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ELIJAH  & FAMINE
1  KINGS  17 :1-24

As we think about this passage, it may be difficult to relate to. As a nation, we have not suffered

the effects of a major famine. Even though a good percentage of our citizens today are classified

as “food insecure”, the idea of no rain for 3.5 years or a widow who is baking her last meal is quite

foreign to us.  We are fortunate to live in a country where the poorest are richer than 68% of the

world’s population.

 

On the other hand, like our study of Abraham and Moses, this series of events is also quite familiar

to us. It is another example of people trusting and obeying God, and another example that God is

faithful.

 

It is quite easy for us to read these stories as if they are good fiction. But they are not; they are

historical accounts of God working in the lives of real men and women. The author of the letter to

the Hebrews reminds us that this “cloud of witnesses” (see Hebrews 12: 1, 2) should encourage us

to perseverance as we follow and serve our God. He is “faithful and just” (see 

I John 1:  9) and will bring His plan for our lives to completion. 

 

The issue is whether or not we trust Him.
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Read I Kings 17: 1 – 24. This is the beginning of the account of the

prophet Elijah’s ministry during the reigns of two of the wickedest

kings in Israel’s history. Who was Elijah?

 

We do not know much about him.  He appears during the reign of one of

the most evil kings in Israel’s history. His ministry is primarily to oppose

this king and his queen while calling Israel away from idol worship and

back to God. We are told that he does not die, but is taken to heaven on a

chariot of fire in a whirlwind (II Kings 2: 11). We are also told he appeared

to Jesus along with Moses during Jesus’ transfiguration (Luke 9: 30, 31).

 

Ahab is the king of the northern kingdom.  We are told that he did more

evil than any of the kings before him. What is the message Ellijah has

for Ahab?

 

Most of what have been told in this account is about the back and forth

conflict between Elijah and Ahab and his wife Jezebel. The primary

message is that there is only one God in Israel and Elijah prays that God

will bring His people back to Him (see I Kings 18: 37).

 

Scan I Kings 18 7-15. Does this passage suggest why God sent Elijah

away to a ravine east of the Jordan?

 

It seems that God was helping Elijah to escape the killing rampage of

Jezebel and Ahab. God’s prophets were under attack and it seems that

God had a specific timing of events planned. Regarding the Kerith

Ravine, the term “kerith” means separation or cutting off. Elijah is cut off

from the attacks of Ahab and his wife.

 

How does God take care of Elijah while in the Kerith Ravine?

 

He miraculously uses ravens to feed Elijah. God is master of all nature.

 

When the water dries up, God sends Elijah to Zarephath.  Where is that?

 

It is between Tyre and Sidon on the Mediterranean Sea; in the land

inhabited by Gentiles.

 

How does he live while he is there?

 

Again, God miraculously provides for Elijah by ensuring that a widow’s

flour and oil do not run out.
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God performs four miracles in this passage, what are they?

 

It did not rain for 3.5 years; God has ravens feed Elijah; the widow’s flour

and oil do not run out; the widow’s son is healed.

 

What is the result of those miracles?

 

First, Elijah is saved and he is nurtured by God.  Second, the people

around him hear God’s word preached faithfully (look at the widow’s

comment in I Kings 17: 24).

 

How might this passage relate to you?

 

While most of us are not prophets, nor are we under direct attack by our

government, we learn that God is with His faithful people.  God is in

control and whatever happens in our lives, God is faithful and able to

bring His plan to completion. We have been promised that we will be

with Him forever; nothing can alter that, except our disobedience and

lack of faith.

 

Read John 5: 17 and 19; Matthew 28: 19-20; Acts 1: 8. What is God doing in

the world?

 

He is calling all who will believe in His son, Jesus Christ, to forgiveness

and life everlasting.

 

What is our role in God’s work?

 

Firstly, we are to believe and follow God.  Secondly, we are to serve as an

example to others and be ready to share the reason for our faith. We are

to love the Lord with all our heart, mind, and strength and to love others

as ourselves (see Matthew 22: 37-40).

 

As believers, what do we hope will happen?

 

Answers will vary, but our focus should not simply be on our personal

salvation. It is a fact, and of course our salvation is important to us, and

should be.  But many are lost and Jesus reminded His disciples and us

that the harvest is plentiful and to pray for helpers to call a fallen world

to Him (Matthew 9: 37). Do we care? Do we want to fill heaven or not?
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Are we comfortable with the thought that so many people reject God

and His salvation?

 

I realize this may be an odd question, but the focus is on whether or not

we actually care about others or if we are comfortable with the thought

that everyone else is “on their own”. 

 

What do the accounts of Abraham, Moses and Elijah teach us about the

will of God?

 

God is active in His creation.  He cares about His people.  He has a plan

and He is able and willing to bring that plan to completion. He is faithful.

 

Read I Peter 3: 15-22. Can we trust God?

 

We are called to accept and follow Jesus; we are called to gently call

others to Him as well. God has demonstrated so many times that He is

able and willing to do as He has promised. We can definitely trust Him as

so many others have. (Note that this passage may give you an

opportunity to discuss people’s doubts or reservations about accepting

and following Jesus).

 

What, if anything, prevents you from total commitment to God’s will?

 

Encourage a discussion that leads into a time of prayer.
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ELIJAH  & BAAL
1  KINGS  18 :20-30

In 1933, Adolf Hilter and the National Social Democratic Party took control of Germany and began

a “reign of terror” that lasted until 1945. His leadership resulted in millions of deaths, the

Holocaust, and the destruction of much of Europe and the former Soviet Union. He was voted into

office with a 43.9% plurality.  The person to receive the second highest votes in that election only

received 18% of the votes.

 

Hitler clearly hated the Jewish people and did everything within his power to eradicate them

throughout the areas he controlled. One theory for his hatred was that he blamed them for

causing Germany to lose World War I. He led by power and fear. His administration killed millions

and silenced his detractors. Good people did little out of fear of reprisal.

 

Ahab, was king of Israel for twenty two years, and “did more evil in the eyes of the Lord that any of

those before him”. He married Jezebel, “daughter of Ethbaal king of the Sidonians” (see Deut. 7: 1-

6). As a result, we are told that he began to worship his wife’s gods and set up alters to them (see I

Kings 16: 28-33). We are also told that Jezebel began “killing the prophets of the Lord”.  Worshipers

of God lived in fear of their own king and did little to demand obedience to the only true God.

 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German pastor, and author of The Cost of Discipleship, was a vocal

opponent of Hitler’s efforts to exterminate the Jews.  He was arrested in 1943 and imprisoned for

18 months before being executed in April 1945. Do you think Elijah looked down on those events

and thought “it is deja vu all over again”?
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Read I Kings 18: 20 -30. Elijah is “on the run” and living in hiding with a

widow in Sidon. God sustains them miraculously for three years. Before

Elijah went to Sidon, what did he tell Ahab would happen?

 

There would be no rain (and consequently a great famine) unless he said

so.

 

What miracles did Elijah experience prior to confronting Ahab on

Mount Carmel?

 

There were several – 1) he was feed by ravens; 2) a widow’s flour and oil

did not run out; 3) he restored the widow’s son who had stopped

breathing. God was clearly with Elijah clearing the way for his ministry.

 

Who was Obadiah?

 

He was in charge of Ahab’s palace. He was responsible for ensuring the

palace ran smoothly and that the King’s needs were met. He

undoubtedly was one of the most informed people in the palace.

 

Obadiah served Ahab, but he was also a devout believer in the Lord.

How do you think he resolved the conflict in his mind?

 

Basically, he defied his lord who was allowing his wife to try to wipe out

the Lord’s prophets. It is mere speculation, but perhaps he felt like God

had put him in this position so that he might be able to do as much good

as possible. It may have struck him ironic that without knowing it, the

king was providing for the very people his wife wanted dead.

 

What did Ahab ask Obadiah to do?

 

Ahab asked Obadiah to help him find grass for the livestock. Ahab was

concerned that he would lose them all.

 

What did Elijah ask Obadiah to do?

 

Elijah simply wanted Obadiah to go tell Ahab that Elijah had arrived.  Of

course, Obadiah knew the penalty for disappointing his king, so he was

rightly concerned that Elijah may once again disappear.

 

How does God connect these two requests?

 

Ahab was on his own searching for food for his animals.  The man

responsible for the drought was seeking an opportunity to talk with him.

Ahab has nothing to lose so he meets with Elijah.
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What is the challenge that Elijah makes and Ahab accepts?

 

Elijah argues that Baal is not God; there is only one God. So he suggests a

duel, Baal against the Lord God. He reasons that the one who can reach

down from heaven to consume an offering with fire is the true God. It is

450 priests of Baal against one prophet of the Lord.

 

What is the outcome?

 

Exactly as Elijah predicted, Baal did not respond, but God did. Not only

did he consume the sacrifice drenched in water, but Baal’s sacrifice as

well. God answered Elijah’s request and we are told the people shouted

“The Lord—He is God!” This might become an opportunity for the class to

discuss times when they have felt that God was not responsive to their

prayers (i.e., their requests).

 

How was it that Elijah could get away with ordering the execution of

the priests of Baal in the presence of King Ahab?

 

Elijah had gathered people from all over Israel. When the priests of Baal

could not deliver, the people rose up against them. Ahab was not in a

position to oppose his people. It is curious that Jezebel was not with

them on that mountain, but the event does nothing to cause her to

change her mind and worship the Lord.  Instead, she promises Elijah she

will kill him in the next 24 hours.

 

What is the source of Elijah’s power?

 

He may have been a non-Jew, a Tishbite, but he believed in and served

the Lord. He acted when the Lord spoke. He noted in his prayer at the

altar that he was doing all the Lord commanded him to. His power is

doing the Lord’s will.

 

What is the source of our power today?

 

God is not weak, and He has not changed since Elijah’s day.  In fact, he

has made His power available to all believers by allowing the Holy Spirit

to live within each of us (see John 14: 23, 24). We can do whatever God

commands.

 

To what extent do you find it difficult to trust God and obey His

commandments?
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This may prove to be a difficult question for the members of your class. It

may be the case that some feel God is too silent, that He does not seem

to be listening. It may be that some feel he asks too much; being overly

“religious” in the modern world is risky. Some may feel it is too hard to

live as God has commanded (see Romans 8: 28-39).

 

What helps you to be “strong in the Lord”?

 

Even though we may never see the types of things Elijah did, we can see

God at work in our lives and the lives of others. We have more than

enough “evidence” that God is willing and able to fulfill His promises to

those who trust in Him. When I find myself challenged to trust God, I find

it helpful to return to reasons why I believed in the first place. For

example, C. S. Lewis clarified a lot of issues for me in Mere Christianity. 

 

How might we pray for one another today?
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ELIJAH  & THE  REMNANT
1  KINGS  19 :9B-18

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was ordained as a pastor in St. Matthew’s Church in Berlin-Tiergarten in 1931

at the age of 25. This was the time of the buildup of the popularity of the Nazi party and

Bonhoeffer was a staunch opponent to this movement and worked hard within his spheres of

influence to reverse the takeover within the church and the government.

 

He was instrumental in creating the Confessing Church in opposition to the movement to bring

the mainline church in line with Nazi doctrine. His actions were watched closely and his work

harassed regularly. In 1939, afraid of being conscripted into the military, Bonhoeffer moved to the

United States, but almost immediately regretted it. He returned on the last scheduled ship to

cross the Atlantic.

 

The Nazis continued to harass him and limit the scope of his work. In short, he was arrested on

April 5, 1943 and spent 18 months in prison. He was accused of being connected with the

conspirators who tried to assassinate Hitler. Ultimately, Bonhoeffer was executed in Flossenbürg

concentration camp on April 9, 2019.

 

Unlike Elijah, Bonhoeffer knew he was not alone in his fight against the evil he saw all around

him. However, the evil was well organized and they were quite effective in their use of fear and

power. Looking back, we can see that God used other means to defeat the Nazi empire.

In both cases, as in all cases, God has a plan, and His plan will succeed.
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Read I Kings 19: 9b – 18. As you read this passage, try to put yourself in

Elijah’s place. What do you think is going through his mind?

 

After all that he has done for God and country, he is still under attack.

Through him God has defeated Israel’s idols. But the queen is not happy,

and the queen is used to getting what she wants. Elijah becomes

discouraged and runs for his life.

 

We read last week how God worked through Elijah to humiliate and

eliminate the priests of Baal. Take a moment to review what happened.

 

He called all of Israel to Mount Carmel.  There he challenged them to call

upon their God and he would call upon the Lord.  The God who answered

by fire is God. Our Lord responds and all of Baal’s prophets are executed

(we are not told what happened to the 400 prophets of Asherah).

 

Read I Kings 19: 1 – 9a. Why was Elijah afraid?

 

Despite all that God had done for him, Elijah became discouraged.  He

has “fought the good fight” for quite some time and he is feeling all alone.

The queen wants him dead. So he heads straight south to the southern

part of Judea on the edge of the desert.

 

Given what you have read, does Jezebel sound like a leader who is able

to “deliver on her threats”?

 

Yes. Her husband seems to make sure she is ever disappointed. 

 

We are told that Elijah flees Ahab’s capital, Jezreel and goes south.

Why?

 

He is leaving Israel. Remember, this is the time of the “divided kingdom”.

Elijah ends up in the town where Abraham spent a good portion of his

life (see Genesis 21: 31-34).

 

He and his servant travel about 100 miles south to Beersheba. He leaves

his servant there and goes into the desert. Why do you think Elijah was

so frustrated that he prayed that God would allow him to die?

 

Answers will undoubtedly vary.  Humans, especially those who feel very

passionate about their work, can “burn out” and simply want to give up.

 



E L I J A H  &  J O H N :  S M A L L  G R O U P  S T U D Y P A G E  1 1

Again God feeds Elijah miraculously. What is the task God sets before

him?

 

God is preparing him for a journey for 40 days and night.

 

What is significant about where God sends Elijah (see Exodus 3: 1; and

Exodus 19: 1-3)?

 

He is sending Elijah to a place he called “holy ground.”

 

What do you think God is trying to teach (or remind) Elijah in the way

he appeared to him?

 

God is in charge.  He has a plan and He will bring His plan to completion.

 

What plan does God reveal to Elijah?

 

God is going to punish Israel for their sins.  He will dethrone Ahad and

eventually will destroy Jezebel. He commands Elijah to anoint his

successor, Elisha.  Finally, God reveals to Elijah that he is wrong.  There

are 7,000 in Israel who have never bowed down to Baal.

 

Can you empathize with Elijah? Is it difficult to trust God completely?

Why do you think this is so?

 

Answers will vary, but I think most people can relate to feeling

discouraged. We want things to go right.  We try hard and expect God to

bless our work.  When people do not respond or attack us, we get

defensive. If this continues for a long time, we are tempted to give up.

 

In what areas of your life do you find it difficult to trust God

completely?

 

Encourage the class to share specific examples. 

 

What value is there in trusting and obeying God completely?

 

Jesus tells us that God is always at work in this world (see John 5: 17 and

24). God never tells us that we will be judged based on our success rate.  I

remember being taught the definition of success in witnessing. Success

in witness is simply sharing Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit and

leaving the results to God. We join Him in His work. He will draw men

and women onto Himself.
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Is there anything that you would ask of God to help you trust him more

completely?
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JESUS  IS  GREATER
HEBREWS  1 :1-9 ;  2 :1-4

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything

that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race

marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith…” (Hebrews 12:

1-2a).

 

Over the past three months, we have studied three “heroes” of the Old Testament; three men

chosen and empowered by God to represent Him and complete specific tasks. We have noted

that in some ways it is difficult for us to relate to these “giants of faith”. It is easy to become

overwhelmed by what they did. It is easy for us to think that we could never do anything like

what they did.

 

On the other hand, what made them so great? Abram arrived at the place God showed him,

offered a sacrifice and left for Egypt to escape a famine. Moses stood in the presence of God and

told Him that he was unable to do what God wanted. Consider what Elijah did and saw, and yet,

when the Queen threatened him, he ran away and prayed that God would take his life.

 

We see that God was patient with them, and guided them step by step. What did they have that

we do not have? Nothing. The same God that gave Abraham a son when he was 100 years old; the

same God who parted the sea before the Israelites; and the same God, who held back the rain for

three years, is the God at work today.

 

God has a plan and throughout history He has demonstrated that He can and will bring that plan

to completion. We have taken a brief glimpse at the journey of another of God’s chosen leaders. It

is His story of man’s redemption. But every step of the way, He was pointing the human race to

what God was going to do to ensure the salvation of all who will believe in and trust him. God has

revealed to us His plan for eternity.
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Revisit I Kings 17 – 19. Make a list of what happened to Elijah and what

he did.

 

It is a very impressive list – he was chosen to confront a wicked king; he

was fed by ravens; he ensured a widow did not run out of food until the

famine was over; he called down fire on a sacrifice and rid the world of

the priests of a false prophet; be restored the widow’s son who had

stopped breathing; he anointed kings.

 

What did God do through Elijah?

 

Elijah was a prophet of God.  God used him to demonstrate to Israel that

there is only one, true God. God repeatedly used various men and women

to call His people back to Him.

 

Read II Kings 2: 11-12. Compare this to I Kings 17: 1. What do we know

about Elijah the man?

 

We are only told that he was a Tishbite, which may have meant that he

was actually a Gentile who served the Lord. We are told that he really did

not die in the traditional sense, but was taken “in a whirlwind”. 

 

What made Elijah special?

 

He was special because God was with him. God gave him the power to

do what he did.  Elijah was willing to be used by God.  He was not perfect,

but he served the Lord. We see this throughout the Old Testament.  God

puts His spirit (power) into specific people for specific reasons.  In the

new covenant, He puts His spirit in all believers.

 

Read Hebrews 1: 1-9. What is God’s plan?

 

He sent His son to be the sacrifice needed to redeem all who will believe

in Him.

 

How is Jesus described?

 

He is the “exact representation” of God.  He is the appointed heir who has

provided purification for sins.

 

How does this passage make you feel?

 

Answers will undoubtedly vary. I feel blessed and filled with hope. I serve

the risen Savior, not an idol of wood or stone. I serve the one who’s name

is above all names.
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Read Hebrews 2: 1-4. What advice are we given?

 

Pay attention – God has provided for salvation for all who will believe.

There is no other plan.

 

How does Jesus differ from Elijah (and Abraham and Moses)?

 

They showed the way to God and they insisted that there was only one

God. However, we know that Jesus was God’s plan all along.  He is the

creator and sustainer of life.

 

According these two passages what has Jesus done?

 

He has paid the price for sins and provided salvation for all who will

believe.

 

Read Galatians 3: 29, Ephesians 3: 6, and Titus 3: 3 – 7. What has Jesus

done for each of us?

 

This is a reiteration of what has already been said.  Have the class pull out

specifics from these verses.

 

One who is greater than Abraham, greater than Moses, and greater

than Elijah has come. What should our response be?

 

The parable of the sower (see Matthew 13: 1-23) tells us that the response

to God’s offer of salvation will be varied; some will believe and bear fruit,

but many will not for various reasons.

 

Is there anything preventing you trusting fully and completely in Jesus?

 

This question is to personalize the previous question. What will your

response be? If no one volunteers, perhaps you could ask someone to

share their witness.

 

How might we pray for you?
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JOHN  & THE  WAY
MARK  1 :1-8

For the past three months we have been studying three Old Testament “heroes of the faith”.

During that review, we were shown that God has a plan and that He is able to ensure the

completion of that plan. The promise He made to Abraham was partially fulfilled during Moses’s

time. With God’s help Israel inherited the land God promised Abraham, exactly when God

promised. However, the Israelites did not heed God’s warnings and adopted the customs of the

people they were supposed to drive out of the land.

 

God used Elijah, and other prophets, to call Israel back to Him. But they continued to ignore Him

and worship other Gods. God finally drove them from the Promised Land for a while. They

suffered greatly in exile after being captured by the Assyrians and Babylonians. They are finally

allowed to return to the land and rebuild the temple, but quickly fell away again.

While it is true that the Old Testament is mostly an account of God’s interaction with a single

group of people, His chosen people; it is also true that it is an account of God’s initial efforts for

the salvation of all mankind.

 

We are now at the part of God’s story where He is about to make a new covenant with not only

Israel, but all who will believe. A covenant signed in His blood. But, there is need of one more

prophet to “prepare the way”.
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Read Mark 1: 1 – 8. Who was John the Baptist? (scan Luke 1: 5-25 and 57-

66; see Malachi 4: 5-6 and Matthew 17: 9 -13).

 

John was a relative of Jesus’ who was chosen at birth to be a prophet. He

was rather eccentric, but he got people’s attention.

 

God has empowered John as a prophet to serve Him in a specific role.

What is the work God has empowered him to do (see Luke 1: 16-17)?

 

He is to go before the Lord, to make sure the people are paying attention

to what God is about to do.

 

What is John’s message?

 

Specifically, we are told that he preach “repent for the kingdom of God is

at hand”. 

 

How might this prepare the way for Jesus’ ministry?

 

Like so many times before, the people had fallen away from God. They

needed to be told that they needed to repent and return to God. They

definitely were not paying attention.

 

In what ways does John’s ministry parallel Elijah’s?

 

We are told much more about John’s birth and upbringing than we are

about Elijah.  We are told almost nothing about Elijah before he

confronts the King of Israel; the wicked Ahab and Jezebel. We are told

that both wore clothes of camel hair and a leather belt (see II Kings 1: 8).

Both prophets stood before the King and the other priests and called

Israel to repent. They were men of God empowered by God to draw His

people back to Him.

 

How does John’s message differ from Elijah’s?

 

Elijah was called by God to confront a king and nation that had

abandoned Him for idols and wickedness. He reminded them with

powerful demonstrations that there was only one true God. John also

called the king and nation to repentance. But his message went further

than that.  He pointed to the One who would “baptize…with the Holy

Spirit” (Mark 1: 8b). Both Elijah and John worked under the Old Covenant.

However, John was helping to usher in the new covenant.
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Read Luke 3. What is John’s message?

 

Repent, but do so actually, not merely in words.

 

How did the people react to John?

 

Those in the surrounding area of Judea and the city of Jerusalem went

out to him and were being baptized by him. We are told repeatedly that

the people considered him a great prophet (see Matt. 14: 5; Mark 11: 32).

 

What can you conclude from the way people reacted to John’s

preaching?

 

It seems that there was a real hunger on the part of the people for his

message and for forgiveness for their sins (see Mark 1: 5 and Luke 3: 15). 

 

Read John 14: 5-11. John helped to prepare the way for the Lord.  The

Way has arrived! What is our response?

 

Answers may vary, but basically He asks us to believe Him, trust Him, and

keep His commands to love God and one another (Matthew 22: 37-39).

 

How does God expect us to live?

 

In short, He expects us to live by the power of the Holy Spirit in

accordance with His word and will. But there are many things that can

draw us away from the Lord, and we must focus on remaining faithful.

 

How can we help one another to remain faithful?

 

Encourage an open discussion that leads into prayer time.
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JOHN  & DOUBT
MATTHEW  11 :1-6

C. S. Lewis once wrote:

 

"I think the trouble with me is lack of faith. I have no rational ground for going back on the

arguments that convinced me of God’s existence: but the irrational deadweight of my old

skeptical habits, the spirit of this age, and the cares of the day, steal away all my lively feeling of

the truth, and often when I pray I wonder if I am not posting letters to a non-existent address.

Mind you I don’t think so—the whole of my reasonable mind is convinced; but I often feel so."*

 

John was sitting in prison for condemning the King’s sin. He had worked hard to call God’s people

to repentance. I am sure that in his mind he believed that he had done everything that God had

asked him to do. Now he was “on the sidelines” and all he could do was watch. Note that it was

John himself who prophesized that “He must become greater; I must become less” (John 3: 30).

He went on to say, “For the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives the

Spirit without limit” (John 3: 34). But sitting there day after day in very unpleasant circumstances

has taken its toll on John’s confidence.

 

Please take a moment to read Mark 4: 1 -20. Jesus teaches that only some of the seed falls on

good soil and produces a crop. On the other hand, some falls on “deaf ears”, some falls on rocky

and shallow soil, and some is attached by thorns and other weeds. In other words, many people

have never resolved a variety of issues that have prevented them believing fully. But even true

believers find that they sometimes have to deal with circumstances that try their faith; certainty

of mind and spirit eludes most of us.

 

*Letters of C.S. Lewis to Arthur Green (24 December, 1930), pp. 398-399
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Read Matthew 11: 1 – 6. What has John done worthy of arrest (and

eventually execution)?

 

He spoke against the king’s unlawful actions, and the king had him

arrested. We are told in Mark 6: 20b that Herod was puzzled by what

John said, but enjoyed listening to him and protected John from his wife

until that faithful banquet. Perhaps, Herod was simply “keeping his

enemy close”.

 

Do you think John was depressed about being in jail? After all, he has

done all that God has asked of him and here he is in jail.

 

Perhaps, he was a bit depressed; prison at that time was a horrid and

deadly place to be. To be at the mercy of a ruthless and powerful king

was terrifying. But John had a job to do; a job given him directly by God; a

job given to him before his birth. He was to announce the coming of the

Messiah and prepare the way for Him.  Was Jesus the one?

 

How does Jesus respond to John’s question?

 

He basically quotes scripture that was foretold of the Messiah (see Isaiah

35:5, 35: 6, 53: 4, and 61: 1). Jesus added that the dead are raised up. This is

not prophesied of the Messiah, but it is greater than all that was

prophesied. And, perhaps, it was meant to be comforting words for John.

Jesus will raise him from the dead regardless of what happens to him.

 

Why do people doubt one another?

 

Answers will vary, but it is important to note that doubt is sometimes the

appropriate and healthy response.  When there is little or no evidence for

something or when something seems just “too good to be true”, doubt is

a reasonable response. We doubt motives and promised action based on

being let down previously. 

 

Read Matthew 11: 6. What point is Jesus making?

 

In light of all this evidence (see John 14: 10-11), do not let him be a

stumbling block. It is the case that many throughout Jesus’ ministry were

put off by his words and some of his actions.  He was not their idea of the

true Messiah. But he is the Messiah!
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What evidence convinced you that Jesus is the Messiah?

 

Answers will undoubtedly vary. Encourage your class to think of what it

was that helped them believe. For me there was no one thing. I believe I

have always believed a God exists and that the Bible was His word to us. 

When I read it as a young man, I found that He asked me to place my

faith in His Son and accept Him as my personal Lord and Savior. 

 

If Jesus is not the Messiah, who or what is He?

 

This may be a difficult question, but I ask it to give an opportunity to

discuss an argument made by both C.S. Lewis and Josh McDowell

(Evidence that Demands a Verdict). They both note that Jesus cannot

just be considered a good man or a good prophet.  If he is not who he

says he is, then he is either a liar or a lunatic. 

 

“A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said

would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on the

level with a man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the

Devil of Hell. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill

Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God.

But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a

great human teacher. He has not left that option open to us. He did not

intend to”.*

 

What stands between you and complete trust in Jesus as your personal

Lord and Savior?

 

This may be a difficult question for people to open up about. It may be

helpful to pass out 3x5 cards of a piece of paper and have they write

down their doubts and other reservations. You could use this for prayer

time at the end of the class

 

*Mere Christianity, Book II, Chapter 3, paragraph 11, 13.
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JOHN  & US
MATTHEW  11 :7-19

I am currently re-reading the books in my library. As you may have guessed C. S. Lewis is one of

my favorite authors and right now I am re-reading his book, Mere Christianity. This is one of his

books that were first broadcasted as a weekly BBC radio show. In these talks he outlined the logic

that led him to the reality that God exists and that Christianity is the only true way to God. In

short, his conviction that he must live and work based on logic (i.e., the soundness of an

argument) led him “reluctantly” from atheism to faith.

 

Part of this argument was a complex analysis of the Law of Human Nature, as he called it. He

noted that humans throughout history have had the experience that certain things were right

and certain things were wrong. He summarizes this argument as follows: 

 

“First, that human beings, all over the earth, have this curious idea that they ought to behave in a

certain way, and cannot really get rid of it. Secondly, that they do not in fact behave in that way.

They know the Law of [Human] Nature; they break it.”*

 

I have read this book several times over the years, and each time I am struck by the quality of his

thinking. I find within myself that same sense.  I know what I ought to do, what I really want to do,

but I often find that I do something else. Paul noted the same condition within himself (see

Romans 7: 15-20).

 

We have been studying a series of Biblical figure that were directly “called” by God for some

purpose or action. We were really studying God’s efforts to reach out to His creation. We are now

at the point in that story where God Himself has entered His creation to demonstrate how to live

and to provide a sacrifice that will end the need for further sacrifices for the forgiveness of our

sins.

 

*C.S. Lewis (1952). Mere Christianity.  Westwood, NJ: Barbour and Company, Inc. p. 7.
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Read Matthew 11: 7 – 19. How does Jesus describe John?

 

He is the one called to prepare the way for the coming of the Lord. He is

Elijah; a prophet.

 

What was Jesus’ assessment of John?

 

No one born of women was greater; but also less than the least in the

kingdom of heaven. He is the lead element of a force advancing the

Kingdom of Heaven “forcefully”.

 

Reread verses 16 – 19. How would you summarize Jesus’ point?

 

Bascially, he is stating that the Israelitse (all people actually) are fickled.

They are not consistent in their evaluation of others. But it seems that

they are this way because they want to maintain control over themselves.

They know what they ought to do, but do not do it.

 

It seems that Jesus is suggesting here that Israel is similar to a stubborn,

strong-willed child. They know God and what He has asked of them and

they choose to ignore Him and defiantly rebel against Him. Look how

after this passage Jesus launches into a narrative entitled, “Woe on

Unrepentant Towns”.

 

Further, in Mark 11: 27-33, Jesus challenges the chief priests, the teachers

of the law and the elders by asking them, “John’s Baptism—was it from

heaven, or of human origin” (v. 30). Notice their debate. They know the

answer to Jesus’ question, but are either too cynical or too hard hearted

to say it. God is at work, and those who should have been the most

sensitive to Him were His biggest disbelievers.

 

Read Matthew 12: 9 – 13; Matthew 21: 14 – 16; Matthew 26: 57 – 66 (you

may also want to scan through Matthew 23). Why were the religious

leaders so set against Jesus?

 

For most of my professional life, I have researched and written about

individual and organization change. It all began while working on a

Masters of Counseling Psychology. In one class, we were assigned five

books to read. One of then was a book entitled, Resistance. It was an

entire book on how patients will ignore or sabotage their treatment.  I

was fascinated by the topic and read that book first. Later, I read the

work of E. M. Rogers entitled, Diffusion of Innovations.  In this work, he

discussed the research on how innovations either worked their way into

a social unit or were ignored. Throughout the book, he would describe

cases to help support his main points.
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One story was about the problem of scurvy in the British Navy. It was so

bad that in the early days of sea voyages it was the number one killer of

sailors; more than combat, accidents and so forth. In 1601, a British sea

captain experimented by giving lemon juice to the crew of one of his four

ships, and it worked so well he had to use some of his crew from that

ship to crew the other three ships. But the British Navy took no notice. In

1747, a ship’s physician replicated the experiment with the same positive

result. Again, the British Navy took no notice. However, in 1795, the British

Navy finally began stocking ships with citrus fruit as a matter of policy.

Incredibly, it was not until 1865, that the British Merchant Marines

adopted a similar policy. What does this say about the human condition?

Are we truly that set in our ways; that stubborn? 

 

Are there ways in which we act similar to those who hated John and

Jesus?

 

It is likely that you will have to encourage people to respond.  This

question requires a bit of introspection and may prove to be

uncomfortable for many. Some responses might be: (a) placing church

teachings above devotion to God and His word; (b) viewing God as

merely an insurance policy (i.e., keeping us out of hell), but limited

interest in complete love and obedience; (c) finding human explanations

for Biblical “stories”; and (d) trusting in one’s own interpretation of right

and wrong versus living according to Biblical principles.

 

How can we guard against “stinking thinking”?

 

This is a phrase made famous by motivational consultant, speaker, and

author Zig Zigler. I first came across it in his 1975 book entitled See You at

the Top. Alcoholics Anonymous uses the phrase to mean the kind of

thinking that leads one back to alcohol abuse. For this discussion, focus

the class’s thoughts on how we prevent ignoring or doubting God, His

Son, His word. In other words, how do we keep our faith “fresh”?

 

How is our message to others today similar to John’s message?

 

We are called to be God’s people here on earth. We are asked to “go and

make disciples.” In short, our message is very similar—Repent for the

Kingdom of God is near. 

 

How may we pray for each other today?
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JOHN  & JESUS
MARK  6 :14-29

My father’s sister married a man who made a career in the U. S. Air Force. My cousins got to see

quite a bit of the world.  For several years, they were stationed in Venezuela. When they came

home for a visit, my grandmother always made sure we had a family reunion. I was intrigued by

their stories and their command of another language. I thought it was a really cool way to grow

up. So exotic and interesting!

 

Can you imagine what a family reunion for Jesus’s family must have been like?  We know that

Mary, His mother, and Elizabeth, John’s mother, were relatives, perhaps cousins (see Luke 1: 36).

We know that Mary visited Elizabeth after they both became pregnant. Do you think the families

got together again later, before the “boys” left home and began their respective ministries? What

a family reunion that must have been.

 

Jesus, the creator of the Universe (see John 1: 3) has entered the human race to provide it a means

of redemption and salvation. His relative John was chosen to prepare the way for the Messiah’s

ministry on earth. John, a member of the tribe of Levi, the priests, is chosen to announce the Lion

of Judah, and call the people of Israel to repentance.
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Read Mark 6: 14 – 29. Why did John have to die?

 

John made it very clear that he was not the Messiah (see Mark 1: 7;

Matthew 3: 12; John 1: 20). He had followers, but gave no indication that

he was a threat to the government (i.e., to lead an uprising). He did

confront the religious leaders (see Matthew 1: 7) and the King (Mark 6: 17,

18) because of their ungodly behavior, but he was no real threat; but

Herodias, Herod’s new wife, “nursed a grudge” (vs. 19). And she found an

opportunity to get even with the troublemaking prophet.

 

In verse 26, we are told that Herod was greatly distressed.  Why do

think this was so?

 

This is speculation, but we are told that Herod like listening to John (vs.

20b). We are also told that Herod wanted to kill John but was afraid of

the people who thought John a great prophet (Matthew 14: 5). He knew

how difficult it would be to control the people if they rioted because of

John’s death.  But to keep peace in his household, and to “save face” with

his important guests, he overcame his distress and ordered John

beheaded.

 

Read Matthew 3: 1 – 17. How did John prepare the way for the Lord?

 

He preached repentance, and encouraged people to confess their sins

and be baptized. Like Jesus does later, John also confronts the religious

leaders and challenges them to act in ways that are consistent with

repentance.

 

Read Luke 1: 13-17 and compare it to Luke 1: 32, 33. How are these

accounts similar?

 

Both births are foretold by the angel Gabriel. Both births are in some way

miraculous; John’s mother was quite old, and Jesus’s mother was still a

virgin. Both are consecrated for specific tasks that would make the

forgiveness of sin and eternal life possible.

 

Read John 3: 22 – 36. What is the relationship of John’s ministry to

Jesus’?
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John’s mission was to point the way to Jesus.  He knew that he was not

the Messiah, he is a prophet “in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1: 17).

But his ministry was also enjoying a great deal of success.  People were

coming to him and he had many followers. It would be easy to

understand if he were to have begun to think more highly of himself

than he ought. However, he didn’t. He knew what success looked and felt

like for him, and he expressed his commitment to do his job well. Next

week, we will explore further how Jesus is even greater than this humble,

but great servant of God. 

 

Did John the Baptist have to die early?

 

The short answer is no.  God’s justice will be fulfilled by Jesus’ death on

the cross. John’s execution is similar in that the reason behind it is the

same. Human fear and the religious leaders’ sinfulness and desire to

maintain the status quo practically ensured the early death of all those

close to Jesus.

 

John knew what success looked like for him. What does success look

like for us, the followers of Jesus?

 

Answers will vary, but this would a good time to draw people’s attention

to Matthew 28: 19, 20; John 13: 34; Ephesians 4: 11-16. We are to love one

another; be devoted to prayer and good works; and serve God with all of

our heart, minds, and souls.

 

How might we pray for one another this week?
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JESUS  IS  GREATER
MATTHEW  17 :1-13

As a society, we do tend to focus a good deal of attention on who is the greatest. We keep lists of

the wealthiest, the fastest, the strongest, the best homerun hitter, the best quarterback, the best

NFL team, and so forth. We are mildly obsessed about being the best.

 

On the other hand, many people do not think this way about themselves. Over 50 years ago, an

American psychologist, Abraham Maslow, develop a well-known theory he called the Hierarchy of

Needs. In short, he reasoned that behavior was motivated by the fulfillment of these layers of

needs.  As one’s physical needs were met, the social needs took over driving behavior.  At the

upper layer, he noted that humans were ultimately motivated to achieve “self-actualization”;

being the most that one can be. Today, we find this theory applied in many areas of life—

education, business, psychology.  Yet, there is little evidence to prove that the theory is accurate.

We cannot prove that behavior is driven by this set of needs and in this order.

 

What does seem to be true is that most people do not desire to “be all they can be”. We do not

read enough, exercise enough, practice enough, or care enough to develop our talents to their full

potential. By and large, it can be argued that we are obsessed with keeping track of the best, but

we ourselves are less interested in being the best at anything.

 

This is not to say that we do not think rather highly of ourselves regardless of our motivation. I

have heard it said that the sweetest word in the English language (any language I suspect) is

one’s name.  We are an important figure in our own lives and minds.

I wonder, do you think John the Baptist ever thought much about his own importance in God’s

plan?
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Read Matthew 17: 1 – 13. Why do you think Jesus lead Peter, James and

John up a high mountain?

 

(Online, you can find some wonderful paintings of this event; you may

want to print one out to show the class.) Jesus often went to secluded

places to rest and pray.  Likely, this is one of those times when he wanted

his closest disciples with Him for prayer. They were all soon to be tested

severely and would need the strength they would receive from His father.

 

This is an example of prayer taking physical form.  What do you think

Jesus, Moses, and Elijah talked about?

 

Of course, we cannot really know, but these two men lived through the

trials of serving God with complete devotion. Both of these men knew

victory and personal failure. God empowered them and used them in

spite of their fears and frustrations. While it is difficult to understand,

Jesus is fully man and he is about to “go through hell” literally.

 

Why do you think God did this?

 

Again, we are speculating, but it seems that God knew that the task

ahead of Jesus was important and difficult. Shortly after this event, we

are told that Jesus takes these same disciples into the garden to pray. 

And he sweated drops of blood as he prayed. Yes, Jesus is God, but He

was temporarily a man; a man tested in all ways as we are (Hebrews 4:

15).

 

How did Jesus speak to His disciples when the event was over?

 

He touched them and told them not to be afraid. Read Luke 1: 13; Luke 1:

30; Genesis 15: 1; these are other examples of when the Lord or one of his

angels appeared to humans. The normal response seems to be fear.

Discuss why they were afraid. First, we are under the curse of Adam and

we know our sinfulness. However, these other cases are before the

Messiah came and provided redemption for all. Acceptance of Jesus

Christ ended the fear. We are redeemed.

 

Read Acts 18: 23-28. What new message did Priscilla and Aquila give to

the evangelist Apollos?
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Apollos was an eloquent and dynamic preacher, but his message was

limited to the baptism of John. John preached repentance, but was still

under the old covenant. Jesus is the new covenant.  Through Jesus we

have our redemption and salvation; through Jesus we have the power of

the Holy Spirit.

 

What were the differences between John’s ministry and Jesus?

 

John was a prophet chosen by God to call Israel to repentance.  The

Messiah has come and Israel is not paying attention. God used John to

begin the process of opening their eyes. On the other hand, Jesus is the

Messiah. At no time, are we asked to place our trust in John, but we are

repeatedly asked to place our trust in Jesus (see John 14: 1-4).

 

What was the outcome of John’s death?

 

Nothing. He died as a result of faithfully doing God’s will. Evil and sin

killed John. He, like us, will one day be raised from the dead when Jesus

returns.

 

What was the outcome of Jesus’s death?

 

See Romans 5: 6-10. Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection paid the price

for human sin and paved the way to salvation for all who will believe in

Jesus Christ as lord and savior.

 

What aspects of John’s life are worth adopting in our lives?

 

From birth, we are told he was dedicated to God. He put God first in all

things. He focused on his mission and did not waiver, even when faced

with death.

 

How have you personally responded to John’s and Jesus’ message?

 

Encourage believers to share what He has done for them. If there are

non-believers in your class it may be difficult for them to share their

reservations, but a general encouragement for all to share their

reservations, if any, may help.

 

How can we pray for one another today?

 

 

 

 


