How will you create a desert or wilderness space 
to prepare your heart for the coming of Christ?
Are there any rough places that you face this Christmas that you would like us to pray about?
Close with Prayer: Gracious God, as we wait for the coming of your son Jesus, make all that is rough in us a plain, so that we might receive him with open hearts. Amen.
The New Revised Standard Version (Anglicized Edition), copyright 1989, 1995 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. 
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Prepare the Way
Study: week of Nov. 27 for Sun. 12/4/11  

Ice Breaker: Think of an Advent custom that you observe.  What does it mean for you?
Scripture: Isaiah 40:3-5, Mk. 1:1-8
 3A voice cries out:
‘In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord,
   make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
4Every valley shall be lifted up,
   and every mountain and hill be made low;
the uneven ground shall become level,
   and the rough places a plain. 
5Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,
   and all people shall see it together,
   for the mouth of the Lord has spoken.’
Study Questions

1. Why is the wilderness a good place to prepare for the Lord? 

2. Is vs. 4 to be taken literally? What do you think the writer of Isaiah means in vs. 4?
3. What does the word, “glory,” mean?

4. What do you think the people will see?
Reference Notes:
The Book of Isaiah was written in different periods of Israel’s history. Ch. 1-39 probably written between 742-701 BC chronicles a people who were guilty of rampant social injustice and who chose to put their trust in foreign alliances rather than trust in God. 
As a result, the Northern kingdom falls to Assyria in 720 BC. The Southern kingdom of Judah falls to the Babylonians in 586 B.C. The first book of Isaiah ends with Isaiah’s prophecy of Judah’s exile to Babylon (Iraq). Almost 50 years pass before Cyrus, the Persian, conquers Babylon and most of the known world. Cyrus releases Judah from captivity in 538 BC. 
Chs.40-56 written about 539 BC, are known as Second Isaiah or the Book of Consolation. The first eleven verses of Ch. 40 are a prologue that announces the theme for the next 16 chapters. The end of Israel’s exile is near. The author exults and rejoices in anticipation of the return of the exiles to Palestine. The passage for this study opens with a proclamation of God’s graciousness.  
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid 
(Isa. 40:1-2).
God pardons Israel’s sins. Her suffering is ending. The author presents God as creator and lord of all whose appearance will signal a new creation. The events of history from creation to redemption reveal the way or plan of God. In Second Isaiah, blindness to God’s way is a cardinal sin. 
Written about 530 -510 BC, Third Isaiah, 
Chs. 57-66, speaks of the difficult realities of life in a restored community in Jerusalem and offers reassurance and hope to those afflicted. The entire book extends a vision of hope in a “world whose times are in God’s hands.” 
The scripture for this lesson (Isa. 40:3-5) invites us to imagine an ancient poetic depiction of God as a mighty warrior who rides in from the southern desert with his heavenly armies to deliver and restore his people.
A voice of one calling: "In the desert prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God” (Isa. 40:3).
In the New Testament, the writer of Mark refers to, “A voice of one crying out in the wilderness, “prepare ye the way of the Lord . . .”  (Mk. 1:3). 
If you hated punctuation in school, these two verses are a good example of the difference punctuation can make to the meaning of a sentence. (I hear the groans now—actually, this is fascinating stuff. Hang in there.) In Isaiah, the voice of one calling is unidentified, whereas, Mark applies the voice to John the Baptist. In Mark, the punctuation changes the sense of the verse. 
What is the difference in meaning between the verse in Mark 1:3 and Isaiah 40:3? Read the two verses aloud.
Among the nations of Africa, the ancient custom of triumphal procession and entry into cities and villages is still practiced to welcome royalty and persons of distinction. By way of welcome, people line the roads, wave branches and sing.  
In the New Testament, when is Jesus welcomed in this manner? What do the crowds shout and sing? (cf. Mt. 21:1-9).
God’s decree of comfort and pardon is already taking place. A voice in Isaiah proclaims and calls for preparations to be made in the desert for the coming of the Lord. The way of the Lord is a highway for God to come to all people. 

No obstacles, neither mountains or valleys nor potholes in the road, will deter or prevent the Lord from coming to all people.

4Every valley shall be lifted up,
   and every mountain and hill be made low; 
the uneven ground shall become level,
   and the rough places a plain. 

One thinks of huge earthmovers leveling hills, filling in ditches and gullies and scraping the earth flat. Just as developers plane the earth to build new homes, the Lord God comes to make the rough places a plain. With all obstacles removed, it’s front row seating for everyone. The revelation of God’s glory, that is, the abundance of God’s forgiving love and restoring grace will be visible to all people. 
In case Israel doubted the prophet’s proclamation, he states that the “mouth of the Lord has spoken.” Just as the spoken word of God created the earth, the word of the Lord God will bring to pass the deliverance of all peoples. The Gospels interpret this passage from Isaiah as referring to Christ who according to John’s Gospel, is the Word who was from the beginning and who became flesh and lived among us (Jn:1:14), as well as “the way, the truth, and the life (Jn.14:6).” To prepare the “way of the Lord, and to make straight in the desert a highway for our God is to level the hills of anger, grudges, sadness, resentment or jealousy lodged in our hearts that prevent us from letting Christ in to heal us.
How is Jesus the way of the Lord for you? What rough place needs to be made a plain in you for healing to begin?
Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes that “the fact that God's coming is not only a matter of glad tidings but, first of all, "frightening news for everyone who has a conscience." If the essence of Advent is expectancy, it is also readiness for action: watchfulness for every opening, and willingness to risk everything for freedom and a new beginning. 
Perhaps our preparation for the arrival of Jesus, the way and word of God, must start as Isaiah suggests, in the desert wilderness. 
In the wilderness, God calls Moses to lead Israel out of Egypt. In the wilderness, Israel encounters a God who provides. In the wilderness, Jesus is tempted, faces his demons, and discovers what being about his Father’s business will mean. The wilderness or desert is any place where we place ourselves to be stripped of all that distracts us or pulls us away from watchfulness, an awareness of the present moment and God’s claim on our lives. 
The wilderness is a place of wrestling and inner struggle. The  struggle for us this Advent season might be the letting go of our conviction that Christ being born anew depends on our tireless efforts at gift giving, decorating, meal planning and meeting all of the expectations we place on ourselves and others. 
Advent invites us to allow Christ to make a plain out of the rough places in our hearts this season so that we might see his glory and know the peace he brings. The mouth of the Lord has spoken it. 






Ice Breaker:























 











Study Questions:





Why do you think Jesus went to Martha’s house?





What do you think Jesus meant when he   said, “Mary has chosen the better part . . .?”





If you had been Martha, how would you have         responded to Jesus’ remark? 





4.   What is Jesus point?











6.    Who are you most like?








