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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 semi-continuous 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. 
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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-blanks 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 Lent 

The Holy Gospel: Matthew 4:1–11 
The account of our Lord’s temptation in the wilderness is the traditional Holy Gospel for the 

First Sunday in Lent. Jesus’ time of testing, with its forty days of fasting, prompted the development 
of the season of Lent in the life of the Church as a forty-day period of fasting and introspection 
preceding the celebration of Easter. The Sundays are called Sundays in Lent, and were not included 
in the forty-day fast, for Sundays are “little Easters” and are a time for celebrating, not fasting. The 
assigned lessons, however, particularly the Holy Gospels, do point to the approaching time of Jesus’ 
suffering and its significance for our redemption. 

The time of testing in the desert followed immediately after the exalted experience of Jesus at 
His Baptism, when He was anointed with the Holy Spirit for His ministry.  

1. Why is it significant that Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil?  
 
 
 
 
Tour guides today point to a mountain west of Jericho, in the Judean wilderness, as the mount 

of temptation. The testing continued throughout the forty-day period. In the Old Testament, God 
had accomplished many significant things in “forty day” or “forty year” periods.  

2. Why was it so important that Jesus face His testing immediately at the beginning of His 
public ministry? 

 

 

 

 

Satan’s “If You are the Son . . . ,” like his “Did God actually say . . . ?” (Genesis 3:1) in the 
Garden, aimed at raising doubt. At Jesus’ Baptism, God had spoken from heaven, saying, “This is 
My beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17) and had filled Jesus with the Holy 
Spirit. Now, led by the Spirit into this decisive confrontation with the tempter, Jesus had to 
acknowledge for Himself who He is and why He was there. This is an ongoing test also for us in our 
lives as Christians. We need continually to acknowledge who we are, why we are here, and who’s in 
charge of our lives. It’s one of the values of regular participation in our congregation’s worship 
services. 

The three temptations summarize Satan’s attacks—our being tempted by possessions, 
popularity, and power. Jesus, however, rejected these and chose the path of self-sacrificial love. 

3. What was at the heart of the temptation for Jesus to use His divine power to satisfy His 
hunger? 
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4. What was behind the temptation for Jesus to prove Himself and gain the acclaim of the 

people through a spectacular display? (See Matthew 12:38–40.) 
 
 
 
5. What basic attitude toward life was attacked in the third temptation? 
 

 

 

 

The three temptations may be seen also in our lives as Christians. As we go through life, again 
and again we have to reaffirm our identities and our priorities. Seeing ourselves as sons and 
daughters of God through faith in Jesus enables us to do the following: 

(First temptation) Choose to focus our lives on ___ instead of letting ___ become an overriding 
preoccupation. 

(Second temptation) Accept God’s ___ for us instead of ___ Him through our insistent self-
determination. 

(Third temptation) Avoid emphasizing ___ we want and have at the expense of ___ we get it. 
 
6. What did Jesus use as His weapon in overcoming Satan and his temptations? 
 
 
 
 
7. What encouragement is there for us in the fact that our brother Jesus faced real temptation 

and overcame? (See Hebrews 4:15.) 
 
 
 

 

The Old Testament Lesson: Genesis 3:1–21 
While both convey historically accurate events, the creation account of chapter 2 of Genesis 

differs in style from chapter 1. It is narrative, while chapter 1, with its recurring phrases telling the 
story of a progressive creation in six days, suggests a poem or a song. Chapter 1 praises God as the 
Creator of all; chapter 2 focuses on the creation of man and on man’s position and purpose in God’s 
creation. Chapter 1 calls God Elohim, a more general term for God, while chapter 2 identifies the 
Creator as Yahweh Elohim, “The LORD God,” I AM, who established His covenant of grace with 
Israel. In the theology of chapter 2, we find God’s intentions for mankind in His creation. 

The creation song of chapter 1 describes God as bringing the creation into existence from 
nothing through His powerful Word, supplying the cosmic energy that is the building block of 
matter. Chapter 2 describes the Lord God giving the creation of man His personal touch and 
attention, forming the body from dust and breathing the breath of life into him. He placed man into 
the Garden to be its caretaker and to enjoy its bounty. But He selected one tree to be a test of man’s 
relationship with Him. The man and his wife were given the opportunity to say a happy, willing yes 
to their Creator by being given also the possibility of saying no to Him. Chapter 3 describes their fall 
into rebellion and sin and death. 
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8. Who was the crafty serpent who approached the woman to tempt her? (See Revelation 12:7–
12.) 

 
 
 
9. What was the tempter attacking with his “Did God actually say . . . ?” What was the tempter 

attacking with his “You will be like God, knowing good and evil”? 
 
 
 
 
10. The devil is the tempter, but what is clearly evident as the source and cause of the fall and 

its continuation in human experience? (See James 1:13–15; 1 John 2:16.) 
 
 
 
 
11. How does the Genesis account immediately show the double effect of sin in human life? 

How is it significant that the Lord God came to the man and the woman and, with His questions, 
forced them to deal with what they had done and its consequences? 

 
 
 
 
12. What judgment did the Lord God pronounce on the serpent? the woman? the man? 
 

 

 

 

No study of the fall of man is complete without recognizing that while man changed God did 
not. The Lord God’s judgment of Satan (the serpent) incorporated the protevangel, the first Good 
News of salvation. 

13. What was to be the avenue by which victory over Satan would be won? Where do we see 
this prophecy fulfilled? (See Galatians 4:4–5.) 

 

 

 

 

In the Genesis account, we are not looking only at ancient history, the creation of the first man 
and woman and their fall into sin. We have to look also at ourselves to understand who we are 
intended to be and why we are sinners. 

14. How are all temptations that confront us essentially the same as the temptation that led to 
the fall? What constitutes the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in our own lives? How far 
reaching was the effect of mankind’s fall into sin? How may we see that effect in our own world? 
How do we appropriate the victory over Satan promised in the garden? 
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15. How does this Old Testament Lesson tie in with today’s Holy Gospel? 
 
 
 
 

The Epistle for the Day: Romans 5:12–19 
Romans 5:12 is the Bible’s classic statement of the doctrine of original sin: the sin of Adam 

brought broken relationship with God, alienation from God, and a sinful nature, a predisposition to 
pride and rebellion, to all humanity. Paul wrote: “And so ___ spread to all men, because ___.” We 
see Jesus applying this truth when He said that nothing less than spiritual rebirth is needed to enter 
the kingdom of God (see John 3:3–6). 

Paul’s thought breaks off after verse 12, as our texts indicate. He moved into an excursus, 
comparing and contrasting Adam and Christ and their effects on humanity. He returned to his 
original thought and completed it with verse 21—“so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might 
reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 

“Sin is not counted where there is no law” does not suggest that “sin didn’t matter then.” 
Instead, Paul was showing that even before the Law code was given and brought clear awareness of 
sin and rebellion, ___ reigned because of sin. The sinful infection that Adam brought is that severe 
and that universal! How the first man, Adam, who “poisoned” humanity through his willful sin, is a 
pattern or type of the second man, Jesus, who was God’s “antidote,” is seen in the one-affecting-the-
many comparison that follows. Adam, the first man, is seen as the federal head of humanity as he 
brought rebellion and sin into the experience of all. Jesus Christ, the second Adam, is seen as the 
new federal head of humanity as He redeemed lost mankind and brought a return to God to the 
regenerate.  

16. What did the disobedience of the one man, Adam, bring upon the many? 
 

 

 

 

17. After sin and its consequences multiplied, what did the one man, Jesus, provide for the 
many? 

 

 

 

 

18. What change of status and outlook is enjoyed by those who receive the abundant provision 
of grace and the gift of righteousness? 
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Leader Guide 
How to Use the Leader Guide 

Put in time and effort to make these thoughts your own. Notes in 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 Lent 

O Lord God, You led Your ancient people through the wilderness and 
brought them to the promised land. Guide the people of Your Church 
that following our Savior we may walk through the wilderness of this 

world toward the glory of the world to come; through Jesus Christ, 
Your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy 

Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen. 

 

The Holy Gospel: Matthew 4:1–11 
1. That it was the Holy Spirit who led Jesus up out of the Jordan Depression and into the 

Judean wilderness to be tempted shows that this immediate confrontation with the tempter was in 
no way a matter of Jesus’ casually flirting with temptation as other men do. Nor was it a matter of 
Satan suddenly setting Jesus up for the test. It was God’s will that His Son be strengthened in His 
resolve by experiencing a time of testing at the outset of His ministry.  

2. It has been experienced by many—a time of spiritual uplifting is followed by a time of 
spiritual testing. God’s plan was to indicate immediately at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry 
that He, in saving His people from their sins, is the Conqueror of Satan in their place and for their 
sake.  

God allows us to experience testing after times of spiritual uplifting so we will be kept from 
pride and self-reliance. The enemy is not easily defeated but will certainly be overcome when we 
stand firm in the Lord and in the power of His Spirit. We gain strength as we let the Word speak to 
us and as we respond in prayer. 

3. At the heart of the temptation to turn stones into bread was the question of whether Jesus 
would trust His Father and willingly obey His will, which had led Him into this time of testing, or 
would assert Himself to satisfy His needs in His own way. That temptation was renewed after the 
feeding of the five thousand (see John 6:15). 

4. Behind the temptation to throw Himself “trustingly” down from the temple was the idea that 
such a dramatic display would win Him His following and negate the need for the cross. To put 
ourselves into foolish and unnecessary situations and “trust God” to get us safely through them 
really becomes a matter of “tempting God” by expecting Him to do things our way instead of His 
way.  

5. The basic attitude the devil attacked in the third temptation is the attitude that recognizes 
that God, not Satan or self, is the Lord of all, and that God’s will is always good and right—though 
He accomplishes what is good and right in ways that surprise us, ways we don’t always understand 
and might not choose for ourselves.  

Fill-in Answers: 1st—Choose to focus our lives on God and His Word instead of letting 
material things become an overriding preoccupation. 2nd—Accept God’s will and way for us instead 
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of testing Him through our insistent self-determination. 3rd—Avoid emphasizing what we have at 
the expense of how we get it. 

6. To overcome Satan, Jesus quoted God’s Word—a weapon available also to us if we fill the 
storehouse of our memory with it. 

7. Jesus won the victory for us, on our behalf. He knows what we face and will be with us to 
strengthen us so we can implement and enjoy His victory in our lives. 

The Old Testament Lesson: Genesis 3:1–21 
The test of obedience made man morally responsible to God and gave him free choice in the 

relationship. God wants willing, loving obedience. A no has to be possible for a yes to be 
meaningful. “Knowledge of good and evil” not only means that they would experience the 
consequences of evil if they ate of the forbidden fruit but also suggests that the basic test was whether 
they would accept God’s determination of what is good and what is evil or would insist on 
determining that for themselves. This insistence on deciding for ourselves what is right and wrong 
for us at any given time is a hallmark of today’s secular humanism. We still want to be our own 
gods. 

The New England Primer, an A-B-C book for primary reading instruction, was the first book 
printed in the New World. It used the Bible as its source material. 

8. The “serpent” of Genesis is the same as the “serpent” of Revelation: the devil, meaning “the 
tempter,” or Satan, meaning “the adversary or accuser.”  

9. The tempter’s “Did God actually say . . . ?” attacked the woman’s faith in the truthfulness of 
God’s Word. Her addition of “neither shall you touch it” to God’s command suggests that they were 
already chafing under God’s limiting their freedom. It led to the devil’s saying, “You will not surely 
die,” boldly contradicting God’s Word, which the devil, “the father of lies,” always does in one way 
or another. “You will be like God” attacked the love for God for which the man and the woman 
were designed. It suggested and approved turning that love inward on themselves and seeing 
themselves as gods to decide any and all moral issues for themselves instead of letting their Creator 
rule them.  

10. The basic source and cause of the fall and of our sin today is the desire of the heart to serve 
our own will instead of God’s will. That’s why the forbidden fruit looked so good and why even the 
deadly “desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes” (1 John 2:16) are so appealing to us. The 
man joined in the rebellion because he had the same inner desires the woman did—not because he 
felt sorry for her and didn’t want her to be alone in sin (as Mormons suggest).  

11. Sin is the breaking of a relationship. Their disobedience broke their relationship with God 
but was evident first in a change in their relationship with each other. Guilt and shame led them to 
“cover up.” When they remembered God’s presence, they had to “hide” from Him too. Still today, 
the malady is vertical; the evident symptoms are horizontal. God’s intentions remained the same: 
He wanted a living relationship with man and was ready to provide it. He wanted a living 
relationship with man and approached the man and woman to provide it.  

12. God’s judgments were these: The serpent would go on his belly and eat dust. (We don’t 
know if the serpent had another, more attractive, appearance before Satan used it to approach them, 
but a snake crawling on the ground is a continual reminder of human sin.) The woman would 
experience pain in childbearing and would be dominated by her husband. The man would find his 
labor unproductive at times because nature itself was affected by the rebellion against the Creator 
(see Romans 8:19–22). Finally, there would be death, the end of earthly life. (We know that God’s 
plans for sinless man excluded both spiritual and temporal death for man, and we know that sinful 
man, whether believer or unbeliever, must suffer temporal death unless God makes an exception.) 

13. The protevangel pointed to the woman’s offspring crushing the serpent’s head. For all who 
will see it, this clearly points ahead to the coming of a Savior. The prophecy was fulfilled in the birth 
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of Jesus Christ—born of a woman (the Virgin Mary), born under Law (representative man) to 
redeem us (His death and resurrection) so we might have adoption as God’s children (salvation by 
grace through faith in Christ). 

14. The temptations that confront us are all basically an attack on our faith in God and His 
Word and an attack on our letting God be God in our lives. In our lives, the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil is anything that stimulates sinful pride and self-will and leads us to try to be self-
dependent, independent of God, determining for ourselves what is good or evil instead of accepting 
His Word’s judgment. Secular humanism, which puts man at the center, and secular scientism, 
which puts our growing understanding of the natural creation at the center, are the fruits of this tree 
that, more than anything else, encourage human pride today. Adam was told, “Cursed is the ground 
because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life.” St. Paul agreed that the whole 
creation, and our life in it, were negatively affected by human sin (see Romans 8:19–23). The powers 
built into creation are destructive as well as beneficial. We are subject to illness and death. We 
appropriate the promise of the garden as we put our faith in the woman’s offspring, God’s Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord. 

15. Genesis tells of the fall of the first Adam to the tempter’s suggestions; the Holy Gospel 
shows “second Adam,” our Lord Jesus, overcoming the tempter through His obedient fulfillment of 
God’s saving will and His love for His heavenly Father. 

The Epistle for the Day: Romans 5:12–19 
Fill-in Answers: Paul wrote: “And so death spread to all men, because all sinned.” 
Even before the Law code brought clear awareness of sin and rebellion, death reigned because 

of sin. 
16. The disobedience of the one man, Adam, brought death and judgment to the many. 
17. The one man, Jesus, through His obedience as representative man and God’s atoning 

sacrifice—His incarnation, His righteous life, His suffering the consequences of humanity’s sin, His 
resurrection in victory—provided justification and the gift of righteousness to the many.  

18. Through Adam’s trespass, death reigned; through Jesus Christ, those who receive the 
abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness will reign. That more than states the Good 
News. We who once were ruled by death through the universal infection of sin will by God’s grace 
reign in life with Christ. We not only share His victory over death, but we will also rule in glory with 
Him. Our status has changed from losers to victors; our outlook has changed from despair to joy and 
anticipation. 
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