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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for December 17, 2017 

Third Sunday in Advent 
 

 
 

THE READINGS 
First Reading: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 
1 The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,  

because the LORD has anointed me;  
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed,  

to bind up the brokenhearted,  
to proclaim liberty to the captives,  

and release to the prisoners;  
2 to proclaim the year of the LORD's favor,  

and the day of vengeance of our God;  
to comfort all who mourn;  

3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion –  
to give them a garland instead of ashes,  

the oil of gladness instead of mourning,  
the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit.  

They will be called oaks of righteousness,  
the planting of the LORD, to display his glory.  

4 They shall build up the ancient ruins,  
they shall raise up the former devastations;  

they shall repair the ruined cities,  
the devastations of many generations. . . . 

 

8 For I the LORD love justice,  
I hate robbery and wrongdoing;  

I will faithfully give them their recompense,  
and I will make an everlasting covenant with them.  

9 Their descendants shall be known among the nations,  
and their offspring among the peoples;  

all who see them shall acknowledge  
that they are a people whom the LORD has blessed.  
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10 I will greatly rejoice in the LORD,  
my whole being shall exult in my God;  

for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation,  
he has covered me with the robe of righteousness,  

as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland,  
and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.  

11 For as the earth brings forth its shoots,  
and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up,  

so the Lord GOD will cause righteousness and praise  
to spring up before all the nations. 
 

Worth Noting: The previous chapter, Isaiah 60, includes the promises of the LORD to the nation of 
Israel during the economic depression following the return from the Babylonian exile. In the 
Lectionary selection from chapter 61, the nation responds, first with an acknowledgment of the 
national vocation (verses 1-4, 8-9) and then with a vision of a prosperous, joyful nation (verses 10-
11). In sum, Israel finds its joy in its covenantal relationship with the LORD. When have you 
experienced your deepest joy?  

 
Psalm 126 or Luke 1:46b-55 
1When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion,  

we were like those who dream.  
2 Then our mouth was filled with laughter,  

and our tongue with shouts of joy;  
then it was said among the nations,  

“The LORD has done great things for them.”  

3 The LORD has done great things for us,  
and we rejoiced.  
 

4 Restore our fortunes, O LORD,  
like the watercourses in the Negeb.  

5 May those who sow in tears  
reap with shouts of joy.  

6 Those who go out weeping,  
bearing the seed for sowing,  

shall come home with shouts of joy,  
carrying their sheaves.  
 

Worth Noting: Israel identifies with “those who dream” (verse 1). Memory of a deed that moved the 
surrounding nations to praise the LORD anchors the faith of the nation in the LORD, and engenders 
the hope that future deeds will restore the people to peace.  What has God done in your life or in the 
life of your community that give hope for the future? How do your dreams and the dreams of your 
community shape hope for the future? How do we share our dreams? 
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Second Reading: 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 
 16 Rejoice always, 17 pray without ceasing, 18 give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the 
will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 19 Do not quench the Spirit. 20 Do not despise the words 
of prophets, 21 but test everything; hold fast to what is good; 22 abstain from every form of 
evil. 

23 May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul 
and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 The one 
who calls you is faithful, and he will do this.  

 

Worth Noting: The Latin version of the opening of this reading gives the third Sunday of 
Advent its traditional name: Gaudete, Rejoice, Sunday and the pink candle in our Advent 
wreath. Is it too early to start rejoicing? Do we have to wait to finish our gift shopping?  

 
Gospel: John 1:6-8, 19-28 

 

6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7 He came 
as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through 
him. 8 He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the 
light. . . . 

This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent 
priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?”  

20 He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messiah.”  

21 And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?”  
He said, “I am not.”  
“Are you the prophet?”  
He answered, “No.”  

22 Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. 
What do you say about yourself?”  

23 He said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way 
of the Lord,’” as the prophet Isaiah said.  

24 Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. 25 They asked him, “Why then are you 
baptizing if you are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?”  

26 John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do 
not know, 27 the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his 
sandal.”  

28 This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing. 

 

Worth Noting: Who has served your community as the “voice crying out in the wilderness”? 
What was their message? How was their message received? 

 
GRAPPLING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
John the Baptist appears in each of the four canonical Gospels and in independent 
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histories of the period. The Roman-Jewish historian Josephus confirms the Gospel portrayal 
of John as a widely followed preacher of repentance. Josephus further reports that the ruler 
of Galilee, Herod Antipas, fearing a popular John would lead a revolution had John put to 
death (Antiquities of the Jews XVIII.v.2 §116-119). John’s impact extended beyond his death 
well into the time of the early Church. Acts describes an encounter in Ephesus around the 
year 55 C.E. between Apollos, a Jew from Alexandria in Egypt who knew only the baptism of 
John, and Priscilla and Aquila, originally from Rome, who “instructed him in the Way of 
God more accurately” (Acts 18:24-26).  

John preached repentance to Israelites on behalf of all Israel for sins and affronts to 
the God of Israel, just as did the classic Israelite prophets (like Amos and Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel). Two characteristics distinguished his work from theirs. In the first place John 
preached that baptism by him was essential for complete forgiveness. Indeed, this feature 
was so distinctive that John became John the Baptist/Baptizer. A second characteristic is 
that John told people what to do on his own authority. He didn’t appeal to reason, nor did 
he cite Bible verses or a direct message from God to support his claims. 

In the Church, John claims the position of the Advent figure. John serves as the 
immediate forerunner to and herald of the ministry of Jesus. His message, however, points 
to the Last Days: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and 
believe in the good news” (Mark 1:15 and parallels). John thus prepares for both the 
remembrance of the Incarnation and the coming of the Last Days. 

 
Repent? Let’s Talk Next Month 

 It seems almost nonsensical to preach repentance in the weeks from Thanksgiving to 
New Years (unless the team you coach has gone from 8-4 last season to 3-9 this). Most of us 
struggle (usually half-heartedly) not to put on the “Holiday Season Five” pounds. Why not 
wait until January 1 and the New Year’s Resolutions season to talk about repentance?  
 To make sense, let’s start by thinking about our idea of repentance. The New 
Testament concept of metanoia, “changing the mind” has scant connotation of penitential 
fasts and flagellation. All of us change our minds hundreds of times a day. Yes, Paul and the 
other writers were thinking about something more serious than changing your mind about 
having cereal rather than eggs for breakfast. They were thinking more along the lines of a 
ship’s course correction. Maybe for some a correction involved a U-turn from worshipping 
Jupiter to worshipping the Lord, but for others maybe it involved trimming several degrees, 
from waiting for the Messiah to acknowledging Jesus as the Messiah.  
 Our Advent works (including writing end-of-year Christmas letters) prompt us to 
look up from stoking the boilers of our lives to see whether our lives are in fact headed 
where we want them to go. Are we (and herewith endeth this dreadful nautical metaphor) 
headed for the port in which we want to dock? To guide us, we look to find those guiding 
stars that shine all the brighter in the darkest nights of the year. We search to see where the 
Star of Bethlehem will lead us.  

 
Questions for Discussion 

Who are the dreamers in your circle of friends? What are their dreams? Have you 
given up dreaming big?  
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Isn’t this supposed to be a season of joy? Do you think John the Baptist experienced 
joy in his life? And, by the way: Are joy and happiness the same thing? 
 
What are the activities that most excite you during the Holidays? Does identifying 
them help us understand where our deepest joy might lie? 
 
Might the season of Advent be used as a preparation for those New Year’s 
resolutions? 
 

 
 

Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with religious and spiritual seekers for 
these past twenty years. To build his skills and burnish his image he earned a 
PhD in New Testament from the Iliff/University of Denver Program. He 
welcomes comments and commentary at dennishaugh2011@gmail.com. 
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