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Small Group notes for StMM and SWCC

Autumn 2008

Using the Notes

Timings – a rough guide is the Welcome is 10 mins, Worship 10-15 mins, the Word 30-40 mins plus 10-20 mins to Pray for one another Witness 15 mins

Leading – please don’t feel you have to stick to the suggestions for the Welcome/Worship. If you have something more appropriate for your group then go for it! Likewise you don’t have to answer every question!

Word Section – there is not always time to do all the questions so choose the ones that will be most helpful to your Group. 

Remember the purpose is to grow in faith not just in knowledge so leave time to pray for one another as part of the application of the Word.
Witness Section – this tends to be left out –can I challenge your group to 
do it for the whole term & see what God does with your willingness.

Sermons on the back cover there is a list of when passages are to be preached upon.
One of our key Small Group values is that we want to be God Centred
We have a commitment to build our relationship with God through reading and applying the Bible, prayer, worship, and fellowship with other Christians in accountable relationships.
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Leader:
O God of Deborah and Gideon, you have given us leaders to bring us back when we wander from you, and deliverers to lead us against oppression.

People: 
Give us leaders and deliverers, and grant us the wisdom to follow them.

Leader:
From the words of your prophets we have learned justice and mercy.

People:
Help us to say with Isaiah, ‘Here am I. Send me.’

Leader:
O God of James and John and Mary Magdalene, you have called us to follow Jesus.

People:
Teach us how to work together in mutual responsibility, side by side, neither lagging behind nor shoving to the front.

Leader:
O God of Paul and Priscilla and Aquila, who risked their lives for the sake of making Jesus known, fill us with enthusiasm for the mission of your church.

People:
Use us to share Christ’s love with others and to encourage the church in its ministry to the whole world.

Leader:
O God of our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself in love for the whole world, teach us so to love.

People:
Grant us the Spirit of Christ, who came not to be served but to serve.


Amen.
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said, “You must be ready”? How can our church ‘be ready’ for Christ’s return? (Perhaps refer to 1 Thessalonians 1v3)
2) Read 1 Thessalonians 4v13-5v11.
How do these verses, ‘encourage you? (4v18, 5v11)

The book of Revelation was probably written during a time of severe Roman  persecution during the period 90-95AD. John was exiled to Patmos Island where he wrote this book. 
The purpose of the book was not so much to give us clues to the time of the second coming but rather to encourage Christians to keep their faith despite opposition. We will one day share in His total victory over anyone or anything that stands in opposition against God.  

In the last book of the Bible, Jesus speaks to the seven churches of Asian Minor (Revelation: Chapters 2 and 3). Either take just one letter for everyone to read, or all read different ones and report back. Take time to read the letter/s silently. Look for answers to these questions and report back to the group.
3) Is there a challenge for you/us?
4) Is there an encouragement for you/us?
5) We have reached the end of our Bible Overview. What has been most helpful to you over the past few weeks?

6) Simply read Genesis 1v1-5 and Rev 22v7-21 to conclude this section. Are you looking forward to this? Express it in prayer.

WITNESS
Use the following litany inspired by a prayer from The Church of South India as an act of commitment as you promise to share The Bible’s Big Story with others.  

Litany of Faith and Courage

Leader:
O God of Abraham and Sarah, you have led your people in the past; lead us now.

People: 
Grant us the courage of Ruth to leave behind the old and familiar, the courage of Noah to risk laughter and scorn, the hope of Jeremiah to invest in the future, and the unselfishness of Esther to take risks on behalf of others.

Leader:
O God of Moses and Miriam, you delivered your people and led them through the wilderness, giving them food, protection and guidance.

People:
In the words of Miriam we praise you, ‘I will sing to Yahweh, who has triumphed gloriously.’
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Introduction

God has invited us to join His mission and that He has given us the bible for use in discovering more of God’s purposes. It is a holy library that has been compiled for us.  Different from other compilations in that through the Holy Spirit’s guidance we discover more of God and His purposes for us and the world we live in. Thus getting to know the big story of the bible is a doorway into living a more effective and practical life following Jesus. 

The word bible means a library of books. Of which there are 66, 39 in the Old Testament and 27 in the New Testament.  It is important to remember that the books were written on the whole by Jews, both Old and New Testament. There is an assumption in this course that Jesus is the fulfilment of Jewish scriptures concerning the Messiah (the chosen one, Jesus - God to the rescue, the divine deliverer), who would come. We will look primarily at Creation to Christ with some thoughts shared on the Church of Jesus Christ to the new Creation.

This collection of books in fact tells a story that can be traced and followed through. Each book has its own meaning and reason for being written. These books in the bible are regarded as revelatory – they reveal God’s purposes for the Earth, for nations & individuals. 

From Creation to the New Creation the bible story must be told with Jesus at the Centre acting like a watermark on Old Testament scriptures. Jesus the Messiah must not be de-Judaized lest he becomes de-humanised and be treated on the level of a popular myth. The bible then is not a succession of moral points, it is not a collection of Sunday sermons, it is not a succession of heroes but a story line through which key biblical themes are woven. When we read the New Testament a good question to ask is how does Jesus handle the story line? How does he re-interpret and re-define its themes? When we work that way the bible makes tremendous sense and God in Christ challenges us enormously…

There is an anecdotal story of Karl Barth (a famous academic theologian) when he was once asked in Chicago airport what he thought amongst all the great truths he had studied was the most important teaching and he replied “Jesus loves me this I know for the bible tells me so!”
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Session 1 - Paradise given

WELCOME  

What was the highlight of your summer?
WORSHIP

Read Psalm 8 together .

Play some inspirational music or show pictures of planet earth revealing something of the beauty of creation. 
Praise God for the beauty of creation.

WORD

1) Someone summed up the story of the Bible in just ten words! “In the beginning God …after that everything is a response.”  Discuss. 
2) How would you sum up the Bible in about ten words?

(Send your answers to Steve - a few could be published in the noticesheet or magazine).

3) What are the “good” things God created “in the beginning”? Look through Gen. 1v1-2v25.


4) Read Gen: 1v26-28. What is God’s original intention and purpose for humanity? How are we doing?

5)   Can you improve one aspect of your stewardship of the earth? 
Pray for one another
WITNESS
Consider how this group might be ‘outward looking’ this term

Alpha starts on Tuesday 30th September. Are there people you can pray for and give them an invitation?
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Session 12 – Parousia - The 2nd coming of Christ
WELCOME

What is an ideal Christmas from your point of view? 

WORSHIP

This is an ‘Advent’ hymn. Advent means ‘an arrival of one which is awaited’ (Dictionary definition). Advent is the season before Christmas when Christians remind themselves that they are waiting for Christ to return . Read Isaiah 7v14 and Matthew 1v23 to refer to Jesus first coming,  and Rev 21v1-4 for the picture of heaven after the second coming.

Use these verses and this hymn to inspire a time of praise.

1. O come, O come, Emmanuel
And ransom captive Israel
That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear
    Chorus:
    Rejoice! Rejoice!
    Emmanuel 
    shall come to thee, O Israel!
2. O come, thou Dayspring, 
come and cheer
Our spirits by thine advent here
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night
And death's dark shadows put to flight
3. O come, thou Wisdom from on high
And order all things, far and nigh
To us the path of knowledge show
And cause us in her ways to go

4. O come, Desire of nations, bind
All peoples in one heart and mind
Bid envy, strife and quarrels cease
Fill the whole world with heaven's peace. J.Neale

WORD

The second coming of Christ (The Parousia) is prophesied in the Old Testament and by Jesus himself in the New Testament. The event is anticipated and expected by the other New Testament writers. There are many theories about HOW He will return; one thing we do know is that He WILL return; it will be the end of The Bible’s Big Story. 
1) Read Matthew 24v36-44 
When will Jesus come back? What do you think Jesus meant when He
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Session 11 - Passing on the story

WELCOME

How much should/could our church life reflect what we read in Acts?

WORSHIP

Read Ezekiel 36v24-28; Joel 2v28-32; Acts 2v1-4; 1 Corinthians 3v16.

Then pray and praise, as The Lord leads you.

WORD

When Jesus died on the cross it seemed that God’s plan was in tatters. After He rose again and ascended, He sent his disciples out to be a blessing to all the nations and to tell everyone of God’s love. Their story is told in The Acts of the Apostles. It is an exciting sun baked, surf drenched, ‘cliff-hanger’ book, full of real people, with their hopes, fears and trials. 
Stephen explains the whole Bible’s Big Story so far, and is executed for sharing it! (Acts 7v2-53 ). 

1) Read Acts 3v12-26. Think back over the past studies. How many recurring biblical themes of can you see in Peter’s speech?
In the Old Testament there is an expectation that the people of all the nations will be blessed by ‘coming to’ Mount Zion (Israel). In the New Testament, Jesus sends the people of God ‘out to all nations’. (Isaiah 2v3, Matt 28v16-20, Acts 1v8,)

Paul finds himself in prison in Rome. 

2) Read Acts 28v23-31. Some rejected his message and some accepted it. How have people in your life reacted to the Bible’s Big Story of God’s love for them? 

3) We believe that Paul stayed in prison until his execution within a few years of this chapter . Verse 31 seems to be a summary of his life. What would you like to be remembered by?

4) In what ways could the church be called ‘Israel’? Look up Galatians 
6v16. Ephesians 2v11-13, 3v6. 
5) Do we have their same promises; a land; a people; a blessing to the nations? How does that translate for us today?  

Note the differences between Israel and the church. The church is:
1) Founded of Jesus Christ. 2) Called into life by the Holy Spirit. 
3) Will contain all races as one people. 

Pray for one another

WITNESS
Pray and that your Small Group will reflect the zeal and ministry of the church in Acts and that together we may be a ‘mission-shaped’ church
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Session 2 - Paradise lost

WELCOME  

What image or picture do you see what you hear the word ‘paradise’? You do not have to be ’religious’ in your answer!
WORSHIP

Read Hebrews 10:19-24.

Praise God for His love and plan of salvation
WORD

1) Read Gen 2 and 3v1-16. Discuss the story.
Who is looking for whom? Who is hiding from whom? Why?
How well does this describe the world today? 
2) Review Gen 4-11 (by looking at the chapter headings)
Cain and Abel; Noah; The Tower of Babel and Abraham’s Family. Someone could take some of these headings and briefly give an overview to the group.

3) What are the consequences of this story today?
4) How do you view God, yourself and others with this section of the Bible in mind?

5) How can thinking about this story have an effect on your life this week? Reflect quietly on the following questions; 
· Do you need to change your behaviour? 

· Are you blaming people? 

· Are you tempting people?

· Do you need to ask for forgiveness from God or someone else?

Pray for one another as appropriate
WITNESS
Please pray for the Alpha course which starts on Tuesday 30th September. Are there people you can pray for and give them an invitation?
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Session 3 – Promises, Promises, Promises
WELCOME   

Describe any tough journey you remember well.

WORSHIP

Use the prayer of Saint Brendan to inspire a time of worship. 

Brendan was a courageous Irish Celtic Christian who set out to the open sea in a tiny currach (leather covered boat) to tell the people of Scotland, England, Wales and Brittany about Jesus. 

ST BRENDAN’S PRAYER
Shall I abandon, O King of mysteries, the soft comforts of home?

Shall I turn my back on my native land, and turn my face towards the sea?

Shall I put myself wholly at your mercy, without silver, without a horse,

without fame, without honour?

Shall I throw myself wholly upon You,

without sword and shield, without food and drink, without a bed to lie on?

Shall I say farewell to my beautiful land, placing myself under Your yoke?

Shall I pour out my heart to You, confessing my manifold sins 

and begging forgiveness, tears streaming down my cheeks?

Shall I leave the prints of my knees on the sandy beach,

a record of my final prayer in my native land?

Shall I then suffer every kind of wound that the sea can inflict?

Shall I take my tiny boat across the wide, sparkling ocean?

O King of the Glorious Heaven, shall I go of my own choice upon the sea?

O Christ, will You help me on the wild waves?
WORD 
These stories were first told rather than read. Good stories often have suspense. You can imagine the cliff-hangers and gossip, as these stories were re-told to the people of God. Will Abraham and Sarai stay together? When will the promised child be born?  When will they get the land? Just look at those dysfunctional families! Genesis is a great  read.   

Read Genesis 11v26-12v3 and Genesis 13v13-18
1)  What promises were attached to this calling? 
2)  What significance do they have for the people of God today?
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Session 10 - The Promised Messiah part 2
WELCOME & WORSHIP  
How would you summarise Jesus life and work to a person who is not yet a Christian using 12 words or less? Spend some time praising your saviour.

WORD

1) What is the surprise announcement in Matthew 1:1? What do you think the Jewish readers of the day would have felt as they read this introduction to Jesus? 

During the period preceding Jesus’ coming, Jewish teachers said that, ‘Where two or three gathered around the Torah (the Jewish scriptures), the presence of God dwelt among them’. Jewish teachers referred to their sacred writings as ‘The bread of life’, ‘The water of life’, and ‘The light of the world’.
2) What radical claim does Jesus make in Matthew 18:20?

3) What does Jesus say about himself in John 4v10-14; 6v35; 8v12? 
4) How would the people of His day react to these sayings?
5) How are these sayings real for you today?
6) Read John 7v25-52. Imagine you are there and hearing Jesus for the first time. What is in your mind?
7) Jesus is the ‘Chosen one’ of Isaiah 42v1 of whom God declares, “..in whom I delight”. He is know as the ‘suffering servant’. Psalm 2 was used when a king from the line of David was enthroned – read v7. These themes appear again in Jesus’ Baptism (Mark 1v9-11). Jesus was the chosen servant who later washed his disciples feet and told them to do the same for others (John 13v5,14).
8) How can we serve each other in our Small Groups?

Pray for one another
WITNESS
Pray for an opportunity to mention the name of Jesus outside of your Christian circle of friends this week.  

For Next week—read any portion of The Acts of The Apostles.
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Session 9 - The Promised Messiah part 1
Welcome: When were you last surprised? 
Word:

1) What story is John picking up and why? Read John 1:1. What was the common Messianic expectation? Why were people in for a surprise?

Read Matthew 3:16-17. The voice from heaven includes two quotes from the Old Testament: 1) Ps 2:7 which was believed to have been used at the coronation of a king and 2) Isaiah 42:1-4 from the first Servant song. 
2) How do you think Jesus perceived his ministry?  

Many rabbis taught that when the messiah came, he would bring a new Law/Torah.  Jesus brought a one-and-only “new commandment.” 

Read John 13:34,35What did Jesus want for his people to do? 

Jesus death - Read Luke 22:14-30

3) What did the Jews remember/relive at the Passover feast? See Ex 13:8

4) What does Jesus claim to deliver people from? 

Jesus Resurrection - Read Luke 24:13-35  

5) How did you recognise the Risen Jesus? 

6) How has God revealed himself to you through the sacred story/scriptures? 

The prophet Ezekiel looked forward to the day when the law of God was written on people’s hearts. Ezk 36:26-27 “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.” 

7) How can believers live out this new life Read John 16:12-15; 

8) What story does John 20:21-23 remind you of? 

9) How does the kingdom of God grow? Read Acts 1:8. 
10) What is the nature of God’s kingdom? Read Matthew 25:31-46

Witness

Jesus had the bowl and towel as symbols of his practical service for others. What might your symbols be? Where is God asking you to serve him as individuals and as a church? How will you pass on the story?

Worship

Use a meditation/music to respond to God in your own way and then write yourself a card of commitment that you can keep in your bible. If you think or feel it is appropriate, share what you have written.
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Promise: of Land

This is a central aspect of the Old Testament story. 
Read about Abraham’s uncertainty and God’s response in Gen 15v7-21.

3) What has God promised us as a Church?

Promise: of Descendants 

God has promised descendants to Abraham. In Rom 4v18-21 Paul describes the 99 year old Abraham and his elderly wife Sarah, as ‘as good as dead’ (repeated in Heb 11v12). Then Isaac was born! Isaac married Rebecca and she gave birth to twins, Esau and Jacob, and although Esau was born first it was Jacob who inherited Isaac’s blessing. Isaac married and his wives gave birth to twelve boys and at least one girl. These boys’ names became the names for the twelve tribes of Israel. 

4) What has God done in your life ‘against the odds”?

Promise: of Blessing to the Nations

Blessings would flow from Abraham and his descendants to the nations of the world, Gen. 12v2,3.  However, the temptation is often to distort this. Eventually those who, in 538 B.C., returned to Judah from exile in Babylon saw their destiny as receiving material blessings from the nations, rather than bringing blessings to the nations.  Isaiah 60v4-7,11,12,16. 

5) Are Christians today much more eager to want others to come and join them in worship rather than go and be a blessing in the world? How does this work out in our church life?

 6) What do you personally feel or think you are called to? How do you know?

7) Is God asking anyone in the group to take a further step in their faith journey? Pray for each other’s calling at this point.

WITNESS
Pray for each other and our church as we seek to ’go’ into the world to tell of Jesus.

Before the next  session you might like to read Exodus 3v1-20, Numbers 14v1-4.
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Session 4 - People of God
WELCOME   

Have you ever felt trapped and then escaped or been rescued? 

WORSHIP

God is a liberator of the oppressed. Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom! Thank God in music, artistic pictures or prayers for all the liberties you experience. (Luke 4v18, 2 Cor 3v17)
WORD

After about 400 years in exile, “A new king, who did not know about Joseph, came to power in Egypt” (Exodus 1v6-14 ). The people of God began to suffer excessively under the burden of Pharaoh’s ambitions. Pharaoh ordered the death of all Hebrew male children, but some survived. Moses was a young ruler when he killed an Egyptian for beating a Hebrew slave, then had to flee for his life (Exodus 2v5-10). Moses was raised up by God to deliver the children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. God’s promises are still at work.

Read Exodus 3v1-20

1) How does Moses respond to the call of God? 
2) What do you think Moses was thinking and feeling?

God did not rescue the Israelites from Egypt because they were faithful to him (Ezekiel 20:v-8), or because they were striving to keep the commandment s (they’ve not been given yet!)
3) Why do you think God rescued these people?

4) Does faithlessness limit God today?
Despite God’s promises, providence & presence during the 40-year journey through the wilderness, the People of God murmured, grumbled, and complained (Numbers 14v1-4). 
5) In what circumstances do you think it is permissible to moan or groan?
Is there a difference? 
6) How do you think God reacts when we express our feelings?
God rescues His people, forms them into a community & gives them Ten Commandments.

Why did God need to give them the Ten Commandments? 
If they show us how we fail, can they be helpful?

Who would like prayer now for a difficult situation?

WITNESS
What are the spiritual ‘groans’ of our community or your network? 
In what ways are people searching for God? 
Do you think God wants to use you to ‘liberate’ someone or some community? How? Do pray about this now. 

Before the next  session you might like to read Joshua 1v1-9 and Judges 2v6-23.
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Transfiguration, indicating his role as summarising the law and the prophets. 
4. Jesus describes himself as the expected but mysterious Son of Man from the book of Daniel. 
5.Even in the letters, we see these fulfilments continued e.g. as Paul described Jesus as the Second Adam. Hebrews 1:1-4 summarises it well.

Jesus’ Death

Jesus was regarded by St Paul as the Second Adam who as representative man lived the life we were meant to live, but cannot.  He also died the death we deserve to die, so that we need not.  Although we still have to die, the death that awaits us is no longer punishment for sin; Jesus suffered all our punishment on the cross.  Death has now been transformed into that “Final Jordan” that we must cross to enter into Jesus’ Eternal Promised Land. By going to the cross, Jesus performed the ultimate act of the ultimate servant, and conquered the demonic powers, Read John 12:31.  The last thing that Satan wanted was that Jesus should go to the cross. Still today, Satan does not want us to understand that we are called to live as servants of each other, in community; Satan wants us to be seduced by the world’s agenda to serve ourselves first. The ironic surprise is that, at the cross, Jesus got crucified and Satan got nailed!

Jesus’ Resurrection

The death of God’s Messiah was the perfect and complete offering for sins. God has accepted the sacrifice made and the life of Jesus was vindicated in his resurrection. Moreover, all those that hope in Christ share in the benefits of his perfect life, death and resurrection. 

When Jesus rose from the dead, His resurrection declared, “One stronger than death is here!”  In raising Jesus from the dead, Jesus’ Father vindicated His Son’s ministry.  This means that although the religious leaders rejected Jesus’ teaching and ministry, and thought that by crucifying Jesus they would be rid of Him, Jesus’ Father gave a glorious “Yes!” to His Son’s ministry, and declared Jesus Lord of time, death and eternity.

Jesus’ Ascension

When Jesus “ascended,” He did not withdraw His presence.  He merely transformed it; Luke 2:50-53; Acts 1:6-11; Matthew 28:20.  We do not wait for His “second coming” but rather for His appearing.”  We live out life before the eyes of the invisible but ever-present Jesus, and serve Him in all His (sometimes distressing) disguises by serving those around us, Matthew 25:31-46 Jesus remains among His people, although invisibly, and the Holy Spirit makes Jesus’ saving work, message, and mission known.  .  
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The Law

The lawyers, Pharisees, focused on the commandments.  Both the Pharisees and the Sadducees acknowledged the presence of 613 commandments in the Pentateuch or Torah–the first five books of the Old Testament.  However, the Pharisees also accepted the oral traditions The rabbis taught that God dictated the Pentateuch  to Moses at Sinai, and that Moses wrote what he heard–precisely and accurately.  They taught that God also whispered many oral traditions to Moses at Sinai.  Moses memorized these, passed them on to Joshua, who passed them on to successive elders of Israel. 

Torah and Rabbis

When the people went into exile in Babylon they could no longer worship in the temple but they did begin to gather together to discuss what had happened and why. They started searching their scriptures for answers. The synagogue system had begun. During the period preceding Jesus’ coming, Jewish teachers said that where two or three gathered around the Torah (the Jewish scriptures), the presence of God (Shekinah) dwelt among them.  

The Promised Messiah

The Old Testament closes with the continued expectation of an anointed political saviour. The Hebrew word, ‘Messiah, and the Greek word, ‘Christ’, mean the same; ‘The Anointed One’. These words were ringing in the ears of the people for several hundred years. Many possible Messiahs came and went. The people bemoaned the loss of the Davidic dynasty, and hoped that one day a king in the line of David would be restored (Psalm 89v3-4, 19-29, Malachi 3v6-7, 17-18, 4v1-6).

Jesus life, death & resurrection fulfilled and reframed the sacred story.

Jesus’ life

Throughout Jesus life’ death and resurrection and birth of his church there are many fulfilments of the sacred story. Jesus makes astonishing claims and acts as the authoritative interpreter of that story. Jesus tells many Old Testament stories with a fresh nuance or illumination. In the biblical text Jesus is compared favourably to the Old Testament heroes. God’s Messiah had a surprising life, an even more shocking death and a stunning resurrection. There are numerous comparisons in the gospels such as 
1.Jesus (Greek for Joshua) could be considered to be a Second Joshua establishing the kingdom of God 
2.Jesus rather than Moses giving the royal law of love to his people in the Sermon on the Mount. 
3. Jesus is in conversation with Moses and Elijah on the Mount of 
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Session 5 - Promised Land
WELCOME 

Can you think of a time when you needed to be courageous? 

WORSHIP

Read Joshua 1v1-9. Thank God that He is with us. 

WORD

Moses is not permitted to take the people into the Promised Land (Num 20v7-13) and dies on Mount Nebo (Deut 34v1-9). Joshua, one of the original twelve  who went to spy out the land, is chosen to lead the people across the River Jordan and into the Promised Land.  

1) Read Joshua 1. What do you think kept Joshua and the people going when the conquest of the land got tough?
2) Choose one particular promise or encouragement that you want to claim for your life at the moment. Share the verse.

3) Read Joshua 3. How did the people know that “God was with them”? How can we know this in our church?
4) Choose one particular promise or encouragement that you want to claim for your life at the moment. Share the verse & pray for one another
5) What do you think the command & promise of v.5 meant for them...& us?

There is a repeated pattern of faith and lack of faith in Judges. 
A for apostasy: The people worshiped Canaanite fertility gods to ensure good crops. 

B for battering: Israel’s neighbours attacked and battered them.

C for cry for help: The people cried to God for help.

D for deliverance:  God raised up charismatic leaders called “judges” to deliver the people who, after being delivered, again worshiped the fertility gods.  The cycle repeats itself. 

If the Israelites were to remain in the land, it was essential that the tribes learn to work together, worship the God of the Exodus and have stable leadership. The desire to have a king grows. (see Judges 17v6, 18v1, 19v1, 21v25.).

Read Judges 1v27-30, 2v6-15, 3v5,6

6) What impression does give about how complete the conquest under Joshua had been? How was the promise of God compromised? What does this say to us about our integration in the world? What are our challenges today? How can these verses help us?
Pray for one another
WITNESS
Pray for your witness in the world; to ’cross the Jordan’ and to be, ‘In the world but not of the world’ (John 17v13-19)
Before the next meeting you might like to read 2 Sam 7v1-16
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Session 6 - Prophets, Priests and Kings

WELCOME & WORSHIP

Much of the Old Testament shows good’s people remembering God’s work in their midst – it gives hope and courage for the future.

Share your own stories of times when God was clearly at work in your life situations. 

Take time to thank and praise God.
WORD

It was difficult to establish a stable rule under the Judges. God established a kingdom through Samuel. Saul was the first king, but he made some bad decisions and had the kingdom taken from him. David was the second king. He established his capital in Jerusalem, (2 Sam 5) and then brought the Ark of the Covenant to the city in a great celebration. David expanded his empire through war. He also made some bad decisions. He committed adultery with Bathsheba and had to face up to his sin through Nathan the prophet. His family life became dysfunctional with several of his sons by different wives seeking to take the throne. It was Solomon who emerged as the brutal victor, (1 Kings 2).

Read 2 Sam 7v1-29.
1) How do you know the Lord’s presence is with you? 

2) The Lord seems to say that He doesn't want to ’live’ in a house of wood (v5-7) but that He will build a dynastic house through which He will reign. How similar is this to God’s promises to Abraham? 
3) Are these promises still relevant for our church?

4) Solomon commissioned many projects – name some recorded in 1 Kings 5-9. What building is he most remembered for? 

5) How did Solomon carry out these buildings projects, 4:6, 5:13, 12:1-15?  What experience does this remind you of? 
6) What verdict does 1 Kings 11:1-8 issue concerning Solomon as a person?  Read 2 Kings 23:13,14. to discover one of the lasting impact of Solomon’s reign.

The Kingdom had dived into two, with Solomon’s sons Rehoboam, and Jeroboam running half each. Read 11 Kings 12v25-30.

7) What are the idols of our time?

8) How can we personally guard against their influence? 
9) Pray for one another
WITNESS
Think of areas in your life where you exercise a form of leadership or responsibility e.g. as a parent or relative, or in your employment or in your community? What are the challenges you face? You could write a prayer action card specifying one area of your life you wish to work on as a consequence of today’s session. 
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Extra - between the Old and New Testaments

Although Jehoiachin was still alive in Babylon in 560 B.C. (Read 2 Kings 25:27-30), neither he nor Zedekiah returned to Jerusalem.  For centuries the people bemoaned the loss of the Davidic dynasty (Psalm 89), and hoped that one day the Davidic king would be restored. 
The Old Testament books report little about the period that followed the days of Nehemiah and Ezra.  Information about the intertestamental period is given in the Apocryphal books.
The Promised Land


After they returned from Babylon, they lived under Persian control and then Greek control having become part of Alexander the Greats Empire. In the 2nd Century BC the Greeks became more assertive about imposing their culture and lifestyle on the Jews. This led to a revolt by Jews called the Maccabees who overcame the forces of Greek King Antiochus Epiphanes IV, and cleansed and re-dedicated the Jerusalem Temple in 165 B.C. (the book of Daniel speaks about this). The Maccabees and their descendants, the Hasmoneans, ruled Judah until 63 B.C. when the Romans took control. Remember the Jews believed that God had given them the land and so the hope was that when the Messiah came or God’s day of judgement the land would be given back to them. 

The Temple and Priests

The priests known as the Sadducees’ focused attention on the Jerusalem Temple and its rituals. The Temple was the supreme religious and political institution in Judea at the time of Jesus.

It overshadowed Jerusalem and dominated life in the city.  Eighty percent of employment in Jerusalem depended on the Temple, not only on its day-to-day ritual needs but also on the periodic pilgrim festivals and the ongoing building projects which it constituted.  Nine thousand priests and Levites worked there, although not at the same time, operating what was in fact a giant abattoir. The twice-daily official sacrifices on the vast ever-burning altar consumed thousands of animals and forests of wood.  There were cattle pens on the north side, and sometimes the water of the Kidron stream where the blood was flushed became so thick that it was sold to farmers as fertilizer.  Over it all hung a pall of smoke from burning flesh, and when the great pilgrim festivals, like Passover, were in full swing, the priests stood in blood sacrificing the victims of private offerings.  Jews were expected to make the pilgrimage to the Temple three times a year– twice in the spring (at Passover and Pentecost), and once in the fall (at Succoth). Therefore Jerusalem thrived on what today would be called the convention business.  This combination of smoke, blood, and business, whose priests were in league with Roman power to preserve their office and their landed interests, was the historical reality described in the Gospel of Mark. The Temple was eventually destroyed in AD70.
Page 14
Session 8 – Post-Exile and Pre-Christ

WELCOME

How has God helped you recently?

WORD

Many in exile were happy enough to remain in Babylon; they had married there, started families, acquired property, and established businesses. Others longed to return to their homeland. Whilst in Babylon, although they could no longer worship in the temple, they gathered to discuss what had happened and why. Where was God’s promise now? Why had the story gone so wrong? They searched their scriptures for answers. They committed themselves to keep the law and not to worship false idols. During the period preceding Jesus’ coming, Jewish teachers said that ‘Where two or three gathered around the Torah (the Jewish scriptures), the presence of God dwelt among them’. Jewish teachers referred to their sacred writings as ‘the bread of life’, ‘the water of life’, and ‘the light of the world’.

God brought 50,000 people back after the years in exile: Ezra 2v64 and Jeremiah 29v10-14. They anticipated and expected a new era of peace and prosperity under the leadership of the long awaited Messiah (the promised Saviour of the nation, Isaiah 51v3-4). Eventually the return to the promised land starts. Both Ezra and Nehemiah, as architects of the rebuilt Jerusalem, knew that God was helping them. God’s people seem to be slowly getting back ‘on track’ at last. It is a long time since God’s promise to Abraham.


They built a new altar in 537BC: Ezra 3v1-6


They built a new temple in 515BC: Ezra 6v13-18


They rebuilt the city walls in 445BC: Nehemiah 6v16-17
1) The people of God were exiles in a strange land. In what ways is this similar (or not) to the churches experience today and yours? 
2) What can we learn from their reaction to their situation?

3) Read Nehemiah 4. In what ways are the taunts and dangers of those days similar to the ones we experience today? How did Nehemiah and the people respond? Are there lessons for our church to learn?
4) Time for prayer. Some might like prayer ministry for areas of their lives that need a measure of rebuilding.  

WITNESS & WORSHIP
Psalm 137 was sung in exile as the people longed for the good life to be restored. They sang the Lord’s song in a foreign land (Babylonia), far away from Jerusalem and away from the temple. The book of Lamentations is written by someone left in Jerusalem after it’s fall and destruction (605, 597, 587BC). Lament is an important part of worship. 

Read Psalm 137 & Lam. 5 and use them to cry out to God for our society. Pray for the life and witness of our church. Pray that we may not be diverted from building God’s Kingdom.Pray, “Your Kingdom Come”.

Close by reading Isaiah 40v1-5.
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Extra– understanding the context
Covenants

“The covenants God made with Abraham and David were covenants of promise, usually referred to as covenants of divine commitment.  In these, God defined what He would do for His people in the future.  The covenant God made with Israel at Sinai was a covenant of human obligation.  In this covenant, God begins by telling the people who He is and what He has done for them, and then calls them to respond in obedience to God’s past actions on their behalf.  The people’s obedience was not to affect (i.e., bring about) salvation, but to reflect God’s goodness to them.  As God had loved and served them, they were to love and serve each other in community. 

The people could negate the covenants God made with Abraham and David by denying the God who created them and by running after other gods; see 1 Kings 9:1-9.  They could negate the Sinai covenant by persisting in disobedience to the stipulations, or commandments, that were part of the covenant formulation, Deut. 28.

A key passage for making sense out of the Old Testament narrative is 1 Kings 9:1-9, where God warns the people that if they run after other gods, they will lose the Promised Land, Jerusalem, the Temple, the Davidic dynasty, and their status as God’s people.  It is important to note the frequent use of the word “if” in 1 Kings 2:4, 3:14, 6:12, 8:25, 9:4,6.  The message is: “If the kings and their people do not walk in the ways of David (i.e., worship one God in one place), but worship God elsewhere or worship other gods, the people will lose everything they hold precious.”

God raised up prophets to remind the rulers and people of God’s law and to repent and return to the Covenant life that he had given them. Throughout the history of the kings God raises up prophets to speak into situations both in the Northern and Southern Kingdoms (Israel and Judah).

Approved Kings in the Book of Kings 1 and 2.

The description of David as a “man after God’s own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14) means, “David worshiped one God in Jerusalem.” These “approved” kings loved Jerusalem and supported the worship system there.  Naturally, all northern kings were viewed with disfavour; they and their subjects did not worship in Jerusalem.  They walked in the ways of Jeroboam, the first king of Israel, who (naturally!) arranged for his people to worship within the borders of his own realm, 1 Kings 12:25-33.
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Divided Realm: Judah and Israel

Israel broke away from Judah once again after Solomon’s death in 922 B.C. when those living in this region refused to submit to Solomon’s son, Rehoboam (1 Kings 12), and made Jeroboam their king.  After Solomon’s death, his son, Rehoboam, ruled only Judah and Benjamin.  Nineteen kings and one queen ruled in Judah. A total of twenty kings ruled in the north. All northern kings are dismissed as evil; they did not worship one God in Jerusalem. Ten southern kings are approved; they were supportive of the Jerusalem Temple system.  Although both Hezekiah and Josiah are given “high marks,” Josiah is described as the best king ever, 2 Kgs. 22:1,2; 23:25.

Although King Hezekiah tried (unsuccessfully) to centralize all worship in Jerusalem (Isaiah 36:7), King Josiah succeeded in doing so, 2 Kings 22,23.  2 Kings 23:4-14,24 describes in detail Josiah dealing with the worship of fertility gods (baals), the worship of heavenly bodies such as the sun, moon, and stars, male Temple prostitutes, the practice of child sacrifice, horses and chariots dedicated to the worship of the sun, and the false worship practices introduced by Solomon some 300 years earlier.  Josiah’s actions meant that those wishing to offer sacrifice to God could do so only at the Jerusalem Temple–a development which gave rise to the appearance of animal sellers and money changers in the Temple precincts; and placed great power into the hands of the Jerusalem priests through the “sin management system,” the “salvation marketing system,” they now controlled. Although five southern rulers were assassinated there was always someone from the House of David on the throne. The House of David was, in fact, a very stable dynasty in that region of the world

Prophets

The period of the Kings lasted from just prior to 1000BC to 721BC for the Northern Kingdom (300 years) and to 587BC for the Southern Kingdom (400 years). Many kings failed to live up to their divine calling. The people themselves also failed to live up to their calling as the covenant people. God often raised up prophets to address these issues and recall all of Israel to keep the covenant He had made with his people. The prophets based their attack on the people’s failure to take the Sinai Covenant seriously.  The people could break this covenant (a Covenant of Human Obligation) through persistent disobedience, with the result that they would bring upon themselves the covenant curses, Deut. 28:15-68.  
Note that the prophets refer to the Promised Land as God’s property, and not Israel’s possession, Hosea 9:3, Jeremiah 2:7.  Furthermore, Amos refers to God as being involved in, and concerned for, the history and destiny of all nations–not merely those of Israel, Amos 9:7.
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Session 7 – Punishment and Exile
WELCOME
If you could change one social evil what would it be?

WORSHIP

In prayer and silence meditate on the phrase  “To give to the poor is an act of worship” and then read Micah 6:8 and write down anything God may bring to your attention. Share if appropriate.

WORD 
In the Old Testament the role of the prophet was to speak into the immediate situation and to remind the people of their covenant obligations. God wanted to impress His covenant into the hearts of His people but they broke the covenant in many ways. 

1) What sins are denounced by the prophets? 



Micah 3v5, Micah 3v9-11, 6v10-12, Amos 5v10,11a 

2) Can you name examples of those sins today? 

3) What fate would eventually overtake God’s rebellious people? 
Hosea 13v4-8, Amos 5v11b-12
4) It is easy to simply talk about politics alone, do the prophets’ comments speak to the national and local church today as well?

5) What difference can we individually make to these concerns?

The people and leaders did not listen to God.The Northern Kingdom, Israel, is deported by the Assyrians in 721BC. The southern Kingdom, Judah, with its capital in Jerusalem, is defeated and deported over several years until total destruction occurs in 587BC. 

Ask one person to read the dramatic and sad story of the fall of Jerusalem in 2 Kings 24v8-25v21. 
The people of God ended up where they started from when Abraham left Ur of the Chaldeans in Genesis 11v31. Babylon is in the same region as Chaldea!

6) Can you mention an experience or event which has directly affected your life and made you weigh up how you are living your life?

Pray for one another
WITNESS
If you could change one thing in our society to make it more just, what would it be? Pray about this.

To prepare for next time read Ezra 1v1-5 and Nehemiah 1. 
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