
Bible Study 

Fifth Sunday of Lent, cycle C 
 

Opening Prayer:  (Sign of the Cross) “Holy God, when we were baptized, you entered into a covenant with 

each of us, making us your adopted sons and daughters. You are our only God, but we have not always been 

faithful to that. May your grace call us to conversion and a change of heart through your word, which we reflect 

upon this day. We ask this through Jesus Christ, our Redeemer and Lord.  Amen.” 
 

Focusing Questions 

1. The readings this week will focus on mercy.  What does that word “mercy” mean to you? 

2. Would you say that you are a person who looks to the future or a person who tends to dwell on the past?  

3. What does that have to do with mercy? 
 

Commentary before the First Reading: Isaiah 43:16-21 

In 586 BC the Babylonian armies overran the southern Hebrew kingdom of Judah; and thousands, primarily 

from the upper class and the temple priests, were deported to Babylon, present-day Baghdad. The writer of this 

section of the Book of Isaiah told the people that, instead of wondering if God could and would save them, they 

should live in anticipation of what God will do for them! Forty-eight years later the armies of Cyrus, king of 

Persia (now Iran), took defeated and control of Babylonia, and sent the Hebrews back to their home country.  
 

Read the First Reading aloud. 

1. Which key incident in Hebrew history is being referred to in the first sentence of the reading? 

2.  “Are we still the Chosen People whom God loves?” the exiles questioned. Which line is God’s answer? 

3. Why did God choose the Israelites with whom to form a special covenant in the first place? (hint: verse 21) 

4. What will be the “new Passover” for the Jewish people in exile, according to this reading, although never as 

important as the first one? 

5. What does this reading have to do with mercy? 
 

Commentary before the Second Reading: Philippians 3:8-14 

Saint Paul wrote this letter to the Christians of Philippi from his prison cell in Rome. He was not serving a 

sentence for a crime; rather, he was awaiting almost certain torture and death for being a follower of Jesus. 

Listen for his tone of voice, in spite of what most people would find a very frightening time. 
  

Read the Second Reading aloud. 

1. Which fact made it possible for Saint Paul to accept the loss of his freedom and almost all of his personal 

property – and, soon, his life? In other words, what prior act of mercy on God’s part made it possible for 

Saint Paul to be so enthusiastic about the future? 

2. The Greek word that is translated here as “rubbish” was “skubala,” which would more accurately be     

rendered as “excrement,” (yes, “poop”!). What insight does that add to the first paragraph of this reading? 

3. “Righteousness” means “acting out of a right relationship with God.” According to verse 9, from where 

does true righteousness come and from where does it not come? 

4. If someone had told Saint Paul he was “a saint” or “holy,” which verse in this reading would have been his 

answer?  
 

Commentary before the Gospel Reading: John 8:1-11 
We delight in the way Jesus could see to the heart of a situation and say exactly the right thing. The Pharisees 

and scribes were experts in Jewish law. They loved to debate among themselves questions like the one they 

presented here. However, they had no reason to bring the woman to Jesus except to use her as bait in a scheme 

to entrap him. This was the trap: If Jesus had told them to follow Jewish law and stone the woman, he would 

have been in violation of Roman law, which forbade anyone except the government from putting anyone to 

death; they would have reported him and he would be arrested. If he had told them that they had to follow 

Roman law, he would be guilty of ignoring the law of the very God whom he claimed to know so well, and they 

would have discredited him severely.  Jesus responded with a deeper question: “What are the limits of mercy?” 
 

Read the Gospel Reading aloud. 



1. Which word or phrase would you say is key to this entire episode? 

2. How can we tell that Jesus’ reputation for compassion had reached even to the Pharisees? 

3. The law of Moses to which the Jewish leaders are referring is found in Leviticus 20:10. Look it up and 

notice what they are conveniently omitting in this situation. 

4. What did Jesus do instead of ignoring what the woman had done, or condemning her, or (even!) acting as if 

he approved of it?  What is the difference, in the end, for this woman? 

5. Point out the 2 loving things Jesus did once he and the woman were the only ones remaining. 
 

Applying the Readings to our Daily Lives 

1. What do you think would be the most difficult offense for you to forgive? 

2. There is a significant difference between “forgiving and forgetting” an offense, “remembering the past and 

building on it” into the future, and “extending mercy” to someone who has offended you. Explain the 

differences. 

3. Have you ever wondered (like the Jews in exile) if God was making you suffer because he was angry with 

you about something? Or have you ever wondered if God had forgotten you? How did you react? 

4. The woman in the Gospel was surely Jewish, although her behavior had not demonstrated her faith. What is 

it about human nature that makes it so hard to trust in God when one is experiencing difficult times? 

5. Next Sunday is Palm Sunday. In what way is this week’s focus on mercy a fitting lead-in to that holiest 

week of the year? 

6. Being a person of mercy requires living every moment in union with Christ. Do you intentionally and 

intensely seek to live that way consistently, or are you more like a light switch – “on, off, on, off, on…”?  Is 

intentional living even realistically possible? Would you like to try it for a week? 
 

Closing Prayer  

“Almighty God, show us your mercy. We are often judgmental fools with hearts of stone toward our brothers 

and sisters when they wrong us. Do not treat us as we have treated them, we beg you. Instead, take away our 

hard hearts and give us, instead, hearts like yours. Form us into a people of mercy who serve you as 

ambassadors of reconciliation. We ask this through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.” (Sign of the Cross) 
 


