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About the Quarter
This quarter introduces the ministry of the Old Testament prophets. A formal representative of 
God, the prophet has a message meant to effect social change that conforms to God’s desired stan-
dards as prescribed under the Law. Unit I, “Faithful Prophets,” has four sessions drawn from Exo-
dus, Deuteronomy, Joshua, 1 and 2 Kings and explores the reasons prophets were necessary in 
Israel’s history. Unit II, “Prophets of Restoration,” has four sessions, which reveal the compassion of 
God during the times in Israel’s history when the people continually forsook the ways of God. On 
Easter, Isaiah’s prophetic writings and the Book of Luke are used to portray Jesus as the Suffering 
servant. Passages from the prophecies in Ezra, Nehemiah, and Lamentations show the faith of the 
prophets as they presented new hope to the Israelites. Unit III, “Courageous Prophets of Change,” 
has five sessions, which show the boldness of God’s prophets in 1 Kings, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Jo-
nah. God sent prophets to call the people to restore their covenant relationship. When the people 
strayed away from their covenant with God, the prophets called them back.

About the Writers
Peggy Ann Griffin is writing for JOURNEYS for the first time and has contributed the lessons in 
Unit 1. She is editorial director of Global Outlook Educational Services in Chicago and a veteran 
civil rights activist. She has authored several curricula for different educational services. She holds 
an Ed.D. with a concentration in adult education from Northern Illinois University and a M.R.E. 
from Andover Newton Theological School. She serves on committees at North Shore Baptist 
Church in Chicago.
John Burns returns to JOURNEYS as the writer for Units II & III. He is the pastor of the Uni-
versity Baptist Church in College Park, Maryland. He has served on various committees for the 
American Baptist Churches USA, the Alliance of Baptists, and the D.C. Baptist Convention. 
Rev. Burns is a frequent contributor to The Christian Citizen, and he is the author of Modeling 
Mary in Christian Discipleship ( Judson Press, 2007). 
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Introducing the Scripture
Some scholars believe that the priest Hilkiah found Deu-
teronomy, the fifth book of the Pentateuch, during the 
reign of Josiah. Another school of thought holds that 
only a portion was discovered by Hilkiah, and other por-
tions of the book emerged from different time periods.1 

In either case, the discovery and rededication of the lost 
book of Deuteronomy during the reign of Josiah sug-
gests that it was immediately held as authoritative.

Deuteronomy reemphasizes the laws contained in the 
other books of the Pentateuch. It is the discourse of Mo-
ses in his final years. Moses was working with a sense of 
urgency to prepare his followers for the final destination 
of their journey. God had revealed to him that he would 
not cross the Jordan to enter the Promised Land with his 
people (Deuteronomy 3:27). Instead, he was to prepare 
Joshua to lead the Israelites to the Promised Land. Moses 
was also preparing for his own death.

The structure of the book of Deuteronomy is as fol-
lows: introduction, three speeches of Moses, and an 
epilogue. The first address of Moses is recorded in Deu-
teronomy 1:6–4:40. It tracks the Israelites’ journey 
from Horeb in Mount Sinai to the land of Moab by the 
Jordan River. The second speech is considered the main 
discourse, and is found in chapters 5–26. In this address, 
Moses restates the Ten Commandments and reminds 
the people of their covenant with God. The third address 

in chapters 29–30 prepared them to enter 
the Promised Land. The remaining chapters 
contain instructions to Levitical priests, po-
etry, and the commissioning of Joshua.

Deuteronomy 18:15-22 falls near the 
end of Moses’ second address. At the begin-
ning of chapter 18, Moses spoke of the in-
heritance of Levitical priests. Moses himself 
was a Levite. In verses 15-22, he assured 
people that God would send them a proph-
et. Moses also revealed a way to distinguish 
between true and false prophets: the words 
of the true prophet would come to fruition, 
but the words of the false prophet would 
prove untrue. 

Examining the Scripture
DEUTERONOMY 18:15. Moses made a faith statement 
to his followers: God had provided for them many times 
during their journey. Moses then told them that God 
would raise up another prophet. This prophet would 
not be a stranger but one of their own. The new prophet 
would be as Moses, the spokesperson of God. They were 
to give the same respect to the new prophet as they had 
given to Moses. 

The last statement in verse 15 (“you shall heed such 
a prophet”) compels the Israelites to give full respect 
to Moses’ successor. One can speculate that Moses was 
reflecting on the times when the original Exodus trav-
elers disobeyed God. This was the second generation 
that was with Moses. Numbers 32:11-12 states that 
none of the people over twenty years old who came out 
of Egypt would enter the Promised Land except Ca-
leb and Joshua. The previous generation voiced many 
complaints to Moses. The second generation was more 
obedient, but they were nonetheless tempted to live 
in ways that were incompatible with God’s command-
ments at times. 

In an earlier passage, Moses reminded them that they 
provoked him into losing his temper and offending God. 
Subsequently, God denied him the privilege of entering 

SESSION 1 • MARCH 7, 2021

Moses: Prophet of Deliverance
SCRIPTURE: Deuteronomy 18:15-22

KEY VERSE:  The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet 
like me from among your own people; you shall heed such 
a prophet.  —Deuteronomy 18:15

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
• To	examine	the	prophesy	of	Moses	in	the	continuation	of	leader-

ship	for	the	Israelites;
• To	appreciate	the	magnitude	of	Moses	as	prophet	and	deliverer	for

the	people	of	Israel;	and
• To	increase	understanding	of	the	central	theme	in	the	book	of	Deu-

teronomy	as	that	of	reinforcing	the	Levitical	laws.
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the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 9:8-10:5). Moses 
gave them the charge to remain obedient and faithful.

DEUTERONOMY 18:16-18. Moses reminded his fol-
lowers that God had heard them and granted their re-
quest. He was referring to what happened in Horeb as 
he described it in Deuteronomy 5:25-27. The people 
feared that they would die if they went directly to God 
for themselves. They told Moses that they would be con-
sumed if they heard “the voice of the living God speak-
ing out of fire” (5:26). They asked Moses to go to God 
for them and convey the word of God to them. Moses, 
then, became their mediator and a prophet.

Moses reassured them that God was with them and 
would continue to be with them. God had revealed to 
Moses that people were justified in their request. God 
responded to their pleas. Just as Moses had interceded 
and delivered the word of God to them, a new prophet 
would continue to do the same. 

DEUTERONOMY 18:19-20. A prophet is the spokes-
person for God. In verse 19, Moses conveys God’s com-
mand that people are to be attentive to the words of the 
prophet. God will hold them accountable for discern-
ing whether the prophet is speaking for God. In verse 
20, Moses tells his followers that the prophet is also 
held accountable to God. A prophet who misrepresents 
God and truth will die. The people are being told to fol-
low only the true prophet because a false prophet will 
not endure.

In modern times, following God’s words delivered 
by the prophet is akin to acting in accordance with the 
latest scientific evidence, for example. Scientific investi-
gation requires facts and evidence, and it proceeds ac-
cording to fixed, objective methods. When a scientific 
investigation yields results, it is best to act accordingly. 
It would be silly, for example, to smoke cigarettes and 
expect it to have no impact on your health, even though 
scientific study after scientific study has shown that to-
bacco use has significant health ramifications. Following 
a false prophet is akin to following debunked pseudo-
science. It is unwise, and probably dangerous to your 
well-being! The scientific community gradually weeds 
out false claims and reaches consensus around true ones. 
True claims have a track record of being verified experi-
mentally, again and again. Similarly, the true prophet 
is the one who consistently speaks the truth and shows 
evidence of his or her walk with God. Still, sometimes it 

can be confusing to tell the difference between the true 
and the false prophet.

DEUTERONOMY 18:21-22. Fortunately, Moses 
equipped his followers with tools to detect false leaders. 
He instructed them to use the reliable test of time. The 
track record of the prophet would indicate whether or 
not the spoken words were true. 

The discernment of true and false prophets is also 
comparable to the discernment of good and bad com-
panies, for example. Companies depend on customer 
loyalty. A company does not want to sell you a prod-
uct just once; it wants to continue selling you products 
over time. It is important, then, for companies to satisfy 
customers consistently in order to sustain a customer-
company relationship. With long records of providing 
services to their constituency, a company will continue 
to attract more customers. Similarly, the prophet must 
be consistent in his or her prophecies in order to retain 
the ear of the people. The true prophet is absolutely 
consistent in speaking the truth, while the false prophet 
is not.

The last line of verse 22 says not to “be frightened” 
by the false prophet. It is similar to the message in Psalm 
37:2: “. . . for they will soon fade like the grass.” The 
false prophet will soon fade away, so the faithful should 
not pay them undue attention, but should continue in 
their steadfast walk with God. Moses helped people to 
be confident in their faith and not be swayed by impres-
sive talkers and deceivers.

Applying the Scripture
Moses, in these verses, outlined for his followers three 
important guidelines in preparing for their entry into 
the Promised Land. First, they were to remember that 
God had provided a mediator for them. Second, Mo-
ses prepared them to receive a new leader. Third, he 
warned them about false prophets and gave the means 
to detect them.

The teachings of Moses are still contemporary. We, 
like the Israelites, are constantly forgetful of God’s provi-
dence for us. Instead, we need to be mindful of and 
thankful for the ways that God protects us and provides 
for us in our everyday lives. We also need a reciprocal 
relationship between leadership and the community 
of faith. Moses taught that God required the people to 
respect the prophets. However, it is also true that the 
prophets should be worthy of that respect. Similarly, in 
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our situation, there should be respect for religious lead-
ership on the part of the faithful, and our religious lead-
ers should also be accountable to the faithful for living in 
a way that is worthy of Christ.

The wisdom of Moses can be used in our daily encoun-
ters with media. Our churches and homes are challenged 
by the messages coming from movies, television, and 
books. Much of the popular culture and literature attract 
children with stories about wizardry and other question-
able themes. Some parents have banned this media from 
their homes. Some question whether or not banning is 
possible or effective. Many parents monitor videos and 
books to which their children are exposed and attempt 
to counter negative concepts with a Christian perspec-
tive. These are tough choices, and discernment may be 
more of an ongoing process than a split-second decision. 
Ultimately, though, we can use Moses’ wisdom to guide 
us: the voices of truth have a good track record, and we 
ought to heed them.

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Deuteronomy 18:15-22 in Journeys and this 

leader’s guide.
•	 Have available copies of the hymn “I Am Bound for 

the Promised Land.”
•	 Review a map of the Exodus journey and also the pic-

ture of the Jordan River (many versions available via 
internet). If possible, also have a large, mounted map 
of the Exodus.

•	 Prepare three envelopes. Each envelope will contain 
one of the three verses in the section, Moses as Media-
tor (Deuteronomy 18:16,17,18).

•	 Have available Bibles, Post-It notes, pens or pencils, 
masking tape, and newsprint and markers.

•	 Prepare an area for the posting of newsprint posters 
at the end of the workshop session.

•	 Duplicate instructions for each of the four workshop 
teams according to the number of expected partici-
pants (if you choose this alternative).

•	 Place Bibles, Post-It notes, and pens or pencils at seats 
before students arrive.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Introduce the topic and give a very brief overview. 
•	 Point to a map that shows the Exodus journey and 

the picture of the Jordan River to give the setting for 
the Scripture verses.

•	 Sing one verse and the chorus of the hymn “I Am 
Bound for the Promised Land.” An alternative to 
singing the song is to ask someone to read the words 
as others meditate on the message in the words.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40-45 MINUTES)

God Delivers (5 min.)
•	 Explain that the Scripture verses we are studying in 

this lesson are said by scholars to have been found by 
the priest Hilkiah. Also explain the structure of the 
book and that today’s Scripture passage is part of the 
second address of Moses at Moab. 

•	 Ask a volunteer to read aloud Deuteronomy 18:15. 
•	 Invite participants to read the commentary silently. 
•	 Solicit one response to the reflection question.

AND
The Prophet Moses (5 min.)
•	 Distribute Pos-It notes to each participant.  
•	 Ask class participants to read the commentary silent-

ly, instructing them to write on their notes a word or 
phrase that describes what stood out for them in the 
verses, commentary, or reflection questions. 

•	 Arrange the notes on a large sheet of newsprint.
•	 Ask one person to read them and post the newsprint.

AND
Moses as Mediator (10 min.)
•	 Hand out envelopes to three individuals in differ-

ent sections of the room or table. Form three groups 
around those individuals. The envelopes will contain 
the verses 16, 17, and 18.

•	 Ask each group to extract themes from their readings 
and post them on newsprint. 

•	 Discuss the themes. 
•	 Ask if the themes relate to the value of laws in our 

society and the methods of putting laws into effect?
AND

Keeping the Law (10 min.)
•	 Ask the class to read silently verses 19-20, thinking 

of one question that they wish they could ask Moses 
about this text.

•	 Ask for a volunteer brave enough to be Moses and 
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answer the questions. Ask for two volunteers to be 
his assistants. (The three will huddle to come up with 
answers to questions posed by the class). The teacher 
will also assist. (If no one volunteers to be Moses, the 
teacher will assume the role and ask for assistants.) 

AND
The Test of Time (10 min.)
•	 Divide the class into two groups. 
•	 Assign each group one of the reflection questions. 

They will select a leader, who will be the spokesper-
son. Each group will work together to give one re-
sponse to the question, reading the Scripture verses 
and the commentary to answer the questions. 

•	 Leaders will share their questions and responses.
•	 Discuss their answers.

OR
ALTERNATIVE FORMAT

(An alternative to all the sections outlined above is the 
comprehensive workshop method described below.)
•	 Discussion Teams: Divide the class into four groups 

by having them count off. Each group will be assigned 
one of sections in the lesson:
 º The prophet Moses (Deuteronomy 18:15) 
 º Moses as Mediator (Deuteronomy 18:16-18)
 º Keeping the Law (Deuteronomy 18:19-20)
 º The Test of Time (Deuteronomy 18:21-22)

Prophet of Deliverance workshops (15 min.)
General Instructions: Each group will select a facilita-
tor, a scribe, a timekeeper, and a reporter. The members 
of each team will together read their assigned Scripture 
verses and commentary. The facilitator will guide the 
discussion. They will agree on key points in the passage 
that will be given in their final report. They will add their 
own ideas in explaining the content of the passage. The 
scribe will record the key points that the group agrees to 
discuss. The timekeeper will announce the time at five-
minute intervals. The reporter will serve as spokesperson 
for the group in reporting to the larger audience.

The instructor will move among all four groups to as-
sist in keeping them on track, as well as assisting scribes in 
recording their key points and posting them for display.

Additional guiding questions for each group (Optional)
•	 The prophet (Deuteronomy 18:15) 

 º Why is Moses considered one of the most signifi-
cant prophets?

 º Was Moses only a prophet?

 º What is the relationship between Moses and Jesus?
 º Whose name is mentioned more frequently in the 

New Testament than that of any other Old Testa-
ment prophet?

 º In what ways can you compare Moses to Martin 
Luther King Jr. or other modern activists?

•	 Moses as Mediator (Deuteronomy 18:16-18)
 º Why were the Israelites afraid to communicate di-

rectly with God?
 º What does the word “mediator” mean to you?
 º What was the relationship between God and 

Moses?
 º Why was it necessary for Moses to have a successor?
 º Verse 18 states, ”I will put my words in the 

mouth of the prophet.” Does God equip leaders 
with words today?

•	 Keeping the Law (Deuteronomy 18:19-20)
 º What is the uniqueness of the book of 

Deuteronomy?
 º What do the words, “remember,” “obey,” and “be-

hold” mean?
 º Besides the book of Deuteronomy, what other 

Old Testament books are mentioned in the New 
Testament?

 º What is the name of the document that was the 
covenant in Mt. Sinai?

 º What were some of the practices that were forbid-
den in Hebraic law?

 º Do contemporary Christians live by law? Explain.
 º What were the consequences for false prophets?
 º Why was ignoring the law not an alternative?

•	 The Test of Time (Deuteronomy 18:21-22)
 º What is meant by the statement in verse 22, “do 

not be frightened by it”?
 º Do you know of ways to recognize a person who 

intends to deceive you?
 º Considering the perspective of Moses, how should 

one respond if approached by members of a known 
cult?

 º Can you apply any of the teachings of Moses in 
deciding what children’s books, games, and videos 
will be on your shopping list? 

Reports (10 min.)
•	 Show and Tell: The whole class will gather as the re-

ports of all teams are taped to a wall or board. Each 
reporter will read the report of his/her team. 

•	 Ask for responses to the question, “What stands out 
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for you from these reports?”

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Point to the map of the Exodus journey and the Post-
It notes. Also look at the picture of the Jordan River.

•	 Explain that this represents the journey of Moses and 
our own personal journeys in life.

•	 Explain that Moses prepared the Israelites for their 
promising future. We are planning for our futures and 
the futures of our families.

•	 Form a circle and hold hands.

•	 Sing the last verse and chorus of “I Am Bound for the 
Promised Land.”

Looking Ahead
In preparation for the next session, ask students to look 
up the song “Joshua Fit the Battle of Jericho” and be pre-
pared to sing it or say it together.

             
NOTE

1. The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Volume II (Nash-
ville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 278-9. 

Looking Ahead: SUMMER 2021

The JOURNEYS  Summer 2021 issue will be a special keepsake celebratory issue highlight-
ing many of our writers from over the last 10 years. It will feature some of the best of past 
JOURNEYS  lessons and will be the last issue in our current format. Our new format, which 
will begin in Fall 2021, takes into account readership comments and preferences as reflected 
in our 2020 marketing study. The new JOURNEYS will feature both former and new writers 
that span the ABCUSA family. There will be a focus on discipleship and how we apply the 
scriptures to living out our faith.
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Introducing the Scripture
In today’s Scripture passages, Joshua lived up to his name 
change. In Numbers 13:16 Moses changed his name 
from Hoshea to Joshua. The literal meaning of Joshua is 
savior.1 Moses chose Joshua, the son of Nun, as his suc-
cessor rather than one of his own biological children. 
Rather than succession by birthright, Moses chose Josh-
ua for his personal leadership potential. Joshua, as the 
chosen leader, proved that he was the fulfillment of the 
prophesy of Moses.

The book of Joshua narrates a significant moment in 
the history of Israel as a nation. It marks the turning point 
of the Israelites becoming a stable nation rather than a 
nomadic group. Prior to the settlement in Canaan, the 
Promised Land was only an ideal.

In the biblical canon, Joshua follows 
Deuteronomy, and some scholars con-
sider the book of Joshua to be Deutero-
nomic literature.2 One might see Joshua 
as the action-oriented counterpart to 
Deuteronomy. In Deuteronomy, Moses 
clarified the Levitical laws and the cov-
enant between God and the people.  In 
the book of Joshua, the nation carried 
out the laws and established a bond with 
the covenant God.

According to the Scriptures, the name 
of the Promised Land, Canaan, was derived 
from the grandson of Noah, whose name 
was Canaan (Genesis 9:18-19). The de-
scendants of Canaan established cities and 
towns. The territory of ancient Canaan lies 
in portions of the Middle East: modern day 
Lebanon, Israel, and parts of Syria.3

The family curse followed the Canaan-
ites from an incident in Genesis 9:18-27. 
Noah was displeased with the actions of his 
son Ham. He therefore cursed Ham and 
Ham’s son, Canaan. The Israelites subse-
quently looked down on the descendants 
of Canaan and targeted them for their prac-
tices of idolatry.  The discourse in Deuter-

onomy 7:1-6 informs the chosen people of Israel that 
God is clearing away these nations. The Israelites are told 
to “break down their altars, smash their pillars, hew 
down their sacred poles, and burn their idols with 
fire” (7:5).

The land of Canaan was desirable not only because 
God had promised it to the Israelites but also for its ag-
ricultural and geopolitical worth. The land of Canaan 
had much to offer. The region was conducive to animal 
farming. It was in the Mediterranean region, making it a 
shipping port. It was later to become a center for trade, 
with many educational advancements.4 

The conquest of Jericho, which was the major city in 
the southern Jordan valley during this 
period of history, was important to the 
Israelites. It was a point of entry into 
the other cities in Canaan.5  It offered 
an advantageous military vantage point. 
And it was built above one of the largest 
springs in the region. 

According to the findings of some 
scholars, Jericho, which is the present 
day Tell es-Sultan, is the oldest city in 
the world. It is approximately five miles 
in length. Modern excavations show 

SESSION 2 • MARCH 14, 2021

Joshua: Prophet of Conquest
SCRIPTURE: Joshua 5:13–6:5, 6:15-16,20

KEY VERSE:  The Lord said to Joshua, “See, I have handed 
Jericho over to you, along with its king and soldiers.  

—Joshua 6:2

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	examine	the	vision	and	leadership	of	Joshua	in	the	conquest	of	

the	Promised	Land;
•	 To	 increase	 understanding	 of	 the	 central	 theme	 in	 the	 book	 of	

Joshua	 as	 that	 of	 continuing	 to	 keep	 the	 covenant	 with	 God	 by	
obeying	the	Levitical	laws;	and

•	 To	make	connections	between	Joshua’s	mission	and	the	missions	
of	contemporary	movements.

Prior to the 
settlement 
in Canaan, 

the Promised 
Land was 

only an ideal.
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evidence of earthquakes in the region. 
Some believe that this could be an ex-
planation for the destruction of the wall 
at the battle at Jericho.6 If an earthquake 
was the cause, Joshua and the Israelites 
were working in tandem with nature. 
Whether it was or not is a matter of de-
bate, but it is reasonable to assume that 
God could have shown favor to the Isra-
elites by causing an earthquake that aid-
ed their mission. However it happened, 
God played a miraculous part because 
the people obeyed God’s and Joshua’s 
instructions.

Examining the Scripture
JOSHUA 5:13-15. Joshua’s encounter with the “com-
mander of the army of the Lord” (verse 14) is not only 
similar to the experience of Moses with the burning bush 
but also characteristic of many of the leaders in the Old 
Testament.7 Besides the biblical references, Sarah Lebhar 
Hall points to the similarities of the Joshua narrative to 
reports in Assyrian military literature.8

JOSHUA 6:1-5. In Joshua 6:1,  the gates of the city 
were securely barred, and no one went in or out, because 
the Israelites were a threat to the rulers of Jericho.

Why was the wall built? Obviously, the decision-
makers in Jericho wanted to keep out undesirable peo-
ple. Walls work in two ways: first, to keep certain groups 
out, and second, to keep certain groups inside. However, 
such isolation can stunt the development of a culture. 
The group within knows only their ways, and only their 
customs. Without exposure to other cultures, exchanges 
of ideas, and thus mutual growth, cannot take place. 

Verse 2 shows that Joshua received from the Lord the 
vision of the possible over against the im-
possible. Joshua could see the future suc-
cess for his nation. He visualized the goal, 
the end results. His faith at this point 
readied him to perceive the total plan.

Verses 3-5 outline the “game-plan,” so 
to speak, for Joshua’s conquest of Jericho. 
For six days, Joshua’s army would march 
around the walls of Jericho, and on the 
seventh day, the priests would blow 
trumpets made of ram’s horns, and the 
walls of Jericho would fall. Joshua then 

relayed the plan to the priests and the 
people, and soon the conquest of Jericho 
was underway.

JOSHUA 6:15-16,20. There is evi-
dence that the Jericho wall was a double 
wall.9 Because of the overwhelming dif-
ficulty of causing not one but two walls 
to collapse, one can imagine that its de-
struction proved to the Israelites that 
the victory was God’s triumph and not 
their own. The people may have looked 
upon Joshua as a hero, but one can imag-
ine that he revealed to his followers that 

the source of his strength and power was God. One can 
also imagine that he instilled in the people the belief 
that God was the source of their strength and power as 
well.

The conquest of Jericho was significant to the survival 
of Israel as a nation chosen by the Lord. However, this 
important victory depended on the faithfulness of the 
people to their God. Sarah Lebhar Hall states in Con-
quering Character: The Characterization of Joshua in 
Joshua 1-11 that “possession of the Promised Land is 
dependent on obedience to Yahweh.”10 Because of his 
faithfulness, Joshua quickly gained respect as a leader 
and therefore had cooperation from his followers in the 
conquest. 

 
Applying the Scripture
Joshua went through three steps of faith as he responded 
to his vision in verse 6:2. He heard the words, “See, I 
have handed Jericho over to you, along with its king 
and soldiers.” The word “see” is significant because Josh-
ua had to open his mind’s eye to envision the conquest of 
what appeared to be an impenetrable wall. For Joshua, 

the first step toward overcoming chal-
lenges was imagining that, with God, he 
could achieve the impossible, or at least 
the highly unlikely.

His second step of spiritual develop-
ment was to believe the words, “I have 
handed Jericho over to you.” The ba-
sic definition of faith is “belief without 
proof,” or, as the author of Hebrews 
writes, it is the “assurance of things 
hoped for, the conviction of things not 
seen” (Hebrews 11:1). Because he relied 

God played 
a miraculous 
part because 

the people 
obeyed God’s 
and Joshua’s 
instructions.

Victory 
depended 

on the 
faithfulness 

of the people 
to their God. 

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2021 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 

This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 
Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



10 JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • SPRING 2021

SESSION 2 • MARCH 14, 2021

on faith and not on proof, Joshua had to put his full trust 
in God to accept the message the God was giving him. 

However, seeing and believing would have produced 
nothing without the third step of faith. Joshua acted on 
his faith. He put God’s plan into action. He communi-
cated the vision to his leaders, who then transmitted it 
to the multitude. Joshua’s submission and obedience to 
God exemplifies for us today the ways in which we can 
act on a faith commitment.

When we are confronted with choices and challenges 
in life, Joshua provides an example for how to move for-
ward faithfully: seeing, believing, and acting. This three-
step process may be valuable for choosing a profession, 
having a meaningful career, relating to family members, 
or serving in one’s local congregation.

The American Baptist Churches USA offers many 
opportunities for faith to be put in action. Aside from 
serving in local churches, there are mission programs 
at home and abroad. One such program is the Baptist 
Peace Fellowship of North America (BPFNA. Many 
of the BPFNA members travel locally and globally on 
Fellowship Tours to areas of special concern.11 They 
put faith into action by participating in work to restore 
peace and good will.

Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Joshua 5:13–6:5,15-16,20. Also read Session 

2 in Journeys and this Leader’s Guide.
•	 Browse information on war heroes and civil rights 

heroes. 
•	 Visit the website https://www.bpfna.org/. Copy 

the vision statement to share with the class.
•	 Locate a map of the Land of Canaan on the internet 

and print it out for students.
•	 Have available 8.5" x 11" sheets of cardstock, accord-

ing to the number of people expected.
•	 Chose a recorded version of the song “Joshua Fit the 

Battle of Jericho” from the many versions on YouTube.
•	 Reflect on either physical or mental barriers that are 

present in society. Compare them to the wall that 
Joshua faced.

•	 Prepare a note saying, “Fold this index card in half 
lengthwise. Then write on both sides with a marker 
one or two words to name the barriers that you would 
like to remove in society today.”

•	 Prepare a table or other surface for the assembly of 
the index cards as a wall. 

•	 Have available Bibles; paper; index cards; pens or 
pencils; and either a chalkboard and chalk, or a dry-
erase board and markers. 

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Play in the background the recording of “Joshua Fit 
the Battle of Jericho” as participants enter.

•	 Welcome participants by handing each one index 
card with a note of instructions about using it.

•	 Repeat instructions orally after everyone is seated. 
Give three minutes for completion. 

•	 Ask everyone to place their folded cards, one after the 
other, in the designated area. The papers should then 
resemble a long wall.

•	 Give a brief overview of today’s session, emphasizing 
the triumph of the Israelites as they enter the Prom-
ised Land.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Facing a Barrier (15 min.)
•	 Display a map of Canaan Land.
•	 Describe the setting by summarizing the information 

based on the “Introduction to the Scripture” in this 
Leader’s Guide.

•	 Ask participants to form pairs. Ask them to read 
Joshua 5:13-15 silently as they fill in the following 
diagram: 
In the diagram below, write four ways that Moses 
and Joshua were unique under their respective names. 
Write four ways in which they were similar in the cen-
ter section.

Moses Joshua
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OR
On the Periphery of Promise (15 min.)
•	 Solicit a volunteer to read Joshua 5:13-15 aloud.
•	 Draw three columns on a board or newsprint. From 

left to right, label the columns: Moses, Both, and 
Joshua.

•	 Ask the class to provide examples of the ways that 
Moses and Joshua were unique and similar.

•	 Record the responses on a board or newsprint. For 
ways in which Moses was unique, record the response 
in the “Moses” column, and similarly for Joshua. For 
ways in which they are similar, record them in the 
“Both” column. 

•	 Ask if anyone wishes to speak about ways in which 
they identify with either Moses or Joshua.

AND
Vision Statement (15 min.)
•	 Divide the class into three groups by seating order. 

For example, if there 12 participants, the first 4 will 
be Group 1, the second 4 will be Group 2, and the last 
4 will be Group 3.

•	 Write the two questions below on a board or news-
print and explain that each group will search for an-
swers to the questions in their assigned passages and 
collaborate on their responses:
 º What vision is stated or implied?
 º What are the steps in reaching the goal?
 º What is your impression of the events in the 

reading?
•	 Assign the following readings: Group 1: Joshua 6:1-

5; Group 2: “Rising to the Challenge” in Session 2 in 
Journeys; Group 3: “Strategic Briefing” in Journeys. 
(7 min.)

•	 Ask each group to select someone to read their 
responses.  

•	 Discuss the similarities and differences in the visions 
of each leader.

OR
Beyond the Barrier (15 min.)
•	 Ask members of the class to read silently Joshua 6:1-

5 and write one question about it on an index card.
•	 Collect the cards in a container and mix them.
•	 Ask each person to select a card from the container.
•	 Ask participants to read the questions on the card 

they selected to the class. The reader can either answer 
the question or ask for a discussion of it.

•	 Discuss the accounts of visions by any other known 
leaders or Bible figures. For example a number of 

the prophets such as Isaiah, Daniel and Ezekiel had 
visions--along with John in the New Testament, who 
wrote the Book of Revelation. And then there was 
Martin L. King Jr. and the “I’ve seen the Promised 
Land..” speech he gave from Memphis prior to being 
shot at the Lorraine Motel.

AND
 Visualizing Success (10 min.)
•	 Distribute an index card to each person.
•	 Ask participants to listen to the Scripture that will be 

read and think of ways these verses relate to present-
day situations, visualizing the eradication of barriers 
to progress. Also ask participants to prepare to write 
their own vision statement of what they wish to see in 
the future. 

•	 Solicit a volunteer to read Joshua 6:15-16,20.
•	 Explain that a vision is a snapshot of a future posi-

tion. It is inspirational. An example is the following: 
“To become the world’s most loved, most flown, and 
most profitable airline.” —Southwest Air13

•	 Emphasize Joshua’s vision.  
•	 Ask everyone to spend five minutes writing a vision 

statement.
•	 Ask one or two volunteers to share their statements 

with the class.
AND/OR

Prophet of Conquest (10 min.)
•	 Ask participants to read Joshua 6:15-16,20 silently.
•	 Share the clip from the BPFNA Website.
•	 Solicit comments about the clip and ask for other ex-

amples of efforts toward peace.
•	 Share information about civil rights, missions, and 

other causes that will bring peaceful relations in the 
world.

•	 Ask in what ways has MLK’s Promised Land vision 
and his dream (from the I Have a Dream speech)
come to pass.

•	 Write on a board or newsprint the names of leaders or 
organizations that work towards peaceful solutions to 
problems.

CLOSING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask everyone to move to the index card wall that was 
built at the beginning of the class.

•	 Ask each person to be meditative while reading si-
lently the messages on the wall.

•	 Solicit a volunteer to read aloud the messages on one 
side of the wall.
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•	 Solicit a volunteer to read aloud the messages on the 
other side of the index card.

•	 Solicit a volunteer to pray for the visions toward 
progress and for the power to overcome obstacles.

•	 Ask that each person take what he or she contributed 
to the wall—the word or phrase they wrote on the 
card—and meditate on it during the week.

•	 Replay the recording of “Joshua Fit the Battle of Jeri-
cho” as participants dismantle the wall and leave the 
room. 

Looking Ahead
In preparation for the study of a woman prophet, ask 
students to name the “she-roes” and women who have 
acted as role models in their lives.
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Introducing the Scripture
The name Huldah literally means “weasel.”1 The prophet 
Huldah was a scholar and, as her name suggests, bur-
rowed into the scrolls of knowledge. Because she was a 
woman of wisdom, she is said to have sat near the temple 
to receive inquirers. It is believed that she sat near the 
double doors of the temple, which still remain in Jerusa-
lem and are called the Huldah Gates.2

Huldah is one of five women proph-
ets mentioned in the Old Testament. 
Sarah Forth states, “Huldah is the only 
one of the women designated a prophet 
who acts like one.”3 Huldah delivered a 
direct oracle from God with a prediction 
of what was to come. She also was sought 
after for her prophetic knowledge, and 
the king’s delegation came to her. 

In contrast, the prophet Mariam (Ex-
odus 15:20-21) sang and danced but did 
not deliver words directly from God as 
Moses or Huldah did. Deborah (Judges 
4:6) sent for Barak and spoke for God, 
but in little detail. She went to war and 

later sang of their accomplishments. Debo-
rah was a judge; therefore, prophecy was 
not her major occupation. 

Isaiah’s wife (Isaiah 8:3) is not even 
called by name. Isaiah referred to her as 
the “prophetess” and mentioned that she 
birthed a son for him. The term “prophet-
ess” was also used to refer to the status of be-
ing a wife of a prophet.4 Isaiah’s wife might 
have been in that category. The fifth woman 
prophet, Noadiah (Nehemiah 6:14), can 
barely be designated as such because she 
deliberately spoke words of deceit. Of all 
the women prophets of the Old Testament, 
Huldah can be seen as the most exemplary 
prophet.

The message of Huldah is significant be-
cause of the following factors: (1) She rec-
ognized, verified the authenticity of, and 

helped preserve the Deuteronomic Scriptures; (2) She 
confirmed that the reason to fear punishment was be-
cause of the sinful acts of previous kings; (3) She bravely 
spoke total truth, both the good and the unpleasant; (4) 
Her prophecy contributed to reformation in Judah and 
Israel; and (5) She was a role model for women, and her 
legacy is still uplifting for women today.

The voice of Huldah was one of rea-
son in a time of great disillusionment. 
The Davidic kingdom was divided. Ju-
dah and Israel were under the influence 
of the bordering Assyrian empire. Her 
prophecy strengthened the resolve of 
King Josiah, who was overthrowing the 
stronghold of Assyria. The timing was 
right, since the Assyrian King Ashur-
banipal had just died. Assyria became 
weaker after his death, and Josiah began 
the temple repairs.5 

Although most of Huldah’s prophecy 
was about the ruin to befall the nation, 
King Josiah did not see these words as an 

SESSION 3 • MARCH 21, 2021

Huldah: Prophet of Wisdom
SCRIPTURE: 2 Kings 22:14-20

KEY VERSE:  Because your heart was penitent, and you hum-
bled yourself before the Lord, when you heard how I spoke 
against this place, and against its inhabitants, that they 
should become a desolation and a curse, and because 
you have torn your clothes and wept before me, I also have 
heard you, says the Lord.  —2 Kings 22:19

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
• To	develop	a	more	in-depth	understanding	of	the	history	of	the	Is-

raelite	nation	during	the	reign	of	Josiah;	
• To	analyze	the	message	that	Huldah	delivered	to	the	king	and	its

implications	for	Christians	today;	and
• To	consider	the	effectiveness	of	the	prophetic	words	in	the	rededi-

cation	of	King	Josiah	to	his	mission	and	think	of	ways	that	we	can	
become	more	committed	as	Christians.

Huldah 
delivered 
a direct 

oracle from 
God with a 

prediction of 
what was to 

come.
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occasion for despair. Instead, he was in-
spired by her message. Being a righteous 
king, and being full of resolve and zeal, 
he took Huldah’s words as an inspira-
tion for his efforts toward reform and 
renewal.

 
Examining the Scripture
2 KINGS 22:14. The dynamics in this 
verse depict the three kinds of authority figures in this 
era. The roles of king-priest-prophet are distinct in this 
setting. The priest is leading a delegation on an assign-
ment from the king to seek wisdom from the prophet. 
Even though they are in perilous times, the government, 
worship life, and individual spiritual life had evolved 
into a more sophisticated order than in previous eras.

During the time of Moses and Joshua, one leader oc-
cupied all three positions, in addition to other duties. 
During the time of Huldah and Josiah, the roles were 
separate. The king was the administrator and executor of 
government affairs and lived in the palace. King Josiah 
and other kings in the region also served as heads of the 
military and traveled with their troops to war.

As the priest, Hilkiah was responsible for the temple 
and worship life. He was performing his duties in this 
capacity when he found the lost book (a scroll). In vers-
es 22:8-13, he gave the book to the secretary, Shaphan, 
who read it to the king. The king then sent the text to the 
prophet.

The prophets Huldah, Jeremiah, and Zephaniah min-
istered in separate designated areas. Records show that 
Huldah sat in an area near the temple. She had a school 
and taught the women in the area. Jeremiah, her cous-
in (both being descendants of Joshua), 
prophesied in the streets. Zephaniah 
traveled to places of worship.6

The prophets were the spokespersons 
for God, and at times they predicted the 
future. They had different gifts and man-
ners of deliverance, even though they 
were speaking the same message from 
God. Huldah evidently possessed coun-
seling skills and shared her wisdom in 
helping people with their personal and 
family affairs. 

2 KINGS 22:15-17. Hilkiah, along 
with Ahikam, Achbor, Shaphan and 

Asaiah, sought counsel from Huldah. 
Upon discovering the Deuteronomic 
text, the king realized that for genera-
tions the people of Judah had not been 
following the law outlined in the lost 
text (22:11-13), and that God’s wrath 
was stored up for them. Huldah had a 
message from the Lord for them. 

She does not specifically name the 
king in her message. In verse 15, she says, “the man who 
sent you to me.” (In verse 16 she says, “the king of Ju-
dah,” but in this case she is speaking for God, not in her 
own voice.) Her refusal to call the king by his title could 
have been seen as disrespectful. Instead of seeing it as a 
sign of disrespect, though, we might read this interaction 
as a reminder that, in her role as a spokesperson for God, 
Huldah held spiritual authority over the people, the king 
included.

 Huldah verifies the authenticity of the Deutero-
nomic texts in her prophecies. She confirms that all that 
“all the words of the book that the king of Judah has 
read” are of God (22:16), and that the destruction that 
he feared was indeed on the horizon.

Her words applied the text to the situation at hand. 
In verse 17, Huldah confirms that the eyes of God had 
indeed been watching the people of Judah: “They have 
abandoned me and have made offerings to other 
gods.” They were guilty in God’s eyes, and the punish-
ment was going to be levied. The coming judgment was 
finalized with the words “and it will not be quenched.”

2 KINGS 22:18-19. God also examined king Josiah’s 
heart and prayer life. The king’s heart examination 

evidently received an excellent rating. 
Huldah was using her gifts and was an 
instrument for the flow of truth. She was 
not present when the king tore his gar-
ments (verse 19), yet she spoke of the 
intimate moments in Josiah’s spiritual 
life. Huldah’s prophecy included details 
about Josiah’s “penitent heart,” about 
him “humbling himself before the 
Lord,” about how Josiah tore his clothes 
and wept before the Lord (verse 19). 
Because Josiah truly heard God’s word 
and was penitent, God assures him, 
through Huldah’s prophecy, that Josiah’s 
prayers have not gone unheard, and that 

Huldah held 
spiritual 

authority over 
the people.

The prophets 
were the 
spokes-
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the disaster coming to Judah would not come in Josiah’s 
lifetime. Josiah would go to his grave in peace (verse 20).

Huldah was well versed in the Scriptures, and she 
knew that God shows mercy to the penitent in the 
face of coming judgment. God’s proclamation to Mo-
ses in Exodus 34:6-7, for example, clearly shows God’s 
beneficence:

“The Lord, the Lord, 
a God merciful and gracious,
slow to anger,
and abounding in steadfast love 
and faithfulness,
keeping steadfast love for the thousandth 
generation, forgiving iniquity and 
transgression and sin,
 yet by no means clearing the guilty,
 but visiting the iniquity of the parents
 upon the children
and the children’s children,
 to the third and the fourth generation.”    
Both Huldah and Josiah were aware of their place in 

history. Josiah had inherited the throne and all that went 
with it, including the curse for the sins of forerunners. 
Josiah took action to appeal to God’s graciousness. The 
consoling words in Huldah’s prophecy in verse 19 were, 
“I also have heard you, says the Lord.” 

2 KINGS 22:20. God’s message in this verse is being 
transported from the prophet through the carriers to the 
recipient, the king. Hilkiah, Ahikam, Achbor, Shaphan, 
and Asaiah probably put their memorization skills to-
gether to retain the words of the Lord that they received 
through Huldah. A lot was at stake in the delivery of 
Huldah’s prophecy, and the messengers pulled through. 
A major reformation ensued.

In 2 Kings 23, Josiah read the lost book to everyone 
in the land. They disposed of the idols and everything 
that was opposed to the Deuteronomic law. In later pas-
sages, one can calculate that Josiah lived another decade 
before the destruction of Jerusalem. Huldah and Josiah 
lived exemplary lives. They were examples of obedience 
to God’s moral codes and subsequently received God’s 
mercy and blessings. 

 
Applying the Scripture
The prophet Huldah, through a revelation from God, 
acknowledged the pure heart of the king. The mission 
to seek Huldah’s wisdom came about because the lost 

book was found (2 Kings 22:8). Priest Hilkiah found 
the book because the king had ordered the repair of the 
temple (2 Kings 22:1-6). The fact that the temple need-
ed repairs and that the Deuteronomic Scriptures were 
lost sums up the lifestyle of the previous administrations. 
They had neglected proper worship of the Lord. 

The void in their spiritual lives was reflected in their 
physical premises. God’s house was falling apart because 
the people had neglected their covenant with God. With 
an unkempt place of worship, and an undisciplined spiri-
tual life, the Scriptures were also neglected, and the book 
of Deuteronomy was lost. The book became a forgotten 
treasure. It was rediscovered under Josiah’s reign, a king 
who did care about the spiritual well-being of Israel. Be-
cause of his dedication to God and his spiritual fervor, 
he knew the value of the book and treated it with the 
utmost seriousness.

This story speaks to us in the Christian walk. Just as 
the king ordered repairs, there may be ways that we can 
examine the needs in our environment. We should not 
only look at our own spiritual lives--as important as that 
is-- but we should also look for ways that we can minis-
ter to others. Pertaining to our physical environment, we 
can perform small tasks to keep our worship centers in 
good order and ensure that our churches are inviting and 
welcoming environments.

Huldah and Josiah placed utmost value on the Word 
of God. In today’s world dominated by mass media, and 
a population with ever-decreasing attention spans, the 
Word of God is often neglected. For some, the Bible 
just doesn’t have the entertainment value of apps or 
YouTube videos. For others, the demands of jobs and 
children’s education can choke out the family prayers 
and daily Bible readings. Texting and social media can 
be distracting, but perhaps we can communicate posi-
tive and loving messages with them. Sadly, though, our 
devices often have a way of isolating us. We need to be 
intentional about having face-to-face conversations and 
enjoying peaceful assembly with others, through which 
we can share God’s love.

 
Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group.
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GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read 2 Kings 22:14-20 as well as Session 3 in Jour-

neys and this leader’s guide.
•	 Prepare a brief inquiry slip with these questions: 

Name of my heroine; one of her outstanding charac-
teristics; and one impression that she made on my life.

•	 Have Available (If you choose the second option) 
newsprint, markers, and masking tape for partici-
pants to record information about their heroines and 
mount them on the wall.

•	 Play the song “I Would Be True” from YouTube:  
https://www.youtube.comwatch?v=LmNpRdt8XFo 
or another song that emphasizes truth.

•	 Download an image of Huldah from the internet 
and make copies for the number of expected partici-
pants. Also have available markers and crayons.

•	 Meditate on the manner in which Huldah and Jo-
siah brought reforms and preserved Scriptures. Think 
about how this message is applicable today.

•	 Have available Bibles, index cards, paper, pens or 
pencils, and either chalkboard and chalk, a dry-erase 
board and markers, or newsprint and markers.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Greet class members and as they arrive and offer prayer.
•	 Ask participants to name a heroine and explain how 

that person has influenced them (in a sentence or two).
•	 Explain that Huldah was one of the few women 

prophets in the Bible and give a sense of setting by 
looking at the map of Judah from that time online.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40-45 MINUTES)

Contemporary Heroines (25 min.)
•	 Distribute the question sheets, markers, and news-

print. Ask participants to place their answers to the 
questions on newsprint, sign their names, date it, and 
post it on the wall. 

•	 Conduct a walking tour of the wall while contribu-
tors give brief explanations of the women who have 
influenced them. 

AND
Impressions of Huldah (20 min.)
•	 Distribute the drawing of Huldah, markers, pens, 

and pencils.
•	 Invite participants to engage in “adult coloring” in or-

der to collect their thoughts and express their feelings 
about issues in the story.

•	 Encourage them to color the drawing, add addition-
al drawings and designs, or write comments as they 
wish. Those who do not wish to color can write labels 
and captions on the drawing. Tell the class: “We are 
all artists, and there is no wrong way to do it.” 

•	 Play the recording of “I Will Be True” or another cho-
sen song in the background as everyone is working. 

•	 Mount the completed pictures on the wall and dis-
cuss the pictures. 

OR
Talk about Huldah (20 min.)
•	 Divide the class into four groups. Assign each group 

a set of questions from the questions for reflection in 
Journeys Session 3. 

•	 Invite participants to read, beginning with the ques-
tions. They can quickly peruse the passages and look 
up Bible references to answer the questions. 

•	 Ask each group to report on their findings.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Gather in front of the wall displays.
•	 Ask everyone to think of the way in which the 

message of Huldah urged King Josiah to lead a ref-
ormation and to meditate on their own personal re-
commitment in serving God.

•	 Remind participants to take their pictures home with 
them after the prayer.

•	 Ask if someone feels led to say a closing prayer at the 
end.

•	 Play the recording in the background as everyone re-
moves their pictures from the wall. 

NOTES
1. The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible. (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 1962) 658.
2. Bible History online. “The Huldah Gates”. Accessed October 

25, 2019, https://www.bible-history.com/jerusalem/firstcentury 
jerusalem_huldah_gates.html

3. Forth, Sarah S. Eve’s Bible (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
2008), 151.

4. The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible K-Q. (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1962), 920.

5. The Interpreter’s Bible Volume III (New York: Abingdon Press, 
1954), 315-16.

6. Mindel, Nissan, “Huldah the Prophetess.” (Kehot Publica-
tion Society) accessed October 27, 2019, https://www.chabad.org 
/library/article_cdo/aid/112503/jewish/Huldah-the-Prophetess 
.htm
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Introducing the Scripture
First Kings depicts a struggle between Elijah and Je-
zebel. The protagonist of this drama—Elijah—was a 
prophet of Yahweh, while the antagonist Jezebel whole-
heartedly advocated the worship of Baal. Ahab oscillated 
between the two opposite influences in his life, worship-
ing Baal while at the same time trying to hold onto the 
God of Israel. Obadiah, a member of Ahab’s court, had 
to be covert in order to preserve the lives of the prophets 
of Yahweh, but Obadiah’s actions made it clear that his 
loyalties were to the God of Israel.

To understand the significance of Elijah’s prophecy 
and work, we need to take a closer look at the lives of 
Ahab and Jezebel. According to the Old 
Testament Scriptures, Jezebel was de-
voted to her husband, Ahab. Any asso-
ciation of adultery with Jezebel would 
be figurative. Sexual promiscuity and 
adultery were often analogously equat-
ed with idolatry throughout the Old 
Testament because both represented in-
fidelity. For example, newer translations 
of 2 Chronicles 21:13 use the term un-
faithfulness, while the older versions use 
the term whoring to refer to the practice 

of idolatry concerning being unfaithful to 
God.

A more helpful way to examine Jezebel’s 
role is to consider her intellect. She was 
not the only wife of Ahab. He had several 
wives, yet she was able to influence him. 
It is recorded in 2 Kings 10:1 that Ahab 
had seventy sons in Samaria (maybe some 
were grandsons). Probably due to her su-
perior ability to influence Ahab, Jezebel’s 
son Ahaziah succeeded Ahab after he died 
(1 Kings 22:40).

Ahab and Jezebel built an empire that 
stood out as one of the greatest in the world 
at that time. Ahab ruled Israel for 22 years, 
which is a long tenure in comparison to 
other kings. It is recorded in 1 Kings 22:39 

that Ahab built an ivory house and many cities. He also 
built a temple, altar, and sacred pole to worship Baal 
(1 Kings 16:32-33). In a coalition of twelve states in the 
battle of Qarqar, Ahab provided two thousand chariots 
and ten thousand soldiers.1

The physical structures and the increase in trade came 
at a great price. It caused a rift between the wealthy mer-
chant class and the masses who depended on the land for 
a living. Yet the land was being taken to develop new en-
terprises.2 The king himself coveted Naboth’s vineyard, 
even though he had more than enough wealth. Jezebel 
devised a scheme to falsely accuse Naboth and have him 

stoned to death. Ahab then took posses-
sion of Naboth’s vineyard (1 Kings 21). 

Even the bravery of the great prophet, 
Elijah, was put on hold due to the treach-
ery of Jezebel. She sent a note to him, 
threatening his life within 24 hours. Eli-
jah fled and became despondent until an 
angel appeared to him (1 Kings 19). Eli-
jah was victorious in the end, which was 
a triumph for the God of Israel. Prior to 
his death, Ahab confessed his wrong to 
Elijah and repented (1 Kings 21:27).

SESSION 4 • MARCH 28, 2021

Elijah: Prophet of Courage
SCRIPTURE: 1 Kings 18:5-18

KEY VERSE:  Elijah said, “AS the Lord of hosts lives, before 
whom I stand, I will surely show myself to him today.”  

—1 Kings 18:15

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
• To	examine	the	prophecy	of	Elijah	at	the	time	of	his	re-emergence

near	the	end	of	a	long	drought;
• To	appreciate	the	role	of	Elijah	in	maintaining	the	faith	and	wor-

ship	of	the	God	of	Israel;
• To	analyze	ways	in	which	Elijah	was	courageous	in	relating	to	his

opposition;	and
• To	adopt	 lessons	from	Elijah’s	ministry	that	are	applicable	in	to-

day’s	society.

Obadiah’s 
actions made 
it clear that 
his loyalties 
were to the 

God of Israel.

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2021 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 

This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 
Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



18 JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • SPRING 2021

SESSION 4 • MARCH 28, 2021

Examining the Scripture
1 KINGS 18:5-6. One might wonder 
why Ahab was hunting for grass along 
with his trusted servant Obadiah, since 
his servants could have performed that 
task. Ahab was a builder and had skills 
to survey land. The drought was severe, 
and they were in jeopardy of losing the 
livestock. Ahab and Obadiah could find 
the food for the animals more easily than 
anyone else. 

In verse 5, Ahab instructed Obadiah 
to search the springs and wadis. Springs 
are common worldwide, but wadis are 
very important in the Middle East. A wadi is a water-
course or riverbed that is usually dry except in the rainy 
season. They were checking to see if some green grass was 
still growing in these areas. 

There were two rainy seasons in the land: the early 
rain and the latter rain.3 During these years of drought, 
neither of the rainy seasons came. The lack of rain and 
diminished food supply would have left Ahab with only 
one option: to kill the animals. The two men, therefore, 
looked in separate directions for sustenance in the forms 
of plants and animals. Of course, their actions fit into the 
divine plan to encounter Elijah.

1 KINGS 18:7-11. Obadiah recognized Elijah. He 
would have been present when the king spoke with Eli-
jah on previous occasions. The determined face of Elijah 
would not be easy to forget, but it had been three years 
since anyone had seen him. This location would have 
been the least likely place to look for Elijah. Obadiah 
questioned his identity to be certain that he was seeing 
who he thought he saw. 

Elijah’s brief answer in verse 8 contained one strong 
imperative and three declarations. “Go tell” is a direct or-
der, spoken with authority. Obadiah was charged with a 
spiritual duty. “It is I” confirmed Elijah’s 
identity. “Your lord” returned to Obadi-
ah the title that he had respectfully given 
him. Elijah humbled himself to imply 
that Ahab was his lord. “Elijah is here” 
emphasized the fact that he was in place, 
ready to present the message of God.

Obadiah was troubled at Elijah’s 
command, but after the bantering, he 
did comply. The spiritual connection 

between the two men overruled the con-
cern for security. Elijah acted in faith 
to approach the powerful King Ahab; 
Obadiah acted in faith to obey the man 
of God and face his powerful boss.

1 KINGS 18:12-13. Obadiah dis-
pelled his greatest fear. He knew that 
if Elijah could disappear for three years 
without the king and queen finding 
him, he could not expect to find him 
in the same place again. In verse 12 he 
said, “The spirit of the Lord will carry 
you I know not where.” Obadiah was 

aware of Elijah’s spiritual connections and his ability to 
move about quickly. 

Obadiah wanted to assure Elijah that he was on his 
side and was not his enemy. He told Elijah about the time 
he hid the prophets to spare them from execution by Je-
zebel, as she had done to many other prophets. Jezebel, 
in the despair of not finding Elijah, slew all the prophets 
of Yahweh that she could find. She blamed them for the 
drought rather than examining herself.  

1 KINGS 18:14-16. Obadiah was able to get a  con-
vincing statement from Elijah. Elijah declared by the 
“Lord of hosts” that he would show himself. The term 
“Lord of hosts” appears hundreds of times in the Old 
Testament. It refers to the God of Israel, Yahweh, who 
empowered armies and was the Host of Heaven. God 
was in charge of celestial bodies or angels.4 Obadiah put 
his faith into action and went to tell the king.

1 KINGS 18:17-18. Obadiah’s faith proved true. He 
convinced the king to come. Elijah was in place, just as he 
had promised. Under the influence of Jezebel, the king 
blamed Elijah for the trouble. Elijah quickly corrected 
him and caused him to consider what he had done.

According to minister and author 
Matthew Henry, Ahab and Jezebel had 
only to observe their surroundings to see 
what was taking place. The land of Judah 
did not experience the drought that Isra-
el experienced.5 Amos 4:7 states: “And I 
also withheld the rain from you when 
there were still three months to har-
vest; I would send rain on one city, and 
send no rain on another city.” 

Elijah acted 
in faith to 
approach 

the powerful 
King Ahab.

Jezebel, in 
the despair 

of not finding 
Elijah, slew 

all the 
prophets of 

Yahweh.
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After three years, Ahab had to listen to what Elijah 
was saying. It was evident that Baal could not deliver the 
rain. Even though Ahab was swayed by Jezebel, he knew 
in his heart that Elijah was right. 

 
Applying the Scripture
Ahab’s plight is like someone attempting to walk in op-
posite directions at the same time. If one straddles two 
opposing trails, the body will divide or tumble. Ahab’s 
accomplishments as a builder and a tradesman were 
marred by his horrendous actions as an accomplice to 
Jezebel. Although he finally did listen to Elijah and re-
pented for his wrongdoing, his name remains as one of 
the worst kings in biblical history. 

Ahab’s dilemma is a challenge for us as Christians. We 
are in an age bound toward secularism. Many see no need 
for organized religion and determine their own code of 
ethics. Some churchgoers engage in practices of religions 
that are not of the Christian faith. Elijah’s staunch stand 
for the true God challenges us to make a commitment to 
our faith. 

Elijah and Obadiah were confident in their faith and 
not afraid to act on their convictions. There is a need to-
day for Christians to unashamedly take a stand for just 
causes. We can assist those in need as Obadiah did. We 
can boldly speak the truth as Elijah did.

As Baptists, we can appreciate minister Elijah Holmes 
(Journeys, session 4) who lived up to the name. He took 
a stand that paved the way for us to enjoy the freedom 
of being Baptist and practicing believer’s baptism. Mak-
ing a commitment today is easy when compared to what 
Elijah and other prophets endured.

 
Session Plans
These session plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternate 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read 1 Kings 18:5-18 as well as Session 4 in Journeys 

and this leader’s guide.
•	 Have available Bible commentaries (for the Elijah 

Quiz Show).
•	 Prepare a set of index cards marked on the plain side 

with numbers ranging from 5 through 18. Repeat 
numbers if necessary. Also have available a container 
to collect the cards (for the quiz show).

•	 Prepare small, inexpensive prizes for the quiz show, 
such as bookmarks, ball point pens, peppermints, etc. 

•	 Find the song “You Are My Hiding Place” from YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4sKGTzn1 
qT4 or another song that emphasizes courage.

•	 Duplicate a drawing of the prophet Elijah from the 
internet for the expected number of participants. 
Also have available markers and crayons for adult 
coloring.

•	 Meditate about the courage of Elijah and think of 
ways that we can be courageous today.

•	 Have available Bibles, index cards, paper, pens or 
pencils, and either chalkboard and chalk, or a dry-
erase board and markers, or newsprint and markers.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Distribute the numbered index cards as participants 
enter.

•	 Greet class members and open with prayer.
•	 Explain that we are traveling back in time from the 

last session. 

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(45-50 MINUTES)

Elijah Quiz Show (A Cooperative Game) (30 min.)
•	 Ask members of the class to check the numbers on 

their index cards. That number stands for one of the 
14 verses in today’s scripture. The card holder will 
write a question pertaining to that verse. If necessary, 
give more than one card to an individual to use all the 
cards. 

•	 Collect the cards and mix them in the container. 
Each person will draw one of the cards.

•	 Form two teams by letting each person draw a card. 
Numbers 5 through 11 will be team 1 and 12 through 
18 will be team 2.

•	 Assign the teams with two tasks: (1) Choose a ques-
tion to ask the other team. (2) Research that question 
by using any available commentaries and the Journeys 
lesson in order to answer the questions. 

•	 Begin the show with the first team presenting a ques-
tion and the other answering. Any of the members 
may talk. Switch teams. 

•	 Conduct a brief discussion about what each person 
learned from the game. 

•	 Distribute prizes to everyone. All are winners. This is 
a cooperative game.

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2021 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 

This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 
Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



20 JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • SPRING 2021

SESSION 4 • MARCH 28, 2021

OR
 The Wild Chase (10 min.)
•	 Ask a volunteer to read 1 Kings 18:5-6.
•	 Invite the class to share stories about the effects of cli-

mate change.
•	 Lead a discussion on climate change today and the 

plight of Israel during the time of Elijah.
•	  Use the reflection questions in Journeys or form ques-

tions of your own.
AND/OR

Surprise Before the Eyes (10 min.)
•	 Ask three volunteers to read 1 Kings 18:7-11. They 

will be the voices of Elijah, Obadiah, and a narrator.
•	 Ask another volunteer to read the section “Who Was 

Elijah” in Journeys (session 4). 
•	 Ask volunteers for personal stories about awesome 

moments of surprise, similar to the experience of 
Obadiah.

•	 Discuss the dilemma of Obadiah in responding to  
the command of Elijah. Ask participants to compare 
some of their own situations to that of Obadiah.

•	 Discuss the importance of Elijah’s mission.
AND/OR

The Prophets of the Lord 
•	 Ask participants to read 1 Kings 18:13-14 silently.
•	 Ask who are the spokespersons for God today? Are 

any of them facing persecution? Discuss.
AND

Ahab and Jezebel
•	 Solicit a volunteer to read the section on Ahab and 

Jezebel in Journeys, session 4.
•	 Discuss male/female relationships in society today.
•	 Ask participants to assume roles as image consultants 

and write down five things they would change about 
Ahab and Jezebel to give them a more positive image. 
Discuss.

AND/OR
Promise Kept (10 min.)
•	 Ask three volunteers to read 1 Kings 18:14-16. They 

will be the voices of Elijah, Obadiah, and a narrator.
•	 Conduct an analysis of the communication between 

Elijah and Obadiah. Ask for any recollections of Com-
munication 101 courses or business training courses.

•	 Discuss ways in which the honesty between the two 
men can be duplicated in our society. What does the 
expression “your word is your bond” mean to the av-
erage person? Can we still count on that today?

AND/OR
Impressions of Elijah (20 min.)
•	 Distribute the drawing of Elijah from the internet, 

markers, pens, and pencils.
•	 Explain that they will be engaged in adult coloring, 

which is a means to collect our thoughts and express 
our inner feelings about issues in the story. 

•	 Encourage them to feel free to color, add additional 
drawings, add designs, or write comments as they 
wish. There is an option to write labels and captions 
on the drawing for persons who do not wish to color. 
We are all artists, and there is no wrong way to do it. 

•	 Play the recording of “You Are My Hiding Place” or 
another chosen song in the background as everyone is 
working. Join in the fun and offer your art rendition. 

•	 Conduct a show and tell. Volunteers will explain 
their pictures and comment on how they felt while 
engaging in the art activity. 

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Ask for reflections about what Elijah means to each 
member of the group.

•	 Recite the key verse in unison.
•	 Ask a volunteer to say a closing prayer.

NOTES
1. The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible A-C Volume 1 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2006), 80.
2. The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible A-D. (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 1962), 62.
3. Benson Commentary, The Bible Hub, accessed 
November 29, 2019,
 https://biblehub.com/commentaries/1_kings/18-1.htm, 
4.The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible K-Q. (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 1962), 151.
5. Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible, Bible Study 

Tools, accessed November 29, 2019, 
https://www.biblestudytools.com/commentaries/matthew-

henry-complete/1-kings/18.html.
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Introducing the Scripture
Isaiah 52:13–53:12 is one of four major Servant songs 
found in Isaiah’s ancient prophecy. The other three Ser-
vant songs are found in Isaiah 42:1-4,49:1-6, and 50:4-
9. These poetic descriptions of the work of the unnamed 
servant are generally thought to have been written be-
tween the fall of Jerusalem to the armies of Babylon in 
587 BCE and the defeat of Babylon by the Persian king 
Cyrus in 539 BCE.

Although this historical backdrop is key in under-
standing most of the writings of Isaiah 
that are recorded in chapters 40–66 of 
the prophecy, the Servant songs seem to 
be disconnected from any clear historical 
context. Scholars debate the authorship 
of these songs, with some believing Isaiah 
composed them and others thinking they 
have their origin in an unknown writer.

Not only is the authorship of these 
passages unclear; the servant described in 
these passages is also cloaked in mystery. 
Individuals like Nebuchadnezzar, Cyrus, 

and even Isaiah himself have been offered 
as possible identities of the servant. Many 
commentators have concluded that the ser-
vant is really the nation of Israel. Because of 
the many parallels between the suffering of 
Jesus and the anonymous servant described 
in Isaiah 52:13-53:12, many Christians see 
Jesus as the ultimate fulfillment of the suf-
fering servant described in this passage.

Examining the Scripture
ISAIAH 53:4. Because this servant song be-
gins with “See, my servant shall prosper; 
he shall be exalted and lifted up” (Isaiah 
52:13), the first part of this verse seems out 
of place. Yet this servant is one who will be 
exalted because of his willingness to suffer 
on behalf of others. Throughout this pas-

sage the prophet includes himself in the group that has 
benefitted from the servant’s willingness to suffer on be-
half of others. Later he will include himself with those 
who have sinned against God and made the suffering the 
servant endures necessary. The group Isaiah is referring 
to is probably the nation of Israel to which he would 
clearly belong.

The second half of this verse expresses the common 
belief in the time of Isaiah that all suffering was due to 

the sufferer’s sin. This belief was still 
present in the time of Jesus over five 
hundred years after Isaiah wrote these 
words. The Gospel of John records Jesus’ 
attempt to correct this misunderstand-
ing. “As he walked along, he saw a man 
blind from birth. His disciples asked 
him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or 
his parents, that he was born blind?” 
Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man nor 
his parents sinned; he was born blind 
so that God’s works might be revealed 

SESSION 5 • APRIL 4, 2021

The Suffering Servant
Brings Salvation
SCRIPTURE: Isaiah 53:4-11

KEY VERSE:  But he was wounded for our transgressions, 
crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment 
that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.  

—Isaiah 53:5

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	identify	reasons	a	Christian	would	be	willing	to	endure	suffering;
•	 To	contrast	suffering	that	benefits	the	sufferer	with	the	vicarious	

suffering	of	Jesus;
•	 To	discover	ways	that	Jesus	served	both	as	a	scapegoat	and	sacri-

ficial	lamb;
•	 To	express	emotional	reactions	to	the	injustice	of	Christ’s	death;	

and
•	 To	celebrate	God’s	vindication	of	Jesus	on	Easter.

The servant 
described 
in these 

passages is 
also cloaked 
in mystery. 
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in him.’” ( John 9:1-3). Before Isaiah re-
ceived his current revelation from God, 
he, and the people of Israel, assumed the 
suffering servant was being punished 
by God for past sins. However, God 
changed the prophet’s mind. God helped 
him understand that rather than repre-
sent God’s judgment on the sufferer, the 
servant’s agony indicated his willingness 
to bear the afflictions that others should 
have had to face because of their sins. 

ISAIAH 53:5. If this passage would have 
read, “he was wounded by our transgres-
sions and crushed by our iniquities,” then 
we would see the servant as the victim of 
the violent, sinful actions of others. But 
the passage says, “for our transgressions and crushed 
for our iniquities.” This points to the vicarious nature 
of the suffering of the servant. Vicarious suffering refers 
to the transforming effects brought on a guilty person or 
group through the distress of a different person or group 
who is innocent of wrongdoing. The servant in this pas-
sage was afflicted for the sins of others. The punishment 
due to others was placed on the servant, and his wounds 
brought healing to the true transgressors.

 
ISAIAH 53:6. Isaiah says he and his contemporaries 
have turned away from God like sheep wander away 
from their shepherds. Rather than follow the leadership 
of God, they have stubbornly followed their own will 
and desires.

“And the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us 
all” is reflective of the ancient Hebrew practice of using a 
goat to symbolically take away the sins of the community. 
Leviticus 16:21-22 reads: “Then Aaron 
shall lay both his hands on the head of 
the live goat, and confess over it all the 
iniquities of the people of Israel, and 
all their transgressions, all their sins, 
putting them on the head of the goat, 
and sending it away into the wilder-
ness by means of someone designated 
for the task. The goat shall bear on it-
self all their iniquities to a barren re-
gion; and the goat shall be set free in 
the wilderness.” The ceremonial goat 
was known as a scapegoat. The servant 

has become the scapegoat upon whom is 
placed the sins of the entire community.

ISAIAH 53:7. Rather than profess his 
innocence, express anger at unjust treat-
ment, or threaten revenge, the servant 
remained silent in the face of his mis-
treatment. Isaiah said the servant was 
like a lamb about to be sacrificed, slaugh-
tered, or sheared who endures his diffi-
cult situation without making a sound. 

The lambs Isaiah references each 
provide a service to humanity at a cost 
to themselves. Isaiah notes that such 
animals often provided these services 
without a struggle. The servant in this 
song suffered as a service to other people 

without saying a word.
The Gospels record that Jesus was often silent in the 

face of the interrogations conducted by the High Priest, 
Pilate, or Herod on the night before he was crucified. 
Peter connects these verses from Isaiah with Jesus in 1 
Peter 2:23: “When he was abused, he did not return 
abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he 
entrusted himself to the one who judges justly.” In the 
book of Acts, the evangelist Phillip tells a eunuch from 
Ethiopia that the words Isaiah quoted about the suffering 
servant in this verse applied to Jesus.  After reading this 
exact passage aloud, “the eunuch asked Philip, ‘About 
whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about 
himself or about someone else?’ Then Philip began to 
speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed 
to him the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:34-35).

ISAIAH 53:8. The treatment perpetrated on the un-
named servant was unjust. Whatever 
was done to him robbed him of a future 
and cut him off from the land of the liv-
ing. He was put to death for the sins of 
others. Once again, the death of Jesus 
comes to mind. Pilate makes the injus-
tice of the crucifixion clear: “Pilate went 
out again and said to them, “Look, I 
am bringing him out to you to let you 
know that I find no case against him” 
( John 19:4).

ISAIAH 53:9. The servant is mistreated 
even after his death. Rather that receive 

The people 
of Israel, 
assumed 

the suffering 
servant 

was being 
punished by 
God for past 

sins.

The 
treatment 

perpetrated 
on the 

unnamed 
servant was 

unjust.
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a proper burial in a family grave sur-
rounded by loving mourners, he was 
given a grave among the corrupt, who 
had amassed riches in unjust ways. He 
was buried like a criminal or notorious 
liar even though he had committed no 
crime nor engaged in deceit. Accord-
ing to 2 Chronicles, the way a person 
was buried depicted either the respect 
or disdain of the community. King Je-
horam of Judah was hated by his people 
for being a dishonorable person. When 
he died, the chronicler wrote, “He departed with no 
one’s regret. They buried him in the city of David, but 
not in the tombs of the kings” (2 Chronicles 21:20b).
The innocent and sacrificial servant was treated in death 
in similar ways to the ignoble king, adding injustice to 
injustice.

Christians note that Jesus too was crucified “with the 
wicked” (Luke 23:32-43) and buried in a rich man’s 
tomb (Luke 23:50-53). His death and burial would 
have been fitting for one who had committed atrocities 
against the community but Jesus, like the servant, had 
not harmed or deceived anyone.

ISAIAH 53:10-11. The death of the servant was nei-
ther an accident nor a victory for evil. God was work-
ing throughout all the servant’s suffering to redeem the 
sinful. His death would fulfill the greater plan of God. 
Once the servant had accomplished his sacrificial mis-
sion, God planned to reward him with long life and pros-
perity. Isaiah does not explain how the servant could be 
“cut off from the land of the living” and “see his off-
spring and prolong his days.”

It is possible that Isaiah’s mysterious phrases were 
meant to illuminate the work of all vi-
carious sufferers, including Christ. In 
every generation, people suffer for the 
sins of others. Such suffering perplexes 
people of faith. Isaiah’s words assure us 
that God has a purpose in such suffering 
and will reward those who are faithful to 
the mission God gives them.

Jesus is the ultimate fulfillment of 
this prophecy. God honored the obedi-
ent, sacrificial love of Christ by raising 
him up on Easter morning. Out of the 
anguish of the cross, Jesus saw the light 

of Easter morning, and the glory of God 
was revealed. Luke 24:26 captures the 
full meaning of this text with the words 
of our resurrected and vindicated Lord: 
“Was it not necessary that the Messiah 
should suffer these things and then en-
ter into his glory?” 

Applying the Scripture
The problem of suffering might be the 
most difficult of all theological dilem-
mas for Christians. “Why do the inno-

cent suffer?” is a question that leaves most people of faith 
without an answer.

This passage offers Christians help with this question. 
First it declares that suffering is not always punishment 
for sin. Sin always brings about negative consequences 
to the lives of those who sin. But those consequences are 
brought on by the sinner, not sent by a vengeful God. 
There are still those today who claim that painful events 
are sent by God solely to punish the guilty. They apply 
this falsehood by suggesting that people with problems 
are especially sinful or that if those suffering would sim-
ply repent, God would take away their anguish. Some 
Christians condemn themselves when pain comes their 
way. Concluding that all suffering is God’s reprimand of 
sin, they add to their misery by blaming themselves for 
the distress they experience. Isaiah declares that some-
times suffering comes our way due to no fault of our own.

Secondly, Isaiah declares that sometimes God uses 
the suffering of others as a redemptive force in the lives 
of those who view the affliction. This is not to say God 
causes the suffering but that God can make redemptive 
use of the suffering. When Christians realize that their 
sins have inflicted pain on others who are innocent, they 

often seek the forgiveness and renewal of 
God. When believers see the effects of a 
culture’s sinful values on the vulnerable, 
they can become motivated to bring re-
form and revival to their communities.

The suffering of the victims of gun vi-
olence can spur people of faith to estab-
lish safeguards to protect the innocent. 
The anguish endured by people with de-
bilitating illnesses can move Christians 
to create more access to health care for 
the weakest and frailest among us and 
to make public buildings, including 

The death of 
the servant 
was neither 
an accident 
nor a victory 

for evil.

Jesus saw 
the light 
of Easter 
morning, 

and the glory 
of God was 
revealed.

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2021 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 

This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 
Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



24 JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • SPRING 2021

SESSION 5 • APRIL 4, 2021

churches, fully accessible to those living with disabili-
ties. The loneliness of homebound church members can 
prompt new ministries to those who can no longer gath-
er with the church.

This passage also highlights the transformative power 
of those willing to suffer to bring change to this world. 
Sojourner Truth’s suffering for abolition and women’s 
rights, Gandhi’s suffering for independence in India, 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s suffering in the civil rights move-
ment in the United States, Nelson Mandela’s willingness 
to suffer to dismantle apartheid in South Africa, Malala 
Yousafzai suffering for fair treatment of girls and chil-
dren in Pakistan—these are some of the most famous 
examples of those who go through anguish to change the 
world for the better. Thousands of lesser known people 
have also voluntarily suffered to change the hearts and 
minds of fellow citizens and the world community.

Jesus, for Christians, is the ultimate example of One 
who suffered to redeem others from their sinful behav-
ior. Those who follow Jesus today need to be ready to 
undergo duress to convince their culture of the need to 
repent and follow more just and compassionate path-
ways in the world in which we live.

Lastly, Christians can celebrate that God can bring 
good from injustice and pain. Though it sometimes takes 
a long while to see the change that redemptive suffer-
ing can bring, God will not give up until the sacrifice of 
faithful people creates a more just and equitable world. 
The suffering of the servant in Isaiah 53 and the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ assure us that God will 
have the last word on matters of right and wrong. Be-
lievers can only kneel in humble astonishment at the re-
demptive plan of God in Christ and sing hallelujah for 
the faithfulness of Christ, who died and rose again to 
save us from our sins.

Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group.

 
GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION

•	 Read Isaiah 53:4-11 and Luke 24:1-35, as well as 
the lesson in Journeys and this leader’s guide.

•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper, markers, and a copy 
of Journeys for each participant.

•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Print each of the following case studies on separate 

pieces of paper:
 º Case Study 1: Jerry is on a full scholarship to his 

state university. To maintain that scholarship, he 
needs to keep a 3.5 GPA. Jerry got caught up in 
the party scene his freshman year and only man-
aged a 2.4 GPA. He now must come up with full 
tuition or drop out of school. He must call his 
parents and tell them the bad news. Is this vicari-
ous suffering?

 º Case Study 2: Jerry’s parents receive the news 
that he has lost his scholarship with great sad-
ness and disappointment. They had bragged a lot 
to their friends about their brilliant son and his 
full ride to the university. Jerry’s father takes on 
a night job to earn money for his son’s tuition. 
Jerry’s mother sells her car and puts the proceeds 
into his college fund. She takes public transporta-
tion to her job, which adds an hour each way to 
her workday. Together his parents come up with 
enough money for another semester. Is this vicari-
ous suffering?

 º Case Study 3: In shame, Jerry drops out of all so-
cial interaction and focuses solely on his studies. 
He does not return his friends’ phone calls or texts 
and avoids all contact with his parents. His grades 
improve but he grows deeply depressed. He finally 
calls his pastor for help. His pastor suggests that he 
share his story in a church service as a warning to 
other students to avoid his mistakes. Jerry agrees 
but feels humiliated as he shares his story. Is this 
vicarious suffering?

 º Case Study 4: On Good Friday, Jerry attends a 
service on campus. As he hears again of the cru-
cifixion of Jesus, he is deeply moved by Jesus’ vol-
untary sacrifice on behalf of all humanity. He goes 
forward during the altar call, confesses all his sins, 
and asks Jesus to forgive him and help him find joy 
again in his life. He leaves the service feeling like a 
burden has been lifted. Is this vicarious suffering?

•	 Print at least thirty different emotions on a piece of 
newsprint in large letters. Include sorrow, anger, de-
spair, horror, love, appreciation, confusion, hate, re-
gret, fear, and humility among the emotions. 

•	 Place the newsprint on a focal wall in your classroom.
•	 If you intend to play music in this exercise, retrieve 

“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” or a similar 
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hymn from the Internet or arrange for a church mem-
ber to play it on an instrument.

• If you decide to do alternative activity “Pictures of
Pathos,” print copies of a painting showing immense
sorrow or horror such as Francesco de Goya’s paint-
ings “The Sleep of Peace Produces Monsters,” “Re-
pentance,” and “Fantastic Vision” from the internet,
or make a PowerPoint presentation of the paintings.

• Draw or print a large cross on poster board or news-
print. Place the cross on a focal wall.

• If you choose to do alternate activity “Flowering
Cross,” make a cross of Styrofoam or similar material.

• Gather straight pins to use to affix flowers to the cross. 
• Email or text class members asking them to bring

flowers to the class.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

• Ask participants to read “Beneficial Suffering” from
Journeys, session 5 when they arrive.

• Ask the group the two “Questions for Reflection”
found at the end of this section  of Journeys.

• Invite participants to show pictures from their cell-
phones of people or events that have caused them to
suffer.

• Ask: “Was the suffering you endured worth the re-
sults you achieved?”

• Say: “Most of us are willing to suffer to obtain some-
thing desirable for ourselves. Jesus, in contrast, suf-
fered not to obtain something desirable for himself
but to obtain something essential for us.”

• Pray: “Lord, help us come to a more complete knowl-
edge of your suffering for us so that we might live with 
greater devotion to you. Amen.”

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

What’s the Difference? (10 min.)
• Ask: “Who has suffered to help you in life so far?”
• Give a brief lecture on the content found in “Vicari-

ous Suffering” in session 5 of Journeys.
• Say: “Vicarious suffering refers to the transform-

ing effects brought about on one person or group of
people through the distress of a different person or
group of people. In this case, the suffering of the un-
named servant had a redemptive effect on Isaiah and
the people of Israel.”

• Ask for four volunteers to each read a case study to
the class.

• Give one of the case studies you prepared in “Getting
Ready for the Session” to each volunteer.

• Ask the first volunteer to read Case Study 1 and then
lead the class in deciding whether or not the case is vi-
carious suffering or an instance in which the person or 
people suffered for their own bad decisions. Repeat
the pattern with each case study.

• Say: “Sojourner Truth suffered for abolition and
women’s rights. Gandhi suffered for independence
for India. Martin Luther King Jr. suffered for the civil
rights of blacks in the United States. Nelson Mandela
suffered to dismantle apartheid in South Africa. Ma-
lala Yousafzai suffered for fair treatment of girls and
children in Pakistan.”

• Ask: “Who was transformed by the suffering these
people famously endured? Why did their suffering
change others?”

AND
Jesus Suffered (10 min.)
• Divide the class into groups of four.
• Give each group a Bible, a sheet of paper, and a pencil.
• Ask each group to read “Scapegoat” in  session 5 of

Journeys.
• Ask each group to find examples in the Scriptures cit-

ed in this section of ways Jesus served as a scapegoat
and sacrificial lamb.

• Invite each group to share the examples they found.
• Read aloud 1 Peter 4:23-25.
• Cite examples in that passage that speak of Jesus as ful-

filling the function of the scapegoat or sacrificial lamb.
AND

• Read “Injustice” from session 5 in Journeys.
• Ask participants to reflect on the injustice inflicted

on the suffering servant and on Jesus Christ. Play
“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” or another
similar hymn if you arranged for that in “Getting
Ready for the Session.”

• Ask participants to look at the list of emotions you
prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

• Give each participant a sheet of paper and marker or
pen.

• Ask participants to choose four emotions from the
list that represent their feelings concerning the injus-
tice of Christ’s suffering and write those emotions on
the paper.
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• Encourage them to represent the intensity of their
emotions by the size of the letters they write. The big-
ger the letter, the stronger the emotion.

• Invite participants to share what they wrote.
OR

Pictures of Pathos (10 min.)
• Read “Injustice” from session 5 in Journeys.
• Ask participants to reflect on the injustice perpetrat-

ed on the suffering servant and on Jesus Christ. Play
“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross” or another
similar hymn if you arranged for that in “Getting
Ready for the Session.”

• Show the paintings you copied or your PowerPoint
presentation.

• Ask: “In what ways do these pictures represent your
own emotional reaction to the injustice perpetrated
against the servant in this passage and against Jesus
Christ?

AND
Praises (10 min.)
• Ask for a volunteer to read “Easter” aloud from ses-

sion 5 in Journeys.
• Invite participants to use their markers or pens to

write words or phases of praise or celebration on the
cross you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

• Invite participants to take turns shouting out the
phrases they put on the cross.

OR
Flowering Cross (10 min.)
• Ask for a volunteer to read “Easter” aloud from ses-

sion 5 in Journeys.
• Invite participants to take the flowers you asked them

to bring to class in “Getting Ready for the Session”
and stick them in the cross you prepared.

• Ask the participants to speak a word of praise or cele-
bration in response to the resurrection of Jesus Christ
as they put their flowers in place.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

• Read aloud Luke 24:26: “Was it not necessary that
the Messiah should suffer these things and then en-
ter into his glory?”

• Invite participants to complete this sentence in spo-
ken prayer together: “On this Easter morning, I thank 
you for . . .”

• Close the prayer time with your own expression of
thanks to God.
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Introducing the Scripture
The return of the Jewish exiles from Babylon to Jerusalem 
occurred soon after the edict of Cyrus, King of Persia, in 
538 BCE. The edict, recorded in Ezra 1:2-4, ordered the 
return of the exiles to their homeland and the rebuild-
ing of the demolished temple. Most scholars agree that 
a man named Zerubabbel was sent back to Jerusalem by 
King Cyrus to start rebuilding the war-ravaged city soon 
after the edict. Zerubabbel was a de-
scendant of Israel’s last king and eventu-
ally became the governor of the resettled 
city. Although his efforts to rebuild the 
temple were initially thwarted, after the 
preaching of the prophet Haggai around 
522 BCE, the temple’s construction got 
underway. 

Scholars have different opinions 
about when Ezra went to Jerusalem 
from Babylon. Some Old Testament 
commentators believe Ezra arrived in Je-
rusalem in 458 BCE, while others place 
his appearance closer to 398 BCE. The 
dating impacts how interpreters see the 

relationship between Ezra and Nehemiah. 
Those holding to an earlier date believe 
Ezra preceded Nehemiah’s arrival in Jeru-
salem by about twelve years. Those who 
accept the later date argue that Nehemiah 
came to Jerusalem as many as 45 years be-
fore the scribe.

Nehemiah rebuilt the wall around the 
ancient city, and Ezra reinstituted the prac-
tice of Judaism as the city once again came 
alive. All the stories, whether centered on 
Zerubabbel, Nehemiah, or Ezra, were origi-
nally part of one book titled Ezra. The book 
was separated into two titles, Ezra and Ne-
hemiah, around 400 CE.

 Old Testament textual scholars are di-
vided over whether 1 and 2 Chronicles 

were also included in the original manuscripts of Ezra 
and Nehemiah. The generally accepted theory is that one 
person, usually called the Chronicler, compiled the ma-
terial in 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah. The 
Chronicler probably based his writing on memoirs from 
Nehemiah and Ezra.

Nothing is known about Ezra except what he 
tells us in this book. Nehemiah never 
mentions him (and Ezra never mentions 
Nehemiah). Ezra was likely a scribe who 
returned to Jerusalem after the Baby-
lonian exile to find his nation in great 
disrepair. The temple paled in compari-
son with the grandeur of the Solomonic 
temple, and the ritualistic practice of the 
Jewish faith was almost nonexistent. Sac-
rifices had ceased, observance of Jewish 
holidays had been neglected, and public 
worship was poorly attended by the peo-
ple who had returned to Jerusalem.

To make matters even more challeng-
ing, various tribes of non-Jewish people 
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Ezra: The Faith and Action 
Preacher
SCRIPTURE: Ezra 10:1-12

KEY VERSE:  “O my God, I am too ashamed and embarrassed 
to lift my face to you, my God, for our iniquities have risen 
higher than our heads, and our guilt has mounted up to 
the heavens.”  —Ezra 9:6

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
• To	examine	why	people	blame	others	for	the	problems	that	arise	in

times	of	crisis;
• To	create	a	ritual	to	express	communal	grief	over	shared	sins;
• To	develop	criteria	for	identifying	the	true	sins	of	a	community;	and
• To	develop	a	redemptive	plan	for	dealing	with	the	sinfulness	of	a

community	without	scapegoating	the	most	vulnerable	members	of	
that	community.
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had moved into Jerusalem during the ex-
ilic period. These foreign people assumed 
ownership of the land and property left 
there and did not want to give that up 
when the Jewish people returned.

Ezra could not understand why God 
would allow the Jewish people to return 
to a devastated city without enough re-
sources to rebuild. He concluded that 
the continued decimation of the city was 
further evidence of God’s punishment on 
the disobedience of the Jewish people. 
The passage in today’s study expresses 
Ezra’s attempts to address his people’s 
disobedience and neglect of God. 

 
Examining the Scripture
EZRA 10:1. Ezra was publicly demonstrative of his grief 
over the unfaithfulness of the returning exiles. Ezra 9:6 
provides some of the content of Ezra’s prayers of confes-
sion and sorrow. The scribe prayed, “O my God, I am 
too ashamed and embarrassed to lift my face to you, 
my God, for our iniquities have risen higher than our 
heads, and our guilt has mounted up to the heavens.” 
The volume of his penitence and the drama of his expres-
sion drew the attention of a large assembly of Jews who 
were trying to resettle Jerusalem. When they heard Ezra’s 
words of repentance, they wept with him.

EZRA 10:2. Scholars don’t know anything about 
Shecaniah except what is printed here. He was neither a 
high-ranking political nor priestly figure in Israel, yet he 
evidently was influential over Ezra and other community 
leaders. Shecaniah agreed with Ezra that the people’s 
sins had caused God to keep their city in a state of ruin. 
While Ezra wept, Shecaniah offered his own explanation 
for what had caused God to punish the people of Israel. 
He said God was punishing the people because many of 
the Jewish men, including himself, had dishonored the 
Jewish faith by marrying foreign wives. 

The biblical prohibition of Jews marrying non-Jews 
was not based on racism. Moses married two women 
who were not of his ethnicity, Joseph married an Egyp-
tian, and David (as well as Jesus) was a descendant of the 
marriage of Ruth, a Moabite, and Boaz, a Jew. None of 
those marriages was condemned in the Bible.

Biblical taboos against Jewish intermarriage were 
based on a desire to prevent the people of Israel from 

worshipping multiple gods. Moses said 
in Deuteronomy 7:3-4: “Do not inter-
marry with them, giving your daughters 
to their sons or taking their daughters 
for your sons, for that would turn away 
your children from following me, to 
serve other gods. Then the anger of the 
Lord would be kindled against you, 
and he would destroy you quickly.”

When Jewish men or women mar-
ried those who did not share the Jewish 
faith, they often added the worship of 
their spouse’s tribal gods to their own 
adoration of God. This practice broke 
the first and second commandments: 
“You shall have no other gods before 
me. You shall not make for yourself an 

idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heav-
en above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in 
the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to 
them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a 
jealous God” (Exodus 20:3-5a). To keep the people of 
Israel from worshipping false gods, therefore, only mar-
riage to people who shared their faith was permitted.

In addition to violating these commandments, these 
men acted unfaithfully towards their Jewish wives. Jew-
ish men divorced their Jewish wives to marry the foreign 
women now living on what Ezra considered to be Jewish 
land. These local women were younger than the Jewish 
wives and belonged to families that owned land in the 
region of Jerusalem. The faithless actions of these Jew-
ish husbands were based on lust and greed and therefore 
violated the standards of God.

The prophet Malachi, who was Ezra’s contemporary, 
stated that even the priests and Levites were leaving their 
long-term marriages to Jewish wives for new relation-
ships with these younger, landed, foreign women. While 
calling the leaders of Israel to repentance, Malachi wrote, 
“So look to yourselves, and do not let anyone be faith-
less to the wife of his youth. For I hate divorce, says 
the Lord, the God of Israel” (Malachi 2:15b-16a).

Shecaniah said that if the Jewish men would rectify 
their unfaithful actions to God, the Lord would show 
mercy and bless the people’s efforts to rebuild Jerusalem.

EZRA 10:3. Shecaniah decided the only way to demon-
strate full repentance to God was for the Jewish men to 
send their foreign wives and the children they had with 

Ezra was 
publicly 

demonstra-
tive of his 
grief over 

the unfaith-
fulness of 

the returning 
exiles.
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them away. Presumably, he intended for the men to send 
their wives and children back to their families of origin. 
The fact that children were involved proves that these 
marriages were not short-term affairs. These marriages 
had been in place long enough to produce children. 
Although his plan was cruel to the wives and children, 
Shecaniah showed some ethical awareness by insisting 
that these divorces be conducted “according to the law,” 
as stated in Deuteronomy 24:1-2: “Suppose a man 
enters into marriage with a woman, but she does not 
please him because he finds something objectionable 
about her, and so he writes her a certificate of divorce, 
puts it in her hand, and sends her out of his house; she 
then leaves his house 2and goes off to become another 
man’s wife.” Without a certificate of divorce, these wom-
en could not have found any man to marry them. With 
that legal document, they could assure future suitors that 
they were free to marry without violating the rights of 
their previous husbands. Shecaniah wanted these wives 
to be sent away with proper documentation.

EZRA 10:4-5. Shecaniah knew that he did not have the 
authority to command the Jewish men to divorce their 
foreign wives. He also knew such a demand would be 
very unpopular with the men. He therefore petitioned 
Ezra to use his authority as a scribe and courageously or-
der these divorces to take place. Ezra recruited the other 
religious leaders in the community to back him up on his 
demand, and the priests and Levites complied. 

EZRA 10:6. Before addressing the full assembly of Is-
rael’s people, Ezra went to the home of Jehohanan, the 
high priest, and prepared himself for the challenges of 
the coming days. Ezra fasted from both food and water 
to express his grief over the disobedience of his people. 

EZRA 10:7-8. Ezra called all the returning exiles, both 
those in Jerusalem and others scattered around Judah, to 
gather in Jerusalem within three days to hear his procla-
mation. He threatened those who did not obey his edict 
with the confiscation of their property and excommuni-
cation from the local congregation.

EZRA 10:9. The people did as Ezra commanded. They 
gathered in the courtyard for Jews outside the temple. 
The seriousness of the gathering, the anxiety about what 
was going to be said, and the heavy rain made them 
tremble.

EZRA 10:10-12. Ezra reviewed the charges against the 
people of Israel. Then he called on them to confess their 
sins to God and end their relationships with their for-
eign wives. The people agreed to do as they were told.

Applying the Scripture
When disaster strikes a community, people look for 
causes and culprits. This story illustrates the dangers of 
blaming community woes on God or vulnerable people 
in the community.

When tsunamis strike, economies tank, or pandemics 
run rampant, people often ask, “Why did God do this?” 
That is not usually the best question. Neither is, “What 
group’s behavior brought on this disaster?” Usually no 
being, divine or human, is to blame for the calamities 
that strike communities.

Instead of blaming others for a crisis in their commu-
nity, Christians are called to examine their own thoughts 
and actions in difficult times. Such self-examination can 
lead believers to find spiritual renewal with God and 
one another. After the terrorist attacks of 9/11, churches 
were full of people who realized, in the aftermath of that 
terrorist attack, how short life can be and how deeply 
they needed a relationship with God. These people did 
not cause 9/11 by their behavior, but they allowed the 
crisis to call them back to God.

The returning exiles experienced the anguish of arriv-
ing in a nation that was in complete disarray. Many forces 
caused the loss of their national security and prosperity. 
Ezra and Shecaniah announced that the national disaster 
was due to the people’s sins. Specifically, they blamed Jew-
ish men marrying foreign wives as the reason the nation 
was in such pain. 

Without question the people of Israel were guilty 
of sinning against God. Every community carries such 
guilt. In this specific case, the Jewish men’s guilt was due 
to their willingness to abandon their Jewish wives to take 
younger, foreign wives who owned land in Judah. The 
men’s unfaithfulness to the wives of their youth and their 
willingness to worship the gods of their new wives was 
clearly an affront to God. Because this behavior was so 
widespread, the whole community was called to engage 
in public mourning and repentance.

Leviticus 4:13-21 provides a public ritual for commu-
nity repentance. Moses said that when “the whole con-
gregation of Israel errs unintentionally and the matter 
escapes the notice of the assembly, and they do any 
one of the things that by the Lord’s commandments 
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ought not to be done and incur guilt; when the sin 
that they have committed becomes known, the assem-
bly shall offer a bull of the herd for a sin offering and 
bring it before the tent of meeting.”

The ritual described here assigns guilt to everyone in 
the community and calls for everyone to repent and seek 
reconciliation with God. Implied in the ritual is that the 
people will not continue the forbidden behaviors.

Instead of calling the entire assembly to follow the 
ritual prescribed by Moses, Ezra laid the full blame of the 
nation’s problems on the intermarriage of Jewish men to 
foreign wives. Then he required the Jewish men to di-
vorce these wives and send them and the children they 
fathered “away.” 

This ultimatum possibly intensified the unfaithful-
ness of the men and seemingly blamed the entire nation’s 
sorrows on the very vulnerable population of non-Jewish 
women and children living in Jerusalem. Two wrongs 
never make a right. Whereas the men should have been 
called to repentance and faithfulness, the requirement to 
divorce their current wives and abandon their children 
hardly sound like an act of righteousness or justice. Al-
though the way for these men to care for all the women 
and children to whom they made commitments is not 
exactly clear, sending the wives and children away seems 
to be a harsh response. 

Christians need to speak out when their communities 
blame the vulnerable for the sins of the whole society. 
Women are often blamed for any kind of difficulty that 
occurs in the home or in the lives of their children. Immi-
grants are blamed for a variety of social ills that they did 
not cause. Poor people, at-risk teenagers, senior adults, 
and folks with chronic illnesses are often blamed for an 
economic crisis and public health challenges for which 
they are not at fault. Those living with mental illness are 
occasionally condemned and ostracized when bad things 
happen in a community, even when there is no evidence 
they were responsible for the tragedy mourned by all. 
Christians can lead the way in helping their communi-
ties seek revival and renewal with God while refusing to 
make scapegoats out of the people with little protection 
in our society. 

This passage also calls Christians to faithfulness in 
their marriages. Lifelong marriages are very difficult to 
maintain in a world where personal pleasure is often val-
ued more highly than sacrificial love. The church should 
continue to call husbands and wives to resist the tempta-
tion of illicit relationships with those who seem to offer 

something missing in their marriages. Marriage counsel-
ing, marriage renewal retreats, and pastoral guidance can 
supply the resources to help Christian spouses remain 
faithful for life.

Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Ezra 9:6 and 10:1-12, the lesson in Journeys 

and in this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper,  markers, Post-It 

notes, and a copy of Journeys for each participant.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Obtain a chalkboard, dry-erase board, or newsprint 

with corresponding markers.
•	 Print enough of the Worship Planning Forms below 

so that every four participants will have one. (Al-
though each worship service may appear to be the 
same, there are differences in each one.)
Worship Planning Form for a Service of Repentance 
 º Hymns
 º Scripture Readings: Ezra 9:6, Ezra 10:1, Isaiah 

58:1-8, John 1:8-10 
 º Prayers
 º Sermon Title
 º Ritual of Confession

•	 Make a five-foot cross out of wood and place it in a 
stand in the church sanctuary. Obtain several ham-
mers and a box of nails. Distribute Post-It notes to 
members of the congregation. Invite each person 
to write down their individual confessions to con-
tribute to the sins of their community. As music is 
played, invite them to nail their sins to the cross. 
When all are finished, lead the congregation in a 
prayer of repentance and pronounce the pardon of 
God on all.
Worship Planning Form for a Service of Repentance 
 º Hymns
 º Scripture Ezra 9:6, Ezra 10:1, Isaiah 58:1-8, 

John 1:8-10 
 º Prayers
 º Sermon Title
 º Ritual of Confession
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•	 Recruit several spiritual leaders from your congrega-
tion. Give each a small vial of olive oil. Station the 
spiritual leaders across the front of your sanctuary 
with enough room between each person for privacy. 
Invite members of the congregation to pray privately 
at their seats, confessing their transgressions to God. 
Then invite them to come forward and receive an 
anointing as the symbolism of God renewing their 
heart and spirit. Ask each spiritual leader to anoint 
the forehead or back of the hand of each person who 
comes forward and assure them of the forgiveness  
of God.
Worship Planning Form for a Service of Repentance 
 º Hymns
 º Scriptures: Ezra 9:6, Ezra 10:1, Isaiah 58:1-8, 

John 1:8-10 
 º Prayers
 º Ritual of Confession and renewal

•	 Ask your pastor to preach a sermon on the need for 
confession. In response to the sermon, invite the con-
gregation to pray privately at their seats asking God’s 
forgiveness for their transgressions. Lead the congre-
gation in saying, “God is faithful and just to forgive 
your sins and cleanse you of all unrighteousness” (see 
1 John 1:9). Sing a hymn of praise to celebrate God’s 
renewal of their hearts and spirits.

•	 Print the following case studies. Make enough copies 
so that every four participants have one.
 º Case Study 1. A fire broke out on a main street of 

town, burning down half a city block. All three in-
cinerated buildings were owned by the same man. 
They had sat empty for months while the owner 
tried to find occupants. They were empty because 
the owner had raised the rent to excessive levels, 
forcing three small businesses to close. All three 
buildings were insured by the owner. Three home-
less men who often camped out behind the build-
ings were blamed for the fire. Police forced the 
men out of town and threatened jail time if they 
returned.

 º Case Study 2. The mayor of a small midwestern 
town just announced that the city could no longer 
honor the pensions of city government retirees. 
She explained that the retirees had lived much lon-
ger than expected and depleted city funds. She did 
not mention that the city had given a sweetheart 
deal to a casino that opened on prime real-estate 
property, robbing city coffers of tax money. She 

also did not mention that city officials voted them-
selves a 20 percent raise. When the retirees sue the 
city, the local paper condemns the senior adults for 
their selfishness.

 º Case Study 3. A local meat-packing plant laid off 
their work force when workers demanded a three 
percent cost-of-living increase. The plant brought 
in replacement workers who were recent immi-
grants willing to work for less than the original 
work force. They were also willing to work four-
teen-hour days, in violation of local laws. The own-
ers of the meat-packing plant bribed local officials 
to let them run their plant the way they wanted. 
Local people blamed the recent immigrants for 
taking their jobs. Violence against the newcomers 
was overlooked by local police.

 º Case Study 4. The county opened a new school 
for teenagers living with mental illness. The school 
is across the highway from the local high school. 
Parents of students in the high school protested 
the proximity of the two schools. Two teenage 
girls were recently sexually assaulted after a football 
game at the high school. No one was charged. Par-
ents of students in the high school blamed the stu-
dents from the new school, although no evidence 
connected any of those students with the crime. In 
response to their outcry, the county closed the new 
school.  

BEGINNING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Off Balance” from session 
6 in Journeys.

•	 Ask participants the “Questions for Reflection” at the 
end of this section in Journeys.

•	 Ask: “Why do we often blame others for the prob-
lems that arise in times of crisis?”

•	 Write answers on the chalkboard, dry-erase board, 
or newsprint obtained in “Getting Ready for the 
Session.” 

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Rituals of Confession (10 min.)
•	 Read Ezra 9:6 and 10:1 to all participants.
•	 Divide participants into groups of four. 
•	 Ask each group to read “True Grief ” in session 6 in 

Journeys and answer the “Questions for Reflection”.
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• Give each group one of the “Worship Planning
Forms” prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

• Say: “First Baptist Church of Indigo City has a prob-
lem. The county is building a new road across prop-
erty owned by the church. The church has agreed on
a million-dollar compensation for the land taken by
the road. The pastor wants to use the money to build
a community center adjacent to the church for min-
istry to the teenagers in the community. The dea-
cons want to invest the money for a “rainy day.” The
trustees want to use the money to replace the HVAC
and plumbing system in the old building. The choir
wants to use the money for a new organ and praise
band instruments. The various factions have argued
openly and painfully. Some have had private meet-
ings and plotted against the other groups. Now
hardly anyone is coming to church and the pastor is
isolated. He has called for a service of repentance to
try to bring the church back together. I invite each
of your groups to plan a service of repentance for
this church. Choose the hymns, the Scriptures, the
sermon title, and write any prayers you feel should
be included. Each planning form includes a ritual of
repentance at the end. Discuss whether or not your
group thinks this ritual would be effective in helping
the church repent.”

• Invite each group to share its service plans with the
larger group.

AND
A Sin Problem (10 min.)
• Read aloud Ezra 1:2-5.
• Present a short lecture of the material presented in

the section “Faithfulness” in Journeys and in the “Ex-
amining the Scripture” section of this leader’s guide.

• Divide participants into four groups.
• Give each group one of the case studies prepared in

“Getting Ready for the Session.”
• Ask each group to read their case studies and name

the sin or sins involved in the community.
• Invite each group to share their findings with the

large group.

• Ask: “What criteria did you use to identify the sins of
the community?”

• Write the answers on the chalkboard, dry-erase
board, or newsprint. If the following are not men-
tioned, write them as possible answers:
 º My own sense of right and wrong.
 º The laws of the community.
 º Scriptural teaching.
 º The example of Jesus.
 º Values taught by my parents or family.

AND
What Can Be Done? (10 min.)
• Ask participants to stay in their groups of four.
• Read aloud Ezra 10:6-12.
• Ask each group to read “Right or Wrong” in session 6

of Journeys and make their own determination, based
on the criteria developed in the previous section, of
whether Ezra’s requirement to divorce the foreign
wives and send them and their children “away” was
right or wrong.

• Ask: “Would there have been a better way to deal
with the marriages between the Jewish men and for-
eign women and their children? How could the men
repent and change their ways without abandoning the 
families they had in their disobedience?

• Ask each group to discuss redemptive ways for
the communities in the case studies given them in
the previous section to deal with the sins of their
communities.

• Invite each group to share their ideas with the larger
group.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

• Say: “Ezra knew that repentance had to be more than
verbal. Genuine repentance requires action on our part 
to change our ways and walk in obedience to God.”

• Pray: “Dear God, show us the behaviors and attitudes 
in our lives that grieve your heart. Help us to repent
and to follow your leadership into the abundant life
you offer us all. Amen.”
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Introducing the Scripture
The books of Nehemiah and Ezra share a great deal of 
background information. The return of the Jewish exiles 
from Babylon to Jerusalem occurred soon after the edict 
of Cyrus, king of Persia, in 538 BCE. The edict, recorded 
in Ezra 1:2-4, ordered the return of the exiles to their 
homeland and the rebuilding of the demolished temple. 
Three men—Zerubabbel, Nehemiah, and Ezra—were 
key figures in the rebuilding of the holy city. Most schol-
ars agree that Zerubabbel was the first leader to return to 
Jerusalem after Cyrus’s edict. Zerubabbel 
was a descendant of Israel’s royal line and 
eventually became the governor of the 
resettled city. He was commissioned to 
rebuild the temple. Although his efforts 
were initially thwarted, after the preach-
ing of the prophet Haggai around 522 
BCE, the temple’s construction got fully 
underway. 

Scholars have different opinions 
about when Ezra went to Jerusalem from 
Babylon. Some Old Testament commen-
tators believe Ezra arrived in Jerusalem 

in 458 BCE, while others place his appear-
ance closer to 398 BCE. But most scholars 
agree that Nehemiah arrived in 446 BCE. 
Ezra’s mission was to reinstitute the practice 
of Judaism, and Nehemiah’s was to rebuild 
the city wall and restore the gates that had 
been burned by the armies of Babylon. If 
Ezra arrived in 458 BCE, it seems odd that 
the book of Nehemiah makes no mention 
of him. However, if he arrived as late as 398 
BCE, it is unusual that Ezra makes no men-
tion of the work of Nehemiah.

All the stories, whether centered on 
Zerubabbel, Nehemiah, or Ezra were origi-
nally part of one book titled Ezra. First and 
2 Chronicles might have also been included 
under that title. The original book of Ezra 

was separated into two or possibly three separate works 
around 400 BCE. There is general acceptance of the 
theory that one person, usually called the Chronicler, 
compiled the material in 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, and 
Nehemiah. The Chronicler probably based his writing 
on memoirs from Nehemiah and Ezra. 

Nehemiah’s family of origin was evidently part of the 
exilic community sent from Jerusalem to Babylon after 
Babylon defeated Jerusalem in 587 BCE. Nehemiah 

must have been born in Babylon as part 
of a captive people. Eventually, he rose to 
the prestigious position of cupbearer to 
King Artaxerxes I (465-424 BCE). 

A cup bearer was a servant who 
brought the king his wine and food. Be-
cause enemies of the king were often try-
ing to kill him (sometimes by poisoning 
his food or drink), only the most trust-
worthy servants were elevated to the 
role of cupbearer. Because cupbearers 
were allowed into the private areas of the 
king’s home, where the king’s wives and 
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Nehemiah: The Captive  
Cupbearer Rebuilds a Nation
SCRIPTURE: Nehemiah 2:11-20

KEY VERSE:  “You see the trouble we are in, how Jerusalem 
lies in ruins with its gates burned. Come, let us rebuild 
the wall of Jerusalem, so that we may no longer suffer dis-
grace.”  —Nehemiah 2:17

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	identify	the	emotions	people	feel	when	they	are	told	their	home-

land	has	been	destroyed;
•	 To	enable	disciples	to	recognize	that	God	has	placed	them	in	the	

right	place	at	the	right	time	for	productive	ministry;
•	 To	guide	disciples	 to	develop	a	healthy	plan	 for	effective	church	

leadership;	and
•	 To	describe	God’s	role	in	the	work	of	the	church.

Nehemiah 
must have 
been born 
in Babylon 
as part of 
a captive 
people.
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daughters lived, most such servants were 
also eunuchs. 

Nehemiah 1:2-3 says that a man 
named Hanani, whom Nehemiah called 
his brother, came to Babylon from Ju-
dah and reported that Jerusalem was “in 
great trouble and shame.” Part of that 
trouble was that the protective walls 
around the city lay in shambles, and the 
city gates had been burned. 

The news caused Nehemiah great 
sadness, and the effects of this emo-
tion were apparent to King Artaxerxes when Nehemi-
ah brought him his wine. The king inquired as to the 
cause of Nehemiah’s sorrow, and Nehemiah explained 
the misery of his homeland. When the king asked Ne-
hemiah what he wanted to do, Nehemiah replied that 
he wanted to go back to Jerusalem and help rebuild the 
city. The king granted this request and sent Nehemiah to 
Jerusalem with supplies and certificates guaranteeing his 
protection. 

Examining the Scripture
NEHEMIAH 2:11. Once Nehemiah reached Jerusalem, 
he spent three days getting settled and meeting the peo-
ple who were overseeing the rebuilding of the city.

NEHEMIAH 2:12. Nehemiah wanted to assess the 
damage of the wall and gates without interference from 
other leaders or from those who opposed his leadership. 
By taking only a few men and one beast of burden, Nehe-
miah made it clear that he was on a fact-finding mission 
and not ready to begin the repairs.

NEHEMIAH 2:13. Nehemiah traveled around the pe-
rimeter of the city while it was dark and verified that hor-
rific damage had been done to the walls and the gates.

NEHEMIAH 2:14-15. The devastation of the city walls 
had littered the ground with broken stones, rubble, and 
other debris. The remnants of the destroyed edifice made 
it impossible for his horse to walk. He had to examine 
this part of the destruction on foot. After completing his 
assessment, Nehemiah returned to his quarters.

NEHEMIAH 2:16. Nehemiah did not want to have dis-
cussions about how to rebuild until he had a clear idea 
of what needed to be done. He kept his examination a 

secret from the religious and govern-
mental authorities in town, as well as 
from the other returning exiles who were 
going to help him make the repairs.

NEHEMIAH 2:17. After getting all 
the useful data he needed, Nehemiah 
explained the extent of the problem to 
the people. Once he had clarified the 
problem, Nehemiah rallied the people 
to make the repairs. Because the people 
were without a wall to protect them-

selves and because their once-great city was in such a 
state of disrepair, the nation had become a disgrace in the 
eyes of the surrounding nations. The repair of the wall 
and gates would remove that disgrace.

NEHEMIAH 2:18. Nehemiah knew the magnitude of 
the repairs might overwhelm the people. To bolster their 
faith, he assured them that both God and the king of Per-
sia were going to support them in their efforts. When the 
people heard these assurances, they committed to start 
building for the common good of the city.

NEHEMIAH 2:19. Nehemiah’s plans and the resolve 
of the people were opposed by Sanballat (the Samaritan 
governor appointed by Persia to oversee Jerusalem), Tobi-
ah (another servant of the nation of Persia who was from 
a wealthy Jewish family living in neighboring Ammon), 
and Geshem the Arab (a subservient king to the king of 
Persia who ruled over a vast area stretching from Arabia 
to Egypt including land that once belonged to Judah).

All three of these men had a vested interest in keeping 
Jerusalem weak and under their control or supervision. 
Saballat wanted to retain his own power over the city. 
Being a Samaritan, he knew that once a Jewish leader 
proved himself, the people would no longer support 
him. In addition, he wanted his own people to maintain 
possession of the land in Jerusalem and Judah. Tobiah’s 
family served to benefit economically from a weakened 
Israel. A ruined Jerusalem forced merchants to do busi-
ness in nearby Ammon where his family had power. 
Geshem ruled over land originally a part of Judah. If the 
nation regained its power, it would presumably take back 
much of the land over which he ruled.

The opposition of these three men to the will of God 
endured a long time. It began in Nehemiah 2:10, as 
soon as the men heard that Nehemiah was on his way to 

Hanani 
reported that 

Jerusalem 
was “in great 
trouble and 

shame.”
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Jerusalem: “When Sanballat the Horonite and Tobiah 
the Ammonite official heard this, it displeased them 
greatly that someone had come to seek the welfare of 
the people of Israel.” The men continued to oppose the 
repairs of the wall and gates even when the repairs were 
underway: “But when Sanballat and Tobiah and the 
Arabs and the Ammonites and the Ashdodites heard 
that the repairing of the walls of Jerusalem was going 
forward and the gaps were beginning to be closed, 
they were very angry, and all plotted together to come 
and fight against Jerusalem and to cause confusion in 
it” (Nehemiah 4:7-8).

The opposition’s strategy to create fear and confusion 
is evident in this verse. They mocked Nehemiah’s lead-
ership and then, by simply asking a question about the 
king’s support, hoped to instill uncertainty in the minds 
of the people.

NEHEMIAH 2:20. Nehemiah responded to the fear-
mongering by restating the support of God for their mis-
sion. He refers to God as “the God of heaven” rather 
than the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” to make 
clear that the God who supported this repair was not 
a local tribal god but the God of Samaritans and Jews, 
Ammonites and Arabs. That God would overcome all 
fears and obstacles and see that the walls and gates were 
repaired.

Nehemiah goes on to tell the men who opposed him 
that they had no legal, ancestral, religious, or moral right 
to obstruct the rebuilding of the city. His strong words 
were meant to intimidate his opposition and prompt the 
people to think, “Yeah, who do these guys think they are, 
telling us what to do?”

Applying the Scripture
Today’s U.S. citizens who were born in this country have 
not experienced living in a war-torn land. Although they 
have seen the destruction terrorists inflicted on the coun-
try on 9/11 and many other tragic days of sorrow, they 
have never seen a conquering nation’s flag flying at the 
courthouse nor seen their capital city destroyed. Other 
nations have not been so fortunate.

The exiles’ story of the destruction of their nation and 
their attempts to rebuild helped Jesus’ disciples increase 
their empathy for displaced and hassled people around 
the world. Although not all followers of Jesus are asked 
to do something as monumental as rebuilding a city, all of 
us are in the right place at the right time to do productive 

ministry for Christ. Maybe we are positioned to take in 
an elderly relative and care for him or her through the 
last years of life. Maybe we can provide after-school care 
for grandchildren as their parents get established in ca-
reers. Maybe we have the time to volunteer at a food 
pantry or teach vacation Bible school or sponsor a youth 
mission trip or teach an ESL class. This lesson can help 
us as disciples identify how we can uniquely contribute 
to the common good of our community.

Nehemiah’s strategy for rebuilding the walls and gates 
of Jerusalem provide a helpful model for any kind of 
church leadership. He listened to the voice of God and 
responded obediently to God’s call in his life. He negoti-
ated the time and resources to accomplish the mission. 
He went to the site where help was needed. He con-
ducted a thorough assessment of the problem. He rallied 
others to help in the mission. He assured volunteers that 
God was with them. He dealt truthfully with unethical 
opposition and exposed manipulative tactics to all those 
committed to the mission. He worked side by side with 
others to accomplish the mission. Church members can 
apply this strategy to any worthwhile mission to which 
they believe they or their congregation has been called.

This lesson reminds believers that their work is only 
successful if the “God of heaven” is intimately involved 
in the call, the inspiration, the provision, and the accom-
plishment of the mission. Disciples are needed to serve 
the Lord, but it is the Lord’s agenda and the Lord’s power 
that makes good work come to pass.

Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read the entire book of Nehemiah if time allows. 
•	 Study Nehemiah 2:11-20, the lesson in Journeys, 

and this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper,  markers, and a copy 

of Journeys for each participant.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Obtain a chalkboard, dry-erase board, or newsprint 

with corresponding markers. 
•	 Obtain the necessary technology if you plan to use 

any of the video options in the lesson plan. 
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•	 Recruit an immigrant or visitor from a nation devas-
tated by war to tell of his or her experience if you plan 
to use alternative activity “Firsthand Account.”

•	 Make enough copies of the following “Assessment 
Sheet” so that each participant can have one.

ASSESSMENT SHEET
1. Do you have free time during the week? If so, when 

are you free (days and hours)?
2. Do you have extra space in your residence?
3. Do you have extra money you could contribute to 

a worthy cause?
4. What special skills do you possess?
5. What are known needs in your church community?
6. What are known needs in your family?
7. What are known needs in your neighborhood?
8. How could you help meet those needs?

•	 Write the following on newsprint, a chalkboard, or a 
dry-erase board:

STEPS TO EFFECTIVE CHURCH 
LEADERSHIP

1. Listen to the voice of God and act obediently. 
2. Negotiate the time and resources to accomplish 

the mission. 
3. Go to the site where help is needed. 
4. Conduct a thorough assessment of the problem. 
5. Recruit others to help in the mission. 
6. Assure volunteers that God is with them. 
7. Deal truthfully with unethical opposition and ex-

pose any manipulative tactics to all those commit-
ted to the mission. 

8. Work side by side with the others to accomplish 
the mission.

•	 Write each of the following sayings on separate pieces 
of paper:
1. God helps those who help themselves.
2. God works in mysterious ways.
3. The God in heaven will give us success.
4. You want to hear God laugh, tell God your plans.
5. “The human mind plans the way, but the Lord 

directs the steps” (Proverbs 16:9).
6. “For the resolutions of the just depend rather on 

the grace of God than on their own wisdom; and 
in Him they always put their trust, whatever they 
take in hand.
For man proposes, but God disposes; neither is the 
way of man in his own hands.” —Thomas a Kempis, 
The Imitation of Christ, Book 1, chapter 19.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Heartbroken” from Jour-
neys, session 7.

•	 Ask participants the “Questions for Reflection” at the 
end of this section of Journeys.

•	 Ask participants to express the emotions they would 
feel if:
 º They saw another nation’s flag flying at the court-

house instead of a U.S. flag.
 º They were asked to pledge their allegiance to a na-

tion who defeated the United States in war.
 º The capitol building and White House were de-

stroyed in an act of war.
 º They came home to find a family from a conquer-

ing nation living in their house.
•	 Say: “These are the emotions the people of Jerusalem, 

including Nehemiah, must have felt to find that their 
beloved nation had been destroyed.”

•	 Pray: “Lord, help us show compassion to all those 
in this world whose nations have been destroyed 
through acts of terrorism or war.”

OR
•	 Ask participants to read “Heartbroken” from Jour-

neys, session 7.
•	 Ask participants the “Questions for Reflection” at the 

end of this section of Journeys.
•	 Show the following film clip from “Planet of the 

Apes.” (Warning: There is some mild cursing in this 
clip, used to express the character’s horror at the de-
struction of his nation.)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvuM3DjvYf0

•	 Ask: “What are the emotions of the character in this 
clip? What emotions do you think you would feel to 
find that your national symbol had been destroyed?”

•	 Say: “These are the emotions the people of Jerusalem, 
including Nehemiah, must have felt to find that their 
beloved nation had been destroyed.”

•	 Pray: “Lord, help us show compassion to all those 
in this world whose nations have been destroyed 
through acts of terrorism or war.”

OR
Firsthand Account (10 min.)
•	 Ask participants to read “Heartbroken” from Jour-

neys, session 7.
•	 Ask participants the “Questions for Reflection” at the 

end of this section of Journeys.
•	 Invite the immigrant or visitor to the United States 

whom you recruited in “Getting Ready for the 
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Session” to share his/her experience of grieving over 
the destruction of his/her nation in war.

•	 Say: “These are the emotions the people of Jerusalem, 
including Nehemiah, must have felt to find that their 
beloved nation had been destroyed.”

•	 Pray: “Lord, help us show compassion to all those 
in this world whose nations have been destroyed 
through acts of terrorism or war.”

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Do What You Can (10 min.)
•	 Read Nehemiah 2:11 to all participants.
•	 Ask participants to read “Right Place, Right Time” in 

Journeys, session 7.
•	 Say: “Nehemiah was in the right place at the right 

time to help rebuild the walls and gates of Jerusalem. 
Each of us is in the right place at the right time to do 
productive ministry for God.”

•	 Distribute a pencil and an “Assessment Sheet” that 
you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session” to 
each participant.

•	 Ask each participant to fill out the sheet.
•	 Invite participants to share what their “Assessment 

Sheet” showed and how they are in the right place 
at the right time to do something good for God and 
others.

OR
Immaculate Reception (10 min.)
•	 Show the clip: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dHIXFKrrUhA.
•	 Ask: “How does number 32’s catch show he was in 

the right place at the right time?”
•	 Read Nehemiah 2:11 to all participants.
•	 Ask participants to read “Right Place, Right Time” in 

Journeys, session 7.
•	 Say: “Nehemiah was in the right place at the right 

time to help rebuild the walls and gates of Jerusalem. 
Each of us is in the right place at the right time to do 
productive ministry for God.”

•	 Distribute an “Assessment Sheet” that you prepared 
in “Getting Ready for the Session” and pen or pencil 
to each participant.

•	 Ask each participant to fill out the sheet.
•	 Invite participants to share what their “Assessment 

Sheet” shows they are in the right place at the right 
time to do for God and others.

AND

We Need a Plan (20 min.)
•	 Divide participants into groups of four. 
•	 Ask each group to read the Nehemiah 2:12-19 sec-

tions “Reconnaissance” and “Plan A” in Journeys, ses-
sion 7.

•	 Show participants the “Steps to Effective Church 
Leadership” you compiled in “Getting Ready for the 
Session.”

•	 Say: “Imagine you are in a church that is planning to 
open a resource center for recent immigrants and ref-
ugees in your community. The church wants to have 
clothing, furniture, kitchen items, and household ne-
cessities for those who have recently escaped difficult 
situations to live in your community. Make a specific 
plan for opening the center using the “Steps for Effec-
tive Church Leadership.”

•	 Invite the small groups to share their plans with the 
larger group.

AND
What Will God Do? (10 min.)
•	 Ask participants to stay in their small groups.
•	 Read aloud Nehemiah 2:20.
•	 Ask each group to read “Spiritual Clarity” in Jour-

neys, session 7.
•	 Give each group one of the sayings about God that 

you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Ask each group to discuss what their saying says about 

God’s role in the work of the church.
•	 Invite each group to share their saying and what they 

think their saying teaches about God’s role in the 
work of the church with the larger group.

•	 Say: “Nehemiah knew that without God’s help in 
the monumental task he had undertaken, he would 
not succeed. The church cannot conduct the mission 
God gives it without the full inspiration, provision 
and power of God.”

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Say: “Even though Nehemiah did everything right 
concerning his assignment from God, he still met in-
tense and prolonged opposition to his mission. What 
forces continue to oppose the work of Christians in 
our world?”

•	 Pray: “God, keep us faithful to your mission regard-
less of the opposition we face. Help us to rely on your 
direction, inspiration, provision, and power to ac-
complish what you have asked us to do. Amen.”
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Introducing the Scripture
Jeremiah is usually credited with authoring the book of 
Lamentations. Although not universally supported by 
Old Testament scholars, Jeremiah is thought to be the 
author for the following reasons:
•	 Second Chronicles 35:25 describes Jeremiah’s ex-

pression of sorrow on the death of King Josiah and 
implies that he wrote other laments: “Jeremiah also 
uttered a lament for Josiah, and all the singing men 
and singing women have spoken of Josiah in their 
laments to this day. They made these a custom in 
Israel; they are recorded in the Laments.” 

•	 Lamentations was written by an eyewitness to the 
devastation Babylon afflicted on Jerusalem in 587 
BCE. Jeremiah was left in Jerusalem 
when the exiles were transported to 
Babylon. He would have been such 
an eyewitness.

•	 The Greek version of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, known as the Septuagint, 
includes this preface to Lamenta-
tions: “And it came to pass after the 
captivity of Israel and the desola-
tion of Jerusalem that Jeremiah sat 
weeping, and he lamented this la-
ment over Jerusalem.” 
Lamentations is the title given to 

this book in English translations of Scrip-
ture. In the Hebrew Bible, the book goes 
by the first word in the text, “How?” Since 
much of the book is spent asking how God 
could allow the destruction of Jerusalem, 
the Hebrew title is as descriptive of the text 
as “Lamentations.”

 Lamentations 1, 2, 4, and 5 consist of 
Jeremiah’s intense expressions of grief over 
the destruction of Jerusalem by the Baby-
lonian armies in 587 BCE. Chapter 3 ex-
presses his sorrow over personal losses and 
setbacks. All five chapters are written as 
acrostics based on the Hebrew alphabet. 
The first verse in each chapter begins with 

aleph (the first letter in the Hebrew alphabet). Each fol-
lowing verse begins with the next letter in the alphabet 
until the entire alphabet is finished. This technique was 
often used to help Jewish students memorize psalms, 
proverbs, and lamentations.

Examining the Scripture
LAMENTATIONS 5:1. Jeremiah called on God to re-
member the people of Judah and the promises God made 
to them. In addition, the prophet cried out for God to 
see the misery and disgrace of the people. The devasta-
tion of Jerusalem had made the prophet wonder whether 
God had lost sight of the people God once loved and 

protected.

LAMENTATIONS 5:2. The people 
have lost their homes to their conquer-
ors. Once Babylon forced the citizens 
of Jerusalem into exile in Babylon, the 
nation’s leaders allowed Samaritans and 
other people from the region to take 
possession of the homes owned by the 
Jewish people without compensation.

LAMENTATIONS 5:3. So many Jew-
ish men were killed trying to repel the 
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A Plea for Restoration
SCRIPTURE: Lamentations 5:1-22

KEY VERSE:  “Restore us to yourself, O Lord, that we may be 
restored; renew our days as of old.”  —Lamentations 5:21

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	 help	 disciples	 experience	 the	 benefits	 of	 expressing	 their	

sorrows;
•	 To	encourage	disciples	to	describe	a	time	when	it	appeared	God	

had	forgotten	them;
•	 To	lead	disciples	to	share	honestly	about	the	pain	that	crises	cre-

ate	in	their	lives;	and
•	 To	reassure	disciples	of	the	presence	of	God	in	times	of	great	loss.
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Babylonian onslaught that widows and 
orphans now made up a major part of 
the population. LAMENTATIONS 
5:4. The people Babylon appointed to 
rule Jerusalem charged the remaining 
Jewish citizens for water and wood that 
the Jews owned. LAMENTATIONS 
5:5. The Jewish people were treated as 
slaves in their own country.

LAMENTATIONS 5:6. In desperation, 
the Jews reached out to Egypt and As-
syrian to help them defeat the Babylonians. These failed 
efforts were condemned by the prophet Jeremiah as in-
dicating a lack of trust in God: “What then do you gain 
by going to Egypt, to drink the waters of the Nile? Or 
what do you gain by going to Assyria, to drink the 
waters of the Euphrates? Your wickedness will punish 
you, and your apostasies will convict you. Know and 
see that it is evil and bitter for you to forsake the Lord 
your God; the fear of me is not in you, says the Lord 
God of hosts” ( Jeremiah 2:18-19). By the time Lam-
entations was written, Jeremiah had seen the futility of 
the plan. Lamentations 4:17 reads: “Our eyes failed, 
ever watching vainly for help; we were watching ea-
gerly for a nation that could not save.”

LAMENTATIONS 5:7. Jeremiah attributed the misery 
of his nation to the sins of his ancestors. He saw their 
unfaithfulness to God as the reason God allowed Judah’s 
enemies to conquer them.

LAMENTATIONS 5:8. Babylon placed some of their 
slaves in charge of Jerusalem. The proud 
Jewish people were forced to be subser-
vient to slaves from other cultures. Jer-
emiah saw this as a hopeless situation.

LAMENTATIONS 5:9-10. The Jews in 
Jerusalem were starving to death. There 
was not enough food in the city, and 
when they ventured outside the city to 
find food, they were attacked by those 
trying to protect their own provisions. 
The combination of extreme heat and 
malnutrition was turning the olive skin 
of the Jewish people black.

LAMENTATIONS 5:11-13. There are 
two interpretations of these verses. One 
is that the married and unmarried wom-
en left behind in Jerusalem were sexu-
ally assaulted and the men were forced 
into hard labor. Other commentators 
conclude that the enigmatic Hebrew 
text means that the men in the city were 
sexually assaulted as well. 

LAMENTATIONS 5:14-15. The danc-
ing of the people had been turned to 

mourning. This was a reversal of Psalm 30:11, which 
says: “You have turned my mourning into dancing; 
you have taken off my sackcloth and clothed me with 
joy.” The people no longer had anything to sing about. 
This response to the horrors of defeat and exile is also 
found in Psalm 137:1-4: “By the rivers of Babylon—
there we sat down and there we wept when we remem-
bered Zion. On the willows there we hung up our 
harps. For there our captors asked us for songs, and 
our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, ‘Sing us one 
of the songs of Zion!’ How could we sing the Lord’s 
song in a foreign land?”

LAMENTATIONS 5:16-17. The misery of the people 
was making them sick. They had no honor, and the 
crown of self-governance had fallen from their heads. 
The suffering of his people made Jeremiah admit that it 
was not just his ancestors who sinned, and therefore he 
cried, “We have sinned.” 

LAMENTATIONS 5:18. The Babylonian armies de-
stroyed the temple in Jerusalem. The 
once-holy site had become the home of 
wild animals, and the remaining Jews 
had no place to worship God. 

LAMENTATIONS 5:19. Jeremiah ac-
knowledged that God’s reign was eternal. 
Whatever had caused the demise of Jeru-
salem, it was not weakness on God’s part.

LAMENTATIONS 5:20. Once again 
Jeremiah expressed his doubts and ques-
tions to God. He asked God if the Lord 
had forsaken or forgotten Judah.
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misery of his 
nation to the 

sins of his 
ancestors.
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LAMENTATIONS 5:21. Jeremiah knew that the city of 
Jerusalem could not be restored to its former glory until 
the people had been reconciled with God. The prophet 
asked God to renew the Almighty’s relationship with 
the people of Judah so their community could be like 
it once was.

LAMENTATIONS 5:22. Jeremiah vacillated between 
hope and despair. After praising God and expressing 
hope in restoration, he held out the possibility that an 
angry God might have rejected the people of Judah 
forever.  

Applying the Scripture
Christians need to know that it is okay for them to ex-
press their sorrows. Some believers feel pressure to al-
ways be optimistic, cheerful, and positive even in times 
of great loss. Lamentations can help disciples be hon-
est about their questions, doubts, fears, and sadness in 
times of great grief. When Christians face the death of 
a loved one, job or financial losses, physical or mental 
disabilities, national calamities, or the end of significant 
relationships, they often need safe spaces to talk about 
their pain.

Lamentations teaches that in such times, believers 
are not required to be theologically correct. Jeremiah 
wondered aloud if God had forgotten, was blind to, or 
had forsaken the Jewish nation. He also went into de-
tail in telling God about events God already had wit-
nessed. And he blamed the ancestors for the problems 
of his generation. None of these sentiments express ac-
curate reflections on God, but they reveal true human 
emotions and concerns. Disciples are encouraged to 
tell God what is on their minds even when they know 
their thoughts do not reflect the truest understanding 
of God’s ways.

This passage confronts believers with the horrors of 
war. Many citizens of the United States have little if any 
firsthand experience of the ravages of war. Jeremiah’s de-
tailed description of the cost, losses, and lacerating pain 
of violent conflict can call Christians to greater resolve 
to find other ways to solve disputes. The prophet’s de-
scription can also heighten the compassion believers 
have for nations that are suffering the consequences of 
war today.

Jeremiah’s lament can also call adult believers to 
seek personal reconciliation with God. Mature follow-
ers of Christ are to stop blaming former generations for 

their own problems. They examine their own behavior, 
confess their own sins, and seek restoration with God. 
They realize that reconciliation with God must precede 
any progress in dealing with the larger difficulties of  
their lives.

Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Lamentations 5, the lesson in Journeys, and in 

this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper, and a copy of Journeys 

for each participant.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Obtain a chalkboard, dry-erase board, or newsprint 

with corresponding markers.
•	 Obtain the equipment required to play recordings of 

music in the class.
•	 Obtain a recording of “On the Willows” from the 

musical Godspell.
•	 Gather the lyrics of four songs that express sorrow. 

Suggestions include “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry,” 
“Every Day I Have the Blues,” “I Can’t Stop Loving 
You,” “Everybody Hurts,” “Hard Times,” “Stormy 
Monday,” “Sweet Memories,” “The Thrill is Gone,” 
“Yesterday,” and “All My Sorrows.” 

•	 Lead the class in singing “Precious Lord, Take My 
Hand” or “Come Ye Disconsolate.”

•	 Prepare to share a story from your own life when you 
felt God had forgotten you and/or recruit a person 
from your class to share such a story from her/his own 
life.

•	 Present the following five scenarios on one sheet of 
paper. Make a copy for every four participants.
 º You come home from work in a bad mood because 

the boss criticized you for the fiftieth time. For the 
rest of the night, you gripe about your boss.

 º Your marriage ends after years of trying to save the 
relationship. You spend the night the divorce is 
finalized telling people how much you hate your 
ex-spouse.

 º Your child is diagnosed with a chronic disease 
that requires constant monitoring. You tell your 
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Sunday school class that God would not give you 
anything you can’t handle and that it is a blessing 
to be of service to your child.

 º You are told that you no longer have a job on the 
same day that your car breaks down. When your 
friend calls to see how you are doing, you say, “No 
complaints. How are you?”

 º A tornado comes through your town, and you 
and your family flee to a shelter. After the storm, 
you return to find your home is destroyed and all 
your possessions ruined. When your pastor calls, 
you tell her that you are fine because your losses 
were only material and that your real home is in 
heaven. 

•	 Prepare to tell the story of the composing of the hymn 
“It is Well with My Soul.” One version can be found 
at https://www.staugustine.com/article/20141016 
/LIFESTYLE/310169936.

•	 Obtain a copy of “It is Well with My Soul” for each 
participant.

•	 Lead the class in singing “It is Well with My Soul.”
•	 Prepare the following responsive reading based on 

Romans 8:38.
 º Leader: When I think my sins have driven God far 

away from me.
 º Class: “I am convinced that neither death, nor 

life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, 
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, 
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.”

 º Leader: When my problems seem endless and 
God seems nowhere in sight:

 º Class: “I am convinced that neither death, nor 
life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, 
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, 
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.”

 º Leader: When the tragedy I feared most has hap-
pened to me and my family:

 º Class: “I am convinced that neither death, nor 
life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, 
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, 
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.”

BEGINNING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Cries and Questions” in ses-
sion 8 of Journeys.

•	 Play “On the Willows.”
•	 Ask participants to describe the emotions of the song.
•	 Distribute each of the four lyric sheets you prepared 

in “Getting Ready for the Session” to four volunteers. 
•	 Ask each of the volunteers to read the lyrics to the 

group.
•	 Ask: “What emotions are being expressed in these 

lyrics?” 
•	 Say: “Today’s lesson is from the book of Lamenta-

tions. As the name suggests, the book is full of la-
ments about the sorrows of a nation. Sometimes 
Christians need to express their sadness but feel that 
to do so would be unspiritual. This lesson teaches that 
expressing our true grief to God can deepen our com-
munion with the Lord.” 

•	 Sing “Precious Lord, Take My Hand” or “Come Ye 
Disconsolate.”

•	 Pray “Dear Merciful Creator, help us to trust you 
with all our honest emotions as we develop a deeper 
communion with you. Amen.” 

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Don’t Forget Us (10 min.)
•	 Read Lamentations 5:1 to all participants.
•	 Ask participants to read “See Us” in session 8 of 

Journeys.
•	 Ask the “Questions for Reflection” at the end of the 

section.
•	 Share your own story of feeling like God had forgot-

ten you or call on the person you recruited to share 
her/his story.

•	 Invite volunteers to share stories about times in their 
lives when they felt forgotten by God.

•	 Say: “Crisis can sometimes make us feel that God has 
either forsaken or forgotten us. Expressing those feel-
ings can open the way to greater intimacy with God.”

AND
Be Honest (30 min.)
•	 Divide the class into groups of four.
•	 Ask half of the groups to read Lamentations 5:2-6 

and “Oh the Horror” in session 8 of Journeys. Ask 
the other groups to read Lamentations 5:7-18 and 
“Who’s at Fault?” in session 8 of Journeys.
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•	 Ask the large group to name some losses and conse-
quences of war. 

•	 Write each loss or consequence on newsprint, chalk-
board, or dry-erase board.

•	 Ask: “What losses or consequences of war were 
named in the passage you read from Lamentations?”

•	 Write those losses or consequences beside the list the 
class compiled.

•	 Say: “Christians can easily forget about the painful 
consequences of war. Lamentations reminds us of 
the magnitude of the losses in war and inspires us to 
seek nonviolent ways of resolving international differ-
ences. Jeremiah’s laments can also increase our com-
passion for those nations currently engaged in war.”

•	 Say: “Christians sometimes feel that they should not 
be honest about their grief, especially when emotions 
like anger, disappointment, and sorrow make them 
question God’s love and power. Yet God invites us 
to be honest about all our emotions and promises to 
respond to the needs we express. Often we are more 
comfortable complaining about someone or criticiz-
ing someone than expressing our sadness about situa-
tions in our lives. Let’s help one another to be honest 
with God about all the emotions we feel.”

•	 Give each group of four participants a copy of the 
scenarios you prepared in “Getting Ready for the 
Session.”

•	 Ask each group to read each scenario and suggest 
ways for the person described to be more honest in 
expressing their emotions.

•	 Invite each group to share their suggestions with the 
larger group.

AND
Rest Assured (10 min.)
•	 Ask each participant to read Lamentations 5:19-22 

and “Final Plea” from session 8 in Journeys.
•	 Ask: “What statements in this passage reflect hope 

that God might respond to the laments of Jeremiah?”
•	 Ask: “What statements in this passage reflect doubts 

about God’s response to Jeremiah’s lament?
•	 Say: “In times of crisis, it is normal to vacillate be-

tween moments of trust and moments of doubt. We 
catch a wave of faith and feel optimistic about God’s 
response; then we fall into disappointment and won-
der if God is listening. Such struggles can go on for a 
long time. By God’s grace, however, the assurances of 
God’s presence eventually drive the doubts away.”

•	 Read the story behind the composition of “It Is Well 
with My Soul” that you prepared in “Getting Ready 
for the Session.”

•	 Lead the class is singing two verses of “It is Well with 
My Soul.”

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Invite participants to share a takeaway from today’s 
lesson.

•	 Reaffirm the teaching to be honest with God and 
trust that God is with us even during severe sorrow.

•	 Read the responsive reading prepared in “Getting 
Ready for the Session.”

•	 Invite volunteers to tell God their sorrows and seek 
God’s comfort in a closing season of prayer.
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Introducing the Scripture
Ahab, son of Omri, ruled over the northern kingdom of 
Israel from 874–853 BCE. The royal historian summed 
Ahab up in two uncomplimentary verses. The first is from 
1 Kings 16:30: “Ahab son of Omri did evil in the sight 
of the Lord more than all who were before him.” The 
second is from 1 Kings 21:25: “Indeed, there was no one 
quite like Ahab, who sold himself to do what was evil in 
the sight of the Lord, urged on by his wife Jezebel.”

Two stories from the wicked king’s reign provide the 
background for today’s passage. The first centers on the 
sins of King Ahab and Queen Jezebel of Israel. The sec-
ond focuses on armed conflict between the combined 
armies of Israel and Judah and the armies of Aram.

King Ahab wanted to own a luscious vineyard near 
his palace. The vineyard belonged to a righteous peas-
ant named Naboth. When Ahab offered 
Naboth a good price for the vineyard, 
Naboth turned the king down, citing his 
desire to keep the vineyard in his family.

Ahab went home to the palace and 
sulked. His wife, Jezebel, saw his unhap-
piness and inquired as to what caused 
his gloom. When he explained Naboth’s 
unwillingness to sell his vineyard, Jeze-
bel hatched a plan to get her husband 
what he wanted. She told Ahab she 
would hire some corrupt men to accuse 
Naboth of treason to the king and to the 

country. Once the charge was publicly an-
nounced, the men would execute Naboth 
for his “crimes.” Then Ahab could take the 
vineyard because the owner would be dead. 
Ahab green-lighted the plan and Jezebel 
carried it out (see 1 Kings 21:1-16).

 When Elijah the prophet heard about 
the murder, he told the king that God 
would judge both him and the queen for 
their treachery. He told King Ahab, “Thus 
says the Lord: In the place where the 
dogs licked up the blood of Naboth, dogs 
will also lick up your blood” (1 Kings 

21:19b). The prophet also said about the queen, “The 
dogs shall eat Jezebel within the bounds of Jezreel” 
(1 Kings 21:23).

 The second story that provides background in-
formation for this lesson is about Ahab’s reckless and dis-
obedient behavior in leading his nation into a war with 
Aram (modern-day Syria). Israel had been at war with 
Aram for years. Ahab eventually led his army to defeat 
Aram. In defeat, the Aramean king, Benhadad, promised 
to return all the cities his father had taken from Israel 
if the victorious king would let him safely return to his 
kingdom. Ahab agreed to his terms.

Three years passed, however, and Benhadad did not 
return Ramoth-gilead, one of the towns taken from Is-
rael by his father. Ahab decided to go to war to take the 

city back. He asked Jehoshaphat, the 
king of Judah, to join with him in at-
tacking Benhadad. Judah’s king agreed 
to do so on one condition: Ahab had to 
consult with his prophets to see if God 
would fight with them against Aram. So 
Ahab asked his four hundred court , and 
all responded: “Go up, for the Lord 
will give it into the hand of the king” 
(1 Kings 22:6).

Jehoshaphat knew that court proph-
ets usually told kings what they wanted 
to hear instead of the true word of God. 

SESSION 9 • MAY 2, 2021

Micaiah: Speaking Truth Boldly
SCRIPTURE: 1 Kings 22:14-28

KEY VERSE:  “Micaiah said, ‘As the Lord lives, whatever the 
Lord says to me, that I will speak.’”  —1 Kings 22:14

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	diagram	the	consequences	of	unaddressed	sin	in	a	community:
•	 To	compare	the	risks	of	speaking	truth	to	power	with	the	risks	of	

remaining	silent:
•	 To	debate	whether	God’s	judgment	on	sin	is	certain	in	this	life;	and
•	 To	confront	injustice	in	society.

“Ahab son of 
Omri did evil 
in the sight 
of the Lord 
more than 

all who were 
before him.” 
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He therefore asked Ahab if there were 
any other prophets he could consult. 
Ahab named Micaiah but added, “I hate 
him, for he never prophesies anything 
favorable about me, but only disaster” 
(1 Kings 22:8). King Jehoshaphat said 
Ahab had to consult with Micaiah be-
fore he would help him in the war.

Ahab sent his messenger to re-
trieve Micaiah so he could ask him if 
his planned war was approved by God. 
When the messenger reached Micaiah, 
he told the prophet that every other 
prophet had told the king he would be 
victorious in war. The messenger urged 
Micaiah to tell the king the same mes-
sage. Micaiah responded, however: “As 
the Lord lives, whatever the Lord says to me, that I 
will speak” (1 Kings 22:14). The scene was therefore set 
for conflict with the king.

Examining the Scripture
1 KINGS 22:15. Micaiah responded to the king’s in-
quiry with sarcasm. He mimicked the assurances of the 
false prophets.

1 KINGS 22:16. Ahab knew Micaiah well enough to 
realize he was lying to him. Evidently Micaiah has used 
sarcasm in the past. The king expressed frustration and 
ordered Micaiah to tell him the true word of God.

1 KINGS 22:17. Micaiah gave the king his true vision. 
In his prophetic vision, Israel appeared like sheep with-
out a shepherd. The shepherdless sheep were all told to 
return to their homes. The metaphor meant that Ahab, 
the shepherd of all Israel, would be 
killed, and his army would be forced to 
return to their homes in defeat.

1 KINGS 22:18. Ahab angrily told Je-
hoshaphat that Micaiah’s message was 
further evidence that the prophet never 
gave him a favorable message from God.

1 KINGS 22:19-21. In a scene remi-
niscent of Job 1, Micaiah provided a 
behind-the-scenes look at heavenly dis-
cussions. Micaiah saw a vision of the 

judgment seat of heaven. The messengers 
or heavenly host were gathered around 
the throne. God asked for a volunteer to 
deceive Ahab into going into a disastrous 
war. The messengers discussed the mat-
ter until a spirit volunteered for the job. 
The spirit was one of the host of heaven, 
probably an angel. 

Prophetic visions do not always rep-
resent the reality of heaven in literal 
terms. Like dreams, prophetic visions 
use metaphor, symbolism, and images 
to convey meaning without offering an 
exact description of the details of heaven 
or the divine beings residing there. Like 
Job 1, this scene can be interpreted as a 
parable—in this case, a parable to teach 

that God’s judgment would be enacted on the king rath-
er than as a precise depiction of how God would execute 
that judgment.

James 1:13 says that God does not entice anyone to 
do wrong: “No one, when tempted, should say, ‘I am 
being tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted 
by evil and he himself tempts no one.” Based on this 
revelation, either the parable uses hyperbole to teach that 
God’s judgment is inalterable or to teach that God relied 
on angels and spirits to do something God would not 
personally do, namely, deceive human beings. The first 
interpretation is probably the better.

1 KINGS 22:22. God asked the spirit volunteer how he 
was going to deceive Ahab, and the volunteer responded 
that he would make all the court prophets lie to King 
Ahab. In response, God endorsed the action and prom-
ised the spirit success. Again, this conversation cannot be 

taken as a verbatim report of a celestial 
conversation. How would the spirit know 
something God did not, for instance? The 
royal historian is using a type of storytell-
ing to promote the message that God will 
find a way to bring judgment upon even 
the most powerful people on earth.

1 KINGS 22:23. Micaiah attempted to 
persuade the king to reject the counsel 
of his court prophets. Micaiah warned 
him that he was headed for disaster if 
he listened to the lying spirits of the 

Micaiah gave 
the king his 

true vision. In 
his prophetic 
vision, Israel 

appeared 
like sheep 
without a 
shepherd.

Micaiah 
attempted to 
persuade the 
king to reject 
the counsel 
of his court 
prophets.
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false prophets rather than the true word 
from God.

1 KINGS 22:26-27. Rather than heed 
Micaiah’s warning, the angry king had 
him imprisoned and fed starvation ra-
tions. The sentence was to continue until 
the king returned from what he insisted 
would be a victorious battle.

1 KINGS 22:28. The unflappable 
prophet said, “If you return in peace, the Lord has 
not spoken by me.” Since false prophets were often exe-
cuted, Micaiah was putting his life on the line. If the king 
survived the upcoming battle, Micaiah would accept the 
label of false prophet and bear the consequences.

As Micaiah prophesized, Ahab was killed in the battle 
with Aram. He bled to death in his chariot and, when 
they washed his blood out of his chariot, the dogs licked 
up his blood just as Elijah had foreseen. ( Jezebel’s demise 
is described in 2 Kings 9:30-37, further confirming the 
accuracy of Elijah’s prophetic vision.)

Applying the Scripture
Speaking truth to power is often risky for Christians. The 
values and teachings of Jesus frequently conflict with the 
values of employers, government officials, family mem-
bers, friends, and even church leaders. Christians there-
fore must sometimes decide whether to “go along to get 
along” or suffer the negative consequences of defying the 
will of those in power. 

When police abuse their power and brutalize or even 
kill those they have vowed to protect and serve, Chris-
tians need to protest. When clergy abuse their power 
and engage in sexual or financial misconduct, Christians 
need to confront the ordained leadership of their church. 
When spouses are abused in marriage, they must seek 
the support of the church to expose the domestic abuse. 
When employers demand behavior that is unhealthy, un-
safe, unfair, racist, or illegal from their employees, work-
ers must risk job loss to reveal the unacceptable behavior. 
When government officials adopt policies that are detri-
mental to the citizenry, disciples of Jesus must speak out.

When such prophetic courage is required, pressure 
often mounts from peers, family members, coworkers, 
neighbors, and fellow Christians to keep quiet. Disciples 
should follow Micaiah’s example and tell the truth re-
gardless of the cost.

Christians can know that when they 
speak truth to power, God is on their 
side. God spoke through Micaiah to save 
God’s people, not punish them. If Ahab 
had listened to the prophet, he and his 
people would have survived. 

When Christians lift their voices to 
protest abuses by those in power, God 
is using their voices to save people from 
further pain. Although many with dif-
ferent views might try to convince them 

that they are “stirring up trouble” or “being hard to get 
along with” or “putting everyone’s livelihood in jeop-
ardy,” this story confirms that those who speak truth 
to power are being used of God to redeem, restore,  
and save. 

The story also provides believers with almost comical 
insight into the blinding power of pride and arrogance. 
The royal historian implies that Ahab knew Micaiah was 
the only one telling him the truth. When Micaiah mim-
icked the false prophets, Ahab demanded to hear the 
truth he knew the prophet would speak. 

Yet the king’s pride and lust for power caused him to 
reject the word he knew was true and accept the word 
that fed his ego and narcissism. When leaders in any 
group are being led by pride and hubris, that group is in 
danger, and Christians are called to confront that arro-
gance and work for change. If not, the blindness of the 
leader will lead to catastrophic consequences for the 
leader and the group.

 
Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read 1 Kings 20-22, the lesson in Journeys and in 

this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper, and a copy of Journeys 

for each participant.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Obtain three sheets of newsprint and several pens.
•	 Write one of the following scenarios in the middle 

of the left-hand side of each of the three sheets of 
newsprint.

Speaking 
truth to 
power is 

often risky for 
Christians.
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 º A police officer has deep-seated racial prejudice 
toward African Americans. Signs of this prejudice 
have been seen and ignored by fellow officers.

 º A married pastor shares a mutual romantic attrac-
tion with a married parishioner. The deacons see 
signs of this but decide it is a private matter.

 º A city inspector takes a bribe to overlook health vi-
olations at a local restaurant. Members of the wait 
staff see evidence of the violations and know of the 
bribe but don’t want to lose their jobs by reporting 
the crime.

•	 Attach each sheet of newsprint on a focal wall, six 
feet apart. 

•	 Write each of the following dilemmas on a sheet of 
paper. Make enough copies so that each group of four 
participants has one dilemma for discussion.
 º Dilemma 1. Jo-Ann is a student teacher fulfilling 

her final requirements for earning her degree. She 
has been assigned to a class in which the lead teach-
er exhibits signs of chemical addiction. Jo-Ann has 
talked to the teacher about her concerns, but the 
teacher denied the addiction. Jo-Ann knows that 
the teacher and the principal are close friends. She 
needs the teacher and the principal’s recommenda-
tion to get her degree. She can’t decide whether to 
report the teacher or not. 

 º Dilemma 2. Brenda is a volunteer firefighter in her 
urban neighborhood. She has noticed that when 
alarms come from predominantly white neigh-
borhoods, the chief responds immediately. When 
they come from neighborhoods that are populated 
mainly by people of color, he delays to see if other 
firehouses will respond. She has shared her obser-
vations with another firefighter, who told her she 
was imagining things. She wonders if she is over-
reacting or should report the chief ’s behavior to 
the city.

 º Dilemma 3. Ray is a chemist who has been men-
tored by the head of the lab at the pharmaceutical 
company where he works. That mentor recently 
got him a major promotion. In his new job, Ray has 
noticed that some of the data that raises concerns 
about a new “wonder drug” are being dismissed 
and even buried. When he tells his mentor, the 
man says the practice is “no big deal” and that he 
would look foolish to raise any concerns with the 
“big boss.” Ray wants to be loyal to his mentor, but 
he also wants to protect the safety of consumers.

 º Dilemma 4. Pastor Taylor just celebrated his eight-
ieth birthday. He has been the church’s pastor for 
over 50 years and is very beloved by the congrega-
tion. Sharon is a new convert to the faith and has 
been elected to serve on the pastor relations com-
mittee. Sharon likes Pastor Taylor but believes his 
language is often sexist, racist, and homophobic. 
She has brought this up in committee meetings 
and has been told not to criticize the pastor. She 
knows other members, especially younger ones, 
are equally offended by Rev. Taylor’s frequently in-
appropriate remarks. She is considering resigning 
from the committee and changing churches, but 
she wonders if she should keep speaking out until 
changes are made.

•	 Listen to or read excerpts from the sermon “Payday 
Someday” by Robert G. Lee on http://www.news 
forchristians.com/clser1/lee-rg001.html.

•	 Prepare a short lecture on the teaching of the sermon.
•	 Gather articles from newspapers and websites that re-

port on injustices in your community or in the larger 
society.

•	 Provide one article for each group of four participants. 

BEGINNING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Payday Someday” from ses-
sion 9 in Journeys.

•	 Ask the “Questions for Reflection” in Journeys to the 
entire class.

•	 Divide participants into three groups.
•	 Assign each group to one of the three pieces of news-

print you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Say: “Start with the description of the scenario on 

the left-hand side of the page. Brainstorm with 
your group to discover how many different people 
or groups this unaddressed sin could eventually ad-
versely effect. Draw lines from the scenario to the 
people and groups you have identified. Remember 
to include the transgressors in your list of people ad-
versely affected.”

•	 Ask: “Which of these groups would be affected im-
mediately? Which of these groups would not be af-
fected for some time?”

•	 Say: “Unaddressed sin continues to harm people un-
til it is confronted, confessed, and forgiven.”

•	 Pray: “Dear Lord, help us to see the sin that is unad-
dressed in our lives. Give us the courage to confront 

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2021 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 
This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 

Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



 SPRING 2021 • JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE 47

MAY 2, 2021 • SESSION 9

these sins and allow your love and grace to redeem us 
from sin’s destructive power.”

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Speak Up or Shut Up (10 min.)
•	 Invite a volunteer to read 1 Kings 22:14-18.
•	 Divide participants into groups of four.
•	 Give each group one of the dilemmas you prepared in 

“Getting Ready for the Session”
•	 and have them discuss their thoughts on the situations.
•	 Ask each group to read “What I Want to Hear” in 

session 9 of Journeys.
•	 Say: “Micaiah had to decide whether to speak truth 

to power or side with the court prophets, who told the 
king what he wanted to hear. Read your case study and 
list all the risks involved in the person staying silent 
and all the risks involved in speaking truth to power.”

•	 Invite each group to share their findings with the 
large group.

AND
Inalterable Consequences (15 min.)
•	 Read aloud 1 Kings 22:19-23 to the large group.
•	 Give the brief lecture on the sermon “Payday Some-

day” which you prepared in “Getting Ready for the 
Session.” (If you have the technology available, you 
might want to play some of the sermon for the class. 
This is optional.)

•	 Divide the class into two groups: Group A and Group 
B.

•	 Ask each group to read “A Lying Spirit” in session 9 
of Journeys.

•	 Say: “Group A is to develop an argument based on 
the premise that “God’s judgment on sin is certain in 
this life.” Group B is to develop an argument based on 
the premise that “God’s judgment is not always cer-
tain in this life. Sometimes the judgment is not ren-
dered until the afterlife.”

•	 Give each group three minutes to state the evidence 
they see to support their premise. After both sides re-
port, allow each group two minutes for rebuttal.

•	 Ask the large group which argument they think has 
the most merit.

AND
•	 Ask for three volunteers to read 1 Kings 22:26-28. 

Ask one volunteer to read the narrator’s words, one 
to read King Ahab’s words, and one to read Micaiah’s 
words.

•	 Divide the class into groups of four.
•	 Give each group one of the articles you gathered in 

“Getting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Ask each group to read “We’ll See” in session 9 of 

Journeys.
•	 Ask each group to develop a plan for the church to 

speak truth to power concerning the injustice de-
scribed in their assigned article.

•	 Invite groups to share their plans with the larger 
group.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to close their eyes.
•	 Lead them in the following meditation:

“Picture yourself as a prophet at the time of Ahab. 
The king has asked all of you whether he should go 
to war or not. Your professional colleagues have all 
promised that he will be successful in battle. You are 
receiving a word from God that the battle will be a 
disaster. You know how violent and petty King Ahab 
and his wife Queen Jezebel can be. How would you 
answer the king’s inquiry?”

•	 Pray: “God of truth and courage, help us to speak 
your truth to power, even when the possible conse-
quences are frightening. Help us stand in the tradi-
tion of Micaiah and Elijah so that your word is heard, 
and your will is done. Amen.”
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Introducing the Scripture
God called Isaiah to be a prophet during the crisis that 
came upon Judah when King Uzziah (783–742 BCE) 
died (Isaiah 6). Uzziah had been a very competent king 
who gave Judah relative peace and prosperity. Because 
of this peace and prosperity, the people of Judah felt 
they could succeed and thrive without God’s guidance. 
When Uzziah died, the people were not close enough to 
God to hear God’s wisdom. Isaiah was 
called to listen to God and translate the 
divine message to the rebellious nation.

Toward the end of Uzziah’s reign, 
Assyria began to dominate the Middle 
Eastern world. By the time Ahaz (735–
715 BCE) had become king of Judah, 
Assyria’s tyrannical king, Tiglath-pileser 
III (745–727 BCE), threatened the na-
tions of Syria, Israel, Tyre, and Judah. 
Israel’s King Pekah attempted to form 
a coalition with the Syrian king Rezin 
to defeat the Assyrian armies. Because 

Judah would not join their coalition, they 
plotted to attack Judah. In addition, both 
the nations of Edom and Philistia turned 
against Judah (see 2 Kings 16:6; 2 Chroni-
cles 28:18). King Ahaz was therefore under 
siege from all directions.

Isaiah tried to guide King Ahaz to avoid 
coalitions with foreign governments and 
wait on God to redeem the Lord’s people. 
Ahaz, however, did not listen to the proph-
et. Instead he pursued alliances with Assyria 
that eventually led to Assyria’s complete 
domination of Judah.

 Because Ahaz ignored Isaiah’s coun-
sel, the prophet quit his public ministry. 
When Ahaz died in 715 BCE, Hezekiah 
(715–687 BCE) became king of Judah. 
The people of Judah had messianic hopes 
that Hezekiah would restore the nation to 

its former glory. Those expectations were not fulfilled, 
however. Assyria continued to increase in power, even-
tually destroying the northern kingdom of Israel and 
sending waves of fear into the leaders and people of Ju-
dah. Isaiah kept calling the people to return to full faith-
fulness to God. He told Hezekiah, “For thus said the 
Lord God, the Holy One of Israel: In returning and 

rest you shall be saved; in quietness 
and in trust shall be your strength” 
(Isaiah 30:15).

Sadly, King Hezekiah rejected Isaiah’s 
counsel. Instead he researched a strat-
egy that would unite Judah with Egypt 
to fight the Assyrian armies. Isaiah was 
so opposed to this plan that he walked 
around Jerusalem naked and barefoot 
for three years to warn the king that the 
whole nation would be turned into na-
ked and barefoot prisoners if Hezekiah 
looked to Egypt for help! (see Isaiah 20). 

SESSION 10 • MAY 9, 2021

Isaiah: Offering Hope for  
the Future
SCRIPTURE: Isaiah 29:13-24

KEY VERSE:  “Those who err in spirit will come to understand-
ing, and those who grumble will accept instruction.”  

—Isaiah 29:24

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	recognize	when	sacred	stories	and	rituals	are	treated	as	if	they	

have	no	meaning;
•	 To	plan	a	worship	service	that	helps	Christians	worship	God	with	

their	heads,	voices,	and	hearts;
•	 To	examine	personal	 responses	 to	God	 that	 are	attempts	of	 the	

clay	to	instruct	the	Potter;
•	 To	write	prayers	that	call	for	God’s	full	reign	to	come	to	a	commu-

nity;	and
•	 To	 share	ways	 that	 failures	 have	 led	 to	 closer	 relationships	with	

God.

The people 
of Judah felt 
they could 

succeed and 
thrive without 

God’s 
guidance.
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The prophetic message recorded in Isa-
iah 29 probably came from this period, 
between the years of 705 and 701 BCE.

Examining the Scripture
ISAIAH 29:13. Isaiah declared that the 
people who worshipped in Jerusalem 
continued to say the right words to God 
in the temple but no longer meant them. 
They observed the rituals and liturgies 
taught to them by their ancestors, but 
they expressed them without devotion 
or obedience.

Jesus used these words from Isaiah to 
warn the people of his time of the same 
sin. Matthew 15:7-9 records Jesus as saying, “You hypo-
crites! Isaiah prophesied rightly about you when he 
said: ‘This people honors me with their lips, but their 
hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, 
teaching human precepts as doctrines.’”

ISAIAH 29:14. Because the people thought they could 
impress God with empty words, Isaiah said God was go-
ing to bring judgment upon them “again.” The people 
were well acquainted with all of God’s acts of judgment 
on the nation in the past. They had mistakenly conclud-
ed that God would not treat them according to the same 
standards as their ancestors. Isaiah also stated that their 
strategy of aligning with Egypt against Assyria, rather 
than repenting and returning to God, would be proven 
to be foolish and lacking discernment.

ISAIAH 29:15. Isaiah said the leaders of Judah acted 
as if they were smarter than God and could make plans 
in violation of God’s guidance without God seeing and 
responding. Such arrogance prompted the prophet to 
laugh out loud.

ISAIAH 29:16. The metaphor of the potter and the clay 
was used repeatedly by Isaiah to describe the true nature 
of Judah’s relationship to God. (Isaiah 45:9; 64:8). Isa-
iah is effectively pointing out the absurdity of the created 
object trying to instruct the Creator.

ISAIAH 29:17-18. Although some scholars believe 
this verse is a continuation of the judgment upon Judah, 
most see this as the turning point in the prophetic mes-
sage. The prophet promised that after God judged the 

nation, Judah would receive a time of 
blessing. Lebanon, which was destroyed 
in the invasion waged by Assyria, would 
become a fruitful nation once again. The 
blind would see and the deaf would hear. 
There is a messianic ring to this part of 
the prophecy. Jesus provided the ulti-
mate fulfillment of these words.

ISAIAH 29:19. The phrase “fresh joy” 
is offered to contrast with the stale rituals 
of worship practiced in Jerusalem at the 
time. “Meek” refers to those who wait 
on God’s deliverance rather than turn 
to acts of violence. The meek would see 

their ways vindicated. Needy people would also find 
that God had responded to their cries for help.

ISAIAH 29:20. When God restored Judah, threats 
from the outside of the nation would be defeated. The 
tyrants from Assyria would no longer harm the nation. 
Those who scoffed at Judah’s weakened state would be 
silenced. Surrounding nations that sought to take advan-
tage of Judah’s depleted resources would be destroyed.

ISAIAH 29:21. Internal forces of evil would also be ad-
dressed in God’s restoration of Judah. Corruption in the 
judicial system that benefitted the rich and corrupt at 
the expense of the poor and innocent would be rectified 
by God.

ISAIAH 29:22-23. Isaiah refers to Abraham because 
for many years, the patriarch believed he would die with-
out a descendant. When Assyria attacked Judah, the peo-
ple feared they and their children would be wiped out. 
Isaiah reassured the people that when God restored their 
nation, children will thrive again in the holy city.

ISAIAH 29:24. The momentous arc of judgment and res-
toration would humble both the leadership and citizenry 
of Judah. Instead of telling God what to do, the clay would 
finally yield to the wisdom and mastery of the Potter.

Applying the Scripture
Worship is designed by God to enable believers to hum-
ble themselves before the Almighty in repentance and 
devotion. Christians are called to gather for worship so 
that they can hear the word of the Lord, repent of their 
sins, and bow to the superior wisdom and guidance of 

When God 
restored 
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Journeys Leader's Guide © 2021 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 
This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 

Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



50 JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • SPRING 2021

SESSION 10 • MAY 9, 2021

God. This process of listening and obey-
ing creates peace and wholeness and 
leads the recipients of such grace to voice 
genuine praise.

When worship is rendered meaning-
less, Christians go through the motions 
of singing, praying, listening, and recit-
ing as efforts to convince God to do what 
believers want. Praise becomes an at-
tempt to manipulate, liturgy becomes a 
show, and ritual turns into cynical efforts 
to convince God of believers’ devotion 
when, in reality, they are busy making 
their own plans in defiance of God.

This lesson tells Christians that when 
their external efforts at worship do not express the genu-
ine content of their hearts, the worship is without value. 
Isaiah’s words, then, can help Christians restore mean-
ing, intention, honesty, and openness to their services of 
worship.

The prophet also confronts believers with the absur-
dity of trying to convince God to obey their voices rather 
than to obey the voice of God. When prayer becomes 
a mass attempt by Christians to convince God to bless 
them with material things, give their nation victory in 
unjust wars, get revenge on their nation’s enemies, or per-
mit believers to embrace injustice and unrighteousness 
without consequences, then the congregation takes on 
the role of the clay dictating terms to the Potter. In other 
words, Christians adopt very foolish ways.

The true relationship of Christians to God is that of 
the clay to the Potter, creation to Creator. As disciples 
yield themselves to the will of God, the Lord forms them 
into people of justice, forgiveness, love, and compassion. 
Through that process, the created learn by experience 
that their ways and wisdom are far inferior to the ways 
and wisdom of the Creator.

Isaiah articulates a complete vision of the reign of 
God that all followers of Christ can and should embrace. 
The people of Judah mistakenly thought the promised 
“Day of the Lord” would bring nothing but peace and 
prosperity to their nation. Isaiah told them that God’s 
reign would bring wondrous gifts, but it would also en-
force justice and righteousness in the land. 

Christians are called to pursue not only blessings for 
themselves but justice for the oppressed and abused in 
their community, nation, and world. Ample harvests, 
healing of sickness, fresh joy for the bored and apathetic 

are part of the reign of God that Chris-
tians usually remember to seek. But jus-
tice for the poor, equal treatment under 
the law, fair economic policies, nonprej-
udicial treatment for all people, judg-
ment on the corrupt, and freedom for all 
God’s people are also essential elements 
in the blessed reign of God.

 
Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as sugges-
tions. The words AND, OR, or AND/OR 
between activities indicate alternative ac-
tivities. Choose activities best suited for 
your particular group and time schedule. 
Feel free to adapt the suggestions to meet 

the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Isaiah 29:13-24, the lesson in Journeys and in 

this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper, and a copy of Journeys 

for each participant.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Write the following real examples of sacred Christian 

rituals and stories that have been modified for com-
mercial interests on a piece of paper.
 º Will Farrell plays a character in the movie The 

Campaign that recites the Lord’s Prayer in a silly 
way. “Our Father ‘Art’ aloe vera be thy name . . .”

 º An artist’s painting of Jesus as the good shepherd 
leading along a flock of . . . unicorns.

 º Various dogs posed as Jesus and the disciples at the 
Last Supper.

 º Cat figurines sold as a nativity scene depicting 
Mary, Joseph, baby Jesus, and three kings as felines.

 º A cartoon depicting a baptismal font with a water 
slide. The priest is about to drop the infant into the 
chute for his baptism.

•	 Collect enough bulletins from previous worship ser-
vices so that each participant has a bulletin. The bul-
letins do not need to be from the same service.

•	 If you decide to do alternate exercise “In the Potter’s 
Hands,” obtain enough modeling clay or Play-Doh 
so that each participant can have a small amount to 
form.

•	 Print the following biblical references on newsprint 
or a dry-erase board and place the printed references 
in front of the class:

As disciples 
yield 

themselves 
to the will of 

God, the Lord 
forms them 
into people 
of justice.
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Matthew 5:11-12, Matthew 5:38-42, Matthew 
5:43-44, Romans 13:6-7, Luke 12:32-34, and 
Matthew 18:21-22.

•	 Provide a copy of the hymn “Softly and Tenderly” for 
each participant. If you have the capacity to play a re-
cording of that hymn, collect the necessary technol-
ogy to do so.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Nothing Sacred” in session 
10 of Journeys.

•	 Say: “I’m going to read several examples of comic or 
cute depictions of the sacred stories of Scripture or 
the rituals of worship that are actual products that 
can be watched or bought on the Internet. After I 
read each depiction, please tell me whether you feel 
the example demeans the story or ritual or whether 
you find it harmless entertainment.”

•	 Read each of the examples you prepared in “Getting 
Ready for the Session.” After each example, ask par-
ticipants to give their opinions.

•	 Pray that God will help Christians speak out when 
their sacred stories and rituals are treated as if they have 
no sacred meaning. Include in the prayer a request for 
God to help Christians to come to God with full at-
tention to the meaning of all that is done in worship.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Meaningful Worship (10 min.)
•	 Read aloud Isaiah 23:13.
•	 Invite a volunteer to read Matthew 15:7-9.
•	 Ask participants to read “Lip Service” in session 10 

of Journeys.
•	 Ask the participants the “Questions for Reflection” 

in Journeys.
•	 Organize participants into groups of four. Give each 

participant one of the worship bulletins you obtained 
in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

•	 Ask each group to review the bulletins they have and 
add or alter the worship format so that every worship-
per will be made aware of the meaning of each part of 
the service.

•	 Invite each group to share the alterations they made to 
enhance the worship experience of the congregation.

•	 Ask: “What other changes could be made in our 
weekly worship experience to help us better worship 

God with our minds, voices, and hearts?”
•	 Take notes on the suggestions and give those notes 

to whoever plans worship for your church. (The class 
could also invite those who plan worship to sit in on 
this discussion.)

AND
The Potter and the Clay (10 min.)
•	 Ask participants to stay in groups of four.
•	 Ask each group to read Isaiah 29:14-16 and “All 

Mixed Up” in session 10 of Journeys.
•	 Assign each group one of the passages you wrote on 

newsprint in “Getting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Say: “Read your assigned passage and make a list of 

rebuttals to the teaching or reasons the teaching won’t 
work in real life.

•	 Invite each group to share their lists with the larger 
group of participants.

•	 Ask: “Are these rebuttals our way of saying that we, 
the clay, know more than the Potter, or that the Potter 
should follow our wisdom?”

•	 Ask: “What is the prophet Isaiah saying to those who 
reject the teachings of Christ?”

OR
In the Potter’s Hands (10 min.)
•	 Give each participant a portion of the modeling clay 

or Play-Doh you obtained in “Getting Ready for the 
Session.”

•	 Ask each participant to form an object of their choice 
as you talk about the lesson.

•	 Read Isaiah 29:14-16 and “All Mixed Up” in session 
10 of Journeys as the participants form their “creations.”

•	 Invite volunteers to each read one of the passages you 
printed on newsprint or dry-erase board in “Getting 
Ready for the Session.”

•	 After each passage is read, ask participants to state 
reasons some Christians believe these teachings will 
not work in the real world.

•	 Invite volunteers to show their “creations” to the larg-
er group.

•	 Ask: “How would you have reacted if that lump of 
clay had tried to tell you how to shape it or if it had 
tried to shape you?”

•	 Say: “Isaiah taught that when we reject the teachings 
of God for any reason, we become like lumps of clay 
that try to reshape the Potter rather than yield to the 
shaping of God.”

AND
•	 Give each participant a sheet of paper and pencil.

Journeys Leader's Guide © 2021 by American Baptist Home Mission Societies. All rights reserved. 
This was purchased and downloaded from judsonpress.com. 

Not to be sold, copied or distributed in any manner.



52 JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • SPRING 2021

SESSION 10 • MAY 9, 2021

•	 Ask each participant to read Isaiah 29:17-21 and “A 
New Day” in session 10 of Journeys.

•	 Give a brief lecture on the “reign of God” found in 
both the “Examining the Scripture” and “Applying 
the Scripture” sections of this teacher’s guide.

•	 Ask each participant to write a prayer that expresses 
a yearning for the full reign of God to come in their 
community, nation, and world. Remind them to in-
clude petitions for justice for the oppressed and judg-
ment for the corrupt in their prayers.

•	 Invite volunteers to voice their prayers aloud.
AND

Nothing Succeeds Like Failure (10 min.)
•	 Read Isaiah 29:22-24.
•	 Ask for a volunteer to read aloud “No Longer 

Ashamed” in session 10 of Journeys.
•	 Invite participants to sing or read in unison the words 

to the hymn “Softly and Tenderly,” or if you have 

chosen to play a recording of the song, do so at this 
time.

•	 Ask participants to form groups of two or three.
•	 Ask each group to discuss the “Questions for Reflec-

tion” in Journeys.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Say: “Some of you shared some stories with one an-
other about how personal failures led to a closer rela-
tionship with God. Without sharing the details of the 
stories that were told, what emotional reaction did 
you have to hearing the stories?”

•	 Pray: “We thank you, Lord, that you never abandon 
us, even when we treat you as having little or no mean-
ing in our lives. Thank you that even our failures can 
be used by you to draw us ever closer to your love and 
forgiveness. Amen.”
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Introducing the Scripture
The prophet Jeremiah was probably born about 650 
BCE, at the end of the reign of Manasseh (697–643 
BCE), of one of the worst kings in Judah’s history. He 
was called as a prophet in 627 BCE. God told him, “See, 
today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, 
to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to over-
throw, to build and to plant” ( Jeremiah 1:10).

Jeremiah served God as a prophet to three kings of 
Judah and one governor. He began his ministry under 
the reign of King Josiah (627–609), one of the greatest 
kings of Judah. When Josiah was killed by Pharaoh Neco 
at the battle of Megiddo, the victorious 
Neco put King Jehoiakim (609–598 
BCE) on the throne of Judah. Jehoia-
kim was eventually killed under myste-
rious circumstances. His son Jehoiachin 
succeeded him, but was imprisoned and 
then exiled to Babylon by Nebuchadne-
zzar after only three months. The con-
quering King Nebuchadnezzar placed 
Jehoiachin’s uncle, named Mattaniah, 
as his puppet ruler on the throne of 
Judah. The Babylonian king changed 

Mattaniah’s name to Zedekiah, which 
means “Yahweh is righteous.” After Baby-
lon defeated Judah and took Zedekiah into 
exile, Jeremiah chose to remain in Jerusa-
lem to offer counsel to Governor Gedaliah 
and the people left behind in Jerusalem.

 King Zedekiah lacked backbone. He 
knew that Jeremiah was a true prophet of 
God and did not disagree with his opinion 
that Judah would be better off surrendering 
to the foreign power that already dominat-
ed their lives. However, the political life of 
Judah was shaped by the viewpoints of sev-
eral nominal princes who wanted Zedekiah 
to fight for Jewish independence. The pas-
sion and volatility of these princes made Ze-

dekiah give in to their wishes.
 Jeremiah was not subject to any earthly prince. 

He drew his orders from God and God alone. Neither 
Zedekiah’s desires nor the desires of the princes nor the 
desires of Babylon had any influence on him whatsoev-
er. This total integrity and independence infuriated the 
princes. They demanded that Jeremiah add his voice to 
theirs and call the king and nation into war. When Jer-
emiah refused to do so, they had him thrown in a dun-
geon ( Jeremiah 37:15). 

Zedekiah had Jeremiah removed from the dungeon 
and placed in the less restrictive “court 
of the guard.” However, when the princ-
es continued to demand that Zedekiah 
punish the prophet for opposing their 
military strategy, Zedekiah yielded to 
political pressure once again and al-
lowed the princes to place Jeremiah into 
the bottom of an empty cistern, where 
he sunk into the muck and mire at the 
bottom ( Jeremiah 38:1-6).

The princes would have left Jeremiah 
there to starve to death had it not been 

SESSION 11 • MAY 16, 2021

Jeremiah: The Suffering  
Preacher of Doom
SCRIPTURE: Jeremiah 38:14-23

KEY VERSE:  Jeremiah said to Zedekiah, “If I tell you, you will 
put me to death, will you not? And if I give you advice, you 
will not listen to me.”  —Jeremiah 38:15

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	determine	the	source	of	good	advice;
•	 To	give	good	advice	even	when	that	advice	is	likely	to	be	rejected;
•	 To	compare	the	risks	of	giving	good	advice	with	the	risks	of	telling	

people	what	they	want	to	hear;
•	 To	develop	criteria	for	determining	when	to	persist	in	giving	good	

advice	and	when	to	stop;	and
•	 To	write	a	letter	containing	good	advice	to	a	loved	one.

Jeremiah 
served God 
as a prophet 
to three kings 
of Judah and 
one governor.
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for the efforts of an Ethiopian eunuch 
named Ebed-melech, who knew the im-
prisonment of Jeremiah was wrong and 
convinced Zedekiah to put him back 
in the “court of the guard” ( Jeremiah 
38:7-13). Jeremiah was being held there 
when Zedekiah called him to a secret 
meeting to discuss how he should handle 
the developing crisis. This conversation 
would be the last one held between Jer-
emiah and King Zedekiah.

Examining the Scripture
JEREMIAH 38:14. King Zedekiah had Jeremiah 
brought from the court of the guard to a secret meeting 
near his palace. The third entrance of the temple was the 
one closest to the king’s dwelling, thus reducing the risk 
that his enemies would find out he was consulting with 
the prophet. The king knew that Jeremiah was a true 
prophet and encouraged him to tell the truth regardless 
of the consequences.

JEREMIAH 38:15. Jeremiah replied that he was in a 
no-win situation. If he told the King Zedekiah a mes-
sage he did not want to hear, the king would have him 
executed. Even if the king did not choose to kill him, Jer-
emiah knew that the king would not obey the counsel he 
offered. In addition, the prophet had experienced what 
Zedekiah did when the princes threatened him. The king 
had already allowed the ruthless men to put Jeremiah 
into a dungeon and a cistern, so why should he not be-
lieve the king would do even worse on this occasion?

JEREMIAH 38:16. Zedekiah swore he would not have 
Jeremiah executed or allow the princes to harm him. The 
king had proven, however, that he was not good to his 
word in the past. Jeremiah risked his life to trust King 
Zedekiah’s promise.

JEREMIAH 38:17. Jeremiah repeated 
the counsel he had offered the king in 
prior consultations. The prophet told 
him to surrender to the king of Babylon. 
This act would save his life, the life of his 
family, and the entire nation.

JEREMIAH 38:18. Jeremiah followed 
a common prophetic formula by stating 

the consequences of disobedience. If the 
king did not surrender, the city would be 
given to the Babylonians (another name 
for Chaldeans), and they would burn Je-
rusalem to the ground and capture the 
king.

JEREMIAH 38:19. Zedekiah’s fears 
seem odd. If he surrendered to Babylon, 
then it seems those who had deserted 
to their side would welcome his act of 
submission. Yet he feared that those 

who had deserted his army would harm him. Possibly 
the deserters were princes that had special animosity for 
the king and would attempt to use their influence to get 
Babylonian officials to punish the king severely as a pris-
oner of war.

JEREMIAH 38:20. Jeremiah assured the king that 
those fears would not materialize. If the king obeyed 
God, those enemies would not hurt him and his survival 
would be secure.

JEREMIAH 38:21-22. Jeremiah said that Zedekiah 
should fear defeat in battle with the Babylonians. If Ze-
dekiah persisted in fighting the mighty army from the 
north, the women of his household would be taken cap-
tive by the Babylonian officials, and the same deserters 
he feared would take advantage of his captive state and 
would torture him. Jeremiah used the phrase “stuck in 
the mud” to remind Zedekiah of what he had already 
allowed the princes to do to the prophet. They had piti-
lessly put him in the bottom of a muddy cistern. They 
would do far worse to the king if he did not follow the 
direction of God.

JEREMIAH 38:23. Jeremiah reiterated the dire warn-
ing one last time. If Zedekiah did not surrender, his 
wives and children would be taken by the Babylonians, 

the king would be imprisoned, and Jeru-
salem would be burned to the ground. 
When Jeremiah finished, it became im-
mediately clear that Zedekiah was not 
going to follow his advice. The king 
begged Jeremiah to lie to the princes if 
they asked him if Zedekiah had sought 
his counsel ( Jeremiah 38:24-28). The 
king was more afraid of the retaliation of 

Jeremiah 
knew that the 

king would 
not obey the 
counsel he 

offered.

Jeremiah 
reiterated the 
dire warning 

one last time.
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the princes than he was the judgment of 
God. Zedekiah never took the prophet’s 
advice. As a result, Zedekiah and his 
family were captured by Nebuchadnez-
zar. His wives and daughters were taken 
by the leaders of Babylon just like God 
warned would happen. Zedekiah then 
had to watch the military leaders of Bab-
ylon kill each of his sons. Then those same henchmen 
blinded the king so that the murder of his sons would 
be the last sight he would ever see. Zedekiah lived out 
his years in captivity. Judah was destroyed, the city was 
burned, and the king’s family was either murdered or 
abused (2 Kings 25:1-12).

Applying the Scripture
Christians live in a world in which the teachings of 
Christ and the will of God are often treated with apathy 
at best and contempt at worst. Many people live with 
no interest in the values, ethics, or way of life taught 
by Scripture—until they run into the consequences of 
their poor choices and destructive behaviors. When 
confronted with the pain derived from ignoring God, 
neighbors, coworkers, family members, friends, fellow 
Christians, and even complete strangers, they some-
times seek out counsel from those they believe have at 
least some awareness of God and what the Lord requires 
of humanity.

First Peter 3:15 teaches disciples to “always be ready 
to make your defense to anyone who demands from 
you an accounting for the hope that is in you.”  Yet 
when Christians are sought for such counsel, they are 
frequently placed in very difficult situations. If they re-
ally give advice based on the teachings of Christ and the 
God revealed in Scripture, they can suffer rejection and 
anger from the one asking for help. Or they can expe-
rience great frustration as they watch the person seek-
ing help completely disregard the godly guidance they 
provided.

This passage reveals that people have expressed anger 
and rejection at those genuinely offering the counsel of 
God throughout history. Those negative reactions, how-
ever, cannot cause Christians to withhold godly. The 
consequences of leaving people without any word from 
the Lord are so dire that loving followers of Christ must 
exercise persistence, humility, and patience as they share 
the Good News and reliable teachings they have come to 
know through their relationship with Christ. 

But believers must not offer their 
own opinions as the will of God. Instead, 
good advice must be based in the gospel 
revealed to the children of God in Scrip-
ture. Human “wisdom” is incomplete. 
Instead, Christians must share with those 
facing difficult challenges and crisis that 
God calls them to repentance and con-

fession so that they can receive forgiveness and mercy to 
help them in their time of need (see Hebrews 4:16). No 
other advice can truly help those overwhelmed by sin.

Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Jeremiah 38:14-23, the lesson in Journeys and 

in this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper, a piece of stationery, 

and a copy of Journeys for each participant.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Obtain two pieces of advice on any topic from a 

newspaper or online advice column. Print the pieces 
of advice on separate sheets of paper.

•	 Write down two pieces of advice your family gave you 
on any topic on two separate pieces of paper.

•	 Obtain two supermarket tabloids.
•	 Collect two Bibles.
•	 Obtain six boxes, each large enough to hold the papers 

containing family advice, the tabloids, and the Bibles. 
•	 Label two boxes “Box No. 1” and place one piece of 

family advice in each box. Place the two boxes on a ta-
ble in the classroom. Label two other boxes “Box No. 
2” and place a tabloid in each box. Put the boxes on 
the table. Label the last two boxes “Box No. 3”. Place 
a Bible in each box and put the boxes on the table.

•	 Write the following dilemmas for discussion on sepa-
rate pieces of paper or note cards:
 º Your best friend is having an extramarital affair. 

She confides her transgression and adds that she 
doesn’t want to end it but wants to know what you 
think she should do.

 º Your boss shares with you confidentially that his 
drinking is out of control. His wife wants him to 

Human 
“wisdom” is 
incomplete.
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go to AA but he thinks AA is for people with no 
self-discipline. He says he can stop the drinking on 
his own. He wants to know what you think.

 º Your brother’s son wrecked his father’s new car. 
When your nephew told his dad what he had done, 
your brother lost his temper, slapped the boy, and 
pushed him to the ground. Your brother says the 
violent response will teach his son to be more care-
ful in the future. He asks you if you think he did 
the right thing.

 º You teach a high-school class in Sunday school. 
One of the recent graduates has told you that he 
plans to “take a break” from Christianity while 
in college. He thinks that these are the years he 
should be wild and then settle down once he gets 
his degree. He wants to know if you agree or if you 
have other advice.

•	 Write the following criteria to determine when to 
continue offering advice and when to stop on a chalk-
board or dry-erase board. Place a sheet of paper over 
the criteria to hide them from view until the proper 
time. Continue if . . .
 º Stopping the advice will be seen as tacit approval 

of the destructive behavior.
 º The advice is causing the recipient to reflect on 

what he or she should do.
 º The advice is enhancing the integrity of the advisor 

in the eyes of the advisee.
 º The advice has not been fully understood.
 º The advice will make it easier for the recipient to 

seek help from the advisor in the future.
 º Stop if . . .
 º The advice is making the recipient more resistant 

to doing the right thing.
 º The advice is destroying the relationship with the 

recipient.
 º The advice has been proven faulty or merely to be 

the opinion of the advisor.
 º The advice is causing the recipient to quit listening.
 º The advice has turned to condemnation.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Staying Alive” in session 11 
of Journeys.

•	 Ask for two volunteers to play “Let’s Make a Deal.”
•	 Give each volunteer the advice column you obtained 

in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

•	 Say: “There are many sources of advice in our world. 
Some sources are reliable, while others are likely to 
guide us in the wrong direction.”

•	 Ask each volunteer to read their advice column. 
When they finish, ask the group if the advice seems 
reliable or risky.

•	 Say: “Maybe there is another source of advice that is 
more trustworthy.”

•	 Tell each volunteer to trade their advice column for 
what is in the boxes you marked “Box No. 1” in “Get-
ting Ready for the Session.”

•	 Invite each volunteer to read the family advice you 
prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

•	 Ask the large group whether the advice seems reliable 
or risky.

•	 Tell the volunteers to trade the family advice for what 
is in the boxes you marked “Box No. 2” in “Getting 
Ready for the Session”.

•	 Ask the volunteers to read some of the headlines from 
the tabloid to the large group.

•	 Ask: “What makes these tabloids sources of unreli-
able advice?”

•	 Tell the volunteers to trade the tabloids for what is 
in the boxes you labeled as “Box No. 3” in “Getting 
Ready for the Session.”

•	 Ask “What makes the Bible a reliable source of 
advice?” 

•	 Say: “Many people claim to be sources of good ad-
vice. Christians must compare the advice offered with 
the trustworthy advice found in Scripture, especially 
in the teachings of Christ.”

•	 Pray that the session will help the participants learn 
the importance of giving good advice based on the 
teachings of Scripture.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Here’s My Advice (10 min.)
•	 Divide the class into groups of four.
•	 Ask each group to read Jeremiah 28:14-15 and “No-

Win Situation” in session 11 of Journeys.
•	 Give each group one of the “Dilemmas for Discus-

sion” you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Ask each group to write good advice for the person 

requesting advice in their assigned dilemma. 
•	 Invite each group to share their advice with the larger 

group.
•	 Ask: “How likely is the person requesting the advice 

to follow the advice given? Should the unlikelihood 
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that the advice will be followed keep the person from 
offering the advice? Why or Why not?”

AND
Ears Not to Hear (10 min.)
•	 Invite a volunteer to read Jeremiah 38:16-18.
•	 Give a short lecture on the material in “Wasted 

Breath” in session 11 of Journeys. Read Hebrews 
12:6,11 as part of your presentation.

•	 Ask the “Questions for Reflection”  in Journeys.
•	 Request four volunteers to read aloud each of the 

“Dilemmas for Discussion” used in the previous ex-
ercise. After each dilemma is read, ask participants, 
“What are the risks to the one giving Biblical advice 
in this dilemma?” Then ask, “What are the risks to 
the one seeking advice if the advisor simply says what 
she or he wants to hear?”

•	 Say: “Jeremiah knew that the future of the nation and 
the very survival of Zedekiah and his family were de-
pendent on the king heeding the prophet’s good ad-
vice. He therefore persisted in speaking the guidance 
of God even as those very words were rejected.”

AND
Broken Record (10 min.)
•	 Read Jeremiah 38:19-23 aloud to the group.
•	 Ask each participant to read “Last Chance” in session 

11 of Journeys. 
•	 Say: “As you read this section, look for criteria that 

could be used to determine when to persist in giving 
advice to someone who is not heeding it and when 
one should stop offering the ignored advice.”

•	 Invite volunteers to share the criteria they identified.
•	 Remove the paper covering of the criteria you put on 

a chalkboard or dry-erase board in “Getting Ready for 
the Session.”

•	 Read the criteria one by one and ask participants if 
they agree or disagree with each.

•	 Distribute a piece of stationery and a pen or pencil to 
each participant.

•	 Ask each participant to write a letter to a loved one 
that includes advice based on the teachings of Jesus 
and Scripture. Assure them that they don’t have to 
mail the letter.

•	 Ask the following questions to the class. Assure them 
that they don’t have answer aloud but encourage 
them to at least answer each question internally.
 º “How likely is it that the recipient will follow your 

advice?” 
 º “Have you offered this advice before?”
 º “Which criteria does your letter apply, which crite-

ria does it ignore?”
 º “What will happen if the recipient ignores the 

advice?” 
 º “Even if the advice is ignored, is their still value in 

offering it?”

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask: “Have you ever rejected good advice? What 
were the consequences? Did you get another chance 
to accept the advice?”

•	 Say: “Many times we get additional chances to accept 
godly advice, even when we reject or ignore it the first 
time. I invite you to close this lesson with a prayer for 
whomever you wrote the letter to, whether you ever 
send the letter or not. I encourage you to pray that the 
person will accept godly advice now or when given 
additional chances in the future.”

•	 Lead the class in silent prayer, giving participants time 
to pray for the people who need to heed godly advice.

•	 Pray: “Dear God of many chances, thank you for 
sending godly advice our way on many occasions. For-
give us for those times we rejected it when you first 
sent it our way. Please help those we love to embrace 
godly advice now or in the near future. Amen.”
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Introducing the Scripture
Ezekiel was born in 623 BCE under the reign of King 
Josiah (640–609 BCE). When Josiah was killed by the 
Egyptian army at Megiddo in 609 BCE, the kingdom of 
Judah began a rapid descent into disaster. By 598 BCE 
Judah had become a vassal state of Babylon. In 593 BCE 
Judah’s King Jehoiachin (who reigned for only three 
months in that year) surrendered his power, and he and 
the brightest and best citizens of Jerusalem were exiled to 
Babylon (2 Kings 24:12-16). Although he is not listed 
by name, Ezekiel was included in the people taken cap-
tive to Babylon.

In 593 BCE, while in Babylonian captivity, Ezekiel 
was called by God to become a prophet. The book of 
Ezekiel is composed of two very dif-
ferent forms of literature. One section 
contains Ezekiel’s mystical visions of 
flying wheels and edible scrolls that are 
like nothing else in Scripture. The other 
section is filled with more traditional 
prophecies on the sins of the nations 
and especially the sins of Judah. Ezekiel 
employed very vivid language in nam-
ing the transgressions not only of Judah 

but also of Egypt, Israel, and Tyre, among 
others. He had exceptional abilities to use 
imagery, metaphor, and simile to depict 
God’s anger at the disobedience and arro-
gance of, basically, the whole world. 

Three years after Ezekiel’s call, while King 
Zedekiah ruled in Judah (597–586 BCE), 
Jerusalem was destroyed, and Zedekiah was 
brought to Babylon. Babylonian officials 
took Zedekiah’s wives and daughters to 
become part of the harems. Zedekiah then 
had to watch the Babylonian military lead-
ers murder all his sons. Immediately follow-
ing the murder of his sons, Zedekiah was 
blinded so that the death of his sons would 
be the last thing he ever saw (Jeremiah 39). 

News of the annihilation of Jerusalem and the atroci-
ties committed against their king reached the exiles. They 
blamed the demise of their nation on the sinful behavior 
of their parents. This blame not only created animosity 
toward their parents, it also spurred resentment for God. 
The exiles questioned the fairness of a God who would 
punish them for the sins of their parents. In chapter 18 
of the book of Ezekiel, the prophet addressed their feel-
ings of resentment by telling the people that God had 
not punished them for their parents’ sins but for their 
own misbehavior.

Examining the Scripture
EZEKIEL 18:1. The prophet said his 
message came from God.

EZEKIEL 18:2. “The parents have eaten 
sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are 
set on edge” was a well-known proverb in 
the time of Ezekiel. (It is also referenced 
in Jeremiah 31:29.) Originally it meant 
that the sins of parents have negative in-
fluences on their children. Some teachers 

SESSION 12 • MAY 23, 2021

Ezekiel: Street Preacher  
to the Exiles
SCRIPTURE: Ezekiel 18:1-32

KEY VERSE:  Know that all lives are mine: the life of the par-
ent as well as the life of the child is mine: it is only the 
person who sins that shall die.  —Ezekiel 18:4

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	identify	ways	disciples’	parents	have	shaped	their	lives;
•	 To	 distinguish	 between	 being	 affected	 by	 the	 sins	 of	 previous	

generations	and	being	punished	by	God	 for	 the	 sins	of	previous	
generations;

•	 To	 write	 a	 conversation	 between	 Jesus	 and	 Ezekiel	 about	 what	
makes	a	person	righteous;	and

•	 To	accept	responsibility	for	destructive	behavior.

Ezekiel was 
included in 
the people 

taken captive 
to Babylon.
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in the time of Ezekiel and Jeremiah used 
it to say that God punished children for 
the sins of their parents. Although Exo-
dus 20:5-6 said that God punished and 
blessed succeeding generations for the be-
havior of their parents, Ezekiel preached 
that Exodus was not the last word on 
the subject. With Ezekiel’s additional in-
sight, Exodus 20:5-6 can be interpreted 
as assuring that the behavior of one gen-
eration impacts successive generations 
without concluding that God punishes 
one generation for the sins of another.

EZEKIEL 18:3. The prophet told the 
people to stop using the proverb to explain the way God 
judged God’s people. Ezekiel said the proverb was not 
valid in their current context.  

EZEKIEL 18:4. God is the Lord of all life and every life. 
Every person belongs to God. Because all people belong 
to God, the Lord has the right to judge them. God de-
clared that he would judge everyone according to his or 
her own behavior, not according to the behavior of their 
parents. People who refused to turn from their sinful ways 
would be killed when God brought judgment upon the 
land.

EZEKIEL 18:5. Ezekiel described what made a person 
righteous in the sight of God. To start with, the righ-
teous obeyed the Law of Moses.

EZEKIEL 18:6. The righteous did not participate in 
worship rituals for local fertility gods. They did not sac-
rifice to the gods on the shrines hidden in the hillsides of 
Judah, nor did they build their own incense gods (two-
foot clay idols engraved with animals and other symbols 
that some of the people of Judah kept in their yards).

In addition, they kept pure from sexual sin. They did 
not commit adultery with their neighbors’ wives nor did 
they have sex with their own wives during their menstru-
al periods. The latter prohibition came from Israel’s be-
lief that encounters with blood made one unclean. This 
misunderstanding was corrected by the time of Christ.

EZEKIEL 18:7. The righteous do not oppress people 
for economic gain. If they receive another’s possession as 
collateral for a loan, they return it as soon as the debt is 

paid. Godly people do not steal by rob-
bing people with weapons or by over-
charging them. True followers of God 
share their bread with the hungry and 
their clothing with those who do not 
have enough to wear.

EZEKIEL 18:8. The righteous do not 
charge excessive interest when they loan 
money to the poor, they stay away from 
all corruption, and they insist that the 
courts enforce unbiased justice.

EZEKIEL 18:9. Righteous people sin-
cerely attempt to keep all the commands 

of Moses and the prophets. People who do all the above 
will be assured life by God. In the Old Testament, people 
believed that God blessed and punished people in this 
life. Very little was written or known about life after 
death. Consequently, the righteous would be blessed in 
this life by surviving the calamities of war and deporta-
tion. They would surely live.

EZEKIEL 18:30. In the verses between Ezekiel 18:9 
and 18:30, Ezekiel described the behavior of three men 
of three successive generations. The first man lived righ-
teously and saw his life preserved (Ezekiel 18:5-9). The 
second man, the son of the righteous man, disobeyed 
all the teachings his father observed. As a result, he lost 
his life when God brought judgment on the land of Ju-
dah (Ezekiel 18:10-13). The third man, the son of the 
wicked man, turned away from the ways of his father and 
followed God with the same devotion as his grandfather. 
Therefore, his life was spared (Ezekiel 18:14-17). In this 
verse, Ezekiel clarified that by men, he meant generations 
in the nation of Judah. 

He declared that God would judge the generation 
in Judah according to their own misdeeds. The ways of 
previous generations would have no effect on whether 
God sent blessings or punishment on the current gen-
eration. If this generation wanted to escape judgment, 
each person would need to repent and follow the way of 
the righteous as described by Ezekiel. If they would not 
repent and forsake all their transgressions, they would 
meet with utter ruin.

EZEKIEL 18:31. Speaking as God, Ezekiel told 
the people of Israel to cast away every sin they had 

God declared 
that he 

would judge 
everyone 
according 
to his or 
her own 
behavior.
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committed against God. He then told 
them to seek a new heart and spirit from 
God. Later in his prophesy, Ezekiel ver-
balized God’s promise to provide the 
people with a new heart and new spirit: 
“A new heart I will give you, and a 
new spirit I will put within you; and I 
will remove from your body the heart 
of stone and give you a heart of flesh” 
(Ezekiel 36:26). This new heart and 
spirit would cause the people to desire 
to please the Lord rather than merely 
obey under duress. Christians see this 
new heart as coming through a relation-
ship with Christ. As the apostle Paul wrote in 2 Corin-
thians 5:17, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new 
creation: everything old has passed away; see, every-
thing has become new!”

Ezekiel wondered why the people of Judah, since they 
knew God would preserve them if they repented and re-
ceived this new heart and spirit, would persist in behav-
ior that would cost them their lives.

EZEKIEL 18:32. Contrary to what many of the people 
of Judah thought, God took no pleasure in their deaths. 
God was not an unfair sovereign who hoped to kill the 
people of Judah for the sins of previous generations. God 
wanted everyone to repent and turn back to God, so the 
Lord could save them all.

Applying the Scripture
Christian adults often wonder why they have so much 
trouble in life. They ask themselves and God why they 
lose their temper so often or can’t stay faithful to their 
spouses or abuse alcohol or worry all the time or are 
afraid of so many situations or can’t make commitments 
to people, goals, or work. Sometimes they answer such 
questions by blaming their parents.

“My dad blew his lid with me and caused me to have 
a wicked temper. It’s his fault I yell at the people I love.”

“My mom drank morning, noon, and night, and she 
passed on her addiction to me. It is mom’s fault I drink 
too much.”

“My parents had a horrible marriage and, as a result, 
I’m afraid to commit to the person I love. I can’t make 
relationships work because of them.”

“My dad defined his masculinity by his ability to se-
duce women. I hate that about him, but he’s passed the 

same behavior on to me. I’m a woman-
izer because of my dad.”

“Mom worried every time we left her 
sight. We couldn’t do anything as kids 
because every normal thing we wanted 
to do filled her with anxiety. Now I’m 
as anxious as she was. I’ve got mom to 
thank for my neurotic behavior.”

Whereas parents have a lot of influ-
ence over the adults their children be-
come, Ezekiel taught that God holds 
people accountable for their own sins. 
Although parental behavior may have 
negative effects on adult children, the 

children cannot excuse their sins by blaming their par-
ents. Each Christian must accept personal responsibility 
for his or her sins, confess them to God, and seek God’s 
forgiveness.

Similarly, righteous parents often have positive effects 
on their children. However, Ezekiel taught that adult 
children cannot rely on the faith of their parents to ac-
tivate God’s salvation in their own lives. Every man and 
woman must enter a personal relationship with Christ 
through her or his own faith.

This passage also provides clear ethical direction 
for Christian living. Because Jesus has taught believers 
that righteousness comes from a relationship with him, 
Christians sometimes falsely conclude that moral and 
ethical teachings are no longer mandatory for them. 
Ezekiel said those who love God with new hearts and 
new spirits will reveal that love through righteous liv-
ing. He defined righteous living as being true to one’s 
spouse, being honest in business, sharing one’s resourc-
es with the poor, refusing to oppress or take advantage 
of the vulnerable, standing up for justice in the judicial 
system, worshiping God alone and rejecting all other 
powers that demand ultimate allegiance, and seeking to 
observe the clearly stated laws and commands of God. 

Although these “works” do not earn Christians their 
salvation, they are still behaviors Jesus expects his follow-
ers to exemplify in life. Christians need to express their 
discipleship through acts of personal piety, charity, and 
devotion, as well as acts of public witness and protest. 
As Paul taught, disciples are saved by faith, but they are 
saved to do good works (Ephesians 2:8-10). This study 
can help Christian adults recommit to marital faithful-
ness, charity for the poor, justice for all people, and hon-
esty in every business interaction.

 

Christians 
see this 

new heart 
as coming 
through a 

relationship 
with Christ.
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Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Ezekiel 18:1-32, the lesson in Journeys and in 

this leader’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper, and a copy of Journeys 

for each participant.
•	 Obtain a chalkboard, newsprint, or dry-erase board 

and the appropriate markers.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Obtain a bag (paper, plastic, or reusable).
•	 Write the following descriptive sentences on separate 

pieces of paper and put them all in the bag:
 º I have little ears and big feet.
 º I speak with a Boston accent.
 º I like to eat tortillas, beans, and rice.
 º I lost a job for being late every day.
 º I’ve been divorced four times.
 º I believe Christmas presents should be opened on 

Christmas morning.
 º I have brown eyes.
 º I got a DUI last week.
 º I’m being evicted from my apartment for playing 

my music too loud.
 º I go to church every Sunday.

•	 Write the following “Dilemmas for Discussion” on 
separate cards or pieces of paper.
 º My father was fired from his job at a local con-

struction site for stealing tools from the work-
place. When I recently applied for a job there, I 
was rejected. They said it was because one of my 
references said I could not be trusted with money, 
but I think I’m being punished by God for my 
dad’s lousy behavior.

 º My parents had loud arguments with one an-
other all the time. They called each other horri-
ble names, got in shoving matches, and wouldn’t 
speak to each other for weeks. Yesterday, my wife 
told me that if I didn’t stop yelling at her when I’m 
mad, she was going to leave. It’s not fair that God 
would punish me for my parents’ awful treatment 
of each other.

 º My grandfather told racist jokes to the family al-
most every day. No one ever told him to stop. I told 
a coworker one of his milder jokes last week, and 
the coworker reported what I said to my supervi-
sor. Now I’m suspended for three weeks without 
pay. I don’t think it’s right that God would punish 
me for the racism of my grandfather.

 º My mother was very active in our church when I 
was a kid. She taught Sunday school, sang in the 
choir, and helped with all the church dinners. 
When my dad was killed in a car accident, how-
ever, she completely dropped out of church and 
never returned. When she quit going, I quit going. 
I just found out I have a major heart problem and 
I’ve been trying to pray but can’t find God. Why 
should God punish me because my mother quit 
going to church?

•	 Write the following Scripture passages on one sheet 
of paper: John 3:1-16, Luke 7:36-50, Luke 18:9-14.

•	 Write each of these Scripture passages on separate 
pieces of paper: Genesis 3:1-13; Genesis 4:1-10; 
Genesis 37:1-4,12-33; Luke 15:25-32.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
 (10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Whose Fault Is It” in ses-
sion 12 of Journeys.

•	 Ask the group the “Questions for Reflection” at the 
end of the section.

•	 Say: “Our parents have shaped our lives in profound 
ways. Sometimes, however, we blame our parents for 
problems we caused ourselves.”

•	 Invite volunteers to take a piece of paper out of the 
bag of descriptive sentences you prepared in “Getting 
Ready for the Session.”

•	 Ask each volunteer to read his or her descriptive sen-
tence to the group. After each sentence is read, ask the 
class to discuss how that person’s life has been shaped 
by his or her parents.

•	 Ask: “Which of these characteristics or behaviors 
were not caused by the person’s parents?”

•	 Say: “Today we are going to examine a passage from 
the prophet Ezekiel that calls us to be responsible for 
our own sins and not blame all our problems on previ-
ous generations.”

•	 Pray for participants to receive help in today’s lesson 
to take responsibility for their own sins. 
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DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Sins of the Father and Mother? (15 min.)
•	 Ask participants to read Ezekiel 18:1-2 and “Old 

Sayings” in session 12 of Journeys.
•	 Ask the group the “Questions for Reflection” at the 

end of the section.
•	 Read aloud Ezekiel 18:3-4.
•	 Give a brief lecture on the material presented in “A 

Sacred Conversation” in session 12 of Journeys.
•	 Divide the class into groups of four.
•	 Give each group one of the “Dilemmas for Discus-

sion” you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Ask each group to read their “Dilemma for Discus-

sion” and determine whether the person is being 
punished for the sins of his or her parents or impacted 
by the sins of his or her parents.

•	 Invite each group to share their discoveries with the 
large group.

•	 Say: “Although the mistakes of our parents often have 
a negative effect on our lives, we are not punished by 
God for the sins of our parents. We receive discipline 
from God for our own sins.”

AND
Righteous or Not? (10 min.)
•	 Read Ezekiel 18:5-9 to the class.
•	 Ask participants to find examples of righteous behav-

ior as defined by Ezekiel in this passage. Write the ex-
amples on the board you obtained in “Getting Ready 
for the session.”

•	 Divide the class into two groups.
•	 Ask both groups to read “Individual Responsibility” 

in session 12 of Journeys.
•	 Give each group a sheet of paper and pencil.
•	 Ask Group 1 to discuss Ezekiel’s opinion of what 

makes a person righteous. Encourage the group to 
imagine what Ezekiel might think of Jesus’ opinion of 
what makes a person righteous.

•	 Ask them to write what they think Ezekiel might say 
to Jesus about what makes a person righteous.

•	 Give Group 2 the sheet of paper containing the three 
New Testament passages you prepared in “Getting 
Ready for the Session.”

•	 Ask Group 2 to read the passages and discuss Jesus’ 
statement of what makes a person righteous. Encour-
age the group to imagine what Jesus might think of 
Ezekiel’s statement of what makes a person righteous.

•	 Ask Group 2 to write what they think Jesus might say 
to Ezekiel about what makes a person righteous.

•	 Invite each group to read their answers to each other.
AND

Why Delay? (10 min.)
•	 Read Ezekiel 18:30-32 to the class.
•	 Divide the class into groups of four.
•	 Ask each group to read “Still Time” in session 12 of 

Journeys.
•	 Give each group one of the four Scripture passages 

you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Ask each group to read their assigned passage and de-

scribe how the people in the story tried to avoid tak-
ing responsibility for their sins.

•	 Ask each group to offer a better way for the people in 
their assigned story to respond to their own sins.

•	 Invite each group to share their discoveries with the 
large group.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Read Ezekiel 18:31 out loud: “Cast away from you 
all the transgressions that you have committed 
against me, and get yourselves a new heart and a 
new spirit!” 

•	 Say: “Rather than blame others for our own sins, the 
prophet calls us to confess our sins to God, receive 
God’s forgiveness, and live with a new heart and spir-
it. In this time of silence, let’s take our sins to the Lord 
and do as Ezekiel directs.”

•	 Give the class a few minutes of silence.
•	 Pray: “Thank you, merciful God, for hearing our 

prayers and setting us free from the burden of our 
sins. Amen.”
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Introducing the Scripture
Very little is known about Jonah, the son of Amittai. 
The only time the prophet is mentioned in the Old 
Testament outside the book that bears his name is in 
2 Kings 14:25b. The verse says that Jonah was from 
Gath-hepher, which was a small town in northern Is-
rael, and lived in the eighth century before Christ. 
The historian also records that Jonah prophesied that 
Jeroboam II (786–746), king of Israel, would be suc-
cessful in his attempts to expand Israel’s borders. Other 
than this one success, Jeroboam II was a wicked king 
and abject failure.

The book of Jonah has been the sub-
ject of great debate among biblical schol-
ars. Because of some of the larger than 
life events in the book (being swallowed 
by a great fish, the repentance of an en-
tire nation), many commentators read 
Jonah as a parable. As in all the parables 
of Jesus, the historicity of the story does 
not affect the truth of the story. We have 
much to learn from the book of Jonah, 
whether the writer meant it to be history 
or parable.

The prophet Jonah is not generally cred-
ited with writing this book. Jonah is a story 
about the prophet, not a collection of his 
prophecies. Although the prophet is quoted 
and one of his prayers recorded in Jonah, the 
book tells about his life from an author writ-
ing in the third person. Although it is pos-
sible the prophet wrote his story in the third 
person, another unknown writer is likely.

 Jonah is a unique book of prophecy 
for four reasons: (1) The entire prophecy 
is directed toward a nation other than Ju-
dah or Israel; (2) Those who do not follow 
Yahweh ( Jonah’s crewmates and the people 
of Nineveh) have a godlier response to the 
crisis of their times than does Jonah; (3) His 

entire message is contained in one line (although it is pos-
sible that line is a synopsis of a larger sermon) and does 
not call for any action on the part of the recipients; and 
(4) Jonah grieves over the fact that his listeners repent 
and turn to God for mercy.

 This passage describes events that take place 
after Jonah tries to run from the call of God. Chapter 
one of Jonah tells the amazing story of his attempt to es-
cape the call of God, the storm at sea, the fear of Jonah’s 
crewmates, their reluctance to throw him into the sea 

as Jonah directed, and the eventual in-
tervention of the big fish. Chapter two 
contains a prayer Jonah prayed while 
languishing in the belly of the great fish 
and a description of Jonah’s survival after 
God told the fish to spit him out on the 
shore. When Jonah realized he was still 
alive after his harrowing experience, he 
was quick to obey the voice of the Lord.

 
Examining the Scripture
JONAH 3:1. The first time the word of 
the Lord came to Jonah, he ran from it. 

SESSION 13 • MAY 30, 2021

Jonah: Fiery Harbinger 
of Doom
SCRIPTURE: Jonah 3:1-10

KEY VERSE: When God saw what they did, how they turned 
from their evil ways, God changed his mind about the ca-
lamity that he had said he would bring upon them: and he 
did not do it.  —Jonah 3:10

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 To	share	insights	on	why	Christians	delay	making	necessary	chang-

es	in	life;
•	 To	identify	examples	of	God’s	patience	in	their	lives;
•	 To	describe	the	role	of	God	and	other	Christians	in	supporting	re-

pentance	and	changed	behavior;	and
•	 To	celebrate	God’s	ability	to	bring	people	to	repentance.

Jonah grieves 
over the 

fact that his 
listeners 

repent and 
turn to God 
for mercy.
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Jonah 1:1-3a describes the prophet’s 
extreme avoidance tactic to escape the 
Lord’s call on his life: “Now the word of 
the Lord came to Jonah son of Amit-
tai, saying, ‘Go at once to Nineveh, 
that great city, and cry out against 
it; for their wickedness has come up 
before me.’ But Jonah set out to flee 
to Tarshish from the presence of the 
Lord.” Even though Jonah failed bit-
terly to respond to God’s first call in his 
life, the Lord gave him a second chance 
to be faithful.

JONAH 3:2. Nineveh was a very large city that eventu-
ally became the capital of Assyria (modern-day Iraq). Lo-
cated across the Tigris River from modern-day Mosul, the 
ancient city was the dominant metropolis of its region.

JONAH 3:3. Jonah had run from this call because of his 
fear of the people of Nineveh. The prophet Nahum, a 
contemporary of Jonah’s, describes the brutality of the 
people of all Assyria in his prophecy (see Nahum 3). 
Their cruelty was notorious and their hatred of Israel 
deeply rooted. The prophet knew that walking across the 
city and calling people to repent to what was to them a 
foreign god would be a very precarious mission. Howev-
er, Jonah had discovered that rebelling against the call of 
God was even more dangerous than proclaiming doom 
to his enemies. 

The three days’ walk is probably hyperbole. The point 
was that it was going to take a long time for Jonah to 
complete his assignment from God. He couldn’t go in, 
preach, and leave. The city was too big for that strategy.

JONAH 3:4. Jonah did not have the 
luxury of standing in one place, deliver-
ing his message, and returning to safety. 
As he walked across the city, he had to 
stop at several junctures to preach to the 
people of that neighborhood. Several 
days passed before Jonah had spoken to 
all the citizens of Nineveh.

His sermon is one of the shortest in 
Scripture. It simply pronounces judg-
ment on the city of violence. There is 
no invitation to repent and no offer of 
salvation in Jonah’s message. Nineveh, 

according to what Jonah preached, was 
facing total destruction.

The behavior that brought on the 
judgment of God is described in Nahum 
3:1-7. The ruthless violence perpetrated 
by Assyria in its many conquests was 
widely known and condemned.

JONAH 3:5. This again sounds like hy-
perbole. Complete national repentance 
is rare in all of history. The point, howev-
er, is that a miracle occurred. The violent 
city heard Jonah’s message and repented 
instead of killing the messenger. Wheth-

er every single person fasted and wore sackcloth or not, 
the mourning for past sins was widespread.

JONAH 3:6. After summarizing the response of the Nin-
evites in verse 5, the writer reports their acts of repentance 
in greater detail. The king stepped down from his throne 
and removed his robe. Both acts were signs of humility 
and contrition. Then he covered himself in sackcloth and 
sat in ashes, both standard actions that indicated grief 
over the sentence pronounced on the great city.

JONAH 3:7. From his position of humiliation, the king 
made an official proclamation for every person and crea-
ture in Nineveh to fast as a sign of their sorrow over their 
vicious behavior. As in other parts of the Bible, livestock 
and other animals were included in the nation’s response 
to God (Exodus 20:8).

JONAH 3:8. Cattle and sheep dressed in sackcloth 
seems peculiar if not comical. This might  have been 
commanded because the herds were a prized possession, 

and the people were demonstrating their 
remorse and surrender that included 
their property. The entire city, from king 
to cow, from palace to pasture, were 
adorned in repentance. Not only did 
they participate in the rituals of fasting 
and wearing sackcloth; the people also 
pledged to stop their violent ways.

JONAH 3:9. The king accurately as-
sessed the coming doom for his city. God 
had not promised mercy. Jonah did not 
hold out the possibility that the destruc-
tion of Nineveh might be averted. All 

Nineveh was 
a very large 

city that 
eventually 

became the 
capital of 
Assyria.

Nineveh, 
according to 
what Jonah 
preached, 
was facing 

total 
destruction.
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the king could say was, “If we repent, who knows? God 
might change his mind and let us live.” 

In the Old Testament, the consequences of sin are al-
most always in this life. The concept of the afterlife was 
very hazy before the time of Christ. The king was hop-
ing for survival if God relented. If not, the consequences 
would be annihilation in the here and now.

JONAH 3:10. Some people take issue to the reference 
od God changing God’s mind. The people of Nineveh 
changed their minds, and as a result  God honored their 
repentance . The Lord is always merciful and hopeful that 
all will repent. When they don’t, judgment comes; when 
they do, God grants clemency. God was true to the Al-
mighty’s divine character. When the people of Nineveh 
repented, God withheld punishment. 

Applying the Scripture
Christian adults often put off necessary changes until 
dire consequences threaten to bring them immense pain. 
They do not choose better health habits until they receive 
a frightening diagnosis. They do not seek help for rela-
tionship problems until the survival of the relationship 
is in doubt. They do not make time for the people they 
love until those loved ones face life-or-death situations. 
They do not prioritize their relationship with Christ un-
til a crisis drives them to their knees.

This story can prompt disciples to make necessary 
changes before their existence or the existence of rela-
tionships and people they love are in jeopardy. By God’s 
grace, Christians can repent of destructive behavior and 
seek God’s forgiveness and healing long before a full-
blown crisis arises.

When believers seek God’s mercy to recover from de-
structive behaviors, a support group is often lifesaving. 
The city of Nineveh repented in mass, presumably help-
ing one another turn from their violent ways. Christians 
today can help one another through twelve-step groups, 
support groups, prayer groups, and Bible studies to make 
the changes necessary for spiritual renewal.

In many cases, once Christian adults begin to see all 
the damage their sins have caused themselves and others, 
they are filled with regret. That regret might be centered 
on the opportunities they overlooked when caught in 
destructive behaviors. As they reflect on the numerous 
chances they had to make necessary changes before af-
flicting more pain on themselves and others, they can 
conclude they have waited too long to seek the mercy 

of God. This story of Jonah tells believers that God is 
always ready to forgive those who truly repent and seek 
God’s forgiveness. God does not rebuff the genuine at-
tempt of any believer to leave behind his or her hurtful 
ways and receive God’s grace and power for new life.

Christians who have been hurt by the actions of oth-
ers often struggle with God’s mercy for those who hurt 
them. The hope that God will judge those who hurt 
them or others often outweighs the Christlike desire to 
see those who caused them pain redeemed. When God 
accepts the repentance of those who have had injured 
followers of Christ or people they care about, resent-
ment sometimes arises in the heart of disciples. This les-
son calls all believers to not run away from God but  to 
run towards God’s forgiveness in Christ.

 
Session Plans
These lesson plans are given as suggestions. The words 
AND, OR, or AND/OR between activities indicate alternative 
activities. Choose activities best suited for your particular 
group and time schedule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions 
to meet the needs and interests of your group. 

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Jonah 3, the lesson in Journeys and in this lead-

er’s guide.
•	 Gather pencils, sheets of paper, and a copy of Journeys 

for each participant.
•	 Obtain a chalkboard, newsprint, or dry-erase board 

and the appropriate markers.
•	 Gather one Bible for every four participants.
•	 Prepare to share a story from your own life about a 

time when you put off making necessary changes and 
the results of that delay.

•	 Prepare a timeline for your own life. Turn an 8.5" x 
11" sheet of paper on its side. Draw a line across the 
middle of the sheet of paper. On the left end, write 
the year of your birth. On the right end, write today’s 
date. Mark several key events from your life along the 
timeline. It is okay if you don’t know the exact dates of 
the events; just try to keep the events in chronological 
order. Choose some events in which God’s patience 
was evident in your life.

•	 Make or buy a “Help Wanted” sign.
•	 Write the following “help wanted” scenarios on sepa-

rate sheets of paper or cards.
 º My doctor just told me I need a stent put in my 

heart to keep me from having a heart attack. He 
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also said I need to lose 25  pounds and quit eating 
so many fried foods. He’s been telling me the same 
thing for years. 

 º I work 60 to70 hours a week. My two children and 
my wife are growing resentful of my absence from 
the house. I’ve already been through one divorce 
that was caused by my work schedule. Now this re-
lationship is getting shaky.

 º My girlfriends and I started getting together for 
‘girl’s night’ every Friday. Lately we’ve been drink-
ing way too much wine, talk about others in mean 
ways, watch stuff that borders on the pornograph-
ic, and then drive home half buzzed. Last week I 
almost clipped a parked car on my way back to my 
apartment.

 º My mother just turned 90. She lives about two 
hours away in an assisted-living center. Every week-
end I plan to visit her, but something always comes 
up. I send her flowers to let her know I’m think-
ing of her. This weekend I’m definitely going to see 
her—oh wait, my book club meets on Saturday 
and I have to teach Sunday School on Sunday. I 
guess my visit will have to wait another week.

 º My new TV is awesome! It’s as big as a bedsheet. I 
lucked out when that start-up credit card company 
mailed me an offer for a new card. All my other 
ones are maxed out. Now I can get some of the 
“wants” I’ve had my eye on. They say they are com-
ing to repossess my car on Friday and keep threat-
ening to shut my water off for nonpayment, but 
this TV will erase all my worries.

•	 Assign one of the following passages to each of four 
participants in your class. Ask them to read the pas-
sages in advance and be ready to share the story of 
repentance with the class in your upcoming session: 
2 Samuel 12:1-13, John 8:1-11, Luke 19:1-10, 
Acts 9:1-18.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to read “Last Minute” in session 13 
of Journeys.

•	 Tell the personal story about postponing change that 
you prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

•	 Ask the group the first question in the “Questions for 
Reflection” at the end of the section.

•	 Reread aloud the first paragraph of “Last Minute” in 
session 13 of Journeys.

•	 Ask participants to go to the board you obtained in 
“Getting Ready for the Session” and write some rea-
sons why Christians postpone necessary changes until 
a crisis forces them to alter their behavior.

•	 Read the reasons written on the board to the large 
group.

•	 Say: “I hope this lesson will help us all heed the voice 
of God in our lives and make the changes required be-
fore painful consequences arise.”

•	 Pray: “Dear God, give us ears to hear the truth of this 
lesson so that we may live in greater harmony with 
your will for our lives. Amen.”

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Worth the Wait (10 min.)
•	 Ask participants to read Jonah 3:1-2 and “Try Again” 

in session 13 of Journeys.
•	 Ask the group the “Questions for Reflection” at the 

end of the section.
•	 Show the group the timeline you prepared in “Get-

ting Ready for the Session.”
•	 Give each participant a sheet of paper and a pencil.
•	 Say: “Turn the 8.5" x 11" sheet of paper on its side. 

Draw a line across the middle of the sheet of paper. 
On the left end, write the year of your birth. On the 
right end, write today’s date. Mark several key events 
from your life along the timeline. It is okay if you don’t 
know the exact dates of the events. Just try to keep the 
events in chronological order. Choose some events in 
which God’s patience was evident in your life.”

•	 Invite participants to share events from their lives in 
which God’s patience was evident.

•	 Say: “Our God is a God of second, third, and fourth 
chances. Most of us neglect many opportunities to 
make necessary changes in our lives before some event 
or consequence forces us to make the change. Our 
God is patient “not wanting any to perish, but all to 
come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9b).

AND
Get Them God (10 min.)
•	 Divide the class into groups of four.
•	 Ask each group to read Jonah 3:3-4 and “Short Ser-

mon” in session 13 of Journeys.
•	 Ask each group to discuss the “Questions for Reflec-

tion” at the end of the section.
•	 Invite each group to share their answers with the larg-

er group.
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AND
Cries for Help (10 min.)
•	 Invite a volunteer to read aloud Jonah 3:5-9.
•	 Divide the class into five groups.
•	 Assign each group one of the five paragraphs in 

“Might Have a Chance” in session 13 of Journeys. Ask 
each group to read their assigned paragraph and sum-
marize it for the class.

•	 Invite each group to summarize their paragraph for 
the class. 

•	 Ask the large group the “Questions for Reflection” at 
the end of the section.

•	 Place the “Help Wanted” sign you obtained in “Get-
ting Ready for the Session” on a focal wall.

•	 Give each group one of the “help wanted scenarios” 
your prepared in “Getting Ready for the Session.”

•	 Say: “Read your assigned scenario and discuss how 
God might help the person in the scenario and how 
other Christians or groups of concerned people might 
help the person.”

•	 Invite each group to share their answers with the larg-
er group.

•	 Ask: “If the person in your scenario does not change 
now, what consequences is he or she likely to suffer? 
Do you think the threat of those consequences will 
cause the person to seek the help he or she needs?”

AND
Celebrate!! (10 min.)
•	 Read aloud Jonah 3:10.
•	 Give a brief lecture on “Right on Time” in session 13  

of Journeys.

•	 Ask the class the “Questions for Reflection” at the 
end of the section.

•	 Say: “Jesus has taught us to celebrate the repentance of 
everyone who comes to God. I’ve asked some partici-
pants to remind us of stories of repentance in Scrip-
ture. When each person finishes her or his story, we 
are going to repeat the words of the king of Nineveh, 
“Who Knew!” and applaud both the repentance and 
God’s mercy. 

•	 Invite each of the participants you recruited in “Get-
ting Ready for the Session” to tell the biblical story of 
repentance you assigned to them.

•	 Lead the class in shouting “Who Knew!” and ap-
plauding the repentance and act of mercy.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

•	 Read 2 Peter 3:9 to the class: “The Lord is not slow 
about his promise, as some think of slowness, but 
is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but 
all to come to repentance.”

•	 Invite participants to spend some silent moments 
contemplating necessary changes that they need to 
make in their lives.

•	 Invite participants to request prayer for help in mak-
ing the necessary changes.

•	 Lead the class to voluntarily pray aloud or silently for 
the people who made requests and for their own re-
quests for help.
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Evaluation Form
Judson Bible Journeys for Adults
JOURNEYS LEADER’S GUIDE • SPRING 2021

At the end of this quarter, please take a few minutes to complete this form and return it to:
Journeys Editor, Judson Press, ABHMS, 1075 First Avenue, King of Prussia, PA 19406

If you wish, you may send your comments by e-mail to info@judsonpress.com, or by using the Feedback Form on 
the Judson Press website: www.judsonpress.com > Send Us Feedback. 

1. The leader’s guide helped me to understand and relate to the text in the following ways:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

2. The leader’s guide could be improved by:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

3. Some participants’ comments/evaluative remarks that would be helpful for you to know include:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

4. Other comments/suggestions:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

5. Please list other resources your church uses for Sunday school:

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Age range of class  ___________________________ Average attendance  __________________________

Name _______________________________________________________________________________

Address ______________________________________________________________________________

Church ______________________________________________________________________________

Thanks for sharing your ideas! Your comments may be used to promote Judson Bible Journeys for Adults.
For curriculum and resource help, call 1-800-458-3766.
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