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Introduction 
The Three-Year Series of Scripture readings appointed for use in public worship first appeared 

in 1969 in the Ordo lectionum Missae, developed by the Roman Catholic Church. Shortly thereafter, 
the Inter-Lutheran Commission on Worship (ILCW) prepared a Lutheran version of this series, 
which was eventually included in Lutheran Book of Worship (1978) and, with some slight 
modifications, in Lutheran Worship (1982). Christian Worship: A Lutheran Hymnal (1993), the hymnal 
of the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, also included a version of the ILCW lectionary.  

In 1983, the Consultation on Common Texts (CCT), an ecumenical study group, published the 
Common Lectionary based on the Ordo lectionum Missae as well as the Lutheran and various Protestant 
three-year cycles in use at the time. After significant field-testing, the CCT then published the Revised 
Common Lectionary in 1992, which was adopted for use in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America in 1998 and adapted for use in Lutheran Service Book, the new hymnal of The Lutheran 
Church—Missouri Synod.  

This revised edition of A Longer Look at the Lessons takes into account the differences between 
various versions of the Three-Year Series in use among Lutherans today and provides studies for the 
system you have designated. The studies offer guidance for personal study and prompt discussion 
and application of the pericopes by adult Bible study groups. 

Two basic principles were followed in structuring the various versions of Three-Year 
Lectionary: a thematic principle and a principle of semicontinuous reading. The thematic principle is 
generally employed during the festival half-year. Readings are selected to emphasize the themes of 
the festivals and the seasons that surround them. The primary reading is always the Holy Gospel, 
and that is why it is studied first in these materials. The Old Testament Reading (or First Reading) 
and the Epistle are then selected to support and enhance the theme set forth by the Holy Gospel.  

The principle of semicontinuous reading is applied especially during the nonfestival half of the 
Church Year (the Sundays after Pentecost). The Holy Gospels of Series A are largely from Matthew, 
Series B from Mark, and Series C from Luke. Readings from John are inserted in all the series, 
especially during the festival half-year. The Epistles also represent semicontinuous readings through 
particular letters. The Old Testament Readings, however, are selected thematically in relation to the 
Holy Gospel throughout both halves of the Church Year. 

The overall purpose of assigning Scripture readings in this way is to provide an annual review 
of salvation history and of major Christian doctrines, as well as to read significant sections of Holy 
Scripture during certain times of the Church Year. Pastors have found these pericopal studies helpful 
as they prepare their sermons and services from week to week. SAMPLE
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Study Guide 

How to Use the Study Guide 
The Study Guide has been prepared with three goals in mind. First, it provides information 

about the lessons and their contexts. A look at the Greek or Hebrew is sometimes included. 
Doctrinal emphases are pointed out, and the text is often related to other statements of Scripture. 
Second, it asks questions that help the group explore the texts and provoke analytical thought. 
Answers are to be sought first in the pericopes themselves, with other references cited for backup or 
expansion of the thought. Questions that explore the text are just asking “What does it say?” to focus 
attention. They are easy to answer—so easy that people sometimes feel uneasy about stating the 
obvious. Help your group understand this. Don’t spend time on these; just get a focus on what the 
text says and how it says it, and move on to questions that ask “What does it mean?” These require 
more time and thought. Let your group struggle a little if necessary; don’t be in a hurry to provide 
answers yourself. Sometimes, restating the question will help them move to the point. Third, the 
Study Guide encourages discussion and application to Christian life today by asking “What does it 
mean for us?” This is the essential goal of every Bible study. Give your group members time to 
express themselves. Encourage and accept their applications and testimonies. Don’t hesitate to share 
your own views and experiences, but don’t take over, or they will back off and wait for you to do this 
every time. Fill-in-the-blank exercises focus the attention of the group on key words of the text, and 
they are intended to provide emphasis of their significance in a simple way. 

Make use of added Scripture references—but save time by using slips of paper to assign them 
ahead of time to individuals who don’t mind reading aloud in your group. 
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Lesson 1 

First Sunday in Advent 

The Holy Gospel: Matthew 24:36–44 (alternate) 
The first apostolic witness to Jesus was oral proclamation, like that of Peter’s sermon on 

Pentecost. As the Church grew through that proclamation, the apostles were led to undergird the 
oral proclamation with written teaching. The Gospels and the Epistles are the result. The Gospels 
are historical, recording words and deeds in some historical sequence. But their purpose is obviously 
didactic. Through the account of Jesus’ deeds and words, they teach the Christian faith and the 
Christian way. 

With this First Sunday in Advent, the Church’s “New Year’s Day,” we move into a new 
Church Year. In Series A of the Three-Year Lectionary, the Gospel of Matthew will provide the 
Holy Gospels. It was written to help Jews and Jewish Christians see Jesus as the Messiah, the 
Fulfiller of the covenant promises and the covenant expectations. Again and again, Matthew said, 
“This happened to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet.”  

Matthew organized his teaching around five groupings of Jesus’ messianic deeds and words. 
Each grouping ended with “when Jesus had finished all these sayings . . .” Enclosing these five 
“books” are his introduction, which calls attention to seven fulfillments of prophecy in Jesus’ 
beginnings, and his conclusion, which tells of the suffering, death, and resurrection of the Messiah 
and of His commissioning of the apostles. This is not so evident in the pericopic use of Matthew. 
The Holy Gospels were selected with a view to the Church Year. But the character of Matthew as a 
“teaching Gospel” will come through as Matthew tells us the deeds and the words of the heavenly 
Teacher. 

The past Church Year ended with reminders that we live in a temporary world and that the 
Lord is coming again as Judge of all. Today’s Holy Gospel bids us begin the new Church Year with 
the same awareness, looking to the parousia. This word, coupled with Jesus’ reference to Himself as 
“the Son of Man,” denotes more than just the return of Jesus. It stresses the full establishment of His 
presence as King and Lord through His raising the dead, judging the nations, and gloriously setting 
up God’s eternal kingdom. 

1. What is Jesus telling us by saying, “As were the days of Noah” so will be the end times? 
 
 
 
 
The phrase “one will be taken and one left” is used by some to support the idea of the rapture. 

This idea grew out of literalistic interpretations of apocalyptic pictures such as those in the Book of 
Revelation. It suggests that before “the great tribulation” the Lord will suddenly remove His faithful 
ones from the earth to be in heaven with Him. Narrative sections of the New Testament, however, 
never suggest a preliminary coming of Jesus for some Christians. They point to Jesus’ coming as 
sudden, universal, unexpected, and final.  
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2. What, then, is the point of Jesus’ words about the two men and the two women? 
 
 
 
3. What is the point of the little illustration of the owner of the house and the thief? 
 
 
 
4. In what practical ways may we as disciples of Jesus keep watch and be ready for our Lord’s 

return? 
 

 
 
 

The Old Testament Lesson: Isaiah 2:1–5 
Isaiah was God’s prophet in Jerusalem during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and 

Hezekiah. Politically, the Kingdom of Judah was under the threat of mighty Assyria. Isaiah 
discouraged political alliances, encouraging confidence in the Lord’s help instead. The Assyrian 
conquerors swallowed up Israel, the Northern Kingdom, and came against Jerusalem. Isaiah 
reminded King Hezekiah to trust the Lord—and God’s angel went out and slew 185,000 Assyrians 
and forced their withdrawal. However, Isaiah did point to Judah’s ultimate doom under God’s 
judgment, condemning the “official line” that was approving and promoting the formalism in the 
temple. The first section of Isaiah, chapters 1–39, ends with Isaiah’s pointing ahead to Babylon as 
the source of Judah’s ultimate downfall. 

Isaiah’s prophecy provided some of the loftiest formal prophetic literature in the Old 
Testament. Because of his assurances of God’s ultimate rescue of “the remnant” and his detailed 
description of the Suffering Servant, the promised Savior, Isaiah is called “the evangelist of the Old 
Testament.” The beautiful words of verses 2–4 of this pericope are found also in Micah 4:1–4. Isaiah 
and Micah were contemporaries, and either one of them borrowed from the other or they had a 
common source, perhaps a hymn or poem already familiar to the people of their day. They point 
beyond the earthly scene to describe the great messianic kingdom.  

5. Why are “They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks. 
Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore” among the most 
widely known words of the Bible today? 

 

 

 

 

6. How do Isaiah’s words exalt “the mountain of the house of the LORD”? 
 
 
 
 
7. What is the sequence of events involved in the Lord’s establishing His peaceable kingdom, 

and what are the New Testament counterparts or fulfillments of these events? 
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8. How did Isaiah use the universal scope of the Lord’s kingdom to encourage the people of 
Judah? 

 
 
 
 
9. What does it mean to “walk in the light of the LORD”? 
 

 

 

10. How does this Old Testament Lesson tie in with today’s Holy Gospel? 
 
 

The Epistle for the Day: Romans 13:8–14 
11. Christians are indebted to love their fellow men because of Christ’s love for them and for 

their fellow men. Why is this a continuing debt that is never paid off? How can Paul cite only the 
commands of the Second Table of the Law and say that loving your neighbor is “the fulfilling of the 
law”? 

 
 
 
12. How does “knowing the time” add its own sense of urgency to our making good on our 

continuing debt of love to our fellow men? 
 

 

 

 

The Greek word for time is kairos, not chronos. Paul was not referring to a point in chronological 
time but to “the opportune moment,” the decisive time for them to pay the debt “to love each 
another.” 

13. From what “sleep” is it time for Christians to awaken? 
 

 

 

 

Salvation, as it refers to a healed relationship with God through His forgiving love in Christ, is 
God’s gift to us immediately when we believe and trust Jesus as our Savior. 

14. To what was Paul referring, then, with “salvation is nearer to us now than when we first 
believed”? (See Romans 8:23 and Hebrews 9:27–28.) How do Paul’s words “The night is far gone; 
the day is at hand” relate to that? How can Paul’s words continue to have meaning for us when we 
know that the “night” has continued for almost two thousand years since he wrote them? (See 2 
Peter 3:8–13.) 
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Paul’s words motivate us to wake up and get with it when we want to be serious about our faith 
and our discipleship. Then we are ready to work at putting aside the deeds of darkness and putting 
on the armor of light. As examples of deeds of darkness to be put aside, Paul lists ___ and ___, ___ 
and ___, ___ and ___. Notice how his list moves from the obvious to the less obvious.  

15. How does walking in the light of the Gospel serve as armor to protect us? (See Ephesians 
6:10–17.)  

 
 
 
16. How do you put on the Lord Jesus Christ? (See Galatians 3:26–27.) How does putting on 

the Lord Jesus help you keep your mind from dwelling on and pursuing the desires of the sinful 
nature? (See Romans 12:1–2.) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
17. When do we reach the point in our faith and life at which we no longer need to work at 

putting off and putting on? 
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Leader Guide 

How to Use the Leader Guide 
Put in time and effort to make these thoughts your own. Notes on your Study Guide will help 

you remember them in class. If you think a point is stated particularly well in the Leader Guide, you 
may want to quote it, but do not use the Leader Guide continually as the last word. Your group’s 
ideas about themes and emphases and applications may differ from those in the Leader Guide. 
That’s okay; explore their insights. Since each study is a unit in itself, you may easily use substitute 
leaders. Provide them with a Study Guide and Leader Guide, along with instructions for their use, 
well in advance. 

Each lesson in the Leader Guide begins with the collect assigned for the day. You may use this 
prayer or another prayer suitable for your needs to begin your study. Suggested also are the hymns 
and songs, listed topically in the index of Lutheran Service Book, appropriate for the season or day. 
The index begins on page 993. 
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Lesson 1 

First Sunday in Advent 

Stir up Your power, O Lord, and come, that by Your protection we 
may be rescued from the threatening perils of our sins and saved by 

Your mighty deliverance; for You live and reign with the Father and  
the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen. 

 

The Holy Gospel: Matthew 24:36–44 (alternate) 
Parousia literally means “presence” and points to the establishment of the kingdom of God 

around the person and presence of the King, Jesus. In that sense, where Jesus is, there His kingdom 
is. Jesus chose to refer to Himself as “Son of Man” instead of “Messiah,” because the hopes and 
expectations of the Jews had given “Messiah” purely political overtones. “Son of Man” is also 
messianic but was not so widely used among the people. From Daniel 7:13–14, it pictures the 
Messiah’s ultimate glory in the Kingdom.  

1. The phrase “as were the days of Noah” says that things will be business as usual for the 
worldly and the ungodly when the fateful day of the Lord’s coming draws near and finally arrives. 
The world is indifferent to and makes a joke of any proclamation that the end is near and the 
judgment is at hand. 

The idea of the rapture relates to a general materializing of the promises of the Kingdom in the 
idea of the millennium reign—that Jesus will come to rule the world from Jerusalem for a thousand 
years before the climactic struggle between Him and the forces of evil will usher in the new heaven 
and new earth. The idea is a result of taking symbolic, apocalyptic language literally. It has led even 
to foolishness like bumper strips that state, “When the rapture comes, this car will be driverless.” 
Teachings such as this so preoccupy some Christians that they are distracted from their mission in 
the present. 

2. Jesus’ words about the two men and the two women point up the either/or importance of 
enjoying a relationship with the Judge before He surprises us in His coming. 

3. Like the owner of the house, who gets no advance notice from a burglar, we are to be ready 
at all times because Jesus will come at a time we cannot predict, a time that will be a surprise to all. 

4. We may “stay awake” and “be ready” for Jesus’ return by seeing to the health of our faith 
and discipleship. We can nourish our faith through Word and Sacrament, the means by which the 
Holy Spirit renews and strengthens us in Christ. We can consciously busy ourselves with the deeds 
of love and service that Jesus expects of His disciples. As we carry them out in His name, His Spirit 
works also through them to deepen our relationship with our Lord. 
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The Old Testament Lesson: Isaiah 2:1–5 
Have your group turn to Micah 4:1–4 to see that the wording of these two sections of Scripture 

is identical.  
5. These words of Isaiah are familiar throughout today’s world because they appear on one of 

the exterior walls of the United Nations building in New York City. In such use, they point up 
human hopes that humanity will ultimately progress in its civilization to the point where wars will 
be a thing of the past. Christians, of course, know that our sinful natures will not allow that 
development on just human terms. We see the words pointing us to the hope and promise that is 
God’s ultimate gift to us in Christ, a poetic picture of the eternal messianic kingdom. Before you 
leave this paragraph, ask your group: “In what sense has this prophecy of the Kingdom already been 
fulfilled?” It has already been fulfilled in the sense that people of all nations have come in faith to the 
One who, more than the mountain of the house of the Lord in Jerusalem, is the assurance of God 
with us, the Lord Jesus Christ. As we live in Him and are drawn to love others through Him, some 
aspects of His peaceable kingdom are being realized in our lives as Christians. 

6. In this prophetic picture, the mountain of the Lord’s temple is raised up so that it is higher 
than all other mountains—the focus of the hope of the nations.  

7. The sequence is this: (1) exaltation of the mountain of the house of the Lord, which is 
equivalent to the beginnings of the proclamation of the Gospel; (2) many peoples saying, “Come, let 
us go . . .” in readiness to be taught and to follow, which is equivalent to Gentile peoples being 
drawn into the Church; (3) the Law and the Word going out to establish God’s influence 
internationally, which is equivalent to the Church reaching out to the world with the Gospel; and  
(4) establishment of the peaceable kingdom, which is equivalent to Christians learning to imitate 
Jesus by loving one another in His name. 

8. Immediately after this beautiful picture of the universal kingdom of God, the prophet said, 
“O house of Jacob, come, let us walk in the light of the LORD.” It’s like saying, “If many other 
nations are going to respond and participate in the blessings of the Kingdom, why not you who are 
the original covenant people?” 

9. To “walk in the light of the LORD” surely means to live in full awareness of His covenant of 
grace that was fulfilled in Jesus. It also means displaying in our lifestyle the fact that we belong to 
Him. 

10. This Old Testament Lesson describes the Kingdom that Jesus will establish fully on that 
day known only to the Father. Its “let us walk in the light of the LORD” surely is the same kind of 
encouragement as Jesus’ “stay awake” and “be ready.” 

 
The Epistle for the Day: Romans 13:8–14 

11. We can never say, “There, I’ve loved enough. I don’t have to love anymore.” Not as long 
as we have a continuing need for Christ’s love, nor as long as there are people He loves who are in 
need of our active love. Paul is writing to Christians, who are committed to God through Christ in 
faith and love. In our daily living, we show love for our Savior most practically in our active love for 
our fellow men. 

12. “Knowing the time”—the temporary nature of our circumstances here—makes us aware 
that we are not to use the time only for our own comfort and enjoyment. We have a continuing debt 
to pay, and we may do so joyfully as we live in Christ’s eternal kingdom. We are here not to make 
the most of things for ourselves but to make the most of things for Christ and His kingdom. We have 
a Gospel to proclaim. We have installments on our continuing debt of love to pay.  
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13. The “sleep” from which we are to awaken is any apathy, indifference, carelessness, or 
procrastination that might keep us from serving and obeying our Lord by actively loving others in 
His name. 

14. Paul was referring to our salvation in terms of its complete fulfillment at the time when the 
Lord returns to take us to the place He is preparing for us. “The night” is the darkness of rebellious 
sin and unbelief and their attendant separation from God. Christians are rescued from this by faith 
here and now, but we still are touched by the reality of it all around us. And we know that because 
of our sinful natures, we are not immune to being tempted by the sinful attitudes and actions of “the 
night.” “The day,” the final, complete rescue from “the night” through Jesus’ return, is continually 
dawning for Christians in these last days. Though two thousand years have gone by, they are as a 
couple of days in God’s view of things. He is desirous that more come to faith and be saved. But the 
stage is set in God’s will and determination. Nothing else must happen in God’s plan for His 
creation before the day of the Lord. We need to walk in the day, in faith and discipleship, in 
continual readiness—and actively proclaim His Gospel.  

Fill-in Answers: As examples of deeds of darkness to be put aside, Paul lists orgies and 
drunkenness, sexual immorality and sensuality, quarreling and jealousy.  

15. Walking in and growing in faith through the Gospel protects us from Satan’s attempts to 
mislead us into doubt and despair. The Gospel assures us that Jesus has done it all, and that we are 
saved because of it. Walking in the light of the Gospel also leads us down the way of righteousness. 
The best defense is a good offense. Actively pursuing righteousness and godliness in a life of 
Christian service is effective in protecting us from taking the wrong turn and living a sinful lifestyle. 

16. Essentially, we do not “put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” The Lord Jesus Christ puts Himself 
on us when we are baptized and become children of God through faith. In the power of the Spirit, 
we are continually renewed in faith and life through the Gospel. Living in the love of Christ 
becomes the motivating power for us to give ourselves to Him and to others in His name. Testing 
and approving God’s good, pleasing, and perfect will becomes the way of life that helps us overcome 
the desires of the sinful nature. 

17. We will never reach the point at which we can say we have it made and don’t need to work 
at putting aside the deeds of darkness to walk conscientiously in the light (see Romans 7:18–25). 
Fortunately, we may claim the victory that our Savior Jesus Christ has won for us. 
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