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About the Quarter
This quarter we celebrate Judson Bible Journeys for Adults and the wonderful teaching resource it has been 
for many congregations. This issue is a collection of favorite lessons and features eleven of the engaging 
writers we have enjoyed over the last ten years. The lessons move sequentially from Genesis to the epistles 
and feature three thematic units: “A Creator in Touch with the Created”; “Growing in Faithful Relation-
ship”; and “Living into True Discipleship.” As Journeys has been an essential resource for many churches, 
Judson has incorporated both teacher and student feedback into creating a new format and presentation 
of Judson Bible Journeys for Adults. Therefore, this summer quarter will be the last issue of Journeys in its 
current format. In Fall 2021, we will release an exciting and adaptable version of Journeys that we believe 
will delight both teachers and students. 

About the Writers
Over the last two decades, Judson Bible Journeys for Adults has featured a wide diversity of writers from all 
levels of Christian service—from lay leaders to pastors. We would like to take this time to say Thank you 
to all our writers for their scholarship and commitment to providing in depth and thought-provoking 
lessons that help us apply God’s word to the realities of our time. This quarter features Z. Allen Abbott, 
Erica Wimber Avena, David Braneky, John Burns, Joy Choquette, David Cushman, M. Indgrid Dvirnak, 
Mark Hetrick, Carla Romarate-Knipel, Marsha Brown Woodard, and Aidsand Wright-Riggins.

A Word from Marcia Jessen, former Curriculum Editor
The premiere issue of Judson Bible Journeys for Adults in its current format was the Fall 1988 issue. Judson 
Bible Journeys for Adults was and still is developed for a broad national audience. It assumes that the facts, 
meaning, and message of the Bible are all important for faithful discipleship in today’s world. Judson 
Bible Journeys for Adults seeks to be inclusive of our many and varied expressions within our denomina-
tion. It assumes that we care about and want to grow in our understanding of our heritage and mission. It 
assumes that we are a spiritual people with a concern for both personal witness and social action. Teach-
ing the Christian faith is an important and vital task of the church. Inviting and enabling disciples of Jesus 
Christ is worth our best time and effort.

FOR CURRICULUM AND RESOURCE HELP:
1-800-458-3766; www.judsonpress.com
Vol. 33 No. 4
ADULT LEADER’S GUIDE (ISSN 0898-0691) is published quarterly as part of Judson Bible Journeys for Adults 
for $9.99 by the American Baptist Home Mission Societies at 1075 First Avenue, King of Prussia, PA 19406. 
POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Customer Service, ADULT LEADER’S GUIDE, Judson Press, 1075 
First Avenue, King of Prussia, PA 19406. Jeffrey Haggray, Executive Director of the American Baptist Home Mis-
sion Societies. Address all comments and suggestions to Journeys Curriculum Editor, Shelby Haggray, Journeys, 
Judson Press, 1075 First Avenue, King of Prussia, PA 19406. Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations in 
this publication are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 1989 © by the Division 
of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A., and are used by permis-
sion. Lessons based on the International Sunday School Lessons: The International Bible Lessons for Christian 
Teaching © 2021 by the Committee on the Uniform Series. Judson Bible Journeys for Adults © 2021 by American 
Baptist Home Mission Societies. Printed in the U.S.A.
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Introducing the Scripture
The text for this session, Genesis 1:14-25, is a continu-
ation of the first Creation story in the Bible (1:1–2:4). 
In this text, God’s creative activity picks up after the 
creation of plant life (the “third day,” 1:9-13), moves 
through the creation of heavenly lights (the “fourth 
day,” vv. 14-19), and continues to the creation of the 
animal life that fills the sea and sky (the “fifth day,” vv. 
20-25). However, this text stops short of God’s creation 
of land animals, including human beings, on the “sixth 
day” (vv. 24-31).

In advancing God’s creative work in this way, the 
writer continues to employ the same 
methods and patterns found in Gen-
esis 1:3-13. The creative work of God 
unfolds in terms of “days” (vv. 19, 23). 
The pattern of command, execution, and 
assessment is used to describe how God 
creates things. God speaks, then what 
God has spoken comes into existence, 
and finally God pronounces the end re-
sult “good.” The repeated phrase “and 
God saw that it was good” (vv. 18, 21) 
reinforces this goodness of what God 
has done.

The primary difference in this por-
tion of the story (vv. 14-25) from the 
previous section (vv. 1-13) is length. The 

creative “days” get longer, not in time, but in 
the amount of words and detail used to de-
pict them. God’s creative work is described 
more fully in days four and five than in days 
one, two, and three. And day six is longest 
of all.

This Creation story is part of the “pre-
history” section of Genesis (1:1–11:27). 
The stories in this section do not describe 
historical events, but instead relate impor-
tant theological themes—creation, human 
existence, human sin, and divine preserva-
tion—that set the stage for the story of Is-
rael and, later, the story of the Christ.

Examining the Scripture 
GENESIS 1:14-19. This day describes the creation of 
the two primary sources of light in the earth’s sky that are 
the closest and most significant for life on earth: the sun 
and the moon. The “dome” around the earth (the “firma-
ment” or “sky,” see vv. 6-8) has the sun and the moon to 
distinguish between day and night (v. 14).

Astronomers have long since demonstrated that the 
sun produces light, while the moon does not. The moon 
appears to glow because it reflects the light of the sun 

toward the earth. The author of this Cre-
ation story would not have known this 
fact, but the technical inaccuracy in no 
way detracts from the significance of the 
text. Both the sun and the moon are vis-
ible in the earth’s sky, and both provide 
light by which we can see—the sun by 
producing a “greater light” during the 
day and the moon by reflecting the sun 
as a “lesser light” at night (v. 16).

The writer also ascribes a second pur-
pose to the sun and moon: “Let them be 
for signs and for seasons and for days 
and for years” (v. 14). The root of the 
Hebrew word translated as “seasons” 
(moed, meaning “appointed time”) is 

SCRIPTURE: Genesis 1:14-25

KEY VERSE:  God said, “Let there be lights in the dome of the 
sky to separate the day from the night; and let them be for 
signs and for seasons and for days and years.”  

—Genesis 1:14

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	learn	what	Genesis	1	teaches	about	creation	and	its	Creator;
•	 to	 identify	 aspects	 of	 creation	 that	 are	 beautiful	 and	wondrous;	

and
•	 to	appreciate	the	interdependence	of	all	creation.

The pattern 
of command, 

execution, 
and 

assessment 
is used to 

describe how 
God creates 

things.

SESSION 1 • JUNE 6, 2021

God Creates Life
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also used to denote the various Jewish 
religious festivals (see Leviticus 23:2, 4, 
37). The writer, like the people in many 
ancient cultures, recognized that the sun 
and moon played important roles in de-
termining the seasons and in marking 
the passing of days and years.

Today we know how the sun and 
moon influence the weather and tides 
on the earth. We understand why the 
seasons change. We can explain how and 
why day and night alternate as they do. 
Whereas the biblical writer marveled at 
the great mysteries of the world God had 
created, today, although these processes 
are much less mysterious, we can marvel all the more at 
the intricate beauty of God’s creative handiwork. 

“And it was so” (Genesis 1:15; see vv. 7, 9). This is 
the writer’s familiar statement of divine execution, indi-
cating the fulfillment of God’s command.

Verses 16-17 repeat the creation process described 
in verses 14-15. This has caused some scholars to con-
sider them a later addition to the text. But the second 
description adds two additional notes: First, the sun and 
the moon are contrasted as “greater” and “lesser” lights 
(v. 16). Second, the writer states that God also created 
the stars (v. 16).

After stating that God proclaimed these results of 
divine creativity “good” (v. 18), the writer indicates the 
completion of the fourth day in the familiar way: “And 
there was evening and there was morning, the fourth 
day” (v. 19).

GENESIS 1:20-23. This day details the creation of 
birds and sea life. God commanded the waters to bring 
forth life; literally, verse 20 states, “Let the waters swarm 
with swarming living creatures.” The Hebrew word 
nepesh, translated as “creatures,” is also used in Genesis 
2:7 to describe human beings. The term refers to living, 
animate beings. The Hebrew word seres is used in both 
noun and verbal forms in this verse. It refers to creatures 
in the sea that breed and multiply in abundance, causing 
the waters to teem with varieties of sea life.

God also commanded the creation of birds that “fly 
above the earth on the dome of the sky” (v. 20). Both 
sea creatures and birds are part of the same creative act 
on what will become known as “the fifth day” (v. 23). 
This arrangement is likely due to the writer’s desire to 

devote “the sixth day” (v. 31) to the cre-
ation of land creatures, both animals and 
humans.

The fulfillment of God’s creative com-
mand in verse 21 mentions swarming sea 
creatures, birds of the air, and “great sea 
monsters.” This phrase is used elsewhere 
in the Old Testament, where it is trans-
lated “monsters” (see Psalm 74:13; Job 
7:12; Isaiah 21:1; 51:9). Many scholars 
think it refers to mythological beings, 
since it is often linked with the Levia-
than or dragons. But an argument could 
be made that the word references any 
large sea creatures, such as whales.

In describing the animal life created by God (Genesis 
1:21), the writer uses the Hebrew word remesh, meaning 
“crawl” or “creep” (see v. 24). But here the NRSV renders 
the Hebrew word as “moves” because the basic idea of 
the word is that of locomotion. The writer understands 
self-motion to be a critical characteristic of animal life 
compared to plant life.

The rich variety of sea life and birds of the air is em-
phasized by the phrase “of every kind” (“after their 
kind,” KJV, NASB; “according to their kinds,” NIV). 
This same phrase was used on day three to describe the 
diverse assortment of plant life (vv. 11-12). It will ap-
pear again with the creation of land animal life on day 
six (vv. 24-25).

Again, God saw what was created and deemed it all 
to be “good” (v. 21). This time, however, the writer adds 
an additional word of God to this creation story. God 
“blessed” the animals of the sea and air (v. 22). The He-
brew word used here, barak, means “to bestow a gift or 
favor.” This is the first occurrence of the word in the He-
brew Scriptures. It appears again in Genesis 1:28 and is 
widely used throughout the Old Testament.

Here, the blessing given by God is that of reproduc-
tion. Animal (and human) reproduction is different 
from that of plant life. Most animals require coopera-
tion between the sexes (male and female) in order to re-
produce, whereas plants typically reproduce via “seed” 
(vv. 11-12).

This divine blessing of all animal life serves a further 
purpose: It protects against an anthropomorphic (hu-
man-centered) view of the universe. God values all of 
creation and enjoys a special relationship with the other 
forms of life as well (see Matthew 6:26-29; 10:29-31). 

The writer
understands
self-motion to
be a critical

characteristic
of animal life
compared to

plant life.
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God’s command to the sea animals and 
the birds to “be fruitful and multiply” 
(v. 22) will later be repeated to humans 
(v. 28). The Hebrew ordering of time, in 
which evening is followed by day (vv. 5, 
8, 13, 19), is used to conclude God’s cre-
ative work on “the fifth day” (v. 23).

GENESIS 1:24-25. These two verses begin the sixth 
day of creation by relating God’s creation of animal life 
on the ground. Just as the sea brought forth life at God’s 
command (v. 20), so too does the earth: “Let the earth 
bring forth living creatures of every kind” (v. 24). The 
text classifies these land animals into three categories: 
“cattle,” “creeping things,” and “wild animals.”

The Hebrew word behemah (from which we get “be-
hemoth”), translated as “cattle” by the NRSV (compare 
Genesis 6:7, 20; Leviticus 11:3), refers to domesticated 
animals, such as goats, sheep, camels, and horses, most of 
which are herbivores. 

The Hebrew phrase translated as “creeping things” 
refers to reptiles, insects, and rodents. The same Hebrew 
word, remesh, is used in this phrase as we saw in verse 21. 
But here it is more literally translated as “creeping” in or-
der to distinguish this group from the other two groups 
of animals. 

The final category is the “wild animals.” The Hebrew 
phrase used here means “animals of the land,” a reference 
to undomesticated animals. Many of these animals are 
carnivores, like wolves, coyotes, lions, and tigers.

The command of God was spoken, “and it was so” 
(v. 25). As with the birds and the sea life, the land ani-
mals were created in all of their abundant varieties—
“every kind” (v. 25).

Unlike with the creatures of the air and sea, no blessing 
of the land animals is mentioned. Instead, the text simply 
ends with God’s declaration that “it was good” (v. 25).

Scholars have suggested various reasons for this lack 
of blessing. Some of them insist that there was no omis-
sion, arguing that the blessing in verse 22 was a later 
addition to the text. Other scholars are convinced that 
a blessing was there originally, but was accidently lost 
during the translation and transmission process. A few 
scholars think that the writer did not include a blessing 
because it would make day six too long.

This last suggestion is dubious at best. Why would the 
writer care about a few more words when the length was 
already significant? As for the first suggestion, since there 

is a blessing on the sixth day—one di-
rected toward humans (v. 28)—it’s pos-
sible that a later editor or copyist added 
the verse 22 blessing on day five to corre-
spond with day six. But why not add one 
for the land animals as well? Most likely, 
there was originally a blessing for the 
land animals, but for whatever reason it 

was lost from the text. Certainly, God’s command to “be 
fruitful and multiply” (v. 22) would apply just as much 
to land animals as to sea creatures, birds, and humans.

Applying the Scripture
The diversity of creation is astounding. “The heavens are 
telling the glory of God,” the psalmist declared (Psalm 
29:1). The variety of life within our limited knowledge 
of the universe is astonishing. “O Lord, how manifold 
are your works! In wisdom you have made them all; 
the earth is full of your creatures” (104:24). The com-
plexity of the human body and mind are wondrous. “I 
am fearfully and wonderfully made,” the psalmist con-
fessed (139:14).

The biblical story begins with God’s work of creation. 
Numerous psalms praise God for the wonder, variety, 
and complexity of the universe. Much of the worship of 
ancient Israel celebrated God’s creative handiwork. The 
same is true today of worship within the church. Cre-
ation, redemption, and God’s consummation of creation 
are the central themes of the biblical narrative.

At a time when the health of the natural environment 
faces daunting challenges throughout the world, Scrip-
tures remind the followers of Christ to care for the en-
vironment. Yet too many believers act as if the created 
order exists only as a supply for their own wealth and 
amusement.

At a time when our technology threatens to remove 
people from meaningful contact with the natural world, 
Christians are encouraged by the example of the Incar-
nate Word to remain grounded in nature. Losing such 
grounding carries with it the risk of dehumanization. All 
of life is interconnected and interdependent, and we ig-
nore this to our peril.

At a time when scientific discoveries have opened up 
the universe to humanity in exciting new ways, some dis-
ciples attempt to disregard the findings of science, view-
ing them as an enemy of faith. Yet scientific knowledge 
of the universe can actually strengthen faith in Christ 
through its exploration of the wonder, complexity, and 
harmony of creation.

The diversity
of creation is
astounding.
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In this session, participants will explore part of the 
first creation narrative in Genesis 1 to learn what it 
teaches about creation and its Creator. They will exam-
ine ways in which creation is interdependent and how 
this impacts their daily lives. They will also consider as-
pects of creation that they find especially beautiful and 
wondrous.

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 Genesis 1:14-25 and this leader’s guide.
•	 Provide paper, markers, crayons, pens, and colored 

pencils if you will be using the activity “Draw Pictures 
of God’s Creation.”

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

Brainstorm Wonders of Creation
•	 Ask participants to name aspects of creation that they 

find wondrous or awe-inspiring. Write responses on 
the board or newsprint.

OR
•	 Divide participants into groups of two or three.
•	 Distribute a sheet of paper and a pen or pencil to 

each group. Ask one person in each group to be the 
recorder.

•	 Tell the groups that they will have three minutes for 
this exercise, and the goal will be to write the longest 
list of places and things in creation they find won-
drous or awe-inspiring.

•	 After three minutes, ask each group to report its total 
number of items. Congratulate the one with the most.

•	 Encourage each group to share one unique item from 
its list.

AND
Introduce the Topic for This Session
•	 Explain that it is not difficult to find things in cre-

ation that are wondrous or awe-inspiring.

•	 Inform participants that during the first three days of 
creation (Genesis 1:1-13), God described all of the 
newly created things as “good.”

•	 Challenge participants to recall what God created on 
days one, two, and three.

•	 State that, in this session, participants will continue 
to explore the Genesis 1 creation story, and once 
again, they will see that God declares all of the cre-
ated things to be “good.”

•	 Pray.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Introduce and Read the Text (5-10 min.)
•	 Write “Genesis 1:14-25” at the top of a sheet of 

newsprint or on the board, and make three columns 
with headings “Day Four,” “Day Five,” and “Day Six” 
beneath it.

•	 Refer participants to Journeys and ask for three vol-
unteers to read the text in sequence as follows: verses 
14-19, 20-23, and 24-25.

•	 Explain that the verses for the sixth day relate only 
the first part of that day’s creation.

•	 Encourage participants to name the things that God 
created on days four, five and six. Write the responses 
in the appropriate column on the newsprint or board. 

AND
Discuss the Text (15-20 min.)
•	 Lead a discussion of Genesis 1:14-25 using these 

questions or ones of your own:
 º Where do you see the repeated pattern of com-

mand, execution, and assessment in the text?
 º What is the importance and meaning of God’s af-

firmation that creation was “good”?
 º How is God’s work of creation an ongoing process? 
 º What are some other examples of the interdepen-

dence of creation?
 º Why do you think the infinite God chose to create 

and connect with (or relate to) a finite creation?
 º Do you think Christian theology tends to focus 

more upon God’s redemptive work or upon God’s 
creative work? Why? In what ways do you think 
the church could create a better balance between 
both aspects of God’s work?

•	 Use material from “Examining the Scripture” to sup-
plement the discussion. Draw attention to the sig-
nificance and meaning of the verb form “let there be” 
(vv. 14, 20, 24).
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OR
Make Creation Lists (15-20 min.)
•	 Divide participants into  groups. Each group will 

need to work around a table.
•	 Give each group a sheet of newsprint and some 

markers.
•	 Instruct them to divide the newsprint into three col-

umns with the titles “Day Four,” “Day Five,” and “Day 
Six.”

•	 Explain that the acts of creation for each day are 
lumped together into broad categories.

•	 Invite participants to compose a list in each column 
that identifies what God made each day within those 
broader categories. (For example, under the category 
“birds” list as many flying creatures as come to mind; 
under “sea creatures,” list different kinds of aquatic 
animal life.)

•	 Allow each group to display its newsprint and invite 
one person from each group to share some highlights 
from its lists.

OR
Draw Pictures of God’s Creation (10-15 min.)
•	 Make available paper, markers, crayons, pens, and 

colored pencils.
•	 Instruct participants to each create a drawing of the 

creative work of God on one of the three days de-
scribed in Genesis 1:14-25. Ask them to write the 
chosen day at the top of the drawing. 

•	 Invite participants to display their drawings and al-
low a few minutes for participants to view one an-
other’s work.

AND
Cite Examples of Creation’s Interdependence (5-10 min.)
•	 State that one of the best things about God’s creation 

is the way that everything is interconnected. The uni-
verse is an interdependent reality.

•	 Note that this principle of interdependence is 
demonstrated scientifically in the phenomenon of 
photosynthesis, and it was also recognized by the 
twelfth-century Christian mystic Hildegard of Bin-
gen, who wrote about the concept of viriditas. 

•	 Encourage participants to identify other ways that 
creation is interdependent, writing these responses 
on the board or newsprint. (For example: food chains, 
bees’ pollination of plants and trees, and the water cycle.) 

OR
How Creation’s Interdependence Affects Our Daily Lives 
(5-10 min.)
•	 Divide participants into pairs.
•	 Invite each pair to identify one daily activity (meals, 

work, transportation, health and hygiene, etc.) and 
to talk with one another about how the various ex-
pressions of the interdependence of creation affect or 
make possible that activity.

•	 Encourage the pairs to summarize their discussions 
for the other class members.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

Engage in a Litany of Creation’s Goodness
•	 Write the following phrase on the board or news-

print: “And God saw that it was good.”
•	 Ask each person to think of some aspect of creation 

for which she or he is grateful.
•	 Instruct participants to share what they identified 

aloud, and after each statement, lead the group in say-
ing: “And God saw that it was good.”

OR
Pray for God’s Creation
•	 Form a prayer circle.
•	 Invite participants to pray for the various aspects of 

the created order in short prayers.
•	 Lead participants in saying an “Amen” after all the 

prayers have been offered.
OR

Take a Nature Walk
•	 Tell participants that the session will end with a short 

walk outdoors (weather permitting).
•	 Encourage them to remain silent and to look and lis-

ten for all they can observe of God’s creation.
•	 Lead the participants on the nature walk.
•	 Just before returning indoors, gather for a few min-

utes and invite individuals to each offer a single word 
or phrase that describes something that he or she saw, 
heard, tasted, smelled, or touched for which to give 
thanks.

•	 After each statement, lead the group in saying: “And 
God saw that it was good.”
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Introducing the Scripture
The book of Numbers is part of the Torah, which serves 
as the core of Jewish teaching. In Judaism Torah also re-
fers to the oral Torah, which consists of additional in-
terpretation and the amplification of the Law, some of 
which has been written down as the Talmud.

In Hebrew the title for the book of 
Numbers is Bemidbar, which means “In 
the Wilderness,” perhaps a more evoca-
tive name than the English “Numbers.” 
(“Numbers” is derived from a reference 
to the census lists in chapters 1 and 26.)

Scholars date the conquest of Canaan 
between 1300 and 1200 BC. The date 
of the book as a whole is estimated to be 
from the early sixth century BC, during 
and after the exile to Babylon, although 
fragments of it are likely from much ear-
lier periods.1

For generations Jewish boys have 
learned to read the Torah in its original 
Hebrew. We have no reason to think 
that Jesus deviated from this pattern. 
On the contrary, early in his ministry he 
stood and read in Hebrew from the Isa-
iah scroll in the synagogue (Luke 4:18). 
Jesus’ own ministry was itself a fruit or 

accomplishment of the Torah, building on 
and fulfilling the questions of how God 
is faithful to God’s people and how God’s 
people seek to live, faithfully worshipping 
the one true God.

The book of Numbers focuses on the 
wilderness period for the children of Israel 
and their preparations for conquering and 
settling Canaan. A study of this text reveals 
a host of sources, including Hebrew poetry, 
legal and ritual texts, census data, narrative, 
and histories.

This is the account of God keeping God’s 
promises with the children of Israel, delay-
ing the conquest of Canaan, yet still honor-

ing the covenant and sustaining them in the wilderness. 
Despite a dispiriting pattern of unfaithfulness and com-
plaining in the wilderness, a new generation was born in 
the wilderness in freedom; and they emerged as a formi-
dable combative force—a nation so powerful it had no 

need for allies.2 They were not immune 
from sin, but they had learned a faith-
filled pattern of life in the wilderness, 
relying on God’s promises and being sus-
tained by God’s word.

Examining the Scripture
NUMBERS 13:1-2. Numbers 13 be-
gins with God’s words to Moses. God’s 
command to “spy out the land of Ca-
naan” (v. 1) included a reminder that 
God was giving them that land. The 
form of the verb “am giving” indicates 
that the time was near. The verb also has 
legal and covenantal force.

The men sent to scout or “spy” out the 
land were important persons in their re-
spective tribes. Each of the twelve tribes 
was to be represented by a leader. A list 
of their names is found in verses 4-16. 
They were tribal VIPs, chieftains. The 
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God Hears Our Cry
SCRIPTURE: Numbers 13:1-14:10a

KEY VERSE:  “If the Lord is pleased with us, he will bring us 
into this land and give it to us, a land that flows with milk 
and honey.”  —Numbers 14:8

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	identify	what	prevented	the	Israelites	from	listening	to	Joshua	

and	Caleb;
•	 to	 clarify	 what	 are	 hindrances	 for	 participants	 to	 trust	 in	 God’s	

promises;	and
•	 to	 encourage	participants	 to	 overcome	 their	 fears	 and	 to	 renew	

their	faith	in	God’s	providence.

They had 
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faith-filled 
pattern of 
life in the 

wilderness, 
relying 

on God’s 
promises 
and being 

sustained by 
God’s word.
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Hebrew term translated “men” often 
implies status. They were not the same 
tribal leaders noted in Numbers 1:5-16, 
who were recruited to complete the cen-
sus. It is likely that there was more than 
one such leader in each tribe.

These advance scouts were looking 
for natural resources in the land, specifi-
cally water and produce, as well as hu-
man settlements and their fortifications.

Their task, translated in the NRSV as 
“to spy” (13:2), raises some interesting 
questions for us. Why would God send 
out spies to reconnoiter and assess the 
land? Why all this covert activity? Why would God not 
simply tell the Israelites what the land was like? 

NUMBERS 13:17-24. These verses give the account of 
Moses’ instructions to the tribal leaders and their recon-
naissance mission. Moses sent forth the spies (or scouts), 
and he stood ready to judge and to arbitrate their reports 
with his brother Aaron when they returned.

NUMBERS 13:25-28a. The scouts came back after 
forty days, bringing fruit they had gathered, including 
grapes. This indicates that the reconnaissance mission 
occurred in the late summer when grapes are ripe.

The scouts reported, “We came to the land to which 
you sent us; it flows with milk and honey, and this is 
its fruit” (v. 27). Scholars note that the word rendered as 
“honey” should not be taken to mean specifically honey 
from bees, for there is no indication that a honey indus-
try was significantly developed in this area in this time 
period. Rather, the Hebrew word simply conveys the 
sense of sweetness and could also be translated as a land 
flowing with “milk and sap.” The report of the scouts 
indicates that there were flocks (milk) and sturdy trees 
(sap) in this land, including fruit-bearing trees growing 
there in abundance (e.g., fig trees).3

In addition to the natural resources in the land, the 
scouts reported in verses 28-29 that there were consid-
erable numbers of people living there in fortified cities. 
The report was of a fact-finding nature, and they gave 
details about which peoples were living in each region.

Several tribes were named along with the Canaanites, 
and apparently no one of them controlled the whole 
area. The Hittites were a strong nation of Asia Minor, 
but some of their people had settled in Canaan. The 

Jebusites were the original settlers of Je-
bus, later Jerusalem. The Amorites came 
to Canaan from Mesopotamia. The 
Amalekites were powerful nomads from 
the desert south of the Negeb. In fact, 
the Israelites had already faced them in 
battle (Exodus 17:8-16).

NUMBERS 14:1-2. Beginning in 
Numbers 14:1, the voice and perspec-
tive started to change. Having heard the 
scouts’ report, the people immediately 
began to interpret what they had learned 
negatively. They launched into com-

plaint once more, wishing—yet again—that they had 
lived out their lives and died in Egypt rather than being 
brought all this way to be killed.

This is the familiar pattern of complaining and grum-
bling such as is in Exodus 16:2. In Exodus 16, God was 
compassionate. God heard and responded to the cries of 
the children of Israel, who were frightened of starving 
to death, and God responded to their needs by feeding 
them with manna and quail.

In Numbers 14, however, the same language of 
complaint was not met with God’s compassion.4 On 
the contrary, the language of complaint in the face of a 
formidable enemy is rather a faithless response to God’s 
promise. The people began to conspire to choose a new 
leader from among them and to reverse the Exodus.

NUMBERS 14:5-10a. Moses and Aaron recognized 
their complaining for what it was in this context—abject 
faithlessness. In response to their threats to elect leaders 
and return to Egypt (v. 4), Moses and Aaron prostrated 
themselves before the assembly. In a symbol of distress, 
they tore their clothing. Joshua and Caleb did likewise. 
The key verse for this session is their positive statement: 
“If the Lord is pleased with us, he will bring us into 
this land and give it to us, a land that flows with milk 
and honey” (v. 8).

The congregation’s negativity had taken deep root, 
however, and this passage ends not as so many stories of 
faith end, with honest repentance and renewal, but with 
the people threatening to stone their leaders (v. 10).

In verse 9 Joshua and Caleb affirm “Do not rebel 
against the Lord; and do not fear the people of the 
land, for they are no more than bread for us; their 
protection is removed from them, and the Lord is 

The scouts
came

back after
forty days,

bringing fruit
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with us; do not fear them.” The He-
brew word translated here as “bread,” 
literally “for they are our bread,” means 
specifically “prey, or spoils” which are 
to be consumed by an invader.5 This is 
a different form of a word for food or 
bread than that which is used to describe 
manna, and the bread of heaven, and no 
reference to those miracles is implied by 
the word for bread as it is used here.

Joshua and Caleb are remembered as 
prominent because later in the divided kingdom their 
two tribes dominate the north and south. Joshua is from 
Ephraim, one of Joseph’s sons, and Ephraim will be the 
key tribe of the north; Caleb was from Judah, the tribe 
that dominates the south.

Applying the Scripture
Numbers 13–14 will be challenging for teacher and stu-
dent alike in that there are many cultural references to 
this material, but likely not as much granular familiarity 
with these texts. The Scripture for this session ends like 
a cliff-hanger, with the congregation interpreting the re-
port negatively and then threatening to stone their lead-
ers (Numbers 14:10a).

To do the text justice, it is important to linger at the 
edge of the wilderness with the children of Israel and to 
consider what it meant to be living short of the Promised 
Land. What are the sights and sounds of not yet living 
where you think your life is headed? What are the feel-
ings connected with not having what we want, what we 
think we need, or what we feel is owed to us? Does living 
with ambiguity about the fundamentals of life make us 
better or worse? Why did the children of Israel react neg-
atively to Joshua and Caleb’s leadership? And, perhaps 
most significantly, what makes us lose our confidence in 
God’s providence?

Hebrews 11:1 reads: “Now faith is the assurance of 
things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” 
Faith can be undermined—giving in to one’s fears or 
fearfulness can really pull the rug out from under some-
one who has been seeking to walk in faith. The children 
of Israel lived closely with their fears in the wilderness 
and learned to rely on God for what they needed. Yet still 
their wilderness experience didn’t inoculate them from 
new fears as they approached the Promised Land. Caleb 
and Joshua were right, but not persuasive. If people are 
fearful, not faithful, how can you persuade them?

The tension between fear and faith 
will be common to most of us. You will 
want to be sensitive to how open your 
group is to talking about their own fears. 
Listen to how they seek to strengthen 
their own faith and encourage them to 
learn from each other.

Session Plans
These session plans are given as sugges-
tions. The words AND, OR, or AND/OR 

between activities indicate alternate activities. Choose ac-
tivities best suited for your particular group and time sched-
ule. Feel free to adapt the suggestions to meet the needs 
and interests of your group.

GETTING READY FOR THE SESSION
•	 Read Numbers 13:1–14:10a and this leader’s guide.
•	 If your church has a fellowship time before or after 

worship, the congregation could be invited to bring 
in extra produce from their home gardens and/
or fruit trees to share. Emphasize that they could 
bring in what is ripe now. If you are encouraging the 
whole congregation to bring in produce, mention in 
your invitation that your class is studying Numbers 
13–14.

•	 If you will be doing “The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr’s Promised Land,” read or listen to his “I’ve 
Been to the Mountaintop” speech in his own voice at 
www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkivebeento 
themountaintop.htm.

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

•	 If you have arranged to bring in food, begin with shar-
ing the food. Ask participants about what they like to 
grow as well as the natural resources where they live.

•	 Explain that this session’s Scripture tells about Moses 
sending scouts into Canaan. They were looking for 
natural resources in Canaan.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Read the Scripture (5 min.)
•	 Ask for a volunteer to read Numbers 13:1-2, 17. 

What makes
us lose our
confidence

in God’s
providence?
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•	 Point out that these advance scouts were looking for 
natural resources in the land, specifically water and 
produce, as well as human settlements and their forti-
fications. Their task, translated in the NRSV was “to 
spy” (13:2), although the Hebrew manuscript does 
not talk about spying per se.

•	 Ask:
 º Why would God send out spies to reconnoiter and 

assess the land?
 º Why all this covert activity?
 º Why would God not simply tell the Israelites what 

the land was like?
•	 Ask for another volunteer to read Numbers 

13:25-28a. 
•	 Discuss what the Hebrew scouts discovered, as re-

vealed in these verses (facts not feelings). Share with 
participants the meaning of milk and honey noted in 
“Examining the Scripture.”

•	 Ask for a third volunteer to read Numbers 14:1-2.
•	 Note for the group the way the tone shifts to interpre-

tation of the facts. Ask, “What caused this change? 
What has changed in the tone of the text? Is this a 
new perspective?” Discuss.

•	 Ask for a fourth volunteer to read Numbers 14:5-10a.
•	 Explain that Moses and Aaron recognized the peo-

ple’s complaining for what it was in this context—ab-
ject faithlessness.

•	 Lead a discussion using these questions:
 º What in your view was the reason for the loss of 

faith for the children of Israel?
 º What can be done when faith gives way to fear?
 º If you had been in leadership (i.e., as Moses, Aaron, 

Caleb or Joshua), how would you have felt? What 
could you have done?

 º If you had been part of the people, how would you 
have felt? What could you have done?

AND/OR
Faith or Fear? (15-20 min.)
•	 Refer participants to the Scripture as printed in 

Journeys:
 º Numbers 13:1-2, 17 
 º Numbers 13:25-28a 
 º Numbers 14:1-2 
 º Numbers 14:5-10a 

•	 Divide the class into two groups to debate whether or 
not to enter the Promised Land. On one side is Ca-
leb, Joshua, Aaron, and Moses, and on the other is the 
children of Israel who decided they didn’t want to go 

into the Promised Land once they heard the report. 
Ask each side to elect a spokesperson and to spend 
about five minutes discussing their talking points as 
taken from Scripture.

•	 When they have their arguments outlined, allow each 
spokesperson about three minutes to share the group’s 
arguments.

•	 After both sides have presented their arguments, 
ask the whole class who they found persuasive and 
why. Discuss what role faith and fear played in their 
arguments.

OR
Shall We? (10-15 min.)
•	 Invite participants to name the reasons pro or con for 

why they should proceed with the plan to enter the 
Promised Land. They should base these reasons on 
the advance report in Numbers 13:25-28a.

•	 Write responses on the board or newsprint.
OR

SWOT (10-15 min.)
•	 Do a “SWOT” Analysis (strengths, weaknesses, op-

portunities, threats) about the report in Numbers 
13:25-28a.

•	 Divide your answers into four quadrants on your 
board or newsprint. Label each quadrant “Strengths,” 
“Weaknesses,” “Opportunities,” or “Threats.”

•	 Ask your group to help you fill in each quadrant on 
the board or newsprint.

•	 Discuss your findings. Does it make sense to enter the 
land? Why or why not? What would your group do?

AND/OR
God’s Promises (5-10 min.)
•	 Make a copy of the following list of divine promis-

es in Scripture. Cut the photocopy into six separate 
strips, each with one passage on it. Distribute a strip 
to each of six volunteers, who will read the Scriptures 
aloud in class.
 º God’s promise to Noah: “I will never again curse 

the ground because of humankind, for the inclina-
tion of the human heart is evil from youth; nor will 
I ever again destroy every living creature as I have 
done.” Genesis 8:21b

 º God’s promise to Abraham and Sarah: “I have cho-
sen him that he may charge his children and his 
household after him to keep the way of the Lord 
by doing righteousness and justice; so that the 
Lord may bring about for Abraham what he has 
promised him.” Genesis 18:19b
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 º God’s promise to Jacob: “Your offspring shall be 
like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread 
abroad to the west and to the east and to the north 
and to the south; and all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed in you and in your offspring. Know 
that I am with you and will keep you wherever you 
go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will 
not leave you until I have done what I have prom-
ised you.” Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, 
‘Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not 
know it!’” Genesis 28:14-16

 º Moses reminding God following the golden calf 
incident: “Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, 
your servants, how you swore to them by your own 
self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descen-
dants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that 
I have promised I will give to your descendants, 
and they shall inherit it forever.’” Exodus 32:13

 º God’s covenant with David: “I will not violate my 
covenant, or alter the word that went forth from 
my lips.” Psalm 89:34

 º The new covenant through Jesus Christ: “For this 
reason he is the mediator of a new covenant, so 
that those who are called may receive the promised 
eternal inheritance, because a death has occurred 
that redeems them from the transgressions under 
the first covenant.” Hebrews 9:15

•	 Discuss:
 º How does being reminded of God’s promises 

strengthen your trust in God?
 º What else can you do to strengthen your trust in 

God’s providence?
 º What does it mean to live our lives in light of these 

promises?
AND/OR

Promised Land (5-10 min.)
•	 Write “Promised Land” on the board or newsprint, 

and then make two columns with headings “Canaan” 
and “Our Community.”

•	 Invite participants to name the characteristics of 
each, and list them under the appropriate heading.

•	 Compare and contrast the characteristics and 
discuss.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Close the session by reading the following Benedic-
tion from Philippians 2:13-15.
“For it is God who is at work in you, enabling you 
both to will and to work for his good pleasure. Do 
all things without murmuring and arguing, so that 
you may be blameless and innocent, children of God 
without blemish in the midst of a crooked and per-
verse generation, in which you shine like stars in the 
world.”

AND/OR
•	 Divide into pairs or triads and share a personal re-

quest for more faith regarding a situation or challenge 
being faced, and pray for one another.

Looking Ahead
Encourage members to pray during the week about 
their fears and what kind of support they need to over-
come those fears.

NOTES
1. Harold Bloom and David Rosenberg, The Book of J (New 

York: Grove Weidenfeld, a division of Wheatland Corporation, 
1990), 7-9.

2. Baruch A. Levine, The Yale Anchor Bible: Numbers 1-20 (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993), 47.

3. Levine, 356.
4. God’s response to the Israelites’ grumbling does vary through-

out the Torah, from compassion to negotiation to anger. In fact, 
Numbers 14:11-19 shows God so angry that God is ready to “strike 
them with pestilence and disinherit them” (v. 12) and start over with 
Moses, supplanting the covenant with Abraham. 

5. Levine, 364.
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Introducing the Scripture
To build on last week’s lesson, the second chapter of Josh-
ua finds the children of Israel poised on the east bank 
of the Jordan, ready to invade Canaan. The text tells us 
that the Israelites are camped at Shittim. The full name 
of the location can be translated as “the stream by the 
Acacia trees” and refers to a shady spot along the Wadi 
el-Kefrein a few miles east of the Jordan River.

Before invading the new land, Joshua decides to 
send two spies to gather information about the size and 
strength of the armies his people will encounter when 
they cross the Jordan. The spies first visit Jericho, a city 
located about five miles west of the Jor-
dan on an important trade route that 
connected the lower Jordan Valley to the 
Judean highlands.

This story of the spies’ mission in Jeri-
cho provides a stark contrast to the earli-
er fact-finding trip described in Numbers 
13. On the earlier investigation, ten of 
the spies determined that although the 
land was bountiful, people too fierce 
and powerful to conquer inhabited it. 
The Israelites responded to the report 
by weeping in fear throughout the night. 

This time, the spies learn that the people in 
Canaan are “melting in fear” of the advanc-
ing armies of Israel.

The ruins of Jericho are today found 
at Tell es Sultan. Archeologists have vari-
ous perspectives on the evidence the ruins 
provide. In the 1930s, excavations were in-
terpreted to support the double wall sys-
tem referred to in the story of Rahab and 
the spies. Twenty years later, however, new 
scholarship determined that the evidence 
in fact bore witness to two single walls built 
at different stages of Jericho’s development. 
Neither stage matches the era of the Israelite 
invasion. 

The story of Rahab and the spies has its 
conclusion in Joshua 6 when the city is con-

quered in dramatic fashion and Rahab and her family are 
rescued.

Examining the Scripture
JOSHUA 2:3-9. The story of Rahab and the spies must 
have provided great intrigue to the Jewish people. On 
one hand, Rahab was a prostitute, someone whose oc-
cupation was frowned on by the Law of Moses. In addi-
tion, she was a Gentile, a race condemned by Jewish law 
and culture. On the other hand, Rahab acted valiantly to 
protect the Jewish people as well as her own family. 

There are two different words for 
“prostitute” in the Hebrew language. 
One word, qedesa, refers to cultic pros-
titutes or women with whom men had 
sex as part of their worship of Baal and 
other Canaanite deities. Rahab is called 
a “zona” which can refer to either a cul-
tic or common prostitute. Due to other 
factors in this story, it seems likely that 
Rahab was a common prostitute who 
earned a living by having sex with trav-
elers passing through Jericho as well as 
with men who lived there.

SCRIPTURE: Joshua 2-3:24

KEY VERSE:  They said to Joshua, “Truly the Lord has given all 
the land into our hands; moreover all the inhabitants of 
the land melt in fear before us.”  —Joshua 2:24

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	identify	congregational	or	personal	decisions	that	relied	on	the	

gathering	of	good	information;
•	 to	develop	a	list	of	criteria	to	evaluate	when	cleverness	is	neces-

sary	for	the	protection	of	God’s	people;
•	 to	name	people	in	the	congregation	whose	intelligence	has	aided	

the	church	in	its	mission;	and
•	 to	share	testimonies	of	the	signs	God	has	provided	to	confirm	acts	

of	courageous	obedience.

Rahab acted 
valiantly 

to protect 
the Jewish 
people as 
well as her 
own family.
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Jericho was a city-state, governed by a 
king of limited power. One of the king’s 
primary assignments would have been to 
protect the city from invaders. No doubt 
this explains his urgent attempts to ar-
rest the Israelites visiting Rahab.

Verse 9 provides essential informa-
tion to explain why the king of Jericho 
was so worried about the visitation of the 
two Hebrew spies. Word of the Israelites’ 
miraculous escape from Pharaoh as well 
as their amazing victories over powerful 
nations on the east bank of the Jordan 
had put fear in the hearts of the people 
of Jericho. Rahab interpreted these tri-
umphs as evidence that God was with 
the Israelites. She tells the spies, “I know 
that the Lord has given you the land, 
and that dread of you has fallen on us 
and that all the inhabitants of the land 
melt in fear before you” (Joshua 2:9).

The fact that Rahab had flax drying 
on her rooftop signifies that this episode 
took place in March or April. The three-
foot stocks would have been harvested 
in those months and spread on rooftops 
all over the region to dry before storage.

Rahab’s lie to the king of Jericho is 
cleverly designed. She claims the spies 
did indeed visit her, but they left before the city gates 
were closed at dusk. Although she feigns ignorance as to 
the direction the spies headed after leaving the city, she 
knew the assumption would be that they would head 
for the fords of the Jordan, a few miles south and east 
of the city. 

JOSHUA 2:10-14. Rahab’s efforts to protect her own 
people are understood as acts of love for her relatives. 
In return for her aid in helping the spies escape, she de-
mands, “swear to me by the Lord that you in turn will 
deal kindly with my family . . . that you will spare my 
father and mother, my brothers and sisters . . .” (2:12-
13). The Hebrew men readily agree to this condition.

The fact that Rahab was willing to risk her life to pro-
tect the Jewish spies was due to her recognition that God 
was on the side of the armies of Israel. Once again she 
says, “The Lord your God is indeed God in heaven 
above and on earth below” (v. 11b).

JOSHUA 2:15-16. In the spring, much 
of the Jordan was impassable, but the 
fords would have been shallow enough 
to cross. Knowing that the search party 
would assume the spies had headed east 
to the fords, Rahab told the spies to lit-
erally “head for the hills” (v. 16) in the 
west. Rahab also knew that search par-
ties usually kept after their subjects for 
about three days before admitting fail-
ure, so she advised the spies to stay in 
hiding for that amount of time and then 
return to Shittim.

Many homes were built inside the city 
wall of fortified towns like Jericho. The 
outer wall was sturdy enough to with-
stand most attacks, but in case an enemy 
penetrated the first line of defense, a sec-
ond wall was built to give the city time 
to repel the onslaught. Homes within 
the wall would not have been prized 
residencies since they were vulnerable to 
destruction. Prostitutes and other “sin-
ners” would have been the most likely 
occupants of such homes.

Living in the wall, however, gave Ra-
hab an advantage for the circumstances 
of this story. Not only could she help the 
spies escape by lowering them by a rope 

through her window and down the exterior wall, but she 
could also later during the invasion of the armies of Is-
rael, fly a scarlet ribbon out that same window and alert 
them as to her family’s whereabouts.

JOSHUA 2:17-21. Before fleeing Jericho, the Hebrew 
spies went over the terms of their covenant with Rahab. 
They promised to protect her family during the forth-
coming attack if she met three conditions:

1. She hung the crimson ribbon from her window to 
signify the whereabouts of her family. 

2. She gathered her entire family into her home be-
fore the invasion. 

3. She did not tell anyone of their battle strategy. 

Both men warned Rahab that if she reneged on any 
part of their agreement, they would be released from 
their oath to protect her family. Rahab solemnly agreed 
to keep each stipulation. Not wanting to risk forgetting 

Word of the 
Israelites’ 

miraculous 
escape from 
Pharaoh as 
well as their 

amazing 
victories over 

powerful 
nations on 
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Jordan had 
put fear in 
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the people of 

Jericho.
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the first condition, she immediately 
hung the crimson ribbon from her win-
dow as the men departed.

JOSHUA 2:22-24. As far as we know, 
the totality of the information gath-
ered by the spies came from Rahab. She 
proved to be a valuable source of infor-
mation as to the strength of the armies 
of Jericho as well as to their mindset. The 
spies were able to return to their com-
mander and assure him that the armies 
of Jericho knew what Joshua knew. The 
Lord God of heaven and earth was with 
the children of Israel and would protect 
them as they settled the Promised Land. Surely this con-
firmation of God’s presence gave the Israelites great en-
couragement as they prepared to cross the Jordan.

Applying the Scripture
Christians are still called to engage in acts of faith that 
contain elements of danger. Sometimes ministries in the 
name of Christ evoke intense opposition from people 
who do not share the church’s desire to obey the teach-
ings of Christ. Those who stand against the work of the 
church may believe they benefit from injustice, oppres-
sion, immorality or unethical behavior. In some cases, 
those who react negatively to the teachings of Christ use 
power ruthlessly to get their way.

At other times, however, the danger is not posed by 
people who oppose the work of the church but by factors 
in the economy or culture that put the church at risk. 
Building programs, meant to enhance a church’s profile 
in the community, can be undone by 
economic downturns or shifts in cultural 
priorities. Ministries intended to meet a 
need in the name of Christ can fail, not 
due to opposition but due to a lack of 
planning or inadequate resources. Proj-
ects that sound doable can quickly seem 
insurmountable when an unanticipated 
shift in pastoral leadership leaves a con-
gregation without guidance.

Believers need to know that God still 
protects people when they are faith-
ful to God’s call. That protection is of-
fered through helping the church gather 
good information before launching any 

worthwhile endeavor. It is also provided 
through intelligent leaders who provide 
sound evaluations of the information 
once it is retrieved. 

Beyond these more common resourc-
es, the Lord sometimes protects believ-
ers in extreme circumstances by using 
the cleverness of people who act at great 
risk to themselves to shield God’s people 
from harm. Rahab was such a person. To 
protect God’s people, as well as her own 
family, Rahab intentionally deceived her 
king with a shrewd lie.

Many times in history Christians have 
faced difficult choices between obeying 

the pietistic code of behavior they have been taught by 
their families and church, and acting to protect those in 
danger. During the Holocaust, hundreds of followers of 
Christ had to choose between lying and betraying their 
Jewish friends to the secret service of the Nazi regime. 
Although they felt deception was wrong, they decided 
betraying people whose lives were in danger was a greater 
wrong, so they told the lies with courage and clear con-
sciences. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a pastor, theologian and 
dedicated follower of Christ, came to believe that as-
sassinating Hitler—an act normally condemned by the 
teachings of Christ—was in fact an act of obedience to 
God because it would save the lives of millions of inno-
cent people.

Today Christians sometimes struggle with similar op-
tions. Do we support the use of force and the subsequent 
bloodshed involved in the wars  because of a belief that 
they protect more people than they destroy?

On a much smaller scale, individual 
believers have to make decisions about 
how truthful to be in every situation. 
When asked to serve as a reference for a 
young adult trying to leave the mistakes 
he made with drugs in the past, do we 
tell all we know or keep his struggle with 
addiction to ourselves? What if he re-
lapses and causes some harm on the job?

What if a woman, reprimanded for 
shady financial dealings where we work, 
is nominated to count the church offer-
ings after worship? Should we assume 
she has changed her ways or report what 
we know to the pastor? The discussions 
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involved in this lesson can help believers clarify when 
otherwise questionable behavior is warranted and when 
it should be rejected.

One other important application of this lesson con-
cerns the signs of confirmation we sometimes receive 
from God. When the spies visit Jericho, they learn from 
Rahab that the entire city is “melting in fear” at the 
thought of fighting the armies of Israel (v. 9). This in-
formation serves to assure the spies that the conquest of 
Canaan is of God.

Although Jesus warned us about always seeking signs 
from God (Matthew 12:38-42), God often guards fol-
lowers from the vulnerability of indecision and second-
guessing by sending signs to confirm that they are on the 
right path. Sometimes these signs come as inspiring tes-
timonies from people of faith. Other times they come 
as unexpected contributions or indications of support 
from influential people. Signs are also perceived when 
“red tape” is miraculously cut or delays are lifted or peo-
ple outside the community of faith volunteer to help the 
church with its mission. 

Repeated starts and stops of any ministry can destroy 
its effectiveness and the commitment of those involved. 
The Lord protects believers on mission by sending large 
and small indications of divine confirmation to keep dis-
ciples from abandoning their Spirit-inspired efforts. This 
lesson can help Christians see that in ways both routine 
and exceptional, the Lord of Heaven and Earth still pro-
tects people of faith as we strive to do God’s will.

Session Plans
These lesson 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
•	 Reflect on times in your own life when God has pro-

tected you. If sharing some of these memories seems 
appropriate for today’s lesson, include them in your 
lesson plan.

•	 Read Joshua 2 and the material in this leader’s guide 
and in Journeys.

•	 Have available Bibles, newsprint or whiteboard and 
markers (or chalkboard and chalk), pencils, and paper.

•	 For “Beginning the Session,” write three role-play as-
signments on separate sheets of paper: 

“community sympathizer” 
“advocate for church’s ministry” 
“member who sees both sides of the issue” 
Copy each sheet in equal numbers so that every par-
ticipant can receive a role.

•	 For “Committee on Committees,” prepare a sheet of 
paper with three equal sections: 

1. The first section should have the heading “Finan-
cial Stability.” 

2. The second section’s heading should read “Stew-
ardship of Church Building.” 

3. The final heading should read “Outreach Ministry.” 

•	 Make enough copies of this sheet so that each group 
of three or four participants can have one.

•	 For “Closing the Session,” prepare several signs 
shaped (and if possible, colored) like signs from ev-
eryday life (Stop, Yield, No Parking, One-Way, Exit, 
Closed, U-Turn, Curves Ahead). Do not write any-
thing on the signs. 

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

Take a Position 
•	 Distribute the role-play assignments prepared in 

“Getting Ready for the Session” to every participant. 
•	 Read or summarize the “Land of the Giants” section 

in Journeys. 
•	 Announce that you are going to hold a “pretend con-

gregational meeting” to debate the issue faced by the 
Bethesda First Baptist Church. Ask participants to 
speak at the “pretend congregational meeting” as if 
they held the viewpoint assigned them.

OR
•	 Lead the class in a discussion of the Questions for Re-

flection that follow the “Land of the Giants” section 
in Journeys.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(40 MINUTES)

Information as Protection (10 min.)
•	 Ask a volunteer to read Joshua 2:3-9 aloud.  
•	 Ask participants why it was important for Joshua to 

gather good information on the people of Jericho be-
fore launching an attack.

•	 Invite participants to reflect on times when gathering 
good information helped them make a good personal 
decision.
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•	 Lead a discussion of these questions:
 º How does your church gather information when 

facing a difficult decision? 
 º How can good information prevent a church from 

making hazardous choices?
AND

Criteria for Cleverness (15 min.)
•	 Divide the class in half. Ask one group to refer to sec-

tions “Cleverness as an Asset,” “Questionable Behav-
ior” and “A Noble Deception?” in Journeys  and note 
the positive aspects in Rahab’s deception as well as in 
the behavior of the respected church member at the 
Baptist congregational meeting. 

•	 Ask the other group to review the same material and 
note the negative aspects of both people’s behavior.

•	 Invite each group to report its observations.
AND/OR
•	 Give a short synopsis of the material on cleverness 

and questionable behavior included in “Applying the 
Scripture.” 

•	 Ask participants to consider the following questions:
 º Is deception ever warranted? If so, what are the fac-

tors that make deception a commendable act? 
 º What are the dangers in justifying deception?

•	 Invite participants to share their opinions. Attempt 
to help them define some standards as to when “ques-
tionable behavior” is a necessary evil and when it is 
just evil.

•	 Ask participants to name criteria that help them de-
cide when deception or other acts of questionable 
cleverness are commendable and when they are un-
ethical. Write the criteria on the board or newsprint.

AND
Committee on Committees (15 min.)
•	 Divide the class into groups of three or four. Ask each 

group to read Joshua 2:15-16 and 22-24. 
•	 Give each group paper and writing utensils, and ask 

the groups to list the indications of Rahab’s intelli-
gence displayed in the passage.

OR
•	 Assign each participant the responsibility of writing 

a job referral for Rahab. Pretend she has applied for 

a position with Homeland Security. Ask participants 
to list her strengths and weaknesses for the job as well 
as add any warnings or commendations they think 
appropriate.

•	 Invite participants to read their letters aloud.
AND
•	 Distribute the sheets prepared in “Getting Ready for 

the Session” that were divided into the sectional head-
ings “Financial Stability,” “Stewardship of Church 
Building” and “Outreach Ministry.” 

•	 Ask each group to nominate people from your con-
gregation who have the specific knowledge and in-
telligence to guide the church wisely in each of these 
areas. Assure them that the people are not really be-
ing nominated for anything.

•	 Lead participants in discussing why they nominated 
the people for each area. Encourage them to see that 
each person has different expertise and that God uses 
their combined intelligence to protect the church 
from foolish decisions.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

Heeding the Signs 
•	 Review the section “Confirmation” in Journeys.
•	 Invite participants to reflect upon signs that God has 

provided them individually or as a church to encour-
age them to continue on a risky venture for God.

•	 Invite participants to share testimonies of the signs 
they have seen. As they do, write brief descriptions of 
the signs on the everyday signs you prepared in “Get-
ting Ready for the Session.” There is no need to match 
descriptions with the type of everyday sign. Affix each 
sign to a focal wall.

•	 Ask participants to talk about areas of their lives or 
the life of your church where they need to see signs of 
confirmation to know they are on the right path. 

•	 Pray that God will send such assurances to those who 
need them.
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Introducing the Scripture
The drama in 1 Kings 8 is played out in five scenes: 
placement of the ark in its new home (vv. 1-13), Solo-
mon’s speech to the assembly (vv. 14-21), Solomon’s 
prayer (vv. 22-53), blessing of the assembly (vv. 54-61), 
and finally the sacrifices, feast, and dismissal of the as-
sembly (vv. 62-66). This session focuses on Solomon’s 
speech (vv. 14-21). The parallel account is found in 
2 Chronicles 6:3-11. Solomon’s movement is first to-
ward the altar, then toward the people, then facing the 
altar on his knees with hands upraised, 
then facing the people again. This chap-
ter shows Solomon functioning not only 
as king but also as a priest to the people.

Solomon’s speech connects the story 
of the Exodus with God’s promises to 
his father, David. In today’s text some 
form of the phrase “my father David” 
recurs four times, stressing Solomon’s 
connection with God’s earlier promises 
to David. Emphasis is given to the way in 
which God’s promises are being fulfilled.

Solomon needed to show how the 
Davidic covenant was in continu-
ity with the Mosaic covenant. Some 
may have wondered why God had not 

communicated a desire for a stationary tem-
ple to a previous generation (see 1 Kings 
8:16). How does God’s redemptive work 
in bringing the people out of bondage in 
Egypt (“out of Egypt”) connect with the 
story of God’s promise to David (“up to 
Jerusalem”)? Some of this connection was 
made by bringing the ark of the covenant 
into its new home in the temple. This indi-
cated that the new way now encompassed 
the old. However, by centralizing the king-
dom’s worship at the temple in Jerusalem, 
Solomon was also signaling an end to the 
longstanding worship at the high places in 
the land. This centralizing of worship in the 
temple also brought to light Solomon’s own 

inconsistency on the matter, since he accommodated 
the religious preferences of his many foreign wives (see 
1 Kings 11:1-13).

This session’s text also pursues two other important 
themes. First, the text speaks of the temple as a house for 
the Lord’s name—a house of worship. The people who 
worship there bear the name of the Lord. A house of 
worship does not confine the living God. Second, we are 
reminded of the various meanings of “house” (i.e., pal-

ace, house of worship, and dynasty).

Examining the Scripture
1 KINGS 8:14-15. This second scene 
of the temple dedication narrative in 
1 Kings 8 begins with Solomon turning 
away from the altar to face the assembly. 
Verse 14 in the New Revised Standard 
Version says: “Then the king turned 
around and blessed all the assembly of 
Israel, while all the assembly of Israel 
stood.” The word translated “then” in 
this context indicates that Solomon’s ac-
tion was part of the sequence of actions. 
The word is often translated “and” (see 
the King James Version, for example). 
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Promises, Promises
SCRIPTURE: 1 Kings 8:14-21

KEY VERSE:  “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, who with 
his hand has fulfilled what he promised with his mouth to 
my father David.”  —1 Kings 8:15

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	examine	how	Solomon’s	building	of	the	Temple	fulfills	a	prom-

ise	God	made	to	Solomon’s	father,	David;
•	 to	 appreciate	 that	 God	 keeps	 promises,	 even	 if	 the	 fulfillment	

takes	many	years;	and
•	 to	reflect	on	how	meaningful	experiences	and	practices	from	our	

past	may	connect	with	the	 life	and	mission	of	our	congregations	
today.
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Notice the change in posture that the 
king adopts throughout the narrative 
in this eighth chapter: facing the altar  
(vv. 1-13), facing the congregation, who 
were standing (vv. 14-21), facing the al-
tar on his knees with hands upraised in 
prayer (vv. 22-53), and facing the congre-
gation to deliver a blessing (vv. 54-61).

In 1 Chronicles 15, David served as 
an adjunct to the Levites, ordering the 
music and worship life of the people. 
In a somewhat similar fashion, this en-
tire account in 1 Kings 8 portrays King 
Solomon in a priestly role in relation to 
the people. He served as an intermediary 
between the people and the Lord, facing 
first in a Godward direction and then 
facing the assembly. Notice that in this 
scene the people appear as one character 
and the expression “all the assembly” is 
used twice in verse 14. The information 
that the whole assembly was standing underscores not 
only the respect due the king but also the realization that 
the king was conducting holy business. In some Christian 
traditions, the congregation stands in worship during the 
Scripture reading (compare with Nehemiah 8:5).

Verse 15 of 1 Kings 8 begins Solomon’s interpreta-
tion to the assembly of the meaning of the events they 
are witnessing. The word “blessed” is a literal translation 
of the Hebrew word. However, the expression “Blessed 
be the Lord, the God of Israel” should be understood 
as an expression of praise rather than as an invocation 
of blessing on God, who is the One who blesses. For ex-
ample, in Psalm 145:1-2 we read,

I will extol you, my God and King,
     and bless your name forever and ever.
Every day I will bless you,
     and praise your name forever and ever.

Notice how “bless” stands in parallel to “extol” and 
“praise.” See a similar example in Psalm 113:1-2. The 
New International Version renders the first part of 1 Kings 
8:15: “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel.”

Promise and fulfillment is a key theme throughout 
1 Kings 8. In verse 15 Solomon declared of the Lord, 
“Who with his hand has fulfilled what he promised 
with his mouth to my father David.” The king was in-
terpreting to the assembled congregation that the events 

they were witnessing that day were in 
fact the fulfillment of God’s promises 
made in a previous generation to David. 
Notice that the word “promise” occurs 
three times in this session’s text (v. 15 
and twice in v. 20). The words “with 
his hand” and “with his mouth” work 
together in verse 15 to emphasize that 
God’s actions follow God’s word even if 
years may pass between the word and the 
deed. The phrase “my father David” oc-
curs four times in our text (vv. 15, 17, 
18, and 20). This expression serves to 
emphasize not only Solomon’s legitimate 
claim to the throne of Israel but also the 
continuity between one generation and 
the next and between promise and ful-
fillment. If the final form of 1 Kings has 
come to us from the period of the Baby-
lonian exile, this narrative would serve 
as an encouraging reminder of God’s 

faithfulness across the generations even when outward 
circumstances do not look promising.

1 KINGS 8:16. Verse 16 underscores the continuity 
between God’s redemptive action in the Exodus genera-
tion with the centralization of worship in Jerusalem that 
the temple represented: “‘Since the day that I brought 
my people Israel out of Egypt.’” This verse also em-
phasizes God’s initiative in the life of God’s people: “I 
brought. . . . I have not chosen . . . but I chose.” Ad-
ditionally, this verse explains why a temple had not been 
constructed in an earlier generation: “I have not cho-
sen a city from any of the tribes of Israel in which to 
build a house.” The word “house” has three meanings: 
of a palace, a house of worship, and a dynasty. In 1 Kings 
8:14-21 the word “house” occurs five times (vv. 16, 17, 
18, 19, 20). In this context, the word clearly refers to the 
temple. However, God has not only chosen Solomon’s 
time for the construction of the temple: God chose the 
house of David through which to accomplish this.

The language in the parallel passage (2  Chronicles 
6:3-11) is very similar. However, 2 Chronicles 6:6 adds 
the explanation to God’s choice of David that God also 
chose the city: “But I have chosen Jerusalem in order 
that my name may be there.”

Verses 12-13 seem to suggest that Solomon’s temple 
would be a dwelling place for the God of Israel; this 
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session’s text seeks to clarify the relation-
ship between the God of Israel and a 
house of worship. The temple has been 
constructed “that [God’s] name might 
be there.” Reference to God’s name oc-
curs five times in verses 16-20. The 
temple is a focal point for worship and a 
visible reminder of the holiness of Israel’s 
God, but it should not be imagined that 
God can be confined within the four walls 
of any house of worship. This concern is 
particularly stressed in verse 27,  where 
the king asks rhetorically: “But will God 
indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven 
and the highest heaven cannot contain 
you, much less this house that I have built!”

1 KINGS 8:17-21. Even though Solomon and everyone 
else knew he had done a great thing, he was quick to give 
credit where credit was due and establish a clear continu-
ity of authority. Verse 17 emphasizes that the vision that 
led to the construction of the temple actually was David’s 
vision. Solomon declared: “My father David had it in 
mind to build a house for the name of the Lord, the 
God of Israel.” Earlier, we noticed the repetition of the 
phrase “my father David,” which puts the emphasis on 
the role of the house of David in centralizing worship 
in Jerusalem. The words translated “had 
it in mind” may suggest too casual an 
idea regarding the temple construction. 
The Hebrew expression is literally “in 
the heart,” which is the way the verse is 
rendered in other translations (e.g., KJV, 
NIV, NASB), suggesting more than just 
a deep desire to accomplish this proj-
ect.1 The congregation assembled before 
Solomon knew that David had not been 
allowed to enact his plan, however. Solo-
mon recalled the Lord’s instructions to 
David in verses 18-19: “But the Lord 
said to my father David, ‘You did well 
to consider building a house for my 
name; nevertheless you shall not build 
the house, but your son who shall be 
born to you shall build the house for 
my name.’” Solomon assured the assem-
bly that although David did not build 
the temple, God approved of David’s 

vision. Solomon then made explicit his 
claim to continuity with his father’s de-
sire and God’s fulfillment of the earlier 
promise to David: “Now the Lord has 
upheld the promise that he made; for I 
have risen in the place of my father Da-
vid; I sit on the throne of Israel, as the 
Lord promised, and have built the 
house for the name of the Lord, the 
God of Israel” (v. 20). Solomon was de-
claring to the assembly that they were in 
fact that day witnessing the fulfillment 
of God’s promise to David.

Verse 21 again focuses attention on 
the ark and its significance in the Exodus 

story. Solomon said, “There I have provided a place for 
the ark, in which is the covenant of the Lord that he 
made with our ancestors when he brought them out 
of the land of Egypt.” This is the final mention of the 
ark of the covenant in 1 Kings. This declaration again 
emphasizes the continuity of the temple with the Exo-
dus experience. The mention of the covenant made with 
an earlier generation again connects with the theme of 
promise and fulfillment. The centralization of worship 
in Jerusalem is interpreted as encompassing the earlier 
traditions rather than abandoning them. Solomon ap-
pealed to the central story of redemption from slavery in 

Egypt to interpret current events.

Applying the Scripture
This session invites us to reflect on 
meaningful experiences and practices 
from our past and how they connect 
with our lives and the lives of our con-
gregations today. Those who have been 
members of a church for several decades 
will probably remember how it felt to 
have a Sunday school full of children and 
youth. They may also remember how the 
congregation customarily filled the wor-
ship space each week. Class members 
may be encouraged to explore not only 
how the church of the past connects to 
the church of today but also how their 
own pasts are an important part of who 
they are today. What have been our “out 
of Egypt” experiences in which we pow-
erfully sensed the hand of God at work 
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in our midst? Where has going “up to 
Jerusalem” led us in the present?

This session’s text also invites a dis-
cussion among class members concern-
ing change in the life and mission of 
their church. Perhaps they can identify 
with the somewhat facetious naming 
of the seven last words of the church as 
“We’ve never done it that way before!” 
Some change is thrust upon us, and we 
are called to adapt in some way. At other 
times we choose to change the way we 
organize our church life in a faithful re-
sponse to God’s call to move further up 
the path. With the encouragement of the 
leader, some class members may have sto-
ries to share that are illustrative of these 
points. Together the class may explore 
how open they are to change and inno-
vation in their Christian life together.

Finally, the leader may encourage class participants 
to discuss what they know and how they feel about the 
buying and selling of naming rights for sports venues. 
What are the benefits to the parties involved? This can 
lead into a conversation about how we as the church bear 
the name of Jesus in the world. Christ is not confined 
within the walls of our church buildings, but Christians 
who sincerely attempt to live as faithful disciples are a 
house for the name of the Lord. We are called to be evi-
dence of God’s love at work in our world. The passage 
from 1 Peter 2:5, where Christians are encouraged to 
“Let yourselves be built into a spiritual house” may 
provide a helpful focus for this part of the conversation.

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 8:14-21 and this leader’s guide.
•	 Consult the parallel account in 2 Chronicles 6:3-11.
•	 Have available Bibles; hymnals; index cards; paper; 

pens or pencils; and either chalkboard and chalk, 
a dry-erase board and markers, or newsprint and 
markers.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Greet class members as they arrive, 
and open the session with prayer.

•	 Invite participants to recall the plac-
es they’ve been and the experiences 
they’ve had. Ask:
 º When have you seen God’s hand 

leading you—and perhaps those 
you love—out of a difficult or op-
pressive situation into a different 
way of life (i.e., “out of Egypt”)?

 º What were the circumstances of 
your own exodus?

•	 Invite those who wish to do so to 
share with the class how they experi-
enced God’s redemptive presence at 
work in their lives through this ex-
perience. Ask, “What place does that 
redemptive experience hold in your 

faith story (testimony) now?”
•	 Make note on the board or newsprint of any key 

words from the stories shared by class members.
•	 Explain that King Solomon’s speech couples the “out 

of Egypt” experience of God’s people with the call to 
move forward and to go “up to Jerusalem.”

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-45 MINUTES)

Read and Discuss the Scripture (10 min.)
•	 Share with the class any information from “Intro-

ducing the Scripture” that will provide helpful back-
ground for this session.

•	 Ask for two volunteers to read the Scripture as print-
ed in Journeys:
 º 1 Kings 8:14-19 
 º 1 Kings 8:20-21 

•	 Point out that “Promise and Fulfillment” is an im-
portant theme in Solomon’s speech.

•	 Ask:
 º What was God’s promise to David, and how was 

it fulfilled?
 º What is the significance of the references to God’s 

“name” in verses 16-20?
AND

Faith Stories (10 min.)
•	 Encourage class participants to discuss the ways in 

which your congregation provides opportunities for 
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hand of God
at work in our

midst?
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participants to share their testimonies or faith stories 
in the life of the church.

•	 In the past, some congregations used to provide an op-
portunity in a Sunday evening service for congregants 
to share testimonies. If this was (or is) part of your 
congregation’s practice, encourage the class members 
to discuss how they feel about this practice.

•	 Does your congregation have its own exodus story? If 
so, how does that narrative help the church to remem-
ber who you are and what you stand for in the com-
munity? If your congregation is the result of a merger 
of two or more congregations, encourage class mem-
bers to share the distinctives of each congregation’s 
story.

AND/OR
Timing (10 min.)
•	 Remind the class that 1 Kings 8:17 tells us how Da-

vid had the construction of a temple “in mind” (“in 
his heart”). The text tells us that David’s vision was 
affirmed by God, but the timing was not right.

•	 Invite class members to share any vision for your con-
gregation’s ministry or mission.

•	 Discuss the ways in which you can determine when 
the timing is right to move ahead.

AND/OR
New Ideas? (10 min.)
•	 Remind participants that it is sometimes facetiously 

said that the seven last words of the church are “We’ve 
never done it that way before!” Ask participants to 
identify any new ideas that have been advanced with-
in the last two years in your congregation. How were 
the ideas received? What was the outcome?

•	 On a scale of 1 (not receptive at all) to 10 (very re-
ceptive), invite class members to rate how they per-
ceive your congregation’s openness to change and new 
ideas.

•	 Invite the class members to share their ratings and 
briefly explain why they chose that number. As 

participants share them, write down the ratings on 
the board or newsprint. How is your congregation’s 
openness to innovation perceived by your class?

•	 Ask participants to share the kind of innovations in 
the congregation’s life that might meet the stiffest re-
sistance. Explore with the class what seems to be at 
stake in each case.

AND/OR
A House for the Name of the Lord (10-15 min.)
•	 Point out that Solomon’s temple was to be “a house 

for the name of the Lord.” Remind participants that 
God is present to us everywhere and not confined to 
any location. Every church is called to be a house for 
the name of the Lord by the evidence we provide of 
God’s loving reality in our world.

•	 Ask a class member to read aloud Jesus’ teaching in 
Matthew 5:14-15.

•	 Encourage the class to reflect on the many activi-
ties and commitments of your congregation. Discuss 
what it is about your church that makes you a house 
for the name of the Lord in your community. Identi-
fy any ways in which your congregation may be differ-
ent from the other congregations in your community.

•	 Discuss the ways in which God may be calling your 
congregation to move beyond your “out of Egypt” ex-
perience to answer a call to go “up to Jerusalem

•	 Identify groups or individuals in your church to 
whom these possibilities could be provided for fur-
ther exploration or action.

CLOSING THE SESSION
•	 Ask the class to read 1 Peter 2:5 in unison then pray 

inviting God to continue to build your church into a 
spiritual house.

NOTE 
1. R. C. Dentan, “Mind,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 

vol. 3 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 383.
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Introducing the Scripture
If you were listening to your favorite radio station or 
the latest album from your favorite recording artist, you 
would expect to hear some similarities and some diver-
sity from one song to the next. The genre might be con-
sistent, but there would still be many different variations 
within it. 

As a collection of songs from ancient Israel, the 
book of Psalms shows much the same trend of similar-
ity and diversity. Several psalms are attributed to King 
David and a few to King Solomon, while a number of 
others come from musicians such as Korah and Asaph. 
Psalm 90 is even attributed to Moses. Yet many of the 
psalms are anonymous, and many of those who are at-
tributed to an author were likely penned by someone 
else (as it was a common practice to attribute one’s writ-
ings to a more famous author in whose style the piece 
had been written). 

Most of the psalms were used in the 
temple worship of Judaism, and they 
were later borrowed by Christians. Not 
all of the psalms are happy poems of 
praise and thanks. The “songs of lament” 
are comparable to American genres 
such as country and blues because they 
express pain and concern about their 
current situation. Some are “pilgrimage 

songs” used by Israelites as they journeyed 
to and from Jerusalem to celebrate the dif-
ferent feast days. Psalm 91 is usually listed 
as a pilgrimage song but, like many psalms, 
it crosses over into other categories as well.

Psalm 91 is also considered a “song of 
trust,” along with Psalms 11, 16, 23, 27, 
62, 63, 121, 125, and 131. Like songs of 
lament, songs of trust were written during 
times of trouble, but they also recognized 
God’s promises and expressed faith in God 
in spite of the present circumstances. They 
were written to encourage the people and 

to embolden them to do whatever God might lead them 
to do, knowing that even if the road ahead seemed risky, 
God would be with them.

Examining the Scripture
Notice that Psalm 91 uses both singular and plural lan-
guage. This indicates that the psalm would have been 
used by individuals as well as by the nation or commu-
nity of faith. 

Psalm 91 was written to assure the people of Israel of 
divine protection in a hostile environment such as that 
created by neighboring enemies or frequent plagues of 
disease and drought. Likewise, individuals headed to Je-
rusalem’s temple could find comfort for their long and 
perilous journey in its words.

Psalm 91 has two speakers. In verses 1 through 13, 
an anonymous speaker admonishes the 
hearers to trust God for protection. In 
verses 14 through 16, it is God who 
speaks, reinforcing the first speaker’s 
words.

PSALM 91:1-8. Verses 1-2 have a beau-
tiful poetic construct using four differ-
ent names for God and employing four 
different images for God’s protection. 

SCRIPTURE: Psalm 91:1-8, 11-16

KEY VERSE:  When they call to me, I will answer them; I will be 
with them in trouble, I will rescue them and honor them.  

—Psalm 91:15

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	 explore	 the	 circumstances	 in	 which	 the	 psalmist	 perceived	

God’s	protection;
•	 to	inspire	confidence	through	faith,	which	dispels	fear;	and
•	 to	testify	of	God’s	faithfulness,	even	during	calamities.

Songs of
trust were

written
during times
of trouble.
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Living with God’s Loving 
Assurance
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1. “The Most High” (v. 1), elyon in Hebrew, means 
“the supreme one.” The use of this term implies 
that the God of Israel is mightier than all the other 
national deities.

2. “The Almighty” (v. 1), el Shaddai in Hebrew, 
means “the one who suffices.” Both elyon and el 
Shaddai referred to the top god of the local pan-
theon in Canaanite religions.

3. “The Lord” (v. 2), when rendered with small caps, 
is a euphemism for the name of God (YHVH or 
YHWH in Hebrew letters). Christians sometimes 
use the word “Yahweh” or “Jehovah,” but Jews sub-
stitute the word Adonai, meaning “Lord,” instead.

4. “God” (v. 2) is Elohim in Hebrew, a plural term lit-
erally meaning either “the gods” or “God,” depend-
ing on the context of the Scripture verse.

By putting all four of these powerful names right up 
front, the psalmist is emphatically stating that God alone 
protects us. We are foolish to venture into danger with-
out God.

The poet also uses four metaphors for God’s protec-
tion: shelter, shadow, refuge, and fortress. 

“Shelter” (v. 1) is also found in Psalm 27:5; 31:20; 
and 61:4.

“Shadow of the Almighty” (91:1) echoes other 
praise songs like Psalm 17:8 and Psalm 36:7.

“Refuge” (91:2, 4) depicts diaspora Jews (those liv-
ing outside of Palestine) finding sanctuary in the temple. 
The word appears in many psalms, including Psalms 2, 
5, 11, 14, 16, 17, 31, 36, 51, 61, and 63.

“Fortress” (91:2) is commonly used to convey God’s 
protection, as in Psalm 31:2-3, 71:3 and 144:2. In 
Psalm 18:2, the text makes use of many of these images 
in a shower of assurance: “The Lord is my rock, my 
fortress, and my deliverer, my God, my rock in whom 
I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my salvation, 
my stronghold.”

In Psalm 91:4, we find the metaphor 
of a protective bird: “he will cover you 
with his pinions [the stiff feathers used 
to fly], and under his wings you will 
find refuge.” Ancient readers would 
have readily connected with this pic-
ture of God as a powerful bird. This im-
age also can be found in Deuteronomy 
32:11, Isaiah 31:5, Ruth 2:12, Psalm 
57:1, and Psalm 63:7.

Two more illustrations of God’s pro-
tection follow in Psalm 91:4: “shield 

and buckler.” The shield to which this verse would have 
been referring was large, covering the entire body from 
head to toe; a buckler is a smaller version, usually worn 
on the arm or held in hand. These figures of speech ap-
pear also in Psalm 5:12 and Psalm 35:2. Notice that 
God uses defensive armor, not weaponry, to protect us.

Keeping with the image of battle introduced in the 
last part of verse 4, the writer describes God’s protection 
as making the warrior fearless. Neither darkness, nor the 
arrow of battle, will have any power to create fear (v. 5). 
Likewise, death (the meaning of “the pestilence that 
stalks in darkness”) and the terrible destruction of com-
bat will not cause the heart to faint (v. 6). 

The person or community protected by God is like a 
warrior who suffers no harm though a thousand warriors 
fall at his side (v. 7). Instead, this warrior will see the de-
mise of the wicked (v. 8). 

It is important to keep in mind that these words and 
phrases are poetic images designed to embolden and en-
courage God’s people. They should not be interpreted 
as promises that nothing bad will ever happen to people 
who believe in God. 

PSALM 91:11-13. These verses introduce to this song a 
new concept: that of the “guardian angel.” Though not to-
tally absent from Scripture, the idea of angels doing special 
assignments of protection is not commonly found in the 
Bible. While Exodus 23:20 describes an angel preceding 
the Israelites as they prepare to enter the Promised Land, 
angels are portrayed primarily as messengers for God. 

The word “angel” is a loose transliteration of the Greek 
word angelos, meaning “messenger.” For the ancient hear-
ers of Psalm 91, verses 11–13 likely hearkened back to 
the saving messages that God sent angels to convey to 
Hagar (Genesis 21:17), Abraham (22:11, 15), Moses 
(Exodus 3:2) and Balaam (Numbers 22:22) via angels.

In other passages of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, where similar language of 
salvation is used, the deliverance is at-
tributed to God. See, for example, Exo-
dus 19:4, “You have seen what I did to 
the Egyptians, and how I bore you on 
eagles’ wings and brought you to my-
self,” and Isaiah 63:9, “It was no mes-
senger or angel but his presence that 
saved them.”

Much of the Hebrew Bible is poetry, 
using evocative language not intended to 

The
psalmist is

emphatically
stating that
God alone

protects us.
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be literal. There is no question that God 
uses messengers, but we need not dwell 
on this concept and create a category of 
supernatural beings that distracts from 
the point of the psalm: that, through 
God’s authority, we will be safeguarded 
and delivered. 

PSALM 91:14-16. These verses bring a 
climactic restatement of the promises ex-
pressed in verses 3-6. Here God speaks, 
possibly through a priest or a prophet, 
reiterating words of assurance. An in-
teresting note that comes through in the 
Hebrew but not in English is the use of 
the phrase “who know my name” (v. 14). 

The psalm opens by declaring four names of God, 
so here God promises to protect those who know “my 
name,” sh’mi in Hebrew. The central prayer of the Jewish 
faith begins with a similar sounding word, “sh’ma” (pro-
nounced shuh-MAH), meaning “hear.” This short prayer 
of faith comes from Deuteronomy 6:4. 

Psalm 91:15, this session’s key verse, brings to mind a 
great promise of God in Jeremiah 33:3, “Call to me and 
I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden 
things that you have not known.”

The final verse of Psalm 91 repeats a promised re-
ward for faithful living. “I will let them live to a ripe old 
age” is another way to translate the first phrase of this 
verse. Length of days is still perceived by Jewish people 
to be a sign of God’s favor. This contrasts with Psalm 90, 
where the brevity of life is emphasized. Together, the two 
psalms stress upon us the reality of God’s commitment 
to be with us through all of life’s trials. 

Applying the Scripture
Our purpose on earth is ultimately to love, serve, worship, 
and bring glory to God. God created us to bring about a 
world of peace, justice, and harmony rooted in God’s stead-
fast love. We do not exist merely to satisfy our own needs 
and desires; God wants to use us to bring about a supreme 
goal, and we do that by living godly lives and working to 
spread God’s values throughout all societies on earth.

Does that sound like a big enough assignment? It 
will require your best effort for your entire lifetime, in 
concert with all others who identify themselves as God’s 
children.

The message from the psalmist in Psalm 91 is 

encouraging. We know that there are 
human and supernatural forces opposed 
to God’s agenda, so if we are agents of 
God’s values, we will face danger. How-
ever, Psalm 91 provides assurance of 
God’s love and protection as we venture 
out of safe harbor into a world that can 
be hostile. We can feel emboldened to do 
whatever God leads us to do, knowing 
that even if the road ahead seems risky, 
God is with us.

Often, we find ourselves facing diffi-
cult challenges and need to be reminded 
that God is with us. No one is immune to 
personal loss or community-wide trag-

edy, but as people of faith, we have assurance that God 
wants to be with us through everything, no matter how 
demanding. Even if it means physical threats or death, 
on an eternal scale, we are far better—and safer!—being 
close to God than not. 

When we become disciples of Jesus, we call it “mak-
ing a profession of faith in Christ.” We declare that 
we believe in Jesus as our eternal Savior; we make that 
commitment by faith through God’s grace, and we pub-
licly profess it through the waters of baptism. Similarly, 
Psalm 91 encourages us to make a “profession of cour-
age,” stepping out of our cocoons, moving into the world, 
and risking everything with the assurance that God is at 
work through us no matter what happens. 

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
•	 Reflect on a situation when you were feeling afraid to 

put your faith into practice. How did you respond? 
How do you feel about that response?

•	 Read Psalm 91 and this leader’s guide.
•	 For the activity “Mapping Our Mission,” visit the 

website of the American Baptist Ministers Council, 
www.ministerscouncil.com. Review the materials 
available to clergy that offer them support in their 
leadership. Select and print several items that you feel 
your group would appreciate. Ask your pastor what 

Much of
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Bible is
poetry, using
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the Ministers Council means to him or her and be 
prepared to share those thoughts during the session.

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

Prayers We Choose Not to Pray 
•	 Ask participants to think about prayers that we 

choose not to pray. Explain that we often avoid seri-
ously talking to God about some topics for fear that 
we will be required to take action on them. 

•	 Ask participants what they thought about the idea of 
“prayers we choose not to pray,” as well as what spe-
cific prayers they personally, or their local congrega-
tion, or the Christian church as a whole, might tend 
to avoid. Allow volunteers to respond.

•	 Be mindful to affirm the diversity of views. Remind 
participants that, even with our hearts set on lov-
ing and serving God, we will disagree sometimes. In 
Christ, however, we are one. As God’s beloved chil-
dren, we have a stronger testimony in the world when 
we show love for each other even if we hold opposing 
viewpoints.

•	 If it seems appropriate based on the level of variance of 
viewpoints in your group, mention that, historically, 
Christians vary widely on our role as agents of social 
change. Baptists have fought in wars and Baptists have 
also been outspoken pacifists. Some Baptists have led 
social change on topics such as slavery, child labor, 
women’s suffrage, and civil rights. There are plenty 
of Baptists who opposed such changes along the way. 
On some issues, American Baptists have been equally 
split. Some feel it is our obligation to become politi-
cally engaged; some think otherwise. All have come at 
these issues from a perspective of their religious faith 
and felt that they were doing God’s will.

•	 Guide the conversation to the message of Psalm 
91—God calls us to be agents of change in the world, 
and God will lead us and protect us as we obey.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Mapping Our Mission (10 min.)
•	 Explain that in this session, you will be looking at 

an organization that supports our American Baptist 
clergy, The Ministers Council.

•	 Display the items you selected from the ABC Minis-
ters Council website. Explain each item.

•	 Share what your pastor told you about what the Min-
isters Council means to him or her.

•	 Pray for the American Baptist Ministers Council, its 
leaders, and its ongoing support for our pastors and 
ordained leaders.

OR
Role Model Strategies (10 min.)
•	 Ask participants to identify some role models who 

inspire them in their life and work, and why.
•	 Listen for comments about risk and affirm them. 

Point out that everyone faces risks in making life deci-
sions. For Christians, doing God’s will can be very risky. 
We can face rejection by family or friends, financial and 
vocational consequences, and even physical danger.

•	 Raise the question of whether or not Jesus struggled 
with risks. Of course, he did; and as our role model, 
we should expect the same.

•	 Ask participants if the apostle Paul faced risks. Of 
course, he did. The dangers and perils of imprison-
ment and martyrdom are well documented in his own 
writings. 

•	 Conclude the conversation by stating that both Jesus 
and Paul are constantly lifted up as role models for all 
Christians. Both were faithful to God’s calling. Both 
experienced wonderful successes, and both were also 
compelled by God to enter circumstances of great dif-
ficulty, even risking death for their faithful actions. 
But both were also honored by God as Psalm 91:15 
promises.

AND
Double Trouble (10 min.)
•	 Ask for two volunteers to read the Scripture:

 º Psalm 91:1-8
 º Psalm 91:11-16 

•	 Ask participants to identify the various dangers stat-
ed by the psalmist. These will include “the snare of 
the fowler” and “deadly pestilence” (v. 3), “terror of 
the night” and “the arrow that flies by day” (v. 5), 
“pestilence” (again), and “destruction” (v. 6). These 
are obvious external threats. In verse 13, the lion and 
the adder could represent two different types of at-
tacks. A lion attacks its prey openly, while a snake 
commonly sneaks up on its victim.

•	 Ask, “What internal threats do you see?” These will 
include “fear” and “terror” (v. 6) and the alarming 
sight of people falling dead all around (v. 7).
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•	 Share that God provides for us a safe place (vv. 1-2) 
and a safe journey (vv. 3-6, 11-13). 

•	 Point out that people who have recently lost a loved 
one or lived through some other tragedy are often 
emotionally numb, in a mild state of shock, though 
their minds are aware of the painful situation. Pas-
toral counselors propose that their disposition is a 
gift from God to help them through the pain, which 
otherwise would be unbearable. This is an example of 
God being with us through enormous difficulties.

AND
Overcoming Fears (10 min.)
•	 Invite participants to briefly share stories of times 

when they faced fears and took action. 
•	 Ask:

 º What were the circumstances? 
 º What were the outcomes? 
 º What inspired you to proceed? 
 º How did you feel when it was all over?

•	 Point out that Scripture, God’s Word to us, has many 
passages that can encourage us in difficult situations. 
Psalm 91:11-16 could be such an example. Ask 

participants to suggest other passages that they re-
member when times get tough.

•	 Point out that a large percentage of American Bap-
tists are African American. From the days of slavery 
through today, African Americans have famously 
used Scripture and song to help them through their 
pain. Other oppressed groups often have similar 
testimonies.

•	 Ask, “To what extent is this type of history present in 
your congregation?” Encourage them to cite specific 
examples.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

A Prayer of Gratitude
•	 Distribute paper and pens or pencils as needed and 

invite participants to each craft a prayer express-
ing gratitude for God’s protection in past times of 
difficulty.

•	 If there is time, invite those who are willing to read 
their prayers aloud.
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Introducing the Scripture
Imagine God calling you to become a prophet. Then 
imagine that you’re still a teenager. Such was likely the 
case with Jeremiah, who served as a prophet for more 
than forty years (Jeremiah 1:5-6).1 This wasn’t a cushy 
calling. The people of Judah were rebellious and hard-
hearted toward God. They wanted new and differ-
ent. They worshiped gods formed by their hands. They 
turned away from the true, living God.

Rather than smite them in anger, however, God chose 
to dispense justice before gathering the remnant for a 
new beginning. None of this would come easily, though. 
As true change often requires, this would involve dedica-
tion, faithfulness, and the listening ears 
and open hearts of God’s people.

Becoming a prophet during the reign 
of Josiah, Jeremiah witnessed the rule 
of the last of God’s faithful kings in the 
land of Judah. From Josiah, other kings 
then obtained the throne. A series of “J” 
kings: Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, and Jehoi-
achin were followed by Zedekiah, who 
was king during these latter chapters of 
Jeremiah.

Throughout the reign of each of these 
kings, the land of Judah was in upheaval. 
Egyptians and Babylonians fought for 
power. Political unrest was high. It was 
only by switching sides that at least one 

of the kings on the throne, Jehoiakim, re-
mained in power.

Finally, though, Zedekiah became king. 
He did not, however, have the people’s best 
interests at heart, nor did he concern him-
self with consulting God on matters large or 
small.

In chapter 21 God made his intentions 
clear for the wayward king and his follow-
ers: “I myself will fight against you with 
outstretched hand and mighty arm, in 
anger, in fury, and in great wrath” (v. 5). 
Was this a sudden threat from a God who 

suddenly became wrathful?
Hardly. God had been trying to get the people’s at-

tention for years. Finally, they would have to suffer the 
consequences of their sinful actions. Let’s look now at 
Jeremiah 22:1-10.

Examining the Scripture
JEREMIAH 22:1-5. The chapter begins with the Lord 
telling the prophet Jeremiah to deliver a message to both 
the king and the people alike (vv. 1-2). What was the mes-
sage? “Thus says the Lord: Act with justice and righ-
teousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor 

anyone who has been robbed. And do 
no wrong or violence to the alien, the 
orphan, and the widow, or shed inno-
cent blood in this place” (v. 3).

How fitting these words remain for all 
of God’s followers today. Here we are re-
minded of the importance of seeking jus-
tice for those who are oppressed. In the 
midst of all the upheaval happening in 
the days of Jeremiah, it’s somewhat sur-
prising to see that this is where God’s at-
tention was focused. Should ours be any 
less, then, in our modern-day time of up-
heaval, political divisiveness, and apathy?

Next a choice is outlined for God’s 
people in verses 4-5: Option 1 states 

SESSION 6 • JULY 11, 2021

Do the Right Thing
SCRIPTURE: Jeremiah 22:1-10

KEY VERSE:  Act with justice and righteousness.  
—Jeremiah 22:3b

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	define	the	role	of	justice	in	God’s	relationship	with	God’s	cov-

enant	people;
•	 to	translate	the	role	of	justice	in	our	relationship	with	God	today;	

and
•	 to	commit	to	taking	action	for	the	oppressed.

We are 
reminded 

of the 
importance 
of seeking 

justice 
for those 
who are 

oppressed.
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that the future kings and the people 
of the land will ride in chariots and on 
horses. In other words, David’s descen-
dants would continue to rule in the land 
of Judah. Option 2 states that if the peo-
ple do not heed the words of the Lord, 
then, “I swear by myself, says the Lord, 
that this house shall become a desola-
tion” (v. 5b). It seems like a no-brainer, 
doesn’t it? Yet the people of Judah, their 
king, and yes, even believers today, if 
we’re honest, still struggle to serve God 
above all else.

JEREMIAH 22:6-10. The lush forests 
of Lebanon were the source of timber for the royal pal-
ace, but that palace and all of Jerusalem are in jeopardy. 
“For thus says the Lord concerning the house of the 
king of Judah: You are like Gilead to me, like the sum-
mit of Lebanon; but I swear that I will make you a 
desert, an uninhabited city” (v. 6).

What is “Gilead,” and why does the Lord compare 
Judah to it here? Gilead was the richest, most fertile part 
of the country. Because of God’s providence, the land of 
Judah and its inhabitants had experienced plenty. They 
knew what it was to prosper and enjoy the fruits of the 
land. However, God also had the power and ability to 
make them like a desert, or “an uninhabited city.”1

If they chose the latter, the punishment would be 
steep. Verse 7 says that the Lord promised to “prepare 
destroyers against [them].” These would come with 
weapons. Additionally, their enemies would “cut down 
your choicest cedars and cast them into the fire.”

Verse 8 states that those passing by 
would be left wondering why this hap-
pened. Their answer comes directly in 
verse 9. “And they will answer, ‘Be-
cause they abandoned the covenant 
of the Lord their God, and worshiped 
other gods and served them.’”

The completion of this passage of Jer-
emiah finishes with an oracle, or word 
from the Lord. “Do not weep for him 
who is dead, nor bemoan him; weep 
rather for him who goes away, for he 
shall return no more to see his native 
land” (v. 10). Here the people were told 
not to weep for those who died in the 

siege, but rather those who “go away,” 
referring to the exiles who would never 
again return home.2

Jeremiah 22:1-10 can leave one with 
a bitter feeling. If only, we think. If only 
the people had repented. If only they had 
stopped their foolish pursuit of idols and 
turned back to God. How much different 
things might have been?

What might cause even greater bit-
terness in the belly would be to look in 
a mirror. In what ways does God try to 
woo us back from the idols in our own 
lives? These aren’t gods made of silver or 
gold, but those formed of status, success, 

or trying to live the American dream, even at the expense 
of others. In the next section, we will look more closely at 
the way in which this passage of Scripture can be applied 
to our lives today.

Applying the Scripture
When I was in my teens and twenties, I loved to shop. 
My father used to joke that it was my “patriotic duty” 
because of the way I supported the economy though my 
purchase of clothes and accessories. Over time though, it 
changed from a fun occasional pastime, to an outlet for 
my emotions. When I moved away from home and felt 
lonely or homesick, I would head to the mall. Whether 
I felt stressed about work or was celebrating a success, I 
often hightailed it to the closest store to buy “just a little 
something,” for a pick-me-up. My habit wasn’t hurting 
anyone, I told myself, other than my checkbook. 

Watching a documentary, China Blue, helped me 
change my thoughts and actions around 
shopping. The video depicts the lives 
of those in rural China, many of whom 
move to the nearest city to work in one 
of the factories. The cramped living quar-
ters and excessively long hours worked 
in often extremely dangerous conditions 
helped me to see that the “deal” I was get-
ting on the rack wasn’t a true savings at 
all. People were still paying for the “deep 
discount” I was enjoying, with their lives 
in sweatshops.

At the start of this passage in Jer-
emiah, we’re reminded that God places 
value on justice and providing relief to 
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those who are oppressed. Verse 3 states, 
“Thus says the Lord: Act with justice 
and righteousness, and deliver from 
the hand of the oppressor anyone who 
has been robbed. And do no wrong or 
violence to the alien, the orphan, and 
the widow, or shed innocent blood in 
this place.”

How does this verse apply to us to-
day? As Christians, we should be at the 
forefront of social justice issues. Because 
these are now seen as political by many 
(e.g., “those tree-hugging liberals,” or 
“those pro-life right-wingers”), Chris-
tians have lost some of their power in 
these situations. Does the devil laugh to see how infight-
ing, disagreements, and arrogant self-righteousness serve 
his purposes? The truth is that God cares about it all: the 
earth and the people living on it. Because we are made 
in God’s image, we too, should care about others deeply. 

A quick look at Scripture like the verse above reminds 
us that people matter to God. Justice matters to God. Pro-
viding relief to those who are hurting, struggling, or in 
pain—physical, mental or emotional—matters to God. 
Sharing in someone else’s pain, in their struggle and their 
weakness, does something funny to us: it draws us closer. 
Together we experience that deep human connection 
that God craves for us.

Some of us struggle with self-righteousness in our day-
to-day walk. “If ‘those people’ would just get their acts 
together, pull themselves up by their bootstraps, start 
making better decisions, they wouldn’t be suffering,” we 
tell ourselves in smug tones. Yet Romans 3:23 says, “All 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” not just 
those experiencing severe depression, a divorce, abuse, 
addiction, imprisonment—all of us. Every. Single. One.

Others of us struggle to feel that we have anything of 
worth to offer. Whether we’ve dealt with lifelong self-
esteem issues or simply feel too old, tired, sick, broken or 
untalented to help others, we ingest the lie that we can’t 
do anything meaningful to help. Nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth, but the lie feels very real. 

Some of us are in a season where the kindest thing to 
do for ourselves and others is to step back, say “no” to 
just one more volunteer opportunity. Busy-ness isn’t next 
to godliness, no matter what we may feel. And giving to 
others from an empty well isn’t as productive as we hope. 
It can also pull us further away from the Holy Spirit and 

the connection to God that we need and 
crave.

How do we counteract all these ten-
dencies? Pray and then take action. By 
reaching out to our brothers and sisters 
and seeking justice on their behalf, we 
are glorifying the God of righteousness 
and justice. We are partnering together 
with God in the work that God is do-
ing here on earth. What could be more 
important than that? Could it be that 
the devil, knowing this, encourages us 
to fill our days to overflowing so that we 
can’t make those connections? Might 
it be Satan’s great joy that we’re “too 

busy, too tired, too stressed,” to find the time to spend 
in deep communion with our Heavenly Father, filling 
ourselves up spiritually so that we can give to others  
in need?  

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 Jeremiah 22:1-10 and this leader’s guide.
•	 Provide students with slips of paper if using the “Stick 

with It” activity.
•	 Bring a balloon (helium or not), a pin, a piece of 

masking tape, and a magic marker for the “God’s Jus-
tice and Mercy” activity.

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

Introduce the Topic for This Session
•	 Explain the important focus of this passage, Jeremi-

ah 22:1-10: the justice of God, God’s call to obedi-
ence, and God’s desire for us to help those who are 
oppressed and in need.

•	 Post this question on newsprint, whiteboard, or 
chalkboard: “What idols are people in our commu-
nity struggling with today?”
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•	 Ask for a volunteer to capture the answers students 
give on the newsprint, whiteboard, or chalkboard as 
you facilitate the discussion.

•	 In the final minute or two, ask class participants to 
look at the list, choose a single idol that they are cur-
rently struggling with, and pray silently for the Holy 
Spirit’s help in overcoming it.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Yours, Mine, Ours (15-20 min.)
•	 Explain that studies have proven individuals are less 

likely to help someone in crisis (e.g., a fire, robbery, or 
car accident) if there are many other people around.

•	 Show the short video The Bystander Effect, which 
can be found here: www.youtube.com/watch?v 
=OSsPfbup0ac.

•	 Ask what students’ reactions were to the video, and 
record these on the board or newsprint.

•	 Display these three questions on the board or 
newsprint:
 º In what ways is standing up for injustice similar to 

the bystander effect?
 º If we believe that “other people” are taking care of 

a problem in the world, how does that change our 
own perceived responsibility?

 º What does the Bible say about standing up for in-
justice in Jeremiah 22:3?

•	 Break class into pairs. Instruct each partner to pose 
the three questions to each other. Allow three min-
utes per person and take notes as needed.

•	 Come back together as a large group. Ask partner 
groups to share one key thing they learned as they re-
flected on justice and our role in it as Christians.

AND
God’s Justice and Mercy (10-15 min.)
•	 Show the class a filled balloon (helium or not). Ask 

them to imagine that we are the balloon.
•	 Ask students to call out common sins that Christians 

in America today struggle with. Write these words on 
the balloon in magic marker or ask a volunteer to do 
this.

•	 Read this Bible passage: “For the wages of sin is 
death” (Romans 6:23a). Ask students to imagine 
that the pin (hold up the pin), is the penalty for sin, 
and prepare to pop the balloon.

•	 Stop just short of popping the balloon, and tell the stu-
dents, “Wait, let’s read the rest of that verse in Romans.” 

Read Romans 6:23b which says, “but the free gift of 
God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

•	 Put a piece of masking tape on part of the balloon. 
Explain that this tape represents Jesus’ sacrifice for us 
on the cross. Now try to pop the balloon (it shouldn’t 
pop!).

•	 Remind students: God provided us with a perfect 
gift: Jesus our Savior who died so that we might live 
forever with him in glory. God is just, and because of 
this, Jesus had to die to save us.

OR
“Can You Hear Me Now?” (10-15 min.)
•	 Tell participants the group will now play a round of 

old-fashioned telephone. Start the message at one end 
of the group and ask students to pass it along as best 
they can until the last person says the message out 
loud.

•	 Ask, “How hard or easy was it to hear the message 
clearly?”

•	 Now tell the students you’ll be playing the game 
again, but this time with a twist: whoever doesn’t get 
the message exactly right will be made to stand in the 
corner.

•	 Play the game again (or not, depending on your class), 
and then explain that no one will really need to stand 
in the corner.

•	 Ask students if they felt differently when they knew 
that there would be consequences for inaccuracies the 
second time the game was/would have been played. If 
so, what was different?

•	 Record these phrases/thoughts/emotions on the 
whiteboard or chalkboard.

•	 God gives us clear boundaries when it comes to idols 
and obedience to God. Ask, “Why do Christians still 
struggle with these things?” and “What is one thing 
we could do today to change how we view idols and 
obedience to God?”

AND
Exploring Obedience (10-15 min.)
•	 “Obedience” isn’t a popular word. While we all 

want our children to be obedient, it’s not so pleas-
ant when someone in authority (e.g., a boss) requires 
our obedience. Consider: What does God say about 
obedience?

•	 Separate the class into four groups. Assign a passage 
of Scripture (below) to each group. Ask students to 
note any action words on God’s part or our part in the 
passage of Scripture they study.
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 º Exodus 19:1-10
 º Joshua 5:2-9
 º John 14:15-27
 º John 15:5-14

•	 Form back into the large group. Ask for a volunteer 
from each group to paraphrase the passage of Scrip-
ture that was read. Alternately, ask for a volunteer to 
read the passage of Scripture if time allows.

•	 Ask for a second volunteer to record on the white-
board or chalkboard under the proper headings:   
God’s promise and Our job.

•	 Reflect on the responses. Did any of God’s promises or 
our job requirements surprise students? If so, which?

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

Prayer Passing
•	 Form a circle (seated or standing) holding hands. 

Tell the class that the group will be closing in joint 
prayer.

•	 Tell them that you will start the prayer and then the 
next person will add a single word or sentence to the 
prayer and so on.

•	 Start the prayer by recognizing God’s desire for our 
obedience. Add in something like, “Please help us to 
be more obedient as we. . . .” Then pass the prayer to 
your left by squeezing that person’s hand.

•	 Close the prayer after everyone has had a chance to 
add to the prayer.

OR
Stick with It
•	 Hand out slips of paper. Ask each person in the group 

to write down one thing they will do this week to 
seek justice for someone else (examples: call the soup 
kitchen/local prison and ask what their needs are; do-
nate money to an organization working to feed the 
hungry; pray for modern-day slaves).

•	 Remind each participant to list their name on the slip 
of paper.

•	 Gather the slips of paper. Redistribute them, making 
sure that no one receives their own paper back.

•	 Encourage students to check in with the person 
whose paper they received next Sunday and ask how 
the challenge went. Also, suggest that they pray for 
the person this week.

•	 Close the session with prayer.

NOTES
1.  “Jeremiah 22:6-9,” Benson Commentary, Biblehub.com, 

accessed October 8, 2019, www.biblehub.com/commentaries 
/jeremiah/22-6.htm.

2. ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015), 1413.
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Introducing the Scripture
Daniel 2 features a curious transition. The language of 
the text changes from Hebrew to Aramaic in verse 4: 
“The Chaldeans said to the king (in Aramaic), ‘O 
king, live forever!’” From this point through the end of 
chapter seven, the book of Daniel is written in Aramaic.

This peculiar language change takes place at the be-
ginning of a story about Nebuchadnezzar’s response to 
frustration. The king had a dream that bothered him 
because he didn’t understand its meaning. His palace 
sorcerers, seers, and magicians were of no help. The king 
only made their job more difficult by re-
fusing to give them any details about his 
dream. If they had genuine powers, he 
reasoned, they should be able to divine 
the dream without details. When they 
could not, he ordered that they be “torn 
limb from limb” and have their homes 
destroyed (v. 5).

Since Daniel and his three friends 
were by this point regarded as some of 
the many royal counselors, they were 
included under the order of execution. 
When Daniel heard of the king’s angry 

fiat, he asked for time to consult with God. 
While his three friends prayed for God’s in-
tervention, Daniel consulted with God and 
received the description and interpretation 
of the dream. The next day, Daniel went to 
Nebuchadnezzar to recount the obscure 
symbolism that had so vexed the king and 
then explained that the dream meant that he 
would maintain power during his lifetime, 
but that a series of kingdoms would rise up 
after him, each inferior to the last, until fi-
nally a “partly strong and partly brittle” 
(v. 42) kingdom would be destroyed by the 
hand of God, who would “set up a king-
dom that shall never be destroyed” (v. 44).

 After Nebuchadnezzar heard Daniel’s 
detailed interpretation, he tried to worship 
Daniel. Then the King affirmed Daniel’s 

God and made Daniel “ruler over the whole province 
of Babylon and chief prefect over all the wise men 
of Babylon” (v. 48). Daniel asked the king to give his 
three friends appointments as well, and Nebuchadnezzar 
obliged Daniel’s request. The three friends were sent out 
into the province to serve while Daniel remained in the 
palace.

Chapter 3 tells us that Nebuchadnezzar built a nine-
ty-foot-tall golden statue and stationed it in an outlying 
area of the province of Babylon, where Daniel’s three 

friends were serving. The king decreed 
that whenever certain music was played, 
everyone in the province had to bow to 
the statue. To add muscle to his decree, 
the king ordered that anyone who re-
fused to bow to the statue would be in-
cinerated in the fiery furnace.

Because of their commitment to keep 
the Ten Commandments, Shadrach, Me-
shach, and Abednego refused to bow be-
fore any god but their God. They knew 
the first commandment: “You shall not 
make for yourself an idol, whether in 

SCRIPTURE: Daniel 3:19-28

KEY VERSE:  “Blessed be the God of Shadrach, Meshach, 
and Abednego, who has sent his angel and delivered his 
servants who trusted in him. They disobeyed the king’s 
command and yielded up their bodies rather than serve 
and worship any god except their own God.”  —Daniel 3:28

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	identify	ways	that	people	of	faith	have	been	persecuted	through-

out	history;
•	 to	 recognize	and	develop	a	 response	 to	 claims	made	by	 culture	

and	government	to	authority	that	is	reserved	for	God;
•	 to	understand	how	both	the	suffering	and	the	liberation	of	believ-

ers	can	give	witness	to	God’s	power;	and
•	 to	recall	times	when	we	have	needed	the	message	of	this	story.
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the form of anything that is in heaven 
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” (Exodus 20:3-5). Their 
defiance infuriated Nebuchadnezzar, 
but, possibly out of deference to Daniel, 
he gave them a second chance to obey 
him before casting them into the furnace.

Examining the Scripture
DANIEL 3:19-20. When Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego heard the 
king’s second invitation to compliance, 
they responded, “If our God whom 
we serve is able to deliver us from the 
furnace of blazing fire and out of your 
hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if 
not, be it known to you, O king, that 
we will not serve your gods and we will 
not worship the golden statue that you have set up” 
(Daniel 3:17-18). This response made the king livid!

The furnace in the story would have been a beehive 
furnace, with a narrow circular opening on top that wid-
ened to a bulbous base. A “clean-out hatch” was usually 
located in the bottom region of the furnace. Fuel was put 
into the furnace through the top opening and lit through 
the hatch. This fire had been stoked to a temperature sev-
en times higher than normal.

There seems to be no clear pattern for when the He-
brew names of Daniel’s friends (Hannaniah, Mishael, and 
Azariah) are used in the text and when their Babylonian 
names (Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego) are used. 
In general, when they are speaking with 
Daniel, their Hebrew names are used, but 
when dealing with Nebuchadnezzar, the 
Babylonian substitutes are used.

In contrast, when Daniel’s Baby-
lonian name (Belteshazzar) is used in 
the text, the narrator offers his Hebrew 
name as well. No clear explanation has 
been supplied for why the church nor-
mally remembers the three friends by 
their Babylonian names and Daniel by 
his Hebrew name.

DANIEL 3:21-23. Throughout the 
stories in the book of Daniel, the writer 

emphasizes the superiority of Daniel, 
his three friends, and their God over the 
people and the gods of Babylon. In this 
case, the strong guardsmen of the king’s 
palace died as they brought the He-
brew men to the fire—while Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego entered it un-
harmed. The three men’s attire, being 
highly flammable, should have caught 
fire as soon as they reached the flames, 
but it did not. The king’s fire, which 
killed the king’s own men, had no power 
over these men of God.

DANIEL 3:24-26. Verses 24 and 25 
state that Nebuchadnezzar looked down 
into the fire and was astonished to see 
the men, unbound and seemingly un-
fazed by the fire, strolling through the 
flames. To the king’s further surprise, 

there was a fourth man with them in the furnace. The 
extra man, said Nebuchadnezzar, had the appearance of 
a god or “a son of the gods” (see the footnote to verse 25 
in the NRSV). 

Christian preachers have often identified the fourth 
man as Jesus. Certainly, we cannot rule out that possibil-
ity, as the word used in verse 25 to describe him means 
one who has the likeness or power of a god. Later, the 
king said an angel protected the three men from what 
appeared to be certain destruction (v. 28), and this as-
sessment may be more likely, as angels are God’s usual 
emissaries, conduits for God’s message and power, and 
are sometimes described as having a heavenly appearance.

When Nebuchadnezzar commanded 
the men to come out of the fire, the three 
obeyed him for the first time in the story.

DANIEL 3:27. The satraps, prefects, 
governors, and counselors were the wis-
est and most trusted men in Babylon. 
Their examination and subsequent veri-
fication of the three men’s physical con-
dition carried authority in Babylonian 
culture. The narrator went to great ex-
tent to stress that the fire did absolutely 
no damage to the three men. Neither 
their bodies nor their clothing held even 
a hint of smoke. The most reliably lethal 
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form of execution available in Babylon 
could not harm the men of God.

DANIEL 3:28-29. At first glance, 
verse 28 appears to say that Nebuchad-
nezzar had a conversion to faith in the 
God of the Hebrews. However, he had 
said to Daniel earlier, “Truly, your God 
is God of gods and Lord of kings and a 
revealer of mysteries, for you have been 
able to reveal this mystery!” (2:47). This 
demonstrates that the king was prone to 
make grand, sweeping statements that 
had no long-term impact on his life. In 
addition, his decree that “any people, 
nation, or language that utters blas-
phemy against the God of Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego shall be torn 
limb from limb, and their houses laid 
in ruins; for there is no other god who 
is able to deliver in this way” (3:29) echoes his threat 
to his counselors in chapter 2 (v. 5) and reveals that the 
king’s heart had not been changed by a loving God.

Being a believer in many different gods, Nebuchadne-
zzar had no difficulty extolling one more. This does not 
mean, however that he became a follower of the Lord 
God of Israel.

Applying the Scripture
Although the stories in the early part of Daniel are about 
events that took place between 605 and 537 BC, the 
stories were not recorded until much later. Many schol-
ars believe the book of Daniel was written during the 
calamitous reign of the mad Greek King Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes (215–167 BC). This cruel despot outlawed 
all practices of the Jewish faith and forced the Hebrew 
people to worship the god Zeus, going as far as to sacri-
fice a pig to Zeus on the altar in the temple at Jerusalem.

The story of Shadrach, Meshach, and 
Abednego held a powerful message for 
the Jewish people suffering under the 
reign of Antiochus IV, and it continues 
to instruct and inspire people dealing 
with religious persecution around the 
world today.

The three Hebrew men were clear 
that God’s authority overrode any earth-
ly authority. Therefore, when the king 

demanded allegiance that was reserved 
only for God, they were forced to defy 
the order.

Believers are still called to defy any 
human institution that seeks to usurp 
the lordship of Christ in their lives. 
Around the world, some rulers prohibit 
the worship of God in Christ or force 
citizens to follow state-sponsored reli-
gions. In such places, believers need the 
boldness of these three Hebrew men to 
stand up to their misguided authori-
ties. Those of us who live with religious 
freedom are called to find ways to sup-
port our brothers and sisters living under 
persecution with prayer and tangible ac-
tions of support.

Citizens of the United States have 
few official restrictions on their faith. Yet 
believers often find themselves in con-

flict between the practices of their church or faith and 
the demands of culture. Many Christians are employed 
at businesses that require them to work on Sunday. Rec-
reational leagues schedule games for Christian children 
at the same time that the church is offering Bible study 
and worship. Community regulations sometimes restrict 
believers’ ability to share their faith in public spaces. All 
of these practices require believers to decide if and when 
they must defy such demands.

Taken further, some Christians believe that to prac-
tice Christ’s teachings, they cannot serve in the military, 
support capital punishment, or pay taxes that may be 
used to provide services they believe are contrary to their 
faith. Such issues are subject to widely differing opin-
ions within the Christian church because they require 
careful discernment. As Paul wrote in his letter to the 
Corinthians, “‘All things are lawful for me,’ but not all 
things are beneficial” (1 Corinthians 6:12). Paul was 

apparently replying to a tendency to take 
the concept of Christian liberty too far. 
Here, he acknowledges that we are not 
bound by all of the laws laid forth un-
der the Old Covenant, but that we must 
consider what things are good and godly 
and govern our actions accordingly.

At some point, most believers are 
required to take a faith stand against 
culture or government. However, the 
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account in Daniel 3 should not be used 
to teach that God always protects those 
who stand up to the idolatrous claims 
of culture or government. Although the 
three men in this story were miracu-
lously protected from a brutal demise, 
many Christians are not preserved from 
torture and even death when they prac-
tice their faith. We must remember that 
the three Hebrews were willing to stand 
in faith regardless of the consequences 
to them. Christians can be assured that, 
whether God rescues the persecuted or 
stands with them in their suffering, the 
Lord is able to use their strong testimony 
as a witness to an unbelieving world.

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 Daniel 3, focusing on verses 19-28. Also read 

this leader’s guide.
•	 Make sure that each participant has a copy of Journeys.
•	 If you have Internet access, visit the websites www 

.sharefaith.com/blog/2016/01/20-christian-woman-
died-martyrs and www.persecution.com to find ex-
amples of Christian martyrs and believers living under 
persecution. Make notes of the kinds of persecution 
they have suffered to use in “Beginning the Session.” 

•	 If you choose the activity “Bigger Problems,” print 
four different pages from the websites named in the 
previous bullet point, each page featuring the account 
of a different individual or group, as examples to use 
in the exercise.

•	 For the activity “Is This a Problem?” prepare a brief 
lecture drawn from material in “Introducing the 
Scripture” to summarize the events leading up to the 
story in this session’s Scripture passage. 

•	 Also for the activity “Is This a Problem?” print the 
following case studies on separate pieces of paper: 
 º Your child loves to play for a community little 

league team. Last year, all the games were on ei-
ther Saturday or Sunday afternoons. This year, 

they have scheduled most of the 
games at 10:30 on Sunday mornings. 
You want your child to play ball but 
also to attend Sunday school and wor-
ship at your church. Is this a problem? 

 º You’re a deacon in your church and 
cherish the privilege of serving Com-
munion on the first Sunday of every 
month as a sacred duty. For years, 
your boss allowed you to reserve ev-
ery first Sunday as a day off. However, 
she recently retired and the new boss 
has stated, “No special allowances 
will be made for Sunday shifts.” Is this 
a problem? 

 º You’ve had a lighted nativity scene in 
your front yard for years. This year, 

your neighborhood association wants to promote a 
unified code of decorations for the holidays. To avoid 
“stepping on the toes of some,” they have passed a 
new ordinance banning everything but white lights 
on the exterior of homes. Is this a problem?

 º Your church gave your daughter a gold cross on a 
necklace to commemorate her baptism. The word 
“Christ” is written across the cross. The first day 
she wears it to school, the vice principal tells her 
that students are not allowed to wear “overtly reli-
gious symbols” during the school day and she must 
place the necklace in her locker. Is this a problem?

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(10-15 MINUTES)

•	 Give each participant paper and a pen or pencil.
•	 Ask participants to gather in groups and read “Off 

with Their Heads” in Journeys.
•	 Ask them to share copies of Journeys if some partici-

pants do not have a copy.
•	 Distribute one Bible to each group and ask them to 

read Hebrews 13 to find examples of ways people of 
faith have been persecuted throughout history.

•	 Allow the groups about five minutes to work, and 
then invite them to share their findings. 

•	 List their responses on the board or newsprint.
•	 If you were able to visit the websites listed in “Getting 

Ready for the Session” and prepare some examples of 
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persecution, give a brief presentation of them. Ask a 
volunteer to add additional types of persecution from 
your presentation to the list you made on the board 
or newsprint.

•	 Pray that God will give wisdom and boldness to be-
lievers living under persecution as well as provide 
audaciousness for those who face various forms of 
persecution in the United States.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Is This a Problem? (15-20 min.)
•	 Give a brief lecture that provides a summary of the 

events leading up to Daniel 3:19.
•	 Ask participants to read “Nebuchadnezzar’s De-

mand” in Journeys.      
•	 Invite participants to explain why the three Hebrew 

men would not obey Nebuchadnezzar’s command.
•	 Point out that, in many places around the world to-

day, rulers assume the authority that belongs solely to 
God and command citizens to do things in violation 
of their faith or that prohibit them from exercising 
the sacred practices of their religion. Even in our na-
tion, conflict arises between the authority of civic and 
governmental agencies and people of faith’s obedi-
ence to God.

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

•	 Ask the members of each group to read their case 
study and discuss whether or not the study presents a 
real conflict between culture and faith.

•	 Allow about five minutes for discussion, and then in-
vite each group to share its findings.

•	 Then ask the groups to look again at their case studies 
and come up with a faithful response to the situation.

•	 Allow about five minutes for discussion, and then in-
vite the groups to share the responses they formulated. 

AND
Bigger Problems (10-15 min.)
•	 Ask participants to remain in their small groups.
•	 Ask for one or two volunteers to read aloud Daniel 

3:19-23.     
•	 Ask participants to read “Real Danger” in Journeys.      
•	 Give each one of the printouts that you prepared.

•	 Ask each group to read its printout and describe the 
specific conflict experienced by the individual or 
group in the article.

OR
The Punishment (10-15 min.)
•	 Ask for one or two volunteers to read aloud Daniel 

3:19-23.     
•	 Lead a discussion using these questions or ones of 

your own:
 º What elements of the punishment description are 

embellished or emphasized by the biblical writer 
to illustrate the gravity of the situation? (The king’s 
anger, for example.)

 º What stands out about the faith of the three 
heroes?

 º What gives believers the courage to defy the threats 
of brutal dictators?

 º What gives believers the confidence to be obedi-
ent, regardless of whether or how God intervenes?

•	 Supplement the discussion with information from 
“Examining the Scripture.”

AND
All to God’s Glory (10 min.)
•	 Ask for a volunteer to read aloud Daniel 3:26-27.      
•	 Lead participants through “The Fire Has No Power” 

in Journeys, emphasizing that God does not prom-
ise to protect us from all suffering as God did for 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.

•	 Discuss the “Questions for Reflection” at the end of 
that section.

•	 Point out that, although God does not rescue every 
person of faith from persecution or even death, God 
is able to use either the suffering or the liberation of 
the faithful to give witness to God’s power.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Read Daniel 3:28 aloud and summarize “Change of 
Heart?” in Journeys.

•	 Ask participants to reflect on this question: “At what 
times you do most need the message of this story?”

•	 Close with a prayer for participants as they try to live 
out their faith with boldness.
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Introducing the Scripture
Amos is chronologically one of the earliest books of the 
twelve minor prophets in the Hebrew canon.1 Amos was 
a prophet in the northern kingdom of Israel during the 
second half of the eighth century, and his writings con-
sist of a collection of oracles preserved in Israel as a sepa-
rate book.

Prior to pursuing his call from God to prophesy to the 
northern kingdom, Amos was a shepherd and “dresser” 
of sycamore trees in the southern kingdom of Judah. 
Such trees in that Middle Eastern region produced small, 
fig-like fruit that needed a certain cultivating via pinch-
ing and puncturing in order for them to sweeten and 
ripen. Amos engaged in such activity oc-
cupationally, along with either herding 
or owning herds.2

Amos began his prophetic activity 
sometime between 760 and 745 BC dur-
ing the reign of Uzziah (786–744 BC), 
king of Judah, and the reign of Jeroboam 
II (788–747 BC), king of Israel. (Nearly 
150 years separated Jeroboam from his 
successor Jeroboam II.) Amos was not 
a member of the prophetic guild, the 
school of religious broadcasters who 
cozied up to ruling elites, telling them 
only what they wanted to hear by justify-
ing their self-centeredness with pietistic 

platitudes and rosy pictures of their future.3 
Amos perceived himself as uniquely called 
by God to speak words of challenge and 
caution to ruling elites and words of hope 
to the poor and oppressed (Amos 7:14).

The time period when Amos preached 
was prosperous for the privileged and pow-
erful. Israel had extended its geographi-
cal borders and was controlling the trade 
routes of the ancient world that passed 
through its territory. A wealthy merchant 
class had developed, and nobles built for 
themselves luxurious homes. The “haves” 
were getting richer and the “have nots” 

were getting poorer.
Amos looked at the religious and social landscape and 

did not like what he saw. Religion seemed to have little 
positive impact on the common good. Religious people 
were making pilgrimages to the major national shrines 
and sanctuaries at Bethel, Gilgal and Beer-sheba (5:5) but 
failed to truly seek God (vv. 4, 6, 14) in their pilgrimages. 
Amos preached that true religion would have an impact 
in the public square, the place he refers to as “in the gate” 
(vv. 10, 12, 15). In the gate, the poor and downtrodden 
are found, victimized by those on the lookout to exploit 
them with opportunities to do evil. But additionally, “the 

one who reproves in the gate” (v. 10) 
is also present. The “reprover” is an ad-
vocate for the one who takes up the case 
of the oppressed against the oppressor. 
Amos noted that advocates and activists 
are often hated (v. 10).

Verse 13 is a curious statement: 
“Therefore the prudent will keep silent 
in such a time; for it is an evil time.” 
Biblical scholars are not sure how best 
to interpret this text. It could mean that 
those who think they are wise will say 
that the smart thing to do is to say noth-
ing. It is important to note that Amos 
did the opposite: he spoke up for the 
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Called to Accountability
SCRIPTURE: Amos 5:18-24

KEY VERSE:  Let justice roll down like waters, and righteous-
ness like an ever-flowing stream.  —Amos 5:24

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	examine	the	relationship	between	the	justice	and	righteousness	

of	God	with	God’s	call	to	champion	the	poor	and	the	oppressed;
•	 to	identify	ways	in	which	our	silence	contributes	to	social	injustice;	

and
•	 to	explore	ways	 to	address	 the	needs	of	 the	disadvantaged	and	
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poor and oppressed because he saw the 
relationship between his religion and the 
common good.

No one knows for sure how long 
Amos’s ministry lasted. It may have been 
for a few years or even just a few months 
or less. Yet he created quite a stir. His 
pronouncements concerning the na-
tion’s collision course toward calamity 
and doom came to the attention of the 
priest of the royal sanctuary, Amaziah, 
who would accuse Amos of sedition and 
conspiracy before the king of Israel (7:10-11).

Examining the Scripture
AMOS 5:18-20. “Alas!” cried Amos. The prophet 
warned that sadness and disappointment were crouch-
ing at the nation’s door. Rendered “Alas” in the New 
Revised Standard Version and “Woe” in the King James 
Version, this Hebrew term hwy is used exclusively by the 
prophets in the Bible, except for one citation in 1 Kings 
13:30. Alas is used a total of forty-eight times, including 
in all the Major Prophets and at least half of the Minor 
Prophets. It expresses God’s indignation and is a warning 
for people who act contrary to God’s command to turn 
around.

Amos levies this denouncement against those who 
“desire the day of the Lord” (v. 18). As used here, desire 
is incredibly intense. It is more than a preference or a lik-
ing. It is an extreme desire like the one acted out through 
the people who wandered in the wilderness when they 
wanted meat to eat (Numbers 11:10-34). They lusted 
for meat and then became ill for consuming too much of 
it. Amos cautioned his hearers to be careful about what 
they desired because they just might get it. And it would 
not ultimately be what they wanted.

The people craved “the day of the Lord,” which was 
an expression of the expectation that God would one day 
act decisively to bring disaster and judg-
ment on the enemies of the Lord but 
salvation and deliverance to the faith-
ful. Amos cited their desire for the day 
of the Lord three times in this section. 
Also, three times he stated that the day 
of the Lord would not be light, but dark-
ness. Amos was saying that the people of 
Israel mistakenly believed that God was 
on their side and that their chosen status 

exempted them from accountability and 
judgment.

We do not know specifically what the 
people expected of or from the day of the 
Lord, but the analogy of the lion, bear, 
and snake provides us with some clues. 
It appears that the people expected that 
God’s decisive action would provide 
them refuge and safety as well as success 
and victory from threatening dangers. 
But Amos contradicted them in these 
terms. The day of the Lord would only 

bring greater danger and final disaster.
We know that in many places Amos criticized his ad-

versaries’ hope that God would be “with them” (Amos 
5:4) and their belief that “evil shall not overtake or 
meet us” (9:10). It appears that their hope for the day of 
the Lord was rooted in old traditions and arose from the 
ongoing belief that God would appear as a warrior God, 
fighting on Israel’s behalf, overcoming their enemies and 
ushering in security (6:1) and prosperity (6:4).

For Israel, Amos was arguing, there was no presumed 
success or automatic victory. Israel may outrun the lion 
only to be met by a bear on the path. They may assume 
the safety of their home environment only to be expec-
tantly bitten by a snake as they rest their hands against 
a wall.

AMOS 5:21-23. These verses are a direct speech from 
God. God is angry, and God pleads for the people to 
repent. God’s point is made by means of six first-person 
singular verbs: “I hate,” “I despise,” “I take no delight,” 
“I will not accept,” “I will not look upon,” and “I will 
not listen.” The tone here is of a God who is on the verge 
of threatening divorce. The Hebrew word for hate (or de-
test) is a verb that generally has a direct object, usually a 
person. In legal texts and in standard use, it indicates the 
formal renunciation or severance of a relationship, as in 

divorce.
Here God had no interest at all in 

festivals, solemn assemblies, burnt and 
grain peace offerings. God had no inter-
est in the songs of the people or in the 
melodies of their musical instruments. 
God was clearly fed up with the people 
of Israel.

The intensity of God’s expressed loath-
ing in this passage must be understood 
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within the context of God’s covenantal 
relationship with Israel and God’s ex-
pectations of them. God is the God who 
heard the cries of the Hebrews as they 
languished in slavery in Egypt and then 
rescued them with a mighty hand. God 
nurtured and loved them within a cov-
enantal relationship, teaching them to 
reciprocate God’s love and to care for 
one another. God was frustrated here 
that these same people no longer saw the 
relationship between their worship of 
God and their call to create a communi-
ty where all would be treated as beloved 
of God. Worship without a commitment 
to creating the beloved community is abhorrent to God.

AMOS 5:24. This is the culminating verse for this ses-
sion. Amos’ reference to rolling waters and ever-flowing 
streams is to remind us that righteousness and justice are 
to be constant, not intermittent. (As leader you will want 
to help learners connect this verse back to other founda-
tional verses–vv. 7, 10-12, 15—which are not printed in 
the student book.)

Applying the Scripture
A well-known church sign reads, “Enter to Worship; 
Depart to Serve.” My home church had a sign like this 
hanging in the narthex that members and visitors would 
read as they entered and exited the sanctuary. Recently I 
heard about a sign in a church that read, “Enter to Serve, 
Depart to Worship.” With this sign, the congregation 
was evidently making the point that every place and ev-
erything in our lives should be an act of worship and that 
our service, as members of Christ’s body is to function 
as priests to one another as the church gathers (Romans 
12:1-8).

Implicit, yet missing from both of these signs are the 
words God and people. As Christians we must always re-
member that our faith is inseparably about worshiping 
God and serving people.

Our lesson today may make us wonder just what kind 
of sign Amos would have constructed there at the city 
gate—where commerce was being conducted, where the 
poor were begging for charity, where advocates were de-
manding equity, where debts were being settled, where 
justice (or the lack of it) was being meted out, and where 
religious leaders blessed or cursed comers and goers. If 

“the day of the Lord” is the place of 
decisive encounter with God, then that 
means that God shows up in every area 
and arena of life to demand accountabil-
ity. God may be far less interested in our 
Easter cantatas or what we gave up for 
Lent, our traditional or contemporary 
worship services, our theologies about 
tithing or gift giving, than God is about 
how we do justice in the public square.

Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. faced 
a plethora of criticism from his clergy 
colleagues during the civil rights move-
ment of the 1950s and ’60s. Clergymen 
especially disapproved of tensions cre-

ated by public actions such as the sit-ins and marches 
that King led.

When King was jailed for such actions in Birming-
ham, Alabama, in 1963, a number of ministers made “a 
call for unity,” arguing that the battle against racial seg-
regation should be fought solely in the courts, not the 
streets. While in jail, King responded with his now fa-
mous Letter from Birmingham Jail. As a minister, King 
rejoined these criticisms on religious grounds. Refer-
ring to his belief that all communities were interrelated, 
King wrote, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice ev-
erywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of 
mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever 
affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”4 King further 
wrote later, “We know through painful experience that 
freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it 
must be demanded by the oppressed.”5

This session’s theme is “Called to Accountability.” As 
you explore the lesson, give particular thought to who 
calls us and to what we are called. To whom is Amos’s 
message directed—the individual, the religious establish-
ment, the community, or the government? Or maybe the 
message is to all of the above. As citizens we participate 
in community locally, regionally, nationally, and now 
internationally. Today’s technology has brought us all so 
much closer to one another. We are now a global society, 
and our neighborhoods can look very different from the 
homogenous neighborhoods in which we grew up.

As Christians, when we seek justice and love mercy 
as it relates to others, how do we ensure that we extend 
God’s love freely and equitably to all? How can we ensure 
that we care about the “least of these” even when they 
are very different from us and don’t represent the same 
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culture or values we may have? God challenges us to love 
unconditionally as God loves us, and to do unto others 
as we would truly want them to do unto us—even if they 
don’t know us or care about the things we are about.

How do you feel Amos’s message speaks to our cul-
ture in today’s setting? What current issues in the public 
square need the administration of justice? Who are the 
powerless in our society who need our voices to cry out 
on their behalf ? What are the systems in place that re-
ward the rich and continue to disadvantage the poor?

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 Amos 5, paying particular attention to verses 

18-24.
•	 Make sure to review all the words in this chapter that 

may not be clear to you or your class participants. 
Plan to have several translations of the text available, 
including a contemporary language version, such as 
The Message, the New Living Translation, or the Com-
mon English Bible. Reading multiple versions often 
helps to clarify the biblical writer’s meaning.

•	 Pay attention to questions and observations that 
come to mind as you review Amos 5. Write them 
down. Things that are of particular interest to you will 
be easier to teach with passion.

•	 For the first option to begin the session, watch a video 
of Martin Luther King Jr.’s Letter from a Birmingham 
Jail available as a twenty-minute YouTube video at 
https://youtu.be/b4PyAadIH8U.

•	 Alternatively, print one or two copies of the letter 
(readily available on the internet) and ask one or two 
participants to prepare to read excerpts for the group. 

•	 For the second option to begin the session, research 
poverty levels in your community, city, county, or 
state. Share the YouTube video Wealth Inequality in 
America, which illustrates the widening economic 
gap between the rich and the poor in this coun-
try. The video can be found at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=dttG9aIa9RQ.

•	 As an alternative, print a few pictures from inter-
net sites that illustrate the widening economic gap 

between the rich and the poor in this country. A help-
ful website that presents information on economic 
and political injustice is provided by ABCUSA part-
ner Church World Service at www.cwsglobal.org.

•	 Invite a leader of your local food pantry and a social 
worker who provides assistance to the poor in your 
community to discuss the challenges of addressing 
poverty and inequity in your area.

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Begin with a prayer that participants will be open to 
discovery and growth.

•	 Present the five-minute video of King’s Letter from a 
Birmingham Jail. 

•	 Distribute index cards and pens or pencils and invite 
participants each to write a single-sentence response 
to the letter.

•	 Invite participants to share their responses, noting 
that participants are also free not to share verbally.

OR
Economic Inequity
•	 Begin with a prayer that participants will be open to 

discovery and growth.
•	 Present pictorial images of economic inequity.
•	 Distribute index cards and pens or pencils and invite 

participants each to write a single-sentence response 
to the images.

•	 Invite participants to share their responses, noting 
that participants are also free not to share verbally.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Consider the Scripture (15-20 min.)
•	 Ask for three volunteers to read Amos 5:18-24 as 

printed in Journeys:
 º Verses 18-20 
 º Verses 21-23 
 º Verse 24 

•	 Divide participants into small groups of three or four 
persons. Ask each group to discuss one or two of the 
following questions:
 º How do you define the word accountable?
 º What does Amos say about accountability?
 º What injustices did Amos see in Israel?
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 º What injustices do you see in your community, 
state, nation, or world?

 º How does your being accountable make you feel?
 º When have you found it impossible to keep silent 

about some injustice or situation of inequity?
 º What difference does it make to you that God 

grieves and can feel heartbroken?
 º How might going through the rituals of religion 

be hazardous to one’s faith and relationship with 
God?

 º What are some ways in which the silence of the 
church has contributed to social injustice?

 º What are some ways that we might address the 
needs of the disadvantaged and oppressed?

•	 After ten minutes of discussion, ask a representa-
tive from each group to briefly report that group’s 
responses.

OR
•	 Invite the leader of your local food pantry and a social 

worker who provides assistance to the poor in your 
community to discuss the challenges of addressing 
poverty and inequity in your area.

•	 Decide on the topics of discussion prior to the ses-
sion and remain open to participants’ preferences.

AND
Sorting Out the Polarities (10-15 min.)
•	 Write the following question on the board or news-

print: “Can a church be Christian if it does not strive 
for social and economic justice?”

•	 Divide participants into two groups and assign one 
group to argue “yes” and the other group to argue 
“no” in response to the question. The overall goal of 
this forced polarity is to better understand the ten-
sion between personal piety and social engagement 
that many people experience in our culture.

AND/OR
Pockets of Pain (10 min.)
•	 Make a list of the “Pockets of Pain in Our Commu-

nity.” These are people groups and places that may be 
disadvantaged or marginalized economically, socially, 
or politically in your neighborhood.

•	 Discuss how your church or class could be the caring 
hands, compassionate heart, or prophetic voice to and 
for this community in the year ahead.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10 MINUTES)

Orthodoxy and Orthopraxis
•	 Point out that this session’s biblical text teaches us 

that it is not enough simply to go through the mo-
tions of worship. Real love for God demands putting 
our faith into action by treating all people, particu-
larly the poor and the most vulnerable members of 
society, with justice and compassion.

•	 Introduce the terms orthodoxy (right belief ) and or-
thopraxis (right actions).

•	 Explain that right belief has to be combined with 
right actions. We cannot love God without loving one 
another and treating one another justly.

•	 Invite participants to name examples of orthodoxy 
and orthopraxis. Make columns on the board or news-
print and write responses in the appropriate column.

•	 Sing a hymn that speaks of justice. For example, “Let 
Justice Flow Like Streams” by Jane Parker Huber 
(1984).

AND/OR
Closing Questions
•	 Invite participants to ask any questions they might 

have about what has been discussed in this session. 
Discuss the questions raised.

•	 Close in prayer, thanking God for being a champion 
for the poor and oppressed and asking God’s guid-
ance for helping us not to remain silent in the face of 
victimization.

NOTES
1. Books of the biblical Hebrew prophets are broken down into 

the categories of major and minor prophets based on the lengths of 
their books—not the significance or importance of their prophe-
cies.

2.  Claude Mariottini, “Amos’ Occupation,” June 17, 2014, 
https://claudemariottini.com/2014/06/17/amos-occupation/.

3. Ibid.
4.  Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” 

https://youtu.be/b4PyAadIH8U.
5. Martin L. King Jr., Why We Can’t Wait (New York: Signet, 

1964), 68.
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Introducing the Scripture
Matthew 25:31-46 is the last of Jesus’ teachings record-
ed in Matthew’s Gospel before the accounts of Passion 
Week and Easter. Thus we are in essence revisiting the 
important last messages he gives prior to his death, burial 
and resurrection.

A foreshadowing of this scene is found in Matthew 
13:24-30, the parable of the wheat and the weeds. It 
deals with the problem of weeds growing among a wheat 
crop. The plants are virtually indistinguishable while 
small, and trying to eradicate the weeds could damage 
the wheat. But at harvest time, the farmer can tell the 
two apart and separate them, keeping the wheat and dis-
posing of the weeds.

This passage of Scripture, among others, contributes 
to the diverse biblical imagery of the af-
terlife. For centuries, Jewish religious 
teachings made little or no mention of an 
afterlife. Rather, there was a persistent vi-
sion of a time when God’s reign would ex-
tend to all the earth, “the world to come.” 
But in the years leading up to the time of 
Christ, a wide variety of views emerged 
regarding the supernatural realm. Par-
tially speculative and partially based on 
stories in the Scripture, descriptions grew 
of angels and demons, eternal reward and 
punishment, and the end of time.

This session’s Scripture has been the in-
spiration for great paintings (especially in 
the medieval period), sculptures (includ-
ing the doors of cathedrals), and literature 
(such as Dante’s Divine Comedy). It is easy 
to be caught up in the spectacle of it all—
we recognize with joy and with horror the 
possibilities of heaven and hell. However, 
that is not the main message here. In fact, 
Matthew provides no description of either 
place, nor an argument for their existence. 

Rather, Jesus turns to us with a pointed 
question: Which path will you choose? 
While the setting of this passage is the fi-

nal end of history, the parable reveals a truth about the 
world now: that we have opportunities to make a differ-
ence in the lives of other people, and that our actions (or 
inaction) have eternal consequences.

Matthew’s Gospel was written fifty to sixty years af-
ter Jesus’ earthly ministry, and about one or two decades 
after the horrific destruction of Jerusalem and the holy 
temple in 70 AD. Matthew portrays Jesus as the “Son of 
Man,” an eschatological deliverer of God’s righteousness. 

Matthew 24–25 is written in the genre sometimes 
called “apocalyptic.” Throughout human history, across 
cultures and religions and geographic regions, whenev-
er people have been utterly powerless, they have found 
strength in the hope for a better future. Apocalyptic lit-

erature was one expression of that hope 
within ancient Judaism. 

In the Bible, apocalyptic literature gen-
erally describes the future in strange ways, 
using visions of cataclysm and triumph 
such as those found in Daniel, Ezekiel, 1 
and 2 Peter, and Revelation. Apocalyptic 
writing uses images that are intention-
ally provocative and sometimes coded. In 
biblical times, apocalyptic literature was 
never intended to be understood literally, 
nor was every element in it meant to cor-
respond to something else in reality.

SCRIPTURE: Matthew 25:31-46

KEY VERSE:  “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the 
least of these who are members of my family, you did it to 
me.”  —Matthew 25:40

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	explore	the	many	layers	of	Matthew	25:31-46;
•	 to	learn	of	American	Baptists’	leadership	within	the	social	gospel	

movement;	and
•	 to	create	an	action	plan	for	your	church	to	address	social	needs	in	

your	immediate	community.

Jesus turns
to us with
a pointed
question:

Which path
will you
choose?
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The scriptural writings in this genre 
are not so much a chronology of the end 
times—what will happen, when, and in 
what order—but rather an unfolding 
declaration of who is ultimately in charge 
and why. In this way, biblical apocalyp-
tic literature was an attempt to provide 
people with encouragement and hope 
during times of uncertainty and fear.

Examining the Scripture
MATTHEW 25:31-40. The Scripture 
for this session comes at the end of a 
long series of parables, all of which focus 
on the future, or “end times.” In this, the 
last parable in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus 
speaks of himself in the third person as 
“the Son of Man” (v. 31), “the king” 
(v. 34), and “Lord” (v. 37). He describes 
the reality of a final day of reckoning for 
human beings (Compare this passage to 
Matthew 7:21-23.)

This day was not only for individuals; nations would 
face God’s judgment as well. The gathering of the na-
tions before God for judgment was a major theme of the 
Old Testament prophets (see Isaiah 2:2-4; 24:1-13; 
13:4-13; 34:1-4; Zephaniah 1:2-3; 3:8; Micah 1:2-4; 
4:1-4; Joel 3:1-3; Jeremiah 25:15-29; Obadiah 1:15; 
Haggai 2:20-22; Zechariah 14:1-3).

The Greek word used here for the “gathering” of the 
nations (v. 32) is the technical term that was employed 
by shepherds for the gathering of a scattered flock. The 
verb is in the passive voice, “will be gathered,” to indicate 
that God is the one who will do the gathering.

In this allegory, Jesus uses the familiar scriptural meta-
phor of sheep for people (see Psalm 100 and Psalm 23), 
but in this instance, he also adds goats to 
the image. Sheep and goats often grazed 
together in first century Palestine; but 
the animals were separated at nightfall. 
In similar fashion, at the end of time, 
God would separate people from all the 
nations.

Since the vast majority of people are 
right-handed, in many ancient cultures 
being on the right-hand side came to be 
regarded as a sign of favor. This is cer-
tainly true in Scripture, where the right 

hand of the king (or God) was viewed 
as a place of honor, favor, and authority 
(see Psalm 110:1; Acts 2:33; Ephesians 
1:20; Colossians 3:1). In some cultures 
today, the right hand is still the favored 
one, with the left considered unclean.

The people placed on the king’s right 
were commended and blessed for their 
actions (vv. 34-36). The list of righteous 
actions identified by the king contains 
elements found in similar lists from 
the Old Testament, most notably feed-
ing the hungry, providing drink for the 
thirsty, and clothing the naked (see Isa-
iah 58:6-7; Ezekiel 18:5-9). The act of 
welcoming a stranger was highly valued 
in typical Jewish notions of hospitality, 
as was care for the sick. But the final item 
on this list, visiting prisoners, doesn’t ap-
pear in any ancient Jewish list of good 
works.

Most scholars believe that the six actions noted by 
the king here are not meant to be an exhaustive, defini-
tive list of good works; rather, they are meant to serve as 
examples.

The “sheep” (those on the king’s right) were com-
mended because they acted in accordance with God’s 
values and intentions. They were imitators of God. In the 
Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “Strive first for the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these 
things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33). 
That is what they did, and God blessed them eternally 
because of it.

Notice the phrase “my family” in verse 40: “The king 
will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to 
one of the least of these who are members of my fam-

ily, you did it to me.’” When it comes 
time to put word to action, we might 
find that life is already busy enough as we 
seek to take care of our own selves and 
our family members. It might be hard to 
find the time to reach out to other people 
or the energy to care about people we 
barely know or do not know at all. But we 
should do these things anyway because all 
people are members of the human family. 
This makes them God’s children, and by 
extension our sisters and brothers.

Biblical
apocalyptic

literature was
an attempt
to provide
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times of
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and fear.
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MATTHEW 25:41-46. Matthew then 
turns the narrative to the fate of the 
“goats” on the king’s left hand. Their 
situation is exactly the reverse of those 
on the king’s right. They had failed to 
do for “the least of these” (v. 45) the 
very things for which the king had com-
mended the righteous “sheep” in verses 
35-36. 

In the dire fate of those on the king’s 
left, the disturbing image of “eternal 
fire” is impossible to ignore (v. 41). 
Consistent with its apocalyptic tone, the 
story draws upon an image that would 
have been familiar to its original read-
ers: fire. We see similar references elsewhere in the New 
Testament. Matthew 3:10 and 7:19 say, “Every tree 
therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down 
and thrown into the fire.” Matthew 13:40-42 is simi-
lar but adds the statement, “The Son of Man will send 
his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all 
causes of sin” (13:40). 

It was a common practice for weeds, brush, dead 
shrubs, and tree limbs to be burned once their useful 
life was over. They were returned to dust. So it’s doubt-
ful that either Jesus or Matthew was attempting to sen-
sationalize eternal damnation as painful torture with 
flames. It is more likely that what we see here is a familiar 
practice being used to illustrate that all evil and selfish-
ness will one day be relegated to the ash heap of history. 
The establishment of God’s eternal kingdom means the 
demise of all evil and the rule of justice and peace forever.

Applying the Scripture
The categories of the needy named in Matthew 25:31-
46 are still prevalent and raise questions for us today. 
Hunger affects people all over the world, including in 
American urban “food deserts,” where nutritious food 
is nowhere within easy access. With climate change and 
over-population, our resources of fresh water are being 
depleted through drought and misuse, and whether 
thirst is quenched with contaminated water or not at 
all, the result can be deadly. “Strangers” in the form of 
refugees, immigrants, and people groups other than our 
own are perennial targets of enmity. “Nakedness” can be 
understood as the lack of clothing or shelter, as is experi-
enced by homeless individuals who do not have adequate 
or appropriate clothing or the means to keep it clean for 

school or work. The issue of caring for 
the sick is at the heart of our healthcare 
debates in the United States and glob-
ally. Incarceration has exploded with the 
rise of retributive policies and harsh pen-
alties, not to mention the trend toward 
for-profit prisons. A quick survey of 
news sources from the last sixty days will 
demonstrate how relevant these ancient 
issues are today.

What is most instructive about this 
passage is the call for us as Jesus’ disciples 
to seek lives of service among the mar-
ginalized. This call is in sharp contrast to 
the self-serving exploitation of the pow-

erless in order to elevate one’s own well-being. 
The Jewish and Christian faiths have always empha-

sized the role of ethics in determining who will have a 
place in God’s future kingdom. The New Testament 
brings to bear the concept that God’s grace is ultimately 
what redeems us from our sin, and we receive God’s sal-
vation through simple faith (Ephesians 2:8-9).

But the text doesn’t stop there. Such saving faith gets 
“worked out” in our daily lives. For we are “created in 
Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared be-
forehand to be our way of life” (Ephesians 2:10).

The Epistle of James expresses this same sentiment. 
“But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers . . .  
Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the 
Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their 
distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world” 
(James 1:22-27). James 2 beautifully articulates the fact 
that our faith is demonstrated by our good deeds: “I by 
my works will show you my faith. . . . Faith without 
works is also dead,” (James 2:18, 26). 

In Matthew 20:25-28, Jesus says, “You know that 
the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them  .  .  . but 
whoever wishes to be great among you must be your 
servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you 
must be your slave; just as the Son of Man came not 
to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom 
for many.”

When we share the good news of God’s love and sal-
vation through Jesus Christ, our reputation, lifestyle, and 
deeds must back up our words. We must be known in 
our communities as agents for good, people who dem-
onstrate God’s love and offer peace and hope to those 
around us.
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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
•	 Reflect on how you demonstrate God’s love to the 

marginalized. How is your church reaching out to 
and interacting with those who are hungry, thirsty, 
strangers, naked, sick, or imprisoned? What unmet 
needs are evident in your community?

•	 Read Matthew 25:31-46 and this leader’s guide.
•	 If you choose the first option for “Beginning the Ses-

sion,” go online and research Walter Rauschenbusch’s 
life and ministry. A short summary is included in 
Journeys, so you could limit such research to a few 
more details or a couple of vignettes. 

•	 If you choose the second option to begin the session, 
search online for headlines from reliable news sourc-
es on each of the six issues raised in Matthew 25: hun-
ger, thirst, nakedness, strangers, and visiting the sick 
and the incarcerated. Select the headlines of stories 
as current and as local as possible. Print a list of the 
headlines to read aloud to class members.

•	 For the activity “The Defense Rests,” obtain a podi-
um and prepare ten sheets of paper with the follow-
ing items typed across the top of the page (one phrase 
per sheet): 
 º Our Position
 º Opening Statement
 º Possible Questions to Us and Our Answers
 º Possible Charges Against Us and Our Rebuttals
 º Closing Statement

There will be two teams for the activity; each team 
will need a set of five sheets of paper.

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Invite participants to tell what they know of Walter 
Rauschenbusch—his journey of faith, his ministry, 
and his publications. Write their responses on the 
board or newsprint, supplementing their sharing with 

information from the student book and your own re-
search as necessary.

OR
•	 Hold up the headlines you selected and read them 

one at a time. 
•	 Ask participants to identify the problems and is-

sues in or behind the headlines you read. Encourage 
participants to share which of the headlines affected 
them most deeply and to explain why.

AND	
•	 Transition to the lesson by explaining that we find 

these same subjects in the text for this session, an al-
legory through which Jesus taught his followers about 
some actions and attitudes that are central to a life of 
true faith.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Read and Discuss the Text (10-15 min.)
•	 Ask for two volunteers to read the Scripture printed 

in Journeys:
 º Matthew 25:31-40 
 º Matthew 25:41-46 

•	 Discuss:
 º What is going on in this passage? 
 º What do you read that makes you say that? 
 º What else might be going on here?

AND
The Defense Rests (20-30 min.)
•	 Divide participants into two teams.
•	 Distribute to each team the papers with the follow-

ing phrases on them: “Our Position,” “Opening State-
ment,” “Possible Questions to Us and Our Answers,” 
“Possible Charges Against Us and Our Rebuttals,” 
and “Closing Statement.”

•	 Explain that each team will be making a case to per-
suade the other team. Each team will have ten min-
utes to prepare.

•	 Instruct each team to select a spokesperson. The en-
tire team should help prepare a two-minute opening 
statement, possible questions and answers, charges 
and rebuttals, and a two-minute closing statement. 

•	 Tell one team that it will be defending the position, 
“My client was a good person who helped many, but 
was not a Christian.” Have the group member with 
the sheet titled “Our Position” write the position on 
that sheet.
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•	 Tell the other team to defend the position, “My client 
was a Christian but did not demonstrate his or her 
faith to the world.” Have the group member with the 
sheet titled “Our Position” write the position on that 
sheet.

•	 After the ten-minute preparation time, select one 
group to go first. Ask the spokesperson to step up to 
the podium.

•	 State that the spokesperson will give a two-minute 
opening statement, after which the opposing group 
will be free to ask questions and make charges for 
five minutes. The entire group will be free to respond. 
When time is called, the spokesperson will deliver 
the two-minute closing statement. Then teams will 
switch sides and repeat the process.

•	 After leading the exercise, invite participants to make 
observations.

OR
Putting Faith to Work (10-15 min.)
•	 Invite participants to briefly share stories of times 

when they or someone they know helped meet one 
of the six needs stated in this passage—hunger, water 
shortage, “strangers” (you may need to expand this to 
include refugees, immigrants, or people other than 
our own identity), clothing needs, healthcare, and 
incarceration. They may also tell about a time when 
they were in need and someone helped them meet 
their need.

•	 Share your insights regarding Matthew 25:31-40. 
This is the opening section and the portion address-
ing the “sheep.”

•	 Ask participants to name some unmet needs in the 
community that your church could address. 

•	 Discuss:
 º Which of these needs is our congregation best 

suited to meet? 
 º Which ones would we need to become better 

equipped to address? 
 º Are there any church families who have been di-

rectly affected by social crises in this community? 
How can we help?

 º Is there an unchurched family in the neighbor-
hood that is desperately hurting due to a crisis? 
How can we help?

AND/OR
The Least of These (5-10 min.)
•	 Ask for a volunteer to look up and read aloud Isaiah 

58:6-7 from his or her Bible.
•	 Ask, “What does this passage do to inform our un-

derstanding of Matthew 25?”
•	 Next, ask for a volunteer to read aloud James 1:27 

from his or her Bible.
•	 Ask, “How does this verse inform our understanding 

of Matthew 25?”
•	 Ask for two more volunteers to read Matthew 10:42 

and Hebrews 13:1-3. Repeat the question of how the 
passage relates to Matthew 25 after each reading.

•	 Invite participants to name attributes that character-
ize those whom God considers the “least of these.”

•	 List responses on the board or newsprint.
AND/OR

A Call to Serve (5-10 min.)
•	 Using material from “Applying the Scripture,” explain 

the necessity of having a strong reputation as a kind, 
engaged citizen. 

•	 Ask why a non-Christian should seriously consider 
an appeal to become a Christian. 

•	 Explain that Christian disciples “earn” the right to 
share the gospel by listening, serving, and developing 
relationships with people. Invite participants to iden-
tify acts of service that can help earn that right, writ-
ing the responses on the board or newsprint. 

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5 MINUTES)

The Love of Humanity
•	 Write on the board or newsprint the Greek words 

Phileo and Anthropos. 
•	 Explain that these words mean “Love” and “Human-

ity,” respectively. Write “Love” and “Humanity” un-
derneath Phileo and Anthropos.

•	 Now write the word “Philanthropy” underneath 
“Love” and “Humanity.” 

•	 Draw a plus sign between “Love” and “Humanity” 
and an equals symbol above “Philanthropy” while 
stating, “When we love one another as Christ loved 
us, we are generous and caring. We will encounter Je-
sus himself as we give to those in need.”

•	 Close the session with a prayer about loving humanity.
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Introducing the Scripture
Luke is the third Gospel in the New Testament. Unlike 
Matthew’s Gospel, which was written for a predomi-
nantly Jewish audience, Luke was written for a non-
Jewish (Gentile) readership. The Gospel was written 
between year 80 and 90 of the first century.1 The Gospel 
is addressed and dedicated to “most excellent Theoph-
ilus”; his is a Greek name that means “friend of God.” 
Although the dedication is to a non-Jew who was inter-
ested in knowing more about Jesus, the Gospel was also 
intended to be circulated in the Gentile community.2 In 
Luke’s opening dedication Luke 1:1-4), the Gospel writ-
er’s purpose is stated:

Since many have undertaken to 
set down an orderly account of the 
events that have been fulfilled among 
us, just as they were handed on to us 
by those who from the beginning 
were eyewitnesses and servants of 
the word, I too decided, after inves-
tigating everything carefully from 
the very first, to write an orderly 
account for you, most excellent 
Theophilus, so you may know the 
truth concerning the things about 
which you have been instructed.

Most Bible scholars agree that the 
Luke spoken of in the book of Acts 
and the Pauline letters is the same Luke 

who wrote the gospel that bears his name. 
Sometimes referred to as “the beloved phy-
sician” (Colossians 4:14), Luke was a well-
educated, second-generation follower of 
Jesus who did not have Jewish heritage but 
was well acquainted with the Hebrew Scrip-
tures, most likely through his interaction 
with Hellenistic (Greek-speaking) Jews 
who were dispersed throughout the Roman 
Empire. Luke wrote a sequel to his Gospel 
and called it the Acts of the Apostles. In 
both books Theophilus is mentioned in the 

dedication (see Acts 1:1). In the book of Acts, Luke nar-
rates the continuation of Jesus’ story and the gift of the 
Holy Spirit that birthed the church (Acts 2).

Luke’s Gospel is the longest of the four Gospels and 
the only one with a sequel that provides information 
about the life of early Christian communities and the 
work of the Holy Spirit in these communities. From 
the Gospel’s preface (Luke 1:1-4), we can deduce that 
the author recognized the need for a written and order-
ly account of Jesus’ life and ministry that could be used 
by local churches in multicultural settings that were 
heavily influenced by Greek culture. As many of the 
eyewitnesses were passing away or martyred, the author 

found it necessary to write a reliable ac-
count based on what he had received 
from eyewitnesses, especially from Je-
sus’ original apostles and their students. 
Luke also mentioned in the introduc-
tion of his Gospel that other gospel ac-
counts were circulating among the early 
Christian churches at that time. Mark, 
the earliest and shortest written Gos-
pel, is said to be one of Luke’s sources. 
The Holy Spirit is an important theme 
in Luke’s Gospel and its sequel, the 
book of Acts. The Holy Spirit is men-
tioned in Luke 11, this session’s text, as 
a gift that the heavenly Father gives to 
those who ask.

SESSION 10 • AUGUST 8, 2021

Perseverance in Prayer
SCRIPTURE: Luke 11:5-13

KEY VERSE:  “So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; 
search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened 
for you.”  —Luke 11:9

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	explore	Jesus’	teaching	on	perseverance	in	prayer;
•	 to	reclaim	the	importance	of	the	gift	of	the	Holy	Spirit;	and
•	 to	make	a	commitment	to	engage	in	a	daily	rhythm	of	prayer.		

The Holy 
Spirit is an 
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theme in 
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Gospel and 
its sequel, 
the book of 

Acts.
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Examining the Scripture
Luke 11:5-13 is found in the section of 
the Gospel that narrates Jesus’ ministry 
and message. The parable of the persis-
tent neighbor (vv. 5–8) was prompted 
by the disciples’ request for Jesus to teach 
them how to pray (v. 1). Jesus then told 
them to pray what we know as the Lord’s 
Prayer. Luke’s version is somewhat short-
er than Matthew’s but contains the same 
elements.

This prayer and the parable have as 
a backdrop the temple and synagogue 
worship. Prayer was offered by priests at 
prescribed times. Pious people prayed 
several times a day using memorized portions of the 
Scriptures, with little cognition that they were actually 
talking to Someone. Many of the prayers seemed to have 
little to do with everyday matters. In contrast, this par-
able talks about the one to whom prayer is addressed. In 
the parable, Jesus reintroduced his disciples to the per-
sonal element of prayer and the nature of the God who 
listens to such prayers.

LUKE 11:5-8. Jesus’ parable reflects the rural life of 
Jewish people who lived in Palestine in the first century. 
The climate is hot and dry, and traveling at night was 
common to avoid the extreme afternoon heat. But travel 
after dark was also dangerous, so when a visitor arrived, 
it was one’s sacred duty to be hospitable—the heart of 
which was to provide an abundance of food and drink. 
In this way the guests might revive themselves and then 
retire, satisfied and comfortable. Failing 
to provide such hospitality would reflect 
badly on the honor of the whole village.3

In Jesus’ story, the person knocking 
on the door is not a visitor but a friend. 
The ripple effect of hospitality in this sit-
uation is not just an obligation to fulfill 
but a response to a friend in need. The 
persistent friend who is pounding on 
the door of his neighbor-friend is ask-
ing for help because another friend (who 
may have been a traveler) had stopped at 
a household that had run out of bread. 
Thus, the host-friend asked specifically 
for “three loaves of bread,” from the 
neighbor-friend. The specific request 

for three loaves of bread may mean that 
the women (most likely the wives) of 
the households knew about how much 
bread would be available because baking 
bread together was a common practice 
for local women.4 Bread was the most 
crucial part of the meal. Bread was given 
to each person, and the person tore off a 
small piece, dipped it into the common 
dish, and then ate the entire portion. 
Bread was the utensil; without it, one 
could not eat anything else.

Even though the neighbor-friend and 
the whole household were in bed, the 
persistent friend would not stop until 

the neighbor-friend helped him. Persistence is required, 
not in the sense of voicing empty repetitions, but in the 
sense of not giving up.

In this parable, God is likened to the sleepy neighbor-
friend who gives in to the neighbor’s persistent request. 
In Jesus’ days on earth, teachers used the argument of 
“from the lesser to the greater.” Using this teaching tech-
nique in this parable, Jesus pointed out to his disciples 
that if a sleepy villager would help his neighbor even at 
midnight, how much more will God respond to the per-
sistent prayers of his children?

LUKE 11:9-13. In these concluding verses of Jesus’ 
teaching on perseverance in prayer, his analogy shifts 
from friends to parents. Jesus asked a question that bor-
dered on the ridiculous: “Is there anyone among you 
who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake in-

stead of a fish? Or if the child asks for 
an egg, will give a scorpion?” (vv. 11-
12). These verses in the original Greek 
indicate that an emphatic “No! Of 
course not!” was the expected response.

The snakes and scorpions can be sym-
bols of evil in Scripture, and in this set-
ting, Jesus used them to draw a contrast 
between good and evil. Jesus used these 
images to compare the goodness of an 
earthly father to that of the heavenly Fa-
ther. God’s concern and love for us in our 
need are more than that of earthly par-
ents “who are evil” (v. 13) yet who know 
how to do good when it comes to their 
children.

Jesus’
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reflects the
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Jesus applies the “how much more” 
formula using from “the lesser” (“If you 
then who are evil know how to give 
good gifts to your children”) to “the 
greater” (“how much more will your 
heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to 
those who ask him!”). The friend and 
parent analogies have the same mean-
ing—those who persist in prayer will not 
be disappointed. In the case of Jesus’ fol-
lowers, it is important to remember that 
Jesus’ lesson on prayer specifies that if 
they ask God for the Holy Spirit, their 
request will be granted (v. 13). In addi-
tion to God’s provision of daily needs, forgiveness, and 
protection, the gift of the Holy Spirit is assured for all 
who persist in asking God in prayer.

Jesus’ followers were probably astounded when Jesus 
said that God will give them the Holy Spirit when they 
continually ask him (v. 13). The disciples knew the stories 
of biblical heroes like David and Samson, who received 
God’s Spirit and became God’s instruments in saving the 
Israelites from their enemies. Only a few chosen people 
were gifted by God’s Spirit before Jesus came and taught 
his disciples that they, too, as ordinary people, could ask 
God for the Holy Spirit and God would grant their re-
quest. Jesus’ followers learned a very powerful and new 
lesson on prayer.

Applying the Scripture
In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’ lesson of perseverance in prayer 
began with praying in the spirit and pattern of the Lord’s 
Prayer. To persevere in prayer, we need to continually 
surrender ourselves to God daily and 
submit to God’s will. Praying the Lord’s 
Prayer every day reminds us of this need 
to be wholeheartedly devoted to God. 
One can only persevere in prayer if one 
believes that ultimately God’s kingdom 
will be fully established on earth as in 
heaven. For every generation of Jesus’ 
believers, including our own, this total 
surrender to God’s will is about a rela-
tionship with God that we strive to par-
ticipate in not just through prayer but 
also in doing God’s work in the world.

Jesus clearly taught his disciples to 
persist in asking for the Holy Spirit. 

Jesus assures every believer, including 
ourselves, that our heavenly Father will 
give us the Holy Spirit when we ask. 
This same Spirit empowered Mary to 
conceive and give birth to Jesus (Luke 
1-2) and birthed the church at Pentecost 
(Acts 1-2). The importance and power 
of the Holy Spirit is evident in the story 
of Jesus and the church. Luke’s Gospel 
and specifically Luke 11:9-13 reminds 
every generation of Jesus’ followers to 
continually ask God for the Holy Spirit. 
Through the power of the Holy Spirit, 
Jesus’ followers are able to resist temp-

tation, understand and apply God’s Word, pray as Je-
sus did, and persevere in prayer. Based on Jesus’ life and 
teachings, we can only do God’s will, pray, and follow 
Jesus faithfully when we have the Holy Spirit at work in 
us and among us.

Let us remember Jesus’ words in Luke 11:9: “So I 
say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and 
you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for 
you.” The attitude of perseverance in prayer will not just 
happen. We need to cultivate it daily. Following Jesus’ 
example, we need to be intentional with praying, study-
ing God’s Word, working, and resting with a consistent 
rhythm. When we are committed to live in this rhythm 
of love and grace, we experience true worship that Je-
sus taught. We deepen our communion with God and 
grow in faithfulness to God who is always faithful to us. 
We gain spiritual muscles to resist temptation with the 
power of God’s Spirit and God’s Word. In praying the 
Lord’s Prayer, we learn how to pray as children of God 

who trust the goodness of our heavenly 
Father. We persevere in prayer and ask 
for the Holy Spirit so we can do God’s 
mission. As Jesus’ disciples and the 
church, we are open to the movement 
of the Holy Spirit in our lives and trust 
that God will always give his children 
“good gifts” (Matthew 7:11).

In this session class participants will 
(1) explore Jesus’ teaching on persever-
ance in prayer, (2) reclaim the impor-
tance of the gift of the Holy Spirit, and 
(3) make a commitment to engage in a 
daily rhythm of prayer.
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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
•	 Pray for God’s guidance through the Holy Spirit as 

you prepare to lead this session.
•	 Read Luke 11:1-13, focusing on verses 5-13. Also 

read session 11 in Journeys and this leader’s guide.
•	 If using option 2 of “Beginning the Session,” find pic-

tures of hospitality in different cultures. In addition 
to North American culture, choose other cultures 
that are represented in your class. Ask some of your 
class members who have multicultural heritage to 
bring pictures to class. It could be a picture of people 
sharing a meal or welcoming a guest in their home, 
wedding guests, or something else.

•	 If you choose to present a dramatic reading of the 
Scripture passage, assign these readings to class mem-
bers in advance.

•	 If you choose to close the session with a song, select a 
song that is familiar to you and participants. Provide 
hymnals or song sheets.

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

Persistence
•	 Welcome participants.
•	 After an opening prayer, invite participants to share 

memories of a time when persistence paid off.
•	 After several have shared, point out that the Scrip-

ture passage for this session focuses on Jesus’ teaching 
about perseverance in prayer.

OR
Hospitality
•	 Welcome participants. Open with prayer.
•	 Show pictures of hospitality in different cultures.
•	 Encourage a brief discussion of the practice of 

hospitality.
AND/OR

•	 Invite participants to share memories of hospitality 
extended to visitors in their homes and community.

AND
•	 After several have shared, point out that the Scripture 

passage for this session includes a parable involving 
hospitality.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Introduce the Text (5 min.)
•	 Present background information on the Gospel of 

Luke using the material provided in “Introducing the 
Scripture.”

•	 Emphasize that today’s main topic is about “Perse-
verance in Prayer.”

•	 Ask:
 º If someone were to ask you why you pray, what 

would you answer? What is your focus in prayer?
 º What kinds of things should one pray about?

AND
Read and Discuss the Scripture (15-20 min.)
•	 Ask for two volunteers to read Luke 11:5-13 as 

printed in Journeys:
 º Verses 5-8
 º Verses 9-13 

OR
•	 Ask for the two assigned readers to do a dramatic 

reading of Luke 11:5-8 and Luke 11:9-13.
AND

•	 Lead a discussion on Luke 11:5-13 using the follow-
ing questions or ones of your own:
 º What lessons on prayer can be learned from the 

customs of rural Jewish hospitality?
 º Discuss how Jesus’ use of the argument of “the 

lesser to the greater” makes a point about God’s 
response to persistent prayer.

 º In what ways do people “ask, seek, and knock,” 
and even pound on God’s door? What response is 
hoped to be received?

 º What is the difference between being persistent in 
prayer and praying with vain repetitions?

 º What do verses 11-13 say about God’s character?
 º In what ways is God inviting you to persevere in 

prayer?
 º At the end of this teaching, Jesus said that God 

gives the Holy Spirit to those who ask him. What 
does this say about what we ask from God? What is 
the significance of asking God for the Holy Spirit?

 º Does this Scripture passage open any doors for 
you? How?
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•	 Supplement the discussion with material from “Ex-
amining the Scripture.”

AND
Solve a Problem (5-10 min.)
•	 Have participants form small groups of three or four.
•	 Ask the groups to discuss the following situation:
•	 A friend has recently become a Christian. He or she 

has come to you and said, “I have read here in the Bi-
ble that I should pray. In another place, it says to pray 
at all times. I want to do this, but I don’t know how to 
pray. How do I pray?”

•	 Allow time for the groups to discuss and report their 
answers. Do the answers deal with formula and meth-
od or with concepts?

OR
Ask . . . Search . . . Knock (5-10 min.)
•	 Distribute paper and pens or pencils.
•	 Read, or ask someone to read, the Key Verse, Luke 

11:9.
•	 Ask participants to write the following three steps 

from verse 9:
 º “Ask” (What is it that I need?)
 º “Seek” (How am I going to obtain what I need? 

What is my plan?)
 º “Knock” (What am I going to do about the plan?)

•	 Give participants a few minutes to write suggestions 
for each of the three steps.

•	 Invite volunteers to share their written reflections.
AND

The Gift of the Holy Spirit (10 min.)
•	 Refer the group to “Asking for the Holy Spirit” in the 

student book (especially the first and last paragraphs).
•	 Invite the group to share their experiences around 

some of these questions. Close with the last question:
 º When you pray, do you typically address your 

prayers to God, Jesus, and/or the Holy Spirit?
 º What prompts you to specifically seek the Holy 

Spirit?

 º Does the gift of the Holy Spirit’s power enliven or 
frighten you?

 º How have you grown in your understanding of 
the Holy Spirit’s role in your life and the life of the 
church?

 º What is one way you can raise your awareness of 
the gift of the Holy Spirit’s role and activity?

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Invite participants to share their testimonies of God’s 
answer to their persistent prayers.

•	 Ask participants to write down one lesson they have 
learned from persistent praying that has affected their 
prayer life.

•	 Encourage them to make a commitment to keep on 
learning and practicing a rhythm of prayer based on 
what they have learned from Jesus’ teachings in Mat-
thew and Luke.

AND
•	 Close the session in prayer.

OR
•	 Close the session by singing together “Come, Holy 

Spirit, I Need You,” or a similar song that is familiar to 
you and participants.

NOTES
1. Fred B. Craddock, Luke, Interpretation: A Bible Commen-

tary for Teaching and Preaching, ed. James L. Mays and Paul J. 
Achtemeier (Louisville: John Knox, 1993), 18.

2. Carla Gay A. Romarate, “The Key Elements of the Gospel of 
Luke (Mary’s Song of Praise in Luke 1:46-55: A Biblical Interpreta-
tion Model for Doing a Contemporary Ilonggo Interpretation in 
a Bilingual Setting)” (MDiv thesis, Central Philippine University, 
1997), 42.

3. The NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible: Bringing to Life 
the Ancient World of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016), 
1769.

4. NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible.
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Introducing the Scripture
Near the end of Acts 10, we read that Peter’s speech 
was interrupted when the Holy Spirit fell upon the 
Gentile Cornelius and “all those who heard the word” 
(Acts 10:43). In response, Peter accepted these Gen-
tiles as members into the community of believers. Just 
as the Spirit’s outpouring upon the believers in Jeru-
salem (Ch. 2) amazed Jewish pilgrims in Jerusalem, so 
the Spirit’s outpouring upon the Gentiles amazed the 
Jewish believers who were with Peter (10:45). Peter 
concluded that the Gentiles were to be fully included 
in the community, but other Jewish believers were not 
so sure. 

Luke gives the story of Peter and Cornelius twice 
in his narrative (Acts 10:1-43; 11:5-
17). This repetition suggests that Luke 
thought that some of his readers might 
not be ready to accept Gentiles into the 
community of faith. Repetition helps 
get the point across. By paying careful 
attention to the two separate accounts, 
we can identify details and differences 
between Peter’s own description of the 
events, given in Acts 11, and Luke’s 
original narrative in Acts 10. The simi-
larities and distinctions between the two 

accounts reveal Luke’s literary and theologi-
cal motives for repeating Peter’s encounter 
with Cornelius. 

Examining the Scripture
ACTS 11:1-3. At the Ascension, Jesus 
clearly instructed the disciples to be his wit-
nesses “to the ends of the earth” (1:8), yet 
when news reached the believers in Judea 
that Peter had started doing exactly that, 
they were troubled. In fact, when Peter re-
turned to Jerusalem, the “circumcised be-
lievers criticized him” (10:2).

 These “circumcised believers” (v. 2) 
were followers of Jesus who continued to 
identify strongly with their Jewish heritage. 

Peter’s vision in Acts 10, his hesitation to eat non-kosher 
food (v. 14), and his hesitation to go with Cornelius’ 
men (v. 21) suggest that he also fell into this category. 
Something was preventing the Jewish Christians from 
fully embracing God’s new movement among the Gen-
tiles as we see when they confronted Peter with the ques-
tion, “Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat 
with them?” (v. 3). 

In ancient Judaism, sharing a meal implied intimate 
fellowship. Biblical scholar Luke Timothy Johnson ex-
plains, “To eat with someone is to share spiritually with 
them as well; by implication to eat with Gentiles is to 
collude in idolatry.”1 Therefore, in order to avoid idola-

try, strict taboos and religious laws regu-
lated table fellowship.

The circumcised believers’ concern 
was not one of petty legalism. Rather, 
they were worried about the commu-
nity’s unity.2 Israel had a long history 
of exile and occupation. Only by hold-
ing tight to their cultural practices and 
traditions had they been able to main-
tain their identity as a people. In fact, 
whenever their ancestors had begun to 
incorporate elements of the surrounding 

SCRIPTURE: Acts 11:1-18

KEY VERSE:  If then God gave them the same gift that he gave 
us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I 
that I could hinder God.  —Acts 11:17

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	learn	that	Peter’s	preaching	to	the	Gentiles	was	affirmed	by	the	

believers	 in	 Jerusalem	 and	 to	 consider	 the	 ramifications	 of	 this	
change	in	understanding;

•	 to	 identify	 the	 tension	 that	exists	between	Scripture	and	human	
experience	as	sources	of	divine	revelation;	and

•	 to	commit	to	living	out	the	Scriptures’	call	to	welcome	all	people	
who	follow	Jesus	as	Lord	into	fellowship	in	the	body	of	Christ.

Luke gives 
the story of 
Peter and 
Cornelius 

twice in his 
narrative.
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pagan cultures, they had faced God’s 
judgment. Now the young Christian 
church was a minority in an often hos-
tile environment, and its members knew 
that they had to refuse to compromise 
their beliefs in order for the community 
to survive. As they saw it, by eating with 
Gentiles, Peter was risking the identi-
ty—and therefore the existence—of the 
entire community of believers. 

At the core of this criticism was the 
question of whether it was possible for 
non-Jews to follow the Jewish Mes-
siah—and, if so, whether they should 
become part of the Jewish messianic 
community or remain somewhat sepa-
rate. What was the relationship between 
Israel as God’s people and the church as 
God’s people? Had the Jewish Messiah come to save the 
Gentiles as well? 

ACTS 11:4-14. Peter’s step-by-step defense of his ac-
tions did not directly address his decision to eat with 
Gentiles. Instead, he tackled the underlying issue: 
the question of Gentile salvation. Peter started by de-
scribing his vision and the men who took him to see 
Cornelius. 

This is the second time in the book of Acts that Luke 
has given an account of these events. Several details ap-
pear in this telling that were not given in the earlier nar-
rative (Ch. 10). These additions are important because 
they help us understand what Peter wanted to commu-
nicate by sharing this story with the believers who had 
confronted him.

The first detail is that six brothers accompanied Peter 
as he entered Cornelius’s house (10:12). These six men 
are the circumcised believers who were astounded when 
they saw the Gentiles receive the Holy Spirit (v. 45). By 
specifically mentioning these brothers, Peter was identi-
fying witnesses within the Jerusalem church who could 
confirm his report. 

A second new detail is given in Cornelius’ report of 
what the angel told him: “send to Joppa and bring Si-
mon, who is called Peter; he will give you a message 
by which you and your entire household will be saved” 
(11:13-14, emphasis added). The language of salvation 
was not used in the earlier account of the events (10:5, 
32). Peter was making it clear that, in sending him to 

Cornelius, it had been God’s main pur-
pose to bring salvation to the Gentiles.

Johnson notes that the details that 
Luke provided in Acts 10 emphasize 
that Peter’s “decision was not the re-
sult of human calculation, but rather 
a response to the divine initiative, from 
beginning to end.”3 If salvation for the 
Gentiles was God’s initiative, then there 
was only one conclusion that Peter could 
have reached. To this we now turn our 
attention. 

ACTS 11:15-18. When the Holy 
Spirit fell upon the Gentiles, Peter was 
led to a deeper understanding of one of 
Jesus’ teachings: “And I remembered 
the word of the Lord, how he had said, 

‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized 
with the Holy Spirit’” (v. 16). Peter concluded, “If then 
God gave them the same gift that he gave us . . . who 
was I that I could hinder God?” (v. 17). Peter was only 
human. He couldn’t stop what God had started. Peter’s 
question recalls the earlier statement of Jewish council 
member Gamaliel, “if it is of God, you will not be able 
to overthrow them—in that case you may even be 
found fighting against God!” (5:39). 

Verse 18 tells us that Peter’s opponents “were si-
lenced” by his words. Rather than continuing to criticize 
him,4 they lifted their voices in praise to God (v. 18)—
not only because “the Gentiles had also accepted the 
word of God” (v. 1), but also because “God had given 
even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life” 
(v. 18). Presented with such a clear demonstration of 
God’s unexpected work of grace, the assembly members 
reacted with humility and reverence, praising God for 
having a plan so much bigger than they had imagined 
and for using them to accomplish it.

Applying the Scripture
As Baptists, we pride ourselves on being “people of the 
book”—or, as I like to say, “people of the library.” The 
Bible is not one book, but an anthology. We take bibli-
cal exegesis—the study and interpretation of Scripture—
very seriously. We believe in the authority of the Bible to 
guide our life and witness. Because we accept the fallen 
nature of humanity due to sin, we also possess a healthy 
skepticism of human experience. We often hold up our 
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lives and worldly wisdom to the light of 
God’s word in order to better assess the 
truth of our experience. Such an outlook 
is often an asset in one’s spiritual life. But 
what do we do when our human experi-
ence does not match our understanding 
of God’s word? 

This was the crisis faced by Peter and 
the Jewish believers. They understood 
their Holy Scripture to say one thing, but 
their experience with Cornelius clashed 
with this understanding. Acts challenges 
the perspective that Scripture is the only source of divine 
revelation.5 In Acts, God’s Spirit moved believers above 
and beyond their current understanding of Scripture. If 
we only pay attention to the Holy Spirit when it is mov-
ing us to do something that agrees with our current in-
terpretation of Scripture, we risk hindering the work of 
God. We risk preventing those who have been called by 
God to ministry (women or other individuals who do 
not conform to our expectations, for example) from 
sharing the gospel.

God’s Spirit and Scripture work together to guide our 
understanding. The Spirit challenges us to look past our 
preconceptions and limited perspectives and come to a 
deeper grasp of the biblical truths. Scripture, meanwhile, 
helps us to discern whether the revelations we receive 
are from God. As individuals and as a church, we are 
best prepared to do God’s work in the world when we 
are open to both Scripture and the Spirit. Peter and the 
early believers demonstrated this when they were willing 
to reconsider their centuries-old beliefs about cleanness 
when they saw how the Holy Spirit was moving among 
the Gentiles, and as a result began to take part in a min-
istry that was truly universal.

One of my seminary professors told me, “I have theo-
logical convictions, but I hold to them loosely and with 
humility.” I try to follow this same principle because the 
Holy Spirit is always teaching me new things and guid-
ing me in new directions. Faith is not about belief in a set 
of unchanging principles, but a relationship of trust with 
God’s Holy Spirit (see Proverbs 3:5-6). 

Many people of faith want to overcome their resis-
tance to welcoming perceived outsiders into the church. 
But overcoming one’s own biases (i.e., changing) is not 
always easily done. This is not because people don’t want 
to change. It’s because they are afraid of what that change 
means. 

In Managing Transitions: Making the 
Most of Change, author William Bridg-
es writes, “It isn’t the changes that do 
you in, it’s the transitions.”6 He defines 
“change” as being situational (i.e., shifts 
in one’s circumstances). For example, 
two recent changes in my life were mov-
ing to a new home and having a baby. 
Transition, on the other hand, is psycho-
logical. It is the process of adapting to a 
new situation. When my life changed as 
my son was born, I experienced the tran-

sition of becoming a father. 
Early in his academic career, Bridges’ elders voted 

down a motion to discontinue Saturday classes—a 
change that he had seen as the logical choice. During 
the experience, he thought his elders were reactionary, 
self-serving hypocrites. But after studying organizational 
change, Bridges realized years later that his elders had 
voted it down because “they were struggling to protect 
their world and the meaning and identity they got from 
it.”7 Bridges argues that, unless leaders address a change’s 
real or perceived threat to people’s world and identity, 
trying to overcome their resistance to that change will 
be difficult. 

As a pastor, whenever a change is needed, I try to help 
people in my congregation overcome any resistance they 
might feel by walking them through the transition that 
the change will bring. Bridges identifies three phases in 
people’s experience of a transition: 

1. Letting go of the old ways and the old identity. 
2. An in-between time in which old patterns and hab-

its are being replaced by new patterns and habits. Bridges 
calls this in-between time the “Neutral Zone.”

3. A new beginning, when people have developed a 
new identity and a new sense of purpose. It is at this point 
that the change can begin to realize its full potential.8 

We can see this transition process taking place in the 
narrative of Acts 11:1-18. It’s why the Jewish believ-
ers acted as they did. They were letting go and walking 
through a neutral zone. As Christians, let us be gracious 
with one another as we overcome resistance to change 
and learn to trust the Spirit. 

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 
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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 Acts 11:1-18 and this leader’s guide.
•	 If you choose to do the first activity in “Beginning the 

Session,” be prepared to share examples of times you 
have witnessed human prejudices hindering the work 
of God.

•	 If you choose to do the second activity in “Begin-
ning the Session,” reflect on your understanding of 
the relationship between Scripture and experience 
as sources of God’s revelation. Be prepared to share 
an example of when your understanding of Scripture 
changed because of an experience you had. 

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

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

Hindering the Work of God
•	 Read the Key Verse, Acts 11:17.
•	 Invite participants to consider Peter’s statement that 

he could not hinder God’s work. While Peter’s state-
ment is true in the broadest sense, there are ways that 
we can hinder God’s work in and through us. One of 
those ways is by clinging to human prejudices. 

•	 Ask participants to share examples of human preju-
dices they have seen or heard about hindering God’s 
work.

•	 Explain that Peter had to defend his ministry be-
cause some believers in the early church identified so 
strongly with their heritage that it almost led them to 
reject God’s work among the Gentiles. 

•	 Open the session in prayer. 
OR

Scripture and Experience 
•	 Invite participants to stand in the middle of the room, 

as they are able.
•	 Point out that Acts gives several accounts of God 

surprising believers with new experiences that don’t 
match their understanding of Scripture. Some exam-
ples include Pentecost, Saul’s conversion, and the spir-
it being poured out upon Samaritans and Gentiles. 

•	 Explain that this kind of discord between one’s be-
liefs and experiences forces us to reevaluate or choose 

between what we have seen and what we have be-
lieved to be true. 

•	 State that one side of the room is “Scripture” and the 
other side “Experience.” Ask participants to choose 
a side based upon whether Scripture or experience 
would guide them if the two came in conflict with 
each other. Would they ignore their experience in 
favor of what they believed Scripture to be saying, 
or would they reinterpret Scripture based on their 
experience?

•	 Explain that, in this session, we will learn how Peter 
drew upon his experiences of the working of the Holy 
Spirit to guide the church in Jerusalem to a new un-
derstanding of the mission to spread the gospel. 

•	 Ask participants to return to their seats.
•	 Open the session in prayer.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Setting the Stage (5-10 min.)
•	 Ask a volunteer to read Acts 11:1-3. 
•	 Share background information from “Introducing 

the Scripture” and “Examining the Scripture” that 
you found helpful.

•	 Lead a discussion using these questions or ones of 
your own:
 º What had Peter done on his visit to Cornelius’ 

house?
 º Who were the “circumcised believers” in verse 2?
 º What was the relationship between Jews and 

Gentiles? 
 º Why did it matter that Peter ate with “uncircum-

cised men” (v. 3)?
AND

Two Accounts (15-20 min.)
•	 Divide participants into groups. 
•	 Invite each group to read Acts 11:4-18. 
•	 Instruct the groups to each assign a recorder.
•	 Ask the groups to compare Peter’s account in Acts 11 

with Luke’s previous narrative in Acts 10. Suggest that 
participants refer to Acts 10 from a Bible if necessary. 

•	 Ask each group to look for differences in the accounts 
and discuss whether the differences are significant—
and if so, why. 

•	 After about ten minutes, invite the group recorders 
to summarize their discussions. Ask that each group 
only give information and insights that have not been 
mentioned by previous groups. 
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•	 Share any background information from “Examining 
the Scripture” that you feel rounds out participants’ 
observations. 

AND
Navigating Change and Transition (10 min.)
•	 Using information from “Examining the Scripture,” 

explain that the Jewish believers’ complaints were 
not based primarily on legalism, but rather on their 
concern for the community’s identity. 

•	 Summarize the discussion in “Applying the Scrip-
ture” about change and transition. 

•	 Invite participants to share examples of changes that 
they have seen or experienced. 

•	 After each person shares, restate the example in terms 
of William Bridges’ three stages of transition: letting 
go, the Neutral Zone, and new beginnings. 

•	 Ask participants to consider what they might need to 
let go of in order to move forward to a new beginning. 

OR
Praising God for Good Works (10 Min.)
•	 Ask a participant to read Acts 11:15-18. 
•	 Using information from “Examining the Scripture,” 

explain what it meant that the Jewish believers were 
“silenced,” and how their response—praising God—
affirmed Peter’s ministry among the Gentiles. 

•	 Ask participants to give examples of how believers 
can praise God by acknowledging the good work that 
God is doing through others.

CLOSING THE SESSION
(10-15 MINUTES)

Experience and Scripture
•	 Invite volunteers to each share an example of a time 

when something that they experienced led them to 
reconsider their understanding of Scripture. Be pre-
pared to share your own example. 

•	 Ask participants to consider the possibility that it’s 
possible to overlook or miss out on the work of God 
in our midst if we hold too tightly and dogmatically 
to our understanding of Scripture. 

•	 Invite participants to consider the Spirit’s work in 
each of us, our churches, and our world as a source of 
divine revelation. 

•	 Close in prayer, asking God to help participants trust 
the Spirit’s movement in their lives.

OR
Trusting the Spirit
•	 Ask participants to each share a time when they fol-

lowed the leading of the Holy Spirit. 
•	 Refer to the story of Reverend Edith Hill’s ordination 

service in Journeys as an example of a faith commu-
nity following the leading of the Holy Spirit. 

•	 Ask: “Why do some people object to women serving 
as pastors?” 

•	 Ask someone to read Acts 11:17. 
•	 Invite participants to consider that trusting the Spirit 

as Peter did can lead to an adventuresome and en-
riched faith experience. 

•	 Close in prayer, asking God to give participants the 
courage to trust in the Spirit in their daily lives.

NOTES
1. Luke Timothy Johnson, The Acts of the Apostles, vol. 5 of the 

Sacra Pagina series (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992), 197.
2. Robert Wall, “Acts,” New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary 

in Twelve Volumes, vol. 10 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), 168.
3. Johnson, 200. 
4. Johnson, 199. 
5. Wall, 172. 
6. William Bridges, Managing Transitions: Making the Most of 

Change (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2003), 3. 
7. Bridges, X. 
8. Bridges, 4-5.
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Introducing the Scripture
Many of the power struggles within churches result from 
tensions between various age groups. Older people tend 
to look at younger people with suspicion or concern. 
Younger people embrace new technologies and strange, 
new ideas. Besides that, they dress differently or wear 
their hair in outrageous styles.

Of course, younger people pick up on these attitudes. 
They believe older people don’t take them seriously. In 
many cases, younger people don’t take older people seri-
ously either. They think older adults just don’t “get it.” As 
a result, older people often feel unappreciated by young-
er people. 

Is it any wonder that older adults get nervous when 
younger people rise to positions of authority and respon-
sibility in the church? Likewise, is it any wonder when 
some younger people simply give up on the established 
church? 

How can we repair the generation gap? This is the 
question Paul addressed at the outset 
of 1 Timothy 5. First, we will look at a 
principle for closing this gap, and then 
we will learn how Paul applied it to two 
groups of people in the church.

The organization of this chapter is 
somewhat imprecise. The first two verses 
seem to flow naturally out of 4:11-16 by 
adding an additional pair of imperatives 

to Paul’s list of instructions to Timothy. On 
the other hand, these verses introduce the 
longer sections about widows (vv. 3-16) and 
elders (vv. 17-22) which follow it. There-
fore, in form and concern the first paragraph 
of Ch. 5 belongs with the latter part of Ch. 
4. In content, these same verses lay down 
some general guidelines for the specific in-
structions which follow in the rest of Ch. 5.

 
Examining the Scripture
1 TIMOTHY 5:1-2. We recall that in 4:12 
Paul reminded Timothy not to let anyone 
look down on him because he was young. 

In these verses, Paul exposed the other side of the coin: 
“Do not speak harshly to an older man” (v. 1). In his 
role as the pastor of a multi-generational church, young 
Timothy was the leader. But if he was to be an effective 
spiritual leader, he had to show the congregation the 
same respect as he deserved from them. Mutual honor 
and respect is the key to closing the generation gap.

A closer look at this verse through the lens of an-
other translation is helpful. “Do not rebuke an older 
man harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father” 
(niv). Compare the words “rebuke” and “exhort.” To 
rebuke is to express strong disapproval, to reprimand or 
scold. To exhort is to urge onward or inspire. While re-
buke denotes a harsh approach to correction, exhort sug-
gests a kindlier, friendlier demeanor. 

Paul told Timothy to treat an older man with respect 
as if he were his father. Likewise, he was to “treat younger 
men as brothers, older women as mothers, and younger 

women as sisters” (v. 2). We find the ad-
ditional reference to purity in his advice 
about younger women. To avoid any 
hint of improper behavior, Timothy’s re-
lationship with young women had to be 
marked “with absolute purity.”

Everyone fits into one of these four 
categories. If the Church is the family 
of God and Christians are members of 
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Worship Inspires Service
SCRIPTURE: 1 Timothy 5:1-8, 17-22

KEY VERSE:  Whoever does not provide for relatives, and especially 
for family members, has denied the faith and is worse than an un-
believer.  —1 Timothy 5:8

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	examine	what	1	Timothy	says	about	honoring	widows	and	elders;
•	 to	identify	mutual	respect	as	a	key	to	repairing	the	generation	gap;	

and
•	 to	 name	 acts	 of	 service	 in	 today’s	 world	 that	 are	 inspired	 by	

worship.

How can we 
repair the 
generation 

gap?
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God’s household (v. 3:15), then we are 
all family. We should treat one another 
with mutual respect.

 
1 TIMOTHY 5:3-8. As Paul continued 
writing down his thoughts about human 
relationships within the church, he of-
fered more detailed instructions as they 
applied to some specific people groups. 
In vv. 3-16 he dealt with widows. Leaders 
were his topic in vv. 17-22. In 6:1-2 he 
addressed those under the yoke of slavery. 

The amount of content concerning 
the treatment of widows is surprisingly 
lengthy. This window on widowhood 
gives us a glimpse into the culture of the 
day. Judaism’s concern for widows was 
adopted by Christians. In this patriarchal society, wid-
ows had no inheritance rights. In most cases they, along 
with orphans, depended on charity in order to survive. 
(See Acts 6:1-4. When the Hellenists complained that 
their widows were being neglected in the daily food dis-
tribution program, a new ministry group [diaconate] 
was formed to meet their needs.) 

The phrase “widows and orphans” was a catch-all 
phrase for the weak, powerless, and vulnerable. As such, 
they deserved special care. It was the responsibility of the 
entire church family to meet their needs. 

However, distinction had to be made between “real 
widows” and those who were not (v. 3). The verses that 
follow clarify this distinction. Because Paul’s thoughts 
did not always follow a linear pattern, we will not treat 
each verse in order. Instead, a subtopic 
will be treated in its entirety before mov-
ing to the next one.

The “real widow” was a woman who 
was “left alone” (v. 5). Without the care 
of the church, she would be destitute. 
Her life was a visible example of her wor-
thiness. Her dire circumstances led her 
to have a strong faith in God. 

On the other hand, widows with 
children or grandchildren (v. 4) were 
not “real widows.” Presumably in these 
cases, the family members could pick 
up the tab. As the result, the limited re-
sources of the church could go a bit far-
ther and be used to help those who were 

desperate. Paul’s language in this verse 
makes it clear that it was the religious 
duty of family members to care for those 
who once cared for them. Their failure 
to do so was a denial of their religious 
faith. In effect, they were worse than un-
believers (v. 8).

Yet another type of widow is por-
trayed in this section: “the widow who 
lives for pleasure” (v. 6). She may or 
may not have family members who 
could look out for her needs. But unlike 
the “real widow” who places “her hope 
on God,” she is spiritually dead. Her 
lifestyle is one of sensual pursuits and 
self-indulgence. 

Once again Paul instructed Timo-
thy to teach these things to the people (v. 7). This verse 
sounds very much like 4:11. In fact, the same verb was 
used in both instances. Timothy was reminded that it 
was his job to help people know how they “ought to be-
have in the household of God, which is the church of 
the living God, the pillar and bulwark of the truth” 
(3:15).

 
1 TIMOTHY 5:9-16. According to tradition, an order 
of widows assigned to Christian service flourished in the 
second century. Tradition also credits the female disci-
ples of Jesus (see Luke 8:1-3) as the inspiration for this 
order. 1 Timothy 5:9-16 may be an early profile of its 
organization and duties. Whether Paul was speaking of 
such an order in these intervening verses or whether he 

was describing the roll of widows eligible 
for the charity of the church is unknown. 

 
1 TIMOTHY 5:17-18. As was true for 
the widows, elders also deserved honor 
and respect.  In the material that fol-
lows, we are equating elders with today’s 
pastors.

Paul stated that pastors who do a 
good job are “worthy of double honor” 
(v. 17). The quality of ministry is vital. 
God’s call is always a call to excellence. 
While verse 18 refers to the pastor’s 
remuneration, it is highly unlikely that 
“double honor” suggests double pay. 
Rather, Paul was probably suggesting 

If the Church 
is the family 
of God and 
Christians 

are members 
of God’s 

household, 
then we are 

all family.

The phrase 
“widows and 
orphans” was 

a catch-all 
phrase for 
the weak, 
powerless, 

and 
vulnerable.
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that the pastor who does a good job should receive two-
fold honor: the honor and respect that is due someone in 
that position as well as appropriate remuneration.

That monetary remuneration is part of the picture is 
implied by the word “for” (v. 18). What follows explains 
or supports the content of the previous verse. The two 
quotations that follow argue for pastors to receive pay-
ment from the churches they serve. The first quotation 
is from Deuteronomy 25:4. The second is the same as 
Jesus’ saying recorded in Luke 10:7b. 

Note that Paul credited both quotations as being part 
of Scripture. While the New Testament was still being 
written at this time, parts of it (such as the teachings of 
Jesus) were already accepted as authoritative Scripture.

 
1 TIMOTHY 5:19-22. Paul clearly believed that pas-
tors/elders who did their work well should be honored. 
Not all of them did a good job, however, so he addressed 
this problem in the following two verses. 

Being in the public eye, pastors are subject to criti-
cism. To provide protection for anyone accused of 
wrongdoing, the Law of Moses required the corrobora-
tion of two or three witnesses (Deuteronomy 19:15). 
This principle was reaffirmed in the church (Matthew 
18:15-17, 2 Corinthians 13:1). Pastors deserved no less 
protection than anyone else. 

Those pastors “who persist in sin” (v. 20) were to 
be publicly rebuked (reprimanded, scolded). If the dis-
ciplinary process was based on Matthew 18:15-17, the 
public reprimand would not have been the first action 
taken. Regardless of the process followed, Paul believed 
that a pastor who continues to sin should be severely 
dealt with in the presence of other pastors. As a result, 
other pastors would be afraid to live in violation of the 
requirements for their office. 

Paul next warned Timothy against partiality (v. 21). 
Perhaps there had been cases of discrimination. Maybe 
some spiritual leaders had been allowed to continue in 
sin. Perhaps others who were innocent 
had been wrongly disciplined.

Paul invoked the presence of God, 
Christ Jesus, and the elect angels in this 
warning. This is liturgical language based 
on the belief that these three will be pres-
ent at the Last Judgment.

The imperatives in verse 22 follow 
naturally from the preceding content. 
Leaders must be chosen carefully. Some 

pastors were sinning so they needed to be publicly re-
buked (v. 20). In hindsight, maybe it would have been 
better not to ordain some of them in the first place, be-
cause later Timothy had to find replacements. Ordina-
tion is not to be taken lightly.

The sins of others reminded Paul to insert a personal 
aside to Timothy. He urged Timothy not to get involved 
in the kinds of sins that caused some pastors to be pub-
licly judged. If he was to handle this kind of Kingdom-
building business, he had to live a life that was above 
reproach (3:2). 

 
Applying the Scripture
Paul encouraged his young protégé, Timothy, to not be 
intimidated by older church members (4:12). But nei-
ther could he run roughshod over the people whom he 
was called to lead. Rather than expressing strong disap-
proval (rebuke), he was to inspire and encourage them 
(exhort). In other words, in confrontational situations, 
Paul told Timothy to show respect in how he engaged 
persons when trying to resolve matters.

We can close the generation gap in the church by pro-
moting mutual respect. Isn’t that what we all want, after 
all? Older people want their opinions to be heard and 
respected. They want to be valued for their experiences. 
Most older people want to contribute rather than con-
trol. Likewise, younger people want respect from people 
who are older than they are. They, too, want to be taken 
seriously. They don’t want older generations to write off 
their dreams as unrealistic and their idealism as imprac-
tical. Rather, they want respect. How do we promote 
mutual respect in our church? What can we do to im-
prove relationships among the various generations of our 
church family?

The rest of 1 Timothy 5 is devoted to the application 
of the principle of mutual respect. The first group Paul 
focused on was a vulnerable group of older people—
the widows. “Real widows” were dependent on other 

people’s charity. People in the church 
respected and honored them by caring 
for their physical needs. Most churches 
today have a “Deacons’ Fund” or “Be-
nevolence Fund.” These funds are used 
to help people in the local church or the 
community who are struggling. What 
are some other ways your church shows 
respect and gives assistance to those who 
are in need?

How do we 
promote 
mutual 

respect in 
our church?
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In the early Church, a widow qualified for this kind of 
respect only if she was truly alone without other sources 
of support. If she had children or grandchildren, they 
were expected to put their faith into practice by caring 
for her needs. This is one way many younger people show 
respect for their aging parents. Are there class partici-
pants who have taken an aging parent into their home or 
made other sacrifices in order to care for a family mem-
ber? What support and respect do these caregivers need 
from your church family?

Also on Paul’s mind were the elders or pastors. Ef-
fective spiritual leaders deserve our honor, respect, and 
financial support. They also deserve to be treated fairly. 
Leadership is hard work. Leaders frequently face opposi-
tion and are subjected to verbal accusations. Too often 
churches treat their pastors in the same manner pro-
fessional sports franchises treat their managers. If the 
team doesn’t produce, the manager is fired. How would 
you rate your church on its treatment of pastors? If the 
church has a good record of pastor/people relationships, 
celebrate! If not, what can be done to improve pastor/
people relationships? 

The title for this session is “Worship Inspires Service.” 
There is no New Testament term to equate with our 
word “worship.” However, the Greek word latreuō (to 
serve) is used in many places. Sometimes it means serv-
ing God by living righteously (Romans 1:9, 12:1). It 
can also refer specifically to the act of worship (Hebrews 
12:28). Leitourgia (service) refers to the ministry of the 
priests (Luke 1:23), to the church’s corporate ministry 
(Acts 13:2), and to Christian service as an act of sacrifi-
cial devotion to God and other believers (2 Corinthians 
9:12). So we may say that, in part, worship is service that 
we offer to God. It’s active, not passive. How does your 
worship inspire your Christian service? How does wor-
ship inspire you to care for others? How does worship 
inspire you to treat others with honor and respect? 

 
Session Plans
These lesson 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
•	 As American Baptists, we celebrate our diversity. In 

addition to being the most racially inclusive Protestant 

body, we are also diverse in our worship styles, cultur-
al mores, and approaches to scriptural interpretation. 
Fellowship, respect, mutual support, and dialog are 
keys to our strength. Reflect on the challenges and 
opportunities that result from the diversity within 
your local church and your Sunday church school 
class. How does your own personal worship inspire 
you to serve both ends of the diverse spectrum as well 
as those in the middle?

•	 Read 1 Timothy 5:1-22 and this leader’s guide.
•	 Contact widows and/or widowers in your class who 

might be willing to share from their own experiences 
as to what is helpful (or not helpful) in meeting their 
unique needs. Ask them to be prepared to speak can-
didly to the class.

•	 If you will be planning a class project (see “Showing 
Honor and Respect to Someone in Need”), contact 
your pastor or a diaconate member to get information 
about someone in need whom the class could help. 
While keeping essential confidentialities, learn the 
age(s) of the person or family and the special needs.

•	 Gather information about your Region’s ordination 
process to be used in “Honoring Our Pastors.” Check 
out your Region’s website, call your Area Minister 
or Executive Minister, or visit www.abc-usa.org/re-
sources/ordination_stds.htm for information. 

•	 Have available Bibles, paper, pens or pencils, chalk-
board and chalk, or whiteboard or newsprint and 
markers.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

Worship Inspires Service
•	 Read the following quote from Reinventing Worship, 

written by Brad Berglund and published by Judson 
Press: 

•	 “Worship has integrity when what we have done in the 
sanctuary has meaning in the world and makes a differ-
ence in the lives of others. In the Gospels, Jesus makes 
it clear that worship is not an isolated event, separated 
from the world and its needs. Authentic, spirited wor-
ship will always connect us to real life in the world. The 
quality of worship Jesus talks about allows us to prac-
tice our love for God in ways that will make it possible 
for us to live lives of worship in the world.”1

•	 Ask: “How does your worship of God inspire you 
to be the hands and feet of Jesus in today’s world? 
Keep this important question in mind as we progress 
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through today’s lesson.”
•	 Pray, asking God to use the class session, as well as the 

worship hour, to inspire service.
OR

Celebrating Diversity
•	 Invite participants to verbally call out in “popcorn 

style” the various categories of diversity that exist 
within your church. Point out that diversity refers to 
more than a variety of races. 

•	 Say: “While we celebrate our diversity and recognize 
the many ways it enriches our lives, we also recognize 
that diversity within a congregation can be challeng-
ing. Our study begins with 1 Timothy 5:1 where 
Paul suggested a very practical approach to dealing 
with the challenges of age diversity.”

•	 Pray.

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-40 MINUTES)

Repairing the Generation Gap (10-15 min.)
•	 Ask a class member to read 1 Timothy 5:1-2.
•	 Read the following definition of generation gap: “The 

differences in customs, attitudes, and beliefs between 
any two generations, but especially between youths 
and adults.”2

•	 Invite participants to imagine and verbalize what 
they think the generation gap in the church at Ephe-
sus was like at the time Timothy served as the interim 
pastor there. Encourage them to base their imagin-
ings on all the things they know from previous stud-
ies in 1 Timothy. Have fun and be creative with this 
activity.

OR
•	 Role-play the dynamics of the generation gap that 

existed in the church in Ephesus. Assign participants 
various age- and gender-related roles and appropriate 
lay leadership roles. Ask for a volunteer who will play 
the part of Timothy.

AND
•	 With the probable generation gap in Ephesus as a 

backdrop, refocus participants’ attention on verses 
1-2. Share background information from “Examin-
ing the Scripture,” particularly the NIV translation of 
verse 1 and the explanation of the words rebuke and 
exhort.

•	 Ask: How does Paul’s advice to Timothy in these 
two verses help repair the generation gap in Ephesus? 
(If necessary, guide the discussion to the key words: 

mutual respect. Share the contents of the last para-
graph from the section on 5:1-2 in “Examining the 
Scripture.”)

•	 Discuss the generation gap that exists in your local 
church. 

•	 Ask: How would Paul’s advice to Timothy in these 
two verses help repair the generation gap in our 
church?

AND
Honoring Widows (10-15 min.)
•	 Ask a class member to read 1 Timothy 5:3-8.
•	 Ask: What are the three categories of widows 

described by Paul? (If desired, share additional 
background information about each group from “Ex-
amining the Scripture.”)

•	 Ask: What does it mean to honor widows and wid-
owers today? Invite responses from participants. 

•	 If there are widows and widowers in the group who 
are willing to share from personal experience, invite 
them to do so at this time.

•	 Discuss the following questions:
 º In addition to widows and widowers, what are 

some other people groups who may need help 
from the church family? (Single parents, divorced 
people, physically or mentally challenged, immi-
grants, unemployed, poor people of any age, aging 
adults, chronically ill, caregivers, etc.) 

 º How do you think our church is doing in meeting 
the needs of these groups? Do we do it with honor 
and respect?

 º How is the aid funded? Is there enough money to 
meet the expressed needs?

 º How are the benevolence needs of the church 
publicized?

 º How are people’s needs publicized?
 º What can our class do to meet some of these needs?

AND/OR
Showing Honor and Respect to Someone in Need (20 min.)
•	 Share the information you have gathered about the 

person or family who would welcome help from the 
class.

•	 Conduct a brainstorming session to suggest ways to 
help this person or family. Consider what will show 
honor and respect to the recipient(s). Record sugges-
tions on the board or newsprint.

•	 Lead the class in making a decision as to what will 
be done. Hopefully, this can be done by consensus, 
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rather than by voting.
•	 Make assignments or ask for volunteers to carry out 

the project.
AND

Honoring Our Pastors (15-20 min.)
•	 Ask a class member to read 1 Timothy 5:17-22.
•	 Explain verses 17-18 using information from “Exam-

ining the Scripture.” 
•	 Discuss the following questions:

 º How are accusations against pastors to be han-
dled? (v. 19)

 º What additional Scripture can you think of that 
supports Paul’s instruction? (Deuteronomy 
19:15, Matthew 18:15-17, 2 Corinthians 13:1). 

 º Why should an accusation by one person be disre-
garded? (Pastors are public figures. They are par-
ticularly vulnerable to false accusations. It’s simply 
human nature that someone won’t like the pastor.)

 º Does having two or three witnesses make an ac-
cusation true? (Not necessarily, but it demands 
attention.)

 º If someone has been confronted but continues to 
sin, how should that person be treated? (v. 20—
highlight use of the word “rebuke.”) 

 º What did Paul say would be the secondary result 
of this action? (Others would fear to transgress.)

 º What did Paul have to say about favoritism or par-
tiality? (v. 21)

 º Has anyone in the class participated in an ordina-
tion council? (If so, invite the person to talk about 
it.) Why should ordination be a careful decision?

 º What do we know about the ordination process in 

our Region? (If there are no responses, share the 
information you have gathered.)

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 In your own words point out that corporate worship 
forms the foundation for everything a congregation 
does. As pastor and people come together in worship, 
we encounter the living God. We also encounter each 
other. A sincere sensitivity to the needs of others is 
naturally nourished as we hear God’s Word, share 
our praises and concerns, join together in prayer, and 
participate in communion. When we gather for wor-
ship, we sense Christ’s love and grace extended to us 
and through us. Grateful service in Jesus’ name is our 
natural response.

•	 Ask: How does your worship inspire you to be the 
hands and feet of Jesus in today’s world?

•	 Leave this question as a question for reflection or in-
vite individual responses as time allows.

•	 Pray, asking God to show us how to meet the needs 
of those with whom we worship and those in the larg-
er community. 

NOTES
1. Brad Berglund, Reinventing Worship (Valley Forge: Judson 

Press, 2006), 19.
2. “generation gap,” The American Heritage New Dictionary of 

Cultural Literacy, Third Edition (Houghton Mifflin Company, 
2005). (Accessed March 13, 2008, on Dictionary.com, http://dic-
tionary.reference.com/browse/generation gap).
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Introducing the Scripture
The Letter to the Hebrews was written by an unknown 
believer, but the anonymity of the author could not dis-
guise the spiritual maturity of his or her thought. The 
writer had discovered that the key to understanding the 
present is gaining perspective from the past.

This is what Hebrews 11 is all about. If the Lord’s 
promise seems slow in coming, look at the immense jour-
ney of faith on which we have been traveling. After all, 
Abraham and Sarah also longed for the final fulfillment 
of God’s promise to them but only witnessed and greeted 
it from afar. Like them, we are strangers and aliens in this 
age, waiting for the inbreaking of the age 
to come.

In the book of Hebrews, God makes 
provisions for the people of God by 
sending one who will be the acceptable 
sacrifice, bringing atonement and rec-
onciliation in a way that no animal ever 
could. Jesus is the lamb who takes away 
all the sin of the world. Jesus is the me-
diator of a new covenant, and all can 
now enter his kingdom—no longer just 
the household of Israel, but all Gentiles 
as well.

God has reached out to all of us in-
dividually, inviting each person into a 

one-on-one relationship with the Most 
High. Jesus makes it possible for us to 
come close to God—into the very pres-
ence of God. However, entering into God’s 
presence should still not be taken lightly. 
Throughout history, it has often been a fear-
ful experience for people, and certain Scrip-
ture texts give good reasons for that fear. A 
personal relationship with God is both an 
awesome gift and an amazing responsibility.

Examining the Scripture
HEBREWS 12:14-15. There may have 
been divisiveness within the faith commu-
nity to which this letter was addressed. The 

directive to “pursue peace with everyone” (v. 14) sug-
gests that peace was not present. Peace is a crucial aspect 
of a Christian’s character. Where peace is present, we find 
harmonious, healthy, and mutually beneficial relation-
ships as well.

Holiness is another aspect of a Christian’s character, 
the consequence of a right relationship with God. “Holi-
ness” refers to a purity of character, being set apart for 
God and dedicated by the Holy Spirit. As Jesus stated 
in his Sermon on the Mount, it is those who possess this 
trait who “will see God” (see Matthew 5:8). This is the 

Christian’s greatest goal—to come into 
the presence of the Holy One.

The author of Hebrews goes on to 
point out dangers that imperil the Chris-
tian walk. One of these dangers is fall-
ing short of the gift of eternal salvation. 
Everyone in the faith community is re-
sponsible for ensuring “that no one fails 
to obtain the grace of God” (Hebrews 
12:15).

Another danger is corrupting influ-
ences in the community of faith. Ev-
eryone must be careful that “no root of 
bitterness springs up and causes trou-
ble,” infecting the whole congregation 
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Mediator of the New Covenant
SCRIPTURE: Hebrews 12:14-15, 18-29

KEY VERSE:  Since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be 
shaken, let us give thanks, by which we offer to God an ac-
ceptable worship with reverence and awe; for indeed our 
God is a consuming fire.  —Hebrews 12:28-29

SESSION OBJECTIVES: 
•	 to	consider	 the	meaning	of	 the	 two	covenants	as	experienced	 in	

the	“two	mountains”	imagery;
•	 to	embrace	a	lifestyle	of	seeking	peace	and	holiness;	and
•	 to	celebrate	Jesus	as	the	Mediator	who	brings	us	safely	into	God’s	

holy	presence.
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(v. 15). This phrasing is based on Deu-
teronomy 29:18, which refers to apos-
tasy and idolatry and their poisonous 
effects upon all of Israel. The writer is 
concerned about those who abandon 
their faith and the sinful impact such 
abandonment can have upon the whole 
congregation.

HEBREWS 12:18-24. This passage 
serves as a summary of the entire letter 
to the Hebrews, encapsulating the primary themes and 
tying them together with powerful images. Throughout 
this book, the faith community has been prodded to 
continue in the faith until the end of life’s struggles.

The writer now strengthens this appeal by remind-
ing church members of the difference between the old 
and new covenants. He or she draws a sharp contrast be-
tween the frightening outward signs that came with the 
formation of the old covenant and the spiritual, moral, 
and inward nature of the faith community that God has 
created through the new covenant. Mount Sinai (the 
unnamed mountain referred to in v. 20) represents the 
old covenant. Its counterpoint, Mount Zion (v. 22), rep-
resents the new covenant and here stands for spiritual 
fulfillment.

For the writer, the old covenant was insufficient. 
Rather than leading people to God, it kept them at arm’s 
length from their Creator and Redeemer. Even at Mount 
Sinai, where God’s presence was temporarily made mani-
fest, it was not possible for any person except Moses to 
draw close to the Holy One.

By contrast, verses 22-24 focus upon Mount Zion 
and the new covenant. Jerusalem, the home of the tem-
ple, had long been viewed as the location of God’s pres-
ence. Here, however, the author speaks of “the heavenly 
Jerusalem” upon Mount Zion, where all of the new-
covenantal believers had come to join an immense heav-
enly gathering (v. 22). Through faith in Jesus Christ, the 
believers had entered into communion 
with God, the angelic hosts, and all of 
God’s people who had come before.

Two things stand out here: 
1) The new covenant truly facilitates 

personally approaching God. Under 
this promise, the veil of the temple is 
removed and all enter the Holy Place to 
stand before God.

2) God is described as “the judge of 
all” (v. 23), and it is clear that believers 
must still answer for their lives before 
God. In drawing near to God, they have 
come “to God the judge of all, . . . and 
to Jesus, the mediator of a new cov-
enant, and to the sprinkled blood that 
speaks a better word than the blood 
of Abel” (vv. 23-24). Abel’s blood cried 
out for justice and retribution, but Je-
sus’ blood was shed for forgiveness and 

reconciliation.

HEBREWS 12:25-29. The writer of Hebrews speaks 
of God’s judgment as the context for action (v. 25). God 
warns that because we have a greater revelation through 
Jesus, we have a greater responsibility and therefore a 
greater danger.

“At the time his voice shook the earth” (v. 26) refers 
to when Moses ascended the mountain—when “Mount 
Sinai was wrapped in smoke . . . the smoke went up 
like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain 
shook violently” (Exodus 19:18). It also reiterates a 
promise made in Haggai 2:6: “Once again, in a little 
while, I will shake the heavens and the earth.”

Now the Lord has promised “yet once more” (He-
brews 12:26) to shake the heavens and the earth. God 
will shake loose from creation those things that can be 
shaken, so all that remains is what is eternal and unshak-
able (v. 27). The writer of Hebrews views this action as 
the work of a refining fire, consuming the dross of the 
old creation and refining the purity of the new creation 
(v. 29, see also Deuteronomy 4:24). As New Testament 
professor Alan C. Mitchell explains, “The expression 
[“Our God is a consuming fire”] comes from warnings to 
Israel not to abandon the covenant. Here the image of a 
purging fire functions to motivate the readers to upright 
behavior as it did in [Hebrews] 6:8 and 10:27 . . . ‘fire’ is 
a manifestation of God’s judgment in the Hebrew Bible 

(Isa 33:14).”1 This is an image that is also 
used in the New Testament (see 2 Thes-
salonians 1:6-10; 2 Peter 3:7). When 
Christ comes again, all that is unfaith-
ful and wicked will be destroyed in the 
fire of God’s holiness, and those whose 
sinfulness has not been washed clean by 
Christ’s cleansing blood will be wiped 
out by the fire of God’s judgment.

Believers
must still

answer for
their lives

before God.

For the
writer, the old
covenant was
insufficient.
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In this context, we give thanks to the 
God who endures, and whose work will 
endure forever. The reign of God offered 
to us is not a flimsy promise of a better 
tomorrow, but the faithful promise of an 
eternal homeland.

When we grasp the impact of this 
hope, we will worship not only in spirit 
and in truth but with “reverence and 
awe” (v. 28). We will be filled with wonder at the prom-
ise that God has given and will fulfill.

In this session’s passage, Old Testament accounts are 
used to provide background and context for the current 
situation. It would seem that the first hearers were accus-
tomed to the stories being used in ways that we may not 
today. In particular, they understood covenant in ways 
that we do not always grasp today.

The old covenant needed a mediator, and Moses had 
been the first. The new covenant also needed a mediator, 
and Jesus, the first, is also the only mediator that this cov-
enant will ever require. Moses offered the blood of ani-
mals, but Jesus gave the blood of his own life. Jesus is the 
sacrifice above all sacrifices, and we have been redeemed 
through the shedding of his blood.

While this seems natural to us today—it’s how we 
have always understood God’s covenant with us—for the 
first hearers, it was radical and revolutionary. Jesus had 
done for them what they would never be able to do for 
themselves. Jesus had become the unblemished lamb, the 
perfect sacrifice for them, and made it possible for them 
to approach God directly.

Applying the Scripture
What would it be like if the main feeling you had about 
God was fear? For many centuries, that was the primary 
understanding of a relationship with God—worshiping, 
serving, and obeying God due to fear of God’s wrath. 
While we might not consciously think about it in that 
way today, for some people fear is still a 
big part of how they relate to God. And, 
as a motivator, fear is sometimes effective. 
But it can be hard to stay afraid without 
constant reinforcement, so the effect of-
ten wears off. Sometimes people tell of 
attending worship faithfully as a child 
because they were fearful of the conse-
quences if they didn’t, but as an adult 
they only come occasionally. We know 

that we ought to respond to God out 
of love. Unlike fear, love does not grow 
wearisome over time, so we do not cast 
it off to get out from under its weight. 
Love lifts us up. However, because love 
does not clamor for our attention, it can 
be easily drowned out by the little fears 
of urgent matters. Sometimes, in fact, it 
appears to be harder to respond to God 

from a place of love. Once people are no longer moti-
vated by fear, their level of participation in the things of 
the Lord often seems to decrease rather than increase.

In the past, many people feared God. Sometimes peo-
ple were fearful because they had seen the power of God 
and did not understand it in the context of God’s love and 
grace. Seeing it in action was enough to make them not 
want to come closer. We see instances in the Old Testa-
ment of the Israelites being consumed by acts of nature for 
their blatant disobedience (Leviticus 10:1-2; Numbers 
16:1-35; 2 Kings 1:1-14), often leading them to think 
they would be killed if they got too close to God. This was 
fearful dread of God, not fearful reverence for God. 

On the other hand, a healthy fear of the Lord is a rev-
erent, respectful quality in our relationship with God, 
and it stems from the recognition of God’s awesome 
power and intolerance for sin. It is a natural response to 
seeing who we are in comparison to who God is—and it 
helps us to appreciate the enormity of the blessing that 
God has given us in showing us mercy and love.

It is prudent to fear God in this way: “The fear of the 
Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7). 
In Deuteronomy, we are instructed to fear the Lord as a 
mark of walking in God’s ways (6:2; 8:6; 14:23; 17:19; 
31:12). Fearing God’s ability to punish us is quite differ-
ent from “fearing this glorious and awesome name, the 
Lord your God” (28:58). The motivations spring from 
entirely different sources. 

Hebrews 12 explains that a way has been made for 
people to come near to God. Jesus stands 
between the people and God as our me-
diator. This passage gives us a new un-
derstanding of God and our relationship 
with God. Jesus as a mediator makes it 
possible for us to stand in the presence of 
a Holy God and not be consumed.

We have been given a precious and 
valuable gift. We have been invited into 
the inner courts, into the presence of 

Jesus is the
sacrifice
above all
sacrifices.
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of how they

relate to God.
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the holy. Jesus himself has asked us to come in, but in 
the freedom of being invited, we often choose not to re-
spond. As the mediator of this new covenant, Jesus pro-
vides the way for us to enter, but he does not force us to 
accept the invitation.

As we grow in our faith, we learn to revere God and 
have a healthy respect for God’s power. God is indeed a 
powerful God, but we need not be afraid of God. We 
learn that we can seek to be in a relationship with God, a 
relationship that has love at its foundation.

The new covenant is the beginning of a new relation-
ship between God and people, a covenant that enables 
people to be in relationship with God because they have 
been brought near. Being in relationship with God does 
call for a level of maturity and growing up in faith that 
sometimes people don’t want. For some, it is easier to 
keep God in a box and to continue to think of God as a 
God of wrath.

J.B. Phillips’s book Your God Is Too Small speaks of 
some people’s need to maintain false images of God be-
cause it allows them to stagnate in their faith. Under-
standing that a new covenant has been given and that 
God has expectations for us as humans does call for 
growing and maturing in our faith, which may be more 
than some people really want to do.

Be that as it may, this passage maintains that the God 
of the Old Testament has entered into a new covenant 
with us, offering the opportunity for a new relation-
ship. We no longer need to be in fear of God. Rather, 
we can be in relationship with God. God has drawn near 
through Jesus Christ, who is our mediator.  

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 Hebrews 12:14-15 and 18-29 and this leader’s 

guide. 
•	 If you choose the activity “Peace Quotes,” search on-

line for quotes about working for peace. Look for a 
variety of quotes—male, female, persons from a vari-
ety of races and ethnicities, people from around the 
globe, etc. Have them available for the participants 
to see (e.g., displayed around the meeting space or 
printed as handouts).

•	 For the activity “Film or Worship Clips on Peace,” 
search online for a brief video clip that can be used 
to stimulate a discussion on pursing peace. (Invictus, 
a movie about Nelson Mandela, a former president of 
South Africa, has a number of scenes that could be 
used. Also consider websites such as the International 
Peace Institute and the U.S. Institute of Peace.)

•	 Prepare to play the clip during the session. 
•	 Have available Bibles; paper; index cards; pens or 

pencils; and either a chalkboard and chalk, a dry-erase 
board and markers, or newsprint and markers.

BEGINNING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

•	 Ask participants to name things that can sometimes 
be dangerous or frightening and at other times benefi-
cial or comforting. (One example is fire.)

•	 Write responses on the board or newsprint.
•	 Invite participants to name images they have of God.
•	 Ask: “Do you feel that God is frightening or 

comforting?”
•	 Point out that adults experience God in a variety of 

ways. We may remember times when we experienced 
God as being comforting and other times felt that we 
were being chastened or punished by God. People ex-
perience times of calm and times of calamity, times 
when they feel close to God and times when they feel 
far away. 

•	 Encourage participants to share such experiences and 
what these times have helped them to come to know 
and understand about God.

•	 Transition to the Scripture study by saying that, in 
this session, participants will have an opportunity 
to think about their relationships with God and ask 
themselves if they respond to God mainly out of love 
or out of fear. 

DEVELOPING THE SESSION
(35-45 MINUTES)

Reading the Scripture (5-10 min.)
•	 Ask for three volunteers to read the Scripture passage 

as printed in Journeys:
 º Hebrews 12:14-15 
 º Hebrews 12:18-24 
 º Hebrews 12:25-29 

•	 Using information from “Examining the Scripture,” 
explain the main points that the writer of Hebrews 
was making in this passage.
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AND
Pursuing Peace (5-10 min.)
•	 Ask participants to each think of a stressful or violent 

situation in their lives and to ponder what would it 
mean for them to pursue peace in that situation. 

•	 Distribute index cards and pens or pencils and ask 
participants to write about the things that they can 
do to pursue peace. 

•	 Invite volunteers to share what they have written. 
•	 Offer a prayer for courage to do what they have writ-

ten in the weeks and months to come.
OR

Peace Quotes (5-10 min.)
•	 Display or distribute the quotes about working for 

peace. 
•	 Have participants select the ones that speak to them 

and then each find a partner and share why.
AND/OR

Film or Worship Clips on Peace (5-10 min.)
•	 Show a brief video clip to stimulate a discussion on 

pursuing peace. 
•	 Discuss:

 º How does this video clip illustrate what Paul wrote 
in Hebrews 12:14? 

 º How does this story encourage you to pursue 
peace and holiness?

 º How does pursuing peace and holiness work 
together?

AND/OR
A Consuming Fire (5-10 min.) 
•	 Read Hebrews 12:29: “For indeed our God is a 

consuming fire.”
•	 Ask: 

 º What is this verse telling us about the nature of 
God? 

 º Can a loving God also be a consuming fire? 
 º Where have we seen the consuming fire of God’s 

character in previous studies this quarter?

AND/OR
Jesus as Mediator (5-10 min.)
•	 Point out that sometimes people in a conflict look for 

a mediator. 
•	 Give a brief definition of “mediator”—one who in-

tervenes between two disputing parties.
•	 Ask: 

 º What is the ongoing dispute between God and us?
 º How does Jesus function as the mediator between 

us and God?
 º How does the mediation change the way people 

can approach and know God?
AND/OR

Contrast Two Covenants (5-10 min.)
•	 Point out that, in this session’s Scripture passage two 

covenants are contrasted: the Sinai covenant (Exodus 
19:18) and the new covenant mediated by Jesus (He-
brews 12:18-24).

•	 Ask: “How are these two covenants the same, and 
how are they different?”

CLOSING THE SESSION
(5-10 MINUTES)

One Thing I Take from Today 
•	 Invite each participant to share one thing that he or 

she will take from this session. 
•	 After all have had the opportunity to share, offer a 

brief prayer.
OR

Read Psalm 66
•	 Point out that Psalm 66 praises the awesomeness 

of God and affirms that we can approach God with 
confidence.

•	 Close the session by reading Psalm 66:1-7.

NOTE
1. Alan C. Mitchell, Hebrews (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 

Press, 2007), 289.

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.




