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Welcome to iStudy!  

The big picture 
For forty weeks, members and friends of First UMC, Oak Ridge are joining a church-wide 
emphasis on reading scripture, pondering its teaching, and experiencing God.  We begin with 
this seven week series on the Torah, the first five books of the Bible.   

* This resource is very adaptable.  Our congregation is quite diverse, with a wide variety of 
backgrounds, schedules, and levels of biblical interest.  These factors contribute to the amount 
of time we will study.  Select the level of involvement that best suits you!  There is a 5 
minute "Devotion" each day.  You may want to also add the "Personal Worship Option."  If you 
prefer to spend 20 minutes a day and "Dig A Little Deeper," there are notes on texts, 
commentary, and a few questions.  For recommended readings and personal research topics, 
spend an hour with the "Hard Core Study" in Appendix A. Choose what helps you!   

* Now, for all of you who lean toward being over-achievers, guilt-ridden perfectionists, or feel you 
let God down if you do not read every single word on the page....Fight that temptation!  Pick and 
choose what helps you..but does not overwhelm you!  It is fine to read the devotion and stop.  It 
may be hard to believe, but God loves you.  You do not need to earn that love.  More material is 
provided each day than 99% of us want or need.  Read until you are "full."  Stay healthy.  Relax 
into God's relentless pursuit of you.   

* We plan to study the Bible by breaking it down into bite size pieces.  We do not expect to read 
every passage of scripture, but we do plan to cover a significant number of the key passages.  
You can always read more if you want!  

* The first two weeks do not cover many verses.  Don't panic.  We only cover two chapters the 
first week.  (At that pace the study takes 594 days to complete!)  Those opening chapters cover a 
LOT of basic ideas.  After that, we pick up the pace. 

* The first two weeks probably present ideas with which you disagree.  Again, don't panic.  We 
believe the Bible is the word of God for the people of God.  The Bible is authoritative for our lives.  
However, there are many ways of interpreting scripture within the christian tradition....and it is 
acceptable to disagree with interpretations.  If you are not challenged with new concepts in the 
opening weeks, you probably will be later!  That is a good thing.  Hearing and pondering 
different perspectives is one way we grow.  You certainly do not have to agree with 100% of this 
study's perspective, but you should allow the differing viewpoints to push you to think and 
become aware of why you believe as you do.  Keep track of everything with which you disagree - 
that is great fodder for discussion later!   

* Classes are available during the week for questions, conversation, and study. Many classes 
and small groups are using this study as a beginning point for discussion.  If you do not 
currently participate in a group, now is the perfect time to consider doing so.  New classes will 
begin every seven weeks or so.  We learn and grown more when we study with others. 

* There is a simple organization to it all.  
After this first seven weeks on the Torah, we will cover the remainder of Old Testament (God's 
interactions with the Jewish people).  All the readings in the 39 Old Testament books are divided 
according to traditional, broad, historical categories.  After that, we will read portions of the 27 
New Testament books according to major themes.   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Week 1 • Original Blessing 

Monday, October 23, 2017                                                                 Original Blessing  

"The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God stands forever." - Isaiah 40:8  
What a wonderful verse for those of us who live in the midst of change.  The "Word of God" has 
many meanings: the words and lessons God provides in scripture, the Holy Spirit we "hear" in 
our daily living, and the ultimate Word, Jesus Christ. 

Devotion: Read Isaiah 40:6-8, 27-31.  Take time to pray, committing yourself to study the 
Bible in the coming weeks and asking God for help when it becomes difficult.  Make a plan as to 
when you are going to do your readings over the next few weeks.  What has been your 
experience, if any, of Bible study in the past?  What will be your greatest challenges?  Your 
greatest assets?  What will help you fulfill your own goals?  You may want to consider 
journaling.  A journal is a great way to keep track of your questions and personal reflections.   

Personal Worship Option: Read Psalm 119:105-112.  How do you experience scripture?  What 
role has the Bible played in your life?  What has been your "light" (the teaching or ideal that 
leads) over the last few years?  What role do you desire God to play in your future? 

(Usually the "dig a little deeper" section addresses specific verses from the "Devotion" reading.  
Today is a little different because we answer "why this study at this time?") 
Dig A Little Deeper:  
The first major focus of Christ Church is inviting people to explore the idea of following Jesus.  
This is traditionally called "evangelism" in the church.  That focus is written into our Mission 
Statement: "Christ Church exists to make disciples of Jesus Christ and equip them for 
ministry."  We spend a great deal of time and energy encouraging people to make and renew 
professions of faith in Jesus.  Those professions have been and remain a driving passion!   

Three years ago, we added a second major focus: serving those outside our church.  We use the 
word "mission" to describe any ministry which meets the physical, emotional, or spiritual needs 
of those who are not members.  (When we provide care for each other, we call it "service" - and it 
is important too!)  With God's help, we have come a long way in three years.  We plan to always 
emphasize helping people make professions of faith and mission.   

However, the time has come to add a third major focus: studying the Bible in greater 
detail.  We have not ignored scripture over the years.  Our efforts to "welcome in and reach out" 
have been grounded in biblical faith.  But, too often we are satisfied with less study than we 
should be.  If we follow Jesus, we need to read more consistently, dig deeper into what scripture 
means in our context, and demand more of ourselves in living out God's teaching.   

So, I invite you to become a dedicated student of Jesus over the next 40 weeks: set aside time 
each day to read scripture, review this workbook, and explore what it means to be a student of 
Jesus. 

[This workbook uses the New International Version (NIV), but you can use any translation.  You 
may want to use an online resource such as biblegateway.com or YouVersion for tablets.] 
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Tuesday, October 24, 2017                                                                 Original Blessing 

The Lord wraps himself in light as with a garment...  Psalm 104:2 

Devotion: Read Genesis 1:1-5 and Romans 1:20.  The first image we have of God is as 
Creator.  God creates all that exists.  What aspects of the creation move you to remember God?  
Are there particular places in the world where you feel close to God?  Why do we sometimes 
overlook the beauty of the earth and ignore our Creator?  What might you do each day to remind 
you to include God in your life?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Matthew 8:23-27, reflecting on God's power over the waters of 
chaos.  You are created by God.  What in you needs to be calmed?  Are you able to be aware of 
God's presence in moments of chaos?  Does your experience with God feel intellectual or 
"churchy" rather than real?   

Dig A Little Deeper:  
We begin this study with the Hebrew Scriptures, the Old Testament.  The first eleven chapters of 
Genesis prepare us for the story of Abram and Sarai (who will be renamed Abraham and Sarah) 
in chapter 12.  Their story begins the history of the Jewish people (their descendants through 
their second son, Isaac).  Chapters 1-11 provide the theological language and concepts we will 
need to understand their story.   

Genesis 1:1 From the beginning, God is assumed.  There is no attempt to explain God, defend 
faith, or demand others share belief.  We are called to be faithful; God is in charge of changing 
hearts.  What are the implications of this for you?  For our church?  Can we prove God exists?  
What is the difference between telling others about your beliefs and attempting to prove God's 
existence?    

1:2 God is Creator, bringing all that exists into being from nothing (Heb 11:3, Rev 4:11).  
However, notice that water is present as God begins. This account does not answer the scientific 
question "how did God create?" but the theological questions "who is God?" (the Creator) and 
"who are we? (creatures of God).  The writer uses assumptions and symbols of his day.  For the 
writer, water is a symbol of chaos.  So, this passage says, "God created order out of chaos, out of 
non-order, out of nothing."   

1:2 The Hebrew word "ruach" can be translated wind, breathe or spirit.  Although Christians 
often read "the spirit of God" and think of the Holy Spirit, the concept of the Trinity (Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit) is not introduced until after Jesus' resurrection.  The Hebrew writers see the 
"spirit" of God as an aspect of God's character, like love, justice, or wisdom.  Sometimes they 
personify the aspects of God (Prov 8).   

1:3 God's first creation is light.  However, the heavenly bodies associated with physical light 
(sun, stars, moon) are not created until the fourth day (1:14-19).  To what do the terms light/
day and darkness/night refer?  There are many possible meanings, but the truth is that we 
simply do not know.  Welcome to the joy and burden of biblical study!  God does not tell us the 
answer to all our questions.  We can list some possibilities.  Light/darkness may equal truth/
falsehood (1 Pet 2:9), knowledge/ignorance (Ps 67), God's presence/absence (Rev 21:22-24), or 
perhaps a combination of all these, providing a majestic symbol of God's act of creation!  What 
do you think?  Keep these possibilities in mind as you read further!   

1:4 God pronounces light "good."  This is an incredibly important idea.  Some believe the 
spiritual world is good and the physical world is evil.  Yet, before sin, creation is good, just as its 
Creator is good.  This is called "original blessing."  The driving goal of all God's action is to 
restore creation to its original blessing!  When sin enters, both the physical and spiritual are 
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affected.  What parts of creation remind you of God's goodness?  Is the earth good or evil?  Are 
people good or evil?  How do you see yourself?   

1:5 "Day" designates a period of time, but there is no indication as to its length.  The issue with 
believing it means 24 hours is apparent when we realize the sun is created on day four (1:14).  
So "day" cannot mean the time it takes for the earth to travel around the sun.  "Day" may equal 
thousands of years (2 Pet 3:8).  What matters more than the length of a "day" is that creation 
has order.  Creation only functions as God desires when we are living in "right" alignment.  This 
concept of right order lies behind the idea of "right - eousness." To be "righteous" means to be 
in correct alignment with God, other creatures, and the earth.  This understanding of right 
alignment with God's order undergirds and defines ideas such as Law, kingdom of God, 
repentance, redemption, and salvation.  

(Just a remainder: if you desire more reading and/or in-depth research topics, turn to Appendix A 
at the back of the workbook.) 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Wednesday, October 25, 2017                                                            Original Blessing 

Then the Lord spoke to Job out of the storm. He said: Where were you when I laid the earth’s 
foundation?  Tell me, if you understand.  Job 38:1, 4-11 

Devotion: Read Genesis 1:6-25 & 1 Timothy 4:4-5.  Some people teach the physical world is 
inherently "bad" and the spiritual world is "good," but that is not true.  The world is good, even if 
later we sin and mar its goodness.  What aspects of creation do you need to "receive with 
thanksgiving?"  Is it hard to believe all creation is good or can be restored to good?  Can you 
believe that about all people?  About yourself?   

Personal Worship Option: Slowly read Psalm 33. Can you find some time today to take a walk, 
go for a run, or sit outside?  Intentionally place yourself in a place of beauty and quiet.  When 
there, what thoughts and prayers come to you?  Are you able to enjoy such times of peace or is 
it difficult to relax there?  

Dig A Little Deeper: 
1:6 Clearly the writer has a different understanding of the universe's composition than modern 
humans.  Early Hebrews assume God formed an open space in the chaos waters and created 
everything there.  If someone flew into outer space, they would hit the "dome" or "vault" which 
God placed there to prevent the water around us from pouring into creation.  This dome 
surrounds us on all sides, like a sphere, protecting us from those primordial waters.  The "sky" 
is the open space that lies between us and the dome above.   

1:9 Within that sphere, God gathers the water, forming the sea, revealing the land, and creating 
plants.  As noted earlier, the sun and moon are made the next "day."  As with the dome image, a 
literal reading is difficult, since plants need the sun to grow.  The traditional or "orthodox" 
interpretation is that these first eleven chapters are not intended to be literal, historical 
accounts.  This interpretation assumes the writer is telling parables, just as Jesus did.  These 
stories are true in the most important sense, just as the "good samaritan" (Lk 10:25-37) or 
"prodigal son" (Lk 15:11-32) are true.  God uses parables to teach the theological lessons we 
need to navigate life.  This interpretation assumes the first eleven chapters teach us theology we 
need to understand the history of the Jewish people, which begins in chapter 12. 

1:14 The sun, moon, and stars are created, affixed to the dome, and given to designate days, 
seasons, and years, as well as to act as signs.  Heavenly "signs" appear at very significant times 
throughout scripture, with the best examples being the star that guides the Wise Men to Jesus 
(Mt 2:1), the darkness at Jesus' death (Mk 15:33), and the description of the end of time (Joel 
2:28, Acts 2:17). 

1:20 The Creator fashions animals in the same order as the earlier creation: sky (birds), sea 
(fish), and land (domesticated and wild animals).  Why are "great creatures of the sea" (1:21) 
singled out?  Like all biblical passages, this story is written by a particular community at a 
particular time in a particular context.  This is why Bible studies discuss the date of a book, its 
author, and its historical context as a way to help understand its meaning.   

Although scholars disagree over when the first five books of the Bible were compiled, all agree 
they are based on earlier oral traditions. We will use the commonly accepted idea these oral 
stories were compiled during the reign of King David, who came to power in 1010 BCE (Appendix 
B).  Saul is the first King to unify the twelve tribes of Israel, but his reign is marked by constant 
conflict.  The second king, David, leads the new nation into a time of peace and prosperity.  Not 
surprisingly, David wants the new unified people to have one Law, one set of patriarch and 
matriarch stories, one capital (he selected Jerusalem), one Temple, etc. The first five books of the 
Bible (also called the Torah or Pentateuch) are the compiled and edited versions of the oral 
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stories told by the twelve tribes before they united as one nation.  Scholars can identify several 
of the major sources that were edited together to create these books.    

Now, back to "sea monsters."  As the twelve tribes form Israel, a popular Mesopotamian creation 
story is teaching that a creator-god was one of many divine beings and had to battle sea 
monsters before making heaven and earth.  So, it is important for the writer to point out that the 
Hebrew monotheistic God created all things, even the sea monsters.  If written today, what 
"gods" would need to be put in their place before the true God?   
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Thursday, October 26, 2017                                                                  Original Blessing 

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

Devotion: Read Genesis 1:26 - 2:4.  Three important ideas are presented here: humans are 
created in God's image, God asks humanity to care for the creation, and God rests.  How do you 
experience the idea that you are made in the image of God?  If we are "made in the image of 
God," it makes sense that we are given the task of caring for creation.  How do you want God to 
take care of you?  Are you offering the same care to your portion of the world?  How might your 
"rest" enable you to accomplish these things? 

Personal Worship Option: Read Isaiah 6:1-8. Is it difficult to believe your Creator God might 
actually speak to you?  If so, how does that belief influence your prayers, conflicts, decisions, 
and daily life?  If God did speak to you today, any idea what you might hear?  

Dig A Little Deeper:  
1:26 The concept of God as Trinity is not developed for a thousand years.  So we can safely 
assume the writer of Genesis does not have the Trinity in mind with the phrase "let us make..."  
Some christians see this as prophesy, pointing to a to-be-revealed later truth.  Jewish readers 
assume the writer has God speak in the plural, just as other Kings and Queens often speak ("let 
us go to dinner").  Others feel this introduces the idea of a heavenly court, an angelic host that is 
present with God.   

There are interpretations of what it means to be made "in God's image."  It does not mean we 
look physically like God.  Until Jesus, God is spirit, not flesh (Jn 4:24).  Some options for the 
meaning of "made in God's image" include: 1) we have a moral sense (knowing right from wrong), 
2) we are creative ("be fruitful and multiply"), 3) we are relational (male and female), and 4) we 
have dominion over creation, reflecting God's ultimate dominion.  What does the phrase mean to 
you?  Does it impact how you care for yourself?  How does it relate to 1 Corinthians 6:19-20?  

God gives us dominion over the earth to care, protect, and utilize it for good.  Before sin, healthy 
relationships exist: God cares for us with the earth's bounty, we worship and serve God, and we 
care for God's creation.  Once our brokenness enters, God's order of creation is shattered and 
the earth feels the damaging effects of our selfishness.  Forgiven people of God long for these 
relationships to be restored.    

1:27 God creates male and female together, but the second creation story (Genesis 2:4-25) 
presents a different order.  Some claim God signals human superiority by placing our creation 
after everything else.  But in chapter 2, humans are made before animals.  If one story elevates 
us, the other humbles us.  Again, the orthodox view is that these stories are parables that place 
humanity's creation in the position which will have the most impact for that particular story.   

1:28 This command creates a norm but not a requirement for couples.  Those who remain single 
and couples who choose or cannot have children are not to be punished, nor are their 
relationships considered incomplete.  How does our culture view people who are single or 
childless?  How do you?   

1:29 Humans eat plants because death has not yet occurred.  Those who are vegetarians for 
religious reasons can certainly claim a plant based diet lives out God's original desire for 
creation.  How would you describe the diet God desires us to have?  How does this relate to 
Genesis 9:1-3 and Acts 10:1-16?    
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2:1 Why does an omnipotent God rest?  What does rest entail?  Obviously "rest" means more 
than physical renewal.  It has to do with appreciating and enjoying the creation.  God enjoys the 
creation!  
These verses are the basis for Exodus 20:8-11.  How does God's rest inform our own?  How 
might replacing physical rest with "enjoying creation" change your sabbath?  How does it change 
our worship?   

Why does God create?  Since we are made in the image of God, to be in right relationship with 
the created order, the most likely answer is that God creates because God desires relationship.  
The Creator desires unity with the creation.  This idea is enhanced when the concept of the 
Trinity emerges.  The Trinity assumes God exists in the community of Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  This makes sense given the teaching "God is love" (1 Jn 4:8).  God creates because God 
loves, and Love requires a beloved.  

© 2013 Mark Flynn Page �8



iStudy
Friday, October 27, 2017                                                                   Original Blessing 

The chicken probably came before the egg because it is hard to imagine God wanting to sit on an 
egg.  - Unknown 

Devotion: Read Genesis 2:4-9.  In the first chapter, God created by speaking.  Here, God molds 
humans out of dust.  Which of the stories appeals most to you?  Why?  What do you learn about 
yourself when you contemplate that you were made by the word of God?   When you consider 
you are made from dust?   

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the words of our funeral liturgy.  "Almighty God, into your 
hands we commend your child (name), in sure and certain hope of resurrection to eternal life 
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.  This body we commit to the ground, (or the elements, or 
its resting place, or the deep), earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.  Blessed are the dead 
who die in the Lord. Henceforth, says the Spirit, they rest from their labors and their works 
follow them."  When faced with the reality of death, do you struggle with your image of God or 
find your relationship with the Creator strengthened?  Does reflecting on death cause you to 
question your image of yourself?  

Dig A Little Deeper:  
2:4 The beginning of verse 4 closes the first creation story and begins the second.  Although 
some people assert the two accounts work together, with the second providing details of the first, 
there are significant differences between the two stories.  For example, the two stories use 
different Hebrew words to describe the Creator.  The first account uses "Elohim," a general term, 
translated "God."  The second uses "Yahweh," the name God reveals to Moses (Ex 2:14), 
translated "the Lord God."  The different words are a result of different sources, different tribes' 
oral traditions (see August 19th notes on 1:20).   

2:5 Whereas the first account has humanity created last, this creation story has humans 
created before plants (2:9) and animals (2:19).  Also, although water is present before God 
begins creating in the first story, here the writer assumes the ground is present.  

2:7 Throughout chapter one, God creates by speaking: "And God said, 'let there be...'." Here the 
Lord God creates man (literally "adam," which sounds like the Hebrew word "adamah," meaning 
"earth")  by forming and breathing life into dust.  Why is it significant for humanity to 
understand that we are made from the earth?  Does this passage bring you comfort, pain, or 
both at this point in your life?   

2:8 The garden is "in the east."  The east of what?  While no beginning location is provided for 
the reader, we remember that those writing down these oral traditions are centered in 
Jerusalem, the established capital of King David's Israel.  Therefore, Eden is east of Jerusalem.  
The original readers would recognize the land east of Jerusalem is desert.  How would that 
knowledge affect what they heard?   

2:9 After the Lord God places man/Adam in Eden, trees for food are created, including the tree 
of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  The nature of these trees is revealed as the 
story progresses.  The tree of life provides eternal life (3:22), and the tree of knowledge provides 
an opportunity for obedience (2:17).  Many ask, "why did God put that second tree there!?"  For 
those who seek a literal-factual interpretation, it is a difficult question to answer.  However, for 
those who understand the story as a parable being told to teach us the theological lessons 
necessary to understand the story of God's interaction with humanity, the tree is clearly a 
storytelling device to instruct the reader on the nature of good and evil, free will, choice, and 
sadly, disobedience and sin.   
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Both creation stories provide the same message: for humanity to be in right relationship with 
God, we must maintain the order of creation.  The most critical aspect of that order is our 
obedience to God.  Refusing to submit to God brings devastating consequences.  The tree of life 
and the tree of knowledge are present to answer "why is there so much pain, corruption, and 
death if God is good?"  The answer: "disobedience to God's created order and commandments 
brings death and pain."  
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Saturday, October 28, 2017                                                                Original Blessing 

From the cowardice that dare not face new truth; from the laziness that is contented with half-
truth; from the arrogance that thinks he knows all truth, Good Lord, deliver me. - a Kenyan 
Prayer                                
                                                                                      
Devotion: Read Genesis 2:10-25.  The Lord God gives the man the task of tilling and caring for 
the garden.  Although work eventually suffers the painful consequences of our sin (3:17-19), the 
Lord God gives us physical labor as a blessing.  Do you see work as a blessing or curse?  If a 
curse, is it possible to allow God to redeem your work, returning it to a blessing?  What has to 
happen for that to take place?   

This passage teaches the original reason for marriage is companionship.  Not all companions get 
married; friends as well as spouses play that role for us.  All relationships are to reflect the 
perfect "companionship" of the Trinity, but marriage is intended to be the best human example 
of it.  That is why the Church traditionally teaches marriage is a sign of God's love.  How does a 
companion enhance life?  What are the qualities of a good companion?  Are you a good 
companion for others?  What is the link between companionship and sharing your faith story (in 
words and actions) with others?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Psalm 148, making it your personal prayer.  What does the 
word "praise" mean to you?  Is the word reserved for Sunday mornings, or is praise a regular 
practice in your day?  Do you find joy watching those you love living joyfully?  Is it possible God 
feels the same joy toward us?  Spend time reflecting on how God is pleased when we live 
authentically and joyfully. 

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

2:18 The Lord God desires the man to have a companion (see note on Gen 2:1).  The Hebrew 
word translated "helper" does not refer to someone who is subservient.  The same word is used 
to describe God in Psalm 54:4 and Hebrews 13:6.  All Christian relationships are intended to 
reflect the love and companionship perfectly exhibited in the Trinity.  As the most intimate of 
those relationships, marriage is intended to be a sign of the Kingdom of God, pointing the world 
to its Creator.  What aspects of our culture's attitude regarding marriage are positive?  Negative?   

2:19 Adam's ability to name the animals is an indication he has dominion over them (1:26).  
Only those with power over others name them.  Consider this in light of the moments where God 
gives people new names (Gen 17:1-16, 32:22-30; Mt 16:13-20; Is 56:5, 65:15).   

2:21 As in English, the Hebrew word for "woman" sounds like the word for "man."  Notice Adam 
names his wife "Eve" only after sin has entered the garden and relationships experience 
corruption (3:20).   

2:23 Pay attention when words shift from prose to poetry.  This is usually a sign the writer is 
sharing a verse familiar to the readers.  That is occurring here.  What lies behind the idea God 
creates woman from the rib of man?  Does this creation image contribute or argue against the 
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common view of the day that women were property?  What does this passage mean to us today, 
given that the New Testament equates men and women (Gal 3:28)?  

2:24 This fascinating editorial comment assumes a society filled with parents and children, 
where marriage is commonplace, none of which has come to fruition in the Adam and Eve story 
yet.   

2:25  Prior to sin, there is innocence.  Those who believe nudity is the cause of lust and shame 
should reevaluate how good gifts such as the human body and sexuality are not the cause of 
sin, but the context in which our brokenness plays itself out.  What should the Church teach 
the world about sexuality?  Should the Church teach sexual education classes?   
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Sunday, October 29, 2017                                                                 Original Blessing 

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon 
you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your 
souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.  - Matthew 11:28-30 

Devotion: Reread Genesis 2:1-3.  What does true "rest" look like for you today?  How might you 
best to savor God's good creation.  What burdens are you carrying?  What did you learn about 
yourself this past week?  Be sure to rest and reflect. 

Personal Worship Option: Read Ephesians 1:3-14, 3:7-12.  These verses contain huge 
statements about God and power.  Sometimes it is difficult to reconcile these statements with 
our everyday lives.  Take some time today to imagine how your life would change if you 
discovered these words are absolutely true.  Can you imagine living absolutely free?  From what 
do you long for God to free you?  What sabotages God's call for you to live free?  

Dig A Little Deeper: 
The goal of our Bible study is to be transformed so we can better follow Jesus.  Both creation 
stories emphasize the order of creation (see notes on 1:5, 1:26, 2:2, 2:9, 2:16).  We must keep in 
proper alignment with the Creator.  Faithful people strive to discover which spiritual 
disciplines best enable them to stay connected to God.  However, we need to remember each 
person is different.  You are unique!  Which means you might have to work at this a little!  You 
might need to replace some unhealthy patterns with new healthy habits.   

Think of discovering the pattern of your personal spiritual disciplines as similar to discovering 
your best, healthiest eating pattern.  You have some personal tastes; there are foods you love 
and foods you dislike.  There are unhealthy temptations you need to avoid altogether.  There are 
some foods on which you would not want to live but are nice every now and then as a treat.  You 
may prefer eating your main meal early or late.  And you are probably not perfectly healthy in 
your eating habits - few of us are.   

In the same way, discovering your best pattern of spiritual disciplines (prayer, confession, Bible 
Study, meditation, reflection, fasting, worship, silence, music, solitude, service, etc.) is a very 
personal matter.  Some of those practices probably sound easier to you than others.  Which do 
you know you need to incorporate more, which occasionally, which drive you crazy and you need 
to avoid?  Which of those sound difficult, but you know you need to incorporate them anyway?  
When and how often do these need to be in your life?  Are you the kind of person who needs to 
have the same pattern every day or change patterns regularly?  And no, you don't have to be 
perfect starting tomorrow - but are you willing to change your current patterns of life to discover 
the "right" order for your spiritual life?   

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

What are the spiritual disciplines and healthy habits you want to incorporate in your life?  Since 
we know change does not always come quickly, envision the way you (and God) desire your 
spiritual life to look six months from now.  Write out a few details of your desired healthy 
pattern of spiritual discipline. 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Week 2 Sin/Brokenness  

Monday, October 30                                                                       Sin/Brokenness 

How did last week's plan for reading and study turn out?  How might you modify it this week?  
Perhaps you might begin your time with the following prayer: "Lord, open my heart and mind by 
the power of your Holy Spirit, that as I read scripture and pray, I might hear with joy what you 
have to say to me today.  Amen." 

Devotion: Read Genesis 3:1-7.  This story explores the nature of sin.  Sin is broadly defined as 
"that which separates us from God."  However, under the umbrella of that definition are 
important nuances.  We approach confession and forgiveness very differently if sin is seen as our 
personal moral failures versus a general state of brokenness.  Remember, the Bible describes 
God's relentless pursuit of humanity.  No definition of sin should ever create the impression that 
God's mercy and love cannot bring healing, forgiveness, and new life.  

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

Personal Worship Option: Read Psalm 51.  How do you experience this psalm?  How do you 
experience God's grace?  Spend time in prayer, focusing on both confession of actions arising 
out of brokenness and thanksgiving that God forgives.  (Perhaps those of us who are guilt-ridden 
and harsh toward ourselves need to confess that we need forgiveness but refuse to accept it from 
God.)  If Eve were to write this story from her perspective, how do you think it might differ?  
When have you failed or betrayed someone you love?  How are you affected by disconnection in 
relationships?   

Dig A Little Deeper: 
I apologize there is more reading than usual in this section today and tomorrow.  These chapters 
cover a lot of material.  Take your time.  Savor it.  Let it nudge you toward God.  

3:1 The story examines not only the first sin, but the issues of temptation, free will, and the 
results of sin.  Although not biblical terms, people use "fall" or "fall from grace" to describe 1) 
this first sinful action, 2) the motivation of the action, 3) the consequences of sin, and 4) the 
resulting general, failed state of creation.   

Christians disagree over the nature of the serpent.  A literal reading suggests that snakes prior 
to sin (and who knows how long after) had the ability to talk.  The passage says the serpent is a 
"wild animal" the Lord God has made.  Many people believe the snake is Satan in disguise (Rev 
12:9).  However, literalists do not believe this is Satan since the text says it is a snake.  Those 
who believe the first eleven chapters are theological parables (see note for 1:9 on Aug 20), believe 
the snake is a storytelling device teaching us about temptation and sin.  Whether the talking 
snake is a crafty animal, Satan, or a parabolic symbol, this story teaches us the connection 
between temptation and sin.   
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3:3 In response to the snake's question, which misrepresents the Lord God, the woman begins 
her answer by defending the Creator.  However, ultimately she changes the command given in 
2:16-17 by adding "nor shall you touch it."  We are left to wonder if the man made this addition 
when communicating the command to the woman (the story does not show their conversation) 
or if she added it on her own.  Perhaps this is a commentary on how temptation draws us into 
sin or how easy it is for a zealous humanity to overreach, create taboos, and add unintended 
restrictions to God's word.  Some people suggest this act of changing the command of God is the 
moment when sin enters the story.  Can you think of examples where we change the word of 
God by adding to it or making it more complicated?    

3:4 The serpent's response is a half truth.  While they do not drop over dead, the couple suffers 
a spiritual death, and the seeds of their physical destruction are sown as well, since they are 
now cut off from the Life-giver.  This passage teaches why temptation is so treacherous.  Half 
truths entice us toward desires while overlooking the consequences of our choices.  What 
temptations call to you time after time?  What are the unspoken consequences the temptation 
fails to mention?   

3:5 Here is the real issue of sin: we want to be "like God."  We are tempted to decide what 
is right and wrong for ourselves and others.  We do not want to submit our will to God's 
desires, even when we know those desires are better for us.  We want the power to choose good 
and evil for ourselves, to set our own boundaries, to have the final word.  Sin is ultimately about 
abandoning God's order of creation and substituting another "authority" (family, nation, guru, 
television, culture, self, etc) in God's place.   

Sin is much bigger than the wrong actions we do or bad thoughts we have. Freedom to choose 
means we must equally recognize the opportunity for disobedience.  However, we do not merely 
recognize that option.  We seriously contemplate disobedience and regularly choose it.  Sin is 
the state of rebellion against God that causes us to ask at every juncture, "do I choose to 
be obedient to God?"  The "wrong" actions, words, or thoughts are an outgrowth of 
nurturing that rebellion against God.  While we may talk a great deal about our sinful actions 
or words, it is really this underlying rebellion that gives rise to all those actions and thoughts. 
What areas of your life do you hold back from God's influence and desires?   

Understanding the nature of sin is vitally important.  How we understand sin determines how 
we understand the nature of forgiveness.  If sin is a state of rebellion giving rise to "sinful" 
actions or thoughts rather than the action or thought themselves, what is forgiveness?  Given 
this idea, how do you need to approach prayers of confession? 

3:6 The sinful action occurs.  Remember, the sin is not the action of eating the fruit.  The sin is 
that the couple decide in their hearts to disobey God - and in doing so, seek to be gods for 
themselves.  The apple is "desirable for gaining wisdom" - God's wisdom, if we listen to the 
snake.  This inner rebellion precedes and determines the act itself.  Given this idea, reflect for a 
few moments on the last sinful action or thought you are aware of committing.  When did the sin 
occur?  What was going through your mind when you knew you were not supposed to perform 
the act or nurture the thought, but did it anyway?   

The man has been watching, silent throughout the exchange between the snake and the woman.  
Christians disagree as to how best to interpret his behavior.  One school of thought teaches the 
woman sins first and then tempts the man to join her.  Another tradition says both are equally 
guilty.  The man did not speak up or stop the action, so he is equally responsible.  The woman 
actively engages the tempter and the man passively engages, but both are guilty.  Others 
maintain that because God originally gives the command about the trees to Adam, the man is 
given the task of being responsible for the woman.  In this way of thinking, the man's passivity 
in not speaking up to stop the woman is the true sin.   
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3:7 The immediate result of sin (disobedience to God's word which breaks the order of creation) 
is shame and fear.  We are broken when God's order of creation is broken.  Because they have 
disobeyed God's command, they now fear God's response.  They wanted the final authority for 
their lives and tried to replace God's order with their own, but discovered in the process that 
they are not gods.  They have broken relationship with the true God (who has given them many 
good gifts) and therefore feel ashamed.  They desired power to choose good and evil but have 
discovered vulnerability.  When we feel vulnerable to a greater power, we fear.  Their eyes are 
opened to the consequence of evil: breaking relationship with the Life-giver inevitably brings 
death.  When we are afraid and cannot lean on a close fellowship with the Lord God, we respond 
with anger and blame.  The couple's shame is expressed by the phrase "they realized they were 
naked."  People often wrongly understand this as a statement against sex or sexuality.  It is 
actually a way of expressing their sense of vulnerability and condemnation before their Creator.   

The original readers understand fig leaves are a terribly uncomfortable covering.  Symbolically 
this choice demonstrates the couple is not prepared for separation from God.  The comfort of the 
garden, where all their needs are met, is now removed from them.  Even the good gifts become 
tainted by guilt and shame.   
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Tuesday, October 31                                                                  Sin/Brokenness 

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

Devotion: Read Genesis 3:8-24.  The couple's relationship with God is altered by their 
brokenness.  God is now seen as a threat, and fear of punishment becomes a motivation to hide.  
Can you identify how fear, shame, and avoiding punishment play out in your life?  Who are your 
favorite targets to blame for your sinful actions and thoughts?  Examine your relationships and 
consider when those have been strained or unhealthy.  What role do blame and condemnation 
play in those unhealthy moments?  Can you see yourself in Adam and Eve's decision to hide 
from their loving God?   

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
3:8 God does not cut off relationship with humanity because of sin.  God is the driving force 
behind "salvation history" (God's actions across time to restore relationship).  We hide from 
God; God seeks us out.  This theological idea undergirds our understanding of repentance, 
worship, spiritual disciplines, calling, etc.  Humanity's goal is not to be good enough to entice an 
angry, hiding God to return and forgive.  Our goal is to stop hiding/fleeing from right 
relationship, work in conjunction with God's saving work, realign our lives with a healthy order 
of creation, and reconnect with our Creator.   

The image of the Lord God walking in the cool of the evening is another passage where a literal 
interpretation of the passage becomes interesting.  If God is literally walking in the garden, this 
represents the first incarnation of the Creator.  If God is present in spirit alone, why say God is 
walking?  Whether it is a literal story or a parable, the passage communicates the depth of the 
loss that accompanies sin because the couple (and we) cannot enjoy even an idyllic setting 
because of our shame and fear.    

3:9 Likewise, the interpretation of God calling out/seeking differs depending on our perspective.  
Is God's question for dramatic effect in the story or is God inviting the couple to confess their 
situation?  Or both?  We have the same questions about the remainder of their conversation 
(3:10-11). 

3:12 Our shame and fear lead directly to blaming others.  Sin originates with the individual, but 
it immediately leads to the breakdown of companionship.  There is no such thing as private sin.  
If a faith community relies on a variety of gifts to be shared among the body (1 Cor 12:4-31), 
then any individual brokenness also means the community is unable to function as God 
intends.  In this sense, salvation history is both an individual and communal process.  As 
individuals, we need the greater body to teach us about God, to help us identify those aspects of 
our sin we cannot see, and to bring us the good news of God's forgiveness.  As a community, we 
rely on individuals to find reconciliation with God so their gifts can be utilized alongside other 
gifts in the broader ministry of the church.   

Whereas the woman blames the snake, the man actually blames God as well as the woman. "The 
woman you put here with me...." accuses the Creator of initiating the problem.   
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3:14 God provides the snake and couple an overview of the consequences of sin.  We note this 
section is written in verse, suggesting the writer is recounting a poem or hymn familiar to the 
community.  This makes sense when we remember the oral tradition which formed the basis of 
these stories (see 1:20).    

Are we to assume that snakes did not crawl on their bellies but walked on legs until this point?   

3:15 Many Christians see in God's statement to the snake a prophetic foreshadowing of Jesus 
overcoming Satan (Rom 16:20, 1 Jn 3:8).    

3:16 The intended order of creation is that God creates and sustains the creation, the earth 
provides for humanity, and humanity worships God, serving the Creator by caring for the 
creation.  When the couple abandons God's order, all creation is impacted by that choice (Rom 
8:18-27).  Like a house of cards, removing one card has an impact on the entire deck.  
Humanity can no longer fulfill its calling to worship God rightly or care for the creation.  The 
interdependent nature of the created order is broken, and that brokenness is represented in the 
story by the corruption of the good gifts of childbirth and work.  The mention of childbirth 
teaches that sin will be experienced by all future generations.  Their descendants will find their 
relationships and vocations affected by the shame, guilt, and blame of sin.   

Christians disagree over whether this passage represents God actively punishing the couple for 
their rebellion or is God simply stating for them the "natural" consequences of pulling out of the 
order of creation.  Is there a difference between those two ideas?   

3:20 The man names his spouse "Eve," a word that resembles the Hebrew word for "living."  The 
ability to name represents having power over a person or thing.  Some read this as a sign that 
God gives men power over women.  The New Testament sets a high bar for those who adhere to 
this interpretation, with the goal for husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church 
(Eph 5:22-33).  Others point out the man names Eve only after the fall, suggesting that 
dominance of men over woman is a cultural reality but not a part of God's desired order.  
Considering Jesus' movement toward inclusion of women and statements made in the New 
Testament, they argue men's dominance over women is another result of sin the Church must 
overcome (Gal 3:28, Acts 2:14-18).   
   
3:21 God's action to provide Adam and Eve skins to replace the uncomfortable fig leaves is a 
sign of grace and compassion.  Of course, it also signals that death has entered the garden.   

3:22 Although it seems like punishment for God to cast the couple out of the garden, the 
traditional interpretation is that God acts with compassion.  Now that the couple has sinned, 
their physical bodies will experience corruption and die.  This is what happens when we break 
out of the order of creation established by the Life-giver.  However, physical death is not the 
worst thing (Mt 10:28, Rev 21:8).  Staying eternally separated from God is a far worse 
consequence.  If God allows them to eat of the fruit of the tree of life, they will live physically 
forever in their separated, sinful state rather than have an opportunity to find redemption and 
renewal with God through physical death.   

3:24 We cannot return to the innocence of the garden.  Humanity has begun a journey with the 
Lord God that will eventually return us to a garden with the tree of life (Rev 22:1-5).  Salvation 
history is a story recounting our relationship with God which has been marred by our pride and 
selfishness, but will be redeemed by that same God who refuses to give up on those who seek 
restoration.  
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Wednesday, November 1                                                                Sin/Brokenness 

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

Devotion: Read Genesis 4:1-17.  Fear and shame are the first results of brokenness; here is the 
next. Because we fear God's punishment, we desire to earn God's favor.  Cain's motives are 
unclear.  Maybe Cain fears God's love is limited and feels in competition with Abel for approval.  
Perhaps Cain is prideful and angry because Abel made him look bad.  Or it might be Cain is 
angry at God for not accepting his gift.  He may want to hurt God by taking away his beloved.  
There are many possible reasons for any particular sinful action.  Make a list of why people 
gossip.  Why do you gossip?  How might knowing our motivations inform our confessions?   

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
4:1 The word "Cain" is similar to the Hebrew verb for "produce."  While perfect companionship 
with God is lost, Adam and Eve remain connected with the Creator, however imperfectly.  Sin 
does not negate God's presence or efforts on our behalf.  Sin means we need to respond to God's 
efforts to restore us.  
The word "Abel" suggests the Hebrew word for "breath."  The brothers' different vocations reflect 
the ongoing struggle between pastoral herders and agricultural farmers that has filled human 
history.   

4:3 The writer assumes animal sacrifice needs no explanation.  Since these stories are written 
versions of earlier oral traditions, it seems clear a sacrificial system was either a part of the early 
tribal worship of God or included into this parable as a way of legitimizing the sacrificial system 
in King David's time.   

4:4 Why does God accept Abel's offering but not Cain's?  Hebrews 11:4 says Abel had faith and 
Cain did not.  Is this a foreshadowing of Jesus' cross, with Abel's offering acceptable because it 
involved blood?  - Maybe Cain's attitude, seen in his later violence, is why God rejects the 
offering (1 Sam 16:7;  2 Cor 9:7).  The story does not say; we do not know the mind of God.  We 
are called to do our best, and when we fail, to accept God's correction without pride getting in 
the way.  The passage suggests God is not upset with Cain.  God encourages him to do better 
next time and warns him to keep his anger in check.   

4:7 Sin is personified as a lurking creature who desires us.  Is this a reference to Satan, the 
fallen angel? Or is equating sin and Satan a mistake?  Is Satan the tempter or equal with sin?  Is 
Satan a metaphor for the temptations we face?  How would you define evil?  Is evil the naturally 
occurring negative consequences of our selfish, free will choices?  What helps you avoid 
temptation and sin?   

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

4:9 Like the passage about God walking in the garden (3:8), does God ask Cain questions to give 
him an opportunity to confess, or is this a storytelling device to heighten the parable's impact?   
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4:11 Human sin impacts creation (3:16-19).  Adam's sin caused the earth to produce thorns.  
Cain's sin is so horrific the earth will no longer support him.  The more we break from the 
Creator's order, the more alienated we are.  Cain's act of murder (claiming a power rightfully 
reserved for the Life-giver) cuts him completely off from his family.  He can no longer be trusted, 
becoming a fugitive and wanderer.  

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

4:16 Cain settles in the land of Nod, where Cain not only finds a wife but also builds a city.  The 
remainder of this chapter incorporates oral traditions which explain the various aspects of 
"civilization."    
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Thursday, November 2                                                                 Sin/Brokenness 

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

Devotion:  (We are skipping Noah's story, but we will return to it next week.  The remainder of 
this week we explore stories that further our understanding of sin.)  Read Genesis 11:1-9.  There 
is nothing wrong with making bricks or constructing buildings.  The issue of sin in the Tower of 
Babel story involves human intent.  Why are the builders constructing a city?  Their desire is not 
to glorify God but to make a name for themselves, to bring glory to their creation.  Sadly, pride 
corrupts even good gifts of God (in this case, building things).  How does sin in all its many 
expressions (pride, envy, greed, rage, sloth) corrupt the good gifts of family?  Work?  Money?  
Church?  Health?  Intelligence?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Acts 2:1-12.  If separation from God breaks down our ability to 
communicate, what happens when a group of people is filled with God's Spirit?  How is the 
forgiveness and grace you have received from God changing your ability to communicate with 
others? 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
11:1 This story most likely represents a different oral tradition than Genesis 10.  In that chapter, 
the reader is informed that tribal groups have spread to other lands and speak various 
languages (10:5, 18).  

The opening of this story brings our attention to the concept of language and words. Until now, 
the only teaching presented on words came in chapter 1 where God's Word creates.  Since that 
point in the story, our sin has resulted in the alienation of humanity from God (3:22-24) and 
individual relationships (4:1-16).  Now sin results in the alienation of human society (tribes) 
from God and one another.  

11:2 In Genesis 10:10 we learn the land of Shinar, and thus Babel, is found in Mesopotamia. In 
King David's day, it was common knowledge that buildings in that region were made of bricks 
and bitumen. 

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

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

11:7 Humanity may be made in the image of God (1:26), but we have marred that image 
with self-focus and sin.  In the same way, we may be created by the Word of God, but pride has 
made our words (which should reflect the integrity of God's Word) untrustworthy and confusing.  
Sin builds barriers of fear.  
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11:9 The word "babel" is related to the Hebrew word "balal," meaning "confused."  However, 
Babel was also the Hebrew word for Babylon in King David's time.  So, this story provides a less-
than-honorable background commentary on a traditional enemy of Israel.  
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Friday, November 3                                                                     Sin/Brokenness 

For the Lord is the great God, the great King above all gods.  Psalm 95:3 

Devotion:  Read 1 Samuel 8:1-22. (Don't worry: we return to Genesis in a few days.)  While 
many regard sin in strictly individual terms, the Bible assumes communal or corporate sin is 
also a problem.  "Corporate sin" is not something corporations commit.  The term refers to 
our sinful actions as a body of believers.  Sometimes crowds take on a life of their own, 
collectively acting in sinful ways that individuals composing the group would never consider by 
themselves.  Israel rejects God as their King, demanding a human king.  What kind of character 
do you need to stand alone or with a minority when the majority acts in a way you feel is wrong?  
When have you been pulled along by a crowd?  The people reject God as King.  Looking over 
your life today, what or who is your king?  What rules you?   

Personal Worship Option: Read James 1:12-27.  What steps would you advise someone to take 
who is feeling tempted to do something they know will lead them farther away from God?  When 
have you been a part of corporate sin?  Are leaders of an organization held more accountable 
than members of the group?  How might our understanding of corporate sin influence with 
which groups we align ourselves?  Spend time in reflection and prayer about the choices which 
lie before you and the organizations of which you are a part.  

Dig A Little Deeper: 
8:1  We explore the historical background of this passage in more detail later in the study.  The 
short version is that these chapters reflect a transition in the nation of Israel from the leadership 
of judges to the reign of kings.  During the time of the judges, the nation consists of a loose 
confederation of independent tribes.  God raises up "judges," mighty leaders to guide the people 
during times of foreign invasion or national crisis.  For a quick example of this practice, read 
about Othniel (Jdg 3:7-11).  
  
Samuel is the last of the great judges and the transitional figure between the judges and kings, 
since he anoints the first kings (1 Sam 9:15-10:1; 16:1-13).  

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

8:7 Just as we read in the Adam and Eve story, God gives us the freedom to make a bad choice.  
(Ps 81:12)  The elder's rejection of the current system is defined as both a rejection of God's 
kingship and Samuel's leadership (v 8: "so they are doing to you.")  

8:9 This section provides a good overview of the prophet's role.  Prophets point out the 
consequences of various choices, warn about unexpected results, and encourage people to make 
righteous (in right relationship with God) choices.   

8:11 Why do Kings (perhaps all national leaders?) inevitably demand greater armies, more 
servants, the best produce, and even enslavement of the people they govern?  How is this 
tendency related to their desire to keep up with other nations?   

8:18 A chilling statement.  God warns that bad choices will bring bad consequences, and if we 
chose the wrong path knowing those consequences, then we should not be surprised that God 
will not intervene to prevent them from occurring.  (Heb 10:26-31)  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Saturday, November 4                                                    Sin/Brokenness 

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

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

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

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

58:2 The people perform acts of worship and "seem eager to know my ways," yet they are not 
living a righteous life outside of worship.  They assume that performing the ritual actions of 
worship ensures God forgives and safeguards them, allowing them to live any way they desire.  
Many people today still believe participation in weekly worship earns them God's approval.  In 
this way of thinking, worship is payment to God for protection and blessings, rather than 
praising God and asking God to transform us.  What is your typical attitude when you worship?  
Is it more about you or God?    

58:3 The act of fasting (willingly doing without food, drink, or some good gift of God) is an aid to 
prayer.  However, instead of assuming the fast made them more open to hearing and obediently 
following God's Word, they assume the ritual automatically earns favor for the one fasting.  
Traditionally, people fasted during times of grieving (2 Sam 1:12; 3:35) and national sorrow 
(Josh 7:6, Jdg 20:26). Their actions demonstrate they really worship their own power and 
desires, not God and God's desires.   

58:6 Our ritualized worship actions are only acceptable to God when a change of character 
and actions accompanies them.  Some of the actions God desires are broad-based (do justice, 
free the oppressed), some can be applied to both the community and the individual (share food 
with the hungry, provide shelter, clothe naked), and some are specifically for individuals (do not 
turn away your relatives).  

58:8 Choosing to live in obedience to God's desires brings God's presence and enables true 
worship. Putting away contempt and slander while choosing service brings newness of life, light, 
and guidance. 

58:13 True sabbath worship has less to do with ritual actions and more to do with having an 
obedient heart ("not going your own way and not doing as you please") that leads to right living.  
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The author quotes a portion of Deuteronomy 32:13 as a way of tying back to the ancient promise 
that God will restore the land.   
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Sunday, November 5                                                                      Sin/Brokenness 

Remember: The goal of studying scripture is not merely intellectual growth, knowledge for 
knowledge's sake.  Too many people in the world know about Jesus but do not allow his 
teachings to change how they live.  Our goal is to become better followers of Jesus, inviting 
God to mold us into people who are more like Christ. 

Devotion:  Read 1 John 1:5-2:2.  Real worship requires a great deal from us.  We cannot arrive 
on a Sunday morning with no preparation and fully open ourselves to God's presence.  With that 
in mind, what are the first actions/preparations you should make when you rise on a Sunday 
morning?  What needs to happen between rising and going to church for you to arrive prepared?  
What do your interactions with others in the parking lot and building need to look like?  How 
much time do you need in prayer prior to the service beginning?  Would it help if you spent time 
in confession of sin before the service?  Does it matter where you sit in the worship space?  
Would reading the scriptures listed in the bulletin before the service better help you hear God's 
Word?  What else needs to be on your list of preparation items?   

What temptations do you usually face during worship?  What enables you to stay focused on 
God during worship?   

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

Personal Worship Option: Slowly read Psalm 32. Spend time repeating verses 1-2.  We have 
spent a lot of time this week with the difficult subject of sin.  To bring this topic to a close, will 
you give yourself the gift of taking a walk or spending time alone, reflecting on your past week.  
What would you most like to say to God?  What do you most need from God today?   

Dig A Little Deeper: 
Contact someone today (write a letter, compose an email, drop by a home, make a phone call) in 
a way that reminds them you care.  Take the same amount or more time you normally spend 
doing this "dig a little deeper" section to make a human connection, expressing care and 
compassion.  Who might need to be reminded they are not alone today?   
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Week 3 - Covenant  

Monday, November 6                                                                                      Covenant 

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

Devotion:  Read Genesis 6:5 - 9:17 (long, but Noah's ark is a quick read.)  Noah's story teaches 
us the power of collective sin, how God provides a way for those seeking right relationship, and 
how covenants with God work.  We negotiate the terms of a contract with equals, not with God!  
Many of us promise God future obedience if we get what we desire.  "I will go to church if you 
work this out!"  Such negotiation assumes we can give or withhold things which God needs.  
That attitude reflects the desire for equality seen in Adam and Eve.  Our prayers should seek 
God's desires for us.  When have you bargained with God?  What did you promise for God's 
help?  What role should submission and listening play in prayer?    

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

Dig A Little Deeper:   
6:15 A cubit is the distance from the elbow to the tip of the middle finger.  Archeologists tell us 
this is around 44 cm/18 in.  Given this standard, the ark is approximately 450 ft long, 75 ft 
wide, and 45 ft high.   

6:18  Christians use "covenant" three different ways.  First, it is used interchangeably with 
"contract" and refers to an agreement between equal parties with each side accepting a set of 
obligations. Second, the word refers to a pact established by God with part of creation (usually 
God's people).  Being just and wise, God establishes the boundaries and expectations for our 
obedience.  Finally, the term refers to two major divisions of the Bible: the Old Covenant and 
New Covenant.  "Old Covenant" refers to the pact instituted by God through Abraham for his 
descendants.  The "New Covenant" refers to the pact instituted by God through Jesus for all 
humanity.  

7:2 God commands Noah to take both clean and unclean animals, although those terms are 
established in the Law much later (Lev 11).  These phrases remind us the writer is compiling 
earlier oral traditions for readers who understand these "legal" terms. 

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

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

8:21 Compare humanity's inclination to evil with 6:5-6. Humanity has not changed, but God's 
desire to save humanity now takes the lead, bringing mercy and covenant to avoid such 
destruction by flood again.   

9:1 These verses re-establish God's basic instructions for humanity seen in the Creation stories: 
be fruitful and multiply, care for the creation.  However, now that human fear and death are 
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factors, God begins to set out expectations and requirements for humans that were not needed 
before.   

9:8 God establishes the covenant first mentioned in 6:18.  It is not only with Noah and his 
descendants but with every living creature.  The covenant is unilateral, requiring nothing from 
the creation.   

9:12 Most covenants have a sign reminding us of the agreement.  Ancient pagans saw a "rain-
bow" as a divine bow and arrow used by the gods to threaten and punish humans.  This story 
transforms a sign of dread into a sign of promised protection.  Christians need to understand 
two signs attached to covenants in particular: circumcision (the sign of God's covenant through 
Moses for the descendants of Abraham) and baptism (the sign of God's covenant through the 
death and resurrection of Jesus for all humanity).   
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Tuesday, November 7                                                                                      Covenant 

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

Devotion:  (We read about God's call to Abraham next week, when we study "Patriarchs and 
Matriarchs."  Today we jump ahead to a passage about Covenant.) Read Genesis 17:1-27. 
Abraham begins his life with the name "Abram" (12:1).  God changes Sarai's name to the more 
familiar "Sarah" (17:15).  God changes a person's name only a few times in scripture, each time 
as a sign something significant has taken place. (Gen 32:28, 2 Sam 12:24-25, Jn 1:42)  When 
God makes a covenant with us, it is a very important moment.  Life changing!   

Some people grow up with an awareness of God, understanding themselves as children of God.  
For them, being in a covenant relationship with God seems natural.  Others are raised without 
exploring the spiritual dimensions of life or a belief in God.  For them, encountering God for the 
first time can be a powerful, emotional experience.  Have you encountered God in a significant 
way?  Can you remember a time when you did not know or care about God?  What have been 
the high points on your spiritual journey?  The low points?  Do any particular events stand out 
on your spiritual journey?  Who helped you along the way?   

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
17:1 God calls Abram when he is 75 years old and his wife Sarai is 65 years old (12:4, 17:17).  
This makes God's promise of numerous descendants difficult to believe.  Now that 24 more years 
have passed, it is all the more easy to doubt!  Faith in God's promise has indeed been Abraham's 
issue so far (12:10-14, 14:19-20, 15:5-6, 16:1-3).  

God lays out the details of the covenant: God will make Abraham fruitful, and his descendants 
will have the land as an everlasting possession.  In return, there is an expectation Abraham and 
his descendants will be faithful and obedient to God.  Examine 17:1-9 for evidence of that 
expectation.  What are God's expectations for a follower of Jesus?  

17:5 Abram means "exalted father." Abraham means "ancestor/father of a multitude."  

17:10  The sign of God's covenant with Abraham and his descendants is circumcision.  
Signs (road signs, name tags, signs for stores, etc.) guide us, point us in a direction, and 
proclaim identity.  Covenant signs accomplish those same things; they proclaim our identity.  
When we remember we are God's people, we are pointed in the right direction.  Abraham and his 
people are different and set apart ("holy") from the world and that is signified by the sign/action 
of circumcision.  The importance God places on the covenant is clear: it is branded permanently 
in the flesh so as to not be forgotten (17:13).  All those who do not participate are "cut off" from 
the faith community (17:14).  Yes, the word play with circumcising or being "cut off" is intended.  
Our identity matters!  Too many of us live as if we are children of the culture/world rather than 
children of God!   

17:15 God restates Sarah's role (15:4).  Abraham still doubts God's ability to overcome their old 
age, as does Sarah (18:10-15).  Their doubt provides the backdrop for their future faith.  When 
Isaac is born, it is obvious that only God could accomplish it (21:1-3).   
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17:23  Abraham's faith is put into action.  He is faithful to the covenant God has created.  
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Wednesday, November 8                                                                                Covenant 

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

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

Just as God's faithfulness to Abraham is seen in the long-awaited birth of their son Isaac (Gen 
21), God's faithfulness to the Covenant with Moses will be evident when the Jews arrive in the 
promised land many years in the future.  Like Sarah's barrenness, the situation in Egypt is so 
extreme there is no hope without God at work.  Yet, God is working long before the birth or their 
arrival in the land.  We are called to trust God is working in ways we cannot see.  Do difficult 
times increase your faith or make it difficult to trust God?  How do your experiences of trusting 
people influence your experience of trusting God?   

Personal Worship Option: Slowly read Deuteronomy 6:1-25.  How does God's message to the 
Hebrews preparing to enter the promised land sound to you today?  What truth is there for you? 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
6:1 God now uses the name "Yahweh" (revealed in Ex 3:13-15).  However, because the ancient 
Jews considered the word too holy to pronounce, it is usually rendered "the Lord" in the text.   

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

19:1 Is this a new covenant with God's people through Moses or a continuation of the covenant 
with Abraham (Gen 12:2-3, 17:6-8)?  If this is a new covenant, is it possible for the people to fail 
to become "a holy nation" and still be a part of the Abrahamic covenant?  If it is a continuation 
of God's covenant with Abraham, how might a holy nation be a blessing to all the families of the 
earth?   

19:8 The people respond enthusiastically to the covenant, even without knowing the details of 
their involvement or what struggles lie ahead.  That is faithful living.  Many of us want 
guarantees of safety or knowledge of the journey before choosing obedience.  Obviously that is 
not "faithful living" - what would you call it?   

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

It is a common practice in this time to seal covenants with blood - demonstrating to all present 
the proceedings are of utmost importance, a life-and-death issue.  In pagan cultures, this might 
mean drinking a small portion of blood from the covenanting leaders or sacrificing a human life.  
In the Old Testament, the assumption is that prized animals were sacrificed and their blood 
used to seal the covenant. 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Thursday, November 9                                                                                      Covenant 

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

Devotion:  Read Deuteronomy 4:1-31.  This call to faithfulness applies to the people of God 
regarding every covenant the Creator establishes over time.  There are several warnings in the 
text: adding to or subtracting from God's commands, forgetting what God did for us in the past, 
forgetting God's grace, becoming corrupt and turning to idols, worshipping the creation instead 
of the Creator, forgetting the covenant God made with us, etc.  How do each of these warnings 
apply to the Church today?  To which temptation do you think we are most prone to succumb?   

This text uses several different images for the Lord.  God is a consuming fire.  God is jealous.  
God is merciful.  God will not abandon or destroy us.  God does not forget covenants.  Why 
is it important for us to know that God is both powerful and "jealous" for relationship with us?  

Personal Worship Option: Read Psalm 25. Which verses speak most to you at this point in your 
life?  What does it tell us that psalms written by people 3000 years ago still speak to our 
spiritual journey today? 

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

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

4:9. One fear seems to be that the children and grandchildren of those present will not have the 
same intensity of belief as their ancestors.  Why do the second and third generations have such 
a difficult time maintaining the communal passion?   

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

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

4:29 What does "seeking the Lord with all your heart" look like for you?  
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Friday, November 10                                                                                      Covenant 

I will not violate my covenant or alter what my lips have uttered. Once for all, I have sworn by 
my holiness – and I will not lie to David – that his line will continue forever and his throne 
endure before me like the sun.  - Psalm 89:34-36 

Devotion: Read 2 Samuel 7:1-17.  Today we examine the covenant established by God with 
David through the prophet Nathan, in which his descendants are established as royal heirs of 
Israel forever.  This covenant initially comes to fruition when David's son, Solomon, assumes his 
throne (1 Kgs 2:10-12).  However, God's pact with David is fulfilled (meaning "filled to 
overflowing") in Jesus, a descendant of David (Acts 2:29-36).  Notice how important it is to read 
the Old Testament if you want to understand the New Testament!  It is not possible to 
understand who Jesus is without understanding the Old Testament.  How much time have 
you spent reading the Old Testament versus reading the New?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Isaiah 9:2-7.  We usually read this passage during the Advent/
Christmas season.  Note how important it is to understand God's covenant with David to grasp 
the magnitude of the proclamation.  How might understanding Jesus' birth as a political 
statement by God (the Ruler of God's kingdom on earth has been born) change how you worship 
and celebrate Christmas? 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
7:2 The "ark of God" refers to an ornate chest (Ex 25:10-16) containing the stone tablets on 
which the Ten Commandments are inscribed (Ex 31:18, 1 Kings 8:9).  Later, the ark also 
contains Aaron's rod and a jar of manna (Heb 9:4).  After its creation, the Ark is carried by the 
Israelites during their forty years of wandering in the desert. Whenever the Israelites camp, the 
Ark is placed in a special tent, called the Tabernacle (Ex 26).  King David is moved by the luxury 
of his own house to build a permanent home, a temple, to house the ark of the Mosaic covenant.   

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

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

7:9 The King wants to honor God by building a permanent home for the ark.  God reverses the 
situation and honors David by establishing his house/lineage forever!  While the passage begins 
with a correction and rebuke of David's plans, it ends with a powerful affirmation of David's 
leadership. 
  
7:12 The covenant is established.  David's son Solomon will succeed him as king and build the 
Temple. God will show Solomon love by correcting him when necessary.  David's lineage and 
Kingdom will endure forever.  This covenant is unconditional; God does not place conditions of 
obedience upon its fulfillment. The promise rests on God’s faithfulness, not on David or Israel’s 
obedience.  

7:16 The covenant is summarized.  Followers of Jesus believe this verse prophetically asserts the 
Messiah will come from the lineage of David, establishing a kingdom from which he will reign 
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forever.  That is why the gospel writers refer to Jesus as a descendant of David at key points (Mt 
1:1, 15:22, 21:9; Mk 10:48, 12:35; Lk 1:32; Jn 7:42).  
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Saturday, November 11                                                                                      Covenant 

'The days are coming,' declares the Lord, 'when I will make a new covenant with the people of 
Israel and with the people of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant I made with their ancestors 
when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, 
though I was a husband to them,' declares the Lord.  'This is the covenant I will make with the 
people of Israel after that time,' declares the Lord.  'I will put my law in their minds and write it 
on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people.  No longer will they teach their 
neighbor, or say to one another, "Know the Lord," because they will all know me, from the least 
of them to the greatest,' declares the Lord. 'For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember 
their sins no more.' - Jeremiah 31:31-34 

Devotion:  Read Luke 22:14-20. Jesus gathers his disciples to share the Passover meal (Ex 
12:1-28).  This meal celebrates God's deliverance of the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt by 
literally "passing over" the faithful when destroying the first born of the land.  At that meal, 
Jesus defines his upcoming death (Lk 23:44-47) as a sacrifice ushering in a new covenant.  
Although animals supplied the blood sacrifice of the covenants with Abraham (Gen 15:1-21) and 
Moses (Ex 24:4-8), Jesus himself became the sacrifice which seals this new pact between God 
and humanity (Jn 1:29).   

While the old covenant established God's desires for Abraham and his descendants, the New 
Covenant is for all people, Jews and Gentiles (non-Jews).  In the same way, the sign of the old 
covenant was circumcision; women were included in the covenant by being in relationship with 
a male.  However, the sign of the new covenant is baptism, and all people, male and female are 
invited to participate.   

The inclusion of all people regardless of age, race, nationality, or other "culturally" 
divisive labels is a critical aspect of our covenant with God through Jesus.  Does our 
church represent the wide range of people who are included in God's covenant community?  
What barriers do we need to overcome?  What could you do to be more inclusive or help our 
church reflect the diversity of God's love?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Ephesians 2:11-22.  One of the amazing effects of transitioning 
into the New Covenant is that people who were once separated by the Old Covenant are now 
brought together.  Spend time today praying for our Jewish brothers and sisters in this 
community.  Were you raised in a home that taught you to treat Jewish people with respect and 
love?  What images, if any, did you have of Jews growing up?  How might the Church effectively 
reach out to be in ministry with and to our Jewish neighbors? 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
22:16 Jesus states he will not eat again until after his death and resurrection.  One of the many 
images for life with God beyond death is a banquet (Is 25:6; Rev 19:7-9).   

22:17 There are four cups of wine included in the Passover meal.  Christians have traditionally 
associated Jesus' words with the moment in the ritual when the third cup is shared because it 
symbolizes God's promise of redemption, the coming of Elijah, and the expectation of the 
Messiah's arrival.  

22:19 The bread of the Passover feast is "matzah," an unleavened bread made of flour and water.   
By relating the bread and wine to his body and blood, Jesus provides the meaning of his death 
on the cross prior to the event.  Various New Testament writers expand on this idea in their 
writings (Col 1:15-22; 1 Pet 1:17-19; 1 Jn 2:1-2).  However, nowhere in scripture is the theory of 
atonement (meaning, how Jesus' death and resurrection makes us "at-one" with God) spelled 
out in detail.   
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The letter to the Hebrews gives the New Covenant more attention than any book in the New 
Testament. The writer of the book refers to Jesus as "the Mediator of the new covenant" (Heb. 
9:15; 12:24). 
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Sunday, November 12                                                                                      Covenant 

Devotion:  Read the following Wesleyan Covenant prayer.    

I am no longer my own, but yours. 
Put me to what you will, place me with whom you will. 
Put me to doing, put me to suffering. 
Let me be put to work for you or set aside for you, 
praised for you or criticized for you. 
Let me be full, let me be empty. 
Let me have all things, let me have nothing. 
I freely and fully surrender all things to your hope and service. 
And now, O glorious and blessed God, Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer, 
you are mine, and I am yours. 
So be it. 
And the covenant which I have made on earth,  
let it be made also in heaven. 

What would need to change in your life to honestly pray these words?  When you are ready, pray 
the prayer slowly, offering yourself in covenant to God.  If you are unable to pray these words, 
what does that teach you about yourself? 

Personal Worship Option: Covenants are intended to provide our lives with stability.  
Through them, we know God's promises and expectations for our lives.  God remembers our 
covenants.  Unfortunately, sometimes we forget the blessings in our lives and ignore the 
expectations of God's covenant.  Traditionally, Christians fast as a way of training themselves to 
see blessings and put God first.  To fast means to abstain from a particular blessing (food, meat, 
a particular drink(s), entertainment, electronics, etc) for a period of time (one meal, one day, one 
day a week, an entire week, for forty days, etc.) for a spiritual reason.  In other words, just 
skipping a meal one day is not fasting.  Skipping a meal and spending time in prayer that you 
would normally use in preparation, eating, and clean-up...that is fasting.  Giving up television to 
read trashy novels isn't a form of fasting.  Giving up television for a week and spending time 
reading something that draws you closer to God is a form of fasting.  Decide today one form of 
fasting you can fit into your life.  Can you give up all drinks except water tomorrow, 
remembering to thank God for the blessings of life each time you would have normally had a 
different drink?  Perhaps you might turn off your cell phone or television for an hour and take a 
prayerful walk?  What is a form of fasting that you could include over the next few days?  Pray 
about this challenge. 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
Which parts of this prayer are the most difficult for you?  What are your fears surrounding those 
parts?  What might happen if you lived this prayer out in its fullness?   

What might prevent you from saying "I am no longer my own, but yours" with full integrity?   

If you believed that you will be held accountable one day by God to the words of this prayer, how 
might it change your approach to life?  To relationships?  To material objects?   

How is this prayer counter cultural?  Counter intuitive?   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Week 4 - Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

Monday, November 13                                                        Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

This week we examine a group of people commonly referred to as the patriarchs and matriarchs: 
Abraham & Sarah, Isaac & Rebekah, and Jacob (later renamed "Israel") & his two wives, Leah 
and Rachel.  Their stories fill the majority of Genesis.  There is disagreement over whether 
Joseph, one of the sons of Jacob, should be considered a patriarch.  We will include Joseph's 
story this week, since he is the transitional figure between the patriarchal age and the Exodus 
story (next week's lesson). 

Devotion: Read Genesis 12:1-20.  God calls Abram ("Abraham") to go to a land that will be 
shown to him.  His faith is extraordinary (Heb 11:8-19), especially considering he does not know 
exactly where God will lead him!  The promise is that God will bless him, make his name great, 
and through him (and his descendants) all the world will be blessed.  The word "blessing" does 
not mean "given special treatment" or that Abram's life will be easy.  To be blessed means to be 
drawn near to God.  If that is the meaning of blessing, what have been the greatest blessings in 
your life?  Does everything you initially consider good turn out to be a blessing?  What has made 
God's presence more real or important to you?  Does Abram and Sarai's experience in Egypt 
provide any insight into what it means to be chosen or blessed?   

Personal Worship Option: If blessing is defined as "that which draws us closer to God," how are 
we to understand hard times?  How might that definition inform how you pray?  How does it 
affect our view of death?  What blessings are currently in your life?  What difficult aspects of 
your life might be a blessing?  

Dig A Little Deeper: 
12:1 In Abram's day, undertaking such a journey is the equivalent of never seeing your family 
and homeland again.  How difficult would that calling be for you?  

12:2 In response to his faithful answer to the call, God promises blessings: descendants for 
Abram and Sarai, a great name, and to use their faithfulness to bless all the world.  Christians 
believe this promise is fulfilled in Jesus through the New Covenant which incorporates all people 
into God's gracious plans.  This statement from the beginning of the Bible helps frame all that 
follows.   

12:4 The 75 year old Abram responds; Sarai is 60.  How do their ages influence how we hear 
this calling?   Do we ever "retire" from our faith?  Do we retire from being used by God?   

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

12:7 This promise of land plays a significant role in biblical and modern beliefs about the nation 
of Israel.  

12:13 Abram's fear causes him to sacrifice his wife's honor by telling a half-truth.  Sarai is his 
half-sister, the daughter of his father Terah (Gen 20:12).  In fact, he uses this strategy again: 
Gen 20:1-18.  This half-truth will become a full blown lie when his son inherits his cowardly 
strategy (Gen 26:6-16).  Is the tendency to lie passed on from one generation of a family to the 
next?  In your experience, do these family lies also grow more bold over time?  What are the 
implications of speaking the truth about family lies?   

12:17 Why does God afflict Pharaoh instead of the cowardly Abram?   
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(A reminder: we cannot possibly read all the passages in the Bible about a topic.  Yet, additional 
readings can certainly provide insight about people and the broad sweep of Bible history.  Some 
of those extra readings will be noted in the "Hard Core Study" section in Appendix A.  Feel free to 
read more!).  
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Tuesday, November 14                                              Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

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

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

How does this passage influence how we hear and tell the story of the 'sacrifice' of Jesus, God's 
son?  

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
22:1 The fact this is a test makes it possible for us to tolerate God's unbearable request.  We 
know Abraham's faith is on trial.  We are called to be obedient to God's commands, trusting 
our Creator.  The question is whether Abraham is obedient and trusts God.  What role should 
obedience play in connecting to a loving Creator?  How is obedience viewed in our culture?  
What is the connection between obedience and accountability?   

22:2 Human sacrifice played a part in ancient worship and was a problem for Israel throughout 
its history (2 Kgs 3:27, 16:3, 17:17; Jdg 11:29-40).  This story may have also been told to 
reinforce the use of animal burnt offerings rather the "pagan" practice of child sacrifice.   

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

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

22:10 The climax occurs when Abraham acts with conviction to accomplish the task.  He passes 
the requirement of covenant faithfulness (17:1-2).  Only at that moment does God stop him.  
What role do good intentions play in faith?  Are they enough?  What causes good intentions to 
fall short?  Make up a story you could use to demonstrate to someone the occasional short-
comings of good intentions.   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Wednesday, November 15                                                   Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

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

Devotion:  Read Genesis 24:1-67.  We are introduced to Isaac through the stories of his birth 
and "sacrifice." Today we meet his wife, Rebekah.  Isaac is more of a minor character than the 
other patriarchs.  Abraham's servant and Rebekah take the lead in the story.  Rebekah is more 
of a driving force than Isaac.  What are the positives of an arranged marriage?  What are the 
negatives?  How we understand "love" has a great deal to do with how we view such arranged 
marriages.  If love is equal to commitment rather than emotional infatuation, then how should 
we decide who should marry each other?  What role does commitment play in our cultural view 
of marriage?  How have computer "matching" websites changed concepts of dating and 
marriage?   

Personal Worship Option: Marriage is supposed to be a microcosm of the Kingdom of God, 
reflecting God's love and providing an example of how all persons should care for one 
another.  Given that idea, ponder the following vows couples are asked to make during a 
wedding: In the name of God, I, name, take you, name, to be my wife/husband, to have and to 
hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to 
love and to cherish, until we are parted by death. This is my solemn vow.  If we substituted 
"Christian brother/Christian sister" for "wife/husband" and dropped the "to have and to hold" 
portion, could these vows be used with friends?  Why would that be appropriate? 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
24:1 Abraham requires his servant to take an oath.  This action demonstrates he does not 
expect to live to see Isaac's bride return. Abraham's failing health is also apparent in verse 36.   
He has already passed on his wealth to Isaac, and the servant desires to return as quickly as 
possible to Abraham's bedside.   

24:3 Isaac needs a wife to continue the covenant promise: Abraham must have descendants.  
The Canaanites are unsuitable because of their pagan beliefs but also due to the fact that 
eventually Abraham's descendants will be called to forcibly remove the Canaanites from the 
"promised land" they currently occupy.  Likewise, Abraham does not want Isaac to travel with 
the servant out of fear that his son will settle in the foreign land rather than here in the land 
God has promised. 

24:7 What could easily be a basic story of arranged marriage takes on the character of a holy 
quest.  The angelic presence mentioned here, along with the servant's prayer, establish God's 
presence.  Do you believe the Holy Spirit regularly guides us in matters of marriage, business, 
and relationships?  How do intelligence, common sense, and good decision-making interact with 
the Spirit?  What criteria should be considered when choosing a spouse or friend?  What role 
does emotion need to play?  

24:10 "Aram-naharaim" means "Syria of the two rivers" and refers to northern Mesopotamia 
(11:31).  Although the city is named "Nahor" here, it seems clear this is a reference to the city of 
Haran, from which Abraham left (Gen 12:5, 29:4-5).  The different names for the same town is a 
result of two oral traditions being combined by the writer (see note on Gen 1:20, the August 
20th reading). 

24:34 Notice the servant mentions Isaac's wealth when talking to Laban.  This foreshadows 
Laban's character in chapters 29 and 30.  He is greatly concerned with gaining wealth.   

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

24:65 Custom forbade a man to see his wife's face before the arranged marriage.   
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Thursday, November 16                                                       Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

I tell you, on the day of judgment, people will give account for every careless word they speak...  
- Matthew 12:36 

Devotion: Read Genesis 25:19-34 and 27:1 - 28:5 (a little longer reading than normal, but good 
stories!).  Along come Isaac and Rebekah's children, Jacob and Esau.  Simply because they are 
"chosen" people does not mean the families are healthy or even nice!  Every family has secrets 
and unhealthy members.  Yours is not the only one!  How might our tendency to participate in 
such secrets do more harm than good?  What does it say about the Jewish people that they tell 
stories exposing the shameful parts of their family history?  Are there stories you need to 
confidentially share with someone for your own health?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Matthew 12:33-37.  Reflect on the words you have spoken this 
week.  Which words did you speak that now seem rash?  Untrue?  Unwise?  Pleasing to God?  
Kind?  Spend time writing out a prayer that reflects where you are on your journey.  Choose 
your words carefully. 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
25:23 These stories assume we understand the importance of being the firstborn male.  The 
oldest male receives a double portion of the father's inheritance because, as the new head of the 
family, they are to care for the family dependents such as widows and orphans (Deut 21:15-17).  
God's choice of the younger and weaker son over the stronger firstborn is quite radical.  This is a 
common theme in scripture: God chooses the unlikely person to be heir to the promises.   

25:25  These names carry weight once we realize they describe both the children and the nations 
each child will establish one day.  Esau's name means "red," which is a play on the word 
"Edom." Esau also means "hairy," a play on "Seir," the mountains where the Edomites live (Gen 
36:1-9).  Jacob's name  is similar to the noun "heel" and verb "overreach."  His name implies 
"one who grabs the heel to supplant."  An ancient form of "Jacob" (Yaqob-el) means "God 
protects."  This emphasis on words, their meaning, and the power they convey is central to the 
biblical message.  That is why oaths and vows are incredibly important.  How does our culture 
view the power and importance of words?  Which is better to obtain today: a signed contract or a 
verbal agreement?  Why?   

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

25:29  Modern ears like to think in terms of right and wrong, but Jacob is not presented here as 
right in withholding food from his brother.  However, he does value and desire the birthright!  
Esau despises his birthright, taking it for granted.  Our readings tomorrow will delve more into 
Jacob's transformation from supplanter to being connected with God.  Since God does not have 
the option of choosing sinless people, sinful ones are used.  The question is "who desires what 
God desires?"  What do you desire? 

27:5 Rebekah is the driving force behind deceiving Isaac and stealing the blessing, although 
Jacob lives up to his name by blasphemous lies (27:20).  Rebekah offers to bear any curse, but 
we do not see moral judgements made in the story.  We are left with God choosing the unlikely, 
more reprehensible brother to bear the covenant promise rather than the victimized, legitimate 
heir.   

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

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

27:41 Isaac dislikes the idea of their sons marrying Hittite women (26:34-35).  Rebekah uses 
this fact to deceive her husband a second time, encouraging Isaac to send Jacob away from the 
murderous Esau.   
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Friday, November 17                                                            Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

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

Devotion: Read Genesis 28:10-22.  God renews his promise to Jacob.  As with Abraham (Gen 
13:14-17), God desires to bless the entire earth.  Now, read Genesis 32:3 - 33:17, about Jacob 
encountering God and a name change.  Returning home, Jacob must face his brother, who 
threatened to kill him for stealing his blessing (Gen 27:41-43).  He sends gifts ahead, trying to 
appease Esau.  After he gives away all his wealth and sends his family before him, Jacob 
struggles with God.  Jacob has many character flaws, but he values and longs for God's 
blessing, refusing to give up.  God's new name for him, "Israel," indicates his struggles with God 
and others will result in victory.  The same is true for the nation named after him.  Have you 
struggled with God before?  What is the virtue in "wrestling" with God?  Do you tenaciously seek 
blessing or give up quickly?  How do we get stronger physically?  Spiritually?  How does Israel's 
struggle with God transform him in his encounter with Esau?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Ephesians 6:10-18.  Sometimes we wrestle with God; at other 
times we fight against other forces (spiritual, emotional, financial, relational, psychological, 
cultural, etc) that threaten to overwhelm us.  God is always on our side, even when God is our 
wrestling opponent!  What would you like a loved one to know about your support during their 
difficult times?  What do you think God wants you to know during yours?  What message do you 
want to hear from God during your struggles?   

Dig A Little Deeper: 
32:4 Names are critical in this story.  What names does Jacob use trying to appease Esau?   

32:7 Jacob's primary aim in dividing his possessions and people into two camps is to save 
himself.  He is willing to sacrifice his wives and children (v 11) to stay alive.  He is called but not 
noble!  Do you have a strong self survival instinct?  Who or what are you willing to sacrifice to 
stay safe?   

32:9 His prayer sounds humble, but Jacob still places everyone as a shield between himself and 
Esau.  How do you think God responds when our prayers do not align with our actions?  What 
does God hear?   

32:22 Left alone, Jacob encounters the divine.  The "man" is traditionally seen as an angel of 
God (see the angelic appearance in Genesis 18).  Obviously, God or an angel can easily defeat 
Jacob, but this is not about physical strength.  What do we learn about Jacob in the struggle?  
What does he learn about himself?  How might losing the wealth and family for which he worked 
14 years (Gen 29:15-30) have prepared him for this moment?  What role does physical pain, 
such as Jacob's hip, play in encountering God?  What happens to you when you feel alone and 
vulnerable in the presence of God?  

33:2 Israel's first action after his encounter is to move his family to a place of protection behind 
him.  He is no longer willing to sacrifice them to preserve his life.   

33:9 A key moment.  His appeasement has worked.  Esau gives him the opportunity to retain his 
wealth, but Israel does not take advantage of the situation.  He is truly changed.  The supplanter 
Jacob might have celebrated and kept everything, but now Israel values the relationship more 
than the goods.   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Saturday, November 18                                                      Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

We come to the saga of Joseph, Jacob's son, through whom the covenant promise is fulfilled.  
However, Joseph's story only makes sense if read as a whole - so, settle back and enjoy a one of 
the great stories of scripture, full of twists, turns, and more unhealthy family dynamics!   

Devotion: Read Genesis 37, skip a chapter, and read chapters 39-45.  Clearly, the climax of this 
story is found in chapter 45 when Joseph reveals himself, proclaiming that while his brothers 
have set him on a path of slavery, God uses his journey to bring about good.  "You intended to 
harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of 
many lives" (Gen 50:20).  Could Jesus say the same thing?  When have you labeled something 
good or bad early on, only to discover later you had been wrong?  Can you think of examples in 
your life when a difficult situation was transformed into a positive?  Where is God when Joseph 
is in prison?  Where is God in your life when you are "in prison?" 

Personal Worship Option: Joseph's story reminds us there are lows (sold into slavery, falsely 
accused by Potiphar's wife, abandoned in prison) and highs (honored by Potiphar, elevated by 
Pharaoh, reconnected with his family) on our life's journey.  However, Joseph claims that God 
had a hand in directing his path to save his people.  We can sometimes only see the positives of 
a "bad" situation many years later.  Take time today to remember, write down, or tell someone 
about the major highs and lows of your life.  What were the unforeseen consequences in each of 
those situations?  What did you learn along the way?  Spend time in prayers of confession, 
anger, thanksgiving, and/or acceptance regarding your past. 

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

37:5 Dreams play a huge role in this story.  However, Joseph's dreams differ from those 
previously in Genesis (20:3-7; 28:10-16; 31:11, 24) because neither God nor angels appear in 
them.  Joseph's dreams, which need interpretation, are a new thing.  God communicates with 
everyone in a unique combination of ways: through mental insight, emotions, intuition, 
visions, other people's words, biblical reading, etc.  If that is true, what are some of the ways 
you are led by God?   

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

41:1 What temptations do you think Joseph faced during his two years of wrongful 
imprisonment?   
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44:33 Judah's offer to sacrifice himself for Benjamin brings the brothers full circle in the story.  
Joseph sees they have changed, since they will not abandon Benjamin to slavery as they did 
him.   

45:7 This passage becomes a key in understanding the theological term, "providence," which is 
usually defined as God's intervention in the world.  What are some various answers (whether 
you agree with them or not) to the question, "why does God intervene in some people's life but 
not others?"  
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Sunday, November 19                                                           Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

The Bible is alive, it speaks to me; it has feet, it runs after me; it has hands, it lays hold of me. - 
Martin Luther 

Devotion:  Read Psalm 146.  Too often we assume God treats us like the people around us treat 
us.  The Psalmist understands that is a mistake; God is not like us.  God is trustworthy and 
faithful.  We may not see the path ahead, but God does.  God is pursuing us. Spend time 
resting in the thought that God will lift up those who are bowed down, will bring about justice, 
and will set the prisoner free.   

Personal Worship Option: Read John 15:9-12.  Write God a letter.  You might want to mention 
how you are doing lately.  Or you might want to tell God a joke you have heard.  What would 
happen if you told God about your disappointments?  Be sure to just be yourself. 

Dig A Little Deeper: 
Re-read Genesis 12:1-3.  It is hard to believe that such a sweeping, magnificent call to bless the 
world is being carried out by the dysfunctional families about which we are reading!  But that is 
the way of God - choosing the unlikely.  Read 1 Corinthians 1:26-31.  Take time to consider that 
if God can use the aged Abraham, laughing Sarah, lying Isaac, devious Rebekah, thieving Jacob 
and his unhealthy clan of children, then God can use you.   
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Week 5 - Exodus 

Monday, November 20                                                                                           Exodus 

The Exodus story plays a central role in the Old Testament in the same way the resurrection of 
Jesus does in the New Testament.  Everything builds toward these events or is understood 
theologically as a result of them.  Just as the resurrection is God's way of "endorsing" Jesus' 
teaching and providing a theological foundation for the Church, the Exodus is God's way of 
"endorsing" Abraham's descendants and providing them an identity as the chosen people. 

Devotion:  Read Exodus chapters 1-2.  Two verses frame this story.  First, "Then a new king, to 
whom Joseph meant nothing, came to power in Egypt." (1:8)  Years pass; power and favor shifts.  
Joseph's leadership enables Egypt to survive the famine and the Pharaohs to gain 
unprecedented power (Gen 47:13-21), but a new dictator arises that has no goodwill toward the 
Jews.  The lesson: power and respect given by the world are just as easily taken away.  Thus 
begins the tragedy of the Jewish people as slaves in Egypt.  However, a second significant verse 
demonstrates that God's commitment to his people does not change.  "God heard their groaning 
and he remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob." (2:24)  God does not 
abandon us.  God's promises are sure.  Who comes to mind when you think about broken 
promises?  When have you broken your word?  Read 2 Corinthians 1:15-22.  When has it been 
difficult to trust God?  Is it possible to learn to trust if we don't go through hard times?   

Personal Worship Option: Read Romans 8:37-39.  Allow the following questions to open your 
mind and heart to what God desires to communicate to you.  What do you fear?  What threatens 
you?  What responsibilities do you have that feel overwhelming?  What haunts you?  What 
causes you to doubt God's love for you?  After spending time in prayer, re-read these verses.   

Dig A Little Deeper: 
1:5 The text does not indicate how many years pass in these opening verses.  70 persons travel 
to Egypt with Jacob.  600,000 men, not counting women and children left Egypt in the Exodus 
(Ex 12:37).  So, a significant time passes between verses 5 and 7, and the Israelites are 
"exceedingly fruitful."  

1:7 The word "land" refers not to all of Egypt, but to the area of Goshen where the Jews settle. 
(Gen 47:1-4)  Nomadic shepherds are common in this eastern Delta of the Nile.  Pharaoh fears 
the large non-native group might join an invading military force and overwhelm the military 
bases in the eastern Delta.   

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

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

2:3 Moses is three months old when this occurs (Acts 7:20-21).  His mother fulfills the letter of 
the law (1:22) but not the spirit of the law.  Can you think of examples when Christians do 
something similar?  

2:5 The baby's mother, sister, and Pharaoh's daughter are examples of women working together 
against oppressive power.  The Pharaoh's daughter is not naive in responding to Miriam (Ex 
15:20).  She is sparing an innocent child and even paying Moses' mother to care for him (v. 9).   
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2:11 Moses is 40 years old when his conscience is stirred by the violent nature of slavery (Acts 
7:23-29).  His actions are illegal under Egyptian law, but are they immoral?  When is it 
acceptable to break the law?    

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

2:18 Moses' father-in-law is Reuel.  He is also named Jethro (Ex 3:1, 4:18; 18:1-12).  Some 
ancient translations name him Hobab (Num 10:29; Jdg 4:11), while others claim Hobab as a 
brother-in-law.  These differences are seen as various tribal oral traditions being included 
together.   

2:23 The king of Egypt dies.  The throne passes to another, but the oppression continues.   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Tuesday, November 21                                                                                           Exodus 

Now about the dead rising - have you not read in the Book of Moses, in the account of the 
burning bush, how God said to him, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 
Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead, but of the living.  - Mark 12:26-27 

Devotion: Read Exodus chapters 3-4.  God observes the misery of his people, hears their cries, 
knows their sufferings, and comes to deliver them.  God repeats these powerful actions many 
times throughout history with his people. God sees injustice, listens to our cries, understands; 
and acts.  God's timing is not ours, but God responds.  And how does God "act?"  He sends 
Moses!  God often calls us to point out injustice and seek change.  Moses is inadequate for the 
task, as we all are.  We do not feel like the answer to someone else's prayer, but we can be.  
When Moses cries, "Who am I!?"  God replies, "I will be with you."  Like Moses, we must focus 
on God's power rather than our weakness.  It is not about us, but God working through us.  
If sin and shame were no hindrance, what might God call you to do?  What might the church 
accomplish?  How is obsessing on our inadequacy a form of idolatry?   

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

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

3:2 When God is present in a unique way, fire is often present (Gen 15:12-20; Ex 13:20-22; Acts 
2:3).  An angel (meaning "messenger") is sent to represent the invisible Lord and give voice to 
God's words.   

3:6 Prior to God's incarnation in Jesus, the experience of coming into the presence of God with 
our sin fully exposed is terrifying (Is 6:1-7).  Remember, Moses is a murderer (2:11).  Which of 
your sinful actions and thoughts would be the most difficult for you to bear if fully revealed in 
God's presence?   

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

3:10 God often calls unlikely people into leadership.  Moses is a fugitive from Egyptian law.  He 
is also unlikely because he is a nomadic shepherd.  However, his unique place as a Hebrew who 
understands the working of the Egyptian court also makes him the perfect choice.   

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

3:22 God's words here and in 4:21 foreshadow coming events.  "Plundering the Egyptians" is 
understood as both God caring for the Jews and an act of justice: slaveholders paying wages to 
their former slaves.  

4:10 Moses begs off, choosing to focus on his poor speaking ability (6:12).  What excuses do you 
find when you do not want to do what God is calling you to do?   
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4:24 This terribly obscure passage is baffling to most.  The phrase "the Lord met Moses and was 
about to kill him" (or "tried to kill him") is an expression meaning Moses almost died.  An 
omnipotent God can kill Moses if he desires.  The writer does not tell us why Moses almost died, 
but he assumes Zipporah's actions of circumcising their son and touching blood to Moses' 
genitals ("feet" is a euphemism here) saves him.  The lack of solid information about the passage 
leads to many interpretations.  Some assume Moses is sinful and needs to be saved by "blood," 
in this case, the blood of his newly circumcised son.  If that is the case, the blood is a 
foreshadowing of Passover when touching blood to a doorpost "saves" those inside.  Others 
assume either Moses or his son are uncircumcised and cannot lead the Jewish people until the 
situation is corrected.  In the end, we simply do not know the exact meaning.  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Wednesday, November 22                                                                                  Exodus 

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against 
you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same 
way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. - Matthew 5:11 

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

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
5:1 Is God telling Moses to lie?  God's plan is to bring the Jews into the promised land (3:17).  
However, God instructs Moses to tell Pharaoh the people want to go three days into the desert to 
offer sacrifices.   

5:2 The Egyptians are polytheistic (believing in multiple gods).  They assume each region or 
nation has a personal deity that holds power over the land and its people.  As a polytheist, 
Pharaoh does not question the existence of a Hebrew god.  He simply does not recognize God's 
right to make demands on him in his own land, where he believes his god rules.  What is the 
difference between belief and obedience?  

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

5:21 The people assume their worsened situation is a sign that Moses does not represent God.  
Can it ever be a good thing for our lives to be made more difficult?  If these slaves knew the 
entire exodus story as we do, they could see how God is at work in their struggles.  What would 
you say to the slaves to help them through this time?  Can those same words help you in 
difficult times?   

5:22 Moses is acting in the role of priest.  A priest speaks God's words to the people and the 
people's words to God.  Notice Moses allows his anger to come through his prayer.  Moses is 
completely honest with God and seeks to hold God accountable to his promise to rescue the 
people.  Are there any emotions you hold back from sharing with God?  Why or why not?   

6:3 In communicating the divine name (3:14), God reveals more to Moses than had been 
revealed to even Father Abraham!  God reveals more and more of the divine self over time.  
This idea, assumed throughout scripture, is called "ongoing" or "continuous" revelation.  For 
Christians, Jesus represents the most complete of these revelations.  However, we believe the 
Spirit continues to reveal new things to the Church, the Body of Christ, over time.   
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6:6 "To redeem" refers to reclaiming property or purchasing someone out of slavery, quite often 
someone who has forfeited their freedom as a way of paying off a debt.  How does this definition 
change how you view the idea that Jesus redeems us?  What spiritual debts do you owe?  

6:7 God makes it clear the events to come are to witness to both the Egyptians and the Jewish 
people.  After delivering them from slavery, the Jews God leads them.  This statement is both 
triumphant and terrible because we see the warning in God's words.  The Lord knows the people 
eventually make their way to the promised land and then, sadly, forget God.  We take blessings 
for granted.  What blessings, comforts, and abilities do you take for granted?     
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Thursday, November 23                                                                                         Exodus 

Devotion: Read Exodus 6:28 - 10:29 (long, but it reads quickly).  The term "hardness of heart" 
stands out in these first 9 plagues.  The idea is sometimes presented as God's action (God 
hardens Pharaoh's heart - 7:3, 9:12, 10:1, 10:20, 10:27).  At times it is more neutral (Pharaoh's 
heart was hardened - 7:13, 7:14, 7:22, 8:19, 9:7, 9:35).  Other times it is a human choice 
(Pharaoh hardened his heart - 8:15, 8:32, 9:34).   

The writer uses these phrases interchangeably because he believes God punishes and rewards 
us for our actions while we are alive, not after death.  During this time, people believe everyone 
after death goes to "Sheol," the place of the dead, rather than heaven or hell.  God reveals the 
idea of judgment after death, heaven, and hell to later generations (see note, 6:3).  Many 
translations substitute "the grave" for the now unfamiliar term "Sheol."  (Gen 37:35; 1 Sam 2:6; 
Ps 6:5, 88:11-12; Job 17:13-16) 

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

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

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

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

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

8:18 The escalation is seen in the magicians' inability to duplicate the feat and their belief in 
God's power.  See if you can trace examples of the ongoing escalation in the remaining plagues.  
For example, which plague moves the situation beyond annoyance to property loss?  To affecting 
their physical bodies?  

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

9:15 How is God's statement to Pharaoh a sign of grace?  What is God's desire for the 
Egyptians?  
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9:16 God uses even our disbelief and our lack of cooperation to advance the Kingdom.  How does 
that idea change how we might think of disobedience and sin? 

10:11 To understand why Pharaoh is so reluctant to allow the Hebrews to leave, consider the 
financial and cultural impact to the Egyptian economy of losing over 600,000 laborers, not 
counting women and children.  Slavery is a moral outrage and never acceptable.  However, we 
cannot overlook that from the Pharaoh's perspective, God is demanding a radical change in the 
Egyptian way of life.  What would be an equivalent change God might ask the Church to make?   

10:21 Although frightening, this ninth plague is not as devastating to many modern readers as 
the others.  The escalation here is that darkness is a challenge to the Egyptian god of the sun, 
Ra.   Some scholars see these plagues as a systematic attack on all the gods of Egypt.  If this is 
the case, the larger story suddenly becomes about Yahweh challenging and defeating Egypt's 
polytheistic religious structure (Ex 12:12).  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Friday, November 24                                                                                         Exodus 

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

Devotion:  Read Exodus 11:1 - 12:40.  The 10th and final plague is truly terrible.  Not only does 
it mark the death of many Egyptians (who might have been convinced many plagues ago to 
release their slaves), but it reminds the reader of the countless Jews ("children of Abraham") who 
died at the hands of their Egyptian masters in the years of their enslavement.  It is essential to 
remember that the situation into which God and Moses enter has been horrible and tragic for 
years.  When cultures collide, power is sought, wealth is hoarded, and people are enslaved, there 
are no easy ways out.  The Passover is not a celebration that all creation is now set right, 
but a thanksgiving that God does not abandon humanity to the horrors we create for 
ourselves.   

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
11:2 God causes the former slave owners to turn over their wealth to the Hebrews.  Two things 
are happening here.  First, it is a sign of economic justice.  What wages would they have received 
over the years if they had not been enslaved?  How might this vision of economic justice 
influence how Christians view labor, ownership, and wage scales?  This "plundering of the 
Egyptians" (12:36) is also a result of polytheistic culture.  For Egyptians, the plagues prove 
Yahweh's power over their own gods.  To avoid insulting this angry God, they provide a form of 
tribute to his people (1 Sam 6:1-3)  

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

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

12:2 The text moves from an account of the Exodus event to general directions on how the 
community is to celebrate Passover annually.  Notice the instructions in the passage assume 
participants have weeks of preparation (12:6, 15-17) although the actual events happen that 
same day (11:4).  

12:7 Once again blood becomes a sign of life and death, as it is in many ancient religious rites 
(see 7:17 note).  Here blood is a sign the home has already made a sacrifice, no further blood 
need be shed.   

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

12:21 Jesus is described as a Passover or "paschal" lamb (Jn 19:14, 1 Cor 5:7).  John mentions 
that neither of Jesus' legs were broken (Jn 19:32-33) to show he is an unblemished lamb.  
Likewise, John is the only gospel writer to point out Jesus is offered wine on a hyssop branch 
(Ex 12:22, Jn 19:29). 
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12:26 Take note how the passage assumes that children's questions will drive future Passover 
rituals.  Jewish Passover Seder meals still use this pattern today.  

12:37 The journey from Rameses to Sukkoth is usually estimated to be from 15 to 20 miles.   
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Saturday, November 25                                                                                     Exodus 

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

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

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

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

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

13:19  Moses fulfills the oath made by Joseph's brothers to return his bones to the promised 
land (Gen 50:24-25).  The passage reminds us how the people have longed for this day.   

13:21  Paul considered the pillar of cloud a type of baptism (1 Cor 10:1-4).  Exodus 14:19 
describes an angel of God in conjunction with the pillar.  Some believe the pillar describes the 
Holy Spirit leading the faithful.  Others believe this is a figure of speech describing a particular 
type of torch carried on a pole, such as is used even now by caravans in Arabia.  

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

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

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

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

14:31 This miracle not only frees the Hebrew slaves but accomplishes many other things.  Name 
a few. 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Sunday, November 26                                                                                       Exodus 

"And what shall be my journey,  
How long I'll stay below, 
Or what shall be my trials, 
Are not for me to know.  

"In every day of trouble  
I'll raise my thoughts on high, 
I'll think of that bright temple  
And crowns above the sky." 

- From "There is a Holy City" 

Devotion: Read Exodus 15:1-21.  Every culture on earth uses music (with or without 
instruments) to express the full range of human emotions.  The songs of Moses and Miriam are 
no different.  Do you experience music that touches you deeply?  What qualities make music 
meaningful to you?  Do you ever express the full range of your emotions to God?  Do you 
believe it is acceptable to be angry at God and express that in prayer?  Are there feelings you are 
uncomfortable expressing to God honestly?  If so, what are they?  God already knows our 
feelings, fears, joys, and anger - so what might make sharing those feel uncomfortable?  

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

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

Monday, November 27                                                                      Wilderness and Law 

God brings Abraham's descendants out of Egypt to form the chosen people into a holy nation, 
establish them in the promised land, and lead them to be a light for all nations.  They have 
much to learn and many steps to take.  This week we read about their first steps transitioning 
from a disorganized group of slaves to a righteous nation. 

Devotion: Read Exodus 15:22-16:36.  God has called the Hebrew people on this journey and 
sustains them with water and food.  However, even after numerous miracles, these former slaves 
begin to doubt God's faithfulness and idealize their previous life in Egypt.  How quickly do you 
begin to doubt God's love in hard times?  When does the "Egypt" of your past (situations when 
you were "enslaved" by something other than God) look good to you?  What should we remember 
in those difficult times?  

The bread from heaven must be collected daily.  This gift of manna both sustains the people and 
teaches them an essential lesson: act faithfully today and trust God will be with you 
tomorrow.  How are you doing at maintaining a daily awareness of God?  How might the good 
gifts of life (job, income, health, etc.) sometimes be a distraction to our awareness of God?  What 
changes do you need to make to live the life you desire?  

Personal Worship Option: Read Matthew 6:25-34.  What are your worries?  Spend time 
reflecting on how your worry is statement to God.  What are you saying?  What would you like to 
say to God?   

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

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

15:25b (the "b" following a verse indicates the second half of a long verse) Scholars point out this 
passage seems out of place in the text.  They suggest it might be displaced from the 17:1-7 story 
or from some point later in the story after the law has been given on the holy mountain.   

16:13 Flocks of quails (Num 11:31-32) do occasionally arrive exhausted in the Sinai region while 
migrating from Europe to Africa.  So, this amazing story is rooted in a naturally occurring 
phenomena.  Like the east winds pushing the water of the sea back (Ex 14:21), the miracle is 
that these events occur at the particular moment when the Hebrews need them.  How might 
expanding  
your definition of miracle to include the remarkable timing of events broaden your 
understanding of the Creator God at work in the world?   

16:14 The manna (v. 31) is assumed to be a sweet substance excreted by thickets of tamarisk 
shrubs in the region.  The substance forms a firm crust on the leaves and ground in cool desert 
nights.  However, its low melting point causes it to melt when the sun warms the earth.   

16:22 The command to keep the sabbath is not yet established (Ex 20:8).  Scholars point out 
this instruction indicates those writing down the oral tradition inserted the idea into the story at 
this earlier point. 16:35 reminds us these stories are being written down much later, as the 
writers reflect back on their history.  
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16:34 The pot of manna is mentioned in Hebrews 9:4 as being included in the ark of the 
covenant, but it is not mentioned in 1 Kings 8:9.   
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Tuesday, November 28            Wilderness and Law 

If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me.  - Jesus, John 5:46 

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

Notice the early Commandments deal with our relationship with God.  The latter 
commandments cover our relationships with each other.  What do the Commandments teach us 
about God?  What do they teach us about the kind of people God desires us to be?  Slowly reflect 
on each of the Ten, examining your life from their perspective.  Which stand out as essential for 
you to ponder now?  For the Church to ponder now? 

Personal Worship Option: Read Romans 13:8-10.  Slowly repeat verse 8 several times, 
reflecting on the implications of the words for your life.   

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

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

19:16 Because God is presented throughout this book as having such powerful control of 
nature, many believe the "loud trumpet blast" signifies a mighty wind, correlating to the storm 
images of thunder and lighting. 

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

There have been countless books written on these 17 verses.  It is impossible in a short space to 
do justice to their extensive implications.  If you are not a part of a small group yet, this week 
would be a wonderful opportunity to take part in one since the conversation on the 
Commandments should be rich.  Consider the following questions as a broad guide for your 
reflections:   

- The Commandments assume that moving from polytheism (belief in multiple gods) to 
monotheism (belief in one God) will not be easy.  What temptations does the new nation of Israel 
have to overcome to be faithful?  What are the modern equivalents of these temptations?   
- As these former slaves attempt to form a community, what ideals or goals are established by 
each Commandment?  (For instance, some people believe the ideal "all life is sacred" is present.) 
- Followers of Jesus are not bound to the Old Covenant Law as these early Jews are (more about 
that tomorrow).  However, many Christians find reflecting on these Commandments helps them 
understand God's desires for us.  What are the implications of each commandment for the 
Church?   
- What are the implications of each Commandment for you personally?   
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Wednesday, November 29                    Wilderness and Law 

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

Devotion: Our goal for today is to gain an overview of the numerous laws, ritual codes, and 
ordinances in the Torah.  The Ten Commandments are important, but each of them needs 
interpretation if they are going to be practically applied in the community.  For instance, we 
know work on the sabbath is forbidden, but what constitutes work?  Can I ride a horse?  Can I 
start a fire?  Can I perform actions that may not be work for me, but require someone else to 
work (Turn on lights? Eat out?)  Answers to these questions move each commandment from the 
ideal to the practical.   

Although it is an overly simplistic explanation, we can view the remainder of the laws and 
ordinances in the Torah as different "answers" to questions of application that arose in the 
Hebrew community between the time of Moses and King David.  Unfortunately, these collections 
of laws and ordinances are not arranged in a clear order, such as chronologically or according to 
topic.  To modern eyes, the groupings look arbitrary and contain many duplications.  Important 
topics are covered, but it is confusing.  Of course, if we read the legal codes from various 
municipalities across the United States collected over the last twenty years, we find much 
similarity, duplication, and uniqueness there as well.  Remember these codes reflect a variety of 
tribal interpretations at various times in history.     

Followers of Jesus disagree over how best to approach the study of the Law.  Almost all agree we 
should not attempt to keep the ceremonial aspects of the Law, such as worship on the Sabbath/
Saturday or circumcision (Gal 5:2-15).  However, many Christians feel the broader "moral" 
implications of the Law should still influence our actions (Mt 5:17-19), as long as we remain 
aware that salvation is not found by works but by faith (Gal 2:15-21).  They believe general 
concepts such as "remain distinct from the world" or "life is sacred, belonging to God" can be 
distilled from the Torah.  Other Christians warn that attempts to distill moral truth from the 
Law is arbitrary and even dangerous because people can so easily force their biases onto the 
resulting rules.  Even a cursory reading reminds us the Law is written for a very different 
culture.  The temptation to demand Christians be obedient to one or two favorite laws has to be 
avoided.  To accept one aspect of the Law is to live under the burden of the entire Law (Gal 5:3).   

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

With all this in mind, read Exodus chapters 21-22. Then glance through the book of Leviticus, 
noticing the wide variety of topics covered by the Law.   

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
21:2 The first eleven verses demonstrate the vast differences between the biblical culture and 
our own. These laws assume slavery is acceptable and regulated (but given that you can sell a 
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daughter into slavery, it is radically different from the slavery found in colonial United States), 
women are property of the father/husband/owner, men can marry multiple wives, and what is 
acceptable trade within the Hebrew community differs from trade with those outside the 
community.  As you read these chapters, ask yourself several questions: what are the positives 
and negatives of living in a community where religious leaders regulate the legal system?  What 
adjectives would you use to describe this culture?   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Thursday, November 30             Wilderness and Law 

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

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

A few things are clear.  First, even Aaron is not yet clear about what is acceptable and 
unacceptable worship (or he is incredibly spineless, which might be the case considering v. 24).  
Second, this trouble begins because the people are impatient or afraid that Moses is not 
returning.  Like so many of us, in times of doubt or fear, they return to what they know.  
Impatience gets us in trouble.  God's timing is not ours.  When do fear and doubt tempt you 
to act impatiently.  Where now do you need to wait and pray?  What "bad" choices look attractive 
to you in difficult times?   

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

Dig A Little Deeper: 
32:4 Scholars disagree about the fertility god represented by calf, but the Egyptian god Apis or 
Canaanite god Baal are the most likely candidates.  The allusion to sexual revelry (v. 6) reflect 
fertility rites.  

32:7 The phrase "your people" is frightening because it indicates Yahweh is divorced from the 
community with the intent to start over with a new nation.  Moses plays the role of priest, 
interceding for the people, (1 Sam 12:5, 12:19; Amos 7; Lk 23:34).  How does Moses' 
conversation with God influence how Christians understand themselves as a priests (1 Pet 
2:4-10)?  

32:11 Moses appeals to 1) God's desire for the Exodus story to positively impact the world and 2) 
God's promises to Abraham.  What do we need to learn from Moses about prayer?   

32:14 The key phrase is translated various ways, most often "the Lord relented."  Other 
translations use "changed his mind," "repented," "was appeased," and "reconsidered."  These are 
translations of the Hebrew word "nashash," which has a wide scope of potential meanings but is 
assumed to infer God's change of direction and purpose towards a people.  Many people do not 
believe an omnipotent God can or would change direction.  Why is that idea frightening to 
people?  How does it strike you?  Consider the possibility that God has several (or even 
countless) paths which all bring about the same, desired ultimate objective but with different 
ramifications.  Does this make God changing from one path to another more or less frightening?  
To what extent do you think our intervention through prayer changes God's choice of paths?   

32:19 Destroying the tablets is symbolic of breaking the covenant.  New tablets are created later 
when the covenant is renewed (Ex 34).  What is the symbolism of having the people drink the 
ashes from the golden calf?   
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32:33 The "book" refers to either a book of the living from which God strikes those who die, 
similar to official lists of living citizens maintained by government officials (Ez 13:9) or a book of 
those righteous who will receive eternal life following death (Phil 4:3, Rev 3:5).  
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Friday, December 1             Wilderness and Law 

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

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

Personal Worship Option: Spend time praying for your enemies, those who annoy you, and 
those you try to avoid.  Pray for people you know well and those who are more casual 
acquaintances - a store clerk, teacher, bank teller, or neighbor.   

Dig A Little Deeper: 
13:31 Archeological data indicates the fortified towns of this region often had huge walls from 30 
to 50 feet high and 15 feet thick.  The semi-nomadic Hebrews are responding to this stunning 
military barrier.   
This is most likely the reason the spies report "giants" in the land because they felt only giants 
could build such massive walled cities.  How does fear change our perspective of a challenge?  
How does our perspective of a challenge change after it is overcome?   

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

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

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

(An important note: Deuteronomy 20:16–18 represents a huge issue for many faithful people.  
God's call to destroy everything that breathes when they invade the land promised to them is 
painful to read.  We are not overlooking this critical issue.  We will address it on Tuesday, October 
7.) 
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Saturday, December 2             Wilderness and Law 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Deuteronomy 3:27 This peak is referred to as Pisgah, as well as Abarim (Deut 32:49) and Nebo 
(Num 27:12, Deut 34:1).  It is speculated that "Abarim" refers to the mountainous region, Nebo 
to a spur of the mountains, and Pisgah to a particular peak on the spur.  Traditionally this area 
is identified as approximately 12 miles east of Jordan River entering the Dead Sea.   
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Sunday, December 3             Wilderness and Law 

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

Devotion: Read Deuteronomy 31:1-8 and 34:1-12.  Change is hard.  The phrase seems trite, 
but it is true.  The people of God follow Moses from slavery to the edge of the promised land.  
Now they need to follow Joshua.  What do we learn in these passages about transitioning from 
one spiritual leader to the next?   What responsibilities do outgoing leaders have?  What 
responsibilities do those following have?  How should new leaders respond?  Moses does a good 
job of reminding everyone it is not the wisdom or strength of Joshua that ultimately matters, but 
their faithfulness to God.  What are the leadership qualities (good and bad) that our culture 
celebrates?   

Personal Worship Option: Women are treated terribly by the cultures represented in the Bible.  
Not only are women not considered equal to men, the general assumption is that a woman is the 
property of her father or husband.  However, even in these oppressive cultures, the leadership 
qualities of women occasionally shines through.  Read Proverbs 31:10-31.  What are the 
leadership qualities celebrated in this ode to strong women?  Women today are celebrated for 
more than domestic skills, although those skills are critical as well.  How might the qualities on 
display in Proverbs be demonstrated by powerful female leaders today in business, sports, 
church, and government?   

Dig A Little Deeper: 
31:3 Moses reminds the people that God's presence, symbolized by the Ark of the covenant, 
brings victory.  Just as God defeated two Canaanite kings east of the Jordan (2:26 - 3:22), the 
nations in the promised land will be defeated.  What events in your past are valuable for you to 
recall as you face new challenges?   

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

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

Welcome to the seventh week of our study.  "Sabbath" is an important concept for the people of 
God.  Therefore, I invite you to spend a little less time reading this week and a little more time 
reflecting on God's presence in your life.  We will read a short passage each day.  These verses 
remind us of seven major ideas emerging from our reading: God, image of God, sin, blessing, 
covenant, presence, and worship.  There are not notes under "Dig A Little Deeper" or "Hard Core 
Study" in appendix A this week.  

We will not take this sabbath pause from study every seven weeks, but we are this first time for 
three reasons: 1) God commands we regularly stop and remember who we are in relation to our 
Creator - and it is very important to emphasize this lesson in our busy world.  2) For those who 
are new to Bible study, this week is a reminder that reading is important but our goal is to be 
transformed.  3) For those of us who "lean toward being over-achievers, guilt-ridden 
perfectionists," (see the introductory page), we need time to reassess how best to allow this study 
to be a help or support for us, rather than a burden.   

Monday, December 4                                                                                             Sabbath 

Devotion: Read Genesis 1:1-5.  The Bible does not argue for the existence of God.  The Creator 
is assumed.  Is God assumed in your life?  God creates by speaking.  What word do you long to 
hear spoken over you?  The spirit of God hovers over the waters.  How does it change your life to 
assume the Spirit of God hovers over you?  What is the light of God in your life?  Where is there 
still darkness?   

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the first question we ask when people profess their faith:  

On behalf of the whole Church, I ask you:  
Do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject the evil powers of this world, and 
repent of your sin?   
I do.   

Tuesday, December 5                                                                                            Sabbath  

Devotion: Read Genesis 1:26-27.  We are made in the image of God.  You are created to reflect 
the image of God in your words and actions.  What habits, actions, responsibilities, 
relationships, thoughts, and memories help you be the person God created you to be?   

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the second question we ask when people profess their 
faith: 

Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in 
whatever forms they present themselves?   
I do.  
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Wednesday, December 6                                                                                      Sabbath  

Devotion: Read Psalm 14:1-3.  We have all sinned; we have all chosen to put ourselves and our 
desires ahead of God.  What habits, actions, responsibilities, relationships, thoughts, and 
memories prevent you from being the person God created you to be? 

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the third question we ask when people profess their faith: 

Do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior, put your whole trust in his grace, and promise to 
serve him as your Lord, in union with the church which Christ opened to people of all ages, 
nations, and races?   
I do. 

Thursday, December 7                                                                                               Sabbath  

Devotion: Read 1 Timothy 2:1-6.  We sin, but God relentlessly pursues us in order to bless us.  
A blessing is anything that draws us closer to God.  Sometimes we enjoy the experiences or 
relationships which bless us.  At other times, we draw closer to the Creator through difficulty 
and pain.  What have been blessings in your life (not just things you enjoy or love, but those 
things which have made you more aware of God's presence)?  

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the question we traditionally ask one another after 
witnessing people profess their faith: 
Will you nurture one another in the Christian faith and life and include these persons now 
before you in your care?  
With God's help we will proclaim the good news and live according to the example of Christ.  We 
will surround these persons with a community of love and forgiveness that they may grow in their 
trust of God, and be found faithful in their service to others.  We will pray for them, that they may 
be true disciples who walk in the way that leads to life.    

Friday, December 8                                                                                              Sabbath 

Devotion: Read Luke 10:25-28. Even if we seek to love and serve God, we live in a broken world.   
Covenants are pacts established by God to reconnect us with the Creator.  Although the 
covenant established by Jesus differs from the one established through Abraham, they are both 
intended to help us live faithfully.  Which is more difficult for you: loving God with all you are or 
loving those around you?   

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the first question addressed by the Apostle's Creed: 
Do you believe in God the Father?  
I believe in God, the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth.  

Saturday, December 9                                                                                           Sabbath  

Devotion: Read Exodus 3:7-12.  God not only provides covenants to guide us - God is with us!  
The incarnation of Jesus and the gift of the Holy Spirit greatly expand this foundational idea, 
but from the beginning God has been present with us.  Where or when do you feel God's 
presence?  How much time and effort do you devote to listening for and seeking that presence?   

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the second question addressed by the Apostle's Creed: 
Do you believe in Jesus Christ?   
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I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the 
Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried; the third day he 
rose from the dead; he ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of God the Father 
Almighty, and will come again to judge the living and the dead.  

Sunday, December 10                                                                                                      
Sabbath  

Devotion:  Read Psalm 100.  Very brief worship options were available each day of this study.  
The worship of God is the most important thing we do.  Our understanding of God, scripture, 
and righteous living are alway limited to the extent to which we regularly worship.  Looking back 
over these past seven weeks, what has been your experience of worship?   

Personal Worship Option: Reflect on the third question addressed by the Apostle's Creed: 
Do you believe in the Holy Spirit?   
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of 
sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.  
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Appendix A     
Hard Core Study Topics  
  
Monday, October 23, 2017                                                                            Original 
Blessing 
- Read and reflect on 2 Timothy 3:16-17; John 20:19-23; and James 1:22.  What do these 
passages teach us about the "Word of God?"  What does a church need to do to be faithful to 
God's Word?  Reflect on the various time commitments in your life.  How much time do you 
spend each week on recreation?  Entertainment?  Devotional Life?  Family responsibilities?  
Earning/spending money?  Food purchase/preparation/consumption/cleanup?  Are you 
comfortable with the percentage of time you currently spend on these activities?  What 
adjustments need to be made?    

Tuesday, October 24,                                                                                Original 
Blessing 
- Research the concept of creation "out of nothing" (Ex Nihilo creation). 
- Research the belief the physical world is evil (Gnosticism). 

Wednesday, October 25,                                                                       Original 
Blessing 
- Examine references to signs in the heavens: Exodus 10:21-24; Isaiah 38:1-8; Joel 2:25-32; 
Matthew 24:29-31, Revelation 6:12-16. Make arguments for and against including astronomy in 
faithful practice. 
- Compare this Genesis 1 creation story to the Mesopotamian creation myth. 
- Read Psalm 74:13 and Isaiah 27:1; 51:9 for the Hebrew word ("tanin") used for "sea monsters."   
- Research other theories on when oral traditions were collected together to form the Torah.   

Thursday, October 26,                                                                                    Original 
Blessing 
- Research the idea humans are "made in the image of God" (Imago Dei). 
- Reflect on the two versions of the fourth Commandment in Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 
5:12-15.   

Friday, October 27                                                                               Original 
Blessing 
- Research the "Documentary Hypothesis" (the JEDP theory) of the Pentateuch.   
- Compare the "breath of life" in Genesis 2 with Ezekiel 37:1-14 and Acts 17:24-25.  What 
connection do you see with John 20:19-23?  
- Read Acts 2:1-4.  What is the relationship between the breath of God and the gift of the Holy 
Spirit?  
- Notice how God is presented as much more anthropomorphic in the second story compared to 
the first.  Take note of how verbs used in the second story make God appear more approachable.    

Saturday, October 28                                                                              Original 
Blessing 
- Research the "Theology of Labor or Work."  How might the Genesis account of labor as a gift 
from God influence how we deal with employment, retirement, pay, unions, etc? How does the 
call to serve others influence Christians in business?  Is it ever acceptable to set beliefs aside 
because "this is business?"  What guidelines can we offer to Christian business owners?  
Managers?  Employees?  

Sunday, October 29                                                                            Original Blessing 
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- Consider the following passage from the United Methodist Book of Discipline: "We assert that 
God's grace is manifest in all creation even though suffering, violence, and evil are everywhere 
present. The goodness of creation is fulfilled in human beings, who are called to covenant 
partnership with God. God has endowed us with dignity and freedom and has summoned us to 
responsibility for our lives and the life of the world."  Make a list of the theological concepts 
assumed in such a statement.   

Monday, October 30                                                    Sin/Brokenness 
- Explore examples of temptation and the motivations behind actions: Joshua 7:1-26, 1 Kings 
11:1-13, Matthew 16:13-23.  Contrast this with Matthew 4:1-11.  What steps do you need to 
take the next time you are tempted?   
- Look up definitions of sin.  Which ones best communicate the complex nature of our broken 
relationship with God?   

Tuesday, October 31                                                                                Sin/Brokenness 
- Genesis 3 assumes we have free will.  Without it, the "choice" to reject God's order has little 
meaning.  Some Christians do not believe humanity has free will.  Research the issue of free will 
vs sovereignty in Christian faith.  Review the role of free will in Calvinism.    
- Contemplate two of the questions we ask people who are being baptized:  
On behalf of the whole church, I ask you: do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, 
reject the evil powers of this world, and repent of your sin?  (I do.) 
Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in 
whatever forms they present themselves?  (I do.) 
- Explore Romans 5:12-21.  How does Paul interpret the Genesis' fall story?   

Wednesday, November 1                                                                          Sin/Brokenness 
- Research ritual sacrifice and the importance of blood being spilled.    

Thursday, November 2                                                                             Sin/Brokenness 
- Study ziggurats.  What are the implications if the Tower of Babel is a ziggurat?   
- Research various confessions of sin.  What is the difference in ancient and modern 
confessions?     

Friday, November 3                                                                                  Sin/Brokenness 
- Read Exodus 32 with the concept of corporate sin in mind.   
- Samuel is the key figure in the history of Israel as the people of God transition from the judges 
(emphasizing tribal leadership) and kings (representing a unified national leadership). Most 
commentators suggest that several sources are combined in these chapters, reflecting that some 
Samuel stories are pro monarchy in 9:1-10:16, 11:1-15, while others are anti monarchy in 
8:1-22, 12:1-25. 
- Read Deuteronomy 17:14–15.  Notice how this source assumes a king will one day be chosen 
and anointed and therefore provides some guidelines. 

Saturday, November 4                                                                              Sin/Brokenness 
- Modern accountability groups usually work under the assumption that each person instructs 
the others to hold them accountable to a specific goal or action.  To what specific goals might 
you ask a group to hold you accountable?  What prevents you from joining a newly forming 
accountability group?   
- Explore the following scriptures on fasting: Exodus 34:28; 1 Samuel 7:5-6; Joel 1:13-14, 
2:12-17; Luke 4:1-2; Matthew 6:17-18; and Acts 13:2-3. 
- Explore fasting websites.  What is the purpose of fasting? 

Sunday, November 5                                                                                Sin/Brokenness 
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- The revised common lectionary readings for today are Exodus 3:1-15; Psalm 105:1-6, 23-26, 
45c; Romans 12:9-21; and Matthew 16:21-28.  Read these, exploring what common themes run 
through them.   
- Research the history of lectionaries.  What are the positives and negatives of using a 
lectionary?   

Monday, November 6                                                                                     Covenant 
- Study the similarities between this story and the Babylonian Gilgamesh epic.  
- Research the redundancies and differences in the two sources (J and P) underlying this story.    

Tuesday, November 7                                                                                     Covenant 
- Read Hebrews 11:8-16.  Which of your actions might be a sign of faith?   
- Revelation 2:17 provides an image of God giving the faithful a new name in heaven.  Research 
why some people take on a new name at their baptism or upon entering a monastery/nunnery.   
- Research the origins and meaning behind circumcision.  
- Research the different Christian views on how God's covenant promise of the land belonging to 
the Jewish people influenced the Israeli settlement of Palestinian lands in 1948.    

Wednesday, November 8                                                                                     Covenant 
- Research how the various denominations within the Jewish faith handle the writing and 
reading the Tetragrammaton, the Hebrew term "YHWH." 
- Research the various estimates on the number of Hebrews who left Egypt during the Exodus.    

Thursday, November 9                                                                                      Covenant 
- Research the difficulty the Israelites had with the various gods named Baal over their history.  
Is there a common theological idea that links all these variations of Baal they encounter?   
- Explore the idea that the Bible can become an idol.  What is the difference between using the 
Bible as a gift of God and making it an idol?    

Friday, November 10                                                                                      Covenant 
- Research "sacred vs. profane space" and how this topic relates to worship.  Are some places 
sacred?  Is God more present in a church sanctuary than in a mall?  What are the positives and 
negatives for Israel of the ark being housed in the Tabernacle?  Of being permanently located in 
the Temple?   
- Examine the two lineages of Jesus provided in Matthew 1 and Luke 3.  Research the 
assumptions on why these two genealogies are different.   

Saturday, November 11                                                                                 Covenant 
- Examine the various theories of atonement that have been taught over the years.  
- Read Hebrews 8:1 - 10:25. Although it contains many Old Testament references, Hebrews is a 
fascinating book to study in reference to the covenant created through Jesus.  

Sunday, November 12                                                                                      Covenant 
- Research the history of John Wesley's Covenant Prayer.  Take note of how this prayer is one 
piece of a much larger covenant service.  What is conveyed in his original words of the prayer 
that the modern translation fails to communicate?     

Monday, November 13                                                          Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
(There will be times when our "hard core study" involves reading and reflecting on additional 
passages which provide insight about people and the broad sweep of Bible history.  Even with 
these extra readings, we do not cover every passage.  Feel free to read more!)  
Read Genesis 13:1 - 14:24, Abraham's experience with his nephew Lot and a priest named 
Melchizedek.   
Read Genesis 16:1-15, Hagar and Ishmael enter the story. 
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Read Genesis 18:1-15, three visitors reaffirm God's plan for Sarah and Abraham.  
Read Genesis 21:1-21, the birth of Isaac, and the sorrow of Hagar and Ishmael.   

Tuesday, November 14                                                         Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
- Read Genesis 20 (compare to 12:10-20) and Genesis 21:22-34 (compare both stories to 
26:1-33).   
- Research traditional answers concerning why 22:19 does not mention Isaac returning with 
Abraham.    

Wednesday, November 15                                                     Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
- Read Genesis 23:1-20 (the death of Sarah) and Genesis 25:1-11 (the death of Abraham).  Take 
note of the elaborate bartering ritual taking place in the purchase of the land.  Why can 
Abraham not take the land as a gift when Ephron offers it?  Why is this land purchase 
significant?   
- Research why those taking oaths (Gen 47:29) would place a hand under the thigh.    

Thursday, November 16                                                        Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
- Study the biblical view of words: Psalm 19:14; Proverbs 12:18; Isaiah 55:10-11; Matthew 
15:1-20; Mark 11:20-24; John 8:42-47; Ephesians 4:29; James 1:26, 3:1-12.  Read again 
Genesis 1:1-27.  What is the link between being made in the image of God and our words?   

Friday, November 17                                                            Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
- Read Genesis 29:1-30:24 (Rachel and Leah story) and Genesis 30:25 - 31:55 (Jacob and Laban 
story).  
- Research what various scholars believe is the historical background to Jacob's wrestling match 
(Gen 32:22-32).  

Saturday, November 18                                                        Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
- Read the remaining chapters of Genesis, 46-50.   
- Research the difference between "general providence" and "special providence."  
- What do the following theologians teach about providence: Augustine, Aquinas, Calvin, 

Luther, Wesley?  

Sunday, November 19                                                           Patriarchs and Matriarchs 
- There is no hard core study today.  Take a deep breath and recognize you are loved.  Allow the 
presence of God to comfort you.   

Monday, November 20                                                                                       Exodus  
- Research why scholars believe Joseph rose to power under the "Hyksos," rulers of foreign lands 
from Asia (1750-1570) and oppression arose under the Pharaoh Thutmose III (1490-1439). 
- Find the location of Pithom and Rameses on a map.  Research their roles in military 
campaigns.  
- Find the Gulf of Aquaba on a map.  Note how many countries are connected to this body of 
water.  

Tuesday, November 21                                                                                           Exodus 
- Research various answers to where Mount Sinai/ Horeb is located.   
- Look up the word "theophany" and find examples of theophany in scripture. 
- Research the middle eastern practice of removing shoes in sacred spaces.   
- Explore the various ways to translate the divine name we refer to as "Yahweh."  

Wednesday, November 22                                                                                       Exodus 
- Research the possible connection between the Apiru or Habiru people to the Hebrews.   
- Explore the origins of the term "El" in reference to a god.  
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- What are the implications of "ongoing revelation" for God's activity in the world today?   

Thursday, November 23                                                                                          Exodus 
- Research the difference between belief in Sheol and Heaven/Hell. 
- Explore the term "deuteronomic theology."  
- What is the difference between "fate" and predestination? 
- Look up the teaching that each plague is directed toward a specific Egyptian god.   

Friday, November 24                                                                                         Exodus 
- Explore the various activities, sometimes extreme, involving Christians seeking economic 
justice?   
- Research the etymology of the word translated "Passover." 
- Read an example of the Jewish Seder liturgy used during Passover.  

Saturday, November 25                                                                                     Exodus 
- Explore maps demonstrating the route taken by the Hebrews and the landmarks named, 
specifically the possible location of "Pi-hahiroth, in front of Baal-Zephaniah." (Ex 14:9) 
- Research the opinion the "red" sea is a mistranslation of the "reed" sea.  

Sunday, November 26                                                                                       Exodus 
- Why don't you take a day off?  A sabbath day of rest would probably do you good.   

Monday, November 27                                                                        Wilderness and Law 
- Find maps displaying possible routes from the Sea and the various stops along the way to Mt. 
Sinai. 
- Research the tamarix mannifera plant.  
- Explore the name "manna" in relation to the Aramaic "man" or a connection to an Egyptian 
term.  

Tuesday, November 28            Wilderness and Law 
- Read the story of Jethro's advice to Moses about organizing a judicial system (Ex 18).  Why is it 
necessary to have such organization in place prior to the appearance of the Ten 
Commandments? 
- Research the various numbering systems for the 10 Commandments. 
- Explore the meanings behind the words "kill" (v. 13), "adultery" (v. 14), and "covet" (v. 17).  
- Compare the tension between "private property" versus "universal destination of goods."  

Wednesday, November 29            Wilderness and Law 
- Read about the "613 Commandment" tradition and the various opinions on whether the Ten 
Commandments are part of the "Law of Moses." 
- Read Leviticus 19-23, considering that most laws are created because an action has been 
taken and found by the community to be unacceptable, immoral, etc.  Given that idea, what do 
these chapters reveal about the struggles of the faith community which created them?   

Thursday, November 30            Wilderness and Law 
- Research the belief reflects the attempt to insert into the Torah the later condemnation of the 
cult of Jeroboam at Bethel and Dan in 1 Kings 12.   
- Explore various opinions on the which god or gods are being represented by the golden calf, or 
if perhaps the figure was to provide a seat for Yahweh.   
- Research the Hebrew word נָחַם (nacham or nashash) at issue in verse 14.  
- Read Exodus 33-34. 

Friday, December 1              Wilderness and Law 
- Find the areas described in Numbers 14:21-23 on maps.  
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- Research the various perspectives on the origin of the Nephilim.  Were they mythological 
legends or the result of satanic interaction with the world?! 

Saturday, December 2             Wilderness and Law 
- Find the traditional location for Pisgah on a map.   
- Read about the Hebrews trials during their 40 year sojourn: Numbers 16; 20:14-29; 21:10-35; 
31 - 33.  

Sunday, December 3            Wilderness and Law 
- Trace on a map the path of all Moses sees from the peak of Nebo.   
- Read the Song of Moses (chapter 32) and the his final blessing on Israel (33). 

Monday, December 4 - Sunday, December 10                                                      Sabbath 
We are taking a sabbath week.  Please read the explanation on Monday, September 29 page.  
During this week, why don't you consider spending the time you normally spend on "Hard Core 
Study" reaching out by visit, phone, email, or letter to people who might need some extra 
attention.   
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Appendix B   
Approximate Timeline of Biblical Events, Persons           (Estimated Dates Books Are Written)  

2000     Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and Leah/Rachel, Joseph  
1700 Joseph's family enters Egypt  
1260  Moses leads escape from Egypt  
1220  Joshua leads people into Canaan         (Ten Commandments)  
   The Judges  
1060  Samuel  
1020  Development of Unified Hebrew Nation, First Temple Built 
 Kings: Saul, David (1010-970), Solomon (970-931); Prophet Nathan.    
           (Torah Written Down from Oral Traditions) 
 931  United Hebrew Kingdom Divided into Northern Kingdom of Israel and southern Kingdom 
of Judah  
 (931-911) King Jeroboam I of Israel; Prophet Ahijah 
 (931-914) King Rehoboam of Judah; Prophet Shemaiah 
 (914-911) King Abijah of Judah  
 (911-910) King Nadab of Israel 
 (911-870) King Asa of Judah  
 (910-887) King Baasha of Israel  
 (887-886) King Elah of Israel  
 (886-886) King Zimri of Israel  
 (886-875) King Omri of Israel; Prophet Jehu  
 (875-853) King Ahab of Israel; Prophet Elijah 
 (870-851) King Jehoshaphat of Judah; Prophet Jehu  
 (853-852) King Ahaziah of Israel; Prophet Elijah  
 (852-841) King Jehoram of Israel, son of Ahab; Prophet Elisha 
 (851-843) King Jehoram of Judah, son of Jehoshaphat; Prophet Elijah 
 (843-842) King Ahaziah of Judah; Prophet Jehu  
 (842-802) King Joash of Judah; Prophets Jehoiada, Joel, Zechariah 
 (841-814) King Jehu of Israel; Prophet Elisha 
 (814-806) King Jehoahaz of Israel 
 (806-791) King Jehoash of Israel; Prophet Elisha  
 (802-776) King Amziah of Judah 
 (791-750) King Jeroboam II of Israel; Prophets Hosea, Amos                            (Amos) 
 (776-736) King Uzziah of Judah; Prophets Zechariah, Amos, Isaiah, Hosea     (Hosea) 
 (750-749) King Zachariah of Israel  
 (749-749) King Shallum of Israel  
 (749-739) King Menahem of Israel  
 (739-737) King Pekahiah of Israel; Prophet Micah  
 (737-732) King Pekah of Israel; Prophet Micah  
 (736-730) King Jotham of Judah; Prophets Isaiah, Micah, Hosea 
 (732-722) King Hoshea of Israel; Prophets Micah, Hosea 
 (730-715) King Ahaz of Judah; Prophets Isaiah, Micah 
722  Fall of Northern Kingdom of Israel to Assyria  
 (715-687) King Hezekiah of Judah; Prophets Nahum, Isaiah, Micah, Hosea  
                    (Isaiah 1-39)  
 (687-642) King Manasseh of Judah; Prophet unnamed          (Micah)  
 (642-640) King Amon of Judah  
 (640-609) King Josiah of Judah; Prophets Huldah, Zephaniah, Jeremiah         
                  (Zephaniah, Nahum) 
 (609-609) King Jehahaz of Judah 
 (609-598) King Jehoiakim of Judah; Prophet Jeremiah    (Habakkuk) 

© 2013 Mark Flynn Page �81



iStudy
 (598-597) King Jeholachin 
 (598-587) King Zedekiah of Judah; Prophet Jeremiah          (Jeremiah, 
Obadiah)  
587  Fall of Southern Kingdom to Babylon           (Ezekiel)  
 Temple destroyed, Exile to Babylon    (Joshua, Judges, 1 & 2 Samuel)  
539  Babylonia conquered by Persia; Prophet Isaiah of Babylon  (1 & 2 Kings, Isaiah 40-66) 
538 Cyrus allows freed Jews to return to Judah; Prophets Haggai, Zechariah             
(Job) 
516 Second Temple dedicated                           (Haggai, Zechariah) 
440 Walls around Jerusalem rebuilt; Prophet Malachi       (Malachi, Ruth, Jonah)    
389  Ezra reads the Law; Prophet Joel                   (Joel, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Nehemiah, Ezra) 
333  Alexander the Great conquers Persia and Palestine  
        (Song of Solomon, Lamentations completed)  
250  Hebrew Scriptures translated into Greek, called The Septuagint. (Proverbs completed) 
198  Seleucid Kings rule Syria and Palestine             (Ecclesiastes)  
167  Jews revolt, led by Maccabees                   (Daniel, Esther, Psalms completed) 
  63  Romans capture Jerusalem  
  37  Herod the Great appointed King over Palestine  
   4  Birth of Jesus 
  30  Crucifixion and Resurrection  
  33  Conversion of Saul/Paul 
  50-63  New Testament letters written 
  63  Death of Paul  
  65-150  Gospels and other New Testament books written  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Appendix C  
Essential Theories of the Atonement (How do we become one with God?)  
  
1. Recapitulation Theory — God's incarnation reverses the course of humankind  
  
Main player - Irenaeus 
Time Period – 2nd Century 
Christ’s life recapitulated (repeated) all the stages of human life but without sin.  By living 
obediently to God's desires, Jesus reverses or re-directs humanity's course of disobedience 
initiated by Adam.  Adam had taken humanity down the wrong path; Jesus sets us back on the 
correct path.  All sinned in Adam, but in Christ, the Second Adam, that sin can be undone, 
allowing humanity to live a life of obedience to God when we follow Christ.  The incarnation and 
life of Christ are as essential to atonement as crucifixion and resurrection.   

2. The Ransom Theory — God deceived Satan by paying him a ransom for us. 
  
Main player - Origen 
Time Period – 3rd Century 
Because of human sin, Satan obtained a formal dominion and ownership of humanity and the 
world.  Payment had to be made to Satan since he was the one holding sinners captive.  God 
agreed to allow Jesus to die to pay the ransom price to the devil for us.  Satan, thinking he 
would gain ownership of Jesus, God’s son, accepted the offer, but God deceived Satan by raising 
Jesus from the dead, freeing him from Satan, and reuniting him with God.  This ransom atones 
for human sin, releasing us from Satan’s bondage.   Reconciliation with God, then, comes when 
humans trust in Jesus to be their Lord and Savior.  
  
3. The Satisfaction Theory —  Jesus appeases God by being a ritual human sacrifice. 

Main player(s) - Anselm (full theory), Tertullian, (begins it), Ambrose, Augustine, Aquinas 
Time Period - 11th Century 
Human sin dishonors God.  A price must be paid to satisfy God and restore divine honor.  The 
only way payment that would satisfy God was the obedience of Christ to willingly suffer, die, and 
receive the penalty.  By Jesus being fully God and fully man, his divinity offers something 
worthy to God while his humanity represents humankind, thus making it necessary for the Son 
to become a man (incarnation). Jesus voluntarily allowed himself to be the ritual sacrifice, the 
payment to God, and thus restored honor to God. Jesus is the One who stands before the Judge 
(God), and settles our debt.  This understanding of atonement is tied to an understanding of the 
ancient Hebrew ritual sacrifice.   
  
4. The Moral Theory —  Jesus’ life and death is an example for the rest of humanity to 
emulate. 
  
Main player(s) – Peter Abelard 
Time Period – 12th Century 
God’s unending love overrules His demands for justice.  Jesus’ life and death are able to be an 
inspiration and example for Christians to follow.  Atonement occurs when a human follows the 
moral/ethical example of Jesus, becoming obedient to God.  God does not need satisfaction.  
Rather, Jesus’ life inspires us to put aside sin and be united with God.  As people are inspired 
by the life and death of Jesus, they seek wholeness in trying to follow his example, working 
toward union with God. 
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5. The Acceptance Theory —  Atonement is through the arbitrary choice of God. 
  
Main player(s) – John Duns Scotus, William of Ockham 
Time Period – Around 1300 
God is omnipotent (all-powerful), with the ability to create the world in any desired way.  God 
chose this form of creation.  God could have chosen to save humanity through the work and/or 
death of an angel, human being, or even an animal.  Yet God chose to bring atonement through 
the death of Jesus, the Son.  God freely chose to accept Jesus’ finite suffering as a human being 
as a sufficient satisfaction (reparation) for humanity’s sin. 
  
6. The Penal (Legal – Substitution) Theory — God’s wrath is replaced by His mercy after the 
infinite sacrifice of Jesus. 
  
Main player(s) – Reformation Theologians (Martin Luther, John Calvin) 
Time Period – 1500’s A.D. 
God is holy and perfect, the divine Judge.  Therefore, God has a high standard of holiness and 
perfection for humanity.  Humanity does not meet that standard.  Sin is the manifestation of 
that unmet standard and incurs a debt to God that must be paid.  Perfect justice requires a 
punishment for sin that includes the sacrifice of life.  Full compensation must be given to God, 
who was wronged.  Jesus, God’s son, who represents all sinful humanity as a man, is the only 
one who is able and sufficient to take on the innumerable sins of the world and be punished for 
them.  Jesus’ bears the punishment for sin that is necessary for atonement.  Jesus' sacrifice 
paid the penalty for our failure, and in bearing our punishment on the cross, God’s wrath is 
replaced by mercy.  In perfectly keeping the law, Jesus earned salvation, and by suffering the 
required punishment in our place, he extends that salvation to us. 
  
7. Governmental Theory — God is a lawgiver who enacts and sustains law in the universe. 
  
Main player(s) - Hugo Grotius 
Time Period – 17th Century 
God's created the world with a particular order.  That order of creation has fallen apart and 
must be restored.  Because God’s law states that sin means death, strict justice requires eternal 
death of sinners.  The death of Christ was a public example of both the depth of sin and the 
extent to which God was willing to go to uphold moral order.  Christ died on our behalf, but not 
in our place.  We are a bunch of rebels who are saved when we obey God's order of creation and 
live the love of Christ.  The atonement, then, demonstrates God’s high regard for His law and His 
attitude toward sin. 
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