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Using the Connections Teaching Guide
The Smyth & Helwys Connections Series Bible Study Teaching Guide is designed to help you, the Bible
study leader, teach lessons with confidence. In-depth background study, as well as engaging teaching suggestions, complement each other and equip you to design an enriching Bible study using the
Connections Teaching Guide and the Connections Resource Kit. The Connections Commentary, by Dr. Brian
Harbour, offers additional engaging commentary for each lesson in the Connections Bible Study Series.

Each lesson in the Connections Teaching Guide offers the following features:

Teacher Preparation Section
Teaching Principle — a concise statement of the lesson’s theme
Introduction — helps teachers grasp the Bible study theme
Scripture Context — sets the historical, biblical, and literary context
Bible Background — expository Bible text and background study
Conclusion — final and summarizing Bible study remarks

Class Teaching Section
Before the Lesson – suggestions for Bible study preparation
Beginning the Lesson – lesson starters to gain class interest
Teaching the Lesson – class study directions by verse and section
Applying the Lesson – ideas for lesson application activities
Closing Prayer – a prayer suggestion for concluding each lesson
Teaching Options – optional discussion outlines and suggestions
The Connections Resource Kit is intended to encourclass participation, provide visual aids, and
more opportunities for group discussion.
Resource Kit handout pages complement the Bible
study lessons with activities, reflection pieces, or
mation sheets. The Resource Kit also contains four
posters announcing unit and lesson titles, dates,
Scriptures to be studied.
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ENCOURAGING A VIBRANT SUNDAY SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT
The gathering period before the Bible study lesson is an important fellowship
time for both Sunday school regulars and guests. Here are suggestions for creating a warm and welcoming atmosphere (each item can be assigned to a reliable
group member):
• Arrive early and ensure that the meeting area is bright, clean, and welcoming.
• Encourage joyful fellowship by providing coffee, tea, juice, or snacks.
• Be purposeful about seeking out visitors and greeting them personally. Be sure to register their
attendance. Remember to get contact information so you can tell them later how much you
enjoyed having them.
• If guests are unaccompanied, pair them with friendly regulars for the morning.
• Be intentional about catching up with regular class members. Enlist other members for this
ministry.
• Gather the classes together for a brief general assembly.
• Start on time and keep things moving; do not repeat announcements.
• Allow class members to introduce any invited guests. Consider acknowledging other guests but
be sensitive that some people do not like to be singled out.
• Share news of Sunday school and church activities.
• Offer a moment of prayer concerns and reasons for thanksgiving.
• Lead a brief time of spoken or silent prayer.
• Some groups may enjoy singing a hymn at this point in the gathering.
• Send classes off to study by introducing the day’s teachers and announcing the class meeting
locations.
After the day’s Bible study, the adult Sunday school coordinator can call teachers for member and guest information
updates. Visits or calls to that day’s guests may be arranged.
Special pastoral care needs among the class participants
can be noted and passed on to Sunday school leadership
and ministry staff. This is a good way to communicate continued interest and
encourage shared ministry with Bible study teachers.
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Unit One
God’s Saving Actions
Where does our faith in God come from? We probably can’t remember how our faith
developed from our first awareness of God’s movement in our lives to our realization that
God protects and provides for us. Despite not being able to recall every detail of our faith
formation, we all remember when we decided to be in a relationship with God. The passages
from the book of Exodus in this unit allow us to follow the faith formation of the people
of Israel. We will see that their journey is not only a physical movement out of Egypt into
the wilderness but also a journey of becoming a people of faith, a people in relationship
with God.
The primary theme of these passages is knowing God. From their first encounter with
the one true God, the people of Israel begin to realize that being God’s people will require
transitioning from their former lives to a new life with God. This is a hard lesson that they
encounter repeatedly as they resist returning to the ways of Pharaoh’s broken and oppressive
culture and embrace a life with God that offers freedom, protection, and provision. As we
follow their journey, we will reflect on how we choose God and God’s community over other
options.
The journey to knowing God is also a journey of learning to have faith in God. The people
of Israel are not accustomed to relying on God to save them from certain death, protect
them from chaos, or provide for their needs. Yet it is God’s repeated creative and miraculous
activity that demonstrates God’s presence, power, authority, and desire for relationship with
the people of Israel. At every point in the Exodus journey, they have the opportunity to show
faith in God and remember God’s saving activity, but their faith falters. The challenges they
encounter in their faith formation are an important part of the journey. They remind us
that we also encounter difficulties, hardship, and struggle as we learn to love, worship, and
become children of God.
Through it all, God’s presence with the people of Israel is tangible and visible. Even when
they test, forget, and ignore God, they are never apart from God’s presence. This reassuring
reminds us that just as God was always present with the people of Israel, even in the darkest
moments of their journey, God is always present with us.

ABOUT THE WRITER
Doris K. Dalton believes in the power of God’s love to break down barriers and build
bridges of possibility. Her life’s mission statement is “Extending the Table of Love so
All May Eat and Be Full.” She believes our greatest work together is to establish Beloved
Communities that create space for all of us to transform from strangers to neighbors.
Rev. Dalton is the Director of Leadership Development and Intercultural Competency for
the New York Conference of the United Methodist Church. She is an ordained permanent
Deacon in the United Methodist Church. Doris is married to her best friend, Tim Dalton.
They have two amazing children who bring them joy and hope every day.
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Protection from Death
Lesson Text: Exodus 12:1-14

A Verse to Remember—Exodus 12:13
Background Text: Exodus 12:1-20
Other Lectionary Texts: Psalm 149; Romans 13:8-14; Matthew 18:15-20

Teaching Principle: God leads God’s people to take action that will protect us from realities that
threaten to take life from us.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 1 poster, “God’s Saving Actions”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Protection from Death—Exodus 12:1-14
• A New Beginning, A New Community (12:1-6)
• Preparing to Follow God (12:7-11)
• God’s Power and Protection (12:12-14)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the first teaching option, prepare copies
of the handout “Creating a Ritual” (Kit, p. 1).
(7) If using the second teaching option, prepare
to show the video “The Passover Seder: What
to Expect” (https://www.bimbam.com/
judaism-101/Passover/).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: In today’s lesson text,
God protects the people of
Israel from the tenth and final plague
of Egypt by forming them into a new
community and offering them a new
relationship with God. Today, we are
going to talk about how being in a
community that worships God
protects us from the things that could
harm us, threaten us, or prevent us
from having a new life with God.
Divide the class into pairs. Have
them take turns telling each other
one memory or experience of a
time when being in a community of
people who worshiped God helped
or protected them.
6 • Unit One: God’s Saving Actions

INTRODUCTION
Most of us have probably heard the saying, “There
are no atheists in foxholes.” When our lives are in
danger, we seek help. Who can save us when we are
suffering and vulnerable? Like the people of Israel,
we cry out to God for deliverance and protection.
God provides a way for the Israelites to experience
new life in the face of death. As enslaved people
in Egypt, their lives were characterized by lifelong
oppression, powerlessness, and suffering. They were
constantly on the edge of death. But God leads the
people to become a new community. God gives them
the opportunity to choose God over the realities
around them that lead to death. We, too, can choose
to be in community with God and with God’s people.
God protects and provides for those who do.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
This week’s Scripture passage comes near the end
of the battle between God’s agent Moses and the
pharaoh of Egypt (7:14–11:9). God is sending a series
of plagues on the Egyptians. The story has been
building, with each successive plague revealing that
God’s power far exceeds that of the Egyptian gods.
The tenth and final plague introduces a new element:
the active participation of all the people of Israel.
The Israelites receive instructions for a ritual that
becomes the foundation of a transformed relationship with the God who liberates them from perpetual
bondage. After the people take action, God acts with
undeniable power to protect and free them from
certain death. The rituals in this text are the basis
for the yearly Passover festival. Through them, the
people of God remember and celebrate God’s protection and provision.
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BIBLE BACKGROUND—A NEW BEGINNING,
A NEW COMMUNITY
Exodus 12:1-6
(1) The LORD said to Moses and Aaron in the land
of Egypt: (2) This month shall mark for you the
beginning of months; it shall be the first month
of the year for you. (3) Tell the whole congregation of Israel that on the tenth of this month they
are to take a lamb for each family, a lamb for
each household. (4) If a household is too small
for a whole lamb, it shall join its closest neighbor in obtaining one; the lamb shall be divided
in proportion to the number of people who eat
of it. (5) Your lamb shall be without blemish, a
year-old male; you may take it from the sheep
or from the goats. (6) You shall keep it until the
fourteenth day of this month; then the whole
assembled congregation of Israel shall slaughter
it at twilight.
12:1 Following the pattern of earlier passages that
introduce a new plague, this section begins with God’s
words to Moses and Aaron. God includes Aaron so he
can again serve as Moses’ spokesperson to the people
of Israel (4:27-30; 7:1-2). Earlier plague narratives go
immediately into narrating the plagues, but here God
gives the people instructions for a new ritual. A ritual
is a series of actions or a ceremony performed in a
customary and ordered way to create meaning in our
worship of and relationship with God. God speaks to
Moses and Aaron “in the land of Egypt.” This location
is important. God will demonstrate God’s power over
the Egyptian gods and the pharaoh in their home
territory.
12:2 God reorders the way the people of Israel observe
time. People in an agricultural society marked time by
lunar phases and growing seasons. God’s actions interrupt the natural order and reorder the relationship
between God and the Israelites. God also reveals more
of God’s character and will. The Israelites are to start
the new year with a new ritual that will set them apart
as God’s people.
12:3 This is the first time in the exodus narrative that
God instructs the Israelites to take action. Previously,

Ask: What are some of the ways
being in a community of people
who worshiped God protected you?
Say: Today’s Scripture passage
tells us that when we live as a
community that worships God,
God protects us from the realities
that threaten our lives.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Exodus 12:1-6

Invite someone to read
Exodus 12:1-6.

Say: God wants to establish a new
relationship with the Israelites
before they leave Egypt. The first
thing God does is reorder their time
and change their calendar year.
Ask: Why was it important for the
people of Israel to start their new
year from this point in the exodus
story?
Ask: How do Christians reorder
time? How do we worship God
through our time and our church
calendar? How does this define us
as a community of worshipers?
Say: A ritual is a series of actions
or a ceremony performed in a
customary and ordered way to give
meaning in our worship of and relationship with God.
Ask: What ritual activities must the
congregation of Israel complete?
What rituals have helped you order
your life and reminded you of your
relationship to God?
Say: In forming this new community, God shows God’s desire for
everyone to have enough and for
no one to have too little.
Ask: How do these instructions
ensure no one will be left out?
Protection from Death • 7
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How does God’s community differ
from the community offered by
Pharaoh’s Egypt?
Ask: What does sacrificing the Passover lamb cost the people? What
kinds of sacrifices are we to offer
God? What do they cost us? What
should they cost us?
Say: So far, we have seen God
form the people of Israel into a
new community by reordering
their time, leading them into ritual
activity, valuing equity and sharing,
and requiring a sacrifice from them.
Discuss: How do these new ways
of being community set the people
of Israel apart from the people of
Egypt? How does forming this new
community set God apart from the
gods of Egypt?

EXODUS 12:7-11

Invite someone to read
Exodus 12:7-11.

Say: The Israelites prepare for
their last meal in Egypt. Though
they must hurry, there are special
instructions about the kinds of foods
they will eat and the preparation of
those foods.
Ask: What meaning lies behind the
ways the people are to prepare the
meal?
Ask: What specific instructions does
God give on how the people are to
eat their last meal in Egypt? How
are these instructions contrary to
the customary conduct at a meal
in those days?
Say: These instructions for the
preparation of the food and the
eating of the meal are part of the

8 • Unit One: God’s Saving Actions

only Moses, and sometimes Aaron, received instruction to act on God’s behalf (6:10-13; 6:28–7:6). Now,
everyone becomes an agent of God’s liberating activity
in Egypt. All the people will receive God’s instructions,
and all of them will participate in the ritual. To ensure
no one is left out, God distinguishes between families
and households. If one is widowed, orphaned, or does
not have a family of one’s own, that person will be
included in a household. God commands the people
who worship God to care for their neighbors too;
loving their neighbors is a way to show they love God
(see Rom 13:8-14, another of this Sunday’s lectionary
readings).
This is also the first time God calls the people of Israel
a “congregation,” or a worshiping community. Their
ritual activity and their new relationship with God
mark them as God’s people.
12:4 God makes further provisions to ensure every
person will be fed, every person will have enough, and
there will be no excess or leftover food. Knowing that
a whole lamb can feed many people, God instructs
small households to come together. God protects
God’s people who are alone, hungry, or lack resources
by having those with plenty share with them. They are
creating a new community through this ritual.
12:5 A male year-old lamb signifies a year’s worth
of hard work and care: a significant investment of
time and resources. The lamb must be unblemished
(meaning healthy), uninjured, unscarred, and full of
vitality. This unblemished year-old lamb represents
the best of the flock and therefore the most treasured
of all the lambs. In making the offering, the Israelites
choose to follow God and to trust that God will fulfill
the promise to provide for them.
12:6 The ritual begins on the tenth day of the month
(see v. 3). On that day, families and households choose
an unblemished year-old lamb to keep among them
for four days. After four days, the whole congregation
of Israel comes back together to slaughter their lambs
at twilight, or “between the two evenings” (Friedman,
206). The sacrifice takes place between daytime and
nighttime, as daylight recedes and the night begins to
take over. The unusual timing of this part of the ritual
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signifies rapid preparation for a speedy escape
from Egypt.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—PREPARING TO
FOLLOW GOD
Exodus 12:7-11
(7) They shall take some of the blood and put it
on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses
in which they eat it. (8) They shall eat the lamb
that same night; they shall eat it roasted over
the fire with unleavened bread and bitter herbs.
(9) Do not eat any of it raw or boiled in water,
but roasted over the fire, with its head, legs, and
inner organs. (10) You shall let none of it remain
until the morning; anything that remains until
the morning you shall burn. (11) This is how
you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals
on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and
you shall eat it hurriedly. It is the Passover of
the LORD.
12:7 After slaughtering the lambs, the people are to
apply the blood to the doorposts and lintels (a beam
across the top of the doorway) of the homes where the
families and households are gathered for the nighttime meal. The blood on the doorway of the house is
an outward and visible sign of the people’s commitment to follow and worship God.
12:8 The Israelites prepare to leave Egypt with a
final, hurried meal. It may take several hours to roast
the lamb over a fire, so they will eat their meal in the
middle of the night. The unleavened bread is a flat
bread because there is no yeast in the dough. There
was not enough time to wait for the yeast to cause
the bread to rise. The bitter herbs are a reminder
of the bitterness of the people’s slavery in Egypt
(Rylaarsdam, 920; 1:8-14).
12:9 God tells the people not to undercook the lamb
and eat it raw, and not to use the waters of Egypt to
boil the lamb. Though boiling could speed up the
cooking process, it would require depending on the
Egyptian waters, which represent one of the Egyptian
deities and would be a source of death (Friedman,
207). The people of Israel won’t rely on Egypt for life

new ritual observance God has
given the people. God declares this
ritual “the Passover of the LORD.”
Let’s learn more about the significance of Passover observance.

EXODUS 12:12-14

Invite someone to read
Exodus 12:12-14.

Say: God earlier instructed the
Israelites to put the blood of the
sacrificed lambs on their doorposts
(v. 7). This was an outward and
visible sign of their choice to follow
God’s instructions and to be a part
of God’s new community. This
action also saved their lives.
Invite someone to read
Genesis 12:1-3.
Say: God had long ago set apart the
descendants of Abraham as God’s
covenant people. This unique identity distinguishes the Israelites from
other nations and communities. It
also gives them hope in the face of
oppression and slavery. Their obedience and desire to be in renewed
relationship with God opens their
lives to God’s protection and
provision.
Discuss: How does our relationship
with God give us hope when we
are hurt or broken? How do we
(or can we) demonstrate outward
and visible signs of our choice to
follow God and be part of God’s
community?
Say: The tenth plague on the Egyptians reveals God’s power to take
and protect life. It may make us
uncomfortable to think that a loving
God who protects our life would
also end life. Many have imagined
the angel of death as a separate
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force outside of God. But here
in our lesson text, God uses
first-person singular pronouns to
describe God’s actions.
Discuss: In displaying God’s
superiority to Egypt’s gods, God
takes an active role in protecting
and taking life at the same time.
On the other hand, Pharaoh and
the Egyptian gods are shown to
be powerless because they can’t
protect life, although they can
take life. How does this help us
understand God’s power and
authority?
Say: God commands the people
to “observe [Passover] as a
perpetual ordinance” (Ex 12:14).
Ask: What perpetual reminders
help our community of worship
remember God’s protecting and
saving acts?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: Jews still observe
Passover every year to
remember the importance of
being a community that acts
together to follow and love God.
The members of Christian congregations can also remind each
other of God’s protection and
healing when we are hurt and
broken.

Ask: How have we seen God’s
protecting and saving acts in our
individual lives? In our congregation? In our community?
Say: It is important for our congregation and community to be
reminded of God’s protecting
and saving actions. Remembering
encourages us and helps us maintain hope and faith in God.
10 • Unit One: God’s Saving Actions

or protection anymore. They must also roast the entire
lamb, including its head and inner organs.
12:10 The people are to burn any of the roasted lamb
that remains in the morning. There will be nothing
left in Egypt to make the people of Israel remain any
longer than necessary, not even a meal of leftovers.
12:11 God’s instructions on how to eat the meal go
against custom. People usually wore long, flowing
tunics that extended past the knees to protect them
from the climate. To eat with their “loins girded” is
to tie up their tunics between their legs and around
the belts on their waists. This would allow them to
freely run without being encumbered by their clothes
(1 Kings 18:41-46). People usually left dusty sandals
and staffs outside. But they eat this meal wearing their
sandals indoors and with one hand on their staffs,
ready for imminent travel (Rylaarsdam, 921).
This is the first time the word “Passover” is used
in the Old Testament. The Hebrew noun, pesach, is
commonly translated as “Passover” (Brueggemann,
777). It refers to the name of the event and the reason
for the ritual in which God protects the people of
Israel from death (12:12).
Biblical scholars commonly understand the ritual
instructions in Exodus 12:2-11 as applying only to the
night before the first Passover in Egypt. Future generations use Exodus 12:14-28 as the instructions for their
Passover observances (Friedman, 206).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GOD’S POWER AND
PROTECTION
Exodus 12:12-14
(12) For I will pass through the land of Egypt that
night, and I will strike down every firstborn in the
land of Egypt, both human beings and animals;
on all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments:
I am the LORD. (13) The blood shall be a sign for
you on the houses where you live: when I see
the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague
shall destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.
(14) This day shall be a day of remembrance
for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival to the
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LORD; throughout your generations you shall
observe it as a perpetual ordinance.
12:12 God declares how God will act to protect the
people. God will pass through the land of Egypt
that night while the Israelite people are gathered in
their homes, protected by the blood on their doorposts and eating the ritual meal. This is the tenth
and final plague. Through God’s tangible presence
and power-revealing activity, God both takes life and
protects life.
God executes judgments against the deities of
Egypt by revealing their powerlessness to the Egyptian people. Followers of ancient Egyptian religion
believed the pharaohs were divine and that certain
animals were earthly manifestations of Egyptian
gods (Friedman, 207). Egyptian worshipers prayed
to Pharaoh and these gods for protection against
death, the ultimate protection a god can offer. When
God strikes down the firstborn of human beings and
animals in Egypt, the divinity and power of the Egyptian gods are revealed to be nothing in the presence
of the one true God.
12:13 The people of God have visibly declared their
belief by placing the lamb’s blood on their doorposts.
When God sees the blood on the doorposts, God
passes over those houses, and no harm comes to the
people gathered there. Their actions in obedience
to God’s instructions protect them from the deadly
plague that visits other houses.

Ask: What are some concrete ways
we can remind each other of God’s
protecting and saving acts?
As class members call out ideas,
write them on a whiteboard or flip
chart. Invite each class member
to write down one thing they
will do to remind others of God’s
protecting and saving action.

CLOSING PRAYER

O God, thank you for
protecting, healing, and
saving us. Help us learn to trust you,
follow you, and love you more each
day. Help us be a community that
practices remembering how much
you love us. Amen.
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12:14 The firstborn of God’s people have been saved
from death; this is cause for celebration and festivals
(see Ps 149, the lectionary’s psalm for this Sunday).
God establishes this day as a memorial so the people
will remember God’s saving activity for generations
to come. God sets forth an ordinance to ensure the
people will remember God’s saving acts through
the Festival of the Unleavened Bread (Hyatt, 134; Ex
12:15-20). This week-long celebration is now called the
Passover festival because God passed over the houses
of God’s people, saving them from the plague of death.
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CONCLUSION
God fulfills God’s promises to save the people of Israel by leading them into action (see
Ex 6:1-8). God identifies the people as a worshiping community belonging to God and calls
them to observe a new ritual that sets them apart from other communities. God leads the
people in ritual activity that values community and inclusion of all, requires sacrificial
choices, and demonstrates an outward and visible decision to be God’s people. When God
acts to separate the people of Israel from the people of Egypt, God protects the people of
Israel from death. God’s saving activity is remembered in every generation.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Create a Ritual
Say: God reordered the calendar for God’s
people so their new year would begin
with the Passover remembrance. God
gave them instructions to eat unleavened
bread before the Passover meal so they would
remember how they once prepared to leave Egypt
under God’s protection (Ex 12:15-20). The ritual
practices of remembering the Passover help Jewish
people remember God’s protection and power.
Rituals also help Christians order our time and
remember God’s presence in our lives.
Ask: How have you experienced God’s saving
power and protection in your life?
Say: It is important for God’s people to find ways
to remember God’s presence and activity. We
can do this by creating a new ritual. A ritual can
be as simple as a prayer you say before a meal to
thank God for provision. It can also be as complex
as the preparation, prayers, and responses in a
baptism. Let’s work on creating a simple ritual to
help us remember God’s presence and activity in
our lives.
Divide the class into groups of two or three. Give
the members of each group a copy of the “Create
a Ritual” worksheet. Ask each group to follow
the instructions and fill out the worksheet. When
everyone is finished, ask one person from each
group to talk about the ritual they developed.

from the tenth plague. Over the centuries, the
Jewish observance of Passover has evolved from
the original instructions in Exodus 12 to include
songs, prayers, readings, questions, and sometimes games. The meal is called the Passover
Seder (which means “order”).
Say: The Passover Seder is unique to Jewish
culture, experience, religion, and history. Christians can learn and understand the importance
of the Passover Seder in Judaism without diminishing the centrality of the Last Supper of Jesus
Christ within Christian doctrine, worship, and
discipleship.
Invite someone to read Mark 14:12-25.
Ask: What do you notice about the description
of the Passover meal? What are the connections
we can make about how Jesus and his disciples
observed the Passover meal?
Say: Now we will see how the Passover meal is
observed today.
Play the video “The Passover Seder: What to
Expect.” Pause it at the 37-second mark to take
a longer look at the symbolic food on the Seder
plate.

Ask each person to write down how they will use
one of the shared rituals or make one of their own
to remember God’s presence and activity in their
lives.

Say and Ask: The Passover Seder is an important
celebration for the Jewish people. Using your
knowledge of the history and experience of the
Jews, how do you think the Passover Seder might
be an important part of the Jewish experience
today? What are ways we as Christians can relate
to the Jewish experience? What are ways we as
Christians cannot relate to the Jewish experience?

The Passover Meal Today
Say: Passover continues to be a vital Jewish practice of remembering how God saved the Israelites

(Alternate option: invite a local rabbi or teacher of
Judaism to give a presentation about the Passover
Seder.)
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Deliverance from Bondage
A Verse to Remember—Exodus 14:21
Background Text: Exodus 14:1-31
Other Lectionary Texts: Psalm 114; Romans 14:1-12; Matthew 18:21-35

Lesson Text: Exodus 14:19-31

Teaching Principle: God acts to deliver God’s people from the forces that keep them from being
free.

INTRODUCTION
Have you ever struggled to let go of a bad habit? It
can take several attempts over many months to stop
repeating it. Even after many tries inspired by good
intentions, we may find ourselves still trapped in our
bad habit. How can God deliver us from the inner
and outer forces that keep us from being free? In this
week’s passage, we see God act in powerful ways to
free God’s people from oppressive forces that pursue
them, from chaos that threatens to destroy them, and
from their disbelief and lack of faith that prevents
them from knowing God.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
The Israelites are on their journey to freedom, but
they are not yet free. The forces that kept them in
slavery are pursuing them in order to reclaim them.
After God led the people of Israel out of Egypt, the
pharaoh unleashed his military power to recapture
them. Our lesson text picks up in the middle of the
chase. The people of Israel are trapped between the
seashore and the advancing Egyptian army. Moses
responds to the panicking people, saying, “Do not
be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that
the LORD will accomplish for you today” (14:13).
God fights for the Israelites, using God’s creative
power to redeem and save God’s people. God
contains the chaos of the water and defeats the
chaos of the Egyptian army. God is victorious over
the forces that seek to enslave and oppress God’s
people, including the crippling power of disbelief
and lack of faith.

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 1 poster, “God’s Saving Actions”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Deliverance from Bondage—Exodus 14:19-31
• Possibility and Power (14:19-22)
• Chaos and Creation (14:23-27)
• Confession and Belief (14:28-31)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the first teaching option, make copies
of the handout “Waters of Our Deliverance”
(Kit, p. 2). Provide a napkin and two small
bowls, one empty and one containing 1/4 cup
of water, for each class member.

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: In today’s Scripture
passage, we see the people
of Israel on their journey toward
freedom—but they are not free yet.
They are trapped between an
advancing Egyptian army and the sea.
God delivers the people through the
sea and frees them from bondage.
Today we will discuss how God
delivers and protects us from the
forces that keep us from being free.
Divide the class into groups of three.
Ask them to share a story of an act
of deliverance by God that they
have experienced, witnessed, or
heard about.
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Ask: How does experiencing,
seeing, or hearing about God’s
saving acts increase our faith?
Say: Today’s lesson text tells us that
God protects and delivers us so we
can be free to know and worship
God.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Exodus 14:19-22

Invite someone to read
Exodus 14:19-22.

Say: After the Israelites leave Egypt,
God is constantly present with them
through a pillar of cloud by day and
a pillar of fire by night. The angel
of God is also with them. God is
constantly present with us too.
Ask: How do you know God is
constantly present with you? How
does God make God’s presence
known to us?
Ask: How does God protect the
Israelites from the Egyptian army?
How does God protect us? What
does God protect us from?
Say: God is present to protect the
people from danger, but they are
still afraid. Moses encourages the
people to believe in God when
they are afraid. Let’s talk about
how Moses acted on his faith.
Invite someone to read
Exodus 14:13-16.
Say: Moses believes God will deliver
the people even though they can’t
see a way out.
Ask: How does Moses encourage
the people to believe in God? What
does God ask Moses to do? What
does this tell us about Moses’
relationship with God?
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BIBLE BACKGROUND—POSSIBILITY AND POWER
Exodus 14:19-22
(19) The angel of God who was going before the
Israelite army moved and went behind them;
and the pillar of cloud moved from in front of
them and took its place behind them. (20) It
came between the army of Egypt and the army
of Israel. And so the cloud was there with the
darkness, and it lit up the night; one did not
come near the other all night. (21) Then Moses
stretched out his hand over the sea. The LORD
drove the sea back by a strong east wind all
night, and turned the sea into dry land; and the
waters were divided. (22) The Israelites went
into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming
a wall for them on their right and on their left.
14:19 From the time the Israelites left Egypt, God
appeared in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of
fire by night (13:21-22) to lead them on their journey.
Through God’s power-revealing activity in Egypt, the
people have seen how God is present in nature and
able to use nature for God’s purposes (7:14–12:14).
God is present to protect, lead, and guard God’s
people. Now the Israelites are trapped between the
advancing Egyptian army and the sea. Much like when
Moses encountered an angel at the burning bush (3:2),
an angel of God heralds God’s presence and activity
among the people. The angel of God and God’s presence in a pillar of cloud move to stand between the
Egyptian army and the Israelites.
14:20 The continuous presence of God is a miracle
(Friedman, 215), heightened by the purpose of God’s
presence, which is vigilant protection of God’s people
(Brueggemann, 794). This is the first time God’s
presence has remained continuously and visibly with
the people. The pillar of cloud separates the Egyptian
army from the Israelites. Before, the pillar of cloud
became a pillar of fire in the evening to provide light
and guidance (13:22). Now, the pillar of cloud acts
as a covering for the people of God, hiding and separating them from the Egyptians. The text seems to
indicate that the pillar of cloud both gives light to the
Israelites and increases the nighttime darkness for the
Egyptians (Childs, 218). This is the second time God’s
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protective activity has taken place at night, the first
being the Passover.
14:21 Throughout the exodus story, Moses has been
the agent and messenger of God’s activity. Once
again, Moses becomes part of God’s liberating activity.
God works in Moses, whose faithful obedience helps
him follow God’s command to stretch his hand over
the sea. God works through Moses, using Moses’
outstretched hand as a sign to the people that God’s
powerful saving activity is for them.
As Moses stretches out his hand over the waters, God
begins a new activity. When the people of Israel first
looked over the sea, they saw the assurance of their
death. They couldn’t imagine a way through the water.
But God is able to see possibility and to create beyond
what humans can imagine.
God first displayed God’s power and possibility in
the creation narratives of Genesis. In the beginning,
God blew a strong wind across the waters (1:3) and
contained the chaos that was present before the time
of creation. In one of God’s many acts of creation,
God separated the water to create dry land (1:9-10),
bringing order to chaos. Now in our lesson text, God
blows a strong wind across the sea, contains the chaos
of water, and divides the water to create dry land. The
waters are held back and the sea floor becomes dry
ground for the Israelites to walk on. This time, the
purpose of God’s creative work is redemptive: the Israelites become a new creation of God as they are saved
from their pursuers by passing through the sea to the
other side (Fretheim, 159; see Ps 114, the lectionary’s
psalm for this Sunday).
14:22 The Israelites walk into the sea, crossing on
dry ground surrounded by walls of water, which God
holds in place. The text doesn’t mention any grumbling, defiance, or disbelief among the people. It was
just a short while ago when they complained to Moses
and accused him of leading them out of Egypt to die
in the wilderness (Ex 14:11-12). Are they suddenly
filled with faith in Moses, a leader they haven’t yet
fully trusted, and with belief in God, whom they don’t
yet understand? It is unlikely that they obey because
of a strong faith in God, since they quickly lose faith
again a few days after the miraculous crossing of the
sea (see 15:22-24). The Israelites have been enslaved

Say: God begins to move the water
after Moses stretches out his hand.
This tells us that God’s works are
connected to Moses’ faith and to
Moses’ response to God.
Discuss: What do you think would
have happened if Moses had not
stretched out his hand as God told
him to do? What might this tell us
about the importance of our faithful
obedience to God?
Say: The Israelites witness God’s
power as God divides the waters
to create a safe path through the
sea. God contains the sea behind
walls of water on the left and right
of the path, providing dry ground
for the people to walk on between
the walls.
Invite someone to read
Genesis 1:1-2, 9-10.
Ask: What parallels do you see
between this creation text and
our lesson text? What might we
conclude from these parallels about
what God is doing in providing the
Israelites a way across the sea?
Discuss: Can you imagine what
the people thought and felt as
they approached the sea and then
walked through it? What might
they have said to each other? How
do you think their journey through
the waters changed the ways they
understood God’s presence and
power? How does their story affect
the way you understand God’s
power and presence in your life?
Why does it affect you that way?
Say: We see God’s power through
God’s ability to do creative things
in ways that exceed human imagination. The people are afraid when
they think they are trapped by the
sea. They think escape from the

Deliverance from Bondage • 15

September 13, 2020

Egyptian army is impossible. But
God creates a possibility where the
people see impossibility. We need
to learn more about God’s power
that creates possibilities where we
see none.

Exodus 14:23-27
Invite someone to read
Exodus 14:23-27.
Say: The pharaoh sends an army
to pursue the Israelites. The force
consists of six hundred chariots,
horses, chariot drivers, soldiers, and
weapons. Despite the plagues that
God sent on Egypt, the pharaoh still
thinks he can enforce his will.
Ask: Why do you think the pharaoh
still doesn’t believe that God’s
power is stronger than Egyptian
military might?
Ask: What does God do to the
Egyptian army? How do God’s
actions change the Egyptians’
minds about who God is and
what God can do?
Say: The Egyptian soldiers acknowledge that God is acting on behalf of
the Israelites. Even the enemies of
God’s people acknowledge God’s
power. But they realize this just
before they die.
Ask: How can we bear witness to
God’s saving power so that others
might come to acknowledge God
and maybe even to believe in and
worship God? How can we do this
so that they have the opportunity to
follow God and make the best use
of the rest of their lives?
Say: We see both chaos and
creation in this text. Chaos is in the
waters and in the Egyptian army.
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for generations, and their decision-making skills,
capacity for resiliency, and sense of responsibility are
probably underutilized and weak (Friedman, 214;
Matthew 18:21-35). The people’s natural response
to danger is to flee to their old and familiar lives in
Egypt rather than pursue freedom along unfamiliar
roads. In this situation, God makes the choice for the
people by opening a path before them. Simply put, the
people of Israel walk into the sea because they have no
choice but to go forward. God leads them to take the
first step of faith that will later open their eyes to see,
know, and believe in God (14:31).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—CHAOS AND CREATION
Exodus 14:23-27
(23) The Egyptians pursued, and went into the sea
after them, all of Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and
chariot drivers. (24) At the morning watch the
LORD in the pillar of fire and cloud looked down
upon the Egyptian army, and threw the Egyptian
army into panic. (25) He clogged their chariot
wheels so that they turned with difficulty. The
Egyptians said, “Let us flee from the Israelites,
for the LORD is fighting for them against Egypt.”
(26) Then the LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out
your hand over the sea, so that the water may
come back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots and chariot drivers.” (27) So Moses stretched
out his hand over the sea, and at dawn the sea
returned to its normal depth. As the Egyptians
fled before it, the LORD tossed the Egyptians into
the sea.
14:23 Pharaoh sends six hundred select chariots,
chariot drivers, horses, and officers to pursue the
Israelites (14:7). This army represented the best and
brightest military minds Egypt had to offer. They
embodied Egyptian domination and supremacy, and
their intent was to cause chaos. The Egyptian army
follows the Israelites into the sea, the location of
God’s creative activity, with the purpose of undoing
God’s creation by destroying the fleeing Israelites
(Fretheim, 159).
14:24 The morning watch is between two and six
o’clock (Hyatt, 154). While it is still dark, God causes
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confusion and panic among the Egyptian army. The
Egyptians came to bring chaos, but God creates chaos
among the Egyptians.
14:25 The Egyptian chariots were advanced military
technology for their time (Rylaarsdam, 938). The
chariots and horses were the instruments of Egyptian
military power, designed to bring the element of speed
to warfare. Ironically, the wheel, a key feature in the
chariot’s design, becomes their undoing. The text indicates that God clogged or “turned aside” the chariot
wheels so they would not function well on the floor
of the sea (Hyatt, 154).
Realizing their defeat is imminent, the Egyptian forces
try to flee. As they attempt to escape, they are forced
to publicly confess that God is real and on the Israelites’ side, and that they are helpless before God’s
power and purpose. Their confession fulfills Moses’
prophetic purpose (14:14) and God’s stated purpose
(14:18) (Brueggemann, 795). The soldiers confess what
pharaoh and all of Egypt have long denied: God is the
God of heaven and earth.
14:26 God’s purposes have been accomplished. The
people of Israel have been carried through the watery
chaos by God’s creative activity. The Egyptians’ confession has brought glory to God’s name and activity.
With the people of Israel safely through the sea and
the Egyptian army struggling with their chariots on
the sea floor, God gives Moses a second command.
14:27 In response to God’s command, Moses stretches
his hand over the waters again and God unleashes the
chaos and power of the sea. The walls come down,
the dry ground disappears, and the mighty waters
crash upon the Egyptian horses and chariot drivers.
The Egyptians’ weapons are useless to hold back
the waters. The soldiers attempt to flee, but none
survive. When dawn arrives, the waters of the sea have
returned to their natural and ordered place.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—CONFESSION AND BELIEF
Exodus 14:28-31
(28) The waters returned and covered the chariots and the chariot drivers, the entire army
of Pharaoh that had followed them into the

Creation is in the dry ground
through the sea and in the way the
Israelites become free when they
cross through the waters.
Discuss: What is God’s role in the
chaos and creation of this story?
How does God protect and deliver
the people through the chaos? How
does God protect us through the
chaos in and around our lives?

Exodus 14:28-31
Invite someone to read
Exodus 14:28-31.
Ask: How do the Israelites know
that God is for them and has delivered them?
Discuss: How have we seen God’s
delivering power at work in the
world, in the church, and in our
lives? How can we best use the
freedom God has given us?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Ask: What steps can we take
to trust in God’s delivering
power? To move toward greater
freedom from the things that hold
us back from becoming truly free?

Say: Like Moses, we have the privilege and responsibility to help
others experience God in ways that
lead them to freedom.
Ask: How do people in our church
or community feel trapped or in
danger? What are some concrete
ways we can help them?
As class members call out suggestions, write them on a whiteboard
or flip chart. Ask each person
to write down the name of one
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person who is feeling helpless or
afraid and one thing they will do to
encourage that person this week.

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, thank you for
protecting and saving us
when we feel afraid or helpless.
Help us have faith in you. Help us
show others you are always near
and will never leave us or forsake
us. Amen.
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sea; not one of them remained. (29) But the
Israelites walked on dry ground through the
sea, the waters forming a wall for them on their
right and on their left. (30) Thus the LORD saved
Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw
the Egyptians dead on the seashore. (31) Israel
saw the great work that the LORD did against the
Egyptians. So the people feared the LORD and
believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses.
14:28 The morning light reveals that the entire
Egyptian army is gone. Pharaoh and Egypt’s military
might, supremacy, and resources have been devastated. God’s victory over Egypt’s army is complete,
but this doesn’t crush or significantly cripple the
Egyptian empire. The people of God will continue to
encounter Egypt throughout the biblical narrative
(see Mt 2:13-15, for example). This miraculous event
may not have altered the course of Egypt’s history or
identity, but it does forever change the people of
Israel (Rylaarsdam, 938).
14:29 The Israelites walked on dry ground through
the sea, whereas the Egyptians drowned in the waters.
The Egyptian forces that enslaved the Israelites and
pursued them with the intention to destroy them are
defeated. God protected the Israelites from the chaotic
forces of oppression and the chaotic forces of nature.
14:30 The people of Israel see the evidence of God’s
creative and redemptive activity. With their oppressors
defeated, the Israelites stand on the other side of the
sea, alive and free.
14:31 The people begin to believe God is for them.
What has convinced them to believe and know God?
They were not convinced by God’s continuous presence among them in a pillar of cloud and fire. They
were not convinced by the splitting of the sea, nor by
their passage on dry ground through walls of water on
their left and right. Their faith in God begins to take
hold when they see Egypt’s army destroyed. Before
their deaths, the Egyptians proclaimed their belief in
God and feared God’s power. The Israelites come to
the same conclusion. They understand the fullness of
God’s power when they look upon the dead Egyptians,
and they fear God. They believe in God and in the
leadership of Moses, God’s servant.
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CONCLUSION
God’s creative activity saved the Israelites from the waters, from the oppressive Egyptians,
and from their own disbelief and lack of faith. God’s continuous presence among the people
gave them guidance and protection when they were vulnerable. Through Moses’ faithfulness, God’s creative power controlled and contained the forces of nature. God protected
the Israelites from chaotic forces and led them to walk through the sea on dry land. God
confused and thwarted the Egyptian army, causing chaos among them. They acknowledged
God’s intervention before the sea swept them away. The Egyptian soldiers were no more,
and the Israelites were free. God saved the Israelites and created a new people of faith.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Waters of Our Deliverance
Say: God moved powerfully to save the
people of Israel. God still moves to save
us. God saved the people of Israel by
delivering them through the waters of the
sea. We can use water to remind us of the ways
God acts to save and protect.
Divide the class into pairs. Distribute the handout
“Waters of Our Deliverance” and the empty
bowls and bowls of water.
Ask: What are some ways God used water to save
and protect God’s people in the Bible?
As the class shares examples, have each person
write them on their worksheet.
Say: Now let’s create a visual reminder of how
God used water to save and protect God’s people.
Dip your finger into the bowl of water. Let the
drop of water on your finger fall into your empty
bowl. There should be one drop of water in your
bowl. Repeat this for every example you have
written on your worksheet. You will see a small
body of water growing in your bowl to represent
the many ways God moved through water to save
and protect God’s people.
Say and Ask: You are also one of the people of
God. How has God saved and protected you?
What are the ways God has moved in your life
to save and protect you?
Say: Now write a few words to remind you of the
ways God has saved and protected you. When
you finish writing, dip your finger into the bowl

of water and place a drop of water into the bowl
for each of your personal examples. Now look
into the bowl that was empty. A drop of water has
become a small pool of water.
Ask: In daily life, how can we remind ourselves of
how God delivers and protects us?

THE PILLAR OF CLOUD

Invite someone to read Exodus 13:21-22.
Say: Before the events in our lesson text begin,
God has been in a pillar of cloud during the day
and a pillar of fire during the night.
Ask: What role does the pillar of cloud play before
the events in our lesson text?
Invite someone to read Exodus 14:19-20.
Say: As our lesson text opens, the pillar of cloud
moves from in front of the Israelites to behind
them.
Ask: What role does the pillar of cloud now play?
Invite someone to read Exodus 14:23-25.
Say: Now God looks down from the pillar.
Ask: What role does the pillar of cloud play at this
point?
Discuss: Does God play these same roles in our
lives? If so, how? How does God make God’s
presence known to us? How does God guide,
protect, and deliver us?
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Bread from Heaven
Lesson Text: Exodus 16:2-8, 11-15

A Verse to Remember—Exodus 16:12
Background Text: Exodus 16:2-36
Other Lectionary Texts: Psalm 105:1-6, 37-45; Philippians 1:21-30; Matthew 20:1-16

Teaching Principle: God acts to meet our basic needs.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 1 poster, “God’s Saving Actions”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Bread from Heaven—Exodus 16:2-8, 11-15
• God’s Economy (16:2-5)
• Who Is in Charge? (16:6-8)
• Manna and Quail (16:11-15)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the first teaching option, provide copies
of the “Bread of Heaven” handout (Kit, p. 3).
Find out if there is a food pantry in your community that takes grocery donations or a feeding
ministry that welcomes donations or volunteers.
Write down its location, hours, and donation and
volunteer needs.

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: In today’s passage, the
Israelites are hungry and
scared. Afraid they will die in the
wilderness, they yearn for their life in
Egypt where they knew what to
expect. In the wilderness, they did
not know where they would get their
next meal. When we are anxious and
feeling desperate about our unmet
physical needs, it can be easy to
forget how God provides for us.
Ask: What difficult circumstances do
people in our community face that
could make it hard to remember that
God is present with and provides for
God’s people?
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INTRODUCTION
The commercials for Snickers candy bars depict
what we might experience when we are “hangry,” or
hungry and angry at the same time. Our blood sugar
drops, we can’t make good choices, and we become
unbearable companions. Imagine a nation made
up of people who are all “hangry” at the same time,
feeling trapped in the wilderness and afraid they will
die of starvation. Despite the repeated ways they have
experienced God’s provision, the Israelites don’t trust
God to provide for them. Instead of responding with
frustration and judgment, God responds with generosity and abundance. God provides the people of
Israel with daily bread and meat so they can see and
know that God will provide for them.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
A month has passed since the Israelites left Egypt.
In that time, they have seen signs and wonders of
God’s power and presence. They have been delivered
from their slave masters and are now free to start a
new life with God in the wilderness. This is when the
real test of their faith begins. Anxiety, doubt, and
fear creep in. The fear is legitimate, for the people
are thirsty and hungry, and there are no immediate
sources of water and food. When they arrive at a
spring of bitter water, God provides drinkable water.
God also commands them to listen carefully, follow
God’s instructions, and live in relationship with God
and one another (15:22-27). God reminds the people
that they can count on God to take care of them. In
our lesson text, the people experience another test
of their faith, and they have another opportunity to
recognize that God provides for them.
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BIBLE BACKGROUND—GOD’S ECONOMY
Exodus 16:2-5
(2) The whole congregation of the Israelites
complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. (3) The Israelites said to them, “If only
we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land
of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate
our fill of bread; for you have brought us out
into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly
with hunger.” (4) Then the LORD said to Moses,
“I am going to rain bread from heaven for you,
and each day the people shall go out and gather
enough for that day. In that way I will test them,
whether they will follow my instruction or not.
(5) On the sixth day, when they prepare what
they bring in, it will be twice as much as they
gather on other days.”
16:2 The people have moved beyond their jubilation
over the victory at the sea. Led by Moses, they are
journeying away from Egypt through the wilderness.
They are beginning to recognize that life without the
pharaoh’s Egypt means no more exploited labor or
generational poverty and slavery. But it also means
no established support systems to meet their immediate physical needs and no assured access to food
and water. For them, life in the wilderness is life at
risk (Brueggemann, 806). Hungry and with no available food sources, they find that fear of starving
begins to set in. They forget how God has provided
for them. Filled with mistrust and panic, the people
go to Moses and Aaron and accuse them of failing in
their leadership.
16:3 The Israelites hold Moses and Aaron responsible
for their hunger. Their physical crisis leads to a crisis
of faith in God and in the leaders representing God
(Fretheim, 181). This contrasts with their belief in
God and in Moses’ leadership after they crossed the
sea (14:31). The anxiety they feel now distorts their
memories, and they begin to selectively compare
their life in the wilderness with their life in Egypt
(Brueggemann, 812).
In Egypt, they lacked personal agency, free will, and
dignity—but they weren’t starving. As enslaved people,

As class members call out answers,
write them on a whiteboard or
flip chart.
Say: We are going to examine the
story of God’s miraculous provision
in the wilderness. This will help
us remember that when we are
hungry, thirsty, anxious, or afraid,
God is with us and will provide
what we need.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Exodus 16:2-5

Invite someone to read
Exodus 16:2-5.

Say: The Israelites have come out
of Egypt and crossed the sea. They
are free from Pharaoh and Egypt.
But even though they are physically
free, they are mentally still enslaved
to Egypt. This is revealed when the
Israelites are hungry and don’t see
a source of food.
Ask: How can being very hungry
affect your ability to think,
remember the past, or make good
choices? Should the people have
responded differently to their lack
of food? How might lack of food
and lack of faith be connected or
not connected?
Ask: What do the Israelites mean
when they say they would rather
be back in Egypt, where meat and
bread are available? What might
be the consequences of returning
to Egypt at this point? How would
doing so affect their relationship
with God?
Say: God responds to the people’s
complaints with generosity and
abundance. God says God will rain
down bread from heaven every day,
and it will be enough for everyone
to gather what they need. This
offers the people an opportunity to
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understand how having God meet
their needs will differ from having
their Egyptian overlords meet them.
Discuss: For the Israelites, how does
living in God’s community differ
from living in Egypt’s empire? How
will they need to change their way
of thinking in order to thrive in
God’s community?
Say: God wants to test the way
people respond to God’s Sabbath
commands. The people are to work
twice as hard on the sixth day so
they can rest on the seventh day.
Discuss: Why is the Sabbath
observance important? Why might
observing this Sabbath command be
difficult for the Israelites to follow?
How would we do if God gave us a
similar test?

EXODUS 16:6-8

Invite someone to read
Exodus 16:6-8.

Say: Moses and Aaron respond to
the people’s complaints by sharing
God’s instructions. They remind the
people that their complaint is with
God, not with them. Moses and
Aaron are God’s servants, and they
also follow God’s leadership.
Ask: Why do the people confuse
Moses and Aaron’s leadership with
God’s leadership?
Ask: Why might the people forget
how God has led them, provided
for them, and protected them to
this point?
Say: God wants the people to know
and trust God. God promises that
they will have meat in the evening,
and they will know it is from God.
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they were treated like machines, things to serve the
pharaoh’s empire (5:1-23). In the wilderness with God,
they have free will, personal agency, and dignity. They
are not exploited for their labor. They are treated like
human beings who are worthy to be in relationship
with God. But the lack of food colors their experience
with God in the wilderness.
The Israelites compare the leadership of Pharaoh to
that of God and God’s representatives, Moses and
Aaron. Pharaoh built an infrastructure where they had
access to food but not to personal well-being, safety,
and freedom. God led the people into the wilderness
to show them how to rely on God for provision of all
their needs (15:22-27). The people say they wish they
hadn’t followed God’s instructions and had died on
Passover night along with the firstborn of the Egyptians. In effect, they say they wish they weren’t God’s
people and that they had stayed in Egypt.
The Israelites don’t recognize God’s leadership. They
compare Moses and Aaron to Pharaoh, and they overlook God’s role in their deliverance. They don’t recall
God’s mighty acts of overthrowing Egyptian power.
16:4 God hears and responds to the people’s
complaints against Moses and Aaron, declaring
that God will “rain down bread from heaven.”
God also responds to the Israelites’ comparison of
Pharaoh’s Egypt and God’s nation-building efforts
in the wilderness. Pharaoh’s bread came from an
empire built on the earth, but God’s people will
receive bread from heaven. God’s kingdom is more
expansive and powerful than Pharaoh’s earthly one
(Brueggemann, 812).
An economy is the way a nation’s resources are
supplied and used. The Israelites are accustomed
to the rules of Pharaoh’s Egypt. God has led the
people into the wilderness to teach them how to live
according to God’s economy, in which God will supply
their daily needs. In Pharaoh’s Egypt, the economy was
based on scarcity, hardship, and oppression. In Egypt,
the Israelites produced bricks for Pharaoh’s supply
cities where he could hoard grain and other resources
(Ex 1:11, Brueggemann, 695).
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16:5 God institutes instructions for the seventh day,
a Sabbath and break from labor. These instructions
follow God’s own example of rest after seven days of
creation activity (Ge 2:1-3). The people will gather
twice as much as usual on the sixth day so they won’t
need to labor for their food on the seventh day. God
first tested the faithfulness of the Israelites at the
springs of Marah (Ex 15:22-26). They didn’t pass the
test. Now God sets another test for the people to see
if they have learned to trust God or if they will follow
Pharaoh’s example and hoard their food.
Later in Exodus 16, the Israelites fail God’s test and
revert to Pharaoh’s economic policies of hoarding,
greed, and fear of scarcity (16:16-30). The people are
accustomed to receiving bread as a reward for continuous labor instead of as a free gift with an invitation
to rest from labor (Brueggemann, 815). In God’s
economy, a person is valued as a sacred creation of
God rather than a source of labor and production.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—WHO IS IN CHARGE?
Exodus 16:6-8
(6) So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites,
“In the evening you shall know that it was the
LORD who brought you out of the land of Egypt,
(7) and in the morning you shall see the glory
of the LORD, because he has heard your complaining against the LORD. For what are we, that
you complain against us?” (8) And Moses said,
“When the LORD gives you meat to eat in the
evening and your fill of bread in the morning,
because the LORD has heard the complaining that you utter against him—what are we?
Your complaining is not against us but against
the LORD.”
16:6 Moses and Aaron announce that everyone will
know that it was God, not Moses and Aaron, who
acted to deliver the people from Egypt. To “know
God” is a repeated declaration and desired objective
of God’s relationship with the Israelites (6:12, 14:18).
God wants the people to know that God, not Moses
or Aaron, provides for them.

Then God promises that they will
have bread in the morning, and
they will see the glory of God. The
glory of God is a mark or sign of the
presence of God.
Ask: What are some other times the
Israelites have seen the presence
of God? How will the provision of
food help the people know and see
God?
Say: The people face a crisis. But
they complain so much that they
can’t see their blessings.
Invite someone to read Philippians
1:21-30 (another of the lectionary’s
readings for this Sunday).
Say: Paul talks about the relationship between blessing and suffering.
He encourages the readers in
Philippi to see the blessing in the
midst of their suffering by recognizing the purpose of their suffering.
What was the purpose of the Israelites’ suffering in the wilderness? If
the lessons in Paul’s letter had been
available to them, what might they
have learned from them?

EXODUS 16:11-15

Invite someone to read
Exodus 16:11-15.

Say: As God promised, God
provided bread from heaven and
quail for the people to eat. They
didn’t recognize the bread at first
and asked each other, “What is it?”
Now, when we talk about manna,
we may use that word to mean
“God’s grace and provision.”
Ask: Have we ever looked at God’s
provision and asked each other,
“What is it?”
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Discuss: Why was it hard for the
Israelites to recognize God’s provision? Why might it be difficult for us
to recognize God’s provision when
we first see it?
Say: Take a minute to think about
the bread of heaven God has given
you.
Ask: How has this bread of heaven
affected your life? How did it help
you believe that God will provide
for you when you are in need?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Go back to the whiteboard or
flip chart with the written
suggestions from the activity at the
beginning of class.

Say: At the beginning of class, we
talked about circumstances people
face in our community that might
make it hard for them to recognize
God’s provision. Christians call
Jesus Christ our bread from heaven.
Through Jesus, God provided us
with an example of how we can
live to show the love of God to
all people, including those who
are anxious, needy, and feeling
desperate in our community.
Ask: As we think about today’s
lesson, what ways come to mind
that we can respond with generosity
and abundance to people who
are in these circumstances? How
can we show them the bread of
heaven?
As class members call out answers,
write them on the whiteboard
or flip chart. Ask each person to
choose one action they will take in
the coming week.

16:7 God will provide for the Israelites again in the
morning. This time, the people will see the glory of
God, or the mark of God’s presence (Rylaarsdam, 951).
This will be the first time since the crossing of the sea
that the people will see a visible sign of God’s presence
(Friedman, 223). This sign will reassure the people
that God will continue to deliver them from their
circumstances.
16:8 Moses tells the Israelites that they will have meat
to eat in the evening and bread in the morning. When
they do, they must remember that God provides for
them. Moses reminds the people that he and Aaron
are only God’s servants.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—MANNA AND QUAIL
Exodus 16:11-15
(11) The LORD spoke to Moses and said, (12) “I
have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say
to them, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the
morning you shall have your fill of bread; then
you shall know that I am the LORD your God.’”
(13) In the evening quails came up and covered
the camp; and in the morning there was a layer
of dew around the camp. (14) When the layer of
dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness
was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the
ground. (15) When the Israelites saw it, they said
to one another, “What is it?” For they did not
know what it was. Moses said to them, “It is the
bread that the LORD has given you to eat.”
16:11-12 God has heard the cries of the Israelites
and will respond (see 3:7-8). Instead of sending them
back to Egypt where they could eat from pots of meat
(16:3), God will act with power and possibility and
offer a different, creative solution. The Israelites see
the wilderness as a place of scarcity, emptiness, and
desolation, but God reimagines it into a place of life,
abundance, and plenty by giving them meat and bread
to eat (Brueggemann, 813). When the people receive
God’s blessings, they will know that God is real, acts
with power and presence, and provides for them.
16:13 In the evening, quail cover the camp, so there
is an abundance of meat. Instead of Egyptian pots of
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meat, the people of Israel have quail from God.
God’s wilderness is no longer a threat to sustaining
life; it is a place of well-being and nourishment
(Brueggemann, 813).
There is another account of quail arriving in the Israelites’ camp in Numbers 11:31-32 (Hyatt, 176). Quail
are common migratory birds in the Egyptian-Sinai
Peninsula. Their migration journey is exhausting,
and they can be easily caught when they land, looking
for rest in the midst of their journey. This may offer
a natural explanation for the arrival of the quail, but
God orders nature to benefit and bless the Israelites.
16:14 In the morning, the dew around the camp
dissolves and reveals a “fine, flaky substance” on the
ground (also see Num 11:7-9). Some biblical scholars
relate stories about a type of desert shrub or tree in
the region that is known to “exude a sticky substance
that drips to the ground,” then becomes solid and
turns snowy white (Rylaarsdam, 952; Fretheim, 182).
Again, though this could offer a natural explanation
for the substance, God is moving through creation to
provide for the Israelites’ physical needs.

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, thank you for
giving us your bread from
heaven. Open our eyes to recognize our blessings and to see others
who are suffering. Help us offer
your love and generosity to those
who are anxious or afraid. Amen.
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Plenty of this substance is around the camp, a
reminder that abundance and provision for all people
characterizes God’s economy. No one is left out or
goes hungry in God’s “kingdom.”
16:15 When the Israelites see the substance on the
ground, they neither recognize it nor realize that it
fulfills God’s promise of bread. They ask, “What is it?”
which translates and transliterates the Hebrew man
hu (manna), so the substance’s name comes from the
people’s question (Friedman, 223). Moses tells them it
is bread from God, provided for them to eat. In Christian teaching, “manna” has become a metaphor for
God’s grace and provision.
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CONCLUSION
The people of Israel are in the wilderness, and they are hungry. They don’t trust that God
will take care of them, and they long for the days in Egypt when they had plenty to eat, even
though they had it only because they served the Egyptian economy as slaves. They complain
to Moses and Aaron about their circumstances. God hears the people and responds with
generosity. God provides bread and meat so the Israelites will know that God provides for
them. The bread and meat are also a sign of God’s presence in the wilderness, a reminder to
them of God’s past actions of providence. God provides meat and bread in daily abundance,
which stands in stark contrast to the harsh economy of Pharaoh’s Egypt.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Bread of Heaven
Say: In today’s passage, the Israelites were
so anxious and hungry that they forgot the
ways God provided for them in the past.
God gave them reminders and signs of
God’s presence and provision. God also provided
for them generously and abundantly so they
would know that God cared for them. We live in
a time of great abundance, yet there are many
people in our community who struggle with food
scarcity every day. They could use a reminder that
God loves them, cares for them, and will provide
for them.
Ask: How might we offer a reminder of God’s love
to people in our community who are struggling
with food scarcity?
Distributes copies of the “Bread of Heaven”
handout.
Say: Let’s make reminders of God’s love for
people in need of bread from heaven. We will
write words of compassion and love or a short
encouraging prayer on these handouts. We will
then put together bags of grocery donations. We
will each put one of our completed handouts in
a donation bag. Then we will give our bags to the
ministry we have chosen.
Have each class member write encouraging
words or a short prayer on their handouts for the
person who will receive a donation bag. Schedule
a time for the class to come back together with
food donations to pack into grocery bags. Put
one handout in each bag. Pray together over the
bags, asking God to use them and the enclosed
messages to encourage someone.
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Make arrangements for the class or a class
representative to deliver the donations to the
designated food pantry or feeding ministry.

Adjusting to Grace
Say: The Israelites had adequate food in Egypt,
but they had to serve as slaves to earn it. Their
Egyptian overlords mistreated them, and we can
assume that a perceived failure to work hard
enough could result in receiving less food. In
contrast, the food God gives the Israelites in the
wilderness is a gift. It comes from God’s grace.
Distribute paper and pens or pencils. Write the
word “Grace” on a whiteboard or flip chart. Ask
class members to write a definition of the word.
Invite volunteers to share their definition.
Invite someone to read Matthew 20:1-16 (the
lectionary’s Gospel reading for this Sunday).
Ask: In Jesus’ parable, what makes the people
who have worked all day angry about the pay
given to those who have worked only part of the
day? How do you feel about their anger? Is it justified? Why or why not?
Ask: Can it be difficult to believe that God will
bless you even if you don’t deserve it? To grasp
that God will take care of you even if you have
done nothing to merit such care?
Discuss: The Israelites had already experienced
God’s grace in their liberation from Egypt and in
their deliverance at the sea. Why do you think
they didn’t anticipate God’s continuing grace
when they became hungry? What can we learn
from reading the manna story along with Jesus’
parable? How can we learn to expect God’s grace
with humility and gratitude?
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Water from the Rock
Lesson Text: Exodus 17:1-7

A Verse to Remember—Exodus 17:7
Background Text: Exodus 17:1-7
Other Lectionary Texts: Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16; Philippians 2:1-13; Matthew 21:23-32

Teaching Principle: God’s saving actions demonstrate God’s presence among us.

INTRODUCTION
A person can live without food for three weeks but
may not survive for three days without water. When
dehydration becomes severe, a person may experience
muscle cramps, delusion, and unconsciousness. The
experience of coming near death compels a person to
cry out for help. They may cry out more confidently
if help has come before. If that is the case, why would
people in dire need choose fear and disbelief over
faith and hope? The people of Israel are at another
critical point where their survival is threatened. They
have been here before, and God has provided for
them every time. Instead of asking God for help and
trusting God will provide for them again, they choose
to test God.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
The Israelites continue on their journey with God
into the wilderness. They have just left a place where
they received manna and quail through God’s miraculous provision. God’s creative activity proved that
God is able to provide for the people when they can’t
provide for themselves. The wilderness is not just
the physical environment for the people’s journey. It
is also a spiritual space for God to test the people’s
faith. In this week’s Scripture passage, the people
experience a familiar challenge as death again
threatens them, this time because of a lack of water.
The danger of dying from dehydration is real, and
they are unable to find ways to satisfy their thirst on
their own. In desperation, they blame Moses for their
predicament, ignoring the ways God has saved them
in the past. They must learn the difference between
testing God and trusting God. They also need to
learn that faith doesn’t require sight.

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 1 poster, “God’s Saving Actions”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Water from the Rock—Exodus 17:1-7
• Dying of Thirst (17:1-2)
• Dying from Lack of Faith (17:3-4)
• Quarrels and Tests (17:5-7)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the first teaching option, provide copies
of the handout “Testing or Trusting God” (Kit,
p. 4). Provide permanent markers and rocks for
each class member. The rocks can be small landscape rocks or river rocks with two flat surfaces
big enough to write on.

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: In today’s lesson text,
the people of Israel are again
afraid that they are about to die.
They are thirsty, and there is no
obvious source of water. Instead of
remembering their recent experiences of God’s protection and
provision, they look at the wilderness
landscape, see no sources of water,
and begin to believe God has left
them. Today, we will talk about
ways our faith helps us know God
is with us.
Ask: Why do we need to
develop a growing trust in God?
What circumstances do we face
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that make such maturing trust
necessary?
Say: Today’s Scripture passage
teaches us that God is present to
provide for us even when our faith
is weak.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Exodus 17:1-2

Invite someone to read
Exodus 17:1-2.

Say: The human body can survive
without food for three weeks, but it
may not survive three days without
water.
Ask: Is it reasonable for the people
of Israel to be so upset about not
having water to drink? Why or why
not?
Ask: How did the people express
their concern to Moses? What are
some other ways they could have
tried to find a solution to their
situation?
Say: The people blame Moses for
their situation and demand that he
produce water for them. Moses is
God’s messenger and appointed
leader, but there are things that only
God can do.
Ask: In what ways has God already
helped and delivered the people?
Discuss: Do you think the people
have forgotten those events? Why
or why not? If they haven’t forgotten
them, why is their thinking still
wrong?
Ask: What recent experiences could
the people recall that would help
them remember the difference
between Moses’ leadership and
God’s powerful activity?
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BIBLE BACKGROUND—DYING OF THIRST
Exodus 17:1-2
1) From the wilderness of Sin the whole
congregation of the Israelites journeyed by
stages, as the LORD commanded. They camped at
Rephidim, but there was no water for the people
to drink. (2) The people quarreled with Moses,
and said, “Give us water to drink.” Moses said
to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do
you test the LORD?”
17:1 The wilderness of Sin is in the Sinai Peninsula,
which connects Egypt to the biblical land of Canaan.
The Sinai Peninsula is bordered by the Mediterranean Sea to the north, the Gulf of Aqaba to the east,
the Gulf of Suez to the west, and the Red Sea to the
south. Mount Sinai is located in the wilderness of
Sin. The people of Israel travel away from the Nile
Delta and Pharaoh and move through the wilderness of Sin toward Mount Sinai (Brueggemann, 807).
Some biblical scholars speculate that Mount Horeb
(see 17:6) is actually a rocky outcrop on Mount Sinai
(Brueggemann, 807; Friedman, 226).
Rephidim existed in the Sinai Peninsula at one
time, but scholars cannot place the city today
(Brueggemann, 807; Hyatt, 180). Regardless, it is
obvious that God leads the people away from
available sources of water.
17:2 The people are thirsty, and they blame Moses
for his leadership. They demand he provide them
with water to drink. Their question is also a challenge,
daring Moses to justify his leadership by producing
water (Fretheim, 188).
Moses responds by asking two questions. He first
asks, “Why do you blame me?” God is the one who led
the people out into the wilderness where there are no
sources of water. God is the one whose creative power
and activity can divide the sea and produce manna and
quail. Moses is not a miracle-worker on his own; he is
God’s messenger and servant.
Moses’ second question is more precise, turning the
people’s question back on them. The people pose their
complaint to Moses, but instead of replying to the
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details of their demand, he asks them why they are
testing God. The question is rhetorical, because God
does not need to be tested to prove God’s reliability or
trustworthiness (Friedman, 226).
This second question also indicates that when the
people doubt Moses’ leadership, they are really
complaining about God’s leadership. Moses’ question
reveals the audacity of the people’s real complaint.
They may think they are blaming Moses, but they
are actually blaming God. Though God has saved,
protected, and provided for them, they seem to have
no faith in God.
The people previously complained against Moses
when they were hungry. God responded by testing
their faithfulness and obedience to God’s instructions
(16:2-4). When the people complain against Moses
this time, Moses asks them why they are testing
God, which really means they are questioning God’s
faithfulness.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—DYING FROM LACK
OF FAITH
Exodus 17:3-4
(3) But the people thirsted there for water; and
the people complained against Moses and said,
“Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us
and our children and livestock with thirst?”
(4) So Moses cried out to the LORD, “What shall
I do with this people? They are almost ready to
stone me.”
17:3 The people aren’t satisfied with Moses’ response.
His second question didn’t have his intended effect of
reminding them of God’s sufficient provision when
they were hungry. Besides, they still don’t have water
to drink.
The people continue to ignore God and increase
the severity of their complaint against Moses. Their
complaint accords Moses with the divine power and
responsibility to bring the Israelites out of Egypt. On
the night God passed over the houses of Israel, the
firstborn of their adults, children, and livestock were
saved (Ex 12:12-13). Now the people accuse Moses of

Say: Moses asks the people why
they are testing God.
Ask: How does the people’s question to Moses show that they are
testing God? What does it mean to
test God? How could the people
have framed their question so they
wouldn’t be testing God? How do
we sometimes test God?
Discuss: How can reflecting on
what God has done in the past help
us have faith in the present? What
practices can help us reflect on
God’s saving actions?

Exodus 17:3-4
Invite someone to read
Exodus 17:3-4.
Say: The people are becoming
angry. They accuse Moses of leading
them out of Egypt only to kill them
in the wilderness. They misrepresent the purpose and meaning of
their escape from Egypt.
Discuss: Why would we misremember and misrepresent our
experiences of God’s helping
and delivering us? How is misremembering the stories of God’s
protecting and saving us detrimental
to developing greater faith?
Say: Moses reaches out to God for
help.
Ask: Why does Moses need God’s
help? What role does Moses’ faith
play in leading him to reach out to
God for help?

Exodus 17:5-7
Invite someone to read
Exodus 17:5-7.

Water from the Rock • 29

September 27, 2020

Say: God commands Moses to
bring the elders of Israel with him
and walk ahead of the people to
the rock at Horeb. The elders of
Israel were wise leaders.
Ask: Why might God want Moses to
bring the elders of Israel with him?
Say: God tells Moses to pick up
the staff he used to strike the Nile,
which resulted in the river turning
to blood.
Ask: Why might God want Moses to
use the same staff in addressing the
current crisis?
Say: Moses strikes the rock at
Horeb, and then God causes water
to flow from it. God acts with saving
power after Moses acts with obedience and faith.
Ask: What might this sequence tell
us about how God acts and moves
in relationship with the trust and
obedience of those who believe
in God? How does God’s activity
demonstrate God’s presence among
the people?
Say and Ask: Water flows out of a
rock! This should be a place of celebration, but Moses makes it into a
different kind of place.
Ask: Why do you think Moses
names the place “Test” and
“Quarrel”? What does he want
future generations to think of when
they hear about this place?
Write the following two sentences
as headings on a whiteboard or
flip chart: “God gave the people
water because ___________” and
“God gave the people water despite
___________.” Ask class members
to complete the phrases. As they
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saving the adults, children, and livestock from the
tenth plague only to kill them, their children, and
their livestock in the wilderness through dehydration.
17:4 Unlike the initial exchange between the people
and Moses (17:2), Moses doesn’t respond to the people
in the second interchange. Instead, he turns to God
and desperately asks for advice on how to lead the
angry people. Moses doesn’t know how to respond to
them anymore. He begs God to help him so the people
won’t kill him. Stoning was a common expression of
mob violence (Rylaarsdam, 958). Moses is worried he
won’t survive because he can’t meet the people’s needs.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—QUARRELS AND TESTS
Exodus 17:5-7
(5) The LORD said to Moses, “Go on ahead of
the people, and take some of the elders of Israel
with you; take in your hand the staff with which
you struck the Nile, and go. (6) I will be standing
there in front of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike
the rock, and water will come out of it, so that
the people may drink.” Moses did so, in the sight
of the elders of Israel. (7) He called the place
Massah and Meribah, because the Israelites
quarreled and tested the LORD, saying, “Is the
LORD among us or not?”
17:5 When the people complained about a lack of
food, God responded, even though their complaints
were directed at Moses (16:1-5). This time, God
responds directly to Moses after he pleads with God
to save him from the people’s anger.
God doesn’t give Moses advice on how to deal with the
people, nor does God act to protect Moses from them.
Instead, God instructs Moses to act out of faithfulness
and obedience so God can provide for the people’s
needs. Once again, God doesn’t act independently of
Moses to provide for the people (see 14:21-22). God
acts in concert with Moses’ faithful activity, and only
after Moses obeys God.
God commands Moses to gather the leaders and move
ahead of the people as they journey. God also instructs
Moses to take the staff that symbolizes his authority
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as God’s chosen servant-leader for the people of Israel
(4:17). God’s power flowed through this staff into the
Nile River, where God caused the water to be undrinkable for the Egyptians (7:15-24). God used Moses’ staff
to make the Egyptian people suffer from thirst, and
now God will use the same staff to relieve the Israelites’ thirst.
17:6 God will be present at the place where Moses
acts with faith and obedience. Scholars usually view
Sinai and Horeb as alternate names for the same
mountain. But some scholars suggest that Horeb
was a rock located on or near Mount Sinai. Either
way, God’s presence at Horeb may foreshadow God’s
activity in giving the Ten Commandments to Moses
on Mount Sinai (19:1-9; Fretheim, 190). God’s presence is revealed at the times when the people are weak,
both physically and spiritually, to encourage them and
remind them of God’s saving and protecting actions
on their behalf (12:12-13; 14:19-20; 16:7).
When Moses strikes the rock with the staff, water
flows from the rock. The people are able to drink it
and relieve their thirst. Through Moses’ action, God
shows God’s power and authority over creation. Much
like the passage where God brings manna and quail
for the people (16:13-15), God recreates the wilderness
from a place of certain death into a place of abundance and nourishment. God’s creative activity proves
God’s power, authority over creation, and intention to
provide for and save the people.
The elders, or wise leaders from among the people,
serve as witnesses to God’s creative activity and presence. The people complained because they didn’t see
how they could get water in the dry wilderness, so they
didn’t believe they would survive their journey. The
people complained against Moses because they didn’t
see any other leader who could provide for them. The
leaders’ role is to provide wise counsel to the people of
Israel, so it is significant that God invited the leaders
to be in God’s presence and see God’s provision. The
leaders couldn’t avoid seeing God’s presence and
power as water poured from the rock.
17:7 The people have experienced great wonders and
have seen God’s power provide for them and save them
over and over. God hasn’t failed the people yet. Still,

call out answers, write them under
the appropriate sentence.
Discuss: Which sentences best
capture what happens in our lesson
text? Why?
Say: At the close of verse 7, Moses
says that the people tested God by
asking, “Is the LORD among us or
not?”
Say and Ask: We might never
directly ask whether God is among
us or not. But do we ever live in
ways that imply that question?
What can such living look like?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say and Ask: The Israelites
doubted that God was with
them. This doubt affected their relationship with God, with Moses, and
with each other.

Discuss: Do we ever doubt God’s
presence? If so, how? How does
doubting that God is with us affect
our relationship with God and with
others?
Ask: Have you ever had an experience that reminds you of the
Israelites’ receiving water from the
rock? What was it like? How did it
affect your faith?
Distribute paper and pens or
pencils.
Invite someone to read
Hebrews 11:1.
Say and Ask: Faith enables us to
believe God is present even when
we lack tangible proof. What are
some ways we can strengthen our
faith in God so we can trust in
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God’s presence even we can’t
detect it?
Write class members’ suggestions
on a whiteboard or flip chart. Have
each person identify and write
down one action they will take to
strengthen their faith in God.

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, thank you for
being with us. We know you
are with us even when we are in
the wilderness of our lives. Help us
have faith to believe in you even
when we can’t see you. Amen.
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the people choose to test God as if God is unfaithful,
and they choose to quarrel with Moses as if Moses is
a failed and irresponsible leader.
Moses names the place Massah (“test”) and Meribah
(“quarrel”) to indicate the significance of the people’s
astonishing lack of faith (Brueggemann, 818). This
name memorializes the time when the people of Israel
failed to remember their history and their commitment to be God’s people. Instead of remembering
God’s steadfast presence and provision, they chose
to believe that God is irresponsible and negligent for
abandoning them in the wilderness.
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CONCLUSION
The people fear they will die in the wilderness. Instead of relying on their recent experiences
of God’s steadfast presence and provision, they choose to believe God has abandoned them.
They quarrel with Moses and demand that he prove God’s faithfulness by giving them water
to drink. The people want to test God’s faithfulness to them. God responds by directing
Moses to lead the elders of Israel to the rock at Horeb. Using the staff that symbolizes his
authority and leadership, Moses strikes the rock and water flows out for the people to drink.
Instead of celebrating God’s miraculous activity, however, Moses names the place Test and
Quarrel to remind the people of their lack of faith in God’s presence and provision.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Testing or Trusting God

Say: After the exodus from Egypt, the Israelites had repeated opportunities to trust
God. We always have the opportunity to
trust and obey God. But sometimes we choose to
test and quarrel with God.

Ask: What are some reasons we would test God
instead of trusting God? What are some examples
of your testing God rather than trusting God?
What about when you trusted God instead of
testing God?
Invite volunteers to share as they are comfortable
doing so.
Say: When we encounter a difficult situation,
we always have the choice to test God or trust
God. The people of Israel needed a reminder to
trust God. Today, we will create a reminder for
ourselves so we will know we always have the
choice to trust God instead of testing God.
Distribute rocks and markers. Have the class use
a marker to write “Trust God” on one side of the
rock. Have them write “Test God” on the other
side. Distribute the handout and pencils/pens.
Say: The handout depicts water flowing from a
rock. Think back to your earlier examples of when
you tested God and when you trusted God. Place
the side of your rock that says “Test God” facing
you. On the left side of the water flow, write the
ways you have tested God.

Say and Ask: We always have the choice to test
God or to trust God. How can you use the rock to
remind you that you can make this choice? How
can this reminder help you when you are in a
difficult situation?

Reading Scripture in Light of Scripture
Say: Sometimes it can be helpful to read passages
of Scripture in light of each other.
Divide the class into three groups. Distribute
paper and pens or pencils. Assign one of the
following passages (all are from this Sunday’s
lectionary readings) to each group:
Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16; Philippians 2:1-13; and
Matthew 21:23-32.
Say: We will first hear this week’s lesson text.
Then, each group will read and discuss your
assigned text. Let the following questions guide
your discussion (write the questions on a whiteboard or flip chart):
• What is the purpose of the passage?
• How would you summarize the passage’s
meaning?
• How might your passage shed light on the
lesson text?
Invite someone to read the lesson text,
Exodus 17:1-7.
Have each group work together and then report
their findings.
Discuss: How do these three texts help us think
about our lesson text?

Say: Place the side of your rock that says “Trust
God” facing you. On the right side of the water
flow, write the ways you have trusted God.
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Unit Two
Taking God Seriously
This unit’s lessons challenge us to reflect on what it means to faithfully serve God. The
first three lesson texts come from the book of Isaiah. Evidence in the book indicates that
it is a compilation of the words of several prophets writing in the Isaiah tradition in the
eighth to sixth centuries BC. Isaiah of Jerusalem, whose words are found in the first
thirty-nine chapters, lived through the Assyrian destruction of the northern kingdom of
Israel (722 BC). After Isaiah’s lifetime, the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem and took many
people into exile in Babylon (586 BC). Isaiah 40–55 reflect the situation toward the end of
the exile. (None of our lesson texts in this unit come from Isaiah 56–66. These chapters
were probably composed during the period after the return from exile.)
It’s difficult for us to imagine today how traumatic the events surrounding the Babylonian
exile were for the Jewish people. They raised difficult questions. Weren’t they God’s chosen
people? How could God allow this to happen? Was God punishing them?
In our first lesson text (Isa 5:1-7), Isaiah declares that a failure of justice and righteousness
led to these events. This Scripture passage asks us to consider how we participate in injustices in the world and invites us to reflect on how we might work toward justice instead.
Our second lesson text (Isa 25:1-9) envisions a time when the threat of conquest and exile
has come and gone—when God has saved God’s people. This invites us to reflect on ways
we have seen God’s saving work in our lives and to respond with praise.
In the third lesson text (Isa 45:1-7), God declares that God has anointed the Persian ruler
Cyrus to liberate the people from exile. This passage challenges us to consider the unexpected people God uses to accomplish God’s purposes in the world.
The final text of this unit comes from the book of Leviticus. It suggests that living a holy
life entails ethical living, concern for justice, and care for our fellow humans.
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The Lord’s Expectations
Lesson Text: Isaiah 5:1-7

A Verse to Remember—Isaiah 5:7
Background Text: Isaiah 5:1-30
Other Revised Common Lectionary texts: Psalm 80:7-15; Philippians 3:4b-14; Matthew 21:33-46

Teaching Principle: God expects God’s people to do justice.

INTRODUCTION
Both before and after the Assyrian Empire conquered
the northern kingdom of Israel in the eighth
century BC, the people tried to understand what was
happening. Why would God allow this tragedy to
occur? As they grappled with these events, various
prophets pointed fingers at wealthy and powerful
people who had failed to advocate for justice or care
for those in need. God had chosen the people of
Israel to bless the nations (see Gen 12:1-3), but they
didn’t even treat each other well. Isaiah contends that
the people will be conquered because of their failure
to practice justice and righteousness. Isaiah’s words
call us to consider whether we appropriately live in
relationship with God and with people.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Following the reign of King Solomon, the united
kingdom of Israel divided into two parts: the
northern kingdom of Israel and the southern
kingdom of Judah. The Assyrian Empire conquered
the northern kingdom during Isaiah’s ministry
(722 BC), and the Babylonian Empire later conquered
the southern kingdom and destroyed the Jerusalem temple (586 BC). These events raised difficult
questions. How could God allow this to happen to
God’s people? Were these events the result of divine
punishment?
The book that we know as Isaiah is actually a
composite work that includes prophecies recorded
over several centuries. The first part, spanning chapters 1–39, traces its origin to the life and work of the
prophet Isaiah, son of Amoz, who was active in the
eighth century BC in Judah. Our lesson text (5:1-7)
comes from a section of Isaiah that includes warnings for failing to practice justice and righteousness.

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 2 poster, “Taking God Seriously”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
The Lord’s Expectations—Isaiah 5:1-7
• Love Song for a Vineyard (5:1-2)
• Judgment of the Vineyard (5:3-6)
• God’s Desire for Justice and Righteousness
(5:7)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the second teaching option, prepare copies of the handout “Bearing Good Fruit”
(Kit, p. 5).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: Today’s lesson invites us
to reflect on God’s desire for
justice and righteousness. It also asks
us to reflect on how we might participate in injustice and how we should
practice the values of justice and
righteousness.
Divide the class into groups of two or
three. Ask them to brainstorm what
the words “justice” and “righteousness” mean. How are they related to
one another? When the class comes
back together, ask the following questions. Invite each group to report.
Discuss: Why is it important for
Christians to practice justice and
righteousness? What obstacles do
we face in doing so?
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TEACHING THE LESSON
Isaiah 5:1-2

Invite someone to read
Isaiah 5:1-2.

Say: There are three main “characters” in these verses: (1) the
prophet, (2) the beloved, who is
the vineyard owner, and (3) the
vineyard. The prophet speaks in
these opening verses.
Ask: What comes to mind when
you think of a vineyard? How
much work do you think goes into
preparing a vineyard before it can
produce wine?
Say: Vineyards have mostly
positive connotations in Scripture.
Wine is understood as a drink that
accompanies joyfulness and celebration. In many places in Scripture,
an abundance of wine is understood as God’s blessing (see
Amos 9:13-14 and Psalm
104:14-15 for examples).
Say: Vineyards sometimes symbolize
love between two parties. For
example, the two lovers in the Song
of Songs use vineyard imagery to
celebrate their love (7:12).
Ask: Does this sound like a “lovesong” to you? Why or why not? Do
you think this is a straightforward
description of the song, or is the
prophet being ironic? Why?
Say: The owner expects “grapes”
from the vineyard, but instead it
produces “wild grapes,” a term
that can also mean “bad fruit.”
Ask: Have you ever worked hard
on a garden only to have it produce
little or no fruit? How did it make
you feel? How do you think the
owner of the vineyard felt about
this result? Why?
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The remaining verses focus on the failures of the rich
and powerful of the nation (5:8-30), making it likely
that they are the main target of the prophet’s words in
our lesson text (Tull, 123).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—LOVE SONG FOR A
VINEYARD
Isaiah 5:1-2
(1) Let me sing for my beloved my love-song
concerning his vineyard: My beloved had a
vineyard on a very fertile hill. (2) He dug it and
cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice
vines; he built a watchtower in the midst of it,
and hewed out a wine vat in it; he expected it to
yield grapes, but it yielded wild grapes.
5:1-2 Our lesson text begins with a distinct introduction that separates it from what has come before. “Let
me sing for my beloved my love-song concerning his
vineyard,” the prophet begins. The love song invites
readers to feel eager and expectant for what is to come.
Although this section begins with promise, it quickly
moves to complaint and a listing of grievances. This
passage serves as a prophetic warning to the people
of Jerusalem and Judah.
Some interpreters classify our lesson text as a parable,
a short story designed to teach a lesson. Three characters or perspectives appear from the outset: the
prophet who is speaking, the “beloved” of the prophet,
and the vineyard. In ancient love poetry, vineyards
often symbolize one’s lover; the Song of Songs depicts
one of the betrothed lovers as a “vineyard” and
“garden” (Song 1:6, 14; 2:15; 4:12, 16; 8:12; Tucker, 88).
It is clear by the end of this passage that the “beloved”
who owns the vineyard is the Lord, and the vineyard
represents “the house of Israel” (5:7).
The vineyard begins with great promise. It is located
“on a very fertile hill” (5:1). There is every reason to
expect the vineyard to bring forth a bounty of fruit.
Moreover, the prophet describes how his “beloved”
worked hard to prepare the ground and till the soil,
clearing it of stones and planting choice vines (v. 2). A
series of verbs (“dug,” “cleared,” “planted,” “built,” and
“hewed”) suggests the beloved’s dedication and love as
he prepared the vineyard.
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With the ground prepared, the vineyard planted, the
watchtower built for protection, and the wine vat
ready to receive grapes, readers expect—as does the
vineyard owner—that an abundant harvest of grapes
and good wine is right around the corner. But the
vineyard yields “wild grapes.” The Hebrew term for
“wild grapes” might suggest rotten or diseased grapes
or simply “bad fruit” (NIV; Tull 120). The surprise and
disappointment that readers experience mirrors the
frustration and sadness of the vineyard owner.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—JUDGMENT OF THE
VINEYARD
Isaiah 5:3-6
(3) And now, inhabitants of Jerusalem and people of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard.
(4) What more was there to do for my vineyard
that I have not done in it? When I expected it to
yield grapes, why did it yield wild grapes? (5) And
now I will tell you what I will do to my vineyard. I
will remove its hedge, and it shall be devoured;
I will break down its wall, and it shall be trampled down. (6) I will make it a waste; it shall not
be pruned or hoed, and it shall be overgrown
with briers and thorns; I will also command the
clouds that they rain no rain upon it.
5:3 We now hear a new speaker. The prophet spoke in
verses 1-2, but the vineyard owner speaks in verses 3-6.
Another shift occurs as well: the “love-song” becomes
a condemnation of the vineyard. The vineyard owner,
who has been tending the vineyard with care and love,
now becomes adversarial.
The author uses courtroom language to invite readers
to consider why the vineyard didn’t live up to its
promise. “Judge between me and my vineyard,” the
speaker says. Did the owner or the vineyard fail?
Verse 2 suggests that the vineyard owner did everything possible to tend and care for the vineyard.
Readers are expected to blame the failure on the
vineyard.
In 2 Samuel, the prophet Nathan tells King David a
parable that offers a close analogy for our vineyard
story. After David’s reprehensible behavior toward

Isaiah 5:3-6
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 5:3-4.
Say: Now the owner of the vineyard
speaks.
Ask: What does the vineyard owner
ask the people to do? What else
does he ask them? What answers
would we expect them to give?
How would we answer the owner’s
questions? Why?
Ask: Did the owner fail or did the
vineyard fail?
Divide the class into pairs. Ask them
to share about a time when they
worked hard on something, but it
didn’t turn out as they planned and
hoped. Write the following questions on a whiteboard or flip chart
to guide their conversations:
• What happened?
• How did you feel?
• How did you respond?
Invite volunteers to share their
discussions with the class.
Ask: Can we understand how the
vineyard owner might have felt?
Invite someone to read Isaiah 5:5-6.
Ask: What does the vineyard owner
say he will do to the unproductive
vineyard?
Ask: How does this destructive
imagery make you feel? Why?
Say and Ask: The next verse will
reveal who the vineyard and vineyard owner symbolize. Do you have
any guesses before we read it?
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Isaiah 5:7
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 5:7.
Ask: Whom does the vineyard
represent? Whom does the vineyard
owner represent?
Ask: When we read it in light of the
first six verses, what does verse 7
say?
Say: Many Old Testament prophets
were active from the eighth through
sixth centuries BC. In the first part
of this era, the nation was divided
into the northern kingdom of
Israel and the southern kingdom
of Judah. Around 722 BC, the
Assyrians invaded and conquered
the northern kingdom. The
prophet Isaiah lived during this
period. In 586 BC, the Babylonians
invaded the southern kingdom
and destroyed Jerusalem and the
temple. These events were traumatic for the people, causing them
to ask tough questions about why
these things had happened. The
book of Isaiah was edited and
completed after and in light of
these events.
Ask: What questions might the
people have asked in the wake
of these traumatic events?
Write responses on a whiteboard
or flip chart.
Say: Isaiah suggests that God allows
the nation to be invaded and the
people to suffer because God sees
rampant injustice and a failure
to live righteously. This may raise
some difficult questions for us. For
example, would God really allow
something this awful to happen
because of injustice among
God’s people?
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Uriah and Bathsheba, Nathan tells him a parable
about a rich man with many sheep who steals a poor
man’s lamb to feed to a guest (2 Sam 12:1-15). David
responds with outrage: “As the LORD lives, the man
who has done this deserves to die…” (2 Sam 12:5). And
then he realizes that he is actually the guilty one. He is
like the rich man who stole the lamb.
In a similar way, the invitation to judgment in our
lesson text is a setup for the original readers. They
would find out in the verses to come that the vineyard symbolized them, the “house of Israel” and the
“people of Judah” (Isa 5:7)! They judge themselves.
5:4 “What more was there to do for my vineyard that I
have not done in it?” the owner inquires. The question
is rhetorical: nothing more could have been done. The
owner did everything possible to care for the vineyard,
but it still produced an unacceptable harvest.
5:5-6 Although it is not voiced in the text, Isaiah
assumes that readers pronounce judgment against
the vineyard. With the verdict reached, the vineyard
owner declares, “I will tell you what I will do to my
vineyard” (5:5). What follows is the “sentencing” stage
of the “trial,” and it is tragic and catastrophic for the
vineyard.
The imagery shows an undoing of the original work
of the vineyard. The protective hedge and walls are
removed and the vineyard itself is trampled. It is
abandoned to the elements and becomes overgrown,
barren, and fruitless.
The imagery of verse 5 suggests that wild animals will
come in to consume the failed vineyard: in Hebrew,
the word “devoured” evokes animals grazing in spaces
where they are not welcome. The same word is used
elsewhere to indicate fiery destruction (Isa 42:25),
hinting at the deeper symbolism of this passage: the
destruction of Jerusalem.
The phrase “briers and thorns” (v. 6) is common in
Isaiah (7:23-25; 27:4; 32:13). In English, we lose the
alliteration and poetic sense of the original Hebrew
text; “thorns and thistles” might be a better translation (Tull, 123). Readers get a clue about the vineyard
owner’s identity: “I will also command the clouds
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that they rain no rain upon it” (v. 6). This hints at the
speaker’s divine power. Readers will soon learn that
the vineyard owner is the God of Israel.

Ask: What other questions do you
have about how God judges injustice among God’s people?

Reading this text now, it is not hard to visualize this
imagery as symbolizing the destructive conquest of
Jerusalem—the wall is torn down and the city laid
waste. The once great city and land are ruined and
made barren.

Discuss: Should we use caution in
saying that certain events are signs
of God’s judgment? Why or why
not? Should we be careful about
dismissing the possibility of God’s
judgment? Why or why not?

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GOD’S DESIRE FOR
JUSTICE AND RIGHTEOUSNESS

Say: Regardless of how we answer
such questions, our lesson text
makes it clear that God cares
deeply about justice and righteousness (or the lack of them) among
God’s people.

Isaiah 5:7
(7) For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the
house of Israel, and the people of Judah are his
pleasant planting; he expected justice, but saw
bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry!
5:7 Now the prophet speaks again. He makes it clear
that the vineyard owner is God. Isaiah is speaking to
people in the southern kingdom of Judah, so they
might initially be relieved to hear that the vineyard
is “the house of Israel” (the northern kingdom). But
their relief is cut short when the text continues by clarifying that God’s “pleasant planting” is “the people of
Judah.”
Clever wordplay marks the saying in the second half
of the verse. The words for “justice” (mishpat) and
“bloodshed” (mishpah) are similar. God expected
mishpat among the people but instead saw mishpah.
The distress and disappointment are profound. The
Hebrew words for “righteousness” (tsedaqah) and
“outcry” (tse’aqah) are also similar. The “outcry” likely
indicates the people’s cries against the injustice they
see among them; the same Hebrew word for “outcry”
is used in a familiar text—Exodus 3:7—where the Lord
“hears the cries” of the people in Egypt. The word
might also remind readers of the “outcry” God heard
before destroying Sodom and Gomorrah on account
of their injustice (Gen 18:20-21; 19:13).
We might think the condemnation in this passage is
directed against all the people of Israel and Judah.
However, the concern for justice and righteousness,
along with indications elsewhere in Isaiah, suggest

Ask: If the prophet Isaiah were
writing these words about our
church, do you think he would
have similar things to say? Or would
he find that we are a community
that practices and works toward
justice and righteousness?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: It’s challenging to apply
Scripture passages like our
lesson text to our own setting. For
one thing, the Old Testament identifies the ancient nations of Israel
and Judah as God’s people in a way
that no nation today can claim. On
the other hand, the focus is probably broader than just the church,
which we usually identify as “God’s
people.”
Divide the class into two groups
and distribute paper and pens or
pencils. Ask one group to discuss
how they would speak to a church
group about what our lesson text
says to them. Ask the other group to
discuss how they would speak to a
community group about the same
topic. Have each group summarize
the presentation they would make.
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Discuss: Should the church
encourage the larger society to
follow biblical standards of justice?
Why or why not? If so, how can we
do so? If not, what can we do about
injustice?

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, orient our hearts
toward your desire for
justice and righteousness. Open our
eyes to injustice. Open our hearts
to love and support those who are
most affected by injustice. Open
our mouths to respond faithfully in
the face of injustice. Open our lives
to be people who work toward
justice. Amen.
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that the divine judgment is primarily directed at
the powerful and wealthy elite members of Isaiah’s
eighth- century society. They are the ones with
the power to correct injustice. This becomes more
apparent in the “woes” (translated as “Ah” in NRSV)
that follow in verses 8-30 (Tull, 123).
God’s desire for justice and righteousness is a
common theme in Hebrew prophetic writings. Justice
refers to fairness and equity among the people, which
are a natural result of their covenant relationship with
God. Righteousness refers to that relationship. A lack
of justice often indicates the failure of people with
high social standing in society; instead of using their
power and resources for good, they take advantage of
the rest of the population (Tucker, 89). The “outcry”
heard by God reflects the suffering among the poor
and vulnerable members. All of the people experience
the violence, devastation, and suffering that result
from the failure of justice.
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CONCLUSION
This “love-song” is both clever and tragic. Isaiah’s contemporaries and early readers are
invited to side with God in judgment against the vineyard only to find that they are judging
themselves. The passage also invites us to acknowledge God’s desire for justice and righteousness and to recognize our failure to live out these ideals in our relationship with God and
with others. We are urged to reflect on how we participate in various injustices and how this
causes others to suffer. The text says God sends destruction on the nations of Israel and
Judah because of their failure to practice justice and righteousness. We might be hesitant to
identify all tragic events as God’s judgment, and such discernment is wise. But there is no
doubt that God expects us to love God with all we are and to love our neighbors as we love
ourselves.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Another Vineyard Story

Say: Matthew 21:33-46, which is the
lectionary’s Gospel reading for today,
contains Jesus’ parable of the tenants. It
uses vineyard imagery similar to what we see in
Isaiah 5:1-7.
Invite class members to read Isaiah 5:1-7 and
Matthew 21:33-46.

Ask: What are your initial reactions to and general
impressions of the story in Matthew? What is
familiar or unfamiliar to you about it? How is the
use of vineyard imagery here similar to Isaiah
5:1-7? How is it different?
Say: Notice that the chief priests and Pharisees
realize that Jesus is talking about them (v. 45).
These are only some of the religious leaders. They
don’t represent the viewpoints of all religious
leaders in Jesus’ time, much less all Jewish people.
Jesus and his disciples are Jewish, and most of the
people whom Jesus interacts with are Jewish. We
should be careful to avoid anti-Semitism as we
read and discuss Scripture passages.
Ask: Whom do the other characters in Jesus’
parable represent?
Discuss: How do you think Jesus’ listeners would
have felt about this parable when he told it to
them? By the time Matthew’s Gospel was written,
Jesus had ascended to heaven and the Romans
had destroyed Jerusalem. How do you think
Matthew’s original audience would have heard
this parable?

Discuss: How do we need to hear this parable
today? How do we need to hear it and our lesson
text together?
Ask: Do leaders still have a special responsibility
to practice righteousness and justice? Why or
why not? Do rich and powerful people still have a
special responsibility to do so? Do we all?

Bearing Good Fruit
Say: Isaiah says the vineyard owner expected his
vineyard to produce good fruit. After all, he had
done everything he could to help it be productive. Isaiah then reveals that the vineyard owner
represents God and the vineyard represents the
people of Israel and Judah.
Distribute the handout “Bearing Good Fruit.” Ask
class members to write on the leaves some ways
God expects our church to produce good fruit
(justice and righteousness). Invite volunteers to
share what they wrote.
Ask: How might our church move toward
producing more of this good fruit?
Ask class members to write on the grapes some
ways God expects them as individuals to produce
good fruit (justice and righteousness). Invite volunteers to share what they wrote.
Ask: How might we move toward producing more
of this good fruit in our individual lives?
Discuss: Why does it matter if churches and
Christians practice justice and righteousness?
What difference could it make?
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The Lord’s Salvation
Lesson Text: Isaiah 25:1-9

A Verse to Remember—Isaiah 25:9
Background Text: Isaiah 25:1-9
Other Revised Common Lectionary texts: Psalm 23; Philippians 4:1-9; Matthew 22:1-14

Teaching Principle: We look forward to the great salvation that God will accomplish.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 2 poster, “Taking God Seriously”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
The Lord’s Salvation—Isaiah 25:1-9
• Praise to God for Wonderful Things (25:1-3)
• God Is a Refuge (25:4-5)
• Hope for All Peoples (25:6-9)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the second teaching option, prepare
copies of the handout “A Feast for All Peoples”
(Kit, p. 6) and provide crayons and/or colored
markers.

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: Our lesson text invites
us to celebrate God’s saving
activity. But what do we mean by
“salvation”?
Divide the class into groups of two or
three. Ask them to talk about what
“salvation” means to them. Write
the following questions on a whiteboard or flip chart to help guide their
discussion:
• What do you think about when
you hear the word “salvation”?
• What does our church tradition
teach about salvation?
Invite the groups to share what they
talked about.
Say: Isaiah 25 focuses on God’s salvation as deliverance from oppression,
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INTRODUCTION
Salvation is God’s work. The salvation God brings
about comes in various forms in Scripture. Sometimes it is healing from diseases or disabilities. Other
times it is deliverance from oppression and foreign
powers. It also includes salvation from death. Our
lesson text speaks about God’s salvation and liberation: both divine deliverance from an oppressive
foreign power and deliverance from death itself. The
text also suggests that our appropriate response to
God is praise. Along the way, this week’s Scripture
passage raises some questions: What do we praise
God for? What hope do we have in God? How do
we understand salvation? What is the great salvation
we anticipate God will accomplish?

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Our lesson text is part of what some scholars call the
Isaiah Apocalypse (chs. 24–27). This section of the
book deviates from the typical prophetic speeches
of Isaiah and includes a number of eschatological
(teaching about the end times) and apocalyptic
elements. Abrupt transitions make it likely that
this section is a composite of several writings. The
pronouncements of chapter 24 are global in scope:
“Now the LORD is about to lay waste the earth and
make it desolate” (24:1). All of humanity faces divine
judgment in this stark vision. Isaiah 26 begins with a
psalm of praise to Zion (26:1-6) but concludes with
a warning for God’s people to hide until God’s
wrath is over (26:20). Chapter 27 begins with a vision
of the restoration of Israel, depicted as a vineyard
(see Isa 5:1-7 and the October 4 lesson). Isaiah 25,
which includes our lesson text, begins with a psalm
of praise to God (vv. 1-5) and moves into an eschatological vision of God’s salvation (vv. 6-9).
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BIBLE BACKGROUND—PRAISE TO GOD FOR
WONDERFUL THINGS
Isaiah 25:1-3
(1) O LORD, you are my God; I will exalt you, I
will praise your name; for you have done wonderful things, plans formed of old, faithful and
sure. (2) For you have made the city a heap, the
fortified city a ruin; the palace of aliens is a city
no more, it will never be rebuilt. (3) Therefore
strong peoples will glorify you; cities of ruthless
nations will fear you.
25:1 The transition from Isaiah 24 to Isaiah 25 is
abrupt. Chapter 24 contains words of divine judgment, but chapter 25 begins with praise to the LORD.
It goes on to celebrate God’s deliverance from enemies,
including death.
The opening verse recalls the praise we find in Psalms
(see, for example, Ps 145). The prophet declares
faithful allegiance to God (“you are my God”) and
offers words of praise to exalt God’s name. Praise
frames our lesson text—verse 9 ends with “let us be
glad and rejoice in his salvation.” As with many psalms
of praise, the praise in our text responds to what God
has done, here described as “wonderful things” (v. 1)
and “salvation” (v. 9).
The divine plan is a common theme in the book of
Isaiah (see 5:19). “[Y]ou have done wonderful things,”
the prophet writes, “plans formed of old, faithful and
sure.” The prophet declares that God is faithful and
that God’s people can be sure of God’s enduring and
steadfast presence. We might be tempted to base our
hope for deliverance from the world’s troubles on
many things, but Tucker writes that for Isaiah, “Ultimately it is not military prowess, political shrewdness,
or any chance turn of events that provides history’s
final chapter, but God’s ‘plans formed of old, faithful
and sure’” (216).
25:2 The prophet praises God for the destruction of
an unnamed city. In Isaiah 24–27, this city is called
“the city of chaos” (24:10), “the fortified city” (25:2),
“the palace of aliens” (25:2), and “the lofty city” (26:5).
Babylon may be the city the prophet has in mind.
Babylon fell to the Persians under Cyrus in 539 BC and

including final deliverance
from death, which oppresses
all humanity.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Isaiah 25:1-3

Invite someone to read
Isaiah 25:1.

Say: Many interpreters designate
Isaiah 24–27 as the “Isaiah Apocalypse.” This section looks forward
to the fulfillment of God’s purposes
and the inauguration of a new age.
Our lesson text anticipates the day
when God will overcome humanity’s greatest enemies, including
death.
Say: The text begins with praise to
God. It also ends with a summons
to rejoice in God’s saving actions
(v. 9b). We are called to praise God
for what God has done and will do.
Discuss: The prophet says that
the Lord has done “wonderful
things” (v. 1). What do you think
the prophet is talking about? What
“wonderful things” had God done
for God’s people in the past?
Say: While wonderful things of the
distant past may be in the prophet’s mind, he seems to mainly have
in mind the recent downfall of an
unnamed great city.
Ask: If the prophet has a recent
event in mind, what might he mean
when he says that these “wonderful
things” are “plans formed of old,
faithful and sure” (v. 1)?
Discuss: As Christians, what
wonderful things do we praise
God for doing? In what ways are
they “plans formed of old, faithful
and sure”?
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Invite someone to read
Isaiah 25:2-3.
Say: The prophet doesn’t name the
overthrown city. The prophet Isaiah
was active in the late eighth to early
seventh centuries BC, when Assyria,
whose capital city was Nineveh,
was the major threat against Israel
and Judah. In fact, the Assyrians
conquered the northern kingdom
of Israel during Isaiah’s lifetime.
Portions of the book of Isaiah
come from a later time when the
Babylonian empire, with its capital
of Babylon, was the major threat
against Judah. Many interpreters
believe the city in these verses is
Babylon.

to the Greeks under Alexander the Great in 323 BC,
but it wasn’t destroyed until years later. Instead, the
unnamed city could represent the former enemies
of God’s people, or even all the oppressive forces in
the world.
25:3 Presented with a demonstration of the faithfulness of God to God’s people, as well as God’s power
in overcoming the fortified city, “strong peoples” and
“ruthless nations” glorify and fear God.
The term “ruthless” occurs often in this section
(vv. 3, 4, and 5). Elsewhere in Isaiah, the term is used
to describe Babylon and other nations that oppose the
people of God. God promises to save Jerusalem from
these nations. So Babylon in Isaiah equals any oppressive nation (Tull, 382).

Ask: Whether or not the prophet
has a specific city in mind, why
might he have chosen not to
name it?

The main point of these opening verses is that God
overcomes forces that oppose God and God’s people.
Having talked about God’s judgment of oppressing
nations, the prophet now proceeds to describe God’s
care for oppressed peoples.

Discuss: How might this prophetic
message of God’s overthrowing the
oppressive city be relevant in our
time?

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GOD IS A REFUGE

Ask: What do you think the prophet
means by “strong peoples” and
“ruthless nations” in verse 3? Who
do you think he has in mind? Why
will these people glorify and praise
God?

Isaiah 25:4-5
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 25:4-5.
Say: These verses beautifully
describe the care God has for
the most vulnerable members
of society.
Ask: Which image of God’s care in
these verses resonates with you the
most? Why?
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Isaiah 25:4-5
(4) For you have been a refuge to the poor, a
refuge to the needy in their distress, a shelter
from the rainstorm and a shade from the heat.
When the blast of the ruthless was like a winter
rainstorm, (5) the noise of aliens like heat in a
dry place, you subdued the heat with the shade
of clouds; the song of the ruthless was stilled.
25:4-5 These verses beautifully describe God’s care for
those who are most vulnerable: “the poor” and “the
needy.” In spite of the oppression they have faced, God
provides them with security and protection.
God is described as “a refuge,” “a shelter,” and “shade”
(v. 4). These images reflect themes found elsewhere
in Isaiah. For example, in Isaiah 4:5-6, the prophet
depicts God as a “canopy” over Mount Zion that offers
protection from heat, storms, and rain.
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On the other hand, Isaiah 30:1-5 criticizes people for
seeking shelter from Pharaoh in Egypt: “Oh, rebellious
children…who set out to go down to Egypt without
asking for my counsel, to take refuge in the protection of Pharaoh, and to seek shelter in the shadow of
Egypt…” (30:1-2). God is the appropriate place to seek
refuge, not a foreign power. God is the One who offers
refuge for the weakest and most vulnerable members
of society.
The Hebrew word translated “aliens” in NRSV is
translated “foreigners” in NIV and “strangers” in KJV.
The idea is that God shelters God’s people from the
oppression of other nations.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—HOPE FOR ALL PEOPLES
Isaiah 25:6-9
(6) On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make
for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of wellaged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of
well-aged wines strained clear. (7) And he will
destroy on this mountain the shroud that is cast
over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over
all nations; he will swallow up death forever.
(8) Then the Lord GOD will wipe away the tears
from all faces, and the disgrace of his people he
will take away from all the earth, for the LORD
has spoken. (9) It will be said on that day, Lo,
this is our God; we have waited for him, so that
he might save us. This is the LORD for whom we
have waited; let us be glad and rejoice in his
salvation.
25:6 “This mountain” probably refers to Mount Zion
(see 24:23). The phrase “Mount Zion” has had several
meanings over time: a particular hill in Jerusalem, the
temple mount itself, the city of Jerusalem, and even
the entire land of Israel. The name refers to more than
a geographical location. It carries a deep symbolic
meaning. For example, Psalm 125 depicts Zion as a
place of divine security and protection. In the vision
of Isaiah 25, the mountain is the place where God
and humanity meet when God makes things as they
should be.

Ask: What does it mean to you
that God is a “refuge to the poor”
and a “refuge to the needy”?
Discuss: Do we ever turn to sources
other than God for refuge? If so, to
whom or what might we turn? Why
should we turn only to God?
Ask: How has God has been a
refuge to you or someone you
know?
Discuss: How might these verses
invite us to participate in God’s
work of providing refuge, shelter,
and other care to those who
need it?

Isaiah 25:6-9
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 25:6.
Say: “This mountain” is probably
Mount Zion. The verse depicts the
great banquet, sometimes called
the eschatological or messianic
banquet, that God will provide
when God fulfills God’s purposes.
Ask: Can you think of other significant stories of “feasts” in the Bible
that may represent or anticipate this
great banquet?
Ask: Why do you think Isaiah uses
this feast imagery in connection
with the work of God’s salvation?
How does this image of God
providing a feast of abundance
shape your understanding of who
God is and how God works? What
does it mean that Isaiah ties this
abundant feast to God’s work of
salvation for people?
Discuss: What is the significance of
the prophet’s saying that God will
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make this great feast “for
all peoples”?
Invite someone to read
Matthew 22:1-14 (the lectionary’s
Gospel reading for today).
Ask: What does this parable of Jesus
teach us about presuming that we
automatically have God’s invitation
to the banquet?
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 25:7-9.
Say: Death is universal. We all face
the deaths of our loved ones and of
ourselves.
Discuss: How has death or the fear
of death touched your life? How
does the reality of death affect the
way you approach life?
Say: The prophet says that in the
end, God will remove the threat
of death and everything else that
brings pain and shame to us.
Ask: What does it mean to “wait”
for God’s salvation (v. 9)? In what
ways are we still waiting?
Ask: As Christians, what do we
know about God’s coming salvation
that even the prophet who wrote
the words in our lesson text didn’t
know? Why should this enhance
our celebration?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: On one hand, we still
await the fulfillment of the
hope expressed in our lesson text.
God hasn’t yet fulfilled God’s
purposes. We haven’t yet sat down
to God’s great feast. On the other
hand, we have seen important
partial fulfillments along the way.
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The prophet envisions a bountiful meal offered “for
all peoples.” The feast includes rich food and well-aged
wines—choice fare that is ordinarily too expensive
and rare for non-elite members of society to enjoy.
Wine available to the poor was typically not well aged
and had not been strained of sediment. These images
combine to depict the finest and most luxurious feast
one could imagine.
The mountaintop feast brings to mind the banquet
on Mount Sinai celebrated by Moses and some leaders
of the people in Exodus 24:9-11. There, Moses and the
others ceremonially ate and drank in God’s presence.
But “all peoples” share in the banquet on Mount Zion.
The eschatological or messianic banquet is a common
motif in ancient Jewish and early Christian writings.
Matthew notes, for example, that “many will come
from east and west and will eat with Abraham and
Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (8:11). The
stories of Jesus feeding a multitude may also reflect
this theme (see, for example, Mk 6:30-44).
Isaiah’s image of an abundance of well-aged wines may
lead Christian readers to think about the wedding
at Cana ( Jn 2:1-11). Jesus’ miraculous provision of a
large quantity of high-quality wine is a sign of Jesus’
identity. It is also evidence of God’s blessing and of the
dawning of a new age of divine abundance.
It is significant that God serves this feast “for all
peoples.” This event symbolizes reconciliation between
God and all humanity. It also hints at reconciliation
between various nations and peoples.
25:7-8 Accompanying this eschatological banquet is
a rather remarkable statement: God will destroy “the
shroud that is cast over all peoples,” which is death
itself (v. 7). All people live with their own mortality
and that of their loved ones. Death is a universal
human certainty. Only God can overcome it.
The description of God wiping away tears from “all
faces” speaks to a deeper reality than just the defeat
of death. In this eschatological vision, God will undo
all things that cause pain and suffering in the world
(Levenson, 30).
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The author of Revelation adapts this hopeful image
in depicting a renewed earth and heaven in the age
to come: “See, the home of God is among mortals.
He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and
God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear
from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and
crying and pain will be no more, for the first things
have passed away” (Rev 21:3-4).
25:9 “On that day” refers to the time of God’s saving
acts depicted in verses 6-8. It is the day when God
defeats all of humanity’s enemies, including death
(vv. 7-8). It is the day when God spreads the great
banquet before the people (v. 6). It is the time when
God will fulfill God’s purposes.
When this salvation happens, people will recognize
that it is God’s work: “Lo, this is our God” (v. 9a). They
will celebrate that God has brought about the salvation they have been waiting for. God’s great victory
over all that enslaves and oppresses humanity will lead
to a great celebration.

Ask: How have more of God’s
purposes of salvation been fulfilled
since the time when Isaiah prophesied and when the book of Isaiah
was produced? Can you think of
any times when we experience a
foretaste of God’s great banquet?
Ask: Death still exists, but how have
we already experienced evidence of
God’s overcoming it?
Discuss: Only God can bring about
the great final salvation. But what
role can the church play in helping
people experience the salvation
that is available now?

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, even as we
rejoice in the salvation you
give us now and that we will fully
experience someday, lead us to
help other people find it. Through
your promise to abolish suffering
and death, inspire us to help people
find healing and life now. Amen.
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CONCLUSION
Our lesson text begins with the prophet offering praise to God because of the “wonderful things” God
has done, “plans formed of old.” The prophet reminds readers of divine deliverance from foreign oppression. Moreover, the prophet reminds readers of God’s care and providence for the “poor” and “needy.”
These reminders of what God has done move to a vision of the future: an eschatological banquet that
depicts the riches and abundance of God’s presence with all people. All will share in the divine feast,
and God will undo death and defeat everything that causes pain. The passage ends as it began: with
praise to God for God’s salvation.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Isaiah 25 and Revelation 21

Say: Some scholars call Isaiah 24–27,
which includes our lesson text, the “Isaiah
Apocalypse.” The word “apocalypse”
means “revelation.” One purpose of apocalyptic
writings is to reveal how God will someday make
all things as they should be. The New Testament
book of Revelation looks forward to some of the
same things as the Isaiah Apocalypse, but it factors
in additional saving actions by God.

Ask: What is the primary saving action that God
accomplished between the years when the book
of Isaiah was being produced and the time the
book of Revelation was written?
Say: Revelation 21 uses some of Isaiah 25’s
language.
Invite someone to read Revelation 21:1-4.
Ask: What language from Isaiah 25:1-9 does John,
the author of Revelation, borrow in Revelation
21? Why do you think it was important to John to
include this language in his vision of the fulfillment
of all things? How does John adapt the language
to his understanding of how things will be?
Ask: Why should we have even more trust in
God’s future saving actions than the Old Testament prophets had?
Discuss: How does this text speak to us in our
mortality? How does it speak to our hope as
Christians?
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A Feast for All Peoples
Invite someone to read Isaiah 25:6.
Distribute the handout “A Feast for All Peoples”
and pens, pencils, crayons, and/or colored
markers. Invite class members to complete it.
Encourage volunteers to share their work.
Ask: Why do you think Isaiah uses this feast
imagery to picture the ultimate salvation that God
will bring about? How does this image of God
providing a feast of abundance shape your understanding of who God is and how God works?
Why do you think the prophet uses an abundant
feast to symbolize the fulfillment of God’s work of
salvation?
Discuss: How can we anticipate and celebrate
the great banquet pictured in Isaiah 25:6 in our
practices and actions? Why is it important that we
do so?
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The Lord’s Call
Lesson Text: Isaiah 45:1-7

A Verse to Remember—Isaiah 45:4
Background Text: Isaiah 45:1-17
Other Revised Common Lectionary texts: Psalm 96:1-9 (10-13); 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22

Teaching Principle: God uses whomever God chooses to accomplish God’s purposes.

INTRODUCTION
Whom does God use to accomplish God’s purposes
in the world? It might not be the people you expect!
This week’s lesson text identifies King Cyrus II of
Persia (often called “Cyrus the Great”), who reigned
from 558 to 530 BC, as the one God uses to defeat
the Babylonian Empire and allow the Jewish people
to return to their homeland from exile. Cyrus wasn’t
Jewish and didn’t worship the God of Israel. But
Isaiah calls Cyrus God’s “messiah” (“anointed”)
because of his role in delivering the Jewish people
from exile.
We tend to assume that God works through us or
through people like us. Our lesson text suggests that
we might be surprised at whom God chooses to work
through in the world!

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
The people of Israel encounter one empire after
another throughout the biblical period. Because
they inhabited a valuable strip of land that served
as a gateway between Egypt, Mesopotamia, and
Europe, empires sought control of this strategic territory. The Babylonian Empire conquered the southern
kingdom of Judah and destroyed the Jerusalem
temple in 586 BC. The Babylonian conquerors sent
many people into exile in Babylon. This traumatic
experience left deep scars in the national psyche of
the Jewish people, and much of the literature of the
Old Testament was written or edited in light of these
events. But Babylon’s empire didn’t last. It fell to
Cyrus the Great and his Persian Empire in 539 BC.
Under Cyrus, the Persians allowed exiles—including
Jewish exiles—to return to their homelands.

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 2 poster, “Taking God Seriously”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
The Lord’s Call—Isaiah 45:1-7
• The Lord’s Anointed (45:1)
• I Call You by Your Name (45:2-4)
• There Is No Other (45:5-7)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) Prepare copies of the handout “I Call You by Your
Name” (Kit, p. 7).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: Our lesson text makes
the point that God uses
whomever God chooses to accomplish God’s purposes. Speaking
through the prophet, God tells the
Jewish people exiled in Babylon that
God is using a foreign leader to
liberate them.
Distribute the handout “I Call You by
Your Name.” Ask class members to
complete it. Invite volunteers to share
their results.
Ask: In your experience, how has
God worked through people you
would expect God to work through?
How has God worked through
people you wouldn’t expect God
to work through?
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Say: Today’s lesson will remind
us that God sometimes works in
mysterious ways to bring about
God’s purposes.

TEACHING THE LESSON

Say: We need to establish the historical background for our lesson text.
Under their king Nebuchadnezzar,
the Babylonians conquered Judah
in 597 BC and sent many of the
people into exile in Babylon. When
the Babylonian armies destroyed
Jerusalem in 586 BC, they exiled
more people. The prophet whose
words are in Isaiah 40–55 preached
to the exiles in Babylon. Our lesson
text comes from the time when
Cyrus the Great of Persia is moving
toward conquering Babylon, which
he did in 539 BC. Cyrus would
allow the exiled Jewish people to
return home.
Discuss: As we will see, God speaks
to Cyrus in our lesson text. Do you
think these words are really meant
for him to hear, or are they meant
for the Jewish exiles to hear? Why
do you think so?

Isaiah 45:1
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 45:1.
Say: God calls Cyrus God’s
“anointed.” The Hebrew word is
“messiah.” In the Old Testament, it
usually refers to the kings of Judah
who belong to David’s dynasty.
But here, God speaks through the
prophet and calls the Persian king
“messiah.”
Say and Ask: Try to put yourself in
the place of the Jewish exiles. How
would it have made you feel to hear
God call a foreign leader “messiah”?
How does it make you feel now?
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Most scholars think that the material in Isaiah 40–55
was produced late in the Babylonian exile. They call
this section “Second Isaiah” or “Deutero-Isaiah.” The
“Cyrus oracle” (Isaiah 44:24–45:8), which contains our
lesson text, comes from the time when Cyrus’s power
is on the rise and his armies are on the move.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—THE LORD’S ANOINTED
Isaiah 45:1
(1) Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus,
whose right hand I have grasped to subdue
nations before him and strip kings of their robes,
to open doors before him—and the gates shall
not be closed: …
45:1 The Babylonian armies had devastated the
southern kingdom of Judah. Jerusalem and other
cities lay in ruin. The Babylonians had even destroyed
the temple of the Lord.
These events raised difficult questions for the people.
Where was God? Had God abandoned God’s people?
How could God allow these terrible things to happen?
Were the Babylonian gods greater than the God of
Israel?
Moreover, the Babylonian conquerors had carried
many of Judah’s political, economic, and religious
elites, along with some of the general population,
into exile. This strategy intended to weaken the
nation by dispersing the leaders and destroying
national identity. The Jewish exiles lived in a hostile
religious environment in which they witnessed the
worship of Marduk, the Babylonian chief god.
When we take the traumatic experience of exile into
account, we can begin to understand how stunned the
exiles would have been when the prophet identified
Cyrus of Persia as God’s “anointed” (Hebrew: mashiach,
or “messiah”). The Old Testament usually uses this
word to refer to the rulers who sat on David’s throne
in Jerusalem. This is the only place in Scripture where
“messiah” refers to a non-Israelite.
The Jewish exiles were no doubt pleased when the
Persians conquered Babylon and allowed them to
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return to their homeland. This repatriation policy
applied to exiles from many nations, and the Jewish
exiles benefited from it.
Earlier passages in Second Isaiah may look forward
to Cyrus’s conquests. The summons in Isaiah 40:3
to “prepare the way of the LORD” anticipates God’s
coming deliverance of the people in exile. While Cyrus
isn’t mentioned, our lesson text says God uses him to
bring this deliverance about. Isaiah 40:10 notes that
“the Lord GOD comes with might.” God will display
that might through Cyrus’s armies. Isaiah 41:2 asks,
“Who has roused a victor from the east, summoned
him to his service?” The Lord is the one doing the
rousing, and “the victor from the east” is Cyrus. In
the verse immediately preceding our lesson text, the
prophet finally names Cyrus as God’s “shepherd,” who
will “carry out my purpose” (44:28).
In Isaiah 45:1, God says that God will “subdue nations
before” Cyrus. The Persian king was indeed a triumphant commander. This verse vividly portrays the
success that God will give Cyrus in toppling other
empires and opening the gates of cities to conquest.
A famous archaeological find called the Cyrus Cylinder
contains an inscription authorized by Cyrus on the
occasion of his conquest of Babylon (you can find
pictures of it on the Internet). It says that the Babylonian god Marduk commissioned him (Hanson, 101).
In our lesson text, God declares that God is the One
who calls Cyrus to liberate the Jewish people from
Babylon. For the prophet whose words are found
in Isaiah 45, the God of Israel directs the course of
history. In Cyrus’s account, Marduk accompanies
Cyrus “on the road to Babylon…like a real friend”
(Hanson, 101). In our passage, the Lord grasps Cyrus’s
right hand. To hold someone’s right hand was to
acknowledge that the person was a friend. If a superior grasped someone’s right hand, it meant “full
acceptance” (McKenzie, 77).
It is hard to overstate the significance of the prophet
saying that Cyrus is God’s anointed one. The prophet
declares that God works through this foreign leader to
accomplish God’s will in the world. God didn’t raise
up a great Jewish leader to defeat the Babylonians and

Say: “Messiah” is a word we use to
describe Jesus. It might be helpful
to think of Cyrus as a messiah with
a small “m” and of Jesus as the
Messiah with a capital “M.” God
chooses and equips people to play
a part in God’s saving purposes, but
Jesus plays a unique role in them.
Ask: What does the image of God’s
grasping Cyrus’s right hand suggest
to you?
Say: In the ancient world, a person
grasping someone’s right hand
indicated friendship. If a superior
grasped the right hand of a subordinate, it indicated acceptance of that
person as a friend.
Ask: What else does this verse say
about what God will do through
Cyrus?
Say: The prophet proclaims that
God is working through Cyrus’s
military conquests.
Discuss: Do you think that God
works through such means? Why
or why not? Should we be careful
in our thinking about this? Why or
why not?

Isaiah 45:2-4
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 45:2-4.
Say: God continues to declare that
God will pave the way for Cyrus’s
success. God also declares that this
will happen even though Cyrus
doesn’t know God. Cyrus doesn’t
call on the name of the Lord, but
the Lord calls Cyrus by name.
Ask: What does this teach us about
how God works?
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Discuss: Is this a hard or easy truth
to accept about God? Why?
Say: We have no record of Cyrus
ever coming to know the Lord. This
is so even when we take the Edict
of Cyrus into account. The Edict of
Cyrus is the decree, recorded in the
book of Ezra, in which Cyrus grants
the exiled Jews permission to return
home.
Invite someone to read Ezra 1:1-4.
Say: Even if this accurately
represents Cyrus’s decree allowing
the Jewish exiles to return home,
it doesn’t necessarily mean that
he came to believe in God. He
probably said similar things about
other nations’ gods in his decrees
allowing them to return home.
Discovered by archaeologists, the
Cyrus Cylinder has an inscription
authorized by Cyrus on the occasion of his conquest of Babylon. In
it, Cyrus says that the Babylonian
god Marduk commissioned him.
Ask: What do you think is more
important to the biblical writers:
whether Cyrus knew that God used
him to deliver the Jewish exiles or
whether the people know that God
used Cyrus to set them free? Why?
Say: Cyrus appears to be an unwitting participant in the divine plan.

Isaiah 45:5-7
Invite someone to read
Isaiah 45:5.
Say: God declares to Cyrus, “I am
the LORD, and there is no other;
besides me there is no god” (v. 5a).
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allow the exiles to return. It was this Persian king,
this non-Jewish ruler who worshiped other gods, who
would upend the political order of the world and
allow the Jewish people to return to their homeland.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—I CALL YOU BY
YOUR NAME
Isaiah 45:2-4
(2) I will go before you and level the mountains,
I will break in pieces the doors of bronze and
cut through the bars of iron, (3) I will give you
the treasures of darkness and riches hidden in
secret places, so that you may know that it is I,
the LORD, the God of Israel, who call you by your
name. (4) For the sake of my servant Jacob, and
Israel my chosen, I call you by your name, I surname you, though you do not know me.
45:2 Now the prophet presents God’s direct address
to Cyrus. This verse continues the account of the ways
God will empower Cyrus.
God’s promise to “level the mountains” symbolically
declares that God will remove obstacles from Cyrus’s
way as he conquers. God’s promise to break bronze
doors and cut iron bars may also be symbolic, or it
could describe the kind of destruction that happens
during warfare.
45:3 God suggests that Cyrus may eventually become
aware of God’s work in his life, although he isn’t aware
of it now (see v. 4). The prophet seems to suggest that
only after Cyrus gains “treasures” and “riches,” which
probably mean spoils of war, will he come to understand that God has called him.
45:4 The Lord, speaking through the prophet, twice
tells Cyrus, “you do not know me” (here and in v. 5).
This emphasizes that Cyrus, who is God’s messiah
(anointed one) and liberates the Jews from Babylon,
is an outsider to the Jewish faith. He doesn’t know
or worship the Lord. The prophet doesn’t claim that
Cyrus has come to know the God of Israel. Ironically,
Cyrus is the agent of divine mercy and power while
being oblivious to this fact. He is an unwitting agent
in God’s plan.
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We have no record of Cyrus ever coming to know
the Lord. This is so even when we take the Edict of
Cyrus into account. The Edict of Cyrus is the decree,
recorded in the book of Ezra, in which Cyrus grants
the exiled Jews permission to return home (1:2-4). It
begins, “The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me
all the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged
me to build him a house at Jerusalem in Judah”
(v. 2). Cyrus continues to invoke the Lord throughout
the short decree. But even if Cyrus actually said such
things, he likely said the same kinds of things about
the gods of other people that he allowed to return
home. It doesn’t necessarily indicate that he came to
believe in the Lord.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—THERE IS NO OTHER
Isaiah 45:5-7
(5) I am the LORD, and there is no other; besides
me there is no god. I arm you, though you do not
know me, (6) so that they may know, from the
rising of the sun and from the west, that there
is no one besides me; I am the LORD, and there
is no other. (7) I form light and create darkness,
I make weal and create woe; I the LORD do all
these things.
45:5 The prophet previously described a challenge
from the Lord to other “gods” to make themselves
known. God provokes foreign gods by saying, “Tell
us what is to come hereafter, that we may know that
you are gods” (41:23). When they don’t respond, the
prophet taunts them: “You, indeed, are nothing and
your work is nothing at all; whoever chooses you is
an abomination” (41:24). Now the prophet returns to
this theme to emphasize the uniqueness of the God of
Israel: “there is no other; besides me there is no god.”
In spite of God’s activity in his life and work, Cyrus
remains ignorant of the God of Israel and of his
participation in the divine plan. God, speaking
through the prophet, declares, “I arm you, though you
do not know me.” Cyrus doesn’t have to know God for
God to use him (Seitz, 394).

Ask: Why do you think the
prophet emphasizes that God is
the only God?
Invite someone to read Isaiah 45:6.
Say: God says that through God’s
work in Cyrus, people from all over
the world will come to know that
God is the only God.
Ask: How has this happened? How
does it still happen?
Invite someone to read Isaiah 45:7.
Say: This closing verse of our lesson
text affirms that God is Creator and
Lord of everything that exists.
Ask: How can we know or sense
that God is working through
someone?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: Some of the Jewish
exiles in Babylon probably
struggled with the idea that God
was using a foreign, non-Jewish
leader to do God’s work of liberating God’s people.

Ask: How does the prophet
speaking in our lesson text address
those concerns? How does he say
that people need to expand their
understanding of how and through
whom God works?
Discuss: Do we ever assume that
God only works through certain
kinds of people and not through
others? If so, how do the prophet’s
words challenge us?

45:6 Ironically, Cyrus’s work of conquest on the
Lord’s behalf will lead others to an awareness of God’s
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CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, we confess that
we sometimes assume that
you only work through people who
live where we live or believe like
we believe. Open our eyes to see
the diverse ways in which you work
and the diverse people through
whom you work to bring your plans
to fruition. Amen.
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identity and activity, even if Cyrus remains an
unwitting participant. God equips Cyrus “so that
they may know, from the rising of the sun and from
the west, that there is no one besides me; I am the
LORD, and there is no other.”
This recalls the prayer of King Hezekiah earlier in the
book of Isaiah. Faced with the threat of an Assyrian
invasion, Hezekiah prays for deliverance from the
Assyrian ruler, saying, “So now, O LORD our God, save
us from his hand, so that all the kingdoms of the earth
may know that you alone are the LORD” (37:20). That
time, God directly intervened to make God’s power
known (37:36-37). This time, nearly two centuries
later, God makes God’s power and identity known to
the world through the Persian ruler Cyrus.
Later in Isaiah 45, God says that after the conquests
of Cyrus and the return of the Jewish people to their
homeland, the nations will come and “bow down” to
Israel, saying “God is with you alone, and there is no
other; there is no god besides him” (45:14).
45:7 God now makes a sweeping statement about
God’s creative power. God makes both light and
darkness. God makes both weal and woe. God has
previously delivered the Israelites into the hands of
their oppressors, and now God will save them. As the
Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar served as God’s
servant to bring about divine judgment ( Jer 27:6),
so too Cyrus of Persia will serve God’s purposes in
extending mercy and salvation to the Jews in exile.
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CONCLUSION
This remarkable text declares that God has commissioned Cyrus, king of Persia, to participate in God’s saving activity on behalf of God’s people. In spite of the fact that Cyrus doesn’t
worship the Lord, God calls him by name to be set apart and “anointed” for God’s work.
Cyrus’s military triumph over Babylon will save God’s people from their exile in a foreign
land. As a result of Cyrus’s conquests, the Jewish people will be able to return to their homeland, rebuild the temple, and resume their worship of God there.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Upon Further Reflection

Invite someone to read Isaiah 45:1-7.

Ask: How would you summarize what the
prophet says about the Persian ruler Cyrus? How
does the prophet say the people should regard
Cyrus? What does he say God will do with Cyrus?
Discuss: Should we assume from the prophet’s
words that any ruler or leader has God’s commission and blessing to do what they are doing? Why
or why not?
Say: The lectionary’s Gospel reading for today
helps us further reflect on these matters.
Invite someone to read Matthew 22:15-22.
Say: We should note a few things about this
passage. First, Jesus’ questioners are trying to trap
him into saying something that would get him
in trouble. Second, the Pharisees had a tense
relationship with Roman authorities, but the
Herodians were more supportive of them. Third,
people didn’t really have any choice about paying
their taxes to Rome.
Divide the class into groups. Distribute paper
and pens or pencils. Ask the groups to discuss the
Matthew passage. Write the following questions
on a whiteboard or flip chart to help guide their
discussions:
• How does Jesus answer the question of the
Pharisees and Herodians?
• What do you think Jesus means by his answer?
• Do you think Jesus views the Roman emperor in
the same way our lesson text talks about Cyrus?
• What belongs to the emperor? What belongs to
God?
Invite the groups to report.

Discuss: Why should we be careful in how we
think about the ways in which—or the extent to
which—God is working through a ruler or leader?
What standards might we apply as we try to
discern?

TO KNOW OR NOT TO KNOW

Say: In our lesson text, God speaks through the
prophet to say that God is working through Cyrus
of Persia, even though Cyrus is unaware of it. Let’s
talk about whether it was good that Cyrus didn’t
know that God had anointed him to liberate the
Jewish exiles, or if it would have been better for
him to know.
Make two columns on a whiteboard or flip
chart, one with the heading “Know” and the
other with the heading “Not Know.” Under each
heading, write the subheadings “Advantages” and
“Disadvantages.”
Ask: What advantages might have come with
Cyrus’s knowing that God was working through
him? With Cyrus’s not knowing? What disadvantages might have come with his knowing or not
knowing?
As class members call out answers, write them
under the appropriate heading.
Discuss: What have we learned from this exercise
about how rulers and leaders view God’s involvement in what they do? How might a ruler or
leader think in a healthy way about God’s involvement in their leadership?
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The Lord’s Requirements
Lesson Text: Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18

A Verse to Remember—Leviticus 19:2
Background Text: Leviticus 19:1-18
Other Revised Common Lectionary texts: Psalm 1; 1 Thessalonians 2:1-8; Matthew 22:34-46

Teaching Principle: God requires us to deal faithfully with each other.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 2 poster, “Taking God Seriously:
Because God Is the Lord” (Connections Resource
Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline: The
Lord’s Requirements—Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18
• You Shall Be Holy (19:1-2)
• Care for the Vulnerable (19:9-14)
• Love Your Neighbor as Yourself (19:15-18)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) Prepare copies of the handout “Exploring
Holiness Today” (Kit, p. 8).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Ask: What did you think
when you saw that today’s
lesson focuses on a passage from
Leviticus? Why did you think that?
Ask: Have you participated in many
Bible study lessons or heard many
sermons on passages from Leviticus?
If not, why not?
Say: Our lesson text says that God
requires God’s people to be holy.
Ask: What do you think of when you
hear the words “holy” or “holiness”?
Do they have positive or negative
connotations for you? Why?
Say: Today’s Scripture passage
teaches us about how becoming holy
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INTRODUCTION
Leviticus is perhaps one of the most misunderstood,
most abused, and most ignored books of the Old
Testament. The strangeness of some of the rules
and rituals strike many modern readers as arcane,
arbitrary, and out of date. Others may find fault
with Christian readers who cherry-pick verses out of
context to support their own preferred theological
perspectives (laws related to sexuality come to mind,
for example). Nevertheless, this passage gives readers
a good entry point, as it makes clear that “holiness”
does not mean simply adhering to strange religious
rules and regulations. Rather, “to be holy” entails
ethical living, concern for justice, and consideration
of our interactions with and care for our fellow
humans.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Leviticus as a whole is concerned with appropriate
worship of God in the sanctuary. In the historical
setting of the Torah (the first five books of the Old
Testament), the sanctuary refers to the tabernacle,
the portable tent of worship that the Israelites carried
on their wilderness journey from Egypt to the promised land. Later on, the book concerns worship in the
Jerusalem temple. The name of the book relates to
the Levites, Israel’s priestly tribe.
Today’s passage falls within the part of Leviticus
known to scholars as the “Holiness Code” or “Holiness Collection” (chs. 17–26). Prior to this section,
much of the book has dealt with sacrificial and
priestly matters. Chapter 17 provides a transitional
section as the book moves into regulations that
deal with moral and ethical matters (chs. 18–20).
One might view the earlier chapters of Leviticus as
containing rituals for inside the sanctuary, whereas the

October 25, 2020

Holiness Code, including our lesson text, speaks to
holy living outside the sanctuary. These chapters suggest
that love of God and concern for obedience to God’s
commandments must always go hand in hand with
love of neighbor and concern for justice in human
communities.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—YOU SHALL BE HOLY
Leviticus 19:1-2
(1) The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: (2) Speak
to all the congregation of the people of Israel
and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the LORD
your God am holy.
19:1-2 Leviticus opens with these words: “The LORD
summoned Moses and spoke to him from the tent of
meeting…” (1:1). In Leviticus, God’s giving of the laws
and instructions is set in the context of Moses and the
Israelites’ wilderness journey from Egypt to the promised land. God gives these instructions to the Israelites
through Moses.
Samuel Balentine observes that the “signature of
the book of Leviticus…is the summons to holiness”
(149). The importance of this text for Christians’
understanding of holiness is evident even in the
New Testament, where 1 Peter quotes verse 2: “as he
who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your
conduct; for it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am
holy’” (1:15-16). For Christians, holiness is essential
to God’s identity and also essential to our identity as
God’s people.
The word “holy” means “set apart.” God is holy
because God is unique in the cosmos, set apart from
the created order. In Leviticus (especially chs. 18–20),
God calls on the Israelites to be holy as well: “You
shall not do as they do in the land of Egypt, where
you lived, and you shall not do as they do in the land
of Canaan, to which I am bringing you” (18:3). God’s
people are to be holy, which means being fundamentally different—“set apart”—from the Egyptians and
Canaanites.

can and should affect our lives and
the lives of those around us.

TEACHING THE LESSON

Say: Leviticus is part of the Torah,
the first five books of the Old
Testament. It comes right after
Exodus. Much of the book reports
instructions from God to Moses as
the Israelites are in the wilderness
following their escape from Egypt.

Leviticus 19:1-2
Invite someone to read
Leviticus 19:1-2.
Ask: What do you think the word
“holy” means? What does it mean
that God is holy? What does it
mean for people to be holy?
Say: The word “holy” means “set
apart.” God is holy because God is
unique, free from sin, and distinct
from the created order. As we
continue to read Leviticus 19, what
it means for people to be “holy”
will become clearer.
Say: God instructs Moses to tell “all
the congregation of the people of
Israel” to be holy. Evidently God
means for this to be the way for
every person.
Ask: Do you think it is possible for
people to be holy? Why or why
not?
Say: Our lesson text omits six verses
(19:3-8) that deal mainly with ritual
obligations to God. The section that
begins at verse 9 primarily deals
with ethical obligations to other
people.

Moreover, God’s call for the Israelites to be holy recalls
and reflects God’s liberation of them from Egypt:
“For I am the LORD who brought you up from the
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Leviticus 19:9-14
Invite someone to read
Leviticus 19:9-10.
Say: Holiness involves taking action
to care for people in need: “the
poor and the alien” (19:10). God
commands the Israelites to leave
behind some of the yield of their
crops so that vulnerable members
of society can collect the leftovers.
This gathering is called gleaning.
Ask: How does this passage shape
our understanding of the way we
should we treat the poor today?
How should our commitment to
the poor affect our ways of life and
business? Have you thought of such
actions as “holy” before?
Say: This passage speaks to our care
for “aliens” and “foreigners” among
us. Later in Leviticus 19, the text
will speak even more directly in
this regard.
Invite someone to read
Leviticus 19:33-34.
Ask: According to verses 33 and 34,
why should Israelites care for aliens
who reside among them?
Ask: Have you ever had an experience in which you felt like you
were the “alien” or “foreigner” in
another context? In what ways did
you feel vulnerable in that situation?
How were you treated by others?
How does that shape how you’d
like to offer care for those who are
a long way from home today?
Ask: How might this passage speak
to how we care for “aliens” or
“foreigners” among us today? Have
you thought of such actions as
“holy” before?

58 • Unit Two: Taking God Seriously

land of Egypt, to be your God; you shall be holy, for I
am holy” (11:45). God’s rescue of the Israelites from
captivity in Egypt was a crucial and formative event
for the Jewish people. Taken together, Leviticus 11:45
and our lesson text suggest that part of what it means
to be the people of God is to live ethically, in faithful
adherence to the commandments in Leviticus 19.
Verse 2 is unique in Leviticus; only here does God
command Moses to “speak to all the congregation of
the people of Israel” (emphasis added; see 18:2 and
20:2). This indicates the importance of what follows in
chapter 19. It is perhaps remarkable (and optimistic!)
that this chapter implies that all the people of Israel
can and should attain holiness (Bailey, 226).
This passage causes readers to ask, “What does it
mean to be holy?” Most Christians would agree that
striving for “holiness” is part of what it means to be
a person of faith, but Christians throughout history
have disagreed on what it means to be holy. What
follows in Leviticus 19 will provide some good clues
as to what the writer thinks is important for leading
a “holy life.”

BIBLE BACKGROUND—CARE FOR THE
VULNERABLE
Leviticus 19:9-14
(9) When you reap the harvest of your land, you
shall not reap to the very edges of your field,
or gather the gleanings of your harvest. (10) You
shall not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the
fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave
them for the poor and the alien: I am the LORD
your God. (11) You shall not steal; you shall not
deal falsely; and you shall not lie to one another.
(12) And you shall not swear falsely by my
name, profaning the name of your God: I am
the LORD. (13) You shall not defraud your neighbor; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep
for yourself the wages of a laborer until morning.
(14) You shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind; you shall fear your
God: I am the LORD.
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19:9-10 Our lesson text omits six verses (19:3-8)
that deal mainly with ritual obligations to God. The
section that begins at verse 9 primarily deals with
ethical obligations to other people. The section that
follows (19:19-37) deals more explicitly with forbidden
practices associated with the Canaanites (Bailey, 226).
All of these instructions indicate what it means to be
holy.
Verses 9-10 express specific concern for those who are
in need, namely, “the poor and the alien” (19:10). Israelites are to leave part of their fields unharvested and
to leave fallen grapes so that needy people can gather
the remainder. Concern for the poorest and most
vulnerable members of society is evident throughout
Scripture, and especially in the prophets (see Am 2:6-7;
8:4-6). Care for “aliens” (or “foreigners”) is also a
common theme (see Jer 22:3).
Later in this chapter, the author expands on this
command to care for aliens: “When an alien resides
with you in your land, you shall not oppress the
alien. The alien who resides with you shall be to you
as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as
yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt: I
am the LORD your God” (19:33-34). Concern for the
alien or foreigner recalls the Israelites’ experience as
foreigners. The book of Ruth indicates concern for
both the poor and foreigners when Ruth, a Moabite, is
allowed to collect what falls to the ground during the
harvest (Ruth 2:1-10).
The refrain at the end of these two verses, “I am the
LORD your God,” serves as a reminder to the people of
their covenant relationship with God (see also 19:12,
14, 16, 18). In Exodus 20:2-3, God reminds the people
of God’s liberating activity on their behalf: “I am the
LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of
Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no
other gods before me.” These ethical requirements are
set in the context of Israel’s covenant obligation to the
LORD, who brought them out of Egypt and formed a
covenant with them at Mount Sinai.
19:11-12 We hear echoes of the Ten Commandments
in these verses (see Ex 20:7, 15). To “deal falsely”
involves the denial of a truth, and to “lie to one
another” involves affirming a falsehood (Bailey, 229).

Invite someone to read
Leviticus 19:11-14.
Say: Some of these requirements
are specific applications of
the general ones in the
Ten Commandments.
Ask: Why is it important that we
become and stay aware of specific
ways to live out God’s commandments and requirements?
Say: Notice the refrain at the end of
several verses in Leviticus 19: “I am
the LORD your God.”
Ask: Why is this repeated phrase
important? What point does it
make? Why did the Israelites need
to remember it? Why do we?
Invite someone to read
Exodus 20:2-3.
Say: Hearing “I am the LORD your
God” reminded the Israelites that
God had brought them out of Egypt
and thus deserved their total loyalty.
So these ethical requirements for
holiness are set in the context of
Israel’s covenant obligation to the
God who liberated them from
slavery.
Discuss: How has God saved us?
Why do we owe God loyalty?
Should this loyalty be an obligation
or a privilege? Why?

Leviticus 19:15-18
Invite someone to read
Leviticus 19:15-18.
Ask: Why is it important to treat
people justly? With impartiality?
Say: We see concern about injustice in legal contexts elsewhere in
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the Old Testament. For example,
Exodus 23:6 says, “You shall not
pervert the justice due to your poor
in their lawsuits.”
Ask: Do you think bias exists in our
justice system today? How so? What
does true justice look like?
Discuss: How can Christians
contribute to the practice of impartial justice in our society? How can
we live it out in our churches and in
our communities?
Ask: What are some of the negative
outcomes of “slander” and “gossip”?
Ask: How does the end of our
lesson text point us beyond actions
to our attitudes toward people and
our motivations for caring for them?
Ask: What does it mean to “love
your neighbor as yourself”? Why
should acknowledging that God
is our Lord lead to loving our
neighbor? How do loyalty to God
and love of neighbor work together?

APPLYING THE BIBLE

Distribute the handout
“Exploring Holiness Today”
and pens or pencils. Ask class
members to complete Part One.

Discuss: What does holy living look
like in our place and time?
Ask class members to complete
Part Two of the handout.
Discuss: Do the principles of holiness found in our lesson text apply
to our context? If so, how?
Discuss: What are some practical
ways churches and individual
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19:13-14 Verse 13 may also echo one of the Ten
Commandments: “You shall not defraud your
neighbor” (see Ex 20:16). In the context of the Ten
Commandments, the rule was primarily concerned
with the testimony of witnesses in judicial cases.
“Neighbor” here refers not only to one’s fellow Israelites but also to “aliens” and “foreigners” residing in
the land (Bailey, 229). Two more groups of vulnerable
people are mentioned: “the deaf ” and “the blind.”
In the ancient world, such conditions led to greater
societal disadvantages than they do today.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR
AS YOURSELF
Leviticus 19:15-18
(15) You shall not render an unjust judgment;
you shall not be partial to the poor or defer
to the great: with justice you shall judge your
neighbor. (16) You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people, and you shall not
profit by the blood of your neighbor: I am the
LORD. (17) You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor,
or you will incur guilt yourself. (18) You shall not
take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of
your people, but you shall love your neighbor as
yourself: I am the LORD.
19:15 This verse assumes a legal context: matters of
judgment, impartiality, and justice are at issue. Lives
may be at stake when people fail to make ethical
choices in such a context. Today, we still have concerns
over whether partiality related to one’s status (“poor
or great”) affects the administration of justice.
The Old Testament addresses judicial concerns elsewhere. See, for example, Exodus 23:6 (“You shall not
pervert the justice due to your poor in their lawsuits”)
and Deuteronomy 1:16-17 (“Give the members of your
community a fair hearing, and judge rightly between
one person and another, whether citizen or resident
alien. You must not be partial in judging: hear out the
small and the great alike…”).
19:16 The meaning of the Hebrew word translated in
the NRSV as “slanderer” is unclear. “Slander” carries
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legal undertones in our context, but an ancient audience might have understood the term as something
like “gossip” (Bailey, 230). Elsewhere in the Old Testament, Proverbs cautions against gossip (11:13; 20:19).
In the New Testament, Paul frequently urges readers
of his letters to avoid gossip (Rom 1:30; 2 Cor 12:20;
1 Tim 3:11; 5:13). In addition, the letter of James gives
attention to the ethics of words (see 3:5-6). James is
concerned about ethical living, including care for the
most vulnerable: “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” (1:27).
“You shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor”
reflects the possibility of one’s life being at stake in
a judicial context. Such a situation occurs in Jezebel’s
conspiring to have false claims made against Naboth
in order to have him killed and steal his vineyard. God
calls on the prophet Elijah to condemn this injustice
(1 Kings 21).

Christians can practice love for
our neighbors?

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, help us grow in
our understanding of what it
means to live holy lives. Show us
ways to love our neighbors in our
church, in our community, and in
our world. Amen.
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The Message paraphrases the second half of 19:16 more
broadly: “Don’t just stand by when your neighbor’s
life is in danger.”
19:17-18 The emphasis shifts from specific actions
to the state of people’s hearts. Verse 17 prods readers
to address conflict with others directly, rather than
letting bitterness take root. Harboring hate, bearing
grudges, and desiring vengeance are neither loving
actions nor holy living.
In the New Testament, when Jesus is asked which
commandment is greatest, he first quotes Deuteronomy 6:5, “You shall love the LORD your God with all
your heart…,” and then Leviticus 19:18, “You shall love
your neighbor as yourself ” (see Mk 12:28-31).
This “love” isn’t just a sentimental or empathetic
feeling one has for others. It has an active component.
The command to “love your neighbor” encompasses
the commanded behaviors toward others that have
preceded it in this chapter. Love of neighbor is vital in
living the holy life that God expects. Loving God and
loving neighbor go together. It is impossible to separate “one’s love of God from one’s moral obligation
to enact that love in the human community God has
created” (Balentine, 142).
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CONCLUSION
Many Christians avoid Leviticus, assuming that its commands are hopelessly strange or
irrelevant for our time. But our lesson text gives us insight into an important aspect of the
book: holiness is an essential aspect of who God is, and God calls people of faith to likewise
lead holy lives. This week’s Scripture passage makes clear that holiness is not just a product
of adherence to unusual or obscure rules. It is rather the result of living with deep regard
and concern for others. In fact, holiness comes from “loving your neighbor as yourself,”
words that call God’s people to work for love and justice in their communities and in the
world.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Loving God and Neighbor

Say: In the lectionary’s Gospel reading for
today, Jesus quotes part of Leviticus 19:18
in his response to a lawyer’s question.

Invite someone to read Matthew 22:34-40.
Ask: What does it mean to “love the Lord your
God with all your heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your mind”? Why is that the greatest
commandment? Does it relate to God’s repeated
statement in our lesson text, “I am the LORD your
God”? If so, how?
Ask: The lawyer asks for the “greatest” commandment. Why do you think Jesus offers a second
one? Why do you think he says the second is
“like” the first? What does loving our neighbor
have to do with loving God?
Ask: What do you think Jesus means by “On these
two commandments hang all the law and the
prophets”?
Distribute paper and pens or pencils. Ask class
members to make two lists, one of ways we can
show our love for God and one of ways we can
show our love for our neighbors. Invite volunteers
to share what they wrote.
Discuss: How do we show our love for God by
practicing love toward our neighbors?
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Gleaning in 2021
Invite someone to read Leviticus 19:9-10.
Say: This is the law of gleaning. It requires
harvesters to leave some produce in the fields
so poor people can collect it and survive. It
was ancient Israel’s social safety net. We see an
example of gleaning in the book of Ruth.
Invite someone to read Ruth 2:1-13.
Say: This story illustrates our lesson text well, for
Ruth was both poor and an alien.
Say and Ask: The Old Testament practice of
gleaning pertained specifically to providing food
for people who would otherwise go hungry. In our
day and time, what other necessary resources do
some people lack?
As people call out answers, write them on a
whiteboard or flip chart.
Discuss: Can we apply the principle of gleaning to
these situations? Should we? If so, how might we
do so? What steps might we take? What practices
might we adopt?
Discuss: What can the church do to live out the
principle of gleaning in its life and ministry? How
might the church use its influence to lead society
to do so?

Unit Three
The Disciple’s Life
The Scripture passages found in this unit look toward Jesus’ second coming. Set during the
last week of Jesus’ earthly ministry, they contain some of his final teachings before his arrest
and crucifixion.
Matthew 23:1-12 (session 1) and the three passages in Matthew 25 (session 2–4) bookend
some of Jesus’ teachings about the future. He talks about the coming destruction of the
Jerusalem temple by the Romans in AD 70. He also talks about the coming of the Son of
Man, a term he uses to refer to himself. He speaks of hardship, persecution, and ultimately
hope for those who persevere in following God’s way. Jesus says that no one, including him,
knows when the final fulfillment of all things will occur.
This entire unit focuses on how Jesus’ followers can endure until the end. What do we need
to do? What does faithfulness to God look like?
Even though our Scripture passages emphasize being ready for the end, Jesus’ teachings
challenge us to live faithfully here and now. We don’t know the day or the hour when Jesus
will return, but we know we are to prepare for his coming by choosing humility, using our
gifts, and practicing compassion.

ABOUT THE WRITER
Chris Cox is the Minister of Youth and Their Families at Woodmont Christian Church
in Nashville, Tennessee. He is a graduate of Furman University and Gardner-Webb
School of Divinity. He regularly blogs about faith, pop culture, and other miscellany at
wilcomoore.com. When he is not juggling life at church, he is running, reading, rewatching
Parks and Recreation, and spending time with his wife E.A. and their two sons.

Advent Resources

Studies for the Advent Season
To Order Call
800-747-3016

November 1, 2020

Humbling Ourselves
Lesson Text: Matthew 23:1-12

A Verse to Remember—Matthew 23:12
Background Text: Matthew 23:1-36
Other Lectionary Texts: Joshua 3:7-17; Psalm 107:1-7, 33-37; 1 Thessalonians 2:9-13

Teaching Principle: Followers of Jesus seek to serve.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 3 poster, “The Disciple’s Life”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Humbling Ourselves—Matthew 23:1-12
• Practicing What We Preach (23:1-4)
• Putting on a Show (23:5-7)
• Choosing the Way of Humility (23:8-12)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the second teaching option, prepare
copies of the handout “Those Who Serve”
(Kit, p. 9).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Write the word “Humility” on
a whiteboard or flip chart.

Ask: How would you define humility?
As people call out answers, write
them under the word “Humility.”
Ask: Does our culture value humility?
Why do you say that?
Say: From the Christian point of
view, being humble doesn’t mean
thinking you are no good. But it does
mean knowing you aren’t better than
others.
Write the following phrases on a
whiteboard or flip chart: “Think most
of God”; “Think less about self”; and
“Think more of others.”
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INTRODUCTION
Being appropriately humble is tricky. We want to be
confident, but we don’t want to be arrogant. We
want to be humble, but we don’t want to be selfdisparaging. Becoming appropriately humble is a
lifetime process. We will never be as humble as we
should be, but we can always grow toward greater
humility.
Increasing humility should characterize Christians and churches. Our witness to those outside
the church suffers when we don’t practice what
we preach and don’t live in Christlike ways. It is
important that we practice humility. But how do
imperfect people of faith navigate the pitfalls that
pious people of the past have experienced?

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
The events in our lesson text take place in Jerusalem
during the final week of Jesus’ earthly ministry.
Starting with his entry into the city on Palm Sunday,
tensions between Jesus and many of the religious
rulers escalate quickly. Shortly after the cleansing
of the temple, the chief priests and elders question
Jesus’ authority. Jesus responds by telling three
parables that point out the faults of his questioners.
Incensed, a group of Pharisees discuss how they
might trick Jesus into saying something that will put
him in conflict with either the crowds or Rome. None
of their three questions trick Jesus. Jesus then asks
them a question about the Messiah (chs. 21–22). This
week’s Scripture passage occurs in the context of this
contentious back-and-forth.
The Gospel of Matthew was written for a community
probably made up of both Jewish Christians and
Gentile Christians. Most scholars believe the book
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was written after the Romans destroyed Jerusalem in
AD 70, possibly as late as the end of the first century
(Humprhies-Brooks, 942-43).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—PRACTICING WHAT WE
PREACH
Matthew 23:1-4
(1) Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his
disciples, (2) “The scribes and the Pharisees sit
on Moses’ seat; (3) therefore, do whatever they
teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do,
for they do not practice what they teach. (4) They
tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them
on the shoulders of others; but they themselves
are unwilling to lift a finger to move them.”
23:1 Jesus is having an intense conversation with a
group of Pharisees who are trying to trick him into
saying the wrong thing (22:15). This conversation isn’t
private—a crowd that includes Jesus’ disciples has been
listening. In this case, Jesus doesn’t address his criticism directly to the Pharisees, as he will in 23:13-36.
Instead, he talks to his disciples and the crowds about
the Pharisees. At this point, Jesus aims to warn his
followers and would-be followers against adopting the
problematic motives, goals, and actions of some of the
Pharisees.
23:2 We tend to portray the Pharisees as the villains
of the Gospels, but not all Pharisees lived this way.
Nicodemus is an example of a righteous Pharisee
( Jn 3). We should also remember that Matthew’s
Gospel was written at least four decades after Jesus
lived. Some of the writer’s negative attitude toward
the Pharisees may reflect the relationship between the
Christian movement and Pharisaic Judaism, which
were developing side by side in the years after the
Romans destroyed Jerusalem in AD 70.
As we study our lesson text, we should focus on the
behavior Jesus teaches us to avoid rather than paint
an entire group with a broad brush.
What does it mean for the scribes and Pharisees to
“sit on Moses’ seat”? This could be a pictorial way of
saying that the Pharisees are expert interpreters of

Discuss: Do these phrases help us
think about what Christian humility
is? Why or why not? What other
phrases would you suggest?
Say: As we discuss today’s lesson
text, let’s think about what it means
to live humbly.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Matthew 23:1-4

Invite someone to read
Matthew 23:1-4.

Say: Many Pharisees were
committed to faithfully following
the law and encouraging others to
do so. The behavior Jesus describes
in this passage would have appalled
many Pharisees. Pharisees like
Nicodemus were genuinely interested in Jesus’ teachings (Jn 3). But
some were guilty of faulty motives
and inappropriate behavior.
Say and Ask: Matthew tells us that
Jesus addresses his critique of the
scribes and Pharisees to the crowds
and to his disciples (v. 1). Why is
this important? Why might Jesus
want his followers to understand
the problems with how some
Pharisees and scribes live?
Say: As we hear what Jesus says
about the scribes and Pharisees, we
should listen for his warnings to us.
Jesus doesn’t want his followers to
fall prey to the problems he sees in
some of the religious leaders of his
time.
Say and Ask: Jesus says the scribes
and Pharisees sit in “Moses’ seat.”
This may mean that synagogues
actually had a special seat for the
teacher. But if Jesus is speaking
metaphorically, what might it mean
for the religious leaders to sit in
Moses’ seat?
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Discuss: Why is it important that
leaders “practice what they teach”
(v. 3b)? If they don’t, what are some
possible negative results? Why is it
important that our lives as Christians
match the words we say? If they
don’t, what are some possible negative results?
Say: We all sometimes fail to practice what we preach. Most of us
want to do the right thing, but there
is often a gap between what we say
and what we do.
Discuss: Why do you think this is
such an easy trap to fall into? What
steps can we take to avoid it?
Say: Jesus says some scribes and
Pharisees lay heavy burdens on
people.
Invite someone to read
Matthew 11:28-30.
Ask: How does the burden the
scribes and Pharisees impose differ
from the one Jesus offers?
Say: Maybe Jesus is noting that the
people feel overwhelmed by all the
rules and regulations developed by
religious leaders. While those rules
were meant to help people know
how to keep the law, they could
seem impossible to follow.
Invite someone to read
Matthew 12:1-8.
Say: When Jesus says some of the
scribes and Pharisees “are unwilling
to lift a finger to move” the heavy
burdens from people’s shoulders
(23:4b), he may mean that the religious leaders don’t apply mercy and
love to their understanding of what
it means to follow the law. Jesus
may also have in mind the leaders’
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Mosaic law. On the other hand, there is evidence
that some synagogues had literal seats for authority
figures that could have been known as “Moses’ seat”
(Witherington, 423).
23:3 This statement about following the Pharisees’
teaching is in line with Jesus’ approach to the law
in Matthew’s Gospel. In the Sermon on the Mount,
Jesus tells the crowd that he has come to fulfill the law
rather than abolish it (5:17). So it makes sense that he
would encourage the crowd to follow the teachings of
those sitting on Moses’ seat. The problem doesn’t lie
with the content of the law; it lies with the failure of
some scribes and Pharisees to follow it.
Jesus warns the people not to follow the example of
the scribes and Pharisees, because they don’t practice
what they preach. The Hebrew prophets often address
religious hypocrisy. For example, the eighth-century
BC prophet Amos expresses God’s disgust with the
people’s hypocritical religious festivals, burnt offerings, and songs (5:21-24). Such “worship” is a religious
show intended to mask a failure to truly follow God.
23:4 The heavy burdens that the Pharisees lay on
people’s shoulders contrast with the light burden Jesus
says is available through him (11:30; Witherington,
424). The heavy burdens are probably additional
regulations that the Pharisees and other teachers
developed to help people better keep the law. Such
rules were burdensome because they made it seem
impossible for regular people to keep the law.
Jesus says that the scribes and Pharisees “are unwilling
to lift a finger to move” these burdensome regulations
(v. 4b). This probably means that they try to force
people to adhere to the regulations and fail to practice
mercy and love (12:7; Garland, 234).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—PUTTING ON A SHOW
Matthew 23:5-7
(5) “They do all their deeds to be seen by others; for they make their phylacteries broad and
their fringes long. (6) They love to have the place
of honor at banquets and the best seats in the
synagogues, (7) and to be greeted with respect
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in the marketplaces, and to have people call
them rabbi.”
23:5 Jesus goes into more detail about the problem
of making a show of religious devotion. The “phylacteries” were boxes containing Scripture passages. In
literal obedience to Deuteronomy 6:8, people tied
these boxes to their arms or foreheads.
People wore tassels to remind themselves to follow
the law (Witherington, 425; Num 15:37-40). Jesus isn’t
condemning the wearing of phylacteries or tassels;
he is criticizing the people who wear them in order to
draw attention to their supposed piety.
23:6 This verse could provide evidence that the
Pharisees had a special seat in the synagogues. Jesus’
mention of the place of honor at banquets recalls the
parable of the wedding banquet told just a few verses
earlier (22:1-14). In that story, the table is filled with a
motley crew of people that the master’s servants found
by going out into the streets. Such a gathering would
scandalize anyone who was obsessed with sitting at the
place of honor.
Jesus also speaks of humility in the context of
banquets in Luke 14:7-14. There he says that a person
attending a banquet shouldn’t sit at the place of
honor. If someone more important comes in, the host
will move the first person down to a less important
seat. Jesus recommends that his listeners sit at the
lowest place so the host will invite them to a better
seat. Jesus ends this passage from Luke the same
way he finishes our lesson text: “For all who exalt
themselves will be humbled, and those who humble
themselves will be exalted.”
23:7 Jesus continues to list the ways this group shows
off: they love to be greeted in the marketplace and
called “rabbi” in public. It is important to note that
Jesus was speaking in the midst of an honor and
shame culture. Every interaction an individual had
with those around him could either elevate him or
bring him down in the eyes of society.
Maybe the problem is not only that these religious
leaders love the spotlight but also that they are part of
a system where they can’t seem to stop what they are

unwillingness to serve and
help people.

Matthew 23:5-7
Invite someone to read
Matthew 23:5-7.
Say: Jesus says some of the scribes
and Pharisees act in certain ways to
draw attention to themselves. They
do their good deeds so people will
see them. They make their religious
adornments large so people will
notice. In short, they use pious acts
to elevate themselves. One source
of this problem was the first-century
honor and shame culture in which
every interaction could raise or
lower a family’s profile in society.
Ask: Does such an honor and
shame system exist in our culture?
Can it modify our behavior? If so,
how?
Say: Even if we aren’t trapped in a
cycle where we are trying to elevate
ourselves, it can be easy to fall
into the habit of wanting others to
notice how good we are.
Ask: Do you ever find yourself
consciously or unconsciously
performing religious acts or doing
good deeds so you will get credit
for them?
Say: Jesus speaks often of making
sure we don’t put on a show with
our acts of faith or good deeds.
We see this in the Sermon on the
Mount.
Invite someone to read
Matthew 6:1, 5, and 16.
Say: An important part of humility is
putting God at the center of all we
do. Another part is putting others
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in a more central place than we
put ourselves. We keep God at the
center of our worship and other
people as the focus of our good
deeds. Our intentions and motives
matter.
Discuss: How do we practice
humility while doing admirable
things? How can we prevent
ourselves from making good actions
all about ourselves? Why do you
think this issue was important to
Jesus?

Matthew 23:8-12
Ask someone to read
Matthew 23:8-12.
Say and Ask: Jesus tells his followers
that they need to be careful about
taking on titles such as rabbi, father,
and instructor, lest they forget that
they are his followers and God’s
children.
Ask: Do you think Jesus means we
should never use titles in addressing
leaders? Why or why not?
Say: Jesus says the greatest among
his followers will be servants. Jesus’
life shows us what such service
should look like.
Ask: How did Jesus model servant
behavior during his earthly ministry?
How can we follow his model?
Say: Instead of striving for attention or aiming for lofty titles, Jesus’
followers are called to serve others.
We are to obey God and to see
others as our brothers and sisters.
Discuss: How might those who
exalt themselves be humbled? How
might the humble be exalted? What
are the difficulties of choosing a life
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doing. They are so focused on trying to elevate
themselves that they are in a constant battle with
others for honor. In such a distracting environment,
religion becomes another means of elevation rather
than something that connects a person to God and
neighbor (Witherington, 426). Jesus denounces the
people’s selfish motives for appearing to follow God.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—CHOOSING THE WAY OF
HUMILITY
Matthew 23:8-12
(8) “But you are not to be called rabbi, for you
have one teacher, and you are all students.
(9) And call no one your father on earth, for you
have one Father—the one in heaven. (10) Nor
are you to be called instructors, for you have
one instructor, the Messiah. (11) The greatest
among you will be your servant. (12) All who
exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who
humble themselves will be exalted.”
23:8 Jesus moves from talking about how some scribes
and Pharisees act to talking about how his followers
should act. He contrasts the motives and actions he
wants for his disciples with those of the scribes and
Pharisees. Jesus wants his followers to understand
their place as God’s children. They shouldn’t call
themselves rabbi (which means “teacher”), because
Jesus is their teacher and they are all his students.
23:9-10 Jesus also tells his followers not to call
someone father, because they have one father—their
Father in heaven. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
warns against those who make a show of praying
(Mt 6:5-15). Such individuals spout empty words and
phrases, hoping people will notice them. But Jesus
instructs them to pray a simple prayer that begins,
“Our Father in heaven….”
Prayer is a connection to the heavenly Father, so
we should not place ourselves at the center of the
exchange. In first-century culture, the father would
be the honored one in a family. Being allowed to
speak to our heavenly Father, who is the Creator of
all that exists, should humble us (Ps 8:4).

November 1, 2020

Jesus also tells his followers not to refer to themselves
as instructor because the Messiah is their instructor.
23:11-12 Jesus calls us to choose humility. Even
those who are in positions of authority must recognize
that they are to serve God. As we move through this
unit, we will also see that we are to serve other people.
If we truly want to receive honor, we will choose
humility. If we seek to honor ourselves, then we will
be brought low.
Jesus demonstrates servant leadership throughout
his ministry. As the great hymn in Philippians 2:6-8
reminds us, Christ, “though he was in the form of
God, did not regard equality with God as something
to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form
of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being
found in human form, he humbled himself and
became obedient to the point of death—even death
on a cross.”
The One who “humbled himself ” is our rabbi and
instructor. He is the One who tells us to choose
humility. He is the One who shows us how. In the
church, we are to live in light of the fact that God is
our authority, that Jesus is our Lord, and that we are
all equal in our status and standing in the fellowship
of faith.

of humility? What positives may
come from humbling ourselves?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: Jesus calls us to use our
faith and good deeds for the
benefit of others rather than of
ourselves. He summons us to serve
people rather than seek personal
honor and rank.

Ask: How does our culture
typically regard humility? If we
prioritize humble service, what
kind of witness will we offer to
those around us?
Say: True humility comes from
God’s changing our hearts. But
we can take steps to move toward
greater humility.
Discuss: What practical steps can
we take to become the kind of
people who choose, cultivate,
and practice humility?

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, forgive us when
we don’t practice what we
preach and when we make our
faith more about us than about you.
Help us remember the servant heart
displayed by your Son. Give us
grace and strength to choose, cultivate, and practice humility. Amen.
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CONCLUSION
Jesus says some of the scribes and Pharisees of his day don’t practice what they preach.
Instead, they make an outward show of their religion in order to gain honor from people.
Jesus also says their insistence that people keep the rules isn’t motivated or influenced by
love and mercy. Jesus contrasts such motivation and behavior with those his followers
should have. We should seek service rather than honor. We should demonstrate equal
standing in the family of faith rather than a hierarchy of power. Because he practiced
what he preached, Jesus shows us what it looks like to live this way.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Putting On a Show

Invite someone to read Matthew 23:5-7.

Say: Jesus talks about people’s tendency to
make a show of their piety and good deeds. Let’s
put on a few mini-shows of our own.
Divide the class into three groups. Assign each
group one of the following passages: Matthew
6:1-4; Matthew 6:5-15; and Matthew 6:16-18.
Ask each group to act out the scene suggested
by their passage from two points of view: (1) the
perspective of one doing the act for attention
and (2) the perspective of one who has chosen
humility. Give each group time to read and
discuss their verses, plan their skits, and then
perform them before the class.
Discuss: What other scenarios might we face
that will tempt us to put on a show? How can we
choose to pursue and practice humility instead?
Why is it important that we do so?

Those Who Serve
Say: Jesus reminds us that the greatest among us
will be the servant. We can learn about service
from those who serve.
Distribute the handout “Those Who Serve.” Invite
class members to complete the first part of the
handout.
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Ask: Why do you identify these individuals as
servants?
Discuss: Is it possible for someone to be a great
servant without many people knowing about it?
Why or why not?
Invite class members to complete the second part
of the handout.
Ask: What qualities make someone a servant?
Discuss: Do you think servant qualities arise from
within or are something we learn? Or is it both?
Invite class members to complete the third part of
the handout.
Ask: What practical steps can we take to cultivate
and practice servant qualities?
Discuss: What do we need to be careful about in
trying to become better servants?
Lead the class to pray that they will grow in having
servant hearts and taking servant actions.
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Being Ready
Lesson Text: Matthew 25:1-13

A Verse to Remember—Matthew 25:13
Background Text: Matthew 25:1-13
Other Lectionary Texts: Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25; Psalm 78:1-7; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

Teaching Principle: Followers of Jesus seek to stay prepared for him to come.

INTRODUCTION
We have no idea what the future holds. We can’t
know exactly what is going to happen or when things
are going to happen. The mysterious haze over the
future can be disconcerting because we want to be
prepared for whatever life throws our way.
This reality makes the parts of the Bible that deal
with future events both fascinating and vexing. In
Matthew 24, Jesus foretells the destruction of the
Jerusalem temple and the second coming of the Son
of Man. The Romans destroyed the temple about
four decades after Jesus’ earthly ministry. But two
thousand years have passed, and Jesus hasn’t yet
returned. Staying prepared can be difficult when
facing such unknown circumstances. But preparation
is an important part of our discipleship. We need to
try to stay ready for Jesus to return.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Our lesson text is set in Jerusalem during the final
week of Jesus’ earthly ministry. In the previous
chapter (Mt 24), Jesus focuses on future events. He
foretells the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem
(24:2). By the time Matthew wrote his Gospel, this
had already happened. Since Jesus was right about
the temple’s destruction, Matthew probably expected
his readers to believe Jesus’ words about his second
coming too.
Jesus tells of signs and persecutions that will take
place when the time of his return is near. He also
speaks about the coming of the Son of Man to
gather his followers. Jesus says no one knows when
these events will take place. Matthew 25 is closely
connected to Matthew 24. Both chapters focus on

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 3 poster, “The Disciple’s Life”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Being Ready—Matthew 25:1-13
• Ready or Not (25:1-4)
• Always Be Prepared (25:5-9)
• Locked Out (25:10-13)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the second teaching option, prepare copies of the handout “Known and Unknown Times”
(Kit, p. 10).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Ask: Do you wish you could
know the future? Why or why
not? What would we gain from such
knowledge? What would we lose by
having it?
Say: During the days leading to his
crucifixion and resurrection, Jesus
talked about events that were going
to happen in the future. One of them
happened just a few decades later:
the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and
its temple. Two thousand years later,
the other even hasn’t happened yet:
the return of the Son of Man.
Invite someone to read
Matthew 24:36.
Say: We can know that Jesus will
come again. But we can’t know when
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he will come. In today’s Scripture
passage, Jesus tells a parable about
how we always need to be ready
for him to come.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Matthew 25:1-4
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:1-4.
Say: Jesus has been talking about
his second coming. He has said
that no one can know when he will
come again. We don’t have a clock
counting down to his return.
Ask: Does this reality increase or
lessen our efforts to be prepared for
Jesus’ return? Why? What should
we do while we wait?
Say: Jesus tells this parable to teach
his followers what “the kingdom
of heaven will be like” (v. 1). He
seems to focus mainly on bringing
the kingdom in its fullness when he
returns, but his words also teach
us about living in God’s dominion
now.
Ask: What images do you associate with a wedding celebration?
Why do you think Jesus sets a story
about the kingdom of heaven at a
wedding?
Say: Ten bridesmaids are waiting
for the wedding to begin. In that
time, most weddings took place
in the evening. One function of
the bridesmaids was escorting the
bridegroom to the banquet hall, so
they needed torches. Five of the
bridesmaids in Jesus’ parable bring
extra oil for their torches, but the
other five don’t bring any. The five
who don’t are foolish because a
bridegroom is often delayed. They
are unprepared.
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the necessity of Jesus’ followers always being ready for
him to return.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—READY OR NOT
Matthew 25:1-4
(1) “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like
this. Ten bridesmaids took their lamps and went
to meet the bridegroom. (2) Five of them were
foolish, and five were wise. (3) When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them;
(4) but the wise took flasks of oil with their
lamps.”
25:1 The word “Then” tells us that this passage
connects to the verses that come before it. Our lesson
text contains one of several parables in the Gospel
of Matthew in which Jesus tells what the kingdom
of heaven is or will be like (others include 13:24-30;
13:31-32; 13:33; 13:44; 13:45-46; 13:47-50; 18:23-35;
20:1-16; and 22:1-14).
The parable in our passage revolves around a wedding
celebration. The bridesmaids are waiting for the bridegroom to arrive so they can escort him to the feast.
25:2-4 It may seem harsh to call the five bridesmaids
who don’t bring oil foolish. But two factors indicate
that they should have known better.
First, their lamps were probably not oil lamps but
rather torches consisting of sticks with oil-soaked rags
wrapped around the ends. Oil lamps were primarily
used inside. They could burn for an extended period
of time, but they didn’t give off much light and could
be blown out easily. Since wedding feasts took place
at night, and since the bridesmaids’ job was to escort
the bridegroom to the feast, they most likely carried
torches. The earliest artistic portrayals of this parable,
which are in the Roman catacombs, depict the bridesmaids using torches (Luz, 229).
Such a torch would burn for only about fifteen
minutes. So in case of a delay, one would need to
bring extra oil (and rags).
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Second, it was common for a bridegroom to be
delayed, since he and the bride’s family had to negotiate the price for the bride (Witherington, 460). The
five bridesmaids who didn’t bring extra oil are indeed
foolish. Their actions display a lack of common sense.
The parable implies that the Son of Man’s coming may
be delayed, so his followers should prepare for that
possibility.
The mention of lights and lamps recalls Jesus’
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount about the
need for his followers to be the light of the world
(Mt 5:14-16). Jesus encourages his followers not to
be like a lamp that is lit and hidden under a bowl,
but rather to let their light shine before others so
the world can give glory to God.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—ALWAYS BE PREPARED
Matthew 25:5-9
(5) “As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them
became drowsy and slept. (6) But at midnight
there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’ (7) Then all
those bridesmaids got up and trimmed their
lamps. (8) The foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us
some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’
(9) But the wise replied, ‘No! There will not be
enough for you and for us; you had better go to
the dealers and buy some for yourselves.’”
25:5-7 The bridesmaids, both the wise and foolish
ones, fall asleep (Witherington, 460). They aren’t
criticized for this, because it is normal to fall asleep
as midnight approaches.
As the bridesmaids are unaware of what is
happening, the bridegroom suddenly shows up
at midnight. The surprise nature of his arrival
correlates with Jesus’ teaching about the coming
of the Son of Man: “But about that day and hour
no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the
Son, but only the Father” (24:36).
This parable is eschatological, which means it has to
do with the ultimate fulfillment of God’s purposes.
We can’t know when Jesus will return, but we should

Ask: What excuses might the five
foolish bridesmaids have offered for
not being prepared for the bridegroom to come? Why do people
not prepare for an event they know
is coming?
Say: The wise bridesmaids knew
what lay ahead of them, and they
came prepared for it.
Ask: How do you think they knew
what they would need? What
lessons can we learn from this?
Where do we learn what we need
to be ready for Jesus to return?
Say: The bridesmaids don’t know
exactly when the bridegroom will
come, but they can safely assume
he will arrive that night. We know
Jesus will return, but we have no
idea when. Even so, Jesus expects
us to be prepared.

Matthew 25:5-9
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:5.
Say: The bridegroom is delayed so
long that all of the bridesmaids fall
asleep. Despite the fact that Jesus
tells his listeners to keep awake
at the end of the parable, falling
asleep is not a failure of character.
Even the wise bridesmaids fall
asleep.
Say and Ask: This Gospel was
written more than fifty years after
Jesus was crucified and resurrected.
How might Matthew’s audience be
encouraged to hear that even the
wise bridesmaids fell asleep while
they waited for the bridegroom?
Say: Jesus’ point isn’t that we should
always be looking for signs that he is
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about to come. It’s that we should
be ready whenever he does come.
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:6-9.
Say: In the middle of the night, the
bridegroom finally arrives. A shout
awakens all of the bridesmaids.
Ask: How do you imagine the five
foolish bridesmaids feel when they
realize they have no extra oil for
their torches?
Say: Some interpreters turn this
parable into an allegory where the
oil represents a larger concept. As
Jesus tells the story, oil is simply oil.
Still, we can think about what we
need to be ready for him to return.
Write the following words on a
whiteboard or flip chart, underlining
each word to make it the head of
a column: Motives, Perspectives,
Practices, and Actions.
Ask: What motives should we have
as we wait for Jesus to return? What
perspectives? Practices? Actions?
As class members call out answers,
write them under the appropriate
heading.
Discuss: Why is it important to
develop these qualities and characteristics as we wait for Jesus to
return?
Say and Ask: When the five foolish
bridesmaids ask the five wise ones
to share their oil, the wise ones
refuse. Why do they refuse?
Ask: Generosity is a Christian virtue,
so why do you think the parable
commends the wise bridesmaids
for refusing to share their oil?
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remember that Jesus shows up in unexpected ways
throughout our lives. We need to be ready for all the
times when he comes into our lives—as well as for his
final coming.
25:8 The bridesmaids who didn’t bring oil try to
get the other bridesmaids to share with them. The
wording about their torches going out is similar to
Proverbs 13:9: “The light of the righteous rejoices, but
the lamp of the wicked goes out” (Witherington, 460).
Some interpreters have tried to explain what the oil
might represent in the parable. Love (St. Augustine),
faith (Martin Luther), and good works have been
suggested (Hare, 284-85).
On one hand, these are just speculations that might
turn the parable into an allegory (a story in which
characters and elements stand for something else). We
need to be careful about this because in the story Jesus
tells, the oil is oil and nothing else.
On the other hand, Jesus teaches his followers that we
should take appropriate actions to be ready for him
to return. That means more than having enough oil.
To prepare for Jesus to return means to be faithful in
practicing Christian virtues.
25:9 The wise bridesmaids demonstrate their wisdom
by dismissing the other bridesmaids’ request. We
expect a biblical story to promote generosity, but in
this case sharing the oil could result in every bridesmaid’s light going out. The bridesmaids with oil
encourage those without it to go to the store and
purchase what they need.
This part of the story reminds us that we are responsible for our own faith journey. We cannot enter God’s
kingdom by depending on someone else. Others can’t
make ready for us. We each must prepare for Jesus to
come.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—LOCKED OUT
Matthew 25:10-13
(10) “And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went
with him into the wedding banquet; and the
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door was shut. (11) Later the other bridesmaids
came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’
(12) But he replied, ‘Truly, I tell you, I do not
know you.’ (13) Keep awake therefore, for you
know neither the day nor the hour.”
25:10 The bridegroom arrives while the bridesmaids
without oil are away. The wise bridesmaids escort him
to the banquet. Once they are inside, the door is shut.
This is the second parable in Matthew where Jesus
uses a wedding banquet to picture the kingdom of
heaven. In 22:1-14, a king invites people to a wedding
banquet, but their response isn’t enthusiastic. Some
of them reject the invitation. Others kill the servants
sent to extend it. Ultimately, the banquet is filled with
unexpected guests brought in from the streets.
There is an interesting contrast between these two
wedding banquets, one where unexpected people get
to attend and one where expected people don’t because
they come unprepared. Both parables give us insight
into what the kingdom of heaven is like.
25:11-12 The other five bridesmaids return to the
wedding banquet only to find themselves locked out
of the party. They call through the door in hopes that
the bridegroom will let them in. But the bridegroom
replies that he doesn’t know them.
The exchange is similar to something Jesus teaches in
the Sermon on the Mount. He speaks of those who cry
out to him and say that they did all sorts of deeds in
his name. Jesus responds to those people just as the
bridegroom does to the five bridesmaids outside the
banquet: I don’t know you (Mt 7:21-23).
This doesn’t mean the bridegroom is unaware of who
the foolish bridesmaids are. Their lack of preparation
demonstrates their lack of respect for the families
of the bride and groom, and it leads to their being
treated as if they aren’t known. When Jesus returns,
those whom he knows and accepts will be those who
are doing God’s will (Garland, 246).
25:13 Jesus concludes with the admonition to keep
awake, for we can’t know exactly when he will return.
We need to persevere (Witherington, 460). When Jesus

What does this teach us about the
need for discernment?
Say: Caught unprepared as the
bridegroom approaches, the five
bridesmaids without oil hurry off to
find a place to buy what they need.

Matthew 25:10-13
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:10-13.
Say: The bridegroom arrives. The
five bridesmaids who are ready
for his arrival go into the wedding
banquet with him, lighting the way
with their torches.
Say: When the other five bridesmaids return from buying oil, they
find the door locked. Their request
to be admitted is denied.
Invite someone to read
Matthew 7:21-23.
Ask: What do you think Jesus and
the bridegroom mean when they
say, “I do not know you”? What
does it mean for Jesus to “know”
us?
Say: Those who do God’s will are
invited to enter and participate in
God’s kingdom. Doing God’s will
by living in the ways Jesus teaches
us and models for us is how we
prepare for Jesus to return. We
should also be prepared for the
everyday moments when Jesus
comes to us.

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: We know Jesus will
come again. We don’t know
when he will return. Our challenge
is to always be prepared for his
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arrival. We also need to stay ready
for any ways he may come to us in
our everyday lives.
Ask: How might our discipleship
become stronger if we get more
serious about being ready for Jesus
to return?
Ask: Could focusing more on
Jesus’ second coming cause any
problems? If so, how can we avoid
them?

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, please help us
always be prepared for an
encounter with Jesus. Prepare our
hearts and minds for any way that
he might come to us. Help us be
ready for him to come again to our
world. Amen.
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speaks in Matthew 24 of the love of many growing
cold during the final days, he says that “the one who
endures to the end will be saved” (v. 13). Those who
keep their lamps burning—pursuing a relationship
with Jesus and consistently dedicating themselves to
Christian virtues, motives, practices, and deeds—will
endure to the end.
This isn’t salvation by works. Instead, those who are
saved by grace should grow in exhibiting the marks of
a Christian. Our initial encounter and ongoing relationship with God through Christ gives us access to
the kingdom of heaven. But we are still responsible to
live as we should, faithfully following Jesus until he
comes again.
We should stay prepared for Jesus to come again. As
we keep ourselves ready by living in the ways Jesus
shows, teaches, and enables us to do, we will also be
ready for him to come to us here and now in whatever
ways he chooses.
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CONCLUSION
Jesus says we should always be ready for his return because we don’t know when it will
happen. We need to be careful not to foolishly idle away our days when we could be
pursuing God in matters of love, good deeds, faith, and more. We can’t enter the kingdom
of heaven by our association with other Christians. We can only enter by knowing Christ
ourselves. That relationship can transform us in many ways. It will have us ready to experience God not only at the end of days but also in each and every day.

TEACHING OPTIONS
The Kingdom of Heaven Is Like…

Say: By living as citizens of God’s kingdom
here and now, we can stay prepared for
Jesus to return and fully establish God’s
kingdom. Let’s think about what the “kingdom
of heaven” is. Matthew’s Gospel has ten parables
where Jesus talks about what the kingdom of
heaven is like.
Divide the class into four groups. Assign the
following passages in Matthew to each group.
Group 1: 13:24-30 and 22:1-14.
Group 2: 13:31-32; 13:33; and 18:23-35.
Group 3: 13:44; 13:45-46; and 20:1-16.
Group 4: 13:24-30 and 25:1-13.
Have each group discuss what the kingdom of
heaven is like based on their passages. Write the
following questions on a whiteboard or flip chart
to help guide the groups’ discussion:
• What images appeal to you?
• Does anything about the images trouble you?
• What questions do the images raise for you?
Ask each group to be prepared to state in one
sentence what each of their parables says about
the kingdom of God. [If it isn’t practical to divide
your class into four groups, you could (1) have
fewer groups, but be sure to include the Group 4
assignment so the lesson text will be discussed, or
(2) distribute paper and pens or pencils and assign
the parables to individuals.]

Discuss: Taking all of these images together, how
can we summarize what the kingdom of heaven is
like? What follow-up questions would you like to
ask Jesus?
Ask: What are some practical ways we can live as
citizens of God’s kingdom here and now?

As class members call out suggestions, write them
on the whiteboard or flip chart.
Lead the class to pray to live as citizens of God’s
kingdom so we’ll be prepared for Jesus to return
to fully establish it.

Known and Unknown Times
Say: Through this parable, Jesus reminds us that
we can’t know the day and hour of his return. If
we assume that he won’t return anytime soon, we
might become inattentive to our preparation. As a
way of thinking about what we should be doing,
let’s imagine that the world is going to end in
seven days.
Distribute the handout “Known and Unknown
Times.” Ask class members to complete the
section “If the world ended in seven days….”
Discuss: If you knew that you only had seven
days left, what would you do in your relationship
with God? What would you do in your relationship with family and friends? What would you
do in and for the larger world? Write down your
answers and share with the group if you feel
comfortable.
Ask: If these are the things we would do if we
knew Jesus was coming back in a week, what is
stopping us from doing these things now?
Ask class members to complete the section “What
I can do now to prepare for the unknown day and
hour….”
Discuss: What are some concrete things we
can do right now in our relationships with God,
family/friends, and the world that will prepare us
for Jesus’ return, whenever it may be?
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Using Our Gifts
Lesson Text: Matthew 25:14-30

A Verse to Remember—Matthew 25:21
Background Text: Matthew 25:14-30
Other Lectionary Texts: Judges 4:1-7; Psalm 123; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11

Teaching Principle: Followers of Jesus seek to do what he expects us to do.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 3 poster, “The Disciple’s Life”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Using Our Gifts—Matthew 25:14-30
• An Extravagant Gift (25:14-18)
• The Joy of the Master (25:19-23)
• The Things that Hold Us Back (25:24-30)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the second teaching option, prepare copies of the handout “Gift Inventory” (Kit, p. 11).
(7) If using the third teaching option, provide
note cards.

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: Each of us has probably
been part of a work group.
Such groups have something to do.
It might a school assignment, a work
project, or a church ministry. The
goal is the successful completion of
the group’s work. Every member of
the group needs to contribute to
help meet the goal.
Ask: Have you ever been part of a
work group? What was the experience like? Did everybody make
good use of their abilities and of the
resources provided to them?
Say: At first glance, the parable in
today’s lesson text seems to be about
three individuals. But they each
belong to the same work group. The
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INTRODUCTION
God gives gifts to each of us. We have talents and
abilities. We have resources. We have experiences. We
have time. All of these gifts are part of the great gift
of life. The question is: what will we do with the gift
of life and with all the other gifts that come with it?
In this week’s lesson text, Jesus shares a parable to
challenge his followers to use our gifts wisely. The
story involves a dateless deadline. The protagonists
don’t know how much time they have to use the gifts
they have received. But by the end of the story, the
lesson is obvious: we shouldn’t waste our gifts.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
This week’s Scripture passage picks up where last
week’s left off. Jesus is telling these parables in Jerusalem during his final week of ministry. Beginning
with Matthew 24, Jesus speaks of the coming destruction of the temple, which happened before Matthew’s
Gospel was written, and of the second coming of the
Son of Man, which still hasn’t occurred.
The parable of the ten bridesmaids, which comes
right before this week’s parable of the talents, focuses
on the need for Jesus’ followers to be prepared for his
coming. The fact of his return is sure, but the timing
is unknown (see the November 8 lesson). This week’s
parable focuses on what Jesus’ followers need to do
as we await Jesus’ return.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—AN EXTRAVAGANT GIFT
Matthew 25:14-18
(14) “For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his
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property to them; (15) to one he gave five
talents, to another two, to another one, to each
according to his ability. Then he went away.
(16) The one who had received five talents went
off at once and traded with them, and made
five more talents. (17) In the same way, the one
who had the two talents made two more talents.
(18) But the one who had received the one talent
went off and dug a hole in the ground and hid
his master’s money.”
25:14 A wealthy man leaves some money with his
servants when he goes on a trip. This practice of
slaves managing their master’s assets was common
in the Roman Empire, and it even occurred in Israel
(Witherington, 462).
25:15 We hear the word “talent” and think of an
innate ability. But in our lesson text, a talent is a unit
of currency. One talent was worth about six thousand
denarii, or roughly twenty years’ wages for a laborer
(Hare, 286). So even one talent is a lot of money.
The master gives a single talent to one servant, two
talents (forty years’ wages) to another servant, and
five talents (one hundred years’ wages) to a third. The
immense value of the money the master leaves with his
servants might cause us to reflect on the high value of
the gifts God has entrusted to us (Hare, 286).
The master gives the servants their respective amounts
according to their ability. This means that the servant
given five talents is the most capable, while the servant
given one is the least. We should take care in applying
this detail too strictly. Some people have been given
great resources even though they are not very capable
or aren’t resourceful in using their gifts. There are also
people who seem to start with little native ability, but
through hard work and discipline they become highly
successful.
25:16-17 The servant who receives five talents and the
one who receives two put them to work right away.
Their immediate action indicates their obedience.
They waste no time doing all they can to be ready for
the master’s return, even though they don’t know
when he will come back (Luz, 256).

lesson calls us to do what Jesus
expects us to do as we await his
return.
Discuss: Why do we need to be
encouraged to do what we are
supposed to do for Jesus?
Say: Let’s listen for Jesus’ encouragement in this parable so we will
do what he expects us of us while
we await his return.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Matthew 25:14-18

Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:14-15.

Say: Jesus tells the parable of the
talents to his disciples to illustrate
the importance of making good use
of the resources God gives them.
Ask: Why do we need to hear the
same message?
Say: When we hear the word
“talent,” we think of an innate
ability. But in our lesson text, a
talent is a unit of currency. One
talent was worth about six thousand
denarii, or roughly twenty years’
wages for a laborer. So even one
talent is a lot of money. But as we
apply the parable to our lives, we
need to think of all the resources
God gives us.
Ask: What are some of the
resources God gives us as individuals and as a church that we can
use in serving God, following Jesus,
and helping people?
Say and Ask: The master entrusts
his servants with great amounts of
money. What might this say about
his attitude toward them and his
relationship with them?
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Say: The master gives one servant
five talents, another servant two
talents, and the third servant one
talent. He allocates the money
“according to [each servant’s]
ability” (v. 15).
Ask: Why do you think the master
applies this standard in allocating
the money?
Discuss: Do people always receive
resources in proportion to their
abilities? Does the allocation of
resources always seem fair?
Say: The master’s evaluation of the
servants’ abilities proves accurate.
Discuss: How does it feel to know
that God knows what you are
capable of? Is there anything positive in the fact that God knows this?
If so, what?
Invite someone to read Matthew
25:16-18.
Say: The servants who received five
and two talents immediately put
their resources to work. They each
double the master’s investment.
Ask: What might the industriousness
of these two servants say about
them and the way they regard their
master? Would we want to have
such qualities?
Say: The third servant buries his
single talent. (Let’s keep in mind
that even this single talent is
extremely valuable.)

Matthew 25:19-23
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:19.

It seems incredible that the two servants are able to
double their master’s investment. Given the amount
of money, Jesus’ listeners and Matthew’s first readers
probably thought it was incredible too. Apparently,
though, it was common for a master to expect such
results. Doubling the master’s investment was a
reasonable expectation, but doing nothing with it was
disrespectful (Witherington, 463). It might even be
considered a neglect of duty and responsibility.
25:18 The servant who received the single talent does
nothing with it. This servant buries the talent.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—THE JOY OF THE MASTER
Matthew 25:19-23
(19) “After a long time the master of those slaves
came and settled accounts with them. (20) Then
the one who had received the five talents came
forward, bringing five more talents, saying,
‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see,
I have made five more talents.’ (21) His master
said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy
slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things,
I will put you in charge of many things; enter
into the joy of your master.’ (22) And the one
with the two talents also came forward, saying,
‘Master, you handed over to me two talents; see,
I have made two more talents.’ (23) His master
said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy
slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things,
I will put you in charge of many things; enter
into the joy of your master.’”
25:19 The master returns after “a long time.” We’re
not told exactly how much time has passed. We should
keep in mind that Matthew’s Gospel was written
several decades after Jesus lived, so people were
wondering why he hadn’t yet returned and how much
longer it might be before he did. The master in the
parable takes a long time, but he does come back. And
when he comes, he requires the servants who were
entrusted with his money to explain what they did
with it while he was away.
25:20-21 The servant who has doubled the talents
from five to ten goes first. His master is delighted at
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his hard work, calling him a “good and trustworthy”
servant (v. 21). The master is not only pleased with
what the servant has done but also entrusts much
more to him because he proved trustworthy with
a little.
The fact that the master considers such an enormous
amount of money “little” indicates how great his
riches are. But his wealth is nothing compared with
God’s great riches. The word translated “joy” in the
phrase “the joy of your master” can also be translated
“feast” (v. 21; Witherington, 463). As in the parable of
the ten bridesmaids, the obedient servants are invited
to a celebratory banquet.
25:22-23 The second servant shows the master
that he has also doubled his talents from two to
four. The master responds in the same way he did
to the first servant. Though the first servant
produced more talents than the second, both
receive the same commendation and both are invited
into the joy of their master. The master seems more
concerned with how the servants used what he gave
them than with the amount of money they produce
(Witherington, 463).
The second servant doesn’t compare himself to the
first. We get no indication of competition between
them. There is an important lesson in this. We may
rob ourselves of happiness by comparing our accomplishments to those of other people. We become
distracted like Peter did when he wondered what
would happen to the Beloved Disciple even as Jesus
talked with him about his own destiny ( Jn 21:20-22).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—THE THINGS THAT HOLD
US BACK
Matthew 25:24-30
(24) “Then the one who had received the one
talent also came forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew
that you were a harsh man, reaping where you
did not sow, and gathering where you did not
scatter seed; (25) so I was afraid, and I went and
hid your talent in the ground. Here you have
what is yours.’ (26) But his master replied, ‘You
wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, that

Ask: Why do you think the parable
doesn’t give a more specific length
of time for the master’s absence?
What could this communicate to
the Gospel of Matthew’s original
readers, who lived several decades
after Jesus? What does it say to us?
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:20-23.
Say: Both the servant to whom the
master gave five talents and the
servant to whom he gave two have
doubled the money. The master is
pleased. He tells both of them that
he will put them in charge of more
things. He also invites them to enter
into the celebratory joy he offers.
Ask: What would it mean for you to
hear such a message from a supervisor at work? What would it mean
for you to hear such a message from
God?
Say: We see no indication of
competition between these two
servants. There is an important
lesson in this. We may rob ourselves
of happiness by comparing our
accomplishments to those of other
people.
Invite someone to read
John 21:15-22.
Ask: What does Peter’s experience
teach us about staying focused on
our own journey with Jesus and not
comparing it with someone else’s?
Say: We may find ourselves making
such comparisons. We might ask,
“What about that person who has
so many resources?” “What about
that individual who is so charismatic
and charming?” “What about that
ten-talent person over there?” Jesus’
response may be, “What is that to
you? Follow me.”
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Matthew 25:24-30
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:24-25.
Ask: What reasons does the third
servant give for burying the master’s
one talent? What might these
reasons tell us about the servant?
About his attitude toward the
master? About his perspective
on life?
Discuss: What kind of life will we
live if we approach it as this servant
does? Is such a life worthy of a
follower of Jesus? Why or why not?
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:26-30.
Say: The master takes the talent
from the third servant and gives it
to the first. The servant could have
entered the master’s joy, but instead
he made choices that left him on
the outside.
Discuss: How might we miss out
if we don’t use the time, talent,
resources, and opportunities that
God has given us? What do you
think are the main things that hold
us back from putting to work what
we have been given?
Say: Jesus calls us to use our gifts to
do God’s will in the world while we
await Jesus’ return. We are called
to point others to the one who has
given us so much. We are called to
live lives of love, peace, grace, and
justice. We have been given the
extravagant gift of life. Let’s put it
to good use!

APPLYING THE LESSON
Say: In the parable of the
talents, Jesus reminds us that
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I reap where I did not sow, and gather where
I did not scatter? (27) Then you ought to have
invested my money with the bankers, and on
my return I would have received what was my
own with interest. (28) So take the talent from
him, and give it to the one with the ten talents.
(29) For to all those who have, more will be given,
and they will have an abundance; but from those
who have nothing, even what they have will be
taken away. (30) As for this worthless slave,
throw him into the outer darkness, where there
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’”
25:24 The third servant, who has buried his single
talent, tries to explain himself. He begins by saying
that he knows his master is harsh. Matthew’s community probably would have judged this servant’s words
to be inaccurate. The master represented Jesus, and
they wouldn’t regard Jesus as harsh. They experienced
Jesus as “‘friendly,’ his ‘yoke as gentle’” (Luz, 257).
But the servant’s words indicate how he thinks of his
master. He seems to view him only in negative terms.
He shows no gratitude that his master entrusted so
much money to him (Hare, 287-88). It may be that the
servant’s perspective on his master was a major source
of the difference between the master’s expectations
and the servant’s performance.
25:25 This fractured relationship produces another
factor that led the servant to bury his gift: fear. The
servant admits that he is terrified of his master. He
is among those people who “are so afraid of doing
something wrong that they end up doing nothing”
(Luz, 254).
What a tragic way to live! This servant received an
incredible opportunity, but he only saw it is as something that could bring him harm. So he buried it.
His fellow servants seized the opportunity to live
in ways—even if they were risky—that led to the
master rewarding them with praise, joy, and greater
responsibility.
25:26-27 The servant’s inaction displeases the master,
who calls the servant “wicked and lazy” (v. 26). If the
servant was so terrified of his master and of missing
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this opportunity, he could have at least invested the
money in the bank so the master would gain a little
interest.
This servant is an example of a figure we encounter
in Hebrew wisdom literature. He is like the useless
“sluggard” who is the opposite of the wise, industrious
person (Prov 6:9). Jesus commends wise activity to his
followers (Witherington, 464).
25:28-29 The master orders that the talent be taken
from the lazy, fearful servant and given to the servant
who has ten talents. What Jesus says next—“to all
those who have, more will be given…; but from those
who have nothing, even what they have will be taken
away”—seems harsh if we read it in economic terms. It
doesn’t fit with the biblical call to minister to the poor
and outcast. It doesn’t seem to mesh with the teaching
of Jesus in the Beatitudes.
There is a different way to read this verse. Proverbs
9:9 says, “Give instruction to the wise, and they will
become wiser still; teach the righteous and they will
gain in learning.” If we read the master’s words in this
light, then rather than saying more money should
be given to the wealthy, Jesus may mean that those
who demonstrate wisdom, industriousness, and
commitment will receive more of the same qualities
(Witherington, 464). They will get more responsibility
because they have made good use of what they’ve
been given.
25:30 As with the five bridesmaids who didn’t bring
oil, the third servant finds himself in the dark. The
“weeping and gnashing of teeth” is a common phrase
for this ultimate punishment. Again, this is someone
who could have been part of the celebration and
entered the master’s joy. Instead, he made decisions
that left him on the outside.

we need to make good use of
God’s blessings. Until Jesus returns,
we are to make the most of our
time by serving in ways that help
build God’s kingdom.
Ask: What are some practical ways
we can take stock of our resources
and evaluate our use of them?
What are some good questions
we can ask of ourselves and of our
church to determine if we are using
our time well?
Say: God has given us the great
gift of life and the great gift of
following Jesus. God has also given
us resources to put to use in serving
God and helping people.
Discuss: How can we encourage
each other to live in ways that
honor God, bear witness to Jesus,
and expand God’s kingdom?

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, thank you for all
of your gifts. Help us not to
take them for granted. Give us
commitment and courage to use
them in service to you and to the
people around us. Amen.
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CONCLUSION
Jesus reminds us that we have been entrusted with great gifts that we shouldn’t waste. For
as long as it takes for Jesus to return, we have the privilege and responsibility of serving
him. We should work hard with what we have been given. We can’t let fear, selfishness, a
misreading of God’s character, or anything else lead us to bury the time, talent, abilities,
and resources that God has given us. We will be called to account for what we have or
haven’t done with God’s blessings. We want to make the most of our gifts. We want to
use them for good.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Great Gift Givers

Say: One way we can learn how to use
the gifts God has given us is to look for
examples of people who have used their
gifts well.
Make three columns on a whiteboard or flip
chart: Bible, History, and Present Day.

Say: Who are some people in each category who
have used their gifts to serve God by serving
others?
Ask: What gifts have those people used? What
obstacles did they to overcome to use their gifts?
What helped them persevere?
Discuss: What can we learn from the way these
people used their gifts? What would we like future
generations to say about how we used ours?

Gift Inventory
Say: Through this parable, Jesus reminds us that
we have been given many gifts and that we must
do all we can to use them to serve God. But
sometimes we don’t fully recognize the gifts we
have been given.

Lead the class to give thanks to God for the gifts
God has given them.
Discuss: Why is it important that we recognize,
use, and develop our gifts? What kind of motives
should lie behind our recognition of and use of
our gifts?
Say: We need to remember that our gifts aren’t
simply for our own benefit. They are to be used in
service.
Invite class members to complete the second
part of the handout. Ask volunteers to share their
results.
Discuss: Why should we set goals for using our
gifts?

Using the Gift of Now
Say: Our lesson text focuses on the need for
we who follow Jesus to use our gifts for good
purposes. One gift we all have is this present
moment. Let’s use it for good.
Distribute note cards and pens or pencils.

Distribute the handout “Gift Inventory.” Invite
class members to complete the first part. Ask
volunteers to share their results.

Say: Think about someone who needs encouragement, challenge, or comfort. Write that person a
note. Let them know that you care about them
and that you are praying for them. Then give that
person the note sometime this week.

Say: Sometimes we recognize gifts in people that
they don’t recognize in themselves.

Ask: What are some other simple and practical
ways we can use our gifts as Jesus expects us to?

Invite class members to name gifts they see in
other class members.
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Practicing Compassion
Lesson Text: Matthew 25:31-46

A Verse to Remember—Matthew 25:40
Background Text: Matthew 25:31-46
Other Lectionary Texts: Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24; Psalm 100; Ephesians 1:15-23

Teaching Principle: Followers of Jesus seek to serve him by practicing compassion with hurting
people.

INTRODUCTION
Many of us encounter lots of people every day as we
work, shop, and engage in recreation. When we drive,
other people in cars surround us. We barely notice
most of the people we encounter. This doesn’t necessarily come from an uncaring attitude. It’s just that
we all have things to do and lives to live, and we tend
not to notice people who aren’t directly involved with
our tasks and our lives. They don’t notice us, either.
What if we did notice the individuals we encounter?
What if we moved beyond self-absorption and
viewed the people around us as Jesus did? How could
compassion change our perspective and our actions?

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
The narrative context of our lesson text is the same
as it has been for every other lesson text in this unit:
Jesus is speaking in Jerusalem on the Monday before
he will be crucified on Friday. One of his main topics
has been the coming of the Son of Man. He has been
speaking in parables (see the November 8 and 15
lessons). Our lesson text may be a parable too. Or it
may be a more straightforward presentation that uses
symbolic language.
This week’s Scripture passage is the last part of Jesus’
final extended teaching section in Matthew’s Gospel.
In chapter 26, events quickly move toward Jesus’
crucifixion. It is fitting that Matthew leads into that
narrative with Jesus’ words about being seated on a
throne judging the nations. On this Reign of Christ
Sunday, we should remember that the Teacher who
spoke these words becomes the crucified and resurrected Lord who will come again as the One who
reigns and judges.

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 3 poster, “The Disciple’s Life”
(Connections Resource Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Practicing Compassion—Matthew 25:31-46
• The Son of Man on His Throne (25:31-33)
• Those on the Right Hand (25:34-40)
• Those on the Left Hand (25:41-46)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the second teaching option, prepare
copies of the handout “For I Was Hungry…
(Extended Edition)” (Kit, p. 12).

BEGINNING THE LESSON
Ask: What do we mean when
we say that a certain action or
habit is “second nature” for us? What
are some examples of attitudes and
actions that become second nature?
Say: In the first lesson of this unit,
Jesus said we need to grow in
humility. In the second and third
lessons, he told parables about our
need to be ready for him to return.
In today’s lesson text, Jesus talks
about the judgment that will occur
when he returns.
Discuss: Do you think Jesus would
prefer that we (1) make a checklist of
things we should do to prepare for
his coming and check them off as we
do them or (2) grow into being who
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we should be and doing what we
should do? Why?
Say: Let’s see where our lesson text
leads us.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Matthew 25:31-33

Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:31.

Say: The parables of the ten bridesmaids and of the talents (25:1-30)
tell stories that teach us to be ready
for Jesus to come back. Today’s
lesson text begins with a story about
Jesus’ return. It shows us who is and
isn’t ready for him.
Ask: Who is the Son of Man? What
does it mean for him to come “in
his glory”? What does it mean for
him to “sit on the throne of his
glory”? What does all of this tell us
about who has come and what he
is doing?
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:32-33.
Say: “All the nations” (v. 32) appear
before the Son of Man. This
phrase could refer to all people
in all nations. On the other hand,
the term is used elsewhere in
Matthew’s Gospel only to refer to
the nations to which Jesus tells his
followers to take the good news
(24:9, 14; 28:19; Garland, 247).
Jewish readers of Matthew’s Gospel
would have heard “all the nations”
as referring to Gentiles.
Ask: Whom do you think is meant
by “all the nations”? Why?
Say: Let’s look for how the lessons
in this passage apply to us as well as
to others. As followers of Jesus, our
goal is to be who he wants us to be
and do what he wants us to do.
86 • Unit Three: The Disciple’s Life

BIBLE BACKGROUND—THE SON OF MAN ON HIS
THRONE
Matthew 25:31-33
(31) “When the Son of the Man comes in his
glory, and all the angels with him, then he will
sit on the throne of his glory. (32) All the nations
will be gathered before him, and he will separate
people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, (33) and he will
put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at
the left.”
25:31 Jesus describes the Son of Man coming in
glory with angels accompanying him (see Dan 7:13-14;
Zech 14:5). He takes a seat on his throne. The phrase
“Son of Man” refers to Jesus. This is the return of
Jesus as the great Ruler and Judge.
25:32-33 “All the nations” (v. 32a) are gathered before
the enthroned Jesus. This phrase could refer to all
people of all nations, whether Jewish, Gentile, Christian, or non-Christian. On the other hand, the term
is used elsewhere in Matthew’s Gospel only to refer to
the nations to which Jesus tells his followers to take
the good news (24:9, 14; 28:19; Garland, 247). Jewish
readers of Matthew’s Gospel would have heard “all
the nations” as referring to Gentiles.
The Son of Man has the insight, ability, and authority
to separate the nations into two groups, just as a shepherd can separate sheep from goats (Garland, 247).
The imagery of God or Jesus as a shepherd is common
in Scripture. Psalm 23 and John 10:1-18 are two prominent examples. Isaiah 40, which depicts God as a
humble shepherd who carries lambs close to the heart
and as the majestic king who sits enthroned upon the
earth, may be another influence on our lesson text.
As we will see, the sheep are the righteous ones and
the goats are the unrighteous ones. As we will also
see, the division between them is based on something
other than nationality, ethnicity, wealth, or any other
such factors.
In the ancient world, being on the ruler’s right side
indicated privilege and status, while being on the left
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side indicated a lack of privilege and status. So the
sheep are in a better position than the goats.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—THOSE ON THE RIGHT
HAND
Matthew 25:34-40
(34) “Then the king will say to those at his right
hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father,
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the
foundation of the world; (35) for I was hungry
and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave
me something to drink, I was a stranger and you
welcomed me, (36) I was naked and you gave
me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me,
I was in prison and you visited me.’ (37) Then
the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was
it that we saw you hungry and gave you food,
or thirsty and gave you something to drink?
(38) And when was it that we saw you a stranger
and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? (39) And when was it that we saw you sick
or in prison and visited you?’ (40) And 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 family, you did it to me.’”
25:34 The Son of Man’s sitting on his throne implies
that he is the king, but now that identification is made
explicit. He is sovereign over all who are gathered
before him. Israel spoke of God as their King. They
anticipated the Messiah being from David’s royal
line. Jesus pictures the Son of Man as the Messiah
who rules with divine power and privileges. This is
a picture of the future, after Jesus has died on the
cross, risen from the tomb, ascended into heaven, and
returned as the glorified King.
The king invites the sheep on his right hand to enter
“the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation
of the world.” This description of the kingdom being
present with God from the very beginning underscores the certainty of its promise to the righteous
(Schweizer, 477).

Say: The Son of Man separates the
people “as a shepherd separates the
sheep from the goats” (v. 32).
Ask: Would it be difficult for a
shepherd to tell the sheep from
the goats? What does this indicate
about Jesus’ insight and ability to
separate people appropriately?
Discuss: How do we tend to
separate people in our thinking or
actions? How might Jesus’ criteria
for separation differ from ours?
Ask: What is the significance of
some people being placed on Jesus’
right hand and others on his left
hand?

Matthew 25:34-40
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:34-36.
Say: Jesus calls the sheep blessed
and invites them to “inherit the
kingdom.” In a sense, believers
already live in God’s kingdom as
we do God’s will here on earth. In
another sense, the kingdom will
come in its fullness only when Jesus
returns. Jesus is talking about this
second sense of the kingdom when
he says those on his right hand will
enter it.
Ask: Why does Jesus say these
people get to enter the kingdom?
What qualifies them?
Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:37-39.
Ask: How do the people on Jesus’
right hand respond to what Jesus
says? What is significant about their
response?
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Invite someone to read
Matthew 25:40.
Ask: What does Jesus mean by
saying that when we help others,
we help him? Why does it matter
that the people on Jesus’ right
hand don’t realize they were
helping Jesus?
Say: Jesus calls those who receive
help “the least of these who are
members of my family.” Some
interpreters think this means he is
commending people for helping
needy Christians. Others point out
that this passage comes at the end
of Jesus’ long presentation on how
his followers should prepare for his
coming. In that case, Jesus says that
compassionate, helpful actions are
necessary for people who want to
be ready for his coming.
Ask: Do you favor one interpretation over the other? If so, why?
Discuss: Why might we assume that
followers of Jesus should feel and
practice the kind of compassion
Jesus talks about? Why should we
be inspired to do so?
Say: The people on Jesus’ right hand
helped people in need without
realizing that they were also helping
Jesus. In other words, Jesus was
present in those who were in need,
but those who helped them didn’t
know it. It seems that giving such
help had become second nature
to them.
Discuss: How can a compassionate
approach to life become second
nature to us? Are there concrete
steps we can take? If so, what are
they?
Discuss: How does it make you
feel to realize that Christ is present
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Jesus has taught many things about the kingdom
of heaven in Matthew’s Gospel. We might see this
passage as the culmination of those teachings. On
one hand, it says something important about who
will enter the fully established kingdom of heaven
when Jesus returns. On other hand, it says how those
who are part of the kingdom of heaven should live
while they are here on earth.
25:35-36 The Son of Man begins to list the vulnerable
conditions he faced when those on his right hand
acted to meet his needs. Jesus says these “sheep” are
attuned to the plight of others. They are compassionate individuals who readily feed the hungry, give
drink to the thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the
naked, nurse the sick, and visit the prisoner.
It is striking to imagine the king sitting on his throne
and yet saying that he has experienced deprivation
and estrangement. How could a king be hungry,
unclothed, in prison, or a stranger? On the other
hand, Jesus does experience such things. He is a prisoner at the end of his life. He tells the woman at the
well that he is thirsty and in need of a drink ( Jn 4).
As an itinerant minister, he is often a stranger. He
also identifies with people in similar situations
throughout his life.
25:37-39 Those on the king’s right hand are surprised
by what he has told them. His words are even more
surprising when we consider those who heard them.
First, few people who lived in Jesus’ time would have
had the opportunity to minister to him. Second, even
fewer people in Matthew’s community would have
had such an opportunity. Third, no one living in later
generations, including ours, would have been able to
minister to Jesus.
Those commended by Jesus for performing compassionate actions toward him are unaware that they’ve
done such things. Earlier, Jesus criticized those who do
good deeds in order to be seen and praised by others
(see the November 1 lesson). We can probably assume
that someone who literally saw Jesus hungry, thirsty,
unclothed, or imprisoned would help him. But what
would their motives be? Jesus says that those on his
right hand helped him without knowing they did so.
Their motives were pure.
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Matthew has Jesus’ listeners repeat everything he says,
which indicates the importance of these acts of service.
Repetition helps us remember. These are essential
actions for those who will enter into the fulfilled
kingdom when Jesus returns.
25:40 Jesus now explains what he means: those on his
right hand may not think they helped him directly,
but anything they did for “the least of these who are
members of my family,” they did also for him. “The
least of these” could be another way of referring to the
“little ones” mentioned in Matthew 18:1-14—believers
who are particularly vulnerable due to their lack of
status. “Members of my family” (“brothers” in Greek)
most likely refers to Jesus’ followers. So perhaps Jesus
says that the nations will be judged on how they treat
his followers.
This passage concludes Jesus’ words about the coming
of the Son of Man, much of which focuses on the
need for his followers to be ready for his return (see
24:36–25:30). When read in the full context of this
long passage, Jesus’ words about the judgment of the
nations may also relate to his followers’ readiness. One
way they prepare for his coming is to treat people with
compassion (see Hultgren, 153).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—THOSE ON THE LEFT
HAND
Matthew 25:41-46
(41) “Then he will say to those at his left hand,
‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels;
(42) for I was hungry and you gave me no food,
I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink,
(43) I was a stranger and you did not welcome
me, naked and you did not give me clothing,
sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’
(44) Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was
it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger
or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take
care of you?’ (45) Then he will answer them,
‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one
of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’
(46) And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”

in the people we encounter each
day? How might this realization
change how you see people?

Matthew 25:41-46
Ask someone to read
Matthew 25:41-46.
Say: The king tells those on his left
hand that they didn’t help him
because they didn’t help people
in need.
Ask: What would you think if you
heard Jesus say this to you?
Say: We can probably assume that
many, and maybe most, of these
people aren’t bad or hateful. But for
some reason, they didn’t practice
compassion.
Ask: What can keep people from
extending compassion to those in
need? Is there any valid reason?
Say: Those who practice compassion enter the kingdom, while those
who don’t practice compassion
enter punishment. Clearly, compassion is essential for a true follower
of Jesus. We are saved by grace, but
our changed hearts should lead to
changed attitudes and actions.

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: Jesus commends the
“sheep” on his right hand
for practicing compassion toward
him. When they say they don’t
remember doing that, he says they
did so when they practiced
compassion toward other people.

Ask: Which is better: helping
someone because we know that
we are also helping Jesus or helping
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someone because it has become
second nature to us? Why do you
think so?
Ask: Do you think it is important
to guard against practicing calculated compassion—that is, showing
compassion to people in order to
get rewarded for it? If so, how can
we do so?
Discuss: What spiritual practices
might we adopt to help us practice
true Christian compassion?

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, open our eyes,
our hearts, and our lives so
we will help the hungry, the thirsty,
the stranger, the naked, the sick,
and the imprisoned. Help us love
them with your love. Help us move
beyond compassionate feelings to
compassionate actions. Amen.
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25:41 The goats, the people on the king’s left, are
cursed and condemned. Their actions are in complete
contrast to the way of Jesus.
25:42-43 The sheep are commended for their compassion, but the goats are condemned for their neglect.
The Son of Man again names all the ways he was
vulnerable and in need of help, but he says those at
his left hand did nothing to help him.
25:44 The goats are just as surprised as the sheep
were. They ask Jesus when they failed to help him.
Their question implies that they would have done
something if they had realized Jesus needed their
help. Jesus tells them that whenever they failed to
minister to people in need, they also failed Jesus.
It’s important to note that these are not necessarily
“bad” people. Some of them were certainly selfish, but
maybe others didn’t offer help because they were so
focused on their own lives. Maybe they were too busy.
Maybe they were afraid of becoming vulnerable. Whatever their motives, they all turned a blind eye to people
in need. As a result, they missed the opportunity to
encounter Christ and to bring his grace, mercy, and
love into the world.
25:45-46 Jesus tells those on his left that whatever
they didn’t do for the least of these, they didn’t do
for him. They enter “into eternal punishment,”
while those on the right hand enter “into eternal life”
(v. 46). The separation that began in verses 32-33 now
becomes permanent.
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CONCLUSION
Our lesson text is full of surprises. Those commended for helping Jesus when he was in
need are surprised to hear it. They don’t remember helping him. Those condemned for not
helping Jesus when he was in need are surprised to hear it. They don’t remember neglecting
him. Jesus tells them—and us—that we help or neglect him when we help or neglect people
in need. With this story in the Bible, we have no reason to be surprised when Jesus comes
again. Our compassion—or our lack of compassion—will say a lot about who we are and
about our relationship with Jesus.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Compassion Scavenger Hunt

Say: Christians are called to follow Christ.
As we examine the Jesus’ life, we see him
regularly practicing compassion. Let’s look
for some of the ways Jesus helped people in need.
Divide the class into four groups. Distribute
Bibles, paper, and pens or pencils. Assign one of
the four Gospels to each group (if you need to
divide the class into fewer than four groups, assign
a Gospel to each group. It’s okay not to cover all
the Gospels). Invite the groups to look through
their assigned Gospels and note every time Jesus
helped someone in need (they probably won’t
find every instance). Invite each group to report.

Discuss: How did Jesus help people? What needs
did he meet? What kinds of people did he help?
What can we learn from Jesus in these different
scenarios? How can we practice compassion as
he did?

“For I Was Hungry…” (Extended Edition)
Say: In Jesus’ depiction of the judgment of the
nations, the returned Son of Man lists the vulnerable people who need help. Jesus and the people
give the same list four times, highlighting its
importance. But this list isn’t exhaustive.
Distribute the handout “For I Was Hungry…
(Extended Edition).” Invite class members to
work on it for a few minutes. Ask volunteers to
share their results. Write them on a whiteboard
or flip chart.

Discuss: What can we do to keep our eyes open
to people in need? How can we encourage each
other to show compassion to those around us?
Say: Let’s each try to find one way to practice
compassion toward someone this week.

Bringing It All Together
Say: In Matthew’s chronology, every Scripture
passage in this unit takes place on Monday of
Holy Week. Jesus speaks the words in session 1
in the temple in Jerusalem. He speaks the words
in sessions 3-4 after he has left the temple. In
those three passages, he is talking about people
being ready for his second coming.
Draw four quadrants on a whiteboard or flip
chart. Write a title from this unit’s four sessions
in each of them: “Humbling Ourselves,” “Being
Ready,” “Using Our Gifts,” and “Practicing
Compassion.” Draw arrows extending from each
quadrant into all other quadrants. Make sure each
class member has a Connections Study Guide or
Bible so they can reference all of the lesson texts.
Ask: How can Jesus’ message in each lesson text
inform our understanding of his message in the
other lesson texts? How do they build on each
other and complement each other?
Discuss: If we take Jesus’ teachings in this unit to
heart, how might our individual lives be different?
How might our church’s life be different?
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Unit Four
God Is Faithful
When I was a seminary student, I took a course on “The Theology of Paul and John.”
During that course, the professor argued convincingly that the word “faith” encompasses
the ideas of “faithfulness” and being “faithful.” The lessons for this Advent unit emphasize
God’s faithfulness.
Advent calls us to look back to the first appearance (advent) of Jesus. But it also calls us to
look forward to Jesus’ second advent. These texts remind us that we live out our Christian
journey between the two advents. God’s faithfulness provides the resources for our journey
and gives us space to ponder the grace and gifts of God in our hearts, as Jesus’ mother
Mary did.
Session 1 (1 Cor 1:1-10) explores God’s faithfulness to strengthen us for our journey.
Session 2 (2 Pet 3:8-18) focuses on God’s waiting patiently for our repentance and encouraging us to seek holiness and godliness. In session 3 (1 Thess 5:12-28), Paul reminds his
readers that God is faithfully working to make us ever holier.
The final two lessons turn to Luke’s infancy narratives. Session 4 (Lk 1:26-38) allows us
to overhear the conversation between the archangel Gabriel and Mary. Gabriel’s message
reminds us that God is faithful to fulfill the messianic prophecies by sending Jesus.
Session 5 (Luke 2:22-38) looks at the encounters between the holy family and two wise
elders of Israel. Simeon and Anna had been waiting to see the Messiah. Their inspired
words about Jesus proclaim God’s faithfulness to save Jew and Gentile alike.
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Faithful to Strengthen Us
Lesson Text: 1 Corinthians 1:1-10

A Verse to Remember—1 Corinthians 1:8
Background Text: 1 Corinthians 1:1-31
Other Lectionary Texts: Isaiah 64:1-9; Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19; Mark 13:24-37

Teaching Principle: God will faithfully strengthen us so we will be ready for Jesus to come.

INTRODUCTION
The Season of Advent begins a new church year. We
come to Advent contemplating both Jesus’ first and
second advents—his coming to our world. His birth
demonstrated God’s faithful fulfillment of promises made to God’s people throughout the Hebrew
Scriptures. The promise of his return is part of our
inheritance as God’s people.
Meanwhile, we live between Jesus’ advents. Our
spiritual journey is challenging. We struggle with
our relationships with God and with each other.
We are on a journey toward becoming holy. We are
called to be holy—to be set apart—and faithful in
following Jesus, but sometimes life gets in our way.
Thankfully, God gives us resources for our journey
toward holiness and faithfulness.

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 4 poster, “God Is Faithful:
Advent Encouragement” (Connections Resource
Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Faithful to Strengthen Us—1 Corinthians 1:1-10
• Greeting the “Saints” (1:1-3)
• Giving Thanks for God’s Abundance (1:4-9)
• Appealing for Unity (1:10)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the first teaching option, provide copies
of the handout “Running the Race” (Kit, p. 13).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Our lesson text opens Paul’s first letter to the church
at Corinth. This ancient Greek city’s reputation for
guilty pleasures, excessive living, and multiple pagan
religious practices was well established long before
Paul arrived. Those who had heard Paul’s words and
come to faith in Jesus were called to a life of purity
that should have contrasted sharply to Corinth’s
sullied reputation. But somewhere between their
initial time with Paul and the writing of this letter,
the Christian community in Corinth seems to have
lost its way. Paul composes a letter that addresses
questions the community has sent him and expresses
his feelings about their appalling activities.
As is usually the case with Paul’s letters, these introductory verses reestablish the relationship between
Paul and the Christians at Corinth. They also

Say: Today is the first Sunday
in the season of Advent and
in a new Christian year. Advent
reminds us that we are on a journey.
We look back to the beginning of
Christianity with the birth of Jesus. At
the same time, Advent calls us to
look forward to Jesus’ return. Advent
invites us to prepare for continuing
our pilgrimage.
Today’s lesson text reminds us that
God’s Spirit provides the resources
we need for our journey. In particular, God gives us what we need to
be prepared for the journey.
Ask: What do you (and your family)
do to prepare for travel? How do you
decide what to pack?
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Divide the class into groups.
Distribute paper and pens or
pencils. Ask each group to list
things we might “pack” for our
spiritual journey. Invite each
group to share their list.
Say: Advent calls us to reflect on the
beginning and end of our journey,
as well as on the resources God
provides us for our pilgrimage.

TEACHING THE LESSON
1 Corinthians 1:1-3

Invite someone to read
1 Corinthians 1:1-2.

Say: There was a time when schools
taught students how to write a
personal letter and a business letter.
Ask: Does anyone recall how to
begin a personal letter? What
elements should the opening
include?
Say: Paul followed the formula for
ancient letters. Letter writers began
by naming the sender(s) and the
recipients. In this case, Sosthenes
may have been the person who
carried the letter from Paul to the
church at Corinth. He appears to
be someone the Corinthians know.
Say and Ask: “Apostle” means one
who is sent with the authority of
the sender. Why do you think Paul
identifies himself as an apostle?
Why does he describe his call in
the terms he uses?
Say: Paul identifies the Corinthian
believers as people who are holy,
which is the root meaning of the
words translated “sanctified” and
“saints” (v. 2). To be holy is to be
set apart for special service to God.
Ask: Why do you think Paul says
that the Corinthian Christians
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introduce the themes of the rest of the letter: holiness,
spiritual gifts, and Christian unity.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GREETING THE “SAINTS”
1 Corinthians 1:1-3
(1) Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus
by the will of God, and our brother Sosthenes,
(2) To the church of God that is in Corinth, to
those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called
to be saints, together with all those who in every
place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
both their Lord and ours: (3) Grace to you and
peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus
Christ.
1:1 The opening verses of Paul’s letters follow the
ancient formula of naming the sender and audience
and offering a formal greeting. But Paul’s letters are
not merely correspondence between friends. This
letter and other messages are intended to substitute
for Paul’s presence.
To establish his authority, Paul stresses his calling as
an apostle—one who is sent with the authority of the
sender. In this case, Paul is sent “by the will of God,”
which highlights his authority. One reason Paul needs
to stress his authority is that some people in Corinth
are challenging it (see 9:1-23). This challenge eventually becomes even more serious (see 2 Cor 10–13).
Paul names someone named Sosthenes as the
co-author of the letter. He could be the Sosthenes
mentioned in Acts 18—a Corinthian synagogue leader
who is beaten by some Jewish opponents of Paul
(v. 17)—but we can’t be sure. Sosthenes may have
been the person who carried the letter from Paul to
the church at Corinth.
1:2 Paul calls his readers “saints.” Notice that they
both “are sanctified” and are “called to be saints.”
They have been made holy, and they are moving
toward being holy. Their holiness is both an accomplished fact and an ongoing process. To be holy is
to be set apart for service to God (Nash, 60-61).
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Paul tells the Corinthian Christians that they have all
been called to be part of the church and unified with
“those who in every place” have been set aside to serve
Jesus. The believers at Corinth and everywhere else are
all called to be saints. The Corinthian congregation
is a local body of believers, but it is also part of the
universal church.
1:3 The letter contains Paul’s familiar greeting. It
combines the Hellenistic (Greek) greeting (“grace”)
and the Hebrew greeting (“peace”).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GIVING THANKS FOR
GOD’S ABUNDANCE
1 Corinthians 1:4-9
(4) I give thanks to my God always for you
because of the grace of God that has been given
you in Christ Jesus, (5) for in every way you have
been enriched in him, in speech and knowledge
of every kind— (6) just as the testimony of Christ
has been strengthened among you— (7) so that
you are not lacking in any spiritual gift as you
wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.
(8) He will also strengthen you to the end, so that
you may be blameless on the day of our Lord
Jesus Christ. (9) God is faithful; by him you were
called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ
our Lord.
1:4 The body of Paul’s letters usually begins with a
section of thanksgiving or benediction. This long
letter to the Corinthians starts with a section of
thanksgiving. In this section, Paul emphasizes God’s
grace given to the Corinthians.
These first few phrases introduce at least two themes
that will recur in the letter. First, the Greek word for
“thanksgiving” has the word for “grace” as its root.
To give thanks is to express “good grace.” At the
same time, Paul introduces the idea that the grace of
God is a gift to the Corinthian Christians. They are
indeed gifted, but their gifts come from God, not from
themselves.

“are sanctified” and are “called
to be saints” (v. 2)? How are both
being and becoming holy part of
the Christian life?
Invite someone to read
1 Corinthians 1:3.
Say: Ancient letters also carried a
formal greeting. Hebrew senders
greeted their recipients with
“peace.” Greek senders usually
greeted their audience with “grace.”
Paul combines the two greetings
to indicate that the church of Jesus
Christ includes both Jews and
Gentiles in unity and harmony.
Such grace and peace come from
God and from Jesus.
Discuss: How do we experience
grace and peace in the Christian
community?

1 Corinthians 1:4-9
Invite someone to read
1 Corinthians 1:4-7.
Say: Formal letters in the ancient
world followed the greeting with
a section that named the basic
themes of the letters. In Paul’s case,
that section usually began with “I
give thanks….” In 1 Corinthians,
Paul focuses on the gifts of God’s
Spirit to the Christians in Corinth,
and he uses words that we will
encounter again later in the letter,
such as “speech,” “knowledge,”
and “gifts.” The words “thanks” and
“grace” (v. 4) have the same Greek
root word.
Ask: Why do you think Paul stresses
that the Corinthians’ spiritual gifts
come from God’s grace? What
thoughts and behaviors might he try
to counter by putting it this way?

1:5 The concept of grace gifts is expanded in the next
phrase. The grace of God has resulted in enriching
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Discuss: Why do we still need to
hear this emphasis on God’s grace?
What kinds of problems might it
help us address or even prevent in
our churches?
Ask: How do you perceive God’s
grace in your life and in your
church’s life? What kinds of things
do you consider to be gifts of God’s
Spirit?
Invite class members to return to
the packing lists for the spiritual
journey they made earlier. What
kinds of things on the list would
you consider “gifts”? Do we usually
include such things when we talk
about “spiritual gifts”?
Say: Paul mentions “speech and
knowledge” as gifts of God’s grace
that have “enriched” the Corinthian
Christians (v. 5). He later deals with
problems surrounding these gifts.
Discuss: How can such good gifts
become the source of problems in
the church? Why does this happen?
Invite someone to read
1 Corinthians 1:8-9.
Discuss: Paul says that God “will
also strengthen” the Corinthian
Christians. What would it mean for
God to strengthen you in your spiritual journey? What kind of strength
do you need? What kind of strength
will help you make it “to the end”
(v. 8)?
Say: One thing Paul means is that
God will strengthen the Corinthians
and us to grow toward using our
spiritual gifts in the best ways as we
actively await Jesus’ return.
Discuss: The lesson title and
theme highlight Paul’s assertion
in verse 9: “God is faithful….”

96 • Unit Four: God Is Faithful

gifts of speech and knowledge. Paul is acknowledging
that God has blessed the Corinthian believers with
these gifts. Later in this letter, he will address the
ways in which those gifts have become divisive in the
church (see chs. 8; 12–14).
1:6 This verse consists of a related but parenthetical
remark. The grace gifts from God in the Corinthian
Christian community have produced the intended
results. The riches of speech and knowledge have
strengthened the community’s witness to each other
and to the surrounding area. The phrase also suggests
that God’s grace gifts are providing a strong and
ongoing testimony from Jesus and about Jesus within
the community itself.
1:7 Paul’s conclusion to the sentence that begins in
verse 4 affirms that God’s gifts of grace have enriched
and strengthened the Corinthian Christians so that
they lack no spiritual gift. Like other Christians called
by God into the service of Jesus Christ, they are still
waiting for Jesus’ return. But Paul confirms that they
have been given all the resources they need to thrive in
Jesus’ service until Jesus comes again.
1:8 The shift is slight, but Paul returns to the idea
that the grace of God is currently providing the
Corinthian Christians with resources of strength. This
strength is necessary for the journey between the two
advents of Jesus. God’s gift of strength is both current
and ongoing. God’s resources will provide strength
for the entire journey of God’s people and will enable
them to be prepared for the second advent of Jesus
(the “day of our Lord Jesus Christ”).
Paul’s teaching was sometimes based on his belief
that Jesus would return soon, in Paul’s lifetime. The
urgency of his teachings arises out of a sense that
the time is short. His basic concepts about Christian
eschatology (teaching about the end of time) affirm
the reality of Jesus’ second advent as a logical conclusion, a next step following Jesus’ resurrection and
ascension. In addition, Paul’s concept of Jesus’ imminent return motivated his call to ethical and moral
action.
Paul also connects Jesus’ second advent with the
Hebrew Bible’s “day of the Lord.” This phrase refers
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to the day of God’s judgment, the time when the Lord
will come down from the heavens in power and glory
to punish the wicked and reward the faithful. In Isaiah
64:1-9 (another of the lectionary’s readings for this
Sunday), the prophet calls on God to “tear open the
heavens and come down” (v. 1). God’s powerful presence would terrify “the adversaries” (v. 2) and comfort
God’s people.
Mark 13:24-37 (the lectionary’s Gospel reading for this
Sunday) uses similar images. Jesus is facing arrest and
crucifixion, and he admonishes his hearers to be alert
for the coming “day” (v. 32). The return of the “Son of
Man” (v. 26) will be swift and unexpected, and Christians must remain alert and prepared.
Those who follow the way of Jesus find themselves
in the “in-between.” We have been called to faithful
service by One whose life, ministry, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension took place in ancient times.
Like our ancestors in the faith, we await the return of
Jesus. We live and serve in the “in-between,” but we
can do so only through the strength and resources
that God gives to us.
1:9 “God is faithful.” Here is the crux of the passage.
The reality of God’s faithfulness is the foundation for
Paul’s words about God’s ongoing resources. We can
depend on God.
Furthermore, our faithfulness is a response to God’s
faithfulness. Christians are called into “fellowship”
with Jesus, and thus with each other.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—APPEALING FOR UNITY
1 Corinthians 1:10
(10) Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters,
by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of
you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the
same mind and the same purpose.
1:10 The Christian community in Corinth is deeply
divided and dysfunctional. Paul writes to them to
address both the divisions and their underlying
causes.

What does it mean for God to be
faithful? How does God’s faithfulness help us grow in using our gifts
properly? How do we respond to
God’s faithfulness? How should we?

1 Corinthians 1:10
Invite someone to read
1 Corinthians 1:10.
Say: The church at Corinth has been
well known throughout Christian
history for being sharply divided.
Many things that Paul discusses in
this letter are both the cause and
the symptom of those divisions.
Divide 1 Corinthians 1:11-31 into
three sections and invite class
members to read them.
Ask: Does Paul’s description of the
Corinthian church sound familiar?
Have you ever been part of a
congregation that acted in a similar
fashion? How did it make you feel?
What impact did it have on the
church’s life from week to week?
Discuss: Paul’s solutions are unity
and harmony. How would the gifts
of God’s Spirit to the church make
it possible to achieve such harmony
and unity?
Discuss: What steps can we take to
promote harmony and unity in the
church?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: The season of Advent is
a time for preparation.
Advent asks us to look both backward and forward and to consider
our spiritual journey here in the
time between Jesus’ advents. Along
the way, God’s Spirit gives us what

Faithful to Strengthen Us • 97

November 29, 2020

we need for the journey, including
the strength we need to keep
growing in faith until Jesus comes
again.
Discuss: Return to the packing list
from the start of the lesson. What
things on the list are easily and
usually available? What things on
the list will take more time and
development? What one or two
actions can we take this week to
become more holy and better
prepared to welcome both the
Christ child and the returning
Savior?

Having introduced the basic theological concepts in
his thanksgiving section (God’s faithfulness, gifts of
grace, fellowship with Jesus), Paul turns to the specific
issue of community division. Verse 10 reads like his
thesis statement. He exhorts his readers in Corinth to
abandon their divisive behavior and “be united.”
The verses that follow in 1 Corinthians 1 offer more
specific clues to the divisions in the Corinthian
community. Those divisions appear to be both the
cause and a symptom of the issues endangering the
fellowship and witness of the Christians in Corinth.
The path to their spiritual and congregational health
begins with a return to unity “in the same mind and
the same purpose.”

CLOSING PRAYER

Gracious God, thank you for
the gifts of your Holy Spirit.
Help us reflect on what it means to
be holy and to move toward holiness. Continue to strengthen us as
we walk along our faith journey. In
the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.

The history of Christianity is full of instances of
fighting and division. We have often paid more attention to the ideas that divide us than to the realities
that should unite us. Our lack of basic agreement,
much less “unity,” has damaged our witness to the
grace of God in our midst. Paul called the Christian
community to unity of “mind” and “purpose” at the
outset of his first letter to the Corinthian church.
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CONCLUSION
The two advents of Jesus are touchpoints of our spiritual journey. This journey is a
marathon rather than a sprint, and Jesus’ followers can sometimes find themselves
growing weary. The season of Advent—and the beginning of the Christian year—provides
an opportunity to reflect on the journey that lies ahead. At the same time, Advent invites
us to remember God’s faithfulness that comes to us through Jesus’ birth, ministry, and
resurrection. We need strength for the journey, and we need to remind ourselves that the
gifts we need are constantly provided through God’s grace.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Running the Race

Say: Some races, such as the 40-yard dash,
are sprints. Other races are much longer.
The marathon, for example, is 26.2 miles
long. Foot races were common athletic events
in the ancient Greco-Roman world, and Paul
often uses them to picture the Christian’s spiritual
journey.

Say: The season of Advent reminds us that as we
live between Jesus’ two advents, we are running
toward the goal of becoming who God wants
us to be. Let’s encourage each other as we run
together!

Name the Saint
Invite someone to read 1 Corinthians 1:2.

Say: The Christian pilgrimage is a marathon, but it
is also sometimes a sprint.

Say: Paul addresses the Corinthian Christians as
“those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to
be saints….” “Sanctified” and “saints” have the
same Greek root word, which means to be set
apart for special service.

Ask class members to complete Part One of the
handout.

Say: Using that definition of a saint, whom in your
life would you consider a saint?

Discuss: How is our pilgrimage like a marathon?
How is it like a sprint? What resources do we
need for the marathon? What resources do we
need when circumstances require us to sprint?
How can we acquire such resources?

As class members call out names, write them on a
whiteboard or flip chart.

Distribute the handout “Running the Race.”

Ask class members to complete Part Two of the
handout.

Ask: Why are these people saints? How did they
demonstrate that they were set apart for service to
God? How did they fulfill their calling to be saints?
Discuss: How can we be the kinds of people
whom others will identify as saints?

Discuss: What is our goal? How can we keep
moving toward it? How does God help us reach
it? How can we help each other?
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Faithful to Be Patient with Us
Lesson Text: 2 Peter 3:8-18

A Verse to Remember—2 Peter 3:9
Background Text: 2 Peter 3:1-18
Other Lectionary Texts: Isaiah 40:1-11; Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13; Mark 1:1-8

Teaching Principle: God faithfully gives us time to prepare for Jesus to come.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 4 poster, “God Is Faithful:
Advent Encouragement” (Connections Resource
Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Faithful to Be Patient with Us—2 Peter 3:8-18
• God’s Timing (3:8-10)
• God’s Promise (3:11-13)
• God’s Salvation (3:14-18)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Ask: What are we busy doing
this time of year? If we are
able to stop and reflect, what do we
think about?
Say: During Advent, we tend to focus
on the upcoming Christmas celebration of Jesus’ first coming as the
baby born to Mary. But Advent is also
a time to think about Jesus’ second
coming.
Discuss: Why do you think we want
to focus more on Jesus’ first coming
than on his second coming? What
gets in the way of our thinking and
talking about Jesus’ return?
Say: The long time that has passed
since Jesus’ birth may be one of the
reasons we don’t think a lot about
his second coming. Two thousand
years of waiting may have dulled the
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INTRODUCTION
During the seasons of Advent and Christmas, we
tend to focus on events surrounding Jesus’ birth. We
read texts from the Hebrew prophets that foretell
the coming of the Messiah. We walk with Mary and
Joseph as they encounter angels and have dreams.
We prepare our homes, our churches, and our hearts
for the coming of the Christ child.
We tend to downplay the other aspect of Advent.
We minimize our consideration of Jesus’ second
coming and our need to prepare for it. Our lesson
text summons us to reflect on Jesus’ return. Along
with the other lectionary readings for this Sunday,
it reminds us that God is faithful to give us time
to prepare.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Our lesson text comes at the conclusion of 2 Peter.
This letter is classified as a general epistle because it
doesn’t address a specific congregation. It contains
themes similar to those of the other letters written to
Christians in the last third of the first century. The
early church is beset from all sides. External social
and religious customs continue to entice believers to
leave the way of Jesus and return to more socially and
culturally acceptable ways of living. False teachers
have arisen within the church to question the teachings of the apostles.
Second Peter spends considerable time and energy
refuting the ideas of false teachers and prophets. The
letter asserts Peter’s eyewitness authority as well as
the Holy Spirit’s inspiration. It also alludes to examples of false teachers and prophets in the Hebrew
Scriptures. In this final chapter, the writer cautions
against ideas that ignore the promised return of

December 6, 2020

Jesus. It is possible that his readers felt drawn to a
more “spiritualized” faith that denied Jesus actually
came in the flesh.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GOD’S TIMING
2 Peter 3:8-10
(8) But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that
with the Lord one day is like a thousand years,
and a thousand years are like one day. (9) The
Lord is not slow about his promise, as some
think of slowness, but is patient with you, not
wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance. (10) But the day of the Lord will come like
a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with
a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved
with fire, and the earth and everything that is
done on it will be disclosed.
3:8 The “fact” stated in this verse may be based on
Psalm 90:4: “For a thousand years in your sight are
like yesterday when it is past, or like a watch in the
night.” People sometimes take this verse literally, and
that interpretation is one possibility. But the writer is
probably offering a generalization instead of a mathematical calculation. A “thousand years” is a long
time by anyone’s definition, and the ability to keep
track of such a long time lies outside of any person’s
experience.
We should probably avoid getting caught up in trying
to figure out the math. At its heart, this verse asserts
that God relates to time differently than we do. God’s
eternal perspective differs from our temporal (or timebound) one. With this in mind, we should try to think
about the end against the backdrop of God’s eternity.
Adopting such a mindset may keep us from giving up
on Jesus’ return too soon and too easily.
3:9 Peter’s readers have somehow gotten the idea
that the apparent delay in Jesus’ return means either
that God’s promises weren’t genuine or that Christian teachers have misunderstood and misinterpreted
those promises. Some people may wonder if the apostles are wrong to teach that Jesus will return.

church’s sense of expectation. Our
lesson text calls us to think of this
long time as a sign of God’s faithfulness and patience.

TEACHING THE LESSON
2 Peter 3:8-10

Invite someone to read
2 Peter 3:8-10.

Say: Second Peter is a “general”
epistle, which means it wasn’t
addressed to a specific congregation. It was probably written in the
last third of the first century. By
this time, fewer and fewer people
expected that Jesus would return
very soon.
Ask: Why might these early Christians have lost enthusiasm about
Jesus’ second coming?
Say: By the time 2 Peter was
written, the first generation of Christians, including Jesus’ apostles, were
growing old and dying. Since the
prevailing wisdom in the church
held that Jesus would return during
the lifetime of those first believers,
some were worried that they had
missed Jesus’ second coming.
Some teachers suggested that the
return of Jesus might be a spiritual
event rather than a physical one.
Second Peter was written, in part,
to counter these false ideas. The
return of Jesus still lies in the future,
and believers need to realize that
God’s sense of time isn’t limited like
that of human beings.
Ask: When the writer urges his
readers to remember “that with
the Lord one day is like a thousand
years, and a thousand years are like
one day” (v. 8), what is he trying to
help them realize?
Discuss: How would you evaluate
the church’s current focus on Jesus’
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second coming? Do we place too
much emphasis on it, not enough,
or just the right amount? Why do
you say that?
Say: In talking about Jesus’ return,
the writer of 2 Peter deals with
eschatology, which means teaching
about what will happen at the end
of time.
Discuss: Why do you think some
people become obsessed with
Jesus’ second coming? Does eschatology become more popular when
certain things are happening in the
world? If so, what kinds of events
make it more popular?
Ask someone to read Mark 1:1-8.
Say: The writer’s call to repentance
connects the story in Mark 1 about
John the Baptizer with today’s
passage. As Mark’s Gospel begins,
John is calling the people to repent
in preparation for the coming of
the Messiah. Second Peter asserts
that God’s timing reflects God’s
patience, providing an opportunity
“for all to come to repentance”
(v. 9b).
Discuss: What does it mean to
repent? Why is repentance an
appropriate thing to do now,
between Jesus’ first and second
advents? How is repentance the
appropriate response to Jesus’ first
advent and the appropriate preparation for his second advent?

2 Peter 3:11-13
Ask someone to read
2 Peter 3:11-13.
Say: Many of the New Testament
writers use eschatological events to
motivate their readers to ethical and
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The writer says that, to the contrary, any apparent
delay in the return of Jesus is due to God’s patience.
Delay indicates God’s loving care rather than God’s
disregard. The time between Jesus’ earthly ministry
and his return provides an opportunity to repent.
Today’s lectionary reading from Mark 1 addresses a
similar aspect of our Advent preparation. John the
Baptizer calls for repentance in preparation for the
appearance of the Messiah. In a similar way, the writer
of 2 Peter characterizes this time between the advents
of Jesus as an opportunity for repentance and salvation. We live in this time now.
3:10 This verse has much in common with Jesus’
words in the Synoptic Gospels and with John’s vision
in Revelation. The writer’s observation that the “day
of the Lord” will sneak up on us “like a thief ” echoes
Jesus’ words about the unexpected timing of the last
days (see Mt 24:36-44). We might hear an echo of Jesus
reminding his hearers that only God knows when
Jesus will return (v. 36). The writer may also have
Paul’s teaching in mind (1 Thess 5:2), given that he
later refers to Paul’s words on Jesus’ return (see below
on 2 Pet 3:15b-16; Richard, 381).
Like John in Revelation, the writer of 2 Peter describes
the end as a cataclysm. Full of fire and destruction, the
present heavens and earth will “pass away.” That which
is present, that which is “old,” will disappear in favor
of a creation that is new and pure.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GOD’S PROMISE
2 Peter 3:11-13
(11) Since all these things are to be dissolved
in this way, what sort of persons ought you to
be in leading lives of holiness and godliness,
(12) waiting for and hastening the coming of the
day of God, because of which the heavens will
be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements
will melt with fire? (13) But, in accordance with
his promise, we wait for new heavens and a new
earth, where righteousness is at home.
3:11-12 In last week’s lesson text from 1 Corinthians,
we noted that for Paul, eschatology (teaching about
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the coming end) sometimes motivates ethical and
moral actions. The writer of 2 Peter makes a similar
connection by asking a rhetorical question about his
readers’ conduct. In doing so, he encourages them to
“be leading lives of holiness and godliness” (v. 11).
Second Peter 2 describes the behavior of the false
teachers and prophets. Here in chapter 3, the writer
describes the contrasting behavior of those who have
faith in the Lord. We shouldn’t need the images of
creation dissolving in fire to motivate us to pay attention to the holiness and godliness of our conduct.
Even so, the motivation is there if we do.
The writer tells his readers that they are not only
“waiting for” Jesus to return but also “hastening the
coming of the day of God” (v. 12a). Through their
repentance and growth in holiness and godliness,
they actively participate in God’s plan. God is faithful,
and they are to respond to God’s faithfulness with
their own.
3:13 Christians’ active waiting is also a response to
God’s promise. God is faithful, so believers can trust
God’s promise. The “day of God” isn’t just destruction and dissolution. The “day of God” is also new
creation. God will create new heavens and a new
earth as a home for the righteous.
The writer of 2 Peter echoes the images of John’s
Revelation again (see Rev 21:1). Verse 13 also echoes
the writer’s earlier comments in verses 3-7, as the new
creation at the end of time parallels God’s creative
activity in the beginning.
One of the themes of both 1 and 2 Peter is the readers’
sense of alienation. Their practice of the Christian
faith has set them apart from their Greco-Roman
communities and neighbors. They can’t participate
in many social, cultural, or religious activities alongside their neighbors and still maintain their Christian
identity. So they are isolated, by choice and/or because
people shun them for their differences.
The writer of 2 Peter envisions the new heavens and
new earth as a “home” for those who are made right
with God through Jesus Christ. Righteousness may
not be welcome in the readers’ lives right now, but it
will be in the new world that is coming.

spiritual action. After mentioning
Jesus’ return (3:10), the writer of
2 Peter exhorts his readers to
pursue holiness and godliness
(v. 11).
Discuss: What does it mean to lead
“lives of holiness and godliness”?
How should repentance lead to
such living?
Say: The writer of 2 Peter calls his
readers to active waiting. In other
words, they aren’t just marking time
until Jesus returns. They should use
the time that God patiently and
graciously gives to develop holiness
and godliness in active ways.
Discuss: Does the writer’s description of “the day of God” (v. 12)
motivate you or frighten you? Why?
Say: The final verse in this section
mentions God’s promise. Christians
are waiting for a new promised
land, “new heavens and a new
earth” (v. 13). The writer doesn’t use
the word “faithfulness,” but there is
no question that God’s faithfulness
will bring the promise to fruition.
God doesn’t abandon us during
this time between Jesus’ first and
second advents.
Discuss: The writer tells his readers,
“We wait for new heavens and a
new earth, where righteousness is
at home” (v. 13). Home is where
you are always welcome. Why is it
significant that righteousness will be
at home in the new creation? How
will that reality contrast with the
one we experience here and now?

2 Peter 3:14-18
Invite someone to read
2 Peter 3:14-15a.
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Say: You may have heard someone
use vivid imagery to try to frighten
people into making a profession
of faith. Such efforts use scary
images to try get listeners to “turn
or burn”—to accept Jesus as Savior
or risk going to hell when they die.
They use the idea of eschatology to
give sinners a sense of urgency.
Ask: Do you think the writer of our
lesson text is using the imagery in
that way? Or does he have another
purpose?
Say: The writer urges his readers to
engage in active waiting for Jesus to
return.
Ask: How does he want them to be
active? What does he want them to
do?
Invite someone to read
2 Peter 3:15b-17.
Say: Some people were twisting
some of Paul’s teachings about
Jesus’ second advent to suit their
own agendas.
Ask: Why should we be careful
about the ways we use Scripture
to inform our thinking and talking
about Jesus’ return? How can we
guard against misinterpretation and
misuse of Scripture?
Invite someone to read
2 Peter 3:18.
Say: Let’s commit to using this time
between Jesus’ advents to actively
seek our growth and God’s glory!

APPLYING THE LESSON

Ask: Does our society
encourage us to be patient or
impatient? Why? How?
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BIBLE BACKGROUND—GOD’S SALVATION
2 Peter 3:14-18
(14) Therefore, beloved, while you are waiting
for these things, strive to be found by him at
peace, without spot or blemish; (15) and regard
the patience of our Lord as salvation. So also our
beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to
the wisdom given him, (16) speaking of this as
he does in all his letters. There are some things
in them hard to understand, which the ignorant
and unstable twist to their own destruction, as
they do the other scriptures. (17) You therefore,
beloved, since you are forewarned, beware that
you are not carried away with the error of the
lawless and lose your own stability. (18) But
grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both now
and to the day of eternity. Amen.
3:14-15a The writer continues to challenge his readers
to actively await Jesus’ return. He has affirmed the
reality of Jesus’ return and the day of God that will
bring both destruction and new creation. His readers
should respond (“Therefore”) in the meantime by
being actively committed to God’s peace and purity.
In broad terms, this is an active commitment to a
relationship with God and with other people.
The promise of salvation is sure, since God is faithful
and will turn promises into reality. Just as God’s
patience provides an opportunity to prepare and
repent (3:9), God’s timing is also a saving grace.
Since God is patient, believers will be secure from
the destructive nature of the end.
3:15b-16 The writer refers to Paul’s letters. It is likely
that some of them were already being copied and
circulated among the Christian communities around
the Mediterranean by the time 2 Peter was written.
The writer expects his readers to be familiar with
Paul’s teachings about Jesus’ coming return.
The false teachers plaguing the community were
also somewhat familiar with Paul’s teachings about
Jesus’ return. The writer of 2 Peter accuses them of
“twisting” Paul’s teachings in the same way that they
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treat “the other scriptures.” They may have twisted
Paul’s teachings by focusing on his words about Jesus
coming back soon. In Paul’s earliest letters (such as
1 Thessalonians), he seems to assume that Jesus’
return would take place within his and his readers’
lifetimes. As time goes by and Paul begins to contemplate the length of his own life (Philippians), he
realizes that he may die before the cosmic final
events take place.
When Paul’s thoughts about the end time are considered in his own literary and historical context, they’re
easy to reconcile. The writer of 2 Peter, however,
suggests that those who are “ignorant and unstable”
have used Paul’s words for their own purposes of
misdirection. Their scoffing will be their “destruction.”
3:17 The readers of 2 Peter have been “forewarned,”
though. They are not “ignorant and unstable.” Instead,
their knowledge should allow them to avoid error and
remain steady on their journey. Knowing that God is
faithful and that God keeps promises will give them
courage and strength to persevere in their pilgrimage
of faith.
3:18 The final verse of our lesson text is also the final
verse of the letter. In tune with the general character
of 2 Peter, the writer’s benediction is general. Other
New Testament letters follow the custom of ancient
letter writing, using this space to send greetings to
specific individuals. Since 2 Peter was written for
multiple communities in a wide geographic area, its
benediction encourages readers to “grow in grace and
knowledge” and ends proclaiming “glory” to
“our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”

Say: We live in the time between
Jesus’ first and second comings.
He established the kingdom of
God when he came the first time,
and he will complete it when he
comes again. Jesus has already
appeared in creation. Jesus will
return to usher in the new creation.
In between those two advents, we
have the opportunity—gifted with
God’s patience and secure in God’s
faithfulness—to grow in godliness,
holiness, and purity and to partake
of God’s peace.
Distribute paper and pens or
pencils. Ask class members to
list some practices we can adopt
that will help us toward being “at
peace, without spot or blemish”
(v. 14b). Invite volunteers to call
out suggestions.
Say: God’s patience is a gift. Let’s
use it as God wants us to use it.

CLOSING PRAYER

Loving God, we are grateful
for your holy patience. May
your Holy Spirit grant us peace,
strength, and encouragement for
the living of these days. Amen.
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CONCLUSION
The earliest Christians were convinced that Jesus’ return would happen during their lifetimes. Jesus had announced God’s reign in their midst, and they believed they would soon
witness a cosmic shakeup. As the apostles and earliest believers began to die before Jesus
had returned, though, the early church reflected and reconsidered. In our lesson text, the
writer makes the case that God’s eternal perspective is different—both in quality and in
quantity—from our human, time-bound perspective. With echoes of Jesus’ own words about
the timing of the last days, the writer encourages his readers to wait actively and focus on
their own faithful response to a faithful and patient God. This time between Jesus’ advents
is an opportunity for preparation, repentance, and salvation.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Time

Invite someone to read 2 Peter 3:8-9.

Say: In the years just after Jesus ascended
to heaven following his resurrection, it seems
that his followers expected him to return in their
lifetimes. By the time 2 Peter was written near
the end of the first century, that expectation had
begun to dwindle. The writer of 2 Peter encourages his readers to change their perspective on
time.
Divide the class into groups. Distribute paper and
pens or pencils. Write this question on a whiteboard or flip chart: “How has your perspective
on the passing of time changed as you’ve grown
older?” Ask the groups to discuss it. Ask each
group to report on their discussion.
Ask: What causes our perspective on time to
change?
Ask: On what basis does the writer of 2 Peter
encourage his readers to change their perspective
on time? Why do they need to make this change?
Invite someone to read 2 Peter 3:14-15a.
Ask: What does the writer encourage his readers
to do during the time they are waiting for Jesus
to return? Why should we do these same things?
What might happen if we don’t?
Discuss: Why should we make the best possible
use of our time? What about God’s character and
motivation should inspire us to make the best use
of our time?
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Where Righteousness Is At Home
Invite someone to read 2 Peter 3:13.
Say and Ask: Let’s play a word association game.
When I say “home,” what words come to mind?
As class members call out words, write them on a
whiteboard or flip chart.
Say: The writer of 2 Peter says that in the new
heavens and new earth that God will bring about
when Jesus returns, “righteousness is at home.”
“Righteousness” is a state of right relationship with
God that leads us to have right relationships with
other people. When we are righteous, we live in
righteous ways.
Discuss: Is righteousness at home now? Why or
why not? Why does 2 Peter call us to look forward
to a time when righteousness will be at home?
How does this make you look forward to new
heavens and a new earth?
Discuss: How do we prepare here for eternity
there? What should we do to get ready to live
where righteousness is at home? How can our
lives become places where righteousness is at
home?
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Faithful to Make Us Holy
Lesson Text: 1 Thessalonians 5:12-28

A Verse to Remember—1 Thessalonians 5:23
Background Text: 1 Thessalonians 5:12-28
Other Lectionary Texts: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11; Psalm 126; John 1:6-8, 19-28

Teaching Principle: God is faithful to make us all we can and should be as we prepare for Jesus
to come.

INTRODUCTION
The United States Army used to run recruiting
advertisements that challenged viewers, “Be all you
can be!” For those with the desire and the intestinal
fortitude, the commercials promise a career that
maximizes their physical, mental, and vocational
potential. Even if we aren’t looking to join the military, the commercials’ invitation to be all we can be
is intriguing. What would it take for us to maximize
our potential? Who are we supposed to be? Is our
journey taking us toward that goal?
Advent offers an opportunity to contemplate and
prepare. We are called to reflect on Jesus’ birth and
his fulfillment of many promises and prophecies
found in the Hebrew Scriptures. At the same time,
we anticipate Jesus’ return. Advent reminds us that
our spiritual journey takes place in the time between
Jesus’ two advents. During this season, we should
take stock of our progress along the pilgrim’s path.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Our lesson text comes from the final chapter of
1 Thessalonians. Reports from Thessalonica have
given Paul concerns about the believers’ spiritual
well-being. So Paul has sent Timothy to visit them.
He writes 1 Thessalonians as a response to what
he learns upon Timothy’s return. Timothy’s good
report encourages Paul, so this letter emphasizes
the congregation’s faithfulness and witness (1:8). It
also addresses the congregation’s anxiety regarding
Jesus’ return. The death of some members of the
community seems to have raised questions about
eschatological timing and events. Paul assures them
that the “dead in Christ will rise first” (4:16).

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 4 poster, “God Is Faithful:
Advent Encouragement” (Connections Resource
Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Faithful to Make Us Holy—1 Thessalonians
5:12-28
• Seeking to do Good (5:12-15)
• Giving Thanks (5:16-22)
• Becoming Sanctified (5:23-28)
(4) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(5) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(6) If using the first teaching option, prepare
copies of the handout “Take Time to Be Holy”
(Kit, p. 14).

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Ask: What does it mean to
be holy? When you hear
someone described as “holy,” what
comes to your mind?
Say: People in Western civilization
tend to think of human beings as
somewhat static, rather than as
developing. We tend to focus more
on “being” than on “becoming.”
Actually, we tend to focus on “doing”
even more than on “being.”
Distribute hymnals or copies of the
hymn “Take Time to Be Holy.” Ask
class members to sing the hymn
or read it in unison. (Note: This kit
page is also used in an activity in the
Teaching Options section below.)
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Ask: What does the hymn mean
by “holy”? How does it suggest we
be holy? Does the song teach the
need to be holy or to become holy?
Does it focus on holiness as something to be, to become, or to do?

First Thessalonians 5 continues Paul’s discussion
about the end of time. Even though the “day of the
Lord will come like a thief in the night” (5:2), Paul’s
readers will not be surprised. They are “of the day”
(5:5), and Paul encourages them to “keep awake and
be sober” (5:6).

Discuss: Can we become holy
instantly, or is it a process that
takes a long time?

BIBLE BACKGROUND—SEEKING TO DO GOOD

TEACHING THE LESSON
1 Thessalonians 5:12-15

Say: Paul has just finished
talking about Jesus’ second
coming. He seems to address
concerns raised by the Thessalonian
believers, especially about the fate
of people who have died while
awaiting Jesus’ return (4:13–5:11).
Like the writer of 2 Peter (see the
December 6 lesson), Paul encourages his readers not to give in to
anxiety. They know enough to
count on God’s faithfulness and
God’s promises. Now he offers
more guidance on living in the
time between Jesus’ advents.
Invite someone to read
1 Thessalonians 5:12-13.

Ask: What matters does Paul raise
in these verses? Why might such
matters be issues in the church at
Thessalonica?
Ask: According to verses 12-13a,
what responsibility do Christians
have to the church’s leaders? What
might Paul have said about the
leaders’ responsibility to those
they lead?
Discuss: What difference should
love (v. 13) make in the ways we
treat each other?
Invite someone to read
1 Thessalonians 5:14-15.
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1 Thessalonians 5:12-15
(12) But we appeal to you, brothers and sisters,
to respect those who labor among you, and have
charge of you in the Lord and admonish you;
(13) esteem them very highly in love because
of their work. Be at peace among yourselves.
(14) And we urge you, beloved, to admonish
the idlers, encourage the faint hearted, help the
weak, be patient with all of them. (15) See that
none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek
to do good to one another and to all.
5:12-13 One of the issues facing the congregation
in Thessalonica seems to be a tendency to quit their
vocations in order to spend more time in spiritual
pursuits. This may have been an unintended consequence of Paul’s message that Jesus would return
very soon. If Jesus were returning immediately, then
normal daily activities seemed like a waste of time.
Others in the congregation have legitimately shifted
their focus to ministerial activities among the community. Whatever the reason for leaving daily work
behind, ill feelings exist among these people, particularly on the part of those who are still working and
supporting the basic needs of their fellow believers.
Paul uses strong language to “appeal to” or “beseech”
community members to engage in more harmonious
behavior and attitudes. In particular, he appeals to the
congregation to respect and support those who have
been called out and tasked with the responsibility of
the congregation’s needs. They deserve support and
“esteem” (v. 13a) for their ministerial “labor” (v. 12a).
The ultimate benefit to the community would be more
than kind actions and words. They are to “be at peace”
among themselves (v. 13b). Paul earlier reminded the
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community that their perceived harmony and purity
were sending a positive message throughout the
surrounding region. That positive message depends
on maintaining the peace within the community.
5:14 In contrast, those in the community who have
quit their jobs to become “idlers” need to be admonished rather than esteemed. The message of Jesus’
return is no excuse for laziness. Paul encourages
the Thessalonians to have appropriate and positive
interactions with others in the community, especially
between the more mature and the less mature. The
“faint-hearted” need encouragement, and the weak
need help. Patience should characterize their relationships with each other.
5:15 The Thessalonian believers’ goal is to “do good
to one another and to all.” Choosing to “do good” in
every circumstance has no self-serving motivation.
The Thessalonian Christians should break the cycle of
“evil for evil” by choosing to do good no matter what
has been—or might be—done to them.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GIVING THANKS
1 Thessalonians 5:16-22
(16) Rejoice always, (17) pray without ceasing, (18) give thanks in all circumstances; for
this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.
(19) Do not quench the Spirit. (20) Do not
despise the words of prophets, (21) but test
everything; hold fast to what is good; (22)
abstain from every form of evil.
5:16-18 Verse 16 begins a series of pastoral exhortations from Paul to the members of the Thessalonian
congregation. They are probably general rather than
aimed at specific problems within the community.
The admonitions in verses 16-18 sound familiar to
those who have read Paul’s other letters, since the
ideas of constant rejoicing, ceaseless praying, and
abundant thanksgiving are common themes for
Paul. They are building blocks for the Christian
community’s relationship with God and with each
other. They focus our attention on God, and they
align our perspective with God’s.

Say: Paul turns to another aspect
of the relationships in the church
at Thessalonica: dealing with those
who are not living as they should.
Ask: Why is it a problem that some
people in the congregation are
“idlers” (v. 14)?
Say: Perhaps some of them have
decided that Jesus’ return will
happen so soon that there is no
need for them to do anything
except wait. They may have quit
their daily labor in order to pursue
more spiritual activities (or perhaps
to do nothing other than meditate
and wait), and they have likely
become an economic drain on
the rest of the community.
Discuss: We hear a lot about
“work-life balance.” How can
we balance our various responsibilities so that we are both responsible
real-world adults and appropriately
maturing Christians? Or should
we find an approach where every
aspect of our lives, including our
work lives, are expressions of our
faith? How important is it to set
aside time to focus only on our
relationship with God?
Ask: What does it mean to be
“fainthearted” or “weak” (v. 14)?
How can other believers help these
people without assuming an attitude of superiority?
Ask: Why is it necessary to “be
patient with” those who are idle,
fainthearted, or weak? How can
we “admonish,” “encourage,” and
“help” them and also “be patient
with” them? Why should we “seek
to do good to one another and to
all” (v. 15)?
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1 Thessalonians 5:16-22
Invite someone to read
1 Thessalonians 5:16-22.
Say: These verses contain a list
of exhortations (encouragements
or calls to do something). Similar
lists can be found in other New
Testament letters, and they are not
unique to Paul.
Divide the class into two groups.
Distribute paper and pens or
pencils. Assign verses 16-17 to one
group and verses 18-22 to the other
group. Ask them to discuss each
exhortation in their verses. Write
the following questions on a whiteboard or flip chart for the groups to
use to guide their discussion:
• What does each exhortation
mean?
• What are two or three ways we
can live out each exhortation?
Invite each group to report on their
discussion.
Discuss: How will living in these
ways contribute to our process of
growing into the people God calls
and enables us to become?
Discuss: What do you think it
would mean to “quench the Spirit”?
How would an increased openness
to the leading of God’s Spirit affect
our becoming holy? What role does
God’s Spirit play in helping us to
“test everything” and “hold fast”
to the things that are “good”?
Discuss: We would not usually
choose any “form of evil.” Why do
you think Paul thinks it’s necessary
to exhort his readers to “abstain
from every form of evil”?

5:19 We might want to tie the exhortation not to
“quench the Spirit” to some event or activity within
the Thessalonian church, but the admonition is more
likely a general one. After all, ignoring the voice of
God’s Spirit is never a positive development within
a Christian community. Others of Paul’s letters pay
more specific attention to issues of a community’s
relationship with God’s Spirit. In this case, though,
the comment seems to be general advice.
5:20-21 In the same way, Paul reminds the Thessalonians that those who speak a word from God should
be taken seriously—that is, as long as their words pass
the “test” (v. 21). Again, since this is general advice,
Paul doesn’t elaborate on the testing process. One
might reasonably connect these statements with Paul’s
earlier admonition not to quench God’s Spirit, since
one of the tasks of God’s Spirit is to assist believers in
telling the difference between true and false prophetic
words.
5:22 This series of general teachings concludes with
the admonition to “abstain” from evil in every form.
This final piece of general advice echoes Paul’s words
about doing good and not repaying evil with evil. The
Thessalonian believers’ response to the temptation of
evil is to “hold fast to what is good” (5:21).

BIBLE BACKGROUND—BECOMING SANCTIFIED
1 Thessalonians 5:23-28
(23) May the God of peace himself sanctify you
entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body
be kept sound and blameless at the coming of
our Lord Jesus Christ. (24) The one who calls you
is faithful, and he will do this. (25) Beloved, pray
for us. (26) Greet all the brothers and sisters
with a holy kiss. (27) I solemnly command you
by the Lord that this letter be read to all of them.
(28) The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be
with you.
5:23 Paul’s conclusion to 1 Thessalonians contains
two benedictions. The first is a prayer that the “God
of peace” accomplish and complete the process of
making the Thessalonian believers holy.
Three things about this prayer are striking.
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First, Paul uses a reflexive pronoun (“himself ”). He
might be trying to call the readers’ attention to the
noun (“May the God [emphasis added] of peace…”).
Another possibility is that Paul is emphasizing the
personal agency of God (“May the God of peace
[personally] sanctify…”). Either or both readings
would be appropriate.
Second, the phrase concludes with “entirely” or
“wholly.” The word comes from the same Greek word
as “perfect” or “complete.” This suggests a process
of sanctification that God completes. God has called
Paul’s readers out of their former life to a process of
becoming holy through their relationship with God
through Jesus Christ. Paul’s prayer isn’t just that
God will sanctify the Thessalonian Christians, but
rather that God will complete the process of their
sanctification.
Third, Paul’s prayer has a corporate aspect. Our
English translation tends to obscure the difference
between the second person plural and singular. In
this case, Paul’s prayer is that “the God of peace would
sanctify all of you entirely.” We tend to read “you” as
singular and to read verses with this word as applying
to the individual believer. But Paul’s benediction has
the entire community in view. We should at least
consider that Paul asks God to sanctify the community completely, rather than the individual Christians
within the community.
The second person pronouns in the second part of this
verse are also plural. Paul’s emphasis on wholeness
continues as he prays for his readers’ “spirit,” “soul,”
and “body” to be kept “sound and blameless” until
and during Jesus’ return. “Sound” has the sense of
“complete.”
5:24 The assertion that God is faithful undergirds
Paul’s prayer. God will answer it because God is willing
and able to accomplish the believers’ sanctification.
God is able and willing to keep them whole until and
through the day of Jesus’ return and judgment.
5:25 We may see the depth of Paul’s emotion in his
request that the Thessalonians “pray for us.” With
this simple request, Paul reminds the members of the
community that they are in partnership with him and

1 Thessalonians 5:23-28
Say: The English language
doesn’t have distinct forms
for the second person singular and
plural pronouns. Our word “you”
doesn’t indicate number, so we
have to look at the context. But the
Greek language has both singular
and plural forms of the second
person pronoun that indicate
whether the audience is one person
or more than one. Paul addresses
the entire congregation in these
final verses of 1 Thessalonians.
Invite someone to read
1 Thessalonians 5:23-24.
Ask: What does Paul say God is
faithful to do for us?
Discuss: How should this assurance
of God’s faithfulness encourage us?
What should it inspire us to do?
How should it motivate us to live?
Say: Recall that the second person
pronouns in these verses are plural.
Paul is saying that God will do
these things for the entire Christian
community in Thessalonica.
Ask: What good would it do our
congregation to hear that God will
bring all of us, the entire body, to
full maturity?
Invite someone to read
1 Thessalonians 5:25-28.
Say: Let’s pray for each other. Let’s
love each other. Let’s encourage
each other. Let’s join together in
growing in the grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ.

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: Both last week’s and this
week’s lesson texts call us to
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active waiting. The Advent season
reminds us that our spiritual journey
takes place in the time between
Jesus’ two advents. During this time,
we are to journey toward becoming
sanctified or holy. God is faithful to
help us as we journey.
Discuss: We usually do a good
job of preparing to remember the
events of Jesus’ birth. What are one
or two actions we could take this
week to prepare ourselves to make
progress toward holiness as we wait
for Jesus’ return?

CLOSING PRAYER

Loving and faithful God, we
confess that we struggle
along the way. Our faith can be
weak, and we too often lack the
willingness to love our neighbors
and ourselves. Teach us to rejoice.
Teach us to pray. Teach us to love.
Give us strength to be more faithful
disciples. Amen.

References

Linda McKinnish Bridges, 1 & 2
Thessalonians, Smyth & Helwys
Bible Commentary (Macon, GA:
Smyth & Helwys, 2008).
John B. Polhill, Paul and His Letters
(Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman,
1999).

112 • Unit Four: God Is Faithful

his colleagues in spreading the good news of Jesus. He
also reminds them of their fellowship in Jesus.
5:26 Ancient Mediterranean greeting customs
included an embrace and a kiss. The “holy kiss” had
likely become part of the early church’s worship.
As Paul concludes, he sends a virtual “holy kiss” to
all those who are his “brothers and sisters” in the
community of faith.
5:27 Paul’s “solemn” command that the letter be
read aloud in the congregation may indicate that
he isn’t quite certain that things in the community
have completely settled down. The wording of this
phrase evokes his authority as an apostle within the
congregation.
5:28 This verse concludes the epistle with Paul’s
second benediction. The wording is familiar, as Paul
prays the “grace” of Jesus on the community.
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CONCLUSION
We are on an ongoing journey of faith, and we will be pilgrims until our earthly lives end.
The Advent season calls us to consider both the beginning and the ending of the cosmic
journey of faith. Along the way, Advent invites us to consider our own journey and that of
our faith community. We have been called to faithful living by a faithful God. A holy God
has called us to be become holy. The good news in our journey toward holiness is that God’s
faithfulness will accomplish and complete our sanctification. God gives us the resources
we need to fulfill God’s call to grow toward holiness as we continue our pilgrimage of faith.
God will bring us safely to the end.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Take Time to Be Holy

Invite someone to read
1 Thessalonians 4:23-24.

Say: These verses call us to be open to the ways
God wants to help us move toward being who
God can enable us to become. They affirm
that God is ready and willing to do God’s part
to help us grow toward the greatest possible
maturity.
Distribute the handout “Take Time to Be Holy”
and pens or pencils. Invite class members to sing
the hymn or read it in unison.
Encourage class members to answer the questions
on the handout. Ask volunteers to share their
answers.
Discuss: Why is it important that we take time
and make the effort to be holy? What should
we remember about limitations on our ability
to become holy?
Write the following question on a whiteboard or
flip chart: “What can we do to help us develop
a closer relationship with the Lord so we can
become more holy?”

Seek to Do Good
Invite someone to read 1 Thessalonians 5:15.
Ask: What are some examples of repaying evil for
evil? What can it look like in the world? What can
it look like in the church?
Discuss: Why do you think Paul encourages us
not to repay evil for evil? What should inspire and
motivate Christians to avoid doing so?
Say: As we become more open to God’s work in
our lives and move toward greater holiness, we
should aspire to “seek to do good to one another
and to all.”
Distribute paper and pens or pencils. Divide the
class into groups. Ask one group to discuss what
it looks like for us to do good to each other in
the church. Ask the other group to discuss what it
looks like for us to do good to people outside the
church. Ask both groups what challenges we face
in doing such good.
Invite each group to report.
Lead the class to pray for openness to God’s
grace, love, and Spirit so they will always be ready
to do good to others.

As class members call out suggestions, write them
under the question.
Say: Let’s open ourselves to God’s Spirit so we can
have all the help God wants to give us as we grow
toward maturity in holiness.
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Faithful to Send Jesus
Lesson Text: Luke 1:26-38

A Verse to Remember—Luke 1:31
Background Text: Luke 1:26-38
Other Lectionary Texts: 2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16; Luke 1:46b-55; Romans 16:25-27

Teaching Principle: God is faithful to send Jesus as our Savior.
Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 4 poster, “God Is Faithful:
Advent Encouragement” (Connections Resource
Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Faithful to Send Jesus—Luke 1:26-38
• Gabriel’s Mission (1:26-27)
• Gabriel’s Message (1:28-33)
• Gabriel’s Answer (1:34-38)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the first teaching option, prepare copies
of the handout “Gabriel’s Message” (Kit, p. 15).
Prepare to play the song “Gabriel’s Message.”
Many versions are available on YouTube.

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Ask: When have you received
news that changed your life?
What was the experience like? What
was life-changing about the news you
received?
Say: Mary received life-changing
news from the angel Gabriel. Not
only was she going to have a child
under extraordinary and difficult
circumstances, but her child would
be the most important child ever
born.
Ask: When have you felt called or
compelled to play a particular role
in God’s saving work in the world?
What was the experience like? How
has your participation in what God is
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INTRODUCTION
Biblical stories often begin with a messenger of
God making an unexpected appearance. This is
particularly true of stories about the coming births
of children who are going to play a special role in
God’s purposes. It seems that parents need an angel’s
assurance to convince them of God’s plan for their
children.
This week’s lesson text comes from the story of the
birth of the most special child who ever lived. An
archangel named Gabriel announces the child’s
conception to Mary. This scene from Luke’s Gospel
has captured the imagination of many artists
through the centuries. The angel’s annunciation
(announcement) to Mary begins Luke’s good news of
God’s Son’s coming to save and redeem all creation.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
The encounter between Gabriel and Mary is the
middle story in Luke’s first chapter. In the first story,
Gabriel delivers God’s message to Zechariah about
the pregnancy of his wife Elizabeth: she will give
birth to John the Baptizer. The final story, which
tells of Mary’s visit with Elizabeth, is dominated
by Mary’s hymn of praise to God—the Magnificat
(1:46b-55). Elizabeth’s child leaps in his mother’s
womb at the sound of Mary’s greeting. Elizabeth,
whom Luke’s narrator has already characterized as
“righteous before God” (1:6), calls Mary “blessed
among women” (1:42) and expresses wonder at her
own good fortune in the encounter. Following Mary’s
three-month stay with Elizabeth and Zechariah,
the chapter ends with John’s birth and Zechariah’s
prophecy about John’s role in the salvation plans
of God. Gabriel’s announcement to Mary comes
between these two stories. Like the artists who have
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painted this annunciation scene, we will keep our
attention on both characters and pay careful attention
to their words.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GABRIEL’S MISSION
Luke 1:26-27
(26) In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was
sent by God to a town in Galilee called Nazareth,
(27) to a virgin engaged to a man whose name
was Joseph, of the house of David. The virgin’s
name was Mary.
1:26-27 The reference to “the sixth month” (v. 26)
connects this scene with the preceding one. When
Zechariah’s time of service in the temple ends, he
returns home. Luke’s narrative confirms Elizabeth’s
pregnancy and notes that she stayed in seclusion for
five months (1:24-25). With the beginning of this paragraph, two-thirds of Elizabeth’s pregnancy has passed,
and the scene has shifted to Nazareth.
For most of the scene with Zechariah, the angelic
messenger is an unnamed angel. Gabriel only identifies himself after Zechariah responds with doubt that
the angel’s announcement will come to fruition. In
verse 26, Luke identifies Gabriel immediately. God has
again sent the angel on an important mission.
The introductory verses give Luke’s readers a sense of
place. Gabriel begins in the presence of God, and we
can almost follow his path from heaven to “a town
in Galilee called Nazareth” (v. 26). Once he arrives
in Nazareth, he finds “a virgin” who was “engaged
to a man named Joseph, of the house of David.” To
make the location even more specific, the narrator
concludes, “The virgin’s name was Mary” (v. 26).
Joseph’s descent from David will give Jesus a formal or
legal connection with David. This is important, since
Jewish tradition expected the Messiah to come from
the house of David; it was promised in the Scriptures.
There is a hint of the scandal that will unfold after
Gabriel’s announcement to Mary. According to ancient
customs, Mary’s father has arranged the marriage
between Joseph and Mary. After the announcement

doing affected your life? How did
it affect other lives?
Say: Today is the fourth Sunday
of Advent. Christmas Day is less
than a week away. Our lesson text
takes us to the beginning of Luke’s
Christmas story, where we overhear
the conversation between the archangel Gabriel and a young virgin
named Mary. She is about to hear
news that will change her life and
challenge her to play a vital role in
God’s plan of salvation.

TEACHING THE LESSON
Luke 1:26-27

Invite someone to read
Luke 1:26-27.

Say: This is the second time the
archangel Gabriel appears in Luke’s
Gospel. The first time, he told the
priest Zechariah that his wife Elizabeth would become pregnant,
but Zechariah didn’t believe him.
The baby born to Elizabeth grows
up to be John the Baptizer. He will
proclaim the Messiah’s coming,
so the stories of his birth and of
Jesus’ birth are closely related. Now
Gabriel appears to Mary “in the
sixth month” (v. 26) of Elizabeth’s
pregnancy.
Divide the class into three groups
or pairs. Assign one of the following
words or terms to each group:
• A virgin
• Engaged
• The house of David
Ask each group to discuss why their
word or term is crucial to the story
of Jesus’ coming birth. Invite each
group to report.
Discuss: How could we summarize
the meaning of the details we have
learned so far?

Faithful to Send Jesus • 115

December 20, 2020

Say: Mary and Joseph are legally
married, but they haven’t consummated their relationship.
Discuss: Try to put yourself in
Mary’s situation. What would
you face? How might your family
members and neighbors treat you?

Luke 1:28-33
Invite someone to read
Luke 1:28-29.
Ask: Why do you think Gabriel calls
Mary “favored one” (v. 28)? What
does it mean to have God’s favor?
Does this statement say more about
Mary or about God? Why?
Discuss: Given what it means for
Mary, would you want to have
God’s favor? Why or why not?
Ask: What does Gabriel’s statement,
“The Lord is with you” (v. 29),
mean for Mary? Do you think it is
an encouragement, a challenge, or
both? Why?
Ask: Why do you think Mary
responds to Gabriel’s words with
perplexity and pondering? What
does her response tell us about her
approach to life and particularly to
crisis?
Discuss: Again, put yourself in
Mary’s place. How do you think
you would respond to an angel’s
sudden appearance? Where do
you think Mary found her sense of
strength and calm, even though she
was surprised and confused? Could
you find such strength?
Invite someone to read
Luke 1:30-33.
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of her betrothal to Joseph, Mary would remain in her
father’s home even though she was legally contracted
in marriage to Joseph. If he had died during that
time, she would have been considered his widow. The
interval of a year would also give proof of her sexual
purity. When Mary becomes pregnant during this
betrothal time, Joseph has the choice of divorcing her
quietly or publicly accusing her of adultery.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GABRIEL’S MESSAGE
Luke 1:28-33
(28) And he came to her and said, “Greetings,
favored one! The Lord is with you.” (29) But
she was much perplexed by his words and
pondered what sort of greeting this might be.
(30) The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid,
Mary, for you have found favor with God.
(31) And now, you will conceive in your womb
and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.
(32) He will be great, and will be called the Son
of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to
him the throne of his ancestor David. (33) He
will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of
his kingdom there will be no end.”
1:28-29 In the Bible, the appearance of angels usually
inspires fear and awe. The angels often begin by telling
their hearers not to be afraid, and their encouragement has varying effects. In this case, Gabriel’s first
words of greeting name Mary as God’s “favored one”
(v. 28). Mary could have reacted in many different
ways to Gabriel’s appearance and words, but she is
mostly perplexed.
Luke doesn’t explain why God favors Mary. We are
probably to understand that she is chosen by God’s
grace. No doubt she has qualities that make her the
right person to bear the Christ Child, including her
ability to trust in God’s will (see v. 38 below). But the
text doesn’t emphasize or even name her personal
qualifications.
Mary also “ponder(s) what sort of greeting this might
be.” She will ponder again when shepherds visit her
newborn baby in Bethlehem’s stable and tell of their
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own encounter with Gabriel and the angelic chorus on
a nearby hillside (2:19).
1:30-31 Now Gabriel commands Mary not to be
afraid, for she “has found favor with God” (v. 30).
Before Mary can put words to her confusion, Gabriel
announces that she will “conceive” and “bear a son”
(v. 31). Further, his name is to be Jesus, the Greek form
of the Hebrew name Joshua, which means “the Lord
saves.”
1:32-33 Gabriel’s characterization of Jesus echoes
God’s promises to David through the prophet Nathan
in 2 Samuel 7:4-17. Like his ancestor David, Jesus will
be “great.” This child is coming to inherit the longvacant “throne” of David’s kingdom. Unlike anyone
else before or after him, Jesus will be known as the
“Son of the Most High.” This child is coming to establish a reign that will be “forever,” unbounded by time.
Luke’s original readers would be aware that these
words imply that Jesus is the Messiah. Mary’s child
will establish God’s long-expected reign. But as Luke’s
narrative develops, it will become clear that Jesus is a
different kind of king than most people expect.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—GABRIEL’S ANSWER
Luke 1:34-38
(34) Mary said to the angel, “How can this be,
since I am a virgin?” (35) The angel said to her,
“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the
power of the Most High will overshadow you;
therefore the child to be born will be holy; he
will be called Son of God. (36) And now, your
relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her
who was said to be barren. (37) For nothing will
be impossible with God.” (38) Then Mary said,
“Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with
me according to your word.” Then the angel
departed from her.
1:34 Whether or not Mary comprehends Gabriel’s
words about the nature of her child, she grasps an
important point about her situation: women don’t
become pregnant without having sex. At that time,

Say and Ask: In the Bible, angels
who appear to humans usually
begin by telling them not to be
afraid. Why might Gabriel wait until
this point to tell Mary not to fear?
Ask: Why do you think Gabriel
again says that Mary has God’s
favor?
Say: Gabriel proceeds to tell Mary
how God’s favor and presence are
going to change her life.
Invite someone to read
2 Samuel 7:1-17.
Say: Tradition taught that God
promised David an everlasting
throne. After David’s dynasty ended
with the Babylonian exile of the
sixth century BC, the hope developed that God would send an ideal
king, a Messiah, who would belong
to David’s line.
Ask: How do the terms Gabriel uses
to describe Mary’s coming child
relate to this messianic promise?
Discuss: Do you think Jesus’ way
of being the Messiah met most
people’s expectations? What kind
of king might they have expected?
What kind of king was Jesus?

Luke 1:34-38
Invite someone to read
Luke 1:34-37.
Say and Ask: When Zechariah
expressed doubt about Gabriel’s
promise, he was rendered unable
to speak until John was born. Mary
seems to express some doubt too.
Why do you think Gabriel doesn’t
criticize or punish Mary for asking
her question?
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Say: Mary naturally (and, in
her historical context, correctly)
assumes that sexual relations are
necessary to produce a child. But
she has not had sex. Gabriel tells
her that God will act in her life in
such a way that her child will be
the unique and holy Son of God.
Because of his origin and his status,
he will fulfill a purpose that only he
can fulfill: to bring salvation to the
world!
Discuss: Again, put yourself in
Mary’s position. Does Gabriel’s answer make you feel any
better? Would you have been
less perplexed about the process?
Would you have been less afraid
after Gabriel explained?
Ask: Why do you think Gabriel tells
Mary about Elizabeth’s pregnancy?
Invite someone to read
Genesis 18:1-15.

no medical procedures existed that would enable a
woman to become pregnant without engaging in
sexual intercourse. Mary’s response to Gabriel reflects
her realization of the biological impossibility. It probably also reflects her disorientation over the experience
she is having and the words she is hearing.
When Gabriel told Zechariah that Elizabeth was going
to have a child, the priest asked a question similar to
Mary’s: “How will I know that this is so? For I am an
old man, and my wife is getting on in years” (1:18).
For doubting Gabriel’s words, Zechariah has been
rendered unable to speak. In contrast, Gabriel will
answer Mary’s question seriously. We might consider
several reasons for this difference.
First, Zechariah is a veteran priest accustomed to
dealing with divine matters, while Mary is very young
and likely inexperienced in such things. In other
words, Zechariah should know better. Also, while
Mary may know the biblical stories of women who
gave birth under extraordinary circumstances, Zechariah the priest surely knows them, including the story
of Sarah, who gave birth at an advanced age to Isaac.

Ask: What does this story have in
common with our lesson text? What
do the Lord’s words in Genesis
18:14 have in common with Gabriel’s statement in Luke 1:37?

Second, Zechariah and Elizabeth have been married
for a long time. Mary’s marriage to Joseph hasn’t
yet been consummated. So, even in their advanced
age (and we’re not told exactly how old they are), the
biological possibility of pregnancy exists.

Say: God will do amazing and
unbelievable things to expand the
offer of salvation.

Third, we can safely assume that Gabriel knows the
motivations and perspectives that lie behind Zechariah’s and Mary’s questions. Perhaps the angel knows
that Zechariah really doubts, while Mary genuinely
wonders.

Invite someone to read Luke 1:38.
Ask: Would you say Mary’s
response is characterized most by
(1) faith, (2) hope, or (3) obedience?
Why?
Discuss: How can we grow toward
being able to respond to God’s
challenging claims upon our lives as
Mary did? Why is it important that
we do so?
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1:35 Gabriel’s answer suspends the laws of biology.
Mary’s child will be conceived without sexual relations. The nature of Jesus’ conception underscores his
divine source and his holiness. Jesus will be, in a way
no one else is, the Son of God. Jesus is the unique Son
of God because God initiates the creative process that
brings him into the world.
1:36 Gabriel’s words reconnect this scene with the
ones that come before and after it. We find out that
Mary and Elizabeth are related, and Mary may be
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the first person to learn of Elizabeth’s advanced
pregnancy. Because Gabriel mentions Elizabeth’s
pregnancy as proof of God’s intervention, Mary must
know that Elizabeth and Zechariah haven’t been able
to have a child on their own.
1:37 Gabriel’s closing words could be the thesis statement for Luke’s Gospel. Mary’s miraculous conception
through the power of God’s Spirit is the first of many
events in the Gospel that have never happened before.
The life and ministry of Jesus is characterized by what
we would call the miraculous. Events take place that
have no logical or rational explanation. But from the
beginning of Luke’s Gospel, the archangel Gabriel
has announced that “nothing will be impossible with
God.”
When God came to Abraham and Sarah at the oaks of
Mamre to assure them that they would indeed have
a child, Sarah laughed. God asked why she laughed,
and then God said, “Is anything too wonderful for the
LORD?” (Gen 18:14). This is similar to what Gabriel
says to Mary. God does amazing things to fulfill God’s
plan of salvation.
1:38 While Mary’s question in verse 34 reminds us
of Zechariah’s doubts, her response in this verse is
different. Even in the face of the fantastic and terrifying message from Gabriel, Mary expresses her faith
and obedience. Her response echoes that of Samuel’s
mother, Hannah (1 Sam 1:18). Mary accepts God’s will
for her life.

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: God is faithful to do
what only God can do. Only
God can offer salvation. Only God
can provide the means of salvation.
Only God can do what God did in
sending Jesus into the world
through Mary. Only God can
accomplish salvation through a
baby born to a young virgin, a baby
who will grow up to be the crucified and resurrected Lord.

Ask: What are some ways that we
as individuals and as a church can
participate in what God is doing to
bring salvation to the world through
Jesus?
As class members call out suggestions, write them on a whiteboard
or flip chart.
Say: Let’s encourage one another to
faithfully respond to God’s call to
participate in God’s work of salvation through Jesus.

CLOSING PRAYER

Dear God, give us the calm
obedience of Mary. And
help us remember that nothing is
impossible for you. In the name of
Jesus, your Son and our Lord.
Amen.
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CONCLUSION
The story in our lesson text culminates God’s long process of sending salvation into the
world through the baby to be born to Mary. Yet it is just the beginning of how God will
bring about salvation through Jesus. The baby Gabriel announces will grow up to be the
man who, through his perspective, his actions, and his words, will proclaim the arrival
of the kingdom of God. He will ultimately proclaim its arrival through his death on the
cross and resurrection from the dead. Today, God continues to make salvation through
Jesus available in the preaching, teaching, and ministry of the Spirit-inspired church.
God is indeed faithful to send salvation to the world through Jesus. How faithfully are
we participating in what God is doing?

TEACHING OPTIONS
Gabriel’s Message

Distribute the handout “Gabriel’s
Message” and pens or pencils Ask class
members to read the lyrics as they listen
to the song. Point out that the lyrics incorporate
both the archangel’s words from our lesson text
and lines from Mary’s Magnificat in Luke 2.
Ask class members to write a fifth verse, following
the instructions on the handout. Invite volunteers
to share the verse they wrote.
Ask: Why did you write that verse? What were
you trying to say? Why was it important to you to
respond in that way to the conversation between
Gabriel and Mary?
Ask class members to answer the questions at the
bottom of the handout. Invite volunteers to share
their responses.
Discuss: How might our lesson text and the song
inspire us to go out into the world and participate
in God’s saving actions through Jesus?

Praying for Strength
Invite someone to read Luke 1:26-38.
Say: We marvel at Mary’s seemingly calm
acceptance of Gabriel’s news and at her willing
obedience to God’s demands. But we know that
Mary is going to need strength going forward.
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Ask: Why will Mary need strength? What kind of
strength will she need? Where will she get it?
Say: We need strength to be faithful in obediently
accepting how God wants us to participate in
offering God’s salvation through Jesus.
Ask: What might God expect of us that will cause
us to need strength from God?
Invite someone to read Romans 16:25-27 (one of
the other lectionary readings for today).
Say: This passage is Paul’s benediction at the
conclusion of his letter to the Romans. It is a
prayer to God.
Ask: What does Paul affirm in this prayer? What
does he pray for? Could Gabriel have offered a
similar blessing to Mary? Could Mary have prayed
a similar prayer?
Distribute paper and pens or pencils. Invite class
members to write their own prayer. Encourage
them to include at least two elements: (1) praise
to God for the salvation God offers through Jesus
and (2) request for the kind of strength we need in
order to be faithful in our ministry.
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Faithful to Save
Lesson Text: Luke 2:22-38

A Verse to Remember—Luke 2:30
Background Text: Luke 2:21-40
Other Lectionary Texts: Isaiah 61:10–62:3; Psalm 148; Galatians 4:4-7

Teaching Principle: God is faithful to fulfill God’s purposes of salvation.

INTRODUCTION
In Celtic spirituality, a “thin space” is a place where
the line between heaven and earth seems slim, so a
person senses a closer connection with the divine.
Such spaces may be found in nature or in sacred
buildings. Human beings may have marked them in
some way (standing stones, high crosses); sometimes,
sacred buildings are erected at these places as a way
to preserve and mark them.
Some people seem to take their thin space with them,
occupying one wherever they go. They are often the
“elders” who have cultivated their relationship with
God through years of faithful action and reflection.
We find two such people in our lesson text: Simeon
and Anna. They inhabit the “thin space” of Jerusalem’s temple, where their words and actions bear
witness to Jesus’ identity and purpose.

SCRIPTURE CONTEXT
Luke 2 begins with the events surrounding Jesus’
birth. While Joseph and Mary are in Bethlehem
because of an empire-mandated census, Mary gives
birth to Jesus in a stable. Shepherds visit them and
share their story of hearing an angelic announcement
and chorus. The events give Mary much to “ponder
in her heart” (see 2:19).
The verse just before this week’s Scripture passage
recounts Jesus’ circumcision and naming eight days
after his birth (v. 21). This may take place in Bethlehem, since Luke doesn’t report the family going to
Jerusalem until they travel there later for the rites of
purification and dedication (v. 22; Vinson, 66). Our
text picks up at that point.

Before the Lesson
(1) Provide copies of the Bible and
Connections Study Guide for distribution
as needed.
(2) Display the Unit 4 poster, “God Is Faithful:
Advent Encouragement” (Connections Resource
Kit).
(3) Display the following lesson theme outline:
Faithful to Save—Luke 2:22-38
• Up to Jerusalem (2:22-24)
• Simeon’s Vision (2:25-35)
• Anna’s Praise (2:35-38)
(4) Provide paper and pens or pencils.
(5) Make sure your classroom has a whiteboard or
flip chart and markers.
(6) If using the first teaching option, prepare copies
of the handout “Thin Spaces” (Kit, p. 16)

BEGINNING THE LESSON

Say: The Season of Advent is
over. Christmas Day has come
and gone. Today is the third of the
twelve days of Christmas.
Ask: What was your experience of
Advent like? How did you encounter
God during Advent? Did Jesus come
to you in an unexpected or surprising
way?
Say: On the eighth day of Jesus’ life,
Mary and Joseph named him and
had him circumcised. Forty days
after Jesus’ birth, they went to the
Jerusalem temple to have Mary ritually purified and to dedicate Jesus to
God.
Ask: What do we learn from Joseph
and Mary’s actions? How can we
Faithful to Save • 121

December 27, 2020

apply these lessons to our lives?
Why should we?
Say: Mary and Joseph were faithful
to God and to their religious tradition. But the main point of our
lesson text is that God was faithful
to fulfill God’s purposes of salvation.
And God still is!

TEACHING THE LESSON
Luke 2:22-24

Invite someone to read
Luke 2:22-24.

Say: Mary and Joseph participated
in the rituals prescribed by their
religious tradition. Those rituals
included the purification of the
mother after giving birth and the
dedication of the child.
Ask: Do we engage in any rituals
that serve similar purposes? If so,
what are they? Why are such rituals
important?
Invite someone to read
Exodus 13:11-15.
Say: According to the law, the
firstborn of any animal was to be
sacrificed to God. The life of a firstborn male child was redeemed by
the sacrifice of a sheep.
Ask: According to Luke, the infant
Jesus is dedicated to the Lord, but
his life isn’t redeemed. Why do you
think is the case?
Say: Mary and Joseph offer two
pigeons for her purification after
childbirth. This was an allowable
substitute for families who couldn’t
afford a sheep.
Ask: What does this offering tell
us about Mary and Joseph? Why
is it important to be aware of their
socioeconomic standing?
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BIBLE BACKGROUND—UP TO JERUSALEM
Luke 2:22-24
(22) When the time came for their purification
according to the law of Moses, they brought
him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord
(23) (as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every
firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the
Lord”), (24) and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord,
“a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.”
2:22-23 Jewish law and custom required that a mother
undergo rites of purification after the birth of a
child. If a woman gave birth to a male baby, she was
considered ritually unclean for forty days. If the baby
was female, the mother was considered unclean for
sixty-six days. After the time of presumed impurity
was over, the mother would bring a sacrifice to the
temple, after which she was considered to be clean
(Lev 12).
The reference to “their purification” is interesting,
since the father wasn’t considered unclean and the law
prescribed no act of purification on his part. Perhaps
Luke is saying that both parents participated in the
actions that were necessary for Mary’s purification—
traveling to Jerusalem and purchasing the pigeons for
the sacrifice (Marshall, 116). Or maybe, since they were
a poor family and probably lived in a one-room house,
Joseph was rendered unclean through contact with the
new mother, Mary (Vinson, 67).
Mary’s purification wasn’t the only purpose of this
Jerusalem trip. She and Joseph also went there “to
present [ Jesus] to the Lord…” (v. 22b). This may
refer to the required redemption of the firstborn
male. According to Exodus, the life of the firstborn
son belonged to God, but his life was redeemed by
substituting a lamb (13:13).
On the other hand, the text doesn’t mention the
redemption of Jesus, but rather his presentation. So
it’s more likely that Mary and Joseph are presenting
Jesus for service to God, much as Hannah did with
Samuel (1 Sam 1:21-28; Marshall, 117). In fact, it may
be significant that Jesus’ life isn’t redeemed with a
lamb—it means he still belongs to God.
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2:24 The sacrifice that Mary and Joseph offer is the
one prescribed for those who couldn’t afford a sheep
(Lev 12:8). Joseph and Mary belong to the category of
common folk.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—SIMEON’S VISION
Luke 2:25-35
(25) Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose
name was Simeon; this man was righteous and
devout, looking forward to the consolation
of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him.
(26) It had been revealed to him by the Holy
Spirit that he would not see death before he
had seen the Lord’s Messiah. (27) Guided by
the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and
when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to
do for him what was customary under the law,
(28) Simeon took him in his arms and praised
God, saying, (29) “Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to
your word; (30) for my eyes have seen your
salvation, (31) which you have prepared in the
presence of all peoples, (32) a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people
Israel.” (33) And the child’s father and mother
were amazed at what was being said about him.
(34) Then Simeon blessed them and said to his
mother Mary, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a
sign that will be opposed (35) so that the inner
thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword
will pierce your own soul too.”
2:25 The phrase “now there was a man” shifts our
attention from the three members of the holy family
to a solitary man entering the temple. His name
is Simeon, and he lives in Jerusalem. He is “righteous,” as are Zechariah and Elizabeth (1:6); he is also
“devout.”
This honorable man is actively waiting for the “consolation of Israel.” His hope may be based on words like
those of the prophet speaking to the exiles in Babylon:
“Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak
tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has

Luke 2:25-35
Ask someone to read
Luke 2:25.
Divide the class into three groups.
Ask one group to discuss what it
means for Simeon to be “righteous
and devout,” another group to
discuss what it means for him to be
“looking forward to the consolation
of Israel,” and the third to discuss
what it means for him to have the
Holy Spirit resting on him.
Invite each group to report.
Ask: Taken together, what do these
descriptions tell us about Simeon?
Say: Simeon anticipated what God
was going to do to bring salvation to
Israel. This means he lived in hope
and faith.
Invite someone to read Luke 2:26.
Say: The Holy Spirit gives Simeon
prophetic insight into the coming
of the Messiah. The Spirit tells him
that he won’t die until he sees the
Messiah.
Ask: What difference might such
knowledge make in the way
Simeon lives?
Invite someone to read Luke 2:27.
Say and Ask: Simeon comes to the
temple at the same time that Mary
and Joseph bring the infant Jesus
there. How can we explain that? Is
it a coincidence, or is it more than a
coincidence? Why?
Invite someone to read
Luke 2:28-32.
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Ask: How do you think Simeon
knows that the infant Jesus is the
Messiah?

served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has
received from the LORD’s hand double for all her sins”
(Isa 40:1-2). Simeon looks forward to God’s work of
salvation on Israel’s behalf.

Say: Imagine Simeon holding the
child and praising God. Simeon
rejoices because God has kept
God’s promise to let him see the
Messiah. He also rejoices because
God has kept God’s promise to
send the Messiah to bring salvation
to Israel.

Luke presents Simeon as an ideal obedient servant of
God. In addition, Simeon knows the presence of the
Holy Spirit. Luke paints a picture of someone who is
in tune with God. Simeon has prophetic insight and
will soon make a prophetic proclamation.

Discuss: Simeon offers praise for
God’s “salvation.” What does he
mean by this? Why is it significant
that he mentions “all peoples,” both
Gentiles and Jews, in the context of
God’s salvation?
Invite someone to read Luke 2:33.
Ask: Why do you think Mary and
Joseph are amazed at what Simeon
says about Jesus? Should they be
surprised? Do you think they are
more amazed at Simeon’s words
about Jesus or that Simeon has the
insight to speak them?
Invite someone to read
Luke 2:34-35.
Say: After praising God for Jesus,
Simeon blesses Jesus’ parents. He
then says some words to Mary that
must have been difficult for her to
hear.
Distribute paper and pens or
pencils. Ask half of the class to list
ways that Simeon’s words to Mary
seem to contrast with what he has
just said about Jesus. Ask the other
half of the class to list ways that
Simeon’s words to Mary further
explain what he has just said about
Jesus.
Discuss: Is it more accurate to
describe the relationship between

124 • Unit Four: God Is Faithful

2:26 The Holy Spirit has been revealing parts of God’s
plan to Simeon. The Spirit has promised Simeon that
he won’t die until he has seen the Messiah. We might
reasonably assume that Simeon is old and mature
enough to be considered an “elder” among the people
of Jerusalem, but these verses don’t necessarily indicate that he is elderly or approaching death.
2:27 Simeon’s intimate relationship with God’s Spirit
is what leads him to the temple at the same time
that Jesus, Mary, and Joseph arrive. All four of them
are brought to the appointed place for this meeting.
The holy family is in the temple in obedience to their
spiritual and cultural obligation as new parents. The
Spirit has led Simeon there. God is guiding the entire
process.
The chronology of these events is worth noting.
Luke tells us in verses 22-24 that the holy family
goes to the temple for Mary’s purification and Jesus’
dedication. But now he says that Simeon encounters
Mary and Joseph as they bring Jesus in to dedicate
him (Vinson, 69). At this point, then, the narrative
goes back to the moment when the family enters
the temple.
2:28-32 Simeon pronounces a blessing over the
infant Jesus. He begins by acknowledging his own
place in the eternal timeline. God has rewarded Simeon’s service and faith. When his time comes, he can
depart “in peace” (v. 29). Again, while this could imply
that Simeon is elderly, that is not stated directly and
isn’t the point of the story.
In Jesus, Simeon’s “eyes have seen [God’s] salvation”
(v. 30). That salvation is not just for the Hebrew
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people, since God has “prepared” Jesus to be the
salvation of all people, Jews and Gentiles (v. 32).
2:33 Joseph and Mary are amazed at Simeon’s
announcement and blessing. On one hand, his words
sound like some of the Hebrew Scriptures, so they may
be familiar to the parents. On the other hand, to hear
such words applied to their baby must be an aweinspiring and perhaps intimidating experience.
We are less amazed and perplexed at Simeon’s
pronouncement, since we know how Luke’s story of
Jesus will end. In Simeon’s words, we hear a foreshadowing of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.
2:34-35 As this scene comes to an end, Simeon turns
his attention to the new parents. He pronounces a
blessing on them. He then addresses uncomfortable
words to Mary. These words anticipate the time of
struggle and suffering to come. Jesus won’t be the type
of Messiah that the people of Israel are looking for.
His presence and message will face opposition from
the people and will force divisions among them. Mary
will also suffer as Jesus’ life and ministry unfold.

BIBLE BACKGROUND—ANNA’S PRAISE
Luke 2:36-38
(36) There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a
great age, having lived with her husband seven
years after her marriage, (37) then as a widow
to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer
night and day. (38) At that moment she came,
and began to praise God and to speak about the
child to all who were looking for the redemption
of Jerusalem.
2:36-37 Before the holy family can leave the temple
area, they encounter Anna. She is a prophet who is
elderly and extremely pious. The description of her
age can mean either that she was eighty-four or that
she had been a widow for eighty-four years. Either way,
Luke highlights her “great age” and her exemplary
piety. Anna’s presence and actions remind us of scenes
from the Hebrew Scriptures, as female prophets and

Simeon’s two statements as
contrasting or complementary?
Why?
Discuss: How will Jesus fulfill his
messianic role in ways that will
cause many to rise and fall? In ways
that will provoke opposition? In
ways that will reveal people’s inner
thoughts?
Ask: Why will “a sword…pierce
[Mary’s] own soul too” (v. 35b)?

Luke 2:36-38
Invite someone to read
Luke 2:36-38.
Say: Luke doesn’t explicitly identify
Simeon as a prophet, but Simeon
functions as one. Luke does say that
Anna is a prophet.
Ask: How else does Luke describe
Anna? What is significant about
these descriptions?
Say: Anna also praises God for
sending Jesus.
Ask: To whom does Anna speak
about Jesus? Why is this significant?

APPLYING THE LESSON

Say: Mary and Joseph bring
Jesus to Jerusalem in obedience to biblical law and traditional
custom. Their encounters with
Simeon and Anna are unexpected.
Distribute paper and pens or
pencils. Ask class members to
reread Luke’s report of what
Simeon and Anna said and then to
summarize their pronouncements
in one sentence. Invite volunteers
to share what they wrote.
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Ask: What do Anna and Simeon’s
words teach us about what God
was doing through Jesus?
Discuss: How can we participate
in God’s ongoing work of salvation
through Jesus?

CLOSING PRAYER

Almighty God, Creator and
Ruler, let your Spirit guide
our hearts, minds, and actions. Give
us eyes to see and ears to hear.
Keep us aware of your saving work
through Jesus, and give us courage
to participate in it. Amen.
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leaders play significant roles in pivotal moments in the
history of God’s people.
2:38 Simeon’s words of blessing on the holy child
may have been overheard by others nearby, but
Anna’s words are directed to both God and the
people around her.
Anna is not the first person to proclaim Jesus’ special
identity and purpose. Gabriel did so in a private
conversation with Mary. Elizabeth did so when she
encountered Mary. The angels did so when they
announced Jesus’ birth and purpose to the shepherds
in the fields outside of Bethlehem, and the shepherds
told their story to Mary and Joseph.
Anna is the first person in Luke’s narrative to take
the message of Jesus’ purpose and identity to a public
audience. Joseph and Mary had brought the infant
Jesus to the temple to present him to God. In his way,
Simeon accepted and welcomed Jesus on behalf of the
people of God. Anna now takes the message of God’s
salvation in Jesus to “all who were looking for the
redemption of Jerusalem.” In Luke’s narrative, Anna is
the first evangelist.
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CONCLUSION
Every adult character in our lesson text is aware that the temple is a place to experience
God. Anna, a pious and aged widow devoted to God’s service, would have been there anyway
on that day. God’s Spirit led Simeon to the temple at just the right time. Joseph and Mary
brought the infant Jesus to the temple in faithful obedience to the commands of Scripture.
They probably expected only to make the necessary sacrifices and enjoy the experience of
worshiping in the temple.
God’s faithfulness to fulfill the messianic promises in Jesus brings all five of these people
together in a sacred space—a thin space. Simeon’s words remind us that Jesus has been born
in the fullness of God’s timeline for salvation. The Messiah has come into the world to save
Jews and Gentiles. God is fulfilling God’s purposes of salvation.

TEACHING OPTIONS
Thin Spaces

Say: A thin space is a place where heaven
and earth seem almost to touch. For
first-century Jews, the Jerusalem temple
could be such a place. It was a thin space for
Anna, who spent much time there. It was probably a thin space for Simeon. It was also a thin
space for families who came there for religious
practices that marked significant life transitions.

Ask: What thin spaces have you experienced?
Where have you sensed God being very near?
Discuss: Can we experience God anywhere? Can
any place become a thin space?
Distribute the handout “Thin Spaces” and pencils
or pens. Ask class members to complete Part One.
Invite volunteers to share their responses.
Discuss: How are the three places you imagined
different? How are they alike? How might your
experience of God differ from place to place?
Ask class members to complete Part Two. Taking
the questions one at a time, invite volunteers to
share their responses.
Discuss: Why is it important that we work toward
becoming as alert as possible to God’s presence
in all places? Would becoming alert in that way
reduce our need for special thin spaces? Why or
why not?

Discuss: How should our increasing awareness
of God’s presence affect our lives? How might it
change our perspective on life?

Intergenerational Community
Say: With its depiction of encounters between
pious elders, new parents, and an infant,
our lesson text presents an intergenerational
community.
Ask: What positive results come from these
encounters? What is challenging about them?
Distribute paper and pens or pencils.
Ask class members to list opportunities the church
provides for different generations to fellowship
with and learn from each other. Invite volunteers
to share their lists.
Ask class members to list ways the church can
benefit from intergenerational fellowship and
conversation. Invite volunteers to share their lists.
Ask class members to list obstacles that stand
in the way of intergenerational fellowship and
conversation in the church. Invite volunteers to
share their lists.
Ask class members to list suggested ways the
church could create more such opportunities.
Invite volunteers to share their lists.
Discuss: How important are intergenerational
relationships in the church? How much attention should we give to expanding and enhancing
them?
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SCOPE AND SEQUENCE FOR JANUARY–APRIL 2021
Unveilings
January 3

Jesus Reveals God

John 1:1-18

January 10

God Reveals Jesus

Mark 1:1-11

January 17

Jesus Reveals Himself

John 1:35-51

January 24

Jesus Reveals a Mission

Mark 1:12-20

January 31

Jesus Reveals His Authority

Mark 1:21-34

What Is and What Will Be
February 7

Strength

Isaiah 40:21-31

February 14

Ministry

2 Kings 2:1-12

February 21

Covenant

Genesis 9:8-17

February 28

Blessings

Genesis 17:1-7, 15-22

The Means of Salvation
March 7

The Foolishness of the Cross

1 Corinthians 1:18-25

March 14

The Loving God

Ephesians 2:1-10

March 21

The Suffering Savior

Hebrews 5:1-10

March 28

The Humble King

Mark 11:1-11

In the World Today
April 4

Experience the Risen Lord

John 20:1-18

April 11

Walk in the Light

1 John 1:1–2:2

April 18

Do What Is Right

1 John 3:1-10

April 25

Live in Love

1 John 3:11-24

*Scripture citations and lesson titles subject to change.

