
The Bible For Critical Thinkers
Welcome!  

The big picture 
This resource is wri,en with two goals in mind: 1) to create a Bible study which meets the needs of 
those who have never studied the Bible, as well as those with years of devo=onal reflec=on under 
their belts and 2) to move people from devo=onal reading to cri=cal thinking about scripture.  

A devo=onal approach invites the reader to ask “how does this passage affect my life?” For example, 
upon reading “Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy” in Exodus 20:8-10, this perspec=ve 
might lead us to ask “what ac=ons might I perform to make my Sunday morning more holy?” Of 
course, we might also ask: 
 “Why do Chris=ans act like Sunday is the Sabbath when God was talking about Saturday?”  
 “Did other cultures have similar edicts or was sabbath-keeping a new idea?”  
 “Am I keeping the sabbath ‘holy’ if my ac=ons are faithful but I am resenXul?”  
 “Why is there a different version of this commandment in Deuteronomy 5:12-14?”  

Devo=onal reading is important for our spiritual growth, but it cannot help us with the historical, 
theological, and textual ques=ons generated by a passage. Not only that, a Bible study where people 
repeatedly share how a pericope makes them feel gets boring a]er a while. Contradic=ons, moral 
dilemmas, denomina=onal squabbles, theologically uncomfortable ques=ons…these make biblical 
study engaging and life-giving. 

So, ask hard ques7ons. Walk away from those who suggest asking ques=ons demonstrates a lack of 
faith or offer dismissive answers, such as “that’s just the way God wants it.” They are charlatans or 
cowards. Ok, maybe that is too harsh. Perhaps they are afraid because their own ques=ons were 
beaten out of them by charlatans and cowards. The point is no teacher has all the answers, but good 
ones never (NEVER!) discourage you from asking harder ques=ons than they themselves can answer. 

The Bible is not magic. Reading it does not make you a more moral person. We all know folks who 
regularly quote Jesus while trea=ng their neighbors like crap. Please don’t begin this study thinking 
the goal is to check off the “read my assignment” box on your list of righteous things to do today. 
The aim of good Bible study is to become more the people God desires us to be, not gain 
intellectual informa7on. Knowing what Jesus said is not as important as embodying his teachings. 
This is why the majority of worshipping congrega=ons say something along the lines of “This is the 
word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.” a]er reading scripture. The biblical words on 
the page become the word of God for those who allow God’s Spirit to convict, encourage, comfort, 
and even slap them around a li,le bit. 

With all this in mind, select the level of involvement that best suits you. Each of us has very different 
backgrounds, schedules, and levels of biblical interest. These factors will contribute to the amount of 
=me and engagement with the text which will help you grow. The first lesson (Original Blessing, page 
3) will offer a descrip=on of each sec=on of the daily reading and the amount of =me it will normally 
take. Like physical exercise, it is be,er to start small, enjoy the experience, and look forward to the 
next day than to overtax yourself, resent the experience, and dread tomorrow.  
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Those of us who lean toward being guilt-ridden perfec=onists must fight the tempta=on to feel we let 
down God if we fail to read every word on the page. Choose what helps you to grow but does not 
overwhelm you. For those who have never ready the Bible, only reading the “devo=on” sec=on may 
be enough. As hard as it is for many of us to believe, God already loves us. There is no need to earn 
that love. Read un=l you are "full." Relax into God's relentless pursuit of you.   

Relax into grace but use your brain with the Bible. Rejec=ng intellectually shallow readings of 
scripture and ins=tu=onal Chris=anity is easy; cri=cally studying the “arc of salva=on” embedded in 
the Bible is a different ma,er. If the Church (not denomina=ons, mind you, but the invisible “body” of 
those around the world who strive to follow Jesus) is to survive the next century (not a given, in my 
opinion) then our faith must grow through cri=cal thinking and our ac=ons must reflect that growth. 

Given how horribly some “Chris=ans” treat people, I understand those who are skep=cal of people 
like me who talk about Jesus and God’s love. I have considered wri=ng a tome en=tled The Failure of 
Chris6anity a thousand =mes in my adult life…and yet, there is s=ll something about the Bible in 
general, and Jesus’ teachings specifically that con=nue to inform my life and connect me to the 
Divine. I hope this study offers you an opportunity to examine that for yourself.  
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Week 1 Original Blessing 

Lesson #1                Original Blessing  

"The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand forever." - Isaiah 40:8 
(NRSV)* 

Each lesson begins with a quote or verse which sets the tone for what follows. For Chris=ans, the 
"word of God" has many meanings throughout scripture: the divine sign/act of speech which forms 
and sustains the crea=on (more about that in lesson #2), the promises of God, and the ul=mate 
“Word,” Jesus Christ (Jn 1:1-4). 

Devo7on: The central scripture lesson for the day will be found in this sec=on. Reading the assigned 
passage and accompanying devo=on will take about five minutes. As men=oned in the Welcome, a 
devo=on invites us to ask “how does this passage affect my life?” Hopefully you will be led to 
prayerfully reflect on the ques=ons offered as part of this sec=on for a few minutes beyond that.  

This will be the most important sec=on of the workbook for those who have never studied scripture. 
Our goal is to cover a significant number of key passages, not to read from cover to cover. However, if 
you are new to all this and are interested in digging a li,le deeper, please feel free to read more!  

For today, read Isaiah 40:6-8, 27-31. As you begin this study, now is the =me to commit yourself to 
the process that lies ahead. Make a plan as to when you will do your reading. What is your goal for 
this study? What will be your greatest challenge? What message do you want your future self to hear 
when you are frustrated and considering quirng?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Since the goal of the Devo=on sec=on is to provide an overview of the 
Bible, most of the selected passages are =ed to significant historical events—and yes, that is a bias. 
However, there are many other passages which feed us spiritually and lead us to worship God. So, 
those sorts of scripture readings will be offered in this sec=on. Many of our spiritual matriarchs and 
patriarchs would suggest these scriptures are more important for our faith than those driven by 
historical or theological considera=ons. This is especially true for those of us who are tempted to 
believe “knowing about God” is more important than “being with God.” 

Read Psalm 119:105-112. What role, if any, has the Bible played in your life? What has been your 
"light" (the teaching or ideal that leads) recently? What role do you desire God to play in your future? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: This sec=on will offer notes, commentary, and ques=ons regarding the passage(s) 
found in the Devo=on sec=on. You should expect to be presented with ideas with which you disagree. 
While we believe “the Bible is the word of God for the people of God,” there are many ways to 
interpret scripture WITHIN the Chris=an tradi=on. Pondering different perspec=ves helps us grow. 
You certainly do not need to agree with everything you read, but please allow the viewpoints which 
are offered to push you to think and become aware of why you believe as you do.  

*This resource will use the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) and The Inclusive Bible (TIB), but 
you may use any transla=on.  
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Lesson #2                Original Blessing 

Bless YHWH, my soul! YHWH, my God, how great you are! clothed in majesty and glory, wrapped in a 
robe of light, you stretch the heavens out like a tent. Psalm 104:1-2 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 1:1-5 and Romans 1:20a.* The first image we have of God is as Creator. God 
creates all that exists. Are there aspects of crea=on that move you to think of God? What loca=ons 
help you feel close to God? What might prompt you each day to include God in your thoughts?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 8:23-27, reflec=ng on God's power over the waters of 
chaos. What within you needs to be calmed? What words do you long for God to speak over you? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
We begin this study with the Hebrew Scriptures. Since “Old Testament” is considered insul=ng to the 
Jewish people, we will avoid it. The terms “Jewish Scriptures” and “Hebrew Bible” are preferred.  

1:1 God is assumed from the beginning. There is no a,empt to defend a belief in God or demand 
others believe. God changes hearts, not the faithful. What are the implica=ons of this for the Church? 
What is the difference between sharing your beliefs and a,emp=ng to prove God's existence?    

1:2 God is Creator, bringing all that exists into being from nothing. (Heb 11:3, Rev 4:11) No=ce water 
is present as God begins. This account does not seek to answer the scien=fic ques=on "how did God 
create?" but the theological ques=ons "who is God?" (the Creator) and "who are we? (creatures of 
God). For the writer, water is a symbol of chaos. God brings order out of chaos, out of non-order.  

1:2 The Hebrew word "ruach" can be translated wind, breathe, or spirit. “The spirit of God” refers to 
an aspect of God’s character, like love or wisdom, not the third person of the Trinity (Father, Son, Holy 
Spirit). Hebrew writers some=mes personify theses aspects of God. (Prov 8)   

1:3 While God's first crea=on is “light,” the heavenly bodies providing physical light (sun, stars, moon) 
are not created un=l the fourth day (Gen 1:14-19). Scholars offer several possible meanings for the 
terms light/day and darkness/night. Welcome to the joyous burden of Bible study! Scripture does not 
answer all our ques=ons! Light/darkness may equal truth/falsehood (1 Pet 2:9), knowledge/ignorance 
(Ps 67), God's presence/absence (Rev 21:22-24), or a combina=on of these, providing a majes=c 
symbol of God's act of crea=on!  

1:5 "Day" designates a period of =me, but there is no indica=on of its length. Since the sun will not be 
created un=l day four (Gen 1:14), this cannot equal 24 hours. "Day" may equal thousands of years (2 
Pet 3:8). What ma,ers more than the length of this "day" is that crea=on has order. Crea=on 
func=ons as God desires only when we live in "right" alignment with God. The concept of right order 
lies behind the idea of "right - eousness." To be "righteous" means to be in correct alignment with 
God, other creatures, and the earth. This understanding of right alignment with God's order 
undergirds and defines ideas such as Law, the reign of God, repentance, redemp=on, and salva=on.  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 4



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
* If “a” follows a scripture reference, it means the verse has different parts. Read to the first natural 
break in the text.  

Lesson #3                Original Blessing 

Then YHWH answered Job from the heart of the storm: who is this obscuring my plans with such 
ignorant words? Hitch up your belt like the fighter you are; now I will ask the ques=ons and you will 
answer me! 4 Where were you when I created the earth? If you know the answer, tell me! - Job 
38:1-4 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 1:6-25 & 1 Timothy 4:4-5. “And God saw that it was good” is repeated a]er 
each day’s crea=on. This theological statement ma,ers! Some people (for instance, Gnos=cs) believe 
the spiritual world is good and the physical world is evil, but that is not biblical. Crea=on is good, just 
as its Creator is good! This is called the "original blessing." The driving goal of all God's ac7ons is to 
restore crea7on to its original blessing! Sin may mar the physical and spiritual aspects of the world, 
but crea=on is good. What parts of crea=on do you need to "receive with thanksgiving?" Is it hard to 
believe all crea=on can be restored to good? Can you believe that about all people? About yourself?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Slowly read Psalm 33. Find some =me today to inten=onally place yourself 
in a place of beauty and quiet. When there, what thoughts and prayers come to you?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:6 Early Hebrews believed God formed an open space in the chaos waters and created everything 
there. They imagined those waters are held at bay by a "dome" or "vault" surrounding us on all sides, 
which prevented the primordial waters from pouring into crea=on. The "sky" was the open space that 
lies between us and the dome above. 

1:9 Within that domed sphere, God gathers the water, forms the sea, reveals the land, and creates 
plants. Considering the sun and moon are made the next "day," a literal reading is impossible, since 
plants need the sun to grow. These first 11 chapters are not intended to be literal, historical accounts. 
The writer is offering parables, just as Jesus did. These stories are true in the most important sense, 
just as the "good samaritan" (Lk 10:25-37) or "prodigal son" (Lk 15:11-32) are true. God uses parables 
to teach theological lessons we need to navigate life. The parables found in these early chapters teach 
us the theology we need to understand the history of the Jewish people, which begins in chapter 12. 

1:14 The sun, moon, and stars are created and affixed to the dome. They are to designate days, 
seasons, and years, as well as to act as signs. The rhythm of nature is linked to God’s plans for the 
crea=on. Heavenly "signs" appear at significant =mes throughout scripture, with the best examples 
being the star that guides the Wise Men to Jesus (Mt 2:1), the darkness at Jesus' death (Mk 15:33), 
and the descrip=on of the end of =me (Joel 2:28, Acts 2:17). 

1:20 The Creator fashions animals in the same order as the earlier crea=on: sky (birds), sea (fish), and 
land (domes=cated and wild animals). Why are "great creatures of the sea" (1:21) singled out? To 
answer that, we must dive into one of the most important concepts we need to understand in biblical 
study. Like all other passages, this story is wri,en by a par=cular community at a par=cular =me in a 
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par=cular context. This is why good Bible studies discuss the date of a book, its author, and its 
historical context as a way to help us understand its meaning.   

Although scholars disagree over when the first five books of the Bible were compiled, all agree they 
are based on earlier oral tradi=ons. We will use a commonly accepted idea that these oral stories are 
compiled during the reign of King David, who came to power in 1010 BCE (see Appendix A). Saul is 
the first King to unify the twelve tribes of Israel, but his reign is marked by constant conflict. The 
second king, David, leads the newly formed na=on into a =me of peace and prosperity. Not 
surprisingly, David wants his now unified people to have one Law, one set of patriarch and matriarch 
stories, one capital city (he selects Jerusalem), one Temple, etc. The first five books of the Bible (also 
called the Torah or Pentateuch) are the compiled and edited versions of the oral stories told by the 
twelve tribes before they united as one na=on. Scholars can iden=fy several of the major sources that 
were edited together to create these books. If you are interested in learning more about these 
sources, research the “documentary hypothesis” or “JEDP theory.”   

Now, back to "sea monsters." At the same =me the twelve tribes formed Israel, a popular 
Mesopotamian crea=on story taught that a creator-god was one of many divine beings and had to 
ba,le sea monsters before making heaven and earth. So, the writer of Genesis felt it was important 
to point out the Hebrew monotheis=c God created ALL things, even the sea monsters. If wri,en 
today, what "gods" would need to be put in their place before the true God?   

——— 
Lesson #4                Original Blessing 

If you believe what you like in the gospels, and reject what you don't like, it is not the gospel you 
believe, but yourself.  - Saint Augus=ne 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 1:26-31. Two quite important ideas are presented here: humans are created 
in God's image and humanity is instructed to care for crea=on. How does believing we are all made in 
the image of God affect how we treat others, enemies, and ourselves? What are the challenges of 
caring for crea=on in a capitalist culture? Are you offering care to your por=on of the world? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 6:1-8. If you believed God might speak directly to you today, 
how would that affect your prayers, decisions, and daily life?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:26 Since the concept of God as Trinity is not developed for a thousand years, we can assume the 
writer does not have this concept in mind with "let us make..." While some Chris=ans claim this 
phrase prophe=cally an=cipates that doctrine, the truth is the writer has God speak in the royal “we,” 
as do earthly Kings and Queens ("let us go to dinner"). The idea that God speaks to a heavenly court 
is possible but unlikely given that an angelic host is not men=oned within the account itself.   

There are many interpreta=ons of what it means to be made "in God's image" beyond the childish 
no=on that humans look physically like God. These op=ons include: 1) we have a moral sense 
(knowing right from wrong), 2) we are crea=ve ("be fruiXul and mul=ply"), 3) we are rela=onal (male 
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and female), and 4) we have dominion over crea=on, reflec=ng God's ul=mate dominion. How might 
this phrase impact how you care for yourself? How does it relate to 1 Corinthians 6:19-20?  

God gives people dominion over the earth to care for it, protect it, and u=lize it for good. This 
crea=on story offers us a glimpse of what the Creator desires for crea=on: God cares for us with 
earth's bounty, we worship/serve God, and we care for God's crea=on. The second crea=on story 
beginning in 2:4 will instruct us on how sin sha,ers God’s desires for the world. Those who have 
experienced forgiveness seek to embody God’s original blessing in their lives and rela=onships.  

1:27 In this crea=on story, God creates male and female together. It is the second crea=on story (Gen 
2:4-25) which presents males as created first. Those who base male superiority on the second story 
not only mistakenly assume these passages are historically factual but choose to ignore the first story. 
A reader who is consistent in their sugges=on these pericopes are historically factual would assume 
God, in whose image male and female humanity is made, is bi-gendered.  

Some claim God signals human superiority by placing our crea=on a]er everything else, but in 
chapter 2, humans are made before animals. If one story elevates us, the other humbles us. Orthodox 
tradi=on assumes each storyteller places humanity's crea=on in the posi=on which will have the most 
impact for their par=cular parable.   

1:28 This command suggests a norm but not a requirement for couples. There is no indica=on here or 
in the Law that those who remain single, choose to not have children, or are unable to have children 
are to be punished. Nor are their rela=onships considered incomplete. How does our culture view 
people who are single or childless?  

1:29 Within this story’s ideal worldview, humans eat plants because death has no place here. Those 
who are vegetarians for religious reasons could certainly claim a plant based diet lives out God's 
ul=mate desire for crea=on. How would you describe the diet God desires us to have? How does this 
relate to Genesis 9:1-3 and Acts 10:1-16?    

——— 
Lesson #5                Original Blessing 

Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your 
souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”.  - Ma,hew 11:28-30 (NRSV) 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 2:1-3. Why does an omnipotent God rest? Obviously the "rest" implied here 
means more than physical renewal, since God is not =red a]er a long week of working. Rest has to do 
with apprecia=ng the crea=on. The Creator enjoys the crea=on! These verses are the basis for the 
Exodus 20:8-11 command for God’s people to take a sabbath. How does God's rest inform our own? 
How might seeking to "enjoy the Creator and the crea=on" change your understanding of Sabbath? 
What physical ac=vi=es (gardening, exercising, etc.) are actually very resXul for you? How would it 
change how we worship? How might you best savor God's good crea=on? What burdens do you need 
to set down?  
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 1:3-14, 3:7-12. These verses contain huge statements 
about God and power. Some=mes it is difficult to reconcile these statements with our everyday lives. 
Take some =me today to imagine how your life would change if you discovered these words were 
true. Can you imagine living absolutely free? From what do you long for God to free you? What 
sabotages God's call for you to live free?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
As we come to the end of this first crea=on parable, we may ask a larger theological ques=on: why 
does God create? Since we are made in the image of God and called to be in right rela=onship with 
the Creator, the most likely answer is that God creates because God desires unity with the crea=on. 
God desires rela=onship. This answer is strengthened by the New Covenant idea of Trinity, which 
assumes God exists in the community of Three Persons (or in tradi=onal, patriarchal language: Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit). This makes sense given the teaching that "God is love" (1 Jn 4:8). God creates 
because God loves, and Love requires a beloved.  

The overarching message of scripture, already seen in this crea=on story, is that humans must seek to 
stay in proper alignment with their Creator. Thus, faithful people strive to discover which spiritual 
prac7ces best enable them to stay connected to God. However, we need to remember each person 
is different. You are unique! Which means you might have to work at this a li,le! You might need to 
replace some unhealthy pa,erns with new healthy habits.   

Think of discovering the pa,ern of your personal spiritual prac=ces as similar to discovering your 
healthiest ea=ng pa,ern. You have personal tastes, foods you love and foods you dislike. There are 
unhealthy tempta=ons you need to avoid altogether. There are some foods on which you would not 
want to live but are nice as an occasional treat. You may prefer ea=ng your main meal early or late.  

In the same way, discovering the best pa,ern for your spiritual prac=ces (prayer, confession, Bible 
study, laughter, medita=on, play, fas=ng, worship, silence, music, service, etc.) is a very personal 
ma,er. Some of those prac=ces probably sound easier to you than others. Which of those do you 
know you need to incorporate o]en and which do you need to avoid? Which of those sound difficult, 
but you know you need to work on them anyway? When and how o]en do these need to be in your 
life? Are you the kind of person who needs to have the same pa,ern every day or change pa,erns 
regularly? And no, you don't have to be perfect star=ng tomorrow - but are you willing to change 
your current pa,erns of life to discover the "right" order for your spiritual life?   

God is with you. Which means there is both grace (forgiveness) and encouragement (calls to do 
be,er) by the Holy Spirit. Just as we want the best for our loved ones, God wants the best for us. 
Don't be surprised if you feel the Spirit move, nudge, push, and urge you to make healthy changes in 
your life. Would you do any less for those you love?   

——— 
Lesson #6                Original Blessing 

The chicken probably came before the egg because it is hard to imagine God wan=ng to sit on an egg.  
- Unknown 
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Devo7on: Read Genesis 2:4-9. In the first crea=on parable, God speaks humanity into being, making 
us in our Creator’s image. In this second story, God molds “an earth creature out of the clay of the 
earth, and blew into its nostrils the breath of life.” (TIB) These stories compliment one another, 
revealing vastly different aspects of what it means to be human. A people formed by God’s word will 
surely be intelligent, crea=ve, and capable of apprecia=ng beauty. And yet, noble as we may become, 
we remain “earthy.” We live by the sweat of our brows, experience passionate sexual drives, survive 
only by food passing through our bodies, and in the end, we die, returning to the dust. What aspect 
of your humanity do you need to contemplate? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Reflect on the words of our funeral liturgy. "Almighty God, into your hands 
we commend your child (name), in sure and certain hope of resurrec=on to eternal life through Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen. This body we commit to the ground, (or the elements, or its res=ng place, or 
the deep), earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.  Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord. 
Henceforth, says the Spirit, they rest from their labors and their works follow them." Is your 
spirituality strengthened or challenged when faced with the reality of death? How does the message 
that “you are made from dust and to dust you shall return” resonate with you?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
2:4 The beginning of verse 4 closes the first crea=on story and begins the second. Although some 
people assert the two accounts work together, with the second providing details of the first, there are 
significant differences between the two stories. For example, the two stories use different Hebrew 
words to describe the Creator. The first account uses "Elohim," a general term, translated "God." The 
second uses "Yahweh” or “YHWH,“ the name God reveals to Moses (Ex 2:14), tradi=onally translated 
"the Lord God." The different words are a result of different sources, different tribes' oral tradi=ons. 
Throughout this study, the term “Yahweh” will be used in place of the sexist and classist form “Lord.” 

2:5 Whereas the first account has humanity created last, this crea=on story has humans created 
before plants (2:9) and animals (2:19). While water is present before God begins crea=ng in the first 
story, here the writer assumes the ground is present.  

2:7 The word commonly translated “man” in most transla=ons, is the Hebrew "adam," which sounds 
like the word "adamah," meaning "earth." That is why newer transla=ons choose “earth creature,” 
trying to move away from patriarchal imagery.  

2:8 The garden is "in the east." The east of what? While no reference loca=on is provided for the 
reader, those wri=ng down the oral tradi=ons of the twelve Hebrew tribes are centered in Jerusalem, 
the capital King David established. Therefore, Eden is east of Jerusalem. The original readers would 
know the land east of Jerusalem is desert. How would that knowledge affect what they heard?   

2:9 As the story unfolds, we learn the tree of life provides eternal life (3:22), and the tree of 
knowledge provides an opportunity for obedience (2:17). If this story were historically factual, the 
obvious ques=on would be "why did God put that second tree there!?" Being omnipotent, God would 
know they would fail this test! However, since this parable’s goal is to teach theological lessons, the 
tree is clearly a storytelling device to instruct us on the nature of good and evil, free will, choice, and 
sadly, disobedience and sin. The trees are present in the story to answer "if God is good, why is there 
so much pain, corrup=on, and death?" The answer: "disobedience to God's created order and 
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commandments which align us with that order bring pain and death." So, while different, both 
crea=on stories offer the same message: humans must align themselves with God’s desires to be in 
right rela7onship with the Creator.  

Lesson #7                Original Blessing 

From the cowardice that dare not face new truth; from the laziness that is contented with half-truth; 
from the arrogance that thinks he knows all truth, Good Lord, deliver me. - a Kenyan Prayer                                
                                                                                      
Devo7on: Read Genesis 2:10-25. Yahweh gives the man the task of =lling and caring for the garden. 
Although the effects of sin will eventually impinge upon work and everything else  (3:17-19), this 
parable presents physical labor as a blessing from God. Do you see work as a blessing or curse? If a 
curse, is it possible to allow God to redeem your work, returning it to a blessing? What must happen 
for that to take place?   

This parable suggests God’s inten=on for marriage is companionship. Of course, not all companions 
wed. While all friendships are to be built on the founda=on of love and support, marriage is intended 
to be the best human example of it—a place where all barriers between two people are removed, 
respect is offered, and love is assumed but not taken for granted. For the faithful, marriage is a 
microcosm of the reign of God, a sign for the world of how all rela=onships should be. That is why the 
Church tradi=onally teaches marriage is an incarna=onal witness, a theological act in which the 
couple declares themselves as servants whose love represents God to the world. What are the 
quali=es of a good companion? Are you a good companion for others?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 148, making it your personal prayer. What does the word 
"praise" mean to you? Is praise a regular prac=ce in your day? How do you feel watching your loved 
ones living joyfully? Spend =me reflec=ng on how God is pleased when we live authen=cally and 
joyfully. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
 2:16 Freedom without boundaries quickly becomes a curse. As a parent cares for children, so 
Yahweh  provides boundaries so humanity remains healthy. This passage introduces the idea of free 
will. We are called to obedience, to submit to God's desires, even when we do not understand the 
reason for the boundary. In the story, Adam and Eve do not understand death, but that is irrelevant. 
They know Yahweh provided a boundary, and their choices are based on whether they will submit or 
break from the order of crea=on by choosing their own desire over God's command.   

2:18 Yahweh desires the man to have a companion. The Hebrew word translated "helper" does not 
refer to someone who is subservient. The same word is used to describe God in Psalm 54:4 and 
Hebrews 13:6. For Chris=ans, all rela=onships are to reflect the love and companionship perfectly 
exhibited in the Trinity, which presents God as living in community.  
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2:19 Adam's ability to name the animals is an indica=on he has dominion over them (1:26). Only 
those with power over others name them. Consider this in light of the moments where God gives 
people new names (Gen 17:1-16, 32:22-30; Mt 16:13-20; Is 56:5, 65:15).   

2:21 As in English, the Hebrew word for "woman" sounds like the word for "man." No=ce Adam 
names his wife "Eve" only a]er sin enters the garden and their connec=on has been wounded (3:20).   

2:23 Pay a,en=on when words shi] from prose to poetry. This is a sign the writer is sharing a verse 
familiar to the readers. Does this story contribute to or argue against the ancient view that women 
were property? What does this passage mean today, given Gala=ans 3:28?  

2:24 This editorial comment (wri,en in King David’s day) assumes a society filled with parents and 
children, where marriage is commonplace, none of which are part of the Adam and Eve story yet.  

2:25  Prior to sin, there is innocence. Those who believe nudity is the cause of lust and shame should 
reevaluate how good gi]s such as the human body and sexuality are not the cause of sin, but one of 
the contexts in which our brokenness plays itself out. What should the Church teach the world about 
sexuality? Should the Church teach sexual educa=on classes?   
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Week 2 Sin/Brokenness  

Lesson #1                 Sin/Brokenness 

"Yahweh, open my heart and mind by the power of your Holy Spirit, that as I read scripture and pray, I 
might hear with joy what you have to say to me today. Amen." 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 3:1-7. Sin is broadly defined as "that which separates us from God."  
Remember, the Bible describes God's relentless pursuit of humanity. No defini=on of sin should ever 
create the impression that God's mercy and love cannot bring healing, forgiveness, and new life.  

This Genesis parable suggests three reasons the woman takes the fruit in spite of God's command. 1) 
She sees the tree is good for food. We are tempted to see only the good aspects of a forbidden 
ac=on. Could this be the core issue of greed? 2) She sees it is a delight for her eyes. We are cap=vated 
by the physical appearance of things or people and desire to make them our own. This is the 
defini=on of lust. 3) She desires the fruit so she will be like God. We are tempted to reject God's 
categories of good and evil, wan=ng to define right and wrong for ourselves. This is pride. Some of us 
find it helpful to reflect on the "seven deadly sins" in our life (rage, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, and 
glu,ony). Others of us are already overwhelmed by guilt and need to reflect on God's loving grace. 
What do you need? Are you the kind of person who makes excuses for yourself or beats yourself up? 
If guilt keeps us from the forgiveness God offers, what do you think God would say to us?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 51. How do you experience God's grace? Spend =me in prayer, 
focusing on both confession of ac=ons arising out of brokenness and thanksgiving that God forgives.  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:1 Although not biblical terms, people use "fall" or "fall from grace" to describe 1) this first sin, 2) the 
free will mo=va=on behind that sin, 3) the consequences of that sin, and 4) the resul=ng general, 
failed state of crea=on resul=ng from humanity’s Sin.   

Since the passage says the serpent is a “wild animal,” a literal reading of this passage suggests that 
snakes prior to sin (and who knows how long a]er) had the ability to talk. Many people assume the 
snake is Satan in disguise, ci=ng Revela=on 12:9. Those who realize this is a theological parable know 
the snake is a storytelling device used to teach us about the connec=on between tempta=on and sin.   

3:3 The snake's ques=on misrepresents Yahweh’s command. While she begins by defending the 
Creator, the woman changes the command given in 2:16-17 by adding "nor shall you touch it." We 
are le] to wonder if the man made this addi=on when communica=ng the command to the woman 
(the story does not show their conversa=on) or if she added it on her own. Perhaps this is a 
commentary on how tempta=on draws us into sin or how easy it is for a zealous humanity to 
overreach, create taboos, and add unintended restric=ons to God's word. Some people suggest this 
act of changing the command of God is the moment when sin enters the story. Can you think of 
examples where we change the word of God by adding to it or making it more complicated?    

3:4 The serpent's response is a half truth. While they do not drop over dead, the couple suffers a 
spiritual death, and the seeds of their physical destruc=on are sown as well, since they are now cut 
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off from the Life-giver. Half truths are treacherous, en=cing us toward desires while overlooking their 
consequences. What regularly tempts you? What are the unspoken consequences of the tempta=on?   

3:5 Here is the real issue of sin: we want to be "like God." We are tempted to ignore God and decide 
what is right and wrong for ourselves. We do not want to submit to anyone, even when we believe 
God desires good for us. We want the power to choose good and evil for ourselves, to set our own 
boundaries, to have the final word. Sin is ul=mately about abandoning God's order of crea=on and 
subs=tu=ng another “authority” (self, family, na=on, guru, television, culture, etc) in God's place.   

Sin is much bigger than wrong ac=ons we perform or bad thoughts we have. Sin is the general state 
of rebellion against God made possible by our free will which causes us to ask at every juncture, 
"do I choose to be obedient to God in this moment or not?" Rebellion might sound like too strong a 
word, but how many =mes has this unspoken dialogue taken place within us: “God, I know you do not 
want me to do/think/say this…but I don’t care. I am doing it anyway.” We o]en fail to ask “what does 
God want from me/us?” and simply follow our own desires. We may talk a lot about our sinful ac=ons 
or words, but it is this underlying self-centered worldview that gives rise to our ac=ons and thoughts. 
What areas of your life do you hold back from God's influence and desires?   

How we understand Sin determines our understanding of confession and forgiveness. If Sin is defined 
as a collec=on of our wrong ac=ons and thoughts, then a confession should list those ac=ons, state 
remorse, offer res=tu=on where possible, and ask God to not hold those acts against us. (A bad 
spiritual discipline, by the way!) However, if alongside that prac=ce, we know Sin is a state of 
rebellion which envelopes our en=re being, then confession asks God to forgive our self-centered way 
of life, even those selfish parts of ourselves beyond our current comprehension. Thus, forgiveness is 
not only God saying “I won’t hold that ac=on/thought against you.” Forgiveness is God saying “I 
forgive YOU, your en=re self-centered worldview, and the ac=ons which emerge from it.” Given this 
idea, write out your own prayer of confession.  

3:6 The sin is not only the ac=on of ea=ng the fruit. The sin is that the couple decide in their hearts to 
disobey God - and in doing so, seek to be gods for themselves. The apple is "desired to make one 
wise"—to be like God, if we listen to the snake. This inner rebellion precedes and determines the act 
itself. Given this idea, reflect for a few moments on the last sinful ac=on or thought you are aware of 
commirng. When did the sin occur? What was going through your mind when you knew you were 
not supposed to perform the act or nurture the thought, but did it anyway?   

The man has been watching, silent throughout the exchange between the snake and the woman. 
Chris=ans disagree as to how best to interpret his behavior. One school of thought teaches the 
woman sins first and then tempts the man to join her. Another tradi=on says both are equally guilty. 
The man did not speak up or stop the ac=on, so he is equally responsible. The woman ac=vely 
engages the tempter and the man passively engages, but both are guilty. Others maintain that 
because God originally gives the command about the trees to Adam, the man's passivity in not 
speaking up to stop the woman is the true sin.   

3:7 The immediate result of sin (disobedience to God's word which breaks the order of crea=on) is 
shame and fear. When the order of crea=on is broken, we find ourselves broken within it. They 
wanted the final authority for their lives and tried to replace God's order with their own, but 
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discovered in the process that they are not gods. They have broken rela=onship with the true God, 
giver of many good gi]s, and therefore feel ashamed. They desired power to choose good and evil 
but have discovered vulnerability. When we disobey a greater power, we fear retribu=on and feel 
vulnerable. Their eyes are opened to the consequence of evil: breaking rela=onship with the Life-
giver inevitably brings death. When we are afraid and cannot lean on a close fellowship with Yahweh, 
we respond with anger and blame. The couple's shame is expressed by the phrase "they knew they 
were naked." People o]en wrongly understand this as a statement against sex or sexuality. It is 
actually a way of expressing their sense of vulnerability and condemna=on before their Creator.   

The original readers understand fig leaves are a terribly uncomfortable covering. Symbolically this 
choice demonstrates the couple is not prepared for separa=on from God. The comfort of the garden, 
where all their needs are met, is now removed from them. Even good gi]s are tainted by guilt and 
shame.   
  

——— 
Lesson #2                 Sin/Brokenness 

God in Heaven, you have helped my life to grow like a tree. Now something has happened. Satan, like 
a bird, has carried in one twig of his own choosing a]er another. Before I knew it he had built a 
dwelling place and was living in it. Tonight, my Father, I am throwing out both the bird and the nest.  - 
Prayer of a Nigerian Chris=an 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 3:8-24. The couple's rela=onship with God is altered by their brokenness. 
God is now seen as a threat, and fear of punishment becomes a mo=va=on to hide. Can you iden=fy 
how fear, shame, and desire to avoid punishment play out in your life? Who are your favorite targets 
to blame for your sinful ac=ons and thoughts? What role do blame and condemna=on play in your 
unhealthy rela=onships? When do you want to hide from God? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 5:1-23. God compares Judah (a Hebrew na=on) to a vineyard. 
God carefully plants and cares for the garden, but it produces wild grapes unfit for ea=ng. God 
recounts the sin that brought them to this state. As you read, consider what God might say to the 
Church in the world today. What sin(s) do we need to confess? What grace do we need to receive? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:8 God does not cut off rela=onship with humanity because of sin. God is the driving force behind 
salva7on history (God's ac7ons across 7me to restore rela7onship). We hide from God; God seeks 
us out. This idea undergirds our understanding of repentance, worship, spirituality, calling, etc. 
Humanity's goal is not to be good enough to en=ce an angry, hiding God to return and forgive. Our 
goal is to stop hiding/fleeing from right rela=onship, work in conjunc=on with God's saving work, 
realign our lives with a healthy order of crea=on, and reconnect with our Creator.   

Once again a literal interpreta=on fails. If God literally walks in the garden, this represents the first 
incarna=on of the Creator. If God is present in spirit alone, why say God is walking? As a parable, the 
passage communicates the depth of the loss that accompanies sin because the couple (and we) 
cannot enjoy even an idyllic serng because of our shame and fear.    
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3:9 Likewise, God’s inability to find the couple and the ques=ons asked next (3:10-11) make no sense 
if this passage is historically factual. As a storytelling device, they move the drama forward.  

3:12 Our shame and fear cause us to blame others. Sin originates with an individual but leads to the 
breakdown of companionship. Thus, there is no such thing as private sin. A community relies on 
spiritual gi]s to be shared among the believers (1 Cor 12:4-31). An individual’s sin and subsequent 
brokenness means the community as a whole is unable to func=on as God desires. In this sense, 
salva=on history is both an individual and communal process. As individuals, we need the greater 
Body to teach us about God, help us iden=fy those aspects of our sin we cannot see, and bring us the 
good news of God's forgiveness. As a community, we rely on individuals to find reconcilia=on with 
God so their gi]s can be u=lized alongside others in our shared life and ministry.   

While the woman blames the snake, the man blames both God and the woman. "The woman you put 
here with me...." accuses the Creator of ini=a=ng the problem.   

3:14 This sec=on where God provides an overview of the consequences of sin is wri,en in verse, 
indica=ng the writer is recoun=ng a poem or hymn familiar to the community.     

Literalists must assume snakes did not crawl on their bellies but walked on legs un=l this point.  

3:15 Many Chris=ans see in God's statement to the snake a prophe=c foreshadowing of Jesus 
overcoming Satan (Rom 16:20, 1 Jn 3:8). Another way of understanding this idea is that later writers 
knew the ancient parable and incorporated the metaphor in their wri=ngs.  

3:16 The intended order of crea=on is that God creates and sustains the crea=on, the earth provides 
for humanity, and humanity worships God, serving the Creator by caring for the crea=on. When the 
couple abandons God's order, all crea=on is impacted by that choice (Rom 8:18-27). Like a house of 
cards, removing one card has an impact on the en=re deck. The interdependent nature of the created 
order is broken by humanity’s self-centeredness, preven=ng us from fulfilling our calling to worship 
God rightly or care for the crea=on. That brokenness is represented by the corrup=on of the good 
gi]s of childbirth and work. The men=on of childbirth suggests the shame and guilt of sin will be 
experienced by all future genera=ons.   

This passage represents God ac=vely punishing the couple for their rebellion or it may be that God 
simply states the "natural" consequences of pulling out of the order of crea=on. Is there a difference?   

3:20 The man names "Eve," a word resembling the Hebrew word for "living." The ability to name a 
person represents having power over them. This is tradi=onally interpreted as a sign God gives men 
power over women. However, the man names Eve only a]er the fall—signaling that while dominance 
of men over woman is a cultural reality, it is not part of God's desired order. Considering Jesus' 
movement toward inclusion of women and statements made in the New Testament, men's 
dominance over women is another result of sin to be overcome (Gal 3:28, Acts 2:14-18).   
   
3:21 God's ac=on to provide Adam and Eve with skins to replace the uncomfortable fig leaves is a sign 
of grace and compassion. Of course, it also signals that death has entered the garden.   

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 15



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
3:22 Although it seems like punishment for God to cast the couple out of the garden, God acts with 
compassion. According to the story, now that the couple has sinned, breaking the order of crea=on 
established by the Life-giver, their physical bodies will experience corrup=on and die. However, 
physical death is not the worst thing (Mt 10:28, Rev 21:8). Staying eternally separated from God is a 
far worse consequence. If God allows them to eat of the fruit of the tree of life, they will live 
physically forever in their separated, sinful state rather than have an opportunity to find redemp=on 
and renewal with God through physical death.   

3:24 We cannot return to the innocence of the garden. Humanity has begun a journey with Yahweh 
that will eventually return us to a garden with the tree of life (Rev 22:1-5). Salva=on history is a story 
recoun=ng our rela=onship with God which has been marred by our pride and selfishness but will be 
redeemed by that same God who refuses to give up on those who seek restora=on.  

——— 
Lesson #3                 Sin/Brokenness 

The remainder of this week will be spent examining the individual and communal results of sin. God's 
efforts to provide paths for us to overcome brokenness will be a theme running throughout scripture. 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 4:1-17. Fear and shame are the first results of brokenness, but not the last. 
Because we fear God's punishment, we try to earn God's favor. Cain's mo=ves for murder are unclear. 
Maybe he fears God's love is limited and feels in compe==on with Abel for approval. Perhaps Cain is 
prideful and angry because Abel made him look bad. Or it might be Cain is angry at God for not 
accep=ng his gi], and he wants to hurt God by taking away his beloved. There are many possible 
reasons for any par=cular sinful ac=on. Make a list of why people gossip. Why do you gossip? How 
might knowing our mo=va=ons inform our confessions of sin?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32. What strikes you as you read these verses? 
Now read Psalm 32:1-7. Spend =me thinking about your spiritual journey so far. What is next for you?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:1 The word "Cain" is similar to the Hebrew verb for "produce." While perfect companionship with 
God is lost, Adam and Eve remain imperfectly connected with the Creator. Sin does not negate God's 
presence or efforts on our behalf. Sin means we need to respond to God's efforts to restore us.  

The word "Abel" suggests the Hebrew word for "breath." The brothers' different voca=ons reflect the 
ongoing struggle between pastoral herders and agricultural farmers that has filled human history.   

4:3 The writer assumes animal sacrifice needs no explana=on. Since these stories are wri,en versions 
of earlier oral tradi=ons, it seems clear a sacrificial system was either a part of the early tribal worship 
of God or included into this parable as a way of legi=mizing the sacrificial system in King David's =me.   

4:4 Why does God accept Abel's offering but not Cain's? Hebrews 11:4 says Abel had faith and Cain 
did not. Many Chris=ans teach that Abel’s offering is acceptable because it involves blood, 
foreshadowing Jesus’ cross, but that makes no sense. The Law allowed offerings of produce (Ex 
22:29-30; Deut 26:3-10). Maybe Cain's artude, seen in his later violence, is why God rejects the 
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offering (1 Sam 16:7; 2 Cor 9:7). The story itself does not provide a reason, and we do not know the 
mind of God. God is not upset with Cain about the offering but encourages him to do be,er next 
=me, warning him to keep his anger in check. We are called to do our best, and when we fail, to 
accept God's correc7on without pride ge^ng in the way. 

4:7 Sin is personified as a lurking creature who desires us. While Chris=ans o]en claim this refers to 
Satan, the character of a temp=ng fallen angel is not found in the Torah. What is the danger of 
equa=ng our sin or evil with Satan? Does believing Satan tempts us relieve us of guilt or make it 
easier to avoid sinful ac=ons?  

4:8 Cain's sin leads to murder. Pride, fear, and shame do not stay beneath the surface. If we are 
healthy, how much of our prayer life is spent in confessing brokenness and seeking forgiveness?   

4:9 Like the passage about God walking in the garden (3:8), God asking Cain ques=ons heightens the 
parable's drama.  

4:11 Human sin impacts crea=on (3:16-19). Adam's sin causes the earth to produce thorns. Cain's sin 
is so horrific the earth no longer supports him. The more we break from the Creator's order, the more 
alienated we are. Cain's act of murder (claiming a power righXully reserved for the Life-giver) cuts 
him completely off from his family. He can no longer be trusted, becoming a fugi=ve and wanderer.  

4:14 Cain fears he is without the hope of belonging to any community. He worries other people are 
no longer bound to treat him according to God's rules and will kill him. How do we treat those who 
sin against us? How do we treat enemies? God clarifies: Cain's sin does not give those he meets 
permission to ignore right order. We do not kill in God's kingdom. What are the implica=ons of this?   

4:16 Cain se,les in the land of Nod, where he finds a wife and builds a city. The remainder of this 
chapter incorporates oral tradi=ons which explain the various aspects of "civiliza=on."    

——— 
Lesson #4                 Sin/Brokenness 

Almighty God, bestow upon us the meaning of words, the light of understanding, the nobility of 
dic=on, and the faith of the true nature. And grant that what we believe we may also speak. - St 
Hillary  

Devo7on:  (We skip Noah's story but will return to it. The remainder of this week we explore stories 
that further our understanding of sin.) Read Genesis 11:1-9. There is nothing wrong with making 
bricks or construc=ng buildings. The issue of sin in the Tower of Babel story involves human intent. 
Why are the builders construc=ng a city? Their desire is not to glorify God but to make a name for 
themselves, to bring glory to their crea=on. Sadly, pride corrupts even good gi]s of God. How does 
sin corrupt the good gi]s of family? Work? Money? Church? Health? Intelligence?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Acts 2:1-12. If separa=on from God breaks down our ability to 
communicate, what happens when a group of people is filled with God's Spirit?  How is the 
forgiveness and grace you have received from God changing your ability to communicate with others? 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
11:1 This story represents a different oral tradi=on than Genesis 10. In that chapter, the reader learns 
that tribal groups have spread to other lands and speak various languages (10:5, 18).  

Un=l now, the only teaching presented on language came in Genesis 1 where God's Word creates. 
Earlier, our sin resulted in the aliena=on of humanity from God (3:22-24) and individual rela=onships 
(4:1-16). Now sin results in the aliena=on of human society (tribes) from God and one another.  

11:4 The builders' pride is expressed in the story by both their goal ("let us make a name for 
ourselves") and their a,empt to build a tower reaching the heavens. Huge temples, called ziggurats, 
were a common sight in Mesopotamia. These mountainous buildings appear as stepped pyramid 
structures. Many early cultures assumed the gods were present on inaccessible mountain tops (Deut 
12:1-7, 2 Kgs 16:1-4, Hos 4:12-13). Greeks believed Zeus and the gods lived on Mount Olympus. The 
builders’ goal was to create a mountain/tower in their midst, forcing the gods to dwell there. In their 
minds, this would assert "control" over the gods and ensure blessing for their city.   

11:6 An omnipotent God is not worried about being controlled or humanity's ability to accomplish 
great things. God's concern is the extent to which their combined efforts to travel down such paths 
might produce greater and greater evil, bringing harm to themselves and their descendants. 

11:7 We may be made in the image of God (1:26), but we have marred that image with self-focus and 
sin. Humanity may be created by the Word of God, but pride has made our words (which should 
reflect the integrity of God's Word) untrustworthy and confusing. Sin builds barriers of fear.  

11:9 The word "babel" is related to the Hebrew word "balal," meaning "confused." However, Babel 
was also the Hebrew word for Babylon in King David's =me. So, this story provides a less-than-
honorable background commentary on a tradi=onal enemy of Israel.  

——— 
Lesson #5                 Sin/Brokenness 

For YHWH is a great God, the great Ruler, above all gods. Psalm 95:3 (TIB) 

Devo7on:  Read 1 Samuel 8:1-22. While many regard sin in strictly individual terms, the Bible 
assumes communal or corporate sin is also a problem. "Corporate sin" is not something corpora7ons 
commit. The term refers to our sinful ac7ons as a body of believers. Some=mes crowds take on a life 
of their own, collec=vely ac=ng in sinful ways that individuals composing the group would never 
consider by themselves. Israel rejects God as their Ruler, demanding a human king. What kind of 
character do you need to stand alone or with a minority when the majority acts in a way you feel is 
wrong? When have you been pulled along by a crowd? What or who is your ruler today?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read James 1:12-27. What steps would you advise someone to take who is 
tempted? When have you been a part of corporate sin? Should leaders of an organiza=on be held 
more accountable than members? How might our understanding of corporate sin influence the 
groups we align ourselves with? Which organiza=ons do you need to drop from your life?  
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:1 The historical background of this passage is explored in more detail later. The short version is that 
these chapters reflect a transi=on in the leadership of Israel. Prior to becoming a unified na=on under 
a King, a loose confedera=on of independent tribes led the people. In =mes of foreign invasion or 
na=onal crisis, God would raise up “judges,” mighty leaders to call the tribes to work together. For a 
quick example of this prac=ce, read about Othniel in Judges 3:7-11. Samuel is the transi=onal figure 
between these eras, the last judge who anoints the first kings (1 Sam 9:15-10:1; 16:1-13).  

8:3 What do we learn from the fact that Samuel, one of the greatest prophets in Israel's history, has 
children who are corrupt? Does this bring you sadness or relief? 
  
8:5 The elders have two reasons for desiring a King: 1) a need for effec=ve future leadership given 
that Samuel's sons are unacceptable and 2) the desire to keep up with other na=ons.  Explore some 
of the Psalms which celebrate God is our true Ruler (Ps 5, 44, 47, 84, 145).  

8:7 God gives us freedom to make bad choices. (Ps 81:12) The elder's rejec=on of the current system 
is defined as both a rejec=on of God and Samuel's leadership (v 8: "so also they are doing to you.")  

8:9 Prophets point out the consequences of various choices, warn about unexpected results, and 
encourage people to make righteous (“in right rela=onship with God”) choices.   

8:11 Why do human rulers inevitably demand greater armies, more servants, the best produce, and 
even enslavement of the people they govern? How is this tendency related to their desire to keep up 
with other na=ons?   

8:18 A chilling statement. God warns that bad choices will bring bad consequences, and if we chose 
the wrong path knowing those consequences, then we should not be surprised that God will not 
intervene to prevent them from occurring. (Heb 10:26-31) 

——— 
Lesson #6                 Sin/Brokenness 

We confess to you, all-knowing God, what we are.  
We are not the people we like others to think we are.  
We are afraid to admit, even to ourselves, what lies in the depths of our souls.  
But we cannot hide our true selves from you.  
You know us as we are, and yet you love us,  
help us not to shrink from self-knowledge....  
 From a prayer of confession 

Devo7on: Read Isaiah 58:1-14. Sin damages our ability to worship God. Confession of our brokenness 
becomes an important aspect of any worship experience or prayer. Seeking God without confession 
and forgiveness is like trying to look out an uncleaned window. The more dirt present, the less light 
enters, the less we can see, un=l all is darkness. But if the dirt and grime are removed, there is not 
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only more light, but clarity in what we see. Spend adequate =me today in confessing your state of 
brokenness and seeking forgiveness.   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 3:13-15. Compare this reading with the Isaiah 58 text. Reflect 
on how these words relate to you within our culture? Sit quietly or walk, listening for God to speak. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
58:1 If unconfessed sin prevents us from connec=ng with God or understanding how we should live, 
then lovingly holding one another accountable for unhealthy ac=ons is a grace-filled gi] we offer to 
one another. Unfortunately, we live in a culture that celebrates privacy more than mutual 
accountability. (Ez 33:1-20) 

58:2 The people perform acts of worship, yet they are not living a righteous life. They assume that 
performing ritual worship ensures God forgives and safeguards them, allowing them to live any way 
they desire. Many people s=ll believe par=cipa=on in weekly worship earns them God's approval. For 
them, worship is offering payment to God for protec=on and blessing rather than praising God and 
asking to be transformed. What is your artude when you worship? Is it more about you or God?    

58:3 The act of fas=ng (willingly doing without food, drink, or a good gi] of God) is an aid to prayer. 
However, instead of assuming the fast made them more open to hearing and obediently following 
God's Word, they believe the ritual earns favor for the one fas=ng. Tradi=onally, people fasted during 
=mes of grieving (2 Sam 1:12; 3:35) and na=onal sorrow (Josh 7:6, Jdg 20:26). Their ac=ons 
demonstrate they really worship their own power and desires, not God.   

58:6 Our ritualized worship ac7ons are only acceptable to God when a change of character and 
ac7ons accompanies them. Some ac=ons God desires are broad-based (do jus=ce, free the 
oppressed), some can be applied to both community and the individual (feed the hungry, provide 
shelter, clothe the naked), and some are specifically for individuals (do not turn away your rela=ves).  

58:8 True worship is choosing to live in obedience to God's desires. Purng away contempt and 
slander while choosing service brings newness of life, light, and guidance. 

58:13 True worship has less to do with rituals and more to do with an obedient heart ("not pursuing 
your own ways, seeking your own pleasure") that leads to right living. The author quotes a por=on of 
Deuteronomy 32:13 as a way of tying back to the ancient promise that God will restore the land.   

——— 
Lesson #7                 Sin/Brokenness 

On behalf of the whole Church, I ask you: Do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject 
the evil powers of this world, and repent of your sin?  I do.   
Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to resist evil, injus=ce, and oppression in 
whatever forms they present themselves?  I do.  

Devo7on: Read 1 John 1:5-2:2. Real worship requires a great deal from us. We cannot arrive on a 
Sunday morning with no prepara=on and fully open ourselves to God's presence. With that in mind, 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 20



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
what are the first ac=ons/prepara=ons you should make when you rise on a Sunday morning? What 
needs to happen between rising and going to church/worshipping virtually for you to be prepared? 
How much =me do you need in prayer prior to the service beginning? Would it help if you spent =me 
in confession of sin before the service? Does it ma,er where you sit during worship? What else needs 
to be on your list of prepara=on items?   

What tempta=ons do you usually face during worship? What enables you to stay focused on God 
during worship?   

If our goal is to become be,er followers of Jesus, invi=ng God to mold us into people who are more 
like Christ, then how should we approach parts of the worship experience that we do not like? 

What do you need to do following the service to maintain the right artude and spirit for the rest of 
the day?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Slowly read Psalm 32. Spend =me repea=ng verses 1-2. We have spent a 
lot of =me this week with the difficult subject of sin. To bring this topic to a close, give yourself the 
gi] of taking a walk or spending =me alone, reflec=ng on your past week. What would you most like 
to say to God? What do you most need from God today?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Contact someone today (write a le,er, compose an email, drop by a home, make a phone call) in a 
way that reminds them you care. Take the same amount or more =me you normally spend doing this 
"dig a li,le deeper" sec=on to make a human connec=on, expressing care and compassion. Who 
might need to be reminded they are not alone today?   

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 21



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
Week 3 - Covenant  

Lesson #1                Covenant 

All of your paths, YHWH, are full of love and faithfulness for those who keep your Covenant and 
Tes=monies. Psalm 25:10 (TIB)  

God plans to restore crea=on to its original blessing at the end of =me (Eph 1:1-10). Un=l then, God 
uses faithful people to transform and restore the world. Covenants keep faithful people on track. 
Covenants are pacts established by God to reconnect humanity with the Creator. 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 6:5 - 9:17 (long, but a quick read.) Noah's story teaches us the power of 
collec=ve sin, how God provides a way for those seeking right rela=onship, and how covenants with 
God work. A covenant is an agreement established between God and humanity, an accord whose 
terms are set by our Creator. Being just and wise, God establishes the expecta=ons for our obedience. 
Covenants are not contracts, which are nego=ated between equals. We do not nego=ate with God! "I 
will go to church if you work this out!" Such nego=a=on assumes we can give or withhold something 
which God needs. That artude reflects the desire for equality seen in the Adam and Eve story. Our 
prayers should seek God's desires for us. When have you bargained with God? What did you promise 
for God's help? What role should submission and listening play in prayer?    

Personal Worship Op7on: Spend =me in silence, becoming aware of God's presence. Follow with a 
prayer seeking God's desires for you rather than asking for what you desire. Are you discovering how 
you "hear" God? How difficult was the =me in silence? How might silence help you focus on God?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper:   
6:15 A cubit is the distance from the elbow to the =p of the middle finger. Archeologists assume this 
is around 44 cm/18 in. Given this standard, the ark is around 450 ] long, 75 ] wide, and 45 ] high.   

6:18  For centuries, Chris=ans called God’s covenant with the Jews the "Old Covenant" and God’s 
covenant in Christ the “New Covenant.” However, “Old Covenant” is now considered insul=ng, 
implying the Jewish scriptures are dated and no longer a part of God’s ac=vity on earth. This 
theological view is called supersessionism (the belief the Church succeeded the Jews as the people of 
God and God’s Covenant in Christ replaced the earlier Covenant). Supersessionism has led to many 
an=-semi=c tragedies over the years. Many Chris=ans now support a “dual-covenant” theology which 
holds that God’s Covenant with the Jews is s=ll valid for them. The preferred terms are First 
Testament, Jewish Scriptures, or Hebrew Testament.  

7:2 God commands Noah to take both clean and unclean animals, although those terms will not be 
established un=l much later in the Law (Lev 11). These phrases remind us the writer is compiling 
earlier oral tradi=ons for readers who understand these terms in their own day. 

7:4 The flood is reported to last forty days and nights in some places (7:12, 17; 8:6) and 150 days in 
others (7:24, 8:3). This is a sign that two tradi=ons are being combined into one story.  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 22



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
8:1 "God remembered" is a theme in covenants. (Gen 9:15, Ex 2:23-25). Of course, it is not possible 
for an omnipotent God to forget. Writers personify God to help readers connect with God's 
faithfulness. God will not abandon the covenant. Another personifica=on is found in 8:21.  

8:21 Compare humanity's inclina=on to evil with Genesis 6:5-6. Humanity has not changed, but God's 
merciful desire to save humanity now takes the lead, crea=ng a covenant to avoid destruc=on by 
flood again. This parable reminds us that God could hold us accountable for sin, punish us, and 
remain just. However, God chooses to offer forgiveness and seek humanity’s restora=on.  

9:1 These verses re-establish God's basic instruc=ons for humanity seen in the Crea=on stories: be 
fruiXul, mul=ply, and care for the crea=on. However, now that fear and death are factors, God 
establishes expecta=ons and requirements for humans that were not needed before.   

9:8 God establishes the covenant first men=oned in 6:18, a pact with every living creature. This 
covenant is unilateral, requiring nothing from the crea=on.   

9:12 Most covenants have a sign reminding us of the pact. Ancient pagans saw a "rain-bow" as a 
divine bow and arrow used by the gods to threaten and punish humans. This story transforms that 
sign of dread into a sign of promised protec=on.  

——— 
Lesson #2                Covenant 

Q: What is meant by a covenant with God? A: a covenant is a rela=onship ini=ated by God, to which a 
body of people responds in faith.  - From the Book of Common Prayer catechism 

Devo7on: (We read about God's call to Abraham next week. In days ahead, we examine passages 
about Covenant.) Read Genesis 17:1-27. Abraham begins his life with the name "Abram" (12:1). God 
changes Sarai's name to the more familiar "Sarah" (17:15). God changes a person's name only a few 
=mes in scripture, each =me as a sign something significant has taken place. (Gen 32:28, 2 Sam 
12:24-25, Jn 1:42) When God makes a covenant with us, it is an important, life-changing moment!   

Some people grow up with an awareness of the divine, understanding themselves as children of God. 
For them, being in a covenantal rela=onship with God seems natural. Others are raised without 
exploring the spiritual side of life or a belief in God. For them, encountering God for the first =me can 
bring powerful emo=ons. Have you encountered God in a significant way? Can you remember a =me 
when you did not know or care about God? What have been the high points on your spiritual 
journey? The low points? Who helped you along the way?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 3:14-21. God is able to accomplish more than Abraham 
and Sarah can imagine. Sit quietly (or go for a walk - whichever helps you give God your full a,en=on) 
and reflect on what God might want to accomplish in your life. How might your artude reflect the 
same doubts about God's ability to act as Sarah and Abraham's laughter suggests? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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17:1 God calls Abram when he is 75 years old and Sarai is 65 years old (12:4, 17:17). This makes God's 
promise of numerous descendants difficult for them to believe. In our reading, 24 more years have 
passed. How much more easy for them to doubt! Faith in God's promise has indeed been Abraham's 
issue so far (12:10-14, 14:19-20, 15:5-6, 16:1-3). God lays out the details of the covenant: God will 
make Abraham fruiXul and his descendants will have the land as an everlas=ng possession. In return, 
Abraham and Sarah’s descendants are expected to be faithful and obedient to God. Examine 17:1-9 
for evidence of that expecta=on. What are God's expecta=ons for followers of Jesus?  

17:5 Abram means "exalted father." Abraham means "ancestor of a mul=tude."  

17:10 The sign of God's covenant with Abraham, Sarah, and their descendants is circumcision.  
Signs (road signs, name tags, store signage, etc.) guide us, point us in a direc=on, and proclaim 
iden=ty. Covenant signs accomplish those same things; they proclaim our iden=ty. Remembering that 
we are God’s people points us in the right direc=on. Abraham and his people are set apart from the 
world ("holy") and that is signified by the sign/act of circumcision. The importance God places on the 
covenant is clear: it is branded permanently in the flesh so as to not be forgo,en (17:13). All those 
who do not par=cipate in the covenants are "cut off" from the faith community (17:14). Yes, the word 
play between circumcision and being "cut off" is intended. Our iden=ty ma,ers! Too many of us live 
as if we are children of the world rather than children of God!   

17:15 God restates Sarah's role (15:4). Abraham s=ll doubts God's ability to overcome their old age, 
as does Sarah (18:10-15). Their doubt provides the backdrop for their future faith. When Isaac is 
born, it is obvious that only God could have accomplished it (21:1-3).   

17:23 Abraham's faith is put into ac=on. He is faithful to the covenant God has created.  

——— 
Lesson #3                                                                                          Covenant 

Every day people are straying away from the church and going back to God.  - Lenny Bruce 

Devo7on: Today our readings focus on God's covenant with Israel through Moses. We will read more 
of God delivering the Jews from Egyp=an slavery in a few weeks. In the first passage, God sends 
Moses to demand that Pharaoh release the Jewish slaves. The second reading occurs a]er the people 
are free and have traveled to Mount Sinai, where God gives the Law. In the final passage, the 
covenant is formalized as the people proclaim their obedience. Read Exodus 6:1-9, 19:1-8, 24:1-8. 

Just as God's faithfulness to Abraham and Sarah is seen in the long-awaited birth of Isaac (Gen 21), 
God's faithfulness to the Covenant with Moses will be evident in the future when the Jews arrive in 
the Promised Land. Like Sarah's barrenness, the situa=on in Egypt is so extreme there is no hope 
unless God acts. We are called to trust God is working in ways we cannot see. Do difficult =mes 
increase your faith or make it difficult for you to trust God? How do your experiences of trus=ng 
people influence your experience of trus=ng God?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Slowly read Deuteronomy 6:1-25. How does God's message to the 
Hebrews preparing to enter the Promised Land sound to you today? What truth is there for you? 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
6:1 God now uses the name "Yahweh" (revealed in Ex 3:13-15). However, because the ancient Jews 
considered the word too holy to pronounce, it is usually rendered "the Lord" in Hebrew Scriptures. 
This study uses “Yahweh” unless quo=ng from The Inclusive Bible which prefers “YHWH.” 

6:5 God hears the groans of the Hebrew slaves; remembers the covenant made with Abraham, Sarah, 
and their descendants (Ex 2:24, Gen 15:12-15); and acts to redeem them. "Redeem" refers to 
purchasing the freedom of someone who has become a slave for debts they owe. How does this 
influence your understanding of God redeeming you from slavery to sin and death? (Rom 6:11-18) 

19:1 People disagree whether this a different covenant God makes with Moses or a con=nua=on of 
the Covenant with Abraham (Gen 12:2-3, 17:6-8)? If this is new, is it possible for the people to fail to 
become "a holy na=on" and s=ll be a part of the Abrahamic covenant? If it is a con=nua=on of God's 
Covenant with Abraham, how might a holy na=on be a blessing to all the families of the earth?   

19:8 The people respond enthusias=cally to the covenant, even without knowing the details of their 
involvement or what struggles lie ahead. That is faithful living. Many of us want guarantees of safety 
or knowledge of the journey ahead before choosing obedience. That is not "faithful living."  

24:8  Moses takes blood from the basins, and sprinkled it upon the people. Since scripture reports 
the number of men who followed Moses out of slavery was 600,000 (Ex 12:37, Num 11:21), not 
coun=ng women and children, it is conceivable that around 2 million people were present. Moses 
likely sprinkles blood on their leaders/representa=ves or on the pillars erected to represent them.   

Covenants in the ancient world were commonly sealed with blood, demonstra=ng to all the 
proceedings are of the utmost importance, a life-and-death issue. In pagan cultures, the covenan=ng 
leaders might drink a small por=on of blood or sacrifice a human life. In the Jewish scriptures, the 
assump=on is that prized animals were sacrificed and their blood used to seal the covenant. 

——— 
Lesson #4                Covenant 

“Obeying God is listening to God, having an open heart to follow the path that God points out to us.” 
Pope Francis.  

We pause in our study of covenants to examine the key factor of all covenants: our call to be obedient 
to God's desires. God creates covenants for our good, but we must choose to be faithful to them. 

Devo7on: Read Deuteronomy 4:1-31. This call for the people of God to be faithful applies to every 
covenant the Creator establishes over =me. There are several warnings in the text: adding to or 
subtrac=ng from God's commands, forgerng what God has done for us, forgerng God's grace, 
corrup=on, turning to idols, worshipping the crea=on, forgerng the covenant, etc. How do each of 
these warnings apply to the Church today? To which tempta=on are we are most prone?   

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 25



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
This text uses several descrip=ons of the Creator. God is a consuming fire. God is jealous. God is 
merciful. God will not abandon or destroy us. God does not forget covenants. Why is it important 
for us to know that God is both powerful and "jealous" for rela=onship with us?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 25. Which verses speak most to you? What does it tell us that 
psalms wri,en by people 3000 years ago s=ll speak to our spiritual journey today? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:1 Moses speaks to the people before they cross the Jordan River to enter the land God has 
promised them. They have experienced many highs and lows for the forty years they have wandered 
in the wilderness since leaving slavery in Egypt. They have sinned greatly, been forgiven, received the 
Law, and been molded into one people. Moses' concern is that they enter this new land with a clear 
understanding of God's role in their community.   

4:3 God's ac=on at Baal Peor (Num 25) refers to a =me when the Israelites, while living in the plain of 
Moab, began to worship Moabite gods. God demands the people rid themselves of such influence by 
killing the leadership that tempted them away from the covenant. During that crisis, a plague killed 
24,000 people. Do you believe God sends disease or disaster into the world?   

4:9. There is fear the children and grandchildren of those present will not have the same faith as their 
ancestors. Why do later genera=ons have a difficult =me maintaining the communal passion/faith?   

4:12 The statement about YHWH having no visible form reinforces the importance of the people 
producing no idols (Ex 20:4; Lev 26:1). What forms do idols take in our culture?   

4:21 Moses refers to his sin of disobeying God by striking a rock twice (Num 20:1-13). We will study 
this in more detail during the "Wilderness and Law" sec=on.  

4:29 What does "seeking Yahweh with all your heart" look like for you?  

——— 
Lesson #5                Covenant 

I will not violate my covenant or change what my lips have promised. I have sworn by my holiness 
once and for all, I will not break my word. - Psalm 89:34-35 (TIB)  

Devo7on: Read 2 Samuel 7:1-17. Today we examine the covenant established by God with David 
through the prophet Nathan, in which his descendants are established as royal heirs of Israel forever.  
God announces this covenant in response to King David’ desire to build a temple to house the ark of 
the Mosaic covenant. This covenant ini=ally comes to frui=on when David's son, Solomon, assumes 
his throne (1 Kgs 2:10-12). However, God's pact with David is fulfilled ("filled to overflowing") in Jesus, 
David’s descendant (Acts 2:29-36). No=ce that if we want to understand the New Covenant we must 
read the Hebrew Testament. In fact, we cannot understand who Jesus is without understanding 
Jewish scriptures. 
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 9:2-7. The Revised Common lec=onary has Chris=an churches 
read this passage during the Advent/Christmas season. To understand the birth of Christ we must 
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grasp the history of the Jewish people. How might seeing Jesus' birth in a poli=cal context (the Ruler 
of God's reign on earth has come) change how we celebrate Christmas? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
7:2 The "ark of God" refers to an ornate chest (Ex 25:10-16) containing the stone tablets on which the 
Ten Commandments are inscribed (Ex 31:18, 1 Kings 8:9). (Yes, like the movie about Indiana Jones.) 
Later, the ark also contains Aaron's rod and a jar of manna (Heb 9:4). A]er its crea=on, the Ark is 
carried by the Israelites during their forty years of wandering in the desert. Whenever the Israelites 
camp, the Ark is placed in a special tent, called the Tabernacle (Ex 26).   

7:3 The prophet Nathan supports David's desire to construct a temple, but God stops the work before 
it begins. Having a spiritual gi] (in this case, Nathan’s gi] of prophecy) does not make someone 
perfect. Nathan's faith means he is open to God's correc=on to what seems like a good idea. Have 
you ever had to stop doing something everyone around you believed was good? Have you ever had to 
begin or do something everyone thought was wrong?   

7:5  The sacredness of the tent and temple to house the ark is apparent. The issue is not just about an 
ark's dwelling place, but God's dwelling place. If God is omnipotent, what is being communicated 
about God's presence in the ark, Tabernacle, and/or Temple? Is God more present in some places 
than others? Is God omnipresent?  What makes a place "holy?"  

7:9 David wants to honor God by building a permanent home for the ark. God reverses the situa=on 
and honors David by establishing his house/lineage forever! While the passage begins with a rebuke 
of David's plans, it ends with a powerful affirma=on of David's leadership. 
  
7:12 The covenant is established. David's son Solomon will succeed him as Ruler and build the 
Temple. God will show Solomon love by correc=ng him when necessary. David's lineage will endure 
forever. This covenant is uncondi=onal; God does not place condi=ons of obedience upon its 
fulfillment. The promise rests on God’s faithfulness, not on David or Israel’s obedience.  

7:16 The covenant is summarized. Followers of Jesus believe this verse prophe=cally asserts the 
Messiah will come from the lineage of David, establishing an everlas=ng reign. That is why the gospel 
writers refer to Jesus as a descendant of David at key points (Mt 1:1, 15:22, 21:9; Mk 10:48, 12:35; Lk 
1:32; Jn 7:42).  

——— 
Lesson #6                Covenant 

Behold, the days are coming, says YHWH, when I will establish a new covenant with the house of 
Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their ancestors when I took 
them by the hand to bring them up out of the land of Egypt—a covenant they broke, though I was 
their spouse, says YHWH. But this is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel a]er those 
days, says YHWH: I will put my Law in their minds and on their hearts. I will be their God, and they 
will be my people. “No longer will they need to teach one another or remind one another to listen to 
YHWH. All of them, high and low alike, will listen to me, says YHWH, for I will forgive their misdeeds 
and will remember their sins no more. - Jeremiah 31:31-34 (TIB) 
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Devo7on:  Read Luke 22:14-20. Jesus gathers his disciples to share the Passover meal (Ex 12:1-28).  
This meal celebrates God's deliverance of the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt by literally "passing 
over" the faithful when destroying the first born of the land. At that meal, Jesus defines his upcoming 
death (Lk 23:44-47) as a sacrifice ushering in a new Covenant.  Although animals supplied the blood 
sacrifice of the covenants with Abraham (Gen 15:1-21) and Moses (Ex 24:4-8), Jesus’ offering of 
himself seals this new pact between God and humanity (Jn 1:29).   

While God’s covenant with Abraham is for the Jewish people, the New Covenant through Jesus is for 
all people, Jews and Gen=les (non-Jews). Likewise, while the sign of the Hebrew Covenant is 
circumcision (women are included by being in rela=onship with a circumcised male), the sign of the 
New Covenant is Bap=sm, and all people, male and female are invited to par=cipate.   

The inclusion of all people regardless of age, race, na7onality, gender, sexuality, or other 
dis7nc7ons is a cri7cal aspect of God’s New Covenant through Jesus. Are all persons welcome in 
your local congrega=on? Who is not welcome? What could you do to be more inclusive or help your 
church reflect the diversity of God's love?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 2:11-22. One of the amazing gi]s of the New Covenant is 
that people of every tribe, na=on, and persuasion are brought together. Spend =me praying for our 
Jewish brothers and sisters. Were you raised in a home that taught you to treat Jewish people with 
respect and love? What images, if any, did you have of Jews growing up? How might the Church 
effec=vely reach out to be in ministry with and to our Jewish neighbors? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
22:16 Jesus states he will not eat again un=l a]er his death and resurrec=on. One of the many images 
for life with God beyond death is a banquet (Is 25:6; Rev 19:7-9).   

22:17 The Passover meal incorporates four cups of wine. Chris=ans have tradi=onally associated 
Jesus' words with the moment in the ritual when the third cup is shared because it symbolizes God's 
promise of redemp=on, the coming of Elijah, and the expecta=on of the Messiah's arrival.  

22:19 The bread of the Passover feast is "matzah," an unleavened bread made of flour and water. By 
rela=ng the bread and wine to his body and blood, Jesus provides the meaning of his death on the 
cross prior to the event. Various New Testament writers expand on this idea in their wri=ngs (Col 
1:15-22; 1 Pet 1:17-19; 1 Jn 2:1-2). However, nowhere in scripture is the theory of atonement 
(meaning, how Jesus' death and resurrec=on makes us "at-one" with God) spelled out in detail. See 
Appendix B for some of the most popular atonement theories. 

——— 
Lesson #7                Covenant 

“Come, thou long expected Jesus born to set thy people free from our fears and sins release us; let us 
find our rest in thee. Israel's strength and consola=on, hope of all the earth thou art, dear desire of 
every na=on, joy of every longing heart” - Charles Wesley  
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Devo7on:  Read the following Wesleyan Covenant prayer.    
I am no longer my own, but yours. 
Put me to what you will, place me with whom you will. 
Put me to doing, put me to suffering. 
Let me be put to work for you or set aside for you, 
praised for you or cri=cized for you. 
Let me be full, let me be empty. 
Let me have all things, let me have nothing. 
I freely and fully surrender all things to your hope and service. 
And now, O glorious and blessed God, Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer, 
you are mine, and I am yours. 
So be it. 
And the covenant which I have made on earth,  
let it be made also in heaven. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Covenants provide our lives with guidance. Through them, we know 
God's promises and expecta=ons for our lives. Unfortunately, some=mes we overlook the blessings in 
our lives and fall back into self-centeredness, imagining that we have earned life, love, and the gi]s 
that surround us. Chris=ans have tradi=onally used fas=ng as a way to train themselves to remember 
their blessings and put God first. To fast means to abstain from a par=cular gi] (food, drink, meat, 
entertainment, electronics, etc) for a period of =me (one meal, one day, one day a week, a week, 
forty days, etc.) for a spiritual reason. Just skipping a meal one day is not fas=ng; that’s die=ng. 
Forgoing a meal and using the =me you would normally use in meal prepara=on, ea=ng, and clean-up 
to be aware of God...that is fas=ng. Giving up television to read trashy novels isn't fas=ng. Giving up 
television to read to read something that draws you closer to God is fas=ng. What is one form of 
fas=ng that could fit into your life. Could you give up all drinks except water tomorrow, remembering 
to thank God for the blessings of life each =me you would have normally had a different drink? 
Perhaps you might turn off your cell phone or television for an hour and take a prayerful walk?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Which parts of this prayer are the most difficult for you? What are your fears surrounding those 
parts? What might happen if you lived this prayer out in its fullness?  What needs to change in your 
life to embody these words? How would embodying this prayer change your approach to life? To 
rela=onships? To material objects?   

How is this prayer counter cultural? Counter intui=ve?  !
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Week 4 - Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

Lesson #1                       Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

This week we examine the patriarchs and matriarchs of Jewish scripture: Abraham & Sarah, Isaac & 
Rebekah, and Jacob (later renamed "Israel") & his two wives, Leah and Rachel. Sadly, their stories  
highlight the poor treatment of women in this patriarchal culture. Females are considered the 
property of their father, husband, or male rela=ve. And yet, women play crucial roles in the arc of 
salva=on. Women are s=ll discriminated against, but that is not God’s desire. God has given the world 
a new vision of how the oppressed are to be treated, culmina=ng in the divine call of Gala=ans 3:28: 
“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; 
for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (NRSV) 

Now YHWH reflected, “Should I hide from Sarah and Abraham what I am about to do? For they will 
become a great na=on, and will be a source of blessings among all na=ons of the earth. I have known 
them, so that they may command their family and their progeny a]er them to maintain my way by 
doing what is right and just…” - Genesis 18:17-19 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 12:1-20. God calls Abram/Abraham and Sarai/Sarah to go to a land that will 
be shown to them. Abram’s faith is extraordinary (Heb 11:8-19), especially considering he does not 
know exactly where God is leading them! God promises to bless him and bless the world through 
their descendants. "Blessing" does not mean God will pave the path ahead so that their life will be 
easy. To be blessed means to be drawn near to God. Some=mes difficult moments draw us closer to 
God than easy ones. Using this defini=on, what have been the greatest blessings in your life? What 
has made God's presence more real or important to you? Does everything you ini=ally consider good 
turn out to be a blessing? Does Abram and Sarai's experience in Egypt provide any insight into what it 
means to be chosen or blessed?   

Personal Worship Op7on: The defini=on of blessing as "that which draws us closer to God" changes 
how we envision hard =mes. How might that defini=on inform how we pray in those moments? What 
blessings are currently in your life? What difficult aspects of your life might be a blessing?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
12:1 Undertaking such a journey means Abram and Sarai will never see their family and homeland 
again. How difficult would that calling be for you?  

12:2 In response to faithfully answering God’s call, Abram and Sarai are promised descendants, a 
great name, and to become a blessing for all the world.  Chris=ans believe this promise is fulfilled in 
Jesus through the New Covenant which incorporates all people into God's gracious plans. This 
statement from the beginning of the Bible helps frame all that follows.   

Like “blessed,” people o]en have the wrong idea about being “chosen.” Abram, Sarai, and their 
descendants are chosen for a task—to bring a blessing to all the families of the earth. As history 
shows, chosen-ness does not mean everything will be easy for the Jewish people. Being chosen for a 
task is as much a burden as a reason for celebra=on. Chris=ans are chosen by God to live as Jesus 
taught, taking up a cross and following him (Ma,hew 16:24-26). How does it feel to be chosen for 
that task?  
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12:4 Abram is 75 years old, and Sarai is 60. How do their ages influence how we hear this calling? Do 
we ever re=re from the faith or being used by God?   

12:5 The “land of Canaan” refers to an area composed of por=ons of modern Israel, the West Bank, 
Gaza Strip, Lebanon and Syria. The Oak of Moreh was a Canaanite holy site which remains important 
to Israel (Gen 35:4; Deut 11:29-30; Jdg 9:37).  

12:7 Chris=ans disagree significantly over the role this promise of land should play in modern poli=cal 
issues concerning the current na=on of Israel.  

12:13 Sarai, at age 65, is s=ll beau=ful. Abram's fear causes him to sacrifice his wife's honor by telling 
a half-truth. Sarai is his half-sister, the daughter of his father, Terah (Gen 20:12). Abram tells this half-
truth again in Gen 20:1-18. Their son, Isaac, will use this same cowardly strategy (Gen 26:6-16), only it 
will be a full blown lie about his wife, Rebekah. When have you seen family lies passed from one 
genera=on to the next? What happens when someone tells the truth about family lies?   

12:17 The tradi=onal answer as to why God afflicts Pharaoh is that God is not rewarding Abram’s 
cowardice but ac=ng to protect Sarai, who will be the mother of the new na=on. Abram’s ac=ons are 
sinful. He is allowed to keep the riches not because he is blessed or chosen but because Pharaoh 
fears Abram’s God is more powerful than his own. In their polytheis=c worldview, every na=ons had a 
different set of gods which protected it, and each set of gods were believed to be more powerful in 
their own land. In Pharaoh’s eyes, Abram’s God brought this plague on his house in the midst of 
Egypt. Sending the couple away with wealth was Pharaoh’s way of gaining favor with their “god.”  

——— 
Lesson #2                                                            Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

"Our God and God of our fathers, remember us in good remembrance before You, and recall in 
recollec=on salva=on and mercy from the heaven of heavens of old. Remember us, LORD our God, 
the love of the ancients Abraham, Isaac, and Israel Your servants, the covenant and the mercy and 
the oath that you swore to Abraham our father on mount Moriah, and the Akedah when he bound 
Isaac his son on top of the altar." - tradi=onal Jewish prayer before reading the binding of Isaac 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 22:1-19. God's statement to Abraham, "Take your son, your only son, whom 
you love—Isaac—and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there...." is horrific and challenging to 
hear, even today. How does the idea that God tests Abraham reaffirm or challenge your view of God? 
Does it change your experience of the story to consider that other religions in the region sacrificed 
children as a sign of their devo=on? What is the purpose of the test? Since God is all-knowing, who 
benefits from the test? Abraham loves Isaac, but what does Isaac represent to Abraham in terms of 
God's covenant promises? Was this an isolated event or do you believe God tests people today? 
When, if ever, have you felt God tes=ng you? What is the purpose of those tests?   

Personal Worship Op7on: People have many different ideas about what "the fear of God" (v. 12) 
means in this story and in life. Is that phrase helpful for you? What stories come to mind, if any, when 
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you hear that phrase? Why might a loving, yet all-knowing, all-powerful God want to induce fear? 
What is the connec=on between fear, obedience, love, and a desire to please?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
22:1 The writer makes clear this is a test, making it possible (yet s=ll uncomfortable) for us to tolerate 
God's unbearable request. Abraham's faith is on trial. We are called to be obedient to God's 
commands, trus7ng our Creator. What role should obedience play in connec=ng to a loving Creator? 
How is obedience viewed in our culture? What is the connec=on between obedience and 
accountability?   

22:2 Human sacrifice played a part in ancient worship and was a problem for Israel throughout its 
history (2 Kgs 3:27, 16:3, 17:17; Jdg 11:29-40). This story may have been told to reinforce using 
animals as burnt offerings rather than the prac=ce of child sacrifice.   

Tradi=onally, the "land of Moriah" is said to be the hill in Jerusalem where the temple was eventually 
built (2 Chron 3:1). It is presented here as an isolated mountain. This does not seem to concur with 
the idea that Jerusalem was already established as the city Salem (Gen 14:18) and renamed later 
"Jeru-Salem." Salem has the same root as the Hebrew word "shalom," meaning "peace." The addi=on 
of "jeru" means "the city/abode of."   

22:3 Leaving his homeland, Abraham gave up his past for God (12:1). Here, Abraham's faith leads him 
to give up his future by sacrificing the child for whom he has waited for years. Isaac is the sign of 
God's promise fulfilled. Chris=an tradi=on suggests Isaac carrying the wood is a prototype of Christ 
carrying his cross.   

22:10 The climax occurs when Abraham acts with convic=on to accomplish the task. He passes the 
requirement of covenant faithfulness (17:1-2). Only at that moment does God stop him. What role do 
good inten=ons play in faith? Are they enough? What causes good inten=ons to fall short? Make up a 
story you could use to demonstrate to someone the occasional short-comings of good inten=ons.   

——— 
Lesson #3                                                                Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

I married beneath me. All women do.  - Lady Astor  

Devo7on:  Read Genesis 24:1-67. Isaac is a minor character compared to Abraham's servant and 
Rebekah. She drives the story more than her husband. How we understand "love" has a great deal to 
do with how we view such arranged marriages. If love is equal to commitment rather than emo=onal 
infatua=on, then how should we decide who should marry each other? What are the posi=ves of an 
arranged marriage? What are the nega=ves? How does our culture approach commitment versus 
infatua=on in regard to love? How have computer "matching" services changed da=ng and marriage?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Marriage is supposed to be a microcosm of the Kingdom of God, 
reflec7ng God's love and providing an example of how all persons should care for one another. 
Given that idea, ponder the following vows couples are asked to make during a wedding: In the name 
of God, I, name, take you, name, to be my wife/husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, 
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for beJer, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, un6l we are 
parted by death. This is my solemn vow. If we subs=tuted "Chris=an sister/Chris=an brother" for 
"wife/husband" and dropped the "to have and to hold" por=on, could friends make these vows? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
24:1 Abraham requires his servant to take an oath. This ac=on demonstrates he does not expect to 
live to see Isaac's bride return. The fact that he has already passed on his wealth to Isaac (24:46) and 
the servant desires to return as quickly as possible speak to Abraham's failing health.   

24:3 Isaac needs a wife to con=nue the covenant promise: Abraham and Sarah must have 
descendants. The Canaanites are made unsuitable by their pagan beliefs. Addi=onally, Abraham's 
descendants will be eventually called to forcibly remove the Canaanites from the "promised land" 
they occupy. Likewise, Abraham does not want Isaac to travel with the servant out of fear his son will 
se,le in the foreign land rather than in the land God has promised. 

24:7 What could easily be a basic story of arranged marriage takes on the character of a holy quest. 
The angelic presence men=oned here, along with the servant's prayer, establishes God's presence. Do 
you believe the Holy Spirit guides people in ma,ers of marriage, business, and rela=onships? How do 
intelligence, common sense, and good decision-making interact with the Spirit? What criteria should 
be considered when choosing a spouse or friend? What role should emo=on play?  

24:10 "Aram-naharaim" means "Syria of the two rivers" and refers to northern Mesopotamia (11:31). 
Although the city is named "Nahor" here, it seems clear this is a reference to the city of Haran, from 
which Abraham le] (Gen 12:5, 29:4-5). The different names for the same town is a result of two oral 
tradi=ons being combined by the writer. 

24:34 No=ce the servant men=ons Isaac's wealth when talking to Laban. This foreshadows Laban's 
character in chapters 29 and 30. He is greatly concerned with gaining wealth.   

24:53 The giving of gi]s to the betrothed and her family is expected. However, the servant's desire to 
leave immediately rather than wait on a tradi=onal betrothal celebra=on is out of custom. Rebekah's 
permission is sought, not for the marriage, but for the return to Canaan, sacrificing her family 
celebra=on.   

24:65 Custom forbade a man to see his wife's face before the arranged marriage. How does this 
tradi=on reinforce the goal of an arranged marriage?  

——— 
Lesson #4           Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

I tell you, on the day of judgment you will have to give an account for every careless word you u,er... 
- Ma,hew 12:36 (NRSV) 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 25:19-34 and 27:1-28:5 (a longer reading, but good stories!). Along come 
Isaac and Rebekah's children, Jacob and Esau. Simply because they are part of the "chosen" people 
does not mean their family is healthy or even nice! Every family has issues and secrets. Yours is not 
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the only one! How might our tendency to keep family secrets do more harm than good? What does it 
say about the Jewish people that they tell stories exposing the shameful parts of their family history?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 12:33-37. Reflect on the words you have spoken this week. 
Which words did you speak that now seem rash? Untrue? Unwise? Pleasing to God? Kind? Spend 
=me wri=ng a prayer that reflects where you are on your journey. Choose your words carefully. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
25:23 Because these are oral tradi=ons wri,en down in King David’s day, the storyteller assumes we 
understand the oldest male receives a double por=on of the father's inheritance because, as the new 
head of the family, they are to care for the family dependents such as widows and orphans (Deut 
21:15-17). God's choice of the younger and weaker son over the stronger firstborn is quite radical. 
This is a common theme in scripture: God chooses the unlikely person to be heir to the promise.   

25:25 These names carry weight once we realize they describe both the children and the na=on each 
child will establish one day. “Esau” means "red," which is a play on the word "Edom," an ancient 
na=on in the Transjordan. “Esau” also implies "hairy," a play on "Seir," the mountains of the Edomites 
(Gen 36:1-9). “Jacob” is similar to the noun "heel" and verb "overreach." His name implies "one who 
grabs the heel to replace." This emphasis on words, their meaning, and the power they convey is 
central to the biblical message. That is why oaths and vows are incredibly important. How does our 
culture view the power of words? Which is more important: a signed contract or a verbal agreement?  

25:28 We see the sad reality of parents who love one child more than the other. This division within 
the marriage is a key in the story of these brothers. How does the arranged marriage look now?   

25:29 Modern ears like to think in terms of right and wrong, but Jacob is not right for withholding 
food from his brother. However, he does value and desire the birthright! Esau despises his birthright, 
taking it for granted. Since God does not have the op7on of choosing sinless people, sinful ones are 
used. The ques=on is "who desires what God desires?" What do you desire? 

27:5 Rebekah is the driving force behind deceiving Isaac and stealing his blessing, but Jacob lives up 
to his name by con=nuing the lie (27:20). In the end, God chooses the unlikely, more reprehensible 
brother to bear the covenant promise rather than the vic=mized, legi=mate heir who takes the role 
for granted.   

27:27 Again we see the power of words. The blessing is given and cannot be retracted. The words are 
irrevocable and effec=ve, and Isaac cannot provide remedy for his beloved son. How would your life 
change if you took each word you spoke with such seriousness? What words are irrevocable to you?  

27:38 The power and efficacy of these words are clear on a na=onal level. King David does lead Israel 
in conquering Edom, which then annually pays Israel large sums of money as a sign of submission (2 
Sam 8:14). Edom wins its independence from Israel in the mid-9th century.   

27:41 Isaac dislikes the idea of their sons marrying Hirte women (26:34-35). Rebekah uses this fact 
to deceive her husband a second =me, encouraging Isaac to send Jacob away from the murderous 
Esau.   
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Lesson #5           Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

The art of living is more like wrestling than dancing. - Marcus Aurelius 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 28:10-22. God renews his promise to Jacob. As with Abraham, God desires to 
bless the en=re earth. Now, read Genesis 32:3-33:17 about Jacob encountering God and his name 
change. Returning home, Jacob must face his brother, who has threatened to kill him for stealing the 
blessing (Gen 27:41-43). A]er giving away his wealth to appease Esau and sending his family before 
him, Jacob struggles with God. Jacob has many character flaws, but he values and longs for God's 
blessing, refusing to give up. God's new name for him, "Israel," indicates his struggles with God and 
others will result in victory. The same is true for the na=on named a]er him. Have you fought with 
God before? What is the virtue in wrestling with God? Do you tenaciously seek blessing or give up too 
quickly? How does Israel's struggle with God transform him in his encounter with Esau?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 6:10-18. Some=mes we wrestle with God. At other =mes 
we struggle with other forces (spiritual, emo=onal, financial, psychological, cultural, etc) that 
threaten to overwhelm us. God is always on our side, even when God is our “opponent.” What do 
you want loved ones to know about your support during their difficult =mes? What message do you 
want to hear from God in those moments?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
32:4 Names are cri=cal in this story. What names does Jacob use trying to appease Esau?   

32:7 Jacob's primary aim in dividing his possessions and people into two camps is to save himself. He 
is willing to sacrifice his wives and children to stay alive. He is chosen but by no means noble!  Do you 
have a strong self-survival ins=nct? Who or what are you willing to sacrifice to stay safe?   

32:9 His prayer sounds humble, but Jacob s=ll places everyone as a shield between himself and Esau. 
How does God respond when our prayers do not align with our ac=ons? What does God hear?   

32:22 Le] alone, Jacob encounters the divine. Tradi=onally, the "man" is thought to be an angel. 
Obviously, God or an angel can easily defeat Jacob, but this struggle is not about physical strength. 
What does Jacob learn about himself in the struggle? How might losing the wealth and family for 
which he worked 14 years (Gen 29:15-30) have prepared him for this moment? What role does 
physical pain, such as Jacob's hip, play in encountering God? What happens to you when you feel 
alone and vulnerable in the presence of God?  

33:2 Israel's first act a]er encountering God is to move his family to a place of protec=on behind him. 
He is no longer willing to sacrifice them to preserve his own life.   

33:9 Jacob’s appeasement works. Esau gives him the opportunity to retain his wealth, but Israel does 
not take advantage of the situa=on. He is truly changed. The “supplanter” Jacob might have 
celebrated and kept everything, but now Israel values rela=onship more than goods. 
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Lesson #6           Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

We come to the saga of Joseph, Jacob's son, through whom the covenant promise is fulfilled. There is 
disagreement over whether Joseph, one of the sons of Jacob, should be considered a patriarch, since 
two of his sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, will become patriarchs for two of Israel’s twelve tribes, not 
their father. Joseph is the transi=onal figure between the patriarchs/matriarchs and the Exodus story.  

Devo7on: Read Genesis 37, skip a chapter, and read chapters 39-41. Dreams play a huge role in this 
story. However, Joseph's dreams differ from those previously in Genesis (20:3-7; 28:10-16; 31:11, 24) 
because neither God nor angels appear in them. Joseph's dreams, which need interpreta=on, are a 
new thing. God communicates with everyone in a unique combina7on of ways: mental insight, 
conversa7on with others, logical reflec7on, emo7ons, intui7on, visions, other people's words, 
scripture, etc. If that is true, what are some of the ways you are led by God?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 146. Too o]en we assume God treats us like the people 
around us treat us. The Psalmist understands that is a mistake; God is not like us. God is trustworthy 
and faithful. We may not see the path ahead, but God does. Spend =me res=ng in the thought that 
God will li] up those who are bowed down, bring jus=ce, and set the prisoner free.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
37:2 Remember the background: Jacob loves Rachel, but is tricked into marrying her sister Leah first 
(Gen 29-30). Rachel is barren early in their marriage, but Leah gives birth to four sons rapidly: 
Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah. In what becomes a compe==on for Jacob's affec=ons, Rachel gives 
him her handmaid, Bilhah, to bear children—a common arrangement in that day. Bilhah gives birth to 
Dan and Naphtali. Leah then gives her handmaid Zilpah to Jacob, and she gives birth to Gad and 
Asher. Next, Leah gives birth to Issachar, Zebulun, and Dinah, Jacob's first and only daughter. It is only 
then, a]er eleven other children that Rachel gives birth to Joseph. As the firstborn of his beloved 
Rachel, Jacob loves Joseph more than all others, followed closely by Rachel's next son Benjamin. 

37:3 Tradi=onally translated “coat of many colors,” this is most likely an ornamental coat with long 
sleeves (2 Sam 13:18). This mo=f of the younger son being the beloved one and the resultant family 
strife has already been seen in Isaac and Ishmael, as well as Jacob and Esau. In each case, the younger 
son is shown favor but suffers great hardship. The same will be true for Joseph. 

37:24 Joseph’s brothers throw him into an empty well. This is the first of several literal and 
metaphorical descents (and ascents) Joseph will make. He is sold into slavery and taken “down” to 
Egypt (39:1). He rises to a posi=on of authority in Po=phar’s house (39:2-4), but then is cast down 
into prison by Po=phar’s wife. Once again blessed by God, he rises to a posi=on of authority 
(39:22-23), but is forgo,en by Pharaoh’s chief cupbearer. Then the cupbearer remembers, and Joseph 
is raised once again from the “pit” of prison to second in command in Egypt. 
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37:33 Joseph’s brothers deceive their father, just as Jacob deceived his own elderly father. In both 
cases, a slaughtered goat and a garment are the instruments of decep=on (27:15-16). 

39:2 What do you think "YHWH was with Joseph" means? Is success in this world =ed to God being 
"with us?" Is God with Joseph when Po=phar's wife falsely accuses him or he is thrown in prison 
(39:21)? Obviously God "allows" Joseph to undergo the trials in the story, but how is that different 
from saying God "causes" them? To what extent does God control your life? Do you have free will? 
Does believing that God intervenes make someone's choices easier or more difficult?   

41:1 What tempta=ons do you think Joseph faced during his two years of wrongful imprisonment?  

——— 
Lesson #7           Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

The Bible is alive, it speaks to me; it has feet, it runs a]er me; it has hands, it lays hold of me. - Mar=n 
Luther 

Devo7on: Read Genesis 42:1-46:7. Clearly, the climax of this story is found in chapter 45 when Joseph 
reveals himself, proclaiming that while his brothers have set him on a path of slavery, God uses his 
journey to bring about good. The remaining chapters of Genesis con=nue the story of Joseph and his 
successful handling of the famine. In the final chapter, a]er the death of their father Jacob, Joseph’s 
brothers s=ll cannot help but fear Joseph’s wrath for selling him into slavery so long ago. He reply to 
them is important. "Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order 
to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today" (Gen 50:20). When have you labeled something 
good or bad early on, only to discover later you had been wrong? Can you think of examples in your 
life when a difficult situa=on was transformed into a posi=ve? Where is God when Joseph is an 
innocent man in prison? Where is God in your life when you are "in prison?" 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Genesis 12:1-3. God chooses unlikely people, like the aged Abraham, 
laughing Sarah, lying Isaac, devious Rebekah, thieving Jacob and their surprisingly dysfunc=onal 
family. Read 1 Corinthians 1:26-31. If God can use all of them, then God can use you.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
44:33 Judah's offer to sacrifice himself for Benjamin brings the brothers full circle in the story. Joseph 
sees they have changed, since they will not abandon Benjamin to slavery as they did him.   

45:7 This passage becomes a key in understanding the theological term, "providence," which is 
usually defined as God's interven=on in the world. There are many debates among Chris=ans about 
the role Divine Providence and free will play in life. Simply because the omnipotent God knows what 
will happen in the world does not mean that God causes those things to happen. What are some 
various answers (whether you agree with them or not) to the ques=on, "why does God intervene in 
some people's life but not others?" 

Joseph's story reminds us there are lows (sold into slavery, falsely accused by Po=phar's wife, 
abandoned in prison) and highs (honored by Po=phar, elevated by Pharaoh, reconnected with his 
family) on our life's journey. However, Joseph claims that God had a hand in direc=ng his path to save 
God’s people. We can some=mes only see the posi=ves of a "bad" situa=on many years later. Take 
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=me today to remember, write down, or tell someone about the major highs and lows of your life. 
What were the unforeseen consequences in each of those situa=ons? What did you learn along the 
way? Spend =me in prayers of confession, anger, thanksgiving, and/or acceptance regarding your 
past. !
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Week 5 - Exodus 

Lesson #1                     Exodus 

The Exodus story plays a central role in the Hebrew Bible in the same way the resurrec=on of Jesus 
does in the New Testament. Everything builds toward these events or is understood theologically as a 
result of them. Just as the resurrec=on is God's way of "endorsing" Jesus' teaching and providing a 
theological founda=on for the Church, the Exodus is God's way of "endorsing" Abraham and Sarah's 
descendants and providing them an iden=ty as the chosen people. 

Devo7on: Joseph's leadership enables Egypt to survive the famine. However, his plan to accumulate 
and sell grain during the famine allows Pharaoh to gain unprecedented power (Gen 47:13-21). 
Pharaoh begins the famine as Ruler; he ends it as dictator, owning all the people. Read Exodus 1-2. 
Two verses frame this story. First, "Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph" (1:8). 
Years pass; power and favor shi]s. A Pharaoh arises that has no goodwill toward the Jews. The lesson: 
power and respect given by the world are just as easily taken away. Thus begins the tragedy of the 
Jewish people as slaves in Egypt. However, a second verse is just as significant. "They cried out from 
the depths of their bondage to God, who heard their moaning, and remembered the covenant that 
had been made with Sarah and Abraham, with Rebecca and Isaac, and with Leah and Rachel and 
Jacob" (2:24). God does not abandon us. God's promises are sure. Who comes to mind when you 
think about broken promises? When have you broken your word? Read 2 Corinthians 1:15-22. When 
has it been difficult to trust God? Is it possible to learn to trust if we don't go through hard =mes?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 8:37-39. Allow the following ques=ons to open your mind 
and heart to what God desires to communicate to you. What do you fear? What threatens you? What 
responsibili=es do you have that feel overwhelming? What haunts you? What causes you to doubt 
God's love for you? A]er spending =me in prayer, re-read these verses.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:5 The text does not indicate how many years pass in these opening verses. 70 persons travel to 
Egypt with Jacob. 600,000 men, not coun=ng women and children le] Egypt in the Exodus (Ex 12:37). 
So, a significant =me passes between verses 5 and 7, and the Israelites are "exceedingly fruiXul."  

1:7 The word "land" refers not to all of Egypt, but to the area of Goshen where the Jews se,le. (Gen 
47:1-4) Nomadic shepherds are common in the Nile’s eastern delta. Pharaoh fears the large non-
na=ve group will join an invading military force, overwhelming the military bases in the eastern delta.   

1:11 Pithom has been located at a site between the eastern arm of the Nile and Lake Timsah. 
Rameses (also known as "Zoan" and "Tanis") is located in the northeastern region of the Nile delta.    

1:15 The storyteller names two midwives, but, considering the number of Israelites present (Ex 
12:37), these are representa=ves for many others. Their noble response to Pharaoh's outrageous 
demand to slaughter children prepares us for the story of a royal member who fights back. 

2:3 Moses is three months old when this occurs (Acts 7:20-21). His mother fulfills the le,er of the law 
(1:22) but not its spirit. Can you think of examples when Chris=ans have done something similar?  
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2:5 The baby's mother, sister, and Pharaoh's daughter are examples of women working together 
against oppressive power. The Pharaoh's daughter is not naive in responding to Miriam (Ex 15:20). 
She spares an innocent child and even pays Moses' mother to care for him (v. 9).   

2:11 Moses is 40 years old when his conscience is s=rred by the violent nature of slavery (Acts 
7:23-29). His ac=ons are illegal under Egyp=an law, but are they immoral? When is it acceptable to 
break the law?    

2:15 The land of Midian is east of the Gulf of Aquaba, a large gulf at the northern =p of the Red Sea. 

2:18 Moses' father-in-law is Reuel. He is also named Jethro (Ex 3:1, 4:18; 18:1-12). Some ancient 
transla=ons name him Hobab (Num 10:29; Jdg 4:11), while others claim Hobab as a brother-in-law. 
Once again, these differences are the result of various tribal oral tradi=ons being melded together.   

2:23 The king of Egypt dies. The throne passes to another, but the oppression con=nues.   

——— 
Lesson #2                     Exodus 

As to the raising of the dead, have you not read in the book of Moses, in the passage about the 
burning bush, how God told him, ‘I am the God of Sarah and Abraham, the God of Rebecca and Isaac, 
the God of Leah and Rachel and Jacob’? 27 God is the God of the living, not of the dead. - Mark 
12:26-27 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Exodus chapters 3-4. God observes the misery of the people, hears their cries, knows 
their sufferings, and comes to deliver them. God repeats these powerful ac=ons many =mes 
throughout history. God sees injus=ce, listens to our cries, understands, and acts. God's =ming is not 
ours, but God responds. And how does God "act?" By sending Moses! God doesn’t send fire bolts, 
God sends us to address injus=ce. Moses is inadequate for the task, as we all are. We do not feel like 
the answer to someone else's prayer, but we can be. When Moses cries, "Who am I!?" God replies, "I 
will be with you." Like Moses, we must focus on God's power rather than our weakness. It is not 
about us, but God working through us. If sin and shame were no hindrance, what might God call you 
to do? What might the church accomplish? How is obsessing on our inadequacy a form of idolatry?   

Personal Worship Op7on: What makes it difficult for people to focus on God rather than their fears? 
Consider the people in your life. How might God use you to be the answer to someone's prayer this 
week? Who might be praying for a kind word to come their way?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:1 Moses is 80 years old (Ex 7:7; Acts 7:23-30). Horeb is called "Mount Sinai" later. (Ex 19:10-23). Like 
Moses' father-in-law's name (Ex 2:18 note), these varia=ons represent different sources being used.   

3:2 When God is present in a unique way, fire is o]en present (Gen 15:12-20; Ex 13:20-22; Acts 2:3). 
An angel (meaning "messenger") is sent to represent the invisible Sovereign and give voice to God's 
words.   
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3:6 Prior to God's incarna=on in Jesus, the experience of coming into the presence of God with our 
sin fully exposed is terrifying (Is 6:1-7). Remember, Moses is a murderer (2:11). Which of your sinful 
ac=ons and thoughts would be the most difficult for you to bear if fully revealed in God's presence?   

3:8 "Flowing with milk and honey" denotes thriving herds and being se,led for a nomadic people.   

3:10 God o]en calls unlikely people into leadership. Moses is a fugi=ve from Egyp=an law. He is also 
unlikely because he is a nomadic shepherd. However, his unique place as a Hebrew who understands 
the working of the Egyp=an court also makes him the perfect choice.   

3:13 Some see Moses' request for the divine name as an innocent a,empt to understand God's 
nature and "personality." However, it was commonly believed that knowing a pagan god's name gave 
special power. So this is Moses' subtle way of seeking leverage over God in future interac=ons. "I am 
who I am" or "I will be what I will be" makes it clear that no power can be held over God.    

3:22 God's words here and in 4:21 foreshadow coming events. "Plundering the Egyp=ans" is both God 
caring for the Jews and an act of jus=ce: slaveholders paying wages to their former slaves.  

4:10 Moses begs off, choosing to focus on his poor speaking ability (6:12). What excuses do you find 
when you do not want to do what God is calling you to do?   

4:24 This terribly obscure passage is baffling for readers. The phrase "YHWH came to Moses, and 
sought to kill him.” is an expression sugges=ng Moses almost died. An omnipotent God can kill Moses 
at any =me. The writer does not tell us why Moses almost died but assumes Zipporah's act of 
circumcising their son and touching blood to Moses' genitals ("feet" is a euphemism here—yes, I 
know, very odd) saves him. The lack of solid informa=on about the passage leads to many 
interpreta=ons. Some assume Moses is sinful and needs to be saved by "blood," in this case, the 
blood of his newly circumcised son. If that is the case, the blood is a foreshadowing of Passover when 
touching blood to a doorpost "saves" those inside. Others assume either Moses or his son are 
uncircumcised and cannot lead the Jewish people un=l the situa=on is corrected. In the end, we 
simply do not know the exact meaning.  

——— 
Lesson #3                     Exodus 

“You are fortunate when others insult you and persecute you, and u,er every kind of slander against 
you because of me. 12 Be glad and rejoice, for your reward in heaven is great; they persecuted the 
prophets before you in the very same way.” - Ma,hew 5:11 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Exodus 5:1 - 6:13. There are those who believe if we do what God desires, everything 
in our life will go smoothly. If they meet resistance or experience suffering, they believe 1) they have 
sinned, 2) they have wandered off the path God desires, or 3) God has abandoned them. This passage 
reminds us resistance and pain are not a reliable indicator of faithfulness. When Pharaoh refuses to 
submit and increases the slaves' suffering, Moses cries out to God. Yahweh sees the big picture, not 
just the immediate crisis. The reality is that some=mes good or healthy ac=ons bring more difficulty 
in the short term. We should not always expect faithful living to be easy or smooth. When do 
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hardships cause you to doubt you are on the right path? When do you doubt God's love for you? How 
can brothers and sisters in Christ support one another in difficult =mes?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 27:1 several =mes slowly, doing your best to memorize it. The 
goal is to have the Word available to us, on our lips, when difficult =mes arrive. Can you think of a 
=me in your past when you wish you had that scripture on your lips?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:1 Since the plan was to bring the Jews to the promised land (3:17), some believe God instructs 
Moses to lie about going three days into the desert to offer sacrifices. Others jus=fy the command by 
saying this is God tes=ng Pharaoh with a lesser demand prior to the demand to release the people. 

5:2 The Egyp=ans are polytheis=c, assuming each region or na=on has a personal deity that holds 
power over that land’s people. Thus, Pharaoh does not ques=on the existence of a Hebrew god. He 
does not recognize God's right to make demands in Egypt, where he believes his god rules. What is 
the difference between belief and obedience?  

5:7 Mud (with chopped straws added for consistency) is molded into bricks and dried by the sun.  

5:21 The people assume their worsened situa=on is a sign that Moses does not represent God. Can it 
be a good thing for our lives to be made more difficult? Other than explaining the en=re Exodus story, 
what could you say to help the slaves through this =me? Can those words help you in difficult =mes?   

5:22 Moses is ac=ng in the role of priest. A priest speaks God's words to the people and the people's 
words to God. No=ce Moses is honest about his anger in his prayer, seeking to hold God accountable 
to the promise to rescue the people. Are there emo=ons you hold back from God? Why or why not?   

6:3 In communica=ng the divine name (3:14), God reveals more to Moses than had been revealed to 
even Abraham and Sarah! God reveals more and more of the divine self over 7me. This idea, 
assumed throughout scripture, is called "ongoing" or "con=nuous" revela=on. For Chris=ans, Jesus 
represents the most complete of these revela=ons. However, we believe the Spirit con=nues to reveal 
new things to the Church, the Body of Christ, over =me (Jn 16:12-14).   

6:6 "To redeem" refers to reclaiming property or purchasing someone out of slavery, quite o]en 
someone who has forfeited their freedom as a way of paying off a debt. How does this defini=on 
change how you view the idea that Jesus redeems us? What spiritual debts do you owe?  

——— 
Lesson #4                                                                                                Exodus 

Devo7on: Read Exodus 6:28 - 10:29 (long, but it reads quickly). The term "hardness of heart" stands 
out in these first 9 plagues. The idea is some=mes presented as God's ac=on (God hardens Pharaoh's 
heart - 7:3, 9:12, 10:1, 10:20, 10:27). At =mes it is more neutral (Pharaoh's heart was hardened - 
7:13, 7:14, 7:22, 8:19, 9:7, 9:35). Other =mes it is a human choice (Pharaoh hardened his heart - 8:15, 
8:32, 9:34). The writer uses these phrases interchangeably, believing God punishes and rewards us for 
our ac=ons while we are alive, not a]er death. During this =me, people believe everyone a]er death 
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goes to "Sheol," the place of the dead, rather than heaven or hell. God reveals the idea of judgment 
a]er death, heaven, and hell to later genera=ons (see note, 6:3). Many transla=ons subs=tute "the 
grave" for the now unfamiliar term "Sheol" (Gen 37:35; 1 Sam 2:6; Ps 6:5, 88:11-12; Job 17:13-16). 

The belief God punishes or rewards us in this life leads people in this era to believe everything 
happens exactly as God desires. If a person is sick/well, barren/pregnant, rich/poor, etc., they believe 
God makes it that way. However, God reveals in later scripture that not every event is God's will. Jesus 
corrects this theology (Lk 13:1-5, Mt 25:31-46). God gives us free will; we can choose to obey or 
disobey. People may not be rewarded in this life, but all are rewarded or punished a]er death.  

Which brings us back to Pharaoh's heart, and whether he has a choice. The texts can be interpreted 
either way and o]en are. Do you have free will? Does God force us to act against our will? If we do 
not have free will to act, can we be held responsible for our sin?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Reflect on the choices you made over the last 24 hours. Does the ques=on 
"what does God desire?" enter into your decision-making? Do the choices you make without that 
deliberate reflec=on s=ll reflect a moral grounding and desire to do the right thing? Read Romans 
8:26-28 and rest, knowing God is at work in you.  

Dig A LiIle Deeper:   
7:17 The first plague, turning the water of the Nile to blood, is used earlier by Moses to convince the 
Hebrews that God sent him (4:9, 29-31). Blood is once again used as a sign of life and death.  

8:9 The second plague establishes a pa,ern of Pharaoh bargaining with God through Moses, God 
responding, Pharaoh's refusal to abide by the agreement, which causes an escala=on of the crisis.    

8:18 The escala=on is seen in the magicians' inability to duplicate the feat and their belief in God's 
power. Trace examples of this increasing escala=on in the remaining plagues. For example, which 
plague moves the situa=on beyond annoyance to property loss? To affec=ng their physical bodies?  

8:25 As the situa=on worsens, Pharaoh's concessions rise. Trace his increasing promises. Is there a 
link between the amount of pain involved in a situa=on and your desire to seek God's guidance? Your 
anger with God? What does Pharaoh need to admit, confess, or receive to move beyond this crisis?  

9:15 How is God's statement to Pharaoh a sign of grace? What is God's desire for the Egyp=ans?  

9:16 God uses even our disbelief and our lack of coopera=on to advance the ul=mate goal. How does 
that idea change how we might think of disobedience and sin? 

10:11 To understand why Pharaoh is so reluctant to allow the Hebrews to leave, consider the financial 
impact to the Egyp=an economy of losing over 600,000 laborers, not coun=ng women and children. 
Slavery is a moral outrage and never acceptable. However, we cannot overlook that from the 
Pharaoh's perspec=ve, God is demanding a radical change in the Egyp=an way of life. What would be 
an equivalent change God might ask the Church to make?   
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10:21 Although frightening, this ninth plague is not as devasta=ng to many modern readers as the 
others. The escala=on here is that darkness is a challenge to the Egyp=an god of the sun, Ra. Some 
scholars see these plagues as a systema=c a,ack on all the gods of Egypt. If this is the case, the larger 
story suddenly becomes about Yahweh challenging and defea=ng Egypt's polytheis=c religious 
structure (Ex 12:12).  

——— 
Lesson #5                     Exodus 

Passover affirms the great truth that liberty is the inalienable right of every human being.  
- Morris Joseph 

Devo7on: Read Exodus 11:1–12:40. The 10th and final plague is truly terrible. Not only does it mark 
the death of many Egyp=ans (who might have been convinced many plagues ago to release their 
slaves), but it reminds the reader of the countless Jews who died at the hands of their Egyp=an 
masters in the years of their enslavement. We must remember the situa=on into which Moses enters 
has been horrible for years. When cultures collide, power is sought, wealth is hoarded, and people 
are enslaved, there are no easy ways out. The Passover is not a celebra7on that all crea7on is now 
set right, but a thanksgiving that God does not abandon humanity to the horrors we create for 
ourselves.   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Luke 6:31. Spend =me praying for those in our world who are caught 
up in difficult and even tragic situa=ons because of cultural forces beyond their control. Remember 
that everyone you meet faces situa=ons that are a mix of their own choices, good and bad, and 
choices beyond their control. How might such reflec=on change how you treat others?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
11:2 God causes the former slave owners to turn over their wealth to the Hebrews. Two things are 
happening here. First, it is a sign of economic jus=ce. What wages should those slaves have received 
over the years? How might this vision of economic jus=ce influence how Chris=ans view labor, 
ownership, and wage scales? This "plundering of the Egyp=ans" (12:36) is also a result of polytheis=c 
culture. For Egyp=ans, the plagues prove Yahweh's power over their own gods. To avoid insul=ng this 
angry God, they provide a form of tribute to victorious deity (1 Sam 6:1-3).  

11:5 This plague reflects not only the horror of losing children, but the importance placed on 
firstborn sons for inheritance, as well as the selec=on of Israel as God's "firstborn" (Ex 4:22).    

11:8 Does Moses' anger reflect an awareness that Pharaoh's stubborn refusal of God brings them to 
this horrible situa=on? What is the mo=va=on behind Pharaoh's anger through the story? When you 
are angry, is your mo=va=on more like that of Moses or Pharaoh?  

12:2 The writer moves from an account of the Exodus event to general direc=ons on how to celebrate 
Passover annually. The instruc=ons assume par=cipants have weeks of prepara=on (12:6, 15-17) 
although the actual events happen that same day (11:4).  
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12:7 Once again blood becomes a sign of life and death, as it is in many ancient religious rites. Here it 
is a sign the home has already made a sacrifice, no further blood need be shed.   

12:8 Yeast is used here in many ways. The obvious teaching is that the former slaves need to be ready 
to move quickly, when God acts. Jewish teachers also use yeast as a symbol of corrup=on or sin, 
emphasizing the need to not allow evil or idolatry to contaminate a holy life (1 Cor 5:6). 

12:21 Jesus is described as a Passover or "paschal" lamb (Jn 19:14, 1 Cor 5:7). John men=ons that 
neither of Jesus' legs were broken (Jn 19:32-33) to show he is an unblemished lamb. Likewise, John is 
the only gospel writer to point out Jesus is offered wine on a hyssop branch (Ex 12:22, Jn 19:29). 

12:26 Take note how the passage assumes that children's ques=ons will drive future Passover rituals. 
Jewish Passover Seder meals s=ll use this pa,ern today.  

12:37 The journey from Rameses to Sukkoth is usually es=mated to be from 15 to 20 miles.   

——— 
Lesson #6                     Exodus 

I wonder where the Israelites would be if Moses had taken a poll before they crossed the Red Sea. - 
Harry Truman 

Devo7on: Read Exodus 13:17–14:31. The life of Jesus is the central event of the New Testament, and 
his resurrec=on is God's way of triumphantly confirming his teaching. In the same way, the Exodus 
story is the central event of Jewish Scripture, and the par7ng of the Red Sea is the miracle that 
proclaims God's par7cipa7on. Everything in the Jewish Scripture either leads up to this event or 
proceeds from it. The Exodus story establishes many key theological ideas that return in the New 
Testament: God delivers his people from slavery (including spiritual enslavement, Rom 6:16), a meal 
renews the covenant community (Jesus transforms the Passover meal into Holy Communion), and 
God brings victory out of seemingly hopeless situa=ons (Red Sea and crucifixion).   

God is the driving force in all that happens. This is not a story of "God helps those who help 
themselves"—which, by the way, is not a biblical quote. Like Jesus' resurrec=on, this story reveals 
God's character through ac=ons on our behalf. What adjec=ves describe the God presented in this 
story? How do you normally imagine God? How might your prayer life or worship experience need to 
change to praise the God we see in the Exodus story?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Slowly read Psalm 106:1-12, allowing the words to become the beginning 
of a longer prayer =me.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
13:17 The writer actually provides God's reasoning for not leading them through Philis=ne territory. 
What is being communicated about God in the passage? About the people?  

13:19 Moses fulfills the oath made by Joseph's brothers to return his bones to the Promised Land 
(Gen 50:24-25). The passage reminds us how the people have longed for this day.   
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13:21 Paul considered the pillar of cloud a type of bap=sm (1 Cor 10:1-4). Exodus 14:19 describes an 
angel of God in conjunc=on with the pillar. Some believe the pillar describes the Holy Spirit leading 
the faithful. Others believe this is a figure of speech describing a par=cular type of torch carried on a 
pole, such as is used even now by caravans in Arabia.  

14:13 Moses' climac=c statement assumes the original meaning of "deliverance" as rescue or 
freedom from physical threat (Ps 3). Later, deliverance is applied to spiritual situa=ons. 

14:15 Moses appears brave with the people, but he is crying out to God. As you reflect on the story of 
Moses, how would you define leadership?   

14:21 The division of waters is presented as miracle, but God uses the natural force of strong winds to 
accomplish it. How does this inform our understanding of miracle? Why does God have Moses stretch 
out his hand? Consider this in alongside 14:26 and 14:31.  

14:24  Along with 14:21, this verse suggests the crossing is accomplished by night.   

14:31 This miracle not only frees the Hebrew slaves but accomplishes other things. Name some. 

——— 
Lesson #7                     Exodus 

"And what shall be my journey, How long I'll stay below, 
Or what shall be my trials, Are not for me to know.  
"In every day of trouble I'll raise my thoughts on high, 
I'll think of that bright temple And crowns above the sky." 
        - From "There is a Holy City" 

Devo7on: Read Exodus 15:1-21. Every culture on earth uses music (with or without instruments) to 
express the full range of human emo=ons. The songs of Moses and Miriam are no different. What 
music touches you deeply? What quali=es make music meaningful to you? Do you ever express the 
full range of your emo7ons to God? Can you be angry with God and express that in prayer? What are 
the feelings, if any, you are uncomfortable expressing to God? God already knows our feelings, fears, 
joys, and anger—so what might make sharing those feel uncomfortable?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Spend =me in prayer today, doing your best to open yourself up to the full 
range of your emo=ons, worries, struggles, joys, etc. What is happening in your life that makes you 
worry? Tell God about that. For what do you hope? What memories haunt you? Rest in the 
knowledge God cares about you and will not abandon you in the days ahead.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Make sure you listen to some of your favorite music today. !
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Week 6 - Wilderness and Law 

Lesson #1                     Wilderness and Law 

God brings Abraham's descendants out of Egypt to form the chosen people into a holy na=on, 
establish them in the Promised Land, and lead them to be a light for all na=ons. They have much to 
learn and many steps to take. This week we read about their first steps transi=oning from a 
disorganized group of slaves to a na=on called to be righteous.  

Devo7on: Read Exodus 15:22-16:36. God calls the Hebrew people to this journey and sustains them 
on the way. However, even a]er numerous miracles, these former slaves begin to doubt God's 
faithfulness and idealize their previous life in Egypt. How quickly do you begin to doubt God's 
goodness in hard =mes? When does the "Egypt" of your past (situa=ons when you were "enslaved" 
by something other than God) look good to you? What should we remember in those difficult =mes?  

The bread from heaven must be collected daily. This gi] of manna sustains the people and teaches 
them an essen=al lesson: act faithfully today and trust God will be with you tomorrow. How are you 
doing at maintaining a daily awareness of God? How might good gi]s of life (job, income, health, etc.) 
be a distrac=on to our spirituality? What changes do you need to make to live the life you desire?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 6:25-34. What are your worries? Spend =me reflec=ng on 
how your worry is statement to God. What are you saying? What would you like to say to God?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
15:22 Near Eastern legends men=on a shrub, wood, or thorn that makes brackish water drinkable, 
but it is unknown today.   

15:24 The people complain o]en. The growing frequency and intensity of their lack of faith result in 
the golden calf incident and eventually their inability to enter the promised land for forty years.  

15:25b (the "b" indicates the second half of a long verse) This passage seems out of place in the text. 
It might be displaced from 17:1-7 or some point later in the story a]er the Law has been given.   

16:22 The command to keep the Sabbath is not yet established (Ex 20:8). This instruc=on indicates 
those recoun=ng the oral tradi=on inserted the idea into the story at this earlier point. 16:35 reminds 
us these stories are being wri,en down much later, as the writers reflect back on their history.  

16:34 The pot of manna is men=oned in Hebrews 9:4 as being included in the ark of the covenant, 
but it is not men=oned in 1 Kings 8:9.   
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Lesson #2                      Wilderness and Law 

For if you really believed Moses, you would believe me, for it was about me that Moses wrote. - Jesus 
in John 5:46 (TIB)  

Devo7on: Read Exodus 19:1 - 20:21. Our primary goal today is to spend =me in personal reflec=on on 
each of the Ten Commandments. However, it is important to note the extensive prepara=on the 
people undertook to be able to receive them. Is it possible our reflec=ons on the Commandments will 
be limited by our lack of prepara=on (internal and external)? What do you need to do in order to 
hear God's word for you through scripture? Are there habits you need to address or prayers you 
need to offer so your heart and mind can encounter God when you read?   

The early Commandments deal with our rela=onship with God. The la,er commandments cover our 
rela=onships with others. What do the Commandments teach us about God? What do they teach us 
about the kind of people God desires us to be? Reflect on each of the Ten, examining your life from 
their perspec=ve. Which stand out as essen=al for you to ponder now? For the Church to ponder? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 13:8-10. Slowly repeat verse 8 several =mes, reflec=ng on 
the implica=ons of the words for your life.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
19:6 This is the first biblical occurrence of the "kingdom of priests" concept. Compare this passage to 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 and 1 Peter 2:4-10.  

19:10 The same rituals for consecra=on are seen in other passages: washing clothing (Gen 35:2) and 
sexual abs=nence (1 Sam 21:4). How do each of these two forms of prepara=on contain an internal 
component and an external component?   

19:16 Because God is presented as having such powerful control of nature, many believe the "loud 
trumpet blast" signifies a mighty wind, correla=ng to the storm images of thunder and ligh=ng. 

20:1 There are two different versions of the Ten Commandments. Read Deuteronomy 5:1-21. 
Compare the differences between the two lists. What does the presence of the two versions indicate?   

There have been countless books wri,en on these 17 verses. It is impossible in a short space to do 
jus=ce to their extensive implica=ons. Consider the following ques=ons as a broad guide for  
reflec=on:   

- The Commandments assume that moving from polytheism (belief in mul=ple gods) to monotheism 
(belief in one God) will not be easy. What tempta=ons does the new na=on of Israel have to 
overcome to be faithful? What are the modern equivalents of these tempta=ons?   
- As these former slaves a,empt to form a community, what ideals or goals are established by each 
Commandment? (For instance, some people believe the ideal "all life is sacred" is present.) 
- Followers of Jesus are not bound to the Law as these early Jews are (more about that tomorrow). 
However, many Chris=ans find reflec=ng on these Commandments helps them understand God's 
desires for us. What are the implica=ons of each commandment for the Church?   
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- What are the implica=ons of each Commandment for you personally?   
  

——— 

Lesson #3                                   Wilderness and Law 

Q. What are the Ten Commandments?  
A. The Ten Commandments are the laws given to Moses and the people of Israel.  
Q. What do we learn from these Commandments?  
A. We learn two things: our duty to God, and our duty to our neighbors. 
     - From "The Book of Common Prayer" Catechism 

Devo7on: Our goal for today is to gain an overview of the laws, ritual codes, and ordinances in the 
Torah. The Ten Commandments are important, but each of them needs interpreta=on if they are 
going to be prac=cally applied in the community. For instance, we know work on the Sabbath is 
forbidden, but what cons=tutes work? Can I ride a horse? Can I start a fire? Can I perform ac=ons that 
may not be work for me, but require someone else to work (Turn on lights? Eat out?) Answers to 
these ques=ons move each commandment from the ideal to the prac=cal.   

Although it is an overly simplis=c explana=on, we can view the remainder of the laws and ordinances 
in the Torah as different "answers" to ques=ons of applica=on that arose in the Hebrew community 
between the =me of Moses and King David. Unfortunately, these collec=ons of laws and ordinances 
are not arranged in a clear order, such as chronologically or according to topic. To modern eyes, the 
groupings look arbitrary and contain many duplica=ons. Important topics are covered, but it is 
confusing. Of course, if we read the legal codes from various municipali=es across the United States 
collected over the last twenty years, we find much similarity, duplica=on, and uniqueness there as 
well. Remember these codes reflect a variety of tribal interpreta=ons at various =mes in history.     

Followers of Jesus disagree over how best to approach the study of the Law. Almost all agree we 
should not a,empt to keep the ceremonial aspects of the Law, such as worship on the Sabbath/
Saturday or circumcision (Gal 5:2-15). However, many Chris=ans feel the broader "moral" implica=ons 
of the Law should influence our ac=ons (Mt 5:17-19), as long as we remain aware that salva=on is not 
found by works but by faith (Gal 2:15-21). They believe general concepts such as "remain dis=nct 
from the world" or "life is sacred, belonging to God" can be dis=lled from the Torah. Other Chris=ans 
warn that these a,empts to dis=ll moral truth is arbitrary and even dangerous because people force 
their biases onto the resul=ng rules. Even a cursory reading reminds us the Law is wri,en for a very 
different culture. The tempta=on to demand Chris=ans be obedient to one or two favorite laws has to 
be avoided. To accept one aspect of the Law is to live under the burden of the en=re Law (Gal 5:3).   

So, the Law is many things: a schoolteacher poin7ng us to Jesus, a plumb line clarifying our sin, an 
ideal to which we can strive, etc. Certainly the Law is a good way to learn about the complexity of a 
legalis=c faith, see how cultural assump=ons influence our morality (these laws assume women are 
property!), and study the culture into which Christ enters, and in some cases, fights against.   

With all this in mind, read Exodus chapters 21-22. Then glance through the book of Levi=cus, no=cing 
the wide variety of topics covered by the Law.   

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 49



The Bible For Critical Thinkers

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 22:34-40. If you put Jesus' teaching into prac=ce, what 
does the next twenty four hours of your life need to include? Exclude? Pray about the day ahead. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
21:2 The first eleven verses demonstrate the vast differences between the biblical culture and our 
own. These laws assume slavery is acceptable and regulated (but since you can sell a daughter into 
slavery, it is radically different from the slavery found in colonial United States), women are property 
of the father/husband/owner, men can marry mul=ple wives, and what is acceptable trade within the 
Hebrew community differs from trade with those outside the community. As you read these chapters, 
ask yourself several ques=ons: what are the posi=ves and nega=ves of living in a community where 
religious leaders regulate the legal system? What adjec=ves would you use to describe this culture? 

———   
Lesson #4                     Wilderness and Law 

The worship of the golden calf of old has found a new and heartless image in the cult of money and 
the dictatorship of an economy which is faceless and lacking any truly human goal. - Pope Francis 

Devo7on: Read Exodus 32. Although this group of former slaves has been through many ordeals 
together and witnessed miracles, they are far from understanding what it means to be devoted to 
Yahweh. There is disagreement among scholars as to what exactly the people were doing with the 
golden calf: worshipping one of the gods of polytheis=c Egypt (v. 1), trying to create an idol of Yahweh 
using a form familiar from their past (v. 5), or crea=ng a throne for Yahweh like the golden cherubim 
eventually created for the ark of the covenant (Ex 37).   

A few things are clear. First, even Aaron is not yet clear about what is acceptable and unacceptable 
worship—or he is incredibly spineless, which might be the case considering v. 24. Second, this trouble 
begins because the people are impa=ent or afraid that Moses is not returning. Like so many of us in 
=mes of doubt or fear, they return to what they know. Impa7ence gets us in trouble. God's 7ming is 
not ours. When do fear and doubt tempt you to act impa=ently? Where now do you need to wait and 
pray? What "bad" choices look a,rac=ve to you in difficult =mes?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 27, reflec=ng on verse 14. Remember you are not the only one 
who needs encouragement. Write a le,er or email to someone showing support and encouragement. 
You can write to a person you know well or a more casual acquaintance. For instance, you can write a 
store clerk, teacher, bank teller, or neighbor. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
32:4 Scholars disagree about the fer=lity god represented by calf, but the Egyp=an god Apis or 
Canaanite god Baal are the likely candidates. The allusion to sexual revelry (v. 6) reflect fer=lity rites.  

32:7 The phrase "your people" is frightening because it indicates Yahweh is divorced from the 
community with the intent to start over with a new na=on. Moses plays the role of priest, interceding 
for the people, (1 Sam 12:5, 12:19; Amos 7; Lk 23:34). How does Moses' conversa=on with God 
influence how Chris=ans understand themselves as a priests (1 Pet 2:4-10)?  
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32:11 Moses appeals to 1) God's desire for the Exodus story to posi=vely impact the world and 2) 
God's promises to Abraham. What do we need to learn from Moses about prayer?   

32:14 The key phrase is translated various ways, most o]en "YHWH relented." Other transla=ons use 
"changed (God’s) mind," "repented," "was appeased," and "reconsidered." These are transla=ons of 
the Hebrew word "nashash," which has a wide scope of poten=al meanings but is assumed to infer 
God's change of direc=on and purpose towards a people. Many people do not believe an omnipotent 
God can or would change direc=on. Why is that idea frightening to some? How does it strike you? 
Consider the possibility that God has several (or even countless) paths which all bring about the 
same, desired, ul=mate objec=ve but with different ramifica=ons. Does this make God changing from 
one path to another more or less frightening? To what extent do you think our interven=on through 
prayer changes God's choice of paths?   

32:19 Destroying the tablets is symbolic of breaking the covenant. New tablets are created later when 
the covenant is renewed (Ex 34). What is the symbolism of having the people drink the ashes from 
the golden calf?   

32:33 The "book" refers to either a book of the living from which God strikes those who die, similar to 
official lists of living ci=zens maintained by government officials in that day (Ez 13:9) or a book of 
those righteous who will receive eternal life following death (Phil 4:3, Rev 3:5).  

——— 
Lesson #5                     Wilderness and Law 

Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. Only through experiences of trial and suffering can 
the soul be strengthened, vision cleared, ambi=on inspired and success achieved. - Helen Keller 

Devo7on: Read Numbers chapters 13-14. This story reminds us that fear remains a powerful force. 
We encounter this same despair in the story of the manna (Ex 16:1-3). Why does a righteous and 
loving Creator punish? Most people assume God's words in 14:20-24 arise from a desire to punish the 
people for their failure to act, and that is certainly a valid interpreta=on. However, perhaps the 
pronouncement has an element of grace as well. If the people are not capable of faithful ac=on under 
pressure, if they are not yet a righteous na=on, then maybe it is in their best interest to delay their 
crossing into the Promised Land which is filled with more challenges. Perhaps this forty year delay is 
necessary for them to be formed into a faithful community capable of surviving. Can you remember 
punishments you received when you were younger from people who cared about you? Now that you 
are older, can you see gi]s in those ac=ons you could not see then? What is the rela=onship between 
growth and facing the consequences of our decisions? How does the story of the failed invasion 
a,empt contribute to this conversa=on (14:39-45)?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Spend =me praying for your enemies, those who annoy you, and those you 
try to avoid. Pray for people you know well and those who are more casual acquaintances - a store 
clerk, teacher, bank teller, or neighbor.   
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
13:31 Archeological data indicates the for=fied towns of this region o]en had huge walls from 30 to 
50 feet high and 15 feet thick. The semi-nomadic Hebrews are responding to this stunning military 
barrier. This is most likely the reason the spies report “giants” in the land because they felt only giants 
could build such massive walled ci=es. How does fear change our perspec=ve of a challenge? How 
does our perspec=ve of a challenge change a]er it is overcome? 

13:33 "Nephilim" refers to the mythological giants of the past (Gen 6:1-4). There is disagreement 
about whether the Genesis report is an accurate account of a supernatural union between "sons of 
God" and human women or the Torah writers' a,empt to account for primi=ve ancient legends of 
giants that roamed the land. Even among those who believe in the accuracy of the supernatural 
interpreta=on, there is disagreement about how to interpret the phrase "sons of God." Regardless, 
the passage is obviously intended to show the growing estrangement between humanity and God.  

14:6 Tearing your cloths is a tradi=onal sign of grief (1 Kgs 21:27). What are socially acceptable or 
expected signs of grief today? How do our cultural expecta=ons of grief help and hinder personal 
growth?   

14:22 The people's failure to trust God results in forty years of wandering in the wilderness (14:33). 
Caleb and Joshua must wait forty years as well, even though they trusted God! Faithful individuals are 
o]en impacted by the unfaithful choices of others in their community. In ancient Israel, people 
understand themselves in terms of tribal iden=ty. They see themselves not as individuals but as 
members of a tribe. We glimpse this same artude in members of the military or a sports team - 
groups where people define themselves in reference to how they fit within the greater group. 
However, today we ul=mately define ourselves in individual terms. I may be a part of various groups, 
but I am primarily "me." How would living in a tribal serng change the understanding of "sin?" How 
is a call to serve others seen in each cultural understanding? How does the movement from tribal to 
individual iden=ty make it difficult for us to be "the Body of Christ?"  

——— 
Lesson #6                     Wilderness and Law 

Every mother is like Moses.  She does not enter the Promised Land. She prepares a world she will not 
see. - Pope Paul VI 

Devo7on: Read Numbers 20:1-13 and Deuteronomy 3:23-29. Moses is an amazing leader, but he is 
not perfect. Almost every significant leader in the Torah is flawed. Many na=ons glamorize their past, 
covering over their leader's failures. The Hebrew people do not, and we should honor their honesty.   

Many readers wonder why Moses' ac=ons prompt God to refuse him entrance into the Promised 
Land. Although not spelled out in the text, tradi=on says the problem is that God instructs Moses to 
"speak" to the rock, which point people to the miraculous power of God. However, Moses strikes the 
rock twice, giving the impression he provides for them. Striking a rock does not seem like a great 
offense, but ignoring God's specific instruc=on and taking credit for God's ac=ons is a different ma,er. 
Given this line of thinking, contemplate the meaning and serious nature of the phrases: give glory to 
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God, humble yourself, and worship the YHWH only. What is the connec=on between glorifying God 
and pride? Have you ever asked for God's help and then taken credit when events turned out well? 
What is the problem with thinking of prayer as an insurance policy? How might a lack of gra=tude be 
seen as the founda=on for almost every sin?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Acts 14:8-20. We are o]en tempted to elevate our heroes to god-like 
status and demonize our enemies. How might this tendency actually prevent us from forming great 
leaders? How does it prevent us from being good followers? Spend =me praying for the leaders in 
your life, including those you have demonized in the past.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Numbers 20:10 Hebrew scholars point out these words reflect a degree of anger and sarcasm.   

20:12 God defines Moses' inappropriate ac=ons as a failure of trust, one which did not honor God's 
holiness before the people. Read James 3:1-2. Reflect on how staying centered on God is the primary 
requirement to fulfill a calling to lead or teach. What tempta=ons are a natural result of being 
intelligent or charisma=c? What ac=ons or habits do you need to integrate in your life to help you 
stay centered? 

Deuteronomy 3:27 This peak is referred to as Pisgah, as well as Abarim (Deut 32:49) and Nebo (Num 
27:12, Deut 34:1). It is speculated that "Abarim" refers to the mountainous region, Nebo to a spur of 
the mountains, and Pisgah to a par=cular peak on the spur. Tradi=onally this area is iden=fied as 
approximately 12 miles east of Jordan River entering the Dead Sea.   

——— 
Lesson #7                     Wilderness and Law 

Conversion does not mean a change of outward appearance; rather it requires a change of mind and 
results in a transformed life." - Bartholomaeus Ziegenbalg, Missionary to India 

Devo7on: Read Deuteronomy 31:1-8 and 34:1-12. Change is hard. That phrase seems trite, but it is 
nonetheless true. The people of God follow Moses from slavery to the edge of the Promised Land.  
Now they need to follow Joshua. What do we learn in these passages about transi=oning from one 
spiritual leader to the next? What responsibili=es do outgoing leaders have? What responsibili=es do 
those following have? How should new leaders respond? Moses does a good job of reminding 
everyone it is not the wisdom or strength of Joshua that ul=mately ma,ers, but their faithfulness to 
God. What are the leadership quali=es (good and bad) that our culture celebrates?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Women are treated terribly by the cultures represented in the Bible, the 
assump=on being that a woman is the property of her father or husband. However, even in these 
oppressive cultures, the leadership quali=es of women occasionally shines through. Read Proverbs 
31:10-31. What are the leadership quali=es celebrated in this ode to strong women? Women today 
are celebrated for more than domes=c skills, although those skills are cri=cal as well. How might the 
quali=es on display in Proverbs be demonstrated by powerful female leaders today in business, 
sports, church, and government?   
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
31:3 Moses reminds the people that God's presence, symbolized by the Ark of the Covenant, brings 
victory. Just as God defeated two Canaanite kings east of the Jordan (2:26 - 3:22), the na=ons in the 
Promised Land will be defeated. What events in your past are valuable for you to recall as you face 
new challenges?   

34:6 This passage can be translated "he [Yahweh] buried him." The comment about nobody knowing 
the burial place of Moses creates many theories: God through the archangel Michael hides Moses' 
body so Satan cannot deceive Israel (Jude 9); God preserves the body so Moses will appear in bodily 
form with Elijah at the Transfigura=on (Mt 17:1-3); or like Lazarus, God raises Moses from the dead 
and he ascends bodily into heaven. Of course, this might simply be the writers' way of saying "we do 
not know where Moses is buried."  

34:12 The Torah ends without describing the conquest of the promised land. The story invites the 
reader to ask, "well, what happened next?!" And thus we are compelled forward into the next phase 
of the story. 
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Week 7 - Promised Land 

Lesson #1                         Promised Land 

Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the tes=ng point.  
- C. S. Lewis 

Devo7on: Read Joshua 1. God selects Joshua to lead the Israelites into the promised land following 
Moses' death. Forty years ago they were too afraid of the Canaanite inhabitants to obey God's 
command and move forward into the land (Num 13-14). A]er living in the wilderness, they are on the 
west side of the Jordan River, looking east to their future homeland. God reassures Joshua, “As I was 
with Moses, so I will be with you” (1:5) The phrase "be strong and courageous" is used four =mes in 
various forms. There is a link between God's presence and Joshua's strength and courage. Our culture 
teaches that strength and courage are internal quali=es some have and others do not. How would 
your life change to believe courage is not determined by your disposi=on but upon the degree to 
which you trust that God is with you? How difficult is it to trust God to supply internal strength?  Is 
there a link between our awareness of the Spirit (Jn 14:16), our desire to be faithful, and courage?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 41:10. God's presence does not take away difficulty, but it 
makes us capable of facing moments with calm assurance because we are not alone. What situa=ons 
typically dismay you? There are many kinds of strength—what kind do you need in those situa=ons?  
When will you be most challenged in your faith in the coming days? Pray about those moments.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 The phrase "servant of YHWH" appears fourteen =mes in this book. Thirteen of those instances 
refer to Moses. Just as Moses first receives the =tle in the passage repor=ng his death (Deut 34:5), 
the one =me that =tle is used to describe Joshua is a]er his death (Josh 24:29). How do you want 
people to think of you a]er you have passed away?  

1:3 God once again uses the image of walking the land as a sign of possession (Gen 13:17; Deut 
11:24). The pronouns shi] in this verse from singular to plural, referring to the na=on. 

1:4 God says the promised land will one day extend as far as "the Euphrates" (Gen 15:18; Ex 23:31; 
Deut 1:7, 11:24). This boundary is never achieved. Although Joshua 21:43-45 states the land conquest 
is complete, this passage must be read alongside Joshua 13:1, which assumes unconquered land s=ll 
exists. The idea that Israel has never occupied all of the promised land has given rise to a theory 
among some that Israel will occupy it as a apocalyp=c sign poin=ng to Jesus' return.   

1:6 Compare Joshua's commissioning with Deut 31:7-8, 23. The primary difference is the addi=on of 
God's command to obey the Law (v. 7-8). along with recapping Moses' death and Joshua's selec=on, 
this sec=on provides a nice transi=on from Deuteronomy 34, the conclusion of the Torah or "Law."   

1:8 The phrase "book of the Law" likely refers specifically to Deuteronomy (Deut 29:21; 30:10; 31:26).  

1:12. Three tribes (Reuben, Gad, and Manasseh) have se,led on the eastern side of the Jordan. They 
will possess this "trans-Jordan" area as their share of the promised land (Num 32, Josh 13). Joshua 
demands these tribes provide military support as the remaining tribes cross the Jordan River and 
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conquer Pales=ne. The fact that all these tribes help conquer the en=rety of the land is quite 
important in the future when the tribes form one na=on.   

1:18 These elaborate statements of loyalty from the three trans-Jordan tribes are probably necessary 
considering Moses' accusa=on of faithlessness when they first requested to se,le there (Num 32).  

——— 
Lesson #2                          Promised Land 

It takes courage to grow up and become who you really are.  - e. e. cummings 

Devo7on: Read Joshua 2. Unlike the twelve sent into the land forty years ago (Num 13), these spies 
return with posi=ve news for Israel. However, the majority of the chapter concerns Rahab. She is a 
hero of our faith (Heb 11:31) and included in Jesus' genealogy (Mt 1:5). We do not know about 
Rahab's past, but we know women in this day were o]en forced into pros=tu=on since the only way 
an unmarried/widowed female with no family support could survive was by pros=tu=on or begging. 
Most likely, Rahab faces the choice of pros=tu=on or starva=on. Foreshadowing Jesus' words about 
"tax collectors and pros=tutes” believing (Mt 21:28-32), Rahab's faith leads her to risk death by saving 
the spies in defiance of the king. Is faith an intellectual belief or an ac=on? Does it surprise you that a 
pros=tute can have such great faith? What are our culture’s assump=ons about sex workers? How 
does Jesus' example of ea=ng with tax collectors and sinners (Mt 9:10-13) inform your life?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 37:4. What were your favorite games to play as a child?  What 
made those ac=vi=es enjoyable? Play requires us to abandon pretensions and enjoy the moment. 
When was the last =me you were relaxed and playful? Find a way to play today. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:10 Rahab and the people of Jericho know about God's decree of complete destruc=on which had 
been carried out on the na=ons east of the Jordan (Num 21:21-35). Those ac=ons were in keeping 
with the command to "devote" all people and property to God as they conquer the promised land, 
meaning "anything that breathes" is u,erly annihilated and all plunder is turned over to the na=onal 
treasury (Deut 20:16-18).   

Be aware this topic is very important, quite divisive, and even dangerous. People use "the righteous 
shall annihilate the unrighteous" concept to jus=fy all manner of violence against those with whom 
they disagree! How do we define righteousness? When is violence permissible? Is killing ever 
acceptable for a Chris=an when Jesus taught us to take up a cross and die? How do we reconcile this 
passage with John 8:2-11?  

The command by God to devote everything and the Israelites' efforts to fulfill it are extremely difficult 
for many faithful people. How is this decree in line with the "loving" character of God? Many people 
offer answers to that ques=on, but there is no agreement. One tradi=onal answer is that Deut 20:18 
suggests God's command aims to fulfill the goal of the covenant with Abraham: create a righteous 
na=on to act as a light to the world (Gen 12:2-3). If those who worship false gods remain within the 
new na=on, the Hebrews will inevitably intermarry, worship other gods, and lose their monotheis=c 
calling. Interes=ng to note—the Hebrew people did not carry out God's call to “devote all people and 
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property to God!” They destroy Jericho but do not annihilate all those who worship false gods (Josh 
23:12). In the end, they do intermarry. The resul=ng worship of false gods does indeed lead to over 
500 years of pain and sorrow, the destruc=on of Israel, and the need for God to ini=ate a new 
covenant with humanity.    

There are other issues to consider. The Canaanites are far from innocent. Na=on-states regularly went 
to war with each other—so Canaanites living in the land took it by force from others. Others believe 
the book of Joshua represents a later a,empt by Israel to jus=fy its ac=ons by claiming God's 
mandate. There are s=ll others who believe this book’s goal is to teach a theological lesson, not 
report historical facts. If that is the case, the basic history of the conquest of Canaan is being 
exaggerated to make the point that "faithfulness is rewarded."    

Another point to consider—the story of Rahab actually offers a unique perspec=ve on the total 
annihila=on decree. She acknowledges the command to devote all people and property to God, but 
asks for an excep=on for herself and her family.  A divine reprieve is granted—making it less than 
"total" destruc=on. This might indicate that while God's call is understood as total destruc=on by 
some tribes, others oral tradi=ons saw it as death for those not conver=ng to faith in Yahweh. That 
there is tension among tribes regarding intermarriage with Gen=les is certainly evident considering 
that both Ezra (Ezra 9 is very an=-intermarriage) and Ruth (celebra=ng intermarriage) are included in 
scripture. Where are the tensions today regarding separa=on from and hospitality to unbelievers? 
What should the church teach about a believer associa=ng with a non-believer?  

How do you experience God's call for complete destruc=on (Num 21:21-35)?  What do you make of 
the excep=on granted to Rahab?  

——— 
Lesson #3                                 Promised Land 

And then I remember your deeds, YHWH—yes, I will call to mind your wonderful acts of long 
ago. I will meditate on all your works, and think about all you have done. - Psalm 77:11-12 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Joshua 3-4. Just as the people were led through the waters of the Red Sea to 
freedom, so now they pass through the waters of the Jordan into the promised land. While the 
circumstances of this crossing are different from the Red Sea, the message is the same: God is 
present and guiding. Intermixed with the miraculous story of the upstream waters standing s=ll is the 
explana=on of the twelve stones. We are a people who far too easily forget God's ac=ons in our life. 
We create memorials to remember par=cular moments and as a means to pass on our faith and 
history with God to later genera=ons. In one sense, the Bible is a wri,en memorial passed on to us by 
our faith ancestors.   

Previous genera=ons made pilgrimages to holy sites an integral part of their faith. How have the gi]s 
of photography, videography, and modern travel impacted the idea of memorials and pilgrimage? 
What are the posi=ves and nega=ves of emphasizing sacred sites versus emphasizing the presence of 
God everywhere? Looking back on your life, what significant events or encounters with God do you 
desire to remember in the future?  
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read John 14:25-26. There is great power in remembering events in the 
past from your later perspec=ve. O]en, a]er =me has passed, we are able to see God was ac=ve in 
our lives where we could not see it before. Write a descrip=on of an important moment from your 
past. (We find a remarkably different, and o]en unique, perspec=ve on an event when we write 
about it.) If you are hesitant to write, think about the moment or describe it to someone else. What 
do you see now that perhaps you could not see back then? What lessons can you bring forward from 
that experience for your life today? Write or offer a verbal prayer following the narra=ve.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:3 The ark of the covenant represents the presence and power of God. God leads. Israel follows. 
How do we some=mes try to lead God? In what role does that place us?  

3:4 Two thousand cubits is around one thousand yards or nine hundred fourteen meters. 

3:5 Joshua commands the people to sanc=fy themselves, as Moses did before crossing the Red Sea 
(Ex 19). Most likely, this involves washing of clothing and sexual abs=nence. What do you need to do 
to give God your complete, undivided a,en=on and present your best self? Is there a =me each week 
or during the year when you do these things?   

3:16 Adam is probably the city Tel ed-Damiyeh, approximately twenty miles to the north.   

4:7 The stones are memorials, reminders of God's ac=vity on Israel's behalf. One set is placed on the 
far side of the river, and one set remains in the middle of the river, hidden from view. What is the 
significance of the twelve stones in the middle of the river? Is there a permanence to those hidden 
stones (v. 9) that is lacking in the ones on the far bank?   

4:21 This historical account takes the form of a catechism, a series of ques=ons and answers which 
provide meaning for a community regarding historical and theological issues. Here are a few 
ques=ons answered in the Episcopal Church's "Book of Common Prayer" catechism: 
Q. What is meant by a covenant with God?   
A. A covenant is a rela=onship ini=ated by God, to which a body of people responds in faith. 
Q. What is the Hebrew Covenant?  
A. The Hebrew Covenant is the one given by God to the Hebrew people. 
Q. What did God promise them? 
A. God promised that they would be his people to bring all the na=ons of the world  to him. 
Q. What response did God require from the chosen people. 
A. God required the chosen people to be faithful; to love jus=ce, to do mercy, and to walk 
humbly with their God. 

What are the posi=ves about having a church-wide catechism? Can you think of any nega=ves?   
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Lesson #4                          Promised Land 

All you need is love. But a li,le chocolate now and then doesn't hurt. - Charles M. Schulz 

Devo7on: Read Joshua 5:1-12. Circumcision is the sign of God's covenant with Abraham, Sarah, and 
their descendants. Consider how circumcision in light of yesterday's lesson about stone memorials. 
While memorials recall an important event, circumcision and bap=sm, its New Testament 
counterpart, tes=fy to an ongoing covenant rela=onship with God. While memorials are external to 
us, circumcision and bap=sm are "carried" on our bodies. Memorials remind us of God's faithful 
ac7on on our behalf, but circumcision and bap7sm remind us of who we are as God's people.   

A]er crossing the Jordan River, the manna ceases. The produce of the land makes the "bread from 
heaven" unnecessary (Ex 16:35). In both cases, God provides. Is food growing from the earth any less 
miraculous because it occurs regularly? Many people believe witnessing a miracle would remove any 
doubt about God’s reality. Yet, people in scripture experience miracles and a]erwards doubt, fall 
away from God, or ask for more signs. The children of Israel see miracles in Egypt and cross the Red 
Sea, but they s=ll create a golden calf when Moses is delayed (Ex 32). What makes it hard to see God 
at work in the daily "miracles?" What is an example of God's blessings you have overlooked today? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 6:16-18. Consider fas=ng from something for the next 24 
hours—a meal, meat, drinking only water, doing without television and/or electronics...there are 
many possibili=es. Use the =me wisely. Be aware of God's presence. Reflect on the experience 
a]erwards. If you decide not to fast from anything, be sure to reflect on why you chose to do that.  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:2 The genera=on wandering in the wilderness for forty years neglects to circumcise their children. 
This failure reflects the rebelliousness which led to the wandering (v 6). We are quick to label ac=ons 
as "merely ritual," sugges=ng they have no value. What is the connec=on between maintaining rituals 
and obedience? Is bap=sm necessary for obedience or is it a mere ritual that can be overlooked?   

"Gibeath-haaraloth" means "the hill of foreskins," promo=ng all sorts of ques=ons and poor jokes.  

5:9 "The disgrace of Egypt" refers to either the degrada=on of slavery or their embrace of Egyp=an 
gods. If the former, the act of circumcision symbolizes the shi] from bondage to their former owners 
to their freedom to obey God. If the la,er, the ritual renews their covenant with Yahweh, providing 
an opportunity for a fresh start.   

5:10 As circumcision recalls the covenant promises of God, so Passover celebrates the power of God 
to fulfill those promises. Both rituals bestow iden=ty, reminding the people who they are and who 
God is.   

——— 
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Lesson #5                          Promised Land 

One act of obedience is be,er than one hundred sermons. - Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

Devo7on: Read Joshua 6:1-27. Why does God have Joshua lead the army in circles around Jericho for 
seven days? There is not an obvious military reason for such a ritual. The people of the city were 
already filled with fear (Josh 2:9). Some see symbolism in the seven trips and blowing of the 
trumpets, claiming this prophecies Jesus' return, but this is a forced interpreta=on. Others claim this 
teaches the people of God that if we walk seven =mes around a building, neighborhood or city, God 
will bless or destroy it for us. Again, a forced reading. When you hear various interpreta=ons of the 
Bible, be careful. Remember to pray and talk to faithful friends that you trust. Just because someone 
is nice or sounds knowledgable does not mean their interpreta=on is correct.   

Tradi=onally, God's instruc=on to walk the perimeter of the city is seen as a test of obedience for the 
people. Are we willing to "go into ba,le" God's way? If we believe our only way to "victory" is to fight 
as the world fights, using the same weapons, we will fail. Read Ephesians 6:11-20. What is God 
communica=ng to the Church in this passage? What is the rela=onship between faith and obedience? 
How do you know what God desires from you so you can be obedient?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 12:1.  If the way we treat our bodies is an act of worship, 
how are you doing? What habits do you need to develop or overcome to be more "holy and pleasing" 
to God? Is there a correla=on between your physical and spiritual habits? All of us are broken. Is your 
brokenness evident to everyone or hidden from view?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
6:2 The commands follow the same order presented in the first chapter: God to Joshua, Joshua to the 
officials, and Joshua to the people.   

6:4 The repe==on of the number seven calls our a,en=on to the way numbers are used in scripture. 
There are =mes when writers use numbers as standard cultural symbols to communicate to readers. 
This is seen in Daniel and Revela=on. Wri,en in an "apocalyp=c literature" style, these books use 
common symbols of the day (colors, animals, ac=ons) to poe=cally communicate meaning. However, 
not every number or color in scripture is intended to be a symbol. Biblical readers disagree over 
which numbers in scripture are symbols with deeper meaning and which are simply communica=ng 
an arithme=cal value. So, people read this passage in different ways: walking around Jericho seven 
=mes symbolizes the "divine completeness" of their obedience to genera=ons that follow; walking 
around the city that number of =mes somehow unleashes God's power and destroys the enemy; or 
perhaps God wants them to spend a week contempla=ng how they cannot win a ba,le against a 
for=fied, walled city unless God acts.  

6:5 Compare the use of trumpets here with Exodus 19:13, Levi=cus 25:9, Judges 6:34, and Psalm 
47:5-6. Is there a common thread running through the use of trumpets?   

6:17 Such "dedica=on" is prac=ced by other na=ons in this era. A 9th century BCE memorial 
celebrates that the Moabites "dedicated" 7,000 Israelites to their god, Asher-Chemosh.    
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6:26 See 1 Kings 16:34.   

Lesson #6                                   Promised Land 

If you are renewed by grace, and were to meet your old self, I am sure you would be very anxious to 
get out of his company. - Charles H. Spurgeon 

Devo7on:  Today's readings are different. We read about Joshua leading the na=on in a renewal of 
their covenant with God. Then, we skim over chapters 9-22, which recount Israel's military victories 
and how the land is distributed among the tribes. There are some interes=ng stories (the sun stands 
s=ll in chapter 10), so feel free to explore. Then we read about Joshua's desire, near the end of his 
life, for future genera=ons to maintain the obedience toward God which benefited them during this 
conquest. The readings before and a]er our skimming present Joshua cas=ng a vision of faithfulness.    

Read Joshua 8:30-35; skim chapters 9-22, and read Joshua 23. Individuals, families, churches, and 
na=ons—all are tempted to lose focus on God's call once ini=al goals are met, danger is past, or the 
crisis concludes. When has this been true in your life? What is the rela=onship between this tendency 
and pride? How can communal worship help us stay focused on what ma,ers to God? How does 
mistaking worship for entertainment prevent us from focusing on God by playing to our pride?   

Personal Worship Op7on: As Joshua nears the end of his life, he shares what ma,ers to him.  At this 
point in your life, what ma,ers to you? What are lessons future genera=ons need to learn from the 
present? How do your thoughts line up with 2 Timothy 3:1-5?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:30 Joshua is obedient to Moses' commands in renewing the covenant (Deut 11:26-32; 27:1-13). The 
loca=on of Ebal and Gerizim indicate this takes place at Shechem, near the modern city Nablus.   

8:31 For instruc=ons on building an altar according to the Law, see Ex 20:22-26 and Deut 27:4-8. 
There are various interpreta=ons as to why unhewn stones should be used, but most likely this is to 
prevent the excellence of the stonemasons and ar=sts from being the focal point rather than God. 
What is the danger of church buildings being too ornate, too beau=ful, or too expensive? What is the 
danger of not giving God our best by building rus=c, plain buildings? How should ar=sts view their 
gi]s? How should business people view their gi]s? Is there a difference?  

8:33 The par=cipa=on of Hebrew and non-Hebrew, male and female, elders and children (v. 35) in the 
ceremony is a significant statement about the new na=on God is crea=ng.   

23:2 Compare Joshua's farewell speech to Joshua 1:2-9. The tone has shi]ed from victory and 
destruc=on of those who formerly possessed the land to one of remaining separate from them. This 
might signify that not all the Jewish tribes agreed on the idea of total annihila=on of the Canaanites. 
Some believe this demonstrates Israel did not fulfill God's call to create a holy na=on (Deut 20:16-18). 
Is the tone of this address more or less op=mis=c than chapter 1?  
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Read Judges 1:1-3:6 for another account of Israel's disobedience in failing to drive the inhabitants of 
Canaan out of the land. As chapter 3 begins, there is a list of the na=ons that remain in the land. 
Interes=ngly, the death of Joshua is reported again. Such overlap and repe==on reminds us that 
Joshua and Judges were wri,en at different =mes and for different purposes.   

23:11 Take a moment to look at Appendix A. Joshua enters the promised land in approximately 1220 
BCE. Around 389 BCE, the prophet Ezra leads the people in a reform (details about this later). Ezra 
believes intermarriage with the polytheis=c inhabitants who remained in the promised land led to 
Israel's exile (Ezra 9:1-15). Worship of foreign gods, brought about primarily through intermarriage, 
will regularly plague the na=on and its leaders (1 Kgs 11). What gods are our leaders tempted to 
follow now? Is there a difference between following a god and having rigid poli=cal beliefs? 

23:13 Compare the promise of God in 23:5 with this very condi=onal promise. How do our responses 
to God's saving ac=vity determine whether God's promises find fulfillment in us? Do we have the 
power to prevent God from achieving God's desires? Can "free will" be defined as the ability to 
prevent God from achieving God's desires? Does God force you to do what is right?   

——— 
Lesson #7                        Promised Land 

Most human beings have an almost infinite capacity for taking things for granted.  
- Aldous Huxley 

Devo7on: Read Joshua 24. Joshua calls the twelve tribes to faithful living and renewal of their 
covenant with God. Several points stand out about this call and their response: the historical 
overview assumes God is the driving force while the Israelites are passive, Joshua fears the people 
will return to worshipping foreign gods or they have never given up the prac=ce, and Joshua provides 
a very stern warning against falling away. That warning describes God as holy, jealous, and unforgiving 
of rebellion by those who know be,er. A similar stern warning is found in Hebrews 10:26-27. We 
need to hold these shocking biblical passages against those which suggest all sin can be forgiven (Is 
1:18, Titus 2:14, 1 Jn 1:9). What is the danger of relying too much on God's forgiveness rather than 
fearing YHWH (Prov 1:7, Mt 10:28)? Are there =mes when you take forgiveness for granted?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Corinthians 5:17. We are called to make a choice about serving God 
in Joshua 24:15. Choices bring consequences. Choosing to serve God means we cannot do some 
things. But serving God also brings new life. Serving other gods or self can bring certain pleasures, but 
the cost is high. If you follow Jesus, when has walking that path cost you? If you do not follow Jesus, 
how might walking that path cost you? How does not following that path cost you?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
24:2 Note the verbs describing God's ac=ons in this overview, in par=cular the number of =mes the 
phrase "I gave" is used. These culminates in v. 13 where it is made clear the land is God's gi], not 
achieved by Israel's power.   

24:12 People disagree over what "the hornet" means. The Hebrew word is rarely used, and therefore 
translators are uncertain of its meaning. Some believe this is a literal reference to swarms of insects 
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sent forth like one of the plagues of Egypt. Others believe the phrase is figura=ve, meaning the fear 
and dread of YHWH went ahead of the conquest. See Ex 23:23, 28 and Deut 7:20 for the only other 
=mes the word is used.   

24:14 The verb "to serve" is used mul=ple =mes in this chapter, and six =mes in vs. 14-15. What does 
service to God look like for us? How does this relate to the term "worship service?" How do we serve 
God in worship? Does worship cost you something? Is it an act you perform or watch?   

24:19 Why does Joshua issue such a stern warning? Does this descrip=on of God draw you in or push 
you away? What is the posi=ve of a jealous God? What does Joshua fear? Given what you see in the 
modern church, is that fear valid? Would such a warning be good for Chris=ans today to hear?   

24:26 Like Moses (Ex 24:3-8), Joshua establishes a memorial stone to witness to their vow.   

24:32 The burial of Joseph's bones brings a patriarchal promise to frui=on (Gen 33:18-20; 50:25-26; 
Ex 13:19). 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 63



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
Week 8 - Judges 

Lesson #1                                         Judges 

God's truth judges created things out of love, and Satan's truth judges them out of envy and hatred. - 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

The book of Judges is a collec=on of stories about the leaders who emerge from the twelve tribes 
following Joshua's death and prior to King Saul. During this era, the na=on is a loose confedera=on of 
independent tribes. The term "judges" suggests a legal posi=on, but these leaders primarily rise up to 
direct armies against foreign na=ons and purge instances of idolatry. This period is marked by 
violence, intertribal killing, oppression, increasing religious unfaithfulness, and social decay. It is easy 
to see why the people of this period have a growing desire for a powerful King who will establish 
jus=ce and demand faithfulness! 
  
Devo7on: Read Judges 3:7-31. (The first chapters repeat material from Joshua.) The bulk of our 
reading this week is spent on three judges: Deborah, Gideon, and Samson. Today we meet three 
lesser men=oned judges: Othniel, Ehud, and Shamgar. In these three judges, we see a pa,ern which 
repeats throughout the remainder of Hebrew Scripture—a cycle of sin, repentance, deliverance, and 
rest. Why do the Israelites repent? Do you see a similar cycle in your spiritual life? What does each 
phase look like in your life? Where are you in the process now? What leads you to cry out to God? 
How might Jesus be considered a delivering "judge?"  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 40:8. Some believe peace is found when all problems are 
solved and everyone around them is happy. (If that is the case, we will not find rest in this life!) Peace 
is found by looking within. When we are at peace with God, we find rest. Are you at peace? Spend 
=me in prayer, but do not ask God to solve problems or change others. Ask God to change you.  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:7 These stories of judges are compiled by Hebrew writers when they are living as exiles in Babylon 
(587-538 BCE). This is significant because a]er these first excellent judges, this book will track the 
steady decline in religious faithfulness and military success un=l the story of Samson in chapters 
13-16. Thus, Judges tracks their increasingly failed leadership. The writers are looking back to their 
early leaders, exploring why they went into exile, and hoping for a more faithful future.   

3:8 The name "Cushan-rishathaim" means "Cushan of double evil." 

3:10 "The spirit of YHWH" is not a trinitarian reference poin=ng to the Holy Spirit, but a divine 
presence that enables someone to accomplish extraordinary things. However, this spirit is also given 
to the less exemplary judges (6:34; 11:29; 13:25; 14:6, 9; 15:14). What does it mean that the spirit of 
God may be ac=ve in our lives, and we s=ll make the wrong choices? Do you see evidence of this in 
your own life?   

3:12 The name "Eglon" means "fat calf," mocking the king's obesity, as verses 22-24 mock his death. 

3:13 "The city of palms" refers to Jericho, which lies in the tribal territory of Benjamin. Therefore, 
Ehud the Benjamite (3:15) is taking tribute to Eglon. 
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3:14 Compare the increase in the years of servitude between this verse and verse 8.   

3:15 Because Ehud is le]-handed, an unusual situa=on for a warrior, he is able to conceal his weapon 
on his right thigh, making it harder to detect. This con=nues the theme of God using unlikely people. 

3:19 Ehud delivers the tribute and sets out for home. However, a]er reaching Gilgal, he returns. The 
"stone images" references a shrine found in that city. Ehud is sugges=ng he arrived at the sacred site 
and received there a divine message for the king.    
  
3:22 Scholars are uncertain how to translate the Hebrew at the end of this verse, crea=ng a wide 
variety of possibili=es: “and the dirt came out” (NRSV); “and ended protruding out of the back" (TIB); 
“and his bowels discharged" (NIV); "and his guts spilled out" (CEB). All these are conjecture. 
  
3:31 The Septuagint (a Greek transla=on of Jewish Scripture common in Jesus' day) places this story 
at Judges 16:31, tying Shamgar to Samson. Both judges ba,le the Philis=nes with unusual weapons.   
  

——— 
Lesson #2                                               Judges 

We cannot change what we are not aware of, and once we are aware, we cannot help but change.  - 
Sheryl Sandberg  

Devo7on: Read Judges 4. Deborah is a powerful prophet and judge. The military leader, Barak does 
not hesitate to accept her leadership, and he is depicted as lacking faith when compared to Deborah. 
God uses a variety of people to rescue Israel from the Canaanite King Jabin and his military leader 
Sisera. YHWH uses the righteous judge Deborah; the hesitant leader Barak; the faithful but 
outnumbered warriors; and the quick-thinking Jael. Each play a role in accomplishing God's larger 
purpose. It is easy to focus on our problems instead of what gives us hope. On what disadvantages 
can Deborah, Barak, the warriors, or Jael focus? On what advantage can they focus? Everyone has 
God-given gi]s to be used in the Body of Christ (1 Cor 12:4-13). Do you have a clear sense of your role 
in what God is doing? Have you taken a spiritual gi]s inventory? (There are many available online.) 
On what disadvantages in your life can you focus? On what advantages? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Gala=ans 3:27-29. What are the implica=ons of this passage for your 
life? Does the idea that you are clothed with Christ change how you view yourself? What limita=ons 
do you place on yourself that, according to this passage, you need to release? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:1 The pa,ern of sin, repentance, and deliverance holds true here. This verse assumes a connec=on 
to Ehud (3:30), not to Shamgar (3:31). See yesterday's note on Judges 3:31.   

4:3 The number of iron chariots emphasizes military superiority and the need for divine rescue. This 
is also why Judah and Benjamin are unsuccessful against the valley inhabitants (1:19). Why do we 
o]en wait un=l the odds are against us to seek God's guidance?  
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4:4 Deborah is one of four women iden=fied as Jewish prophets. The others are Miriam (Ex 15:20), 
Huldah (2Kgs 22:14), and Noadiah (Neh 6:14).  

4:6 Barak is told to gather troops on Mount Tabor and then descend into the valley where the iron 
chariots would normally have a dis=nct advantage. A "wadi" is a dry riverbed that floods when heavy 
rains come. Perhaps this plan is the reason Barak is hesitant to go without the prophet. It certainly 
points back to God's presence bringing victory. 

4:11 Kadesh is approximately 40 miles northeast of the Kishon valley. 

4:15 No=ce the language here reflects that of Exodus 14:23-34.  

4:17 Faithful people disagree over whether Jael is faithful or deceiXul. How does she strike you? As a 
woman, what were her op=ons? Is it ever acceptable for a faithful person to lie?   

4:24 Read the "Song of Deborah" in chapter 5. This victory hymn is one of the oldest composi=ons in 
the Bible, using archaic dic=on and vocabulary. It originates from approximately the 12 century BCE.   

——— 
Lesson #3                           Judges 
          
Never underes=mate the power of dreams and the influence of the human spirit. We are all the same 
in this no=on: the poten=al for greatness lives within each of us. - Wilma Rudolph 

Devo7on: Read Judges 6. The angel's gree=ng to Gideon is ironic. Mighty warrior?! Fear and doubt 
drive Gideon. He hides in a wine press to thresh his wheat because he fears the Midianite raiders. He 
destroys a pagan altar but fears the townspeople. He doubts himself and God's calling on his life. His 
act of "purng out a fleece" becomes a metaphor for doubt and hesita=on. Why does God choose 
Gideon? Are we surprised God sees poten=al in us that we cannot imagine? God can do far more 
with us, when we are healthy and obedient, than we can imagine. If you completely give yourself 
over to God, what can God do with you? When has fear caused you to doubt God's ability to use you?   

Read Ephesians 3:20-21. How do we limit God's ability to use us? How is holding ourselves back from 
God's use a form of pride? Which is a more powerful force in your life: fear, guilt, love, or trust? What 
experiences have made each of these powerful for you?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Sit and reflect on "Yahweh is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger 
and rich in love" (Ps 145:8). How does this promise strike you? If it is true, does it challenge some of 
your pre-conceived ideas about God? Which of those four aspects of God (gracious, compassionate, 
slow to anger, rich in love) do you need to accept more for yourself?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
6:1 The Midianites (Gen 25:25-32) were a nomadic tribe known for powerful, quick a,acks. The once 
nomadic Israelites are now se,led and threatened in a way they once threatened others.  
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6:8 In a change from the earlier stories, God sends a prophet to condemn the people's sin before 
supplying a judge. Along with other details in the story, this sequence of events  suggests Israel's 
ongoing moral decline. The people are called to remember God's faithfulness in the past. How does 
this idea =e into the church's use of ritual? How might ritual be a form of faithful remembrance?  
Why does ritual not always result in remembrance?  

6:11 Compare God's call of Gideon to the call of Moses (Ex 3-4). Both are hesitant to follow, but are 
there differences? Take note of Gideon's less than ideal responses. What do we learn about Gideon's 
character? Are you willing to follow a leader that has only recently received a call from God?   

6:16 Although Gideon experiences the angelic presence and has assurances of victory, he asks for a 
sign. Why is the angelic appearance not enough of a sign?! When have you needed a second or third 
"sign" before doing the right thing?   

6:22 What does the angel looks like if it takes the sign to convince Gideon this is a divine encounter?  

6:25 Gideon's family worships Baal and Asherah. What does this tell us about who God calls? The 
symbol of Baal is a bull, so using a bull to tear down the altar is an ironic slap at the religion, as is 
using the sacred pole as wood for the offering to Yahweh.    

6:27 Gideon's character again shines forth. He is too afraid to tear down the altar alone or in daylight. 
And, a]er pulling down the altar and having the spirit of YHWH visit him (6:34), he asks for another 
sign (6:36). What do we learn about God from this passage? What would you say to a friend who is 
wai=ng on a sign from God before ac=ng?   

6:39 While it may be possible for a fleece to be wet by dew while the ground is dry, it is miraculous 
for the opposite to occur. How do you feel about the second request for a sign? Is Gideon faithfully 
cau=ous or unfaithfully cowardly? Should faithful people "put out a  fleece?"   
  

——— 
Lesson #4                            Judges 

Some trust in poli=cal power, some in military might, but we trust in the Name of YHWH, our God! 
- Psalm 20:7 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Judges 7. Even the bravest military leader might hesitate to reduce his troops from 
twenty-two thousand to three hundred, especially if the enemy is described as being as numerous as 
locusts. What does the extreme nature of this troop reduc=on teach us about humanity's tendency to 
take credit for God's ac=ons (v. 2)? Why do we do that? What is the difference between taking credit 
for God's ac=on and not showing gra=tude for blessings? What do we learn from the idea God 
reassures Gideon through the voice of an enemy? How do you decide whether or not to trust 
someone? What would you say to someone who has a difficult =me trus=ng God because people 
have been unfaithful to them? Are you trustworthy?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 20. What "ba,les" have you fought over the course of your 
life? Besides your rela=onship with God, what "forces" do you bring into such a ba,le (intelligence, 
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experience, wit, reason, determina=on, willpower, focus, rela=onships, community support, strength, 
endurance, faith, etc.)? Which of these "forces" are you tempted to put ahead of God? What helps us 
trust God more?    

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
7:1 The story con=nues forward from Jdg 6:33, which is why many scholars believe verses 6:34-40 is a 
different story which was inserted later. The Midianites are encamped in the Valley of Jezreel.  

7:2 The extreme reduc=on in the number of warriors is driven by God’s concern Israel will take credit 
for the victory. With this concern in mind, what do you think of Gideon's instruc=on for the warriors 
to add "...and for Gideon" to their ba,le cry (7:18)? Compare this with Joshua's ba,le cry (Josh 6:16).   

7:5 One interpreta=on of this passage is "those who lap the water with their tongues as a dog laps" 
are soldiers who refuse to release their weapons, while the who kneel down to drink "from cupped 
hands" would temporarily have to set their weapons aside. Another interpreta=on involves the 
warriors lapping water like a dog as symbolic of lapping of the blood of their enemies (Ps 68:23). 
However, these are merely guesses since the text does not report God's criteria. The primary point 
remains that God desires a reduced number of soldiers so everyone knows who brings the victory.   

7:10 Gideon is once again afraid to move forward without a sign. This story of sneaking into an enemy 
camp is reminiscent of Jonathan (1 Sam 14) and David (1 Sam 26).   

7:13 The dream is symbolic, with 'barley bread' represen=ng the people se,led enough to grow crops 
and the 'tent' represen=ng the nomadic people. The fact Gideon's name is men=oned (7:14) suggests 
the a,ack is specifically against Gideon's clan.   

7:19 "The beginning of the middle watch" is a an hour before midnight.   

——— 
Lesson #5                            Judges 

True humility is not thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less. - C.S. Lewis 

Devo7on: Read Judges 8:22-35. Gideon refuses the role of king. However he makes a priestly 
garment, called an ephod, which becomes an idol for the people. He gains numerous wives, 
concubines, and children, and names a son Abimelech, which means "my father is a king." (Abimelech 
a,empts to establish a monarchy in chapter 9!). Although he refuses the =tle, Gideon is corrupted by 
the power of a king. We must resist the tempta=on to allow victories to fill us with pride. How do you 
define pride? When have you allowed power or success to go to your head? Humility is not thinking 
badly about yourself but remembering who you are in the presence of God and living out of that 
awareness. Imagine standing in the presence of God. What parts of your life (good and bad) stand 
out? What gi]s has God given you? What faults do you need to confess? What habits, ac=vi=es, 
rituals, and people help you stay humble?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Genesis 2:7. "Humility" has the same root word as "humus" (earth). 
How might reflec=ng on being made from dust make us humble? Some spirituality exercises invite 
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people to contemplate their death as a way to appreciate the gi] of life. Are you close enough to your 
family and friends to discuss what you desire for your funeral? How might envisioning our funeral 
overcome our pride?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:22 The book of Judges is a wonderful example of how the na=on was torn between pro-monarchy 
and an=-monarchy sen=ment. Gideon refuses to become king and form a dynasty (9:7-15 and 1 Sam 
8:10-18), but several passages seem to support the idea of a monarchy (17:6, 18:1, 19:1, 21:25).   

8:24 No=ce the Midianites are here called Ishmaelites, deno=ng a probable second oral tradi=on.   

8:26 A shekel is approximately .33 ounces. A shekel of gold at today's value is equal to around $600. 
So 1,700 shekels of gold would be equal $1,020,000.   

8:27 An ephod is a garment worn by priests and those who represent God to the people. The 
implica=on is that an ephod made of gold signifies someone important and holy. Ophrah is the center 
of Gideon's power (6:11, 24).    

Wealth is o]en a snare to people. James talks about the tempta=on of trea=ng the rich be,er than 
we do the poor (Jam 2:1-7). What are healthy/unhealthy understanding of money? How might your 
view of money change if you had more or less?  

8:30 Gideon taking numerous wives is the ac=on of a king, and the prac=ce is condemned (Deut 
17:17). It foreshadows King Solomon's great sin (1 Kgs 11:3).   

8:33 Baal-berith is a deity which a,empts to combine the Israelite God Yahweh with the Canaanite 
god Baal. This syncre=sm suggests that Gideon rules over the Hebrews and Canaanites.   

——— 
Lesson #6                            Judges 

The world has yet to see what God will do with a man fully consecrated to him.  - D.L. Moody 

Devo7on: Read Judges 13 and 14. Sampson's mother is instructed to raise him as a Nazarite. This 
special vow usually dedicates a person to God for a par=cular =me, requiring them to abstain from 
alcohol, curng their hair, and touching dead bodies (Num 6:1-21). The goal of this "consecra=on" is 
to witness to our faith and glorify God. For Sampson, these vows are permanent. Chris=ans are to be 
consecrated for Jesus. Our lives are to glorify God and witness to the presence of the Holy Spirit. How 
do followers of Jesus look different from non-believers? In what ways do believers witness through 
ac=on versus using words? Other than a,ending worship services, what demonstrates to others that 
you follow Jesus? What ac=ons might encourage others to ask you about your faith?  

Personal Worship Op7on: What song(s) would you want to be played at your funeral? What is it 
about those songs that make you select them? What memories do they bring to mind? What 
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statements do they make? What would you like to be said about you at your funeral? What quali=es 
do you want people to see in you?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
13:1 Samson is the only judge whose birth story is provided. This story gives us insight into someone 
who is called and set apart from birth to serve God. Samson's failures and tragic ending cause many 
people to see a parallel between Samson and the na=on of Israel during this era of the judges.   

13:2 Along with Deborah, Samson's unnamed mother is one of the few posi=ve females in the book 
of Judges. What quali=es do you see in her that all believers should emulate?   

13:5 "Nazarite" means "consecrated one." The phrase "he will take the lead in delivering Israel from 
the hands of the Philis=nes” indicates he will begin moving the na=on toward freedom but not fully 
arrive there. Some believe this passage points toward the coming of the monarchy since King Saul 
and King David will eventually liberate the na=on from the Philis=nes.  

13:14 No=ce that Samson's mother must maintain Nazarite purity un=l the birth.   

13:17 Compare this passage to Exodus 3:13-15. 

13:20 The angel's unique departure is unlike anything in the Hebrew Scripture.  

14:1 Samson intermarries with the oppressors, an indica=on of Israel's decline (Jdg 3:5-6). Such a 
marriage is forbidden (Deut 7:3-4).   

14:3 Compare Samson's statement "she’s the right one for me.” (literally, "she is right for my eyes.") 
with 17:6, 18:1, 19:1, and 21:25. What is being communicated by that phrase? 

14:4 People disagree over whether this verse means Samson is ac=ng under the direc=on of God or if 
it is a later editorial addi=on to so]en his failures. His ac=ons at the wedding do not indicate he is 
looking for a fight. Do you think God can use people who may not have the best inten=ons?   

14:9 Sampson's decision to eat honey from the lion's carcass violates one aspect of his Nazarite vow, 
the avoidance of dead bodies. Likewise, the assump=on in the text is that the wedding feast is a 
"drinking feast," which violates a second part of his vow.   

14:16 This coaxing the secret out of Samson foreshadows his encounter with Delilah in chapter 16.   

14:18 "Plowed with my heifer" is an insul=ng, sexually sugges=ve phrase aimed at his wife.   

——— 
Lesson #7                           Judges 

Everything we hold dear in this world—=tles, money, rela=onships, influence—everything will, at the 
end of our life, be taken away from us. Everything but our iden=ty in God.  - Roger Marks  
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Devo7on: Read Judges 15-16. Samson's hair is not magic. His strength is a gi] from God. His hair is an 
outward sign of his Nazarite vow. He commits himself to the unsavory Delilah, who is willing to betray 
him for money, instead of commirng himself to God. Sampson breaks his vow long before the shears 
touch his hair. There comes a =me when our brokenness and bad choices catch up to all of us, and we 
discover God's strength and mercy are now hidden from our sight. Does God withdraw from us, or do 
we withdraw from God? Telling Delilah about his hair is a sign Samson has turned his eyes from God. 
Who or what do you trust that might compromise your faith? However, Samson's story is also one of 
redemp=on. Reflec=ng on our brokenness and bad choices some=mes bring clarity about what 
ma,ers in life and what does not. What have you learned from your brokenness?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 61:1-3. Faithful people take great comfort from knowing 
biblical writers struggled just as we do now. How do you cry out to God (prayer, physical stress, work 
to much, depression, lash out at others, unhealthy behaviors)? Does the image of God as "rock" 
provide you comfort or is "refuge/strong tower" more helpful?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
15:16 Whenever a writer adds poetry or verse to a story, it is likely the content is well-known to the 
readers. Scholars suspect this is a fragment of a victory hymn, associated with either Samson or 
another Israelite hero and applied to Samson.    

16:1 Samson once again chooses a Philis=ne woman, this =me a pros=tute. The distance between 
Gaza and Hebron is 40 miles.   

16:10 Is Samson's bad decision-making driven by lust, an overconfidence in his strength, or a belief 
God will always provide a way out of trouble? Verse 20 indicates he s=ll believes God is with him.   

16:21 Samson is reduced to Philis=ne servitude, as is Israel. Verse 22 seems to hold out hope for the 
future. Why does God forgive us? Why do you forgive people you love?   

16:31 In many ways, Samson represents Israel’s failure as a na=on during the era of the judges. 
Samson delivers no repentant people, leads no tribe away from idolatry, intermarries with the 
oppressors, and ends his life in a ques=onable act of vengeance. Is it any wonder the na=on desires a 
change from the Judges? Sadly, the change they seek is not to return to faithful worship of their true 
Ruler, Yahweh. They ask God to appoint a human king. And in doing so, they learn another lesson: be 
careful what you ask for.    
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Week 9 - United Kingdom  

Lesson #1                 United Kingdom 

But the proconsul urged him and said, 'Swear, and I will release thee; curse the Christ.' And Polycarp 
said, 'Eighty and six years have I served him, and he hath done me no wrong; how then can I 
blaspheme my king who saved me?' - The Martyrdom of Polycarp 

This week we explore the period during which the twelve tribes form one na=on. Before turning to 
Saul, David, and Solomon, the three kings of the united kingdom, we examine Samuel, who is a judge 
(1 Sam 7:6) and prophet (1 Sam 3:20).  (We will return to Ruth later.) Like the two books named a]er 
him, Samuel is a transi=onal figure between the judges and kings. In lesson #5 of “Sin/Brokenness 
week, we read about God direc=ng Samuel to anoint a king for the tribes.   

Devo7on: Read 1 Samuel 3. The youth and innocence of Samuel stands in sharp contrast to the old, 
corrupt priest. Eli may be unwilling to punish his sinful sons (2:12-36), but he helps Samuel discern 
God's calling. Indeed, Eli has enough integrity to acknowledge the truth of Samuel's report that God 
will remove the role of high priest from Eli's family. Many of us who have been in church a long =me 
have forgo,en the joy and deep peace that came with first experiencing the love of God. How has 
your faith changed over the years? Have you lost anything that needs to be recovered? Who are the 
people you need to help hear God's voice? What ac=ons or words help someone find their calling?   

God speaks to each person in unique ways (audible voice, scripture, music, intui=on, dreams, 
intellectual connec=ons, a friend's voice, etc.).  How do you experience God’s “voice?”   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Revela=on 3:20. Pray the following words, sit quietly (or go for a 
walk, listen to music, work on a hobby - whatever helps you), and listen for God to speak to you: 
"gracious Creator, what do I need to hear from you today?"   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read 1 Samuel chapters 1-2 and look for insights in the culture of Samuel's day: assump=ons about 
prayer, marriage, God's role in pregnancy, and child-raising.  

3:1 The statement "The word of Yahweh was rare in those days; visions were not widespread" (NRSV) 
is significant. First, it makes the prophecy in 1 Sam 2:27-36 stand out all the more. Second, it reminds 
Chris=ans that prior to Pentecost (Acts 2:1-21), God's Spirit is not readily available to all people at all 
=mes. Prior to being "poured out on all flesh," the Spirit only spoke to prophets at special =mes. 
Samson is a good example (Jdg 14:6,19; 15:14). Finally, "in those days" reminds us these stories are 
wri,en down much later. Scholars disagree on when these stories wri,en down, but a standard 
assump=on is the collec=on came together immediately before or during Israel's exile in Babylon.  

3:2 Eli's physical blindness symbolically indicates his growing spiritual blindness.  

3:3 A lamp is to burn in the sanctuary throughout the night (Ex 27:20-21). It is not yet morning.   

3:7 What is the difference between "knowing Yahweh," "the word of Yahweh being revealed," and 
hearing God's voice? When does someone cross the line into "knowing Yahweh?"  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 72



The Bible For Critical Thinkers

3:11 Th =ngling ears image is also used to describe Jerusalem's destruc=on (2 Kgs 21:12, Jer 19:3). 
The priesthood passing from the house of Eli due to their sin is obviously significant. What do we 
learn about God and our callings from this judgement?   

3:13 The punishment of God comes not only because of the sin of Eli's sons, but because Eli does not 
restrain them. What responsibility do parents, the church community, and/or the culture have to 
confront people's sin? Is it our responsibility to change someone or to confront them? What is the 
difference? How might these ques=ons help us define what real community is?  

3:19 What needs to happen in your life so that none of your words "fall to the ground?"  

3:20 "From Dan to Beersheba" denotes the most northern and southern extent of Israel (Jdg 20:1).  

——— 
Lesson #2                  United Kingdom 

Sadly, we skip large blocks of material for the remainder of our Hebrew Scripture overview. This week 
we jump over the capture and return of the ark (1 Sam 5-6), Saul's victories (11), Saul's sin (13,15), 
the love of Jonathan and David (18), and the increasing tension between Saul and David (18-31). 
Passing over these passages is not a sign they are unimportant. If these topics interest you, read!   

Devo7on: Read 1 Samuel 9:1-3. Handsome and tall, Saul looks like a ruler from the human 
perspec=ve. We will remember this descrip=on of outward a,ributes later when David is selected (1 
Sam 16:7). Are the quali=es of a good spiritual leader the same as those of a good na=onal leader?   

Read 1 Samuel 10. Samuel anoints Saul, and the King begins the difficult process of uni=ng the tribes 
to save them from their enemies (11:1-14). Samuel's choice to anoint Saul secretly and the comments 
from leaders (10:27) suggest some are s=ll unhappy with the idea of a monarch. Even Saul seems to 
have doubts. People with faith do have doubts! Write a defini=on of faith that incorporates the idea 
of doubt.   

Read 1 Samuel 12. Samuel's confirms Saul’s choice and chas=ses the people for desiring a king in the 
first place! Some=mes gerng what we desire is a terrible burden. The painful reality of free will and 
sin is that the Holy Spirit guides us but does not override us. How should this shape our prayer lives?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Mark 9:14-27. Doubt is a natural part of faith. In fact, "faith" assumes 
we must trust what is beyond our sight. When do you experience the most doubts about God or your 
rela=onship with God? When do you experience doubt about yourself? How does the father's 
statement resonate with you? When was the last =me you wrestled with doubt?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
9:1 The tribe of Benjamin is located in the center of the na=on. This, along with Saul's appearance 
and wealth, make him appear to be a good unifying choice for king.   
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10:1 Samuel has been ac=vely working against a monarchy (8:6). So, three increasingly shocking signs 
are given to convince Saul that God is behind this unusual turn of events.    

10:6 Groups of prophets use music and dance to experience states of ecsta=c frenzy in order to 
experience direct spiritual inspira=on (19:18-24). See yesterday's note on 3:1. Have you ever had a 
powerful, spiritual encounter with the divine? How would the people in your life and our culture 
respond if you told them about such an encounter?  

10:11 The people believe Saul is a farmer and has no business being a prophet. Verse 12 suggests 
prophets are a lower class whose parentage is ques=oned, whereas Saul is wealthy and known.   

10:17 The divine selec=on at Mizpah seems redundant considering Saul's earlier anoin=ng. This 
suggests two sources being reconciled by editors. No doubt it is quite important for Saul to be 
celebrated by the people he will lead (10:24).  

10:25 Compare this sec=on to Deut 17:14-20 and 2 Kings 11:12.   

12:3 Samuel is a transi=onal leader, passing on his authority. He wants to address any supposed 
wrong before he fades away or dies. Why is this a good prac=ce during a =me of transi=on? How does 
a healthy church transi=on between leaders, staff, or pastors?  

12:6 What is Samuel trying to accomplish with this historical retrospec=ve of all the good that took 
place when God was the King? What determines if the next phase of a group's life will produc=ve and 
faithful? What role does remembrance play?   

12:12 Samuel suggests the renewed desire for a king in this genera=on arises from the threat posed 
by the Ammonites. This seems to contradict 7:9-14, where the Philis=nes are assumed to be the 
threat, and the reasons provided in 8:1-5. These differences might arise from different oral sources.     

12:17 God demonstrates displeasure with the people's longing for a king by bringing thunder and rain 
during the wheat harvest. Readers disagree regarding whether the =me of year or the storm's sudden 
appearance at Samuel's call is the miraculous element.  

12:20 How do you experience Samuel's words regarding how to move forward a]er commirng sins?
What does it mean that God acts "for the sake of God's great name?" How might the goal of 
"magnifying God" help us clarify whether or not to act in a certain way? What goals do we subs=tute 
for "seeking to glorify God?" 

——— 
Lesson #3                               United Kingdom 

Courage is not something that you already have that makes you brave when the tough =mes start. 
Courage is what you earn when you’ve been through the tough =mes and you discover they aren’t so 
tough a]er all. - Malcolm Gladwell 
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Devo7on: Read 1 Samuel 16-17. David did not look like a king to anyone but God. This story teaches 
us that God does not look on the outward appearance but judges according to what is on the inside. 
When the Spirit of Yahweh enlivens someone, amazing things happen. What do we learn about David 
from the Goliath story? How many opportuni=es does David have to doubt God? What drives David? 
What drives Goliath? If great achievements, such as Goliath's past victories, are not all based on faith, 
how can we tell if someone is faithful?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Acts 13:22. This is high praise for David. If we remember that David is 
not perfect—we will soon read Bathsheba story—what does this phrase mean? Can you see that 
same quality, that same desire, in others? In yourself? How would you describe your level of 
commitment to growing in your faith? To what ac=ons can you point to support your answer?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
16:10 Compare this list with 1 Chronicles 2:13-14. 

16:14 If read literally, this is a chilling passage. Some interpret "an evil spirit from Yahweh" as God 
withdrawing favor and protec=on from Saul and allowing evil to a,ack. Others assume the writer is 
a,emp=ng to support monotheism by sugges=ng God is in control, causing all events, good and bad. 
Most scholars believe this is a theological way of wri=ng about a psychological illness. What are the 
implica=ons of believing God sends an evil spirit (James 1:13)? What is the difference between God 
causing evil and God allowing evil?   

16:21 An armor-bearer for the king is a formidable warrior. David's quick rise in the eyes of the King is 
intended to demonstrate for the reader the power of David's anoin=ng (16:13).   

17:1 The Philis=nes control the coastal plain; Israel controls the hill country. Socoh and Azekah are 
near the disputed area between the two loca=ons.   

17:4 Goliath is described as over nine feet tall.   

17:5 5000 shekels of bronze is around 125 pounds.  600 shekels (v. 7) is close to 36 pounds.   

17:12 Although the last chapter says he is already in Saul's service, David is introduced here as if for 
the first =me (see 17:55). Two independent stories about David are combined here. Likewise 17:54 
indicates David has a tent, seemingly in conflict with the story of his arrival. An editor has added 
17:15 to provide an explana=on.  

17:28 Here is another passage sugges=ng two accounts have been combined. Eliab's reac=on is not 
consistent with 16:13, where David was anointed in the presence of his brothers.  

17:33 "Boy" here denotes a young man but not a child. The same word in Genesis 14:24 references 
young warriors.   

17:37 How do you experience David's comments about going into ba,le? Is David unique since he is 
chosen to be king or are we to have the same confidence going into "ba,les?" What determines 
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whether God is on our side in a ba,le? Does God being on our side always result in victory? How 
does the cross of Jesus play into this discussion?   

17:50 Does David kill the giant with the stone or with the sword?   

Compare this passage with 2 Sam 21:19. Another textual variant to consider! Oh, the joy of biblical 
study when mul=ple sources are used. There is no scholarly agreement on reconciling these texts.  

——— 
Lesson #4                 United Kingdom 

“Don’t be afraid, Mary. You have found favor with God. You’ll conceive and bear a son, and give him 
the name Jesus—‘Deliverance.’ His dignity will be great, and he will be called the Only Bego,en of 
God. God will give Jesus the judgment seat of David, his ancestor, to rule over the house of Jacob 
forever, and his reign will never end.” - Luke 1:30-33 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read 2 Samuel 5. This is the high point in Israel's history. Their beloved king consolidates 
the twelve tribes into a unified na=on. David is wise. He furthers the new na=on's sense of unity by 
choosing Jerusalem as a new capital, bringing the ark of the covenant there (6:12-19), and cas=ng the 
vision of a Temple for God (7). Many Chris=ans long for unity. In what ways are followers of Jesus 
divided? How are we divided within denomina=ons? Within congrega=ons? What lessons can we 
learn from David? What unified vision should we cast?  If all Chris=ans read John 17:20-23, what 
keeps us from pursuing unity?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Who is someone from another Chris=an denomina=on you can invite to 
join you for a worship service, with the understanding you will also a,end a service at their church?
What is the difference in approaching such visits as an opportunity to build bridges rather than a 
chance to recruit for each church? Pray about this opportunity, asking God to lead you.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:3 David is already anointed as king over the tribe of Judah (2:4). This brings together all 12 tribes.  

5:5 Jerusalem is chosen because it is a neutral city, without a poli=cal history favoring any one tribe.   

5:7 This is the first use of the word "Zion." It is of unknown origin, but becomes a synonym for 
Jerusalem. It is o]en used poe=cally to describe the hill on which the city rests, as in "Mount Zion."  

5:8 A descrip=on of Jerusalem's conquest by David's troops is found in 1 Chronicles 11:4-9.   

5:9 The "Millo," which means "to fill," probably refers to a earthwork or rampart near the city.  

5:13 This ac=on is forbidden (Deut 17:17). This might be David's first misstep. Some scholars suggest 
this is an indica=on that Deuteronomy is not compiled yet.   

5:20 Baal-perazim is tradi=onally located four miles southwest of Jerusalem. 
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5:25 Geba is north of the capital, and Gezer borders the Philis=nes' territory. Already David is 
expanding the new na=on through military conquest.  
  

Lesson #5                             United Kingdom 

No adultery is bloodless. - Natalia Ginzburg 

David's life has numerous military victories. His rela=onship with Absalom powerfully displays the 
King's humanity and ability to love deeply (2 Sam 13-18). So, why is David's greatest moral failure our 
reading? We need to see the cycle of obedience, sin, repentance, and deliverance permeates even 
our great leaders. Understanding this gives our lives perspec=ve and shows the love of God that 
forgives =me a]er =me a]er =me in God’s Covenants. God does not give up on us! A common 
misconcep7on is that God is harsh in the Hebrew Bible but merciful and forgiving in the New 
Testament. That is not true! God confronts our sin and offers forgiveness in both Covenants!   

Devo7on: Read 2 Samuel 11:1-12:15. When our choices are driven by selfishness, people suffer. As a 
woman, Bathsheba has no voice in this ma,er; she must obey the king. How many others are 
affected by David's sinful choice? The confronta=on between Nathan and David provides a glimpse 
into the tension between prophets and kings. Prophets "speak truth to power." Good kings listen; bad 
kings do not. How hard is it for those with power to receive cri=que? Rebuke? How hard is it for you 
to receive these? What quali=es are necessary for us to receive valid cri=cism? Why do power and 
wealth make this difficult? How does Nathan's rebuke draw on a form of "the golden rule" (Mt 7:12)?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Pray the following: Most merciful God, I confess that I have rejected you by 
my thoughts, words, and deeds, by what I have done, and by what I have le] undone. I have not 
loved you with my whole heart; I have not loved my neighbors as myself. I am deeply sorry, and I 
humbly repent. For the sake of your Son Jesus Christ, have mercy on me and forgive me; that I may 
seek your desires for me, walk in your ways, and glorify you. Amen. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
11:1 Scholars point out "in the spring" is perhaps a poor transla=on of the phrase "at the turning of 
the year" which suggests fall. Rabbah is the present day city of Amman, the Jordanian capital.  

11:8 "Wash your feet" is a euphemism for having sexual intercourse. Uriah rightly understands what 
is being suggested (11:11). 

11:11 David sends the ark of the covenant into ba,le, a prac=ce established early (Josh 6, 1 Sam 4). 

11:14 David not only sins and tries to conceal his sin, he has a righteous warrior carry the order for his 
death to the execu=oner. The writer is not shying away from poin=ng out David's horrible ac=ons.   
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12:5 The King is the final judge in the na=on. David's judgment against "the man" is that he deserves 
death. Is God's judgment against David (12:11), which does not include death, therefore an act of 
mercy? What role should mercy play in judgment?   

12:8 Apparently Saul's harem now belongs to David. This not-so-subtle comment suggests David is 
not only an adulterer but unapprecia=ve of his blessings (1 Sam 8:10-18). 

12:9 David's root sin is despising the word of Yahweh. Adultery, lying, murder, and the coverup are 
sinful ac=ons which arise from that founda=onal sin.   

12:11 These words are fulfilled in later chapters, as David struggles with Amnon and Absalom.   

12:13 Nathan's powerful parable traps David, and he confesses. What are your feelings about David? 
How hard is it to confess with such frankness? How quickly do you forgive people? How quickly do 
you forgive yourself? Does forgiveness mean we should not face the consequences of our choices?   

12:14 Compare this verse with Exodus 34:7 and John 9:1-7. Are the sins of parents visited upon 
children? What is the difference between God visi=ng sins upon children and parents' ac=ons causing 
problems for children?    

——— 
Lesson #6                 United Kingdom 

We should not judge people by their peak of excellence; but by the distance they have traveled from 
the point where they started. - Henry Ward Beecher 

Like Saul and David, Solomon is associated with many stories. Some are posi=ve, celebra=ng his 
wisdom (1 Kgs 3) and his recep=on of the Queen of Sheba (1 Kgs 10). Others are nega=ve, such as his 
order to kill rivals for the throne (1 Kgs 2) and building a palace larger than the Temple (1 Kgs 7).   

Now is a good 7me to introduce "Wisdom Literature." Both Ecclesiastes and the Song of Solomon 
are a,ributed to King Solomon. Along with Job, Psalms, and Proverbs, these books are referred to as 
"Wisdom Literature." This style of wri=ng is found in many ancient cultures. It is a genre known for 
teaching about virtue, beauty, prac=cal aspects of life, and challenges that arise in ambiguity. We 
o]en read from the Psalms in this study. Other wisdom readings will be suggested as we move ahead, 
but we will not spend an en=re week on any books of this genre.   

Devo7on: Read 1 Kings 8:14-61. Solomon's greatest posi=ve achievement is building the Temple. Like 
the ark of the covenant, the Temple is a sign of God's presence and faithfulness. Solomon grants that 
no earthly dwelling can contain God. What are signs of God's presence in your life? What is your 
experience in worship spaces? What helps you experience God's presence? What distracts you? If the 
Holy Spirit moves in and through us, are the distrac=ons outside ourselves or within us? What are the 
implica=ons of this idea on how we experience worship spaces?     

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ecclesiastes 9:7-12. We are encouraged to live in the moment, 
enjoying the good of life while we can. This passage is a nice balance to those biblical passages which 
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suggest life unfolds in predictable and fair ways. Spend a few moments remembering that life is a gi] 
from God. What might help you live in the moment and enjoy the day?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:16 How do you interpret the phrase "that my name might be there?" (NRSV) What does it mean for 
someone' name to be present? How does this relate to the human desire to create memorials and 
name buildings a]er people?  

8:24 Read 2 Samuel 7 to be reminded of the covenant God made with David. 

8:27 The issue is God's transcendence and the divine presence in the Temple. Are some loca=ons 
more holy than others? If so, what makes one place holy and another not? Could Solomon pray a 
similar prayer of dedica=on for a home? What occurs when a church consecrates a new building?   

8:29 The Temple is a sign of God's availability for anyone who prays "toward this place." Later verses 
make it clear the guilty will be condemned (8:32). Compare this image to Jesus' words in Jn 14:13-14. 

8:34 This verse indicates an awareness of the Babylonian exile, as does 8:46-51. Does this strike you 
as prophecy by Solomon or the later editor adding his knowledge of what lies ahead for the na=on? If 
this passage is wri,en by someone in Babylonian exile, how would the other exiles experience it?  

8:41 The building is to draw the na=ons (8:60), and the sincere prayer of a foreigner is acceptable to 
God. How does this influence how we view other faiths? How we perform Holy Bap=sm? Who is 
welcome in worship?   

8:54 2 Chronicles 6:13 explains the apparent contradic=on between Solomon rising from before the 
altar and the statement in 8:22 that he is standing.    

——— 
Lesson #7                 United Kingdom 

Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! 
For your love is be,er than wine,  
 your anoin=ng oils are fragrant, 
 your name is perfume poured out; 
 therefore the maidens love you. 

Draw me a]er you, let us make haste. 
The king has brought me into his chambers. 
We will exult and rejoice in you; 
 we will extol your love more than wine; 
 rightly do they love you. - Solomon’s Song of Songs 1:2-4 

Devo7on: Read 1 Kings 11:1-13. Modern readers o]en focus on Solomon's 700 wives and 300 
concubines, but the book's first readers understand the problem is his worship of false gods. If the 
King succumbs to idol worship, the na=on is in deep religious crisis. Monotheism is the most 
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founda=onal, theological truth taught in the Hebrew Scriptures—there is one God (Deut 6:4). And 
yet, the chosen people fail to grasp or embody this core idea =me a]er =me. The ques=on of 
monotheism will not finally be answered un=l the na=on finds itself in exile in Babylon.   

Chris=ans need not be dismissive of the Israelite's failures. How o]en do we fail to grasp and embody 
the basic truths of the New Covenant?! If we really believe God loves us, forgives us, and teaches us 
to be the Body of Christ (taking up our cross, forgiving our enemies, and feeding the hungry), why do 
we struggle so much to do these things? Solomon allows his heart to be turned away from God by 
those he loves. What causes the church to turn away from God? What ac=ons and ideas do followers 
of Jesus too easily incorporate into our lives? What dras=c steps could Solomon have taken to walk 
more faithfully? How dras=c are the steps we need to take?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ecclesiastes 3:1-8. In what season of life are you? What are your 
goals for the next year or two? What are God's goals for you during that =me? How much does your 
faith influence your goal serng or how you go about achieving those goals?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
11:2 Solomon violates Deuteronomy 7:3. However, so did David, who married a Calebite and an 
Aramean (2 Sam 3:3). Intermarriage is a divisive issue throughout scripture, with faithful people 
taking opposing posi=ons (Jonah 1, Ezra 9-10, Ruth 4, 2 Cor 6:14). Given Solomon's tragic story, what 
are some of the dangers of intermarriage between people of different faiths?   

11:4 Is it possible to know if someone has turned their heart away from God? What are outward signs 
they are in danger of doing so? Is it the faith community's responsibility to point out when people are 
headed down the wrong path?   

11:5 Ashtarte is a fer=lity goddess. Milcom, which means "king," may be another name for Moloch, a 
fire god, whose followers are known for child sacrifice.  

11:7 By worshipping other gods, Solomon breaks the most basic tenets of the Law (Ex 20:2-3).   

11:13 When leaders fail, their people also suffer. Compare this passage to James 3:1. What kind of 
support and boundaries does the faith community need to put in place for teachers? Who are the 
teachers in your life? Are you praying for them?  !
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Week 10 - Divided Kingdom: Israel and Its Prophets 

Lesson #1                Divided Kingdom: Israel 

Family quarrels are bi,er things. They don't go by any rules. They're not like aches or wounds; they're 
more like splits in the skin that won't heal because there's not enough material. - F Sco, Fitzgerald  

Because Solomon turns his heart away and worships false gods, Yahweh promises to tear the united 
kingdom away from his descendants (1 Kgs 11:1-13). This promise is fulfilled following Solomon's 
death, as his son, Rehoboam, begins his reign. Ten northern tribes secede to form a na=on called 
"Israel." The southern tribes of Benjamin and Judah take the name "Judah." Both na=ons in this 
divided kingdom fall away from God and meet tragic ends. Israel is destroyed by Assyria. Judah is 
conquered and its people exiled to Babylon. This week we examine the northern na=on of Israel: its 
kings, prophets, and eventual destruc=on. (A full list of Israel's kings is found in Appendix A.)   

Devo7on: Solomon faces growing resistance during his life=me. Jeroboam, from the tribe of Ephraim, 
is inspired by God to lead the northern tribes in rebellion against the monarchy. Solomon manages to 
drive Jeroboam to Egypt, but the na=on is restless and resistance to the King grows (1 Kgs 11:26-40). 

Read 1 Kings 11:41 - 12:24. The dark side of Solomon's massive building projects is revealed: the 
people suffer under oppressive labor and tax policies. With the kingdom hanging in the balance, the 
new King Rehoboam, listens to his young, harsh advisors. None of the advisors, nor the King, consult 
God through prayer or a prophet. What is your pa,ern for making decisions? Do you rush too quickly 
or ponder too long? Do you include God in decisions or pray only during =mes of crisis? To whom do 
you listen when making decisions? What decision-making process would you like leaders to use?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Proverbs 3:5-6. We are encouraged to trust, lean, and submit. What 
makes it difficult for us to trust and submit to God? What has been your experience in trus=ng 
people? How much do we project our nega=ve experiences of people onto God?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read 1 Kings 11:14-40 for the growing opposi=on to Solomon during his life=me. 

11:41 This same formulaic summary is used for David (2:10-11) and other kings (14:19-20, 29-31, etc).  

12:1 It is interes=ng that Rehoboam is not crowned in Jerusalem. This indicates the extent of the 
northern tribes' anger following Solomon's death. He travels north to obtain their loyalty.   

12:4 For Solomon's "heavy yoke," see 1 Kings 4:7-19 and 5:13-27. The northern delega=on seeks a 
reduc=on of these burdens in exchange for their obedience. How would a healthy leader reply in this 
situa=on? What ques=ons would a healthy leader ask?   

12:11"Scorpions" is a term given for a severe type of whip with thorns added or rods with thorns.  

12:15 This series of events is interpreted as fulfilling 2 Kings 11:29-39. Do we s=ll believe God's 
guiding hand lies behind poli=cal events of our day? What role does the Holy Spirit play in direc=ng 
the course of history?   
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12:16 The people sing a song that originated during the rebellion of a northern leader named Sheba 
against David (2 Sam 20). The song became associated with northern tribes standing up to the 
monarchy which is based in the south.  

12:18 In a act of arrogance, Rehoboam sends the leader of the hated labor gangs to deal with the 
rebels. His arrival inflames the insurgents, and his death commits the north to full rebellion. Looking 
back at Rehoboam's ac=ons, when did he miscalculate the situa=on?   

12:20 This verse contradicts 12:12, sugges=ng Jeroboam was not present at the confronta=on.   

12:22 The division of the kingdom into two na=ons is in line with God's current desires. If you are 
interested in understanding the various meanings involved in the phrase “the will of God,” consider 
examining Leslie Weatherhead's The Will of God. Research his view on the three wills of God and 
consider how it relates to this situa=on.   

——— 
Lesson #2                          Divided Kingdom: Israel 

But those who rush a]er other gods will bring many troubles upon themselves. I will not take part in 
their sacrifices; I won’t even speak the names of their gods. - Psalm 16:4 (TIB)  

Skim through 1 & 2 Chronicles. These books cover much of the same historical =me period as the 
books of Samuel and Kings but from a different perspec=ve. Kings is wri,en during the Babylonian 
cap=vity (550 BCE); Chronicles is wri,en a]er the cap=vity is over (~ 400 BCE). That is why 2 
Chronicles 36:22-23 notes Cyrus the Persian sets the Babylonian exiles free. The Chronicles focus on 
the goal of unity, the belief we are not responsible for our ancestor's sins, a concern for restora=on, 
the importance of Passover, and the idea that Yahweh is s=ll Israel's God. 

Devo7on: Read 1 Kings 12:25-33. The northern tribes secede; Jeroboam is finally king. Sadly, he soon 
promotes the worship of golden calves—the false gods that angered Yahweh in the Exodus story (Ex 
32)! The new king is thinking poli=cally. He fears his people will return to the Temple to the South. He 
is unconcerned with God's desires. Tragically, Jeroboam sets the pa,ern for his Israelite successors (1 
Kgs 15:25-26, 33-34; 16:13, 18-19, etc.). Almost all these kings "do evil in the eyes of Yahweh."  
Leaders in ins=tu=ons (business, church, educa=on, government, military, etc.) o]en place the 
survival of the ins=tu=on ahead of doing what is right. Where have you seen decisions based on such 
survival? How should the Church make decisions? What does Jesus teach his followers about this 
ins=nct for self-survival (Lk 9:23-26)?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 16. Anything we place ahead of God, even good things, 
become false gods. A job can be a gi] from God or a false god. The same is true for children, church, 
comfort, family, money, pleasure, power, reputa=on, etc. What are the false gods that tempt you 
most? How might you serve that god a li,le less this week?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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12:25 Jeroboam establishes Shechem as the capital of the new na=on. Penuel, the modern city of 
Tulul adh-Dhahab, is a fortress in the Transjordan region, probably designed to harass traders 
traveling into Judah.   

12:28 Many scholars believe the golden calves are intended to represent Yahweh's throne since none 
of the northern prophets are recorded as speaking against them. However, the young bull is a symbol 
of the Canaanite god Baal. The danger is that people will begin to confuse Yahweh and Baal, which 
happens in King Ahab's day (1 Kgs 17-18).  

Just because Jeroboam is an instrument of God's will (1 Kgs 11:27-39) does not mean he is a faithful 
follower of Yahweh. Success does not equal faithfulness. Why are we tempted to equate those two?  
What are signs of faithfulness?   

12:31 The crea=on of rival sanctuaries and pagan religious prac=ces brings God's judgment against 
Jeroboam and his "house," including his son, King Nadab (1Kgs 13-14, 15:16-31).   

12:32 This fes=val is most likely Sukkot, known as "Booths." It is a pilgrimage feast ini=ated by 
Solomon (1 Kgs 8:65). Since people would be in the habit of making a pilgrimage to the Temple in 
Judah, the new King provides them an alterna=ve des=na=on. The cri=que is that Jeroboam is 
changing the cul=c calendar, which is unacceptable.   

——— 
Lesson #3                          Divided Kingdom: Israel 

Six days a]er that, Jesus took Peter and James and John and led them up a high mountain where they 
could be alone. And there Jesus was transfigured before their eyes; 3 the clothes Jesus wore became 
dazzlingly white—whiter than any earthly bleach could make them. 4 Elijah appeared to them, as did 
Moses, and the two were talking with Jesus. - Mark 9:2-4 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Elijah is considered the greatest of the prophets. He prophecies during the reign of King 
Ahab, as well as the reign of Ahab's son with Queen Jezebel, King Ahaziah. Elijah appears on the 
scene pronouncing "there shall be neither dew nor rain these years, except by my word” (1 Kgs 17:1).   

Read 1 Kings 18:17-46. There comes a =me when each of us must decide if we believe in God, and if 
so, whether we will allow that belief to change us. Our moments of decision may not be as drama=c 
as Elijah's, but the choice remains the same. "How long will you sit on the fence? If YHWH is God, 
follow God; but if Ba’al is God, then follow Ba’al.” (18:21). Have you made a decision about who God 
is in your life? About who Jesus is for you?  Are you faithfully living into that decision? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Reread Joshua 24:15. Read Ma,hew 7:21-23. How easy is it to avoid 
thinking about God or Jesus in your daily life? With what do you distract yourself when you want to 
avoid thinking? Does someone really believe in God if that belief never impacts their life?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
18:21 The people's silence in response to Elijah's ques=on demonstrates they have lost touch with 
their heritage in Yahweh.   

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 83



The Bible For Critical Thinkers

18:24 How do we reconcile this passage with Luke 4:9-12?  

18:26 The prophets of Baal perform a ritual limping dance intended to offer mournful supplica=on to 
their god, in hopes of drawing a response. They cut themselves to show loyalty and increase the 
urgency of their prayer. Common in ancient pagan worship, these ac=ons are forbidden in the Law 
(Lev 19:28, Deut 14:1). How is this self abuse different from fas=ng?   

18:27 Elijah is mocking Baal. The Hebrew phrase behind the transla=on "traveling" ("on a journey" in 
some transla=ons) is a crude expression meaning "relieving himself." 

18:29 They perform from morning (18:26) un=l mid-a]ernoon.   

18:30 Elijah repairs the altar that presumably has been destroyed by Queen Jezebel (18:13). 

18:38 The miraculous fire could not have been lightening, given 18:44.  

18:41 Elijah's words fulfill the prophecy in 17:1. 

18:46 The miracles con=nue; Elijah outruns Ahab's chariot.   

——— 
Lesson #4                          Divided Kingdom: Israel 

Today, I will have no compe==on or comparison. I will simply be me, and that is enough.  
- Unknown  

Devo7on: The great prophet Elijah is succeeded by the prophet Elisha (1 Kgs 19:19; 2 Kgs 2:1-14). He 
inherits a double share of Elijah's spirit and performs amazing miracles (2 Kgs 2:19-25, 4-6).     

Read 2 Kings 5:1-19a. What does Naaman's expect Elisha to do? What lessons does he learn through 
this experience? We some=mes look for God in big, drama=c experiences or incredibly beau=ful 
places but fail to see the divine presence in simple, common moments. What can you do to be aware 
and open to God in the next twenty four hours?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 8. Consider the past twenty four hours. Where did you see 
God's presence? Had you been looking, where might you have seen God? Like many of our most dear 
rela=onships, we do not constantly have to be thinking about someone to know they are in our lives. 
Is that how you experience God? Of course, every friend wants a call now and then.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:1 God enables Aram (Syria) to have military success. When we read the history of God's interac=on 
with the Jewish people, we are tempted to forget that God is also interac=ng with other na=ons and 
races. How should this idea change how we view the Bible?   

Leprosy is a term used to describe a wide variety of skin diseases, not only modern leprosy.   
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5:4 Both kings are unnamed—this is another subtle statement by the writer that being connected to 
God is more important than having posi=ons of authority. The =me period suggests the Aramean King 
is Ben-hadad (8:7) and the Israelite King is Jehoram (1:17).  

5:5 Naaman and the Aramean King assume the Israelite king possesses the healing power or the 
authority to command its use. This prejudice and its preconceived no=ons appear again when 
Naaman visits Elisha.   

5:7 Naaman and the Aramean King assume their gods cannot help, as does the Israelite King! It never 
crosses his mind to pray or ask the prophet.   

5:11 What are our preconceived ideas about how God works? What can break through those to allow 
the uncontrollable, living God into our lives?   

5:17 Like his contemporaries, Naaman assumes gods are powerfully connected to the land and must 
be worshipped only on their na=ve soil. The idea that Yahweh is not only the strongest of all gods but 
the only God (and powerful in all places) is a radical no=on.   

5:18 Rimmon is a Syrian word meaning "thunder maker" and is assumed to be the rain god Hadad. 
What does Elisha's response teach us about helping newcomers to faith?   

——— 
Lesson #5                          Divided Kingdom: Israel 

There may be =mes when we are powerless to prevent injus=ce, but there must never be a =me 
when we fail to protest. - Elie Wiesel 

The northern kingdom of Israel is destroyed by Assyria in 722 BCE; the southern kingdom of Judah is 
taken into exile in Babylon in 587 BCE. This means all the prophets sent by God to denounce the 
idolatry and injus=ce of Israel are also aware of Judah's failures. Many prophets of this era 
prophesied against both na=ons. This is true for Jehu, Elijah, Hosea, Amos, and Micah.   

Devo7on: Israel's sin is not only the worship of false gods. The prophets con=nually tes=fy against 
corrup=on and injus=ce—especially mistreatment of the poor. Read Amos 2:6-8 for an overview of 
Israel's sin. Now read Amos 5. The prophet weaves back and forth between their rejec=on of God and 
the sins of injus=ce and oppression. What is the connec=on between false worship and injus=ce? If a 
culture's rela=onship with God is evident in its treatment of the poor, what does our culture say 
about us? What needs to change in us?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Consider na=onal and local news headlines for the past week. According to 
these sources, what are the biggest issues facing our culture? What are the issues not men=oned that 
should be? What role do the faithful people of God play in addressing these? Reflect on our call to 
jus=ce and righteousness (5:24)? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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2:6 People are sold into debt slavery either unjustly ("the innocent for silver") or because they cannot 
repay trivial amounts, such as the cost of a pair of sandals (Ex 21:1-11). 

2:7 Read Deut 15:7-11. How might a righteous community enforce laws requiring people to be kind 
and compassionate? Scholars debate whether "the same girl" represents the sexual abuse of a female 
slave, secular pros=tu=on, or pros=tu=on associated with Baal worship. Every act contrary to the Law 
profanes God's "holy name." What responsibility does a "Chris=an" have when bearing that name?   

2:8 The poor offered their garments as collateral for loans. The Law teaches that their clothing is to 
be returned at night to used as blankets (Deut 24:12-13, 17-18). These creditors are keeping the 
garments. "Beside every altar" assumes pagan worship.   

5:4 Israel's only hope is to seek God, but their perversions of jus=ce and righteousness (5:7, 10-12) 
make that impossible. How does this passage relate to James 2:12-17? 

5:5 A dis=nc=on is made between seeking God and seeking the tradi=onal religious shrines which are 
doomed to judgment (3:14). What is the difference between seeking God and "going to church?" 
What steps can you take so that you seek God?  

5:6 Ephraim and Manasseh were sons of the patriarch Joseph (Gen 48:1). The tribes named a]er 
them are in the northern na=on. Therefore the people of this region are referred to as "tribes of 
Joseph" or "sons of Joseph."  

5:7 Wormwood is a plant which tastes bi,er and symbolizes something revol=ng.   

5:10 Exploiters of the poor despise those who protest against injus=ce at the city gate, a tradi=onal 
place of civic conversa=on and court proceedings (Deut 21:19; Is 29:21).   

5:11 Contrary to the Law, landowners demanded excessive shares of produce from farmers (Deut 
23:19). What factors should a Chris=an business owner use to decide how much profit to keep versus 
paying employees?   

5:15 What is the difference between seeking good (v. 14) and ha=ng evil? 

5:16 This passage describes common rituals of mourning following a death. The word "mourners" 
refers to both people who are hired to wail and cry during funerals for the wealthy and Baal 
worshippers who believe their ritual wails bring back the dead god of vegeta=on to life.   

5:18 This is the first men=on of "the day of Yahweh" in Hebrew literature. The prophet never defines 
the term, indica=ng it is a common expression to his reader. The phrase describes a future =me when 
evil and injus=ce, God's enemies, are defeated. Israel assumes that day will be posi=ve. However, 
Israel has become evil, and therefore, God's enemy.     

5:21 How do you experience this passage? What does God desire from those who worship? What is 
God's response to those who believe worship rituals bring divine favor (4:4-5)?   
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5:26 Sakkuth is an Assyrian-Babylonian god. Kaiwan is an Assyrian name for the planet Saturn, which 
was worshipped as a star-god.   

——— 
Lesson #6                                   Divided Kingdom: Israel 

I agree with Dante, that the ho,est places in hell are reserved for those who, in a period of moral 
crisis, maintain their neutrality. - Mar=n Luther King Jr. 

Devo7on: Read Micah 1:1-7 and 6:1-8. The prophet pronounces judgment against Samaria, the 
capital of the northern kingdom of Israel. Yet, amidst the words of doom comes a simple call: act 
justly, love mercy (be kind), and walk humbly with God. Israel's sin makes it clear these three hang 
together. Jus=ce and loving kindness (which moves beyond mere legal requirements) are only 
possible in the fullest sense, when we are walking with God. Is it possible to love God and mercy and 
not seek jus=ce? Is it possible to love God and jus=ce while not being kind?    

Personal Worship Op7on: Reflect on the people you encountered in the last twenty four hours. Did 
your words and ac=ons reflect jus=ce, loving kindness, and a rela=onship with God? If you meet them 
following a worship service on Sunday, would your choice of words or ac=ons be different? How does 
the serng affect our encounters? Do you put on a “Chris=an” mask in some serngs?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 Moresheth is a town located 22 miles southwest of Jerusalem. So, this Judean prophet passes on 
the "word of Yahweh" to both the southern and northern kingdoms.    

1:2 Using language from a courtroom, God comes from the Temple to witness against sin and then 
pass judgment.    

1:4 The imagery is that of a volcano and earthquake.   

1:7 Israel's sin is idolatry. "All her wages " refers to temple pros=tutes’ fees. The concluding phrases 
allude to when Samaria falls and the objects of worship will be carried away to Assyria (2 Kgs 17).  

6:1 The first chapter's judicial serng con=nues. God brings a lawsuit; Israel is instructed to plead its 
case to the mountains. The crea=on acts as the jury (Ps 50:4; Jer 2:9, 12:1). The people are accused of 
ignoring God's righteous ac=ons on their behalf. How might this accusa=on impact our prayer life?   

6:3 The term "my people" is a powerful image, reminding readers of God's choice of Israel (Ex 
19:5-6). What is the tone of these verses? What is being communicated about God?   

6:4 God lists faithful ac=ons on Israel's behalf: the Exodus story, Balak (Num 22-24), Balak (Num 22), 
and the travel to Gilgal (Josh 3-4).  

6:6 Sacrificial offerings are the culturally acceptable way to appease a god. Micah is challenging the 
status quo by demanding personal engagement that leads to just behavior. Compare the prophet's 
summary of the Law to John 4:24.   
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Lesson #7                          Divided Kingdom: Israel 

Second chances do come your way.  Like trains, they arrive and depart regularly. Recognizing the ones 
that ma,er is the trick. - Jill A. Davis 

During King Pekah's reign in Israel, the Assyrian King Tiglath-pilesar invades and captures many ci=es. 
However, before the Assyrians capture Samaria, Israel's capital, a pro-Assyrian Hebrew named 
Hoshea leads a coup against King Pekah. The Assyrians are happy with Hoshea as the new King, and 
he promises to send annual payments to Tiglath-pilesar. Israel avoids destruc=on for twenty years by 
becoming as a vassal state (2 Kgs 15:27-31). 

Devo7on: Read 2 Kings 17:1-18, 24-34. A]er twenty years, King Hoshea stops sending tribute to 
Assyria and a,empts a military alliance with Egypt. Shalmaneser, the new Assyrian King, is angered, 
invades, destroys Samaria, carries away cap=ves, and rese,les the area with his people. The 
newcomers intermarry with the Hebrews, mixing the worship of Yahweh with that of foreign gods. 
Therea]er, Hebrews in the southern kingdom view the Samaritans (the term describing all people in 
the northern kingdom) as pagan half-Jews. Consider God's original goal of a na=on that would be a 
light to the world (Gen 12:1-3). The na=on of Israel had 19 kings a]er breaking away from the 
southern kingdom of Judah. How many second chances did God give over those 209 years? What 
causes us to lose sight of God's purposes for our lives? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 John 3:1-3. What are the implica=ons of this passage? What if God 
really loves you more than the best parents love their children. How should you treat people if they 
are children of God?  How should you treat yourself if you are God's beloved?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
17:5 Historians es=mate Shalmaneser's invasion and siege begins in 724 BCE. The sequence of events 
is not clear, but one explana=on is that Hoshea capitulated before the invading army arrived, bringing 
the vassal tribute to the Assyrians. Shalmaneser imprisones Hoshea and sends the army to begin the 
three year siege of Samaria. 

17:6 Shalmaneser dies soon a]er capturing Samaria, and Sargon II rises to power. His historical 
records indicate 22,290 Israelites are sent to Assyria, approximately one-tenth of the popula=on. This 
group is composed of the leaders, cra]smen, and wealthy families. The goal of the deporta=on and 
inter-marriage (17:24) is to discourage future rebellion. The deportees are taken a great distance 
away, to northern Mesopotamia and to Media, to prevent return and insurrec=on.   

17:25 Lions are na=ve and present in this region un=l the 12th century.   

17:26 As with Naaman (5:17), pagans believe gods are connected to a par=cular territory. The King 
assumes only a priest familiar with the "god of that country" knows how to sa=sfy divine wrath.   
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17:29 This nega=ve legacy regarding Samaritans is reflected in the gospels (Mt 10:5; Lk 10:25-37, 
17:11-19; Jn 4:1-42, 8:48).  

17:30 This is an impressive list of pagan gods that are now interwoven in Israelite culture.  !
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Week 11 - Divided Kingdom: Judah and Its Prophets 

Lesson #1                       Divided Kingdom: Judah 

...there is s=ll a need for those of us nestled deep within the Chris=an bubble to look beyond the 
status quo and cri=cally assess the degree to which we are really living biblically. - Francis Chan 

Devo7on: This week we examine the southern na=on of Judah: its kings, prophets, and destruc=on 
by Babylon. Unlike the evil Israelite kings, the kings of Judah swing back and forth between those who 
sin against God and those who do "what was right in the eyes of Yahweh." Today we examine King 
Ahaz, one of the worst of Judah's kings. Read 2 Kings 16.   

A faithful Jew cannot imagine a more detestable King! Child sacrifice, using Temple money to bribe 
the Assyrians, changing the sanctuary, and even destroying altar furniture because of what he saw in 
a pagan temple—shocking indictments! How difficult is it to live faithfully when your leader acts 
immorally? What complica=ons arise because of your faith? How difficult is it to confront evil in a 
culture where individual rights triumph? How difficult is it to be a follower of Jesus when the culture 
does not make his teachings a priority?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Proverbs 4:10-27. Stop and ponder any phrase that connects with 
you. If a passage occupies you, feel free to not complete the remainder of the passage.  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
16:3 The insul=ng comment "he walked in the ways of the kings of Israel" reinforces last week's study 
on the northern kingdom. "He even made his son pass through fire” means he sacrifices a child to a 
pagan Canaanite god (Jer 7:31).  
  
16:5 While Judah and Israel share a heritage and many prophets address both na=ons, they are at 
odds poli=cally and militarily. Their leaders make military alliances with foreign na=ons in hopes of 
defea=ng the other (1 Kgs 15:16-24). The story of the siege of Jerusalem is found in Isaiah 7 and is the 
context for the popular Advent reading "the virgin will conceive and give birth to a son" (Is 7:14). 

16:6 Although Jerusalem does not fall, Judah is so weakened by Aram and Israel's invasion that Edom, 
which had been controlled by Judah, reclaims land lost in previous wars.   

16:7 The words of Ahaz could easily be addressed to God. Unfortunately the King looks to another 
savior. This was against the advice of the prophet Isaiah (Is 7). To what "powers" do we turn in crises?   

16:10 Most likely, Ahaz has Uriah model the Temple a]er the temple of Hadad-rimmon in Damascus. 
This is referred to as Beth-rimmon in 2 Kings 5:18.   

16:17 Not only does Ahaz give Assyria most of the Temple treasury to purchase their military support 
(v. 8), the King melts down the bronze accessories to send as tribute. Remember: the writer of 2 Kings 
is looking back on King Ahaz from the perspec=ve of an exile in Babylon a]er the fall of Jerusalem (2 
Kgs 25). He is able to see where these decisions led the na=on.  !
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Lesson #2                       Divided Kingdom: Judah 

People, even more than things, have to be restored, renewed, revived, reclaimed, and redeemed; 
never throw out anyone. - Audrey Hepburn 

No ma,er how corrupt Judah's kings become, the na=on's leaders claim Yahweh will not allow the 
Temple to be destroyed. This overconfidence led them to believe Judah might become a vassal state, 
but prophe=c warnings of total destruc=on by invading armies are ignored. This artude is reinforced 
when Assyria conquers Israel. God rescues Judah from the same invading army led by Sennacherib (2 
Kgs 18-19). This is a blessing in the moment but reinforces the false idea Jerusalem is invincible.     

Devo7on: Evil kings are so common, good Judean kings spend their =me reforming the na=on's 
pagan ways. King Josiah is the greatest of these reformers. Read 2 Kings 22. (For the specifics of his 
reforms, read 23:1-30). The "book of the law" which the high priest finds is "Deuteronomy!" They had 
lost it! The list of gods the people worship is shocking (23:5-7). This is the context for God's anger. The 
prophetess declares even Josiah's efforts cannot change the na=on's heart. Indeed, the next king 
returns to evil ways (2 Kgs 23:31). The end is coming. There are consequences for our ac7ons, even 
when our sin is forgiven. If we kill someone, we may be forgiven, but the person remains dead. What 
unhealthy decisions in your past s=ll have consequences in your life today? What is the difference 
between doing the right thing for a reward and doing it because it is right? How might focusing on 
the "reward" of heaven prevent someone from being changed in this world?     

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 12:1-2. There is a great deal packed into these verses but 
focus on "be transformed by the renewing of your minds." What renews you physically? Is there a 
correla=on between that form of renewal and renewing your mind? How might renewing your mind 
in Christ require you to not be conformed to the world?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
22:3 Historians believe this event happens in approximately 622/621 BCE.  

22:8 Some claim Hilkiah finds all of Deuteronomy, others believe he finds chapters 12-26. These are 
the levi=cal tradi=ons most likely brought to Jerusalem a]er the fall of Samaria.   

22:12 The King's response is not only lament, but seeking God's direc=on. To grieve the tragic 
situa=on is good; to respond and seek guidance toward change is faithfulness. 

22:14 Huldah is one of four women iden=fied as Jewish prophets: Miriam (Ex 15:20), Deborah (Jdgs 
4), Huldah (2Kgs 22:14), and Noadiah (Neh 6:14). Huldah's prophecy is in line with the earlier 
prophecy in 2 Kings 21:10-15.  

22:19 What is God's response to faithful ac=ons in the midst of a corrupt na=on? Are there faithful 
individuals within corrupt na=ons? What makes it difficult to remain faithful when the leader or 
culture is not?  How might the life of Jesus guide us in this discussion?   

22:20 Compare this statement about Josiah's death to 23:28-30. What might the term "buried in 
peace" (or "gathered to your grave") mean, if he dies in ba,le?  !
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Lesson #3                       Divided Kingdom: Judah 

God allows us to experience the low points of life in order to teach us lessons that we could learn in 
no other way. - C.S. Lewis 

There is almost universal consensus among scholars that Isaiah is wri,en by the prophet and at least 
one other person. Isaiah writes chapters 1-39 before the Babylonians destroy the Temple and take 
Judah into exile. Chapters 40-55 are clearly wri,en in Babylon during the Exile. A very old Isaiah might 
have wri,en these chapters, but most scholars believe one of his disciples penned them. Chapters 
56-66 are wri,en by one or more prophets either immediately before or a]er the Jews return from 
exile. We examine chapters 1-39 this week.   

Devo7on: Read Isaiah 1:1-20. Such painful, sad words. Judah has forgo,en God. They cry out to God 
under the unrelen=ng military pressure but fail to change, seek jus=ce or rescue the poor. If we pray 
for what we want but never ask what God desires from us... If we ask for deliverance and forgiveness 
but do not seek the jus=ce for the oppressed... If we perform rituals to appease God's anger but do 
not open our hearts to be transformed...then we have chosen ourselves over God. What does 1:18-20 
teach us about God? How can we keep worship focused on God rather than ourselves?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 62:1-2. Consider memorizing these two verses and repea=ng 
them to yourself throughout the next 24 hours. If you prefer, write them down on a small piece of 
paper and keep them in your pocket.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 This verse iden=fies Isaiah's ministry as occurring between 742-687 BCE. That 55 year length of 
=me is one reason most believe the prophet wrote chapters 1-39 and his disciples wrote the rest. 

1:2 Like Micah (1:2, 6:1), this is a courtroom serng with God accusing Israel (here, "Israel" describes 
the Jews, not the northern na=on) with the heavens and earth as witnesses.   

1:4 "The Holy One of Israel" is a =tle for God Isaiah uses but not many others. Since the word "holy" 
means "other than/separate from," what is being communicated?   

1:5 The image of a parent/child rela=onship (v. 2) transi=ons to a wounded body.   

1:7 This describes the devasta=on following the invasion in 701 BCE (2 Kgs 18). Military records show 
Assyria conquers 46 walled ci=es before retrea=ng from Jerusalem. 1:9 describes the capital standing 
isolated in the midst of the conquered land.   

1:11 This same call for righteousness over ritual is found in Amos (5:21-24) and Hosea (6:1-8). How 
might this theme need to inform our expecta=ons of worship a,endance? What does faithful worship 
a,endance mean? Compare this passage to Psalm 15.  

1:16 Examine yourself according to the standard set by these two verses. Which aspect of this call to 
faithfulness do you need to focus on?   
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1:19 The words of hope are offered with a condi=on: the people must be "willing and obedient." 
Given the first 17 verses, what ac=ons will demonstrate this artude?   

——— 
Lesson #4                       Divided Kingdom: Judah 

I don't know if you've ever no=ced this, but first impressions are o]en en=rely wrong.  
- Lemony Snicket 

Devo7on: Read Isaiah 39:1-8. The Assyrian kingdom dominates the region, but the Babylonians are 
rising in power. The Babylonian King sends envoys to convince Hezekiah to join him in rebellion 
against Assyria. Trying to impress the visitors, Hezekiah welcomes them, receives their gi], and takes 
them into his confidence. This foreign entanglement is exactly what Isaiah has been warning against 
(7:3-9, 30:3-5). Most of us struggle with the tempta=on to impress others. What person or group do 
you find yourself wan=ng to impress? What do we gain when they include or admire us? How has 
that desire to impress caused you problems? Does that desire increase or decrease in hard =mes? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Philippians 3:4-8. Some=mes we try to impress people with how 
religious we are. Read Ma,hew 18:3. What is the difference between being childish and child-like? 
How o]en do you laugh? Play? How annoying are ultra-humble, religious know-it-alls? How do we 
avoid becoming like that?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Interes=ngly, this exact passage is also found in 2 Kings 20:12-19. What can we surmise from that?  

39:1 History records the Babylonian King led a short-lived but quite successful rebellion against 
Assyria in 702 BCE. The "le,ers and a gi]" are intended to encourage Hezekiah to join his poli=cal 
uprising.   

39:7 "Eunuchs in the palace" refers to those who guard the king's harem, a degrading post for the 
descendants of a powerful king. 

39:8 Isaiah does not record the destruc=on of Jerusalem. Chapter 40 begins a collec=on of passages 
wri,en during the Babylonian exile from Babylon.   

——— 
Lesson #5                       Divided Kingdom: Judah 

So I went down to the po,er’s house, and there the po,er was working at the wheel. Whenever the 
object of clay that the po,er was making turned out badly, the po,er tried again, making of the clay 
another object, of whatever sort the po,er pleased. Then the word of YHWH came to me: “House of 
Israel, can I not do to you what this po,er does?—it is YHWH who speaks. Indeed, like clay in the 
hand of the po,er, so are you in my hand, house of Israel. - Jeremiah 18:3-6 (TIB) 

The Assyrian Empire dominates the region un=l the death of King Asshurbanipal in 633 BCE. A]er his 
death, the empire disintegrates quickly through civil wars. As Assyria's diminishes, Babylon, the 
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capital of Babylonia, asserts itself as a regional power. Although Assyria has been the perceived threat 
for centuries, Babylonia destroys Judah in 587 BCE.  

Devo7on: Jeremiah repeatedly prophecies against Judah, challenges false prophets (14:13-22), 
endures persecu=on (20:1-6), and weeps as he proclaims the coming disaster (20:7-18). As the 
Babylonian threat grows, he is increasingly persecuted by those who do not want to hear his words. 
Read Jeremiah 27:1-11 and 28:1-17. Hananiah breaks the symbolic wooden yoke, but God assures 
Judah its destruc=on is set in stone, or in this case, iron. What makes it hard to receive words of 
correc=on? What should we do when various "prophets" want to lead us in differing direc=ons? What 
criteria should the Church use when deciding who to believe? How should we handle disagreements? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Jeremiah's cries in Lamenta=ons 3:1-6, 19-25. Prophets do not enjoy 
speaking words of destruc=on. They pay a price for being faithful and speaking the truth. And yet we 
are not without hope. Reflect on verse 22. Does that promise resonate with any part of you?     

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
27:1 Zedekiah is the last King of Judah. According to 28:1, this series of events takes place in the fi]h 
month of the King's fourth year, 594 BCE. 

27:2 God frequently uses physical symbols to communicate to Jeremiah and the people  (1:11, 13:1, 
16:1, 18:1, 19:1, 24:1). What meaning does a yoke communicate (v 8)?   

27:3 Just as in Hezekiah's day (Is 39), envoys from other lands are forming an alliance against the 
dominant power in the region. The only difference is that Babylonia has taken Assyria's place as the 
na=on controlling the Near Middle East area. And as did Isaiah, Jeremiah prophecies that God desires 
Judah to submit.   

27:6 Nebuchadnezzar is God's servant. How might this idea challenge some views of what it means to 
be "chosen" by God? Does being chosen make you moral? Does it make you good?   

27:9 Like Isaiah, Jeremiah must deal with false prophets who are proclaiming what everyone wants to 
hear. It is easy to see why "we must submit to Babylon" is an una,rac=ve word, and the message 
"God is on our side and will rescue us" is appealing. But we need to be open to the painful word.   

28:3 Judah is already a vassal state of Babylon. The Babylonians conquered the land several years ago, 
installing Zedekiah as their puppet king, but they did not destroy the city. At that =me the Temple 
treasures and many people were taken to Babylon. Hananiah is falsely prophesying the return of 
cap=ves and Temple vessels within two years.   

28:5 What do we learn about Jeremiah from this public encounter? What guidelines would we 
suggest for those dealing with a prophet speaking a word in sharp contrast to ours? Do you think 
Jeremiah is being sarcas=c or sincere?   

28:10 Hananiah is relying on the military power of the na=ons assembled (27:3) to bring his prophecy 
to frui=on. It is very temp=ng to put faith in military force rather than listen to God.  
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28:11 Drama=c gestures and powerful voices are not always correct or righteous. What might be the 
reasons Jeremiah does not immediately respond to Hananiah's challenge?   

——— 
Lesson #6                        Divided Kingdom: Judah 

Mortal, I have made you a sen=nel for the house of Israel; whenever you hear a word from my 
mouth, you shall give them warning from me. If I say to the wicked, “You shall surely die,” and you 
give them no warning, or speak to warn the wicked from their wicked way, in order to save their life, 
those wicked persons shall die for their iniquity; but their blood I will require at your hand. - Ezekiel 
3:17-18 (NRSV) 

Jerusalem is actually conquered twice. Immediately a]er King Jehoiachin takes Judah’s throne, King 
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon lays siege to the city and captures it. King Jehoiachin, along with his 
family, officers, and high ranking officials, are taken into exile in Babylon (2 Kgs 24:10-12). Judah 
becomes a vassal state of Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar names Jehoiachin’s uncle, Ma,aniah, the King, 
changing his name to Zedekiah. The prophet Ezekiel is a priest that was taken to Babylon along with 
Jehoiachin (Ez 1:-3).   

Devo7on: Ezekiel uses vivid imagery, demanding words, and powerful gestures to proclaim that God's 
pa=ence is over. The promises of the false prophets are crushed when the prophet pronounces God's 
glory has le] the Temple (10:18). Some inhabitants claim innocence to the very end, sugges=ng the 
imminent destruc=on is a result of their ancestors' sin. Read Ezekiel 18:1-9, 21-32 for God's response.  
When children cry, "it's not fair!" how do good parents respond? What should the people be saying 
to God? When does life seem unfair to you? What might you need to say to God about your life?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 86:1-7. Who in your life needs to be reminded they are not 
alone? Spend a li,le =me today contac=ng someone to let them know you are thinking about them.     

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
18:1 The people are referring to Exodus 34:6-7, claiming it was their ancestors' sins that are being 
punished. How do we know if someone quo=ng scripture is in line with God? Is quo=ng scripture ever 
enough? What do we learn from Satan quo=ng scripture (Mt 4:6)? 

18:3 God corrects the use of a popular proverb (Jer 31:29). What are some other popular Chris=an 
sayings that are not found in the Bible (God helps those who help themselves, accept Jesus Christ as 
your Sovereign and Savior, once saved always saved, etc.)? 

18:4 The idea of individual responsibility is also found in 2 Kings 14:6 and Deuteronomy 24:16. What 
are the implica=ons of this teaching? What is the rela=onship between this teaching, Exodus 20:5, 
and Levi=cus 26:39-40?  

18:9 Does the word "live" here mean physical life, spiritual life, or both?   

18:23 How should this passage and 18:32 impact "hellfire" preaching?   
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Lesson #7                       Divided Kingdom: Judah 

Living in deep, authen=c rela=onship with God is like the moon shining brightly in the dark sky, while 
the Bible and the Church's teachings are like a finger poin=ng up toward the moon. Too many people, 
however, instead of gazing at the gracious moon, prefer to relentlessly suck on the finger. - Brother 
Husbidt  

Nine years into his rule, King Zedekiah (whom Nebuchadnezzar placed on the throne) rebels against 
Babylon (2 Kgs 24). The Babylonians return, lay siege to Jerusalem, and destroy it.  Judah falls.  

Devo7on: Read 2 Kings 25:1-21. The destruc=on of Judah finally arrives. We have listened to the 
prophets and seen this moment coming, but like any death or loss, it is s=ll difficult to watch. We 
grieve. Thankfully, the prophets reassure all who will listen that God does not turn away forever. God 
will bring the cap=ves back and bless them again. Isaiah 9, 11, 14, 25, 27, 35; Jeremiah 16, 23, 30, 
32-33; and Ezekiel 11, 20, 34, 36-37, 39-48 all look forward to the day when God restores the na=on. 
Spend =me today aware of the presence and love of God. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read John 8:1-11. Imagine yourself in each of the roles in the story. Spend 
a few minutes picturing yourself as one of the accusing scribes, an elder who walks away first, the 
woman, and finally as Jesus. To whom do you most naturally relate? What message do you think each 
of those people would give you today?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
25:1 The exact dates are given: the Babylonians begin a,acking Jerusalem on January 15, 588 and 
a]er starving out the inhabitants, take it on July 29, 587 BCE. 

25:7 Zedekiah's punishment is intended to make a statement to other kings who might defy 
Nebuchadnezzar.   

25:8 It requires only a few verses to report that the magnificence of Jerusalem, created during the 
short existence of the united kingdom, is destroyed.   

25:12 The poor who are le] behind, and the leaders that emerge from them, are a major obstacle 
when the exiles return to Jerusalem in 49 years. 

25:13 This passage fulfills the prophecy made in Isaiah 39:6.  

25:21 This verse creates within us a hunger to read about the restora=on of the na=on that God has 
promised will come a]er their exile. The reader now understands God is faithful in keeping promises.   
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Week 12 - Babylonian Exile 

Lesson #1                                     Babylonian Exile 

Only in the darkness can you see the stars. - Mar=n Luther King Jr. 

Today's reading is sad and painful. To begin an examina=on of the Babylonian exile any other way is to 
ignore the reality of that period. However, God makes it clear to the na=on before the exile unfolds 
that hope is not lost. Judah is destroyed, the Temple razed, and the people taken as cap=ves to 
Babylon, but God has not abandoned them. Our readings this week begin in tragedy but move 
toward hope and restora=on.   

Devo7on: Read Psalm 137. This disturbing lament expresses the exile's pain at the memory of 
Babylonians and Edomites destroying Jerusalem and killing their loved ones. Violent anger and desire 
for retribu=on pour out of the psalmist. Those of us who hold back strong emo=ons in worship or 
prayer need this lament to remind us to share the fullness of our lives with God. We must choose to 
take the healthy path of offering ourselves fully to God (our emo=ons, fears, desires) or the unhealthy 
path of burying these deep powerful forces deep within us. What message does the church project 
about expressing expressing strong feelings? To what extent are you encouraged to share during 
worship? What is frightening or difficult for you to share with God? What are the results of pushing 
things down? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Peter 5:6-7. Humility is not thinking badly about yourself but 
remembering who you are in God's presence and living out of that awareness. If we are to cast our 
anxiety on God, we must admit who we are to ourselves. This is difficult in the best of =mes. Spend 
=me in prayer, reflec=ng on the passage and offering yourself to God.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
137:1 Like Ezekiel (Ez 1:1), the exiles gather together by a river or irriga=on canal. If it is the same 
body of water, Ezekiel iden=fies this as the River Chebar, south of Nippur in Mesopotamia. 

37:3 The Babylonians taunt the exiles, urging them to sing hymns celebra=ng God's protec=on of 
Judea and Jerusalem (Ps 46, 76, 84, 125).   

37:4 This ques=on has two meanings. It is an emo=onal reac=on to the captors' mocking. It is also a 
theological ques=on based on the polytheis=c belief that gods are =ed to their lands. Judah never 
fully embraces monotheism prior to the exile. The exilic experience forces them to address the issue. 
They find Yahweh is indeed s=ll with them and can be trusted to bring retribu=on on Babylon and 
restore their na=on. A]er the exile, Judah is dedicated to monotheism.  

37:5 The right hand is used for playing instruments; the tongue is used for singing. What purpose do 
laments play in a healthy faith? When do Chris=ans lament?   

37:7 The Edomites helped the Babylonians destroy the city (Obad 10-14; Ez 25:12-14).  

37:9 For more accounts of this tragedy, see 2 Kings 8:12, Hosea 10:14, and Nahum 3:10.  
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Lesson #2                                     Babylonian Exile 

Job's suffering hollowed out a big space in him so that God and joy could fill it. - John Kree] 

Although scholars argue over the details, the book of Job in its present form is likely finished during 
the Babylonian exile. The opening two chapters, wri,en in prose, and the final chapter's ending 
(42:10-17) hold together as a complete story. This is an ancient, simple morality tale about a man 
named Job who remains faithful during tragedies. The exiled author splits that very old story and 
adds the large, poe=c middle sec=on as a theological reflec=on on suffering.   

Devo7on: (Those unfamiliar with Job should read the first two chapters.) Read Job 3:1-4:9. Eliphaz 
sits with Job, listens to his lament, and offers a standard answer for suffering: you must have sinned. 
His two other friends offer the same message. Job claims innocence, which is true (1:8, 22; 2:10). The 
exilic author is wrestling with the ques=on "is tragedy, pain, and suffering always the result of sin?" 
Do sinful choices ever affect the innocent? Are the children killed in the fall of Jerusalem sinful? Are 
those born in exile sinful or suffering in bondage because of another's sin? The idolatry of Judah's 
kings and leaders is clear, but did faithful people get caught up in the wake of their sin? Is making a 
choice a requirement for there to be sin?   

Job demands answers (31:35-40); God responds. Read Job 38:1-11. Neither Job nor his friends will 
ever understand the mysteries of God. The world cannot be reduced to simplis7c formulas, such as 
your pain equals your sin. Like a parent saying "because I said so," God demands obedience without 
full understanding. We do not understand the crea=on, let alone the mind of the Creator. We can 
trust God or not, but we should not fool ourselves into believing we are God's equals. Why is 
obedience without understanding difficult?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Job's response to God in Job 42:1-6. Job does not say "I now 
understand." He says "now I have seen you." What is the difference between knowing the defini=on 
of a friend and having one? What is the difference between talking about God and prayer to God? 
What is the difference between thinking theologically and "seeing God?"   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:11 Job's "why" transi=ons his lament in the first ten verses into a search for explana=on. He asks 
about the purpose of life and God's goodness. His statements about wishing to die say to God, "I 
reject your gi] of life. It is no gi]."  

3:17 These verses assume a belief in Sheol, the place of the dead. The concepts of heaven and hell as 
reward and punishment a]er death, develop later. Those in Job’s story assume both good and bad 
people go to Sheol. Job wishes he had died at birth so he could already be at rest there. Sheol is not a 
happy place, but one of "shades" and shadows. Job's desire to go there is a powerful expression of 
his pain and grief.   

3:23 Job asks, "why is life given when finding joy is so hard and o]en beyond our knowledge?" He 
feels trapped, "hedged in." How would you answer him?  
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4:5 Eliphaz is surprised that Job has not offered prayers of repentance and even rejected his God-
given gi] of life God. As a friend, Eliphaz assumes his role is to help Job examine his sin and repent. 
What should friends say to those grieving? What are idio=c comments people too o]en make?  
  
4:7 Eliphaz believes people are rewarded and punished in this life according to their good and evil 
ac=ons. This is called "deuteronomic theology." For him, the ma,er is simple: Job is suffering, 
therefore he has sinned. Since Job is innocent, the writer is challenging this common theological 
assump=on.   

38:1 God's answer not only puts Job in his place, it addresses those who believe in the deuteronomic 
belief that pain is a result of sin. God specifically rebukes Eliphaz and the two other friends, poin=ng 
out Job has been right to claim innocence (42:7-9).  

38:4 What is the significance of God asking a series of unanswerable ques=ons? What is being 
communicated about God and Job? God never specifically addresses Job's ques=ons of "why." What 
does that teach us?   

38:5 Modern humanity prides itself on scien=fic knowledge. Do these words have the same effect on 
our "advanced" race?   

38:11 Having read the first eleven verses of God's response, what might be the symbolism of God 
speaking "out of the whirlwind" (38:1)? 

——— 
Lesson #3                         Babylonian Exile 

“Speak tenderly to Jerusalem’s heart, and tell it that its =me of service is ended, that its iniquity is 
atoned for, that it has received from YHWH’s hand double punishment for all its sins.”.  - Isaiah 40:2 
(TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Isaiah 43:1-19. Chapters 40-55 of Isaiah are wri,en during the exile in Babylon. The 
people are suffering greatly; now is the =me to bring comfort and a vision of restora=on. These 
chapters address a great theological issue: has God given up on the Jews? Some Torah stories (Gen 
6:5-8, Ex 32:10) and their recent past beg the ques=on, "have we sinned so badly that God has given 
up on us and chosen a different na=on?" Do you find these verses encouraging? When you suffer, 
what makes it difficult to hear words of comfort? What promises does God make? Can you hear those 
same promises for you?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 118:1-6. What por=on of this passage would be good for you 
to memorize and repeat through the day? What would be a good reminder for you to quietly repeat 
this verse (before you eat, sit down, pick up your phone)? What healthy and unhealthy words or ideas 
do you already repeat to yourself? How does self-talk encourage or discourage you?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
A]er Assyria destroys the northern kingdom, that area is no longer referred to as "Israel." The region 
is called "Samaria," the name of the former capital. Because the =tle "Israel" has such a powerful 
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history with the Jewish people, during the exile that name begins to be used to describe the na=on 
God is going to re-establish. So, when the exile and post-exilic prophets refer to "Israel," they mean 
the Jewish na=on that will be restored in their former promised land (Is 44:5).    

43:1 The phrase "but now" speaks volumes. God declares a =me of reversal. The judgement on 
Israel's past sins is over. God renews the parent/child rela=onship.   

43:8 The na=on that has been blind and deaf is now going to witness to the world that Yahweh is the 
one, true God. Israel's leaders must learn from their tragic past the important lesson that 
monotheism is true. God re-establishes Israel's original calling to witness to all na=ons (Gen 12:1-3).   

43:14 This is a clear statement of when Second Isaiah (chapters 40-55) is wri,en.   

43:16 The Exodus experience of bringing the former slaves through the Red Sea (Ex 14) becomes a 
metaphor for God's promise to bring the exiles through the wilderness to once again enter the 
promised land.   

43:19 Just as idolatrous Judah in the past could not see God had abandoned them, exiled Judah 
struggles to believe God is now working to bring them back to Israel. We are too easily cap=vated by 
what we see with our limited vision. We must have eyes of faith to see the world as God sees it. What 
are some spiritual prac=ces that remind us God is at work beyond our ability to see? What is faith? 

——— 
Lesson #4                                     Babylonian Exile 

Do not put your trust in princes, 
    in mortals, in whom there is no help. 
When their breath departs, they return to the earth; 
    on that very day their plans perish. 
Happy are those whose help is the God of Jacob, 
    whose hope is in Yahweh their God. - Psalm 146:3-5 (NRSV) 

Scholars disagree about when Daniel is wri,en. Many believe it is wri,en around 170 BCE during the 
reign of evil An=ochus IV, Greek King of the Seleucid Empire (11:5-45). Because of this late date, they 
suggest reading the book as an introduc=on to the New Testament. We read Daniel this week 
because it is wri,en about the era of Babylonian exile which we are studying and gives a Jewish 
perspec=ve on that =me. Daniel tells the story of four young Hebrews taken into cap=vity following 
the defeat of Jehoiakim (2 Kgs 24:10-12). The four young men impress King Nebuchadnezzar and rise 
in power in the his court (Dan 1). When the King has a troubling dream, only Daniel with God's 
guidance is able to interpret the dream.   

Devo7on: Read Daniel 2:1-49. Daniel describes four historical kingdoms in chronological order: gold - 
Babylonian; silver - Media; bronze - Persia; iron - Greece. The clay/iron "divided kingdom" refers to 
the Greek empire divided among generals like An=ochus IV following Alexander the Great's death. 
We know all the world's na=ons crumble and fall. Followers of Jesus are called to put our trust in God, 
not a na=on state. Chris=ans in the United States are o]en accused of being more influenced by 
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na=onal interests and poli=cal par=es than their faith. Is that cri=que fair? When is being a US ci=zen 
difficult for followers of Jesus?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Philippians 3:17-4:1. How do you experience the phrase "our 
ci=zenship is in heaven?" What are the prac=cal implica=ons of that teaching? What are the du=es of 
a US ci=zen? What are the du=es of a heavenly ci=zen?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:1 "In the second year" contradicts the three-year =me frame of 1:5, 18. Clearly, at least two sources 
are melded together in these opening chapters. People of the ancient Near East believe God or the 
gods communicate through dreams (Gen 28:10-17; Num 12:6; 1 Kings 3:4-15).   

2:4 The book of Daniel is wri,en in two languages. The parenthe=cal comment refers to a transi=on 
from Hebrew to an Aramaic passage (2:4b-7:28). What might the presence of two languages indicate?   

2:28 Daniel interprets the dream as prophecy regarding "the end of days." Many people interpret this 
dream as not about a kingdom which emerges a]er the fall of these four earthly kingdoms, but a 
kingdom which emerges at the end of =me. In this interpreta=on, the statue represents all human 
kingdoms, all earthly governments.   

2:40 The details of this fourth kingdom (strongest dynasty, "divided," intermarriage) seems to refer to 
An=ochus IV who rules the Roman region named “Syria” which includes Israel. During his reign, he 
claims to be a god, takes the name "Epiphanes" meaning "God made manifest," marries his sister 
Laodicea IV, profanes the Temple, and makes many Jewish rites illegal. Scholars use this reference to 
suggest Daniel is wri,en in An=ochus' day (170 AD) to comment on the evil king, projec=ng the 
nega=ve cri=que on the king into a prophecy offered in the exilic period.  

2:44 The stone is a prophecy regarding an unending kingdom established by God, the Rock (Gen 
49:24, Is 28:16). Some chris=ans see this as prophe=cally announcing the arrival of Jesus and his 
teachings on the kingdom of God. He is iden=fied as the stone on which God builds the kingdom (Eph 
2:20; 1 Pet 2:4-8).   

2:47 A moment before, Nebuchadnezzar worships Daniel. Is his statement celebra=ng Daniel's "God 
of gods and Lord of lords" a profession of faith? Can a polytheist believe in Yahweh? What is 
necessary for someone to make a profession of faith?   

——— 
Lesson #5                                    Babylonian Exile 

On that Day, the Root of Jesse will serve as a symbol to the peoples of the world—na=ons will flock to 
you, and your home will be a place of honor. - Isaiah 11:10 (TIB) 

The concept of Messiah emerges during this Babylonian exile era. The Hebrew word means "anointed 
one" or in Greek, "the Christ." However, during and a]er the exile, Jews are not expec=ng a teacher 
like Jesus, let alone a divine/human crucified Savior. As exiles, they no longer have a na=on. They 
want God to send another Moses to deliver them or a descendant of King David to re-establish Israel 
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as a strong, independent na=on. Many figures are messianic in the sense that God sends them to cast 
off military oppression. Even Cyrus the Persian (who releases the Babylonian exiles to return to Israel) 
is called God's “messiah,” God's anointed (Is 45:1).   

Once the Jews return to Israel a]er the Babylonian exile, good leaders emerge, but no great king 
reestablishes a united kingdom, conquers all enemies, and provides las=ng peace. As centuries pass, 
people begin to idealize a coming, future king. Some s=ll look for a Jewish military leader/king to cast 
off Roman oppression, but others begin to desire an ideal deliverer who ini=ates a golden "Messianic 
Age" of peace and prosperity. What began as a longing for a strong na=on becomes a hope of military 
and religious salva=on. These different hopes are why many wri=ngs of the prophets get a variety of 
interpreta=ons. Some see the prophets' longing for a future Ruler to reflect a longing for a military 
rescue of the na=on, others see an idealized Messiah image ushering in that yet-to-be messianic age, 
and s=ll others see Jesus.   

Devo7on: Read Isaiah 42:1-9. This is the first of Isaiah's "Suffering Servant” songs. These verses 
present a coming leader who accomplishes God's desires quietly rather than using great military 
force, suffers for others, and establishes jus=ce. Chris=ans see Jesus in these words. Read the other 
three servant songs: Isaiah 49:1-7; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12. Do any of these passages remind you of 
Jesus? What are the quali=es you most love about Jesus? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Simplicity is considered one of the great spiritual prac=ces. Its goal is to 
place the kingdom of God first, which puts other concerns in proper perspec=ve (Mt 6:25-33). We are 
to be enslaved to nothing in the world. Our devo=on to God should guide us to make healthy choices. 
What are your current addic=ons or bad habits (television, phone, unhealthy food or drink, money, 
work, drugs, buying things, gambling, gaming, etc.)? What is a reasonable amount of =me for you to 
"fast" from one of these things?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
42:1 The "servant" image was originally believed to represent the na=on of Israel being encouraged 
to take the servant role during the exile experience (41:8-10; 49:3). It is only a]er the resurrec=on of 
Jesus that people saw a messianic vision in these passages. The servant receives the spirit of God to 
bring forth jus=ce to all na=ons. God is concerned with jus=ce for the en=re world, not only Israel.  

42:2 God's agent does not bring jus=ce by force but in a manner that is so gentle he does not bend 
reeds or ex=nguish a dimly lit candle. Do you see Jesus' ministry in those images?   

42:4 While the servant brings forth jus=ce, he also teaches. The Hebrew verb translated "will put 
their hope" (some transla=ons, "wait") means energe=cally striving for life.   

42:6 How do these verses relate to Luke 4:18-19? Why is it significant that Jesus quoted the prophets 
in defining his ministry? As we transi=on soon to studying the New Testament, it will be important to 
remember that Jesus' ministry arises out of a long, rich Jewish prophe=c tradi=on.  

42:9 Like the iden=fica=on of the servant, the term "new things" is interpreted many ways: the 
forthcoming proclama=on of Cyrus that frees the Jews (2 Chr 36:22-23), the coming of Jesus as 
Messiah, a personal experience for all humanity, etc.  
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Lesson #6                                     Babylonian Exile 

Therefore, thus says YHWH Omnipotent, the God of Israel: I am about to punish the ruler of Babylon 
and Babylon, as I punished the ruler of Assyria. - Jeremiah 50:18 (TIB)  

Devo7on: In chapter 49, Jeremiah begins a series of judgment oracles against various foreign na=ons. 
Babylonia is the final na=on judged. Read Jeremiah 50:1-20. Babylon was God's chosen instrument of 
jus=ce against Judah, but now, as the Hebrew exiles suffer in their exile, God judges Babylon's idolatry 
and violence. Just as Babylon defeats Assyria on the world stage, the Median-Persian empire rises to 
destroy Babylon. What does it mean to be "chosen" as God's instrument? Is there a connec=on 
between chosen-ness and righteous-ness? Is the Church God's chosen instrument? What might that 
=tle say about the Church? What tempta=ons must the chosen avoid?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read John 13:34-35. What is the public face of the Church in the world? 
Do you think denomina=ons enable or hinder the church' ability to obey Jesus' command? Is the 
primary goal of the church to love others in the name of Jesus, make disciples, or worship God? How 
does selec=ng one of these choices change how we spend our =me? How we spent our money?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
50:1 "Chaldeans" is used as an equivalent for “Babylonians,” but historically refers to a semi-nomadic 
tribe that lived in the southern part of that land. Today this region would be found in the southern 
part of Iraq. An equivalent might be referring to all United States ci=zens as "yankees." Although 
referring to the northeast U.S., it is o]en used to mean all Americans. 

50:2 Bel and Merodach are alterna=ve names for the head of the Babylonian pantheon, the god 
"Marduk."   

50:3 Babylon will be invaded by the northern kingdom of Media-Persia.  

50:8 The fall of Babylon is imminent, promp=ng the prophet to encourage the exiles to flee 
immediately.   

50:17 The history of the promised land is summed up in four verses.   

——— 
Lesson #7                                    Babylonian Exile 

'Make no mistake,' He says, 'if you let me, I will make you perfect. The moment you put yourself in My 
hands, that is what you are in for. Nothing less, or other, than that. You have free will, and if you 
choose, you can push Me away. But if you do not push Me away, understand that I am going to see 
this job through. Whatever suffering it may cost you in your earthly life, whatever inconceivable 
purifica=on it may cost you a]er death, whatever it costs Me, I will never rest, nor let you rest, un=l 
you are literally perfect - un=l my Father can say without reserva=on that He is well pleased with you, 
as He said He was well pleased with me. This I can do and will do.  But I will not do anything less. - 
C.S. Lewis 
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Devo7on: Read Ezekiel 37:1-14. Because we are not reading all of the Hebrew prophets' wri=ngs, 
there is a danger of sugges=ng their words always promise doom for the Jewish people—not true! 
Found in most of the prophe=c oracles are upli]ing statements of hope and assurances of God's 
future restora=on (Is 2, 4, 9, 11, 14, 26-27; Jer 23, 30-33; Ez 11, 16:59, 20:33, Hos 3; etc.). Ezekiel's 
"valley of dry bones" is an example of hope and promised renewal. The assurance that there is no 
circumstance that is beyond the resurrec=on power of God is difficult to remember when we are 
surrounded by defeat, but the breath of God is more powerful than even death. Does our culture 
have a op=mis=c or pessimis=c  view of the future? What about the church? What about you?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following tradi=onal graveside prayer:  
Lord God, whose days are without end and whose mercies are beyond coun=ng, 
keep us mindful that life is short and the hour of death is unknown. 
Let your Spirit guide our days on earth in the ways of holiness and jus=ce, 
that we may serve you in union with the whole Church, 
sure in faith, strong in hope, perfected in love. 
And when our earthly journey is ended,  
lead us rejoicing into your kingdom, 
where you live for ever and ever.  Amen. 

What is your experience of that prayer? How might standing at a graveside change how we hear parts 
of it? How might praying it beside a newborn change how we hear it?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
37:1 The terms Ezekiel uses in this "vision" are reminiscent of his calling (1:1, 3:22). Perhaps this is the 
same valley he received his call. The scene is that of a great ba,lefield where many have died. Would 
you be open to receiving a vision? What would you think of someone who told you they had a vision?   

37:3 What wisdom do you see in Ezekiel's answer to God's ques=on?   

37:4 God tells Ezekiel to prophesy to the bones before the re-assembling takes place. Given this 
serng, what is the role of prophecy in rela=on to God's ac=on?  

37:9 The Hebrew word "Ruach" means wind, breath, and spirit. These verses are a play on these 
various meanings. Compare this same word in Gen 1:1-2. What do these verses teach us about the 
spirit of God? How might the church acknowledge the power of these three meanings in worship?   

37:12 The metaphor transi=ons from "bones" to "graves." Is there a difference in how these two 
images affect you?   

37:11 God wants the exiles to know their despair is known. The vision is given to provide hope.  
Compare this to Exodus 3:7-9.  !
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Week 13 - Return and Restora7on 

Lesson #1                Return and Restora7on 

Some=mes the hardest part isn't lerng go but rather learning to start over. - Nicole Sobon 

Devo7on: Read Ezra 1:1-11. Cyrus the Persian conquers Babylonia. A]er 49 years of exile, the 
Israelites are free. Cyrus allows the exiles to return to their homeland and rebuild the Temple. He 
returns the sacred vessels Nebuchadnezzar removed. The Jews desire to rebuild their na=on without 
the previous stains of idolatry and foreign oppression. They now know tolerance of polytheism leads 
to tragedy. In this new-reformed na=on they will fully embrace monotheism. Although Chris=ans 
o]en look down on Pharisees, there are good reasons those Jewish religious leaders return to Israel 
with an absolute determina=on to keep the law and avoid exile again. If you are a returning leader, 
what rules do you want in place? What dangers do you fear? Do you desire a human King again? How 
should Jews interact with non-Jews? How does the exile change our worship experience? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Gala=ans 3:21-29. The people of God always struggle to balance law 
(following rules, serng healthy boundaries, naming unacceptable behavior) and grace (being led by 
the Holy Spirit, offering forgiveness, seeking the intent of the Law but not robo=cally controlled by it). 
Where do you need hard and fast rules in your life? What unyielding boundaries help you stay 
healthy? What kind of prayer life do you need so that you are led by God rather than subs=tu=ng 
rules and regula=ons for the Spirit?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 These opening verses are the same as the end of 2 Chronicles (36:22-23), tying the two books 
together. Chronicles is looking back on the events of Israel's history from a post-exile perspec=ve. 

Cyrus' first year of rule in Babylon is approximately 539 BCE. He has been King of the Persian Empire 
for 20 years. This means the Jews =me in Babylonian exile was around 70 years. "In order to fulfill the 
word of Yahweh spoken by Jeremiah..." refers to Jeremiah 25:11-12 and 29:10. Is God s=ll working 
through the poli=cal decisions of foreign na=ons?   

1:2 Cyrus is not expressing faith in Yahweh. Rather, this is a polytheis=c king giving approval for his 
subjects to par=cipate in their indigenous religion. What poli=cal advantage does Cyrus have in 
allowing the Jews to prac=ce their faith? Remember he has just conquered the Babylonians, who had 
enslaved the Hebrews.   

This version of Cyrus' decree is most likely the oral proclama=on made throughout the land. The 
wri,en Aramaic version of the same decree is found in 6:3-5.   

1:5 The en=re Jewish popula=on does not return at once, but those s=rred by God.   

1:6 The return to Jerusalem is wri,en as a second Exodus story (Ex 11:2-3).  

1:8 Sheshbazzar is a Persian name for Zerubbabel (2:2), the grandson of King Jehoiachin of Judah, 
born in Babylon during the exile. !
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Lesson #2                Return and Restora7on 

Names have power. - Rick Riordan 

Devo7on: Read Isaiah 62. Remember: Isaiah chapters 56-66 are wri,en by one or more prophets 
either immediately before or a]er the Jews return to their homeland from exile. This joyful oracle 
uses names to celebrate God's restora=on of Israel. The na=on is referred to as Zion (the name of the 
Jebusite fortress conquered by King David, 2 Sam 5:7), Hephzibah ("protected, delighXul one”), 
Beulah ("married"), God's bride, Daughter Zion, Holy People, Redeemed of Yahweh, Sought A]er, and 
the City No Longer Deserted. These =tles reassure the Israelites and give them hope for the future. 
What names would you like to hear God call you? When you are angry or make a mistake, what 
names do you give yourself? When you accomplish something posi=ve, what names do you label 
yourself? How might those who love you desire for you to change your self-naming? 

Personal Worship Op7on: What words or names would you use to describe the church today? Read 1 
Peter 2:1-10. What names does Peter give to the church? Which of his =tles do the followers of Jesus 
need to most embrace in our current age?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
62:1 Are these words spoken by God or the prophet? If these are God's words, the opening lines 
reflect the breaking of God's silence (57:11; 64:12; 65:6). If the prophet is speaking, what a joy to 
finally have good news to share with the people of God. Do prophets always go "against the grain" of 
cultural expecta=on? If so, is the church called to be prophe=c in the same way? How can we be 
hospitable if we always go against the grain?   

62:4 Zion is seen as a bride. Prophets o]en use marriage symbolism to describe the rela=onship 
between God and the na=on (Hos 2-3; Jer 3, 31; Ez 16). What does this image teach us about the 
in=macy God desires with God’s people? What benefits do spouses have in a healthy, good marriage? 
How do these relate to a healthy rela=onship with God? 

62:6 Now that God is renewing Zion, the watchmen on the walls no longer have to warn of enemies. 
They now spend =me in prayer, calling out for God to complete the restora=on.   

62:8 Knowing Israel's future and the destruc=on that lies ahead in 70 AD, these assurances of 
“perpetual” peace remind us of the limited scope of prophecies. We must remember that the no=on 
of “forever” is actually a later Greek idea. In Jewish Scriptures, the Hebrew words commonly 
translated “forever” actually mean “a long =me” or “for the next several genera=ons.” 
  
62:9 This verse refers to the Feast of Tabernacles (Deut 16:13-15) which they can now celebrate upon 
returning to the land.   

62:10 The prophecy is interweaving the exiles' prepara=on for the procession back to Israel and the 
tradi=onal procession/dance of the Feast of Tabernacles. The trip back is being described as a sacred 
ritual, like a pilgrimage.   
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Lesson #3                Return and Restora7on 

Hope alone will never change the state of your life. Hope simply comes to inspire you. 
Hope prophesies on your future. 
Hope enables you- 
to stand up and do 
to stand up and rebuild 
to stand up and live.” ― Naide P Obiang 

Although God gives them freedom through Cyrus, the returning exiles face serious difficul=es: 
destroyed ci=es, neglected fields, and hos=le neighboring states. Several minor prophets emerge 
during this post exilic era to reprove, encourage, and direct the people. Haggai chas=ses them for 
neglec=ng to rebuild the Temple and, when they respond, reassures them Yahweh is present. 
Zechariah calls for spiritual renewal and trust that God will subdue their enemies. Malachi tells of a 
messenger who will come to prepare the people for the Day of Yahweh. An=cipa=ng that Day, he 
teaches God's people to give their best. Obadiah celebrates a future when all their enemies will be 
destroyed. Joel calls for the people, led by the priests, to seek God through repentance and reform.   

Devo7on: Read Ezra 3. Arriving in the promised land, the priests re-establish worship as set out in the 
Law: building a proper altar (Ex 20:24), ini=a=ng sacrificial rituals (Ex 29:38), and celebra=ng sacred 
fes=vals (Num 29:12). At Haggai's urging (Hag 1:1-15), they begin a new Temple. They are not only 
laying the founda=on for a building; they are establishing the groundwork for a na=on built on faith. 
This is more than a construc=on project; it is worship. Those who remembered the splendor of 
Solomon's Temple weep, knowing what has been lost, and shout for what lies ahead. Have you had 
moments that might appear to an observer to be "work," but something more significant, more 
spiritual, was happening? Have you had any new beginnings that brought tears as well as joy? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ezra 6:13-15. The building is complete. The Temple represents God's 
presence among the people. Next, they dedicate it, offer sacrifices to God, and celebrate the 
Passover. Read Ezra 6:22. God desires us to find joy in worship. What brings you joy in life? Does your 
worship reflect a sense of joy? What is the connec=on between an awareness of God and joy?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:2 Zerubbabel and Jeshua, the civil and religious leaders respec=vely, work together. What are the 
benefits/drawbacks of a na=on where poli=cs and religion are viewed as two sides of the same coin? 
Is separa=on of church and state a good thing? If so, why did God call on Israel to combine the two?   

The "altar" here refers to the site where burnt offerings were previously made at the Temple. The 
Temple is now destroyed, but they are making their offerings amidst the destroyed building, not in a 
new or random place. Sacrifices were made at this site prior to Solomon's Temple being built (2 Sam 
24:25) and a]er its destruc=on (Jer 41:5). It is unclear to what degree the Jews who remained behind 
during the exile (2 Kgs 25:12) maintained the ritual prac=ces. The altar might have fallen into 
disrepair or the returning exiles found the religious prac=ces of those remaining inadequate.   

3:3 Those living in the land are not pleased with the returning exiles (4:4; 9:2). Why would this 
popula=on see the return as nega=ve? Who will gain or lose power at their arrival?  
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3:4 The returning exiles have no choice as to where to build a new Temple. There is only one site for 
the Temple. Modern Chris=ans believe a church building can be built anywhere, but it is trauma=c for 
a congrega=on to rebuild in a new place following the destruc=on of a church building. What 
experiences do you have with such reloca=on or rebuilding?  

3:6 Compare this account of building to Solomon's Temple (1 Kgs 5-6; 2 Chr 2-3).  

3:7 Some suspect the writer purposively men=ons "money" because minted coinage is a rela=vely 
new crea=on at this =me. This note might signal a transi=on from bartered payment to coinage.  

3:8 Worship begins one year prior to the beginning of the Temple founda=on. Note the difference in 
age restric=ons between this passage and 1 Chronicles 23:3. The age limit might be reduced to fill a 
need for more workers. 

3:10 "…according to the direc=ons of King David of Israel" demonstrates the leader's desire to see 
con=nuity between this Temple and Solomon's Temple. 

3:11 The refrain is from Psalm 136.   

Read Ezra chapters 4-5 regarding the local poli=cal resistance to rebuilding the Temple. Poli=cs and 
religion are o]en intertwined, producing tension and conflict. What are examples of such tensions in 
our culture over the last twenty years? 

——— 
Lesson #4                Return and Restora7on 

Intermarriage is one of the most provoca=ve words in the English language. - Clotye Larsson 

For the next few days our readings focus on the controversial issue of marriage between people of 
different religions. Although Paul briefly men=ons intermarriage in the New Testament (2 Cor 6:14), 
longer statements on both sides of the issue are found in Hebrew Scripture because it is an issue for 
the returning exiles. In this era where a single religion dominates a country, intermarriage is usually 
equivalent to marrying someone from another na=on.   

Devo7on: Read Ezra 9:1-10:5. Nehemiah also finds Jew/Gen=le marriages unacceptable (Neh 
13:23-31). Many prophets credit idolatry arising from mixed marriages as the issue that led Judah 
away from God and into the Babylonian exile. In spite of God's warnings (Josh 24), it causes Solomon 
to fall (1 Kgs 11). Jews who marry Gen=les may begin by hoping their spouses convert, but the fear is 
they will be tempted to accept their loved one's god as equal to Yahweh. Future mixed marriages are 
forbidden, and Jewish men are forced to send away their foreign wives and children (Ezra 10:9-17)! 
What boundaries would you suggest for followers of Jesus interac=ng with non-believers? Should 
they become business partners, marry, share meals, live near, own property together, etc? Are the 
rules you suggest dependent upon the strength of the individual believer's faith or for everyone?   
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Peter 1:13-16. Have you had to give up anything to follow Jesus? 
Have you had to give up anything to be physically healthy or emo=onally whole? Is sacrifice a rare 
event or a daily reality?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
9:1 The races listed are taken from Deuteronomy 7:1. The fact the Samaritans are not named is taken 
by some to suggest that popula=on was working in coopera=on with the rebuilding efforts.    

9:3 Ezra's ac=ons draw a crowd, and he sits in a state of despair and remorse all day. Some feel this is 
his a,empt to gain favor for his opinion in what will be a controversial demand. How would you 
respond to Ezra's ac=ons? Does it prompt you to respond favorably to his words?   

9:6 Why does Ezra speak as if he is guilty of intermarriage? Is this a noble willingness to be one with 
the community or a manipula=ve ploy to move people's emo=ons?  

9:11 Ezra refers to the "prophets" teaching, but the imagery is from Deuteronomy (7:1-3, 12). It is not 
an actual quote from any biblical source.   

10:3 Do these Jewish men have any obliga=ons to their wives and children? How do you understand 
Ezra's demand: a prac=cal necessity, a necessary evil, an horrific injus=ce...? How do we tell the 
difference between holiness and fana=cism?    

——— 
Lesson #5                Return and Restora7on 

Being a “friend of sinners” is an accusa=on that Chris=ans should wear as a badge of honor, for 
nothing could honor Jesus more, and nothing is more revealing of who God actually is.  
- Ronnie McBrayer 

Devo7on: Ezra and Nehemiah are not the only books which deal with marriage between a Jew and 
Gen=le. Although the story of Ruth is about a woman who lives during the era of the Judges, the 
book bearing her name is wri,en many years later. Scholars disagree as to the precise date (don't 
they always!), but most agree it is wri,en a]er the kingdoms divide and before the Babylonian exile. 
The book presents a posi=ve perspec=ve on intermarriage.   

Read Ruth 1:1-18 and 4:13-22. This story introduces a Jewish widow named Naomi and her loving 
Moabite daughter-in-law, Ruth. However, the majority of the book describes the courtship of a Jew 
named Boaz and Ruth. This story is included in scripture is because this Moabite/Jewish marriage 
produces Obed, the grandfather of King David. Our greatest ruler is a product of a mixed marriage! 
Ezra and Nehemiah present strict rules (see yesterday's readings). Ruth tells a story. Which is more 
powerful in changing people's hearts? Would you rather have a leader who sets clear rules or one 
who tells stories? What kind of leader is Jesus? Why does he chose that path? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Luke 6:39-42. It is the nature of a "log" that we do not see it in our 
own eye. How do we discover what our logs are? Can you see poten=al logs in your friends' eyes?  Do 
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you have friends close enough to you to perhaps know your logs? Are you willing to let a friend point 
out your logs? How does this conversa=on help us define what it means to be community?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 "In the days when the judges ruled" assumes the author is telling a story about long ago. Traveling 
to foreign lands in the =me of famine is apparently quite common (Gen 12:10). We also note the 
Moabites welcome a Jewish family, sharing food and accep=ng marriage.  

1:4 The writer offers no shame or surprise at the thought of marrying foreign wives. This is in keeping 
with the tradi=on of Joseph (Gen 41:45), Moses (Ex 2:21), and David (2 Sam 3:3). 

1:7 Naomi returns home to find family support and to gain the use of the small piece of land 
Elimelech owned there (4:3).  

1:8 A widow is cared for by her father's house (Gen 38:11). Naomi assumes it is acceptable to pray 
God's blessing on her Moabite daughters-in-law.  

1:9 The word translated "rest" is the Hebrew word "menuhah," which means a permanent, true place 
or abode. The word is used to describe Israel's promised land (Deut 12:9), God's connec=on to the 
Temple (Ps 132:8), and the Jews view of a messianic age (Is 32:18).   

1:11 Naomi assumes that if she had other sons, the young women would be taken as wives (Deut 25; 
Mk 12:19). Having none, Naomi is sugges=ng the line of David through Elimelech has ended. This 
makes the point of the story all the more powerful. If not for Ruth's faithfulness, the line of David 
does not produce the great heir.    

1:14 Orpah's ac=ons are not condemned, but presented as common sense. This provides a nice foil 
for Ruth's extraordinary loyalty.   

1:16 The writer presents Ruth's first words in poe=c verse, impressing upon the reader her nobility 
and character. She commits herself fully to Naomi and Yahweh.   

1:17 A]er her public confession of obedience to God, Ruth now calls on God to punish her if she fails 
to be faithful to her vows to Naomi.   

4:13 This closing parallels the opening. Where there was death, now there is birth. Where Elimelech's 
line seemed to end, now it is maintained.   

4:15 In this culture, how high is the compliment Ruth is given?   

——— 
Lesson #6               Return and Restora7on 
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God o]en embraces those we label "sinner" because they are overwhelmed by the ferocious love of 
God and long to feel embraced. What must God think of the so-called "saints" who arrogantly and 
casually assume their well-connected Parent makes sure all charges against them disappear?  - Roger 
Marks  

Devo7on: Many people think the book of Jonah is about a man and a whale. Interes=ngly, the "huge 
fish" only appears in the second chapter, turning the story temporarily away from the overall theme: 
God is at work among Gen=les. The post exilic author challenges the assump=on Jews are more open 
to God than Gen=les.   

Read Jonah 1:1-16; 3:1-4:11. All the Gen=les are open to Yahweh and eager to comply with God's 
desires. An en=re na=on repents upon hearing the word! Sadly, it is the prophet Jonah who resists 
God's call. Do you belief God is at work in everyone's life? How does the answer to that ques=on 
change how we treat those who do not follow Jesus?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 2:11-22. For the early church, the divide between Gen=le 
and Jew seems insurmountable. Peace is out of the ques=on. What two modern groups fit this 
descrip=on? Are there groups within the church divided to this degree? How might Paul's words be 
applied to these modern divisions? Is it appropriate to say that if we have divisions in the church 
beyond our ability to overcome that it demonstrates we are not being led by the Holy Spirit?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Jonah 2 to complete the story. Is God sending the fish an act of punishment or care? 

1:1 Jonah is a prophet during the =me of Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:25). The Assyrian Empire rules this 
era of history; Ninevah is its capital.  

1:3 Tarshish is assumed to be a Phoenician city in Spain—the ends of the earth to Jonah and in the 
opposite direc=on of Ninevah. The reader discovers later that Jonah opposes God's desire (4:2). Is 
Jonah s=ll a prophet if he refuses God's word? Is prophecy a calling or a task?   

1:10 The sailors belief and faithful ac=ons are in sharp contrast to Jonah's disobedience. Indeed, they 
convert and make vows (1:16)!   

3:3 Modern excava=on of Ninevah shows a city approximately 26 miles across. Given that outlying 
villages could be associated with the city, the claim of "three days journey" is certainly possible.   

3:4 Is it possible to faithfully respond to God's call when you do not desire what God wants? Is it 
possible for God to use people who reject God's mission?   

3:7 Compare the King's response to Jeremiah 18:7-8. Compare this en=re situa=on to Jeremiah 36. 
What is the writer saying about Ninevah?   

3:10 How do you interpret the phrase "And God relented by not inflic=ng on them the disaster that 
threatened them.” What is the writer conveying?    
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4:2 Jonah is referring to Exodus 34:6. Are there modern examples of people who do not want God to 
be gracious and merciful to their "enemy?" Do we hate our enemies more than we love God? What 
are we to learn from this book about our enemies?   

4:2 Jonah's anger and desire to die reflects a rejec=on of God. God rejects that rejec=on. Some=mes 
the most significant grace God offers is a "rejec=on of our rejec=on." How might God's response to 
Jesus’ crucifixion be seen as God's rejec=on of our rejec=on? Have you ever been loved by someone 
who you were a,emp=ng to reject?   

4:4 Can the one who receives God's grace begrudge another from receiving it? Is the hatred of an 
enemy to that extent a sign we have not received the grace God offers?  

4:10 Take a moment to reflect on the power of God's ques=on. What inanimate objects, plants, 
places do you love deeply? How can we have the same love for children of God who are very different 
from us?   

4:11 Compare this verse to Acts 10.   

(Esther is another example of an Hebrew Bible book that describes the posi=ves of a marriage 
between a Jew and Gen=le, as well as good Gen=le leaders.  Read Esther if you desire to experience 
another posi=ve argument in the intermarriage debate.) 

——— 
Lesson #7                Return and Restora7on 

So the wall was finished on the twenty-fi]h day of the month Elul, in fi]y-two days. And when all our 
enemies heard of it, all the na=ons around us were afraid and fell greatly in their own esteem; for 
they perceived that this work had been accomplished with the help of our God. - Nehemiah 6:15-16 
(NRSV) 

Devo7on: Read Nehemiah 2. King Artaxerxes of Persia allows his trusted cupbearer to return and 
rebuild Jerusalem, beginning with the walls. Nehemiah surveys at night (2:13) because his plans upset 
those who currently exercise power over the land (2:19). Rebuilding the walls is the last major step in 
Israel's becoming a na=on state following the Babylonian exile. Ac=ng through a variety of people, 
God re-establishes what was destroyed through idolatry and rebellion. The Jews have come a long 
way from the call of Abram and Sarai (Gen 12:1-3), but God is s=ll faithfully working with and through 
their descendants. As the Hebrew Scriptures comes to an end, God has even greater plans ahead. 
What lessons should followers of Jesus learn from the long arc of Jewish history, with its highs and 
lows? What walls does the church need to rebuild or tear down? What does God desire next?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Spend some =me today in prayer. Examine the long arc of your life, giving 
thanks for the highs and lows. Some=mes the "lows" are where we learn the most important lessons.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:1 As cupbearer of the King, Nehemiah holds a trusted posi=on. As an in=mate of the monarchy, he 
is most likely a eunuch.   
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A]er hearing the report from Jerusalem (1:1-3), Nehemiah waits four months to speak to the King 
about his desire to travel to the city. Most likely he is looking for the right moment, wai=ng on the 
King to be in an agreeable mood.   

2:7 This is an amazing request, essen=ally asking Artaxerxes to approve Nehemiah being given power 
over civil authori=es for the purpose of re-for=fying and re-arming a subjugated vassal state.   

2:10 "Horonite" refers to a small village northwest of Jerusalem. Ammonites are from the Trans-
Jordan region. These local governing authori=es are losing virtually all their power in this order.   
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Week 14 - Hope 

Lesson #1                                   Hope 
  
I alone know my purpose for you, says YHWH, my purpose for your prosperity and my purpose not to 
harm you, my purpose to give you hope with a future in it. At that =me you will call upon me and 
come and pray to me, and I will listen to you. - Jeremiah 29:11 (TIB) 
  
As our readings have shown, we need a strong grounding in the Jewish Scriptures to understand the 
New Testament. For the next five weeks, this study will explore theological concepts with established 
meanings in the Hebrew Testament (hope, peace, joy, love, logos) and the impact Jesus’ advent 
(“coming”) has on them. Each week’s first reading examines how the word is defined early in the 
Bible, o]en linked to physical security/prosperity. The readings which follow show how the meaning 
of the word shi]s over =me, especially as the Jews an=cipate a future, ideal Jewish na=on led by the 
Messiah. The concepts are transformed again by Jesus' incarna=on and life, as he reveals the ac=vity 
and character of God in a new light. Finally, we see how Chris=ans can experience a foretaste, here 
and now, of that future =me with God when we will know complete hope, peace, joy, and love.   

Devo7on: The world defines “hope” as a desire for something to occur, whether the longing is 
reasonable or not. “I hope I win a million dollars!” The Bible defines hope in a very different way. 
Hope is a confident expecta7on that God's promises will be fulfilled because God's saving acts in 
the past prove we can trust God's ac7ons in the future. Read Psalm 37:1-11. When wicked people 
prosper, faithful people can become depressed or angry, doub=ng God is present. Yet, God is at work 
in ways we do not see or understand. Do not fret, envy, or be angry. Instead, trust, do good, take 
delight in God, and wait pa=ently. Hope is knowing God is trustworthy even when we do not 
understand! What moments in your past remind you God is faithful? Why do we turn to God in 
moments of crisis? How difficult is it to see God’s ac=ons in this moment of your life?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 9:7-10. God is trustworthy, never forsaking those who seek the 
right path. What have you been seeking? Are you seeking God regularly? Can you pray the following: 
God, in your mercy, show me where I am was6ng 6me and energy by pursuing things and 
rela6onships that are unhealthy.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
Psalm 37 is an alphabe=c acros=c psalm. The first le,er of each significant phrase or verse, spells out 
the Hebrew alphabet. (other examples: Ps. 9, 10, 25, 119, 145)   
  
37:1 The wicked will not endure. Their prosperity will fail. What are examples in our culture of 
powerful, “successful” wicked people? Do you envy them?  
  
37:7 When the wicked prosper, the faithful are to be s=ll and wait on God. How do we know when to 
wait and when to act against wickedness? When might wai=ng be wrong?     
  
37:9 The idea that God’s people inherit the land is an allusion to God’s promise to Abraham (Gen 
15:17-21). Does this apply to us at a personal level? What does the phrase mean when Jesus uses it 
(Mt 5:5)? Does it refer to physical land or something else?   
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37:10  The psalmist believes in Deuteronomic theology, the idea that God brings reward and 
punishment in this life. Judgment may be slow, but it comes. Do you believe God rewards and 
punishes in this life? In what forms do reward and punishment come?    

——— 
Lesson #2                                     Hope 

For whatever was wri,en in former days was wri,en for our instruc=on, so that by steadfastness and 
by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope. - Romans 15:4 (NRSV) 
  
Devo7on: (You can review the previous discussion on the emergence of the “Messiah” concept in 
Lesson #5 of the Babylonian Exile week, page 101.) Read Isaiah 8:16-9:7. Isaiah lives in a =me of 
darkness, an era filled with corrupt leaders who interweave pagan beliefs and worship with their faith 
in Yahweh. The writer of this great oracle of hope longs for a royal heir to come and reestablish the 
throne of David, a kingdom of peace, jus=ce, and righteousness. Whenever Israel struggles under 
foreign oppression or its own evil rulers, the people increasingly desire an ideal Messiah to come and 
restore God’s people. Thus, the defini=on of hope becomes more aligned with an ideal future which 
God must ini=ate. Read Ma,hew 4:12-16. The gospel writers see Jesus as the fulfillment of this 
messianic hope.   
  
There are many forms of “darkness” in the world. In what kinds of darkness are people walking 
today? What forms of darkness are a burden to you? What kind of leaders do we need? Which 
aspects of God’s coming Messiah (9:6-7) sound the most appealing? Are you more in need of peace, 
jus=ce, or righteousness right now?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 147:1-11. Our Creator takes pleasure in those who hope in 
God’s steadfast love. Do you have a posi=ve or nega=ve artude about the future? Does your faith 
play a role in how you approach the future? Fill in the blank: before I die I __.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
8:16 This passage indicates that Isaiah’s disciples collected his prophecies in order to preserve and 
share them. Most likely this is also the case for other prophets.   
  
8:19 People are relying on necromancers and mediums rather than God (1 Sam 28:7-19). On what do 
people rely today when they ignore God? What most distracts you from worship and prayer? 
Remember that some=mes “good” things (family, job, responsibili=es) can distract. 
  
9:1 Some scholars believe Isaiah 9:2-7 is part of a liturgy used in the ceremony to crown a new King. If 
that is true, the prophet quotes it here to express his longing for an ideal future Messiah. Others 
believe Isaiah writes these words to celebrate the crowning of King Hezekiah (715-687 BCE). If so, the 
prophet hopes this new king will be the coming Messiah and establish God’s earthly kingdom. A]er 
Hezekiah fails to achieve that ideal state, the people look to this oracle as an expression of their 
longing for a future Messiah. Do you ever think about the return of Jesus? Should the Church 
emphasize the second coming of Jesus more than it does? Why or why not? 
  
9:4 Isaiah alludes to Gideon’s defeat of the Midianites (Jdg 7:16-25). 
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9:6 A newly crowned king is proclaimed an adopted son of God (Ps 2:7; 2 Sam 7:14). 
 Lesson #3                                             Hope 
  
And you, my child, will be called the prophet of the Most High, 
for you’ll go before our God to prepare the way for the Promised One,  
giving the people the knowledge of salva=on 
through forgiveness of their sins. -  Luke 1:76-77 (TIB)  
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 1:5-38. The New Covenant emerges as a fulfillment of Hebrew Scripture rather 
than a replacement of it. Luke emphasizes the priestly lineage of John’s parents (1:5, 8, 9) to show 
how the New Testament story is built on the Hebrew Testament founda=on. This “fulfillment” idea is 
also apparent when Gabriel says John will be filled with the spirit of Elijah and Jesus will take David’s 
throne to reign over the house of Jacob. The hope conveyed in God’s call to Abram (Gen 12:1-3) is not 
lost; it is fulfilled in Jesus. What is the difference between the ques=on Zechariah asks Gabriel and the 
ques=on Mary asks? Why does the angel respond so sharply to the priest but not Mary? Does 
Zechariah’s punishment of being temporarily mute fit his sin (Dan 10:15-17)? In what way is Mary’s 
response to Gabriel (v. 38) the perfect Chris=an response?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Micah 5:2 and Ma,hew 2:1. Understanding Jesus means grasping his 
role as Messiah, David’s descendant, and fulfillment of God’s covenant with Abraham and Sarah. 
Christmas celebrates the advent of the long awaited Messiah. How much do scripture, prayer, and 
worship play a part in your Christmas? Does that season’s busyness help or hurt your prepara=ons?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:5 Herod the Great rules the region from 37-4 BCE. 
  
1:8 The division of Abijah includes 800 priests (1 Chr 24:10). Lots are cast daily to choose who will 
offer incense in the Tabernacle (Ex 30:1-9). This is an incredibly high honor. 
  
1:15 John is to be dedicated as a Nazarite before his birth (Num 6:1-21; Jdg 13). See Lesson #6 of 
“Judges” week, page 69, for a discussion on Nazarites. 
  
1:17 Elijah is expected to return before the Day of the Lord (Mal 3:23; Mt 11:11-15). 
  
1:26 Nazareth is so small and insignificant, it is never men=oned in the Jewish Bible and is despised 
by people of Mary’s =me (Jn 1:46). What does this convey to us about Mary?  
  
1:27 The transla=on of “virgin” is the basis for much discussion because its Hebrew word being 
quoted in Isaiah 7:14 refers to a “young unmarried woman,” not someone who has not had sex. If 
Mary was not a virgin, would that change how you see Jesus? If so, how?  
  
1:31 “Jesus” is the Greek form of the name “Joshua,” meaning “Yahweh is salva=on.”  
  
1:35 The “overshadowing” by the Spirit is reminiscent of Exodus 40:35 and 1 Kings 8:10. No=ce that 
few words are used to describe the miracle. Why do you think that is?  
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1:38 Literally: “I am the handmaid/slave of Yahweh.” Are Chris=ans called to be “slaves” for God? 
How might that understanding of discipleship change our perspec=ve and lifestyle?   
Lesson #4                                           Hope 

Blessed are those who put their trust in God, with God for their hope. They are like a tree planted by 
the river that thrusts its roots toward the stream. When the heat comes it feels no heat; its leaves 
stay green. It is untroubled in a year of drought, and never ceases to bear fruit. - Jeremiah 17:7-8 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: The Hebrew Bible ends with the Jews returning from exile in Babylon to reestablish their 
na=on. However, except for 100 years of freedom under the Maccabees (164-63 BCE), they are ruled 
by foreign powers. As the New Testament opens, the Roman Empire controls Israel. This is far from 
God’s desire for a faithful, independent Israel to serve as a light to the world (Is 49:6).   
  
Read 1 Peter 1:3-9. Peter provides a wonderful example of how Jesus’ life, death, and resurrec=on 
redefines hope. While hope in the Jewish Scriptures is concerned with the Hebrew na=on physically 
prospering, Peter declares “a living hope through the resurrec=on of Jesus Christ” (1:3). “Death has 
been swallowed up in victory!” (Is 25:8, 1 Cor 15:54) Our confidence in a future life with God in 
heaven makes it possible for us to endure or overcome our trials on earth. Jesus’ incarna=on and 
resurrec=on proclaim that God is trustworthy with our lives now as well as in the future. In the end, 
God wins. Does your faith get stronger or weaker when you face trials? Can you see ways in which 
you have grown during trials? Have your struggles made you more or less empathe=c toward others? 
Is there anyone you know who is facing a trial? How might you support them during this =me?    
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Slowly read 1 Peter 5:6-11, imagining God is giving you personal advice 
you will need to endure a coming trial. What stands out as a word you need to hear? Spend =me 
praying about what lies ahead for you.       
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:3 Peter uses a tradi=onal Jewish blessing (1 Kgs 1:48; 2 Chr 2:11), adap=ng it to his faith in Jesus. 
We must remember the early church uses the Jewish Bible as their scripture. The New Testament is 
not collected for many years. What does that tell us about the Hebrew Scriptures?  
  
“New birth” comes for the Chris=an by sharing in the death and resurrec=on of Jesus. That new birth 
is represented through bap=sm (1 Pet 3:21; Rom 6:3-11).  
  
1:4 Peter writes to a group of exiles (1:1) who have lost a great deal and suffer s=ll (1:6). He assures 
them their inheritance of salva=on cannot be taken away or ruined. What difficul=es might living in 
exile from your na=ve land create for your faith? What groups living in our communi=es are exiles 
from their na=ve land? How might we serve those exiles?    
  
1:5 “Salva7on” is an all-encompassing word in the New Testament, meaning 1) God’s ac7on on our 
behalf in the past, especially in Jesus; 2) our current experience of grace;  and 3) our future hope of 
fulfilled rela7onship with God. Salva=on is presented as coming to fulfillment at our death and/or 
the end of =me when Jesus returns. Again, this is intended to encourage the exiles in their hardships. 
Does it encourage you?  
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 1:7 “When Jesus Christ is revealed” refers to the second coming of Christ, the “parousia,” when Jesus 
comes to judge the world. Do you believe Christ’s second coming will occur in your life=me?  
Lesson #5                                            Hope 
  
Hold fast to dreams / For if dreams die / Life is a broken-winged bird, / That cannot fly.  
- Langston Hughes  
  
Devo7on: Read Romans 8:18-27. When thinking about life with God a]er death, many Chris=ans 
imagine heaven as a purely spiritual place. However, scripture teaches that because both the physical 
and spiritual world are corrupted by sin, God will redeem both the physical and spiritual aspects of 
crea=on. Paul assumes God will redeem and restore all of crea7on (humanity, nature, animals, 
earth) at the end of 7me when Jesus returns. He teaches we will have a glorified, resurrec=on body 
(1 Cor 15:35-57). There will be a new heaven and a new earth (Rev 21). Paul teaches that crea=on is 
currently groaning, anxious for that day to come. Is this a new idea for you to consider? Why do you 
think people focus more o]en on spiritual redemp=on than physical? How might your vision of 
heaven change if this is true?    
  
Chris=an hope is defined as the assurance that God's promises have been and will be fulfilled. The 
more we become aware of God’s presence in the Holy Spirit, the more assurance we have. When we 
do not know how to pray or what to do, God intercedes for us. When have you felt overwhelmed by 
life, loss, etc? How do you pray for a loved one who is overwhelmed? What do you want them to 
remember in those moments? What does God want you to remember in those moments?     
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 96. We learn amazing things when we open our ears and eyes 
to God’s crea=on. What valuable lessons has nature taught you? Spend some =me in nature today, 
listening and looking for a lesson God wants you to learn.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
8:19 God’s ac=ons redeem the “crea=on” (Gen 19:12-16; Ps 148). This differs from pantheism which 
regards the cosmos as a manifesta=on of God. 
  
8:20 The sins of humanity bring pain and brokenness to the order of crea=on (Gen 3:17-19). The 
crea=on now is subject to fu=lity and frustra=on, an inability to find rest and wholeness. Is humanity 
becoming more or less concerned with the natural world/environment? 
  
8:21 Sin brings not only moral decay, but it is the origin of physical decay and death. To be out of right 
alignment with the Life-Giver is to experience corrup=on. 
  
8:22 Is it possible to see the pain and death in nature as a groaning toward God’s vision?   
  
8:23 Chris=ans have the first fruits of the Spirit in their lives. The Spirit is present and ac=ve, helping 
us in our struggles, but one day we will experience God’s presence in completeness. The incomplete 
experience we have now causes us to long for that comple=on. 
  
8:24 For Paul, hope leads us to both spiritual longing and a demand for pa=ence. Are you a pa=ent 
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person? What situa=ons or personali=es tempt you to become impa=ent? 
  
8:26 Because we struggle with the las=ng effects of sin, we do not know how to pray as we should. 
The Spirit intercedes for us. How do you understand the classic phrase “faith itself is a gi] of God?” 
How is this understanding consistent with healthy parent/child rela=onships?   
  
People disagree over whether “with sighs too deep for words” refers to speaking in tongues (1 Cor 
14) or the inward yearnings of our spirit understood by God alone. What do you think?     
  

——— 
Lesson #6                                            Hope 
  
Look! Christ is coming on the clouds for every eye to see, even those who pierced Jesus, and all the 
peoples of the earth will mourn over Christ. So be it! Amen. - Revela=on 1:7 (TIB)  
  
Devo7on: Read Titus 2:11—3:8. The grace of God has appeared in Jesus, bringing salva=on to all, and 
yet God is not finished with us or the world! It is easy to feel sad or depressed when we witness evil 
and injus=ce in the world, or in ourselves. That is why there is hope in knowing Jesus will return to 
judge humanity and redeem crea=on. God has not abandoned us to the evils of this world. Jesus is 
returning to set things right. Un=l that day comes, or we pass on to eternal life with God, we do not 
despair. Chris7ans are to use the 7me between now and Jesus’ return to do good and serve others 
rather than serve ourselves. We work, knowing injus=ce and oppression will not ul=mately stand. 
What evils in the world affect you deeply? What causes you to despair? What evil and injus=ce is s=ll 
at work in and through you? What is the next good work, task or improvement you need to 
accomplish if you are to be the healthy and whole person God desires you to be?         
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read today’s local and na=onal newspaper headlines. What seem to be 
the mo=va=ng forces most at work in our community and world? Contemplate what the church can 
do to ac=vely support or transform these forces? Have you been a passive or ac=ve par=cipant in any 
of the good or evil things about which you read? Spend =me in prayer.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
2:12 Chris=ans have not arrived—we are s=ll being trained by God’s grace. Take note of the areas for 
which Chris=ans need training. How applicable is this list for modern believers? Are there new sins or 
merely new ways and technology for commirng the same old sins? What are the “new” ways of 
commirng the seven deadly sins?  
  
2:13 How radical a transforma=on is necessary for Paul, who once devoutly kept the Law, to make 
such a clear statement regarding the divinity of Jesus Christ? How might you explain the doctrine of 
the Trinity to someone with no knowledge of monotheism? What if that person is a pantheist?     
  
2:14 Examine this verse in light of phrases found in Exodus 19:5 and Deuteronomy 7:6, 14:2. 
  
2:15 Perhaps Titus is young, as Timothy had been (1 Tim 4:12). What makes a leader valid in the eyes 
of the church today? What are some common reasons we refuse to listen to some leaders or 
prophets? Is youth/old age ever a valid reason to refuse to listen to someone?    
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3:1 When is it acceptable for Chris=ans to reject leaders, disobey the law, or refuse to cooperate with 
authori=es? Can we create a list of criteria for when it is acceptable to disobey or must we depend on 
the presence of God to lead? Is faithful living ever reducible to laws?   
  
3:5 The Greek “loutron” is here translated “bap=sm” but can also mean “bath” (Eph 5:26). Paul 
assumes bap=sm brings new life through the Holy Spirit at work in the water. How would you 
describe the goal of bap=sm to someone outside the church?   
  

——— 
Lesson #7                                            Hope 
  
Hope is the thing with feathers / That perches in the soul 
And sings the tune without the words / And never stops at all. - Emily Dickenson 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 3:1-22. John the Bap=st is an amazing prophet (Mt 11:11). All four gospels 
report the crowds ask John if he is the long-awaited Messiah, and all four report that he denies the 
=tle, poin=ng to Jesus. All of us occasionally place our hopes in heroes. We hope they will bring 
answers or meaning to our lives. Sadly, each one of them fall short. Parents, billionaires, sports 
figures, intellectuals—all fail to live up to our dreams. John wants us to give Jesus a chance to show 
he is the One in which we should place our hope. God says “this is my Son, the beloved.” Who are you 
following these days? What celebri=es do you follow? Whose career, home, or money do you envy? 
Who does the world say we should try to emulate? Have you given Jesus a chance recently to be the 
One for you? How would you describe your personal mission statement, your purpose for living?     
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following Advent lyrics: Come, thou long-expected Jesus, born to 
set thy people free; from our fears and sins release us, let us find our rest in thee. Israel’s strength and 
consola6on, hope of all the earth thou art; dear desire of every na6on, joy of every longing heart. 
From what fears and sins do you need to be released?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
3:1 Luke dates his stories with references to Roman rulers and Jewish leaders (1:5, 2:1). The reference 
to the fi]eenth year of Emperor Tiberius makes this approximately 27-29 AD.   
  
3:4 Read Isaiah 40:3-5 (Mt 3:3, Mk 1:2-3). John quotes the Septuagint, a Greek transla=on of the 
original Hebrew. Does his transla=on of the text change its meaning?   
  
3:7 For John, repentance and bap=sm precede salva=on. Read Acts 10:44-48 and 19:1-7. Take note of 
the various ways the Holy Spirit comes upon people. Is there a “right” way or must we rely on the 
Holy Spirit to lead in each situa=on?   
  
3:10 No=ce that John’s three responses to “what should we do then?” each involves finances.   
  
3:12 Tax collectors are outcasts because they cooperate with the Roman forces which occupy Israel. 
Because Jews are exempt from the military, the presence of soldiers demonstrates that God’s word is 
again reaching into the Gen=le world, like the stories of Jonah, Ruth, and Cyrus.  
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3:15 Each gospel reports John’s denial (Mt 3:11; Mk 1:7; Jn 1:20). Why do people assume John is the 
One? Do we equate popularity and charisma with truth-telling and greatness? God shows up in 
unexpected ways? Why might that be?   
  
3:16 John’s preaching on the Holy Spirit and fire point toward Pentecost (Acts 2:3-4).   
  
3:19 John’s proclama=on and preaching causes Herod to arrest and eventually kill him (9:7-9). 
  
3:22 The Holy Spirit descending upon Jesus in bodily form, along with the voice of God, represents 
the first =me readers have an image of God as the Trinity. No=ce the Spirit comes a]er a period of 
prayer. Is your prayer life where you want it to be?   
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Week 15 - Peace 

Lesson #1                                                             Peace 
  
Those who are at war with others are not at peace with themselves. - William Hazli, 
   
Devo7on: War with other na=ons is a part of Jewish history from the beginning (Gen 14). Patriarchs, 
judges, and kings regularly lead armies into ba,les (2 Sam 8; 11:1). In this serng, peace is defined in 
a straighXorward way: an absence of armed conflict. Read Isaiah 2:1-4. The prophet describes peace 
in very “human” terms: no physical war, weapons beaten into tools, a righteous Israel as the center of 
the world, God’s law acknowledged, and jus=ce for all. One thing is clear: peace is worth celebra=ng 
and pursuing. Why do na=ons go to war? What have been some posi=ve consequences of war? Some 
nega=ve consequences? As of September, 2021, there are 4 ongoing wars in the world with 10,000+ 
annual deaths. How do those wars affect you? What should be the church’s role in regards to war in 
general and those wars specifically?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 91 from the perspec=ve of a soldier in ba,le. Then, reread it 
from the perspec=ve of a Chris=an engaged in spiritual ba,le (Eph 6:12). How are those two 
perspec=ves different? How are they similar? Pray for soldiers everywhere.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
Note that a slightly different form of this text is found in Micah 4:1-5. 

2:1 This opening verse suggests a new prophecy or collec=on of wri=ngs is beginning. However, this 
sec=on is a good response to the final verses of Isaiah 1 about a faithless Jerusalem. Read Isaiah 1 to 
get a sense of the context in which the prophet writes. 
  
2:2 The “mountain of the Lord’s house” refers to Jerusalem (“Mt. Zion”) seen here as the center of 
the world from which God rules. As the most important place on earth, it is symbolically the 
“highest.” Do you think of a par=cular na=on or city as the most important on place on earth? How 
might our perspec=ve on faith change if we lived in a different city or na=on?  
  
The Hebrew word translated “law” or “instruc=on” is “torah,” the same word used to describe the 
first five books of the Bible. In Isaiah’s way of thinking, an ideal world occurs when all people discover 
the way of life God has revealed through the Law to Israel. How does this differ from an ideal world as 
imagined by Chris=ans?   
  
2:2 God acts as judge (Ps 82). Is the image of God as judge a posi=ve or nega=ve one for you? Is 
“righteous judge” a posi=ve image?  How about Jesus as a Judge (Jn 5:30)?   
  
2:2 This sec=on closes with a passage similar to 1:2-3, calling Israel to right living and worship.  

——— 
Lesson #2                                               Peace 
  
You have heard that it was said, "An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.#$But I say to you, Do not 
resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also…  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 122



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
-  Ma,hew 5:38-39 (NRSV) 
  
Devo7on: Read Isaiah 11:1-9. In yesterday’s reading, Isaiah looks ahead to a =me of peace, but he 
describes something a great human king might accomplish. Only God can bring about the kind of 
peace described in today’s passage. This “peaceable kingdom” requires God’s Messiah to ini=ate and 
sustain it. A future with such complete peace and jus=ce needs a Ruler filled with the extraordinary 
power of God’s Spirit! What is the link between jus=ce (11:3-4) and peace? Can peace coexist with 
injus=ce? With poverty? Can the church’s ministry with the poor be considered an act of peace?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Chronicles 29:10-13. Many biblical writers describe the Messiah as 
someone who sits on King David’s throne. David is a person “a]er God’s own heart” (Acts 13:22), but 
he also has great failures in his life (2 Sam 11). What prevents you from being a person a]er God’s 
own heart? Reread this 1 Chronicles passage slowly, making it your prayer to God.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
11:1 Jesse is King David’s father (1 Sam 16:1-13). Therefore, a shoot from Jesse’s stump or a branch 
from his root refers to a future Ruler descended from David’s line occupying the throne God 
established through him. This is a con=nua=on of Isaiah’s thought in 10:33-34. 
  
11:2 When using “the spirit (Hebrew: ruach) of Yahweh,” Isaiah is not making a Trinitarian comment. 
In this context, the “spirit” means the life-giving breath of the Creator which provides the recipient 
extraordinary wisdom, understanding, etc. (Gen 1:2)    
  
11:3 Hebrew writers use parallel phrases to emphasize a point. God won’t judge by appearances” is 
repeated with a slight varia=on to form “or make decisions by hearsay” (TIB). Such parallelism is 
found throughout this passage. Is the message of God judging our heart rather than our outward 
appearance comfor=ng or disturbing to you?   
  
11:4 The image of the rod of God’s mouth is also found in Rev 19:15.  
  
11:5 The “belt” and “sash” refers to a loincloth worn next to the body. The metaphor implies the 
coming Ruler holds righteousness and faithfulness close (Eph 6:13-17).   
  
11:6 When the Messiah sets the world right, all creatures will live in peace and safety. What has to 
change in crea=on for wild predators (wolf, leopard) to live in nonviolent peace with their 
domes=cated prey? This image reflects a huge shi] in crea=on! 
  
11:9 The use of parallel phrases for emphasis (see vs. 3 note) suggests that “anywhere in my holy 
mountain” refers to all of God’s crea=on rather than only Jerusalem since the next line refers to all 
the earth. The point is that war and strife are the result of human revolt against God, and only the 
knowledge of God can bring peace. Peace on earth is God’s desire. Is it moral or acceptable for a 
Chris=an to make money as a result of war (manufacturing arms, providing military supplies, etc.)?   
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Lesson #3                         Peace 
  
Peace begins with a smile. - Mother Teresa 
  
Devo7on: Read Isaiah 65:17-25. The prophet provides us with another vision of a reborn, perfect 
future: new heaven, new earth, lerng go of the past, no more weeping, long life, sa=sfac=on, and 
peace. This passage is much loved by those who are struggling through difficult =mes. What aspect of 
God’s glorious new crea=on most appeals to you? If we are called to live out the Kingdom of God on 
earth, how might this vision of God’s desired future help the Church decide what to do in the world? 
If we use this passage to guide our ministries, in what areas does a local church need to be working?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read John 14:25-27. You are not alone. God is present, right where you 
are. Peace is not found when everyone around us is happy or when all problems are solved. Peace is 
found in understanding and experiencing God’s loving presence. Take =me to pray—if you can, sit in 
silence for a li,le while, aware of God’s presence.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
Read Isaiah 65:1-16. This passage recounts God’s righteous judgment on those who reject the 
Creator. Does reading this sec=on change how you experience Isaiah 65:17-25? 
  
65:17 The word “create” (Hebrew, “bara”) is used three =mes in a row, emphasizing it is God’s ac=vity 
which brings newness of life (Rom 6:4). Chris=ans are to experience a foretaste of this newness now 
(2 Cor 5:16-17).   
  
65:20 Scholars suggest this verse has a different lyrical quality than those around it and might have 
been added later into the text. Read the passage without it, skipping from the end of verse 19 to the 
beginning of verse 21. Does verse 20 seem like a later addi=on to you? 
  
65:22 The Septuagint transla=on (Greek version of Hebrew Scriptures common in Jesus’ day) reads 
“according to the days of the tree of life,” which is a much more clear reference to Genesis 2:9.    
  
65:24 Isaiah describes both the joy of a future close rela=onship with God and the painful distance 
the people currently feel in their prayer and worship life. When do you feel God’s presence the most? 
How difficult is it to pray when you do not feel God’s presence? What thoughts, worries, ac=vi=es, 
fear, etc. regularly distract you during worship and prayer?   
  
65:25 Much like yesterday’s reading (11:6-9), Isaiah casts a vision of the peaceable kingdom, but this 
=me he draws on an Eden image of the serpent, a symbol of evil/tempta=on, ea=ng dust (Gen 3:14).   
  

——— 
Lesson #4                       Peace 
  
And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And 
be thankful. - Colossians 3:15 (NRSV) 
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Devo7on: Read Colossians 1:15-20. Scholars believe this is an early hymn Paul includes in his le,er. 
The first half (1:15-18a) celebrates Christ as the powerful agent of crea=on; the second half 
(1:18b-20) proclaims Christ as the agent of redemp=on. In other words, Christ reconciles and re-
creates those who follow him using the same power that created the universe.   
  
Paul quotes this song of praise in order to address a church controversy (2:6-23). Some leaders are 
teaching that powerful, angelic beings control us. They have convinced the Colossians that believers 
need to obtain hidden spiritual knowledge (2:8) and observe ritual prac=ces (2:16-17) in order to 
control or appease these powers. Some people today s=ll obsess over angelic guidance and demonic 
possession rather than focusing on God. What should the church say about angels and demons? Does 
Paul’s use of a hymn to address the controversy change your reading of 1:15-20?  

Church doctrine and statements of faith arise in order to address and clarify controversies. For 
example, examine the Nicene Creed, wri,en in the 4th century, no=ng the different sec=ons:  

We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen 
and unseen.   
  
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begoJen of the Father, God 
from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begoJen, not made, of one Being with 
the Father; through him all things were made. For us and our salva6on he came down from 
heaven, was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became truly human. For our 
sake he was crucified under Pon6us Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third day 
he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the 
right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his 
kingdom will have no end.   
  
We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the 
Son, who with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, who has spoken through the 
prophets.   
  
We believe in the one holy catholic and apostolic church. We acknowledge one bap6sm for the 
forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrec6on of the dead and the life of the world to come.  
Amen.   

Given the length and details of each sec=on, can you surmise the topic which primarily drove the 
authors of this creed? How difficult is it to sum up the mystery of incarna=on or Trinity in a doctrine!?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Hebrews 1:5-14. The writer worries people are giving angelic beings 
too much power. If an angel is sent by God to serve and pass on messages, why are we tempted to 
worship the messengers? On what are you temped to focus too much a,en=on and “worship?”  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:15 Christ reveals God to humanity. Much of this language reflects Jewish Scripture descrip=ons of 
the Wisdom of God (Job 28:20-28; Prov 8). Other passages describe Jesus in similar terms (2 Cor 4:4; 
Heb 1:3). How difficult is this passage for a devout Jew to accept?   
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1:16 Christ is the focal point of crea=ve ac=vity, out of which all crea=on emerges. Paul wants the 
church to know Jesus created the invisible, angelic beings at the heart of this controversy (2:8, 18). 
“Thrones or powers” are references to classes of spiritual beings, much like military ranks. What is 
the danger to faith in over-emphasizing angels? 
  
1:17 “Before all things” can refer to either Christ’s pre-existence as the second person of the Trinity 
(Jn 1:1-4, 8:58) or to his authority over crea=on. Jesus acts as the “glue” holding the created order 
together. All worldly power is dependent on him. With this thought in mind, contemplate what occurs 
in the crucifixion (Lk 23:26-49).  
  
1:18 As the first to conquer death, Jesus forms the beginning of a new, redeemed humanity. The 
Church becomes the “body” of God’s redeeming work, with Christ as the “head.” Jesus’ resurrec=on 
opens the possibility of resurrec=on for all those who follow him (1 Cor 15:20).   
  
1:19 The Greek word “pleroma,” translated here as “fullness,” also means presence, divinity, and 
wisdom. This statement argues for Christ as fully God and against doctrines that state Jesus is created 
by God or earned divinity through obedience. Feel free to research Doce=sm, Marcionism, 
Gnos=cism, Pelagianism, and Mormon beliefs regarding Jesus’ divine/human nature.   
  
1:20 All crea=on is alienated from God and must be reconciled. Humanity’s sin alienates us, and 
because of humanity’s fall, all crea=on experiences a lack of harmony and peace (Rom 8:19-23). The 
“peace” of God refers to a cosmic peace where all things are set right and all crea7on lives in 
harmony rather than a lack of armed human conflict (Eph 2:14). Cosmic peace is made possible by 
the self-sacrifice of the incarnate God on the cross. Chris=ans are meant to experience a foretaste of 
this universal peace in their lives! Our lives and rela=onships with God are to be a sign to the cosmos 
of what is coming. How does this understanding change your view of Jesus’ words on the cross, “it is 
finished” (Jn 19:30)?   
  

——— 
Lesson #5                       Peace 
  
Peace is more than the absence of war. Peace is accord. Harmony. - Laini Taylor 
  
Devo7on: Read Romans 5:1-5. We have come a long way from Hebrew Scripture where “peace” 
refers to a lack of militarily conflict. Paul celebrates that reconciled followers of Jesus not only 
an7cipate a heavenly reward but live now according to a confident hope that is strong enough to 
endure even suffering. Earlier in the le,er, Paul said not to boast of human achievements (3:27), but 
he cannot help but “boast” (5:3) in what God is doing in us. This sweeping experience of salva=on is 
described as “peace with God.” Look back on the most difficult days of your life. What has the 
suffering in your life (emo=onally, physically, spiritually, etc.) produced in you? Have you learned 
lessons or truths through pain that you would otherwise not discover? Does knowing about Jesus’ 
suffering cause you to feel closer to God? Does the promise of resurrec=on enable you to endure 
suffering or is it a non-factor?    
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read Philippians 4:6-7. Who are the people that most affect your sense of 
peace? What do they do or say that affects your peace? Why do some people seem to have more 
power over our peace than God? Present your requests to God by prayer with thanksgiving.   
  

Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
5:1a Like “righteousness, the word “jus7fied” implies we are “pronounced in right rela7on with 
God,” not that we are perfectly moral. We are not proclaimed “not guilty,” but rather, God allows us 
to go free and try again instead of forcing us to suffer the consequences we deserve (3:24, 5:17-21). 
“Jus=fied” here is in the Greek past tense, indica=ng the ac=on is complete; Jesus has accomplished 
this already. “Faith” is not an intellectual belief, but the choice to live out the ethical, righteous life we 
see in Jesus (1 Jn 2:6). Paul describes the prac=cal aspects of such a life in chapters 12-14.  
  
5:1b A reconciled rela=onship through Christ is described as “peace with God.” This replaces the 
enmity and hos=lity we once had with our Creator (5:10). If we demand to be god for ourselves, 
choosing our own standards of right and wrong, we reject God’s desires for us and the order of 
crea=on. Christ enables humanity to have a new rela=onship with God, re-serng the order of 
crea=on for our lives. The majority of ancient manuscripts say “let us have peace” rather than “we 
have peace.” How does this simple shi] change the meaning?   
  
5:2 Christ gives believers access to God’s presence (Eph 2:17-18; 3:11-12) in a new way. If salva=on is 
imagined as being fully aware and comfortable in the presence of God, then Jesus escorts us into that 
presence. What is your reac=on to the idea you will one day stand in God’s presence? What is your 
reac=on to the idea you are standing in that presence right now?   
  
5:4 Character is translated “proof we have stood the test” in the New English Bible. How would you 
define character? How does someone with good character act?     
  
5:5 God’s love is being “poured out into our hearts” (Ps 45:3; Hos 5:10). How does this outpouring 
through the Holy Spirit relate to the Pentecost story (Acts 2:1-4, 17-18)? 
  

——— 
Lesson #6                                   Peace 
  
Christ came and “announced the Good News of peace to you who were far away, and to those who 
were near”; for through Christ, we all have access in one Spirit to our God. - Ephesians 2:17-18 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read John 16:25-33. Jesus speaks these words before his arrest and crucifixion. He 
conquers the world because he trusts God is with him and will raise him to new life following 
crucifixion. Once we trust God will not abandon us, we have peace regardless of our circumstances. 
That assured future with God is also the basis for our ethical choices. We save for re=rement because 
one day we will look back to today and wish we had saved. We plant saplings, knowing we will never 
see the fully-grown tree, because we desire people in the future to have trees. In the same way, we 
live out the Kingdom of God now, doing what God desires, even picking up a cross, because one day 
we will celebrate the fullness of God’s peace, look back to today, and wish we had embodied that 
peace in our lives. What do you think God will say to you in the future about how you are living 
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today? What would you like God to say?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Find a chance in the next twenty-four hours to give to a charity, read a 
child a book, perform a kindness for a neighbor, pick up li,er, call a lonely person, or do something 
else that shows your investment in God’s future.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
16:25 The disciples have difficulty grasping Jesus’ teachings (Mt 13:36, 15:15; Lk 18:34; Jn 12:16). He 
does occasionally teach in plain language (Jn 11:14, 16:20-22). Jesus promises more than 
explana=ons for parables; he refers to a general enlightenment about his purpose.   
  
Some believe the phrase “the hour is coming” refers to the period following Jesus’ resurrec=on (Acts 
1:3) when he spends 40 days with his disciples teaching them many things. Others believe it refers to 
the gi] of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4). If the phrase refers to the 40 days of teaching 
following the resurrec=on, what does Pentecost bring the disciples they did not have before? If it 
refers to the gi] of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, are there things the disciples hear during those forty 
days that they cannot understand un=l a]er the Spirit is given?    
  
16:26 To be “in Jesus’ name,” prayers must be in alignment with God’s desires. What are examples of 
prayers “in Jesus’ name?” What are examples of prayers which do not seek God’s desires? Are prayers 
for health, financial success, protec=on, and safety “in Jesus’ name?” How do such prayers relate to 
Jesus’ call to take up a cross and follow (Mt 16:24)? 
  
16:27 Is faith (“you believed that I came from God”) or loving Jesus (“you have loved me”) (14:21-23) 
more important for us to pursue? 
  
16:28 In coming to earth, God becomes human in order to overcome sin. Leaving the earth, Jesus 
returns to reign with God on high.     
  
16:31 Although the disciples seem to believe they now fully understand (16:30), Jesus points out their 
knowledge is incomplete, sugges=ng they should prepare for suffering and doubt. It is in this context 
that he assures them God is with him, he is in control of his des=ny, and peace flows from belief in/
union with Jesus. Courage is necessary, but our future - and therefore our present - is secure.    
  

——— 
Lesson #7                       Peace 

Forgive others, not because they deserve forgiveness, but because you deserve peace.  - Unknown 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 1:57-80. Silence has taught Zechariah a valuable lesson about listening before 
speaking. He now understands Gabriel had been right about the coming of his son, so the angel’s 
words about the advent of Yahweh are also true (1:11-17)! His acknowledgment of John’s name 
reflects his recogni=on that God is sending the Messiah. He has a second chance to praise God as he 
should have with Gabriel in the Temple (1:18)! No=ce Zechariah’s prophecy celebrates God’s ac=vity 
in the past, present, and future with the advent of Jesus (“Yahweh” of 1:76) as the hub around which 
God acts throughout =me. Jesus’ incarna7on is the focal point of salva7on history. God’s relentless 
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pursuit of humanity centers around Jesus.   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following lyrics: It came upon the midnight clear, that glorious 
song of old, from angels bending near the earth, to touch their harps of gold: “Peace on the earth, 
good will to all, from heaven’s all-gracious King.” The world in solemn s6llness lay, to hear the angels 
sing. Do you think about the celebra=on of Jesus’ birth as a celebra=on of peace? How might you 
focus on peace more this season?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:59 Some communi=es help name children (Ruth 4:17). What is being symbolically communicated in 
such cases? How is this different from the church’s role in infant Bap=sm?   

1:60  Elizabeth is faithful to the angel’s statement and names the child John (1:13). We assume 
Zechariah communicates with her about his experience in the Temple in the same way he 
communicates with the crowd, by wri=ng on a wooden tablet covered with wax.   

1:62 Apparently Zechariah is now deaf as well as unable to speak. Given the nature of his sin 
(1:18-20), how appropriate is his inability to hear or speak?   

1:64 Zechariah speaks for the first =me since encountering Gabriel (1:20), and his first words praise 
God. Punishment has drawn him closer to God. What determines if punishment is beneficial or 
creates resentment? What artude should we have toward God’s correc=on (Heb 12:7-11)?  

1:66 Luke acts as an editor, preparing us to hear Zechariah’s words by inser=ng the comments and 
ques=on which arise a]er the event. The gospel writers edited the stories of Jesus together in various 
ways to achieve their goal. The Gospels are not history books. The goal of a gospel is to persuade 
readers to believe Jesus is the Messiah and follow him.  

1:67 Zechariah speaks, but as a prophet rather than a priest. Luke’s comment about the Spirit filling 
him informs us his words are true and not merely parental joy.   
  
1:69 “Horn of salva=on” is a colloquial phrase meaning “deliverer of victorious power” (1 Sam 2:1, 10; 
Ps 18:2; Zech 4:1-4). Why would the horns of an animal symbolize power in an agrarian culture?    
  
1:76 The child is proclaimed as Elijah, or in the spirit of Elijah (Mal 3:1, 23). Is it appropriate to claim 
in a similar way that Chris=ans are in the spirit of Christ? If so, how does it change how we 
understand the task of following Jesus?   

1:78 Scholars suggest this passage is difficult to read in Hebrew, which gives rise to many different 
transla=ons. However, the meaning is clear: the messianic age has dawned.   

1:79 This imagery is a combina=on of Isaiah 9:1-2 and 42:7. The climax of Zechariah’s prophecy 
proclaims God will guide “our feet into the path of peace.” How can you tell if someone is walking this 
path? How does someone exhibit God’s peace to the world?   
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Week 16 - Joy  

Lesson #1                                         Joy 
  
People everywhere—clap your hands! Shout to God with a joyful voice! - Psalm 47:1 (TIB)  
  
The theological topics of hope, peace, and joy build on one another. Hope is founda=onal. (Hope is a 
confident expecta=on God's promises will be fulfilled, including God’s promises regarding our future.) 
With that assurance, we find an inner peace with God regardless of circumstances. Next comes joy. 
Joy is an orienta7on toward celebra7on and delight in the good girs of crea7on which arises from 
an awareness of the Creator’s presence and promises. It is deeper than happiness, but inclusive of it. 
Joy sees the good in the moment even if the only good is that God is with us and will not abandon us. 
Joy knows our present trials do not diminish our future with God.  
  
Devo7on: Today we explore what “joy” means in the early Hebrew Scripture for those who do not 
believe in life a]er death. The concept of heaven and hell develops later in the Bible. Prior to that, 
people believe that everyone, good and bad, goes to “Sheol,” the place of the dead. In Sheol, people 
are shades, without strength, or will (Ps 6:5, 88:3-5; Ecc 9:2-3; Job 10:21-22). For people who believe 
in Sheol, joy is about apprecia=ng the gi] of life, its blessings, and God’s love which provides the gi]s. 
Read Psalm 100. We do not earn life; it is a gi] from God, not to be taken for granted. Many people in 
the world today do not believe in life a]er death. How does belief in what happens following death 
impact how we view good =mes, sorrows, and life as a whole? Do you believe in life a]er death? How 
can you show grace to those whose beliefs are different from yours?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: If joy is a deep contentment that cannot be taken away from us, then 
happiness is a posi=ve emo=onal response to things that bring us pleasure, even if only temporarily. 
It is a good thing to celebrate the gi]s that make us happy and thank God for them too! What are two 
or three things that make you happy? Say a prayer thanking God for them.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
100:1 This psalm is sung by the faithful, but it is addressed to all the earth. Joy and gladness are 
appropriate responses for the crea=on to have toward the Creator.   
  
100:3 The phrase “Yahweh is God” comes from Deuteronomy 4:35-39 and celebrates the covenant 
rela=onship between God and the Hebrew people. The shepherd/sheep metaphor is a wonderful 
image of God’s care for humanity (Ps 23, 28, 95; Jer 50:6; Ez 34:31). Compare this to Ma,hew 
18:12-14 and 1 Peter 5:1-4. Do you find the image of God as your shepherd encouraging?  
  
100:4 The “gates” refers to the gates of the Temple in Jerusalem. This psalm is wri,en to be sung by 
the community in procession into the Temple.   
  
100:5 Throughout the Psalms, steadfast love and faithfulness are commonly used to describe God (Ps 
36, 85, 92). Our joy and thanks arise because of God’s character, not what God can do for us. In 
theory, should people in poverty and illness be able to celebrate God’s faithfulness?  What makes the 
prac=cal applica=on of that theory difficult?   
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Lesson #2                                        Joy 
  
Find a place inside where there’s joy, and the joy will burn out the pain. - Joseph Campbell  
  
Devo7on: The prophet Habakkuk lives in the =me either immediately before or while the Babylonian 
armies (“Chaldeans”) conquer Jerusalem, in the late 7th-early 6th century BCE. He does not grasp 
how a righteous God can use an evil na=on like Babylonia as an instrument of punishment against 
Judah (1:13). God responds that the invaders will eventually be punished for their evil (2:8-9) just as 
Judah is now. The central theme of the prophet is “the righteous live by their faith” (2:4). By this =me 
in scripture, the Jews believe God will execute jus=ce either in this life or following death. With that in 
mind, read Habakkuk 3:16-19.   
  
The prophet rejoices in spite of the horribly difficult =mes that lie ahead (the na=on destroyed and 
the people enslaved). Habakkuk trusts God is ul=mately just and deserves praise. He is not happy, but 
he will “exult in the God of my salva=on” (3:18). What must we believe to find joy in devasta=ng 
=mes? Are you able to maintain such a faithful artude or does your faith seem to fluctuate with 
circumstances? Does your prayer/worship life remain stable or shi] during good and bad =mes?    
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read James 1:2-4. What are the most difficult challenges you have faced in 
the past? Did you learn perseverance through those =mes? What trials do you face in the coming 
year? What “lessons” might those upcoming trials force you to learn? How might you need to 
prepare yourself with prayer prior to those trials?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
(Read Hab 3:1-19 to get a sense of the prophet’s larger prayer and God’s presence. Note that he 
begins with fear and trembling but ends with joy.) 
  
3:16 The prophet is so frightened by his vision of the coming of Yahweh (3:3-7) that he can barely 
stand. While they act as God’s instrument of judgment, the Babylonians will be punished for their 
evil. The prophet’s ques=on is “why does evil appear to prosper?” How would you answer that?  
  
3:17  What would be a modern equivalent of the agricultural devasta=on the prophet describes?  
How would your life change if such a crisis were to take place today?   
  
3:18 How does praise offered in the midst of loss differ from the praise we offer in =mes of 
prosperity? How might prosperity actually inhibit your prayer life?   
  
3:19 The final words give instruc=ons to musicians and worship leaders on how this psalm (3:2-19) 
should be sung by the community in worship. How does the power of these words change when the 
community sings them together? How does your faith change when you are supported by a 
community of believers?   
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Lesson #3                                                    Joy 
  
YHWH’s anger is flee=ng, but God’s favor endures forever. There may be tears during the night, but 
joy comes in the morning. - Psalm 30:5 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Hebrews 12:1-3. As we saw with hope and peace, the incarna=on and life of Jesus 
brings a deeper understanding of joy. Because those who follow Jesus have assurance of a future with 
God beyond death, even the horrors of a cross can be endured. The writer assumes contempla=ng 
Jesus’ artude on the cross encourages us to face our own challenges. What emo=ons, ques=ons, and 
thoughts come to your mind when you contemplate Jesus on the cross, the resurrec=on, being with 
God in heaven? Which of those thoughts most encourages you to “run with perseverance?”    
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Our devo=onal reading suggests the pain of a cross can be endured 
because of the joy of resurrec=on that lies ahead, but we must be careful not to insinuate that 
crosses are therefore easy to bear! We must not make those who are suffering feel guilty for their 
misery! In fact, many scriptures give voice to sorrow, grief, and pain. Read the lament of Psalm 69. 
Pray for those who are suffering today.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
12:1 The word “therefore” indicates the writer’s previous thoughts are leading to a conclusion. In this 
case, chapter 11 describes faith as trust in God and God’s promises. Glance through chapter 11 to see 
how the writer uses great Hebrew figures as examples of faith. Chapter 12 turns to how these great 
heroes now watch and encourage God’s people in their difficul=es.   
  
The writer uses a race metaphor, with a crowd cheering on a field of runners. The image of trying to 
run a race while becoming entangled (in this case, by anxie=es, cares, and sin clinging to us) is a 
powerful one. What anxie=es do you regularly face? How does this image of “clinging” sin differ from 
defining sin by the following metaphors: “missing the mark,” moral failure through choice, internal 
moral defect, turning away from God, being out of right alignment with God, and a state of rebellion?
How do you usually conceptualize sin? What does forgiveness look like for each metaphor?   
  
“Let us run with perseverance” suggests the race is a long, endurance contest rather than a quick 
sprint. Endurance allows us to move beyond 7mes of crisis that seem life-ending in the moment but 
turn out to be character and faith building.   
  
12:2 While the cloud of faithful witnesses encourage, Jesus is the perfect example of faith overcoming 
hardship and tragedy. “Fixing our eyes on Jesus” enables us to endure. Compare “pioneer and 
perfecter of faith” to Hebrews 2:10. To con=nue the running metaphor, Jesus blazed the trail; we 
follow in his path.   
  
We certainly do not know the mind of Christ, but to what might Jesus have been looking ahead as the 
“joy set before him?” In other words, what are the joyful results of Jesus’ death, resurrec=on and 
ascension?   
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What does losing heart look like at various ages of life? Is it possible to lose heart but s=ll go to work, 
a,end worship, and maintain rela=onships?   
 Lesson #4                                                    Joy 
  
Joy is the infallible sign of the presence of God.  - Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 
  
Devo7on: Read Acts 5:17-42. We willingly suffer for people and causes we love. Family members 
suffer for one another. Many military personnel suffer for their na=on. We suffer for our friends. 
Although persecu=on of Chris=ans is growing around the world, most of us do not face the kind of 
trials the apostles endure here. Suffering is never a good thing, but persecu=on does force us to 
decide if we are commi,ed to our beliefs. For who or what have you suffered? For who or what are 
you willing to suffer? Does your faith in God cost you anything right now?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for those who are currently persecuted for their faith, gender, 
ethnicity, sexual orienta=on, age, na=onality, etc. How might you translate your prayers for such 
groups of people into ac=ve engagement, support, and/or witness?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
5:17 Read Acts 5:12-16 to understand the events leading to the Pharisee’s jealousy.   
  
5:19 Typically in scripture, angels proclaim God’s words (Lk 1:26; 2:13). However, in the book of Acts, 
angels also assist the faithful in other ways, such as opening cell doors.   
  
5:20 God calls them to return to a place of danger. Are we as open to hearing God push us toward 
danger as we are to God rescuing us? What if the two go together?   
  
5:23 The locked doors and undisturbed guards underscore the magnitude of the escape miracle.   
  
5:26 The religious leadership hates the apostles, but the people love them.   
  
5:28 The assembly distances themselves from responsibility for Jesus’ death (Mt 27:25).   
  
5:29 Can you think of examples where Chris=ans must break the law in order to obey God? Would 
you look down on someone who has been arrested in such a situa=on? Would you a,end a church 
where members of the staff have been arrested?  
  
5:30 The apostles proclaim the basic teachings (“kerygma”) about Jesus. The Greek phrase “on a tree” 
is o]en translated “on a cross” (Deut 21:22;Acts 10:39; Gal 3:13). Take note of what is included and 
le] out of this early teaching. While Peter does not speak of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit is men=oned.  
He refers to Jesus as Leader and Savior, not King or God. Is this a sign the doctrine of Jesus’ divinity is 
s=ll being developed? Peter s=ll assumes Jesus comes for Israel’s repentance, not that of the Gen=les. 
That transi=on occurs in chapter 10.   
  
5:33 If we could go back in =me and speak to these religious leaders, what would we say? How hard 
is it to be open to a new teaching when we are deeply commi,ed to our faith? Would we be any 
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more open now to a new teaching? How would we respond if someone said Jesus has returned in the 
form of a young man in the Middle East?   
  
5:34 Paul iden=fies Gamaliel as his teacher (Acts 22:3). Gamaliel was a member of the moderate 
school of Hillel. As a Pharisee, he believes in resurrec=on of the dead, unlike the Sadducees. His 
comparison of Jesus to two failed poli=cal leaders implies he, and most likely the remainder of the 
Sanhedrin, view Jesus the same way. They see this as a poli=cal uprising rather than a change in 
religious perspec=ve. How closely linked are religion and poli=cs?  
  
5:39 Ironically, Gamaliel’s words will condemn the Council. In Greek, the way statements are formed 
indicate whether the speaker believes the issue at hand to be true or false. Gamaliel’s statement “if it 
is from God” is formed with the assump=on the movement is indeed from God.   
  
5:40 They choose to flog the apostles rather than put them to death (5:33). Being beaten is horrible, 
but is it also possibly a sign of God’s grace (Lk 6:22)? What other “punishments” might be perceived 
by eyes of faith as a gi] from God?   

5:41 The believers rejoice that they are counted worthy to suffer disgrace for the “Name.” What kind 
of hope, peace, and faith are necessary to find joy in suffering?  
  

——— 
Lesson #5                                                    Joy 
  
Joy does not simply happen to us.  We have to choose joy and keep choosing it every day.  - Henri 
Nouwen  
  
Devo7on: The word “rejoice” means “have joy.” Such a command makes no sense if we think joy is a 
feeling or emo=on. We do not choose how we feel. We can choose how to respond in a situa=on, but 
emo=ons are beyond our control. Keep this idea in mind as you read 1 Peter 4:12-19. In our first 
lesson this week, we defined joy as an orienta=on toward celebra=on and delight in the good gi]s of 
crea=on which arises from an awareness of the Creator’s presence and promises. Does this defini=on 
contradict or work in conjunc=on with Peter’s teaching to rejoice in our sufferings as a way of 
par=cipa=ng in the sufferings of Christ? Do we learn something about God through Jesus’ suffering 
that cannot be taught in other ways? Can suffering help us love God and other people more? What 
spiritual prac=ces help us move closer to God in those =mes rather than abandoning our faith?    
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Thessalonians 5:12-18. Here is another command that is difficult to 
fulfill: rejoice always. What has to change about your artude and outlook on life to embody this 
command? Spend a few moments and make a list of the joy-filled aspects of your life. What causes 
you to rejoice today? How is your list a form of prayer to God?    
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
4:12  The purpose of this le,er is revealed: to encourage followers of Jesus when trouble arises. If we 
assume ordeals will come, then our trials can bring us into a more in=mate fellowship with Christ 
(Rom 8:17; Phil 3:10). Is it possible to assume ordeals are coming and s=ll have an op=mis=c artude 
in general? What is the connec=on between op=mism and joy? 
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Earlier in his le,er, Peter discusses the persecu=on his readers are enduring (1:6-7; 3:16). In this 
sec=on, he refers to unjust suffering rather than suffering for doing wrong (1 Pet 2:20, 3:17; 4:16). 
What are examples in modern life of suffering for doing wrong? What are examples of Chris=ans 
today who suffer for doing good or living out their faith?   
  
4:13 Many writers teach Chris=ans must share the sufferings of Christ (Acts 5:41; Col 1:24; 2 Tim 2:12; 
Jam 1:2). What does the phrase “share the sufferings of Christ” mean to you? Would it change your 
ability to find joy in suffering if you thought your pain and struggles drew you closer to God? 
  
4:17 Peter suggests the current trials of the church are a foretaste of the trials the rest of crea=on will 
experience in the final judgment when Jesus returns. They will not have to suffer later since they are 
proving their faith now (Jer 25:29; Amos 3:2). He encourages us to compare these passing trials with 
far harsher sufferings that are to come for those who reject God. Is this an encouraging thought?  
  
4:18 Peter uses the Septuagint transla=on (Greek version of Hebrew scriptures) to quote Proverbs 
11:31. Compare his transla=on to Proverbs 11:31 in your Bible, which is translated directly from 
Hebrew. How similar are they?   
  
4:19 How would you explain “suffer according to God’s will” to a non-believer?   
  

——— 
Lesson #6                                                                 Joy 
  
Do not abandon yourselves to despair. We are the Easter people and hallelujah is our song.      - Pope 
John Paul II 
  
Devo7on: Chapters 14-17 of John’s gospel consists of a very long series of teachings by Jesus for his 
disciples. This en=re sec=on takes place immediately before Jesus is betrayed by Judas and arrested 
(18:1-11). With that in mind, read John 16:16-24. Jesus knows his disciples will experience sorrow 
during his crucifixion and joy during the resurrec=on. He compares this to the pain and eventual 
celebra=on of a woman giving birth. The pain is real, but a]er the resurrec=on, there will be enough 
joy to make them forget that pain. Jesus instructs them to ask God for whatever is in alignment with 
the life he has lived. If we ask God for the same things for which Jesus would ask if he were in our 
place, then we will find joy. How o]en are your prayers centered on asking God for what you want?
How much =me do you spend asking what God wants of you? What is the connec=on between 
seeking God’s desires for us and the level of our joy?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following prayer: My Sovereign Jesus Christ, in imita6on of your 
example, teach me to regard all trials and disappointments as special graces sent by God to elevate 
my thoughts and aspira6ons above those things that end with 6me. Let not the coldness of the world, 
nor the indifference of your creatures embiJer me, but serve only to increase my love for you, the One 
who does not change. May your love inspire every thought, word and deed of my life. Amen. What 
parts of this prayer are inspiring? Frightening? Re-write this prayer and make it your own.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
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16:16 This passage appears to be a con=nua=on of the disciples anxiety and confusion about Jesus’ 
words on depar=ng (14:1-10).   
  
Jesus refers to the future many =me in chapters 14-17. Some=mes it is clear he is referring to those 
difficult moments his disciples will face a]er his death but before his resurrec=on (14:3, 29). 
However, at other =mes he references the wai=ng the early church will face following his ascension 
(14:12, 16, 26; 15:6, 20; 16:2). Therefore, the phrase “a]er a li,le while you will see me” can refer to 
either wai=ng for his resurrec=on or his second coming. 
  
16:21 The image of birth pain turning to joy is frequently used to describe the coming Messiah in the 
Hebrew Scriptures (Is 26:17-19; 66:7-14) and God’s triumph at the end of =me (Mk 13:8; Rom 8:22). 
How might those who have given birth and those who have not experience this image differently?  
  
16:23 The resurrec=on of Jesus and the coming of the Holy Spirit will answer all the ques=ons about 
Jesus’ purpose that have been le] hanging. How would you describe the purpose of the incarna=on 
to a non-believer? What is the purpose of the resurrec=on? How do these concepts work together?   
  

——— 
Lesson #7                                                                 Joy 
  
Joy is to fun what the deep sea is to a puddle.  It’s a feeling inside that can hardly be contained.  - 
Terry Pratche, 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 1:39-56. Filled with the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth proclaims that Mary is blessed 
because she believes what God has spoken to her through the angel Gabriel. This refers to both 
Mary’s faith and Zechariah’s lack of faith in a similar situa=on (Lk 1:5-38). To be blessed means to be 
drawn closer to God. Therefore, when we believe what God has spoken to us, we are blessed. What 
has God said to you personally? Through scripture? Through worship experiences or friends? What 
would change about your life if you fully believed that you were a child of God for whom Jesus came, 
died, and was raised to new life?   
  
Mary’s prayer of thanksgiving (called the “Magnificat” from the La=n transla=on of its opening words) 
is a powerful statement about God reversing people’s fortunes. Mary rejoices in God for what is 
taking place in and through her for the world. God will li] up the lowly, humble, and hungry while 
bringing down the proud, rich, and self-indulgent. What do we learn about God through her words?
How does her prayer change how we answer “why does God become incarnate in Jesus?” How will 
you fare in the coming reversal of fortunes? What does the coming of Jesus mean to you?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following lyrics: Joy to the world, the Lord is come! Let earth 
receive her King; let every heart prepare him room, and heaven and nature sing. During Advent, how 
do you prepare room in your heart for God’s arrival? How are your prepara=ons for a Christmas 
celebra=on focused on opening your life for God’s presence?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:39 An unwed mother in this day faces the possibility of being stoned to death (Deut 22:20). 
Depending on the temperament of her village elders, Mary might visit Elizabeth to avoid persecu=on 
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or a,ack. Note that Mary greets only Elizabeth, not Zechariah. Considering he is mute and perhaps 
deaf (1:62) at this point, that would make sense! 
  
1:41 Filled with the Holy Spirit, Elizabeth speaks prophe=cally about Mary’s blessed state. Does Luke’s 
inclusion of the phrase “filled with the Holy Spirit” change how we read her words? Do you think 
Mary is speaking prophe=cally in her song?   
  
1:43 Elizabeth’s phrase “mother of my Lord” introduces the =tle of Jesus used in the early church. 
How should defining Jesus as Sovereign differ from seeing him as a great moral teacher?  
  
1:46 Compare Mary’s words with the can=cle of Hannah (1Sam 2:1-10).   
  
1:48 Compare these verses with Malachi 3:12, and Psalm 111:9. What do these passages teach us 
about God’s love for the marginalized?   
  
1:54 Israel is referred to as a servant, reminiscent of Isaiah’s words (Is 42:1-4, 49:1-7, 50:4-9, 
52:13-53:12).   
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Week 17 - Love 

Lesson #1                                                                          Love 
  
The first duty of love is to listen. - Paul Tillich   
  
Like hope, peace, and joy, love is certainly present in the Hebrew Bible. Those who say God is harsh in 
the Jewish Scriptures and loving in the New Testament are wrong. God con=nually shows love and 
forgiveness in the story of the Hebrew people. However, as our readings this week will show, in the 
incarna=on of Jesus, we see the full extent of God’s love for the crea=on. In scripture, love is not 
defined as an emo7on or sen7mental feeling. Love is a commitment to work for the good of 
another. We begin today with a wonderful example of God’s love expressed in Hebrew Scripture. 
   
Devo7on: Read Psalm 103:1-18. This song of praise characterizes the Hebrew people’s experience of 
God’s love. It emphasizes the many ways God’s steadfast love is expressed to us: life, forgiveness, 
mercy, healing, jus=ce, etc. Yet, this is not sen=mental poetry which sees the posi=ve and ignores the 
nega=ve. References to our sin, injus=ce, and frailty are present. God’s frightening power and anger 
at our sin hover in the background. We should not trifle with this God. When have you taken God for 
granted? God’s love and mercy overcome because our Creator knows we are made of dust, frail, and 
prone to error (Is 40:7-8). Choose a par=cular phrase in this Psalm which stands out to you and reread 
it several =mes. How would your day be different if you were able to trust the words of that passage?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 John 4:7-8. Who are the most loving people you know? How do 
they express or demonstrate their love? What ac=ons can you take today to express love toward 
someone? Pray for that opportunity to make itself available to you.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
103:1 The psalmist exhorts her/his en=re being to praise God. Psalm 104 has a similar beginning. Is 
there a part of your life that does not praise or honor God?    
  
103:3 Forgiveness, healing, redemp=on, love, mercy, sustenance, and renewal are listed as the 
benefits of God’s favor. How do you respond to someone who says God in the Jewish Bible is harsh? 
  
103:5 The eagle is a symbol of youthful vigor in Hebrew poetry. The psalmist draws on a popular fable 
of the =me that claims eagles renew their youth when very old.   
  
103:6 There is a link between God’s love and God’s desire to bring jus=ce to the oppressed. Verse 7 
recalls God’s deliverance of the Hebrews from slavery (Ex 3). If we love someone, how do we act 
when they are treated unfairly? What does it mean that we are to love enemies?   
  
103:8 This common expression of God’s love (Ps 86:15; Num 14:18), is derived from Exodus 34:6.   
  
103:10 God does not treat us with jus=ce, according to our sins. God offers us grace and love.   
  
103:11 See Isaiah 55:8-13.   
  
103:17 What does “fear of God” mean to you? How is fear related to respect, love, obedience?   
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Lesson #2                                                                          Love 
  
This is what is meant in the Bible by loving him: wishing his good, not feeling fond of him nor saying 
he is nice when he is not. - C. S. Lewis 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 22:34-40. Jesus proclaims the Law and prophets are fulfilled if we love God 
with our en=re being and our neighbor as ourselves. This teaching speaks volumes to those who 
follow him. Remember: Jesus does not define love as a sen=mental emo=on or a feeling of 
infatua=on. Love is a commitment to someone. The one who loves is willing to sacrifice for the 
beloved. Jesus’ incarna=on, death, and resurrec=on transform how we understand God’s love (Phil 
2:5-8; Jn 15:13); God sacrifices for us! Given that understanding of love, what does it mean to love 
God with all your heart, soul, and mind? Are we called to sacrifice FOR God, as God in Jesus sacrifices 
for us? What does it mean in the Great Thanksgiving (prayer shared in Holy Communion) when we 
say “we offer ourselves in praise and thanksgiving as a holy and living sacrifice?” How might you be 
called to sacrifice for God? If we never sacrifice for God (but God has sacrificed for us in Jesus), are we 
serving God or vice versa?     
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Chronicles 16:34. This expression is found in many Jewish Scripture 
passages. It describes God as good and steadfastly loving. Is that how you think of God? How has your 
view of God changed over the years? Spend =me in prayer thanking God for the “good” that has been 
provided to you in life.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
A reminder: a gospel is not wri,en to be a history. Gospel writers o]en shi] the context of the same 
story to achieve their goal of convincing readers that Jesus is the Christ and they should follow him 
(Mk 1:1; Jn 20:30-31). Read Luke 10:25-28 and Mark 12:32-34. Note how each writer, addressing a 
par=cular audience, places Jesus’ teaching in a different context. For instance, Luke follows these 
words with the parable of the Good Samaritan. How does the role of the scribe/lawyer change in 
these three versions?  
  
22:34 Here, in Luke’s version, this test by a lawyer is a con=nua=on of the tes=ng begun by the 
Pharisees (Mt 22:15), picked up by the Sadducees (Mt 22:23), and then handed back to the Pharisees.     
  
22:37 Jesus refers to Deuteronomy 6:5 and Levi=cus 19:18. The Jewish religious leaders in Jesus’ day 
debate such ques=ons regularly and know these two texts in=mately. Jesus’ teaching is radical 
because he treats the Levi=cus teaching about loving neighbor with the same weight as the 
commandment to love God. How does trea=ng these two ideas with the same seriousness change 
how a religious person understands worship (Mt 5:23-24, 15:1-20)?   
  
22:40 Compare this statement to Ma,hew 5:17. Ma,hew is the only gospel writer who adds the 
statement that on these commandments “hang all the Law and prophets.”   
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Lesson #3                                                              Love 
  
What is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow: this is the whole Law; the rest is the explana=on. - 
Hillel the Elder 
  
Devo7on: Read Romans 13:8-10. What is the difference between saying “do nothing hateful against 
your neighbor” (from Hillel’s quote above) and “love your neighbor?” Is it enough to not do evil in the 
world? Are we called to ac=vely seek the good of the other? What is the difference between having a 
passive faith and an ac=ve faith?  
  
What does it mean to love neighbor as yourself? Is it possible to please God if we do not love 
ourselves? How might self-hatred and poor self-esteem inhibit someone from pleasing God? From 
loving other people?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following lyrics: Thou art giving and forgiving, ever blessing, ever 
blest, wellspring of the joy of living, ocean depth of happy rest! Thou our Father, Christ our brother, all 
who live in love are thine; teach us how to love each other, lia us with the joy divine. What does this 
writer assume about God’s love? About our love for each other? How should we view agnos=cs or 
atheists who display great love? Are there unhealthy mo=va=ons for loving others? How has love 
changed your life, if at all?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
Read 13:1-7 to see the larger conversa=on regarding taxes owed to state which becomes the context 
Paul uses to discuss the debt of love Chris=ans owe others. What is the difference between seeing 
love as something God gives us to pass on to others and defining love as a debt we owe to others?    
  
13:8 Considering the context in which this passage is found, the emphasis is that love is the 
expecta=on in all Chris=an conduct, not simply displayed between fellow Chris=ans. 
  
13:9 Paul references the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:13-17; Deut 5:17-21). Other rabbis in this =me 
period reference Levi=cus 19:18 as a basic founda=on for many aspects of the Law.   
  
13:10 These words are similar to Jesus’ words we read yesterday (Mt 22:40). Paul’s statement about 
love fulfilling the Law is to be read as his culmina=ng thought in a longer discussion on the subject of 
the Law (Rom 2:12-3:31; 4:13-15; 5:12-21; 7:1-8:7; 9:30-10:4). Note that the passages that follow our 
reading today transi=on away from theological discussion and on to prac=cal, ethical issues. In other 
words, Paul moves immediately toward discussion of how to implement this love.   
  
Read Romans 14:1-15:6 to see some of the prac=cal implica=ons for Paul of loving one another. What 
does “loving one another” mean to modern Chris=ans when it comes to issues related to modern 
communica=on, health care, transporta=on, environmental concerns, race rela=ons, etc.?  
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Lesson #4                                                                          Love 
  
A loving heart is the beginning of all knowledge. - Thomas Carlyle   
  
Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 13. What are the implica=ons of this chapter for a church’s ministry? If 
love is more important than faith, is it possible to believe that Jesus is God, a,end worship weekly, 
=the our resources, do extraordinary work for others, and s=ll fail to be the people God desires us to 
be? How does love change each of those ac=ons (believe, a,end, etc.)? Given Paul’s call for maturity 
(13:11-12), how does a fully mature Chris=an demonstrate love?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Which of the descrip=ons of love found in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 (pa=ent, 
kind, etc.) is most easy for you to embody? Which is most difficult? How might your next step of faith 
involve embodying that difficult characteris=c? Spend =me in prayer asking God to strengthen your 
ability to love.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
Read 12:1-31 to understand the context of chapter 13. In par=cular, take note of 12:31. Chapter 13 is 
Paul’s descrip=on of that “most excellent way.”     
  
13:1 Scholars disagree over whether Paul is referring to speaking in tongues (“glossolalia”—when a 
person speaks in a language that nobody around them understands) or the ability to speak in many 
human languages. He is not disparaging speaking in tongues, anymore than he is demeaning 
prophecy or faith. Love transforms speech, prophecy, faith, giving, and even a martyr’s death, 
providing meaning and depth (Rom 12:9-10). Which is harder to believe, that love is greater than all 
knowledge or that love is superior to a faith that moves mountains?    
  
13:3 Paul describes love in a way that is deeper than nice thoughts and philanthropic ac=ons toward 
another. Many older transla=ons chose to use the word “charity” rather than “love.” What word or 
phrase would you use to describe the love Paul describes? 
  
13:4 Is kindness an ac=ve form of pa=ence? Compare these verses to how Paul has been describing 
the Corinthian church (1:11-12; 3:1-4; 4:7; 5:1-2, 6; 6:1-8).  
  
13:6 The word “aletheia,” can be translated truth, as it is here, jus=ce, or moral integrity. Do the other 
aspects of its defini=on change its meaning in the statement? 
  
13:8 Paul gives the reason he believes love is superior to tongues, prophecy, and knowledge. 
However wonderful these are, they will pass away. In some sense, even faith will no longer be 
necessary when we see God face to face one day (13:12). Love is eternal, and we carry love into 
eternity with God. 
  
13:12 The image of seeing God face to face is found only here in Paul’s wri=ngs, although it is a 
common expression in Jewish wri=ngs. Not even Moses is able to see God face to face in this world 
and live (Ex 33:20). To see God face to face is linked here with “knowing fully.” What thoughts and 
feelings arise in you at this kind of in=mate encounter with God?  
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13:13 What are the implica=ons of this statement on how a church approaches ministry?   
Lesson #5                                                              Love 
  
You wear a mask for so long, you forget who you were beneath it. - Alan Moore  
  
Devo7on: Read 1 John 3:11-24. God’s love has been present since crea=on, but the incarna=on of 
Jesus demonstrates the extent of that love. The Creator sacrifices and suffers for the crea=on. That is 
why John teaches that our faith should lead us to loving ac=ons toward others. What is the link 
between loving others and boldness before God? Between love and prayer? Are loving ac=ons toward 
others a form of prayer? Are you bold before God or do you hold parts of yourself back?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Hebrews 4:14-16. God knows your situa=on and is on your side. 
Some of us hold back in our prayer life, fearing that if we boldly express our deep emo=ons, anger, 
and doubts, God will reject us. Instead, we deny these feelings, even to ourselves, offering up prayers 
that never reach our core. Today, spend =me in bold prayer, being completely honest with God and 
yourself about your life, emo=ons, and doubts.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
3:11 The phrase “from the beginning” refers to the teaching the readers have heard since their 
conversion to Chris=an faith (2:7-8) rather than the beginning of crea=on.   
  
3:12 John believes Cain and the world (3:13) act as instruments of Satan. What is Cain’s mo=ve for 
slaying Abel? Did he hate Abel, God, or righteousness? Did he not want Abel’s ac=ons to illuminate 
his failure? For John, the love Chris=ans display for others is the sign of conversion.  
  
3:13 Compare this verse to John 15:18-16:4. 
  
3:14 Compare this passage to John 5:24. What does it mean to pass from death into life?  
  
3:15 Jesus also teaches hate is equal to murder (Mt 5:21-22). Our internal artudes ma,er as much 
as our external ac=ons. However the next verse makes clear we cannot overlook ac=ons.   
  
3:16 Followers of Jesus are called to approach life among their brothers and sisters as Jesus did, 
sacrificially, if that is what is necessary to demonstrate love.   
  
3:17 What can help Chris=ans find balance between their own needs/wants, their limited resources, 
and the unlimited need of their brothers and sisters?  
  
3:20 God is greater than our feelings. We may not feel God’s grace even when it is present. 
Some=mes we feel guilty, even though forgiven. We must trust God’s love more than our guilty 
conscience if we have sincerely asked God to forgive us. Do you struggle in this way?  
  
3:21 Chris=an life demands honest self-reflec=on, confession, and prayer.  
  
3:22 The previous verses assume we are in a state of unity with God’s will.  It is in this context that we 
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receive from God “whatever we ask.” This is not a statement of God’s serving our desires. When we 
are in harmony with God, our prayers seek what God desires (Jn 14:12).  
  
3:23 The commandments are summed up: faith in Christ and love toward one another. Obedience to 
these two commands assures communion with God through the Holy Spirit.  
  

——— 
Lesson #6                                                                                                   Love 
  
I have found the paradox, that if you love un=l it hurts, there can be no more hurt, only more love. - 
Mother Teresa 
  
Devo7on: Read Ephesians 3:14-21. There is a connec=on between our ability to love and Christ 
dwelling in our hearts through faith. Not only that, Christ’s love surpasses our knowledge, our ability 
to comprehend that love. When we experience God’s love, we are filled with the fullness of God. 
When we are filled up with knowledge of God’s love, it changes how we treat other people. How do 
you treat other people? Does your treatment of others depend on your circumstances or mood? Do 
you treat some people be,er than others? Do you treat those who have hurt you in the past with the 
same love as others? What does your answer to these ques=ons tell you about the extent to which 
you have allowed God into your own life?    
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following prayer, making it your own. My God, I love you above 
all things, with my whole heart and soul, because you are good and worthy of all love. Help me love 
my neighbor as myself for the love of you. Help me see my neighbors as you see them, as beloved 
children of God. I forgive all who have injured me, and I ask pardon from all whom I have injured. 
What else needs to be a part of your prayer today?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
Note that Paul begins a prayer at 3:1, but adds 3:2-13 as an aside.  
  
3:14 In this day, people pray while standing (Mk11:25; Lk 11:13). Kneeling is considered a more 
intense, focused posture. How does your posture during prayer affect you?  
  
3:15 This is a play on words between family (“patria”) and Father (“pater”) rather than a broad 
theological teaching. Paul actually teaches something different in other le,ers (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:5).   
  
3:16 The phrase “inner being” is also used in Romans 7:22. In referring to God’s presence with us, 
Paul uses two phrases: “his Spirit in your inner being” and “Christ may dwell in your hearts” (Rom 
8:9-11). Perhaps this represents the early church beginning to verbalize Trinitarian ideas - 
dis=nguishing and at the same =me equa=ng the second and third persons of the Trinity.  
  
3:18 The Stoics (a religion present in the Roman Empire at this =me) use the expression “wide, long, 
high, and deep” to express the totality of the cosmos (Rom 8:39). Paul is subtly sugges=ng Christ’s 
love as an answer or rebu,al to Stoic philosophy. 
  
3:19 Likewise, the word “knowledge” (gnosis) is a subtle rebu,al of gnos=c faiths. He believes 
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experiencing the love of Christ is superior to intellectually-based beliefs because love brings us into 
contact with the transforma=ve fullness of God. 
  
3:21 Paul concludes his prayer with a doxology. His parallel use of the phrases “in the church” and “in 
Christ Jesus” is unique in Paul’s wri=ngs. How do you respond to the statement “the church is the 
necessary compliment to Christ.” Do you agree with this idea or not? Does someone need to see or 
be a part of a faith community to receive the fullness of God’s gi]s in their life?  
  

——— 
Lesson #7                                                               Love 
  
Love came down at Christmas, love all lovely, love divine; 
Love was born at Christmas, star and angels gave the sign.  
Love shall be our token, love  shall be yours and love be mine; 
Love to God and others, love for plea and gi] and sign.  - Chris=na Rosser  
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 1:18-25. What must Joseph think of Mary before his dream? Yet, Joseph’s 
anger and/or sadness at Mary’s “betrayal” does not lead him to seek revenge against her. The difficult 
choice he faces is the serng through which we see his compassion and righteousness. Love is the 
commitment to the good of the beloved. It does not stop seeking that good when the other falls 
short. We see the love Joseph has for Mary through his ac=ons. We see the love for humanity 
through God’s ac=ons on our behalf. The incarna=on of God in Jesus expresses God’s true character.   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following lyrics: Silent night, holy night, Son of God, love’s pure 
light; radiant beams from thy holy face with the dawn of redeeming grace, Jesus, Lord, at thy birth, 
Jesus, Lord, at thy birth. How do you incorporate the story of God’s incarna=on in your Christmas 
celebra=ons? Are your family fes=vi=es include this element?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:18 “Pledged” means a contract of marriage has been wri,en and agreed upon by the families. A 
marriage occurs when the groom takes the bride into his home, which is the meaning of “lived 
together” (1:18) and “take” (1:20, 24).  
  
1:19 Joseph can observe the Law and not expose Mary to public ridicule by privately signing a 
document renouncing his earlier pledge.  
  
1:20 Joseph’s dream is the first of a series of dreams in Ma,hew (2:12-13, 19, 22; 27:19).  
  
1:21 The name “Jesus” (Iesous) is the Greek form of the Aramaic “Yesu” and Hebrew “Yeshua.” This is 
the same name given to the great Hebrew military leader Joshua (Num 11:28; Deut 31:23; Josh 
1:1-9). The angel refers to the meaning of the name “Yahweh is salva=on.”  
  
1:22 Ma,hew presents this set of events as fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14. In both cases, the people of 
God are assured of Yahweh’s saving presence through the birth of a child. 
  
1:23 The term “virgin” (Hebrew: almah) found in Isaiah 7:14 literally means “young girl.” The 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 145



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
Septuagint Greek transla=on, commonly read by first century Jews, uses the Greek “parthenos,” to 
translate the Isaiah text, meaning “virgin.” However, Ma,hew clearly implies a virgin birth. He 
celebrates this as a sign of how special Jesus is. None of the other gospels men=on a virgin birth.   
  
1:25 Roman Catholic scholars teach that although English transla=ons seem to suggest Mary and 
Joseph had sexual intercourse following the birth of Jesus, the original Greek does not imply that 
meaning. Likewise, they believe passages which refer to Jesus’ brothers and sisters (Mt 12:46, 
13:55-56; Mk 3:31, 6:3; Lk 8:19; Gal 1:19; 1 Cor 9:5) refer to Jesus’ cousins or step-brothers and 
sisters. Non-Catholics have no trouble with the idea that Mary and Joseph have other children a]er 
Jesus.  
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Week 18 - Logos 

Lesson #1                                                            Logos 
  
In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and 
darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. 
Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. - Genesis 1:1-3 (NRSV)  
  
Each of the last four weeks, we have examined a concept found in Jewish Scripture, such as hope or 
peace, and then explored how Jesus’ incarna=on gives it new life. Without a doubt, “logos” is the 
best example of this pa,ern. Logos is a Greek term usually translated “word.” Our readings will be a 
li,le different this week. Instead of several Hebrew Bible passages focusing on the powerful word of 
God, we will have one Psalm reading. That is because we want to move as quickly as possible to dive 
into the New Testament teachings on incarna=on—the Word becomes flesh! We will close the week 
by discussing the implica=ons of incarna=on as atonement and God’s self-emptying.  
  
Devo7on: Read Psalm 33:1-9. As in Genesis 1, God’s word is a powerful, crea7ve force. In fact, the 
term “word event” be,er translates the Hebrew concept of divine speech. When God speaks, ac=on 
occurs. Read Isaiah 55:10-11. Ponder the power and efficacy of God’s word in rela=on to God’s 
pronouncement that you are forgiven (Ps 103:12; 1 Jn 2:12). Do you con=nue to feel guilty for sinful 
ac=ons which you have asked God to forgive? If so, are you unsure of God’s forgiveness or do you not 
forgive yourself? When we do not forgive ourselves, we are saying that our sin is more powerful than 
God’s forgiveness. Is it possible you might also con=nue to punish others for sins which God has 
forgiven them?  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following lyrics: Yea, Lord, we greet thee, born this happy 
morning, Jesus, to thee be all glory given. Word of the Father, now in flesh appearing: O come, let us 
adore him, Christ the Lord. Some Chris=an faiths emphasize the Adora=on of Jesus, asking followers 
to focus their a,en=on on God while in the presence of an icon or consecrated Holy Communion 
elements. When do you give God your full a,en=on? Take =me today to become aware of the 
presence of God. Be with God, sirng in silence if possible. Focus on worship and adora=on.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
33:1 Praise is a natural response for those in right rela=onship with God. Do you have moments 
where you easily offer your mind and a,en=on to God? If so, when? How o]en?  
  
33:3 A “new song” does not necessarily mean one composed recently. That phrase refers to any song 
offered with authen=c praise in response to the presence and/or glory of God. Have you ever sung an 
old song that felt energized and new in the moment of offering it in praise?  
  
33:4 Praise is offered for who God is and what God does, not for what God gives. How might a church 
miss the point of the good news by praising God primarily for what God gives us?  
  
33:7 Hebrew poetry relies on parallelism, the second half of a verse repea=ng the meaning of the 
first. The Hebrew word translated “storehouses” is fairly obscure. Other transla=ons use “flask,” 
“waterskin,” or “bo,le” to be,er parallel the word “jars” in the verse’s first half. The point is that God 
controls and gathers the enormity of the oceans as easily as we might place water in a glass or jar.  
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Lesson #2                                                            Logos 
  
Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. - Psalm 119:105 
  
Devo7on: Read Hebrews 1:1-4. God communicates to the world through Jesus. The “logos” creates 
the cosmos (1:2), sustains it (1:3), and enters it embodied as Jesus. His coming broadens the meaning 
of “Word of God” to God’s “word event” (Gen 1); God’s interven=on into history (Ex 3); encounter 
with God (Jer 4); Jesus Christ (Jn 1), his spoken miracles (Mt 8:23-27); and the en=rety of scripture.   
  
Not surprisingly, the early Church takes many years to clarify and consolidate its doctrines on God’s 
incarna=on and Trinity. The word “Trinity” is not used in rela=on to God un=l the late second century. 
This passage does not say “Jesus is the Word of God,” but images of speaking and word are 
intertwined with comments about Jesus. The writer assumes Jesus has pre-incarna=on existence (1:2) 
and a post-ascension divine role (1:3). What phrases are used to describe Jesus and his role? What 
are the differences/similari=es between our reading and the Apostles Creed: (I believe…) in Jesus 
Christ, his only Son our Lord: who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered 
under Pon6us Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried; the third day he rose from the dead; he 
ascended into heaven, and siJeth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall 
come to judge the quick and the dead. Do the two statements have a different goal?  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Titus 3:4-7. This is one of the tradi=onal Christmas Eve readings in 
the Church. Meditate on these words. How might viewing the Incarna=on as the “kindness and love 
of God” appearing for you change how you celebrate Christmas?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:1 In the original Greek, this en=re passage (1:1-4) is one, long sentence introducing the theme of 
hearing and responding to God’s word. This theme con=nues throughout the book (2:1-4; 3:7-4:13; 
12:18-29). Far from diminishing the prophe=c tradi=on of the past, the writer celebrates that God 
spoke the Word through them.   
  
1:2 When we proclaim Jesus is the one, complete Word of God, we are referring to his very being, not 
his verbal teachings. This passage is a wonderful summary of what we have been studying: what was 
begun in the covenant with Abraham has come to frui=on in Jesus. Although human words have 
fallen short of expressing the fullness of the Word, God has embodied the Logos in human form.  
  
1:3 The writer alludes to the role of Wisdom in crea=on, as seen in Proverbs 8:22-31. The phrase 
“exact imprint of God’s very being” refers to the act of pressing a seal in wax or clay. The impression 
le] in the wax is an exact reflec=on of the signet used. The phrase “sustains all things” suggests a 
belief that crea=on is not a one =me act from which God steps away a]erwards. God’s power sustains 
and, some would say, con=nuously creates. The phrase “purifica=on for sins” lays the groundwork for 
the claim that Jesus fulfills the role of the Levi=cal priesthood, which will be developed later in the 
book (3:1-2; 4:14; 5:1-3; 7:25).  
  
1:4 Angels are intermediaries for God (Gal 3:19). Thus, the writer is claiming Jesus is greater than an 
angelic messenger repea=ng God’s words. He is God’s Logos.  
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Lesson #3                                                            Logos 
  
May the God of infinite goodness, who by the Incarna=on of his Son has driven darkness from the 
world and by that glorious Birth has illumined this most holy night, drive far from you the darkness of 
vice and illumine your hearts with the light of virtue. Amen - From the Roman Catholic Christmas Eve 
liturgy 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 2:1-20. Those familiar with this story can easily overlook some of its lessons. For 
instance, Luke provides a =me frame for these events (2:1-2). This is his way of saying the birth of 
Jesus is not a philosophical parable. Jesus is not a fic=onal character, but a human being born into a 
specific historical context. Luke also wants us to know about God’s iden=fica=on with the poor. The 
Messiah is born without pomp to a poor family in a barn. Then angels announce the birth to 
shepherds, a group of poor, uneducated workers. The message is clear: this Messiah is for all people, 
not only the religious, wealthy and educated.  
  
We also want to grasp the event’s significance in salva=on history. If the Bible is the story of God 
pursuing humanity, then Jesus’ incarna=on is the pinnacle of that pursuit. The Creator takes on 
human form so the character and teachings of God are made clear. God enters our world to bring 
access to hope, peace, joy, and love.  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following lyrics: How silently, how silently, the wondrous gia is 
given; so God imparts to human hearts the blessings of his heaven. No ear may hear his coming, but 
in this world of sin, where meek souls will receive him, s6ll the dear Christ enters in. The story of Jesus’ 
birth is not only about Christ entering the world thousands of years ago. It is the ongoing story of 
Christ entering each of our lives. Are you seeking to follow Christ? Do your ac=ons reflect that 
decision? What are appropriate birthday gi]s we could give to Jesus?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
2:1 Like historians in his day, Luke dates Jesus’ birth according to which Roman rulers are in power. 
There is not consensus on the specific date. However, Augustus reigned from 27 BCE un=l 14 CE, and 
historical records show a Pales=nian census took place in 6 CE while Quirinius was governor of Syria.  
  
2:4 The distance between Nazareth and Bethlehem is around 90 miles. Luke wants the reader to 
understand Jesus’ lineage as a descendant of David, and that he fulfills the prophecy of the Messianic 
Ruler (Mic 5:2).  
  
2:7 “Firstborn son” (Greek “prototokos”) is consistently used in scripture to refer to the eldest male 
child who receives a double share of inheritance in order to care for widows, orphans, and those 
without support in the family or clan (Gen 27; Ex 4:22; Rom 8:29; Col 1:18). This par=cular phrase 
does not refer to Mary having other children.  
  
A manger is an animal’s feeding trough. Most likely Jesus is born in one of the caves in the hills 
surrounding Bethlehem which are used to house livestock. Luke is emphasizing the humility of the 
family. The Messiah, Son of God, Savior understands poverty. The angels use this poverty as a sign for 
the shepherds (2:12).  
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2:8 Shepherding is a despised occupa=on. The shepherds are “living in the fields” because they are 
poor and/or homeless. God’s choice of the poor and marginalized over the wealthy and elite is a 
theme found throughout this gospel. This also =es into the tradi=on of King David being a “shepherd” 
for his people (2 Sam 7:7; Jer 2:8) and God as shepherd (Ps 23:1; 80:2). 
  
2:9 “The glory of the Lord” refers to the powerfully immanent presence of God. In scripture, this 
unique presence is linked to great redemp=ve moments (Ex 14:4, 18; 40:34; Lk 9:26, 38; Acts 7:55).  
  
2:10 Although being in the presence of God’s glory and seeing divine messengers is terrifying, the 
angel prepares the shepherds to hear the good news. “Do not be afraid” because God has come for 
all people. In what area of your life today do you need to hear “do not be afraid?”  
  
2:11 Three significant =tles are given to Jesus: “soter” (Savior), “christos” (“the anointed,” “Christ”), 
and “kyrios” (Sovereign). For Luke, Savior is the most important =tle. He uses the word “sozo” 
(“save”) thirty =mes in his gospel, more than Ma,hew and Mark combined. Although we o]en use 
these interchangeably, what is the significance of each =tle?  
  
2:14 The Emperor Augustus (2:1) is known for maintaining “pax romana” (“the peace of Rome”) by 
threatening any group or na=on which rebels against his authority with annihila=on at the hands of 
his army. His form of peace is in sharp contrast with the angelic proclama=on of peace.  

——— 
Lesson #4                                                                        Logos 
  
Christmas is the day that holds all =me together. - Alexander Smith 
  
Devo7on: Read John 1:1-18. Jesus completely transforms the meaning of Logos/Word of God. John’s 
magnificent opening u=lizes the “Word event” concept to express the mystery of Jesus’ incarna=on— 
the Logos becomes flesh. The true nature of God will always be beyond our grasp, but these words 
express powerful teachings about God and Jesus. A word proceeds from a speaker, and it is, in one 
respect, dis=nct from the one who u,ers it. Yet, in another sense, a word is an extension of the 
speaker, represen=ng a thought that also remains fully with the one speaking. With this image, John 
expresses that Jesus is both iden=fied with and at the same =me dis=nct from God, the first Person of 
the Trinity.   
  
John draws on the opening of Genesis to teach this concept of Logos. John invites us to reimagine 
that crea=on story from a Trinitarian (One God, Three Persons) perspec=ve. As the Logos of God, 
Jesus is the personal, eternal, pre-existent Word of God who par7cipated in crea7on and now 
appears in flesh among us. What words and phrases does he use to remind us of Genesis 1:1-5?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following lyrics: O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we 
pray; cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today. We hear the Christmas angels the great glad 
6dings tell; O come to us, abide with us, our Lord Emmanuel!  Emmanuel means “God with us.” God 
has not abandoned the crea=on. God comes to be with us. That is true today as well. We are not 
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alone; God is present. The ques=on is whether we will take the =me to seek that presence. Pray the 
following prayer, making it your own: thank you God. 
  

Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:1 John’s use of “logos” combines Hebrew tradi=on and a Greek metaphysical concept. In that sense 
it is extremely universal for the culture of the early church. That combina=on is also why no English 
term captures the fullness of “logos” as crea=ve word event, God’s self-expression, person, and pre-
existent divine presence.  
  
1:2 John’s asserts four =mes that the Word was with God at the beginning. Unlike the rest of crea=on, 
the Word is not created. This point is significant to him. His repe==on suggests that John’s audience is 
struggling with or divided over this theological concept.   
  
1:3 The Word is not only present, “he” is instrumental in crea=on. 
  
1:4 Life is more than existence. Life occurs when we share in the light/being of God. This verse 
an=cipates 1:14, which establishes the reason for the incarna=on (Col 1:15-20). 
  
1:5 “Darkness” in John symbolizes all that is in opposi=on to God (Jn 3:19-21). What comes to mind 
when you consider “darkness” you have seen over the last week?  
  
1:6 John the Bap=st is iden=fied as a witness sent by God so that people might believe. Most likely, 
some people are teaching that John the Bap=st was the Messiah. The three other gospels make a 
similar statements about John witnessing to Jesus (Mt 3:11; Mk 1:7; Lk 3:15).  
  
1:10 John reveals the Word is a “he.” Although incarna=on as such will not be explicitly stated un=l 
verse 14, it is implied here. Neither the world (1:10–humanity/Gen=les) nor his own people (1:11–the 
Jewish people as a whole) recognize or receive the Word. This is certainly in line with Hebrew 
Scripture which con=nually asserts humanity has failed to hear God’s word. Listening to God requires 
serng aside =me for listening prayer and submission. Which of those two do you find more difficult?  

1:12 Receiving Jesus is equated to “believed in his name.” These expressions are about more than 
intellectually acknowledging that Jesus is born. To believe is to personally offer ourselves in 
commitment as a child of God and follower of Jesus (Rom 4:1-17).  
  
1:14 Here is John’s triumphant statement of incarna=on. The Word, the pre-existent person of the 
Trinity, becomes fully human. “Lived among us” is literally “pitched his tent.” There are many opinions 
on what “we have seen his glory” means. What comes to mind when you read that phrase?  
  
John’s descrip=on of the birth of Jesus is very different from Luke’s version (Lk 2:1-7). Just as Genesis 
begins with two different stories of crea=on—one earthy and the other more theological—so the 
birth of Christ is presented in two different ways.  
  
1:6 “We” assumes the worshipping community is present. This prologue is a theological discourse, 
providing the purpose of Jesus’ life prior to stories of his life and teachings. Throughout his gospel, 
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John will be supplemen=ng the stories of Jesus with theological explana=ons.  
  
1:17 The revela=on of the Jewish Bible is seen as a foreshadowing of God’s revela=on in Jesus Christ 
(Heb 1:1-4).  
  
1:18 This verse is an extension of the idea that the invisible Creator we have worshipped in the past 
has now become visible in the Word made flesh. Compare this statement to Exodus 33:20-23. The 
revela=on of God in Christ is an extraordinary moment which inaugurates a new age of grace.    
  

——— 
Lesson #5                                                            Logos 
  
Some were fools who suffered because of their rebellion, because of their own sins, un=l they were 
so sick, nearly at death’s door, that food became repugnant. Then they called to YHWH in their 
trouble and God rescued them from their sufferings, sending a word to heal them, and snatching 
them from the Pit. - Psalm 107:17-20 (TIB)  
  
Devo7on: Read 1 John 1:1-10. In describing Jesus as “the Word of life,” John draws on both the 
crea=on story (Gen 1:1-5) and the Gospel of John’s prologue (Jn 1:1-5). Jesus embodies the fullness of 
life intended for us by God. Darkness is present, but if we have fellowship with the Life-Giver, if we 
confess our sins and walk in the light, then we find forgiveness. A]er the holiday and family fes=vi=es 
of Christmas come to an end, do you have a renewed sense of “life” and the presence of God?  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 52:7-10. This passage is tradi=onally read and/or sung in the 
days following Christmas. What aspects of it remind you of the story of Jesus’ birth? Spend =me 
today in prayer, seeking peace. What most inhibits your experience of peace today? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
1:1 Considering this passage’s similarity to John’s gospel, “beginning” here refers to Christ’s pre-
existence (2:13-14). The fullness of God’s revela=on from God has now been witnessed in person.  
  
1:2 Here is another way of sta=ng John 1:14.   
  
1:3 John desires the reader to be in “fellowship” (Greek, “koinonia”) with God as well as in fellowship 
with the followers of Jesus on earth. Are you in good fellowship with at least a few brothers and 
sisters in Christ? Are you in good fellowship with God?  
  
1:5 Light represents God’s glory, presence, and truth. Therefore, no person whose conduct is immoral 
is currently sharing in God’s light (1:6). It is certainly possible to err without knowing it, but is it 
possible to act immorally without knowing it?   
  
1:7 Is it possible to be a follower of Jesus without being a part of a worshipping fellowship?  
  
1:8 The redeeming work of Christ is on-going because sin is on-going. Chris=ans some=mes claim to 
be free from the power of sin, but the reality of our brokenness and failures makes ignoring our sin 
very dangerous. John assumes our need for confession and purifica=on (1:9). 
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1:10 To claim to be without sin contradicts the very reason the Word of Light comes into the world. 
The majority of Chris=ans around the world assume confession of sin in some form must be a part of 
every worship service.  
  
Lesson #6                                                            Logos 
  
I believe in God - not in a Catholic God; there is no Catholic God. There is God, and I believe in Jesus 
Christ, his incarna=on. Jesus is my teacher and my pastor, but God, the Father, Abba, is the light and 
the Creator. This is my Being. - Pope Francis 

Devo7on: Read 1 Timothy 3:14-16. Paul quotes a church hymn (3:16), which provides insight into 
early Chris=anity’s developing views of Jesus. It takes centuries for the Church to develop consistent 
doctrinal statements on incarna=on and Trinity. Interes=ngly, this song celebrates incarna=on 
(“revealed in flesh”) but does not men=on the cross. Most Chris=ans view Jesus’ crucifixion as the 
most important moment in salva=on history. However huge numbers of the faithful around the world 
understand the incarna=on as the pivotal act of God offering salva=on.  
  
Jesus is the “atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 Jn 2:2), but nowhere does the Bible explain exactly how 
that at-one-ment with God is achieved. One way of understanding atonement defines the suffering 
and death of Jesus as paying the price for human sin. A valid ques=on to ask of this Ransom Theory of 
Atonement is “to whom does God pay this ransom?” If we answer, “Satan,” then why does God owe 
Satan a debt? Another theory stresses that Jesus takes our place, a subs=tute for humanity and 
receives the punishment we deserve for sin. This is called the Subs=tu=onary Atonement Theory, and 
it arose in the 1500’s. The oldest theory is called the Recapitula=on Atonement Theory. It arose in the 
early second century. It links atonement with incarna=on, teaching that God deals with human sin by 
uni=ng the divine and human natures in Jesus. He becomes the second Adam (Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 
15:45-49), entering each stage of humanity, from infancy to adulthood, but without sin—unlike 
Adam, Eve, or us. Therefore, in this theory, atonement for our sins is a result of following Jesus down 
the trail he has blazed, a life of obedience to God where sin’s power has been sha,ered and the Holy 
Spirit guides. In this theory, the cross is the sad result of humanity’s sin but not the cri=cal moment of 
salva=on. The resurrec=on becomes God’s triumphant proclama=on that Jesus overcame sin, and 
therefore, death cannot hold him or those who follow him.  

Refer to Appendix B for these and other Atonement theories.  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 98. This song of praise invites us to contemplate God’s 
ul=mate victory over the people and things that oppress the righteous. Christmas is the celebra=on 
that God does not abandon us to the evils we have created and con=nue to perpetuate. The Word 
comes into the world at Christmas, and Jesus will come again at the end of =me. Since Advent is 
tradi=onally a =me to reflect on the second coming of Jesus, how does your experience of the 
seasons of Advent and Christmas prepare you to receive the just and righteous Christ at the end of 
=me? How should the stories of Jesus’ birth inform our understanding of that second coming?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
3:15 Paul describes the church as “God’s household” and the “pillar and founda=on of the truth.” 
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What impressions do these =tles leave about who we are called to be? How is the Church today 
embodying those =tles? How might this teaching change how you understand Bap=sm and/or 
membership?  
  
3:16 The term “flesh” means our human nature (Jn 1:14; Rom 1:3). “Vindicated” means “shown to be 
just” (Lk 10:29) rather than the defini=on of “purified by sin” which is found elsewhere in scripture. 
The reference to “taken up in glory” refers to Jesus’ ascension (Acts 1:9-11).  
  

——— 
Lesson #7                                                            Logos 
  
I die the King’s faithful servant, but God’s first. - Thomas Moore 
  
Devo7on: Read Philippians 2:5-11. As in yesterday’s reading, Paul quotes an early church hymn in his 
le,er to the church at Phillipi. (The majority of the New Testament consists of le,ers to churches or 
individuals—the excep=ons being the gospels, Acts, and Revela=on.) While this hymn represents the 
early Chris=an understanding of Jesus, a great deal of in-depth theology is already present. There is 
an assump=on that Jesus existed prior to his birth. Although the Trinity is not specifically men=oned, 
it assumes a Trinitarian viewpoint or at least a modified understanding of tradi=onal monotheism. 
This hymn proclaims the most radical statement in our faith: the unfathomable Creator of the 
cosmos emp7es self and comes to serve the created. Does the Church around the world emphasize 
service to others to the degree it should? Does your local congrega=on? Should we emphasize 
worship of God or service to others more? Is there a difference between those two?  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Numbers 6:22-26. What a wonderful prayer for us to receive into our 
lives and share with others. Find a way to serve someone else today.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper:  
2:5 The mindset of Christ does not mean conformity of thought but having the artudes and 
character of Jesus.  
  
2:6 The pre-existent Christ does not cling to the status of divine glory as a privilege or possession for 
the sake of self. This provides a founda=on for understanding the “mind of Christ”—not self-serving, 
but humble and self-sacrificing (2 Cor 8:9). What habits or changes in your life would be,er enable 
you to embrace “the mind of Christ?”  
  
2:7 The phrase “emp=ed himself” (in other transla=ons “made himself nothing”) creates many 
ques=ons regarding incarna=on. If Jesus is God incarnate, what does it mean that he “emp=ed 
himself?” Obviously the second Person of the Trinity is not omnipresent when confined to a physical 
body. Does self emptying mean more than that? Tradi=on says this phrase refers to serng aside 
divine glory but not divinity. Does Jesus have the omnipotent mind of God? If so, how do we interpret 
passages about growing in wisdom (Lk 2:52) or the Garden of Gethsemane prayers (Lk 22:39-44)?  
  
Some transla=ons prefer “servant” to “slave,” but the la,er is more accurate  The phrase “taking the 
form of a slave” communicates that Jesus took on the condi=ons of a slave but not the “requirement” 
to do someone else’s bidding. The irony of the slave becoming the Sovereign is inten=onal in the 
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hymn.  
  
2:8 If the first act of God’s humility is to give up divine glory, the second is to submit in obedience to 
the first Person of the Trinity. That obedience comes to a climax on the cross. Many scholars feel the 
phrase “even death on a cross” is an addi=on by Paul to the hymn since it adds an extra phrase to the 
pa,ern established in the verses.  
  
2:9 God exalts Christ to the highest place, giving him the name “Lord” (“Sovereign”) the most revered 
of designa=ons. Jesus’ resurrec=on is God’s proclama=on that Jesus correctly taught God’s desires, in 
radical contrast to how the world received and treated him.  
  
2:10 The faithful know the truth about Jesus. Therefore, we bow the knee now at the name of Jesus, 
in an=cipa=on of that day in the future when all of the cosmos will know the truth and bow down (Is 
45:23). 
  
2:11 “Jesus is Lord” is the first Chris=an profession of faith (1 Cor 12:3; Rom 10:9). In a culture that 
regularly hears “Caesar is Lord,” this statement is a serious challenge to Roman authority. To profess 
obedience to Jesus means the rulers of this world do not come first in your life.  
  
The hymn ends with an important clarifying comment. Although the Sovereignty of Christ challenges 
Rome, Jesus’ adora=on does not reflect a rivalry with God the first Person of the Trinity. The Son’s 
voluntary sacrifice and obedience brings honor to the first person of the Trinity as well as the Logos.  
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Week 19 Beginnings 
Lesson #1                           Beginnings 
  
When we learn to read the story of Jesus and see it as the story of the love of God, doing for us what 
we could not do for ourselves--that insight produces, again and again, a sense of astonished gra=tude 
which is very near the heart of authen=c Chris=an experience. - N.T. Wright 
  
Chris=ans celebrate the birth, life, death, and resurrec=on of Jesus, found in the four gospels, as the 
high point of the Bible. However, if we believe Jesus is the Messiah, the incarna=on of God, the Word 
made flesh, then studying how he taught us to live through his words and ac=ons should be the 
number one priority of those who follow him. This week we read stories of his early years and the 
beginning of his ministry. 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 2:21-40. Jesus’ incarna=on is an extension of what God has been doing through 
the Hebrew people. He comes to fulfill (meaning “to fill to overflowing”) God’s covenant with 
Abraham, not replace it. Joseph and Mary circumcise Jesus, name him, present him in the Temple, 
and offer a sacrifice, all in accordance with the Torah. Simeon proclaims salva=on has come for all 
na=ons in the long-awaited Messiah (Gen 12:3). Anna is the first to share about God’s redemp=ve 
ac=vity in Jesus. It is important for us to remember that we are not the first to walk with God. Many 
have come before us to teach us about connec=ng with the Divine. Who has influenced, for good or 
bad, your view and understanding of God? What nega=ves in your past must you overcome? What 
posi=ve influences have helped form you? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 2. Simeon proclaims the Messiah will cause the rising and 
falling of many. God will bring jus=ce into the world. The oppressed will be set free and the 
oppressors will be punished. Pray for both the oppressed and oppressors in our world, that all will be 
set free from sin. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:21 Circumcision marks Jesus as part of the covenant community. Since he is immersed in the ritual 
obliga=ons of the Law, he is able to fulfill and transform the covenant God made with Abraham. Mary 
and Joseph obey God by naming him “Jesus” (Lk 1:31), the Greek form of “Joshua,” meaning “the Lord 
is salva=on.” 
  
2:22 Two rituals are being performed. First, women are purified a]er childbirth (Lev 12:2-4). Second, 
the father performs a ritual called “redemp=on of the firstborn” when eldest children are recognized 
as belonging to God in a special way (Ex 13:2, 11-16). 
  
2:24 The couple presents an offering designed for those who are poor and cannot afford a year-old 
lamb (Lev 5:7-10). One of the birds is for a sin offering; the other for a burnt offering. 
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2:25 “Consola=on” comes from the same Greek root word (“paraklesis”) as “comforter” 
(“parakletos”). It was commonly used to refer to the Messiah (Is 12:1; 49:13; Jn 14:16). 
  
2:29 Simeon’s song, celebra=ng salva=on for all na=ons, reflects Isaiah 42:6, 49:6, 52:10. 
  
2:34 Jesus’ ministry forces people to decide what they believe (Lk 1:46-55; Is 8:14). Consider the 
highs and lows Mary will experience in the coming years. Are you willing to allow your loved ones to 
suffer so that God’s desires for the world can be accomplished? 

2:36 Jewish scholars list four female prophets: Miriam (Ex 15:20), Deborah (Jdgs 4), Huldah (2Kgs 
22:14), and Noadiah (Neh 6:14). The New Testament says Anna, Elizabeth (Lk 1:41), and Philip’s four 
daughters (Acts 21:9) prophesy. Paul assumes women prophesy in the early church (1 Cor 11:5). 

2:40 This verse is used to support the Recapitula=on Theory of Atonement which states Jesus enters 
each stage of humanity, yet remains obedient and sinless. See Appendix B. 

——— 
Lesson #2                           Beginnings 
  
Glorious now behold him arise; King and God and sacrifice: Alleluia, Alleluia, sounds through the 
earth and skies. - John Hopkins Jr. 
  
Each of the four gospels is wri,en for a different audience. Mark is aimed at Romans. Luke addresses 
his gospel and the book of Acts to a man named Theophilus—he has a Greek audience in mind. John 
is wri,en to a Gen=le Chris=an audience. Our reading today is from Ma,hew, who writes for a Jewish 
community. Glance over Ma,hew 1 and no=ce the many references to the Hebrew Bible. This will 
con=nue throughout his wri=ngs. 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 2:1-23. The Magi are Gen=les—most likely Zoroastrian priests from Persia. 
And yet, they grasp God’s signs be,er than Jewish religious leaders. They receive divine instruc=ons, 
and God uses them to protect Jesus. The Magi demonstrate this Messiah brings salva=on to all 
na=ons (Lk 2:32). How should Chris=ans approach people of different faiths? What are posi=ve ways 
for Chris=ans to share their belief that Jesus is God incarnate with people of other religions? What 
can we learn from people of other faiths?   
  
The passage ends with a terrible reminder Jesus enters a world of poli=cal and social violence. Herod 
“the Great” is so vile and fearful he slaughters children to destroy a poten=al rival king. Jesus is not 
like worldly rulers (Lk 22:24-27). Is it possible to gain, possess, or maintain worldly power without 
betraying Jesus’ teachings? Why does Jesus not take that path (Mt 4:8-10)? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Chris=ans have always seen symbolic meanings in the Magi’s gi]s. Gold is 
for a king; frankincense is associated with the worship of God; myrrh is an oil used to anoint the dead. 
King, God, and sacrifice. What roles does Jesus play in your life (Sovereign, God, friend, example, 
sacrifice, teacher)? What gi] do you need to present to Jesus today? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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2:1 Zoroastrians weave astronomy into their religion. The Magi see unusual heavenly ac=vity as signs 
of significant events on earth (Gen 1:14; Joel 2:28; Mk 15:33; Acts 2:17). They affirm Jesus as Ruler. 
Compare their story to Numbers 24:17. 
  
2:6 The Jewish leaders quote a version of Micah 5:1-3, but it is not the Septuagint version common in 
their day. They interweave por=ons of 2 Samuel 5:2 with Micah. (see Jn 7:42) 
  
2:7 The answer to Herod’s ques=on sets the stage for Ma,hew 2:13-23. The child Jesus is now two 
years old. What are arguments for and against including the Magi in Christmas Eve na=vity scenes? 
  
2:11 Compare this verse to Psalm 72:10 and Isaiah 60:6. 
  
2:12 Dreams are important in Ma,hew’s infancy narra=ves (1:20; 2:13, 19). 
  
2:15 Hosea 11:1 refers to the na=on of Israel being called out of Egypt in the Exodus. The writer 
presents Jesus as re-living the salva=on history of Israel in his own life. Can you think of other 
connec=ons between Israel’s history and Jesus’ life? 
  
2:18 Jeremiah 31:15 is quoted. Originally this text concerns the destruc=on of the northern na=on of 
Israel by the Assyrians in 721 BCE during the “divided kingdom” era. 
  
2:22 Upon his death in 4 BCE, Augustus Caesar divides Herod’s kingdom between his sons. Archelaus 
rules Judea, Samaria, and Idumea. Herod An=pas gains Galilee and Perea. Philip reigns over Iturea 
and Trachoni=s. Ma,hew clarifies how Jesus, while born in Bethlehem, is known as a Galilean. 
However, the text he quotes is found nowhere in Jewish Scripture. 

——— 
Lesson #3                          Beginnings 
  
You will say to me, ‘You are my Abba, my God, my rock and my deliverance.’ And I will appoint you my 
firstborn, higher than all the earth’s rulers. I will maintain my love for you forever and my covenant 
with you will never fail. I will establish your line forever and your throne as long as the heavens 
endure. - Psalm 89:26-29 (TIB)  
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 2:41-52. This is the only story in the gospels of Jesus’ “hidden years,” the period 
between his infancy and thirty years old. Many cultures have legends that Jesus travels to their land 
during this “silent” =me. Most likely, Jesus spends it as a carpenter (Mt 13:54-56). 
  
This story presents another interes=ng, but unanswerable ques=on: when does Jesus know or 
discover he is Messiah and incarnate God? Few believe he is always omniscient (all-knowing). If that 
were the case, the infant Jesus was fully self aware and simply waited pa=ently for 30 years to begin 
his ministry. Can Jesus experience full humanity if he knows everything? Most believe he becomes 
aware of his iden=ty at a par=cular moment: in the Temple at 12; in bap=sm (3:21); during the 
wilderness tempta=ons (4:1, 14); at transfigura=on (9:28); etc. Others believe he never has absolute 
assurance un=l death, but like all humans, he acts on faith. This idea agrees with the atonement 
theories sugges=ng Jesus lives the faithful, sinless life we are called to live. Is the answer to the 
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ques=on of Jesus self-awareness important? If so, why? Do some answers change the power of Jesus’ 
life or teachings? How does Luke 2:39-40 contribute to this discussion? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 8:15-17. God gives us our true iden=ty. Are you embracing 
what God says about you? Do you live out of that iden=ty. Spend =me praying as the child of God you 
are. Begin by confessing any “masks” you wear for the world. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:41 If possible, faithful Jews travel to Jerusalem for three major feasts: Passover, Pentecost, and 
Tabernacles/Booths (Deut 16:13-17). Large groups would travel together for safety (2:44). What are 
the posi=ves effects of requiring pilgrimages? Are there nega=ve effects? 
  
2:42 A Jewish boy officially reaches manhood at 13 years old. What are the confusing signals our 
culture sends regarding when a child becomes an adult? 
  
2:46 If there is a connec=on between the three days in this story and the =me Jesus spends in the 
tomb (9:22), how does that change our reading of the passage? The implica=on is Jesus knows the 
Torah and is not in opposi=on to it. He is discussing how to interpret and apply it. 
  
2:48 Jesus’ parents assume he acts like a normal boy, and Mary mildly rebukes him. This is different 
from how Jesus is presented in many apocryphal gospels where he performs miracles in his youth. 
Mary refers to Joseph as “your father,” serng up Jesus’ response. 
  
2:49 “In my Father’s house” or “in my Abba’s house” can also be translated “about my Abba’s 
business.” Does this transla=on change how you hear his response? 
  
2:50 This verse suggests Mary and Joseph do not understand Jesus’ incarna=on or role. The reference 
to “Father” (2:49) brings into ques=on Joseph’s role in Jesus’ life. Is he Jesus’ parent (2:41), father, 
foster father, mentor, or something else? What makes someone a “father?” 

2:51 Jesus submits to Mary and Joseph’s authority as parents. This is the last reference in the gospels 
to Joseph. Tradi=on says he is much older than Mary and passes away between this story and when 
Jesus reemerges at thirty years old to begin his ministry. 
  
2:52 If Jesus is born omniscient, how can he grow in wisdom? Does this reference suggest he 
becomes aware of his role as Messiah and divinity at a later =me?   

——— 
Lesson #4                          Beginnings 
  
What you have is God’s gi] to you. What you do with your life is your gi] to God. - Hans Urs von 
Balthasar 
  
The story of the Magi we covered a few days ago is found only in Ma,hew. Just two gospels tell the 
story of Jesus’ birth. Each gospel writer uses a different set of sources. O]en they share a source, but 
each gospel has some stories unique to it. Mark’s gospel is the oldest, and both Ma,hew and Luke 
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use Mark as a source, quo=ng him extensively. Jesus’ bap=sm is found in all four gospels, tes=fying to 
its significance. 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 3:13-17. John, tradi=onally called “the Bap=st” or “the Bap=zer,” does not 
perform Chris=an bap=sm (Acts 18:25), since Jesus has not yet ini=ated the New Covenant (Mt 26:28; 
Lk 22:20; 1 Pet 3:21). John bap=zes as an act of repentance within the Hebrew Covenant (Acts 
19:1-7). Using water as a sign of cleansing and forgiveness is common in many religions, as it is in 
God’s covenant with Abraham (Num 19:11-13). That is why John is shocked when Jesus, who he 
believes is without sin, desires to be bap=zed. Through his par=cipa=on, Jesus transforms this water 
ritual, bringing it to fulfillment, just as he will transform Passover (into Holy Communion) and 
Pentecost (from a Jewish celebra=on of the Law into a celebra=on of the Spirit).  

In this case, following his bap=sm, God proclaims Jesus is “beloved child.” In Christ, Bap=sm is no 
longer primarily about repentance; now it signifies we are children of God. In this sense, bap=sm in 
the New Covenant takes the place of circumcision in the Hebrew Covenant, as the ini=a=on rite of 
the covenant community (Col 2:8-14). However, unlike circumcision, Bap=sm is for all people: Jew 
and Gen=le, men and women, slave and free. Bap=sm calls us to live as children of God and respond 
to God’s loving acts in Jesus Christ. Bap=sm is a sign of rela=onship with God, not a magic =cket into 
heaven. Bap=sm invites us to obediently serve God and neighbor, just as Jesus did. Is being bap=zed 
necessary for salva=on? If “yes,” why is that not considered “salva=on by works” (Eph 2:8-9)? What 
are some reasons a person might not be bap=zed if they have the opportunity to do so? How might 
being bap=zed be a witness for others?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: From the United Methodist Bap=smal Covenant: through bap6sm you are 
incorporated by the Holy Spirit into God’s new crea6on and made to share in Christ’s royal priesthood. 
We are all one in Christ Jesus. Bap=sm teaches us our true iden=ty: a new crea=on (2 Cor 5:17), royal 
priest (1 Pet 2:9), and one with Jesus (Jn 15). How are these descrip=ons different from how the 
world views you? Which of these descrip=ons impacts you most?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:14 Ma,hew is the only gospel to report John’s shock and Jesus’ response to it. Because the phrase 
“to fulfill all righteousness” (3:15) is not found anywhere else, people interpret it many ways. What 
are your thoughts on how our church celebrates Bap=sm? Why does the Church require an ordained 
person to bap=ze? What are issues associated with non-ordained people bap=zing people? 
  
3:16 In Ma,hew and Mark, Jesus is the one who sees the Spirit descend. In Luke and John, the 
experience is shared with John the Bap=zer as well. “Like a dove” can mean the Spirit comes in the 
form of a literal dove or the phrase may be symbolic, using poe=c language to describe the 
indescribable. If this is a literal dove, this would be another example of God’s “incarna=on.”   
  
3:17 Compare God’s statement following the bap=sm to Isaiah 42:1. What does the remainder of that 
passage (Is 42:2-9) tell us about the kind of Messiah that Jesus is called to be? 

——— 
Lesson #5                          Beginnings 
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The last tempta=on is the greatest treason: to do the right deed for the wrong reason. -TS Eliot 
  
Yesterday we learned each of the four gospel writers has their own unique sources as well as o]en 
sharing sources. Today we examine how each writer makes a shared story their own by examining 
three versions of Jesus’ tempta=on. 
  
Devo7on: Read Mark 1:12-13 for the basic story. Read Ma,hew 4:1-11 and Luke 4:1-13 for the 
varia=ons. Satan tempts a hungry Jesus to use his power to feed himself. The reason this must be 
avoided becomes obvious as the story unfolds. Next, he is tempted to gain fame by a miracle and 
seek worldly power.  

The larger theological issue behind these tempta=ons is the kind of Messiah Jesus will be, how he will 
use his power. That is why Satan says, “If you are the son of God…” Turning stones to bread is about 
Jesus being tempted to focus his ministry on feeding the hungry and healing disease. Jesus could do 
amazing good with that as a focus, but teaching about the Kingdom of God is more important (Mk 
1:35-39). Likewise, he could use miracles to en=ce many people to follow him or prevent wars with all 
the world’s power, but he is called to a cross and empty tomb. The ac=ons he is tempted to perform 
are all good on their own, but in performing them, he would have to ignore the best thing, his true 
calling. A]er he overcomes these tempta=ons, he is s=ll able to incorporate these good ac=ons into 
his ministry. When have you been tempted to se,le for good things instead of pursuing the best 
thing? When does the Church focus on good things but forget the most essen=al things? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Corinthians 10:13. What has been the most difficult tempta=ons 
you have faced? When have you doubted God’s existence or love? What did you learn about yourself 
in those moments? About God? Do those moments increase your compassion and desire to care for 
others in similar situa=ons?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Mk 1:12 Why does God compel Jesus to go into the desert? What good comes from facing our 
tempta=ons? Do you believe all converts to the faith immediately face tempta=ons? 
  
Mk 1:13 Mark does not men=on Jesus fas=ng or his hunger, but he does report the length of tes=ng 
as forty days. This =es Jesus to Moses’ fas=ng (Deut 9:9, 18) and Israel’s forty years of wandering in 
the wilderness (Num 32:13). How does tempta=on come to you? Does it look nasty and evil, or 
a,rac=ve and reasonable? How do we dis=nguish between tempta=on and a new idea?   
  
The New Testament assumes a state of war exists between God’s people and evil, with Satan 
temp=ng believers to abandon the way of God (Mk 3:23-27; 9:14-29, 38-41). However, spiritual forces 
of good are also present. “With the wild animals” is o]en interpreted as a sign of the evil or difficulty 
Jesus faces. However, this might be a reference to the animals of Eden. If so, Jesus overcomes 
tempta=on, unlike Adam and Eve, and paradise is symbolically reclaimed by God (Is 11:6-9). 
  
Mt 4:2 The comment about Jesus’ hunger addresses his humanity. While we are more familiar with 
people who believe Jesus is not God, the early church also deals with those who believe God 
overwhelmed Jesus’ humanity. If Jesus’ humanity was subsumed by God, then he cannot suffer or be 
tempted. The church teaching that Jesus is both fully God and fully human is what we call a “mystery”
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—beyond our understanding and yet true. He is God but hungers. He is both divine and tempted as 
we are (Heb 4:15). 
  
Mt 4:3 The 40 days of fas=ng weaken him physically but strengthens him spiritually. What should we 
be doing to prepare ourselves for the tempta=ons that lie ahead? 
  
Jesus answers all three tempta=ons with scripture from Deuteronomy (8:3, 6:16, 13). Roman rulers 
gained the favor of the crowds by distribu=ng bread. What is being communicated by Jesus’ answer 
regarding turning stones into bread? When do we put our physical needs above living out the Word 
of God? When do our physical wants become more important than our calling? 
  
Mt 4:6 Satan quotes Psalm 91:11-12. What are the implica=ons that Satan quotes scripture? Jesus is 
tempted to perform a miraculous sign in order to become popular. Jesus’ answer reveals God has not 
instructed him to walk that path. What is the danger of following Jesus because of miracles he can 
perform for us? What is the danger of Chris=ans seeking to be popular through ministry? 
  
Mt 4:8 This mountain does not exist in the world. It is a vision temp=ng Jesus to use poli=cal power to 
accomplish his ministry’s goals. Why does Jesus compare using worldly power to the worship of false 
gods? What is the link between the two? Does all worldly power come with tempta=ons? 
  
Lk 4:4 Compared to Ma,hew, Luke’s version of Jesus’ answer shortens Deuteronomy 8:3. 
  
Lk 4:5 Luke adds “in an instant” to clarify this is a vision or symbol. 
  
Lk 4:6 Satan’s comment on his ability to grant the world’s power is found only in Luke. Jesus does not 
disagree with his claim, sugges=ng worldly power is under the control of Satan (Jn 12:31, 14:30, 
16:11). How should Chris=ans approach posi=ons of power? What power do you hold over other 
people? Do not make the mistake of thinking this issue is only for kings and CEOs. 
  
Lk 4:9 Some believe Luke transposes the final two tempta=ons so the climax of this tempta=on story 
occurs in Jerusalem, just as Jesus’ ministry will climax there. How does Jesus’ journey to the cross 
demonstrate he is able to overcome each of these three tempta=ons? 
  
Lk 4:13 Luke also has a unique conclusion, no=ng Jesus will face more tempta=on in the future. How 
does this comment change the way we look at Jesus’ ministry? Does it change how you look at your 
journey, witness, and ministry? 

——— 
Lesson #6                          Beginnings 
  
There are many of us that are willing to do great things for the Lord, but few of us are willing to do 
li,le things. - Dwight L. Moody 
  
Devo7on: (We will not read mul6ple versions of every story in this study, but we will again today to 
demonstrate how it is important to read various accounts.) Read Mark 1:16-20. This version of Jesus 
calling his first disciples is nearly word for word with Ma,hew 4:18-22. Read Luke 5:1-11 and John 
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1:35-51. Pay a,en=on to how their sources bring different perspec=ves to the same story. All four 
writers agree the first disciples leave their homes, families, and jobs to follow. If you are a Chris=an, 
what have you le] behind to follow Jesus (career opportuni=es, rela=onships, artudes, ac=ons)? If 
you are not a Chris=an, what would be the most difficult thing to leave behind in order to follow? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Timothy 1:8-10. What calling has God placed on your life? Are you 
called to be kind, teach, love, forgive, sacrifice, give, witness? Pray about your call. 
  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Mk 1:16 Some of the disciples had witnessed Jesus’ bap=sm (Acts 1:21-22). 
  
Mk 1:19 Mark emphasizes the immediacy of their response. If Simon, James, and John have heard 
Jesus teach, it is not reported here. 
  
Lk 5:1 The “lake of Gennesaret” is another name for the “Sea of Galilee.” It is a 13 mile long and 7.5 
mile wide fresh water lake. 
  
Lk 5:4 Since Jesus describes catching fish as a sign of Chris=an service, “put out into deep water” can 
easily be seen as symbolic. What do you think this phrase might mean? 
  
Lk 5:5 “Master” is a =tle o]en given to Jesus in Luke (8:24, 45; 9:33, 49). Jesus also uses it regularly in 
parables (12:36, 42; 16:3, 13; 19:17). Simon is obedient even though reluctant. 
  
Lk 5:8 What do you think is signified by Peter’s change from “Master” in verse 5 to “Lord?”   
  
Lk 5:11 Their decision to follow is all the more impressive considering the catch of fish ne,ed. 
  
Jn 1:35 Only John’s gospel reports some of Jesus’ first followers were originally disciples of John the 
Bap=st. Jesus is “the Lamb of God” (Ex 12:3; Is 53:7). Andrew is named, but the other disciple is not. 
Tradi=on says the gospel writer John, son of Zebedee, is the other. 
  
Jn 1:38 John frequently translates Hebrew and Aramaic words for his Gen=le readers. 
  
Jn 1:41 John reports Andrew finds Simon rather than Jesus calling him directly. He also includes 
Simon’s renaming as “Peter” in this context as opposed to the other gospels (Mt 16:17). 
  
Jn 1:44 The implica=on is that Simon and Andrew introduce Jesus to Philip, who is most likely another 
disciple of John the Bap=st.   
  
Jn 1:46 Nazareth is so small and insignificant, it is never men=oned in the Jewish Scriptures. 
  
Jn 1:48 Jesus refers to some experience Nathanael had, but scripture does not disclose what this is. It 
is significant enough for Nathanael to believe and respond with messianic =tles (2 Sam 7:14; Ps 2:7; 
Zeph 3:15). 
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Jn 1:51 Jesus refers to Genesis 28:10-17, Jacob’s dream of a “ladder to heaven.” That dream 
symbolizes God communica=ng with humanity. God changes Jacob’s name to “Israel.” This “Israelite 
in whom there is no deceit” will see greater things than Jacob saw. 

Lesson #7                          Beginnings 
  
I have said this to you, so that in me you may have peace. In the world you face persecu=on. But take 
courage; I have conquered the world! - Jesus, John 16:33 (NRSV) 
  
Devo7on: All four gospels report that Jesus faced resistance from the beginning of his public ministry 
and growing opposi=on over its three year span. Read Luke 4:14-30. Filled with the power of the 
Spirit, Jesus’ fame grew in the region. Those in his hometown who have known him for thirty years 
are ini=ally amazed but ul=mately enraged he claims to be fulfilling messianic scripture. Jesus warns 
us that his teaching will cause opposi=on and even divide families (Mt 10:16-18, 34-36). Why is this 
reac=on so commonplace? Why do prophets and Chris=ans some=mes have the hardest =me among 
those who know them best? What is the threat we feel when someone we know changes, 
experiences success, or claims to have had an encounter with God? What should our response be in 
those situa=ons?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Offer the following prayer: O my Sovereign God, help me be like Jesus, to 
love my enemies and those who oppose me. And when I struggle to show them love, remind me that I 
have treated you as an enemy, and you con6nue to graciously love me. Amen. Ask God how you 
might be a good and loving person for all those in your life. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Lk 4:14 Ma,hew reports Jesus returns to Galilee a]er John is arrested (Mt 4:12). Jesus begins his 
ministry by teaching. He will later stop healing and performing miracles to return to teaching 
(4:42-44). Why is teaching more important than these other forms of ministry? 
  
Lk 4:16 This is Jesus’ first visit to his hometown since his ministry began. Most likely synagogue 
services in his =me included two prayers, two readings, a teaching, and a priestly blessing from 
Numbers 6:24-26. 
  
Lk 4:17 This is the only clear reference in scripture to Jesus knowing how to read. What he reads is a 
combina=on of Isaiah 58:6 and 61:1-2. How does his ministry reflect these words from Isaiah? 
  
Lk 4:19 This reading describes ac=ons that occur during a Jubilee year celebra=on (Lev 25:8-55). 
According to the Law, every fi]y years, all debts are to be forgiven and all land returned to the 
original families. Why do you think the Law includes this radical provision? How does Jesus fulfill 
these ac=ons? 
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Lk 4:21 The verb translated “is fulfilled” (Greek “peplerotai”) indicates salva=on is already achieved in 
the person of Jesus. Salva=on is not ini=ated on the cross; it arrives with the incarna=on and/or 
ministry of Jesus. How does this idea change how we might see the crucifixion and resurrec=on? 
  
Lk 4:25 Jesus references 1 Kings 17-18 and 2 Kings 5. 
  
Lk 4:29 People disagree over whether Jesus passing through the crowd is a miracle or the Nazarene 
community stepping away from murder. 

Week 20 Teacher 
Lesson #1                   Teacher 
  
The Kingdom of Heaven is not a place, but a state of mind. - John Burroughs 

For several weeks, we will break down Jesus’ ministry into various categories: general teachings, 
healing, compassionate hospitality, miracles, parables, and rela=onship with disciples. However, since 
these categories all intermingle in Jesus’ life, expect the discussions to overlap. Forcing Jesus into 
neat and =dy categories is never easy! 
  
Devo7on: Read Mark 1:14-15. Jesus begins his public ministry with the fundamental teaching which 
undergirds all his ac=ons: “the kingdom of God has come near” (NRSV) or “the reign of God is at 
hand” (TIB). In earthly kingdoms, we obey Rulers and their laws. However, “the kingdom/reign of 
God” is not found in a geographical area. God’s reign is present wherever and whenever people live 
according to God’s commands and desires (Eph 19; 1 Pet 2:9). Jesus reasserts this idea when 
teaching us to pray: “Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” (Mt 6:10). 
What happens in heaven? Only that which God desires. Those who live under God’s reign now must 
only speak words acceptable to God and only perform ac7ons which God desires. That is our calling 
as followers of Jesus. The Holy Spirit guides and strengthens us to embody God#s reign (Acts 2). Think 
back over your words, ac=ons, and thoughts over the past week. When were you living under God#s 
reign? When were you ignoring God#s kingdom and serving another? When we serve God, are any of 
our ac=ons %neutral?” 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Colossians 3:1-10. Set your mind on the things of God. What ways of 
ac=ng do you need to “put to death?” Spend =me in prayer becoming aware of God’s presence, 
asking for forgiveness, and seeking strength to act as you should. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:14 All three “synop=c gospels” (a term referring to Ma,hew, Mark, and Luke, which are similar in 
many ways) point out Jesus begins his ministry a]er John is arrested (Mt 4:12; Lk 3:20). 
  
The “good news” is the proclama=on that our Creator is ac=ve in the crea=on, bringing light into 
darkness, and invi=ng us to align our lives according to God’s desires. Jesus’ incarna=on is the primary 
manifesta=on of that ac=on (Is 61:1-2; Col 1:21-23). 
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1:15 “The =me is fulfilled” refers to the belief that God deals with humanity in par=cular ways in 
different eras. For instance, a new “age” begins when God calls Abraham and Sarah, ini=a=ng a 
covenant with them (Gen 12). Likewise, God’s gi] of the Law begins a new era. In the same way, Jesus 
proclaims a new Messianic age has arrived and calls followers to respond to the reign of God by 
repentance and belief. “Repent” means to turn toward God, away from other rulers, and place God’s 
desires first. Does repentance always have an emo=onal element? Is it possible to repent and not 
change? Is it possible to repent and treat people the same way you did before? 
  
“Believe in the good news” does not refer to an intellectual acknowledgement of God’s existence. In 
scripture, to “believe” in something means to base ac=ons upon it. Therefore, belief in the good news 
means living as Jesus teaches. The remainder of the gospel is spent spelling out how a believer in this 
new age of the good news acts. Jesus is our example, the incarna=on of God’s reign on earth. What 
does our culture place before God? What are you personally tempted to put before God (career, 
family, safety, na=on, reputa=on, comfort, prejudices)? 

——— 
Lesson #2                   Teacher 
  
Most people are willing to take the Sermon on the Mount as a flag to sail under, but few will use it as 
a rudder by which to steer. - Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr. 
  
Devo7on: Ma,hew reports Jesus’ “sermon on the mount” in chapters 5-7. Today we cover the first 
half of this extensive collec=on of teachings. Our reading is a li,le longer than normal, but Jesus’ 
teaching in this sec=on is essen=al if we are to understand how to live under the reign of God. As you 
read, remember “blessing” in this context does not mean a good or happy thing. A blessing is that 
which draws us closer to God. (See lesson #1 under “Patriarchs and Matriarchs,” page 30.) Read 
Ma,hew 5:1-6:18. 
  
Followers of Jesus must do more than keep the Law. They must change how they view the world 
and themselves. The “blessed are…” sec=on (called the Bea=tudes) invites us to understand that 
some=mes difficult circumstances help form us into God’s people faster than prosperity. What has to 
happen in our lives to welcome the lessons of painful situa=ons? 
  
Far from rejec=ng the Law (5:17), Jesus is more strict, asking followers to seek pure hearts as well as 
righteous ac=ons. Each “you have heard...but I tell you…” challenges us to move beyond the le,er of 
the law to internal self-reflec=on. We must go the second mile, living today under the reign of God as 
someone who lives in heaven. Which of Jesus’ teachings strike you as most difficult to embody in 
your life? Does our Church’s culture make living out God’s reign more easy or more difficult? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Reread Ma,hew 5:13-16. Followers of Jesus are to stand out in the world 
because of their good works. Where are you being pushed to stand out right now? When you 
perform good works, does God receive the glory from other people or do you? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:1 Just as Jesus’ fas=ng =es him to Moses (Deut 9:9, 18), so now he re-interprets the Law on a new 
Mount Sinai. Compare Ma,hew’s account with Luke’s presenta=on (Lk 6:17-49). 
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5:3 The bea=tudes are paradoxical, opposed to the values of Jesus’ =me as well as our own. What 
should our artude be regarding difficult =mes? How is this “blessed are” sec=on connected to Jesus’ 
words on being salt and light for the world (5:13-16)? When are good works and faith most evident to 
the world? 
  
5:17 Jesus’ statement about coming to fulfill the Law and Prophets is a key for understanding his 
teachings on murder/anger, adultery/lust, divorce, oaths, retalia=on/submission, love of enemies, 
almsgiving, prayer, and fas=ng. The Law provides boundaries for our ac=ons in each of these areas. 
Yet, God desires more than obedient slaves. Only the Holy Spirit can guide us, aligning our external 
ac=ons with God. We can outlaw murder, but only God can deal with the anger leading to murder. 
We may punish adultery, but only God can help us overcome lust. We cannot expect rules to rid the 
community of sin, only reconcilia=on with God accomplishes that. How might Jesus’ way of looking 
beneath the surface of laws and rules to the internal spiritual issues found there give us a valuable 
perspec=ve on hot bu,on issues of the church today? 
  
Which of Jesus’ these teachings do we generally ignore? Why do we? What would be required for us 
to be obedient to them? How do his words on perfec=on (5:48) prevent us from se,ling for less?   
  
6:1 The warning to avoid performing good works in order to gain human approval or favor is found in 
the almsgiving, prayer, and fas=ng teachings. What rewards do people seek from their financial 
giving, a,endance at worship, par=cipa=on in small groups, and study? 
  
6:9 Break down the different parts of Jesus’ model prayer. What does each part communicate? Write 
a prayer for yourself or for the church based on his model. 

——— 
Lesson #3                   Teacher 
  
A man should not be judged by his fame, power, or money, but rather by how much love he gives to 
others. - Sandranil Biswas 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 6:19-7:29. The second half of Jesus’ “sermon on the mount” is a collec=on 
of teachings on how to live a righteous life. Two passages help =e these statements together. First, 
Jesus draws on a common belief in his day: healthy eyes allow physical light to enter so we perceive 
the world accurately. Jesus suggests this is true spiritually as well. When we see the world from God’s 
perspec=ve, we have an inner “light” or clarity. Just as diseased eyes prevent us from seeing 
accurately, when we do not seek God’s vision, we do not see the world accurately. We live in 
“darkness.” Those in right rela=onship with God understand what is treasure and what is not (6:19). 
They serve the real master, not wealth (6:24). They do not worry, judge, or profane the holy. It seems 
greed, anxiety, and judgmental artudes are also a problem in Jesus’ day. What makes these 
par=cular tempta=ons so commonplace? 
  
“Ask, seek, knock” (7:7) is a righteous response in a world where darkness clouds vision. When we are 
tempted to hoard treasure, serve wealth, worry, judge, or profane, we must seek God’s way of 
viewing the world. There is a path leading to destruc=on. Avoid it! The narrow path leads to life, and 
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it requires us to live by the golden rule, avoid false prophets, bear good fruit, and put Jesus’ teaching 
into ac=on. Many people focus on “do to others as you would have them do to you” (7:12). Would 
living out that teaching with sincerity encompass all these other teachings? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 55:6-7. What does “seeking the Sovereign” mean in your 
spiritual life? How o]en do you try different forms of prayer? Consider incorpora=ng something new 
into your life today: fas=ng, wri,en prayer, journaling, walking prayer, sirng in silence, praying for 
enemies, etc. If you do not try anything new, tell God why you will not. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
6:19 What worldly things preoccupy you? What do you worry about? What is the difference between 
worry and planning? What is the connec=on between treasure and worry? 
  
6:24 What should be the Chris=an artude toward money? How can a person tell if they are serving 
wealth? What signs indicate someone is greedy or obsessed with earning money? 
  
6:33 What do you fear you are missing in life? How does this teaching address such fears? 
  
7:1 “Judge” means to condemn harshly. Luke’s version makes this more clear (Lk 6:37-42). Jesus also 
teaches the community of faith is responsible for providing discipline for its members (18:15-20). 
How do you feel about being judged and/or forgiven by the same standards you apply to others (7:2)? 
Are you harder on others or on yourself?  
  
7:13 What makes it difficult to embody God’s reign in our current culture? 
  
7:15 Jesus presents two teachings in tension with one another. The tree/fruit (7:15) and the hearer/
doer teachings (7:24-27) encourage us to pay a,en=on to ac=ons and perform good works. The 
“Lord, Lord” passage (7:21-23) suggests that good works (prophesy, cas=ng out demons, deeds of 
power) are not sufficient to earn God’s favor. In these teachings, we are called to “know” Jesus. What 
does Jesus mean by “I never knew you?” Which is the larger problem in your life: knowing Jesus or 
performing good works? 

——— 
Lesson #4                   Teacher 
  
At the sight of the crowds, Jesus’ heart was moved with pity because they were distressed and 
dejected, like sheep without a shepherd. Jesus said to the disciples, “The harvest is boun=ful but the 
laborers are few. Beg the overseer of the harvest to send laborers out to bring in the crops.” - 
Ma,hew 9:36-38 (TIB)   
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 9:14-17. Although people in the region are celebra=ng Jesus’ ministry (Mt 
4:23-25), the religious leaders grow increasingly angry as he challenges religious tradi=ons based on 
the Hebrew Bible (Mt 9:2-3). John’s disciples ask a reasonable ques=on: why does Jesus ignore the 
prac=ce of fas=ng? The Pharisees and John’s disciples fast to commemorate Moses receiving the Law 
and destruc=on of the first Temple—milestones in Jewish Scripture. Jesus responds with three 
analogies which all make the same point: a new, messianic age has come. The Messiah for which we 
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have been longing has arrived! Like those celebra=ng a wedding, the wai=ng of betrothal is over; the 
bridegroom has arrived (Eph 5:25; Rev 19:7-9, 22:17). No one uses new cloth as a patch because it 
will shrink and tear the old, well-worn fabric. The ways of the new, messianic age will not func=on 
according to the Law of the Hebrew Covenant. An old wineskin is stretched out and cannot handle 
the pressure of wine that is s=ll fermen=ng. God is communica=ng with crea=on in a new way, 
through the Messiah. Now is the =me to look forward to what God is doing rather than look back to 
the past. The Messiah’s followers will be led by the Spirit, not the Law. What criteria should we use to 
evaluate tradi=ons? What religious tradi=ons have you seen change in your life? Which ones should 
change? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Fast for some period of =me (24 hours is good goal, but not required). You 
may choose to fast from technology, television, meat, food, everything but water, etc. Be sure to 
incorporate some form of prayer into your =me of fas=ng.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
9:15 Jesus does not reject fas=ng in general (Mt 6:16-17) but insists the spiritual prac=ce is not a 
weekly ritual obliga=on. Jesus points to the remembrance of his own death as an example of when 
fas=ng is appropriate. Many Chris=ans fast in some form on Fridays to commemorate Jesus’ sacrifice 
on the cross. Fas=ng opens our heart to God and makes our prayer =me much more powerful. If you 
have not tried it, you should. If you have fasted, how was your experience?   
  
The reign of God is compared to a wedding feast (Mt 22:1-14; 25:1-13). The future rela=onship 
between the church and the Messiah is described in the same way (Rev 19:7; 22:17). When do 
modern Chris=ans “feast” together? In Jesus’ day, wedding feasts were elaborate celebra=ons, o]en 
las=ng seven days. Do we feast enough in the Church? 
  
9:16 The new patch and the old garment are not to be used together. Chris=an faith has risen out of 
Judaism, but that does not mean our heritage determines the form or boundaries of the New 
Covenant community. 
  
9:17 Read Mark 2:21-22 and Luke 5:36-39. No=ce in Ma,hew, Jesus says “both are preserved.” Mark 
leaves the reader with the clear impression the “new” is be,er; Luke makes a point to say the “old” is 
s=ll good. If the old and new “wine” are metaphors for God’s Covenant with the Jews and New 
Covenants, Ma,hew’s emphasis is on Jesus fulfilling the Hebrew Covenant, not replacing it. 

——— 
Lesson #5                   Teacher 
  
Jesus finished speaking and le] the crowds spellbound at his teaching, because he taught with an 
authority that was unlike their religious scholars. - Ma,hew 7:28-29 (TIB)  
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 15:1-20. A]er a series of nega=ve encounters, the tension between the 
religious leaders and Jesus reaches a boiling point. Jesus cri=cizes their tradi=ons and challenges their 
authority. The Pharisees and scribes accuse Jesus’ disciples of not washing according to customary 
purity ceremonies. The issue is not hygiene but the disciples’ failure to par=cipate in a ritual based on 
oral tradi=on. Jesus teaches that while the Law is good, not all tradi=ons based on the Law are. He 
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points to a tradi=on that says if people give an amount to the temple equal to what they would have 
spent on their parents, they are released from the parental obliga=ons ascribed by the Law (Ex 
20:12). The leaders support this self-serving rule even though it ignores the intent of the Law. The 
goal of purity tradi=ons is to remind people to have a pure mind and heart. Such tradi=ons are not a 
bad thing, but only going through the mo=ons of the ritual misses the goal. Being formed as God’s 
people from the inside out is what ma,ers. Why do leaders so o]en stress rule-keeping? How hard is 
it to measure internal integrity? What current church rules have outlived their usefulness?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 2:13-16. What rules did you have as a child? What was the 
intent behind those rules? How many of those rules s=ll apply to you? What are church tradi=ons you 
follow? What is the intent behind those tradi=ons? Where are you only following the rules when you 
should be allowing God to do something deeper within you? 
  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ma,hew 9:32-34; 12:1-14, 22-32, 38-42 to gain perspec=ve on the growing tension in Jesus’ 
rela=onship with the religious leaders. 
  
15:1 The Pharisees view the wri,en Law as superior to oral tradi=ons, but those “tradi=ons of the 
elders” s=ll carry significant weight. Consider the doctrine of the Trinity. While this oral tradi=on is 
not explained clearly in scripture, orthodox Chris=ans consider it vitally important. Some Chris=ans 
seek to make parts of the Law, such as the Ten Commandments, binding on Chris=ans. What does 
Gala=ans 5:3 teach us about this tempta=on? What posi=ve role can the Law in general or the Ten 
Commandments in par=cular play even if they are not binding? How might the historical perspec=ve 
offered by the Law help Chris=ans rely on the Holy Spirit to fulfill the two great commandments (Jn 
16:12-15; Mt 22:34-40)? 
  
15:2 This oral tradi=on is based on a strict interpreta=on of Levi=cus 15 concerning bodily discharges. 
The goal of that passage is to prevent the spread of disease, in par=cular sexually transmi,ed 
diseases. The Pharisees have made washing a ritual ac=on unrelated to disease. 
  
15:8 Jesus quotes Isaiah 29:13. What do these words have to say to the modern church? 
  
15:11 Compare this passage to the vision of Peter (Acts 10:9-16; 11:1-10). What does it teach us 
about God that food labeled “unclean” in the Law is now considered “clean?” 
  
15:13 The implica=on is that if you take offense at Jesus’ words, you have not been planted by God. 
Jesus’ denouncement of the religious leaders is powerful. How should the average Chris=an believer 
treat people who want to argue about religion? What should our aim be? 
  
15:15 “Parable’ is defined here as “a hidden meaning” rather than a story. They are confused because 
Jesus’ teaching (serng aside the ritual for the greater meaning behind the ritual) is something new. 
How radical is it today? 
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15:17 Just as his parables are drawn from everyday life, Jesus uses a very earthy metaphor. His point 
is clear: “cleanliness” has nothing to do with what food is eaten because all food becomes “unclean” 
in the body, ending up in the sewer. 
  
15:18 Our morality is demonstrated by how we respond to the world. The “heart” symbolizes the 
seat of our emo=onal responses (1 Chron 28:9). The mouth verbalizes the heart’s inten=on. Sin and 
righteousness first occur inwardly, and then our ac=ons reflect our inten=ons. Our hearts need to be 
cleaned, not our hands. 
  
15:19 Harmful ac=ons toward others are defiling, reflec=ng an inner, evil inten=on. The list reflects 
the prohibi=ons of the Ten Commandments. 
  
15:20 Jesus finally answers the original issue: people are defiled by the evil in their hearts coming to 
frui=on in their ac=ons, not by failure to par=cipate in ritual purifica=on. 
  
Read Luke 11:37-54 to see the next phase of Jesus’ rela=onship with the Pharisees and lawyers. 

——— 
Lesson #6                   Teacher 
  
You don’t pay taxes—they take taxes! - Chris Rock   
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 22:15-22. The religious leaders want to trap Jesus with a hot bu,on poli=cal 
issue. The Pharisees and the common people hate their Roman oppressors. In return for power and 
favor, the Herodians support Rome and the idea of paying Caesar’s taxes. If Jesus publicly supports 
the tax (one Roman denarius per person), the crowd will turn against him. If he says people should 
not pay the tax, he can be arrested as a revolu=onary. The fact they have coins in their pocket shows 
they already cooperate with Rome. The coin’s inscrip=on reads "Caesar Augustus Tiberius, son of the 
Divine Augustus.” In other words, it reads “Caesar…son of God.” Jesus avoids saying to pay the tax or 
not. He points out that if you have the coin, you are coopera=ng with Rome, receiving the benefits of 
that rela=onship, and are beholden to Caesar. If we receive benefits from the government, we should 
not be surprised that “Rome” expects something from us in return. His statement “Give therefore to 
the emperor...” forces the ques=on back on them, and us. Where have we compromised ourselves 
with government, culture, the world, etc.? What part of you and your possessions belong to God? If 
everything in your life belongs to God, then live in a way that honors God with all things. If I =the 
(dona=ng 10% of income), can I do whatever I want with the other 90% or does the 90% also belong 
to God? Should the Church stop accep=ng tax-free status from the government? What does the 
government expect in return for this benefit? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: What is your artude toward paying taxes? ...giving financially to the 
church? ...other charitable giving? ...spending on yourself? What do your artudes in these areas 
teach you about yourself? Spend =me in prayer reflec=ng on your approach to finances.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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Read Ma,hew 17:24-27. Why does Jesus respond differently to the ques=on about paying the temple 
tax? How do the two serngs affect his response? Should Chris=ans pay taxes that support ac=vi=es 
they feel are immoral?   
  
22:15 Herodians and Pharisees are enemies. Herodians support the dynasty of Herod, which is 
currently led by Herod An=pas, tetrarch of Galilee. The fact they are working with the Pharisees 
demonstrates that both sides fear Jesus more than they hate each other. What is the danger of 
religious groups aligning themselves too closely with poli=cal power? 
  
22:17 Both Zealots and Pharisees believe paying taxes to a foreign oppressor is unacceptable. The 
difference is zealots are willing to use force to achieve independence while Pharisees are not willing 
to begin a revolu=on. The way the ques=on is phrased suggests the answer will be that Jesus is a 
zealot. Is it ever acceptable for Chris=ans to use violence to achieve their ends? 
  
22:18 Their hypocrisy is evident in that these two groups, who do not agree on the issue of taxes, are 
working in conjunc=on with each other to trap Jesus. 
  
22:21 Jesus accepts that Caesar currently holds the worldly power. That truth is symbolized by the 
coin, which can only be minted by those in charge. Jesus does not address whether God is pleased 
with this situa=on or Caesar has the right to rule Israel. Jesus’ answer does not divide the world into 
sacred and secular jurisdic=ons, although that is a popular interpreta=on. Nor does he answer the 
ques=on of what belongs to God and what belongs to Caesar. He leaves that up to the listener to 
decide. No person can serve two masters (Mt 6:24). What are the current poli=cal hot bu,on issues 
Chris=ans face? 

——— 
Lesson #7                   Teacher 

I remind everybody that the Sabbath was the Jewish gi] to civiliza=on. - Edgar Bronfman, Sr. 

Devo7on: Read Mark 2:23-28. The Pharisees believe Jesus’ disciples are breaking the Law by working 
on the Sabbath. Jesus answers their ques=on with one of his own, referring to 1 Samuel 21:2-7. In 
that passage, David has been anointed King by the prophet Samuel, while Saul s=lls on the throne. 
David, fleeing from Saul, eats the bread reserved for the priests (Lev 24:9). Jesus suggests two 
different reasons for quo=ng the passage. His “sabbath was made for humankind…” comment 
suggests he, like David or any person, is excused from the Law by the circumstances of his hunger. To 
keep the le,er of the Law (no physical labor) is not as important as keeping the spirit of the Law (set 
aside a day of Sabbath). His second comment, “the Son of Man is Sovereign even of the Sabbath” 
suggests that Jesus claims, like David, to be the anointed Ruler that is not yet recognized. As Ruler, he 
is the one to righXully interpret and apply the Law. Imagine how difficult it is for these religious 
leaders to hear what Jesus is saying with an open heart and mind! What do we have to do with pre-
conceived no=ons to be open to God’s Spirit? What is the spirit of the Law behind the Sabbath? How 
can you know when you are breaking the Sabbath? Can you know if someone else is? Is it possible for 
the church to make hard and fast rules about the Sabbath for everyone to follow? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: Spend =me in prayer today, expressing your gra=tude for the good gi]s of 
God’s crea=on. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read the very next passage, Mark 3:1-6, no=ng how Luke presents two Sabbath controversies 
together. How might today’s Mark 2:23-28 reading influence how we interpret Jesus’ healing of the 
withered hand? 

2:23 Pharisees allow “plucking and ea=ng” grain in =mes of great need, but not “harves=ng or 
threshing” (Deut 23:25). Read Mt 12:1-8 and Lk 6:1-5. How do these writers report the “offense?” 
How does that small difference change the appearance of the Pharisees in the texts? 

Wri,en for a Gen=le Chris=an audience, there is an emphasis throughout the gospel of Mark on how 
Jesus steps away from Jewish legalism. How does the Church tailor its message for different 
audiences? When might changing the method of communica=ng the message of the gospel change 
the message itself? Can you think of examples demonstra=ng how people change the message of the 
good news? 
  
2:24 The Pharisees are not an official party within Judaism. They act as a religious and poli=cal force 
purng pressure on groups in the culture to conform to their interpreta=on of the Law. We might 
compare them to a group of clergy in our culture. A group of ministers today cannot pass laws, but 
their teachings influence how people think and act. How much influence do clergy have in our 
culture? Is their influence diminishing or growing? Should it diminish or grow? 
  
2:27 This passage, omi,ed in Ma,hew and Luke, is used by the early Church to jus=fy moving the 
Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday, the day of resurrec=on. Sunday becomes the primary day of 
worship by the beginning of the 2nd century. 
  
2:28 Are you keeping a weekly Sabbath? Why or why not? 
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Week 21 - Healer 

Lesson #1                      Healer 
  
All who looked on were amazed. They began to ask one another, “What is this? A new teaching, and 
with such authority! This person even gives orders to unclean spirits and they obey!” - Mark 1:27 (TIB) 
  
Before studying Jesus’ ministry of healing this week, remember that Jesus believes his teaching on 
submirng to God’s reign on earth is more important than performing physical healing. Jesus heals as 
a way to point people toward that good news. This idea helps answer the ques=on of why he stops 
healing toward the end of his ministry. 
  
Devo7on: Read Mark 2:1-12. Jesus returns home in order to teach, and he draws a large crowd. A 
demonstra=on of faith moves him to pronounce forgiveness. The religious leaders’ nega=ve reac=on 
then leads him to heal the man so the leaders will “know that the Son of Man has authority on earth 
to forgive sins.” Jesus heals as a way to establish his role and authen7cate his teaching. Healing 
always invites us to something more: an increased faith, a call to submission, a new understanding of 
God's ac=vity on earth, etc. Who demonstrates faith in this story? How is that faith expressed? How 
do you think the homeowner feels? What does this teach us about what it means to be a friend? 
Who is supposed to learn from the healing? Is the "kingdom" lesson some=mes for someone other 
than the person being healed? How is this story like a microcosm of Jesus’ en=re ministry?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 53:3-5. You are not alone in your sufferings. God understands 
pain and afflic=on. For many years the Church taught that when we bear pain with faith and trust, we 
discover a deeper connec=on with Jesus than we might normally have. Call or visit someone who 
suffers physically, then spend =me a]erwards aware of God’s presence. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
This story is actually the first of five passages where Jesus faces controversy over his authority. Read 
Mark 2:13-3:6, no=cing how these passages build on one another. 
  
2:1 Jesus has moved from Nazareth to Capernaum, another northern town on the coast of the Sea of 
Galilee. Some suggest the events that follow occur in Jesus’ own home. How does that change your 
interpreta=on of his response to a hole in the roof? 
  
2:4 Pales=nian roofs in this era are flat, made of clay and straw on wooden ra]ers. “Digging through” 
is not an everyday act. How is this ac=on related to faith? How is faith displayed? 
  
2:5 “Faith” cannot yet mean belief in Jesus’ resurrec=on or divinity. For these people, it means 
recep=vity to God’s presence and power in Jesus. Does it mean the same a]er the resurrec=on? 
  
2:7 Blasphemy is any language which slanders God or damages people’s opinion of God. Compare this 
to Mark 14:60-64. What language do you use that might fail to give God glory or damages someone 
else’s opinion of God? Can a tone of voice be blasphemous? 
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2:10 Jesus claims equality with God, who alone forgives sin. The term “Son of Man” is taken from 
Daniel 7:11-13, where it refers to a representa=ve of God’s people facing opposi=on from evil. In 
Daniel, God vindicates and gives authority to the Son of Man. 
  
2:11 How does our view of God change if we see all healing (small wounds, infec=ons, etc.) as a sign 
God has power to forgive sin and bring spiritual wholeness? 
  
2:12 What must be in place in our life so we move from amazement at God’s ac=vity to believing 
Jesus has authority to forgive sin? 

——— 
Lesson #2                      Healer 
  
Everything that happens to us has been designed for our spiritual growth. - M. Sco, Peck 
  
While most Chris=ans are comfortable discussing physical healing, many find spiritual healing an 
uncomfortable topic. That discomfort leads some to conclude exorcism is a primi=ve way to describe 
healing diseases such as epilepsy or mul=ple personality disorder (Lk 17:14). However, we must not 
dismiss the spiritual side of crea=on too quickly. Scripture teaches we are both physical and spiritual 
beings. If you lose your arm or legs, you remain "you." Every cell in your body has been replaced or 
modified significantly since birth. What makes you the same person? You are more than a body, the 
sum of your physical parts. The spiritual part of you needs healing, forgiveness, and God's power as 
much as the physical. 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 4:31-44. Jesus can heal in both the spiritual and physical realms. He moves 
easily between exorcizing demons and rebuking a fever. However, we should not miss the point of 
these encounters. Once again, Jesus begins by teaching. We are told both before and a]er he casts 
out the unclean spirit that Jesus speaks with authority. Then Jesus stops all acts of healing and leaves 
for another town. “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the other ci=es also; for I 
was sent for this purpose” (4:43). Jesus exorcizes evil spirits for the same reason he brings physical 
healing, as a sign of his “authority and power” to teach God’s way of life. If we focus too much 
a,en=on on the healing event itself, we can be distracted from the good news that should transform 
every aspect of our lives. What “good” things occasionally distract you from viewing the world as God 
desires? Should the church offer more instruc=on on the spiritual worldview of the Bible? Does 
pondering the spiritual realm of existence encourage or discourage you from being more faithful? 
What do you believe about the spiritual realm of life? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray the following: Sovereign, look upon me with eyes of mercy, may your 
healing hand rest upon me, may your life-giving power flow into every cell in my body, and into the 
depths of my soul, cleansing, purifying, and restoring me to wholeness and strength for your service… 
finish this prayer with your own thoughts and words. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:33 Luke clarifies this is an impure spirit because he believes both good and bad spirits exist in the 
world. What role, if any, do you assign to angels and demons in your life? Can other beings (people, 
angels, demons) make you do good or evil? Can the Holy Spirit make you do good? What role does 
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the Holy Spirit play in your life? Do you imagine angels and demons having more or less power than 
the Spirit of God in you life? 
  
4:35 Throughout the gospels, Jesus refuses to allow demons to announce his iden=ty. Most likely this 
reflects the common biblical belief that knowing or u,ering someone’s name is way of claiming 
power over them, insinua=ng an ability to judge their purpose and ac=ons. Another possibility is that 
Jesus does not want to contribute to the problem of people seeing him as a miracle worker or 
poli=cal Messiah rather than listening to his teachings on God’s reign. This might also be the reason 
he departs, to prevent them from defining him the wrong way. 
  
4:35 Jesus uses a phrase similar to “muzzle your mouth.” The Greek term translated “threw the man 
down” is used by ancient physicians to describe convulsions. Luke is a physician (Col 4:14). 
  
4:38 Compare this verse to Mark’s version (Mk 1:29-31). 
  
4:40 As sun sets, the Sabbath ends, so those who need healing can now be carried to Jesus. Jesus 
heals by laying on his hands, as opposed to rebuking the fever as he did with Simon’s mother-in-law. 
Jesus employs other methods of healing as well (Jn 4:50, 9:6). 

——— 
Lesson #3                      Healer 
  
And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  
- Ma,hew 28:18 (NRSV)  
  
Once we know Jesus heals in order to encourage us to submit to the reign of God in this world, some 
healing stories take on a greater meaning. For the remainder of the week, we will examine how five 
such passages teach different lessons about what it means to seek or reject the good news of Jesus’ 
New Covenant.   

Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 8:5-13. As Jesus’ words about final judgment make clear, this story is about 
more than healing a servant at a distance. The Roman centurion is a Gen=le, excluded from the 
Jewish covenant community. However, he is found to be faithful. His response represents the best 
possible reac=on to God’s reign on earth! When he encounters Jesus, he acknowledges and submits 
to Jesus’ authority. Jesus says many such outsiders will be welcome to eat with God’s people in 
heaven while some Jews who assume they are safely in God’s fold will be cast out. The issue is not 
whether we are keeping the laws, rules, and tradi=ons; the ques=on is will we submit to Jesus when 
we encounter him and his teaching. Given the centurion’s response, how would you define faith? 
What are indica=ons someone has faith? Is there a connec=on between faith and communal worship 
a,endance? Do people who do good works always have faith?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 14:7-12. What does this verse teach that we might need to 
embody during =mes of suffering? What do you want to remember when you see others suffering? 
How can you act to show kindness to someone suffering today?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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8:5 A centurion is a Roman soldier in charge of one hundred soldiers, roughly equivalent to a 
noncommissioned officer overseeing a small garrison. Like the leper in the previous story (8:1-4), this 
Gen=le refers to Jesus as “Sovereign.” He is presented as kind and concerned about his young slave. 
Remember that Ma,hew is wri,en for a Jewish audience. 
  
8:7 Jesus’ response is surprising. Jews will not normally enter a Gen=le home since doing so makes 
them ritually unclean. The soldier’s response may indicate an awareness of the difficulty such a visit 
poten=ally places on Jesus. 
  
8:9 The centurion assumes Jesus is “under authority,” as he is. This assump=on acknowledges God as 
the source of healing power and recognizes Jesus as God’s emissary. 
  
8:10 The descrip=on of Jesus as “amazed,” as well as his words cri=cizing the Israelites’ lack of deep 
faith, reflects a tension in the gospels regarding Gen=les. This centurion is received well, but at =mes 
Gen=les are categorized in less than fla,ering ways (10:5-6; 15:21-28). What is clear is that many who 
should be open to God’s power are not, and many we assume are closed off to God’s presence are 
ac=vely submirng to that authority. What does submission to Jesus mean for us now? How can the 
Church keep an open mind about “gen=les?” 
  
8:11 This is a clear statement from Jesus that Gen=les will be admi,ed to the messianic banquet (Is 
25:6-8) at the =me of judgment. However, the early church goes through a =me a great struggle 
regarding the acceptance of Gen=les (Acts 10, 15). A key issue to remember is that the gospel writers 
were part of faith communi=es which were struggling with emerging issues in the early Church. This 
leads many scholars to speculate that stories such as today’s reading are included in Ma,hew’s 
account of Jesus in order to provide theological support for the inclusion of Gen=les.   
  
8:12 In Ma,hew, Jesus o]en uses this descrip=on of judgment (13:42, 50; 22:13; 24:51; 25:30). What 
are the images of judgment that encourage you to be faithful? 

——— 
Lesson #4                      Healer 
  
Mammon, n.: The god of the world's leading religion. - Ambrose Bierce 
  
Devo7on: The Roman centurion in yesterday’s reading responds faithfully to Jesus’ ministry, but not 
every Gen=le does. Read Ma,hew 8:28-9:1. While many people ask Jesus to stay when they witness 
his power, the people of Gadara beg him to leave. These Gen=les are angry his healing of the demon 
possessed men cost them a significant amount of money in the loss of the community’s pig herd. 
Sadly, this too is a sign of the reign of God. Simon prophecies that Jesus “des=ned for the falling and 
the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed” (Lk 2:34). Jesus says his ministry 
will divide even families (Mt 10:34-39). His encounter with the rich, young man reaffirms that some 
people will not follow Jesus if it costs them too much financially (Mt 19:16-26). Since we spend 
money on what we value, economics and faith are forever bound together. Does following Jesus 
cost you financially? How much would we sacrifice to help people in a desperate situa=on find 
healing, salva=on, etc.? Would you sacrifice half your wealth? Will we sacrifice more if those who are 
struggling are members of our family? When have you seen money become a hindrance to faith?  
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Personal Worship Op7on: Both suffering and healing come in many forms. Pray for those unable to 
become pregnant, whose children have gone astray, who have lost people to death, are orphans, are 
going through divorce, are addicted, are facing death, whose loved ones face death, are unemployed, 
who have no hope, and those contempla=ng suicide. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Compare this account with Mark 5:1-20. Some believe Ma,hew prefers to report stories as occurring 
to two persons (9:27, 20:29, 21:28) because Jewish audiences feel two witnesses to an event have 
more power than one. 
  
8:28 Gadara is a city to the east of the Jordan River, southeast from the Sea of Galilee. The presence 
of a pig herd demonstrates this is a Gen=le territory. 
  
8:29 The demons fear the power of Jesus. Perhaps these spiritual beings, unclean as they are, 
recognize the authority of Jesus because they see the crea=on through a spiritual lens (17:1-8). 
Ul=mately the issue is not whether spiritual forces have power or impact on humanity, but how we 
acknowledge and submit to the one ul=mate power, God. Would you feel comfortable par=cipa=ng in 
the blessing of a home? In an exorcism? How are those two services different? 
  
“Before the appointed =me” refers to the moment in the future when God stops =me, judges all 
crea=on, and destroys every evil power (Dan 7:13-14; 1 Cor 15:24-25). 
  
8:31 The demons seek permission to possess pigs, since apparently demons must have some physical 
body in order to func=on in the material world (12:43-45). In Jewish thinking, pigs are the most 
unclean of animals. However, the pigs rushing over the bank to their death is a sign even the pigs 
reject such an evil presence. Again, like all Jesus’ healings, this is a sign of the reign of God. The 
demonic is cast forth and destroyed in the presence of God. What needs to be cast out of your 
spiritual life? 
  
8:34 Some suggest the town’s request is based on fear that Jesus is a dangerous demon of some high 
rank. This same charge is made against him by the religious leaders (12:24-29). 

——— 
Lesson #5                      Healer 
  
The func=on of prayer is not to influence God, but rather to change the nature of the one who prays. 
- Soren Kierkegaarde 
  
Devo7on: Read Mark 5:21-43. Everybody wants a piece of Jesus, but not everyone has a good reason. 
Some see Jesus as an a,rac=on, a source of entertainment. Jairus and the bleeding woman are 
different. They desperately seek God’s healing. Each must overcome community expecta=ons to 
reach out to Jesus. As a synagogue leader, Jairus is accustomed to privilege and respect, but he 
humbly falls at Jesus’ feet. The same purity regula=ons that label the woman “unclean” for 12 years 
now forbid her from touching Jesus. Both risk rejec=on by the community to find healing. When Jesus 
stops the world to honor her faith, it is a sign God is doing a new thing, placing the well-being of 
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people over tradi=ons and regula=ons. What do you need to risk or release to seek God? What 
community expecta=ons hold us back? 
  
The connec=on between faith and healing is elusive. Some=mes Jesus says faith is the reason a 
person is healed, such as the bleeding woman. But it is Jairus’ faith that brings healing to his 
daughter, not her own faith. Some=mes nobody expresses faith (Mk 5:1-13)! Scripture does not offer 
a consistent formula for healing which the faithful are called to follow. Sadly, those who read these 
passages looking for a manual to use in performing healings miss the larger point: Jesus heals so 
people will listen to his teaching and submit to God’s presence now. Is the desire to obtain step-by-
step direc=ons which result in healing a tempta=on to sin or a faithful desire? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray the “Serenity Prayer: ”God, grant me the serenity to accept the things 
I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to dis6nguish the one from 
the other. Amen. Meditate on what this means for you today. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:21 Those who ask why the modern Church does not experience physical healing as it is found in 
scripture overlook that people are astounded by Jesus’ healing power. 
  
5:25 Read Levi=cus 15:19-30 for a complete list of legal requirements for bleeding women. 
  
5:27 Compare this to Mark 5:27. Jesus’ cloak is not magic, but faith drives people to touch him. Read 
Acts 19:11-12. A few believe this Acts passage represents an early church legend Luke incorporates 
into his wri=ng. Others think this represents the tradi=on of supplying people with cloths that have 
been prayed over by the community as a reminder they are not alone. 
  
5:30 No=ce how Luke converts Mark’s descrip=on into a Jesus’ saying (Lk 8:45-46). 
  
5:36 Jesus compassionately encourages Jairus to maintain faith in the face of death. Under God’s 
reign, death is an inconvenient, painful reality, but it does not have the final word. 
  
5:39 Chris=an tradi=on sees two possibili=es in this text. First, the li,le girl is dead, and this is a 
resuscita=on story (not technically a “resurrec=on” since the person will die again). Second, the 
writer is building excitement regarding Jesus’ power by repor=ng a simple healing early in the 
narra=ve (1:29-31), a near-death healing here (5:39), and then the conquering of death in Jesus’ own 
resurrec=on (16:1-8). 
  
5:40 The laughter expresses scorn, preparing the reader for 15:16-20, 31-32 (Acts 17:32). 
  
5:41 The theme of purity regula=ons con=nues since touching a dead body makes Jesus unclean 
(Num 19:11). 

——— 

Lesson #6                  Healer 
  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 179



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in ba,le, be our protec=on against the wickedness and 
 snares of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray; and do thou, O Prince of the heavenly 
host, by the power of God, cast into hell, Satan, and all the evil spirits who prowl throughout the 
world, seeking the ruin of souls. Amen. - the Prayer of St. Michael 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 13:10-17. The resistance Jesus receives from the synagogue leader is part of a 
growing opposi=on from Pharisees and scribes (Lk 5:17-26, 30; 6:1-5, 6-11; 7:36-50; 11:14-23, 37-54; 
12:1-3). Jesus heals on the Sabbath knowing the religious leaders are watching, looking for a reason 
to arrest him (11:53-54). Jesus is ac=ng out of a New Covenant understanding. The Jewish religious 
establishment does not understand and are not open to that change. The ques=on of whether or not 
to heal on the Sabbath represents a clear difference of opinion regarding the role of religion and faith 
in life. The Pharisees and scribes see people's problems as subservient to keeping the rules. The 
tradi=ons outweigh their needs. Jesus believes tradi7on should serve to draw people closer to God. 
Jesus calls them hypocrites because they are willing to make excep=ons to their tradi=ons, indica=ng 
they know their real purpose. When we keep rules simply so the rule-keepers feel powerful and in 
control, we have lost sight of God’s presence. Can you think of any rules or laws so defini=ve, no 
excep=ons are ever made for them? What is the connec=on between rules and living in modera=on?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Find a place of rest today. Spend =me there. If you need something to help 
you focus on God’s presence, pray a breathe prayer: Lord Jesus Christ (as you breathe in), have mercy 
on me (as you breathe out). 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
13:10 Again, we note Jesus is teaching when the opportunity for healing arises. Likewise, he returns 
immediately to teaching about the reign of God (13:18-22). 
  
13:11 Where were you 18 years ago? Ponder that length of =me. The woman is described as being 
bound by an evil spirit (13:11) and by Satan (13:16). The two terms are used interchangeably. 
  
13:12 The woman does not come to Jesus expressing faith. Rather, Jesus calls her forward. When he 
describes her as “a daughter of Abraham” (13:16), it may indicate she is faithful, but clearly she does 
not pursue healing. This demonstrates yet another circumstance in which Jesus heals. 
  
13:14 The Law forbids work on the Sabbath (Ex 20:8-11; Deut 5:14). However, tradi=ons surrounding 
that Sabbath restric=on allow for the care of animals if requirements are met that limit the work. 
Who should decide when an excep=on should be made in a tradi=on? 
  
13:16 Jesus reinterprets Sabbath restric=ons to allow that which honors God and frees God’s people. 
How might these boundaries help the church decide how to keep Sabbath now? Using this criteria, 
what are examples of ac=vi=es Chris=ans should avoid that are socially acceptable? 

——— 

Lesson #7                      Healer 
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Kindness is a language the deaf can hear and the blind can see. - Mark Twain 
  
Devo7on: Our reading today is a li,le longer than most, but it is an excellent way to close a study on 
Jesus healing. Read John 9. This story demonstrates why Jesus heals [so God’s power can be revealed 
through his situa6on]; the way faith can grow following a healing [the man moves from describing 
Jesus as “the man called Jesus” (9:11) to “a prophet” (9:17) to describing himself as a disciple and 
defending him (9:27-33)]; and the increasingly hos=le reac=on of the religious leadership to that faith 
in Jesus. We cannot help but compare the increasing faith of the formerly blind man with the 
increasing blindness of the sighted religious leaders. Having physical sight is no guarantee you can see 
the light of the world. We know from experience that physical healing does not always make us more 
faithful, kind, or loving people. The most powerful form of healing in the cosmos occurs when we find 
forgiveness and peace with God. 

This is the last healing Jesus performs in the gospel of John. His healings have accomplished their 
task: those open to God’s ac=vity in the world now know “the Son of Man has authority on earth to 
forgive sins” (Mk 2:10). Jesus stops healing people in the other gospels as he enters Jerusalem for his 
passion, death, and resurrec=on (Mt 20:29-34; Mk 10:46-52; Lk 18:35-43). Given what we have read 
this week, how should we approach prayers for healing?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read James 5:13-16. Spend =me in prayer today, for yourself and others 
who suffer. Include a confession of your sin.  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
9:3 Jesus rejects the common assump=on that all illness is punishment for sin. However, he does not 
say sin never plays a role in afflic=on. How should we view suffering if we cannot assume illness is 
punishment for sin? How do you want people to approach you when you suffer? 
  
9:5 The theme of Jesus as the light of the world is common in John (1:5, 9; 3:19; 8:12). 
  
9:6 The early church saw bap=smal images in this passage, including Jesus placing mud on the man’s 
eyes as a form of anoin=ng—anoin=ng with oil prior to bap=sm is s=ll commonplace in a majority of 
Chris=an churches. If this is intended by John, what should we learn about bap=sm from the passage? 
  
9:7 Siloam is the water source for the Fes=val of Booths (Lev 23:42-43), which honors forty years of 
wandering in the wilderness before entering the Promised Land. How is Jesus’ use of this water 
symbolic for this man? 
  
9:16 “Kneading,” the act of making the mud, is forbidden by their tradi=on, especially since the man’s 
condi=on is not life threatening. 
  
9:22 Expulsion from the synagogue is found elsewhere in John (9:34; 12:42-43; 16:2). 
  
9:27 The man’s ques=on “do you also want to become his disciples?” in Greek assumes a nega=ve 
response. His ironic tone suggests he does not fear their anger. 
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9:35 Jesus’ exchange with the now sighted man is a model for conversion. He believes Jesus’ 
tes=mony and responds with a profession of faith and worship. 
  
9:39 Jesus’ teaching and ministry is intended to push people to decide what they believe. To reject 
the power of God when it is displayed in front of you is the worst of sins (Mt 12:22-32). 
  
9:40 What do church leaders need to learn from this exchange? 

Week 22 - Compassionate Hospitality 
Lesson #1                                  Compassionate Hospitality 
  
You may call God love, you may call God goodness. But the best name for God is compassion.  
- Meister Eckhart 
  
Jesus’ teaches us to submit to the reign of God on earth, and he heals as a sign of his authority to 
proclaim such a radical idea. This week we examine another sign of God’s kingdom: the way Jesus 
welcomes all people. In a world where those in power tend to exclude others, Jesus welcomes and 
engages all. 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 9:9-13. Ma,hew collects taxes for the occupying Roman government in the 
form of tolls paid by travelers entering Capernaum (9:1). Such tax collectors, Jews working for the 
oppressors, are despised by the people. Jesus upsets many, including the religious leaders, by 
choosing Ma,hew. Pharisees assume only those who a,ain and display righteousness should be 
welcomed. So, those whose sin is visible are excluded and avoided. To exclude based on prior sinful 
ac=on creates an almost insurmountable barrier for the excluded. Jesus demands faith, a response of 
trust and submission to the presence of God rather than prior moral conduct. Jesus comes as a 
doctor, viewing the faith community a place of healing for those suffering. The Pharisees see the 
covenant community as a fortress where only righteous people may enter. How do you envision the 
Church: field hospital, gated community, welcoming center for conversa=on, school, or fortress to 
protect those inside from evil outside? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read this invita=on to Holy Communion: Christ our Lord invites to his table 
all who love him, who earnestly repent of their sin and seek to live in peace with one another. 
Therefore, let us confess our sin before God and one another. Spend =me in confession and 
contempla=ng how you need to live in peace this week. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
What do we learn about Ma,hew from how he chooses to introduce himself in this story?   
  
9:9 Ma,hew follows Mark’s version of this story, but changes the name from “Levi” (Mk 2:14). Jewish 
agents of the occupying Roman authori=es are seen as not only traitors but violators of Torah 
regula=ons for handling Gen=le currency which held pagan images. Tax collectors also have a 
reputa=on for accep=ng bribes. What professions or groups have bad reputa=ons in our culture? How 
do such reputa=ons cloud our ability to welcome and include individuals? 
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Ma,hew follows Jesus immediately, like the fisherman (4:18-22). What is the writer communica=ng 
to us: Jesus has charisma, those who follow are ready and longing for change, or Ma,hew and others 
have heard Jesus teaching already and did not need to ask ques=ons? 
  
9:11 “Sinners” refers to non-observant Jews who violate the Law. To eat in the home of a tax collector 
makes Jesus ceremonially unclean. All cultures consider ea=ng together to be an in=mate ac=on. The 
fact Jesus dines with socially outcast people is more radical than most modern Chris=ans realize. 
What boundaries does our culture place on ea=ng with people? 
  
9:12 This statement is quite ironic since the Pharisees are “sick” but do not recognize their need for 
help. What does Jesus’ comment teach us about confession of sin and self reflec=on? 
  
9:13 Jesus quotes Hosea 6:6 both here and in 12:1-8. What is communicated to the faithful by this 
passage? How is this passage an overview of his ministry? 

The Greek verb translated “to call” is the same one used in 22:1-10 where it refers to invi=ng people 
to the wedding feast at the end of =me.  

——— 
Lesson #2                       Compassionate Hospitality 
  
Each one of you is a child of God because of your faith in Christ Jesus. All of you who have been 
bap=zed into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. In Christ there is no Jew or Greek, slave or 
ci=zen, male or female. All are one in Christ Jesus. - Gala=ans 3:26-28 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 8:1-3. In a world where females are treated as property and some Pharisees 
ques=on if women are intellectually capable of understanding the Torah, Jesus welcomes them as 
followers, alongside the twelve disciples. In fact, the women provide resources, financing Jesus’ three 
year ministry. Luke points out Jesus’ female followers are present at the crucifixion (23:49), the first to 
discover the empty tomb (24:10), and in the upper room at Pentecost (Acts 1:14). 
  
Today, women are s=ll not treated as equal to men in the majority of churches around the world. 
Some denomina=ons ordain women into leadership, just as some led the fight against slavery and for 
civil rights for all, but other Chris=ans refuse such changes. The United Methodist Church celebrates 
women’s ministry and began ordaining female pastors in 1956. How should churches decide which 
changes to welcome and which to avoid? What are the obstacles and tempta=ons Chris=ans face 
when dealing with social change? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 10:12-13. Who are the groups of people you have a hard 
=me welcoming into your life?  Those who are difficult for you to receive may not reflect any cultural 
list, but we all have people who are hard to love. Who is on your list? Pray for God to open your heart 
toward all people. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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While it is surprising women are accepted as disciples in this culture (Jn 4:27), Luke presents this in an 
understated way. This suggests the early church to whom he writes is already comfortable with 
female disciples (Acts 16:14; 1 Cor 16:19-20; Phil 4:2-3; 2 Tim 4:19-21). 
  
8:1 Again, Jesus is presented as primarily a teacher of the reign of God rather than healer or miracle 
worker. “The twelve” are introduced in Luke 6:13-16. 
  
8:2 Many people assume these women first begin to follow Jesus a]er he heals them. If so, they may 
be connected to Luke 4:40-41 or 6:17-19. 
  
Mary is called Magdalene because she is from Magadala, most likely the modern city of Mejdel. 
There is no reason to connect Mary with the woman caught in adultery in 7:36-50, but sadly, tradi=on 
o]en =es the two together. 
  
Note the similari=es of this verse with 24:10. Both lists name a few specific women as well as 
unnamed “others.” 
  
8:3 This list of female followers is the third story Luke reports concerning Jesus’ rela=onships with 
women. Luke 7:11-15 introduces a widow whose son is raised from death. 7:36-50 reports the story 
of a woman caught in adultery whom Jesus forgives. What do these three stories demonstrate to us 
about how women are treated in this culture? 
  
Joanna is married to Chuza, the manager of Herod An=pas’ estate, a posi=on of prominence. Jesus’ 
ministry is reaching across socio-economic lines. It also explains why Herod is hearing about Jesus 
(9:7-9). Some speculate he may be the official to which John 4:46-54 refers. 
  
The women provide for “them” meaning Jesus and the twelve, sugges=ng they are wealthier than the 
disciples, and thus, probably from more respected families. 

——— 
Lesson #3                     Compassionate Hospitality 
  
I try to give to the poor people for love what the rich could get for money. No, I wouldn’t touch a 
leper for a thousand pounds; yet I willingly cure him for the love of God. - Mother Teresa 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 8:1-4. Leprosy is a broad term in this day, referring to several types of skin 
disease leading to disfigurement. Because such illnesses are contagious, those suffering from them 
are isolated from others. Nobody comes near them, and certainly nobody touches them—nobody but 
Jesus. Touch is important for people’s emo=onal well-being. A handshake, laying a hand on the 
shoulder, a hug. We need human touch. Who are the untouchables in our culture? Who did your 
family teach you to avoid? What are the various ways touch is included in our worship rituals? How 
has social media influenced the ways and frequency in which we touch and connect with others? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 45:22-23. Find a =me today when you can physically kneel 
(beside a bed or desk, at an altar rail, etc.) to pray. Our posture in prayer ma,ers. How does that 
physical posi=on affect you? If you are physically incapable of kneeling, what physical act can you 
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perform that accomplishes the same sign of respect and submission? If you choose not to “kneel,” 
explain to God in prayer why you will not.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:1 “Down from the mountain” refers to Jesus “sermon on the mount” teachings (5:1). Although the 
passage does not comment on the man’s faith, the fact he endured public disdain to come before 
Jesus in a great crowd demonstrates his belief in Jesus’ authority to heal. When have you had to 
endure public rejec=on, disdain, or opposi=on for your faith? 
  
8:2 To kneel before someone is a sign of submission (Ps 95:6; Phil 2:10). When did you last kneel 
before someone? Where in our culture is kneeling considered appropriate? How does our culture 
demonstrate submission? What value does kneeling have when we pray? 
  
The man suffering from leprosy does not ask to be healed. What is significant about the way he 
approaches Jesus? How does it reflect faith? 
  
8:3 Compare this verse to Mark 1:41. Why might Ma,hew and Luke (5:12-16) remove the note about 
Jesus’ pity? 
  
8:4 As is o]en the case in the synop=c gospels, Jesus asks those receiving healing or exorcism to not 
publicize their blessing. No reason is specifically given in the gospels for this “messianic secret,” but 
most scholars believe Jesus desires to be known as a teacher rather than a miracle worker. 
  
“Offer the gi] that Moses commanded” is from Levi=cus 14:10-32, a long chapter dealing with those 
cleansed from leprosy.  

——— 
Lesson #4                     Compassionate Hospitality 
  
To understand how God looks at humanity, look in the eyes of parents who have been wounded by 
their children. There is disappointment, yes, but there is an overwhelming longing to embrace and 
love a thousand =mes deeper than any anger. - Roger Marks 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 18:15-17. Children are considered unimportant and even disposable by the 
powerful in many cultures. Caring for infants is considered low value and low wage work. Jesus not 
only welcomes infants, or “children” as Mark puts it (Mk 10:13), he says they are a model for adults to 
emulate. Jesus wants us to be as open and recep=ve as children are to blessing and love. Children 
may become ruined by the cynicism and meanness of adults, but when treated with love and 
affec=on, they respond with love and affec=on. Followers of Jesus cannot treat children as an 
annoyance, small adults, or property. They are a sign of the presence of God. How were children 
viewed in your family or origin? What can we learn from children about submission, dependence, 
humility, and openness in our rela=onship with God? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 18:10. Jesus teaches a very common belief in Judaism, that 
children, along with all the righteous, have representa=ves in the spiritual realm that communicate 
their needs to God. Just as your physical body has an intelligence beyond your awareness (your heart 
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pumps, your stomach func=ons, your lymph system works without your conscious control), so there 
is more going on in your spiritual life than you are consciously aware. Your spirit, and perhaps your 
angel, communicates to God your longings and needs beyond your words. So sit quietly in the 
presence of God for just a few moments and rest. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
18:15 There is great benefit from studying scripture as we are, one isolated passage at a =me. 
However, other forms of study are equally beneficial. For instance, read Luke 18:9-14, 18-30 to see 
today’s pericope in the context Luke places it. How do these three passages work together to teach 
what it means to receive the kingdom of God? 
  
The disciples’ efforts to prevent parents from bringing the children reflects a common artude toward 
the young in this culture. The disciples feel blessing children is a waste of Jesus’ =me. Our own 
culture speaks out of both sides of its mouth about the value of children. What evidence can you 
offer to suggest we value children? What evidence is there we neglect children? What evidence is 
there we value children who look like we do and ignore those who do not look like us? 
  
18:16 Jesus does not say the kingdom of God belongs to children, but it belongs to those who receive 
the reign of God as children receive blessings. What adjec=ves describes how children receive love, 
care, blessing, etc.? 
  
18:17 The strength of Jesus’ language is surprising. He is not saying we have much to learn from 
children. He says UNLESS we learn to be like children we will not be a part of God’s future. Reread 
Luke 18:14. Why is humility so important and pride so deadly in a rela=onship with God? 
  
How is this statement, in one sense, an answer to the ques=on put to Jesus in Luke 17:20? 

——— 
Lesson #5                       Compassionate Hospitality 
  
And forgive us our debts, as we hereby forgive those who are indebted to us. - Ma,hew 6:12 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read John 7:53-8:11. Most of the =me, our sins are private, hidden from others. However, 
some=mes sins become public. How do we treat those whose sins become known in the community? 
Jesus does not condone sin, but he asks us to reflect on our own spiritual lives before we condemn 
others. When we seek forgiveness for our sin (come before God, confess, take responsibility for 
choices, and submit to compassion), then we remember God does not forgive because we deserve or 
earn it. God offers grace, undeserved favor. That awareness changes how we offer forgiveness to 
others. Jesus teaches we will receive the forgiveness we offer others (Mt 6:12). Anyone who believes 
we earn forgiveness has not yet experienced it. Forgiveness does not mean condoning sin or 
unhealthy behavior. We can forgive a person and s=ll allow them to experience the consequences of 
their choices. Our goal must be to seek a path that will provide the best opportunity for new life in 
Jesus for them and us. When is it difficult for you to forgive? How should the church deal with those 
whose sin is made public? What are examples of very difficult circumstances where great wisdom is 
needed to know how best to respond? When have you withheld forgiveness from someone? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: Pray this confessional prayer: Merciful God, I confess that I have not loved 
you with my whole heart. I have failed to be an obedient disciple. I have not done your will, and I have 
not loved my neighbors as myself. Forgive me, I pray. Free me for joyful obedience, through Jesus 
Christ my Sovereign… con=nue in prayer.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
This story is not found in some of the most ancient manuscripts of this gospel. Some place this story 
a]er 7:36, 21:25, or even a]er Luke 21:25. 
  
8:5 The religious leaders refer to Levi=cus 20:10 and Deuteronomy 22:22-24. However, those laws 
state both the man and woman are to be stoned. They are applying the Law unevenly. Like the 
Roman coin (Mt 22:15-22), they want to use the woman as a weapon. If Jesus forgives her, he breaks 
the Law. If he keeps the le,er of the Law and approves of her stoning, Jesus condemns himself, since 
he earlier broke the Law by healing on the Sabbath. 
  
8:6 They assume Jesus will offer forgiveness rather than stone her according to the Law. What does 
that teach us about his reputa=on in the community?   
  
Although many sugges=ons have been made as to what Jesus writes on the ground, we do not know. 
Teachers use dust on the ground in these days before chalkboards. Many believe Jesus writes a list of 
the sins of those standing before him. Roman judges are known to have wri,en judgments before 
speaking them publicly. Some believe he doodles to show his disinterest. 
  
8:7 Jesus’ response places the burden back on the crowd. What will happen if he holds everyone 
present to a strict interpreta=on of the Law? Who is without sin? How would we feel if our sins are 
made public? What would happen if all your thoughts were made public? 
  
8:9 Why do you think the elders leave first? 
  
8:11 Jesus does not condone sin; he offers a way out of it. To be righteous means to be in correct 
alignment with God. Some=mes that is achieved by punishment that forces us to deal with the 
consequences of our unhealthy choices. At other =mes righteousness is achieved by forgiving and 
offering another chance without suffering consequences. How do we know when to offer each? 

——— 
Lesson #6                       Compassionate Hospitality 
  
Our greatest fulfillment lies in giving ourselves to others. - Henri Nouwen 
  
Devo7on: Read Mark 12:41-44. The poor and rich in Jesus’ day are treated very differently. Too o]en, 
the wealthy are welcomed and celebrated, while the poor are overlooked (Jam 2:1-7). However, Jesus 
honors the righteous poor as persons to be emulated (Lk 6:20). In this case, Jesus teaches his 
disciples to measure the value of an offering according to the degree of self-sacrifice involved rather 
than the amount given. God celebrates not how much we give but from how much. The early church 
teaches the same lesson (2 Cor 8:1-7). This perspec=ve elevates the gi]s of those who have fewer 
material possessions but offer more of themselves in their giving. Using this criteria, how are you 
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doing at being generous? What are ways our culture and the Church treat the wealthy be,er than the 
poor? What stereotypes of each group exist? What might our church do to embody Jesus’ teaching in 
this passage? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray the following: Loving God, may I have the mind of Christ, who though 
he was rich, for our sakes, became poor and dwelled among us, content to be the child of a poor 
couple, and earn his living with this own hands, and gave himself up for us… con=nue in prayer. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Mark 12:38-40. How does this passage expand the point of our devo=onal reading? 
  
12:41 The Temple treasury usually refers to the interior safe rooms where valuables are stored. Jesus 
is most likely watching the thirteen offering boxes standing in the Women’s Court of the Temple 
where people placed freewill gi]s. 
  
12:42 She gives two “lepta” which are lightweight bronze coins, the equivalent to one sixty-fourth of 
a day’s wage. Mark notes these are equal to the least valuable Roman coin, a “quadrans,” translated 
as “a few cents” or “penny.” 
  
12:43 The phrase can be translated “more than all those who are contribu=ng,” “more than any of 
them,” or “more than all of them put together.” What is Jesus communica=ng with this statement? 
  
12:44 Read Mark 10:17-22. How does Jesus measure the value of our giving? How do we measure the 
value of our giving? What advice would you give to a new Chris=an regarding financial giving? 

——— 
Lesson #7                                                        Compassionate Hospitality 

Growth and comfort do not coexist. - Ginni Rommity 
  
Jesus welcomes all people: tax collectors, women, children, the ritually unclean, and people whose 
sin is evident to the world. In today’s reading, Jesus interacts with someone who epitomizes how 
hospitable and compassionate he is. Jesus lives out the reign of God, incarna7ng God’s desire for us: 
all who will receive God in spirit and truth are welcome. 
  
Devo7on: Read John 4:1-42. The Jews look down on Samaritans and refuse to interact with them. 
This artude is rooted in the hos=lity between Israel and Judah during the era of the Divided 
Kingdom. A]er Israel is defeated by Assyria in 772 BCE, the Judean Jews look down on the survivors 
who intermarry with the conquering Assyrians. Their anger is also fueled by the Samaritan religion, 
which weaves together Jewish and Assyrian pagan religion. The Jews see this as a terrible corrup=on 
of their faith. When Jesus ini=ates conversa=on with the Samaritan woman at the well, he breaks 
three taboos: 1) speaking to an unaccompanied woman, 2) who is a Samaritan, and 3) who has been 
married numerous =mes. How does Jesus treat her? What do we learn from their interac=on about 
how to treat people of other faiths? What assump=ons do you make about people of other religions? 
Is Church doctrine a barrier for conversa=on or an invita=on for discussion? How did your family of 
origin encourage you to interact with those different from you? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 2:1-16. Some outside the covenant community intui=vely 
understand God’s desires for them and are obedient to that calling. Just because someone does not 
know our tradi=on does not mean they are not seeking God. How should this passage inform your 
prayer life? Pray and reflect on its message for you.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:4 The opening verses reflect Jesus’ awareness of the Pharisees’ very early hos=lity to him. 
  
4:5 “Sychar” is also called “Shechem,” near the modern town of Askar, near Mt. Gerizim (4:21). 
  
4:6 Most people draw water for the day early in the morning. Noon is an odd =me to go to the 
community well. Most likely, this woman is an outcast in her community. 
  
4:15 Jesus transforms the meaning of “living water” from “flowing” water to the Holy Spirit (7:37-39). 
Both this woman and Nicodemus (3:1-15) are confused by Jesus’ metaphors. How much does the 
Samaritan woman come to understand compared with the Pharisee? 
  
4:16 In response to Jesus’ personal comments, she confesses he is a prophet and seeks clarity about 
how best to worship. She wants to know how to connect with God. The resul=ng conversa=on leads 
her to name him “Messiah” (4:29). 
  
4:20 Samaritans teach that God designates Mount Gerizim as the proper place to worship (Deut 
11:22-30; 27:11-13). The coming of the Holy Spirit makes physical loca=on of worship irrelevant. 
  
4:22 The truth of “salva=on is from the Jews” is standing in front of her—Jesus. However, his words 
and interac=on with this Samaritan indicates that salva=on will not be limited to Jews in the future.   
  
4:23 What do you think it means to worship in spirit and truth? What kind of worship does God 
desire? What prevents our worship from exhibi=ng these quali=es? 
  
4:24 Jesus proclaims the future day when people will worship in spirit and truth has arrived in him. 
His coming ini=ates a new age where people are bap=zed in the Spirit and capable to worshipping 
God without being limited to a par=cular geographic loca=on. 
  
4:26 Another way of transla=ng this “I am he” passage is “I who am speaking to you, I am,” which is a 
very clear reference to Exodus 3:13-15. 
  
4:27 The act of leaving her water jar behind is significant. Perhaps she leaves it for Jesus, fulfilling his 
original request (4:7). It is usually interpreted as a sign of her desire to leave her old life behind. 
Addi=onally, it can be a sign the living water she encountered in Jesus has made her forget her 
physical thirst. She becomes a witness to Jesus, demonstra=ng her belief in him.  
  
4:34 How does this passage sum up Jesus’ ministry? What does it, along with his comments about the 
harvest that is ripe and ready for reaping (4:35-38), convey about the Hebrew Covenant? What might 
it teach the Church about our role? 
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4:42 Her tes=mony leads them to Jesus. Their personal encounter with him over two days leads them 
to pronounce Jesus is the “Savior of the world.” How does this =tle far exceed the idea of “Messiah” 
in this day and =me? 

Week 23 - Miracles 
Lesson #1                  Miracles 
  
To turn water into wine, and what is common into what is holy, is indeed the glory of Chris=anity.  
- Frederick Robertson 
  
Now that we know Jesus heals to demonstrate his authority to teach and is hospitable to all as a sign 
of God’s reign on earth…we can finally understand miracles. Without this background, miracles can 
be interpreted as impressive feats of power. Now we can grasp miracles always point us to a deeper 
meaning. They invite us to respond to Jesus with faith and trust.   
  
Devo7on: Read John 2:1-12. Far from a flippant act, John defines turning water into wine as “the first 
of his signs, in Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory” (2:11). A clue to its importance is found in the 
comment about the stone jars holding water used in ceremonial washing. On the surface, Jesus is 
saving the bridegroom’s honor. However, a deeper meaning is clear: the water of Jewish cleansing 
rituals is turned into wine, a symbol of Jesus’ blood in Communion (Mt 26:28). This miracle is a sign 
that Jesus transforms the Hebrew Covenant into the New Covenant.  

Jesus looks like a Nazarene carpenter, but he is much more. The bread and wine look ordinary, but 
God’s presence transforms them. You appear to be just another person, but you are a child of God 
called to embody God’s reign. What situa=ons in your life might appear simple to an observer but are 
actually quite complex? How might seeing yourself as God’s representa=ve called to speak God’s 
words to people transform how you see “beneath the surface” of your upcoming conversa=ons? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Rev 19:7-9. Meditate on heaven as a wedding feast. What does the 
host of the feast desire for you? What should that image teach you about life now? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:1 Considering John’s use of “the next day” (1:29, 35, 43), the phrase “third day” does not suggest a 
chronological reference. The early church saw this as foreshadowing the resurrec=on.   
  
2:2 The joy of union with God is described as a wedding feast (Is 25:6; 19:9). Wine is both a symbol of 
God’s presence (Joel 3:18; Lk 22:18; Rev 14:10) and Jesus’ blood (6:53-56).   
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2:4 Jesus’ words are not disrespecXul but represent a common address to females (4:21). However, it 
is a very unusual way to address one’s mother (19:25-26). Scholars disagree on what he is 
communica=ng to Mary. He points out his =me to be fully glorified in resurrec=on has not yet come 
(12:27-28). The glory revealed in this miracle (2:11) is a foreshadowing of that later full glorifica=on. 
What do you think he is saying to her?   
  
2:5 Mary’s response assumes 1) Jesus has not fully refused or 2) she ignores his comment, pushing 
him to address the situa=on. What does it mean for Jesus to honor his mother? 
  
2:6 Custom requires Jews to ritually wash before and a]er ea=ng. Jesus produces 120 gallons of 
wine! The early church saw this and feeding the 5000 as a foreshadowing of heaven. (Amos 9:13-14). 
Why is “abundance” such a powerful image for communica=ng the presence of God? 
  
2:9 The master of the banquet tes=fies to the wine’s quality and alcoholic content. Many who do not 
believe Chris=ans should drink alcohol suggest Jesus makes non-alcoholic wine. This passage argues 
against this interpreta=on, since the master suggests the wine Jesus made is the kind that most serve 
first to intoxicate the guests. Why is this issue important for the church? 
  
2:11 This is the first of seven signs in the gospel (4:546-54; 5:1-18; 6:5-14; 6:16-24; 9:1-7; 11:1-45). 
The disciples believe in him because they have now seen something greater than what John the 
Bap=st pointed out to them (1:50). 

——— 
Lesson #2                  Miracles 
  
Our Lord has wri,en the promise of resurrec=on, not in books alone, but in every leaf in spring=me. - 
Mar=n Luther 
  
Devo7on: The resurrec=on of Jesus is the pinnacle of the New Testament. However, we are 
introduced to the power of God over death prior to Gethsemane. The gospels present three 
resuscita=ons from death (not “resurrec=ons” since the people will die again) leading up to Jesus’ 
resurrec=on (Lk 8:49-56; Jn 11). The first involves a widow’s son. Read Luke 7:11-17. 
  
Moved by pity for a widow, Jesus displays a power that is several steps beyond healing. There have 
been many healers in the world, but overcoming death represents a much greater order of power. 
Even in our technically advanced age, death is a barrier that, once solidly in place, seems impossible 
to overcome. This scene—a widowed mother’s eldest son has died outside Jerusalem—foreshadows 
Jesus’ own death (Lk 23:50-56). The people are filled with terrified awe, praise God, and proclaim the 
gospel: “God has truly visited us.” How does that proclama=on mirror Jesus’ basic teaching about 
reign of God (Mk 1:14-15)? How should followers of Jesus view death? How does that view inform 
how we support others in their dying? In their grieving?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 6:4. Jesus’ resurrec=on accomplishes more than giving us 
assurance of our own life a]er death. Knowing our future is secure in God should move us to live 
here and now in newness of life, with bold faith and audacious love for others. To what bold, 
audacious act is God calling you today? 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Luke is the only gospel which reports this story. Jesus has a special place in his heart for women 
(7:36-50; 10:38-42). He o]en uses widows in teaching moments (4:25-26; 18:1-8; 20:45-23:4). Read 
James 1:27. Why is the care for widows and orphans a sign of God’s reign on earth? 
  
7:12 Jewish custom requires burial to take place the a]ernoon following death. Giving honor to the 
dead is considered righteous work. How does our culture view “honoring” the dead?   
  
Upon seeing the large crowd of mourners, Jesus’ eyes move to the grieving mother. He speaks 
directly to her. Jesus is moved to act by compassion for the mother; no sign of faith precedes his 
ac=ons. 
  
7:13 This is the first of many instances where Luke describes Jesus as “Lord” (“Sovereign) (10:1, 41; 
11:39; 12:42; 13:15). This term hints at Luke’s opinion of the story: Jesus is Sovereign of life and 
death.  
  
7:14 By touching the bier, Jesus is considered ritually unclean. Once again, Jesus sets aside ritual 
tradi=ons to address a person’s needs. What does the Church need to learn from Jesus’ ac=ons? 
  
7:15 There is great irony in the phrase “the dead man sat up.” We may call this “resuscita=on,” but 
that does not diminish its power. Luke refers to the young man as dead, and Jesus reports to John the 
“dead are raised” (7:22). 
  
7:16 How might the people’s response be a link to similar passages with Elijah and Elisha (1 Kgs 
17:17-24; 2 Kgs 4:32-37)? Note Jesus’ words about returning the boy to his mother match the 
prophet’s words in 1 Kings. What is being communicated about Jesus in this comparison? 

——— 
Lesson #3                  Miracles 
  
‘Tis the set of the sail that decides the goal, and not the storm of life. - Ella Wheeler Wilcox 
  
Devo7on: Read Mark 4:35-41. Up un=l now in Mark, Jesus has taught, cast out demons, and healed 
people. Calming the storm is the first miracle displaying his power over the larger natural world. What 
does this miracle demonstrate about Jesus’ place in crea=on? How would you answer the disciples’ 
ques=on, “who then is this?” (4:41) How does this miracle change how the disciples see Jesus? If they 
are s=ll envisioning the Messiah to be a poli=cal and military leader to overthrow their Roman 
oppressors, how might they be tempted to interpret this experience? Why does Jesus not perform 
such miracles in front of the religious leaders to convince them of his status? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Before you read Ma,hew’s version of this miracle, spend =me in prayer, 
asking God to reveal to you in the reading what you personally need to hear about faith in the midst 
of storms in your life. When you are open to hearing what this passage what the Holy Spirit wants to 
reveal to you through this passage, read Ma,hew 8:23-27. 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Compare this passage to Luke 8:22-25. How has Luke so]ened Mark’s story? 
  
4:36 Jesus desires to leave the crowds (4:1). Mark’s comment in 4:34 about explaining parables to the 
disciples provides an interes=ng link to this story where a miracle is performed for the benefit of only 
the disciples. 
  
The fishing boats of this era are designed with low sides to enable fisherman to pull nets into the 
center. However such a design means they are easily swamped by waves. 
  
4:38 Some suggest the disciples’ cries about perishing reflects both their fear of death and their 
spiritual state. It may also be symbolic of Israel’s need for God’s New Covenant. Certainly their rebuke 
of Jesus for not caring is answered by Jesus’ statements about faith in the midst of the storm. How 
might Jesus’ words “peace, be s=ll” be an appropriate comment for the disciples?   
  
4:39 The word “rebuked” (Greek “epi=mao) is usually associated with cas=ng out demons. This term 
=es the miracle to the Jewish Bible proclama=on that God conquers the sea or sea dragons (Ps 89:10; 
Job 9:8). How might the meaning of this passage change or be enhanced if it communicates demonic 
powers are at work in the storm? 
  
4:40 What is the difference between asking “why are you afraid?” once the storm is past, versus 
asking them the same ques=on in the midst of the storm as Ma,hew reports (Mt 8:26)? 

——— 
Lesson #4                  Miracles 
  
There are people in the world so hungry, that God cannot appear to them except in the form of 
bread. - Mahatma Ghandi 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 14:13-21. Other than the resurrec=on of Jesus, the feeding of the 5000 is 
the only miracle reported in all four gospels. The abundance of food produced is staggering, but it is 
Jesus’ way of viewing the world to which we need to pay a,en=on. Believing God is present in every 
moment changes how we see our circumstances. We see five loaves and two fish, but Jesus sees 
more. We will probably never feed a mul=tude with so li,le, but can we rely enough on the Holy 
Spirit that we do not withdraw from difficult situa=ons simply because we see no way forward? How 
many good ministry opportuni=es end before they began because we are unwilling to act un=l we are 
confident we will be successful? How might people’s lives be changed by seeing faithful people make 
the effort and fail with grace? When have you seen amazing results that far exceeded what you 
thought possible because people trusted and moved forward in faith? What does it say about us 
when our fear of failure is greater than our willingness to step out on faith? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Mark 4:30-32. Our faith does not need to be enormous to make a 
difference. We must put what li,le faith we have into ac=on. Seeds contain giants. But they must be 
planted first. Pray, focusing on where God is desiring you to plant the seeds God has given you. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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14:13 Read Ma,hew 14:1-12 to see this story’s context. Jesus’ desire to withdraw to a deserted place 
is in response to John’s death. Herod’s opulent feast which results in death is in sharp contrast to the 
meal Jesus provides. 
  
The names of the towns are not listed, but most people assume Jesus is looking for a deserted place 
on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee. 
   
14:15 A common interpreta=on suggests that because Jesus is willing to share the loaves and fish, the 
crowd is encouraged to share other food they have but are hoarding. This interpreta=on is supported 
by the absence of awe following the event, common a]er miracles. However, this interpreta=on 
overlooks that the gospel writers present the experience as one of several miracles (14:22-33, 34-36). 
Is feeding 5000 more difficult than walking on water? 
  
14:19 The descrip=on of Jesus’ ac=ons with the bread (taking, gave blessed, broke, gave) closely 
resemble later passages (1 Cor 11:23-24) and early church liturgies for Holy Communion. Either the 
early church draws on this passage to create its liturgies, or Ma,hew is recording Jesus’ ac=ons in a 
way that is familiar to the early believers. 
  
14:21 Many scholars feel the 5000 number is an exaggera=on, given popula=on es=mates at the =me. 
They assume oral tradi=on has elevated the number. Compare this passage to Ma,hew 15:32-39. 

——— 
Lesson #5                  Miracles 
  
We are suspicious of grace. We are afraid of the very lavishness of the gi]! - Madeleine L’Engel 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 14:22-36. Jesus physically heals people so they will listen to his teachings on 
the reign of God. In the same way, Jesus walks on the water to confirm his iden=ty as someone 
greater than a rabbi with a new teaching. The disciples’ response to the miracle says it all: “truly you 
are the son of God” (14:33). The earlier fearful awe created by Jesus’ miracles (8:27) has been 
replaced by worship. What is the difference between believing Jesus is a great teacher/moral 
example and worshipping him?   
  
This miracle story offers an addi=onal lesson, provided by Peter’s adventure on the water. Why does 
Peter ask Jesus to call him outside the boat? What causes Peter to begin to sink? In this context, what 
does “doubt” mean? When have the circumstances around you caused you to waver in your focus on 
Jesus or your faith in God? Is it possible to display faith without stepping outside the boat? What is 
your boat? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Hebrews 11:1. Faith in God is less about what we believe 
intellectually and more about how we live. Faith does not mean the absence of doubt; it means 
ac=ng in spite of our doubts. Faith is choosing to live like Jesus even when it means you stand out in a 
crowd. Spend =me praying that God will show you a step of faith you can take in the next few days. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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14:23 Jesus is s=ll looking for privacy following John’s death (14:12) which the crowds have denied 
him. Do you have an adequate amount of private =me with God? Knowing everyone is different, how 
much quiet =me with God do you need regularly to have a healthy, spiritual life? 
  
14:25 “Early in the morning” is rendered “in the fourth watch of the night” in many transla=ons. 
Romans divided the night into four periods, called watches. The fourth watch lasts from 3 to 6 am. 
  
14:28 Peter is assumed to be the leader of the disciples at this point. The early church has no qualms 
about showing Peter’s posi=ve and nega=ve sides. Why is it important for groups to see the flaws of 
its leaders? How might protec=ng a leader weaken a congrega=on and that leader? 
  
14:29 Peter gets out of the boat, but experiences weakness in the test. How is this reac=on in 
comparison to the other disciples? 
  
14:30 Peter’s exclama=on reminds the reader of the disciples’ cries earlier in a boat (8:25). Likewise, 
Jesus’ comment about Peter’s lack of faith recalls his earlier statement (8:26). 
  
14:33 This is the first =me Jesus is described as “son of God.” And yet, we know these disciples will 
fall away prior to the crucifixion (26:56). We must not confuse confession of faith with spiritual 
maturity. Celebra=ng Jesus’ iden=ty is a first step. Obedience to his teaching (Jn 14:15), seeking the 
desires of God (Mt 7:21), loving God and neighbor (Mt 22:34-40), and exhibi=ng the “fruits of the 
Spirit” (Gal 5:22-23) are a few of the steps leading toward spiritual maturity. What are other steps 
leading to maturity in faith? 
  
14:34 Gennesaret refers to a plain at the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee. 
  
14:36 Apparently the story of the woman who was healed (9:20) by touching Jesus’ garment has 
spread throughout the region. 

——— 
Lesson #6                              Miracles 
  
Death is an ending. Yes, as waking is an end to sleep. - Kwai Chang Caine 
  
Devo7on: Read John 11:1-54. The raising of Lazarus is the last of the seven signs glorifying God which 
Jesus performs in this gospel (11:4, 47). Besides demonstra=ng Jesus’ power once again, this sign acts 
as a wedge, dividing the community into followers and enemies. Lazarus becomes a powerful 
witness, drawing people to Jesus (12:9-11). However, the miracle also becomes the final straw for the 
religious leaders whose growing opposi=on now leads them to plan his death. As with all his miracles, 
the raising of Lazarus provides Jesus an opportunity to teach: “I am the resurrec=on and the life. 
Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me 
will never die.” (11:25-26). This is Jesus’ same “reign of God” message, seen from a new perspec=ve. 
When we know God is fully present with us here and now, just as in our future resurrec7on, then 
our eternal life has already begun. From this perspec=ve, death is a doorway, another step on the 
journey, not an ending. Death is always a bi,ersweet experience for Chris=ans because we grieve the 
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loss of communica=on, however temporary, with loved ones, even while we celebrate they are joined 
with God in a more in=mate way. How has your view of death changed over the years? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Reread John 11:25-26. How do you currently answer Jesus’ ques=on? 
What do you believe about Jesus? What is your artude toward your own death? Spend =me praying 
that you will be able to live as someone who is ready to die. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
11:1 Bethany is a town two miles southeast of Jerusalem (11:18). Jesus and the disciples have crossed 
the Jordan (10:40). 
  
11:2 John refers to the story found in 12:3, assuming his readers are already familiar with it. 
  
11:3 Some Chris=ans believe this descrip=on of Lazarus iden=fies him as the disciple referenced in 
13:23 and 20:2. However, the majority believe those passages refer to the writer John. 
  
11:4 If compassion is Jesus’ mo=ve for raising Lazarus, he would leave immediately for Bethany. His 
mo=ve is to glorify God. This suggests the goal for his own resurrec=on: glorifica=on of God. 
  
11:8 The disciples have reason to fear. The religious leaders tried to arrest Jesus earlier (10:39). 
  
11:9 Compare Jesus’ words to Luke 22:53 and John 9:4, 12:35. How can we know if we are walking 
according to the light of God or stumbling in darkness? 
  
11:12 Jesus refers to death using a metaphor. His disciples believe he is speaking literally. This is 
reminiscent of Nicodemus (3:4) and the Samaritan woman at the well (4:11).   
  
11:16 Thomas appears in lists of the disciples in the synop=c gospels. This is the first =me we meet 
him in John. Although labeled “doub=ng Thomas” by many, he appears brave here. He is courageous, 
but the disciples do not appear to trust Jesus can survive. 
  
11:17 The miraculous nature of this sign is heightened by Lazarus being in the tomb for four days. A 
popular belief at the =me is that a soul stays in the vicinity of its former body for three days, meaning 
you can s=ll communicate with the departed by speaking aloud. A]er three days, the soul leaves and 
communica=on is cut off. Jesus not only has power over the recently deceased, but death itself.  
  
11:20 How does Luke’s descrip=ons of the two sisters (Lk 10:38-42) play out in this passage? 
   
11:35 Why is Jesus weeping? For whom is his compassion s=rred? 
  
11:42 Jesus speaks aloud for the sake of the crowd. He wants their focus to be on God’s power at 
work through him rather than on the miraculous power itself. 
  
11:44 The church has always seen Jesus’ words about releasing Lazarus from bondage to the grave 
cloths as a symbol of forgiveness. What binds you? What would it mean for you to be made free? 
What will you do with that freedom if it is granted? How we answer that last ques=on ma,ers. If 
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what we desire is to return to our previous life (which led to the need for forgiveness) without 
changing how we live, then why would God bother to forgive us?  
  
11:45 The miracle forces people to decide not only what they believe about Jesus, but how they will 
respond. Some believe he is performing signs but s=ll refuse to follow. Miracles point to a deeper 
meaning, but they do not force change on anyone. 
  
11:48 The Sanhedrin bases their response to Jesus on poli=cal expediency rather than faith in God. 
They fear the poli=cal unrest which will result from people naming Jesus as Messiah. Rome has 
shown no hesita=on in destroying na=ons whose people revolt under a challenger to Caesar. 
  
11:49 Caiaphas cynically suggests Jesus’ death is preferable to Rome destroying all the na=on. The 
early church celebrates that he unwirngly speaks of Jesus’ death as an atonement for the people. 
  
11:51 John gives a clear statement of how the early church views Jesus’ death as a gathering and 
unity of all God’s children. Jesus’ death draws all people together (12:32). 
  
11:54 Ephraim is assumed to be the modern city of et-Taiyibeh, four miles northeast of Bethel. The 
plot to kill Jesus will soon lead Jesus to his passion week. 

——— 
Lesson #7                  Miracles 
  
There is a light in this world, a healing spirit more powerful than any darkness we may encounter. We 
some=mes lose sight of this force when there is suffering, too much pain. Then suddenly, the spirit 
will emerge through the lives of ordinary people who hear a call and answer in extraordinary ways.”  - 
Mother Teresa 
  
Devo7on: Read John 21:1-14. We can appreciate the dilemma the disciples face. Jesus is risen, and 
they have celebrated his resurrec=on, but what is their role now?! Their whole world has changed, 
but they are not sure what to do. So, they do what we all do—they return to the familiar. The 
fishermen go back to work.  

A]er three years of following Jesus, with healing, miracles, and empty tombs, they are open to even 
odd sounding sugges=ons. Nobody standing on the shore can see where fish are, let alone that they 
are congrega=ng on one side of a boat rather than the other. But the disciples will try anything. 
Followers of Jesus need to be open to the voice of God, the movement of the Holy Spirit, to guide us 
in cas=ng out our nets. Our job is to listen and be led. We do not always need to understand how 
something works to obey. Are our hearts open to the Spirit when we feel prompted to speak? Will we 
perform the same ac=ons with grace and humor that have ne,ed no results so far if we hear God say 
to try again? Is it possible that our “failures” are actually accomplishing something hidden from our 
eyes? Are we open to obedience to the Spirit when we do not understand or see results? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Luke 11:27-28. Through what filters do you run the promp=ngs of 
God’s Spirit? Some of us ask “will this ac=on I feel led to perform embarrass, cost, hurt, or commit me 
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to a long term rela=onship?” What are your filters? What answers cause you to pull back from being 
obedient to God’s Spirit at work within you? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
21:1 This is the only place in the gospels that refers to the Sea of Galilee as the “Sea of Tiberius.” It is 
the serng for many other powerful moments (Mark 6:32-44; 8:14-21, 66-71). This appearance is 
considered by many to be the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise in Mark 14:28; 16:7.  
  
21:6 Compare this abundance of fish to other, similar passages (Jn 2:6, 3:34, 4:14, 6:11, 7:37, 10:10).   
  
21:7 The beloved disciple is the first to recognize Jesus, just as he was the first to believe in the 
resurrec=on (20:8). The “disciple whom Jesus loved” is not iden=fied, and there are many theories 
regarding to whom it refers: John, Peter, Lazarus.   
  
Peter is o]en presented as impetuous. What are the posi=ves and nega=ves for faith of such a 
personality? What are the posi=ves and nega=ves for faith of being cau=ous? 
  
21:9 This passage recalls the feeding of the 5000 with loaves and fish (6:9). Since Jesus already has 
fish on the fire prior to the large catch being brought to shore, his request that they bring fish has 
been interpreted symbolically as a call to evangelize. 
  
21:11 Because John reports such a specific number of fish are caught, many people believe 153 is 
intended to be symbolic. However, there is no agreement on what that number might mean. Saint 
Jerome believed it represents the total number of fish species in the world, symbolically sugges=ng 
the church go into the world to evangelize all races (Mt 4:19, 13:47). 
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Week 24 - Parables 

Lesson #1                  Parables 
  
Jesus told the crowds all these things in parables; without a parable he told them nothing. This was to 
fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet: “I will open my mouth to speak in parables; I will 
proclaim what has been hidden from the founda=on of the world.” - Ma,hew 13:34-35 (NRSV) 
  
This week we examine the unique way Jesus taught through parables. A parable is a short story 
based on a familiar life experience which usually compares two things to illustrate a theological 
point. The word comes from the Greek “parabole.” “Para” means “to come along side or compare,” 
and “ballo” means “to throw” or “see." A parable is a succinct story with a "throwing beside," a 
juxtaposi=on. Whereas a fable uses animals, objects, or natural forces as characters, a parable places 
human characters in a situa=on to teach a spiritual lesson. People compare them to jokes in that 
someone hearing a parable either “gets it” or does not. Like a joke, it is difficult to explain the story 
without losing the power of the moment. 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 13:1-23. The planted seed represents the “word” of God’s reign which faces 
the challenge of finding good soil in the world (13:24-30). Satan can steal the opportunity for the 
word to be implanted. Trouble and persecu=on arising from obedience to God cause some to fall 
away. We can focus on worldly care and wealth rather than our calling. But the reign of God comes in 
spite of obstacles! Those who receive the word bear fruit (Mt 3:8, 7:15-20; Jn 1:1-5, 14). What does 
“word” mean in this context? How would you define “bearing fruit?” Give examples of someone who 
bears fruit. How do the evil one, trouble, and worldly cares prevent fruit from being produced? What 
spiritual disciplines and habits help you hear, understand, and bear fruit? Is it possible for all types of 
soil to be present in one person? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Corinthians 2:14-16. Those who follow Jesus and seek to be led by 
the Spirit have the mind of Christ. What obstacles (evil forces, trouble, persecu=on, worldly care, 
wealth) tempt you to close off your life from what God desires to do within you? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
This is the first of seven parables grouped together in Ma,hew 13. Read Ma,hew 13:24-53. How do 
the other parables expand the ideas presented in the parable of the sower? 
  
13:3 In Jesus’ day, farmers cast seed on the ground and then plow, turning the seed over with the soil. 
  
13:10 The disciples assume parables are for outsiders (“them”). Jesus responds that parables fulfill 
Isaiah 6:9-10. Jesus, like Isaiah, demands a radical change of life based on God’s desires. Many of us 
are willing to accept modifica=ons in our ac=ons or beliefs, but few of us are open to the total 
transforma=on of how we live. Jesus’ words invite people into vulnerability. Jesus wants our desires 
to reflect God’s desires. He wants our hearts to surrender to the Spirit. Hard hearted people refuse to 
listen or see (12:25-37). Only those willing to grow have ears to hear. 
  
13:16 The disciples are blessed because they see firsthand what prophets and the righteous 
throughout history longed to see. How blessed are we compared to the disciples? 
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13:18 Many feel this explana=on is a later addi=on by the early church since the allegorical 
interpreta=on shi]s. First the seed is the word, the soil the one who hears, and the enemy is the evil 
one. Later, the hearers are equated with the seed that is sown on the rocky ground. Then the hearers 
are the soil again, before being compared again to the seed. If this passage represents the early 
church’s interpreta=on, how might that change how we read the original parable? 

——— 
Lesson #2                  Parables 
  
Every happening, great and small, is a parable whereby God speaks to us, and the art of life is to get 
the message. - Malcolm Muggeridge   
  
Jesus invites his listeners to reflect on his parables: “let anyone with ears, listen” (Mt 13:9). Since 
Jesus does not offer detailed interpreta=ons of his parables, we will be careful to not suggest one 
defini=ve meaning over another. The power of parables is their ability to invite each of us into the 
moment! The joy of parables is that different people can hear different messages from the same 
story. To encourage one another to encounter and wrestle with each parable, we will ask more 
ques=ons than we might normally. Be sure to allow the Spirit to move in you as you ponder each one! 
   
Devo7on: Read Mark 4:26-29. Today’s parable compares the reign of God to a growing seed which 
sprouts and grows without our knowing exactly when and how it happens. This is a nice counterpoint 
to yesterday’s reading which encouraged us to be good soil and receive the word. God’s power and 
ac=vity are not limited to what we see or understand! The farmer has a role to play, but God is the 
driving force of growth. Modern weather forecas=ng is amazingly accurate, but God controls the wind 
and rain. We plant a seed, but only God can transform it into a stalk of grain. God is the driving force 
of crea=on, old and new. What do faithful people need to hear in this passage? What tempta=ons 
might this parable help us avoid? What happens when farmers think their ac=ons or beliefs make the 
seed sprout and grow? According to this parable, why is pa=ence a fruit of the Spirit? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 45:1-7. Spend =me in prayer, envisioning God as the Creator 
who wields great power. How might that image change how you pray? How does that image of God 
influence your artude about prayer in general?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Compared to the work of God, the farmer does not directly contribute in the actual growth of the 
seed. Rather, the farmer creates an environment where growth can take place. How does this relate 
to the process of evangelism in the church? Is the church called to make disciples or create 
opportuni=es for people to become disciples? What is the difference between those two ideas? 
   
While the disciples desire for the reign of God to come in fullness immediately (Acts 1:6-8), Jesus 
describes the reign of God as slowly but steadily growing in the world. Is that a comfor=ng image?   

Compare Jesus’ words “the harvest has come” to Joel 3:13 about the coming Day of the Lord, the 
=me when God will pour out judgment on the na=ons of the world. How might this connec=on 
change your understanding of the parable?   
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What, if any, is the connec=on between the seed and Jesus’ resurrec=on, considering that both 
“bodies” lie in the ground and then emerge? 

——— 
Lesson #3                  Parables 
  
There is nothing hidden that will not be exposed, nothing concealed that will not be known and 
brought to light. Take care, therefore, how you listen: to those who have, more will be given; those 
without will lose even the li,le bit they thought they had. - Luke 8:17-18 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 15:1-32. Jesus tells three “lost and found” parables in response to Pharisees and 
scribes grumbling over his associa=on with those they label “sinners.” In all three stories, the person 
who is searching not only rejoices but celebrates with her or his friends. What is Jesus communica=ng 
to the religious leaders through these parables? What mo=vates the shepherd, woman, and father to 
keep searching? What do we need to learn about searching from these stories? How does the Church 
search for people? What do we need to learn about celebra=ng from these stories? When we do 
rejoice together, what do congrega=ons celebrate? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 8:26-27. Spend =me in prayer, envisioning God as the Spirit 
who is praying for you right now. How might that image change your prayer and artude? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
When was the last =me you were the person who needed to repent? When was the last =me you 
stood in the crowd that was labeled “tax collectors and sinners?” 
  
How do we go looking for lost sheep today? Do we get more excited about the one sheep which is 
found or the ninety-nine in the fold? 
  
In Ma,hew, Jesus uses the lost sheep parable to instruct the disciples on how to be pastors in the 
church (Mt 18:12-14). Does this change how you read the parable? 
  
It is rare to see a woman as the central character in a story in the ancient world. What do you think 
Jesus is communica=ng by making it a woman who searches for the lost coin? 
  
When the younger son asks for his share of inheritance, what message does the father hear? When 
would the son usually receive his inheritance? When have you been the younger son? 
  
How does the younger son’s artude compare to Luke 12:13-21? 
  
If feeding a Gen=le’s pigs is the lowest of lows for a Jew, what is a comparable state in your life? 
  
What happens when someone “comes to himself” (15:17)? What mo=vates the younger son? What is 
the rela=onship between physical need and spiritual hunger? 
  
What message is communicated by the Father interrup=ng his son’s confession? 
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What message does the older brother send to his father with his words? With his ac=ons? When 
have you been the older brother? 
  
What does it mean to be “dead” or “alive” in this context (15:32)? 
  
What do these three parables suggest about the mercy of God? 

——— 
Lesson #4                  Parables 
  
Jesus offered them s=ll another parable: “The kindom* of heaven is like the yeast a baker took and 
mixed in with three measures of flour un=l it was leavened all through. - Ma,hew 13:33 (TIB)  
  
*Along with replacing “the kingdom of God” with the “reign of God” or “reign of heaven,” some 
modern translators favor the word “kindom” over “kingdom.” Kindom refers to a state of rela=onship, 
whereas “kingdom” has classist and governmental connota=ons. 

Devo7on: Read Luke 16:1-13. The parable of the dishonest manager shocks many people. They 
wonder why Jesus would use a scoundrel as an example. This awakens us to the true nature of 
parables. Although the explana=on offered for the parable of the sower earlier this week suggests it is 
an analogy, parables are seldom analogies. They are stories intended to surprise us into opening parts 
of our minds and hearts closed off by the rou=nes of life. In this case, we are caught off guard when 
the master commends the manager for being shrewd and just as surprised when Jesus says we 
should emulate him. The lazy man knows how to use his posi=on and resources to accomplish what 
ma,ers to him (taking care of himself!) and secure his future. What are we using our posi=ons and 
resources to accomplish? What keeps the “people of light” from being shrewd with posi=ons and 
resources? How would it change our view of money and work if we saw them as tools given to us to 
accomplish something for God? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Luke 16:10-13. Spend =me in prayer, reflec=ng on how you view 
money. Who does your money serve most of the =me? What is at least one new way you might use 
the resources at your disposal (posi=on, money, rela=onships) to serve God? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
When we squander money or property (15:13, 16:1), what does it say about us?  
  
What is the role of self-reflec=on (16:3) in being shrewd? What artudes are required for us to be 
self-reflec=ve? What is the connec=on between prayer and self-reflec=on? 
   
Some scholars believe the manager cancels the extravagant interest he is personally adding to the 
debt, not canceling the original debt at all. If this is the case, how does it change the message of the 
parable? 
  
If the debtors believe the manager is reducing their original debt, how will they view the manager? 
How will they view the rich man? If the debtors do not know the manager is about to be fired, would 
it change their outlook? Why would the rich man commend the manager? 
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Compare the term “children of this age” to “children of light.” What is being communicated by those 
expressions? 
  
What “friends” should children of light be making with the wealth to which they have access? How 
does the phrase “welcome you into the eternal homes” impact what friends we seek? 

——— 
Lesson #5                              Parables 
  
The kindom of heaven is like a buried treasure found in a field. The ones who discovered it hid it 
again, and, rejoicing at the discovery, went and sold all their possessions and bought that field.  
- Ma,hew 13:44 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 10:25-37. Modern American Chris=ans are far more shocked by the parable of 
the dishonest manager we read yesterday than the parable of the good Samaritan. That is only 
because we do not appreciate the extent the Jews fo Jesus’ day despise Samaritans, viewing them as 
racially impure and religiously here=cal. Jesus tells this parable in response to the ques=on, “who is 
my neighbor?” Why does the lawyer ask that ques=on? Is it ever appropriate for Chris=ans to ask 
“who do I have to love?” Does the ques=on itself indicate something posi=ve or nega=ve? How are 
Chris=ans to know when it is best to offer assistance to people in need? What point is Jesus making 
by using a Samaritan as the righteous person in the story? What is the difference between asking 
“who is my neighbor” and “how does a neighbor act?” Does the lawyer receive an answer to his 
original ques=on or does Jesus change the ques=on he answers? Now that we have heard Jesus’ 
response, what does it mean for you to act like a neighbor? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Spend =me reflec=ng on the people in your life who have consistently 
treated you with the most kindness. Thank God for them, and, if possible, contact one or more of 
them to thank them for their kind ac=ons toward you. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
If the lawyer is tes=ng Jesus, is it possible for him to learn something spiritually useful? What artude 
is necessary for spiritual growth? 
  
What is the lawyer’s answer, affirmed by Jesus, to the ques=on of how to obtain eternal life? How 
does this answer differ from how Chris=ans might answer that ques=on? According to some Chris=an 
denomina=ons, what is “missing” from Jesus’ response? 
  
If the priest and Levite are on their way to lead worship, should they stop? Is service to the 
immediate needs of people in crisis more important than communal worship of God? How would 
congrega=ons feel about a Sunday where they leave in the middle of worship service to spread out 
across the community and serve those in need? How many people would just go home? To what 
extent should the congrega=on’s feelings about such a project be taken into considera=on? How 
would you respond to someone who says “every Sunday we should leave a]er worship =me to serve 
others.” 
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What did the Samaritan risk by stopping to help? What did it cost him? 
  
How should Chris=ans view non-believers who perform acts of service for others? 
  
When you read the parable, to whom do you more naturally relate: the robbed man, robber, priest, 
Levite, Samaritan, or innkeeper? Do you relate easily to the lawyer?   
  
Given the events in the parable, what does it mean to show mercy (10:27)? 
  
Now that we have a few parables under our belts, why did Jesus choose this format rather than give 
rules and expecta=ons? What is the benefit of hearing the story versus having a rule? 

——— 
Lesson #6                  Parables 
  
Or again, the kindom of heaven is like a merchant’s search for fine pearls. When one pearl of great 
value was found, the merchant went back and sold everything else and bought it. - Ma,hew 13:45-46 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 21:28-46. The tension between Jesus and the religious leaders of his day 
grows near the end of his ministry into outright confronta=on. Jesus does not back away from the 
controversy; he escalates it through parables. The chief priests and Pharisees know they are being 
condemned through the stories. In the parable of the two sons, the act of following the father’s will is 
more important than the vows we take. Which son are you more like? Which son would you rather 
have as a leader? What is Jesus saying about the Jewish religious leaders that makes them so angry? 
Jesus implies that if they had repented of their ini=al impression of John and believed him, things 
would be different. What makes repentance so hard for people in posi=ons of authority? 
  
Does the parable of the wicked tenets make the same point as the first story? What is the expecta=on 
of the vineyard owner? What is the mo=va=on of the tenants? What is the difference between 
owning the land and using the land for a period of =me? What do you think Jesus wants those of us 
who are “tenets” in the world to learn? 
  
If, as most people assume, the “son” in the parable (21:37) is poin=ng to Jesus, what is he saying 
about himself in the parable? What is he saying about the religious leaders? Jesus states the reign of 
God is for those who produce fruit of the kingdom, picking up an image he used earlier (7:17-20; 
13:18-23). What kind of “fruit” should a follower of Jesus produce (Jn 15:1-17; Gal 5:22-23)? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 13:1. Spend =me today praying for the leaders in your life. 
Government leaders, church leaders, supervisors, teachers, etc. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ma,hew 21:23-27. Does the context provided by this passage leading into the parables change 
how you hear them? What is the connec=on for the religious leaders between doing the father’s will 
in the parable (Mt 21:31) and the religious leaders believing John (Mt 21:32)? 
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What is the implica=on of Jesus’ statement “and even a]er you saw it, you did not change your minds 
and believe him” (Mt 21:32)? Which is harder for you: to be open to new things God is doing or to 
admit you have been wrong about something once the evidence is in? 
  
Compare Ma,hew 21:33 to Isaiah 5:1-7. Isaiah is wri,en to a disobedient Jewish leadership. The 
leaders in Jesus’ day know he is using a symbol of disobedience. Jesus also quotes Psalm 118:22 to 
them, sugges=ng they are the builders rejec=ng God’s cornerstone. Should Jesus forgive them and 
give them another chance? What criteria should the church use when deciding whether or not to 
remove fallen leaders from office? Should leaders be held to higher standards or the same standards 
as others? 
  
The chief priests and Pharisees are reluctant to arrest Jesus because of how the crowd might 
respond. How does their reluctance hint at their sin? Should leaders always do what is right no ma,er 
the consequences or should they take public opinion into considera=on? 

——— 
Lesson #7                  Parables 
  
Jesus of Nazareth could have chosen simply to express Himself in moral precepts; but like a great 
poet He chose the form of the parable, wonderful short stories that entertained and clothed the 
moral precept in an eternal form. It is not sufficient to catch man’s mind, you must also catch the 
imagina=ve facul=es of his mind. - Dudley Nichols 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 20:1-16. Many of the details of this parable reflect the labor prac=ces of the 
day: the hiring of agricultural workers, poten=al employees gathering in the market, and using a 
manager to pay them. The only thing out of the ordinary is the wealthy landowner doing the hiring. 
One other aspect of the parable that represents real life is the shock of the laborers at gerng paid 
the same amount—and most readers share that reac=on! Why are the laborers who worked all day 
angry? Are they angry because they are dissa=sfied with what they received or because others 
received just as much? Do you feel more sorry for the laborers who worked all day or more joyful for 
the laborers who were treated generously? Which drives you more: fairness or generosity? Of course, 
Jesus’ introductory and concluding comments (20:1, 16) invite us to consider the reign of God 
implica=ons of the parable. How do you want God to treat you: with fairness or generosity? Is it 
reasonable for us to desire for God to treat us generously but then conduct our lives according to 
fairness? What makes such generosity upserng? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following prayer: God, give us grace to understand how our lives 
depend on the efforts, courage, and industry of those who labor. May we strive to never take 
advantage of those who perform work from which we benefit. Keep us mindful of our responsibili6es 
toward others and grateful for their service….con=nue in your own prayer.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
What is communicated by the phrase “I will pay you whatever is right” in 20:4? Does the defini=on of 
“righteousness” (to be in correct alignment with God) contribute to how we hear that comment? 
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A denarius represents the day’s wage paid for a common laborer, similar to today’s minimum wage. 
This allows laborers to maintain a poor, subsistence lifestyle. Does the small amount of the wage 
change how you experience the parable?   
  
When are you tempted to feel you have “borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat” more 
than others in terms of faithful Chris=an living? Should Chris=ans assume long-term believers have a 
stronger connec=on to God than newcomers to faith? What role should experience play in 
leadership? 
  
The phrase “or are you envious because I am generous?” is a transla=on of the literal “is your eye evil 
because I am good?” (20:15). This phrase suggests the disgruntled workers are not seeing the world 
accurately.   
  
What does this parable say to the early church as they begin to welcome Gen=les? What does it 
teach faithful, life-long Chris=ans about deathbed conversions? What does it say to individuals who 
watch enemies repent and find forgiveness? 
  
Are there par=cular =mes when individual followers of Jesus or the Church might need to hear this 
parable? What circumstances tempt us to treat people with fairness when we might be called to 
generosity? 
  
Read Ma,hew 19:27-30, which ends with the phrase “many who are first will be last, and the last will 
be first”—an obvious connec=on to conclusion of today’s parable. How does this context contribute 
to experiencing Jesus’ parable? 
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Week 25 - Rela7onship with Disciples 
Lesson #1                       Rela7onship with Disciples 
  
Now I begin to be a disciple... Let fire and cross, flocks of beasts, broken bones, dismemberment... 
come upon me, so long as I a,ain to Jesus Christ. - Igna=us of An=och 
  
We struggle today to grasp Jesus’ teachings, healings, and miracles. Imagine how challenging it must 
have been for his disciples to watch these events unfold in real =me, how difficult to follow him as he 
breaks social taboos by touching lepers and talking to Samaritans. Watching the opposi=on to his 
ministry grow more pronounced and lead to his death must have been overwhelming. The disciples 
are not perfect, but we should honor the fact they present their weaknesses and flaws very honestly 
in the gospels of the early church. 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 9:57-62. Following Jesus is more complicated than simply professing he is a 
great teacher. This master is not interested in a,rac=ng crowds; he calls us to embody whole-hearted 
commitment to the reign of God on the earth. Jesus challenges would-be followers to serve God, no 
ma,er what it costs. Are we willing to give up the security of our homes? Are we willing to place God 
before family? Jesus is not interested in people who place condi=ons on their obedience, even 
s=pula=ons that culture says are reasonable. What are some of the condi=ons modern folks place on 
faith? How do we complete the sentences, “I will follow Jesus if…” and “I will follow Jesus unless…” 
Should the Church read this passage to those asking to be bap=zed? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Proverbs 16:2-3. Spend =me in prayer laying out your current “plan” 
for the next twenty-four hours, week, year, and decade for God. Listen in your spirit for God’s 
response. Commit yourself to God’s desires even if you must change your plans. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read 9:51-56 for the context of Jesus’ comments in today’s reading. How might Jesus’ knowledge of 
what lies ahead in Jerusalem color his responses in Luke 9:57-62? 
  
9:58 What is the benefit of simplicity and even poverty for disciples of Jesus? Read Luke 18:18-30. 
How should the Church today view wealth and poverty among Chris=ans? Why should Chris=ans not 
model themselves a]er the early church (Acts 2:41-47)? 
  
9:59 Jesus is not turning everyone away; he calls some he encounters to follow him. 
  
9:60 Some believe the man is asking permission to bury his recently deceased father, and Jesus’ 
response emphasizes the radical nature of the commitment required. However, considering the 
Jewish tradi=on of holding funerals the a]ernoon following the death, it is more likely this man is 
saying he will return to follow a]er his elderly father passes away. How does Jesus’ response strike 
you if this is the case? S=ll others believe Jesus is making a play on words: “let the spiritually dead 
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bury the physically deceased; you should proclaim the words of life.” If this is the case, then Jesus’ 
answer is ambiguous, pushing the ques=on back on the man, similar to how he answers the ques=on 
about paying taxes (Lk 20:25). 
  
9:62 Do churches make a mistake by celebra=ng “family”, considering Jesus is unmarried and we are 
encouraged to remain single (1 Cor 7:32-35)? What is the danger of celebra=ng family over 
singleness? 
  
Compare this passage to 1 Kings 19:19-21. If Jesus is referencing this passage, what is he 
communica=ng? 

——— 
Lesson #2                     Rela7onship with Disciples 
  
A disciple of Jesus is someone who has stepped off a cliff. The cliff is the world’s way of viewing life 
and death. A disciple of Jesus makes that step trus=ng God will help them fly or die gracefully. - 
Unknown 
  
Large crowds follow Jesus. From that mul=tude, seventy are chosen to represent him (Lk 10:1). 
Twelve disciples emerge from the seventy. From within the twelve, Peter, James, and John form an 
inner circle (Mk 14:33). Today and tomorrow, we read about Jesus sending the group of twelve 
disciples into the world prior to his passion and resurrec=on. 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 10:1-15. Jesus selects twelve disciples and sends them to proclaim his 
primary teaching to the Jewish people: “The reign of heaven has drawn near” (10:7). To substan=ate 
the truth of that good news, Jesus gives them authority to execute the same signs of healing, 
resuscita=on, and exorcism that he performs. His instruc=ons to them assume an i=nerant teaching 
ministry without guaranteed financial support. Considering that Ma,hew reports the disciples are 
back with him soon a]er (12:2), this is intended to be a short-term experience. What are some of the  
ques=ons and issues his instruc=ons an=cipate? What artude should the disciples have as they go 
forward? What does the modern church need to learn from these instruc=ons? What should our 
artude be toward those who are not open to our witness? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Peter 3:13-16. How willing are you to speak to others about your 
faith? What are your fears surrounding such a experience? Are you willing to be embarrassed for 
Jesus? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
10:1 Most likely Jesus selects twelve disciples to correspond to the twelve tribes of Israel. If so, this 
represents a conscious decision to symbolically fulfill the Hebrew Covenant with the New Covenant. 
  
Should modern disciples assume the same authority Jesus gives to the twelve is given to us? Why or 
why not? 
  
10:2 Various names for the disciples are provided by different gospels (Mk 3:16-19; Lk 6:14-16; Acts 
1:13). John does not provide such a list but refers to them in 6:70-71. 
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10:4 Ma,hew clearly iden=fies Judas as the betrayer early in the story. This is similar to his 
pronouncement of Jesus’ iden=ty in 1:1. The goal of a gospel is not the same as a novel, which seeks 
to build suspense. A gospel seeks is convincing the reader to believe Jesus is the Son of God. 
  
10:5 Ma,hew is the only gospel writer to report that Jesus sends the disciples to the Jews. Since all 
the gospels are wri,en down a]er the church has begun to include Gen=les, this is another indica=on 
Ma,hew is wri,en to convert the Jewish popula=on. 
  
10:14 Read Acts 13:48-52, 18:5-7. How does a Chris=an know when to con=nue witnessing and when 
the =me has come to shake the dust from feet? What criteria should we use? 
  
10:15 The sin of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19) is connected to inhospitality, pride, and not 
caring for the poor (Ezek 16:46-50, Jer 23:14, Zeph 2:8-11). The focus of that story is on the men of 
Sodom’s violent, disgraceful treatment of strangers, breaking the cultural expecta=on of extending 
care to travelers. Same-sex rape was a tac=c of aggression and humilia=on in the ancient world. The 
parallel story of Judges 19 sadly shows their gang rape mentality was not connected to sexual 
orienta=on. This is completely different from loving rela=onships based on consent, much less 
mutuality and commitment. The biblical interpreta=on that this passage condemns same-sex 
behavior did not emerge un=l the fi]h century in the =me of Augus=ne.  

No=ce Jesus does not send the disciples out to teach about following him, the importance of 
crucifixion/resurrec=on, atonement, etc. How would it change the church’s life to focus on “the reign 
of heaven has come near” rather than other theological ideas? 

——— 
Lesson #3             Rela7onship with Disciples 
  
I believe pluralis=c secularism, in the long run, is a more deadly poison than straighXorward 
persecu=on. - Francis Schaeffer 
  
Devo7on: We con=nue yesterday’s reading, listening to Jesus’ instruc=ons to the disciples preparing 
to teach the good news (10:7). Read Ma,hew 10:16-11:1. Jesus tells them to expect persecu=on. If 
we follow Jesus, we should not be surprised when we are treated the way Jesus was treated. We are 
sheep of the good shepherd, but we are not to be naïve sheep. We are to be innocent but also wise, 
an=cipa=ng possible persecu=on and following in spite of the risks. Fear is natural, but we must 
choose to be brave to follow Jesus. And yet, there is posi=ve, suppor=ve encouragement found 
amidst the dire warnings. We will not be alone, the Spirit will be at work through us. We need not 
fear because God sees the truth, and one day all will be set right. Which is harder for you to hear: 1) 
expect persecu=on or 2) love Jesus more than anyone else, including your family members? What is 
more mo=va=ng for you: 1) God will be present to guide you, 2) in the end you will be saved, or 3) 
those who lose their lives of Jesus will find a life worth living? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Timothy 3:10-12. Considering where you live and the calling for 
your life, what form of persecu=on are you most likely to face? Spend =me in prayer reflec=ng on 
your artude about your faith and persecu=on. 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Luke 9:1-6; 10:1-20. How does the story of Jesus sending the seventy parallel his sending of the 
twelve? How does their exchange with Jesus upon returning instruct the church today? 
  
10:17 Jesus’ words reflect the actual persecu=ons the early church faced. Therefore, many scholars 
believe these words represent the early church placing words on Jesus’ lips. The words about 
reaching out to Gen=les (10:18) certainly stand out over against Jesus’ comment in 10:5. How does 
the possibility of this passage represen=ng an early church addi=on also address Jesus’ words in 
10:23 about his return?  
  
10:18 What should the church’s role be in challenging poli=cal powers?   
  
10:32 What must someone do to “acknowledge” or “disown” Jesus? 
  
10:34 Conflict within families is to be expected. In spite of the fact Jesus quotes Micah 7:6, this is a 
painful no=on for Jews who view family loyalty as a religious duty. Why is it hard for people who 
avoid conflict at all costs to follow Jesus? 
  
10:35 How do Jesus’ words about love toward him compared to love toward family compare to the 
first five of the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:1-12)? 
  
10:38 How should modern Chris=ans understand the call to take up a cross?  How does the defini=on 
we choose compare to how the early church hears this command? How is this call to take up a cross 
in tension with Jesus’ comment in Ma,hew 10:23 about fleeing? What guidelines would you offer to 
someone trying to decide to flee or not? 
  
10:39 How would you rephrase Jesus’ statement for someone making a decision to follow Jesus? 
  
10:40 Jesus teaches his followers represent him to the world to such a degree that accep=ng or 
rejec=ng them is an acceptance or rejec=on of him. What responsibility does this place on us? 

——— 
Lesson #4                                  Rela7onship with Disciples 
  
To all my nonbelieving, sort-of-believing, and used-to-be-believing friends: I feel like I should begin 
with a confession. I am sorry that so o]en the biggest obstacle to God has been Chris=ans. - Shane 
Claiborne 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 16:13-23. What is the difference between believing Jesus is a prophet (one 
who speaks for God in a par=cular =me and place) and confessing Jesus is “the Messiah…the 
Firstborn of the Living God!” (16:16)? What is the difference between defining Jesus as a good, moral 
teacher and God incarnate? 
  
We see Simon Peter at his best and worst in this passage. He speaks the truth of Jesus’ iden=ty, and 
Jesus says it is upon such faithful confession that the Church will be built. Then we see the same Peter 
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impetuously rebuke Jesus because he does not like what the “Son of the living God” says. Peter is 
indeed the forerunner of the Church: faithful one moment and trying to lead God instead of listening 
the next. The ques=on Jesus asks the disciples is both theological and personal. There are many 
orthodox ways of answering “who do people say the Son of Man is?” However, each of us must 
answer “who do YOU say I am?” If Jesus asks you that ques=on, how will you answer? Reflect on your 
answer to that ques=on. Does your answer corresponds to how you have been living? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Reflect on your spending and viewing habits over the last month. On what/
who do you spend money? What do you watch or read? How would you feel if your viewing habits for 
the month were posted on a screen during worship? Spend =me reflec=ng on how God might want 
you to change some of these habits. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
16: 13 Caesarea Philippi is assumed to be the modern town of Baniyas, 20 miles north of the Sea of 
Galilee. 
  
16:14 Apparently there are rumors in the region that Jesus is John the Bap=st resurrected to con=nue 
his teaching (Mt 14:1-2). 
  
16:16 Compare this confession to Mark 8:29 and Luke 9:20. Scholars believe this represents an early 
Church confession of faith. What is Ma,hew communica=ng by this addi=on to the basic confession? 
  
16:17 For what exactly does Jesus praise Simon Peter? How might this encourage us toward spiritual 
prac=ces? 
  
16:18 Jesus plays with the words “Peter” and “petros,” Greek for “rock.” 
  
16:19 People disagree on the meaning of “keys of the kingdom” and the power to bind and loose. 
Many believe these refer to the authority to make leadership decisions for the Church, specifically 
who is accepted and rejected into the faith community. Others believe this passage means leaders of 
the Church have power over the spiritual realm (Mt 18:18-20). S=ll others connect this to the rabbinic 
power to imposes and release people from obliga=ons. What power should a church leader have over 
a congrega=on? How do healthy Chris=ans view submission to the authority of leaders? 
  
16:23 Given Peter’s earlier confession of faith, what is Jesus communica=ng with his “get behind me, 
Satan” comment? How does this relate to Ma,hew 4:8-10? 

——— 
Lesson #5         Rela7onship with Disciples 
  
Moses came down from Mount Sinai. As he came down from the mountain with the two tablets of 
the covenant in his hand, Moses did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been 
talking with God. - Exodus 34:29 (NRSV) 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 9:28-36. This story, tradi=onally called the “Transfigura=on,” provides a 
powerful visual and theological lesson on Jesus’ iden=ty. The appearance of Moses and Elijah is a sign 
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the messianic age has arrived (Mal 4:1-6). As representa=ves of the Law and prophets, their arrival 
and conversa=on with Jesus about the upcoming crucifixion suggests he is the fulfillment of the 
Hebrew Covenant (Mt 5:17). Once again Peter speaks without thinking, expressing his desire for this 
moment to con=nue. We understand his longing. The glory of God is present on the mountaintop, 
and he wants to linger there. However, Jesus is not called to dwell in glory far above the pain of the 
world. Neither is Peter, and neither are we. God’s command to listen to Jesus breaks through to Peter. 
There is nothing wrong with experiencing the glory of God on the peaceful mountaintop, but when 
we find ourselves wan=ng a permanent retreat from the world, Jesus is there to teach us to walk back 
down into the valley where people are in need of the good news. When have you been tempted to 
withdraw and isolate yourself from the pain of the world? How do local churches give into that 
tempta=on?  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Everyone needs to take =me away for retreat from the world, and we are 
also called to interact with people and situa=ons. However, each person’s rhythm for this movement 
back and forth between those experiences is different. How much =me away from the world do you 
need to maintain a healthy spiritual life?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
9:28 “A]er these sayings” points readers back to Jesus’ words in Luke 9:21-27. How does Jesus’ 
teaching there enhance our understanding of the Transfigura=on? 
  
Jesus takes his inner circle of disciples with him. This encounter confirms the earlier confession of 
Jesus as Messiah and expands their understanding of him as Son of God (9:18-20). 
  
8:29 Different explana=ons are offered as to why Jesus’ appearance changes. Some a,ribute this 
change to a removal of a “veil” from Jesus, displaying his true divine nature. Others point out that 
since Elijah and Moses also appear in glory, this does not signify divinity but God’s presence 
surrounding the encounter. S=ll others believe this is a vision from God for the disciples rather than a 
physical encounter in order to teach a theological truth . 
  
9:31 “His departure” is a transla=on of a Greek word meaning “exodus.” How might Jesus’ passion, 
resurrec=on, and 40 days with the disciples (Acts 1:3) be a form of the Jewish Scriptures Exodus 
narra=ve? What similari=es do you see between the two stories? 
  
9:32 The comments about the disciples being sleepy suggests this experience happens at night, 
heightening the visual imagery of the dazzling white clothes. 
  
9:35 Since Jesus does not speak again in the story, many assume God’s statement “listen to him” 
confirms Jesus’ earlier teaching about suffering and death as the way to salva=on (Lk 9:23-27). Again, 
this points back to the importance of the “a]er Jesus said this” opening (Lk 9:28). 
  
Read Luke 9:37-43. The three synop=c gospels follow the Transfigura=on with the story of Jesus 
healing a boy with a demon. How does this passage enhance the message of the Transfigura=on? 

——— 
Lesson #6                       Rela7onship with Disciples 
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Power is always dangerous. Power a,racts the worst and corrupts the best. - Edward Abbey 
  
Devo7on: Read Mark 9:30-37. “But they did not understand what he was saying…” (9:32). Truer 
words were never spoken. Like the matriarchs and patriarchs of the Hebrew Bible, the followers of 
Jesus are very flawed human beings. Even as we revere those who sacrificed to follow Jesus, we must 
not idolize them so much that we overlook their flaws. They hear Jesus speaking about death, but 
they retain their preconceived no=ons about the Messiah’s worldly power. In their minds, the 
Messiah is unconquerable. They consider the power Jesus displays over disease, nature, and death as 
a sign that nobody can challenge him. They do not understand the servant nature of his leadership, 
and they argue over who should wield power over the others. In a world where Jesus’ followers o]en 
have power, influence, and wealth, Jesus calls us to be servants. What does our culture teach about 
servants? Why do we fear or resist service? How are service and humility related? When do you feel 
slighted? Are such feelings always associated with pride?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 18:3. Reflect on this verse and spend =me in prayer, asking 
God to reveal whatever truth you need to hear through it. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Luke 9:46-48; 22:24-28. Glance through the passages Luke places between these readings. How 
does his splirng the passage change its impact? 
  
9:31 This is the second of three predic=ons Jesus makes regarding his death and resurrec=on (Mk 
8:31-33; 10:32-34). Why are the disciples afraid to ask him what he means if they do not understand? 
  
9:34 Do you agree with the teaching: if you are ashamed to admit to close friends something you do 
or think, then you should not do or think it. How might his concept support the need for Chris=ans to 
be involved in small accountability groups? 
  
9:35 What does our culture teach about being first? From the world’s perspec=ve, what are the 
benefits of being first? What does being first mean for Jesus? 
  
9:36 Children are not considered important in first century culture because they cannot earn money, 
possess property, or understand complex theology. How might each of these “accomplishments” 
actually prevent us from becoming like Jesus? 
  
9:37 What prac=cal applica=ons of this teaching should the church make? 

——— 
Lesson #7                       Rela7onship with Disciples 
  
Jesus replied, “Scripture has it, ‘We live not on bread alone but on every u,erance that comes from 
the mouth of God.’ ” - Ma,hew 4:4 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read John 6:22-71. Today’s reading provides the follow-up story to the feeding of the 5000 
(Jn 6:1-15). Some of those following Jesus do not want to work for food anymore. When Jesus refuses 
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their request, they leave. Some people follow Jesus un=l they do not understand his teaching. When 
his answers do not line up with what they already believe, they walk away. Jesus does not strive to 
make his followers happy. He speaks truth to them, knowing many will choose not to believe. What 
do modern Chris=ans need to learn from Jesus’ approach? Yesterday we noted the disciples’ flaws. 
So, it is only fair to point out that in today’s reading they remain faithful to Jesus when the crowds 
desert him. What kind of artude must we possess to obediently follow Jesus when we do not 
understand what is going on around us? What images come to mind when Jesus says he is the bread 
of life? Why does Jesus not so]en his words about ea=ng flesh and drinking blood so people will 
con=nue to listen? When do we so]en his words? What is our mo=va=on in doing so? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Luke 22:39-42. What part of your life have you held back from God? 
What do you need to submit? What is one ac=on you could perform that would symbolize a deeper 
spiritual submission? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
6:26 The miracle of feeding 5000 is a sign, invi=ng people to believe in Jesus. What happens when we 
are more interested in signs than Jesus’ teaching? How is praying for a sign different from praying for 
healing? 
  
6:31 Read Exodus 16 for the context of this conversa=on. From a Jewish perspec=ve, what is Jesus 
saying when he claims to provide be,er bread than Moses. What is being communicated 
theologically about Jesus rela=onship to Moses, the law-giver? 
  
6:34 Again, Jesus speaks metaphorically but those listening take him literally (Jn 3:4; 4:15). 
  
6:35 This is the first of Jesus’ “I am” statements in the gospel of John. Each of these refer to God’s 
words to Moses at the burning bush (Ex 3:14) and represent a fulfillment of that teaching. What is 
Jesus communica=ng with his “I am the bread of life” teaching? 
  
6:36 Seeing does not make us believe, but belief transforms how we see. 
  
6:42 Why do we have a difficult =me believing God can work among people we know? Why is such a 
belief a form of pride? 
  
6:44 What role does divine grace play in drawing people into rela=onship? Do you believe people can 
resist God’s desires for them? How does 1 Timothy 2:4 play into your thinking? 
  
6:47 Considering Jesus has not yet been crucified or raised, what does “whoever believes has eternal 
life” mean? 
  
6:52 The earlier case of taking Jesus’ words literally (6:34) now reemerges. The early church believes 
his words refer to Holy Communion, but what would these Jews hear (Deut 12:16)? What would they 
hear if they considered a metaphorical interpreta=on? 
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6:60 The mul=tudes now begin to abandon him. How does Peter’s response to the situa=on provide 
guidance for us when we do not understand something? Why is understanding so important to us? 
What tempta=on are we facing when we make understanding a condi=on of obedience and belief? 

Week 26 Grace That Goes Before 

Lesson #1                                                                   Grace That Goes Before 
  
Grace flows ordinarily from prevenient grace through the grace of bap=sm through the grace of 
jus=fica=on toward sanc=fying grace leading toward consumma=on in glory. The power by which one 
cooperates with grace is grace itself. In this way God draws all to himself, elici=ng a hunger for 
righteousness and a desire for truth. - Thomas Oden 
  
The disciples do not grasp the meaning of Jesus’ words or the relevance of his death un=l a]er his 
resurrec=on. The gospels are wri,en down years later by those in the early Chris=an community. In 
fact, while they recount earlier events, the four gospels are recorded later than most of the le,ers 
(“Epistles”) of the New Testament. Therefore, to understand the story of Jesus, we must reflect on 
three of the essen=al theological ideas emerging in the early church communi=es which are evident 
in the gospels: grace (all three forms), humility, and sacrificial love.     

We begin by examining three unique forms of God’s “unearned favor:” grace that goes before, grace 
that jus=fies, and grace that sanc=fies. This first week is devoted to the grace that precedes human 
ac=ons. We celebrate that God is the loving ini=ator of rela=onship. O]en labeled “prevenient grace,” 
scripture reveals God pursues humanity, preparing us to receive and experience salva7on.   
  
Devo7on: Read Ezekiel 34:11-16. It is easy to imagine Jesus recalling this text when he tells the 
parable of a shepherd leaving ninety-nine sheep to find one which is lost (Lk 15:3-7) or says “I am the 
good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11). All these passages 
rest on the same founda=on: God ini=ates the rescue of his “sheep” while they are s=ll lost. God 
searches and gathers the people a]er their sin leads them into exile. We do not have to perform 
heroic feats of faith to gain our Creator’s a,en=on. God does not wait on us to earn love. God is 
already on our side, seeking us out. How is this message of grace that goes before communicated in 
worship? Which common descrip=ons of God support or undermine this aspect of grace (Creator, 
Parent, Judge, Rock, etc)? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 23. Spend =me in prayer, reflec=ng on the promises of this 
powerful song. Which promise do you need to cling to most today?   
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ezekiel 34:1-10 for the context for our reading. How does the descrip=on of false shepherds 
reinforce God’s love? What should be the artude of rulers, prophets, and priests toward the people 
they lead? What tempta=ons do such leaders face regarding power? 
  
Now read Ezekiel 34:17-24. What responsibili=es do the “sheep” have in this situa=on? What artude 
should people have toward leaders? What tempta=ons do we face regarding being governed? 
  
34:11 Considering Ezekiel 34:1-10 condemns Judah’s leadership as harsh and brutal shepherds, some 
scholars suggest these verses (34:11, 15-16, 24) are calling for a return to the theocracy found during 
the =me of the Judges. What are the problems and benefits of a government led by religious leaders? 
What are the problems and benefits of a government which ignores God? How is the Church a form 
of theocracy? 

34:12 The “sca,ered” flock refers to the Jews taken into cap=vity in Babylon. God will bring the 
enslaved Hebrews back to the land formerly known as Israel. Is the current state of mul=ple 
denomina=ons a form of sca,ering? 
  
34:16 The “sleek and strong” refers to the powerful who have gained advantage over the weak and 
treated them with contempt (34:20-21). 
  

——— 
Lesson #2                                                                              Grace That Goes Before 
  
Indeed we also work, but we are only collabora=ng with God who works, for his mercy has gone 
before us. It has gone before us so that we may be healed, and follows us so that once healed, we 
may be given life; it goes before us so that we may be called, and follows us so that we may be 
glorified; it goes before us so that we may live devoutly, and follows us so that we may always live 
with God: for without him we can do nothing.” - St. Augus=ne 
  
Devo7on: Read Jeremiah 1:4-10 and 31:1-6. These two passages describe God as one who knows, 
calls, and loves us, both individually and collec=vely, prior to our awareness of God or our worthiness. 
The God who calls Jeremiah to confront Judah’s wickedness is the same God who proclaims love and 
a glorious future for the next genera=on. What are the implica=ons of “grace that goes before” in 
those moments we ignore God and make sinful choices? How do you feel when someone you love 
acts in unhealthy or immoral ways? How might belief in “grace that goes before” change how you 
view God during =mes of tragedy? When all is going well? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 3:14-19. How might your life change if you fully believe 
God loves you beyond comprehension and desires you to be filled with that fullness? During what 
circumstances in the future will it be most difficult to believe that idea?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:5 Jeremiah’s readers see some word play here. The word “formed” (Hebrew, “yasar”) refers to 
molding po,ery (Gen 2:7; Ps 95:4-5). The phrase “set you apart” (Hebrew, “yada”) means to sanc=fy 
or consecrate for service. 
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Compare this passage to Job 10:8-12, Psalm 71:4-6, and Psalm 139:13-16. How do these verses affect 
the Church’s views on birth control, abor=on, birth defects, miscarriage, etc.? 
  
Jeremiah is called to be a prophet to the na=ons of the world. If he prophecies about the destruc=on 
of Judah and the coming Messiah, then his words do indeed concern all the na=ons. 
  
1:6 The assump=on is that Jeremiah is in his early twen=es. Compare his response to Moses’ ini=al 
reac=on (Ex 4:1-17). What similari=es are there in God’s reac=on to them? God dismisses poor 
speaking skills and youthfulness as legi=mate excuses. What are other common excuses?   
  
1:9 Compare this to Isaiah 6:6-8 and Daniel 10:15-16. What happens when God (or God’s messenger) 
touches us? How is this different from our calling as Chris=ans (1 Pet 4:11)? 
  
1:10 These same verbs (uproot, tear down, destroy, overthrow, build, plant) are used throughout the 
book of Jeremiah (12:14-17; 18:7; 24:6; etc.).   
  
31:1 These poe=c statements reveal God’s grace which goes before Israel, ini=a=ng the efforts which 
bring the people back from exile in Babylonia. 
  
31:2 Like Isaiah, Jeremiah describes the return from exile as a second Exodus (Is 43:16-21). His images 
recall a =me of innocence, abundance, and joy. Considering all the sin of the previous genera=ons, 
what do these images teach us about the power of forgiveness? How should the church view people 
who are forgiven? Should the church or individual Chris=ans “remember” someone’s past sin in 
current rela=onships or treat them as if the sin never occurred? “Is it possible to forgive and forget?” 
How do you want people to view your past sins? 
  
31:3 God’s saving ac=ons are a,ributed to everlas=ng love and grace. 

——— 
Lesson #3               Grace That Goes Before 
  
No one can come to me unless drawn by Abba God, who sent me— and those I will raise up on the 
last day. - John 6:44 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Luke 19:1-10. To understand the power of Jesus’ encounter with Zacchaeus, we must 
remember how despised first century tax collectors are in the Jewish community. The comment “chief 
tax collector and was rich” means everyone believes Zacchaeus has grown rich by siding with the 
na=on’s Roman oppressors over his own people. They would cynically assume he has bribed his way 
into a posi=on of power and squeezes people for addi=onal taxes to supplement his own wealth. 
What does Jesus communicate to the crowd and Zacchaeus when he calls out to him? At this point, 
who does Zacchaeus think Jesus is? To what teaching is he responding? What does Jesus’ statement 
about Zacchaeus finding “salva=on” suggest about what is necessary for someone to be “saved? Does 
someone need to understand Jesus is God incarnate to find salva=on? What does Jesus’ ac=ons and 
his statement, “For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost,” teach us about the 
ini=a=ng love of God for all people?   
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read Luke 18:9-14. Reflect on your prayer life. What do you need to learn 
from these two prayers? When have you trusted in your righteousness and treated others with 
contempt? Spend =me in prayer. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
19:7 To what extent should a Chris=an or congrega=on consider how its reputa=on in the community 
will be affected by a course of ac=on? Can you think of a =me when it is acceptable to not do the 
“righteous” thing because people will think less of you? 
  
19:6 Jesus enters Zacchaeus’ home. The remainder of the ac=on occurs in this serng. 
  
19:8 Scholars disagree on the interpreta=on of this passage. Tradi=onally, Zacchaeus is seen as an 
unethical man who responds to Jesus by repen=ng and promising to provide res=tu=on for those he 
has cheated. This interpreta=on assumes he goes beyond the requirement for such res=tu=on (Num 
5:57). If this is the case, what is the link between repentance and res=tu=on for past sins? Are 
Chris=ans expected to make res=tu=on for their past sins when possible? 
  
However, others note that Zacchaeus’ words in Greek are not future tense, but present tense, 
meaning that they could be translated “if I defraud anyone (in the future).” He is not promising to 
address past sins in the future but sta=ng that his current prac=ces are just. In this interpreta=on, 
Jesus’ vindicates his words. If this is the case, this is a story of how God sees beneath the surface to 
each individual’s heart. What groups of people have bad reputa=ons in our community? What groups 
of people have good reputa=ons? How should a Chris=an approach people in each group?   
  
Which interpreta=on appeals most to you? Read Luke 18:18-30. Does the presence of this story in 
such close proximity to the Zacchaeus passage affect which interpreta=on you favor? Should how 
gospel writers order their narra=ves affect our interpreta=on of passages? 
  
19:9 “To this house” refers to the belief all those in the residence share in the salva=on of the head of 
the house (Acts 10:1-2; 14:13-14; 16:14-15; 16:31-34; 18:8). What are the theological implica=ons of 
this idea? How might this teaching change how we view ministry to families? 
  

——— 
Lesson #4               Grace That Goes Before 
  
For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salva=on to all. - Titus 2:11 (NRSV) 
  
Devo7on: Read Romans 5:6-11. Ponder the descrip=ve terms Paul uses when discussing humanity at 
the point Jesus sacrifices himself for us: powerless, ungodly, sinners, enemies. While we are in this 
helpless state, we are reconciled to God through Jesus, opening up the possibility for us to be “saved 
by his life.” The divine grace that precedes our response to God opens the door for us to be 
obedient to Jesus’ teachings and example. The “grace that goes before” is not only found in the gi] 
of life God gives us (which we do not earn), but in the ac=ons of Jesus on our behalf, ac=ons which 
make possible our response to the reign of God on earth. Just as Paul uses an example from our lives 
(“rarely will anyone die for a righteous person...”), what are human examples of “grace that goes 
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before” or love offered to someone before they earn or deserve it? When have you been on the 
giving end of such grace? When have you been on the receiving end of such grace? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 19. How is the crea=on of the world itself an act of grace that 
goes before? How should the idea the earth proclaims the presence and power of God influence the 
Church’s view of proclaiming the Word of God? Do people have an innate grasp of the divine?  
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:6 This discussion of God’s love is grounded in the life, death, and resurrec=on of Jesus. Rather than 
being sen=mental (s=rring up emo=on beyond what is reasonable) or manipula=ve, Paul points out 
God acts before humanity responds/is capable of responding to God’s ini=a=ve. 
Read the following passages and consider how they represent Christ interac=ons with the “ungodly:” 
Ma,hew 8:5-13; 8:28-34; 9:2-8; 9:9-13. 
  
5:7 For whom are you willing to die? What criteria do you use to answer to that ques=on? 
  
5:8 The doctrine of prevenient grace, or the grace that goes before, is a necessary corollary to Paul’s 
earlier statement, “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23). How much guilt 
should a forgiven Chris=an carry? Should humanity carry a sense of collec=ve guilt? When is guilt a 
posi=ve, healthy force? At what point does guilt become a nega=ve, unhealthy force? How does guilt 
affect our ability to believe and receive God’s love? 
  
Read Romans 5:1-5. No=ce that while Paul uses past (“since we are jus=fied”) and present (“we have 
peace”) references earlier, he now adds a future focus: “Much more surely then, now that we have 
been jus=fied by his blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of God” (5:9). Which 
concerns you more: God’s present displeasure or future judgment? What does your answer to that 
ques=on teach you about your spirituality? 
  
5:9 The term “God’s wrath” is used in a variety of ways in Romans. Earlier, Paul uses it in the sense of 
God’s angry displeasure at the presence of sin (1:18). Here the phrase seems to mean the ul=mate 
retribu=on against sin that will take place in the future when Christ returns. 
  
Reflect on Paul’s words “jus=fied by his blood” in light of Romans 4:25, where Paul assumes 
jus=fica=on comes through Jesus’ resurrec=on. What is the benefit of thinking about Jesus’ death, 
resurrec=on, and ascension as one theological ac=on which brings jus=fica=on? 

5:10 We are not only “ungodly;” our sin makes us enemies of God. Jesus’ sacrifice jus=fies and 
reconciles humanity to God. However, Paul wants to remind readers that reconcilia=on (being 
restored and at peace with God) drives us to “boast” in God. Is it possible for an un-reconciled (un-
jus=fied, un-forgiven) person to worship God? 

——— 
Lesson #5               Grace That Goes Before 
  
I sought the Lord, and a]erward I knew he moved my soul to seek him, seeking me. It was not I that 
found, O Savior true; no, I was found of thee. - United Methodist Hymnal, #341 
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Devo7on: Read John 12:20-36. Jesus makes a powerful statement about the results of his crucifixion 
and resurrec=on. “And I, when I am li]ed up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” (12:32). 
There are some Chris=ans who feel the most powerful aspect of the crucifixion is the way humanity is 
persuaded to respond posi=vely to God because of the love exhibited in Jesus’ willingness to sacrifice 
himself for us. You can read more about this “Moral Persuasion” theory of atonement in Appendix B. 
Most cultures pass on stories of brave and/or loving people who sacrificed themselves for someone 
or an ideal. What examples of such stories can you recall? Ponder Jesus’ crucifixion. What thoughts 
and emo=ons are s=rred within you by that scene? What are the posi=ves and nega=ves of a church 
placing a crucifix (a cross with Jesus’ body on it) at the center of its worship space? What are the 
posi=ve and nega=ve of having a resurrec=on cross (one without the body) as the focal point? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 5:6-20. What are some ways you s=ll live in darkness, 
performing ac=ons you should not? How might those ac=ons prevent you from experiencing the life 
God desires for you? Spend =me in prayer and confession. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
12:20 The presence of Greeks indicates Jesus’ message is spreading to the gen=le community. Many 
believe this growing scope of the good news convinces Jesus to turn his sights toward the cross (Mt 
15:24; Rom 1:16). Why might interest from Gen=les indicate “the hour has come”(12:23)? Others 
assume Jesus’ words refer to the beginning of his passion week (13:1) and is not directly related to 
the Greek’s presence. If this is the case, John recounts their presence to emphasize how Jesus “will 
draw all people” to himself (12:32). 
  
12:24 Jesus understands his death to be necessary to advance his ministry. He then relates his 
upcoming death to the call for his followers to die to self. In a typically rabbinic comment, Jesus says 
people must “hate their life,” meaning “love it less than.” Why is it necessary to die to a,achments to 
the things of this world, and even stop clinging to life itself, to fully follow Jesus? How difficult is it for 
you to appreciate the gi] of life and yet, not cling to it? 
  
12:26 How do we serve Jesus? Can someone who has not “died to self” serve Jesus?” 
  
12:27 Jesus has a “troubled” soul, anguish over the pain that lies ahead. To be troubled is not a sin or 
an expression of doubt. We are not called to ignore our emo=onal reac=ons to situa=ons. However, 
we are called to not allow those emo=onal reac=ons to determine our ac=ons. 
  
12:28 How would you respond to the idea that, as we see here in God’s communica=on with Jesus, 
only the person being addressed can hear the voice of God. If this is true, how does this change our 
view of prayer and leadership? Can you present evidence this is not true? 
  
12:31 Jesus’ defines his death as judgment on human sin and the defeat of Satan. What are the 
implica=ons of the =tle “ruler of this world?” Satan will not be destroyed, but he is “driven out” in 
that the power of evil is ul=mately broken. Humans now can choose a different path. 
  
12:32 Jesus’ death and resurrec=on draws us to him. What does his death mean to you? How is our 
a,rac=on to Jesus related to God’s grace that goes before us? 
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12:35 In response to reasonable ques=ons about his words, Jesus instructs the crowd to 
acknowledge, walk, and believe in the light. By taking these steps, we become children of light (Jn 
1:1-13), those who believe and embrace the good news. Following this teaching, Jesus’ public 
ministry ends. 

Lesson #6               Grace That Goes Before 
  
Thou didst reach forth thy hand and mine enfold; I walked and sank not on the storm-vexed sea. 
‘Twas not so much that I on thee took hold, as thou, dear Lord, on me. - United Methodist Hymnal, 
#341 

Devo7on: Read Philippians 2:12-18. This wonderful passage expresses the paradoxical nature of faith! 
God ini=ates rela=onship, supplies us with life and new life, and even gives us the will to act, but we 
must cooperate with the Spirit’s call within us. We must faithfully respond to the grace that goes 
before us. Too many Chris=ans emphasize one extreme of this balance over the other, and in doing 
so, fall into trouble. If we overemphasize God’s work in our lives, claiming no human response is 
necessary or possible, we become people who sit back and do nothing, ignoring God’s call to 
holiness, jus=ce, and witness. If we overemphasize human effort, claiming we can do good works on 
our own and earn salva=on, we ignore our sin and the divine grace that enables us to respond. We 
will explore this balance more next week, but we need both God’s grace and good works in response 
to that unearned love which goes before us. God is at work within us, making it possible for us to 
respond. What does working out salva=on “with fear and trembling” mean to you? When have you 
ignored the Spirit at work within you, choosing a different path? What unearned gi]s and blessings 
do we have to ignore to take such a path? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 2:1-10. Here again is the call to balance. We are saved by 
grace through faith, and yet we are created to do good works. Are you more likely to underemphasize 
God’s grace or the need for you to perform good works? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Philippians 2:5-11 for the context of our passage. This early church hymn celebrates the servant 
nature of Jesus. Our reading is Paul’s invita=on for us to respond to Jesus’ humility. 
  
2:12 No=ce this verse con=nues an idea Paul begins at 1:27. Therefore, “work out your own 
salva=on” refers to “live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (1:27). Our moral 
conduct ma,ers. We are to be a light to the world (2:15). The verses of this sec=on discuss how we 
accomplish this call. Nobody believes Paul desires us to be paralyzed with fear, but given his words 
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about Jesus’ exalta=on as Sovereign at the end of =me (2:9-11), what does “with fear and trembling” 
mean to you? When have you taken God for granted? 
  
2:13 God is at work in us, through the Holy Spirit, beyond what we can understand, to enable us to 
live in way that is worthy of our Sovereign. Just as God gives us a physical body that func7ons far 
beyond our abili7es to intellectually understand, the Spirit is at work within us to enable even our 
response to God’s gracious call. God’s grace energizes our efforts and desire. 
  
2:14 And yet, the next verses assume we must respond to grace: do not grumble and argue, but hold 
firmly to the Word, run and labor. 
  
2:15 What is Paul’s understanding of the Church’s role in the world? What is his view of culture? 
Scholars believe Paul is drawing on Deuteronomy 32:5 for this phrasing. What are some examples of 
when the Church shines like stars? Given his words, what expecta=ons should Church members have 
for their brothers and sisters? 
  
2:17 Scholars disagree as to when Paul writes this le,er, but clearly he is imprisoned (1:12-13, 17). He 
understands his death as a sacrificial offering worthy of celebra=ng. How might it change our view of 
life and ministry to envision our lives as a sacrificial offering? Ponder the line from the Great 
Thanksgiving prayer during Holy Communion: “we offer ourselves in praise and thanksgiving as a holy 
and living sacrifice in union with Christ’s offering for us…” 

——— 
Lesson #7               Grace That Goes Before 
  
I find, I walk, I love, but oh, the whole of love is but my answer, Lord to thee! For thou wert long 
beforehand with my soul; always thou lovedst me. - United Methodist Hymnal, #341 
  
Devo7on: Read 1 John 4:7-21. Love is only possible because God first loves us. If we understand the 
act of crea=on as a sign of God’s grace that goes before us, this is especially true. There are many 
ac=ons which express love. Some come naturally to us, but Jesus offered examples of love that are 
difficult for most to embody: love enemies; if someone asks you to walk a mile, walk two; lay down 
your lives; forgive seven =mes seventy; etc. What are examples of love that are difficult for you to 
offer? What are the easiest ways for you to express love? If loving others, in simple and difficult ways, 
is the criteria by which the people of God are judged, how is the Church doing? What is one way we/
you might express “grace that goes before” to people who worry they have not earned it? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: In response to John’s call to love one another, find a way to express care 
and grace to someone today that you would not normally encounter. Make a phone call, write a note, 
go for a visit….all the while a,emp=ng to be aware of God’s presence and leadership in the ac=vity. 
Explore how the presence of the Spirit changes your encounter. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Compare this passage to 1 John 1:5-10. Do these passages say the same thing in two different ways or 
are there differences? What is the difference between expressing God as light and love? 
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4:7 John’s goal is not only to confirm and celebrate how God’s love precedes our own but to 
encourage us to love one another. To experience love is to be inextricably drawn to sharing that love. 
How is this balance of receiving and giving love similar to the call to balance faith and works? 
  
4:8 John makes the reverse claim as well: if we do not love, then surely we have not received love. He 
is asser=ng love is the essence and character of God. God creates to be in loving rela=onship with the 
created order. This desire is fulfilled in the incarna=on of Jesus.   
  
4:9 Both the incarna=on of God in Jesus and his crucifixion are signs of God’s love. That grace is not in 
reac=on to our ac=ons or belief; it is the founda=on on which we stand and respond. Why do so 
many Chris=ans con=nue to feel they must earn God’s love? What in our culture promotes such a 
belief? 
  
4:12 Amazing—John states the invisible God is made visible through our love. 
  
4:13 The assurance of God’s love is found in our awareness of the Spirit. This teaching is a 
con=nua=on of Jesus’ basic teaching: the realm of God is at hand. Take note of the Trinitarian nature 
of these verses. The entry point of the Spirit is acknowledging Jesus as God’s Son. 
   
4:17 How are you feeling about standing before God if we are judged according to the amount of 
Christ-like love we share with others? 
  
4:18 How do you respond to John’s statement, “perfect love casts out fear.” Is all fear of pain 
(emo=onal, physical, etc.) a fear of punishment? What might be other possible fears which lead to a 
fear of pain?   

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 223



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
Week 27 Grace That Jus7fies 

Lesson #1                       Grace That Jus7fies 
  
You know that you were ransomed from the fu=le ways inherited from your ancestors, not with 
perishable things like silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without 
defect or blemish. - 1 Peter 1:18-19 (NRSV) 
  
This week we examine the second form of unearned love, the grace that jus=fies us with God. The 
Bible uses several different metaphors to discuss what God accomplishes for us in Jesus: restoring us 
to the covenant community, reconcilia=on, and par=cipa=on in Jesus sufferings/resurrec=on. By far 
the most popular way of understanding “jus=fica=on” is the legal metaphor of “pardon.” We explore 
that powerful image tomorrow. However, before we turn our a,en=on to Paul, for it is in his wri=ngs 
where the majority of references on jus=fying grace are found, let us explore the metaphor of 
restora=on to God’s covenant community in a gospel reference. 
  
Devo7on: The language of jus=fica=on (Greek, “dikaio”) is a part of the same word family for being 
declared innocent or righteous (“dikaios”) and for the declara=on of God’s righteousness 
(“dikaiosune”). God’s righteousness refers to our Creator’s faithfulness in keeping covenant promises. 
The strength of God’s faithfulness lies at the heart of one of the metaphors for jus=fica=on. God 
offers grace that jus=fies and declares us “righteous” because God welcomes us as members of the 
covenant people. Keep this image in mind as you read John 1:29-34. 
  
The sacrifice of lambs has deep Jewish roots, but when John says Jesus is the “Lamb of God,” he 
refers to the Passover story (Ex 12:1-13). John’s gospel shows other =es between Jesus and Passover, 
including that his crucifixion occurs the day Passover lambs are killed (Ex 12:46; Jn 19:14, 31-36). 
Lambs in the Passover story are not associated with sin, but with marking God’s covenant people for 
protec=on. The Passover lamb enables them to leave slavery. The implica=on is that Jesus, as the 
Lamb of God, marks a New Covenant people, enabling them to overcome slavery to sin. How 
important is it to be marked as part of God’s covenant community by Holy Bap=sm? What is the link 
between Bap=sm and membership? What is the problem with thinking about Bap=sm and 
membership in terms of how they benefit us rather than how they benefit God’s kingdom? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Peter 1:17-21. What is God saying to you through Jesus’ sacrifice? 
How does being loved affect the way you should view yourself? What would change about yourself if 
you valued yourself as much as God values you?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:29 Because John’s gospel begins by celebra=ng Jesus’ role in the crea=on (Jn 1:3-4), some believe 
he repeats the phrase “the next day” (1:29, 35, 43) so readers will recall the “days” of the crea=on 
story (Gen 1). Compare this passage to Isaiah 53:7-12 and Revela=on 5:1-14. What are the writers 
communica=ng in their use of the lamb image? 
  
1:30 “Before me” has many possible meanings: 1) Jesus is Sovereign, and thus superior; 2) Jesus is the 
new Elijah (Jn 1:21; Mal 4:5); or 3) Jesus existed before crea=on (Jn 1:1-4). 
  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 224



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
1:31 John does not begin his ministry knowing Jesus is the Messiah. He calls people to repentance 
through bap=sm in order to prepare them for the Messiah’s arrival. Apparently he learns his cousin 
Jesus is that long-awaited Messiah during his bap=sm. 
  
1:33 The prophets tell of the outpouring of God’s Spirit when the Messiah arrives (Joel 2:28; Ez 
39:25-29; Zech 12:10). Pentecost and Chris=an bap=sm represent the fulfillments of this prophecy 
(Acts 2, 10:44-48; Rom 5:5). 
  
1:34 “Chosen one” (Greek, “eklektos”) echoes Isaiah 42:1. 

——— 
Lesson #2             Grace That Jus7fies 
  
The only man who has the right to say that he is jus=fied by grace alone is the man who has le] all to 
follow Christ. - Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
  
Devo7on: Today we examine the most widely used metaphor of jus=fying grace: pardon. In a legal 
serng, a person may be declared guilty of a crime by a court but be pardoned and set free. This is a 
good way to think of how we come before God. We are guilty of sin and deserve the consequences of 
our broken rela=onship with the Creator—and yet God pardons us. We are not declared “innocent.” 
Rather, when we turn toward God with faith, God forgives our sin and welcomes us into a New 
Covenant through Jesus. To be pardoned means to be released from the guilt and threat of 
punishment for our sin. God’s jus=fying grace restores us to new life in Christ and makes a righteous 
response to God’s grace possible. 
  
Read Romans 3:21-30. Although Paul is drawing on a legal metaphor, he stresses that we do not earn 
or achieve this grace by our good works. The grace that jus=fies us is a result of the atoning sacrifice 
made by Jesus on the cross and made effec=ve in our lives when we have faith in Christ. What is the 
difference in basing a religion on receiving God’s grace versus earning God’s favor? What is the 
difference between emphasizing righteousness by inclusion in the covenant community (yesterday’s 
reading) versus being forgiven by Jesus’ sacrificial death? Which is a more powerful force in your life: 
community or cross? Is it possible we need both to gain a full understanding of God’s love? What 
happens if we ponder only one of these metaphors and forget the other?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Gala=ans 2:20-21. What does it mean to be “crucified with Christ?” 
In what sense does Christ live in you? What does it mean to you personally that Jesus loves you and 
gives himself for you? Take =me to pray, thanking God for Jesus’ sacrifice. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:21 The Law is not able to lead us into God’s righteousness, but the Law and prophets prepared us 
for that righteousness (Gal 3:24-25). It is now fully revealed and available to us through Jesus’ 
sacrificial death. Why are laws usually framed in a nega=ve way? Can you legislate transforma=on? 
How should a local church view rules? What does an excessive list of rules indicate about a church?   
  
3:22 Righteousness comes to all who respond to God’s grace that goes before us and believe in Jesus. 
What does “belief” in Jesus look like? Can we be sure someone believes by watching them? 
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No=ce 3:22b-24. Beginning with “there is no dis=nc=on…,” Paul gives is an explana=on of “all who 
believe” receive righteousness (3:22a). As he does throughout this le,er, Paul feels compelled to 
address the ques=on of whether Gen=les can receive grace. This indicates a strong likelihood the 
church in Roman to whom he writes s=ll struggles with this idea. 
  
3:23 “Sinned” (Greek, “hamartano”) refers to a person “missing the mark” in individual ac=ons, 
rather than habitual or original sin. How does this descrip=on of sin resonate with you? 
  
3:24 If “jus=fied” does not mean “morally perfect” but “not held accountable,” what is the difference 
between those who are forgiven and those who are not forgiven? How should the Church look upon 
those who do not yet know about Jesus Christ? 
  
“Redemp=on” usually refers to the payment of money to set a slave free. In this metaphor for grace, 
the payment is supplied by Jesus’ life or blood (3:25). To whom does God pay the price? Remember, 
all metaphors fall short. What are the best aspects of this pardoning grace image? 
  
3:25 Scholars differ over how to interpret the phrase, “he had passed over the sins previously 
commi,ed.” Some think Paul suggests Jesus’ death puts to rest all those who doubt God is commi,ed 
to jus=ce because they do not see how all sins have been punished. Because God is willing to become 
incarnate and suffer crucifixion, the divine commitment to serng the world right is clear. Others 
interpret this passage to mean Jesus’ death effec=vely forgives the sins of people in the past who 
turned to God in faith, trus=ng that God would somehow, one day, provide a way to bring 
righteousness to crea=on. To support this interpreta=on, they point out Paul next uses Abraham as an 
example of faith (Rom 4). 
  
3:26 The cross of Jesus occurs “in the present =me” to show God’s complete commitment to jus=ce. 
However, the final jus=fica=on (ul=mately serng things “right”) will happen in the future at the 
return of Jesus. So, Jesus’ sacrifice provides pardon for those who believe and an=cipates a final, full 
jus=fica=on at the end of =me. According to Paul, the cross is the hinge on which all history swings. 
  
3:27 What is the difference in “boas=ng” and celebra=ng what God has done in us? What helps us 
avoid boas=ng? Is faith something you achieve, possess, receive, or to which you submit? 
  
3:30 It is impossible for Gen=les to keep the Law, which demands par=cipa=on in the Jewish covenant 
community. However, one result of believing in jus=fica=on by faith in Jesus is that all persons now 
have access to righteousness and peace with their Creator. 
  
The final verse in this chapter (3:31) provides a natural transi=on into Paul’s next point, that salva=on 
by faith is really the founda=on for the Jewish connec=on with God. He con=nues this discussion in 
the next chapter, and we will examine his thoughts on Abraham’s faith tomorrow.   
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Lesson #3          Grace That Jus7fies 
  
By faith, Sarah and Abraham obeyed when they were called, and went off to the place they were to 
receive as a heritage; they went forth, moreover, not knowing where they were going. - Hebrews 11:8 
(TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Paul’s views on jus=fica=on by faith make some wonder how he views Judaism and the 
Law. He spends many chapters answering ques=ons such as “should we con=nue in sin in order that 
grace may abound?” (Rom 6:1, 15); “is the Law sinful?” (7:7); and “has God rejected the Jews?” (11:1) 
  
Read Romans 3:31-4:25. God does not establish a covenant with Abraham and Sarah because they 
perform good works; the patriarch trusts God, and his faith is credited to him as righteousness. His 
faith came before his circumcision, a work of the Law. Likewise, Gen=les can find righteousness 
without keeping the Law by following in Abraham’s footsteps and having faith in God. All who trust 
what God is doing, now made clear in Jesus, are jus=fied. Therefore, Abraham is the ancestor of all 
who faithfully trust God and, in doing so, Jesus’ death and resurrec=on becomes effec=ve in their 
lives. Paul argues that faith in Christ ul=mately confirms and upholds the Law. Read Romans 10:9-10. 
What do you believe? Do you trust Jesus with your life and death? What are the implica=ons of the 
idea that faithful people, like Abraham, can receive the benefits of Christ’s sacrifice in their lives 
without knowing or acknowledging the person of Jesus? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following ques=on from the United Methodist profession of faith: 
Do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior, put your whole trust in his grace, and promise to serve him 
as your Lord, in union with the church which Christ has opened to people of all ages, na6ons, and 
races? Ponder the implica=ons of each of these sec=ons as you pray. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:31 Paul states the theological ques=on arising from his earlier statements: has the Law been 
overthrown by faith? Did the law fail? Is Chris=an teaching s=ll =ed to the Hebrew Covenant? “We 
uphold the Law” is true in a broad sense; Paul believes God provided the Law as a guardian un=l 
Jesus came (Gal 3:24), but since Jesus has come, parts of the Law are null and void (Rom 14:14). 
  
4:3 Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 to establish Abraham’s faith prior to his works. Because he trusts, God 
“reckoned” (Greek “elogisthe,” a bookkeeping term) him righteous. Abraham did not earn 
jus=fica=on. God does not count his sin against him (4:8) but treats him as one without sin. 
  
4:4 We do not earn forgiveness. God does not owe us anything when we do good works. It is 
presumptuous to expect God to answer our prayer requests because we have been good.   
  
4:5 Jewish tradi=on says Abraham is called to faith from paganism (“the ungodly”). 
  
4:6 Paul also draws on Psalm 32:1-2 to make his case. 
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4:14 Followers of Jesus build their lives on faith. We cannot talk about God’s grace that jus=fies 
through faith and then claim some people do not deserve it or have not earned it.   
  
4:15 The Law is a double-edged sword: it eliminates ignorance but makes us much more aware of our 
failures to live righteous lives. The Law points out our failures but does not draw us toward God. How 
is this different from the Spirt? What are you doing to draw closer to God? 
  
4:17 Paul interprets God’s promise that Abraham will be the “father of many na=ons” (Gen 17:4) to 
mean all who have faith in God, Jew and Gen=le, are “descendants” of Abraham.   
  
4:24 Paul ends his celebra=on of Abraham’s faithfulness by returning to his basic asser=on: if we 
believe in the God who raised Jesus from death, that same God will credit us with righteousness. 

——— 
Lesson #4          Grace That Jus7fies 
  
In our ecclesias=cal region there are priests who don't bap=ze the children of single mothers because 
they weren't conceived in the sanc=ty of marriage. These are today's hypocrites. Those who clericlize 
the church. Those who separate the people of God from salva=on. - Pope Francis 
  
Devo7on: Read Gala=ans 3:1-14, 23-29. Paul is upset with the church at Gala=a because they are 
teaching that Gen=les must be circumcised before they are allowed to be bap=zed. Paul believes 
requiring one of the “works of the law” nullifies the central teaching of jus=fica=on by faith. Any=me 
we tell someone they must perform a par=cular ac=on in order to be made righteous, be part of the 
covenant community, or receive forgiveness, we return to the idea that good works (“works of the 
law”) save us, not faith in Jesus. Why is it so temp=ng for church leaders to set requirements? What 
are some common “works” which churches require of people before allowing them to be bap=zed or 
join? How do we teach the importance of bap=sm or =thing if we do not make them requirements? Is 
it good or bad for a congrega=on to require newcomers to take classes before they are bap=zed? 
What do you believe people must do to be considered “children of God through faith? (3:26)? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for those wounded by the Church. If you have been wounded by 
someone in the Church, pray for strength to forgive them as God forgives you. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:2 Paul asks the Gala=ans to reflect on their experience with the Spirit, and then he quotes scripture. 
We are to draw on scripture, tradi=on, reason, and experience to understand faith. What are the 
dangers of excluding experience? Reason? Tradi=on? Scripture?   
  
3:3 “Flesh” specially refers to circumcision, but also includes other demands of the Law. 
  
3:6 In these verses, Paul uses the same arguments he made in yesterday’s Romans 4 reading. 
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3:8 The covenant God establishes with Abraham comes long before the Law, and prophe=cally 
an=cipates the “good news” of Jesus Christ. Since jus=fica=on by faith is prior to and superior to the 
Law, so faith in God remains intact now that the Law has fulfilled. 
  
3:11 Paul quotes Habakkuk 2:4. The goal is not conformity but faith in God. Keeping the law is not 
bad, but it can be superficial, leading to the false belief that obedience earns salva=on. This belief 
results in pride, which is the opposite of faith in what God is doing through Jesus. 
  
3:13 Scholars disagree on the meaning of “the curse of the law.” It might mean the Law 1) creates a 
impossible burden to fulfill; 2) prevents expansion of God’s ac=vity into the Gen=le world, which 
works against God’s promise to Abraham (Gen 12:3); or 3) Israel’s disobedience to the covenant, 
bringing a promised curse (Deut 28:1, 15-68; 30). Some believe Paul does not have any specific image 
in mind but is tying together various points about jus=fying faith by arguing Jesus’ sacrifice also fulfills 
the Deuteronomy 21:23 image of bearing a curse for us.    

3:24 “Disciplinarian” refers to a household assistant, o]en a slave, who cared for minor children. The 
implica=on is the law is there to prevent as much sin as possible for a designated period of =me, un=l 
the child is mature enough to know what to choose. So, the purpose of the Law is to make us aware 
of our sin and provide a step-by-step path back to God when we did sin. However, now that Christ has 
come, we find jus=fying grace through faith. 
  
3:27 Bap=sm is the sign that God’s grace is available and can be worn as a garment. Since jus=fica=on 
by faith is available to everyone, all people of faith are descendants of Abraham and united as one, 
regardless of our outward differences. 

——— 
Lesson #5                                                                              Grace That Jus7fies 
  
The truth of the ma,er is, whoever listens to my words and believes in the One who sent me 
has eternal life and isn’t brought to judgment, having passed from death to life. - John 5:24 
  
Devo7on: While “pardon” is the most popular metaphor of God’s jus=fying grace, we will explore two 
other powerful images. Today we examine “reconcilia=on,” (Greek, “allasso”) which has a root 
meaning of “change” or “exchange.” Reconcilia=on refers to a change in the rela=onship between 
God and humanity. Jesus’ life, death, and resurrec=on exchanges the hos=lity created by sin for 
righteousness and harmony. Read 2 Corinthians 5:11-21. 
  
God reconciles the crea=on to himself through Christ. This metaphor for God’s jus=fying grace 
emphasizes more than the cross. Reconcilia=on takes place throughout the life of Jesus, with his 
death and resurrec=on being a sign that death has no place in the new crea=on God is establishing. 
Because Jesus lives all the stages of human life without sin, the power of sin is destroyed. Those who 
follow Jesus in faith are made new, sin has no permanent hold on us, and we can live in obedience. 
Jesus died for all, not only those who believe. However, each person must embrace through faith the 
salva=on Jesus accomplishes. The more we receive that gi] of new life, the more we embody Jesus’ 
way. Is it possible to experience forgiveness without embracing Jesus’ teachings? What does it mean 
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that the Church has been given a ministry of reconcilia=on (5:19-21)? In this metaphor of 
reconcilia=on, what would we say to someone who desires a living rela=onship with God?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Slowly read Psalm 143, allowing the writer’s words to guide your prayers. 
What/who are your enemies at this point? Are you open to being taught, led? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read 2 Corinthians 4:16-5:10 to understand the context of our reading. 
  
5:11  “Well known” refers to being transparent before God and the people.   
  
5:14 By fully iden=fying with human life, death, and sin (5:21), Christ transforms humanity. 
Jus=fica=on is an objec=ve reality—all crea=on has been affected, reconciled by Jesus’ life. “He died 
for all” (5:15) so that “if anyone is in Christ, the new crea=on has come” (5:17). The world is changed, 
but only those who follow Jesus experience the reality of the new crea=on. 
  
5:15 Those who believe no longer live for self. They live for Christ and the reign of God. 
  
5:16 We do not make judgments of others according the world’s perspec=ve. We view others through 
the lens of new crea=on, teaching them about their reconcilia=on with God through Jesus (5:18, 20). 
Can we teach others about new life if we are not experiencing it ourselves? 
  
5:17 The reconcilia=on between God and humanity radically changes those who allow themselves to 
embody it. “New” (Hebrew “kaine”) does not refer to something that has recently occurred, but to a 
new way of being. Christ changes how we see ourselves and the cosmos. 

5:19 We are to teach that God, through the obedience of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrec=on, 
destroyed the power/guilt of sin. God invites us to live as reconciled, new creatures. 
  
5:20 What is the role of a Ruler’s ambassador? How might this idea change how we do ministry? 
  
5:21 Although Jesus did not personally sin and did not deserve to die, he iden=fied completely with 
humanity, even to the point of an unjust death (Phil 2:5-8). The sinless Creator enters crea=on and 
bears the painful consequences of sin. Those who follow him are able to live according to God’s 
righteousness in the same sin-filled world. The resurrec=on is God’s proclama=on to the world that 
the “power” of sin and death has been broken. 

——— 
Lesson #6          Grace That Jus7fies 
  
I have been crucified with Christ, and it’s no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. I s=ll live my 
own life, but it’s a life of faith in Jesus our Savior, who loves me and who gave himself for me. I will 
not nullify God’s grace—for if jus=fica=on is available only through the Law, then Christ died 
needlessly. - Gala=ans 2:20-21 (TIB) 
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Devo7on: Read Philippians 3:2-16. Once again Paul writes to a church struggling with the issue of 
circumcision. He understands the tempta=on to believe we earn God’s forgiveness and love, but he 
wants the Church to know salva=on comes by faith, not good works. He uses a new metaphor for 
jus=fying grace: par=cipa=on in Jesus’ life, suffering, and resurrec=on.  

When Paul talks about “knowing Christ,” he does not mean intellectual knowledge. He wants to be 
aware of God’s Spirit and live out the self-giving life Jesus taught (Phil 2:16; 1 Cor 9:24; 2 Tim 4:7). To 
know Jesus as Sovereign transforms how we live. It is as if God is the leader of a huge orchestra with 
each creature playing their own instrument. God wants each person to tune their instrument so as to 
be in harmony with the song God is leading. When our lives are in tune, we respond to God’s 
leadership and are transformed by God’s presence. The goal is for all crea=on to harmonize together 
under God’s leadership. In this metaphor, emphasis is placed on being led by God, so humility is 
important as a means of following God (Phil 1:12-14, 29-30; 2:1-8, 17; 3:20-21). Likewise, when we 
are in harmony with God but out of harmony with the world’s song, we can expect to share Christ’s 
sufferings and resurrec=on. In what areas of your life are you out of tune with God? When and where 
do we learn the song God is singing? How does viewing salva=on and righteousness as a process of 
being slowly transformed over =me (3:12) rather than a one-=me ac=on change how we view faith? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Hebrews 12:7-11. We do not have to enjoy hardship to learn from it. 
Few of us are good at accep=ng humility or suffering. That said, what have your most recent 
sufferings taught you about yourself and/or God’s love?   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:2 As in our Gala=ans 3 reading earlier this week, some leaders in the church at Philippi are forcing 
Gen=les to be circumcised as well as bap=zed (Acts 15:3-5). 
  
3:3 “We who are the circumcision” means those living by faith are the sign of God’s covenant 
community, a role previously played by circumcision. His emphasis is on being led by the Spirit. 
  
3:4 Paul is not saying Judaism is rubbish, but that because of faith in Christ, all his gains through 
works are compara=vely worthless. What is the difference between looking like a Chris=an and being 
a Chris=an? Between outward appearance and inward righteousness?   
  
3:7 Following Jesus turns Paul’s life upside down because he now understands all his efforts to earn 
righteousness were empty. Knowing Christ is his total aim. 
  
3:9 Paul describes salva=on in experien=al, mys=cal terms: “be found in him” and “know Christ” in a 
way that brings partnership in his resurrec=on and sufferings (3:10). What is the difference in 
knowing about love and knowing love? In knowing about Jesus’ teaching and knowing Jesus? 
  
3:11 To par=cipate in Jesus’ life and death means par=cipa=on in his resurrec=on. To be in harmony 
with Christ in life means we will be in harmony with his death and new life. 
  
3:12 Those who are demanding circumcision are most likely claiming they have arrived at a perfected 
state of faith. Paul is arguing for Chris=an life and faith as a journey, a process which requires pressing 
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on toward growth. Why is his advice about forgerng what lies behind, so important? How does 
seeing Chris=an faith as a journey change our view of worship? 

Lesson #7           Grace That Jus7fies 
  
But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, we were saved, not because of any 
righteous deeds we had done, but because of God’s own mercy. We were saved through the bap=sm 
of new birth and renewal by the Holy Spirit. This Spirit God lavished on us through Jesus Christ, our 
Savior, that we might be jus=fied through grace and become heirs to the hope of eternal life. This is 
doctrine you can rely on. I want you to be quite uncompromising in teaching this. Then those who 
now believe in God will keep their minds occupied doing good works. These things are excellent and 
beneficial to everyone. - Titus 3:4-8 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Colossians 2:6-23. What a wonderful passage to conclude this week’s study of God’s 
grace that jus=fies and launch us on next week’s focus on grace which helps us become increasingly 
more like Jesus (grace that sanc=fies). We create these neat theological categories of grace, but the 
truth is life with God is not easy to categorize. These forms of grace interweave in biblical wri=ngs just 
as they do in our lives. Paul swings back and forth between the call to grow in Christ and celebrate 
salva=on through faith in Jesus. As we turn toward sanc=fica=on, we must never forget that what we 
achieve by being “united in love” or having “understanding” is always in response to God’s ini=a=ng 
and jus=fying grace. Chris7ans are not beIer than other people. We are loved and forgiven. The 
Church should invite others who are loved and broken to join us in receiving God’s grace. What are 
we saying about God when we act superior to others? When do you struggle with pride? What 
aspects of worship helps us maintain both humility and healthy self-esteem? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Proverbs 16:18-19. What artude does God want us to have toward 
others? Reflect on your past week. When did you have that artude? When did you not? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:6 We must not only receive Jesus’ gi] of forgiveness but increasingly live out his teaching (2:19). 
What criteria can we use to determine if we are living and growing in Christ?  How might 
“thankfulness” be as a criteria of growth (3:15, 17; 4:2)? How can we measure it? 
  
Paul’s first argument against false teaching is that it strays away from what they were first taught. 
Tradi=ons and teachings handed down to us are not always right, but followers of Jesus must not 
ignore the experiences of those who have gone before us. 
  
2:8 Paul warns readers against those who teach that certain works or philosophy are necessary to 
a,ain or complete salva=on: abstaining from foods, rituals, angelic worship, visions, etc. What are the 
supers==ons and intellectual double-talk popular today? 
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2:9 “Fullness” refers to the early church hymn quoted in Col 1:15-20. God’s fullness is already present 
in our lives. Christ has accomplished this for us, but we must receive it. We must not allow hollow and 
decep=ve teaching to prevent us from living this out. 
  
2:11 Chris=an Bap=sm is the New Covenant equivalent of circumcision. This sign-act of ini=a=on 
connects us to Jesus’ death (“buried” in 2:12) and resurrec=on (Rom 6:3-11), as well as transferring 
us into the reign of God from the demonic powers of this world (Col 1:13; 2:15). 
  
2:15 Jesus’ sacrifice brings about forgiveness and new life by establishing God’s victory over the 
spiritual and human authori=es of the world which claim power over us. 
  
2:22 What modern “regula=ons” come to mind when you read this sec=on? What are healthy ways 
to promote ritual, worship styles, or visions without promo=ng arrogance or salva=on by works? 
  
2:23 Self-imposed piety, abs=nence, visions….there is nothing wrong with these things. However, 
there is a problem if we claim these experiences provide or complete salva=on. Focusing on these 
experiences rather than Jesus is just another form of self-indulgence, valuing our views and 
accomplishments more than God’s ac=ons for us. 
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Week 28 - Grace That Sanc7fies 

Lesson #1                    Grace That Sanc7fies 
  
But now that you have been freed from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is 
sanc=fica=on. The end is eternal life. - Romans 6:22 (NRSV) 
  
The third form of God’s unearned love is grace that sanc=fies. Led by the Holy Spirit, we are slowly 
transformed into the people God desires us to be. “Sanc7fica7on” is the process of becoming more 
like Jesus and increasingly set apart for God’s work (made “holy”). 
  
Devo7on: Read 1 Thessalonians 4:1-12. God desires our sanc=fica=on. This passage offers a good 
overview of sanc=fica=on, incorpora=ng many ideas we will explore in the coming days: it is a 
process, driven by the Spirit, but requiring our coopera=on. Living in a way that pleases God does not 
mean everyone should become missionaries, preachers, or martyrs. If God calls us to one of these, 
we should respond. However, too o]en, people elevate these roles over their own callings. Each of us 
is invited to live faithfully where we are. Paul realized many people are called to lead quiet lives, 
doing their jobs, showing love to others, and minding their own business. Becoming holy people 
means living in a way that allows others to see our good works and give praise to God no maIer 
where we are (Mt 5:16). What is encouraging about God transforming the world through everyday 
people led by grace? What might make that idea frightening? How do “holy” people act? Who do you 
know that acts that way? Do you think of yourself as being slowly molded into a more holy person?  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Reread 1 Thessalonians 4:4. Many faithful people have issues with their 
bodies: unhealthy ea=ng, self-image, sexual tempta=ons, fitness, abuse, etc. Your body is a gi] from 
God. It allows you to experience other blessings. Spend =me in prayer reflec=ng on the blessing/
struggles of your body. How does God view your artude toward your body? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:1 Read 1 Thessalonians 2:13. Paul assumes the teachings of Jesus are handed down to the apostles, 
who then pass them on to the Church. How do the teachings of our faith get handed down now? 
What would the perfect system for instruc=on in the Church look like? 
  
4:3 “Fornica=on” (Greek, “porneia”) refers to sex between unmarried persons, but it can also mean 
all forms of sexual sin. The Roman world saw sexual promiscuity as a norm. What are the current 
struggles the Church faces regarding sexual standards? How have views on sexuality changed over the 
years? 
  
4:6 Which mo=vates you more to be just and moral: poten=al judgment and punishment (4:6); God’s 
call to holiness (4:7); or the presence of the Holy Spirit guiding you (4:8)? How do these three work 
together as a founda=on for Chris=an ethics? 
  
4:11 What is being communicated by “make it your ambi=on to lead a quiet life…?” How might this 
call mean different things in different cultures? When might Chris=ans need to hear this message? 
What does 4:12 state is the goal of this lifestyle? How urgent a call is this passage for modern 
Chris=ans? When might we display false enthusiasm? 
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Lesson #2                    Grace That Sanc7fies 
  
For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that 
counts is faith working through love. - Gala=ans 5:6 (NRSV) 
  
Devo7on: Read Gala=ans 5:13-26. Although the world “sanc=fica=on” is not used frequently in the 
Bible, God o]en calls for his people to live as righteous people. In this passage, Paul uses several 
powerful images to encourage readers toward godly choices: freedom to love, desires of the “flesh” 
(all within us in opposi=on to God), and fruits of the Spirit. Our choices maIer. Fate does not 
determine our path; God does not force obedience on us. We must choose to avoid indulgent 
“works of the flesh” which lead to destruc=on. When we live according to the Spirit’s desires, posi=ve 
a,ributes emerge and slowly grow in our lives like fruit on a tree. Which of the “works of the flesh” 
are most common in our culture? Should Church representa=ves inspect individual’s lives, look for 
these acts, and correct them? Is it possible to grow “fruit of the Spirit” without a community around 
us? How does this call to produce fruit affect our approach to worship, programs, and goal serng in 
local congrega=ons?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Reread Gala=ans 5:22-23. Which of these spiritual fruits is the most 
difficult for you to embody? Which of them come easily, naturally to you? Hold these thoughts in 
mind as you pray today. Ask God to show you how to be more fruiXul. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Gala=ans 5:2-12 to gain a perspec=ve of the context in which Paul writes. How do his words 
strike you, given his call to spiritual fruits (5:22-23)? Is he always gentle? 
  
5:13 Paul speaks of being free from the legalism of the Hebrew Covenant, but he is concerned 
readers will think he is gran=ng them a license to indulge in sinful ac=vity. All freedom most be 
exercised in loving service to others. Why might 5:14 be frightening to church leaders? 
  
5:15 How do modern Chris=ans “bite and devour one another?” 
  
5:16 Paul o]en uses the phrase “live by the Spirit” (Rom 6:4, 13:13; 2 Cor 5:7; 1 Thess 2:12). What 
does this metaphor communicate about sanc=fica=on? How might the idea of walking with God on a 
journey shape how we understand prayer, worship, and spiritual growth? 
  
5:17 Our sinful desires are in compe==on with the Spirit’s desires. This leads Paul to list various pagan 
prac=ces early church Chris=ans face (5:19-21). What would be included on a list for modern 
Chris=ans to avoid? Does sin change over =me or the ways we perform the same sin in new ways? 
  
5:18 Chris=ans are led by the indwelling presence of God which counteracts the tempta=ons offered 
by the world as well as the tempta=on to become legalis=c. In other words, our spiritual prac=ces 
(awareness of and response to the presence of God) in large measure determines our response to 
tempta=on. Are Chris=ans “under a,ack” by tempta=on or simply more aware of the ongoing 
tempta=ons of life?   
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5:22 Given 5:13-14, it is not surprising that “love” is first on the list of spiritual fruit. Rather than 
seeing these as independent and separate virtues that we work on one at a =me, we are invited to 
view these as the natural responses emerging in a transformed life. There may be ten virtues listed, 
but they are interconnected and build upon one another. That said, which of these interconnected 
spiritual fruits seems to come more naturally to you? Which is the most difficult for you to 
incorporate into your life? 

——— 
Lesson #3                    Grace That Sanc7fies 
  
Pray as though everything depended on God. Work as though everything depended on you. 
- St. Augus=ne 
  
Devo7on: Read 2 Peter 1:1-11. Our Creator has given us everything we need (knowledge of God, 
calling, promises) to live as faithful people. Of course, a decision to follow Jesus does not instantly 
grant us mature faith. We must grow in goodness, knowledge, self-control, etc. Becoming like Jesus is 
a process that takes our en=re lives. We must make every effort to possess these quali=es in 
increasing measure. Too many Chris=ans think faith is a possession—either you have it or you do not. 
The reality is we must work to grow our faith by seeking and nurturing goodness, knowledge, self-
control, etc. Chris=ans must not se,le for half-hearted efforts, but, at the same =me, we must be 
pa=ent with ourselves and others along the way. What have been the high and low points on your 
spiritual journey? When have you grown the most spiritually? What role have mentors and friends 
played? How can we best encourage one another on our journeys? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Hebrews 11:6. Because Chris=an faith is a journey, we must 
con=nually seek God. Of course, a journey takes us to places we have never been before. Which of 
the following spiritual prac=ces have you never used: journaling, walking prayer, sirng in silence, 
fas=ng, medita=ng on a single verse, and wri=ng out a prayer, breath prayer, and confession to a 
trusted friend or pastor. Include one of these prac=ces in your life today. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 This is one of eight =mes in scripture where Jesus is referred to as “God” (Jn 1:1, 20:28; Rom 9:5; 
2 Thess 1:12; Titus 2:13; Heb 1:8; 1 Jn 5:20). The writer refers to Jesus as “Savior” five =mes in 2 
Peter. Except here, each =me the =tle “Savior” is paired with “Lord.” 
  
The writer’s emphasis on having a faith which is shared with the readers lays a founda=on for his later 
concerns regarding false teachers. Read 2 Peter 2 to gain insight into the church which he addresses. 
  
1:4 Although other passages allude to the idea, this is the only place in scripture that clearly states 
that through Jesus we “may become par=cipants of the divine nature” (1 Jn 1:3; Jn 15:4, 17:22-23). 
 This language is borrowed from Greek philosophy. What are the implica=ons of this idea? 
  
1:5 Roman authors o]en use this ladder wri=ng style. Star=ng with one virtue, that virtue provides 
the basis for the next, and that one is the ground for the next, and so on (Rom 5:3-5). The “climax” 
(the Greek literary term) of this progression is considered the greatest virtue, in this case, love. Can 
you see a connec=on between “faith” and “goodness,” ”goodness” and “knowledge,” and so forth? 
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1:8 The nature of spiritual growth as journey rather than achievement is assumed here. What 
happens when we think we have arrived and stop growing? Is it possible to maintain virtue or do we 
begin to diminish in virtue when we stop growing? 
  
1:9 Where 1:8 provides posi=ve incen=ve for growth, this verse offers the nega=ve incen=ve. 
  
1:11 Like the use of “God” for Jesus (see note on 1:1), this is one of only two scriptures that refer to 
the reign/kingdom of God as the “reign/kingdom of Christ” (Eph 5:5). 
  

 ——— 
Lesson #4                    Grace That Sanc7fies 
  
A thick head can do as much damage as a hard heart! - Harold Dodds 
  
Devo7on: Read Ephesians 4:17-5:2. Almost all of Paul’s le,ers to churches have a passage like this, 
where he encourages them in specific ways to live righteous lives. The advice he gives varies a li,le 
depending on the community of faith, but all his counsel is built on the same assump=on: we must 
choose faithfulness, make an effort, and do our best! Being a Chris=an is hard work! God provides 
the grace that sanc7fies, but we must allow this process of transforma7on to happen. Each of us 
can turn away and reject grace, but when we submit to the Spirit, God is faithful to work within us. 
While our good works do not jus=fy us, we contribute to our sanc=fica=on through our efforts to 
resist evil, embrace the freedom and power God gives us, and seek to live as holy (“set apart”) people 
of God. To which piece of Paul’s advice and encouragement in this reading do you need to pay most 
a,en=on? Why is hardening of heart such a common problem among the faithful? Is anger, stealing, 
or “evil talk” more of a problem for you? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Proverbs 28:13-14. Why does the writer juxtapose courage with a 
hardened heart? What is the connec=on between those two? How might it take courage to so]en 
your heart? In what areas of your life have you refused to let God lead or change you? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:17 “Gen=les” refers to non-Chris=ans in general, not to Chris=ans with Gen=le backgrounds. This is 
clear in that many of the original readers were former Gen=les (2:11). 
  
4:19 When we sin, we should feel guilt. However, sinful choices dull our conscience, making us 
insensi=ve to healthy guilt (which is different from feeling guilt for things beyond our control). Do you 
see a connec=on between increased faith and increased awareness of sin/guilt? 
  
4:22 The sequence of phrases “put away,” “be renewed,” and “clothe yourselves” are taken from the 
early church’s bap=smal liturgy. Bap=smal candidates remove their clothing, are plunged into the 
water naked, are anointed with oil (“chrism”), and then put on new white clothing. This prac=ce 
emphasizes the old person is put off and the new person emerges.   
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The goal is to encourage readers to separate themselves from their former pagan prac=ces: sexual 
immorality, greed, stealing, etc. From what common cultural prac=ces do Chris=an need to separate 
themselves now? 
  
4:25 “We are members of one another” refers to how Chris=ans live in the faith community (1 Cor 
12:12-31). The expecta=ons for church members are truthfulness, forgiveness, honesty, upli]ing 
speech, peacefulness, kindness, compassion, and love. Do you think of faith as primarily an individual 
or communal experience? How does viewing faith as an individual experience change our defini=on 
of spiritual growth? What role does a church community play for those with an individual focus? How 
might an individual focus corrupt worship? 
  
4:28 What reason is given for people to work? How is that reasoning different from cultural 
perspec=ves on work today? 
  
4:30 Injury caused to others signifies a lack of respect for the Holy Spirit. 
  
5:1 Do not let the change in chapter throw you off. We are called to forgive others (4:32), imita=ng 
God’s example of forgiving us. When we forgive, we are ac=ng like children of God. When we love to 
the point of sacrificing self for others, we are following Jesus’ example and worshipping God is the 
fullest sense (1 Jn 3:16). Regarding “a fragrant offering, read Exodus 29:18 and Ezekiel 20:41. 

——— 
Lesson #5                                                                                      Grace That Sanc7fies   
  
Wealth is a tool of freedom, but the pursuit of wealth is the way to slavery. - Frank Herbert 
  
Devo7on: Read Romans 6:1-23. The early church is born during a period when slavery is a cultural 
ins=tu=on. Unlike the racially driven bondage in which the United States par=cipated, first century 
people became slaves as a result of losing a war or an inability to pay their financial debts. Paul uses 
slavery to teach the church a valuable lesson: unless we are slaves to righteousness (turning our lives 
over to our Creator who desires our best) then we will be enslaved to something/someone. We are 
created to worship God. If we turn away from the One deserving praise, we will worship another: 
flee=ng happiness, sexual hunger, unquenchable greed, physical comfort, a person, family, job, 
lifestyle, or hundreds of other poten=al “gods.” The good news is that we can be set free by offering 
ourselves “as slaves to righteousness for sanc=fica=on” (6:19). If Christ is Sovereign, the power of all 
other masters is broken. Sanc=fica=on is the process of breaking all the chains (emo=onal, physical, 
spiritual) of those past “masters.” What are some of the “masters” you have been tempted to serve in 
your life? “What advantage did you then get from the things of which you now are ashamed?” (6:21) 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read John 8:31-36. When have you felt enslaved by fear, habit, other 
people’s expecta=ons, debt, unrealis=c goals, addic=ons, etc.? What would freedom look like for you? 
What would you do if you were completely free from all “masters” except God? How might the 
answer to the last ques=on inform whether or not you are ready for freedom? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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6:1 Throughout Romans, Paul asks and answers a series of rhetorical ques=ons in order to teach (3:1, 
3, 5, 9, 31; 4:1, 9, 10, 6:1, etc.). Here he asks if God’s grace means we can sin without consequence. 
Anyone who has encountered the power of God in Jesus has experienced a fundamental change in 
their character. We are no longer the same person—that “old self” has died—and a new, resurrected 
life has come (2 Cor 5:17). Christ now lives within us (Gal 2:20). 
  
6:3 We are bap=zed into both Jesus’ death and resurrec=on. This passage supplies a powerful image 
for those who choose to be immersed in bap=sm. They are symbolically placed in the grave by going 
under the water and raised to new life by rising from the water (Col 2:12). 
  
As with yesterday’s readings from Ephesians 4, Paul sees a powerful connec=on between bap=sm and 
the ability to live a holy life. How do these passages challenge those who think of bap=sm as a ritual 
with li,le or no effect? 
  
6:6 “Body” here means “personality” or “self.” Again, a call to not allow sin to rule over us. 
  
6:11 Here is Paul’s answer to 6:1 and 6:15. Once we are united with/oriented toward Christ, it is not 
possible to purposively sin. How should the Church view people who knowingly sin? 
  
6:12 However, we can give evil desires a foothold in our new life, which quickly leads to once again 
being enslaved to sin. How might it change your artude toward your own sin if you thought of 
yourself as a slave and an “instrument of wickedness?” 
  
6:15 Who or what do you obey? From a Chris=an perspec=ve, what is the danger of saying “no one” 
or “myself?” 
  
6:19 Sanc=fica=on is the opposite of being “slaves to impurity.”   
  
6:23 Paul introduces a varia=on on his slavery metaphor. The salary we receive when we work for sin 
is death. God does not pay a wage; eternal life is God’s gi] made available for all who will receive it. 

——— 
Lesson #6                    Grace That Sanc7fies 
  
People may hear your words, but they feel your artude. - John Maxwell 
  
Devo7on: Read 1 Peter 1:1-2. There is a connec=on between the sanc=fying work of the Spirit and 
obedience to the teachings of Jesus. Keep this idea in mind as you read 1 Peter 4:7-11. Here are 
wonderful guidelines for living a faithful life: be alert, love, offer hospitality, and serve others using 
your gi]s. We are invited to strive for three goals: 1) let your words be the very words of God; 2) 
serve with the strength that God provides, not relying on your own strength; and 3) praise God 
through Jesus Christ in all situa=ons. What are usually your goals when you speak? What situa=ons 
tempt you to use words Jesus probably would not use? With what artude are we called to speak? 
We are called to use gi]s to serve others. When over the last month have you served? What are your 
general goals in life? What role does faith play in serng your life goals? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: Spend the next twenty-four hours aware of your language, no=ng when 
you use words and artudes which are not “the very words of God” (4:11). Pray now, making these 
hours an offering to God, and pray at the conclusion, reflec=ng on the experience. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 Peter is born “Simon, son of John” (John 1:42), an Aramaic name. Jesus changes his name to the 
Greek, “Peter.” Since he addresses Greek-speaking Jews dispersed around the world, he uses his 
Greek name. Likewise, Paul does not use his birth name, Saul, in his le,ers.   
  
The areas listed are districts of northern Asia Minor. The spread of the gospel to these remote areas 
in only a few decades a]er the resurrec=on is a testament to the strength of the Church. 
  
1:2 There are several references to the persecu=on these believers endure (1:6-7; 3:16-17; 4:12-19; 
5:9). Peter writes to provide encouragement and support. Peter sets their suffering in a faith context: 
they are not beyond the no=ce of God. They are chosen people, equipped for the difficult mission of 
remaining obedient in the face of these trials. In fact, their sufferings are actually sanc=fying them 
and enabling them to experience the glory of Christ (4:12-19; 5:9). What is the difference between 
suffering for someone/something and suffering for no reason?   
  
No=ce this passage is wri,en according to a Trinitarian form. 
  
4:7 Peter frequently reminds those who are suffering that the end is near and the final judgment lies 
ahead (1:5; 4:17; 5:10). He does not want them to give into the tempta=on to give up on faith 
because of their circumstances. 
  
4:8 Compare this to Luke 7:47 and James 5:20. 
  

———  
 Lesson #7                    Grace That Sanc7fies 
  
If the Holy Spirit can take over the subconscious with our consent and coopera=on, then we have 
almighty Power working at the basis of our lives, then we can do anything we ought to do, go 
anywhere we ought to go, and be anything we ought to be. - E. Stanley Jones 
  
Devo7on: Read John 15:1-8. Jesus specifically men=ons sanc=fica=on once (Jn 17:17-19), but we hear 
the call to holy living o]en in his words. To be fruiXul disciples, exhibi=ng the result of health and 
growth, we must abide in the life-giving power of God. There is a natural connec=on between grace 
that sanc=fies and spirituality. The more we abide in the Spirit, the more we will bear fruit. Chris=an 
faith does not rely on our best efforts to be enough. Yes, we must give our best, but, thanks be to 
God, our efforts are magnified and guided by God! If our best efforts were adequate, the Law would 
have been a sufficient guide! God’s presence li]s us beyond what we are capable of on our own. 
Using our own power we can become good or nice people, but only God can transform us into the 
likeness of Jesus. When have you tried to do everything on your own? How might the modern Church 
uninten=onally teach that our best efforts are enough? What is the rela=onship between growth and 
spirituality? How can we encourage one another to rely more on God and less on our own abili=es? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: Rest, be aware of God’s presence, and delight in God’s good crea=on 
today.  
  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
15:1 The image of God’s people (“Israel”) as a vine comes from the Jewish Bible (Ps 80:8-16; Is 5:1-7). 
This passage fulfills those images by iden=fying Jesus as the true vine. In this sense, Jesus is iden=fied 
as the true Israel. Since Jesus’ words are offered in a Last Supper serng (13:1-31), this is also a 
commentary on Holy Communion. How is the idea of communion with God reflected in Jesus’ words? 
How are the images of ea=ng and drinking the elements of Communion symbolically similar to the 
metaphor of a vine abiding in a branch? 

15:2 If “bearing fruit” means living faithfully, what does “pruning” look like? What does it mean that 
God “cuts off every branch” that bears no fruit? 
  
15:4 Faithful living is only possible when we remain connected to Jesus. Chris=an spirituality is the 
prac=ce of staying connected to God through Jesus. 
  
15:7 This verse is not an invita=on to selfishness - just the opposite. If we are in union with God, then 
we will be praying for what God desires. 
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Week 29 – Humility 

Lesson #1                  Humility 
  
Pride makes us ar=ficial, and humility makes us real. - Thomas Merton 
  
Devo7on: Read John 13:1-20. Understanding humility is essen=al for those who desire to embody the 
way of life Jesus taught. Unfortunately, our culture defines humility as thinking poorly of oneself and 
projec=ng a nega=ve self-image. That is more accurately labeled “false humility,” and it is as different 
from real humility as is pride. Humility results from knowing and accep7ng our true place before 
God. Someone who is humble does not talk nega=vely about themselves because they are a child of 
God. A humble person is not arrogant but acknowledges the gi]s God has given and is willing to use 
them in service to others. There is a reason humility leads us to service—Jesus is the incarna=on of 
God and serves others! God does not have to serve, love, care, and forgive us, but our Creator 
chooses to do those things! The humility of Jesus gives us insight into the nature of God. When Jesus 
commands us to love and teaches us to serve, we are not being pushed into humilia=on. We are 
being invited to become like God. What is the difference between being god-like and godly? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 12:3. Are you more likely to be filled with pride or false 
humility? What are the gi]s God has given you? What are the sinful habits with which you con=nue 
to struggle? How do both pride and false humility become a stumbling block to prayer? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Instead of repor=ng the details of Last Supper like the other gospels, John gives us this call to service. 
How do Jesus’ ac=ons of washing feet reflect the same symbolism as the meal itself?   
  
13:1 The synop=c gospels report the Communion meal is part of the Passover experience. John 
moves the meal to “before the fes=val of the Passover.” He also shi]s the crucifixion to the eve of the 
Passover, when lambs are sacrificed (18:28; 19:14, 31). By doing so, he symbolically states Jesus is the 
true Passover lamb. Remember: the goal of the gospel writers is to convince readers that Jesus is 
Sovereign, not offer an historical account of ac=vi=es. John has no trouble shi]ing this account, just 
as he moves the “cleansing of the Temple” to early in Jesus’ ministry (Jn 2:13-22). 
  
13:2 John reports Satan’s involvement in other places as well (13:27; 14:30). How do you interpret 
“the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him?” If Judas has 
free will, what does this expression suggest about tempta=on?   
  
13:5 Slaves or servants wash guests’ dusty or dirty feet. Some believe this episode represents a form 
of bap=sm. Jesus consecrates the disciples through his death (the ul=mate act of service for all) and 
prepares them for their ministry. Why are the disciples uncomfortable with this act? 

13:8 Receiving service is necessary for par=cipa=on with Jesus. This is a rejec=on of salva=on by 
works. We are not made clean by our own efforts; we must receive God’s service for us. 
  
13:11 All the disciples’ feet are physically washed, but one is s=ll impure. A ritual, even one led by 
Jesus, does not purify those one whose inner disposi=ons are turned away from God.   
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13:12 Jesus moves away from bap=sm or salva=on imagery to focus on humble service. 
  
13:14 In this culture, disciples appren=ce to their master, learning to imitate their ac=ons. We learn 
by doing what we see done. We do not wait to feel emo=onally moved to serve—we serve others 
because Jesus has given us the example to emulate. Which of Jesus’ ac=ons do you need to 
reexamine and incorporate more in your life? Are you appren=ced to Jesus or observing him? How 
might wai=ng to be emo=onally moved be a form of pride? 
  
13:16 In God’s kingdom, the greatest is least and serves all (Mk 10:42-45). 
  
13:18 Jesus refers to Psalm 41:9 as a prophecy concerning Judas.   

13:19 “I am he” refers to God’s name self-revealed at the burning bush (Ex 3:14). Jesus’ revela=on of 
who he is therefore =ed to service, par=cularly the sacrifice of the cross. 

——— 
Lesson #2                  Humility 
  
I, YHWH, search into the heart, I probe the mind, to give to each person what their ac=ons and 
conduct deserve. - Jeremiah 17:10 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 14:7-14. Jesus’ parable and comments offer us guidance that is the opposite of 
what we normally hear. In our culture, we are encouraged to befriend successful people, a,end their 
par=es, and strive for places of honor. What lifestyles are celebrated on television? In business? In 
sports? Jesus warns against pride and arrogance because God sees us for who we are on the inside. 
Wealth, fame, and certain physical appearances impress some, but for what quali=es does God look? 
What are the social implica=ons if we host a party using Jesus’ invita=on guidelines? Who did your 
family look up to or down on when you were growing up? With whom have you spent =me over the 
last month? How o]en do you leave your rou=ne to ini=ate conversa=on or have a meal with 
someone outside your social circle? What might we do to increase the diversity of our churches?  
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Proverbs 22:1-4. What kind of “riches” do the humble receive? 
Spend =me in prayer, asking God to provide opportuni=es to expand your social circle, your circle of 
influence, and your humility. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
14:7 The “head of the table” has a special meaning for many people in American culture. Only certain 
people can sit at the head table at a wedding. In Jesus’ day, some seats at banquets and meals are 
posi=ons of honor. These are assigned according to office, wealth, and power. Are there special places 
of honor in a church serng? Should there be any (Lk 11:43)? 
  
14:8 Some people believe Jesus refers to those who are trying to gain special honor spiritually by 
strictly keeping the Law. If that is the case, his advice is be humble and trust that God properly places 
all of us where we need to be. Others think Jesus is talking about a general artude of humility in life 
similar to Paul’s advice in 1 Thessalonians 4:11. 
  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 243



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
14:11 Humble people do not worry about exal=ng themselves but serving others. Pride-filled people 
who care more for themselves than for others will be taught their proper place before God. Read the 
other passages where Jesus makes this same statement (Lk 18:14; Mt 18:4; 23:12). Does the change 
in each of these serngs change how we hear Jesus’ words? 
  
14:12 In first century Roman culture, social status works by reciprocity. Hospitality is given only to 
those you know can return the kindness by providing gi]s or service of the same “value.” It is 
considered rude to give a gi] to someone who will then be embarrassed by their inability to 
reciprocate. Are modern hospitality expecta=ons different? Jesus provides a completely different way 
to look at hospitality. According to him, when will we receive repayment? Read Luke 1:46-55. 
  
14:13 What are the implica=ons of these words given that the blind and lame are forbidden from 
entering the Temple?   
  

——— 
Lesson #3                  Humility 
  
Because of the surpassing greatness of the revela=ons, in order to keep me from becoming 
conceited, I was given a thorn in my flesh—a messenger of Satan to beat me—to keep me from 
exal=ng myself! Three =mes I begged God that it might leave me. And God said to me, “My grace is 
sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” - 2 Corinthians 12:7-8 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Hebrews 2:5-18. While we might find it easy to doubt that an all-powerful, all-
knowing Creator can understand what it feels like to be human, Jesus is one of us. He shares our 
humanity, knows our sufferings, and has experienced death. Jesus is able to provide a path to 
resurrec=on precisely because he is one of us and has overcome death. This demonstrates the 
deeper connec=on between total humility and service. Jesus takes humanity and suffering upon 
himself in order to provide a path for others to find life. When we embody his teachings and open our 
hearts to the Spirit, we are able to follow him down the path of service through death and into 
eternal life. Do you desire to follow Jesus? Have you asked God to lead you? Is there a connec=on 
between the degree to which we follow and the amount of fear of death we experience? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Revela=on 1:12-18. Spend =me in prayer, reflec=ng on your own 
death. Offer your thoughts, fears, longings, and desires about death to God. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Although tradi=on says Paul wrote Hebrews, scholars no longer believe that to be true. The book’s 
use of Hebrew Scripture suggest the author is a Jewish Chris=an, perhaps one of Paul’s disciples.  

2:5 Read Hebrews 1:5-14 to gain the context for the comparison between Jesus and angels. The 
writer points out human beings will one day be elevated and crowned over all crea=on (Mt 19:27-28; 
1 Cor 6:2). He quotes Psalm 8:4-6, a passage celebra=ng that coming exalta=on. 
  
2:8 While the amazing claims of Psalm 8:4-6 have not yet been fulfilled for the en=re people of God, 
they have come to comple=on in Jesus (Acts 17:31). He is the prophesied one who suffers humilia=on 
for a =me but is now “crowned with glory and honor” (2:9). If Christ’s followers take the path he laid 
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out, they will come to that same place of honor. God’s grace means we do not have to necessarily 
suffer as he did; he blazed that trail through death to resurrec=on. 
  
2:10 It is “firng” that Jesus walked his perfect, sinless path through deep suffering, because his 
followers can be confident of Jesus’ compassion and the Spirit’s presence during their own trials. We 
can find kinship with Jesus, who is not ashamed of our struggles. The writer quotes Psalm 22:22 and 
Isaiah 8:17-18 to support his proclama=on.  

Great challenges produce opportuni=es to demonstrate great faith. You do not know if someone is a 
hero un=l they face a dragon. Jesus’ obedience is only revealed and made complete (“perfect”) as he 
suffers through his greatest trial, the path from Gethsemane to the cross. His sacrificial offering 
demonstrates his complete obedience to God. Without that suffering, the extent of his obedience  
would not be seen.  
  
2:14 As flesh and blood creatures, death holds enormous sway over our lives. There are =mes when 
our fear of dying is so vivid that we are enslaved to the threat of death (2:15). When that happens, 
we can hesitate to walk obediently down certain frightening paths. However, Christ took our nature 
to defeat death and break our enslavement to that fear. Death holds no ul=mate power over him. 
What are some common fears regarding death? How would Jesus respond to each? 
  
2:17 There are s=ll those in the church who want to elevate Jesus beyond “fully human,” sugges=ng 
that we are incapable of following the path he created. The writer emphasizes again that Christ 
conformed himself in every respect to humanity, and as such, is the perfect priestly bridge between 
God and humanity. What must we believe about ourselves and the rest of humanity to believe we can 
become like Jesus? 

——— 
Lesson #4                  Humility 
  
For thus says the High and Exalted One, whose home is eternal, whose Name is holy: I dwell in a high 
and holy place with those who are humbled and broken in spirit, so I can revive the spirit of you who 
are dejected, revive the heart of you who are contrite. - Isaiah 57:15 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Hebrews 4:14-5:10. The writer encourages us to remain faithful because Jesus 
understands our plight and is our mediator with God. He faced the same trials as we do, only without 
sin. Just as the high priest in the Temple is selected to represent the people before God and seek their 
forgiveness through animal sacrifices, Jesus is humanity’s high priest appointed by God to offer 
himself. This leads us to an understanding of Chris=an submission. 
  
We o]en think of submission as a nega=ve situa=on being forced upon someone of lesser standing or 
strength. But when it arises from humility, submission is a witness to the world. Humility is knowing 
and accep=ng our true place before our Creator and choosing to accept God’s authority over us. Far 
different from submission to earthly powers, yielding to God is a sign of faith and trust. To whom are 
you forced to submit? Do you think of submission to God as a posi=ve or nega=ve? Is there a link 
between spiritual maturity and readiness to submit to God?   
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 22. Jesus offered up “prayers and supplica=ons, with loud cries 
and tears” (Hebrews 5:7); so should we. Spend =me in prayer, seeking to be completely honest about 
your life, fears, enemies, suffering, and longings. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:14 Jesus is the fulfillment of the Levi=cal priesthood. Unlike others priests who fill that role un=l 
death, resurrec=on allows Jesus to con=nue interceding for us in the presence of God. 
  
4:15 Jesus’ sinless life can make him seem unapproachable. The writer celebrates Jesus’ empathy for 
humanity, encouraging us to pray confidently. Mercy and grace are available to us. Are you pleased 
with your prayer life? Which do you need more: instruc=on or commitment? 
  
5:5 Jesus did not seize the =tle of high priest. Like other priests, God selected and named him a 
priest. Psalm 2:7 and Psalm 110:4 are cited as evidence of his selec=on. 
  
5:6 Psalm 110 answers another ques=on about Jesus’ priesthood. As a member of the tribe of Judah, 
he cannot be part of the Levi=cal priesthood. The writer addresses this issue by tying Jesus to 
Melchizedek (Gen 14:17-24), a priest also not part of the tribe of Levi. 
  
5:7 This passage refers to either Jesus’ general prayer life or to his specific prayer in the garden of 
Gethsemane (Mt 26:36-39). 
  
5:8 “He learned obedience” means Jesus could only demonstrate his full submission to God’s call by 
being placed in a posi=on where that obedience was fully challenged. 
  
5:9 “Perfect” may cause some to wonder if Jesus is sinful at some point, but nothing in Hebrews 
suggests that meaning (4:15). Most likely, “having been made perfect” means 1) “a]er his flawless act 
of submission on the cross” or 2) “a]er comple=ng his calling with perfect obedience.” Either 
interpreta=on works with the next phrase, which suggests Jesus becomes an eternal source of 
salva=on. Perfec=on is a term the writer uses to refer to heaven or heavenly a,ainment. (6:1, 7:11) 

——— 
Lesson #5                  Humility 
  
“But know this,” says YHWH: “Return to me with all your heart, with fas=ng, weeping, and mourning. 
Tear open your heart, not your clothes!” Return to YHWH your God, who is gracious and deeply 
loving as a mother, quick to forgive, abundantly tender-hearted—and relents from inflic=ng disaster.  
- Joel 2:12-13  (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read James 4:1-10. Pride is a destruc=ve force. Our desires do not reflect God’s desires. 
When we do not get our way, we quarrel and fight to obtain what we want. “Friendship with the 
world” refers to this mindset of desiring what the culture around us values and figh=ng with the 
world’s weapons to sa=sfy those desires. Chris=ans are called to walk a different path. We are called 
to humility, to seek what God desires for us. When we are “double-minded,” vacilla=ng between 
seeking God’s values and the world’s values, we suffer from guilt and turmoil. When we give 
ourselves over to God, we discover peace and contentment. Why are accountability groups so 
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posi=ve in helping us to stop being double-minded? Who holds you accountable? If you answer 
“God,” how does accountability play out in day to day terms? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Describe your perfect day. What do you do, where do you go, who are you 
with? How might contempla=ng that day help you understand your true desires? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:1 There are issues in the early church: trials (1:2); favori=sm (2:1); faith without works (2:14); 
cursing one another (3:10); and here, figh=ng. What steps should we take when we disagree with 
someone in the church or dislike a decision that has been made? 
  
4:3 Earlier the posi=ve version of this passage is presented: God freely gives blessings to those who 
ask in faith (1:5-6). Here is the nega=ve form: if you ask with wrong mo=ves, in order to sa=sfy your 
own desires, then God will not respond favorably. What is the goal of prayer?   
  
4:4 “Adulterers” refers to marital infidelity, but it is used here to suggest unfaithfulness to God’s 
covenant. As in the Hebrew Covenant, the rela=onship between the community of faith and God is 
described in terms of marriage (Hos 3:1; Jer 3:9). So, “friendship with the world” assumes 
withdrawing self and loyalty from God and giving self and a,en=on to the culture. 
  
4:5 “Scripture” refers to the Jewish Scriptures and other wri=ngs, possibility the work of another early 
church writer. The passage quoted here is not found in the Hebrew Bible nor has it been found 
anywhere else. The original text most likely refers to Genesis 2:7 where God breathes life into 
humanity. The author assumes God desires unity with the spirit placed within humanity. 
  
4:6 This quote is from Proverbs 3:34. What is the difference between “God opposes the proud” and 
“God allows the proud to suffer the naturally occurring consequences of their sin?” 
  
4:7 James has led us to the idea of submission. The devil represents all tempta=on to evil and 
rebellion against God. Resist tempta=ons which arise within you and their power diminishes. 
  
4:8 Draw closer to God and discover the presence of God more and more. Clean hands and pure 
heart are requirements for coming into the presence of God (Ps 24:4). 
  
4:9 We must reject the morally lax pleasures found in the world (“Laughter” and “joy”) and mourn 
our sins. When we humbly submit to God we are li]ed up (1:2; 5:13). Should confessing our sin make 
us feel bad about ourselves? What is your experience with confession? 
  
4:10 A]er reading this passage, what ac=ons or prac=ces would you suggest to someone who desires 
to humble themselves? What steps can someone take to increase this virtue? 

——— 
Lesson #6                  Humility 
  
That day a severe persecu=on began against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles 
were sca,ered throughout the countryside of Judea and Samaria. Devout men buried Stephen and 
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made loud lamenta=on over him. But Saul was ravaging the church by entering house a]er house; 
dragging off both men and women, he commi,ed them to prison. - Acts 8:1-3 (NRSV) 
  
Devo7on: Read 1 Timothy 1:12-17. Paul uses the phrase “The saying is sure and worthy of full 
acceptance” in his le,ers to introduce a doctrinal principle he feels is reliable. He uses the phrase 
before the statement, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” Paul believes his own life is 
an excellent illustra=on of grace. Prior to conver=ng to Chris=an faith, Paul is named “Saul,” and he 
persecutes the Church (Acts 8:1-3; Gal 1:13). He regrets those acts in his past but chooses to see 
them as a sign of God’s grace. Our sinful ac=ons and regre,able moments do not have to be a source 
of humilia=on forever. If we receive the mercy and forgiveness of God, we can use those moments to 
measure how far God has brought us. What are the low points in your past? Do those memories 
haunt or encourage you? Have you sought forgiveness and healing from God? How far has God 
brought you? Does guilt have too much power in your life? What step is God calling you to take next? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Romans 7:14-25. You are not the only person who struggles with 
consistency. Which of your desires seem out of control? Who will rescue us from this predicament? 
Thanks be to God who delivers us through Jesus Christ our Sovereign! Spend =me in prayer offering 
your life, good and bad, to God. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:13 Compare Paul’s words to Philippians 3:6. Do good inten=ons make wrong ac=ons less sinful? If 
Paul was zealous for God, trying to do the right thing, when he persecuted the church, does that 
change how God views him? 
  
1:15 Paul might be quo=ng a saying from a hymn or a profession of faith in the early Church. Other 
possible quota=ons in 1 Timothy include 1:17; 3:16; and 6:15-16. 
  
Humility leads Paul to admit his sinful ac=ons. He considers himself the greatest of sinners (Eph 3:8). 
Is that the artude all Chris=ans should have? All sinful ac=ons may not be equal, but if all sin 
emerges from rebellion against God, then are all people equally sinful? 
  
1:17 Doxologies such as this one are also found in many of Paul’s wri=ngs (Gal 1:4-5; Eph 3:20-21; 
Rom 9:5, 16:25-27). 
  

——— 
Lesson #7                  Humility 
  
There is something in humility which strangely exalts the heart. - St. Augus=ne 
  
Devo7on: Read Philippians 2:1-11. Humility is the driving force of this powerful passage. If we have 
gained any sense of community, comfort, compassion, etc., then we are called to work toward greater 
unity. And humility is the virtue we must have to be like-minded and loving. “Regard others as be,er 
than yourselves” leads Paul to quote an early Church hymn celebra=ng the humility of God embodied 
in Christ. The song describes the grand journey of Christ from pre-existence with God, through 
descent into humanity, submission to death, and then the drama=c exalta=on of Jesus back into the 
presence of God. The clear message throughout is humility is the driving force behind both the 
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incarna=on and the ul=mate celebra=on of Jesus as Sovereign. Remember, the hymn is offered in 
order to encourage us to embody humility in our lives. How does the calling of this passage parallel 
our call to be the Body of Christ (1 Cor 12:12-31)? What does the hymn say must happen for a group 
of believers to have the same love, spirit, and mind? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Corinthians 13:13. What does this benedic=on express about the 
nature of Chris=an community? How can you live today so that others experience this benedic=on’s 
desires for them? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:1 Ques=ons asked in Greek are wri,en in such a way as to assume a posi=ve or nega=ve response. 
Paul presents a complex, four-fold, condi=onal clause using an “if...then…” structure that assumes a 
posi=ve response. It begs a “yes, there is” for each condi=on. 
  
2:2 Once again we hear a call to receive grace that sanc=fies and moves us to comple=on. In this 
case, the call is to unity through humility. He states this in both nega=ve and posi=ve ways. 
  
2:5 “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” does not refer to conformity in thought but 
focus on the same desire: serng aside selfish goals for the good of others. Why is this message 
difficult for us to hear? How do people misinterpret the idea of sacrificing self for others? 
  
2:6 Paul’s use of a hymn shows the extent to which the early Church has established worshipping 
communi=es. “As something to be exploited” is the transla=on of a difficult Greek phrase. Other 
transla=ons use “to be grasped,” “to be achieved by grasping,” and “to be used to his own 
advantage.” The point in context seems to be the free surrender of divine equality and privilege. 
  
2:7 “Emp=ed himself” has also been translated “made himself nothing.” The mystery of pre-existent 
divinity and incarna=on is beyond words, so all phrases fall short. What is the difference between 
these two transla=ons? What aspects of divinity does Jesus need to retain to be considered “God?” 
How does each transla=on work in conjunc=on with the image of “taking the form of a slave” later in 
the verse? Compare these images to 2 Corinthians 8:9 and Gala=ans 4:3. 
  
2:8 Because it breaks the hymn’s structure, scholars believe Paul added the phrase “even death on a 
cross.” Given the hymn’s words to this point, what does it mean that Jesus “humbled” himself? How 
does Jesus inform the call for humility within the church (2:3-4)? 
  
2:9 Humility leads to eleva=on in God’s eyes. The “name” given to Jesus is “Lord” or “Sovereign,” 
which is defined in the hymn as sovereignty over the crea=on. 
  
2:11 The crea=on which rejects him will recognize Jesus’ righXul place as Sovereign (1 Cor 12:3; Rom 
10:9). The Church, in its confession of Christ, begins a song of praise that will eventually be sung by all 
the cosmos. 
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Week 30 - Sacrificial Love 
Lesson #1                   Sacrificial Love 
  
On that day this must be the message to Jerusalem: Fear not, Zion, let not your hands hang limp in 
despair, for YHWH your God is in your midst, a warrior to keep you safe; who will rejoice over you and 
be glad of it; who will show you love once more, and exult with songs of joy. - Zephaniah 3:16-17 
  
In a way, we have been exploring God’s love for many weeks. The three forms of grace show how 
God’s love draws us into union with our Creator. The humility of Jesus celebrates how God’s love 
leads to self-emptying incarna=on and submission in service to others. This week we examine the 
depth of God’s love, which embraces that call to serve even when it leads to the cross.   
  
Devo7on: Read John 3:1-21. Nicodemus admires Jesus but cannot understand his spiritual 
metaphors. We are le] wondering how he responds to the invita=on to believe in the Son of God 
(7:50-51; 19:39). Many consider John 3:16 the greatest declara=on ever made on God’s love. John 
connects a number of theological images to those words: new birth, Spirit/flesh, the reign of God, 
descent from heaven, judgment, and light/darkness. God’s love is the hub around which all these 
revolve. Just as love is the driving force behind God’s ac=vity in the Hebrew Covenant (Ps 136), it is 
the mo=va=on for the incarna=on and life of Jesus. To love is to be commiIed to the good of the 
other. What are bad defini=ons of love? Real love leads to various levels of sacrifice. What are 
examples of sacrifice driven by love? Is all sacrifice driven by love? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read and ponder Psalm 139:1-18. You are not an accident. God formed 
you and is with you s=ll. When you come to the end of your life, God will be with you. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:2 “By night” suggests Nicodemus is afraid of being seen with Jesus. Read John 2:23-25. The 
Pharisee becomes an example of one who believes but is held back by fear. In this gospel, calling 
Jesus “rabbi” is a sign of incomplete faith. What code words do we use to communicate loyalty to or 
rejec=on of Jesus? What makes following Jesus hard for people in powerful roles? 
  
3:3 Confusion results from the Greek “anothen,” which can mean born “again” or “from above.” How 
different are those two transla=ons? Nicodemus is thinking literally; Jesus is metaphorically 
describing how entering the reign of God requires complete transforma=on, like a new birth. 
  
3:5 “”Water” and “flesh” refer to a literal birth. “From above” and “of the Spirit” refer to birth-like 
transforma=on. Scholars disagree whether this is a water bap=sm image. If it is, what is being 
communicated about bap=sm? If not, what is assumed about the Spirit’s work within us? 
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3:8 Here is another word with two meanings. The Greek “pneuma” means “wind” or “Spirit.” Perhaps 
words with mul=ple images are the best way to discuss the mysterious power we call the Holy Spirit. 
What is wrong with a,empts to confine the Spirit to one defini=on or image? 
  
3:14 Jesus refers to Numbers 21:1-9 which reports Moses li]s up an icon of a bronze serpent as a sign 
of God’s presence for those needing healing. Here is more word play: “li]ed up” (Greek, 
“hypsothenai”) refers to the snake, Jesus on the cross, and Christ exalted in the resurrec=on. 
  
3:15 The goal of new birth is made clear: to gain eternal life through the Son of Man. 
  
3:16 What begins as a conversa=on about new birth ends by poin=ng to Jesus’ cross and resurrec=on. 
Sin does not limit God’s love for us; it limits our ability to receive that love. 
  
3:17 God desires and works toward salva=on, not condemna=on. People cause their own 
condemna=on when they choose darkness over light (3:19).   

——— 
Lesson #2                   Sacrificial Love 
  
The wrath of God is a way of saying that I have been living in a way that is contrary to the love that is 
God. Anyone who begins to live and grow away from God, who lives away from what is good, is 
turning his life toward wrath. - Pope Benedict XVI 
  
Devo7on: Read John 3:31-36. No discussion of God’s love is complete without acknowledging the 
Creator’s love of the crea=on, a love that refuses to allow evil to stand forever. In that sense, love is 
the driving force behind God’s wrath and judgment. The “wrath of God” is not a way of saying God 
hates certain people—God desires all to be saved (1 Tim 2:4)—but that God hates injus=ce.  

Jesus came to speak the truth about the reign of God and call people to live according to that way of 
life. Separa=on from God is spiritual death, and so it is a serious ma,er for people to listen to the 
“words of God.” Those who seek forgiveness find it. The ones who desire eternal life receive it. But 
those who choose injus7ce and reject the presence of the Spirit encounter the wrath of God which 
demands jus7ce for the crea7on. How angry do you get at loved ones who make bad choices and 
hurt themselves? How difficult a posi=on is it when one of your loved ones hurts another? Is it 
possible God might grieve the necessity of the coming judgment? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Peter 3:8-10. God desires all to come to salva=on. Call, write, or 
visit someone today who might need to be reminded they are valuable. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
No=ce how these verses parallel John 3:16-21. This is really a summa=on of John’s en=re gospel 
presenta=on. 
  
3:31 Jesus speaks with authority about heavenly subjects because he came from heaven. His words 
carry more weight than someone who has only seen earthly things. Jesus’ words will be difficult for 
those on earth to understand at =mes, and it will be easy to reject them because they invite us to 
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believe what we have not seen. Jesus does more than teach what is naturally discernible for us. He 
proclaims truths we cannot discover on our own. This is the nature of faith. Faith requires ac=ng on 
truths we have not yet experienced. 

Just as with Nicodemus in 3:12, things of the earth (such as God’s Covenant with Abraham and John’s 
bap=sm) are supposed to prepare us for heavenly things, mysteries dependent upon faith alone 
(Incarna=on, Trinity, the gi] of the Spirit). 
  
3:32 This is very similar to John 3:11. We sense the frustra=on in Jesus concerning the lack of posi=ve 
response to his tes=mony. What does it say that Jesus expects people to believe and follow him prior 
to the resurrec=on? What would it take for someone to believe his words prior to resurrec=on? 
  
3:33 Those who do receive Christ’ teachings on faith become a witness to the world that God is 
trustworthy. 
  
3:36 This passage is very similar to 3:18-19. In scripture, “whoever believes” means those who act on 
Jesus’ teachings. Therefore, “whoever disobeys” refers to those who reject or fails to embody his 
teachings. We cannot separate faith from ac=on.   
  

——— 
Lesson #3                   Sacrificial Love 
  
Love is not a feeling of happiness. Love is a willingness to sacrifice. - Michael Novak 
  
Devo7on: Read Romans 8:31-39. Paul offers a new perspec=ve on standing before God in judgment. 
The prophets teach us even righteous people should not long for the =me when God comes to bring 
full jus=ce because it will be a day of darkness (Amos 5:18; Joel 2:2). But Jesus’ sacrificial love gives us 
a new way of viewing that future moment. God our Judge cares for us more than we care for 
ourselves. What is the difference between standing before a holy Judge and standing before Jesus? Is 
there anything in your life that you have not confessed which God will bring up in your judgment? 
Does the thought of standing before Christ mo=vate you to change how you live now? If not, what 
does mo=vate you to change? Are there posi=ves about frightening people into obedience that the 
Church needs to maintain and teach? What is the nega=ve of that prac=ce? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 118:5-9. If God is on your side, what have you to fear? What 
unreasonable fears do you need to turn over to God? Spend =me in prayer. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:31 Read Romans 8:18-30 to see this passage’s context and understand what “these things” refer. 
  
Obviously many people can be “against us.” Paul’s point is that, in the end, God’s love and judgment 
hold the final word for us. To whose words do you give too much credence?  
  
8:32 The language here is reminiscent of Genesis 22:15-16.   
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8:33 The one who accuses and condemns God’s people might be a reference to Satan, the Law, or a 
person in the Roman church whose ques=ons Paul has been answering in this le,er (3:1, 9; 3:27-29; 
6:1, etc.). The language sounds like that of a courtroom where Paul is presen=ng evidence. 
  
8:34 In heaven, Jesus takes on the role of high priest (Heb 7:23-28; 9:23-24: 1 Jn 2:1), interceding for 
us. Does this metaphoric image work with or against the doctrine of the Trinity? What is being 
communicated about God in this set of images? 
  
8:35 What are modern examples of the life obstacles listed in this verse? Have some of these become 
less threatening over =me? Would you replace any on the list with others? 
  
8:36 Paul quotes Psalm 44:23 which recounts Israel’s call to God seeking deliverance from enemies 
and God’s faithfulness in those moments. The Psalm is inserted here to remind the readers that God 
can be trusted in those moments. 
  
8:38 The list of poten=al obstacles now includes angels, rulers, and powers. These la,er two are 
terms associated with demonic influence. There is a spiritual component to the cosmos (1 Cor 15:24). 
Those spiritual en==es which seek to do us harm are lumped in together with forces found in the 
physical world. The point is clear: neither visible nor invisible can keep God’s love from us. If these 
words are true, why do so many not experience God’s love? 
  
8:39 “Nor height, nor depth” refers to astrological forces in the universe. Those who believe their 
lives are ruled by the movement of plants and stars are invited to remember the One who created 
those en==es. 

——— 
Lesson #4                   Sacrificial Love 
  
Revel in your love for God, you whom God has touched! For YHWH protects the faithful 
but will repay the arrogant in full. Be strong, let your heart be bold, you who hope in YHWH. 
-  Psalm 31:23-24 (TIV)  
  
Devo7on: Read Ephesians 3:14-21. There is a difference between reading a book about food and 
ea=ng a meal when you are hungry. In the same way, love must be experienced to be appreciated. It 
“surpasses knowledge.” Only those who are “rooted and grounded in love,” whose life emerges from 
and grows in God as a plant is grounded in the earth, can appreciate the vastness of Christ’s love. If 
we want to experience more of God’s love, we must spend =me with God’s Spirit. The Church should 
focus as much energy on developing spiritual prac=ces (prayer, medita=on, fas=ng, healthy worship 
habits, etc.) as it does on theology and intellectual growth. Where and when does the Church teach 
people to pray? What is the danger of ignoring personal spirituality in favor of biblical and theological 
knowledge? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: What are your favorite movies? Why are they more special to you than 
others? (funny, sexy, roman=c, quirky, mysterious, shocking, etc.) Are you bringing all of your 
personality, including the off-color parts, to your prayer life? What parts of self do you share with 
others but not with God? 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ephesians 3:1-13. Paul begins a prayer in 3:1 and quickly interrupts it in 3:2 with his thoughts 
about his Gen=le ministry. What can we surmise about Paul’s rela=onship with the Ephesian Church? 
  
3:14 Paul kneels for prayer, but standing is the more common posi=on (Mk 11:25; Lk 18:11). 
  
3:15 The Greek word for “family” (“patria”) is very similar to the word for “father” (“pater”).  
3:16 Paul uses a similar phrase, “inmost self,” in Romans 7:22, once again referring to our essen=al 
personhood. We easily lose touch with our inner self, focusing more a,en=on on our circumstances. 
What condi=ons invite or force us to become aware of our inner being? 
  
3:17 “Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” is =ed to “being rooted and grounded in love.” 
What is the link between allowing the Spirit to guide our inner being and loving others? 
  
3:18 The terms “breadth and length and height and depth” are used in Stoic philosophy to express 
the totality of the universe. Paul might be using them here in an a,empt to reach out to Stoics in 
Ephesus or to dampen their influence on the Church there. 
  
3:19 Likewise, “knowledge” is a key word in gnos=c philosophy and an idea discussed in Roman 
theological circles. His comment that God’s love surpasses knowledge challenges gnos=c teachings. 
  
3:20 The Spirit within us can do far more than we can ask or imagine. How might this teaching 
influence how we pray and worship? How do we incorporate the mystery of God in these areas? 
  
3:21 “In the church” and “in Christ Jesus” are presented as necessary compliments to one another. 
How would you define “church” in this passage? 

——— 
Lesson #5                   Sacrificial Love 
  
Jesus’ own witness of sacrificial love and forgiveness, and his work to heal the sick and care for those 
in need, represent God’s ways and vision for us. - Adam Hamilton 
  
Devo7on: As Romans 13 begins, Paul encourages his readers to support the Roman government by 
paying their taxes because their policies enable the spread of the gospel. Keep this context in mind as 
you read Romans 13:8-14. He uses the language of taxes and debt to make a point about God. If we 
owe obliga=ons to governments, what do Chris=ans owe to God? How do we show God our 
apprecia=on for life, forgiveness, etc.? His answer is that we owe an ongoing debt of love to God 
which we pay by loving one another. Each =me we love others, it is a sign of love toward God. 
Chris=ans do not love people because they are lovable but because God treats us as beloved in spite 
of our sin. Does our call to love others change depending on our circumstances or the way they treat 
us? According to this model, who in your life displays the most love toward God? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: How o]en do you pray and seek God’s guidance about your financial 
situa=on? How would you characterize your giving to the church? How does faith affect your 
budge=ng, spending, savings, giving? Spend =me in prayer about these and other financial ma,ers. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
13:8 Some use this passage to suggest Chris=ans should not have any financial debt. What are the 
dangers of debt for Chris=an believers? If you have debt, what decisions led to it? 
  
13:9 Paul quotes par=cular passages from the Ten Commandments dealing with human interac=on 
(Deut 5:17-21; Ex 20:13-17). 
  
13:10 Jesus taught this same idea (Mk 12:28-34).   
  
13:11 Paul refers to the second coming of Jesus Christ in the future, which will close the present age 
and begin a new age with God. The church lives in this cri=cal period prior to judgment when our 
witness ma,ers most. How would belief that Jesus is about return soon change how we make 
decisions? What cau=ons would you offer for someone living this way? What cau=ons would you 
offer someone not living this way? 
  
13:12 Paul uses light/dark imagery in two ways. First, in order to suggest Jesus is returning soon to 
judge and set crea=on right, he says we are at the close of night immediately before the dawn breaks. 
If you knew Jesus would return in less than a month, what “works of darkness” would you stop? 
What habits would you want to break? What does the Church say to those who are purng off 
changing their lives in such posi=ve ways? 
  
Second, as “works of darkness” shows, Paul uses dark/light images as symbols of good and evil (1 
Thess 5:5-8). We must put on “light,” another way of symbolically saying we are to perform the deeds 
of one who follows Christ. 
  
13:13 Is “quarreling and jealousy” evil to the same degree as “reveling (carousing) and drunkenness?” 
Why do so many assume social vice sins are worse than sins which occur within us? 
  
13:14 “Put on the Sovereign Jesus Christ” is most likely taken from an early church bap=smal liturgy 
(Gal 3:27). What images come to mind with this phrase? What do people “wear” if not Christ? 

——— 
 Lesson #6                   Sacrificial Love 
  
May the God of peace, who brought back from the dead the great Shepherd of the sheep in the 
blood of the eternal Covenant, Jesus our Savior, furnish you with all that is good, so you may do all 
that is pleasing to God. To Christ be glory forever! Amen. - Hebrews 13:20-21 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read John 10:1-18. Jesus as the good shepherd is a beloved image for many people. As in 
Psalm 23, God is a tender-hearted care-giver and fierce defender of the flock. Jesus is not like others 
who claim to love God’s people. We know he is the righXul shepherd because he lays down his life for 
his sheep. A hired hand, fearful of being fired from his post, might fight to protect the flock from 
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danger, but no one need threaten or force the good shepherd to defend his sheep. He willingly 
sacrifices his life. Of course, the sheep must learn the shepherd’s voice. What are you doing to learn 
your shepherd’s voice? Do we expect God to know our voice without spending =me listening for the 
Spirit? Who are the modern day “thieves and bandits” who come to steal, kill, and destroy God’s flock 
today? Why is it temp=ng to listen to them? Who are the wolves the Church must avoid now?     
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 80. When have you felt God was absent from you? When have 
you ignored God or taken God’s presence for granted? Do you put in the necessary =me to hear God’s 
voice? What would convince you to put that =me into your spiritual life? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
10:1 God is tradi=onally portrayed as shepherd to Israel (Ps 23; 80:1; 95:7; Is 40). Poli=cal and 
religious leaders are called shepherds too (Ezek 34). Jesus claims valid leadership over the people of 
God rather than those who currently have power over them (priests, teachers, messianic pretenders, 
revolu=onaries). Reread John 9 for an example of a false shepherd. 
  
10:2 Jesus begins by speaking in generali=es, no=ng the difference between a good shepherd and 
thieves. He does not claim “good shepherd” status un=l 10:11. A true shepherd enters by the gate, 
opens the gate, has a trusted voice, knows the sheep by name, and leads them out. How are each of 
these caring ac=ons reflected in Jesus’ life and in the ac=ons of good leaders? 
  
10:3 The sheep of a town are kept in a common fold. Shepherds call the sheep of their flock to come 
forth. This prac=ce depended on the sheep knowing the dis=nc=ve voice of their shepherd. What did 
the sheep do to know who to follow? How do you know when it is God’s voice? 
  
10:10 Like Nicodemus in chapter 3, the listeners do not understand his metaphor. 
  
10:7 Before announcing he is the “good shepherd,” Jesus refers to himself as the true gate. This 
probably reflects the prac=ce of shepherds lying down at the entrance to the cave or fold where 
sheep were housed for the night.   
  
10:9 The metaphor enlarges to suggest the gate is also the opening to go out and find pasture. 
  
10:10 What do poli=cal and religious leaders desire from us? What do they want for us? What does 
Jesus desire from us? Jesus proclaims he desires abundant life for us. 
  
10:11 Jesus refers to his death five =mes in this teaching. He emphasizes the voluntary nature of this 
death four =mes. Why is it important for people to know his sacrifice is voluntary? What is the 
rela=onship between his offering of self and our offering of self in obedience to him? 
  
10:16 “Other sheep” most likely refers to the Gen=le popula=on, since non-Jews are already a part of 
the Church when John is wri=ng down his gospel. 

——— 
Lesson #7                   Sacrificial Love 
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I believe that unarmed truth and uncondi=onal love will have the final word in reality. This is why 
right, temporarily defeated, is stronger than evil triumphant. - Mar=n Luther King, Jr.   
  
Devo7on: Read John 15:12-17. In just a few verses we hear Jesus twice command us to “love each 
other.” He =es together love and our ability to bear fruit. Who in your life is most consistently 
obedient to Jesus’ command to love? Are they also the people who bear the other spiritual fruit 
discussed in Gala=ans 5:22-23? Is it possible to bear the other fruit without love for others present?
What does that teach us about our desire for joy, peace, and self-control? What does it take to be a 
friend of God? If a servant is someone who is mo=vated by fear to serve, and a friend is mo=vated by 
love to serve, which are you? What helps someone move from being a servant to being a friend? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Write Jesus a le,er. You do not have to mail it, but wri=ng forces us to 
make choices about our thoughts. It is an important spiritual prac=ce. Tell Jesus anything you want. 
Complain, argue... If you will not write him a le,er, take =me to explain in prayer why you will not. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
15:12 “As I have loved you” is the modifier for the command “love one another” (Jn 13:14-17). How 
does that phrase change how we hear Jesus’ direc=ve? Jesus’ words in 15:16 also suggests the love of 
Christ gives his followers the ability to love to this degree.   
  
15:13 Sacrificial love in general, but specifically Jesus’ embodiment of love, becomes the measuring 
s=ck for all other loving ac=ons. 
  
15:14 How does this verse inform or change how we define what it means to be a Chris=an? 
  
15:15 A servant does not have in=mate knowledge of why the Master acts. Friends tell each other 
what and why they act as they do. How does this simple idea work in conjunc=on with the statement 
about friendship with Jesus we read in 15:14? What is the connec=on between obedience and 
in=macy with Jesus? 
  
15:16 The verb translated “chose you” (Greek, “=thenai”) has the same linguis=c root as in the 15:13 
phrase “to lay down one’s life.” This means the early readers would have seen a connec=on between 
the example of love Jesus gave and their own commissioning.   
  
No=ce there are two uses of the phrase “so that.” There is a link between the call to bear fruit and 
being aligned with Jesus to the degree that our prayers can be offered in the name and spirit of Jesus 
(“whatever you ask in my name…”).   
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Week 31 - Holy Week 1 

Lesson #1                                                                                                      Holy Week 1 
  
Peace demands the most heroic labor and the most difficult sacrifice. It demands greater heroism 
than war. It demands greater fidelity to the truth and a much more perfect purity of conscience.  
- Thomas Merton 

Over the next two weeks, we will explore the last seven days of Jesus’ life, commonly referred to as 
“Holy Week,” and his resurrec=on. Today we read about Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, otherwise 
known as “Palm Sunday.” 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 19:28-44. Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is filled with joy and celebra=on. However, 
the crowd praising God will turn on Jesus later in the week when it is clear he is not interested in 
cas=ng off Roman oppression through poli=cal and military force. As Jesus says while weeping for the 
city, “you did not recognize the =me of your visita=on from God” (Lk 19:44). God arrives in Jesus, but 
they do not receive the Word. Their religion has limited their ability to receive God. Their words of 
praise are correct, but their hearts are not open to what God is doing. Their preconceived no=ons 
about the Messiah and salva=on are incomplete. If the crowd had grasped who Jesus is, how would 
they have responded to his arrival? Why are religious leaders naturally cau=ous about new ideas? 
What can we do to be both cau=ous and open to God? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for our congrega=on, that we might be grounded in good, orthodox 
teaching and open to the new things God is calling us to do. Are you open to God calling you to a new 
idea, ministry, or sacrifice? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
19:28 Bethphage is difficult to find today. Bethany is located two miles outside Jerusalem. Jesus 
makes these prepara=ons to fulfill prophecies about the Messiah (1 Kgs 1:38; Zech 9:9). Does it make 
the fulfillment of prophecy more or less powerful if Jesus chooses to fulfill it? 
  
19:29 Jesus approaches the city from the Mount of Olives, west of the city. Every year at Passover, 
Herod An=pas enters the city from the east riding a warhorse and escorted by armed Roman soldiers. 
What are the messages Herod and Jesus are communica=ng by their arrival? What is the difference in 
their kingdoms they represent? What creates loyalty to each realm? 
  
19:34 People disagree if Jesus knows the owner is willing to allow the colt to be used because he is a 
prophet or if he has prearranged this service. If prophe=c, this is a statement of his power. If 
prearranged, it emphasizes his decision to fulfill messianic prophecies.  
  
19:35 Luke omits the palm branches but s=ll recounts that Jesus is treated as Soverign (2 Kgs 9:13). 
 Why do people lay down branches, robes, red carpets, etc. for royalty? 
  
19:38 The crowd’s songs also reflect images of kingship and peace (Ps 118:26; Lk 2:14). 
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19:39 The Pharisees fear Herod will think this celebra=on mocks his entry into Jerusalem and Roman 
authority. They worry he will retaliate against the en=re city. They are not paranoid. In 70 CE, =red of 
Jewish uprisings, Rome destroys the city and razes the Temple.   
  
19:40 Compare this passage to Habakkuk 2:6-14. Given Jesus’ words about peace in 19:42, how might 
the prophet’s words reflect Jesus’ thoughts as he enters?  Jesus claims his entry has cosmic 
ramifica=ons. The earth itself has a stake in God’s ac=vity and redemp=on (Rom 8:22). 
  
19:41 The descending road from the Mount of Olives provides a view of the en=re city. This en=re 
scene, including Jesus’ lament takes place outside the city walls. 

——— 
Lesson #2                       Holy Week 1 
  
The world needs anger. The world o]en con=nues to allow evil because it isn't angry enough. 
- Bede Jarre, 

Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 21:12-17. Jesus’ first stop a]er entering Jerusalem is the Temple. What he 
finds there makes him angry. “All who were selling and buying” refers to those selling sacrificial 
animals to pilgrims coming from around the world for Passover. Pilgrims are also required to make a 
financial offering, but they must use Jerusalem coinage rather than Roman currency. Those who sell 
animals and exchange money make profits, and the Temple receives a por=on of that income. These 
commercial prac=ces take place in the Court of the Gen=les, a loca=on intended to provide a place of 
prayer for all people. These Temple prac=ces conform to the religious standards of the day. Sadly, that 
tradi=on is corrupt. The priests are choosing profit over reaching out into the world. Why do we not 
discuss money and religion (along with poli=cs) in mixed company? On what biblical principles should 
we draw when making a budget? How much of a church’s budget should be spent on members and 
their building(s)? What does Jesus’ anger teach us about worship? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 26. What does God desire from you in worship? What do you 
need to do before worship begins (at home, at church, by yourself, with others, etc.) to give God 
honest worship and praise? What prepara=ons should you make for worship to occur? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ma,hew 21:18-19. How is the story of the fig tree a repeat of the events in the Temple?   
  
21:12 Sacrifices are required for Jewish believers (Lev 5:7-19). Doves are offered by the poor who 
cannot afford to offer a larger animal. 
  
21:13 Jesus quotes Isaiah 56:7 (inclusion of eunuchs and foreigners in the Temple) and Jeremiah 7:11 
(a cri=que of Temple priests). Jesus is standing on firm scriptural ground. What are examples of 
modern Chris=ans ignoring the clear tenets of the Bible? What jus=fica=ons do we use? 
  
Just as Jesus earlier asserted his authority over the Law (5:17-20; 12:1-14), now he asserts this 
authority over the Temple. This is a challenge to the two pillars of Judaism. 
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21:15 The religious leaders are not moved by the “amazing things he did.” To what extent does our 
recep=vity to God’s presence prior to an event, teaching, or miracle determine whether we will be 
moved by the experience? If there is a correla=on, how important are prepara=ons we make prior to 
arriving at Church for worship? 
  
21:16 The children con=nue to echo the words of the crowd from Jesus’ entry into the city (21:9). We 
are reminded of Jesus’ call for us to become like children (Mt 18:3)? What are the religious leaders 
missing that the children are not? 
  
21:17 Jesus withdraws from the city a]er having only just arrived. Most likely this is to avoid any 
a,ack from the religious authori=es un=l he determines the =me for that encounter has come. 

——— 
Lesson #3                       Holy Week 1 
  
Love God. Love People. - Israel Houghton 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 22:34-40. The two greatest commandments are fairly simple to understand, 
but very difficult to put into prac=ce. Both are incredibly important, but we must not forget that 
loving God comes first. We cannot fulfill the call “to love your neighbor as yourself” if we do not first 
love God. Purng our family and friends first seems like a way of honoring them, but it is not wise or 
even very loving in the end. When we make loving our family, friends, or all humanity the first priority 
in our lives, we turn them into idols. When they are idols, whenever we place that much emphasis on 
them, we eventually demand that those rela=onships provide meaning and purpose for our lives. 
Only God can bring that meaning for which we hunger. Loving God provides the grounding we need 
to truly love other people. What ac=ons can Chris=ans perform that keep God first? In what 
situa=ons are we tempted to place someone or something ahead of God? How would you feel if 
someone demanded you provide their life meaning and purpose?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Deuteronomy 6:4-9. As the scripture says, physically write the words 
of verses 4 and 5 out by hand. Place this copy somewhere in your house, car, office, or school where 
you will see if for a few days. Reflect on its words each =me you see it.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
22:34 These verses are a con=nua=on of a test the religious leaders begin in Ma,hew 22:15. Read 
22:15-33 to understand the context of our passage. What is being communicated about the 
rela=onship between Jesus and the religious leaders in our reading? No=ce Jesus asks a ques=on to 
them in 22:41! 
  
22:35 Rabbis o]en ask one another ques=ons and debate answers.  
  
22:37 Jesus’ answer reflects his earlier teachings on the rela=onship of God’s New Covenant to the 
Covenant with Abraham (5:17). He quotes Deuteronomy 6:5 and Levi=cus 19:18. Both of these 
passages are quite common in rabbinic theological conversa=on. Yet, his teaching is radical in two 
ways. First, his life redefines how the love of God becomes incarnate, serves, and sacrifices for the 
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crea=on. His teachings =e the New Covenant to the Hebrew Covenant. This brings us back to the 
major difference between the two Covenants. The first is maintained by maintaining wri,en rules. 
The second is built on rela=onship with a living Savior. When we a,empt to return to a set of rules, 
rather than relying on the guidance of the Spirit, we miss the very gi] Jesus brings. 
  
Second, he links the love of God to the love of neighbor, saying the la,er “is like” the first. Tradi=onal 
Judaism would assume the first is a much greater commandment. While we would all like to see a 
perfect balance between these two in our lives, few of us are perfect! To which side of those 
commandments do you pay more a,en=on: loving God or loving neighbor? 
  

 ——— 
Lesson #4                                                            Holy Week 1 
  
Jesus now finished all he had to say, and he told the disciples, “Passover starts in two days, and the 
Chosen One will be handed over to be crucified.” Then the chief priests and the elders of the people 
gathered in the palace of the high priest, Caiaphas. They planned to arrest Jesus under some pretext 
and execute him…” - Ma,hew 26:1-4 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: The disciples do not know Jerusalem will be destroyed and the Temple razed by Roman 
legions in 37 years. In today’s reading, when they hear Jesus talk about the Temple’s stones being 
overthrown, they think he is talking about God’s judgment at the end of =me. As their conversa=on 
moves forward, Jesus shi]s back and forth between the destruc=on coming in 70 CE, general 
Chris=an persecu=on, and the end of =me. Keep this in mind while reading Luke 21:5-38. 
  
A few simple messages can be heard amidst all the dire prophecies of war, persecu=on, and 
destruc=on. These are applicable for all people, those where pain has already come and those who 
know it lies ahead. “By your endurance you will gain your souls” (21:19). Persecu=on and/or loss is 
coming in one form or another to each of us. When it comes, do not abandon your faith. God is with 
you. God will give you any words you need to share. Be careful that you are not living in shameful 
ways because days like these come without warning. Do you typically become stronger under 
pressure or begin to lose faith? What posi=ve and/or nega=ve parts of your personality shine forth 
the most in difficulty? What changes to your life need to happen prior to crisis? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Corinthians 16:13-14. In what circumstances do you need to hear 
these words? Which is more necessary for you to develop: alertness, faith, courage, strength, or love? 
How do all of these interweave together? Spend =me in prayer. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Reread Luke 19:43 to remember Jesus’ other comments about the destruc=on of Jerusalem. 
  
21:7 The disciples ques=on of “when will this be” is not specifically answered. Instead, Jesus gives 
examples of things for which we should watch and prepare. What does this general response teach 
about the place of faith and knowledge in Chris=an faith? Why is faith be,er?   
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21:8 Every genera=on has persons who announce the date for when Jesus is going to return. In doing 
so, they ignore his very clear instruc=on (Mk 13:32). What should the Chris=an response be to those 
predic=ng Jesus’ return date? 
  
21:12 Jesus turns to persecu=on. Chris=an persecu=on begins under Emperor Nero (54-68 CE). Many 
in the early church wrongly assumed the city’s destruc=on signaled the return of Christ. 
  
21:14 The Greek phrase translated here refers to stage actors rehearsing a scene. Chris=ans are not to 
put on a character but be themselves in addressing persecutors. What faith mask are you tempted to 
wear? What masks do you see around church and work? 
  
21:19 “Not a hair of your head will perish” refers to the promise of resurrec=on to eternal life, not 
escape from physical harm during persecu=on, which 21:16 assumes. 
  
21:20 Jesus focuses on the destruc=on of Jerusalem before moving on to the ques=on of when the 
second coming will occur (21:25). What are the messages he wants us to hear? 
  
21:29 Fig trees appear completely dead in winter, only to spring back to life. Jesus prophecies that 
Chris=an faith will suffer to the point of appearing dead but spring back with power. 
  
21:34 What does Jesus worry will happen to the church? What might cause his words to come true? 
Have they come true in the modern faith community? Are we ready for his return? 

——— 
Lesson #5                                                            Holy Week 1 

Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other. Faithfulness 
will spring up from the ground, and righteousness will look down from the sky. - Psalm 85:10-11 
(NRSV)  
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 25:31-46. How we live now ma,ers. When Jesus teaches about the coming 
day of judgment, he does not men=on salva=on by faith. He describes God separa=ng people into 
two groups based upon how they treated other people during their lives. However, as his other 
teachings in Ma,hew make clear, Jesus s=ll bases his judgment on faith. The larger message of the 
parable is that our ac=ons in life demonstrate our artude toward God. We may not be aware our 
ac=ons are revealing our faith in or rejec=on of God, but they are. Christ commands us to love one 
another; our loving ac=ons toward others are a sign of obedience to Christ. He teaches us to serve 
one another. This passage invites us to do more than obediently serve a distant God. Amazingly, 
through our interac=ons with “the least of these” we encounter Jesus. He is personally connected 
with those in need. God can seem so far away; Jesus says God is as close as our neighbor. 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Make a list of the groups of people in our community that o]en need help 
and support. Pray over the list, asking God to use you to live out the teachings of Jesus. Find a way in 
the next week to embody Ma,hew 25:31-46. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
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25:31 Jesus describes a scene from the final judgment when he has returned as Judge of all. Compare 
this presenta=on of that moment with Romans 8:31-39. How do these two passages work together? 
  
25:32 “All the na=ons” is a way of describing all humankind. Jesus is drawing from a common 
agricultural experience. Sheep and goats feed together but must be separated to travel. 
  
25:34 Jesus describes his =tle in judgment as “Sovereign” or “King.” Rabbinic teaching held that God 
created the kingdom of the Messiah prior to crea=ng the cosmos. They taught the Messiah’s realm 
envelopes this crea=on and will exist a]er this one ends. Does this theological framework appeal to 
you? 
  
25:35 Judgment is based on how people dealt with the physical needs of the “least.” 
  
25:40 “Least of these who are members of my family” refers to those who are unable to immediately 
repay the act of kindness. 
  
25:45 What are the implica=ons of this passage on how you spent your last week?  
  
25:46 There is no subs=tute for faith expressing itself in love (Gal 5:6). 

——— 
Lesson #6                                                    Holy Week 1 
  
The Spirit of Exalted YHWH is upon me, for YHWH has anointed me: God has sent me to bring good 
news to those who are poor… - Isaiah 61:1 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 26:6-13. The word “Messiah” means "anointed one" or in Greek, "the 
Christ." Whenever we use the phrase “Jesus Christ” we are saying “Jesus, the anointed one.” In that 
moment, we acknowledge the truth of the words, “wherever this good news is proclaimed in the 
whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her” (26:13). Jesus is the Christ, and 
his anoin=ng is performed by an unnamed woman (shocking in his culture) in the home of a leper. 
Jesus is not what we expected. Son of an unwed mother, poor, working-class carpenter….this is not a 
Messiah that comes for only the elite of the world. Jesus comes for all. 
  
The woman’s anoin=ng oil represents an enormous amount if money, most likely her life savings, if 
not her en=re family’s savings. What would lead her to sacrifice so much for this act? What sign, 
belief, or encounter would it take for you to commit your life’s resources this way? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Spend =me sirng quietly in the presence of God. If you are uncomfortable 
doing this, that is ok, try it for thirty seconds. Imagine sirng in a room with Jesus. What would you 
communicate to him in such an in=mate serng? 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
26:6 Most likely Simon is a former leper. Perhaps he is the man healed by Jesus in 8:1-4.   
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26:7 The woman remains unnamed in the synop=c gospels; John states that it is Mary, Lazarus’ sister 
(Jn 12). What does his acceptance of anoin=ng as the “Christ” from a woman indicate about Jesus’ 
artude toward women? Given that prophets and high priests anoint Israelite Kings, what can we 
assume about women from this gesture? In what ways does our culture s=ll struggle to accept 
women in leadership and priestly roles? 
  
Anoin=ng is reserved for Rulers (1 Sam 10:1) and priests (Ex 29:7). In this case, Jesus sa=sfies both 
these roles. 
  
To maintain its fragrance, such a perfume is sealed in a jar that must be broken for use. Once open, all 
must be used, lest it go to waste. It was customary to break such vessels open at banquets so the 
contents could be shared. What can we learn from this woman about abundance? What is the 
difference in abundance and waste? 
  
26:8 Chris=ans o]en struggle with finding a healthy balance with money. How much should a church 
spend on a worship space? Is spending on worship the same thing as spending money to honor God? 
How do we determine how much to spend on ministries to the poor? How does the New Covenant 
focus on being led by the Spirit help us answer ques=ons such as these? 
  
26:10 Jesus responds with graciousness, accep=ng the gi] in the spirit the woman intends. Not all 
gi]s are given with a generous heart. How might our perspec=ve on giving be impacted if we believe 
the state of our heart in the act of giving rather than its monetary value of the gi] given determines 
its value to God? What if the same is true for the giving of praise in worship? 
  
26:12 Jesus iden=fies her ac=on as prepara=on for his burial. Compare this to Luke 23:55-56. 
  

——— 
Lesson #7                                                   Holy Week 1 
  
Judas heard all Christ's sermons. - Thomas Goodwin 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 22:1-6. Why does Judas betray Jesus? Some claim Satan forces him to act 
against his will. That sounds possible, since “Satan entered into Judas.” However, this interpreta=on 
removes Judas’ guilt. How can he be accountable for ac=ons forced on him (Jn 6:70)?! Perhaps Judas 
acts out of anger when he realizes Jesus is not the military/poli=cal leader he desires. If that is the 
case, why is Judas upset at Jesus’ arrest (Mt 27:3-5)? A common interpreta=on of this passage is that 
Judas s=ll believes Jesus is a powerful military leader who can destroy the Romans, but, for whatever 
reason, the Messiah is wai=ng to act. If so, Judas’ betrayal is an a,empt to force Jesus into a 
confronta=on and begin the war. If this is correct, Judas is unwilling to set aside his own desires and 
submit. Many of us are like Judas. We try to persuade God to do what we want rather than allow the 
Spirit to lead us. “Satan entered into Judas” suggests every =me we try to act as god for ourselves, 
rather than seek Jesus’ desires for us, we allow the demonic into our lives. How does such an idea 
impact our view of ignoring God? What are the implica=ons of this teaching for prayer? For 
confession of sin? Is there such a thing as a “small” sin? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read the following prayer: Merciful God, I confess that my spirit has not 
been that of Christ. I have failed to love others as he has loved me, where I have pledged loyalty to 
him with my lips and then betrayed, deserted, or denied him, forgive me I pray; and by your Spirit 
make me faithful in every 6me of trial; through Christ our Sovereign….con=nue on with the remainder 
of your personal confession. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
22:1 The fes=val of Unleavened Bread and Passover are two different celebra=ons (one following the 
other), but in Jesus’ day they have merged for all prac=cal purposes into one major celebra=on that 
consumes Jerusalem. Jewish pilgrims would arrive from all over the na=on and world. 
  
22:2 The priests display the fear that drives their ac=ons. They fear the people will revolt if they arrest 
Jesus, now well-known in many circles. Any revolt might ini=ate harsh retalia=on by the Roman 
authori=es. Their fear of Jesus is probably based on an assump=on his teachings will diminish their 
own power and/or eventually lead to revolt against the current status quo, including a revolt against 
Roman oppression. 
  
22:3 Compare this passage to John 13:2, 27. If the phrase “Satan entered into Judas” is symbolic of 
giving into tempta=on, when does John’s account tell us Judas’ decision to betray Jesus is made? 
  
22:6 Judas is not only a betrayer but liar/conspirator. He gives the religious authori=es informa=on to 
be used against Jesus, and then he returns to Jesus and the twelve for fellowship and meals un=l a 
be,er =me arises. 
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Week 32 - Holy Week 2 

Lesson #1                       Holy Week 2 
  
Christ our Lord invites to his table all who love him, who earnestly repent of their sin and seek to live 
in peace with one another. Therefore, let us confess our sin before God and one another. - from the 
United Methodist “Service of Word and Table 1”   
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 22:7-23. Jesus sits down for a Passover meal with his followers and transforms it 
into Holy Communion. A meal grounded in the Exodus story of the Jewish Bible becomes the New 
Covenant celebra=on of Jesus’ death and resurrec=on. Jesus’ words =e the meaning of the broken 
loaf and shared cup to his body and blood. Considering the Church is described as the Body of Christ, 
redeemed by his blood, what does this meal and Jesus’ sacrifice teach us about the Church’s calling? 
What does it mean for the Church to be broken and shared? How do worship experiences prepare us 
to be a sacrifice? How does the Church sacrifice itself for others? What is your response to those who 
believe Chris=ans should have Holy Communion weekly? What are the posi=ves and nega=ves of 
such a prac=ce? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read a por=on of the Great Thanksgiving prayer expressing the Church’s 
longings: by your Spirit, make us one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the 
world, un6l Christ comes in final victory and we feast at his heavenly banquet... Con=nue in prayer, 
expressing your goals and longings. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
22:7 The death of the Passover lamb foreshadows Jesus’ death on the cross. 
  
22:8 The descrip=on of securing a room is reminiscent of finding a colt for Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem 
(Lk 19:29-34). We are le] to ques=on again if this is a sign of prophe=c power or Jesus made 
prepara=ons beforehand. 
  
22:10 Women carry water in this culture, so a man performing the task will stand out even in the 
Passover crowd. 
  
22:12 “Furnished” means having a table and floor cushions, the furniture necessary for a Passover 
meal. The disciples’ prepara=on includes the purchase of a lamb killed at the Temple, wine, and other 
meal accessories. 
  
22:16 Jesus says he will no longer eat this meal un=l God’s reign is fulfilled at the end of =me. 
Scholars disagree if Jesus joins the disciples in ea=ng the Passover or not. The bread and wine look 
ahead to his death and the fulfillment of the “kindom.” When the Church shares a Communion meal, 
we an=cipate ea=ng and drinking it with Christ at the end of =me (Rev 19:9). When we share 
Communion, we take the first bites of the eternal banquet we will one day share with Jesus. 
  
22:17 Compare this account with 1 Corinthians 11:23-26. The two =mes Jesus takes the cup (22:17, 
20) refers to two of the three cups of wine that are shared at Passover in Jesus’ day. 
   
22:21 Jesus predicts his betrayal. Even those who sit at Jesus’ table can fall away. 
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Lesson #2                       Holy Week 2 
  
Go to dark Gethsemane, ye that feel the tempter's power; your Redeemer's conflict see, watch with 
him one bi,er hour. Turn not from his griefs away; learn of Jesus Christ to pray. - James Montgomery 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 26:31-56. God’s call on our lives is not easy—love and serve others, even 
enemies, submit our desires to God’s desires, etc. Most of the =me, God’s specific callings for each of 
our lives is even more difficult. The call to walk a par=cular path or to act in a specific way rarely feels 
natural in the beginning. If a path felt natural, we would already be walking it! Nobody has to call me 
to the task of ea=ng ice cream. I seek out that task whenever I can. God calls us to ac=ons and 
ministries to which we naturally have ini=al resistance. Jesus understands the difficul=es of a faithful 
path. Being human, Jesus desires pain and death no more than anyone else. Jesus’ power rests in his 
decision to not act on his own desires but according to God’s desires. How does Jesus’ story enhance 
our understanding of calling? What does Jesus’ anguish in Gethsemane teach us about him? What 
does it teach us about being human? What do we learn about suppor=ve community from the 
disciples? What do we learn about the religious authori=es from their ac=ons? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Luke 22:44. Even Jesus does not find it easy to walk his par=cular 
path. Spend =me praying for those who struggle with a difficult path. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
26:31 Jesus prophecies about the disciples’ deser=on (Zech 13:7) but then makes the bold statement 
they should meet him in Galilee a]er he is risen. 
  
26:35 Peter is the disciples’ spokesperson. All pledge loyalty, even to the point of death. All, 
therefore, betray him, not only Peter. Why does the early Church report these stories? 
  
26:36 Gethsemane, meaning “olive press,” is located on the Mount of Olives, west of the city. 
  
26:37 Jesus’ inner circle go with him (17:1-13). 
  
26:39 “This cup” represents the journey ahead Jesus faces. His struggle, while terrible, reassures us 
that Jesus understands sorrow and emo=onal distress. However we might define “fully God,” it does 
not mean he is beyond sorrow and agony. 
  
26:40 Compare this to the parable of the bridesmaids (25:1-13). What do Jesus’ words to them teach 
us about the meaning of Ma,hew 6:13? 
  
26:48 The armed men do not know what Jesus looks like. While his name and reputa=on are 
spreading throughout the region, his appearance is not well known. 
  
26:49 Many believe Judas’ mo=va=on for betrayal is to push Jesus into more direct confronta=on with 
the religious leaders and Rome. If that is the case, he arranges this sign of betrayal so that he can be 
beside Jesus when the rebellion begins.  
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26:52 Jesus rebukes the use of force by his disciples. Having power to defeat enemies is not the issue. 
Jesus can easily sweep away resistance (4:8-10). Walking his path faithfully is the issue. 
  
26:56 Jesus rebukes those arres=ng him, poin=ng out their cowardice for coming at night rather than 
when he was in public. The disciples, once ready to fight to the death, only desert him when they see 
that he allows himself to be arrested. They cannot see how this series of events can lead to anything 
good. Do we have faith if we must understand the path down which God leads?  

——— 
Lesson #3                       Holy Week 2 
  
Ul=mately, in the ba,le against lies and violence, truth and love have no other weapon than the 
witness of suffering. - Pope Benedict XVI 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 26:57-68 and 27:1-2, 11-26. Everyone who encounters Jesus over these 
terrible days has an agenda. Their personal agendas inhibit their ability to hear the truth he teaches. 
What is the agenda of the Jewish religious leaders? What emo=ons drive them? What is Pilate’s 
agenda during his encounter with Jesus? Why does Pilate decide to allow Jesus to be crucified when 
he knows he is innocent? Does the crowd have an agenda? Why do we o]en take our leaders’ 
priori=es as our own? Does a worshipping congrega=on have an agenda? What is your agenda 
regarding your faith journey? Why does being unaware of our deeper desires lead to destruc=on? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read Jeremiah 6:13-15. Everyone struggles with sin. There are no perfect 
people, and even heroes of the faith and church leaders sin. The degree to which we hold power and 
influence over others is the degree to which our sinful ac=ons can damage them. Spend =me today 
praying for those in posi=ons of authority and power over others. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
26:59 They must look for “false tes=mony” in order to find something punishable by death. The Law 
will not allow them to simply kill Jesus. Nothing he has done has been a capital offense. 
  
25:61 Jesus does not say anything like this in Ma,hew. Compare this to John 2:13-22. 
  
26:64 Scholars disagree if Jesus’ words “you have said so” is the equivalent of “yes, I am” or the more 
noncommi,al “you are the one who believes I have said this.” 
  
“Seated at the right hand of Power” (Ps 110:1) is a way of saying he will occupy a place of judgment 
over them one day. “On the clouds of heaven” (Dan 7:13) refers to the future =me when God brings 
=me to a close. Jesus maintains silence throughout most of these proceedings, but when he speaks, 
he states that he will be vindicated by God in the future. 
  
26:65 In some forms of Judaism, the appropriate response to hearing or seeing a viola=on of the Law 
is to tear one’s clothing, a symbol of great grief. “Blasphemy” is a term used to describe someone 
claiming divinity or some aspect of divinity. 
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27:2 The Jewish religious leaders hand Jesus over to Pilate because in occupied territories, only 
Roman authori=es can declare someone guilty of a capital crime and put them to death. 
  
27:16 Barabbas (“son of the father”) is a zealot (Mk 15:7), a revolu=onary who seeks to overthrow 
Rome. 
  
27:24 Although Pilate seems to have the power in this situa=on, he is as fearful of a rebellion as the 
religious authori=es are. Rome will quickly replace any governor unable to maintain control over his 
territory. Does all worldly power come with fear of losing that power? 
  
27:25 The cry “his blood be on us and on our children” represents the crowd gathered that day, not 
all Jewish people. Sadly this verse has been used by an=-Semi=c Chris=ans to a,ack and kill countless 
innocent Jews. 
  
27:26 The goal is to dissuade people from challenging Rome’s authority. Those who rebel face the 
terrible pain of bea=ngs, scourging, and crucifixion.   

——— 
Lesson #4                                                                                                        Holy Week 2 
  
A]er Simon saw what happened, he was filled with awe and fell down before Jesus, saying, “Leave 
me, Rabbi, for I’m a sinner.” - Luke 5:8 (TIB) 
  
Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 26:69-75 and 27:3-10. Earlier, at the Last Supper, Peter is willing to die for 
Jesus (Mt 26:33; Lk 22:33; Mt 26:51). However, like all the disciples, a]er Jesus surrenders himself to 
the authori=es, Peter flees. He is ready to fight and die when he thinks a revolu=on is coming, but he 
does not understand why Jesus allows himself to be arrested without resis=ng. Like Judas, Peter does 
not understand the path Jesus has been called to walk. We are o]en like Peter, willing to face trials as 
long as we understand the reasons for them. And yet, the Holy Spirit does not inform us where our 
path leads or the reason we are called to walk it. God invites us to trust and keep walking. We do not 
have to understand to obey—but it certainly makes it easier. Our demand for understanding is a form 
of pride, the same pride all sin is built upon (Gen 1:36). Both Judas and Peter betray Jesus. One hangs 
himself; the other becomes the head of the church. Thanks be to God, failure and betrayal of God do 
not determine our future. Our response to God’s offer of forgiveness determines our future. What is 
the difference between Peter and Judas? What lessons do we need to learn from them? 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for those who have betrayed God and feel abandoned in the world. 
Pray for those who are considering suicide, that they might come to know God’s love. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ma,hew 26:31-35 to refresh your memory on Jesus’ prophecy of Peter’s denial. 

26:69 The trial of Jesus runs parallel with the emo=onal “trial” of Peter. When have you betrayed 
God? What are the emo=ons Peter is likely experiencing? 
  
26:73 Galileans, from the north, have a different accent than those from Judah, a southern region. 
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27:3 “Repented” means “changed his mind” and “turned in a different direc=on.” Repentance is one 
step toward new life, but not the only one. We are called to believe the good news as well (Mk 
1:14-15), which means receiving the forgiveness the Holy Spirit offers. When have you repented, felt 
terrible for some word or ac=on, but not taken the next step? 
  
27:4 Again, Judas’ guilt and ac=ons lend support to the theory he wanted to push Jesus into ac=on, 
not cause his death. 
  
27:5 Compare this passage to Acts 1:15-19. Ma,hew’s version emphasizes Judas’ feelings of guilt. 
Luke’s version in Acts emphasizes God’s ac=ve hand in Judas’ death. 
  
27:6 Modern scholarship is not aware of any regula=on preven=ng money taken in this way from 
being placed in the treasury. 
  
27:9 Ma,hew quotes Zechariah 11:12-13, although his transla=on is unlike anything in the Hebrew or 
Greek versions of the Bible we have. 

——— 
Lesson #5                       Holy Week 2 
  
The Gospel of John makes explicit what all the Gospels assume—that is, the cross is not a defeat, but 
the victory of our God. - Stanley Hauerwas 

Devo7on: Read Luke 23:26-56. Is the cross a sign of weakness or strength? To have power means 
having the ability to act as you desire. In the world, power is almost always used for self-interest. The 
leaders sneer at Jesus for the same reason the soldiers mock him. They assume that if he had power, 
he would use it to preserve his own life. “If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.” They view him 
as a powerless failure who does not threaten them. They cannot comprehend that he chooses self-
sacrifice for the good of others. Jesus gives us a new way of looking at the world and our power. In 
the reign of God, power is to be used to serve others, not self. Self-sacrifice may be required to 
ensure the good of the other. To the world, the cross represents defeat and weakness. For those 
choosing to follow Christ, the cross is the most power-filled victory the world has ever witnessed. 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Reflect on 1 John 3:16: “We know love by this, that he laid down his life for 
us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another.” Spend =me in silence and prayer, reflec=ng 
on the death of Jesus as a sign of God’s love for you.   
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
23:26 Scourging and bea=ng (22:63-64) has made it impossible for Jesus to physically carry the cross. 
This physical toll on his body results in his death prior to the others hanging near him (Jn 19:31-33). 
  
23:27 Compare this passage to Zechariah 12:10. Jesus’ response to them shows his ability to 
empathize with those around him, even in this extreme situa=on (23:34). His words once again refer 
to the destruc=on of Jerusalem in 70 CE. 
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23:30 Jesus quotes Hosea 10:8 and a local proverb. Both are images portraying the horror that is to 
come to the city. 
  
23:33 Luke does not use the formal name “Golgotha” but only the transla=on “the Skull.” 
  
23:34 This saying is found only in Luke, as is his statement of paradise to the criminal and “Abba, into 
your hands…(23:46.) John reports “woman behold your son—son, behold your mother (Jn 19:26-27); 
“I thirst” (Jn 19:28); and “it is finished” (Jn 19:29-30). Ma,hew and Mark both report “my God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34).   
  
23:38 The official charge against Jesus is that he was a rival to Rome, claiming to be “king of the 
Jews.” Ironically, this charge is accurate, although in a way different than they understand. 
  
23:43 The criminal who repents and seeks entry into Jesus’ kingdom is the only person in the New 
Testament who is promised Paradise (“protected garden”). That term refers to a home for the 
righteous (2 Cor 12:2-4). Consider for a moment what this man knows and does not know about 
Jesus? What does his request teach us about faith? About repentance, forgiveness, and salva=on? 
  
23:44 Jesus dies at three in the a]ernoon. He had been on the cross for 6 hours, having been 
crucified at 9 am (Mk 15:25). 
  
23:45 The darkness at noon gives the impression the cosmos grieves Jesus’ death. Crea=on 
recognizes Christ when humanity does not. Likewise, the tearing of the curtain in the Temple hanging 
between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies (Ex 26:31-37) is interpreted as a supernatural act of 
God proclaiming both 1) entry into God’s Holy of Holies is open because Jesus provides access to all 
and 2) God has abandoned the Temple in a sign of judgment for the death of Jesus.   
  
23:46 Jesus quotes Psalm 31:6, adding the word “Abba.” 
  
23:47 Like the criminal on the cross, the centurion represents a neutral observer, not swayed by 
previous encounters with Jesus. His authen=c response of praise and celebra=ng Jesus’ righteousness 
is a witness to the power of Jesus’ humility in death. Likewise the crowd which has been mocking him 
now turns to their own grief. 
  
23:49 The presence of the women here and 23:55-56 not only shows their faithfulness. It establishes 
their knowledge of the tomb and the reason for returning on Sunday, the day following Sabbath 
(23:56). This makes them credible witnesses to the resurrec=on. 
  
23:50 Most likely Joseph is a member of the early Church and has shared the elements of his 
tes=mony. Once again, this provides corrobora=on for the resurrec=on story. In caring for the corpse, 
Joseph becomes ritually unclean and unable to par=cipate in Temple ac=vi=es. 
  
23:53 The comment about a new tomb refers to the standard prac=ce of tombs being used 
repeatedly. A]er decomposi=on, the bones of the deceased are stored in an ossuary and the tomb 
reused. Luke is reassuring his readers that Jesus’ body could not have been mixed up with other 
remains and removed, undermining the resurrec=on story. 
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Lesson #6                       Holy Week 2 
  
Love’s redeeming work is done; fought the fight, the ba,le won. Death in vain forbids him rise; Christ 
has opened paradise. Alleluia! - Charles Wesley 
  
Devo7on: Read John 20:1-18. The resurrec=on of Jesus is not like the resuscita=on of Lazarus or the 
widow’s son (Jn 11; Lk 7:11-17). They will face the grave again. Jesus conquers death. Jesus’ victory— 
incarna=on, embodiment of the God’s reign on earth, sinless life, an obedient death—is actually 
achieved on Friday. But sadly, the world is unaware of the victory at that =me! The resurrec=on is 
God’s proclama=on to the world that Jesus is Sovereign of all crea=on! The news of Jesus’ triumph 
spreads through encounter with the living Christ and witnesses who have experienced that presence. 
Soon the good news will be spread by the power of the promised Holy Spirit (Jn 14:15-26). In this 
reading, Mary teaches us the importance of sharing this news. Resurrec=on has taken place; Jesus is 
already victorious, but Mary is s=ll in the misery of grief. The power of resurrec=on becomes 
ac=vated in her life when she recognizes the risen Christ in her midst. And so it is for us as well. When 
the Word of God is experienced through the presence of the Holy Spirit, the power of Jesus’ victory is 
available to us. Our response to resurrec=on ma,ers. Whether you have heard this story once or a 
thousand =mes, how do you respond to it today?   
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Corinthians 15:1-8. Jesus’ resurrec=on changes everything. The 
world has been turned upside down. We now know death is not all powerful. Jesus is more powerful 
than all earthly rulers and na=ons. God invites us to follow the risen Christ. Spend =me in prayer, 
aware of the Spirit, receiving the resurrec=on word Jesus has for you today. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read the other gospel accounts: Ma,hew 28:1-10; Mark 16:1-8; and Luke 24:1-12. None of these 
describe the resurrec=on itself since none witness it. Each writer tailors his account to the community 
to whom he writes, using the sources he has. How does each account contribute to the Church’s 
celebra=on of resurrec=on? 
  
20:1 Although John names only Mary Magdalene, the “we” (20:2) assumes other companions. 
  
20:2 The disciple “Jesus loved” is assumed to be John, the gospel writer himself (18:15). 
  
20:5 The presence of the linen wrappings indicate the body has not been stolen. Although unspoken, 
the events which follow suggest Jesus has passed through them (20:19, 26). We are not told what 
kind of body he has is resurrec=on, but these passages presume he is both fully physical (20:27) and 
fully spiritual. In resurrec=on, Jesus displays the restora=on and fulfillment of humanity’s two natures 
which now work in harmony. 
  

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 273



The Bible For Critical Thinkers
20:8 “Believed” refers to their belief in Mary’s report the body is gone rather than belief that Jesus is 
risen, since they did not yet understand (20:9) and they return to their homes without any hint of 
excitement (20:10). 
  
20:14 Jesus’ appearance has changed in such a way that people do not immediately recognize him 
but can tell it is him when he desires (Jn 21:12; Lk 24:13-35). None of the gospels give details about 
his new appearance. 
  
20:17 “Do not hold onto me, for I have not “ascended” is interpreted two ways. Some believe this is 
Jesus’ way of saying that old rela=onships (where she would embrace him) are no more. He is now 
fully Sovereign and will be glorified. Others point out that since Jesus invites Thomas to touch him 
(20:27) the possibility exists that Jesus ascends over the course of the week. This invites specula=on 
but no agreement about the possibility of Jesus ascending several =mes, with the one o]en labeled 
“the ascension” being the final =me (Acts 1:6-11). 

——— 
Lesson #7                                                                                                         Holy Week 2 
  
Soar we now where Christ has led; following our exalted Head. Made like him, like him we rise; ours 
the cross, the grave, the skies! Alleluia! - Charles Wesley 
  
Devo7on: Read Luke 24:13-49. There are other post-resurrec=on accounts (Mt 28:11-20, Jn 
20:19-21:25), but Luke’s story of two disciples walking to Emmaus speaks volumes. The risen Savior is 
present with the travelers, but they cannot recognize him. Perhaps this indicates how different Jesus’ 
resurrec=on body is from his incarna=onal body. Like Mary’s mistaking Jesus for the gardener in her 
grief (Jn 20:15-16), these disciples only awaken to his presence when Jesus breaks bread. Both 
speaking Mary’s name and the ac=ons of Holy Communion (“he took...blessed….broke…and gave”) 
are in=mate ac=ons that cause eyes to open and recognize Jesus. Another aspect of awakening takes 
place when Jesus explains scripture. It is only a]er resurrec=on that we can fully understand Moses 
and the Prophets. Resurrec7on gives us a new lens through which to view scripture, Jesus, 
crucifixion, death, and our own lives. Jesus’ Spirit is present with you now. When we pray or 
par=cipate in the sacraments, our eyes can be opened to that grace-filled presence. 
  
Personal Worship Op7on: Read John 20:19-29. Jesus desires his followers to have peace. We receive 
that gi] when we reconcile God. Be alert, open for the movement of the Spirit as you pay for peace. 
  
Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ma,hew 28:11-20 and John 20:19-21:25. No=ce that Ma,hew shortens the story and skips 
ahead to the ascension. Mark ends abruptly with no post resurrec=on appearances—the three 
alterna=ve endings are added later by Chris=ans who felt it incomplete. John offers significant 
informa=on. We learn less about Jesus in these passages than we do the disciples. What do these 
stories teach us about the leaders of the early Church? 
  
24:13 This story occurs on resurrec=on day. Luke is offering a condensed version of Jesus post 
resurrec=on appearances, including an overview of his ascension (24:50-53) which also seems to 
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occur on this same day. Luke offers a slightly more extended version of Jesus’ forty days with the 
disciples in Acts 1:1-11. 
  
24:16 “Their eyes were kept from recognizing him” might indicate some form of divine blinding or the 
opposite, that eyes must be opened to recognize the risen Jesus. 
  
24:19 Their words show what Jesus’ followers believe about his death prior to the resurrec=on: Jesus 
was a prophet who they had hoped would lead Israel out of Roman oppression, but he was killed by 
priests and rulers. 
  
24:23 They believe the women’s account of resurrec=on is a vision. Their encounter with Jesus is a 
tes=mony for those in the early Church who believe Jesus came only in visions rather than a risen 
body (“Doce=sm”). 
  
24:25 According to Jesus, the Hebrew Bible points to a suffering and glorified Messiah. When 
Chris=ans ignore the Jewish Scriptures, we do a disservice to his words. We should pray for God to 
reveal deeper meanings to us when we read scripture un=l our hearts burn as well (24:35). 
  
24:28 This story is a metaphor for God’s presence in our life. God is present with us on our journey 
and give us insights which awaken hungers within us. However, if we do not respond favorably to the 
impulse within us to invite God to stay, we are le] with insight but not transforma=on. Have you 
asked God to stay with you and guide you on your spiritual journey? Or have you been sa=sfied with 
learning a few new things about scripture? 
  
24:31 Jesus once again displays both a fully physical body and fully spiritual abili=es. He represents 
what a fulfilled, glorified humanity will become in resurrec=on. 
  
24:34 Compare this passage with 1 Corinthians 15:3-5. 
  
24:35 The Church teaches we too can recognize the risen Jesus in the breaking of the bread of Holy 
Communion. If this is true, how should we approach that shared meal? 
  
24:36 “Peace be with you” is both the resurrected Christ’s desire for all—because real peace is only 
found in right rela=onship with God—and his immediate desire for the frightened disciples. 
  
24:37 Here is another opportunity to address the false idea of Jesus as vision or ghost. They are 
invited to touch him, and he eats a piece of fish. A ghost or vision can do neither. 
  
24:45 As with the two walking to Emmaus, Jesus teaches the disciples how to understand the now 
fulfilled Jewish Scriptures. 
  
24:48 The role and job descrip=on of the Church is given: we are witnesses to the life, teachings, 
death, and resurrec=on of Jesus. 
  
24:48 These words foreshadow the story which Luke will tell in the second volume of his wri=ngs, the 
book of Acts (Lk 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-5). 
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Week 33 Holy Spirit 
Lesson #1               Holy Spirit 

Then Jesus took them to the outskirts of Bethany, and with upraised hands blessed the disciples. 
While blessing them, the savior le] them and was carried up to heaven. The disciples worshiped the 
risen Christ and returned to Jerusalem full of joy. - Luke 24:50-52 (TIB) 

A]er the resurrec=on, the “Body of Christ,” the Church, is called to con=nue the ministry Christ began 
while on earth. While there are many ways to study the non-gospel books of the New Testament, we 
will begin by reading passages from the book of Acts to gain an understanding of the Church’s first 
years. The theological topics found there will lead our study of the remaining books. Those topics are 
Holy Spirit, Sovereign One, Salva=on, Church, Spiritual Gi]s, Spirituality, and Everlas=ng Life.  

Devo7on: Read Acts 1:1-11. Jesus’ resurrec=on is not the end of God’s ac=vity on earth. Luke begins 
Acts, his second volume, repor=ng the birth of the Church (Lk 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-2). Jesus spends forty 
days teaching the disciples about the reign of God. Jesus tells them to wait on the promised Spirit, 
calls them to be witnesses, and ascends to God. Like incarna=on and resurrec=on, Jesus’ ascension is 
described in vague, mysterious terms. We may not be capable of understanding such moments, but 
we know Jesus promises we will not be abandoned. God’s Spirit is coming. Why is it good for the 
disciples to wait ten days for the Spirit? What posi=ve things come from wai=ng? What do we learn 
about God’s presence from wai=ng? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 62:1-8. There is a difference in res=ng in God as we wait and 
anxiously watching =me pass. Res=ng in God takes prac=ce. Spend =me in silence with God - even a 
li,le beyond when it is comfortable. Prac=ce res=ng there. Con=nue in prayer. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:3 Read Luke 24:50-53. In his gospel, Luke says the ascension occurs on the same day as the 
resurrec=on. In Acts, he says forty days separate the two events. Remember, gospels are not 
histories. Luke worries about repor=ng the significant events, not their chronological =ming. “Forty 
days” reminds us of Moses with God (Ex 24:18), Israel in the wilderness (Deut 8:2), and Jesus’ 
tempta=on (Mt 4:2). Many early patriarchs assume this is a symbolic statement about Jesus spending 
many days with the disciples rather than a literal forty days. 

1:5 Jesus quotes John’s prophe=c words which are soon to be fulfilled at Pentecost. 
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1:6 The disciples’ ques=on might be a con=nua=on of their expecta=on the Messiah will restore 
Israel’s poli=cal power. However, Jesus’ answer suggests they are asking if Jesus will ini=ate the 
“parousia” (end =mes when God sets all things right). Jesus says that we will not know that day. 

1:8 The Spirit is given to sustain followers of Jesus while they wait for union with God at the end of 
=me or at their death. Why is the gi] of the Spirit linked to our call to witness? 

The Church is to have an ever-widening scope of witness. The areas listed roughly correspond to Acts’ 
structure (chapters 1-7 Jerusalem; 8-9 Judea; 10-28 Samaria; and 28:14-31 Rome, the “ends of the 
earth”). Where (geographic, social, poli=cal) does the Church need to witness next? 

1:9 God’s powerful presence is o]en associated with clouds (Ex 16:9-11; 1 Kgs 8:1-13). Jesus’ 
departure is reminiscent of Elijah (2 Kgs 2). In each case, the writers use non-specific language about 
the event, leaving the impression it is beyond descrip=on.   

1:10 Compare this verse to Luke 24:1-7. What is being said about Jesus in each situa=on? 

1:11 The two men prophesy that Jesus will return in the clouds, a reference to his second coming as 
Judge and Ruler of all crea=on (Mt 24:30-44). 

——— 
Lesson #2               Holy Spirit 

You are to offer the bull for your own purifica6on offering to atone for you and your household. Then 
you are to take the two goats and present them before YHWH at the entrance of the Mee6ng Gate. 
You are to cast lots for the two goats—one lot for YHWH, and the other for Azazel. - Levi6cus 16:6-8 
(TIB) 

Devo7on: Acts 1:12-26. Judas must be replaced. Just as there are twelve tribes of Israel in the 
Hebrew Covenant, there will be twelve disciples leading the New Covenant community (Lk 22:29-30). 
Cas=ng lots, like “drawing straws” or flipping a coin, seems an odd process for selec=ng one so 
important. We must remember that the Holy Spirit has not been poured out on everyone yet! The 
disciples do not yet have an awareness of or opportunity to follow God’s Spirit. This is the situa=on 
God’s people have always faced un=l now. The leaders of the Hebrew Covenant cast lots to divide 
land, select leadership posi=ons, and decide which path to take (Num 26:55; 1 Chron 24:5; Josh 
18:6-10). Those of us born a]er Pentecost should not take for granted that we can pray, encounter, 
and be led by the Spirit, even in our daily lives. What prac=ces and/or habits enable us to “hear” the 
Spirit be,er? Prevent us from hearing? How much faith was required for those who had to pray, cast 
lots, and trust God was bringing about the results? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 44:1-4. God desires to quench our righteous thirsts. Reflect on 
what you thirst for in your life? Which are thirsts for what is healthy and godly? Which of your thirsts 
might lead you away from what God wants for you?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:12 Compare this passage to Zechariah 14:1-4. 
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1:13 The “upstairs” room is assumed to be where Jesus celebrated the Last Supper (Lk 22:12). The list 
of disciples parallels Luke 6:14-16, but Luke points out that women are also present. Jesus brother, 
James, is a significant figure in the upcoming story (Acts 12:17; 15:12-21; 21:17-19). The disciples act 
to clarify the organiza=on of the Church. What aspects of their organiza=onal structure should 
modern Churches use? Is this a sacred organiza=onal structure or should each church adapt to its 
par=cular circumstances? 

1:15 Those gathered together number 120. Some assume this same group is present at the ascension 
(1:6-9). Others believe this number is symbolic. The smallest number possible for a Jewish Sanhedrin 
is 120 with leaders comprising one-tenth of the group. This passage suggests the early Church 
community replaces the leadership of the Hebrew Covenant community. 

1:18 Compare this passage with Ma,hew 27:3-10. What is communicated about this descrip=on of 
Judas’ death versus Ma,hew’s version? 

1:20 Peter quotes Psalm 69:25 and 109:8 in reference to Judas’ death. 

1:21 What criteria is expressed through 1:21-25 for Judas’ replacement? 

1:26 The details about how they cast lots is not provided, but one common prac=ce would involve 
wri=ng the names on stones, placing the stones in a container, and shaking the container un=l one 
falls out. However, they do not throw the names of everyone in the room in the container, only the 
two they nominated. What does this communicate about the need for our best wisdom working 
alongside faith? 

———  
Lesson #3           Holy Spirit 

He (John) proclaimed, “The one who is more powerful than I is coming a]er me; I am not worthy to 
stoop down and un=e the thong of his sandals. I have bap=zed you with water; but he will bap=ze 
you with the Holy Spirit.”- Mark 1:7-8 (NRSV) 

Devo7on: Read Acts 2:1-21. We cannot overstate the significance of Pentecost in the life of the 
Church. Early Chris=ans believed this holy day was as important as Jesus’ incarna=on and 
resurrec=on. In the Hebrew Covenant, Pentecost (“fi]ieth day”) is a feast day held fi]y days a]er 
Passover, celebra=ng the harvest and the gi] of the Law. How appropriate that God chooses a day 
honoring the Law, which provides the basis for the Hebrew Covenant, to offer the gi] of the Holy 
Spirit, the founda=on for guidance in the New Covenant. From that first Pentecost outpouring un=l 
now, the true Church has been led by the Holy Spirit. In God’s New Covenant, we set aside the Law’s 
regula=ons and open ourselves to the Spirit. Whether we flourish or fall apart depends on how much 
we listen to the Spirit’s guidance. God’s Pentecost gi] of the Spirit means the Church is capable now 
of faithfully responding to God in new and unique ways. What are the implica=ons of replacing Law 
with Spirit as a guiding force? What are the dangers? What can be frightening about this transi=on? 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 278

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+2%25253A1-21&version=NIV


The Bible For Critical Thinkers
Personal Worship Op7on: Pray the following: Come Holy Spirit, fill my heart and kindle within me the 
fire of your love. Bring comfort and teach me what I need to do next… con=nue with your personal 
prayer. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:1 Although the loca=on is not specified, only two places make sense in the context: the same upper 
room (1:13) and the Temple courtyard (2:6) where Pentecost crowds would gather. 

2:2 These signs are reminiscent of God’s appearance at Sinai (Ex 19:16-20). Fire is a common sight 
when God is present (Gen 15:12-21; Ex 3:1-6; 1 Kgs 18:36-39). Since Pentecost, fire is one of the 
primary symbols for the Holy Spirit, along with a dove (Lk 3:22). Chris=ans disagree over whether 
these are descrip=ons of literal wind and flames or symbolic ways of describing a primarily interior 
spiritual experience. What are the posi=ves and nega=ves of each view? 

2:4 “Other languages” refers to universal language, not “speaking in tongues” (1 Cor 14:1-19) which 
means someone speaking in a way God understands but those listening do not. The broad point is 
that when filled with the Holy Spirit, the Church communicates beyond language barriers. This is 
o]en seen as a reversal of the Tower of Babel story (Gen 11:1-9).  

2:5 Jews have gathered in Jerusalem for the Hebrew Covenant Pentecost celebra=on. 

2:9 The list of na=ons moves from east to west around Jerusalem. What is being communicated to 
the Church about the importance of its witness mee=ng people where they are? 

2:13 Filled with the Spirit, they are joyful and exuberant enough to look like a group of drunken 
revelers. This is not presented as a permanent state, but when do you see the modern Church 
celebra=ng and joyful to this degree? Why is expression of joy important to our witness? 

2:14 Peter acts as the leader of the Church. He quotes Joel 2:28-32, referring to the end =mes when 
God sets crea=on right. The Joel prophecy assumes God’s Spirit is poured out on all, men AND 
women of all ages. Peter claims Joel’s prophecy is fulfilled, sugges=ng Pentecost is God’s answer to 
our ques=ons about the end =mes. Between the first and second comings of Jesus, the Spirit-led 
Church acts as a foretaste and witness to the end =mes. The Church embodies the reign of God and 
lives in an=cipa=on of the comple=on of God’s work in the world. 

——— 
Lesson #4           Holy Spirit 

When the depths are upheld by the Holy Spirit, then the reac=on is Chris=an. - E. Stanley Jones 
  
Today we examine one of Jesus’ teachings on the Spirit. Tomorrow we cover one of Paul’s wri=ngs on 
the subject. Then, with an understanding of the Holy Spirit, we will examine the theological concept 
of the Trinity in the final days of the week. 

Devo7on: Read John 15:26-16:15. In preparing the disciples for his death, Jesus discusses several 
roles the Holy Spirit will play in the Church. The “Advocate” (Greek, “paraclete”), which means “called 
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to one’s side,” will act as a counselor and comforter. The disciples will need a Counselor because God 
has more to show them than they can bear at this =me. They will need a Comforter since the Spirit of 
truth will lead them to tes=fy about Jesus, making persecu=on likely and death possible. Even then, 
Jesus reassures them the Spirit’s arrival is to their advantage. Where Jesus is limited, like all humans, 
to one loca=on, the Spirit is present with every person as the Church expands. But the Spirit will not 
comfort all. Those who reject God will experience the Advocate as a righteous judge condemning evil. 
The Spirit deals with each person according to their belief and ac=ons. Ponder how the same 
teaching that brings comfort to some condemns others (for example: Jesus Christ is Sovereign, you 
are a child of God, you were created to worship God)? When is the truth difficult or painful to hear? 
How can a loving God knowingly lead us into persecu=on? Can a faithful Chris=an avoid persecu=on? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Corinthians 4:16-5:7. Those who grow older usually struggle with 
physical ailments. Our “groaning” speaks to the greater longing for eternity with God that has been 
placed within us. Pray for those whose health is fading. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Jesus directs his words to the early Church, which undergoes the specific persecu=ons he names. 
What general principles are found here for all disciples?   

15:27 The calling of a Chris=an is to tes=fy to the life, teachings, death, and resurrec=on of Jesus as 
the Spirit leads. While some=mes our tes=mony uses words, it always is reflected in our ac=ons. 
Apostles (Greek, “messenger” or “envoy”) are those who carry tes=mony to new cultures. 

16:2 Like Saul before his conversion (Gal 1:13-17), many will persecute Chris=ans with good 
inten=ons, believing they are being faithful to God. Why are religious people tempted toward 
fana=cism? How do we stop ourselves from being fana=cs? 

16:7 What is the connec=on between Jesus’ death and the coming of the Spirit? Why does God 
require or desire the resurrec=on to occur before the Spirit is poured out? What would happen if the 
Spirit comes on all flesh with only the Hebrew Covenant in effect? 

16:9 The Spirit will convince the world that Jesus’ execu=oners were sinful. Likewise, the Spirit will 
teach those open to the truth that Jesus is righteous and expose the work of Satan. 

16:12 God has more to say to us than is included in scripture. This is an incredibly important 
statement which assumes the followers of Jesus will be led down new and different paths in the 
future, not simply con=nue to maintain whatever tradi=on is handed to them. The Spirit of God is 
ac=ve and alive in the people of God as they experience new circumstances. We must discern which 
new paths the Spirit is leading us to take and which to avoid. How much listening is a part of your 
prayer life? 

——— 
Lesson #5           Holy Spirit 

The early Cel=c Chris=ans called the Holy Spirit 'the wild goose.' And the reason why is they knew 
that you cannot tame him. - John Eldredge 
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Devo7on: Read Romans 8:1-17. Paul uses the term “flesh” in his wri=ngs in a variety of ways. 
Some=mes he means our physical bodies (2 Cor 12:7). O]en the word refers to works of the Law in 
general, such as circumcision (Gal 3:3). At other =mes “flesh” describes all within our earthly 
existence that is in opposi=on to God (Gal 5:16-17). In today’s reading, he uses “flesh” to mean a 
physical body twice—“in the likeness of sinful flesh” and “he condemned sin in the flesh” (8:3). But 
ten =mes he uses “flesh” as a shorthand way to describe humanity’s earthly enslavement to sin. His 
point is clear: Christ has rescued us from sin’s power. We can live according to the Spirit as “children 
of God,” experiencing peace now as well as eternal life following death. We discover God is “Abba,” a 
child’s word for a father, best translated “papa.” However, we must choose this path and decide to 
live according to the Spirit. What are some ways a Chris=an might know their minds are governed by 
the Spirit rather than the “flesh?” What kinds of rela=onships/hungers enslave people today? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for those who are not in a good rela=onship with God, as well as how 
you and others in the Church can live as brothers and sisters to those who feel lost from God. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Today’s reading is Paul’s a,empt to clarify what he meant about being released from the law’s wri,en 
code to serve in a new way (Rom 7:6). He begins by answering the ques=on of 7:24. 

8:1 The first four verses are an excellent summary of Paul’s theology. 

8:2 “Law” in the phrase “law of the Spirit” takes on the meaning of “authority” (Rom 7:21). 

8:3 The Law can define required obedience and declare punishment for sin, but the Law can never 
turn human hearts to God. By taking on flesh, Jesus sa=sfied the requirements of the Law while at the 
same =me calling hearts into right rela=onship with God. Rela=onship to God through Jesus 
accomplishes what morality and religion cannot, fundamentally changing human perspec=ve on life, 
sin, God, self, etc. 

8:9 Note Paul uses “Spirit of God” and “Spirit of Christ” interchangeably. He assumes Trinitarian 
belief. Does it change how you envision the Spirit to use the term “Spirit of Christ?”  

8:11 Spirit-filled people must endure mortal bodies that will age and die un=l that =me when God 
brings new life and full redemp=on. 

8:14 We are children of God by adop=on. Roman men adopted heirs for their property if they had no 
birth children. God is Creator of all, but we become the children of God we were created to be when 
we are led by the Spirit of God. What is the difference between being someone’s child and 
represen=ng/honoring/taking responsibility for the family’s tradi=ons and values? 

8:16 The Spirit tells us if we are in right, loving rela=onship with God. Likewise, if we listen, the Spirit 
lets us know if we are living in a way that displeases God. We may fool others with masks of piety or 
cynicism, but the Spirit is ac=vely telling us who we truly are. 
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8:17 As God’s adopted children, we become heirs to Jesus’ inheritance, both the debts and riches. If 
we suffer as his faithful followers, we will also receive the blessings and inheritance of life in the 
Spirit. 

——— 
Lesson #6           Holy Spirit 

For the kindom of God is a ma,er not of ea=ng and drinking, but of jus=ce, peace and joy in the Holy 
Spirit. If we all serve Christ this way, we will be pleasing to God and respected by our sisters and 
brothers. - Romans 14:17-18 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Pentecost changes everything, including how we understand and experience God. In the 
Hebrew Covenant, God is presented as holy, pa=ent, distant, and disappointed by our failings. That is 
because prior to Pentecost we are unable to grasp the implica=ons of an incarnate God or the 
powerful presence of the Spirit. A]er the Holy Spirit’s arrival, we wrestle with the greater mysteries 
of God and begin to describe God as Trinity. Think about how radical a shi] that idea is for those 
raised in Judaism! Read 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10. 

The Bible does not explain the doctrine of the Trinity (one God; three persons, tradi=onally expressed 
by “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit”). The word “Trinity” is not found in scripture, but the idea is 
reflected there  (Rom 15:16; 1 Cor 2:2-5, 6:11, 12:4-5; Gal 4:6; Eph 2:18-22, 3:14-19, 4:4-9; Col 1:6-8; 
and Titus 3:4-6). These passages do not teach the Trinity; they assume it. The Trinity a,empts to put 
into words the mystery of God. We realize the concept of the Trinity fails to fully describe God! The 
theological doctrine and language of Trinity are merely our best efforts to describe the mystery that is 
beyond us. We are invited to reflect upon the concept and allow it to provide insights. How does each 
person of the Trinity impact your life? What is the difference in praying to each? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Slowly read the  tradi=onal language of the “Apostles Creed,” making it the 
beginning of your personal prayer =me.   
I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth. 
I believe in Jesus Christ, God's only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, 
born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pon6us Pilate, 
was crucified, died, and was buried; 
On the third day he rose again; he ascended into heaven, 
he is seated at the right hand of the Father, 
and he will come to judge the living and the dead. 
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints, 
the forgiveness of sins, the resurrec6on of the body, and the life everlas6ng. Amen. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 Paul, Silas, and Timothy found the Church in Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-14). As we will see with 
many New Testament books, this is truly a le,er (“epistle”). Just as we have a standard way of 
beginning a le,er, this is a basic gree=ng we will see in many of Paul’s wri=ngs. 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 282

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Thessalonians+1%25253A1-10&version=NIV


The Bible For Critical Thinkers
1:3 Just as the persons of the Trinity are assumed in these words, the writers refer to the famous trio 
of “faith, hope, and love” (1 Cor 13:13). How does the first part of the following pairs relate to the 
second part: faith/“work,” love/“labor,” and hope/”endurance?”   

1:4 In all divine-human interac=ons, God is the ini=ator of the rela=onship. It is clear God is ac=ve in 
their lives because the message came with power, the Spirit, and convic=on. 

1:5 The Holy Spirit “power” refers to healing (Acts 19:11-12); spiritual gi]s in spite of suffering (1 
Thess 1:6; Gal 5:22-23); charisma=c gi]s (1 Cor 12:8-10); or their willingness to turn from idols (1:9). 

1:9 Here we see the basic message of the gospel to Gen=les: monotheism (one God); Christology 
(Jesus is God raised from death); and eschatology (Jesus is returning). 

Lesson #7           Holy Spirit 

The grace of our Savior Jesus Christ and the love of God and the friendship of the Holy Spirit be with 
you all! - 2 Corinthians 13:14 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 28:16-20. Once again, we see the assump=on of the doctrine of the Trinity. 
Ma,hew assumes his readers in the early Church are familiar with the theological concept and 
understand that Jesus is not referring to three gods. By commanding his followers to bap=ze “in the 
name of Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” Jesus =es the trinitarian nature of God to the 
Church’s rite of ini=a=on. Since we cannot understand the full mystery of God, and our doctrines do 
not sum up God, should we require people to express faith in the Trinity before we bap=ze them? 
Should we ask people to express faith in the Trinity when they join the church? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Begin your prayer =me by reading the tradi=onal language of the “Nicene 
Creed.” 
We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, 

of all that is seen and unseen. 
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, 
eternally begoJen of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, 

True God from True God, begoJen, not made, of one being with the Father; 
through Him all things were made. 
For us and for our salva6on He came down from heaven, 
was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became truly human. 
For our sake He was crucified under Pon6us Pilate; 

He suffered death and was buried. 
On the third day He rose again in accordance with the scriptures; 

He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, 
and His kingdom will have no end. 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 283

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+28%25253A16-20&version=NIV


The Bible For Critical Thinkers
We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Giver of Life, 
Who proceeds from the Father, 

who with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, 
who has spoken through the prophets. 

We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church. 
We acknowledge one bap6sm for the forgiveness of sins. 
We look for the resurrec6on of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
28:16 Judas’ death has reduced their number to eleven (Mt 27:3-10). 

28:17 We are not told what causes some to doubt. Why might this passage be disturbing to some in 
the Church? Why might it be very encouraging? 

28:18 Authority over all crea=on has been given to Jesus (Mt 11:27; Phil 2:9-11). It is through that 
authority Jesus sends the Church on its mission to the world: making disciples of all na=ons, 
bap=zing, and teaching. If we take Jesus’ words here as a strict guideline, what is necessary and 
unnecessary for the Church to accomplish? Is communal worship necessary? 

The Church’s bap=smal liturgy is established. How does this formula for bap=zing people differ from 
Acts 2:38; 19:5? Is it acceptable to bap=ze people “in Jesus’ name” today?   

28:20 Why does this final promise make it possible for the Church to perform its mission? How is 
Jesus present with us? 
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Week 34 Sovereign One 

Lesson #1                   Sovereign One 

The risen Lord is the new Temple, the real mee=ng place between God and man. - Benedict XVI 

This week we explore Jesus as Sovereign, beginning with the second half of the Pentecost story. You 
may want to re-read Acts 2:1-21 to remind yourself of the context of our passage. The gi] of the Holy 
Spirit drives the disciples, now called apostles, to celebrate that Jesus Christ is Ruler of all crea=on.  

While “Lord” is the form of address tradi=onally used in this context, that =tle carries sexist and 
classist connota=ons. However, when quo=ng people or hymns from the past, “Lord” will be used 
when it was their word choice.  

Devo7on: Read Acts 2:22-47. There is a connec=on between the presence of the Holy Spirit and our 
ability to recognize Jesus is our Sovereign. Easter and Pentecost are deeply intertwined. Without the 
resurrec=on, we would see Jesus as a reforming prophet rather than Savior and Ruler. Without the 
Spirit to guide us, we cannot grasp who Jesus is or ac=vate resurrec=on power in our lives. Peter 
proclaims those bap=zed in Jesus’ name will receive the Spirit. The ques=on is whether the bap=zed 
will listen to the Spirit’s guidance and allow themselves to be led!   

No=ce what the newborn Church emphasizes: teaching, fellowship, communion, and prayer. Each of 
these ac=vi=es is possible prior to Pentecost, but all of them are drama=cally changed when led by 
the Spirit. How does the Holy Spirit impact each of them? What must we do to be led by the Spirit? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Acts 20:17-24. Most of us do not have a calling from God that will 
lead us into physical harm. What task is God calling you to perform next? What obstacles prevent you 
from accomplishing it? Could your current task be to pray, listen, and discover your next step? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:22 This first proclama=on of the gospel is built on three points: God provided signs for us through 
Jesus’ ac=ons, who was crucified and raised. What other elements do you consider essen=al for 
people to hear that are not included here? 

2:23 Jews (“you”) and Gen=les/Romans, (“wicked men”) are responsible for Jesus’ death. And yet, 
Peter emphasizes our evil choices did not thwart God’s plan (Job 42:2; Is 14:27). We may have free 
will, and we might choose to act in ways that are against God’s desires, but we cannot stop God from 
bringing about the grace-filled or just resolu=on God desires. 

2:25 Peter uses Psalm 16:8-11 to reinforce that death could not hold Jesus. The scripture he uses 
reinforces that God is driving these events. His point is that since David speaks of one who will not 
see corrup=on, and David is dead, he prophesies about another.   

2:33 The “right hand of God” refers to a posi=on of equality with God with an emphasis on divine 
power and authority (Ps 16:8-11, 89:13). 
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2:34 Here again, Peter reinforces that Jesus is superior to King David. The greatest Ruler in Israel’s 
history spoke of another Lord. Peter is claiming God raised Jesus as a sign of his sovereignty to fulfill 
David’s prophe=c words in Psalm 110:1. 

2:38 “Repent” means to change direc=on toward God, which naturally brings in a change in our 
ac=ons. Peter assumes bap=sm is performed in the “name of Jesus” rather than in the “name of the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” which will eventually become the standard in the early Church. The early 
Church needs =me to wrestle with and formalize the doctrine of the Trinity. It is not a ques=on of 
which formula is right. Bap=sm is not a magic ac=on which only works if we speak certain words. It is 
a sign of God’s love which brings forgiveness of sins and the gi] of the Spirit. Compare Peter’s 
statement of the Spirit being linked to bap=sm with Acts 8:14-7; 10:44-48; and 19:1-6. What do we 
learn from these texts about bap=sm? 

2:41 The number is not intended to be exact but an es=ma=on to demonstrate an amazing response 
to Peter’s words. 

2:42 The passage now shi]s to an overview of the early Church where members focus on studying 
the disciples teaching, fellowship (Gk, “koinonia”), meals, and prayer. Scholars disagree over whether 
“the breaking of bread” refers to meals eaten together in homes, Communion, or some combina=on 
of the two. “Prayers” probably refers to a,ending prayer =mes at the Temple (2:46) since the early 
Church s=ll envisions itself as part of the Jewish community. 

2:43 The signs of Pentecost did not end that day but are part of the early Church’s experience. 

2:44 Some believe all Chris=ans should follow the pa,ern established by these first believers and 
share everything in common. They point out this is the Church’s response when the Spirit is most 
ac=ve among us. Others suggest that while this was appropriate for the Church as it begins to grow, 
sharing everything is not required for all believers over =me. What are the posi=ves and nega=ves of 
each belief? Is it possible the Church is called to different standards at different =mes in history? 
What are the implica=ons of that idea? If that is the case, how do we know what is appropriate now? 
  
2:46 Does the modern Church s=ll fit the descrip=on Luke uses for the early Church? What do we 
learn from this comparison? 
  

——— 
Lesson #2                   Sovereign One 

Christ is the reflec=on of God’s glory, the exact representa=on of God’s being; all things are sustained 
by God’s powerful Word. Having cleansed us from our sins, Jesus Christ sat down at the right hand of 
the Glory of heaven… - Hebrews 1:3 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Ephesians 1:15-23. “Jesus is Sovereign” quickly became a founda=onal statement for 
the early Church. However, they had to teach that Jesus was different from rulers who had come 
before. In a world where power and authority is o]en used against people, Jesus desires us to find 
hope, wholeness, and eternal life. This Ruler does not desire to diminish us, does not require we think 
less of ourselves. His power is not dependent on our suffering or poverty. In fact, it is only by 
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receiving his power in our lives that we can par=cipate in the fullness of God and the gi] of 
resurrec=on. We should not be surprised at this twist; we have heard about God’s reversal before. 
The Lord of all comes as servant to all (Jn 13:13-17). Jesus opens eternal life by dying on a cross. We 
are taught we must lose our life to save it (Mt 16:25). How does the sin of pride prevent us from 
embracing Jesus’ desire for us? What else hinders people from following Jesus as their Ruler? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Meditate on the following lyrics: Make me a cap6ve, Lord, and then I shall 
be free. Force me to render up my sword, and I shall conqueror be. I sink in life’s alarms when by 
myself I stand; imprison me within thine arms, and strong shall be my hand.  When have these words 
felt true in your life? When have you submi,ed yourself to God and found libera=on? Why is that 
frightening to many? What is your current rela=onship with God? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:15 The Church at Ephesus is predominately Gen=le. Paul appreciates their love for “all God’s 
people,” a reference to Jewish Chris=ans. He makes a connec=on between faith in God and love for 
others. Does faith in God always lead to love for others? Does love for others lead to faith? 

1:18 “The eyes of your heart” recalls the phrase “eyes of the soul” which was used frequently by 
Greek philosophers in this =me. Since the heart is considered the seat of human knowledge and 
experience, Paul’s phrase is sugges=ng that not only should a change in understanding occur but a 
transforma=on of the en=re person. What is the difference in having a isolated encounters with God 
and our lives being transformed? What causes transforma=on to occur? 

1:19 The language and verb tense used in this sec=on assumes an ac=on begun in the past that 
con=nues into the present. God’s power, experienced in fullness in the heavenly realm, is currently 
available to those who believe. What might prevent believers from experiencing that power? 

1:20 Christ has been enthroned. Jesus is in a posi=on of equality with God, the first person of the 
Trinity. 

1:21 “Power and dominion” refers to the spiritual realm, not kings and governments (Col 1:16, 2:15; 
Rom 8:38). Paul’s culture assumes angelic and demonic beings influence human events and decisions. 
He points out these spiritual influences may exist, but they no longer hold sway over those who live 
according to Christ’s power. 

1:22 What does it mean for the Church that Jesus is appointed “head” of the body? 
  

——— 
Lesson #3                   Sovereign One 

But be forewarned, beloved sisters and brothers: do not be carried away by the errors of unprincipled 
people and thus forfeit the security you enjoy. Instead, grow in the grace and knowledge of our 
Sovereign and Savior Jesus Christ, who is glorified now and for all eternity. Amen. - 2 Peter 3:18 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 8:1-13. How do we deal with those who do not acknowledge Jesus is 
Sovereign or understand the implica=ons of that teaching? In Corinth, as in many ancient ci=es, meat 
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from animal sacrifices in pagan temples is offered in the market. Since there is only one God, other 
so-called “gods” do not exist. Mature Chris=ans eat such meat without guilt. However, less mature 
followers of Jesus believe this prac=ce is sinful because it honors those other “gods.” Paul urges the 
mature to not only be pa=ent and understanding, but also to change their ea=ng habits in order to 
care for their brothers and sisters in Christ. That is a remarkable artude considering the less mature 
believers are proclaiming a belief in more than one god. Jesus is Ruler over all the cosmos, but not 
everyone knows this fact. Paul assumes people will grow in their knowledge of Jesus, and un=l they 
do, we should not act in ways that discourage them. What helps people mature in faith? What does 
the Church do that makes it difficult for people to trust God? What should the Church require 
someone to understand or believe before allowing them to join? Can we let polytheists, those who 
believe in mul=ple gods join? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Who in your life has different opinions about God, Jesus, Church, salva=on, 
Trinity, or par=cipa=on in a faith community? Spend =me praying that you will be loving, kind, 
pa=ent, and suppor=ve of them on their spiritual journey, and that they will do the same for you. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:1 Paul is addressing a pastoral issue in the Church at Corinth. However, prior to giving specific 
instruc=ons on what ac=ons to take, he provides a theological founda=on: “knowledge puffs up, but 
love builds up.” True knowledge of Jesus never leads to theological or ethical arrogance. What is the 
connec=on between arrogance and salva=on by works? How do we support and encourage those 
with theological knowledge while also suppor=ng less mature people? 

8:3 Since God is love, whoever acts with love as a driving force knows God. God takes no=ce of the 
righteous inten=ons undergirding our ac=ons. If you took this criteria seriously, who in your life 
displays great knowledge of God by showing love? 

8:4 While there is only one God, there are many “gods” that humanity sadly subs=tutes for God. Such 
idols do not represent a true deity, but belief in false gods has great influence nonetheless. 

8:5 Compare this passage to 1 Corinthians 10:19-21. What seems to be the difference for Paul 
between “gods” and “demons?” 

8:7 What ac=ons might be acceptable for other Chris=ans, but if you perform them, it will be a sin or 
denial of God in your life? 

8:9 How is ignoring the stumbling blocks of others a form of pride? 

8:12 What are the implica=ons of the idea that when we sin against a weaker Chris=an sister or 
brother, we sin against Christ himself? 

8:13 What are some modern examples of stumbling blocks of which we must be aware? 
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Lesson #4                   Sovereign One 

While you are proclaiming peace with your lips, be careful to have it even more fully in your heart. - 
Francis of Assisi 

When reading New Testament passages, remember the Church is very young. Many of the ideas and 
doctrines we assume (worship on Sunday rather than Sabbath; Trinity; inclusion of Gen=les; worship 
standards and liturgy; the content of the New Testament itself) are being developed and refined in 
those early years. We take for granted many theological concepts that cause great struggle and 
disagreement within the ever-expanding Church. 

Devo7on: Read 1 Timothy 6:3-16. Yesterday we learned that we are to have a suppor=ve artude 
toward those who are immature in the faith. Today we see the painful reality that there is a 
difference between people who are immature but good-hearted and those who are pride-filled, 
malicious, and greedy. As people who live between the first coming of Jesus (incarna=on, life, death, 
resurrec=on) and his second coming in the future, we are cau=oned to flee from people with such 
artudes. That vision of Jesus as Sovereign, fully revealed and worshipped by all crea=on at the end 
of =me, provides a mo=va=on for remaining sinless now. Why is “godliness combined with 
contentment” more difficult than godliness? How would our culture respond to Paul’s comment “if 
we have food and clothing, we will be content with these” (6:8)? What is the difference between 
saying “the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil” and “money is the root of evil?” 

Personal Worship Op7on: Re-read 1 Timothy 6:7. This teaching is at the heart of much Chris=an 
medita=on. Prayerfully ponder what this truth means for you. Are you inves=ng =me and energy in 
rela=onships, love, and faith or in things which you will leave behind a]er death? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read 1 Timothy 5:1-6:2 to see the full context of this passage. Paul is wri=ng in a different cultural 
context, one where women are not equal and slaves (made so by losing a war or indebtedness) are 
present. How does this context affect how we read this passage? 

6:5 Paul uses a play on the words “godliness” and “gain” in this verse and the next. Those who treat 
godliness as a way to financial gain do not grasp that godliness leads to a greater gain—contentment 
with God and self. Do you know people who have everything but contentment? 

6:7 Compare this verse to Job 1:13-21. 

6:10 These words are not directed to the wealthy but to those who love money. Many lower, middle, 
and upper class people love money and build their lives around gaining or keeping it. Likewise, you 
can find people in each of these categories who have a healthy understanding of finances and do not 
“pierce themselves with many pains” over money. What are signs someone loves money? 

6:11 The “man of God” is Timothy, to whom Paul writes.   

6:12 The imagery of this verse is a boxer in a ring (1 Cor 9:26; 2 Tim 4:7).   
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Paul refers to Timothy’s profession of faith, most likely made at his bap=sm. To encourage Timothy to 
remain faithful, he reminds the younger disciple (6:13) that Jesus also made a confession of his before 
Pilate (Jn 18:28-38). 

6:14 Timothy is encouraged to remain faithful un=l the =me of Jesus’ return.  

6:15 Scholars believe this passage, beginning with “God, the blessed and only Ruler…,” is taken from 
an early Church hymn. 

——— 
Lesson #5                   Sovereign One 

I want neither a terrorist spirituality that keeps me in a perpetual state of fright about being in right 
rela=onship with my heavenly Father nor a sappy spirituality that portrays God as such a benign 
teddy bear that there is no aberrant behavior or desire of mine that he will not condone. I want a 
rela=onship with the Abba of Jesus, who is infinitely compassionate with my brokenness and at the 
same =me an awesome, incomprehensible, and unwieldy Mystery. - Brennan Manning 

Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 12:1-3. Paul urges pa=ence and compassion for people who are good 
hearted but immature in faith. Yesterday’s text suggests some who disagree are not immature but 
malicious. How do we tell the difference? In the Church at Corinth, people are claiming to have 
spontaneous inspira=on from the Holy Spirit and expressing that inspira=on in a variety of ways 
(12:4-11). Some of these gi]s are causing disorder (14:1-40). Not surprisingly, the Church is 
experiencing confusion about spiritual gi]s in general and what to do when worship is disrupted by 
them. At least one person has said “let Jesus is cursed” in such a moment. We do not know why 
someone would say this, perhaps a person wanted to create a set of Chris=an rules similar to the Law. 
Maybe someone was angry at others who claimed Jesus as inspira=on for a challenging idea. Paul 
provides guidance for how to determine if someone offers Spirit-filled insight. He does not suggest 
merely saying the words “Jesus is Sovereign” aloud is enough to determine if people believe correctly. 
Paul wants the Church use this phrase as a theological guide. “Jesus is Sovereign” implies Jesus is the 
divinely-sent Messiah. Most likely he believes the phrase also implies Jesus is God. According to Paul, 
anyone claiming less than these about Jesus, such as he is only a prophet or a moral example, is not 
being led by the Spirit. Jesus’ sovereignty is the criteria for discerning who to trust. What would be 
the difference in your life in believing Jesus is a good example and naming him as your Ruler?     

Personal Worship Op7on: Church is a place where many people hide from God. They show up in 
worship and par=cipate in rituals in order to distract themselves from what God is trying to 
communicate to them. Spend =me praying for the Church, that all in the Body of Christ will seek 
God’s desires for themselves. Are you hiding from a calling or awareness of God? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
12:2 Paul refers to the intensely emo=onal prac=ces which take place in the pagan temples of his 
=me. These prac=ces include priests going into prophe=c trances, shamanis=c use of hallucinogens, 
and possession of priest/priestess by their patron god. The assump=on is the Church at Corinth is 
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struggling to integrate people from these religious backgrounds into their community. How does a 
Church know which cultural prac=ces are acceptable and which are to be avoided? 

How should the Church view the expression of strong emo=ons in worship? Are there any dangers to 
such prac=ces? Is there an equal danger to suppression of emo=on? 

12:3 Conformity to basic teachings of the apostles, such as the divinity of Jesus, is a sign of genuine 
faith.  What are the basics which all Chris=ans should be required to believe? What are the core 
Chris=an doctrines that cannot be compromised? 
  

——— 
Lesson #6                   Sovereign One 

If we have to sum up the Book of Revela=on in one phrase, it would be, 'Jesus wins.' - Jud Wilhite 

No overview of Jesus’ sovereignty is complete without reading from the Revela=on to John. The Bible 
contains many literary styles: history, songs, poetry, prophecy, gospel, etc. Knowing the style of a 
book is cri=cal. We do not read poetry the way we study history. The most fascina=ng literary style is 
apocalyp=c, which is found in Daniel, Revela=on, and many wri=ngs of this era. Apocalyp=c wri=ng 
presents a series of visions in which an angel reveals hidden or heavenly things, o]en about the end 
of =me. This style uses symbols drawn from the writer’s culture. So, when wri=ng Revela=on, John 
draws on many Jewish Scripture images. Although too simplis=c, it is safe to say we should read 
apocalyp=c works like poetry, allowing the imagery to encourage and inspire us to faithfulness. 

Devo7on: In Revela=on 4, John describes all crea=on worshipping God in the heavenly throne room. 
Chapter 5 is set in the same loca=on, but now Jesus (“Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David,” 
and “a Lamb standing as if it had been slaughtered”) enters the scene. He is worthy to open a scroll 
describing God’s judgments and counsels for the faithful. Read Revela=on 5:1-14. 

Chapter 5 reports the celebra=on of the risen Christ in heaven. Jesus is indeed Ruler. All crea=on 
worships Christ, who is worthy of our praise. John writes this book in the apocalyp=c style to 
encourage Chris=ans in Asia Minor who are being persecuted by Rome. His message is simple: remain 
faithful and do not compromise your faith. Why would this style of literature encourage someone in 
the face of persecu=on? Which of John’s images of heavenly worship impact you most? What might 
this vision teach us about how our worship should look? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Revela=on 4. We do not need to understand every symbol in this 
passage to gain an apprecia=on of the worship God receives in heaven. Spend =me reflec=ng on your 
personal moments of worship? What prevents you from being completely focused on God in your 
prayer =me? How might this heavenly vision guide you in prayer? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:1 God sits on a throne in heaven holding a scroll (Ez 2:9-10). This scroll describes the persecu=on of 
the Church taking place (6:1-17) and the events that will mark the end of =me. 

5:2 This is the point of the en=re passage. Who is worthy? Jesus is worthy! 
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5:5 The =tles describing Jesus celebrate his heritage as a descendent of King David (Gen 49:9; Is 11:1). 
He fulfills God’s promise that an heir of David will rule forever (2 Sam 7:12-16). 

5:6 John describes Jesus as a Lamb 29 =mes in this book. “Slain” points to the crucifixion. Jesus stands 
encircled by the creatures and elders. This posi=on denotes he is God and yet in the midst of the 
crea=on. 

“Seven” is a number of completeness; horns are a sign of power; and eyes refer to wisdom. So, 
“seven horns and seven eyes’ is a symbolic way of saying Jesus has total power and wisdom. Likewise, 
the “seven spirits of God” is an apocalyp=c way of referring to the Holy Spirit (1:4). 

5:8 “The four living creatures” refers to all crea=on. “Twenty-four elders” refers to the leaders of the 
covenant community (12 tribes of the Hebrew Covenant and 12 apostles of the New Covenant). From 
this passage comes the cultural belief that people play harps in heaven.   

5:9 Jesus’ arrival brings a new song (Ps 33:3). “New” is o]en associated with the covenant he ini=ates 
(2:17; 21:1-5).   

——— 
Lesson #7                   Sovereign One 

As I watched, Thrones were set up, and the one who sat there was the Ancient of Days, whose 
clothing was snow white, with a head of hair as white as wool; whose throne was flames of fire, with 
wheels of burning fire. - Daniel 7:9 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Today’s reading presents John’s apocalyp=c version of that moment in the future when 
Jesus returns and is recognized as Ruler and Sovereign of all crea=on. Please read our passage three 
=mes. The first =me, do not pause or reflect on the words but allow the powerful images to wash 
over you. During your second reading, reflect on the specific images John uses for the three persons 
of the Trinity. What is he communica=ng through these? The third =me, read the passage while 
asking what a worship service would look like if everyone fully acknowledged Jesus Christ as Ruler. 
Read Revela=on 19:1-16. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Spend =me in prayer, focusing on giving God praise and worship rather 
than on your needs, wants, and desires. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
19:1 “A]er this” refers to the descrip=on in chapter 18 of God avenging the martyrdom of faithful 
Chris=ans by defea=ng Rome (“Babylon”). The heavenly song (19:1-8) is punctuated by “hallelujah,” a 
Hebrew word meaning “Praise Yahweh!” No=ce the angels (“a great mul=tude in heaven”) sing of 
Rome’s destruc=on in the first three verses. Then the earthly crea=on responds in verse 4. Finally, an 
angel of God speaks from the throne in verse 5, followed by a great mul=tude that seems to consist 
of voices from both heaven and earth. 
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19:2 “The great whore” is a reference to Rome (17:4-6) who has killed the saints. Biblical writers 
o]en describe the worship of false gods in terms of pros=tu=on (Ez 23). 

19:7 The new rela=onship between God and humanity, ini=ated by Jesus, is described in terms of a 
marriage (Hos 2:1-23; Is 54:1-8; Mk 2:19; 2 Cor 11:2). This use sexual imagery, the most in=mate of 
rela=onships on earth, gives us insight into the kind of in=macy God desires with crea=on.   

19:9 Faithful Chris=ans, those who do not compromise their faith in the face of persecu=on, are 
invited to the marriage feast. If worship in heaven is described as a banquet, how does that impact 
how we view Communion? 

19:10 Overwhelmed at the heavenly sight, the seer bows down to worship the angel making the 
proclama=on. The angel quickly rebukes him and directs him to worship God. When have you (or 
someone you know) been tempted to worship the messenger instead of God? 

19:11 The return of Jesus is described with imagery taken from Revela=on 1:9-20. “White” is the 
apocalyp=c color of victory, not purity. Every culture assigns different meaning to various colors. We 
must not assume our cultural symbols are theirs. Jesus is described as faithful and true. 

19:12 Jesus has a name “no one knows but himself.” This refers to the biblical belief that to know 
someone’s name is to have power over them. Thus, this passage celebrates none have power over 
Jesus. 

19:15 Compare to Hebrews 4:12, Ephesians 6:17, and Revela=on 1:6. The image of Christ’s victory as 
a winepress where wrath treads upon God’s enemies is also found in 14:19-20. 
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Week 35 - Salva7on 

Lesson #1           Salva7on 

Three things are necessary for the salva=on of man: to know what he ought to believe; to know what 
he ought to desire; and to know what he ought to do. - Thomas Aquinas 

Salva=on is an all-encompassing word in the New Testament, meaning 1) God’s ac=on on our behalf 
in the past, especially in Jesus; 2) our current experience of grace; and 3) our future hope of fulfilled 
rela=onship with God. While salva=on encompasses our past, present, and future with God, most of 
us focus on being saved from whatever pain, problem, or evil currently bears down on us. How do we 
expand our awareness of God’s saving ac=vity in our lives? 

Devo7on: Read Acts 3. The man sits at the gate because the authori=es prevent those with physical 
handicaps from entering the Temple. He is looking for help. Because money is the most likely gi] he 
will receive, that is what he seeks. He is surprised to discover that God, through Peter and John, fills a 
deeper need, and he walks into the Temple for worship for the first =me in his life, praising God. Like 
those Jesus healed, his physical restora=on is a sign of the spiritual healing God desires to bring to 
everyone in the crowd. Each of them came to the Temple expec=ng one thing, most likely to worship 
God by offering a sacrifice. Now, like the man at the gate, each is confronted with a gi] they did not 
expect, the opportunity for God to address a deeper need in their lives. Whether they are aware of it 
or not, they need the power of the risen Jesus. What are the pains, problems, and evils on which you 
are focusing lately? Are you open to God addressing something deeper in your life? How aware are 
you of your spiritual hungers? Are you open to God surprising you with grace?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Corinthians 1:3-7. Have your pains, problems, or evil circumstances 
made you more able to empathize and comfort others? Pray about how God might use your 
experiences to bring support to others. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:1 Early Chris=ans a,end Temple for prayer (2:42), reading from the Hebrew Bible. What would be 
the posi=ves and nega=ves if Chris=ans only read from the Jewish Scriptures for a year?   

3:6 The miracle is performed “in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.” This con=nues a biblical 
tradi=on of believing a person’s name possesses his or her power and authority (3:16; 4:10-12). The 
use of Jesus’ name to heal demonstrates to the crowd that God works through his power. 

3:11 Compare Peter’s speech here with 2:29-36. Has his message changed? 

3:13 Peter links the healing to the “God of Abraham…” as a sign to the Jews present that they are 
faithful to Yahweh. His descrip=on of Jesus as God’s “servant” probably draws on Isaiah’s suffering 
servants passages (Is 42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12). Peter returns to this idea in 3:18. He is 
serng Jesus up as God’s glorified and righteous One (Is 52:13; 53:11). 

3:15 Jesus is described as “Author of life” in contrast to “a murderer,” Barabbas (Lk 23:18-25). 
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3:17 This passage probably represents a common evangelis=c sermon to the Jewish community. 
What is the difference between rejec=ng Jesus because we do not know who he is and rejec=ng him 
a]er hearing the gospel? 

3:19 Note that Peter calls for repentance and conversion but does not call for bap=sm. “Times of 
refreshing” refers to blessings received by the faithful at the end of =me. 

3:22 Peter references Deuteronomy 18:15-19 and Levi=cus 23:29. 

——— 
Lesson #2           Salva7on 

Come, let us sing joyfully to God! Raise a shout to our rock, our deliverance! - Psalm 95:1 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Acts 4:1-22. What does “salva=on” mean to us? Does it only refer to eternal life in 
heaven a]er we die? Peter responds to the religious leaders’ ques=ons by proclaiming Jesus as the 
powerful, resurrected Messiah. Referring specifically to the healing of the man who had been lame 
(3:6-8), he declares Jesus is the way to “salva=on.” But in describing that healing (yesterday’s 
reading), Peter connects Jesus’ power to the need for repentance, forgiveness of sins, “refreshing” 
from Jesus at the end =mes, restora=on into God’s covenant community, and personal redemp=on 
from sinful ways (3:17-26). Salva=on leads the disciples to speak truth to the powerful who oppose 
them and endure their threats (4:19). Salva=on moves the early Church to share all their possessions 
(4:32). When we experience salva7on through Jesus Christ, it affects all aspects of our lives. If we 
only feel the effect of faith on Sunday mornings, then good news! God wants to the power of the 
risen Christ to permeate all areas of our existence. What areas of life do you hold back from God’s 
transforming power?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Isaiah 12:1-6. The prophet imagines salva=on as a well from which 
we are invited to drink. If you had a drink from that well, what inner thirst would be quenched? When 
do you feel thirsty for something more in your life?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:2 The Sadducees are wealthy priests who, because they cooperate with Roman oppressors, are 
allowed to run the Temple. They read only the Torah, the first five books of Jewish Scripture. Peter 
and John’s proclama=on (3:12-26) might bother them since Sadducees do not believe in resurrec=on 
of the dead, but that is not why they arrest the disciples. The Pharisees also believe in resurrec=on of 
the dead, and they are not under threat of arrest. The Sadducees are afraid the crowd will become 
excited by the teaching that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah and revolt against Rome, leading to the 
na=ons’ destruc=on. 

4:4 Once again, the crowds respond enthusias=cally to the proclama=on of the gospel. This would 
frighten the religious authori=es all the more. 

4:6 Annas is the high priest emeritus, having served from 6-15 CE. His son-in-law Caiaphas now serves 
that posi=on. However Annas s=ll carries enormous sway with the religious leaders. They frame their 
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anger around their belief Peter and John lack the authority to teach because neither the religious 
leaders nor the Romans have empowered them to do so. 

4:8 “Filled with the Holy Spirit” makes it clear Peter’s words are true, not merely his opinion. 

4:11 Peter quotes Psalm 118:22, placing Jesus in the role of Messiah and the religious authori=es as 
those who rejected God’s chosen one (Mt 21:42; 1 Pet 2:7). 

4:13 “Unschooled” means illiterate. 

4:14 The man who experienced healing is present. Either he has been in jail as well or has been 
brought before them as a witness. Compare the Sanhedrin’s response to Luke 21:12-19. 

4:16 The Sanhedrin leaders discover they are innocent. Luke desires readers to reflect on the trial of 
Jesus, where they found an innocent man guilty (Lk 22:66-23:25). 

4:19 How would your life change if you spoke with the boldness of Peter and John? 

4:22 The magnitude of the healing is emphasized since the man has been lame for forty years. 

——— 
Lesson #3           Salva7on 

God isn't present in the past or future. The great 'I Am' is in the present moment. When I claim that 
presence, I can get through anything today. - Regina Bre, 

Devo7on: Remember the defini=on of “salva=on:” an all-encompassing word in the New Testament, 
meaning 1) God’s ac=on on our behalf in the past, especially in Jesus; 2) our current experience of 
grace; and 3) our future hope of fulfilled rela=onship with God. With the images of past, present, and 
future in mind, read Hebrews 10:19-25. 

The writer of Hebrews assumes God has impacted our past (Jesus opened a new and living way for 
us); is moving in the present day (Christ is our great high priest, and we need to draw near to God 
now); and will be present in our future (God will be faithful, as promised). Do you spend most of your 
=me thinking about the past, living in the moment, or considering the future? On which are you 
tempted to focus too much? What happens to faith that forgets what God has done in the past? Can 
someone be a Chris=an without considering the future? When are you tempted to live too much in 
the past or future? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 118:24. Spend =me in prayer, rejoicing in the good gi]s that 
are part of your life today. What good gi]s in the world make you glad today? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
10:19 Our desire to worship is driven by confidence in Jesus’ sacrifice to make reconcilia=on with God 
possible and his current role as our high priest (10:21). The writer uses Jewish Scripture imagery 
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(“sanctuary” and “curtain,” Ex 26:31-35, Mt 27:51; “sprinkled,” Lev 4:1-7) to emphasize Jesus as the 
fulfillment of the Hebrew Covenant. 

10:22 The verb used in “the new and living way that he opened” (Gk, “egkaino”) means “to 
inaugurate or dedicate.” Jesus did not re-open the path to God in the same way animal sacrifices 
provided access. This is a new track for humanity to come into God’s presence. Jesus blazes a new 
trail to God and invites us to follow.   

10:21 Worship is described as drawing near to God in sincerity and faith, which is the result of 
forgiveness and cleansing. That is the reason tradi=onal worship liturgy contains a communal 
confession of sin. What do you do to prepare for worship? 

10:22 Scholars believe “let us approach” is a phrase drawn from the Jewish Tabernacle liturgy. The 
reference to washing of bodies refers to both the prac=ce of ceremonial cleansing in the Law and 
Chris=an bap=sm—once again proclaiming the New Covenant fulfillment of the Hebrew Covenant. 
However, where ritual cleansing water produced external purity, this water is sprinkled on our hearts, 
signifying inner purity. 

10:23 Our confident hope is based on God’s faithfulness, not our own righteousness. 

10:24 No=ce that “love” in this verse joins “faith” (10:22) and “hope” (10:23) to complete the 
common trio of faith, hope, and love. 

Faith and worship are seen as a communal experience rather than individual pursuits. The writer is 
emphasizing the importance of not giving up on mee=ng together. How has the modern emphasis on 
individualism changed the Church’s prac=ce of communal worship? 

10:25 The “Day” refers to the coming of Christ at the end of =me. The belief that we will soon stand 
before God to explain our ac=ons pushes us to encourage one another. 
  

——— 
Lesson #4                 Salva7on 

We look at life from the back side of the tapestry. And most of the =me, what we see is loose threads, 
tangled knots and the like. But occasionally, God's light shines through the tapestry, and we get a 
glimpse of the larger design with God weaving together the darks and lights of existence. - John Piper 

Devo7on: Read Ephesians 5:3-20. Once again we see the past, present, and future quali=es of 
salva=on. “For once you were darkness, but now in the Lord you are light. Live as children of light... 
Try to find out what is pleasing to the Lord.” (5:8-9). Paul wants to make sure the Church does not 
become lazy and complacent regarding Sin. He wants followers of Jesus to wake up to the power of 
Christ to bring light and new life. We can see some of the issues with which the early Chris=ans 
struggle: sexual immorality, greed, obscenity, idolatry, drunkenness, and debauchery. In other words, 
Chris=ans in every genera=on struggle with the same sins! The power of Christ is available in our lives 
to combat whatever tempts us away from the life of salva=on God desires for us. Light overcomes 
darkness, if we open ourselves to it. The Spirit can help us make the most of every opportunity. 
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Forgiveness is available for you. Reflect on the sins into which you most easily fall. What is it you are 
trying to find when you give into sinful thoughts or ac=ons (medica=on for your pain, happiness for 
your sadness, excitement because you are bored, a way to feel in control, escape from reality, peace 
about the future, relaxa=on to forget trouble, punishment for others so they will hurt the way you 
hurt, etc.)? What drives your struggles? Offer the truth to God in prayer. 

Personal Worship Op7on: What does greed look like in your life? Since greed is not limited to money 
or possessions, spend =me reflec=ng on what tempts you toward covetousness, hoarding, or 
unhealthy cravings. What helps you maintain a healthy balance with possessions?   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:3 Paul teaches that God’s people should work to overcome any hint of improper behavior. What is 
the difference between living as God desires and ac=ng in ways approved by culture or neighbors? 
How easy is it to dis=nguish between those two perspec=ves? 

5:4 What are examples of living a life of thanksgiving? 

5:5 “In the kingdom of Christ and of God” is a phrase found nowhere else in the New Testament. 

5:8 The images of light and darkness are probably Paul’s a,empt to address Gnos=cs who teach they 
are “illuminated,” rising above moral judgments of good and evil. We s=ll see this in our culture, 
people who consider rules for common folk but not applicable to them. What does such an artude 
teach us about their self-perspec=ve? 

5:9 How is “find out what is pleasing to the Lord” a form of sanc=fica=on? 

5:14 This is most likely a fragment of a Chris=an hymn used in bap=smal ceremonies and familiar to 
the Church at Ephesus. Compare this to the fragment of hymn found in 1 Timothy 3:16. 

5:18 Like the earlier references to sexual immorality (5:3), “drunk with wine” probably refers to pagan 
worship prac=ces, par=cularly those of the mystery cults. The language in this verse is derived from 
Proverbs 23:31. 

——— 
Lesson #5           Salva7on 

Chris=an salva=on consists in works. To be saved is to be made holy. To be saved requires our being 
made part of a people separated from the world so that we can be united in spite of—or perhaps 
be,er, because of—the world's fragmenta=on and divisions. - Stanley Hauerwas 

Devo7on: Read James 2:14-26. Yesterday we read Paul’s call for the Church to remain pure. Today 
James warns that we must not only avoid sin but ac=vely do good works. He fears Chris=ans have 
equated salva=on with a set of intellectual beliefs rather than living out the way of life Jesus teaches 
(1:22-25). Just as Paul draws on Abraham’s life to argue for salva=on by faith rather than works (Rom 
4), James uses an example from the Patriarch’s life to insist that faith without deeds is dead. James is 
not arguing for works rather than faith, but works which arise because of faith. Chris=ans must keep 
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both in balance. Are you more likely to lean too heavily toward intellectual thought and personal 
encounter with God or do you become so focused on living a holy lifestyle that you forget to include 
spirituality? Which imbalance is more common in the modern Church? How can a church help us 
maintain balance? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ephesians 2:8-10. Spend =me reflec=ng on the last few weeks of your 
life. How has your salva=on manifested itself? When have you felt close to God? When have you 
experienced balance or near-balance between faith and good works? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:14 Although he asks two ques=ons in this verse, James’ style of wri=ng implies a nega=ve answer in 
both cases. He challenges those who believe faith means adherence to certain doctrinal standards, 
such as the unity of God (2:19); Trinity, Jesus’ incarna=on, or resurrec=on from the dead. These are 
important, but they are not a subs=tute for living as Jesus taught. 

2:16 What are the implica=ons of these verses on the calling of the Church? Can a Church be faithful 
without addressing needs in the community? 

2:17 Is there a difference between saying “faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” and “the only 
thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love” (Gal 5:6)? 

5:18 Is it possible to give evidence of faith without any good works? 

2:19 If someone intellectually agrees that Jesus calls us to forgive enemies but does not actually 
forgive anyone, are they a Chris=an? Will they go to heaven? 

2:20 The “senseless person” is likely an imaginary false teacher James has constructed to make his 
point rather than an actual person he addresses with the le,er. 

2:21 Compare this to Paul’s argument in Romans 4. Teachers and pastoral leaders must address the 
issues at hand in a congrega=on. Are Paul and James saying the same thing, or do they have two 
different views of Chris=an life? What are the implica=ons of saying they have are saying the same 
thing a different way? Of saying they have two different views?   

2:22 James refers to Genesis 22:1-19 and 15:6. 

2:25 Rahab is an example of a Gen=le who finds salva=on through good works (Josh 2:1-21). Rahab’s 
ac=ons are based on the fear that Yahweh’s power, through Israel’s army, will bring destruc=on to her 
family. Do good works based in fear of death s=ll indicate faith in God? 

2:26 In the Hebrew mindset, body and spirit are bound together, intertwined in such a way as to be 
inseparable. James’ point is that while we might use two different words to describe faith and works, 
the two always exist together. 
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Lesson #6           Salva7on 

Passive righteousness tells us that God does not need our good works. Ac=ve righteousness tells us 
that our neighbor does. The aim and direc=on of good works are horizontal, not ver=cal. - Tullian 
Tchividjian 

Devo7on: Read James 3:1-18. James moves from insis=ng on good works in the previous chapter to 
this passage about the importance of taming the tongue. Words are a powerful and o]en destruc=ve 
force with the poten=al to corrupt the whole body, serng us on a course toward hell. James is not 
saying words are magic or speaking certain words makes us evil. He assumes our words arise from 
our heart, indica=ng our inner disposi=on toward God, neighbor, and self. Destruc=ve words emerge 
from a corrupted inner life. So pay a,en=on to your words; they can show you, as they show the 
world, whether you are filled with humility, wisdom, envy, ambi=on, mercy, or peace. Do you have a 
reputa=on for using words in a par=cular way? When have you experienced the destruc=ve power of 
another’s words? When have you experienced the healing power of someone’s words? If words 
reflect our inner state of salva=on, what do your words indicate about your connec=on to God? 

Personal Worship Op7on: A healthy spiritual life includes moments when we speak with powerful 
honesty and frankness to God, in part so we can experience the emo=ons we so o]en bury within 
ourselves. Spend =me in that kind of prayer, allowing everything within you, good, beau=ful, bad, and 
ugly, to emerge in God’s presence. Try not to censor yourself. Then spend =me reflec=ng with God on 
what you said, seeking healing, forgiveness, and wholeness. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:1 Compare this to Ma,hew 5:19. What criteria should the Church use to determine if someone 
should be allowed to teach a children’s Sunday school class? An adult class? Preach a sermon? If 
teachers are judged more strictly than others, what is the community’s responsibility in suppor=ng 
them? Is it possible teachers’ “faults” might be a sign of community failure? 

3:2 All are sinful, but someone who has control over their tongue shows spiritual maturity. Using this 
criteria, who do you know that demonstrates Chris=an maturity? 

3:3 These examples assume a rider or pilot is in control and guiding. Who is the pilot of a Chris=an’s 
life? What is the role of free will in a mature Chris=an’s life? When is it expressed? 

3:6 The phrase “sets on fire the cycle of nature, and is itself set on fire by hell” is considered one of 
the most difficult passages to translate in the New Testament. Research how different Bible versions 
translate this phrase. “Hell” (Gk, “Gehenna”) refers to the Valley of Hinnom, a con=nually burning 
garbage dump outside of Jerusalem. This reference is the only non-gospel reference to “Gehenna” in 
the New Testament. 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 300

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James+3%25253A1-18&version=NIV


The Bible For Critical Thinkers
3:7 This verse con=nues a long biblical tradi=on of dividing the animal kingdom into four parts (Gen 
9:2; 1 Kgs 4:33). 

3:13 Wisdom is demonstrated through good works performed in humility. How is this defini=on 
different from the world’s defini=on of wisdom? 

3:15 What are examples of worldly “wisdom” built upon envy and selfish ambi=on? How does a 
materialis=c person jus=fy their ac=ons? A racist person? A workaholic? A gossip? A thief? 

3:17 How does someone develop these virtues? Where do we learn to be the people described in this 
verse? Does the Church help us become virtuous? 

——— 
Lesson #7           Salva7on 

Man seems to be capable of great virtues but not of small virtues; capable of defying his torturer but 
not of keeping his temper. - Gilbert K. Chesterton 

Devo7on: Read Romans 12:9-21. Paul’s words at the beginning of this passage are posi=ve and good 
but not terribly surprising. The surprise occurs when he con=nues to talk about blessing and living 
peaceably with those who persecute and act in evil ways toward us. Like Jesus, he calls the Church to 
allow the godly virtues within us, which are a result of the Holy Spirit, to guide our responses in all 
situa=ons. Love, honor, joy, pa=ence...these are not quali=es which a faithful person turns on and off 
depending on circumstances. They emerge from within as fruit naturally grows on a tree. We are to 
trust God and do the right thing even in =mes of persecu=on. How are Paul’s words an=the=cal to 
much of the advice the world gives? What would culture say in response to this passage? What 
assump=ons lie behind the worldly responses? What assump=ons lie behind the Chris=an artude 
reflected in this passage? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 5:38-42. Most Chris=ans try to find a reason why we should 
not feel obligated to live out Jesus’ words. Many biblical commentators tell us he did not ‘really’ 
mean what he said. It is a difficult calling but one consistent with Jesus' life and death. Spend =me in 
silence with God, contempla=ng the call to follow Jesus in a way of peace. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
12:9 As with Paul’s comments in 1 Corinthians 13, love is the driving force and founda=on for 
Chris=an virtue. If the remainder of the passage represents a series of instruc=ons on how to love 
with sincerity, what is the most surprising expression of love found there? 

12:10 “Love” in this passage is the Greek word “philadelphia,” meaning brotherly affec=on, not 
“agape,” godly love which sacrifices for the good of the other. 

12:11 “Be ardent in spirit” is similar to the descrip=on of Apollos in the early Church (Acts 18:25).   

12:14 Compare this to Luke 6:27-28. What are situa=ons where the call to love our enemies 
challenges Chris=ans? When is it most difficult for Chris=ans to embody this teaching? 
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12:16 Along with 12:18, Paul instructs us to work toward harmony with others, recognizing that 
others may not be seeking a peaceful rela=onship. “So far as it depends on you” drives his call to “not 
repay evil for evil” (12:17). Why do we some=mes want to repay evil for evil? Do we intend to punish 
them? Does hur=ng them make us feel be,er? Do we intend to show them how it feels? How do 
Paul’s words address those responses? What might Jesus say to us about hur=ng others and following 
him (Mt 5:39, 43-44)? What do we sacrifice when we hurt others? 

12:19 “The wrath of God” refers to the moment at our death or the end of =me when God judges all 
people, seeing their hearts and bringing righteous judgment. Paul quotes Deuteronomy 32:35. When 
we seek revenge, we are placing ourselves in a role reserved for God. What is lacking in our acts of 
revenge that make them less than just? 

12:20 Paul uses Proverbs 25:21-22. The Hebrew phrase regarding burning coals is difficult to 
translate. Some suggest a be,er transla=on is “you will remove coals from his head.” However, the 
Greek transla=on (“Septuagint”) Paul uses does describe heaping burning coals on the head. Early 
Church fathers taught that enemies will be brought to shame by Chris=an kindness. 

12:21 How does this passage summarize the life and ministry of Jesus? How does this verse relate to 
12:9? 
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Week 36 - Church 

Lesson #1                     Church 

For years I thought my assignment or the Church's assignment was to ar=culate the Gospel and 
nothing more. Now I believe that if we don't support the verbal expression of the Gospel with 
physical demonstra=on of compassion, we are not imita=ng Jesus. - Max Lucado 

This week we read from “The Acts of the Apostles,” to observe the church’s early years of expansion. 
Growth brings new issues and uncovers old tensions. We will also read one other New Testament 
passage each day to see these same problems from a different perspec=ve. 

Devo7on: Read Acts 6:1-7. The Church grows at a staggering rate (Acts 2:41-42, 47; 4:4). Imagine the 
difficulty of organizing and overseeing over 5,000 new believers! While the 120 persons men=oned in 
Acts 1:15 probably provide leadership, the apostles oversee the preaching, teaching, and distribu=on 
of funds (4:32-35). At this =me, the Church consists of Jewish Chris=ans who divide themselves into 
two groups: those from Jerusalem who speak Aramaic (“Hebraic Jews”) and those from outside the 
region who speak Greek (“Hellenis=c Jews”). Those who speak Greek believe their widows do not 
receive the same care as the Aramaic-speaking widows. By laying on hands, the Church ordains (“set 
aside for service”) seven Greek-speaking men to oversee the distribu=on of funds. This is the origin of 
the ordained “deacon.” Why is it wise to select persons who speak Greek in this situa=on? What does 
this communicate to the broader Church about how to address issues? 

Read 1 Timothy 3:1-13, 4:14. From the beginning, the Church sets aside par=cular people for special 
service: Bishops (“overseers”), Elders, and Deacons. Bishops lead the churches in a region. Elders 
shepherd a local congrega=on through word, sacrament, and order. Deacons guide ministries of 
word, order, jus=ce, and compassion. Or to put it another way, Elders care for those who are already 
a part of the congrega=on while Deacons build bridges out into the community. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for local church ministers and staff. How o]en do you pray for your 
local church and its ministries? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Acts 6:8 - 8:1 to see Stephen’s ministry expand into teaching and lead to martyrdom.   

6:1 Should the early Church’s ministries be a model for the modern Church? The early Church 
distributed food to the hungry. Does this mean the modern Church should also distribute food? 

6:2 Does this verse communicate a call to preach is more important than a call to serve others? Or is 
this an indica=on the twelve are more gi]ed for teaching than distribu=on of funds? What are the 
implica=ons of each interpreta=on? 

6:3 The twelve allow the gathered disciples to select the seven chosen to serve. What does this 
suggest regarding the meaning of ordina=on, serng aside people for par=cular service? What 
process should decide if someone is called to ordained ministry? 
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6:5 Some scholars believe the seven who are selected represent the leadership of the Greek-speaking 
Chris=an community, while the twelve func=on as leaders for the Aramaic-speakers. 

6:6 Laying on of hands is a sign of transmirng authority (8:17; 19:6), in this case from the twelve 
apostles to those who serve in the distribu=on of funds. Ordina=on is the act of giving people 
authority over a set of ministries. 

6:7 This report of the Church’s con=nued growth suggests their resolu=on to the issue is faithful. Is 
growth always an indicator of faithfulness? Can you grow an unfaithful Church? 

——— 
Lesson #2                     Church 

Instead of being just a church that welcomes and receives by keeping the doors open, let us try also 
to be a church that finds new roads, that is able to step outside itself and go to those who do not 
a,end Mass, to those who have quit or are indifferent. - Pope Francis 

Devo7on: In yesterday’s reading, Stephen is introduced as one of seven people selected to care for 
widows (Acts 6:5). Soon a]er being set aside for that task, his powerful teaching leads angry 
authori=es to arrest and martyr him (6:8-7:60). Today’s reading presents Saul, who persecutes the 
Church and approves of Stephen’s stoning. Read Acts 8:1-17.  

While it is tragic, persecu=on drives the Church’s expansion by forcing leaders to flee to new 
territories. Philip carries the message to Samaria, just as Jesus prophesied (Acts 1:8). Samaritans 
worship the same God and follow the Torah but have married and mixed their religion with Gen=les. 
With growth comes the need to clarify beliefs and prac=ces. Peter and John encounter people who 
are bap=zed but “the Spirit had not come upon any of them.” This might mean 1) they have not 
exhibited any spiritual gi]s, such as speaking in tongues or 2) the apostles have not laid hands on 
them, which seems to be an expected prac=ce and is linked to the gi] of the Holy Spirit (19:5-6). 
There are many nega=ves to persecu=on. Besides expansion, what are some of the posi=ves? 

Read 2 Corinthians 4:1-15 to gain a personal perspec=ve on persecu=on. Interes=ngly, this passage is 
wri,en by Paul, the former Saul, who is one of the few to experience being both persecutor and 
persecuted. What is Paul’s message to the Church which faces great trials? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Peter 4:10. Find a new way in the next 24 hours to serve someone. 
It does not ma,er if it is a simple or complex task as long as you act in service. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:2 “Devout men” suggest Jews who are not believers. 

8:3 Saul’s persecu=on of the Church reminds us even those far away from God’s desires can be 
transformed. Who are the people you might be tempted to believe are beyond hope? 

8:4 This verse represents a major division in the book of Acts. Persecu=on pushes the Church beyond 
the Jewish community.   
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8:5 Philip is another of the seven Greek-speaking believers chosen by the twelve to serve (6:5). 
“Samaria” refers to both the region north of Israel and a par=cular city in that area. Philip’s 
willingness to minister in this region is a departure from the hatred of Samaritans by Jews.   

8:6 Like the disciples, Philip’s ministry is accompanied by exorcisms and healing. 

8:13 Simon’s conversion tes=fies to the power of Philip’s ministry. Read Acts 8:18-25 to see how 
Simon progresses on his spiritual journey. What might have been his ini=al understanding of the 
gospel? His lack of ini=al understanding does not mean his conversion is false. Rather, all converts 
have issues to overcome on their spiritual journeys.  

8:14 As representa=ves of the apostles, Peter and John come to oversee and complete Philip’s 
ministry among the Samaritans. This might indicate his ministry is not ini=ally authorized by the 
twelve. 

8:15 The book of Acts presents the order of bap=sm and gi] of the Holy Spirit in a variety of ways 
(10:44-48; 19:1-7). Quite o]en Chris=ans want to establish a right order for these and argue God only 
works according to that one way. How is limi=ng God to act in one par=cular way a form of pride? 

——— 
Lesson #3                     Church 

Each genera=on of the church in each serng has the responsibility of communica=ng the gospel in 
understandable terms, considering the language and thought-forms of that serng. - Francis Schaeffer 

Devo7on: Read Acts 8:26-40. The Ethiopian is a Gen=le who has converted to Judaism. He is 
returning home having worshipped in Jerusalem. His encounter with Philip is the Church’s first step in 
reaching out to those not born Jewish (Mt 10:18; Acts 1:8). While modern Chris=ans take for granted 
that people from different faith backgrounds can follow Jesus, this is a divisive ques=on in the early 
Church. If the Spirit drives us to reach beyond our comfort zones to people who are very different 
than us, what must they believe to join a church? Must someone believe in the bodily resurrec=on of 
Jesus? The Bible as the Word of God? The virgin birth of Jesus? The Trinity? What are some 
boundaries Churches have placed on people in the past that are no longer enforced?   

Read 1 Corinthians 3:1-23. The Church at Corinth has many fac=ons. Some believers claim their faith 
and teaching is superior because Paul led them to Jesus. Others claim the same thing due to their 
connec=on to Apollos, a powerful teacher (Acts 18:24-28). The modern Church has many different 
denomina=ons and are divided among interest groups within those denomina=ons. What guidelines 
of kindness and hospitality should Chris=ans follow when discussing theological opinions?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Invite someone new to join you for worship on Sunday. The goal is to invite 
them….regardless of whether they a,end or not. 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
8:26 The road to Gaza is southwest of Jerusalem, leading to Egypt. Since the text gives no details 
about the angel, how do you envision this moment looking? Might this be a descrip=on of 
inspira=on? 

8:27 Ethiopia is a na=on to the south, bordering Egypt. Castrated males are given important posi=ons 
of power in royal service since their inability to produce heirs means they are unlikely to be more 
loyal to their own family over their master’s interests. Sadly, his status as a eunuch prevents him from 
entering the Temple for worship (Deut 23:11). 

8:30 Philip hears the man reading because people in the ancient world read aloud. This was probably 
due to words being cramped together on the page because spaces between words and punctua=on 
are not added to manuscripts un=l the seventh century. In such a situa=on, reading aloud is simpler. 

8:32 He reads Isaiah 53:7-8, tradi=onally interpreted as referring to Israel or Isaiah. Philip’s 
interpreta=on assumes the silence of the sheep refers to Jesus’ silence during his trial (Lk 23:9). 

8:36 The Ethiopian is probing to find out if he is excluded from bap=sm since he is not born Jewish 
and, as a eunuch, barred from entering the Temple. What criteria should we use today to decide 
whether to bap=ze someone?   

8:37 No=ce many transla=ons delete verse 37 (“And Philip said, ‘If you believe with all your heart, you 
may.’ And he replied, ‘I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.’”) because it seems to be a later 
addi=on to the original text. If it is a later addi=on, why do you think someone added it? 

8:40 “Azotus” is the Greek name for the Philis=ne city of Ashdod. 

——— 
Lesson #4                     Church 

Being a Chris=an is more than just an instantaneous conversion—it is a daily process whereby you 
grow to be more and more like Christ. - Billy Graham 

Devo7on: Read Acts 9:1-22. Saul, the feared persecutor of the Church, encounters Jesus and is 
converted. Considering he writes 13 of the 27 books of the New Testament, that is significant! Why 
does God appear in such a unique way in Saul’s life? Why does God not blind and speak to more 
people? Could it be that Saul, although doing a terrible thing in persecu=ng the Church, has his heart 
in the right place? What if he really desires to serve God and believes the followers of Jesus are 
corrup=ng God’s covenant with Abraham? What is the difference between doing the wrong thing 
while trying to please God and doing the wrong thing to please yourself? How does God view people 
in those scenarios? Does God “speak” to those trying to do the right thing? What do Chris=ans learn 
from Saul’s story about how to view persecutors? 

Read 2 Timothy 4:1-8. Saul, now called Paul, encourages believers to faithfully proclaim the word of 
God in spite of hardships. The persecutor has become the one who now looks back on a life given in 
service to Jesus. Which piece of his advice does the Church need to hear today?   
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read and reflect on Reinhold Niebuhr’s Serenity Prayer: God, grant me the 
serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom 
to know the difference. What is something in your life that you need to accept? Something you need 
courage to change? Something you need wisdom to face? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read the other accounts of this event in Acts 22:6-11, 26:9-18 and Gala=ans 1:11-24. 

9:2 Chris=an faith has spread to Damascus, a Gen=le city, before the conversion of Saul. It is referred 
to as “the Way” (19:9, 23; 24:14, 22). What are the posi=ves of that =tle for Chris=an faith? 

9:3 Quite o]en when God appears in scripture there is light (Gen 15:12-21; Ex 19:16-18). 

9:5 The term “Lord” does not indicate divinity but is a respecXul way of addressing a superior. 

9:6 Jesus literally iden=fies with the believers who are being persecuted. 

9:7 Compare this account about his companions hearing God’s voice to Acts 22:9. Remember the 
early Church is not stupid. They know these accounts do not line up. What might be the reason they 
report both accounts? 

9:8 In what way is Saul’s physical blindness an appropriate predicament? Is this a punishment or 
kindness from God for him? What does Saul learn by being led by the hand into the city? 

9:15 Saul’s ministry to the Gen=les will be the focus for the remainder of Acts. He will indeed appear 
before Gen=les (17:22-34), a king (26:1-29), and Jews (13:2-5). 

9:16 No=ce that God’s calling on Saul comes with the assump=on of suffering. Do you equate a calling 
by God with suffering? With honor? Protec=on? Purpose? 

9:17 In spite of his fears about Saul, Ananias calls him “brother.” What does that tell us about 
Ananias? 

9:18 Saul is bap=zed immediately, without any instruc=on on theology because bap=sm is a sign of 
inclusion in the New Covenant community, not understanding. The learning comes later. 

9:22 Luke does not men=on Saul’s trip to Arabia (Gal 1:17). Either he does not know of the trip or it 
does not advance his story to men=on it. 

——— 
Lesson #5                     Church 

For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salva6on to everyone who has faith, to 
the Jew first and also to the Greek. - Romans 1:16 (NRSV) 
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Devo7on: Read Acts 10:1-48. God leads Peter (Jewish Chris=an) to Cornelius (God-fearing Gen=le). 
Peter is so moved by the Spirit’s outpouring on the Gen=les that he bap=zes them! This fulfills God’s 
word to Abraham, “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen 12:3). Where the 
Hebrew Covenant is limited to the Jews, the New Covenant welcomes all. Peter’s reserva=ons about 
serng aside the Law are overcome by the living presence of the Holy Spirit. The acceptance of 
Gen=les opens the Church’s doors to the world. What role did each of the following play in Peter’s 
acceptance of Gen=les: scripture, tradi=on, reason, and experience? What is the danger of eleva=ng 
one of these sources of God’s desires above the others? 

Read Romans 9:30-10:13. Paul and early Church leaders are Jewish! He is not saying that individual 
Jews cannot follow Jesus. Paul is explaining why the Jewish religion as a whole, gi]ed with the Law 
and a long history with Yahweh, does not recognize God’s Messiah. The reason is its inability to place 
faith over works (10:32) and refusal to submit to Jesus as Sovereign. God does not ask if we are Jew 
or Greek; God asks if we are following where the Spirit leads. What are the implica=ons of saying a 
history with God does not always mean we are open to God’s Spirit now? 

Personal Worship Op7on: What individuals or groups did your family teach you to avoid? Do you s=ll 
struggle with welcoming them today? How would you feel if you discovered someone rejected you 
because you were part of a group they were taught to hate? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
10:1 Centurions are Roman ci=zens who command one hundred soldiers. “Devout” (10:2) means he 
is a Gen=le who worships God but is not a convert to Judaism. 

10:12 Rep=les and birds are considered unclean for an orthodox Jew (Lev 11).   

10:14 Peter’s immediate rejec=on of the no=on of ea=ng foods deemed unclean demonstrates his 
faithfulness as well as his assump=on of the Law as founda=onal for the early Church. 

10:16 The repe==on of the vision indicates the level of Peter’s resistance. How difficult would it be for 
a Jew to believe God is serng aside the Law? What is an equivalent for Chris=ans today? What does 
it communicate to us about the permanence of our religious rituals and expecta=ons? 

10:26 Peter applies the lessons from the vision of the sheet to how he deals with the Gen=le 
community. 

10:34 This is Peter’s last great speech in Acts. The focus shi]s to the Gen=le mission. 

10:35 “Acceptable” describes God’s willingness to receive a sacrifice or a faithful life (Rom 2:11). 

10:36 How has the phrase “Jesus Christ, who is Savior of all” suddenly changed in Peter’s mind? 

10:38 Peter’s descrip=on of Jesus assumes the presence of the Holy Spirit as a sign of God’s calling—
an important idea on which he will draw when the Spirit pours out on the Gen=les. On what aspects 
of Jesus’ life does Peter focus? What does he not men=on? What is most important in the early 
Church’s understanding of Jesus’ ministry? 
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10:44 The descrip=ons of the Spirit’s outpouring reminds the reader of Acts 2:1-4. The implica=on is 
that this moment is like Pentecost for the Gen=le world. 

10:47 Experience of the Holy Spirit leads the leader of the Church to welcome a group of people who 
have been excluded by God’s word in the Hebrew Covenant. 

——— 
Lesson #6           Church 

Recognizing the grace that had been given to me, James, Peter and John—these leaders, these pillars
—shook hands with Barnabas and me as a sign of partnership: we were to go to the Gen=les and they 
to the Jews. - Gala=ans 2:9 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Acts 13:13-52. The Church has a sad rela=onship with its Jewish heritage. Passages 
such as this one are not a commentary on the lack of faith of individual Jews. Many Chris=ans forget 
every early Church leader is Jewish—even Paul and Barnabas! Rather, we are to reflect on how 
leaders of every ins=tu=on, including the modern Church, resist changes that challenge their 
tradi=on, power, or authority. Sadly, the first goal of every ins=tu=on is self-preserva=on. That is why 
it ma,ers that Chris=ans understand the Church is the Body of Christ. Jesus’ body is broken and 
sacrificed for others—the opposite of self-preserva=on. Jesus teaches that whoever loses their life 
will save it (Mk 8:35). The same is true for the Church. Any denomina=on or local congrega=on 
placing its preserva=on ahead of God’s desires is already spiritually dead. What does self-preserva=on 
look like in churches? How can church leaders prevent that focus from being a driving force? How do 
we do prevent it in our personal spiritual lives? 

Read 1 Corinthians 1:10-31. Everyone needs God. Jews and Gen=les both have stumbling blocks. 
What stumbling blocks do the following groups currently have regarding following Jesus: Jews, 
Buddhists, Muslims, Conserva=ves, Progressives, young adults, old people, church professionals, 
agnos=cs, upper/middle/lower classes, people raised in Church? 

Personal Worship Op7on: What are the best, most Christ-like ministries occurring in your local 
congrega=on? Write an email, note, or social media post which celebrates that ministry and thanks 
the leaders who guide them. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
13:14 Paul and his companions a,end synagogue when they enter a new town (13:5). 

13:15 Jewish synagogue leaders are s=ll open to hearing the gospel. Aware of his context, Paul begins 
with the story of the Exodus and moves quickly to King David. The “seven na=ons” (13:19) refers to 
the na=ons listed in Deuteronomy 7:1. 

13:26 Compare Paul’s basic teaching about Jesus to Peter’s in Acts 10:34-43. 

13:32 Paul interprets Jesus’ resurrec=on as the fulfillment of God’s promise to Israel. He quotes the 
Jewish Scripture to undergird this claim (Ps 2:7, Is 55:3, Ps 16:10, and Hab 1:5). 
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13:38 The heart of Paul’s message is that forgiveness of sins is available to all who believe in Jesus. 
Complete jus=fica=on, which comes through Christ, fulfills the promise of forgiveness to which the 
Law pointed but was unable to accomplish through its incomplete sacrifices. 

13:44 “Almost the whole city” suggests Gen=les have joined the synagogue’s Jews in wan=ng to hear 
Paul’s teaching. The Jewish leaders most likely feel their iden=ty is threatened by the number of 
Gen=les drawn to the new teaching. They are being asked to accept that Jesus is the Messiah and Son 
of God, as well as to set aside the Hebrew Covenant way of life in favor of a covenant where Jews and 
Gen=les worship together. That would be very difficult for anyone in their posi=on!  

13:47 They quote Isaiah 49:6 to jus=fy their ministry to the Gen=les. 

13:50 The growth of the Gen=le mission and persecu=on which follows their inclusion foreshadows 
the difficul=es the Church will face in the following chapters.   

——— 
Lesson #7           Church 

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that 
counts is faith working through love. - Gala=ans 5:6 (NRSV) 

Devo7on: Read Acts 15:1-21. Controversy is nothing new for the Church. Decisions and doctrines are 
almost always created in response to disagreements among faithful people. The Council of Jerusalem 
gathers for the early church’s first major theological controversy. Should we make Gen=le converts to 
Chris=an faith be circumcised? Circumcision is a sign of inclusion in God’s Covenant with Abraham. In 
other words, do people need to convert to Judaism before they can then accept Jesus, who is the 
Jewish Messiah? Is the Chris=an religion an extension of Judaism or a faith dis=nct from its Jewish 
roots? These ques=ons cause significant turmoil. A]er various leaders give their opinions, James, the 
brother of Jesus and Bishop of Jerusalem, makes the final decision. Gen=les are not required to be 
circumcised. How should theological ques=ons be solved? How does belief in ordina=on and the 
Spirit inform our answer? 

Read James 2:1-13. What are the unspoken expecta=ons of people who a,end your local 
congrega=on? We may welcome Gen=le and Jew but do we accept the poor? James gives us insight 
into some of the other issues of acceptance occurring in the early Church. If James were wri=ng to 
the modern Church, what group would he challenge us to accept? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for the Church’s ministry in the world. Spend =me reflec=ng on how 
God can use you as a witness to God’s love for everyone. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Gala=ans 2:1-10 to read Paul’s account of this or a similar mee=ng. 

15:4 Two sets of leaders are named: apostles (the twelve) and elders (set apart as leaders).   
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15:5 Believers trained as Pharisees struggle the most with the ques=on of how to relate to the Law. 
This might explain the source of division between Aramaic-speaking followers based in Jerusalem and 
Greek-speaking believers from outside Pales=ne (Acts 6:1-6). 

15:8 Peter clearly defines his experience with the Holy Spirit’s descent upon Gen=les as like a second 
Pentecost (Acts 10:44-48). 

15:9 Peter describes the gi] of the Holy Spirit as God purifying the heart by faith. 

15:12 Although Paul’s le,ers give the impression he is a powerful leader in the early Church, he and 
Barnabas play a primarily passive role in the Council. How might this passage help us be,er 
understand how to read Paul’s le,ers? 

15:13 Since the Council is gathered in Jerusalem where he has episcopal oversight, James renders the 
final decision. Even Peter appears to be under his authority (Acts 12:17). If there is a division 
theologically between the Jerusalem Church and others, his decision represents a move away from 
those who are “from Judea” (15:1) and argue for Gen=les to be circumcised. 

15:16 James quotes Amos 9:11-12 from the Septuagint (the Greek version of Hebrew Scriptures 
commonly used in that day). Compare this with the biblical text in your Bible. 

15:20 James decides Gen=les should abstain from ac=ons which suggest approval of idolatry. 
“Fornica=on” refers to par=cipa=on in pagan temple pros=tu=on rituals. The food restric=ons are also 
connected to food prepared for pagan rituals. 

15:21 James believes these are commonly known expecta=ons and will not be a new teaching or 
great burden on Gen=le believers. 
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Week 37 - Spiritual Girs 

Lesson #1                     Spiritual Girs 

Nowhere in Scripture do we have the slightest hint that God’s people are to volunteer. Rather, the 
Scriptures indicate that the use of our gi]s should be considered a joyful responsibility. – Cur=s 
Thomas 

This week we examine the New Testament belief that Chris=ans are individually endowed by the Holy 
Spirit with a set of gi]s which are to be used collec=vely to con=nue the ministry of Jesus. 

Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 1:1-9. Paul writes to the Church at Corinth, not to a par=cular 
individual. It is in that light we read his bold statement “you are not lacking in any spiritual gi]” (1:7). 
That may be hard to believe for faithful people who see pain and crisis in the world. Chris=ans o]en 
feel overwhelmed by their calling to live out the reign of God. Yet, here Paul assures the Church at 
Corinth they have all the God-given gi]s they need. Instead of focusing on weaknesses, followers of 
Jesus must discipline themselves to trust in the strength of God’s presence and the gi]s God provides 
the community. Through God, the Church has all it needs to be faithful to its calling. You personally 
may not have every gi] necessary to address a situa=on, but your brothers and sisters in Christ have 
what you lack. Likewise, not every congrega=on can accomplish every ministry. What does your local 
church do well? What are great ministries which other local congrega=ons in your area perform well? 
How does our individualis=c culture make accessing and celebra=ng one another’s gi]s difficult? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Pray for the ministries in which you are most involved. Then spend =me 
praying for one of the ministries of your congrega=on in which you are not involved. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1:1 Paul emphasizes his call by Jesus to apostleship since some in the Corinthian church oppose his 
ministry (9:1-23). 

1:5 While the Corinthian Church has been blessed “in speech and knowledge of every kind,” Paul will 
write about their struggle to trust eloquent speakers and human wisdom (1 Cor 1:17-2:16). The 
reference to different kinds of speech may refer to having a full range of charisma=c gi]s which are 
=ed to speech, such as wisdom, knowledge, tongues, interpreta=on of tongues, and teaching. 

1:7 “As you wait for the revela=on of our Savior Jesus Christ” refers to Jesus’ second coming and his 
judgment of humanity. The church has what it needs to be faithful un=l that day arrives. 

1:8 Paul likes to use the term “blameless” to describe faithful people (Col 2:22; Tim 1:6-7). That 
blameless state is based on God’s faithfulness (1:9) rather than a sinless character. The next few 
chapters of his le,er deals with their struggle to be the people God is calling them to be. What is the 
difference in a church demanding sinless behavior and teaching its members to rely on God’s mercy? 
What are the tempta=ons in each situa=on? 
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Lesson #2                     Spiritual Girs 

I would like to achieve a state of inner spiritual grace from which I could func=on and give as I was 
meant to in the eye of God. - Anne Morrow Lindbergh 

Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 2:1-16. Paul’s final words in this passage, “but we have the mind of 
Christ,” (2:16) is a good place to begin to understand his thoughts. Chris=ans are different from those 
who have “the spirit of the world” because God’s Spirit empowers and guides those who are serving 
Jesus as Ruler. Those in the world who rely on human wisdom cannot discern the higher wisdom of 
God or the spiritual reali=es of a life of faith. Of course, Paul assumes that followers of Jesus have an 
ac=ve spiritual life. Simply calling ourselves “Chris=an” does not make us wise or discerning. We must 
spend =me in prayer and medita=on. We must allow the Spirit to guide our decisions through the 
spiritual prac=ces of worship, service, and study. We have the mind of Christ when we allow God to 
lead us. If we do not pursue such a life, we sacrifice the gi] of God’s wisdom and the Spirit’s 
guidance. What person in the world do you know best? How much =me have you invested in that 
rela=onship? How much =me have you invested in your connec=on with the Holy Spirit? Do your 
=mes of prayer include any form of listening? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Zephaniah 3:14-20. Be aware of God’s presence with you right now. 
Spend =me in prayer, a,emp=ng to focus on God rather than yourself. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
2:1 Instead of “the mystery of God,” some transla=ons use the phrase “the tes=mony about God.” 
How does this change the message of the verse? 

2:3 Paul may be referring to the problems he experienced while in Corinth (Acts 18:5-17). 

2:5 What is the danger for Chris=ans in listening to eloquent teachers? If we know eloquence does 
not equal wisdom or sincerity, how do discern who is trustworthy and wise? 

2:6 Paul is comparing the wisdom of those who have only their own natural facul=es of knowledge 
(Greek “psychikoi,” meaning “material ones”) and those in whom the Spirit dwells (Greek, 
“pneuma=koi,” meaning “spiritual ones”). 

2:8 The sugges=on is that Christ is the Wisdom of God or reveals the wisdom of God. Godly wisdom is 
not something we achieve on our own but comes by opening ourselves to the Spirit’s guidance. 

2:9 “As it is wri,en” usually means the Hebrew Bible is quoted. Here, no specific scriptural passage is 
cited. Early Church Fathers think he is quo=ng a text en=tled “Apocalypse of Elijah.” 

2:11 The wise of the world cannot grasp the wisdom of God because only the Spirit comprehends 
God’s mysteries. Only those led by the Spirit allow faith to guide them. 

2:12 Compare this passage to Romans 8:15-17. 

© 2021 Mark Flynn Page 313

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+2%25253A1-16&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Zephaniah+3%25253A14-20&version=NIV


The Bible For Critical Thinkers
2:13 Paul sums up why conversa=ons about faith are difficult with someone who is not asking 
spiritual ques=ons. To those driven by the wisdom and concerns of the world, the words of a spiritual 
person sound hollow and eccentric. Chris=ans must fight the tempta=on to believe that if we share 
more of our experiences, people will be drawn to spiritual contempla=on. Only those asking spiritual 
ques=ons are open to spiritual answers. When have you experienced a Chris=an giving you “answers” 
to ques=ons you are not asking? How does it make you feel? 

2:16 Paul quotes Isaiah 40:13. The same Spirit who understands the deep things of God is available to 
guide those who are open to being led. 

——— 
Lesson #3                     Spiritual Girs 

In despising the gi]s, we insult the Giver. - John Calvin 

Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 25:14-30. Jesus once again tells a parable with less than “holy” characters 
(Lk 16:1-13; 18:1-8). The master provides gold, expec=ng it to be invested. This parable seems to ask 
the ques=on, “what are we doing with what we have been given?” What message is the servant who 
does nothing with the gold communica=ng to his master? Which is a greater problem for followers of 
Jesus today: trying and failing or not trying? What gi]s has God given your local congrega=on? What 
expecta=ons does God have for those who follow Jesus? What gi]s have you been given? What will 
you need to report when you give an accoun=ng for how you invested your gi]s? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read James 4:13-17. Given the great needs of the world, it is easy for 
Chris=ans to see all the things we have not accomplished. Do not be so overwhelmed by guilt that 
you ignore the more specific reflec=on for which James’ words call. What are gi]s you have been 
given that you have not used? What are specific callings God has laid on your heart or mind that you 
have set aside? Spend =me in prayer asking God to forgive and show you a step to take next. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Read Ma,hew 24:45-25:13. The two preceding parables build toward our devo=onal reading. No=ce 
the similari=es between the characters and the warning provided. 

25:21 The reward for faithfulness is greater responsibility and becoming more in=mately connected 
to the master. What lessons might a Chris=an see in this por=on of the parable regarding Chris=an 
faith? 

25:24 The descrip=ons of the master by the third servant make it clear this parable is not a simple 
analogy describing humanity and God. Rather, just as the “wicked, lazy” servant should have taken 
the expecta=ons and character of his master into account, so should Chris=ans. How would you 
describe God as a gi] giver? What are God’s expecta=ons for the use of gi]s? If God is not your 
current master, how would you describe the master you are serving now? 

25:25 Fear drives this servant to inac=on. What are common reasons Chris=ans give for not inves=ng 
their gi]s? What is your favorite excuse for purng something off? Is there always a connec=on 
between failure to use our gi]s and sin? 
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25:29 Compare this to Ma,hew 13:10-17. If faith grows with use, and responsibility grows with faith, 
is there ever a =me Chris=ans feel comfortable? What is the difference between comfort and 
sa=sfac=on? 

25:30 “Weeping and gnashing of teeth” is a common phrase in Ma,hew (8:12, 13:42, 24:51). What 
might this punishment suggest to listeners about sins of omission (a sin which is the result of not 
doing something we are called to do)? How does the modern Church view sins of omission compared 
to sins of commission? 

——— 
Lesson #4                     Spiritual Girs 

A spiritual gi] is a special a,ribute given by the Holy Spirit to every member of the Body of Christ 
according to God’s grace for use within the context of the Body. - Peter Wagner 

Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 12:4-31. Paul uses a simple but effec=ve analogy to teach the Church 
about spiritual gi]s. Just as a physical body func=ons by a variety of parts working together toward a 
common goal, the Church is filled with individuals with gi]s and God desires those gi]s to be used in 
concert. Spiritual gi]s are given by God to be used to further the ministry of God’s people. nowhere 
in scripture does Paul make a complete list of spiritual gi]s, but here we see some that come to his 
mind as he writes: wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, discernment, speaking in 
tongues, and interpreta=on of tongues. Every Chris7an has spiritual girs. Like a muscle which grows 
stronger with use, the more we use our gi]s, the more we learn how to use them effec=vely to aid 
the body. If you do not know what your spiritual gi]s are, there are several inventories you can take 
to discover them. What lessons does Paul’s “Church as a body” analogy teach us? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-3. Chris=ans must allow love to be the driving 
force of how they use their spiritual gi]s. It is not enough to be wise, prophe=c, or generous. Spend 
=me assessing what mo=va=ons have been driving you lately. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
12:4 No=ce Paul uses the Trinitarian names “Spirit,” “Sovereign,” and “God” in these verses to make 
his point: all spiritual gi]s and ac=vi=es emerge from the same source. 

12:7 Once again, the message to the Church is that spiritual gi]s are given not for the personal 
sa=sfac=on of the individual recipient but for the common good. How should this affect Chris=an 
thinking about spiritual gi]s? 

12:8 Knowledge is different from wisdom. Knowledge refers to God-given ability to possess and 
access facts, whether doctrine, scripture, or worldly informa=on. Wisdom is the spiritual gi] of 
knowing when to act and how to act on informa=on. 

12:9 “Faith” refers not to belief in Jesus as Sovereign but the ability to maintain that belief and 
obedience to Jesus’ vision for life in difficult circumstances. 
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12:10 “Prophecy” is the spiritual gi] of knowing what God desires us to do in the current 
circumstance. “Discernment of spirits” refers to the ability to spiritually discern if a person is driven 
by good or evil inten=ons. “Various kinds of tongues” and “interpreta=on of tongues” is a reference 
to speaking in an unknown spiritual language or ecsta=c u,erance. The gi] of tongues and 
interpreta=on is an issue in the church (14:1-25). 

12:13 One of the most powerful implica=ons of this metaphor is how people from very different 
backgrounds and world-views are bap=zed into the one Body of Christ. While modern Chris=ans think 
of Jew/Gen=le and slave/free labels as mere designa=ons, the early Church sees these as radically 
different approaches to life, value, and viewpoints. 

12:15 Given Paul’s words, is it possible to be a Chris=an that does not par=cipate in communal 
worship? Is it possible to be a Chris=an who does not connect somehow with other believers? 

12:29 This second lis=ng of spiritual gi]s also includes apostleship (carrying the gospel into new 
cultures), teaching, helping, guidance (translated by others as leadership or administra=on). 

——— 
Lesson #5                     Spiritual Girs 

This much I have learned: human beings come with very different sets of wiring, different interests, 
different temperaments, different learning styles, different gi]s, different tempta=ons. These 
differences are tremendously important in the spiritual forma=on of human beings. - John Ortberg 

Devo7on: Read Romans 12:3-8. Every spiritual gi] ma,ers if the Church is to be a fully func=oning 
Body of Christ. Chris=ans are tempted to elevate some spiritual gi]s over others. As Paul indicates, a 
few think too highly of their own gi]s. Others view their gi]s as less valuable because, ironically, their 
abili=es come easily to them. Those gi]ed in teaching or hospitality may believe anyone can work 
with students or make others feel comfortable. Of course, that is not true! Prophecy and speaking in 
tongues are no more or less essen=al than encouragement and mercy. What would a church filled 
with people speaking in tongues but no mercy look like? What spiritual gi]s impress you? What gi]s 
do not sound very impressive? What would a church look like if nobody served, taught, or were 
helpful? How does eleva=ng some gi]s over others lead to trouble?  

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Corinthians 12:1-10. There are different opinions on what Paul’s 
“thorn in the flesh” means: a physical handicap, like stu,ering or epilepsy; a spiritual a,ack; or an 
emo=onal disability such as depression. Whatever it is, we are reminded of a great many things from 
this passage. Everyone has issues. Some are hidden and some are visible, but everyone has problems. 
Our “thorns” can help us from being filled with pride. Each person must learn to rely on God’s 
strength. What are some of your “thorns?” What lessons have you learned from them? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
12:3 Humility is based on honest self-reflec=on. While the world judges and assigns value to people 
based on income, status, heritage, posi=on, etc., God supplies each person gi]s which must be 
u=lized if we are to achieve wholeness. What measurements of value were you taught to use when 
you were young? What were you taught makes someone valuable? 
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Faith is a gi] God distributes to each of us (1 Cor 12:9). Does faith come easily to you? What 
challenges your faith? What causes you to doubt God’s love or presence? How might you have to lean 
on someone with a greater measure of the gi] of faith than you have (Rom 14:1)? 

12:5 How is the modern Church doing at living out the ideal of every member belonging to all the 
others? 

12:6 Each of these gi]s must be used in conjunc=on with the degree of faith the person has. The one 
gi]ed with prophecy cannot simply give u,erance to every thought or idea as if it is a word from God. 
Faith is the catalyst that must be mixed with each gi] so that we always seek God’s desires rather 
than our own. 
  

——— 
Lesson #6                     Spiritual Girs 

God loves us as we are...not as we ought to be, because we are never going to be as we ought to be. 
 - Brennan Manning 

Devo7on: Read Ephesians 4:1-16. Here again Paul stresses the importance of all people in a church 
using their spiritual gi]s and working together. In this case he focuses on various roles found in the 
Body of Christ: apostles, prophets, evangelists, etc. While different, each role is to equip and support 
the larger ministries of the Church and individuals can spiritually mature. Sadly, some Chris=ans think 
of faith as primarily a personal experience. When we think of rela=onship with God as something 
experienced in isola=on, we miss the suppor=ve rela=onships for which we individually long. We 
desire real community. We hunger for purpose. We may celebrate independence and self-sufficiency, 
but we desire to love and be loved. When we find our place in the Body of Christ and use the spiritual 
gi]s our Creator has given us in concert with brothers and sisters, we discover the fellowship, 
meaning, and love we crave. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13. Chris=ans face many tempta=ons: idleness, 
gossip, laziness, etc. We also get paralyzed by circumstances that are overwhelming. Are you more 
likely to struggle with laziness or paralysis? How does each of these tempta=ons affect the Body of 
Christ? Take a deep breathe. Pray. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
The first three chapters of the le,er primarily cover theological topics, while chapters 4-6 present a 
series of ethical impera=ves on how to live as a Chris=an. 

4:1 A life worthy of Christ is described in terms of humility, gentleness, pa=ence, and love. 

4:3 As with our last two days of readings, the topic of spiritual gi]s is =ed to Chris=an unity. There are 
seven aspects of unity listed: body (one external visible community), Spirit (one internal invisible 
source), hope (one common vision), Sovereign (Jesus), faith (one set of beliefs), bap=sm (one 
ini=a=on rite), and God (we are all children of Yahweh). 
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4:7 Unity is not the same as uniformity. Christ appor=ons grace to each person in a unique way. What 
are signs a Church has moved from healthy unity to unhealthy uniformity? 

4:8 Psalm 68:18 is quoted. Read the whole of Psalm 68. Does the context of the Psalm seem to fit the 
point make in Ephesians? Rabbis tradi=onally taught these words applied to Moses in regard to 
ascending Mt. Sinai to receive the Law. In the following verses, Paul offers reasons why it should 
righXully apply to Jesus. 

4:9 “Descended into the lower parts of the earth” most likely refers to Jesus’ incarna=on, but many 
feel it also references Jesus’ descent to hell to preach to the dead (1 Pet 3:18-22). 

4:12 The offices of the Church (apostles, prophets, etc.) are established in order to equip individuals 
in the Body of Christ to serve. 

4:13 Unity and knowledge of the Son of God are signs of full maturity in Christ. 

4:14 The goal of unity, maturity, and knowledge is stated nega=vely. Immaturity is defined as unstable 
and easily manipulated. 

4:15 The Body of Christ must not forget that Jesus is the head, and love is the mo=va=on which drives 
how we speak truth. Chris=ans cannot use the truth as a weapon against people. Maturity is 
measured not in how large or influen=al we become, individually or communally, but by how closely 
our ac=ons are aligned with Christ’s love.   

——— 
Lesson #7                     Spiritual Girs 

I didn’t go to religion to make me happy. I always knew a bo,le of port would do that. If you want a 
religion to make you feel really comfortable, I certainly don’t recommend Chris=anity. - C. S. Lewis 

Devo7on: Read Ma,hew 7:15-20 and Luke 13:6-9. Some=mes we focus so much on Jesus’ 
compassion for people that we forget he loves us too much to leave us in an unhealthy place. God 
has given each of us spiritual gi]s and opportuni=es to use them. As we have seen in this week’s 
readings, those gi]s are not provided merely for our benefit. They are gi]s intended to be used in 
conjunc=on with our brothers and sisters in Christ. When we fail to use our gi]s, we hurt ourselves 
and diminish what the Body of Christ can accomplish. Imagine a human body where a quarter of its 
members are not func=oning! Take seriously your calling to discover and use your gi]s for the 
purposes God desires. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 100, spending =me contempla=ng the imagery used. Which 
image connects most with you? Spend =me in prayer.   

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Mt 7:15 Compare this passage to Ezekiel 34, Luke 6:43-45, and Ma,hew 3:10. 
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Scholars believe these words might refer to the early church’s encounter with zealots inci=ng revolt 
against Rome which leads to the first Jewish Roman War of 66 CE. 

The prophet’s appearance cannot be trusted. How long does it take for you to get to know someone 
well enough to discover their true nature? 

7:16 “Fruit” is most likely not defined specifically here, as it is in Gala=ans 5:22-23, but refers to a 
person’s general lifestyle and rela=onships. What process should a Church use to determine if 
someone is trustworthy enough to serve in a leadership role? In ordained ministry? 

7:17 What spiritual quali=es does a congrega=on need to dis=nguish the difference between a false 
prophet and a real prophet who calls us to something painful we do not want to hear? Is disagreeing 
with the message presented the same as witnessing bad fruit? 

Lk 13:6 Compare this parable to Ma,hew 21:18-22. 

The owner of the fig tree assumes fruit produc=on. Can someone be a follower of Jesus and not be 
obedient to his teaching? 

13:7 How might our understanding of this parable shi] by remembering Jesus’ ministry lasted three 
years? How can we tell if a church is fruiXul? Is there a rela=onship between the number of members 
and fruiXulness? 

14:8 What kind of care and feeding does the Church need to make it more fruiXul? 

14:9 How does knowing you will die one day influence your approach to fruiXulness? Do people 
grower more faithful as they age or is age irrelevant? The message of the parable is that there is s=ll 
=me for us to repent. Spend =me today pondering the fruiXulness of your life and whether you are 
focused on what God wants you to be focused. 
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Week 38 - Spirituality 

Lesson #1              Spirituality 

Worship is a way of seeing the world in the light of God. - Abraham Joshua Heschel 

“Spirituality” concerns how we encounter and respond to God. However, most people use the word 
to refer to our efforts to draw near to God. While doing our best is important, encounters with God 
are not limited to our achievements. We may not be interested in faith at all and unexpectedly 
discover God in the midst of our lives. Our Creator is not a neutral party, wai=ng on us to act. The 
living God is not a pet longing to be called when we show interest. No process or effort guarantees an 
in=mate encounter with God. Spirituality is built on humility. We do not control or manipulate God. If 
we have our own agenda rather than seeking God’s desires, any encounters we have with God will be 
uncomfortable at best. Spirituality is the act of offering ourselves to God, our best and worst, and 
wai=ng upon the Spirit to move in and through us. This week we focus on three prac=ces for 
encountering God: worship, study, and prayer. Then we examine four spirituality spectrums: 1) 
ac=vity and reflec=on; 2) service to others and awareness of God; 3) knowledge and devo=on; and 4) 
discipline and openness to the Spirit. 

Devo7on: Worship is the act of honoring someone by offering reverence, extravagant love, and 
submission. Scripture teaches only God deserves our worship. So, Chris=an worship is the lifestyle/
ac=on of honoring our Creator who has been revealed in the Trinity. 

Read Psalm 150 and Hebrews 12:28-29. Worship is a fascina=ng mix of awe, love, respect, 
celebra=on, thanksgiving, and fear. God is not tame, and we are wise not to forget divine power and 
expecta=ons. Since God meets us where we are, worship takes many forms: from walking quietly in 
the woods to singing loud praise with thousands, and everything in between. Worship occurs when 
we authen=cally respond to God’s presence. That need for authen=city means in a worship service 
where hundreds are present, one person may need to confess sin, another dance, a third sit quietly 
listening for the Spirit to speak, and so on. What might prevent people from coming authen=cally 
before God in a communal worship service? Why might the same person experience different 
“moods” in the same worship service? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 111. Spend =me in prayer giving thanks on the gi]s God has 
given you (life, breath, rela=onships, intelligence, health, wisdom, opportuni=es, etc.). 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Ps 150:1 God is praised in both the heavenly temple (“sanctuary”) and crea=on (“mighty heavens”). 
Our worship joins the praise occurring in heaven (Rev 4:8-5:10). When you sing in a worship service, 
do you focus on singing to God or the people around you? 

150:2 Both God’s ac=ons and character are praised. Do we praise one more than the other in worship 
services? Why is it important to honor both God’s ac=on and character? 

150:3 Humanity employs all its musical instruments to praise God. Is there any musical instrument 
that is inappropriate for worship? Are there be,er or worse instruments for worship? 
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150:6 All crea=on that breathes, human and animal, are called to give praise. 

Heb 12:28 “An unshakable kindom” refers to the previous verses where the writer looks ahead to the 
end of =me when God judges the world (Hag 2:6-7; Joel 3:16). While the crea=on will be “shaken,” 
the kindom of God and those living in it will be secure. 

12:29 Compare this verse to Genesis 15:12-21; Exodus 23:1-6, 13:17-22; Deuteronomy 4:24, 9:3; 
Isaiah 30:27-30; and Acts 2:1-4. In what way is fire posi=ve in our lives? Essen=al for life? Powerful? 
Deadly? Frightening? What is being communicated about God through this symbol? 

——— 
Lesson #2              Spirituality 

Be true to yourself, help others, make each day your masterpiece, make friendship a fine art, drink 
deeply from good books - especially the Bible, build a shelter against a rainy day, give thanks for your 
blessings and pray for guidance every day. - John Wooden   

Devo7on: Read 2 Timothy 3:14-17. While reading the Bible is the most essen=al form of study for 
Chris=ans, reflec=ng on other wri=ngs is also very important. Whether we are aware of it or not, how 
we read the Bible and interpret its meaning for our lives is always influenced by someone else’s 
theology. Those who teach scripture view it from a certain theological perspec=ve—through the 
par=cular “lens” which they were taught. Those who read the Bible with no instruc=on are looking 
through the lens of their own educa=on and culture. It is important that we recognize our own lens 
and study other ways to interpret scripture. The devo=onal, philosophical, and theological wri=ngs of 
intelligent, faithful people enable us to appreciate two thousand years of wisdom produced by the 
followers of Jesus. Many disciples have come before us. Beware of anyone who will not examine their 
theology or interpreta=on of scripture in light of Chris=an tradi=on and orthodox scholarship. Their 
fear of cri=cal thought is a strong indica=on of a weak or false teaching. Who influenced how you 
read the Bible? Whose theology influenced them? Do you study how other denomina=ons interpret 
passages or discuss the Bible with people from a wide variety of Church backgrounds? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Hebrews 4:12-13. Given this passage, what would enhance your 
study of scripture? What do you want to have happen when you read the Bible? Do you pray before 
you read scripture? What would be a good prayer for you to pray before you read? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:14 Read 1 Timothy 4:11-16 and 2 Timothy 1:3-7. Timothy has been instructed by family, the council 
of elders, and Paul. What is the danger in people reading scripture without instruc=on? 

3:15 “Sacred wri=ngs” refers to the Greek transla=on of Jewish Scriptures, called the Septuagint. 
Throughout this passage Paul is talking about reading the Hebrew Bible, not the New Testament. 
What do his words teach us about his view of the Jewish Scriptures? Should Chris=ans honor and 
read from the New Testament more than Hebrew Scripture? 

Paul teaches scripture is useful in guiding us toward “salva=on through faith in Christ Jesus.” Do you 
experience the teachings of the Jewish Bible this way? If we believe what Paul says, how should the 
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Church change its approach toward Jewish Scripture? If Paul is referring to the Hebrew Bible, is it 
presumptuous of the Church to apply these words to the New Testament?  

3:16 “Inspired” can also be translated “God-breathed. What is the difference between saying 
“scripture is inspired” (what Paul says) and “those who wrote scripture were inspired?” The passage 
assumes a servant of God must allow the Spirit (God’s “breath”) to work through the words of 
scripture to teach, rebuke, correct, and train them in righteousness. Scripture does not magically 
accomplish these things whenever we read it. What is the difference between reading scripture every 
day out of habit and reading with the goal of seeking a word from God? What enables us to have the 
la,er experience? 

3:17 Just as it leads us to salva=on (3:15), scripture equips us for good works. Is it possible to read the 
Bible and not be changed? Does performing good works for others enable us to be,er hear what God 
is communica=ng to us in scripture? 

——— 
Lesson #3              Spirituality 

To be a Chris=an without prayer is no more possible than being alive without breathing. - Mar=n 
Luther 

Devo7on: Read Psalm 145:13b-21 and 1 Timothy 2:1-6. Prayer is any communica=on we offer to God, 
verbal or nonverbal, wri,en or oral. There are dozens of methods and styles of prayer. Scripture 
writers assume prayer is an essen=al part of every believer’s life. There are so many biblical passages 
which refer to prayer or are prayers themselves that it is difficult to count them. As is true in all 
rela=onships, communica=on involves two par=es, each listening while the other speaks. Too o]en 
Chris=ans reduce prayer to our telling God what we want. In healthy prayer, we not only share our 
authen=c self with our Creator but we listen for what God is saying to us. We must train ourselves to 
listen to the Spirit from a variety of sources: an audible voice, scripture, the words of others, intui=ve 
awareness, opportuni=es that arise, etc. Certainly medita=on and contempla=on are powerful forms 
of prayer since they involve listening by opening our heart and mind to God’s presence and messages. 
How o]en do you listen for God?   

While it is important to be honest in prayer and say what is on our minds, the goal of prayer is not to 
convince God to do what we want. Rather, we should ask God to move us so we are in alignment with 
what God desires. We should always follow prayer requests with something like, "but in end, I believe 
you know more about what I need than I do. Help me to surrender my desires for my life (this 
situa=on, tragedy) to what you desire to accomplish in me” (Mt 26:36-39). Without this thought 
permea=ng our prayers, we are tempted to believe that if God is real or loving, then God will do what 
we desire. This assumes God is our servant instead of seeing ourselves as servants of God. What has 
to take place in your life to sincerely pray, "here I am God. What do you desire for me to do today? 
How can I serve you and embody the love of Jesus today?”   

Personal Worship Op7on: Pray the following, filling in the blanks: “Holy God, I thank you for… Please 
forgive me for… Strengthen me so I may serve you today. Help me to hear what you have to say to me 
now.”  Do whatever you must to listen for what God is saying to you. 
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Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1 Tim 2:1 Because God desires everyone to find salva=on (2:4), we are instructed to pray for all 
people. How should we pray for people with whom we disagree? Why is it inadequate to pray for 
people to change their minds and think the way we do? What should we pray when we are reluctant 
to pray for people with whom we disagree? 

If God desires to save all, why are not all people saved? What is the role of free will in salva=on? 

2:2 According to this verse, for whom should Chris=ans pray? How are we to pray for poli=cians, 
bosses, and leaders with whom we disagree? What is the difference between praying for na=onal 
leaders to keep your na=on powerful and praying that they will become more Christ-like (just, serving 
others, self-sacrificing, willing to die, prophe=c)? What would a “Christ-like” na=on look like?  

2:5 Paul quotes an early church confession of faith. Here again is the idea that Christ died for all 
people. Reflect on how this en=re passage can be used as a statement in favor of universalism, the 
idea that God will ul=mately restore all humanity and crea=on to right rela=onship with the Creator. 
  

——— 
Lesson #4              Spirituality 

Tremble, and stop your sinning; search your heart, alone and silent in your room. - Psalm 4:4 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read Philippians 4:8-9 and Colossians 3:15-17. Everyone is unique. There is not one right 
way to encounter God, no form of spirituality that fits everyone. Each of us must find the path that 
works best for us. For instance, some of us are introverts and others are extroverts. An introvert is 
energized by spending =me alone or with a few others, reflec=ng on ideas and thoughts. An extrovert 
is energized by spending =me ac=vely interac=ng with people and thinks best in conversa=on with 
others. All of us need some =me alone and some =me with others. Are you more introverted or 
extraverted? How much of each is necessary for you to be healthy and balanced?  

As you might guess, introverts and extraverts have different ways of encountering God. Introverts 
find silence and reflec=on to be good beginning points for becoming aware of the presence of God. 
Extraverts feel closer to God when they are engaged in conversa=on or physical ac=vity. Where do 
you fall in this balance? How much quiet and reflec=on =me do you need to be healthy? What 
happens when you do not get enough =me alone? How much ac=vity and =me with others do you 
need to feel balanced? What happens when you do not have enough =me with others? Do your 
current prac=ces of worship, study, and prayer reflect what you need? What parts of worship will an 
extravert love? What parts will an introvert love? 

Personal Worship Op7on: To grow spiritually, we not only need to find our comfort zone, but work to 
broaden it. If you are more of an extravert, spend a few minutes alone in prayer—a,empt to push a 
few minutes beyond where you are comfortable. If you are more of an introvert, spend =me today 
engaging someone in conversa=on with whom you might not normally interact—a,empt to push a 
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few minutes beyond your comfort zone. Following these experiences, reflect on what happened and 
how you might need to grow through such moments. Some=mes followers of Jesus endure 
discomfort to grow or care for others. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Phil 4:8 The listed quali=es (true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing, commendable, excellent, 
praiseworthy) are virtues commonly discussed in the Greek philosophy. Paul does not change them.  

4:9 Paul encourages the Church to imitate him. Is this statement a sign of arrogance or authen=c 
humility? How can spiritually mature people teach without sounding arrogant? 

What is the difference in saying “the peace of God will be with you” and “the God of peace will be 
with you?” Which does Paul say? 

Col 3:15 Compare the use of “peace” here with Colossians 1:19-20. The peace God brings is more 
than a temporary reprieve from anxiety. It is a sign of the reign of God which impacts how we 
experience the crea=on and people. 

3:16 Do you think of hymns and songs as sources for teaching and admonishment? What do the 
songs we sing in worship accomplish most: praising God, teaching us about God, calling us to act in 
faith, or admonishing us for sin? What do our songs accomplish least? What has to happen within the 
heart of the singer and community for hymns and songs to accomplish any of these goals? What 
makes the singing of a hymn be,er or worse for praising God? 

3:17 What does it mean for you to do something “in the name of the Lord?” How difficult is it for you 
to do things with gra=tude and thanksgiving? 

——— 
Lesson #5              Spirituality 

Therefore prepare your minds for ac=on; discipline yourselves; set all your hope on the grace that 
Jesus Christ will bring you when he is revealed. - 1 Peter 1:13 (NRSV) 

Devo7on: Read Luke 6:32-38 and Psalm 131. Just as each of us must discover our unique balance of 
spending =me alone and with others, we need to balance the =me we spend in service to others with 
those moments we focus on God’s presence with us. Both performing acts of service and awareness 
of God are essen7al to grow in faith. Do not make the mistake of thinking this is the same balance 
we studied yesterday. Introverts need to serve others as much as they need to be aware of God. 
Introverts can savor =me alone and s=ll ignore God. They can also find ways to serve which honors 
their preference to limit interac=on with others. Extraverts need to serve others, not just enjoy their 
company. They can increase their awareness of God in their lives by contempla=ng the Spirit’s 
presence when they are with other people. Where do you fall in this balance? Which is more cri=cal 
for you at this point in your life: to spend more =me in service to others or more =me working to be 
aware of the presence of God? What do you have to overcome in your own life to be more balanced 
in service and awareness of God? How are both service and awareness of God acts of worship? How 
are they forms of prayer? 
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read Hebrews 13:15-16. What is an act of service you can offer to 
someone over the next twenty four hours? Pray about what God desires you to do, and then work to 
be aware of God’s presence as you perform whatever task you perform. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Lk 6:35 Christ calls us to perform ac=ons of love for all regardless of how we feel about them. We do 
not base our ac=ons on their behavior. When our love is condi=onal, we demonstrate that it does not 
emerge from our heart but is a response to the person standing before us. Real love arises from 
within us and is present regardless of the artude or ac=ons of others. God gives uncondi=onal love 
to us—a love which arises from within God’s iden=ty—rather than wai=ng on us to earn favor. When 
have you received condi=onal love? Uncondi=onal love? 

6:37 The degree of judgment, condemna=on, and forgiveness we offer to others will be the degree of 
judgment, condemna=on, and forgiveness we receive. Is this a form of condi=onal love? Or is God’s 
love unchanging and steady but our free will choices determine our recep=vity to love? Given this 
standard of measurement, and looking over the last week of your life, what degree of judgment or 
forgiveness will you receive?   

6:38 “A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and running over” is a phrase used by people 
trading grain. It refers to filling a container with grain, pressing and shaking the contents to compact 
them, and adding more to overflowing un=l the grain pours into your lap. How generous with love 
and forgiveness do you desire God to be with you? Be that generous with others. What makes this 
simple concept so difficult for us? 

Ps 131:1 The psalmist celebrates and seeks humility, the state of understanding our true posi=on in 
the crea=on in rela=on to God. The proud have an inflated sense of self-worth, forgerng they are a 
crea=on of God. The falsely humble have the opposite problem. They unfairly insult and cri=cize 
themselves and their God-given gi]s rather than embrace who God has rightly created them to be. 
What are the best gi]s God has given you? With what sins do you struggle most? 

131:2 The humble person is compared to an infant asleep on its mother’s breast a]er nursing. 

——— 
Lesson #6              Spirituality 

I know one thing—that I know nothing. - Socrates 
The more you know, the more you know you don’t know. - Aristotle 

Devo7on: The third balance we must strive to maintain is between our head and our heart. Read 
Proverbs 2:1-5 and Psalm 46. There is a great deal to be gained by learning about the Bible, theology, 
philosophy, etc. We should celebrate and support educa=on. However, a knowledgeable person who 
never allows their emo=ons to be s=rred by the Spirit, who never allows their feelings to enter their 
worship, is missing a cri=cal component of spirituality. In the same way, fully bringing our emo=ons 
into worship or interac=on with people is a wonderful thing, but we must not focus so much on our 
emo=ons that we never engage our brains, which are gi]s from God as well! Which comes easier for 
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you: thinking about God/intellectual learning or engaging/expressing your emo=on in devo=on to 
God? What happens when we leave either knowledge or expression of emo=on out of worship, 
prayer, and study? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Re-read Psalm 46:10. Sit quietly, or find some ac=vity where you can focus 
on God, becoming more and more aware of God’s presence with you. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
Prov 2:5 The result of seeking wisdom is a deeper apprecia=on of the power and wisdom of God. As 
we grow in wisdom, our understanding of the vast number of categories of knowledge grows as well. 
  
Ps 46:1 Our “trouble” is compared with images of cosmic upheaval (“though the earth should change, 
though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea). In both instances, God provides safety and 
empowers us. Our trust in God is not to be based on God preven=ng trouble and upheaval from 
coming, but from God#s strength and presence that is with us in the midst of the storm. 

46:3 “Waters” is a symbol for chaos (Gen 1:1-2; Ps 24:1-2). In the crea=on story, God brings the 
cosmos out of the chaos. The psalmist invites us to imagine God bringing confidence and order out of 
upheaval. 

46:4 In contrast to the roaring and foaming waters, God’s city has a river and streams which are 
pleasant and peace-filled. 

46:6 The writer uses the same images of upheaval and storm to describe the poli=cal landscape of his 
day. God’s powerful voice is enough to destroy the crea=on just as it created it. When the world 
seems to be going crazy, God is not without power. 

46:7 The city is not the refuge; the Lord is the fortress. God’s presence brings the peace we desire. 

46:8 The psalmist looks ahead to the day when God will end =me and bring all war to an end. 

46:10 We are invited to be s=ll and become aware of God’s presence. In that contempla=on we can 
find a peace now knowing one day God’s power will be fully manifested in crea=on. All will be set 
right one day. We are invited to “be set right” here and now. 
  

——— 
Lesson #7              Spirituality 

...for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-
discipline. - 2 Timothy 1:7 (NRSV) 

Devo7on: Read 1 Timothy 4:6-16 and 1 Thessalonians 5:19-24. The final balance we must work to 
achieve is to be disciplined and structured while s=ll being open to the Holy Spirit’s call. Our 
spirituality is enhanced when we are disciplined enough to pray and read the Bible daily. We are 
called to individually worship God every day through our words and ac=ons as well as to gather each 
week in communal worship. However, God does not work according to our schedule. The Spirit 
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moves when it desires; we must be open and listening. If you feel the presence of God moving you to 
pray, then pray! If God moves you to act (which is different from feeling the desire to do something!), 
then act! It is possible to either harden or so]en our heart to the Spirit’s movement. We need both 
so] hearts and a strong sense of discipline. When is the best =me of day for you to have a daily 
devo=on? How consistent are you in your payer life? Do you worship every Sunday with brothers and 
sisters in the faith community? What makes it most difficult for you to be a disciplined person? Are 
you open to God’s Spirit moving in your life? What might happen if you allow God to lead you 
throughout the day? Does that sound dangerous or exci=ng? Easy or difficult? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 1. Do you easily accept or fight against habits of discipline? 
What would a perfectly disciplined life look like for you? What one good step could you take to add 
healthy rou=ne to your spirituality?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
1 Tim 4:6 “Servant” is from the Greek “diakonos,” a reference to the role of deacon in the Church. 
Paul discusses bishops and deacons in 3:1-13. 

4:7 “Profane myths and old wives tales” refers to gnos=c teachings. 

4:8 Paul compares the spiritual discipline to the physical training of athletes, commen=ng that 
spiritual discipline is more important because it undergirds all of life and leads to eternal life. Imagine 
one day you are lying in a bed, unable to read—what passage or verse do you want to have 
memorized in that moment to repeat it to yourself? Now is the =me to memorize it. 

4:10 Following Jesus requires effort; it does not come easily. Growth is hard. You must work to grow 
spiritually. 

Paul says Jesus is Savior of all people, which some people take as another affirma=on of universalism. 
Although Calvinists do not believe Jesus died for all people, most Chris=ans (even non-universalists) 
believe Jesus died for all, and is therefore the Savior of all. Most denomina=ons teach that it is up to 
individuals to accept that salva=on and receive it into their lives. Sadly, not everyone receives the gi] 
of God’s grace in this life. It is at this point in theological discussion that the conversa=on shi]s to 
whether we are able to receive God’s grace a]er death (1 Peter 3:18-22). What do you believe? 

4:14 Paul urges Timothy to use his gi]s, his authority, and his posi=on in service to Jesus. In what 
areas of your life do you need to hear “do not neglect the gi] that is in you?” 

1 Thess 5:19 The guidance of the Holy Spirit and our spiritual gi]s can be suppressed (Acts 7:51). 
Sadly, a few denomina=ons teach that gi]s of the Holy Spirit are provided for the early church but are 
no longer present in the church. There are many reasons for teaching this: fear of what God is calling 
us to do, those in power may not want congrega=on members to feel they can receive a call from God 
without them, a desire to protect or comfort those called to suffer, etc. What are some other reasons 
we might quench the Spirit? 

5:21 The spiritual gi] of discernment (1 Cor 12:10) is celebrated as necessary for dis=nguishing true 
movements of the Spirit from false. 
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5:23 Sanc=fica=on is needed for both the spiritual and physical aspects of our life. Prac=ces for our 
bodies include healthy ea=ng, exercise, sleep, waking early enough to do a morning devo=ons, 
breaking physical addic=ons, etc. Prac=ces for our soul include daily prayer, regular fas=ng, biblical 
study, holy reading, weekly worship, medita=on, taking retreats for contempla=on, etc. What spiritual 
prac=ce or discipline is necessary for you to add or improve next? 

Paul does not provide defini=ons to dis=nguish between “spirit” and “soul.” Some in the early Church 
teach this signals humanity has three parts and defined the spirit and soul in various ways. This is the 
only place in the New Testament that has these three are listed together. Most modern scholars think 
Paul s=ll believes the common Jewish idea that “soul” and “body” cons=tute the whole of a human 
being. His use of “spirit” here is probably a way of emphasizing that every single aspect of life needs 
to be kept blameless. 

We must put in effort, but “the God of peace” brings sanc=fica=on into our life. Why is it important to 
remember sanc=fica=on is not all our own accomplishment? 
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Week 39 - Everlas7ng Life 
Lesson #1                  Everlas7ng Life 

Be pa=ent, my sisters and brothers, un=l the appearance of Christ. See how the farmer awaits the 
precious yield of the soil, looking forward to it pa=ently while the soil receives the winter and spring 
rains. You, too, must be pa=ent. Steady your hearts, because the coming of Christ is at hand.  
- James 5:7-8 (TIB) 

The Bible proclaims there is everlas=ng life beyond death for disciples of Christ. A word of warning: 
while scripture speaks forcefully about the “end =mes” (also known as the Day of God, Jesus’ second 
coming, resurrec=on to judgment, eternal life, etc.), we must not arrogantly assume we know how or 
when God will accomplish all this. The Bible gives provoca=ve descrip=ons of these events but rarely 
provides details. Most importantly, Jesus states empha=cally that we will not know when he will 
return (Mt 24:36). We are called to be faithful each day and leave the end =mes to God. 

Devo7on: Read 2 Peter 3:1-13. “The Day of God” (TIB) is used in the Hebrew Bible to describe 
devasta=ng events such as a military invasion (Is 2:12; Amos 5:18-20; Joel 2:1-32). In those passages, 
God is described as a divine warrior bringing judgment on evil. New Testament writers use the phrase 
to refer to when Jesus returns to earth, ini=a=ng the end of =me and final judgment (Acts 2:17-21). 
Awareness that we will face either our own death or that day should move us to righteous living. We 
are encouraged not to scoff and ignore the coming judgment, believing a delay in its arrival means 
the prophecies are not true. That delay is driven by God’s pa=ence, providing everyone =me to 
repent prior to judgment. Scripture writers emphasize that we will stand before God one day. What 
emo=ons arise within you as you ponder your own death. What do you want God to say to you? 
Looking back on today from that moment, will you be proud of how you currently live?   

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Ma,hew 25:1-13. While we should not become obsessed with 
death, it ma,ers that we are prepared for it to arrive. What does “keep watch” mean to you at this 
point in your life? If Christ were to return soon, are you prepared?  

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
3:1 The author refers to 1 Peter, which also discusses the return of Jesus (1 Pet 1:3-7; 4:5-7). He 
emphasizes Hebrew Bible prophecies and the importance of the apostles’ witness to Jesus. 

3:2 Many scholars think the writer is quo=ng Jude 17-18. 

3:3 The presence of scoffers concerning the second coming of Jesus is expected. The Church should 
not be surprised or in=midated by people who argue that God is not returning. 
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3:4 “Ever since our ancestors died” refers to the death of the apostles. 

3:5 The writer insists that God is in control now, just as at the beginning of =me. However, the 
destruc=on of the world at the end of =me will take place by fire rather than by flood as in the days of 
Noah (Gen 7:11; 8:2). Scoffers also insulted Noah. 

3:8 Jesus’ return seems delayed to us because we do not consider =me from God’s perspec=ve. The 
writer quotes Psalm 90:4 to shi] our perspec=ve. 

3:9 God waits to ini=ate the end =mes in order to provide =me for people to repent. 

3:10 There may be signs poin=ng to the end, but the world will not see it coming. “Like a thief” refers 
to the unexpected nature of the arrival (1 Thess 5:2).   

3:12 The transla=on “hastening the coming” suggests that living holy lives actually speeds the return 
of Christ. Perhaps this is true in the sense that it encourages people to come to repentance more 
quickly. Some translators replace “speeding” with “earnestly seeking.” 

——— 
Lesson #2                  Everlas7ng Life 

It is appointed that everyone must die once and then be judged by God. In the same way, Christ was 
offered once to bear the sins of many, and then will appear a second =me—not to deal with sin, but 
to save those who are wai=ng for Christ’s appearing. - Hebrews 9:27-28 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read John 5:16-30. We should take just as much note of Jesus’ statements about judgment 
at the end of =me as we do his call to show care for the marginalized and compassion for the sinful. 
Jesus says we will be held accountable, not to what we say we believe, but to how we live out our 
beliefs (Mt 25:31-46). “Those who have done good, to the resurrec=on of life, and those who have 
done evil, to the resurrec=on of condemna=on.” (5:29). Jesus is on our side and lives, dies, and rises 
for our benefit. However, each of us are responsible for how we choose to live. In the end, we will be 
judged by the choices we have made. Are you living in a way that pleases Jesus or have you strayed 
off the path and go,en lost? What is one step you could take to live as Jesus desires? How hard are 
you willing to work on that step? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Psalm 5. Look back on your ac=ons of the past week. How have you 
been living? Who or what has been your focus? As you look back over those days, what prayer do you 
need to offer to God? As you look ahead, what prayer do you need to offer? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
5:16 The religious leaders have two complaints against Jesus: Sabbath breaking (healing on the 
Sabbath) and blasphemy (making himself equal with God). 
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5:17 Jesus defends his ac=ons by poin=ng out that God works on the Sabbath, implying the sun 
con=nues to shine. Just as God raises the dead and give life to newborns on the Sabbath (5:21), Jesus 
con=nues to bring life to people. How would you explain the goal of Sabbath rest to a new believer? 

5:19 Jesus claims to be an obedient Son imita=ng God. This reference to himself as obedient son of 
God probably incites the anger of the religious leaders more. How might this passage be used to 
argue for Jesus as subordinate to God? How do the following verses argue against that 
interpreta=on? 

5:21 Jesus informs them he has the divine powers of resurrec=on and right judgment, which are 
usually claimed only by God. 

5:24 Eternal life begins at the moment we hear and believe Jesus’ teaching. We are called to embody 
the Realm of God now. We are to live now as we will live one day with God in heaven. The “dead” 
(5:25) refer to those who are spiritually dead now but will hear Jesus’ words and discover eternal life. 

5:28 Jesus proclaims that he is the one who will raise the physically dead to face judgment. What is 
the criteria Jesus will use to judge people? 

5:30 Jesus’ judgments are true because he seeks to please God not himself. Who are you seeking to 
please these days? 

——— 
Lesson #3                  Everlas7ng Life 

Then the sign of the Promised One will appear in the sky, and all the tribes of the earth will mourn; 
they will see the Promised One coming on the clouds of heaven with great power and glory. The 
Promised One will send forth the angels with a loud trumpet blast to gather the chosen from the four 
winds, and from one end of heaven to the other. - Ma,hew 24:30-31 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read 1 Thessalonians 4:13–5:11. Early Church leaders expect Christ to return in their 
life=me. Sadly, when the first believers began to die, the faithful become anxious about whether 
those who had passed away will be able to par=cipate in the second coming of Jesus. Have they 
missed the opportunity to see Christ triumph?! Is Jesus s=ll coming back?! Paul reassures them that 
all who follow Jesus will see his glorious return. All crea=on will hear the trumpet call of God that 
signals the end.  

His descrip=ons are not intended to provide every detail of that event. Just as nobody knows the day 
Jesus will return (Mt 24:36), we have only a vague outline of that moment. God is trustworthy. Jesus’ 
return will be triumphant, and we should prepare ourselves for that moment! The passage implies 
the “children of light” are struggling with impa=ence, lack of focus, and drunkenness. We are to 
encourage one another. How would you diagnose the modern Church’s preparedness for and focus 
on Jesus’ return? What are the benefits of living with an expecta=on the second coming will be 
imminent? What helps you stay faithful? What tempta=on distracts you most?  
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Personal Worship Op7on: Read 1 Thessalonians 3:11-13. Jesus will return suddenly. If your life ended 
in this moment, what parts of your life would you celebrate most? What grieves you? Bring your 
celebra=ons and grief to God in prayer. Remain open to the healing, forgiveness, and guidance God 
may bring. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
4:13 Some in the Church are anxious about death. Most scholars believe the issue is whether those 
who have died already will experience Jesus’ second coming or miss that celebra=on. According to 
Paul, deceased believers will be raised at Jesus’ return. However, some scholars believe their anxiety 
arises because they thought bap=sm into Christ’s death and resurrec=on meant they would not 
physically die. Paul reassures them death has been overcome and they will rise, but it is only at the 
second coming that Jesus destroys death en=rely. 

4:15 Those who are s=ll alive at Jesus’ coming will not gain an advantage over those who have passed 
(Mt 24:30, John 6:40). 

4:17 Jesus will return as he le], in the clouds (Acts 1:9). The difference between the ascension and 
second coming is that the disciples are able to rise with Jesus. Some rise from death; all will rise in 
the air. The details about how this happens or what occurs next are missing. 

5:1 The early Church is just as interested in knowing when Christ will return as the modern 
community of faith. The answer is always the same—we do not know because it will come upon 
everyone unexpectedly. 

5:3 The day of God will bring destruc=on on those who are rejec=ng God. 

5:4 Followers of Jesus should not be completely surprised because at least they know that Day is 
coming. That knowledge should make us sober and watchful. 

5:10 Paul brings us back from specula=ng on the future to the issue of living with Jesus now and 
encouraging one another with the knowledge the future is secure. 
  

——— 
Lesson #4                  Everlas7ng Life 

But on the subject of the resurrec=on, haven’t you read what God told you? ‘I am the God of 
Abraham and Sarah, the God of Isaac and Rebecca, the God of Jacob and Rachel and Leah!’ God is not 
the God of the dead, but of the living.” When the crowds heard this, they were astonished at Jesus’ 
teaching. - Ma,hew 22:31-33 (TIB) 

Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 15:9-26. Some in the Corinthian Church do not believe in a bodily 
resurrec=on. They teach that Jesus’ spirit was raised and dwells in a spiritual heaven while his body 
remains dead. This idea arises from Greek and Platonic philosophy which argues the physical world is 
a trap for the human spirit, which remains pure and unstained. Many in the church today believe this 
as well. Unlike earth, which has both physical and spiritual elements, they describe heaven as a 
spiritual realm, lacking any physical proper=es. However, the Bible is not based on Greek philosophy.  
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According to scripture, humans are both physical and spiritual. Both the spiritual and physical are 
corrupted by sin and must be redeemed. So, Paul clarifies the teaching: if there is no bodily 
resurrec=on from the dead, our faith is in vain. Paul will go on to write eloquently about the 
resurrec=on body we will have (1 Cor 15:35-58). Being human, we cannot understand how death is 
destroyed, heaven works, or resurrec=on bodies look, but Paul makes clear that Jesus is Ruler of both 
the spiritual and physical aspects of crea=on. All things in heaven and earth will be subject to his rule 
one day. Growing up, what were you taught about heaven? What dual messages do you s=ll hear 
about heaven? Why do you think so many people are drawn to the idea of a spiritual but not physical 
heaven? How do our beliefs about heaven influence how we experience life? 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Revela=on 20:11-12. The phrase “God is with us” is comfor=ng to 
many. God is aware of our trials. God comes in Jesus Christ to show us the way to life. The Spirit is 
with us regardless of the circumstances. However, “God is with us” can also be frightening. God 
knows how we live, what we think, and who we serve. Spend =me praying about what is currently 
“wri,en” in the heavenly books about you. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
15:9 Those called by God are not necessarily righteous or even equipped. It is in answering the call 
that we find grace that brings righteousness and equips us. Paul goes so far as to give God the credit 
for his ability to work harder than all the other disciples. 

15:20 “First fruits” refers to the Jewish ritual of bringing a sheaf of the harvest into the Temple on the 
first day following Passover. It represents more than the first produce of a plant to be harvested; it 
represents the en=re harvest, consecrated and given to God. Paul’s point is that Jesus is the “first 
fruit” of resurrec=on and represents/consecrates all who “belong to Christ,” tying them to his 
resurrec=on. Jesus is raised from the dead, and those who are linked to him will be as well. 

15:21 Compare this Adam/Christ teaching with Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15:45-49. 

15:24 At the end, Christ hands over the Reign of God. This can mean 1) Christ returns the royal 
authority God gave him as Savior or 2) he brings those who “belong to Christ” into the full presence 
of God. 
  

——— 

Lesson #5                  Everlas7ng Life 

Humans are amphibians - half spirit and half animal. As spirits they belong to the eternal world, but 
as animals they inhabit =me. - C. S. Lewis 

Devo7on: Read 1 Corinthians 15:50-58. In yesterday’s reading, Paul emphasizes the bodily 
resurrec=on. Today Paul con=nues to reflect on the transi=on from mortality to immortality. The 
phrase “flesh and blood” (15:50) refers to this present, corrupted human life. The body as we know it 
must be transformed into a glorified, imperishable body. Again, as much as we would like explana=on 
and details of how this happens, we get few. Paul says it is a mystery, beyond our intellectual 
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understanding. And yet, once again, he strongly proclaims the power of Jesus over death and the sin 
that threatens to make our death permanent. Those living at the =me of Jesus’ return will not die but 
be transformed. They will receive incorrup=ble bodies. When words begin to fail him, Paul breaks into 
a song of the early church proclaiming Jesus’ victory. If we demand to understand how God works all 
this out, we will be disappointed. We are invited in faith to join the community in song proclaiming 
God’s victory in Jesus Christ. That is the nature of faith, trus=ng God with our lives and future when 
we do not understand fully. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read Acts 24:10-16. Paul’s belief in resurrec=on to judgment fuels his 
desire to live a blameless and righteous life. What are the primary mo=vators of your life? How o]en 
do you think about death and judgment? Certainly it is not healthy to be obsessed with such ma,ers, 
but a healthy person recognizes that death is a reality for all people. Do you think about such things 
too much, too li,le, or about the right amount? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
15:50 Resurrec=on from the dead is not to be confused with resuscita=on of the body. 

15:51 Paul refers to “a mystery” which is being proclaimed to the world. This is a reference to the 
mystery religions of his day which told the world they had esoteric truths which would provide 
everlas=ng life or joy for those who were ini=ated into their cul=c community. Paul celebrates that 
the real mystery—Jesus—is not available to all. 

Some transla=ons use “sleep” to describe death. This follows a long biblical tradi=on of describing 
death as the soul sleeping (Dan 12:2; Psalm 13:3; John 11:11-14; 1 Cor 15:6; 1 Thess 4:13-14).  

15:52 Once again the unexpected arrival of the end =mes is emphasized. The trumpet call is a 
tradi=onal image for the presence or arrival of God (Josh 6:6; Joel 2:15; Mt 24:31; Rev 8:13).   

15:53 Paul is not teaching that the soul is immortal, that some vital human essence survives beyond 
death. That is a Greek idea with which Paul clearly disagrees. According to the Judeo-Chris=an 
tradi=on, humans are not immortal. We are created, and we die. Then God raises us to face 
judgment. “Immortality” here means provided with everlas=ng life. 

15:54 Paul personifies death to further celebrate Jesus’ victory.   

15:55 Compare this song with Hosea 13:14. 

15:56 Sin makes death terribly frightening. The Law increased that fear by bringing increasingly 
debilita=ng guilt. But Jesus Christ brings victory: forgiveness of sin and resurrec=on a]er death. 

15:58 No=ce Paul immediately returns the reader to the present world. Because our future is secure, 
we can stand firm now. We are called to work for that which ma,ers. 
  

——— 
Lesson #6                  Everlas7ng Life 
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You've go,a dance like there's nobody watching, Love like you'll never be hurt, Sing like there's 
nobody listening, And live like it's heaven on earth. - William W. Purkey 

Devo7on: The Revela=on (“Apocalypse”) to John is wri,en in an apocalyp=c style which uses 
common symbols of the day (colors, animals, numbers) to express meaning (see Lesson #6 of 
“Sovereign One” on page 288). In Revela=on, John writes to the churches of Asia Minor which are 
undergoing persecu=on by the Roman Emperor. He encourages them to remain faithful by reminding 
them of Jesus’ second coming and the judgment all will face. John wants them to imagine themselves 
as those “who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them 
white in the blood of the Lamb.” (Rev 7:14). In today’s reading, he describes the celebra=on which 
will take place in heaven for those who are faithful. We do not have to understand the nuances of 
every symbol to appreciate the power of the passage. Read Revela=on 7:1-17. 

The number of “sealed” people who are marked as part of God’s community and received into 
heaven is 144,000. That number is a symbol. It is a mul=ple of the numbers 10 (10x10x10=1000) and 
12 (12x12=144). In apocalyp=c wri=ng, 10 (and its mul=ple 1000) signifies completeness, while 12 
represents the people of God (as in 12 tribes and 12 disciples). So 144,000 is a symbolic way of saying 
“all God’s people.” The fact 144,000 is to be understood as a symbol rather than taken literally is clear 
in the verse that describes those with God as “a great mul=tude that no one could count, from every 
na=on, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb” 
(7:9). 

Personal Worship Op7on: Re-read Revela=on 7:15-17, reflec=ng slowly on the images. This passage 
does not give a snapshot of heaven but provides a series of powerful promises about being fully 
present with God. What is your impression of eternal life from these words? 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
7:1 “The four corners of the earth” means all the world. The wind is not a standard apocalyp=c 
symbol but many scholars believe it represents the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:1). The wind is held back, 
signifying it is too late to receive the Spirit’s forgiveness. The =me of judgment has arrived. 

7:2 Rulers place their royal seal on belongings. The early Church anoints those bap=zed with oil as a 
form of sealing, signifying they belong to God (2 Cor 1:22; Gal 6:17; Eph 1:1:13). Bap=sm is a sign of 
being claimed by God and provided our true iden=ty as a child of God. 

7:4 “Out of every tribe of the people of Israel” does not refer to only Jewish Chris=ans. This is John’s 
way of naming the Church as the true Israel (Is 49:6; Jn 21:12-14). 

7:5 Judah is listed first, since it is the tribe of Jesus. 

7:7 Using Genesis 29-30 as a guide to tribes, Levi replaces Dan in this list. In Jewish circles during the 
=me of the early church, Dan is a tribe considered unfaithful, but scholars disagree as to what form 
that unfaithfulness took. 
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7:9 Different cultures use colors to symbolize different quali=es. White symbolizes victory in 
apocalyp=c literature not purity. Palms represent victory and are reminiscent of welcoming Jesus in 
triumph on Palm Sunday. 

7:11 Angels, elders, and four living creatures represent the heavenly host, the righteous people of 
God, and all of the created order. All the cosmos praises the Creator. 

7:14 Those wearing white robes are people who remained faithful during trials and persecu=on. This 
is why John writes, to encourage believers in Asia Minor to not surrender their faith amidst 
persecu=on. To wash robes in the blood of the Lamb means to receive the benefit of Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrec=on. 

Lesson #7                  Everlas7ng Life 

I am not sure exactly what heaven will be like, but I know that when we die and it comes =me for God 
to judge us, he will not ask, 'How many good things have you done in your life?' rather he will ask, 
'How much love did you put into what you did? - Mother Teresa 

Devo7on: John uses a series of apocalyp=c images to communicate the beauty and joy of everlas=ng 
life with God in the fully realized Reign of God. The first crea=on is no more, and evil has been 
eradicated (20:11-15). A few of these apocalyp=c symbols might need explana=on. “A new heaven 
and new earth” refers to the healed, redeemed crea=on God establishes at the end of =me. The 
image of seven angels with seven bowls refers to a series of visions about the end =mes which lead to 
this moment (Rev 16-20). The “holy city, the new Jerusalem” is where God dwells with the people of 
God, a city constructed of gigan=c jewels and gold, which is a symbolic way of saying it is incredibly 
beau=ful. The heavenly city has gates which are always open because there are no enemies to keep 
out. The new Jerusalem is filled with the light of God. “The bride” is the Church, and the “Lamb” is 
Jesus. There are other symbols, but what ma,ers most is opening ourselves to the beauty of the 
passage and the vision of the people of God living in unity with the Creator. Enjoy John’s vision of 
everlas=ng life. Read Revela=on 21:1–22:5. 

Personal Worship Op7on: Read John 14:1-3. Do not let your heart be troubled by the trials you face. 
Jesus is on your side. Death cannot separate you from the love of Christ. Spend =me in prayer, 
thanking God for being trustworthy and seeking your next step of faith. 

Dig A LiIle Deeper: 
21:1 The sea is symbolic of primeval chaos. Just as the Spirit hovered over the chaos waters at 
crea=on (Gen 1:1-2), now God banishes all the chao=c forces in the universe. Peace has come. 
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21:3 The crea=on will be fully united with the Creator (Lev 26:11; Jer 31:33; Eph 1:9-10). The divine/
human in=macy described in Eden has returned. 

21:4 All aspects of the former crea=on =ed to sin are cast out: tears, death, mourning, crying, and 
pain. 

21:7 This future vision is intended to encourage us to be faithful and victorious rather than 
“cowardly,” “faithless,” etc. Those who abandon God do not experience the water of life but the 
second death, separa=on from the Creator. 

21:9 The Holy City is described as both “the bride, the wife of the Lamb,” which is a descrip=on of the 
redeemed Church, and a city with gates. We are reminded of the symbolic nature of this wri=ng 
where the “dwelling of God” (21:3) is both the people of God and a place.  
  
21:12 There are twelve gates for the twelve tribes, once again emphasizing the con=nuity between 
God’s Covenant with Abraham and the New Covenant. All the people of God are now brought to 
unity (Eph 2:11-18). 

21:16 Some transla=ons use “1,200 stadia” rather than translate this measurement to 1500 miles. 
However, either way, this is not intended to be a literal descrip=on. As in yesterday’s reading, the city 
of God is described using mul=ples of 12 (people of God) and 10 (comple=on) signifying complete or 
perfect dwelling place for the people of God. It is described as a perfect cube, as was the Holy of 
Holies in the Temple (1 Kgs 6:19). 

21:22 Although the Temple is the focal point of Jerusalem, there is no Temple in the new Jerusalem 
because God dwells in the city, accessible to all. 

21:23 God’s glory fills the city—a symbolic way of saying all space are now sacred. There are no more 
holy sites set apart for the worship of God because all places are consecrated. No more Temple or 
church buildings are necessary. Worship (awareness and response to God) occurs con=nually. 

22:1 Most of these images are drawn from Ezekiel 40-48 and the Genesis crea=on stories. The 
dwelling of God and the people of God are described in terms of abundance, fruiXulness, wholeness, 
and light (Ez 47:1-12). The river of life and tree of life are based on the river flowing out of Eden (Gen 
2:10) and the tree found in the garden (Gen 2:9). The heavenly Reign of God is described as the new 
paradise. 

22:4 In contrast to Moses (Ex 33:20-23), the people of God can see God’s face, a sign of complete 
in=macy. God’s “name will be on their foreheads” returns us to the idea of being “sealed” for God 
(Rev 7:3). 

22:5 The Genesis crea=on story begins in darkness and chaos. God brings light and form into being 
(Gen 1:1-3). Revela=on ends with God becoming the light for all who dwell in the new heaven and 
new earth. 
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APPENDIX A 
Approximate Timeline of Biblical Events, Persons                             (Es6mated Dates Books Are WriJen)  

2000   Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah/Rachel, Joseph  
1700 Joseph's family enters Egypt  
1260  Moses leads escape from Egypt  
1220  Joshua leads people into Canaan                            (Ten Commandments)  
   The Judges  
1060  Samuel  
1020  Development of Unified Hebrew Na=on, First Temple Built 
 Kings: Saul, David (1010-970), Solomon (970-931); Prophet Nathan.    
                   (Torah WriJen Down from Oral Tradi6ons) 
931  United Hebrew Kingdom Divided into Northern Kingdom of Israel and southern Kingdom of 

Judah  
 (931-911) King Jeroboam I of Israel; Prophet Ahijah 
 (931-914) King Rehoboam of Judah; Prophet Shemaiah 
 (914-911) King Abijah of Judah  
 (911-910) King Nadab of Israel 
 (911-870) King Asa of Judah  
 (910-887) King Baasha of Israel  
 (887-886) King Elah of Israel  
 (886-886) King Zimri of Israel  
 (886-875) King Omri of Israel; Prophet Jehu  
 (875-853) King Ahab of Israel; Prophet Elijah 
 (870-851) King Jehoshaphat of Judah; Prophet Jehu  
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 (853-852) King Ahaziah of Israel; Prophet Elijah  
 (852-841) King Jehoram of Israel, son of Ahab; Prophet Elisha 
 (851-843) King Jehoram of Judah, son of Jehoshaphat; Prophet Elijah 
 (843-842) King Ahaziah of Judah; Prophet Jehu  
 (842-802) King Joash of Judah; Prophets Jehoiada, Joel, Zechariah 
 (841-814) King Jehu of Israel; Prophet Elisha 
 (814-806) King Jehoahaz of Israel 
 (806-791) King Jehoash of Israel; Prophet Elisha  
 (802-776) King Amziah of Judah 
 (791-750) King Jeroboam II of Israel; Prophets Hosea, Amos                                              (Amos) 
 (776-736) King Uzziah of Judah; Prophets Zechariah, Amos, Isaiah, Hosea                         (Hosea) 
 (750-749) King Zachariah of Israel  
 (749-749) King Shallum of Israel  
 (749-739) King Menahem of Israel  
 (739-737) King Pekahiah of Israel; Prophet Micah  
 (737-732) King Pekah of Israel; Prophet Micah  
 (736-730) King Jotham of Judah; Prophets Isaiah, Micah, Hosea 
 (732-722) King Hoshea of Israel; Prophets Micah, Hosea 
 (730-715) King Ahaz of Judah; Prophets Isaiah, Micah 
722  Fall of Northern Kingdom of Israel to Assyria  
 (715-687) King Hezekiah of Judah; Prophets Nahum, Isaiah, Micah, Hosea  
                         (Isaiah 1-39)  
 (687-642) King Manasseh of Judah; Prophet unnamed                          (Micah)  
 (642-640) King Amon of Judah  
 (640-609) King Josiah of Judah; Prophets Huldah, Zephaniah, Jeremiah          
                              (Zephaniah, Nahum) 
 (609-609) King Jehahaz of Judah 
 (609-598) King Jehoiakim of Judah; Prophet Jeremiah       (Habakkuk) 
 (598-597) King Jeholachin 
 (598-587) King Zedekiah of Judah; Prophet Jeremiah           (Jeremiah, Obadiah)  
587  Fall of Southern Kingdom to Babylon               (Ezekiel)  
 Temple destroyed, Exile to Babylon             (Joshua, Judges, 1 & 2 Samuel)  
539  Babylonia conquered by Persia; Prophet Isaiah of Babylon      (1 & 2 Kings, Isaiah 40-66) 
538 Cyrus allows freed Jews to return to Judah; Prophets Haggai, Zechariah                (Job) 
516 Second Temple dedicated                              (Haggai, Zechariah) 
440 Walls around Jerusalem rebuilt; Prophet Malachi                 (Malachi, Ruth, Jonah)    
389  Ezra reads the Law; Prophet Joel                          (Joel, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Nehemiah, Ezra) 
333  Alexander the Great conquers Persia and Pales=ne  
                 (Song of Solomon, Lamenta6ons completed)  
250  Hebrew Scriptures translated into Greek, called The Septuagint.             (Proverbs completed) 
198  Seleucid Kings rule Syria and Pales=ne                   (Ecclesiastes)  
167  Jews revolt, led by Maccabees                     (Daniel, Esther, Psalms completed) 
  63  Romans capture Jerusalem  
  37  Herod the Great appointed King over Pales=ne  
———— Common Era begins 
    4  Birth of Jesus 
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  30  Crucifixion and Resurrec=on  
  33  Conversion of Saul/Paul 
50-63  New Testament le,ers wri,en 
  63  Death of Paul  
65-150 Gospels and other New Testament books wri,en !
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APPENDIX B 

Essen=al Theories of the Atonement (How do we become one with God?)  
  
1. Recapitula=on Theory: God's incarna=on reverses the course of humankind  

Main player—Irenaeus 
Time Period—2nd Century  
Christ’s life recapitulates (repeats) all the stages of human life but without sin. By living 
obediently, according to God's desires, Jesus reverses or re-directs humanity's course of 
disobedience, serng us back on the correct path. All people sin, but in Christ, the power of 
sin is broken, allowing those who seek to follow Christ to live a life of obedience to God. The 
incarna=on and life of Christ are as essen=al (if not more so) to atonement as the crucifixion 
and resurrec=on.   

2. The Ransom Theory: God deceived Satan by paying him a ransom for us. 
Main player—Origen 
Time Period—3rd Century 
Because of human sin, Satan obtains formal dominion/ownership over humanity and the 
world. A payment must be made to Satan since he holds sinners cap=ve. God agreed to allow 
Jesus to die on the cross in order to pay ransom to the devil. In accep=ng this deal, Satan 
thinks he will gain ownership of Jesus, God’s son. However, God deceives Satan by raising 
Jesus from the dead, freeing him from Satan, and reuni=ng him with God. The ransom atones 
for human sin and releases us from Satan’s bondage. Reconcilia=on with God comes when 
humans trust in Jesus to be their Sovereign and Savior.  

  
3. The Sa=sfac=on Theory: Jesus appeases God by being a ritual human sacrifice. 

Main player(s)—Anselm (full theory), Tertullian, (originator), Ambrose, Augus=ne, Aquinas 
Time Period—11th Century 
Human sin dishonors God. A price must be paid to sa=sfy God and restore divine honor. The 
only payment that will sa=sfy God is the obedience of Christ to willingly suffer, die, and 
receive the penalty for human sin. It was necessary for God to become human through 
incarna=on so Jesus can represent humanity in paying the price. Yet, being fully God, Jesus 
offers something worthy enough to restore God’s honor. Jesus voluntarily allows himself to be 
the ritual sacrifice, the payment to God, and thus restores God’s honor. Jesus is the One who 
stands before the Judge (God) and se,les our debt. This understanding of atonement is =ed to 
an understanding of the ancient Hebrew ritual sacrifice.   

  
4. The Moral persuasion Theory: Jesus’ life and death is an example for the rest of humanity to 
emulate. 

Main player—Peter Abelard 
Time Period—12th Century 
God’s unending love overrules the divine demand for jus=ce. Jesus’ life and death are an 
inspira=on and example for Chris=ans to follow. Atonement occurs when a human follows the 
moral/ethical example of Jesus, becoming obedient to God. God does not need sa=sfac=on. 
Rather, Jesus’ life inspires humans to set aside sin and be united with God. As people are 
inspired by the life and death of Jesus, they seek wholeness by trying to follow his example, 
working toward union with God. 
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5. The Acceptance Theory: Atonement is through the arbitrary choice of God. 

Main player(s)—John Duns Scotus, William of Ockham 
Time Period—Around 1300 
God is omnipotent (all-powerful) and could have created the world in any desired way. God 
chooses this form of crea=on. Likewise, God could chose to save humanity in any number of 
ways: through the work and/or death of an angel, a human being, or even an animal. And yet, 
God chose to bring atonement through the death of Jesus, the Son of God. God freely choses 
to accept Jesus’ finite suffering as a human being as a sufficient sa=sfac=on (repara=on) for 
humanity’s sin. 

  
6. The Penal (or “Legal Subs=tu=on”) Theory: God’s wrath is replaced by mercy a]er the infinite 
sacrifice of Jesus. 

Main player(s)—Reforma=on Theologians (Mar=n Luther, John Calvin) 
Time Period—1500’s A.D. 
Being holy and perfect, God sets a standard of holiness and perfec=on for humanity. Humanity 
does not meet that standard. Sin is the manifesta=on of that unmet standard. Through sin, 
humanity incurs a debt to God that must be paid. God’s perfect jus=ce requires that sin be 
punished by the sacrifice of life. Full compensa=on must be given to God, who was wronged.  
Jesus, both divine and human, represents all of sinful humanity. He is the only one who is able 
and sufficient to take on the innumerable sins of the world and be punished for them. Jesus 
bore all of humanity’s sin on the cross. Jesus' sacrifice paid the penalty for our failure, and in 
bearing our punishment on the cross, God’s wrath is replaced by mercy. In perfectly keeping 
the Law, Jesus earned salva=on. By suffering the required punishment in our place, he extends 
that salva=on to us. 

  
7. Governmental Theory: God is a lawgiver who enacts and sustains law in the universe. 

Main player(s)—Hugo Gro=us 
Time Period—17th Century 
God's created the world with a par=cular order. That order of crea=on has fallen apart and 
must be restored. Because God’s law states that sin means death, strict jus=ce requires 
eternal death of sinners. The death of Christ is a public example of both the depth of sin and 
the extent to which God is willing to go to uphold moral order. Christ dies on our behalf but 
not in our place. We are a bunch of rebels who are saved when we obey God's order of 
crea=on and live the love of Christ. The atonement demonstrates God’s high regard for , 
hatred of sin, and desire for humanity to receive mercy.
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