloak in half to share with someone who had no cloak at all.
Find out more about how the justice system works, how is the legality of an action tested? How is justice measured in our society? 

	Part 2: The Baptism of Jesus Luke 3: 15-16, 21-38 (Mt 3.13-17; Mk 1.9-11)

	Bible Reading 

Baptism of Jesus.
People's hopes began to rise, and they began to wonder whether John perhaps might be the Messiah. So John said to all of them, “I baptize you with water, but someone is coming who is much greater than I am. I am not good enough even to untie his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire … After all the people had been baptized, Jesus also was baptized. While he was praying, heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit came down upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my own dear Son. I am pleased with you.”
(The missing part of this text vs 17 – 20 are in the extension)
	Notes

Despite John’s hard hitting and abrupt message he gains some popularity. At this time in history people were waiting for a Messiah. John brings a twist to the wait, as we have seen we are called not just to wait but to prepare. In this reading John takes us away from the Old Testament prophecy which shows the whole people ‘preparing the way’ and into baptism which was a very popular rite of personal preparation at the time, but is not found in the Old Testament. Then John looks forward to the coming of the Holy Spirit. At the centre of this is the coming Messiah. John is clear that this is not him, but someone even greater. Then John’s words are brought vividly to life in the baptism of Jesus where the Holy Spirit comes upon him and the voice of God is heard – a very powerful Trinitarian image. 


Themes
Humility: John claims to not be worthy to untie the Messiah’s sandals. He knows his role in the story that is being played out. This is an essential part of being humble, not so much being aware that others know more or have more or can do more than we can but being clear about what it is that we can do and doing it properly and well. 
Reverence: A notable, and easily missed, part of this reading is the point at which Jesus is praying. This attitude of prayer is a constant theme in the story of Jesus (Luke 6:12). We often find Jesus praying, particularly at critical points in this story. This way he maintains a level of appropriate respect and reverence as well as being a model for the disciples and, through the story, for us.
Questions:
What are the reasons for being baptised?
Why do we sometimes call baptism ‘Christening’? (You may have to delve deeper than Google! Try the Church of England Christenings page)
The Dove appears as symbol of the Holy Spirit in this story. Do you know any other symbols of the Holy Spirit? Is the dove used as a symbol of anything else?
	Part 2: The Baptism of Jesus

	Reflection

Think with me for a while

What things do you remembers as important stages in your life?
Why do you remember these things? 

Are you the only person who remembers them?

Who else remembers? Family? Friends?

In a moment of quiet think of an important time in someone else’s life when you were there.
	Prayer

Lord of life,
We thank you for the people who surround us and are with us at important times.
We pray that they will remember us. 

Please help us to remember, think of and pray for, all the people and the special times that we remember.

Amen


Laying the table

Make a collection of baptism cards and candles. Try to find examples that are for adults as well as for infants. Draw attention to the symbols and images which are on them. Do any of them have Bible verses on them? You could also include some orders of service for baptisms.
	Part 2: The Baptism of Jesus : Extension Luke 3: 16-20

	A bit more from the Bible:  
More from John the Baptist

…He has his winnowing shovel with him, to thresh out all the grain and gather the wheat into his barn; but he will burn the chaff in a fire that never goes out.”  In many different ways John preached the Good News to the people and urged them to change their ways.  But John reprimanded Herod, the governor, because he had married Herodias, his brother's wife, and had done many other evil things. Then Herod did an even worse thing by putting John in prison…
	Notes

John is uncompromising in his message. John makes his point even more clear through the use of a very powerful agricultural metaphor.  There are some parallels with Jesus’ words in the Gospels; he too makes use of harvest images (Mt 13:30, Lk 12:24). Luke’s attention to detail continues with his observations about the political and personal intrigues of Herod. It is however fascinating that, in Luke’s opinion, putting John in prison was worse than any of the other things!



A few more Questions
John uses a picture from farming to help people understand that God is concerned with the way in which we grow and come to a good harvest. Jesus uses harvest pictures (metaphors) too; do you know any of them?
Sometimes olive oil is used in baptism – can you find out why and what for?

Some things to do
Find out about Baptism. The Anglican Church tends to baptise infants, but this is not always the case. Explore what the promises made at Baptism mean. You could invite a Church member to talk about their baptism and what it means to them?
How do other Christian denominations understand baptism?  
You might invite a Baptist and/or Methodist minister to discuss this with older children/students.

Look at pictures of the Baptism of Jesus, it has been a favourite of artists throughout the last 2000 years – there is a huge number available on the internet. When you look at them see if you can spot the most important parts or characters in the story as Luke tells it.
Look at how the Baptism of Jesus is reported in John’s Gospel John 1:29-34. Why might a writer write like this, using the words of John the Baptist, rather than directly as in the other gospels?
How would you write it for the best effect?
(Remember that John the Baptist is not the John who wrote the Gospel.)
	Part 3: The Transfiguration Luke 9: 28-36 (Mt 17.1-8; Mk 9.2-8)

	Bible Reading  
Jesus and the disciples on the mountain
About a week after he had said these things, Jesus took Peter, John, and James with him and went up a hill to pray. While he was praying, his face changed its appearance, and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly two men were there talking with him. They were Moses and Elijah, who appeared in heavenly glory and talked with Jesus about the way in which he would soon fulfil God's purpose by dying in Jerusalem. Peter and his companions were sound asleep, but they woke up and saw Jesus' glory and the two men who were standing with him. As the men were leaving Jesus, Peter said to him, “Master, how good it is that we are here! We will make three tents, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” (He did not really know what he was saying.) 

While he was still speaking, a cloud appeared and covered them with its shadow; and the disciples were afraid as the cloud came over them. A voice said from the cloud, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen — listen to him!” When the voice stopped, there was Jesus all alone. The disciples kept quiet about all this, and told no one at that time anything they had seen.
	Notes
We move into the middle of Luke’s gospel now. Luke has built up a range of miracles, parables and teaching. The impact of this has been that the disciples, in particular Peter, have said that Jesus is the Messiah. (See extension below)
This reading brings together Peter, John and James (a familiar trio in the gospels) who are favoured to witness the ‘transfiguration’ of Christ. The transfiguration is truly an epiphany where Christ is seen in his glory, notice the prominence of bright light in the scene. The transfiguration, like the baptism, brings together the Old and New Testaments. Placing the Transfiguration (and Peter’s ‘confession’, see the extension) in the middle of the gospel gives the effect of a dramatic climax and ends with us eager to find out what happens next.
The picture that we are given is of the New Testament in Christ bringing together the law (Moses) and the Prophets (Elijah) two strongest themes in the Old Testament. And, as at the baptism, a voice is heard from heaven. Luke also foretells the Easter story in his narrative by mentioning Jesus death.


Themes
Wisdom: This story shows us not only the ‘glory’ of Christ but also Christ in his place in the great story of the Bible alongside Moses and Elijah. It seems that, just as we need to seek advice and support, so did Jesus. He speaks to two of the most powerful figures of the Old Testament, in the same way that humility demands that we know our place in things, so too does wisdom. To be truly wise we need to know how to find support – to know that we don’t know everything. 

Trust: We read of words from heaven about Jesus at his baptism and at the transfiguration. These words show God’s trust in Jesus, that he will do what is important. If we want to find real trust and be really trustworthy, we do well to look at the things that Jesus did and said that earned God’s trust. Where else do we see these things, in other religious leaders? In politicians? In teachers? In friends?
Questions:

What do you think that Moses, Elijah and Jesus said when they talked?
How do you think that Peter, John and James thought when Jesus picked them out?
Why do you think that the disciples kept quiet about all this?

If they did keep quiet then how do you think that Luke found out in order to put it in his gospel?
Or indeed, Matthew or Mark? 
	Part 3: The Transfiguration

	Reflection

Think with me for a moment

I wonder…
Can you always find the words to say what you mean?

In our reading, Peter did not find the right words to say something sensible when he saw something he did not understand.

When is it better just to remain silent?

(You might like to invite contributions from the children)  
Imagine for a moment the scene that Peter, James and John saw…
And in silence consider what it means.

Bring the silence to a close with music or suitable words. 
	Prayer

Lord of our words,
Help us always to think carefully before we speak so that the things that we say will always be good and helpful.

Help us also, Lord, to know when it is best to say nothing and just to share silence with those around us.

In your name

Amen


Laying the table

Moses and Elijah, besides being important in themselves, also stand for the law and the prophets. These are often known as books. Gather together a collection of writings from different faiths, these show us how important it is to try and recognise what God wishes us to hear. Give participants opportunities to read from the texts.
	Part 3: The Transfiguration, Extension Luke 9: 18-20

	A bit more from the Bible: 
Peter speaks about Jesus

One day when Jesus was praying alone, the disciples came to him. “Who do the crowds say I am?” he asked them. 

“Some say that you are John the Baptist,” they answered. “Others say that you are Elijah, while others say that one of the prophets of long ago has come back to life.” 

“What about you?” he asked them. “Who do you say I am?” 

Peter answered, “You are God's Messiah.”
	Notes
A very simple and short conversation between Jesus and the disciples. Yet this is the dramatic centrepiece of the Gospel, the promise of the births of Christ and the dramatic words of John the Baptist are simply and suddenly brought to fruition in the words of Peter. These are in contrast to the guesses of the crowds. John the Baptist had been executed by this time, but Jewish people still leave a space at table for Elijah to this day. This exchange is immediately followed by the transfiguration story as if to reinforce the point and, perhaps prove that Jesus is not Elijah.


A few more Questions:
How do we recognise that someone is special in some way?

What do we do when people recognise what is special in us?

Some things to do
The transfiguration has been a favourite of artists, Bellini, Raphael, Rubens and is found in many icons. Find some of these and try to identify the characters. You could even make your own paintings; there is great scope here for imaginative use of light – chiaroscuro. How did the artists above use light in their works?
	Part 4:  Candlemas Luke 22: 22-37

	Bible Reading  
The time came for Joseph and Mary to perform the ceremony of purification, as the Law of Moses commanded. So they took the child to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord, as it is written in the law of the Lord: “Every firstborn male is to be dedicated to the Lord.” They also went to offer a sacrifice of a pair of doves or two young pigeons, as required by the law of the Lord. At that time there was a man named Simeon living in Jerusalem. He was a good, God-fearing man and was waiting for Israel to be saved. The Holy Spirit was with him and had assured him that he would not die before he had seen the Lord's promised Messiah. Led by the Spirit, Simeon went into the Temple. When the parents brought the child Jesus into the Temple to do for him what the Law required, Simeon took the child in his arms and gave thanks to God: 

“Now, Lord, you have kept your promise, 
and you may let your servant go in peace. 
With my own eyes I have seen your salvation, 
which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples: 
A light to reveal your will to the Gentiles and bring glory to your people Israel.” 

The child's father and mother were amazed at the things Simeon said about him. Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother, “This child is chosen by God for the destruction and the salvation of many in Israel. He will be a sign from God which many people will speak against and so reveal their secret thoughts. And sorrow, like a sharp sword, will break your own heart.” 
There was a very old prophet, a widow named Anna, daughter of Phanuel of the tribe of Asher. She had been married for only seven years and was now 84 years old. She never left the Temple; day and night she worshipped God, fasting and praying. That very same hour she arrived and gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were waiting for God to set Jerusalem free.
	Notes
This is a very famous story which has slipped from popularity in recent years, very possibly because people have stopped going to Evensong. (See below)

The story is very simple and accurately detailed by Luke (again). He is very careful to pick out the relevant bit of the law about sons Exodus 13:2 and Leviticus 12:6-8 which mentions the doves/pigeons. This law actually says that the birds can replace a lamb ‘if the woman cannot afford one’ this is one of the reasons why it is said that Jesus was born into poverty.
This is a very touching tale about the two older people who have been waiting to see God’s ‘salvation’ – it mostly speaks for itself. The words of Simeon are sung at Evensong as part of the Anglican liturgy. (See ‘things to do’ below) The story also continues a theme of ‘Mary’s secrets’- at the birth of Jesus Mary is recorded as remembering and thinking deeply. The words of Simeon are not comfortable hearing for his mother. Given the history of Christianity, Simeon’s words are truly prophetic; many people have spoken against the ideas Christ spoke of. Simeon’s words are also a vital part of the Christian understanding that the message of Christ is for everyone whether they are Israelites or Gentiles. The idea of the message for the Gentiles comes to its full fruition in the book of Acts and is paralleled in the letters particularly those of Paul who was Luke’s friend.  


Themes
Compassion: In these words we find God’s compassion in practice. Both Simeon and Anna have lived in their faith for many years and are both shown God’s compassion towards themselves in letting them see the infant Jesus. They also speak prophetically about God sending the saviour – an act of compassion for everyone.
Peace: the peace that is spoken of by Simeon is the peace brought by God to the people of God. It is not an absence of conflict but a coming together of community, the foundation of koinonia, another one of our values. In Hebrew it is shalom a very powerful theme in the Old Testament and a vital part of the hope of the Hebrew people.
Questions:

Do you think that it is important that Jesus came from a poor family?
Would it make any difference to the Christian message if Jesus had been wealthy?
	Part 4: Candlemas

	Reflection

Let’s make an imaginary journey, come with me to the temple.
Let’s walk through the sunlight and go up the stairs towards the doors

Imagine the view of the great stone walls and pillars
Steadily we walk through the door, out of the sunlight and into a cool world of shadows.
Follow as we walk on, our footsteps echoing in the gloom

Look around and see with me a little group with a baby, listen carefully as you hear soft voices and the gentle sounds a baby makes

Watch as the group gathers and then breaks up – look into the eyes of the baby’s mother as she passes you, what do you see? 
	Prayer

Lord of light,
Thank you for the stories of faith that we find in the Bible.

When we read of Simeon and Anna we can see two examples of people of faith who can help us to learn.
Guide us as we grow in our own faith to see your light and understand the message that Christ has brought to us all.

Amen


Laying the table
The name ‘Candlemas’ for this occasion refers to the fact that at in earlier times priests would bless candles for use in homes during the year. You could include candles on your table and think of ways in which you could pray for the blessing of light throughout the year – a way of remembering the light that has been given to us all by God.
	Part 4: Candlemas Extension Hebrews 4: 14, 5: 1-2, 5-10

	A bit more from the Bible
Let us, then, hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we have a great High Priest who has gone into the very presence of God — Jesus, the Son of God. 
Every high priest is chosen from his fellow-men and appointed to serve God on their behalf, to offer sacrifices and offerings for sins. Since he himself is weak in many ways, he is able to be gentle with those who are ignorant and make mistakes… In the same way, Christ did not take upon himself the honour of being a high priest. Instead, God said to him: 

“You are my Son; today I have become your Father.” 

He also said in another place, 

“You will be a priest for ever, in the priestly order of Melchizedek.” 

In his life on earth Jesus made his prayers and requests with loud cries and tears to God, who could save him from death. Because he was humble and devoted, God heard him. But even though he was God's Son, he learnt through his sufferings to be obedient. When he was made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all those who obey him, and God declared him to be high priest, in the priestly order of Melchizedek.
	Notes
This reading is from Hebrews, one of the Epistles.  The whole of Hebrews is based in an interpretation of many Old Testament texts. In this section we find Christ being shown as a great high priest. 
We see in this reading links to the priesthood which have been an important part of the story of Luke’s gospel from the beginning. Zechariah was chosen by his fellow priests and here we read that Christ was chosen by God for the very special role which we read in the Gospel.
The quotations are from Psalm 2:7, and Psalm 110:4 which are used to make clear the that Jesus has a special place, even in ancient writings. 
In the end we come back to the words of Simeon about Jesus being the source of salvation. Melchizedek was a particularly important figure in some of the influential religious movements of the time.


A few more Questions
What do you think that a priest is?
Do you think that people need priests? Why?

Would you like to be a priest? Why?
Some things to do
The words of Simeon in the Temple are still sung or said in church services today – often at Evensong, it is called the Nunc Dimittis (can you find out why?). Why do you think that it is used in the evening?
What can you find out about Melchizedek? Start with Genesis 14: 18. There is a lot more in Hebrews too.
As with the Baptism and the Transfiguration, the presentation in the temple is a favourite of artists, see how many you can find on the internet. Look out for the pigeons and the prophetess Anna, usually carrying a scroll or a stone tablet of prophecy.

What can you find out about shalom? You could invite a Jewish person to talk to you about what peace means to them.
____________________________________

[image: image1.png][image: image2][image: image3.png]& ODBE



