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What’s in Your teaching guide

This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Learner’s Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.

The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Options

Teaching Outline
provides you with an outline 
of the main themes in the 
Learner’s Study Guide. 

Bible Background
The Learner’s Study Guide is 
your main source of Bible study 
material. This section helps you 
more fully understand and  
interpret the Scripture text. 

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each  
session than you can use, so choose 
the options from each section to  
tailor the session to the needs of 
your group.

Resource Kits Also Available

The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, 
and end for the session, with focus para-

graphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the 
page because they are the most import-

ant part of the Teaching Guide. These 
paragraphs will help you move your class 

from “what the text meant” to “what the text 
means.”

Teacher Helps



unit 1: the spirit and poWer
 
This unit, leading up to the day of Pentecost, explores the role of the Holy Spirit as 
depicted in Luke and Acts. We will look at the Spirit’s role in the life of Jesus and in the 
early church.

We will examine several stories. We will see the Spirit descend upon Jesus after his 
baptism and learn how that influenced him. We will hear Jesus encourage us to be bold in 
praying for the Spirit to be active in our own lives. Turning to the book of Acts, we will sit 
with the apostles as Jesus teaches them about the Holy Spirit who will empower them to 
take the gospel to the ends of the earth. We will walk with Philip in Samaria, witnessing 
his great evangelistic work that culminates with the coming of the Holy Spirit to these 
new believers—but only after the apostles lay hands on them and pray. Finally, we will hear 
Paul’s conversation with twelve disciples who had not yet received the Holy Spirit. After 
they were baptized and Paul laid hands on them, they too were filled with the Spirit. They 
spoke in tongues and prophesied.

These lessons aren’t just about what happened in the Bible; they’re about what can  
happen in us and for us today. We will strive to answer five important questions: What  
can we expect when the Holy Spirit comes? How can I be bold in prayer? What is my  
mission? What does it mean to be baptized by the Holy Spirit? What changes accompany 
receiving the Holy Spirit?

The presence and power of the Holy Spirit changed the lives of Jesus and the early 
Christians. That presence and power is still available today to lead us, empower us, and 
reveal to us God’s will for our lives.
 
LaMon Brown is retired and living in Birmingham, Alabama, with his wife of almost fifty years. He and Pat have 
two children and five grandchildren. 

LaMon earned a BA degree from Samford University and MDiv and ThD degrees from New Orleans Baptist 
Seminary. He and Pat served as missionaries with the Foreign Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention 
from 1980 to 1991 and with International Ministries of the American Baptist Churches from 2000 to 2009. 
Most of that service was in Thailand. Additionally, LaMon has pastored churches in New York, Louisiana, and 
Georgia. 

In retirement, LaMon has continued service as an active member of Baptist Church of the Covenant, as  
supply preacher and interim pastor at Baptist churches and Christian (Disciples of Christ) churches, and as a  
spiritual director/advisor. His hobbies include reading, listening to music, playing golf, and sitting on the couple’s 
deck birdwatching.
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Bible Background
The Ministry of John the 
Baptist

Today’s lesson drops us into the 
middle of the story of John the Baptist in 
the wilderness, where he is calling people 
to be baptized as a sign of repentance. 
Expectations were rampant that the day 
of the Messiah was near. Some imagined 
that he was already walking among them 
incognito, but that he had not yet revealed 
himself because of the sins of the people. 
In this context, we hear of people wonder-
ing if John was this hidden Messiah—the 
promised deliverer who would be sent by 
God (Lk 3:15). 

In verse 16, John squashes this 
unfounded speculation. He is merely 
preparing the way for One who is com-
ing after him. Compared to the coming 
Messiah, he is just a lowly slave, unfit even 
to untie the Messiah’s sandals. 

John baptizes with water, but the  
coming and more powerful One will 
baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire. The 
Hebrew prophets speak of a time of future 
blessing involving the gift of God’s Spirit. 
Isaiah foretold God’s promise to “pour 
out my spirit upon your descendants, and 
my blessing on your offspring” (44:3). 
Other passages that speak of this blessing 
include Joel 2:28 and Ezekiel 36:27.

But what does John’s message really 
mean? At least five possible interpreta-
tions have been suggested for the image 
of fire. First, it describes the purifying 

work of the Spirit. Second, those who 
repent will receive the Spirit, while those 
who do not will experience a judgment 
of fire. Third, the Greek term translated 
Spirit can also be translated as wind. 
Therefore the image may refer to judg-
ment involving a mighty wind and fire. 
Fourth, the wind and fire images may 
reflect the Christian interpretation of 
the day of Pentecost, since both images 
describe the Spirit in that context in  
Acts 2. Finally, combining elements from 
some of these interpretations, John’s 
imagery may speak of an end-time work 
of purification symbolized by a refiner’s 
fire for the repentant and destruction for 
the unrepentant. 

Verse 17 points to fire as an image 
of destruction. The threshing procedure 
described here was common in biblical 
days. Grain was separated from chaff 
by throwing it into the air or pouring it 
from one container to another. The wind 
blew the chaff away and the good grain 
fell to the floor or into the container. The 
chaff was then burned up with a bright, 
fast-burning, annihilating fire. 

John announced “good news to the 
people” (v. 18). Judgment may not sound 
like good news, but for persecuted or 
oppressed people, it is wonderful news 
that the evil that has deeply troubled them 
will be eliminated. King Herod serves as 
an example of the evil to be destroyed. 
According to Luke, on top of all the other 
evil things Herod had done, he put John 

May 3, 2020

The Spirit Descends
Luke 3:15-22

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Learner’s Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching Guide,  

placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided which options to use, 
gather the appropriate materials.
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in jail for speaking out against the king’s 
marriage to his brother’s wife.

Herod’s first wife was the daughter 
of King Aretas IV of Nabataea, an Arabic 
people who lived in the lands east and 
southwest of the Dead Sea. Aretas IV was 
the most powerful ruler the Nabataeans 
ever had, extending his kingdom’s  
influence as far as Damascus in Syria.

When Herod wanted to marry 
Herodias, the wife of his half-brother, 
she agreed only on the condition that 
he would send his first wife away. So the 
Nabatean princess returned to her father. 
Aretas attacked Herod, and Herod’s army 
was destroyed. Many Jews believed this 
was God’s judgment against Herod for 
having killed John. 

The Baptism of Jesus
The early Christian community had at 
least two problems related to the bap-
tism of Jesus. Some followers of John  
the Baptist asserted that Jesus’ baptism 
by John indicated that John was superior 
to Jesus. Furthermore, John’s baptism 
involved repentance from sins. It would 
be easy, therefore, to assume that Jesus’ 
baptism by John also involved his  
personal repentance. 

Luke’s use of the passive participle in 
verse 21 may be his way of dealing with 
this dilemma. By saying simply that “Jesus 
also had been baptized,” he eliminates 
the need to mention John’s name at all in 
connection with Jesus’ baptism. He also 
narratively separates Jesus’ baptism from 
that of everyone else who was listening to 
John.

In verses 21-22, three events are con-
nected to the baptism of Jesus. The first is 
prayer. Jesus was praying when the Spirit 
came. Prayer is an important theme in 
Luke’s writings. We see it again in Acts 2 
on the Day of Pentecost.

The second event is the descent of the 
Spirit “in bodily form like a dove” (v. 22). 
There are a number of possible explana-
tions for this dove imagery. In the Greek 
literature of Luke’s day, birds were some-
times seen as harbingers of destiny. Or it 

could be that Luke was thinking about  
the turtledove in Song of Songs 2:12, 
which some Jewish traditions associate 
with the “Holy Spirit of Redemption” 
(Tolbert, 39). Another suggestion is that 
the dove imagery was meant “to remind 
us of how after the flood of Noah, a dove 
returned with a fresh olive branch in its 
beak. The dove symbolized the renewal of 
creation after judgment. In this instance 
the dove speaks of messianic time and 
new creation” (Pinnock, 87). “Bodily 
form” (v. 22) indicates that there was some 
kind of visual manifestation; it wasn’t just 
someone’s imagination or feelings. 

The third event is the voice from 
heaven that proclaims, “You are my Son, 
the Beloved; with you I am well pleased” 
(v. 22). This double affirmation comes 

 
 

I. The Messiah and John (Lk 3:15-17)
 A.  The people are filled with expectation 

and wonder whether John could be the 
Messiah (v. 15).

 B.  John rejects this line of thinking and 
describes the Messiah’s ministry  
(vv. 16-17).

  1. He is not the Messiah.
  2. The Messiah is greater than him.
  3.  The Messiah will baptize with the 

Spirit and fire.
  4. The Messiah will bring judgment.

II. Good and Evil (Lk 3:18-20)
 A. John proclaims the good news (v. 18).
 B.  By contrast, Herod epitomizes evil in 

his adulterous marriage and his treat-
ment of John (vv. 19-20).

III. The Baptism of Jesus (Lk 3:21-22)
 A.  After being baptized, Jesus prays  

(v. 21).
 B.  The Holy Spirit descends upon him “in 

bodily form like a dove” (v. 22).
 C.  A voice from heaven affirms Jesus as 

God’s Son (v. 22).
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A Way to Begin
We all have expectations, don’t we? We might expect gifts at Christmas. We might 
expect a “job well done” affirmation at work. We might expect a “happy birthday” 

once a year. We expect the sun to rise in the morning, churches to be open for wor-
ship on Sunday, and greetings and handshakes when we arrive there. Some of our 

expectations are pretty straightforward while others are more nebulous. For example, we may 
not know exactly what to expect in terms of Christmas gifts, or we might not be able to see the 
risen sun because of gray skies overhead. Today’s lesson theme concerns what we can expect 
when the Holy Spirit comes.

m When the Spirit Comes
During the week, prepare to describe some of the expectations associated with the  
coming of the Spirit in various Christian denominations. Briefly summarize some of the 
beliefs or expectations of Pentecostals and charismatics, Catholics, and other groups. 

Ask participants what they have been taught to expect when the Holy Spirit comes.

m Great Expectations
Invite participants to think about a time when they expected something to happen, 
either for good or for ill. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  In what situation did you have certain expectations? 
➤  What did you expect? What led you to have these expectations: past experiences,  

interactions with others, pure fantasy?
➤  How did your expectations measure up to the reality that actually happened? Was this 

a relief, a letdown, or perhaps something else?
 

Today’s lesson explores the question of what we can expect when the Holy Spirit 
comes. As we study the passage, let’s be on the lookout for things we can take to heart as 
we reflect on the Spirit’s presence in our own lives.

from Psalm 2:7, a passage used at the  
coronation of Israel’s king, and from 
Isaiah 42:1, which refers to the Servant  
of the Lord, sometimes interpreted as a 
messianic figure. According to Tolbert, 
“the baptism of Jesus and the associated 
experience of the Spirit’s descent con-
stitute his ordination for a ministry of 
Suffering Servant-Messiah” (40).

As we consider what to expect when 
the Spirit comes, it is important to notice 
three things that happen in chapter 4.  
The first is the Spirit’s leadership in Jesus’ 
life. Filled with the Spirit, Jesus is led 

by the Spirit into the wilderness (4:1). 
The second is Jesus’ empowering by the 
Spirit. In verse 14, Luke writes, “Then 
Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, 
returned to Galilee.” Finally, there is the 
illumination of the Spirit so that Jesus 
may understand God’s calling. Jesus 
affirms, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon 
me, because he has anointed me to bring 
good news to the poor. He has sent me 
to proclaim release to the captives and 
recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 
oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of 
the Lord’s favor” (vv. 18-19).
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A Way to Explore Scripture
In today’s lesson, we will learn about some of the expectations in Jesus’ day and 

how John the Baptist responded to them. More significantly, we will look at the  
circumstances that followed the baptism of Jesus, including a few events from 
Luke 4. Looking at how the Spirit worked in Jesus’ life can help us understand 

how the Spirit can work in our lives as well.

m Questions for Discussion
Read Luke 3:15-22. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Why do you think people wondered whether John was the Messiah? What does this 

say about their religious, political, or spiritual expectations?
➤  Why did John say he was unworthy to untie the Messiah’s sandals?
➤  What does it mean that the Messiah will baptize “with the Holy Spirit and fire”  

(v. 16). (If desired, discuss the different interpretations of this phrase as described in 
the Bible Background.) 

➤  Where do you hear warning or judgment in John’s words? Where do you hear grace 
and hope?

➤  In what sense is John proclaiming “good news” (v. 18)?
➤  Why might Jesus have prayed after his baptism?
➤  Why do you think the descent of the Holy Spirit was compared to a dove? 
➤  Why do you think God was pleased with Jesus? What specific things in Jesus’ life 

might have been pleasing to God?

m Baptism and Spirit
Read Luke 3:15-20. Discuss what John may have meant by the Messiah baptizing with 
the Holy Spirit and fire (v. 16). Share the following quotation from Fred Craddock:
 

When repentance and forgiveness are available, judgment is good news (v. 18). The 
primary aim is to save the wheat, not to burn the chaff. (49) 

 
Ask the class their opinions of Craddock’s idea. How does this shape our  

understanding of Jesus’ baptism with the Holy Spirit and fire?
Read Luke 3:21-22. Have participants note the details of how the Holy Spirit 

descended upon Jesus. Explore what these details might tell us about our own  
experience of the Spirit.

Discuss: How might the Spirit-baptism that Jesus experienced give insights into the 
Spirit-baptism that Jesus provides for us?

m The Spirit’s Continuing Work
If time permits, note further instances of the Spirit at work in Jesus’ life in Luke 4:1, 
4:14, 4:18-19. For each of these passages, ask: (1) What is the evidence of the Spirit’s 
work? (2) How have participants experienced something similar in their own lives?
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A Way to End
The story of Jesus and the Spirit points to what could happen in our lives as well. 
John the Baptist believed that the Messiah would baptize others with the Holy 
Spirit and with fire. The Spirit’s work in our lives depends on that divine gift, but 

we also have a role to play in how the Spirit works. John believed that the Messiah 
would only bestow the Spirit upon those who were repentant. This means that our desire to live 
rightly is a factor in how the Spirit might be manifested in our lives.

m Evidence of the Spirit
Distribute copies of the resource page “Evidence of the Holy Spirit.”  
Have participants use the worksheet to reflect on evidence of the Spirit’s 
presence or work in their own lives or the lives of others. 

Ask them to share some of their responses and why they believed those 
happenings were related to God’s Spirit.

m Singing and the Spirit
Provide hymnals for each participant. Have them search for hymns that ask for the Holy 
Spirit to enter and influence their lives. 

Close by either singing one of the hymns together or reading it in unison. (You can 
read it antiphonally, with half the class reading one line and the other half reading the 
next.) Challenge participants to take the words of this hymn to heart throughout the 
coming week.

m Prayer for the Spirit
Have participants form a circle. Have each participant put his or her right hand on the 
left shoulder of the next person in the circle. 

Have each participant in turn pray for the person their hand is touching. Guide 
them to use these words: “Lord Jesus, may your Spirit lead ______ today and forever.” 

When the last person has prayed, close with “Amen.”

Resources
Fred B. Craddock, Luke, Interpretation (Louisville KY: John Knox, 1990). 

R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 9 
(Nashville TN: Abingdon, 1995).

Gerald Mattingly, “Nabataeans,” The Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E. Mills et al. (Macon GA: Mercer University 
Press, 1990).

Clark H. Pinnock, Flame of Love: A Theology of the Holy Spirit (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity, 1996).

Malcolm O. Tolbert, “Luke,” The Broadman Bible Commentary, vol. 9 (Nashville TN: Broadman, 1970).

Check out our blog, Coracle, for supplementary 
Sunday school material and blog posts from 
some of your favorite authors!
www.nextsunday.com/coracle
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Bible Background
Our Father 
Today’s lesson focuses on 

Jesus’ answer to the disciples’ 
request to teach them how to pray. In 
Jesus’ day it was not uncommon for  
rabbis or other religious figures to teach 
their disciples a distinctive prayer that 
they could recite. Such a prayer encap-
sulated the central theme of that rabbi’s 
teaching and identified those who prayed 
it as his disciples. John the Baptist gave 
his disciples such a prayer. We don’t know 
the words of that prayer, but it would 
have identified them as disciples of John, 
possibly by emphasizing true repentance 
or by asking for the Messiah to appear.

Culpepper explains, “When the  
disciples ask for a lesson on prayer…Jesus 
responds with a lesson on the nature 
of God as Father” (238). In fact, the 
most distinctive part of the prayer that 
Jesus teaches them is to address God as 
“Father.” It is almost certain that Jesus 
taught them to use the Aramaic word 
Abba. Even in the Greek Gospels, the word 
Abba appears on the lips of Jesus (see Mk 
14:36). In two of Paul’s letters, also writ-
ten in Greek, we find the word Abba as the 
Apostle reminds his readers of what they 
had heard in prayers (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6).

Before Jesus, Jewish people rarely if 
ever used this word to address God. After 
Jesus, his followers adopted this usage, 
and it is found throughout the New 
Testament. “Father” is a common meta-

phor for God in the Christian Bible. What 
is the significance of this?

In Aramaic there are two words for 
the male parent. Abhi is the formal, more 
respectful word. Abba, by contrast, is the 
familiar word. It is a word used by little 
children but also by grown children who 
were especially close to their fathers. 
In our English usage, abhi is more like 
“Father” while abba is more like “Papa” or 
“Daddy.” 

Jesus wanted his followers to 
approach God the same way that he did. 
He wanted them to think of God as a 
beloved and trustworthy Parent. They 
were to approach God with deep and 
trusting love because God loved them like 
a caring, generous, kind Daddy. 

Prayers of Petition
The rest of the prayer would have been 
uncontroversial. It is filled with the same 
sentiments one might find in many Jewish 
prayers. “Hallowed be your name” and 
“Your kingdom come” are requests for 
God to fulfill the divine plan for creation 
by which God’s good name or character is 
unequivocally revealed. 

“Give us each day our daily bread” 
recalls our dependence on God for daily 
provision. A textual variant here is found 
in only a few manuscripts. It reads, 
“Let the Holy Spirit come upon us and 
cleanse us.” Luke’s interest in the Holy 
Spirit makes this variant appealing, but 
it is likely not original. At best, it reveals 

May 10, 2020

Pray for the Spirit
Luke 11:1-13

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Learner’s Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching Guide,  

placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided which options to use, 
gather the appropriate materials.
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how some in the early church might have 
prayed.

The prayer for God to forgive us as we 
have forgiven others recognizes our need 
for grace. Extending grace and forgiveness 
to others was certainly important to Jesus. 

The petition “Do not bring us to 
the time of trial” may refer to the final 
difficult days before God ushers in the 
kingdom. This last phrase can also mean 
something more immediate for those of 
us who pray it today. “The final petition,” 
Culpepper explains, “underscores our 
relationship to God as a Father to whom 
we can appeal for protection from any cir-
cumstances that might threaten our lives 
or our relationship to God” (235).

The Friend at Midnight
After these specific—and in some ways 
radical—instructions for how to pray, 
Jesus tells a parable. In order to under-
stand this parable, it is important to 
know certain things about the culture  
of Jesus’ day. 

In particular, we must understand 
the value of hospitality. Hospitality was 
important in the ancient world. Inns were 
scarce. Even when they were available, they 
weren’t always desirable. God’s command 
to love neighbors (Lev 19:18) and resident 
aliens (Lev 19:34) includes extending hos-
pitality whenever it might be needed. To 
grasp the point of Jesus’ parable, it is cru-
cial to understand this key cultural virtue. 
It was shameful not to give hospitality.

The word translated “persistence” in 
verse 8 is actually constructed using the 
Greek word for “shame” or “shameful,” 
and many interpreters believe the point 
is not “persistence” at all but rather one’s 
awareness of shame. 

What is not entirely clear in the 
Greek text is who is worried about act-
ing shamefully. Is it the neighbor who 
pleads for help or the sleeper with whom 
he pleads? Most think it is the sleeping 
man. According to Culpepper, “The sit-
uation is unthinkable not because of the 
petitioner’s persistence but because honor 
demanded that a neighbor get up, awaken 

his whole family if necessary, and supply 
his neighbor’s need—if not from friend-
ship, then at least to avoid being shamed” 
(236). Jesus’ point, then, is that it would 
be shameful for God to ignore the needs 
of God’s people. If mere mortals will act 
to preserve their reputations, how much 
more will God act because God is our  
loving, heavenly Abba?

Ask, Seek, Knock
Because God will never act so shamefully, 
let us ask, seek, and knock. Let us eagerly 
seek God’s help in our hour of need. 

Such petitions are best understood 
in the context of the prayer Jesus taught, 
specifically the expressed desire for God’s 
kingdom to come. Whatever we ask for 
should be consistent with our overriding 
desire for God’s will to be fulfilled. Jesus 

 
 

I. The Lord’s Prayer (Lk 11:1-4)
 A.  The disciples ask to be taught to pray 

(v. 1).
 B.  Jesus gives them specific instructions 

(vv. 2-4).

II.  A Parable about Asking and Receiving 
(Lk 11:5-8)

 A.  Suppose you have a dilemma: a friend 
has arrived in the middle of the night, 
and you have nothing to feed him, so 
you go to a sleeping neighbor for help 
(vv. 5-6).

 B.  The sleeper initially brushes off your 
request (v. 7).

 C.  The sleeper reconsiders when he 
becomes aware of how shamefully he 
has treated you. He then gets up and 
provides for your need (v. 8).

III.  The Application of the Parable  
(11:9-13)

 A.  God wants to give us what we need 
(vv. 9-12).

 B.  Specifically, God wants to give us the 
Holy Spirit (v. 13).
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A Way to Begin
Sometimes it is hard to be bold. When you want to ask your boss for a raise, if the 
boss tends to lack compassion, you may feel nervous. Or when your spouse is in a  

bad mood, it may be difficult to ask him or her to make a sacrifice. People living 
in strict, hierarchical societies may hesitate to make requests of people with higher 

social status. And yet Jesus encourages his followers to approach God boldly. Explore what it is 
like for participants to experience the freedom to say what is truly on their minds.

m People Who Make Me Nervous
Invite participants to share the kinds of people they are often nervous to talk to:  
doctors, superiors at work, police officers, etc. Why do these people make them nervous? 
How would they feel if they needed to ask a favor of someone in this position? Ask the 
following questions.

Questions
➤  What have you been taught about how to properly address God in prayer and  

worship?
➤  Does God “make you nervous” when you need to pray for something big? Explain.
➤  When have you been afraid to ask God for something? Why were you afraid?
 

In today’s lesson, Jesus encourages his disciples to approach God boldly, as they 
would a loving Father.

m Permission to Speak Freely
Explain to participants that the Greek word translated “boldness” is built on a verb 
meaning “to speak.” It is the quality of speaking frankly or without hesitation, making 
one’s opinions, needs, or desires known without worrying about possible repercussions. 

Discuss boldness as a quality to be cultivated in prayer. Is this something our church 
culture or traditions encourage or discourage? Why do you think so? 

In today’s lesson, Jesus encourages his disciples to speak freely when they need help 
from God.

isn’t teaching that if we pray long enough 
or loud enough, we’ll eventually wear God 
down and get what we want. Jesus’ para-
ble and its application can’t be separated 
from the context of the prayer he taught 
his disciples to pray.

In verse 11, Jesus says that it is 
unimaginable that a parent would give 
their child something dangerous instead 
of the things they need and ask for. The 
images are probably related. A snake is 

scaly like a fish and a rolled-up scorpion 
may look for a moment like a round egg. 

That brings us to this passage’s  
conclusion. Luke ends these teachings 
about prayer differently than Matthew 
does in his version of the same material 
(Mt 7:11). In Matthew, Jesus promises that 
God will give us “good things” when we 
ask. Luke, however, specifically identifies 
God’s gift: it is the Holy Spirit.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Prayer is one of the most important spiritual exercises. Jesus knew how important 

it was. He prayed often and for long stretches of time. He was probably excited that 
the disciples had seen him praying and wanted to learn to pray as he did. As we 
examine today’s Scripture passage, encourage participants to discern import-

ant truths about prayer. Encourage them as well to pay attention to what Jesus says about the 
role of the Holy Spirit.

m Questions for Discussion
Read Luke 11:1-13 in three sections corresponding to the discussion questions below. 
After reading the section, ask the questions provided.

Luke 11:1-4
➤  Why do you think the disciples wanted Jesus to teach them how to pray?
➤  What does it mean to you to be able to call God “Father”? 
➤  What part of this prayer is hardest for you to understand? What part is hardest for 

you to pray? Explain.
 

Using information from the Bible Background, briefly explain the importance of 
hospitality in the ancient world and the scholarly consensus that this parable is not 
about “persistence” but about a “sense of shame.” Ask the following questions.

Luke 11:5-8
➤  Is hospitality still an important cultural value today? Explain.
➤  What might this parable be teaching us about why God meets human needs? 
➤  Why should believers be unafraid to voice our concerns to God?

Luke 11:9-13
➤  How is prayer like asking? seeking? knocking? 
➤  Does verse 10 mean that we will get anything we ask for? Explain. 
➤  Read Matthew 7:11. In this verse, the Father gives “good things” to those who ask. 

Why do you think Luke chose to emphasize the gift of the Spirit here?

m Pray for the Spirit
Draw attention to Luke 11:13 and the promise that God will give the Holy Spirit to those 
who ask. Invite participants to consider the entire passage in light of this promise. Read 
Luke 11:1-13. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Note the petitions in verses 2-4. How does the Holy Spirit work in believers to  

accomplish these things?
➤  What might Jesus’ parable in verses 5-8 tell us about asking for the Holy Spirit? How 

willing is God to answer this request? Why?
➤  How are asking, seeking, and knocking suitable verbs to describe believers’ prayers to 

receive the Holy Spirit?
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A Way to End
Prayer is important. It is equally important to understand that God relates to  
us like a Parent who loves us unconditionally and in whom we can always trust  
completely. The helping presence of the Spirit is ours for the asking. The example 

of Jesus is before us. Therefore, let us pray often every day.

m Knocking on Heaven’s Door
Note that the verbs in verse 9 are in the present tense, which implies continuing action: 
keep on asking, keep on seeking, etc. Jesus apparently assumes that his followers will 
pray, and keep on praying, for the Holy Spirit. 

Discuss how this detail may or may not fit with what participants have previously 
been taught about how and when Christians receive the Spirit. Ask the following  
questions.

Questions
➤  How does recognizing these present-tense verbs open up new perspectives on what it 

means to “have the Spirit”? 
➤  What does it mean to ask God for the Holy Spirit? 
➤  How can we know whether God has answered such a prayer?
 

Close with prayer for God to send the Holy Spirit.

m Another Day
Close the session with the following prayer.
 

This is another day, O Lord. I know not what it will bring forth, but make me ready, Lord, 
for whatever it may be. If I am to stand, help me to stand bravely. If I am to sit, help me to 
sit quietly. If I am to lie low, help me to do it patiently. If I am to do nothing, help me to 
do it gallantly. Make these words more than words, and give me the Spirit of Jesus. Amen. 
(Norris, 251)

Resources 
Fred B. Craddock, Luke, Interpretation (Louisville KY: John Knox, 1990). 

R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 9 
(Nashville TN: Abingdon, 1995).

Robert C. Dunston, “Hospitality,” The Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E. Mills et al. (Macon GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1990).

Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (New York: United Bible Societies, 1971).

Kathleen Norris, Acedia and Me: A Marriage, Monks and a Writer’s Life (New York: Riverhead, 2008).

Malcolm O. Tolbert, “Luke,” The Broadman Bible Commentary, vol. 9, ed. Clifton J. Allen et al. (Nashville TN: Broadman, 
1970).
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Bible Background
Forty Days
The book of Acts begins with 

references to a “first book” (1:1) 
and to Theophilus, who is named as the 
recipient of Acts. This first book is the 
Gospel according to Luke, which is also 
addressed to Theophilus. Some have 
suggested that this otherwise unknown 
figure, whose name means “friend of 
God,” is meant to stand in for all believ-
ers. But the great majority of modern 
biblical scholars believe that Theophilus 
was an actual person. He may have been a 
recent convert to Christianity who needed 
additional insight into Jesus and the 
Christian movement. He may also have 
been responsible for funding the writing 
and circulation of Luke’s books. 

According to verse 2, after his  
resurrection Jesus gave instructions to his 
apostles “through the Holy Spirit.” This 
teaching would have included all that 
Jesus taught them from the beginning of 
his ministry to his ascension. According 
to Wall, “The Holy Spirit is ‘the Spirit 
of prophecy’ who calls forth, empowers, 
and authorizes the Messiah’s prophetic 
ministry and will ensure continuity in his 
absence” (37).

Luke describes how Jesus spent forty 
days with the disciples (v. 3). The num-
ber forty is often significant in Scripture. 
Moses spent forty days on Mount Sinai 
receiving God’s commandments (Exod 
34:28). Jesus spent forty days in the  

wilderness (Lk 4:1-2). Forty years or days 
suggests “a suitable period of time,” the 
amount of time that is needed. 

During the time between Jesus’  
resurrection and ascension, he gave  
“convincing proofs” (v. 3) that he was 
alive. The Greek word translated “con-
vincing proofs” is only found here in the 
New Testament. Its use outside the Bible 
describes hard evidence in the face of pos-
sible doubts. In Luke 24, Jesus gave this 
evidence by inviting his disciples to touch 
him and by eating a piece of broiled fish 
(vv. 38-43).

Also during this time of instruction, 
Jesus taught further about the kingdom 
of God (v. 4), which of course had been 
the focus of his teaching throughout his 
ministry. The kingdom of God is not 
synonymous with either the church or 
with God’s people. It is bigger than that, 
encompassing all the ways that God is 
actively at work in the world to bring 
transformation and wholeness. Jesus 
wanted his disciples to understand that 
his message, and the message they would 
carry to the world, centered on God’s  
universal purpose and reign. 

Wait for the Spirit
In verse 4, Jesus tells the disciples to  
wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the 
Holy Spirit. The promise of the Holy 
Spirit is found in several places, not  
only in the Gospel (Lk 3:16; 24:49) but 
also in Old Testament passages such as 
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Isaiah 32:14-15 and Joel 2:28. The disci-
ples can wait for this promise because they 
have already seen God’s faithfulness in the 
resurrection of Jesus. 

Jesus has also spent time thoroughly 
briefing the disciples to understand what 
they have already seen of the Spirit in 
Jesus’ own ministry. “The Holy Spirit 
does not work in an intellectual  
vacuum,” Wall writes, “nor is Christian 
witness effective if it merely testifies to 
the experience of God’s salvation without 
being able to interpret its meaning for all 
of life” (45). Jesus gives the disciples the 
intellectual grounding to make sense of 
their supernatural, spiritual experience.

In verse 6, the disciples ask a question 
about the restoration of the kingdom to 
Israel. This concern is understandable. 
As God’s Messiah, Jesus might well be 
expected to usher in the kingdom. Also, in 
Joel 2:28–3:1, the coming of the Spirit is 
connected to the renewal of the kingdom. 

The apostles are curious about the 
end-times, but Jesus is more concerned 
with their mission. Therefore, he points 
them in a different direction. Rather than 
focusing on the land of Israel, the power 
of the Holy Spirit will make the disciples 
witnesses not just in their homeland but 
all over the world. 

The Spirit isn’t meant for our own 
benefit. We have a mission to fulfill, and 
we need the Holy Spirit’s power to fulfill 
it. As Pinnock explains, the purpose of the 
Spirit is “to empower witnesses to God’s 
kingdom (Acts 1:8). God justifies and 
saves individuals only to give them a voca-
tion in the service of the kingdom” (141). 
The promised Spirit will grant the dis-
ciples all the power they need. The word 
translated “power” comes from the Greek 
word dynamis, from which we get our 
English words “dynamic” and “dynamo.” 
The coming of the Spirit will be a source 
of vital, life-changing power. 

Jesus’ mention of Jerusalem, Judea, 
Samaria, and the ends of the earth  
(v. 8) has often been viewed as an out-
line for the book of Acts. The apostles 
begin in Jerusalem and then reach out 

to successively distant lands, eventually 
encompassing the entire Roman world. 
We cannot know if this was actually 
Luke’s intention, but it is a possible  
interpretation.

 
 

I. Luke’s Recap (Acts 1:1-5)
 A.  Jesus taught the disciples over the 

course of forty days (vv. 1-3).
  1.  Jesus taught the apostles from the 

beginning of his ministry until his 
ascension.

  2.  His teaching was inspired by the 
Holy Spirit.

  3.  He presented “many convincing 
proofs” that he had been raised from 
the dead.

  4.  The theme of his teaching was the 
kingdom of God.

 B.  Jesus prepared them to receive the 
Holy Spirit (vv. 4-5).

  1.  They were to stay in Jerusalem and 
wait for what God had promised.

  2.  John baptized with water, but soon 
they would be baptized with the 
Holy Spirit.

II. The Apostles’ Mission (Acts 1:6-8)
 A.  The apostles wonder if this is the time 

when the kingdom will be restored to 
Israel (v. 6).

 B.  Jesus replies that it isn’t for them to 
know about the timing of God’s plans 
(v. 7).

 C.  What is more important is that the 
Holy Spirit will empower them to be 
Jesus’ witnesses both near and far  
(v. 8)?

III. Jesus’ Ascension (Acts 1:9-11)
 A.  Unlike the resurrection, the apostles 

see Jesus’ ascension firsthand (v. 9).
 B.  A cloud, a symbol of divine presence, 

takes Jesus up (v. 9).
 C.  Two men appear to the apostles  

(v. 10).
 D.  They promise Jesus will return (v. 11).
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A Way to Begin
Today’s lesson asks us to consider our mission. This word “mission” is used in a variety 
of ways in our time. Companies have mission statements. Military units are sent on 

missions. You might imagine a young person claiming that their mission in life is to 
become a sports star or the president. “Mission” is derived from a Latin word for 

sending. It points to a purpose or goal. Today’s lesson may help us understand God’s mission 
for Christians and churches.

m On a Mission
Invite participants to think about the word “mission.” Encourage them to think in terms 
of company mission statements, military missions, humanitarian missions, etc. What 
does this word mean to them? What does it mean to be “on a mission”? Ask the follow-
ing questions. 

Questions
➤  What was (or is) your mission in terms of education? 
➤  What is your mission in terms of your family? 
➤  What goals do you have for your personal life?

m The Church’s Mission
Provide hymnals for each participant and have them search for hymns or choruses that 
speak of mission. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How do the songs in our hymnal conceive of the church’s mission? 
➤  What are the common themes? 
➤  Are there themes that seem to be neglected? What are they?

Discuss the roles that missionaries play in and for the church. How does this work 
expand our understanding of what it means to have a mission to fulfill?

The Ascension
In verses 9-11, Jesus is taken up into 
heaven. Several things can be noted about 
the ascension. First, it was witnessed. 
Though none of Jesus’ followers wit-
nessed the resurrection, they saw him 
after it happened. In today’s text, however, 
they see Jesus rise with their own eyes.

Second, “a cloud took him out of their 
sight” (v. 9). In the Bible, clouds are often 
associated with the presence of God (see, 
for example, Exod 24:15-18, Ps 97:2, Lk 
9:34-35). This was visual evidence that 
God had received the ascended Christ. 

Third, “two men” appear to them. 
Were these the same two men, presumably 

angels, who met the women at the empty 
tomb (Lk 24:4-7)? Or were they Moses and 
Elijah, the two men who appeared with 
Jesus at his transfiguration (Lk 9:28-31)? 
On that occasion, they spoke with Jesus 
“of his departure, which he was about 
to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Lk 9:31). 
According to well-known Jewish legends, 
both Moses and Elijah had also ascended 
into heaven.

Fourth, the two men promise that 
Jesus will return. In the meantime, how-
ever, the disciples have work to do. Why, 
then, are they just standing around look-
ing up into the sky? The time for action is 
fast approaching.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Life is about to change again for Jesus’ followers. By now, though, they might be 

used to changes. They went from working at a particular vocation to walking with 
Jesus and learning from him. They went from dark despair as they saw Jesus die 
to almost unbelievable joy as they saw him return from the dead. In today’s text, 

Jesus prepares them for the next big change. He is leaving them again, but this time Another 
will come to take his place. With the Spirit’s coming, the apostles will embark upon a new 
worldwide mission.

m Questions for Discussion
Read Acts 1:1-5. Use information from the Bible Background to explain who Theophilus 
may have been. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Why does Luke point to the role of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ instructions to the  

apostles? Why is this detail important?
➤  What sort of “convincing proofs” might Jesus have used to confirm the truth of his 

resurrection? 
➤  What does it mean that Jesus spoke to the apostles about the kingdom of God?
➤  Why must the apostles wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the Spirit?
➤  When have you had to wait to receive a gift from God?

Read Acts 1:6-11. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Why might the apostles have been thinking about Jesus restoring the kingdom to 

Israel? What does their question reveal about their faith?
➤  Note the expanding circles of influence in verse 8. What is our “Jerusalem,” “Judea 

and Samaria,” and “ends of the earth”? 
➤  How does Jesus’ ascension give encouragement for Christian service? (Consider: To 

what has Jesus ascended? Where is he now?)

m Interviews
Early in the week, enlist volunteers to read Acts 1:1-11 dramatically: one to 
read the part of Jesus, a small group for the apostles, two for the “two men” 
at the ascension, and one to be Luke, the narrator. Provide copies of the 
resource page “Interviews” for each volunteer. Let them know what ques-

tions you’ll be asking them so they can be prepared. After the reading, interview the 
participants.

Ask “Luke” to explain who Theophilus is. Then ask him to explain what “the  
kingdom of God” means.

Ask “the apostles” what they were expecting Jesus to do next. Why? Then ask them 
what they expected when Jesus explained their mission to the world in the power of the 
Holy Spirit.

Ask the “two men” what they wanted the apostles to do instead of standing around 
looking at the sky. 

Invite others to ask questions either of the characters or of the class.
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A Way to End
Just as Jesus sent the apostles out on mission, he also has plans for us. Jesus wants 
us to be filled with the Spirit and informed about the kingdom so that we can  
bear witness to him in our world. The story we read today isn’t merely a history 

lesson; it is a testimony to what Jesus wants to happen in our lives. 

m My Life on Mission for God
Give the class an opportunity to reflect and privately write their responses to the  
following questions. 

Questions
➤  What have I done for God in the past? 
➤  What I am presently doing for God? 
➤  What do I want to do for God in the future?
 

Invite any who are willing to share their answer to the third question.
Close with prayer that all will be inspired to serve God more fully in the power of the 

Holy Spirit.

m Closing Hymn
If you used the strategy “The Church’s Mission” at the beginning of the lesson, return  
to the hymns you discussed. Choose one of these hymns to sing together to close the  
lesson.

m The Same Spirit Who Filled Jesus
Close by offering the following prayer.
 

Gracious God, fill us with the same Spirit who filled our Lord Jesus. May your Holy Spirit 
inspire us to do works of kindness and love. May your Spirit empower us to bear witness 
to Jesus Christ. May your Spirit fill us with patience, perseverance, and hope. We ask these 
things knowing that they are your will for our lives. Amen.

Resources
Clark H. Pinnock, Flame of Love: A Theology of the Holy Spirit (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity, 1996).

Charles H. Talbert, “Theophilus,” The Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E. Mills et al. (Macon GA: Mercer University 
Press, 1990).

Robert W. Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 10 
(Nashville TN: Abingdon, 2002).

William H. Willimon, Acts, Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox, 1988). 
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Bible Background
Philip’s Samaritan Mission
Philip was one of seven men 

chosen to deal with a problem 
that had arisen in the early church. This 
problem involved “Hellenistic” Jews 
(Greek-speaking) and “Palestinian” Jews 
from the land of Israel (Acts 6:1-6). Soon 
thereafter, Stephen was stoned to death, 
and persecution arose that forced many 
Christians to leave Jerusalem (8:4). One of 
these refugees was Philip. 

Philip went to Samaria, where he 
preached about Jesus. The people eagerly 
listened to his message, perhaps in part 
because of the miracles that accompanied 
it (vv. 5-8). 

Before Philip had come and amazed 
the people, a man named Simon had 
done something similar. The people had 
eagerly listened to Simon because he had 
also performed many wonders—perhaps 
including exorcisms and healings, though 
Scripture doesn’t say. The people called 
him great and said he had the power of 
God (vv. 9-11). 

When Philip came, however, the  
people believed the gospel and were  
baptized—including Simon. After his  
baptism, Simon followed Philip every-
where he went, astounded by the miracles 
he performed (vv. 12-13).

The Ministry of the Apostles
When word of Philip’s work reaches 
Jerusalem, the apostles send Peter and 

John to Samaria. We aren’t told why they 
are sent, but when they get there, they also 
get to work. 

Peter and John discover that the 
Samaritan converts have been baptized 
in the name of Jesus but have not yet 
received the Holy Spirit. The book of Acts 
consistently speaks of baptism “in Jesus’ 
name.” Instead of referring to a different 
baptismal formula than what we find in 
Matthew 28:19, this probably refers to 
baptism by the authority of Jesus. 

They apostles lay hands on the 
Samaritans and pray, and the Samaritans 
receive the Spirit. How do they know the 
Spirit has come? We aren’t told specifi-
cally. It is possible they spoke in tongues 
as people did, for example, in Acts 10:46 
and 19:6. It is possible they exhibited exu-
berant joy, as we see in Acts 2:46-47 and 
8:39. Since, as Humphreys suggests,  
“The principle work of the Spirit is bear-
ing witness to Jesus” (153), it is also likely 
that they began to testify to Jesus more 
zealously than before.

Another unanswered question is why 
the Samaritans hadn’t received the Spirit 
until Peter and John’s visit? One possi-
ble answer is that this delay helped unite 
the Samaritan believers with the Jewish 
church in Jerusalem. Given the enmity 
between the two groups, it would have 
been easy for two distinct churches to 
form along ethnic grounds. The events in 
today’s text show one way God worked to 
avoid the problem of disunity. 
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Simon the Magician
Simon appears again in verse 18. When he 
sees how people receive the Spirit through 
the ministry of the apostles, he wants to 
have the same power. The Greek word 
translated “power” is exousia, which can 
mean one of three things: the power of 
choice, the power of authority or influ-
ence, or the power to rule or govern. 
Simon wants a share of this apostolic 
power. But he only wants to manipulate 
it for himself. The evidence of his motives 
is that he offers money in exchange for 
the gift (Wall, 139).

According to Acts 8:9, Simon had been 
a practitioner of magic. Willimon defines 
magic as “the attempt to control divine 
powers through the application of certain 
techniques or esoteric formulae” (69). 
Conversion rarely changes a person’s out-
look completely and immediately. Rather, 
we all bring old habits and ideas into our 
new Christian life. In some cases, things 
that are incompatible with Christianity 
are never entirely erased from our world-
view. Apparently, this was the case with 
Simon.

Rather than submitting to the Spirit’s 
transforming power, Simon wants the 
power to control the Spirit. Luke doesn’t 
tell us if he wants the power to help oth-
ers or to glorify himself. Whatever the 
case, Peter’s reaction is swift and forceful. 
As Willimon explains, “Commercial inter-
ests and worldly entrepreneurship do not 
mix well with the Spirit. Peter’s rebuke 
is fierce—‘You and your money can go to 
hell!’” (69).

Final Thoughts
Three other parts of Peter’s response 
should not be overlooked. First, the Spirit 
is “God’s gift” (v. 20). God’s favor can’t be 
bought. God doesn’t listen to the prayers 
of the rich above those of the poor. Nor 
can God’s blessings be earned, only grate-
fully received. Of course, that doesn’t 
mean God is arbitrary in answering 
prayers. Both faith and good works are 
pleasing to God and may result in bless-
ings. But that isn’t the same as saying that 

we deserve these blessings because of what 
we believe or have done. God’s blessings 
are never part of a trade. 

Second, Peter encourages Simon to 
pray for forgiveness so that he might be 
set free from the spiritual chains that still 

 

I.  Background and Context (Acts 6:1-7;  
8:1-13)

 A.  Philip was one of those selected 
to care for the needs of the Greek-
speaking widows in the Jerusalem 
church (6:1-7).

 B.  After the martyrdom of Stephen, per-
secution drove most of the church out 
of the city into the surrounding coun-
tryside (8:1-4).

 C.  Philip traveled to a Samaritan city and 
began to preach to the people about 
Jesus (8:5-13). They welcomed his 
message and were baptized.

II.  The Ministry of Peter and John  
(Acts 8:14-17)

 A.  When the Jerusalem church hears of 
Philip’s work, they send Peter and John 
(v. 14).

 B.  They find that the Spirit hasn’t yet 
come upon the Samaritans even 
though they have been baptized  
(vv. 15-17).

  1.  The apostles lay hands on them and 
pray.

  2.  The Samaritans receive the Holy 
Spirit, apparently in an obvious way.

III. Simon’s Error (Acts 8:18-24)
 A.  Simon offers money in exchange  

for the power to impart the Spirit  
(vv. 18-19).

 B.  Peter rebukes him and says that God’s 
gifts can’t be purchased with money 
(vv. 20-23).

 C.  Simon asks Peter to pray for him  
(v. 24).

IV.  Peter and John Extend the Samaritan 
Mission (Acts 8:25)
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A Way to Begin
What does it mean to be baptized by the Spirit? In some ways, this is an odd question. 
The phrase “baptism in the Spirit” doesn’t appear in today’s Scripture text. Acts 8 

does, however, help us think about the interplay between the Spirit’s role (trans-
formation), the church’s role (baptism), and our own role (faith and repentance) 

in the process of conversion. If we’re accustomed to thinking that the Spirit fills believers at 
the time of their conversion, we may be surprised that it doesn’t happen that way in this  
passage.

m I Didn’t Expect That!
Share a recent experience in which something happened to you that you weren’t  
expecting. Invite participants to share their own stories. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How do you tend to react to unexpected events? Do you get flustered? Do you revel in 

the thrill of the unknown?
➤  How can even positive experiences be stressful when we don’t see them coming?
➤  How can negative experiences be even worse when they blindside us?
➤  What did you expect when you first professed faith in Christ? How were these  

expectations met?
 

In today’s lesson, more than one unexpected thing happens to Peter and John.

m My Expectations
Distribute copies of the resource page “My Expectations” along with pens 
or pencils. Have participants fill out the worksheet. Invite those who are 
willing to share their answers. 

m Baptism in the Spirit
Invite participants to suggest interpretations of the phrase “baptism in the Holy Spirit.” 
Encourage a variety of responses. Explain that different Christian traditions understand 
this term differently. Discuss whether this term has positive or negative associations for 
participants, and why.

Today’s lesson tells the story of a group of Samaritan believers who encounter the 
Holy Spirit for the first time.

bind him. Although Peter’s first response 
sounds terribly harsh, he hasn’t given up 
hope that Simon can still be spared. And 
in fact, verse 24 suggests that Simon is 
ready to repent since he asks Peter to pray 
for him. 

What happened to Simon? We sim-
ply don’t know; this is the last we hear of 
him in the biblical record. Later church 
leaders, however, accused him of all kinds 
of heresies and subversive activities. His 
name has become associated with the 

practice of simony, or the buying and 
selling of spiritual gifts and ecclesiastical 
offices (Rainwater, 827).

Finally, the passage ends with the 
apostles’ return journey, during which 
they preach the good news in many 
Samaritan villages (v. 25). Philip’s witness 
helps encourage the Jewish community of 
believers to receive Samaritans into their 
fellowship. It is the first step that eventu-
ally leads to the Gentiles being welcomed 
as well.



22   The Samaritan Pentecost

A Way to Explore Scripture
Today’s lesson leads us to think through the relationship between roles played 

by the believer, the church, and God in the process of Christian conversion. Guide 
participants to consider how these three aspects interact in today’s text. What is 
the relative importance of each? 

m Questions for Discussion
Read Acts 8:14-25. Use information from the Bible Background to summarize Philip’s 
history to this point. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Why do you think the apostles sent Peter and John to Samaria to see Philip’s work?
➤  Why might the Samaritans not have received the Spirit until the apostles prayed for 

them and laid hands on them? Does Luke present this as a normal state of affairs or 
something out of the ordinary? Explain.

➤  How might the apostles have recognized that the Samaritans had or had not received 
the Spirit? How do we recognize the Spirit’s presence or absence today?

➤  Why did Simon want to buy the power to impart the Spirit?
➤  When have you observed Christians today displaying the same kind of spiritual  

presumption?
➤  Why was Peter’s response so harsh? Was this response justified? Explain.
➤  Do you think Simon’s repentance was authentic? Why or why not?
➤  By the end of the story, Peter and John are also preaching in Samaritan villages. What 

do you think they learned from Philip’s ministry?

m Christian Conversion
Create three columns on the board labeled “Faith,” “Baptism,” and “Spirit.” Read  
Acts 8:14-25. Encourage participants to listen for the role each of these things plays in 
the process of Christian conversion. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Is it possible to be thoroughly converted and only claim one of these aspects?  

(Note: The question isn’t about the validity of someone’s salvation, but the vitality  
of their faith.)

➤  What characteristics might be lacking in a person’s spiritual life if personal faith is 
absent? What if water baptism is absent? What if the Spirit is absent?

➤  Does it matter in what order a believer experiences faith, baptism, and reception of 
the Spirit? Explain.

➤  What order of these aspects is considered “normal” in our faith tradition? How well 
do we deal with Christians whose experience of faith, baptism, and the Holy Spirit 
diverges from our norms?

➤  Why does it matter that the Samaritan believers had not received the Spirit?
➤  What does this passage say to those who have questions about their spiritual  

condition today?
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A Way to End
“Baptism in the Spirit” is a biblical phrase, but sometimes it is controversial or  
confusing. If today’s lesson illustrates such a baptism, then it simply means the  
initial coming of the Spirit into a believer’s life. It is part of a conversion process 

that also includes personal faith and the sacrament of water baptism. In Acts,  
baptism is the movable factor. Sometimes the Spirit comes after baptism, sometimes before, 
and presumably sometimes at the same time. What seems to matter most for Luke, however,  
is whether the Spirit is present as evidence that a person’s conversion is authentic. The Spirit  
is God’s gift. It can’t be bought, sold, or faked. 

m I Leak!
One time the great evangelist Dwight Moody was asked if he was filled with the Spirit. 
He said, “Yes, but I leak” (Yancey, 188). 

Invite participants to reflect on this statement. Remind them that Paul insisted that 
we need to continually be “filled with the Spirit” (Eph 5:18). How does Moody’s lament 
resonate with you?

Close with prayer for an ever-deeper experience of the Holy Spirit’s power and  
presence.

m Closing Hymn
Provide hymnals for each participant. Close by singing together a song asking God to 
send the Spirit, such as “Breathe on Me, Breath of God.” 

m Enter Our Hearts, O Holy Spirit
Close the service with the following prayer. 
 

Enter our hearts, O Holy Spirit. Come in blessed mercy and set us free. (Silence) 
O Holy Spirit, your very presence is liberty; 
grant us the perfect freedom to be your servants today, tomorrow, and forever. (Silence) 
Amen.

Resources
Fisher Humphreys, Thinking about God (Covington LA: Insight, 2016).

Robert Rainwater, “Simon Magus,” The Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E. Mills et al. (Macon GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1990).

Robert W. Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 10 
(Nashville TN: Abingdon, 2002).

William H. Willimon, Acts, Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox, 1988). 

Philip Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God (Grand Rapids MI: Zondervan, 2000).
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Bible Background
Apollos
The first phrase in today’s text, 

“while Apollos was in Corinth,” 
calls for a bit of explanation. Apollos’s 
story is found in Acts 18:24-28. Earlier 
in chapter 18, Paul meets Priscilla and 
Aquila in Corinth. He stays with them 
during his Corinthian ministry, and later 
all three sail to Ephesus. Priscilla and 
Aquila stay there while Paul goes on to 
Jerusalem. 

Apollos, a Jew from Alexandria, also 
arrives in Ephesus. He has received bap-
tism from followers of John the Baptist 
and is well versed in Scripture. He has 
been teaching “the Way of the Lord.” 
It is the truth but not the whole truth. 
Scholars debate the precise nature of 
Apollos’s doctrinal deficiency. Whatever 
it was, Priscilla and Aquila take him aside 
and teach him more accurately, making 
him an even greater witness. When he 
wants to go to Corinth, the Ephesian 
believers send him on his way with a  
glowing letter of introduction.

The Baptist Disciples
With Apollos in Corinth, Paul arrives  
in Ephesus, where he meets certain  
“disciples.” Normally in the book of Acts, 
the word “disciple” refers to believers in 
Jesus, not just any learner or apprentice. 
As it turns out, these were disciples of 
John the Baptist. Like Apollos, they had 
received John’s baptism of repentance, 

but they had a limited understanding of 
the gospel. Apparently, they had not been 
in contact with Apollos, Priscilla, and 
Aquila. 

We should take a moment to consider 
the extent of John the Baptist’s influence 
in the first-century world. People have 
sometimes been puzzled as to why the 
Gospel writers devote so much time to 
John. All four Gospels describe his min-
istry in some detail. Even in the book of 
Acts, John’s name is found in six chap-
ters, and the movement he spearheaded 
reached as far as Alexandria in Egypt and 
Ephesus in Asia Minor—and possibly even 
further. In Iraq and southern Iran, there 
is a sect called the Mandaeans who trace 
their spiritual ancestry back to John. They 
practice ritual immersion for the cleans-
ing of sins, referring to any baptismal 
water as “Jordan,” but they view Jesus as  
a false messiah.

It is likely that John’s disciples and the 
disciples of Jesus would have come into 
conflict in the first century. The Gospel 
writers seem to take pains to highlight the 
superiority of Jesus over John, which has 
long been understood as a hint of friction 
between the two groups. 

We’re not told how Paul meets these 
disciples of John. When he does, he 
engages them in conversation. At some 
point, however, he realizes that something 
is missing in their lives. He asks, “Did you 
receive the Holy Spirit when you became 
believers?” (Acts 19:2).
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They express ignorance concerning 
the Spirit, so Paul asks, “Into what then 
were you baptized?” In other words, 
what baptism had they been given? They 
answer, “Into John’s baptism” (v. 3). 

Paul uses this information as a  
starting point for sharing the gospel. 
John’s baptism, he says, was for the sake 
of repentance, but John had also told his 
followers to believe in the One who was 
to come, and this One is Jesus. Though 
Apollos knew some things about Jesus, 
these disciples apparently do not. 
Perhaps they only know that John prom-
ised the Messiah was coming. So when 
Paul announces that the Messiah has in 
fact appeared, they are ready to believe. 

Paul no doubt went on to tell them 
the good news of Jesus’ death, resurrec-
tion, and lordship. As is often the case in 
Acts, the story is condensed to highlight 
features important to Luke at the time. 
Hearing this wonderful news, the disci-
ples are baptized—the only reference to a 
“rebaptism” in the New Testament.

Two Baptisms
The disciples were baptized in the name 
of Jesus, but Willimon suggests that there 
are actually two baptisms reported here. 
There is “(1) the baptism of repentance 
practiced by John, which is preparatory 
and preliminary, and (2) the baptism of 
Jesus, which is with water and the Holy 
Spirit and is a sign that one has been  
initiated into the new age” (147).

As with the Samaritan converts in  
Acts 8, there is also a laying on of hands. 
It is difficult to know its significance 
in today’s text or in the earlier story of 
Philip’s work in Samaria. Its use in con-
nection to water baptism and receiving 
the Spirit varies in the book of Acts. 
Sometimes the practice happens right 
after baptism (Acts 8:16-17; 19:6). In the 
account of Paul’s conversion, the laying 
on of hands comes before baptism (9:17-
18). In other cases, people receive the 
Spirit before being baptized, and there 
is no mention of laying on of hands 
(10:44-48). Perhaps the main point is to 

recognize the importance of touch in 
encouraging and welcoming people. Jesus 
touched many whom he healed, and often 
they followed him.

When the Holy Spirit comes upon 
these disciples, they speak in tongues and 
prophesy (19:6-7). Speaking in tongues 
is sometimes associated with the coming 
of the Spirit, but not always. Even in the 

 
 

I. Background
 A.  Paul meets Priscilla and Aquila in 

Corinth (Acts 18:1-4).
 B.  After some time ministering in Corinth, 

they travel together to Ephesus. 
Priscilla and Aquila remain there  
while Paul goes on to Jerusalem  
(Acts 18:18-21).

 C.  Priscilla and Aquila meet Apollos  
and teach him more about Jesus  
(Acts 18:24-28).

II. Disciples of John the Baptist
 A.  John the Baptist was apparently a 

revered figure well beyond Judea, even 
long after his death.

 B.  The Gospels give evidence of contin-
ued friction between his followers and 
the followers of Jesus.

 C.  Acts places John’s disciples in 
Alexandria and Ephesus.

III.  Paul and the Baptist Disciples  
(Acts 19:1-7)

 A.  Paul meets certain disciples of John in 
Ephesus (vv. 1-6).

  1.  Paul senses that there is something 
missing in their faith.

  2.  They confess that they know noth-
ing of the Holy Spirit, having only 
received John’s baptism.

  3.  Paul preaches about Jesus to them, 
and they are (re)baptized in Jesus’ 
name.

 B.  Paul lays hands on them, and they are 
filled with the Spirit (v. 7).

  1. They speak in tongues.
  2. They prophesy.
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A Way to Begin
Today is Pentecost Sunday. It is the day in the Christian calendar when we celebrate 
the coming of the Holy Spirit to enliven the church (Acts 2). In an earlier lesson, we 

read of the Spirit coming into the lives of Samaritan believers. Today, we will read 
another story of the Spirit’s coming—this time to empower some disciples of John 

the Baptist who had never even heard of the Spirit. Begin the lesson by exploring what  
participants have heard about the work of the Spirit.

m Unit Review and Reflection
Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Confession time: Before we started this unit, how much thought had you given to  

the role of the Holy Spirit in a believer’s life?
➤  What would you say now about the importance of the Spirit?
➤  If someone with little understanding of Christianity were to ask you who or what  

the Holy Spirit is, what would you say?
➤  How can we know that the Spirit is at work in a person’s life? (Suggest the fruit of  

the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-25 if no one else does.)
➤  Why is the Holy Spirit important for our spiritual journey? 

m My Questions
Invite participants to share questions they still have about the Holy Spirit and the 
Spirit’s work in the lives of believers. If appropriate, write these on the board. Assure 
them that it is okay to be confused about these matters; the Spirit is a mystery, after all!

If some of these questions can be briefly addressed, do so. It is more important, how-
ever, that participants feel comfortable with the uncertainties that surround this topic.

Today’s lesson involves twelve disciples who had never even heard of the Holy Spirit.

New Testament era, this gift is a mixed 
blessing, so to speak. In 1 Corinthians 
12–14, Paul affirms its personal value, but 
he also addresses how it can be misused. 
For Paul, the more important gift of the 
Spirit is prophecy (1 Cor 14:1-4).

That is where our passage ends. The 
newly baptized believers prophesy (v. 7). 
We often think of prophecy in terms of 
predicting the future, but that is never 
its main purpose in Scripture. In the 
Old Testament, prophets were “divinely 
inspired spokespersons who mediated 

the will of God” (Aune, 714). Although 
prophecy in both Testaments sometimes 
involved foretelling, a prophet’s main 
function was to reveal God’s will so that 
people might hear, believe, and obey. 

In today’s text, the prophesying of 
these new believers almost certainly 
referred to their new ability and enthu-
siasm for sharing the good news of Jesus 
Christ that they themselves had heard  
and experienced. The Spirit inspired their 
witness.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Today we explore how the coming of the Spirit changed the lives of some followers 

of John the Baptist. These disciples were like Apollos, whose story is found in the 
previous chapter of Acts. These disciples seem to have known even less about 
Jesus than Apollos did. Paul preaches the gospel to them, and after they are bap-

tized, they receive the Holy Spirit. Guide participants to consider the place of the Holy Spirit 
in their own journey of faith. 

m Disciples of John the Baptist
Use information from the Bible Background to explain the apparent friction between 
disciples of Jesus and disciples of John the Baptist in the first century. If you have time, 
you might research the Mandaeans. (Many other influences account for the beliefs  
and practices of Mandaeans today, but they do have a strong tradition of tracing their 
teachings back to John.)

Brainstorm scenarios in which a disciple of John might know nothing of the Holy 
Spirit (especially in light of Luke 3:16). 

m Questions for Discussion
Read Acts 19:1-7. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What comes to mind when you hear the word “disciple”? (The word literally means a 

learner or apprentice.)
➤  Does it surprise you that Luke refers to followers of John as “disciples”? Explain.
➤  What do you think led to Paul asking these disciples about the Holy Spirit (v. 2)? 

Could he have sensed that something was amiss in their spiritual lives? Explain.
➤  What does it mean to be baptized “in the name of the Lord Jesus” (v. 5)? Is this a  

different baptismal formula, or is Luke conveying some deeper meaning?
➤  What associations do you make with the practice of laying on hands? Why do you 

think Paul laid hands on these disciples after baptizing them?
➤  What outward indications might reveal that someone has received the Holy Spirit? 

Does it always have to be something dramatic? Explain.

m Small-Group Discussion
Divide the class into groups of three or four. Have each group read Acts 19:1-7 and dis-
cuss the following questions. 

Questions
➤  Why might Paul have thought these disciples were Christians at first? 
➤  Why might he have begun to have doubts?
➤  What are the differences between John’s baptism and Christian baptism?
➤  What is the importance of the laying on of hands?
➤  What should we look for today as signs of the Holy Spirit’s presence?
 

Bring the class back together and have each group report its insights.
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A Way to End
As we have studied about the Holy Spirit in this unit, we have seen the Spirit 
descend on Jesus to guide and empower him. We have heard Jesus encourage his 
followers to pray for God’s greatest gift, the Holy Spirit. We have explored the 

Spirit’s importance in helping the apostles accomplish their God-given mission. And 
we have seen the Spirit come into the lives of Samaritans and, with today’s lesson, certain  
disciples of John the Baptist. These lessons are testimonies to how God’s Spirit can bless our 
own lives as well.

m Souls Filled to the Brim 
Refer to the quotation by Evelyn Underhill in the “What About Me?” section of the 
Learner’s Study Guide. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What does it mean to lose oneself in God? When have you experienced something like 

this?
➤  What can we do to put ourselves in a place where God can bless us with the Spirit?
➤  How does the Spirit help us offer our gifts to others?

m A Spiritual Inventory
Distribute copies of the resource page “A Spiritual Inventory.” After  
participants have completed the inventory, encourage them to refer to it in 
days to come as they pray for the Spirit to work in their lives.

m Benediction 
Close the session by blessing the participants with the following words.
 

May the Spirit of God fill each one of us so that we are faithful witnesses to Jesus our 
Savior. May it empower us to serve others in the name of Christ. May the fellowship of 
the Spirit unite us one with another and with God. Yes, may the grace of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us all today and 
forever. Amen.

Resources
David E. Aune, “Prophecy,” The Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, ed. Watson E. Mills et al. (Macon GA: Mercer University Press, 
1990).

Evelyn Underhill, The Ways of the Spirit, ed. Grace Adolphsen Brame (New York: Crossroad, 1990).

Robert W. Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 10 
(Nashville TN: Abingdon, 2002).

William H. Willimon, Acts, Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox, 1988).



unit 2: the Beloved disciple
The Gospel of John differs from the other three New Testament Gospels in many  
ways. One of those is the inclusion in John of a character known only as “the disciple 
whom Jesus loved.” This figure is mentioned six times in John’s Gospel, and we’ll explore 
several of these passages.

For centuries, debates have raged about the identity of this disciple. Tradition says 
that the apostle John is the Beloved Disciple, and that is why this Gospel bears his name. 

Still, other theories exist. Some propose that he was not in fact one of the Twelve  
disciples, though his presence at the last supper might imply otherwise. If he wasn’t one 
of the Twelve, then Lazarus of Bethany becomes an interesting possibility. Lazarus was 
also referred to as one whom Jesus loved ( Jn 11:3, 36). Others suggest that the Beloved 
Disciple was Jesus’ brother James or even Mary Magdalene, based on certain apocryphal 
texts from the early Christian centuries. 

As we study these texts, the exact identity of the Beloved Disciple is not our highest  
priority. Rather, like many scholars, we will examine the Beloved Disciple more as a  
symbol than a literal person. Whoever this figure may have been in history, in the Fourth 
Gospel he is depicted as an idealized example of a disciple. By studying him, we may 
learn more about what it truly means to follow Christ’s invitation to “come and see.” 
Then, in turn, we follow his example by bearing witness to others about everything we 
have seen and heard. 
 
Hillary B. Kimsey graduated from the Seattle School of Theology and Psychology in 2017. She currently serves 
as a staff chaplain at Swedish Medical Center in Seattle and is a candidate for the Episcopal priesthood. When 
she’s not working or serving at church, you might find her chasing around a beloved corgi named Booster or 
catching the latest superhero movie with her husband, Tom.
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Bible Background
The Beloved Disciple
Though John is different from 

the other three Gospels in many 
ways, like them John includes John the 
Baptist’s ministry and the baptism of 
Jesus near the beginning of his story.

The Baptist’s role is similar in all four 
Gospels. Each refers to him as “the voice 
of one crying out in the wilderness”  
( Jn 1:23), a phrase from Isaiah 40 declar-
ing John as the forerunner who prepares 
his listeners for one who is to come. 

On two consecutive days, John 
declares to his disciples that Jesus is 
the Lamb of God ( Jn 1:29, 35-36). Two 
of them decide to follow Jesus. One of 
these two is identified as Peter’s brother 
Andrew (v. 40). 

We’re not told the identity of the other 
disciple, but we learn from Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke that the first disciples 
Jesus called were two sets of brothers: 
James and John (the sons of Zebedee) 
and the brothers Andrew and Peter. 
Longstanding Christian tradition iden-
tifies John son of Zebedee as this other 
disciple, who is later described as “the 
disciple whom Jesus loved” (see Jn 13:23; 
19:26; 20:2; 21:7, 20). Modern scholarship 
commonly refers to this person—whoever 
he may be—as the Beloved Disciple. 

The story of the calling of the first 
disciples introduces us to the theme of 
discipleship in the Gospel of John. Even 
if we can’t definitively place the Beloved 

Disciple at the scene, he later comes to 
exemplify the ideal disciple who abides 
with Jesus (see also 15:4-7). 

John the Baptist
Each of the four canonical Gospels gives 
an account of John the Baptist’s prophetic 
ministry, and the Gospel of John is no 
exception. Matthew, Luke, and John seem 
to struggle with how to emphasize that 
John was subordinate to Christ, merely a 
messenger preparing the way. 

The writer of the Fourth Gospel 
emphatically states that John the Baptist 
was a prophet sent by God to bear witness 
to Jesus as the Messiah, but that John  
was not the Messiah himself. Some of 
John’s followers apparently remained  
dedicated to him long after his death (see 
Acts 19:1-7), so early Christian communi-
ties took pains to draw this distinction. 

In John’s Gospel, John isn’t even  
called “the Baptist.” He does, however, 
insist that he is “the voice of one crying in 
the wilderness” (1:23) preparing the way 
for the One who is to come. 

John was a charismatic, fascinating 
figure with many followers in his own 
right. People demanded to know his iden-
tity and where his authority came from. 
John answers in verse 26, “I baptize with 
water. Among you stands one whom you 
do not know, the one who is coming after 
me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of 
his sandal.”
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What Are You Looking For? 
Our passage begins on the following  
day, after John makes this declaration  
of his mission and the greater mission  
of the coming One. John sees Jesus com-
ing and declares, “Here is the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sin of the world!” 
(v. 29). In the following verses, John 
explains again how Jesus ranks above him. 
“After me comes a man who ranks ahead 
of me,” he says, “because he was before 
me” (v. 30; see also v. 15). 

John is alluding to the prologue of the 
Fourth Gospel (1:1-18), which emphasizes 
Christ as the divine Word that was with 
God in the beginning. John admits that 
he didn’t know Jesus personally, yet God 
revealed Jesus’ identity to him. And per-
haps most famously, John tells the story 
of how he “saw the Spirit descending  
like a dove, and it remained on [ Jesus]”  
(v. 32). This sign, John announces, is the 
sign God said would reveal the One who 
was to come. 

The following day, John is with two 
of his disciples, and once again he sees 
Jesus and announces that he is the Lamb 
of God (v. 36). John’s disciples hear these 
words and begin to follow Jesus (v. 37). 
When Jesus turns and sees them, he 
asks, “What are you looking for?” (v. 38). 
It’s a question loaded with symbolism 
and meaning. These are the first words 
of Christ in John’s Gospel, words that 
resound with us still today.

In John’s Gospel, the message of 
Christ is often presented in the language 
of universal human experience. Everyone 
is looking for something. Jesus asks, 
“What are you looking for?” so that he 
may then answer, “I am it” (Boring and 
Craddock, 292). Are you hungry? “I am 
the bread of life” (6:35). Are you craving 
light in the darkness? “I am the light of 
the world” (9:5). Are you lost? “I am the 
gate” (10:9). Do you long for connection? 
“I am the true vine” (15:1). 

In answer to Jesus’ question, “What 
are you looking for?” the disciples 
respond in verse 38 by asking Jesus where 
he is staying—literally “abiding,” a term 

 
 

I. Background and Context
 A.  All four Gospels depict John the 

Baptist as the forerunner of Jesus,  
preparing the way before him by  
calling the people to repent.

 B.  The Fourth Gospel is hesitant to  
narrate the story of Jesus’ baptism by 
John explicitly. This is likely because 
followers of the Baptist were still 
active long after his death. The church 
wanted to make it absolutely clear that 
Jesus was superior to John.

II.  John’s First Day of Testimony  
(Jn 1:19-28). John quells rumors that he 
is the Messiah. Rather, he announces the 
coming of One who is greater.

III.  John’s Second Day of Testimony  
(Jn 1:29-34)

 A.  John announces, “Here is the Lamb of 
God!” (v. 29).

 B.  He explains that Jesus ranks ahead of 
him (v. 30).

 C.  He admits that he did not know Jesus, 
but he saw the Spirit descending like a 
dove upon him (vv. 31-33).

 D.  He testifies that Jesus is the Son of 
God (v. 34).

IV.  John’s Third Day of Testimony  
(John 1:35-39)

 A.  In the presence of two of his disciples, 
John once more declares that Jesus is 
the Lamb of God (vv. 35-36).

 B.  Hearing this, the two disciples follow 
Jesus.

 C.  Jesus and the disciples have a  
conversation ripe with significance  
(vv. 37-39).

  1.  Jesus asks, “What are you looking 
for?”

  2.  The disciples ask, “Where are you 
staying?”

  3.  Jesus offers, “Come and see.”
 D.  The disciples remain with Jesus that 

day (v. 39).



32   Called to Come and See

A Way to Begin
Jesus calls us to a life of sacrifice, but this doesn’t mean we must suppress our deepest 
desires. On the contrary, these desires can reveal profound truths about us and about 

our relationship with God. When Jesus calls his first disciples in John’s Gospel, he 
asks them, “What are you looking for?” The deepest desires of our hearts can lead 

us to the place where God may be found.

m Your Heart’s Desire
Ask participants to consider their deepest desires: a childhood dream yet to be fulfilled, 
a purpose yet to be achieved, or a hope yet to be realized. Share your own experience to 
set the proper tone and encourage participation. Invite volunteers to share about those 
desires, and strive to create a safe space for vulnerable sharing. 

In today’s lesson, Jesus asks two disciples, “What are you looking for?” As we study, 
let us consider how we might answer that question for ourselves.

m What the Heart Wants
Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What are the first images or words that come to mind when you hear the word 

“desire”? 
➤  Does the word “desire” have a positive or a negative connotation? Explain.
➤  Are all desires created equal? Explain.
➤  When have you seen desire create harm? When have you seen it create hope?
➤  What do you think is God’s opinion of our human desires? 

m The Eye of the Beholder
Provide images of classical art that explores the theme of “desire.” Examples might 
include The Conjurer by Hieronymus Bosch, Old Man in an Armchair by Rembrandt,  
and Alabama Loyalists Greeting the Federal Gun-Boats by Kara Walker. Ask the following 
questions.

Questions
➤  What desires are depicted in these images?
➤  What do you see of yourself in these images?
➤  How do these images reflect common human experiences?

with deep significance in the Fourth 
Gospel. 

Come and See
Jesus then invites them to come and see  
(v. 39). They follow him and remain with 
him that day. “Remain” is a translation 
of the same Greek word that is rendered 
“stay” in the previous verse. The disciples 
follow Jesus and abide with him.

They sense that staying near Jesus 
might provide them with an answer to a 

question they can’t yet conceive, a desire 
they can’t yet name. And following that 
desire leads them to their ultimate calling 
as disciples of Jesus. 

In the same way, awareness of our 
own deep longings, hopes, and desires 
may lead us to discover our unique calling 
from God. But first and foremost, simply 
abiding with Christ—remaining with him 
and being present with him—is the heart 
of discipleship.



June 7, 2020   33

A Way to Explore Scripture
In this first glimpse of Jesus’ ministry in the Fourth Gospel, the Beloved Disciple 

is not yet explicitly mentioned. Even so, we begin to see in this text the virtue of 
abiding with Christ, a virtue that the Beloved Disciple exemplifies. If, in fact, 
the second disciple of John should be understood as the Beloved Disciple, then he 

is present here, and the story is sowing the seeds for his later official debut as a disciple with an 
especially close connection to Jesus.

m What Are You Looking For? 
Read John 1:29-39. Using information from the Bible Background and the Learner’s 
Study Guide, provide a literary and historical context for today’s passage. Ask the  
following questions.

Questions
➤  How does John the Baptist view his role? How does he see himself in relation to Jesus? 
➤  What does John tell his disciples about Christ? What might the expression “Lamb of 

God” mean?
➤  What is the significance of the Holy Spirit descending as a dove? (Hint: see Mt 3:16; 

Mk 1:10; Lk 3:21-22)
➤  What might have led the two disciples to leave John and follow Jesus?
➤  What is the significance of Jesus’ question, “What are you looking for” (v. 38)? Why 

do the disciples answer Jesus by asking where he is staying? 
➤  What is Jesus inviting them to “come and see” (v. 39)? 

m Divine Desire
Read John 1:29-39. Invite participants to listen for places in the passage where the theme 
of “desire” appears—whether explicitly mentioned or not. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What might John the Baptist desire?
➤  What might the people coming to see John desire? 
➤  What might the two disciples who leave John to follow Christ desire? 
➤  Based on his few words in this passage, what might Jesus desire?
➤  Having read this passage, what desire does it spark in you? 

m Come and See
Some Christian traditions present human desire as something to resist. Others,  
however, may place too much emphasis on desire, leading to greed. Like many aspects of 
humanity, desire lives in a gray area. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How does God use our desire? 
➤  How can our desire take us to the heart of Christ? 
➤  What desire of yours led you to follow Jesus?
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A Way to End
When we are mindful of them, our desires can help us improve our lives and the 
lives of those around us. Our longings can even lead us to God. Explore how  
participants can tap into their desires as a way to grow in their spiritual journeys.

m Desire and Calling
In Wishful Thinking, Frederick Buechner writes, “The place God calls you to is the place 
where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet” (118–19). Our deepest 
desires can lead us to a calling from God. 

Invite participants to consider how their deepest desires may be pointing them 
towards a calling from God. Discuss ways their desire might motivate them to help  
others. 

Invite participants to spend time in quiet prayer, contemplating how to connect their 
desire to their calling. Close with prayer for God to refine everyone’s desire and awaken 
them to how Jesus meets that desire. 

m Close to Our Heart
Distribute sticky notes to each participant. Invite them to write, in as few words as  
possible, one of their deepest desires. 

Invite participants to pray silently about what they have written, asking God to meet 
them in the midst of their desire and show them how it may evolve into a calling. 

Have them stick their note in a prominent place where they will see it from time to 
time this week. A bathroom mirror or the dashboard of their car would be good sugges-
tions. Encourage them to remember whenever they see this note that God can meet them 
in their longing.

Resources
M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock, “John 1:19-51,” The People’s New Testament Commentary (Louisville KY: John Knox, 
2004).

Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Seeker’s ABC, rev. ed. (New York: HarperOne, 1993).

Save 10% on your  
entire book order*

During checkout at www.helwys.com,  
enter the following code: MA20

*Code not valid on curriculum orders.
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Bible Background
The Foot Washing
The disciple whom Jesus loved 

makes his first official appearance 
at the table on the night Jesus is betrayed. 
This passage sets up a contrast between 
the Beloved Disciple reclining at Jesus’ 
side and Judas Iscariot, who goes out into 
the night to betray Jesus. 

In between are the other disciples, 
who love Jesus but aren’t as close to him 
as the Beloved Disciple. What are the 
characteristics of an intimate relationship 
with Christ? How is this different from 
both betrayal and less intimate—though 
still faithful—discipleship? What does it 
take to be like the Beloved Disciple? How 
does this position shape one’s relation-
ship to the other disciples? 

Today’s passage follows immediately 
after the scene where Jesus washes his dis-
ciples’ feet (vv. 3-17). It is the week before 
the crucifixion, and we are walking with 
Jesus toward the end—and the beginning! 
During this surprising exchange, Jesus 
takes on the role of a servant and urges 
his disciples to follow his example and 
also be servants to others. 

At first Peter balks at the idea that 
Jesus would wash his feet. He declares 
that he won’t allow his Lord to humble 
himself. When Jesus insists, Peter declares, 
“Lord, not my feet only but also my hands 
and my head!” (v. 9). Later on, we’ll see a 
different side of Peter when he asks the 
Beloved Disciple to speak to Jesus.

After this exchange, Jesus explains the 
significance of what he has done. “You call 
me Teacher and Lord,” he says, “and you 
are right, for that is what I am. So if  
I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed 
your feet, you also ought to wash one 
another’s feet. For I have set an example, 
that you also should do as I have done to 
you” ( John 13:13-15). 

The Betrayer
Here begins our passage. Jesus declares 
that he knows someone will betray him, 
and he is revealing that knowledge before 
it happens so that the other disciples may 
believe more strongly that Jesus is who 
he says he is. John’s Gospel continually 
emphasizes that Jesus is both fully human 
and fully divine. He displays his fore-
knowledge of Judas’s betrayal so that the 
others may see his power. He also empha-
sizes that this betrayal must happen to 
fulfill the Scriptures. 

The first prediction is vague; Jesus 
implies that the words of Psalm 41:9 will 
be fulfilled: “The one who ate my bread 
has lifted his heel against me” (v. 18). 
He then explains that he is revealing this 
before it happens so that the disciples 
might more fully believe in him. 

Yet after he has said all of this, Jesus 
remains deeply troubled (v. 21). Despite 
his divine foreknowledge, Jesus the 
human man feels grieved and hurt by 
what he knows is coming. Furthermore, 
the disciples don’t seem to grasp what 
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Jesus has told them. He therefore makes 
a second and more direct pronounce-
ment: “Very truly, I tell you, one of you 
will betray me” (v. 21). This time, the 
disciples react with appropriate alarm 
and confusion. They look around at each 
other, unsure of who it will be (v. 22). 
They don’t know who—or what—Jesus 
is talking about, and they question each 
other about who the betrayer might be. 

The Beloved
Here is our first glimpse of the Beloved 
Disciple. He is the one reclining next 
to Jesus on his right side, a position of 
honor. He sits at the table as Jesus shares 
a final meal with his disciples. The two are 
physically very close to each other. 

But the Fourth Gospel presents an 
even more intimate picture. The Beloved 
Disciple is sitting literally “at Jesus’ 
breast,” closest to him in a position of 
both honor and intimacy. This is the same 
phrase used to describe Christ’s relation-
ship with his heavenly Father in John 1:18 
as well Lazarus’s closeness to Abraham in 
Jesus’ parable in Luke 16:22. 

We know from various sources that it 
was customary at a banquet to eat while 
reclining on one’s side, propped up on 
one’s left arm and using the right hand 
to eat. Picture Jesus and the disciples 
reclining on their left sides, supported by 
their left arms and eating with their right 
hands. The table is in the center, so they 
surround it like the spokes of a wheel. 

In this passage, the Beloved Disciple 
is close to Jesus, both physically and no 
doubt emotionally as well. As the disciple 
who sits at Jesus’ breast, he is in a sense 
Jesus’ representative, just as Jesus is the 
Father’s representative.

The Gospel writer shows the way 
the other disciples react to the Beloved 
Disciple, indicating that he is honored. 
They recognize that he is in a privileged 
position with respect to Jesus, and Simon 
Peter asks him to find out who the 
betrayer is (v. 24). For once, Peter doesn’t 
speak directly. Instead, he motions for the 

 
 

I.  Background and Context (Jn 13:1-17)
 A.  The Passover is near, and Jesus knows 

that the time of his crucifixion is  
drawing near. Judas is already poised 
to betray him (vv. 1-2).

 B.  Jesus washes the disciples’ feet  
(vv. 2-5).

 C.  Simon Peter objects to Jesus taking on 
the role of servant (vv. 6-11).

 D.  Jesus explains the significance of what 
he has done; the disciples must do 
likewise and serve one another  
(vv. 12-17).

II.  Jesus’ First Announcement of Betrayal 
(Jn 13:18-20)

 A.  He quotes Psalm 41:9: “The one who 
ate my bread has lifted his heel against 
me” (v. 18).

 B.  He tells the disciples this so that they 
will believe in him when the betrayal 
occurs (v. 19).

 C.  He explains that whoever receives one 
that Jesus sends receives Jesus as well, 
and vice versa (v. 20).

III.  Jesus’ Second Announcement of 
Betrayal (Jn 13:21-30)

 A.  Troubled in spirit, Jesus more explicitly 
announces that one of the disciples 
will betray him (v. 21). 

 B.  Uncertain who Jesus is talking about, 
the disciples look at one another  
(v. 22).

 C.  Peter motions for the Beloved Disciple, 
seated nearest to Jesus, to ask who he 
means (vv. 23-24).

 D.  The Beloved Disciples asks, and Jesus 
says it is the one to whom he gives a 
piece of bread. Then Jesus dips the 
bread and gives it to Judas (vv. 25-26).

 E.  Jesus tells Judas, “Do quickly what 
you are going to do,” but no one 
understands what he means. Judas 
immediately goes out into the night 
(vv. 27-30).
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Beloved Disciple to ask Jesus about the 
traitor’s identity. 

And Jesus does. He dips the bread and 
hands it to Judas, and “Satan entered into 
[ Judas].” Jesus tells him, “Do quickly what 
you are going to do” (v. 27). Jesus is not 
an unwilling victim but rather someone in 
complete control. Flummoxing the rest of 
the disciples, Judas immediately gets up 
and leaves. The passage ends ominously, 
with the narrator announcing, “And 
it was night” (v. 30). The darkness has 
descended now; Jesus’ passion will soon 
begin. 

What are the characteristics of an 
intimate relationship with Christ? How 

does such intimacy relate to betrayal? 
How does it relate to participation in a 
mission? What does it take to be like the 
Beloved Disciple? Again, the Gospel writer 
depicts him reclining next to Jesus or, as 
the King James Version says it, “lying on 
Jesus’ breast.” In Luke 16:22, Jesus says 
in his parable that angels carry Lazarus 
away to be with Abraham, literally “to 
Abraham’s breast.” Such placement indi-
cates deep intimacy and trust.

How might we reach this level of inti-
macy in our own relationship with Jesus? 
If the Beloved Disciple is intended as an 
example of ideal discipleship, what can we 
learn from him here?

A Way to Begin
We often describe our practice of Christianity in the language of a relationship that 
we have with Jesus. Yet Jesus isn’t with us physically to see and hear. How, then, can we 

experience intimacy with him? The Beloved Disciple provides us with an example 
of what it means to remain close to Jesus. 

m Creating Intimacy
Invite participants to think about a time when they were getting to know new friends, 
coworkers, romantic partners, or even distant family members. Ask the following  
questions.

Questions
➤  What excites you about meeting new people? What makes you nervous?
➤  What steps would you take to get to know someone? 
➤  What experiences do you reserve only for family members or your closest friends? 

How do you decide who qualifies?
➤  How do you know when someone has changed from an acquaintance to a friend?

m A Beloved One
Ask participants to think about whom they would consider their closest friend. Ask the 
following questions for silent reflection.

Questions
➤  Whom do you most trust? 
➤  In whose love do you feel most secure? 
➤  Whose friendship do you most deeply value?
➤  Whose presence brings you the most delight? 
 

Ask the group to describe what makes that relationship so special. How did this  
relationship develop over time? 

Our lesson today explores the close relationship that the Beloved Disciple  
experienced with Jesus.



38   Remaining at Jesus’ Side

A Way to Explore Scripture
The Beloved Disciple gives us an example of intimate discipleship. Here, we see 

him demonstrating two habits for us to consider in discipleship: being near and 
asking questions. The Gospel writer sets up the Beloved Disciple in contrast to 
Judas, who is silent and flees from Jesus’ side into darkness. Invite participants to 

explore the passage for the lessons it gives us into the nature of discipleship. 

m Questions to Ponder
Read John 13:18-30. Use information from the Bible Background and the Learner’s Study 
Guide to set the stage in terms of Jesus’ impending death and his example of service 
through washing his disciples’ feet. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What do you think Jesus means by “I am not speaking to all of you; I know whom I 

have chosen” (v. 18)?
➤  Why might Jesus have chosen this moment to talk about how welcoming a disciple is 

like welcoming himself and even God (v. 20)?
➤  Why do you think Jesus foretold his betrayal two times (vv. 18, 21)? 
➤  What does this passage reveal about the relationship between the Beloved Disciple 

and Peter? What about Peter and Jesus? The Beloved Disciple and Jesus?
➤  Why might Peter have wanted the Beloved Disciple to ask Jesus about the traitor? Do 

you think this says anything about the relationship between the two disciples? If so, 
what?

➤  What emotions might Jesus have been experiencing in this passage?
➤  How might you have felt had you been present to watch this scene unfold?
➤  Why don’t the disciples understand why Judas left?

m Near Enough to Ask
Read John 13:18-30. As you read, instruct participants to focus on the Beloved Disciple’s 
actions and words. After reading, invite participants to share what they perceived. Note 
that the Beloved Disciple does two specific things. First, he reclines near Jesus in a  
position of intimacy. Second, he asks Jesus who the traitor is. 

Compare and contrast Peter and the Beloved Disciple in this story. Why does Peter 
defer to the Beloved Disciple rather than asking his question for himself? What does 
this deference say about the relationship between the Beloved Disciple and Jesus?

Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  When have you wanted to ask Jesus a question?
➤  Did you ask it? Why or why not?
➤  When have you experienced closeness to the risen Christ?
➤  Is it easier or harder to ask difficult questions of Jesus when we feel close to him? 

Explain.
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A Way to End
In the Fourth Gospel, the Beloved Disciple gives us an example to follow as we seek 
to be disciples ourselves. In today’s lesson, the Beloved Disciple shows us two 
simple ways to create intimacy with Christ: nearness and dialogue. He seeks to 

be close to Jesus, and he asks Jesus questions. Modeling our spiritual life with these 
two practices in mind may help us create spiritual intimacy with Christ.

m Reclining at Jesus’ Breast
The Beloved Disciple reclines near Jesus. That closeness speaks of intimacy and trust. 
Consider what places or activities help you feel near to God. Where do you go or what 
do you do to feel closer to Christ? 

Invite participants to share their thoughts and experiences. Challenge them to seek 
ways to draw near to Jesus this week.

m A Litany of Listening
Communication is key in our most intimate relationships. Creating  
intimacy in our spiritual relationship with Christ relies on that same prin-
ciple. Like the Beloved Disciple, we must dare to ask questions, and we 
must listen closely to the words we hear from God—both in the Scriptures 

and in the still, small voice of the Spirit. 
Distribute copies of the resource page “A Litany of Listening.” Alternatively, simply 

explain that each section of the prayer will end with “Speak, Lord,” and the response will 
be “And we will listen.”

Invite participants to sit in a comfortable position. They may close their eyes if they 
like. Close the session by praying the litany together. Speak slowly. When prompted to 
allow time for silence, do not rush.

m Near to the Heart of God
Close by singing a hymn that speaks of an intimate relationship with God such as “Near 
to the Heart of God,” “I Must Tell Jesus,” etc.

Resource
M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock, “John 13,” The People’s New Testament Commentary (Louisville KY: John Knox, 
2004).

The Spiritual Art of Creative Silence
Lessons in Christian Meditation 
Jeanie Miley

Retail  $14.00
Call 800-747-3016 or visit  

www.helwys.com
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Bible Background
The Crucifixion
Like the other Gospels, John 

emphasizes that Jesus died a 
real and human death. Unlike the other 
Gospels, John puts a heavier emphasis 
on Jesus’ divinity shining through in the 
midst of his suffering. In John, the pas-
sion narrative differs in several ways from 
what we find in the Synoptics. Jesus car-
ries his own cross, for example (see Mark 
15:21). Other unique aspects include the 
piercing of Jesus’ side, revealing blood 
and water, and Nicodemus’s role in pro-
viding for Jesus’ burial.

Relevant to our study is that the 
Gospel of John is the only one to place the 
Beloved Disciple, three women, and Jesus’ 
mother at the foot of the cross. In today’s 
passage, we find ourselves in the middle 
of the crucifixion story. Chapter 19 begins 
with Jesus’ flogging by Roman soldiers. 
He is dressed in a purple robe and a 
crown of thorns to be mocked. 

Pilate declares that he finds Jesus to 
be innocent, but the crowd is not satisfied 
and calls for Jesus’ execution. They insist 
that he has committed blasphemy by 
claiming to be the Son of God (v. 7). 

At this, Pilate becomes disturbed and 
goes to Jesus for answers. Jesus tells Pilate 
that his power comes from above and that 
the one who handed Jesus over is guilty of 
a greater crime than Pilate himself (v. 11).  
One last time, Pilate offers the crowd 
the option to free Jesus, but the crowd 

declares they have no king but Caesar. 
Again, they call for Jesus’ death (v. 15).

Over and over, the Gospel writer  
portrays Jesus not as a weak victim but as 
a willing participant with great strength 
and determination. He is crucified with an 
inscription reading, “Jesus of Nazareth, 
the King of the Jews” (v. 19)—much to the 
chief priests’ dismay. John also includes 
a unique reference to Jesus’ robe being 
seamless (v. 23). In Exodus 36:25 and 
39:27, similar language is used to describe 
the high priest’s robe, so the Gospel writer 
may be making a statement on Jesus’ role 
as the true high priest. 

Here Is Your Son, Here Is Your Mother
Today’s passage begins here. The Beloved 
Disciple is standing with a number of 
women, including Jesus’ mother (v. 25). 
This is a significant departure from the 
Synoptic Gospels, where all of the dis-
ciples flee from Jesus’ side when he is 
arrested. None are at the cross, and even 
the women are standing at a distance  
(Mk 15:40). In John, however, these few do 
what none of the others do: they remain 
close to Jesus even at the time of his death. 

Jesus looks down from the cross to 
see “the disciple whom he loved” and 
his mother standing together. He says, 
“Woman, here is your son” (v. 26). These 
are Jesus’ first words from the cross in 
the Fourth Gospel. Matthew and Mark 
record only one saying of Jesus from the 
cross: the cry of despair, “Why have you 

June 21, 2020

A New Family
John 19:25b-30

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Learner’s Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching Guide,  

placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided which options to use, 
gather the appropriate materials.



June 21, 2020   41

forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34). By 
contrast, John depicts Jesus calmly pre-
siding over the scene, making sure his 
mother will be cared for after his death. 

Then, in verse 27, Jesus turns to the 
Beloved Disciple and says, “Here is your 
mother.” From that time on, the Gospel 
writer says, the Beloved Disciple took 
Jesus’ mother into his own home. 

This is a notable and probably con-
troversial move for Jesus. After all, he 
has other family, including brothers who 
would have been responsible for taking 
care of their mother if their father was no 
longer living. 

In Jesus’ time, like our own, family was 
mainly defined by blood and marriage. 
Sociologists, though, speak of “fictive 
kinship”: bonds of familial relationship 
that transcend traditional definitions of 
family. The concept of fictive kinship has 
often been used to describe the nature 
of relationships within the church. 
Therefore, Jesus’ choice shouldn’t entirely 
surprise us. Instead of placing his mother 
in the care of his biological brothers, he 
asks the Beloved Disciple to take care of 
Mary. We’re told that this disciple took 
her into his home from that moment 
on. Jesus thus creates a new family knit 
together by spiritual kinship, not just 
genetics.

I Am Thirsty
With his mother taken care of, Jesus 
knows “that all was now finished” and 
announces that he is thirsty (v. 28). John 
notes that this statement fulfills the 
Scriptures. He may have in mind either 
Psalm 22:15 or Psalm 69:21. Once again, 
the Gospel writer’s emphasis is on Jesus 
being in complete control, even as his 
death quickly approaches. 

All four Gospels describe the sour 
wine or vinegar offered to Jesus, but only 
John mentions hyssop (v. 29). Hyssop is 
a small, fragile plant that would be too 
flimsy for raising a wine-soaked sponge to 
Jesus’ lips. It played a role in the Passover 
ritual, though. Stalks of hyssop were tied 
into bundles and used to sprinkle blood 

 
 

I. Background and Context
 A.  Today’s passage takes place at the  

climax of John’s passion narrative  
(Jn 19).

 B.  John presents several unique details, 
including Jesus carrying his own cross, 
the inscription in multiple languages, 
and—most notably for our study—
the presence of the women and the 
Beloved Disciple at the foot of the 
cross.

II.  The Beloved Disciple and Jesus’ Mother 
(Jn 19:25b-27)

 A.  The Fourth Gospel places the Beloved 
Disciple and the women with Christ at 
the cross (v. 25b).

 B.  There is a slight ambiguity over how 
many women are there. Is “his moth-
er’s sister” the same person as “Mary 
the wife of Clopas,” or are they two 
different characters?

 C.  Jesus presents the Beloved Disciple to 
his mother as “your son” (v. 26) and 
his mother to the Beloved Disciple as 
“your mother” (v. 27).

  1.  The Beloved Disciple takes Jesus’ 
mother into his own home.

  2.  This scene represents the creation 
of a new family based not on blood-
lines but on faith.

III.  Jesus’ Final Words (Jn 19:28-30)
 A. “I am thirsty” (vv. 28-29).
  1.  He says this to fulfill Scripture,  

perhaps a reference to Psalm 22:15 
or Psalm 69:21.

  2.  He is offered sour wine lifted to his 
mouth on a branch of hyssop: an 
allusion to the Passover ritual (see 
Exod 12:22).

 B. “It is finished” (v. 30).
  1.  The Greek word is perhaps better 

translated “It is accomplished.” His 
work is now done.

  2.  Saying this, he bows his head and 
gives up his spirit.
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A Way to Begin
In Jesus’ final moments, he makes certain the Beloved Disciple will protect and care 
for his mother, even though he has brothers who would be expected to step into this 

role. Through this encounter and others in the four Gospels, we see that Jesus 
understands family as involving more than blood and ancestry. Explore your  

participants’ views and experiences of family as you begin the study of today’s reading. 

m Family Tree
Distribute copies of the resource page “Family Tree.” Have participants fill 
in the information about their families of origin. 

Next, encourage them to think more broadly about who their “family” 
really is. Should they include other people—surrogate parents or grand-

parents, friends who are as close as siblings? Let them write those names in any empty 
slots or on the appropriate area of the chart. 

Invite participants to share about the family trees they have crafted. Ask the  
following questions.

Questions
➤  How do you define “family”? Does this word have positive or negative connotations, 

or perhaps both? Explain. 
➤  As you created your chart, where did you find yourself blurring the lines that are  

traditionally drawn around the idea of family? 
➤  In what sense is the church your family? In what sense is it not?

m Compare and Contrast
Family is a common metaphor for a community of faith. Many churches strive to  
emulate this ideal, but it is not without flaws. 

Draw a Venn diagram on the board, and invite participants to compare and contrast 
churches and families. What do they have in common? How are they different? Discuss 
how “family” can be a helpful metaphor for a community of faith. Where does it fall 
short?

on the doorposts in Egypt (Exod 12:22). 
Perhaps John refers to hyssop to show 
that Jesus is the true Lamb of God, dying 
at the same time as the Passover lambs are 
being slaughtered in the temple. 

It Is Finished
Finally, after they offer Jesus the wine, he 
says, “It is finished” (v. 30). In Greek, this 
is a single word that might be better trans-
lated as, “It is accomplished.” In other 
words, Jesus’ work on the cross is done. 
He then bows his head and gives up his 
spirit. In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus controls 
his destiny until the very end.

There is a double meaning here. The 
same phrase in Greek that the NRSV 

translates “gave up his spirit” can also 
mean “handed over the Spirit.” John 
seems to compress the entire salvation 
event into the story of the crucifixion. 
This, then, could be his reference to the 
coming of the Holy Spirit, a way of fore-
shadowing the giving of the Spirit in  
John 20:22.

The Beloved Disciple has no dialogue 
in this scene, but his presence helps the 
Gospel writer tell the story of Jesus fully. 
He is there with Jesus when none of the 
other Twelve are. At Jesus’ direction, he 
takes his Lord’s mother into his home. 
This detail turns our focus toward what 
the Beloved Disciple may teach us about 
the family of faith.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
In today’s passage, we see Jesus fulfill traditional familial duties in an untraditional 

way. Rather than trusting his brothers to take care of his mother after he dies, Jesus 
gives her into the care of the Beloved Disciple, who stands with her at the foot of 
the cross. Examine this passage to discover what Jesus and the Beloved Disciple 

might teach us about what it means to be family. 

m Questions for Discussion
Read John 19:25b-30. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What is significant or surprising about the people who are closest to Jesus as he dies? 

Why are these people present while his other disciples are not?
➤  Why would Jesus want to make sure his mother is cared for? Why would he choose 

the Beloved Disciple to care for her? 
➤  Why do you think Jesus didn’t entrust his mother to his own brothers (see Jn 7:3)? 
 

Draw attention to the concept of fictive kinship, mentioned in both the Bible 
Background and the Learner’s Study Guide. Discuss how this concept helps us understand 
the actions in this passage.
 
➤  What can we learn about discipleship from the Beloved Disciple’s actions here?
➤  What can we learn about the nature of the church?
➤  How would you describe Jesus’ demeanor in these final moments? How do his final 

words (“I am thirsty,” “It is finished”) highlight his control even in this difficult  
situation?

m And Then There Was One
Read John 19:25b-30. Remembering that the Beloved Disciple is an idealized model for 
discipleship, what can we learn from him here? How is he different from the other disci-
ples at this moment? What makes him stand out? How can we follow his example in our 
own lives? 

m Jesus’ Mother and Brothers
Compare and contrast today’s passage with Mark 3:23-35. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How is the glimpse of Jesus’ view of family in Mark similar to what we find in today’s 

passage? How is it different? 
➤  What does this scene tell us about Jesus’ relationship with his family? 
➤  How to you think people in Jesus’ day viewed his definition of family in Mark 3:35? 

How about people today?
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A Way to End
Even as he takes his final breaths, Jesus cares for those he loves. Feeling compassion 
and responsibility for his mother even in the midst of a difficult death, he pushes 
the boundaries of tradition by placing his mother in the Beloved Disciple’s care. 

The Beloved Disciple sets himself apart from the others in Jesus’ circle of apostles 
by being present at the cross along with the women. Jesus’ understanding of family and the 
Beloved Disciple’s example of devotion both give us models to live by today. 

m Spreading the Love
Discuss how participants might expand their understanding of family. Who could use a 
supportive welcome? What can we do to share with others the love we experience within 
our families, however we define them? 

Encourage the group to start small but to commit to a concrete action. Hospitality 
and welcome can come in many forms. They can be as simple as an encouraging note to 
someone who is lonely, setting a few more places at a family meal, or sharing a holiday 
with someone who has nowhere to go. 

Challenge them to consider what they will do this week to spread God’s love. 

m The Family of God
Consider Jesus’ words to his mother and to the Beloved Disciple in today’s passage. If 
you used the teaching option “Jesus’ Mother and Brothers,” refer to Mark 3:23-35 as 
well. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What is Jesus’ vision for the community of faith as a family? 
➤  How can the church exemplify the dynamics of a healthy family? 
➤  What challenges come with acting like a family? What benefits? 
 

Discuss ways your faith community is doing well at creating a sense of family and 
where it still has room to grow. If appropriate, consider a concrete step that participants 
can take within the church to create a more familial atmosphere. 

Resource
M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock, “John 19: The Crucifixion and the Burial,” The People’s New Testament Commentary 
(Louisville KY: John Knox, 2004).
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Bible Background
The Resurrection
Last week found us at the foot 

of the cross as Jesus created a new 
family of faith, joining his mother to the 
disciple he loved. This week, our passage 
describes events that take place some-
time after Jesus’ resurrection. In order to 
learn as much as we can about and from 
the Beloved Disciple, it’s worth taking 
a moment here to review what happens 
before our text. 

In the previous chapter, Mary 
Magdalene discovers that the stone in 
front of Jesus’ tomb has been rolled away 
( Jn 20:1). Chapter 20 focuses on Mary 
Magdalene, who is the first to see Jesus 
after the resurrection. That intimate  
and moving encounter is a story for 
another day. 

Mary runs to Peter and the Beloved 
Disciple to tell them what she has seen, 
giving readers another opportunity to 
compare these two disciples. Both men 
take off at a run, but the Beloved Disciple 
is faster. He reaches the tomb first and 
stops to look inside the tomb. He sees 
Jesus’ grave clothes lying there. He does 
not, however, enter the tomb.

Next, Peter arrives and goes in (v. 5). 
Though the Beloved Disciple beats him 
to the tomb, he seems to defer to Peter, 
letting him enter the tomb first. Here, the 
Gospel writer gives respect to both apos-
tles. In a way, the narrator is honoring 
the legacy and importance of these two 

disciples, both of whom were leaders of 
different factions of the early church. 

Following Peter, the Beloved Disciple 
“also went in, and he saw and believed” 
(v. 8). Remarkably, Peter and the Beloved 
Disciple “return to their homes” after 
making this discovery (20:9). Whether 
their motive was fear or confusion or 
grief, the narrator does not say. 

In any case, this experience at the 
tomb sets the stage for later scenes where 
Jesus appears to all the disciples. He does 
this twice in Jerusalem, coming to them in 
the upper room. Today’s text describes a 
third appearance of the risen Christ, this 
time to seven of his disciples by the Sea of 
Tiberias in Galilee. 

Breakfast by the Sea
Today’s passage zooms in on an  
interaction between Peter and Jesus as 
they discuss the Beloved Disciple. This 
conversation takes place within the con-
text of a larger scene that begins at 21:1. 

First, the disciples see Jesus cooking 
breakfast on the shore after a fruitless 
night of fishing (vv. 1-14). He tells them 
to cast their nets one more time, and this 
time they catch so many fish they’re barely 
able to haul them in. At first, the disciples 
don’t recognize that Jesus is the one who 
has called to them, though (unsurpris-
ingly) the Beloved Disciple soon figures it 
out. He cries, “It is the Lord!” (v. 7), and 
Simon Peter immediately dashes into the 
water to go to Jesus.
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The Beloved Disciple’s Testimony
John 21:20-25

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Learner’s Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching Guide,  

placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided which options to use, 
gather the appropriate materials.
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Next comes a scene in which Jesus 
reinstates Peter (vv. 15-19). Readers will 
remember that Peter had previously 
denied Jesus three times. Now Jesus asks 
Peter three times, “Do you love me?” 
Each time, Peter says yes, and each time, 
Jesus charges him to be a good shepherd 
of the flock: “Feed my lambs” (v. 15), 
“Tend my sheep” (v. 16), “Feed my sheep” 
(v. 17). Finally, Jesus indicates how Peter 
will die. He will stretch out his hand, 
and someone will take him to a place he 
doesn’t want to go (v. 18). He will endure 
a martyr’s death. Even so, Jesus com-
mands him, “Follow me” (v. 19).

Peter and the Beloved Disciple
This is a sobering revelation. When Peter 
hears it, he looks over and notices that the 
Beloved Disciple is following them. As in 
other passages in the Fourth Gospel, here 
is another subtle contrast between the two 
disciples. Peter denied Christ and has to 
be forgiven and restored. Even though the 
Beloved Disciple was with Peter at that 
time ( Jn 18:15), he did not deny Jesus. On 
the contrary, he has remained by Jesus’ 
side and is still following him even to this 
moment by the seashore. 

“Lord,” Peter asks, “what about him?” 
(v. 21). Jesus’ answer is confounding: “If 
it is my will that he remain until I come, 
what is that to you? Follow me!” (v. 22). 

In verse 23, we read that a rumor 
spread in the community that the Beloved 
Disciple would not die. The Gospel writer, 
however, refutes this as a misunderstand-
ing of what Jesus said: he didn’t promise 
that the Beloved Disciple wouldn’t die; he 
merely asked Peter, “If it is my will that he 
remain until I come, what is that to you?” 

The earliest believers expected Jesus 
to return in their own lifetimes, so it may 
not be as strange as it seems to believe the 
Beloved Disciple would remain until the 
end. Note, though, that the Gospel writer 
takes the time to refute the rumor that 
this was something Jesus promised. It may 
be that the Beloved Disciple had already 
died or was near the point of death when 
the Gospel was written. If so, the Gospel 

 
 

I. Background and Context (Jn 20:1–21:14)
 A.  The events in today’s lesson are set 

after Jesus’ resurrection and first 
appearances to his disciples (Jn 20).

  1.  Mary Magdalene discovers the 
empty tomb.

  2.  Peter and the Beloved Disciple run to 
investigate the scene.

  3.  In the days that follow, Jesus makes 
several appearances to Mary and the 
other disciples.

 B.  Jesus appears to seven disciples by the 
Sea (21:1-19).

  1.  He provides them a miraculous 
catch of fish.

  2.  He invites them to breakfast.
  3.  He restores and commissions Peter.
  4.  He warns Peter of the martyr’s death 

that awaits him. 

II.  Peter and the Beloved Disciple  
(Jn 21:20-23)

 A.  Peter notices the Beloved Disciple  
following (v. 20).

 B.  Peter asks, “What about him?” (v. 21). 
Peter is going to die a martyr, but what 
about the Beloved Disciple?

 C.  Jesus dismisses the question (v. 22). 
Disciples follow Jesus; they don’t 
worry about what God has in store for 
their fellow disciples.

 D.  Jesus’ answer sparked a rumor that the 
Beloved Disciple would remain alive 
until Jesus’ return (v. 23). The Gospel 
writer takes pains to refute this false 
idea.

III.  The Beloved Disciple’s Testimony  
(Jn 21:24-25)

 A.  The Beloved Disciple is the source 
of this Gospel’s traditions, and the 
community that gathered around him 
confesses that his testimony is true  
(v. 24).

 B.  There are many other things that Jesus 
did, more than could be contained in 
any number of books (v. 25).
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writer may have wanted to reassure his 
readers that this death should not pro-
voke a crisis of faith for them. 

The Beloved Disciple’s Testimony
Our passage ends with a commendation 
of the Beloved Disciple as the source of 
the stories we have been reading. He is the 
one who testifies to these things, “and we 
know that his testimony is true” (v. 24).  
In this way, the Beloved Disciple gives us 
one final lesson about the essence of disci-
pleship: he remained a faithful follower  
of Christ, and his testimony has endured 
for generations in a community that  
continues to honor him. 

From Jesus’ first invitation to “come 
and see” (1:39) to these final words of 
commendation, the Beloved Disciple 
exemplifies Christian discipleship. By 
observing his actions, we learn what it 
truly means to be a follower of Christ. 

And yet the most prevalent trait of the 
Beloved Disciple is simply his presence. At 
the last supper, at the cross, and after the 
resurrection, the Beloved Disciple remains 
close to Jesus. 

He soaks it all in, truly abiding in 
Jesus’ presence in every moment, even the 
hardest ones. He is there. He sees what 
happens. He is a witness. 

A Way to Begin
“To bear witness” means two things. First, it means to watch. Second, it means to 
tell: to communicate to others what one has seen. Merely seeing something happen or 

experiencing it in the moment isn’t enough. To be a witness means testifying to what 
you have seen and heard, sharing your experience with others. Begin the lesson by 

exploring the idea of bearing witness and giving testimony.

m With My Own Eyes
Today’s passage and its broader context feature stories about eyewitness testimony. 
Time and time again, the narrator describes people encountering Jesus after the  
resurrection and telling others what they have seen and heard. 

Invite participants to explore what it means to be an eyewitness, just as the biblical 
figures were after the resurrection. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Have you ever been called on to be a witness in a court proceeding? What was that 

like?
➤  When have you witnessed a memorable event in person: an automobile accident, a 

World Series home run, the birth of a baby, etc.? 
➤  What did you tell others about the experience? Whom did you tell? 

m Call to the Stand
Consider the role that witnesses play in the courtroom or in investigations. The heart of 
their job is to tell the story of what they saw and experienced. Discuss the importance of 
eyewitness testimony. If possible, arrange for someone who works in the criminal justice 
system to share their experiences, including both the advantages and drawbacks of eye-
witness testimony.

Invite participants to compare being a witness in a criminal investigation to bearing 
witness to God. How is sharing your testimony spiritually similar to testifying in court? 
How is it different? 
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Giving testimony is often a difficult task that requires bravery and vulnerability. 

As we see in entertainment depictions and even on the nightly news, being a wit-
ness in an investigation can be difficult and dangerous. In the same way, bearing 
witness to the resurrection of Christ was not without risk for the disciples. As an 

idealized model of discipleship, the Beloved Disciple gives us a example to follow as we bear 
witness to the story of Jesus.

m Compare and Contrast
Invite participants to compare and contrast the Gospel writer’s depictions of Peter and 
the Beloved Disciple. Ask them to think about previous lessons in this unit or other  
passages in John where we see these two interacting. 

Summarize John 20:1-10, or consider having a volunteer read it aloud. Ask the  
following questions.

Questions
➤  What might be the significance of Peter and the Beloved Disciple racing to the tomb? 
➤  Why does the Beloved Disciple wait and let Peter enter the tomb first?
➤  How are Peter and the Beloved Disciple different? How are they similar? 
 

Briefly summarize the exchange between Jesus and Peter in John 21:15-19. Then read 
verses 20-25. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Why do you think the writer reminds us of the Beloved Disciple’s place at the last 

supper (v. 20)?
➤  What might Peter think of the Beloved Disciple? Why does he want to know about his 

fate?
➤  Why does Jesus answer Peter the way he does (v. 22)? 
➤  Why does the Gospel writer emphasize his trust in the Beloved Disciple’s testimony?
➤  Why might he remind his readers that Jesus did many other things that are not 

recorded in books?

m Learn by Example
Read John 21:20-25. Though the Beloved Disciple has no speaking part in this exchange, 
he is still presented to us as a trustworthy source of knowledge about Jesus and an  
example for us to follow. 

Invite participants to recall the main points of the previous lessons in this unit. Ask 
the following questions.

Questions
➤  What stands out about the Beloved Disciple? How is he unique?
➤  How is the Beloved Disciple a model of discipleship? What are some of the lessons he 

can teach us? (List these on the board.)
➤  What aspects of his character do you admire most?
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A Way to End
Like the Beloved Disciple, we are called to testify to what we have seen and 
heard. To bear witness for God is simply to tell our story: how we came to faith, 
how we have experienced God, and who Jesus is to us. Encourage participants to 

consider how they can bear witness to God’s movement in the world and in their own 
lives and how they can share that testimony with others. 

m What I’ve Seen and Heard
Invite participants to consider their own testimony. What have they seen 
God do? How have they witnessed God in their lives or in the lives of those 
they love most? 

Distribute copies of the resource page “What I’ve Seen and Heard.” 
Have everyone complete the worksheet individually. Bring the class back together and 
invite as many as are willing to share what they have written. 

m My Story
Have participants consider some of the major milestones in their lives. At each of these 
milestone moments, how were they aware of God’s presence? (It may be that they only 
recognized God’s presence after the fact.)

Close with prayer for greater awareness of how God is at work in our lives.

m Come and See
We can’t be an eyewitness if we’ve not been in the place to see or experience something! 
Remember Jesus’ first invitation to the disciples in this unit’s first lesson. They asked 
him, “Lord, where are you staying?” He answered, “Come and see.” In other words, come 
and witness.

Discuss where participants most often look for God. Where do they expect to 
encounter God? Where do they look to see the Spirit at work? Where do they see the love 
of Christ still moving in the world? Perhaps it is in the beauty of a natural setting, in the 
smile of a loved one, in Scripture, or in the laughter of a child. 

Invite participants to spend time looking for God this week. 

Resource
M. Eugene Boring and Fred B. Craddock, “John 20-21,” The People’s New Testament Commentary (Louisville KY: John Knox, 
2004).
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unit 3: the Book of hosea
The book of Hosea comes from the northern kingdom of Israel, which was destroyed in 
722 BC. Hosea is the only voice we have of a northern kingdom prophet. (Though Amos 
preached in the north, he was personally from the southern kingdom, Judah.) Scholars 
speculate that the book was written shortly after the book of Amos, sometime around 
750 BC. Its Hebrew style and grammar are hard to translate, which can make proper 
interpretation difficult. The book contains a large number of words that only occur once 
in the Hebrew Bible.

Even so, the message of Hosea is timeless: God demands faithfulness. In this beau-
tifully crafted text, Hosea uses lessons from his own marriage to the unfaithful Gomer, 
described in chapters 1–3, to shed light on his theme in chapters 4–14. God not only 
demands faithfulness; God also rewards it with blessings. Like us today, the people of 
Israel struggled to uphold the covenant they had made with God. Hosea wrote at a time 
when idolatry was rampant. Israel’s worship of God had become so intertwined with the 
worship of Baal that it was unrecognizable. In this context, Hosea calls the people back 
to purity in worship, thought, and deed.

In Hosea 1, we are introduced to Hosea’s story of being told by God to marry a 
woman of ill repute named Gomer. The couple has three children whose names have 
deep symbolic meaning.

In Hosea 2–3, we are told of God’s plan to restore the people of Israel, who have been 
unfaithful. Hosea 3 shares a peculiar story of a man being told to purchase a woman out 
of “whoredom” and return her to their home. This has traditionally been interpreted as 
a repeat of Hosea’s story from chapter 1 and the prophet’s subsequent redemption of his 
wife.

Hosea 4 gives God’s indictment against Israel. Using the language of the courtroom 
and lawsuits, the prophet emphasizes the sad reality that the people have been unfaith-
ful to their God.

One of the most tender descriptions of God’s love is found in Hosea 11. There, God 
is described in motherly terms as giving birth, caring for, and raising Israel as a child.

Finally, Hosea 14 speaks of a future day when Israel will be restored. At this time, 
after many years of exile, the people will repent of their unfaithfulness and come back  
to their ancestral homeland and faith.
 
Wayne Ballard is a native of northern Ohio. Wayne and his wife, Kim, make their home in Charlotte,  
North Carolina, with their Great Dane, Bentley. Wayne holds PhDs from the Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary in Hebrew Language and from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, in Higher Education 
Administration. He served for twenty-five years as a seminary and university professor at Southern Seminary, 
Campbell University, Carson-Newman University, and Gardner-Webb University. He has served several 
churches as interim and part-time pastor for the past thirty-five years. He currently serves as a district  
representative for Primerica Financial Services. Wayne and Kim have two grown sons. Brack serves as a  
minister of students in Charlotte, and Zachary teaches high school biology in east Tennessee. They also have 
a brand-new granddaughter, Sophia Caroline Ballard. Wayne and Kim will soon celebrate thirty-five years of 
marriage.
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Bible Background
Superscription and Historical 
Context

In the first verse of Hosea, we 
find a superscription. Superscriptions 
commonly appear at the beginning of 
prophetic books and above many of the 
psalms. These brief notices provide the 
reader with important contextual  
information about the texts that follow. 

Throughout the prophets,  
superscriptions are most often used to 
provide information that is important for 
dating the prophet’s ministry. Sometimes 
they tell us about the prophet’s family or 
occupation. These superscriptions were 
most likely written long after the com-
pilation of the prophetic books as a  
way of giving the reader a context for 
understanding the writings. 

Hosea’s superscription is quite 
interesting compared to those of other 
prophetic texts. It tells the reader the 
name of Hosea’s father, Beeri. Sadly, we 
know nothing else about this person. 
Jewish tradition states that he was also a 
prophet, but even this goes beyond what 
the Bible explicitly tells us. 

The superscription also provides 
a historical framework for Hosea. The 
editor who added this superscription 
lists four kings of Judah, the southern 
kingdom: Uzziah (783–742 BC), Jotham 
(742–735 BC), Ahaz (735–715 BC), and 
Hezekiah 715–687 BC). He also names 
Jeroboam II (786–746 BC), king of Israel 

in the north. This gives us a time period 
that spans from 783 to 687 BC for the 
kings of Judah and 786 to 746 BC for the 
king of Israel. 

Why is this important? It appears 
that the editor of Hosea was more famil-
iar with the kings of Judah than those of 
Israel. His superscription may reflect that 
this book, though addressed to the north-
ern kingdom, reached its final form in 
the south. This is very significant. Hosea 
is most likely the only existing prophetic 
writing that reflects a northern dialect of 
Hebrew. As such, it contains some of the 
most difficult biblical texts to translate. 
The writing itself is filled with words 
that occur only once in the entire Hebrew 
Bible. 

A New Family Emerges
Hosea 1 is written in a narrative or prose 
style. By contrast, much of the prophetic 
material of the Bible, including most of 
the book of Hosea, is written in poetry. 
In this opening third-person narrative, 
the author shares with the reader that 
God has instructed Hosea to marry a 
promiscuous woman, literally a “wife of 
whoredom.” 

This would have been a shocking  
revelation for Hosea’s first hearers and 
readers (and it likely is for us!). Purity 
before and within marriage is a repeated 
theme in many Old Testament texts. 
Furthermore, biblical legal texts call for 
strong punishment for infidelity. The 
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Hosea 1

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Learner’s Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching Guide,  

placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided which options to use, 
gather the appropriate materials.
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book of Proverbs contains repeated admo-
nitions for living virtuously within one’s 
community of faith. 

At any rate, Hosea 1:2-8 describes  
how Hosea receives this unexpected,  
scandalous command. He marries Gomer, 
daughter of Diblaim, and has children 
with her. From the outset, we see that 
the story of Hosea’s personal life pro-
vides the overriding metaphor for his 
prophetic message. Israel’s sin of for-
saking Yahweh to worship other gods is 
compared to the marital unfaithfulness of 
Gomer.

Most us see the union of two people 
in matrimony as a blessed affair. From 
the outset, however, Hosea’s marriage is 
shrouded by a dark overtone of impro-
priety. It is a union not in line with the 
traditional marital expectations of his 
day—or ours! 

The dark overtone continues with the 
arrival of children. As with a wedding, 
we usually consider the birth of a child 
to be a wonderful time of celebration, a 
milestone as couples begin their lives as 
parents. Anyone who is a parent under-
stands how life changes forever when 
babies enter the picture. Rather than joy, 
however, the coming of Hosea’s children 
simply adds to the sense of foreboding.

We see this in the names that the  
children are given. The first child is 
a son who is named Jezreel or “God 
sows” (v. 4). By itself, the name seems 
harmless enough. As we consider the 
historical associations of that name, 
though, a darker understanding comes 
to light. Jezreel was the name of both a 
city and a valley in Israel. It was the site 
where Gideon won a battle against the 
Midianites and Amalekites ( Jdg 6:3). 
It was also the site of the battle where 
Saul was defeated by the Philistines as 
described in 1 Samuel 29. More recently 
for Hosea, it was the ominous site where 
seventy descendants of the dynasty of 
King Omri were brutally murdered by the 
usurper, Jehu (2 Kings 9–10). King Jehu 
was the ancestor of Israel’s current king, 
Jeroboam II.

Verse 6 records the birth of a second 
child, a daughter named Lo-ruhamah. 
The word lo is the Hebrew word for 
negation: “no” or “not.” Ruhamah is the 
Hebrew word for “pitied” or “mercy.” In 
other words, Hosea names his daughter 
“No Mercy.” The writer confirms that this 

 
 

I. Historical Context (Hos 1:1)
 A.  The superscription places Hosea’s 

ministry sometime in the middle to 
late eighth century BC. 

 B.  Hosea addressed the northern king-
dom, Israel, though it seems the book 
may have reached its final form in the 
southern kingdom, Judah.

II.  Hosea’s Marriage and Children  
(Hos 1:2-9)

 A.  God tells Hosea to marry “a wife of 
whoredom” (v. 2).

 B.  Hosea obeys and marries Gomer  
(v. 3).

 C.  Hosea gives his children symbolic 
names that reveal God’s attitude 
toward Israel (vv. 4-9).

  1.  “Jezreel” foretells Israel’s coming fall. 
It is a name that reminds the reader 
of the bloody end of the house of 
Omri led by Jehu.

  2.  “Lo-ruhamah” indicates that God 
will no longer have pity on the 
nation of Israel.

  3.  “Lo-ammi” warns that Israel will no 
longer be God’s children, nor will 
God be their God.

III.  A Day of Restoration and Hope  
(Hos 1:10-11)

 A.  The numbers of Israel and Judah will 
increase, a reminder of the promise 
to Abraham of countless descendants 
(see Gen 12, 15). 

 B.  The nations of Israel and Judah shall 
enjoy reestablished communion  
with God.

 C.  The northern and southern kingdoms 
will be united under a single leader.
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is Hosea’s intent as the story continues: 
God says, “I will no longer have pity on 
the house of Israel or forgive them. But I 
will have pity on the house of Judah, and 
I will save them by the LORD their God” 
(vv. 6-7). 

A third child, a son, is born and 
named in verses 8-9. His name, Lo-ammi, 
means “not my people.” The original 
audience must have bristled at the harsh 
and even accusatory nature of this name. 
God confronts the nation of Israel with 
the reality that they are no longer God’s 
people. Yahweh is no longer their God. 
The finality, hollowness, and emptiness 
behind this name are haunting.

A Promise of Newness and Hope
The tone of this text suddenly shifts in 
verses 10-11. Where before there was a 
pronouncement of judgment upon Israel, 
now we hear the promise of a new day 
of blessings. This new day includes the 
reunification of the northern and south-
ern kingdoms, a numerical increase of 
population, and the restoration of Israel 
and Judah’s relationship with their God. 

Perhaps most significant here is the 
prophetic word of a new leader who will 
be established over both Israel and Judah. 
Redemption is coming for Israel and 
Judah. In that day, the name of Jezreel will 
be remembered in a positive light rather 
than with the darker connotations the 
name held during Hosea’s time.

A Way to Begin
The first chapter of Hosea introduces the metaphor of marriage that serves as the 
keystone for understanding the rest of the book. God instructs the eighth-century 

prophet Hosea to take a wife of questionable morals. This marriage results in the 
births of three children whose names carry a message from God to Israel. 

m What Would You Do?
Divide the class into groups of three to four. Ask each group to discuss the following 
scenario.
 

You are a prominent leader in your church. Your adult son comes to you for advice. 
Living in a nearby city, he has established a relationship with a young woman who 
happens to be a performer at a popular adult entertainment venue. Your son says that he 
feels God is leading him to propose to this woman. 
 What advice do you offer? Why?

 
In today’s lesson, we see Hosea entering a marriage that many would have told him 

was ill-advised.

m Healthy and Unhealthy Relationships
Discuss what features distinguish a healthy marital relationship from an unhealthy one. 
Explain that Hosea’s marriage serves as a parable or object lesson about God’s relation-
ship with Israel at this time in history. 

m Historical Background
Use information from the Bible Background and the Learner’s Study Guide to provide a 
brief summary of the book of Hosea: its historical context and the scandalous marriage 
of its central figure. 

Over the next five weeks, we are going to learn a lot more about the content,  
message, and meaning of this important prophetic book.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
Hosea 1 records a message to the eighth-century nation of Israel. They have fallen 

away from their first love. Israel is guilty of infidelity to the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. Their unfaithfulness will cause separation from the one who loves 
them deeply. 

m Questions for Discussion
Read Hosea 1. For each of the indicated sections, ask the suggested questions. 

Hosea 1:2-9
➤  Do you think Gomer’s “whoredom” was literal (that she was a prostitute or at least an 

unfaithful wife) or figurative (that she was a worshiper of foreign gods)? Explain.
➤  What objections might Hosea have raised against God’s command?
➤  What would it take for you to obey such a directive?
➤  Briefly explain the meanings of the names Hosea gives his children. Why do you think 

the prophet named his children as he did? 
➤  Does it sound like there is any hope for Israel at this point? Explain.

Hosea 1:10-11
➤  Note the sudden change of tone in these verses. When have you experienced such a 

renewal of hope?
➤  How can we honor God in our relationships today?
➤  How can we include others whom society has deemed unfit for honor or a second 

chance in life? 
➤  What can we do to ensure that our church is a place where people can start over?

m Family Life
Discuss how cultural norms and attitudes towards marriage and family have changed  
in the last several decades. If possible, show video clips of vintage TV shows to remind 
participants of how family life was once envisioned.

What qualities signify a healthy relationship in today’s world? Where is there still 
work to do? Are there qualities from the past that ought to be revisited? 

Divide the class into small groups of three to four. Have them read Hosea 1:1-11 and 
discuss the following questions.

Questions
➤  How does Hosea use the metaphor of adultery to describe Israel’s spiritual condition? 
➤  What might “spiritual adultery” look like today?
➤  Giving children names with negative connotations is severe, but is it warranted in 

light of Israel’s situation? Explain.
 

Bring the class back together and have each group share its insights. Be prepared to 
explain the significance of the names of Hosea’s children.

Note the change of tone in verses 10-11. What hope do these verses provide?
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A Way to End
Hosea 1 introduces us to an eighth century prophet and his message. The marriage 
and family of Hosea serve as a springboard for the texts and lessons that follow. 
They also serve as a paradigm for many other prophetic texts. The book begins with 

harsh words that are hard to hear and process, but it concludes with words of hope 
and promise. Explore how this lesson is relevant to participants today.

m Discipline
Read the story quoted on the resource page “Discipline.” 

This is a story of discipline followed by affirmation and the restoration 
of hope. We may or may not agree with the father’s idea of discipline, but 
we can probably identify with it.

Discuss Hosea 1 in light of this story of discipline and restoration. What can we 
learn from this story that will help us when we have sinned and are deserving of God’s 
discipline?

m Life-Shaping Events
Share an event from your family life that helped shape who you are today. Invite  
participants to share similar stories from their own lives.

Remind participants that God can use both positive and negative situations to lead 
us toward God. 

Close the session by offering the following prayer:
 

Dear God, thank you for families that you use to build and shape our lives. Help us to 
love and forgive when we fall short of your ideal in our relationships. Help us to love and 
forgive others who have offended us and whom we may have offended. May we trust you 
to renew our spirits and restore us in hope, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Resources
W. F. Albright, “New Light from Egypt on the Chronology and History of Israel and Judah,” Bulletin of the American Schools of 
Oriental Research 130 (1953): 4–11.

Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1996).

James Limburg, Hosea–Micah, Interpretation (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 2011).

James Luther Mays, Hosea, The Old Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1969).

John W. Miller, Meet the Prophets: A Beginner’s Guide to the Books of the Biblical Prophets (Mahwah NJ: Paulist, 1987).

Douglas Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco TX: Word, 1987).
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Bible Background
Israel’s Fortunes Restored
After the promised restoration 

at the end of Hosea 1, another 
shift takes place. The opening verses of 
Hosea 2 contain repeated denunciations 
of Israel’s sin. Not only does the subject 
matter shift; so does the literary style. 
While chapter 1 is prose, chapter 2 shifts 
to poetry to describe how Israel is indeed 
headed for judgment. 

The tone changes again in Hosea 2:14, 
where God intends to “allure” Israel and 
“speak tenderly to her.” For the second 
time in two chapters, restoration and 
hope are extended on the heels of words 
of judgment and terror. 

In Hosea 2:16-20, the restoration and 
hope of Israel are once again described 
in prose form. The relationship between 
God and Israel, compared in chapter 1 to 
the relationship between a husband and a 
wife, will be restored. 

The prophet declares that a day is 
coming when Israel will no longer refer to 
God by the Canaanite word ba‘al, meaning 
lord or husband (v. 16; see 2:13). Ba‘al is 
an ancient word used in Canaan to denote 
a lord or ruler. 

Of course, this is also the name of  
an important Canaanite god. According  
to numerous ancient texts discovered  
in Syria in the ruins of the ancient  
city of Ugarit, Baal was the chief god of 
the Canaanite pantheon. These texts, 
found in the early twentieth century, are 

generally dated to just before the emer-
gence of the people of Israel in the land of 
Canaan. The worship of Baal is commonly 
believed to be full of cultic sexual activ-
ities. One of the main themes witnessed 
throughout the book of Hosea is that 
worship of Baal by the people of Israel is 
intolerable. 

In verse 18, God once again uses the 
language of covenant to relate to the peo-
ple. Israel, God says, will enjoy a time of 
peace without the threat of interference 
by enemies or war. God will bring peace 
upon the land. 

In verses 21-23, the biblical writer 
shifts back to poetry to affirm a classic 
prophetic reversal. God will indeed pro-
vide for God’s people. Part of this involves 
a positive reclamation of the names of 
Hosea’s children. Jezreel, meaning “God 
sows,” points to God’s blessings of mate-
rial abundance of grain, wine, and oil. 
God will have pity on Lo-ruhamah, “no 
pity.” Israel will once again be God’s peo-
ple, reversing the accusation implicit in 
the name Lo-ammi, “not my people.”

Hosea and the Adulterous Woman
In Hosea 3, God speaks to Hosea, telling 
him to love a woman who already has a 
lover and is a known adulteress. Hosea 
obeys this command and purchases this 
unnamed woman for fifteen shekels of  
silver and a measure of wine. 

This action points to the people 
of Israel, who follow other gods as an 
unfaithful person moves from one lover 
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to the next. Unlike in Hosea 1, Hosea  
and this unnamed woman are not to 
have any physical relationship for a set 
period of time as a further prophetic 
sign. In a similar way, Israel will endure a 
period with no ability to express love for 
God through formal acts of worship (v. 4). 
There will be no active temple or priest-
hood, and eventually no independent 
state. 

Verse 5 describes a future time when 
the people will at last return to God. At 
that time, God will provide a king for 
them from the line of David. This is a 
reference to Hosea 1:11, which speaks of 
a unified land with Israel in the north 
and Judah in the south brought together 
under a single ruler.

Notice both the parallels and the  
differences between Hosea 1 and 3.  
Hosea 1 is written in third person while 
Hosea 3 is in first person. In Hosea 1, 
the prophet marries an immoral woman 
named Gomer, and they have three 
children. In chapter 3, however, Hosea 
purchases an adulteress for fifteen shek-
els of silver, and they do not have marital 
relations, nor is there any mention of  
children. 

One of the biggest questions about 
the book of Hosea is how to properly 
understand this episode. These short 
verses, written once again in prose form, 
have tantalized and tormented biblical 
interpreters for years. Scholars remain 
divided on how to properly discern the 
meaning of this text. 

The traditional approach is to see this 
as a later episode in the story of Hosea 
and Gomer. In this kind of reading, one 
assumes that Gomer has strayed back into 
a life of infidelity, and Hosea is required 
to buy her way out of her dilemma. 

A different approach is to imagine this 
woman as someone other than Gomer. 
Notice that she isn’t named in Hosea 3. By 
this approach, Hosea is terribly unlucky 
in his choice of marriage partners—or else 
God is heavily emphasizing the message 
about God’s faithfulness despite Israel’s 
infidelity. 

 

I.  God Seeks Reconciliation (Hos 2:14). The 
prophet uses love language to describe 
God’s desire to be reconciled to Israel. 

II.  A Day of Restoration and Hope  
(Hos 2:16-20)

 A.  God’s relationship with Israel will be 
restored. God will be addressed by 
the people of Israel as “my husband” 
and no longer by the name of the false 
Canaanite god, Baal (vv. 16-17).

 B.  God will renew the covenant with 
Israel, and the people will live in peace 
and security (v. 18).

 C.  God will take Israel as a wife, and 
the two will live in a relationship that 
reflects the virtues of righteousness, 
justice, steadfast love, and mercy  
(vv. 19-20).

III.  A Day of Reversal (Hos 2:21-23). The 
names of Hosea’s children (ch. 1) spoke 
of divine judgment. Now, however, 
those names will be redeemed.

 A.  Jezreel (“God sows”): God will sow 
seeds of prosperity in the land  
(vv. 21-23).

 B.  Lo-ruhamah (“No pity”): God will 
again have compassion or mercy  
(v. 23).

 C.  Lo-ammi (“Not my people”): Israel will 
once again be God’s people (v. 23).

IV.  Hosea and the Adulterous Woman  
(Hos 3:1-5)

 A.  Hosea is again told to find a woman 
who is an adulteress and take her to 
his home (v. 1).

 B.  Hosea buys this woman as instructed 
(v. 2).

 C.  The two will not enjoy any marital 
privileges for a specified time (v. 3). 

 D.  All of this mirrors Israel’s situation 
(vv. 4-5). Israel will be without civil 
or religious leadership for many days. 
Afterward, God will give them a new 
king of the line of David.
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A Way to Begin
Imagine that you come home and find someone else’s vehicle parked behind your 
house. You walk inside only to find another person in a compromising position with 

your spouse. What do you do? How can you possibly forgive this act of betrayal? 
This is what we find in today’s lesson. God uses the life of Hosea and his willingness 

to take Gomer back as his own as a way of expressing God’s love for Israel. Guide participants 
to consider how they have experienced God’s love when it didn’t seem possible.

m There’s Nothing God Can’t Forgive
Ask participants to reflect on what they consider to be the worst thing they have ever 
done. Assure them they aren’t going to write this down or speak a word of it—only 
reflect. After a moment of reflection, read 1 John 1:9: “If we confess our sins, he who is 
faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

Now, ask participants to reflect on the statement, “There is nothing for which God 
cannot forgive us, no matter what we have done, are doing, or will ever do.” 

This infinite ability to love and forgive is one of the most amazing attributes of God. 
In today’s lesson, Hosea’s personal experiences give us an image of how far God is will-
ing to go in order to redeem Israel from its sins.

If appropriate, take some time to turn the equation around. Rather than thinking  
of bad things they have done, challenge participants to think of the worst thing some-
one has ever done to them. How does reflecting on this help them understand God’s 
determination to love and forgive? 

m Wedding Memories
Consider this strategy if all of your participants are or were once married. Distribute 
pencils and index cards for each participant. On one side, have them write some of their 
greatest memories and joys about their wedding day. On the other side, have them write 
things that did not go according to their plan. 

Have participants share some of their wedding joys—and frustrations. 
Today’s lesson reveals God’s love for Israel even though the people had  

abandoned God.

A third approach views the stories in 
Hosea 1 and 3 as allegories that lay the 
foundation for understanding the main 
message of Hosea in chapters 4–14. This 
approach compares a faithless wife’s 
inability to remain true to her husband 
with the nation of Israel—a group of peo-
ple who have similarly been unable to 
remain faithful to God. 

God’s Love Shines Through
This central metaphor is derived from the 
seventh commandment: “You shall not 
commit adultery” (Exod 20:14). Hosea 
uses this metaphor to establish the mea-
sure by which God is now evaluating 
Israel’s faithfulness or unfaithfulness. 

Imagine the courage and faith it must 
have taken for Hosea to follow through 
with these extreme plans for his personal 
life. If the traditional reading of Hosea 3 
is followed, he not only married a “wife of 
whoredom” but also endured her eventual 
betrayal. Yet God calls the prophet to buy 
her back and bring her home. 

God chose Israel as God’s bride. But 
just like Gomer, Israel repeatedly ran after 
false lovers such as the Canaanite god, 
Baal. The nation will have to face the con-
sequences of these actions. Despite such 
powerful betrayal, however, God’s love 
comes shining through. These words of 
Hosea paint a powerful image of God’s 
redeeming love.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
In today’s text, we see a great picture of God’s love followed by another difficult 

episode in the life of Hosea. In Hosea 2:14, 16-23 the author reveals a tender 
image of God speaking to Israel in the language of love and romance. In verses 
22-23, Hosea’s children’s names are redeemed from their negative connotations 

in Hosea 1. The latter half of our lesson text focuses on Hosea once again receiving instructions 
to take an adulterous woman as his wife. This event is symbolic of God’s rocky relationship 
with unfaithful Israel.

m Questions for Discussion
Read Hosea 2:14, 16-23. Note the change in writing style from poetry in verse 14 to prose 
in verses 16-20 and then back to poetry in verses 21-23. Note as well the language of 
romantic love in verse 14. God is speaking to Israel as God’s beloved. Ask the following 
questions.

Questions
➤  Why does the writer imagine God using romantic language toward Israel?
➤  Briefly describe the meaning of “Baal” both as a word for husband and the name of a 

Canaanite god. Why would God not want Israel to call God “My Baal” (v. 16)?
➤  Admitting that it is possible to learn from other faiths, what dangers might be 

attached to blending biblical faith with other modes of belief and worship? How 
might this be seen as spiritual unfaithfulness?

➤  Describe how verses 21-23 reverse the judgments in chapter 1 implicit in the names of 
Hosea’s children. What does this reversal say about God’s relationship with Israel?

 
Read Hosea 3:1-5, which once more is written in prose style. Use information from 

the Bible Background to discuss the various interpretations of this episode. Ask the  
following questions.

Questions
➤  How would you feel in Hosea’s shoes? 
➤  Why does the writer place emphasis on sexual abstinence? How does this symbolize 

Israel’s spiritual condition?
➤  How might Hosea’s northern kingdom audience respond to his declaration that Israel 

and Judah will one day be reunited under a Davidic (southern) king?

m One Story or Two?
Distribute copies of the resource page “One Story or Two?” Have  
participants work in groups of three or four to compare and contrast the 
two stories and tabulate their findings. 

Bring the class back together and have each group share its insights. 
Use the Bible Background section to outline how these episodes have been interpreted.

Discuss how Hosea’s life story serves as a parable or object lesson for God’s  
relationship with Israel. Based on today’s passage, what are the central themes of that 
relationship?
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A Way to End
Hosea 1–3 provides the necessary story and background to understand the  
central message of Hosea, which is found in chapters 4–14. One of the difficulties 
in teaching this book is that many students of the Bible know the story of  

chapters 1–3 but are unaware of the message that follows. Close the lesson by  
raising awareness of the theological implications of Hosea’s personal story for the larger 
story of Israel as a people.

m Marital Turmoil
Lead participants to reflect on the difficulty of forgiving the betrayal of a spouse or 
partner. Be sensitive to those who have experienced this personally. Acknowledge that 
though forgiveness is ideal, it often takes time. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How can we as individuals or as a church help people who are trying to put their  

marriages and lives back together? 
➤  How can we communicate God’s love to all parties involved in a marital breakup?
➤  How do you see these principles at work in Hosea’s story? 
➤  How do you see them at work in the story of God’s relationship with Israel?

m God’s Unchanging Grace
Ask participants to reflect on how they have experienced God’s love when they didn’t feel 
worthy. Discuss the depths of God’s grace. If God could forgive Israel’s unfaithfulness, 
we can trust in God to forgive us as well.

Close by offering the following prayer.
 

Dear God, we thank you for who you are. We thank you as well for your love, grace, and 
forgiveness. Help us to forgive others as you have forgiven us. Make us mindful of those 
in hurtful relationships and of those who are dealing with betrayal. Grant that, inasmuch 
as it is up to us, we might extend love and forgiveness to all. Give us the strength and 
wisdom to minister to each person who is in need of your forgiveness today, and help us 
be examples of your unchanging grace. Amen.

Resources
Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1996).

James Limburg, Hosea–Micah, Interpretation (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 2011).

James Luther Mays, Hosea, The Old Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1969).

John W. Miller, Meet the Prophets: A Beginner’s Guide to the Books of the Biblical Prophets (Mahwah NJ: Paulist, 1987).

Douglas Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco TX: Word, 1987).
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Bible Background
The Indictment Against Israel
The dust has now settled. The 

introduction and background 
are established. The key metaphor of 
enduring love despite infidelity has been 
presented with a memorable real-life 
example. 

In the first three chapters, Hosea 
points to God’s love. Hosea 4:1-11 
reminds us that God is a jealous God (see 
Exod 20:5). Verse 1 opens with courtroom 
language: “Hear the word of the LORD, 
O people of Israel; for the LORD has an 
indictment against the inhabitants of the 
land.” The word “indictment” comes from 
a Hebrew word that is commonly used in 
legal texts. Hosea’s message here begins 
with the image of God as divine Judge 
presiding over a courtroom. Israel is in 
the defendant’s seat facing prosecution. 

The indictment against Israel is three-
fold: the people lack truth, mercy, and 
knowledge of God. Their sin has broken 
the covenant God made with Israel. Hosea 
4:2 adds a list of specific charges against 
them. He says they are guilty of breaking 
five of the ten commandments (Exod 20; 
Deut 5), namely swearing, lying, murder, 
stealing, and adultery. 

According to Hosea 4:3, these sins are 
bringing harsh consequences not only for 
the people but also for the natural order: 
the land itself, the beasts of the field, the 
fowl, and the fishes of the sea. The sin of 
the people has become a burden that all 

of creation is forced to bear. Sin brings 
unintended consequences beyond those 
involved in the willful act itself. 

No generation, age, or era is totally 
without hypocrisy or corruption, and cor-
ruption is rampant in Israel. How did this 
come about? God places the blame on the 
spiritual leadership of Israel. 

In verses 4-6, God confronts both the 
priests and the prophets with a charge of 
unfaithfulness. Those who were responsi-
ble for teaching and modeling the ways of 
God are called out for their lack of spiri-
tual discernment. In short, these leaders 
have led the people away from God rather 
than toward God. 

Hosea 4 gives words of harsh  
indictment against both the prophets 
and the priests because they should be 
the examples of genuine leadership. The 
prophet condemns the priests because the 
people are ignorant of the “knowledge 
of God” (v. 1). Why? Because the priests 
themselves have rejected this knowledge. 
The willful act of disobedience by the 
nation’s spiritual leadership brings dire 
consequence upon the land. When the 
leaders lack a moral compass, the people 
are left without knowledge to live by,  
leaders to imitate, and ethical standards 
to prevent society from plunging into 
anarchy.

Once again, the theme of sin’s  
unintended consequences dominates this 
chapter. Surely the priests and prophets 
didn’t intend to lead the people and land 
into spiritual darkness. More likely, the 
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spiritual decay and neglect Hosea speaks 
of didn’t arise overnight. Little by little, as 
the leaders drifted away from the knowl-
edge and service of God, the entire nation 
slowly followed suit. 

A dire promise is made in verse 4. 
God states that, just as the priests have 
forgotten God and God’s ways, so shall 
God forget them and their children. 
The issue of generational punishment 
or redemption frequently appears in the 
pages of the Old Testament. The issue of 
individual salvation or judgment is always 
overshadowed by the concept of corporate 
salvation or judgment. The nation of 
Israel is saved or destroyed collectively. 

Throughout the Old Testament, the 
consequences of sin and sinful behavior 
are often described as lasting three or 
even four generations. By contrast, salva-
tion or redemption is generally described 
through hundreds or even thousands 
of generations. For the God of the Old 
Testament, the scales are obviously tilted 
in the direction of forgiveness, salvation, 
and love. It is true, however, that some-
times people leave God no choice but to 
allow human beings to suffer the conse-
quences of their poor decisions.

The Coming Destruction
In verses 7-11, the prophet declares that 
destruction is overcoming the people and 
the land because the people have repeat-
edly chosen acts of “whoredom” (v. 11). 
They have rejected their first love. 

In verse 7, the prophet reveals a dire 
reality: God is going to change Israel’s 
glory into shame. What was built to be a 
beautiful relationship between the peo-
ple and God is now defunct. Imagine a 
magnificent structure, originally built for 
public affairs or meetings, that has now 
been neglected for decades. The years of 
neglect have taken their toll. Broken glass 
lies everywhere. Shrubbery and weeds 
have overtaken the base and the walls 
of the building. Perhaps now the only 
residents are vagrants and wild animals. 
What was once magnificent is now  
an ugly, decrepit shell of its previous  

existence. This, Hosea says, is what God is 
bringing upon the house of Israel.

God says the people will have an 
unending hunger and thirst for acts of 
depravity, but their behavior will never 
bring contentment or wholeness. They 
will continue in their acts of infidelity, 
but God will not bless them with increase. 
Their sin may be pleasurable in the 
moment, but in the end it is futile. They 
have continued to chase after the gods 
of the Canaanites rather than the God of 
Israel.

 
 

I.  God’s Legal Case against Israel  
(Hos 4:1-3)

 A.  In the language of the law court, God 
levels an indictment against the peo-
ple of Israel (v. 1).

 B.  The people have turned their backs on 
God’s commands (v. 2).

 C.  The land and all that lives in it will  
suffer because of the people’s  
sinfulness (v. 3).

II.  The Failure of Israel’s Leaders  
(Hos 4:4-6)

 A.  God’s contention is with Israel’s 
priests, who have shown themselves to 
be corrupt (vv. 4-5).

  1.  The priests and the prophets are 
both guilty.

  2.  They will stumble and be destroyed.
 B.  Because of the leaders’ failure to do 

their jobs, everyone has forgotten 
God’s laws (v. 6).

III. God’s Coming Judgment (Hos 4:7-11)
 A.  The people’s sins have grown worse 

and worse (vv. 7-8).
 B.  Priest and people will be punished 

together (vv. 10-11). 
  1.  Everyone will earn their just rewards.
  2.  They will not prosper or be satisfied 

because they have consistently  
chosen to be unfaithful to God.
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A Way to Begin
When God’s people turn away from the commandments God has established for 
them, there are always consequences. Many people believe that their actions don’t 

matter if they are only hurting themselves. In fact, when we stop following the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit and the paths Scripture sets out before us, we hurt 

not only ourselves but also everyone around us. We may discover that we are leaving behind a 
trail of broken hearts, shattered lives, and even physical pain.

m Jenga
Divide the class into two groups and have them play a game of Jenga (available at any 
toy store). Explain that each team will take turns pulling blocks out of the tower one by 
one until everyone has a turn or until the tower has collapsed. Provide miniature candy 
bars or other small treats for the winning team. If you want the activity to last longer, 
play for the best two out of three games.

After the game has been played and the winners rewarded, ask the following  
questions. 

Questions
➤  Was the game fair? Why or why not?
➤  Why did one team get rewarded while the other team was left with nothing? 
➤  If your move caused the tower to collapse, how did it feel to make your team lose? 
➤  How did this person’s actions affect the whole team? 
 

In today’s lesson, Hosea denounces Israel’s leaders for letting the people down.

m The Ripple Effect
Ask participants to think of a time when their actions greatly affected others. Who was 
affected and to what extent? 

Discuss the ripple effect that tends to accompany our sinful behavior. Can you think 
of times when sin’s effects do not extend to harm others?

In today’s lesson, Hosea points out that the consequences of sin are always broader 
than just the individual.

In verse 9, God promises to reward 
Israel according to their deeds. The people 
will be punished for turning away from 
God’s instructions. They will reap what 
they have sown.

Sin always brings undesired conse-
quences. Our excuses before God aren’t 
unique to our generation. We often buy 
into the lie that it doesn’t matter what 
we do if it only affects us. We too easily 
justify actions we know are against God’s 
ways by saying it doesn’t matter because it 
won’t affect anyone else. 

This justification is simply untrue—
and can prove disastrous. Think for 
example of the drunk person who 
chooses to drive home after a drinking 
binge, causes a wreck, and ends up tak-
ing the lives of an unsuspecting family. 
Or consider a woman who is addicted to 
a dangerous drug and passes along her 
addiction to the helpless child she is car-
rying. For good or ill, our actions affect 
everyone in our sphere of influence. 



Save 10% on your  
entire book order*

During checkout at www.helwys.com,  
enter the following code: MA20

*Code not valid on curriculum orders.

64   God’s Indictment

A Way to Explore Scripture
We have now moved into the heart of Hosea’s message: the worship of Baal and 

other false gods is intolerable, and there will be repercussions. Destruction awaits 
those who turn from the worship of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  
In Hosea 4–14, the prophet repeatedly uses the imagery of unfaithfulness in 

marriage to describe the people of Israel. As Gomer was unfaithful to Hosea, so too has Israel 
proven to be repeatedly unfaithful. A day of accountability is on the way.

m Courtroom Drama
Early in the week, enlist volunteers to role-play Hosea 4:1-11 as a trial. Ask 
one member to serve as the judge, one as the prosecuting attorney, and one 
as the attorney for the defense. The rest of the class will serve as the jury. 
Give each volunteer a copy of the resource page “Courtroom Drama.” 

During the session, read Hosea 4:1-11. Explain that Hosea uses the language of a law 
court to level God’s indictment against Israel. Invite the volunteers to perform their skit.

After each side has presented its case, allow the jury to deliberate and then render a 
verdict. Ask the following questions. 

Questions
➤  Jury: How hard or easy was it for you to reach a decision? Why do you think that is? 
➤  Defense Attorney: Did you believe your own arguments? Might there have been a  

better strategy to get your client acquitted? Explain.
➤  Prosecuting Attorney: How did you feel serving as the advocate for divine judgment? 

When (if ever) have you found yourself in this role before?
➤  Is this an “open-and-shut” case for the prosecution? Explain.
➤  What does this passage teach us about our own moral failings and sins? 
➤  What can we do when we know we are guilty?

m Discussion Prompts
Read Hosea 4:1-3. Point out the courtroom language especially in verse 1. Discuss the 
fallout from the people’s loss of faithfulness, loyalty, and knowledge of God. Why do 
you think the prophet echoed the language of the Ten Commandments in verse 2?

Note also the impact of human sin on the natural environment in verse 3. When 
have you seen wrongdoing take a toll on other people or the created order? 

Read Hosea 4:4-6. Discuss the significance of the priesthood and prophets in Israel’s 
religious life. What is God’s message with respect to these groups? What might this say 
about our attitudes toward our own religious leaders?

Read Hosea 4:7-11. Discuss the results of Israel’s wrongdoing for themselves, for 
each other, and for the land. What does this tell us about the results of our own sinful 
behavior?
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A Way to End
Turning away from God and God’s ways has widespread repercussions. Our actions 
affect everyone around us. Hosea 4 says that even our environment is affected 
when we choose sin over faithfulness. As Paul reminds us, all of us have sinned 

(Rom 3:23). We have all wronged someone during the journey of our lives. Others 
are greatly affected by the decisions we make every day. We can’t afford to buy into the  
philosophy that it doesn’t matter what we do because it only affects us.

m Forgive Us Our Trespasses…
Distribute an index card or slip of paper to each participant. On one side, have  
participants write something they recently did that they know was in direct conflict with 
what God wanted. Assure them that they do not have to share this in any way. On the 
other side, have them write the names of everyone they can think of who was adversely 
affected by this action. 

Discuss the damage that our wrongdoing does. Let the conversation be as general or 
as specific as is appropriate for the trust level in your group.

Have participants tear up their cards and toss them in the trash. 
Close with prayer for grace and insight to recognize our sins and, where possible, to 

make amends to those we have hurt.

m Guided Prayer
Lead the group in a moment of quiet reflection. Ask participants to reflect on those who 
have suffered because of their wrongdoing. 

Next, lead participants in the following guided prayer. Have each person bow their 
head and close their eyes. Mention the following points to consider, pausing after  
each one.
 
➤  Confess to God anything that burdens your heart right now.
➤  Pray for the ability to love those who have been hurt by our sin. Silently think of  

their names.
➤  Pray for God to remind us that our actions have consequences. Ask for God’s  

forgiveness of the ways we have hurt others.
➤  Pray for courage to make amends to those whom we have hurt wherever this is  

possible.
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Douglas Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco TX: Word, 1987).
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Bible Background
Words of Grace and Kindness
The Old Testament has gotten 

a bad rap from many Christians. 
Have you ever heard statements to the 
effect that the New Testament is about 
God’s grace but the Old Testament is 
about God’s law and judgment? 

The truth is there is evidence of 
God’s grace throughout the pages of the 
Old Testament—and plenty about God’s 
righteous judgment of sin in the New 
Testament. The same God who suffered 
at the crucifixion of Christ also suffered 
time after time as the people of Israel ran 
after other gods. Perhaps the most visible 
evidence of God’s love and compassion in 
the prophetic texts of the Old Testament 
is found in today’s words from Hosea 11.

Hosea 11:1-4 compares God’s love 
for Israel to a mother’s love for her child. 
There are places throughout the Old and 
New Testament where feminine imagery 
is used to describe God. In Isaiah 66:13, 
for instance, God says, “As a mother com-
forts her child, so I will comfort you.” 
And Deuteronomy 32:18 chides Israel for 
having forgotten “the God who gave you 
birth.”

One of my favorite examples in found 
in the trilogy of parables in Luke 15. Luke 
15:1-7 opens with the parable of a shep-
herd and his lost sheep. God is described 
as a shepherd, presumably male, who 
leaves his ninety-nine sheep to go find 
the one that was lost. In Luke 15:11-32, 

we read the parable of the prodigal son, 
in which God is described as a kind and 
patient father waiting for his errant son’s 
return. Right in the middle of these two 
parables that describe God in masculine 
terms sits a beautiful and eye-opening 
parable. Luke 15:8-10 is the parable of the 
woman who has lost a coin. She tears her 
home apart looking for the coin that was 
lost. When is the last time you heard a  
sermon titled “God the Good Housewife”?

A Mother’s Love
Hosea 11:1 states that God has loved 
Israel as God’s own child since the nation 
was brought into existence, birthed from 
the faithfulness of Abraham and the long-
suffering of Moses, who led the people 
out of Egypt and to the border of their 
new home in Canaan. 

The allusion to being brought out of 
Egypt refers to the exodus and the very 
beginnings of Israel as a national entity. 
Yet Hosea points out that from the out-
set, the people began to chase after other 
gods (v. 2). Once again, we find mention 
of the Baals or “lords,” not only the name 
of the chief Canaanite god but also a title 
applied to various localized deities such as 
Baal-Peor in Numbers 25:3 or Baal-Berith 
in Judges 9:4. 

God laments this course of Israel’s 
history in which the more God loves the 
people, the harder they run away. Even 
with the people’s constant turning away 
from God, God has continued to love 
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them like children (v. 3). God as mother 
is central to verse 3. God recalls teaching 
Israel to walk. God recalls a mother’s 
memory of gently holding her child in  
her arms. 

The theme of God’s gentleness  
continues in verse 4, which describes God 
leading these rebellious children with 
kindness. We find a beautiful picture 
in this verse of lifting a baby to one’s 
cheek and feeding the child. God fondly 
remembers caring for Israel in this way. 
What a powerful image of God as Israel’s 
loving, nursing mother. 

Hosea 11:5-8 returns us to the reality 
behind this idyllic imagery. Even with 
the most wonderful Mother ever, Israel 
persisted in turning away from her. Long 
after the people of Israel had thrown off 
Pharaoh’s tyranny in Egypt, Hosea says 
they will return in droves to Egypt only 
to find themselves under the reign of 
the Assyrian kings. (The Assyrians con-
quered Egypt in the seventh century, a few 
decades after the time of Hosea.) 

The mention of the Assyrian kings  
is a historical reference showing the shift-
ing geopolitical landscape: the major 
superpower was no longer Egypt but 
Assyria. The shadow of Assyria is already 
looming as Hosea writes. Assyrian forces 
will ultimately be responsible for the 
demise of the kingdom of Israel in 722 BC  
under Sargon II. At that time, many 
Israelites were forcibly removed from their 
homeland.

Verse 6 promises misery and  
continued violence and war for Israel 
because they have failed to return to God. 
They will cry out to God, but their cries 
will go unanswered, at least for a season.

God’s Maternal Anguish
Hosea 11:8-9 is perhaps the most intimate 
glimpse into God’s heart of any passage in 
the Bible. God confesses, “How can I give 
you up, Ephraim?” (v. 8). Ephraim is often 
used as synonym for the northern group 
of tribes more often known as Israel. 

The idea of God as a loving parent is 
on full display here. God doesn’t want to 

give up on God’s children. The prophet 
makes reference to the cities of Admah 
and Zeboiim. These cities were destroyed 
along with Sodom and Gomorrah in the 
time of Abraham (see Gen 19; Deut 29:23). 

The text continues with God saying, 
“My compassion grows warm and ten-
der.” The Hebrew word for “compassion” 

 
 

I. God’s Motherly Love (Hos 11:1-4)
 A.  Israel is described as a child birthed 

and deeply beloved by God (v. 1).
 B.  Even so, Israel has been a wayward 

child from the beginning (v. 2).
 C.  In spite of their turning away from 

God, God raised Israel from infancy 
and loved the people as a mother 
loves her children (vv. 3-4). 

II. Israel’s Persistent Rebellion (Hos 11:5-7)
 A.  Many of the people of Israel will flee 

to Egypt and find themselves under 
Assyrian rule (v. 5).

 B.  Those who remain will fare no better: 
the land will be plagued with war and 
violence because of their sins (vv. 6-7).

III. God’s Tender Compassion (Hos 11:8-9)
 A.  God will not give up on these difficult 

children (v. 8). 
  1.  God will not destroy them as God 

destroyed Admah and Zeboiim.
  2.  God’s compassion (related to the 

word for “womb”) grows warm and 
tender toward them.

 B.  God promises never to destroy Israel 
again (v. 9). 

IV.  Israel’s Eventual Return (Hos 11:10-12)
 A.  Like a lion calling her cubs home, so 

God will call Israel home (v. 10).
 B.  The children of Israel will one day 

return as trembling birds and vulnera-
ble doves (v. 11).

 C.  For the moment, however, Israel is 
overrun with falsehoods—unlike  
faithful Judah (v. 12).
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A Way to Begin
One of the most beautiful pictures of God’s grace is found in the feminine imagery 
of Hosea 11. Many of us are conditioned to thinking of God in masculine terms, but 

sound theology requires that we acknowledge that God is above such human limita-
tions. God does not have a physical body—either male or female! The entirety of 

Scripture refers to God in a myriad of ways: God is light, love, Father, King, Judge, and divine 
Warrior. And God is also a Mother who loves her children in unfathomable ways. Begin the 
lesson by raising participants’ awareness of the amazing variety of biblical images of God.

m Images for God
Cut the resource page “Images of God” into small strips. As the session 
begins, enlist volunteers to take one of the strips and read the biblical texts 
it cites. Discuss the diversity of images for God in these verses. List the  
various images on the board.

Ask participants to share other Scripture texts that describe what God is like. Add 
these images to your list. 

In today’s text, Hosea describes God as a loving Mother. Ask the following  
questions.

Questions
➤  Do you find it difficult to think about God in feminine terms? Why or why not?
➤  What does it mean that Scripture uses such an abundance of word pictures to 

describe what God is like?
➤  Should any one image of God take precedence over all the others? Explain.

m Acts of Compassion
Share a favorite story about an act of compassion that you have witnessed. Maybe you 
were on the receiving end of this act or maybe you were simply privileged to see it. 

Divide the class into groups of three to four. Invite participants to share their  
stories of compassion with one another. Then bring the class back together and have 
each group report on the stories they heard. 

Introduce Hosea 11 as a picture of God’s compassion for the people of Israel. This 
great compassion is expressed through God’s willingness to love Israel even after they 
have turned away from God.

is derived from the word for “womb.” 
Clearly, God does not want to punish the 
land of Israel even though they have been 
unfaithful. 

Verse 9 announces that God will 
indeed choose mercy over judgment and 
refrain from destroying Israel. In a sneak 
peek into the fuller revelation of God in 
Christ, God boldly announces that love 
wins. God is not bound by our human 
emotions, sentimentality, or need for vin-
dictiveness. In this instance, forgiveness 
and grace trump judgment. Grace is evi-
dent in the very heart of God. Time after 

time, Israel has turned its back on God. 
Even so, God’s love is able to overcome 
even the worst of betrayals.

In Hosea 11:10-11, the prophet assures 
Israel that they will one day return to their 
God and their homeland. He uses the 
images of a lion recalling her cubs from 
wandering and of birds flying back to 
their homeland from Egypt and Assyria. 

And yet one additional negative 
word is added in verse 12. Israel has sur-
rounded itself with lies and deceit. This is 
contrasted with Judah in the south, who 
continues to walk faithfully with God.
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A Way to Explore Scripture
The reader of Hosea faces an abrupt shift from Israel being described as a  

beautiful vine that is overrun with thorns and weeds in chapter 10 to being 
described as a rebellious son in chapter 11. The prophet says that Israel is will be 
cut off from God’s protection and guidance because of their wickedness. This dark 

reality is quickly replaced by the love and compassion of God expressed in Hosea 11. 

m Discussion Prompts
Read Hosea 11:1-4. Ask participants to identify details in this passage that speak of a 
parent’s love and care. List these on the board. Invite participants to suggest other  
passages in the Old or New Testament where God is described as a loving parent. 

Read Hosea 11:5-7. Use information from the Bible Background to explain the  
significance of these verses. Discuss how the people of Israel are described. Is there any-
thing we might have expected? Is there anything surprising?

Read Hosea 11:8-9. Ask participants to identify the four questions God asks in these 
verses. How would you summarize these in a single question? What emotions do you 
detect in God’s speech here? What does it mean when God says, “My heart recoils within 
me”? What does this statement reveal about God’s nature?

Read Hosea 11:10-12. Verses 10-11 describe a homecoming in which rebellious Israel 
will one day return to their ancestral home. Invite participants to reflect on times when 
they have returned home for a joyful occasion: a wedding, a high school reunion, etc. 
What emotions do we associate with such homecomings? Note the contrast between 
Israel and Judah in verse 12. Why might Hosea have ended this passage with one last 
note of divine displeasure?

m Scenes of Compassion
Divide the class into groups of three to four and provide paper and pens or pencils for 
each group. Ask participants to list current books, movies, or television episodes that 
address the themes of compassion, love, or forgiveness. 

Once each group has compiled their list, have them rank the media. Let “1”  
represent the media that most clearly exemplifies these themes and then move on to the 
least—which, of course, will still be a good example. 

Bring the class back together. Have each group share the top three items on their 
lists. Write these on the board. Lead the class in arriving at a single example from all of 
those suggested that most reflects compassion, love, and forgiveness.

Read Hosea 11:1-12. Discuss this passage as an example of the same themes. Ask the 
following questions. 

Questions
➤  How is this passage like the contemporary media the class has discussed? 
➤  How is it different? 
➤  How do you account for the differences?



70   God’s Tender Compassion

A Way to End
Hosea 11 paints a tender picture of God as a grief-stricken parent who loves her 
children in demonstrable ways. Even though Israel has turned away from God—
and page after page of Hosea is filled with the details of Israel’s betrayal—God 

still loves Israel like a child. Close the session by encouraging participants to reflect 
on how this passage encourages them in their own spiritual lives.

m Getting Past Betrayal
Have participants reflect on an occasion when their inappropriate behavior was met 
with forgiveness, tenderness, or love. If one or two are willing to share their stories, offer 
them the opportunity to do so. Then ask them to remember how they felt when they 
knew they had been forgiven. 

Next, ask participants to reflect on times when they have overcome hard feelings 
toward others who have wronged or betrayed them. How did they feel in that situation? 
How were they able to reach a point where they were prepared to forgive another?

Discuss the ways betrayal can harm a relationship. What does it take to move  
beyond it? 

Close with a prayer for forgiveness for times when we have betrayed God. Ask God 
for the strength and courage to do what it takes to get our spiritual relationship into a 
better place.

m Closing Prayer
Gather participants in a circle and ask them to join hands for a time of prayer. Invite 
them to bow their heads in silence. Next, invite them to privately consider whether they 
are currently struggling with issues of forgiveness. Lead the group in the following  
closing prayer.
 

Dear Lord, help us forgive others even as you have forgiven us. Help us to love and 
forgive one another as you have loved and forgiven Israel, and to seek forgiveness from 
those we have wronged. May we share your redeeming love with a lost world that seems 
filled with hate. We thank you, Lord, for showing us a better way to live. Amen.

Resources
Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1996).

James Limburg, Hosea–Micah, Interpretation (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 2011).

James Luther Mays, Hosea, The Old Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1969).

John W. Miller, Meet the Prophets: A Beginner’s Guide to the Books of the Biblical Prophets (Mahwah NJ: Paulist, 1987).

Douglas Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco TX: Word, 1987).



August 2, 2020   71

Bible Background
Return to the Lord
We have journeyed through 

some of the major texts in the 
book of Hosea. With today’s lesson, 
we come to the end of that journey. Of 
course, this has merely been a cursory 
look. In Hosea 1–3, we were introduced to 
an eighth-century prophet in the north-
ern kingdom of Israel who takes a wife of 
questionable character and has children 
with her. 

In Hosea 4–14, we find the heart of 
the prophet’s message. Israel has been 
unfaithful to God. Nevertheless, God still 
loves Israel and will redeem them back to 
God’s self. 

In Hosea 14, we reach Hosea’s final 
message. This message is a word of 
encouragement and hope: God will once 
again offer forgiveness and mercy to this 
bride who has chosen to go astray.

This last message begins with the 
command to return to the Lord (14:1). 
The Hebrew word for return, shuv, occurs 
repeatedly throughout the book of Hosea 
(2:7, 9; 3:5; 6:1; 7:10, 16; 12:6; 14:1, 2). 
This word carries the connotation of a 
change of direction: someone is heading 
in one direction and turns around to go 
the opposite way. It is also the main word 
used for repentance in the Hebrew Bible. 
Israel is called to return to God by turn-
ing away from the iniquity of their past. 

This notion of hope in returning is a 
message for future generations. One day,  
 

the people of Israel will return, but not 
before they endure a time of separation 
from their land. The people are encour-
aged to take the Lord’s words to heart. 
Furthermore, Hosea gives them a prayer 
of confession that they are to offer to God 
(v. 2). The prophet encourages the people 
to ask for the removal of their guilt and 
the acceptance of their worship. 

In verse 3, Hosea addresses three 
sources of security that Israelites have 
foolishly trusted. First, Assyria will not 
be their rescuer. In the time of Hosea, the 
Assyrian Empire was rising to the height 
of its power in the ancient world. Hosea is 
writing just a few years before the destruc-
tion of the northern kingdom at the 
Assyrians’ hands. He tells the people not 
to expect mercy or a change of heart from 
this looming enemy.

Second, Israel must not put hope in 
military might, symbolized in verse 3 by 
horses. Horses and chariots were a source 
of pride for Israel dating back to the time 
of Solomon, who increased his kingdom’s 
military might by building numerous for-
tresses equipped with stables for horses 
(1 Kgs 10:26). Solomon built a reputation 
and fortune by selling and trading these 
animals (1 Kgs 10:28, 29). In the ancient 
world, an army without horses was at a 
distinct disadvantage. 

Finally, Israel must no longer trust 
in false gods. Hosea once more repeats 
his theme of spiritual unfaithfulness. 
But there is no future hope apart from 
Yahweh. Israel must put away its idols.
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A Promise of Renewal
A promise of renewal is at the heart of 
Hosea 14. Verse 4 brings the reader full 
circle to Israel’s infidelity against God. 
As Hosea was able to love a promiscu-
ous, unfaithful woman, so too does 
God redeem Israel despite the nation’s 
unfaithfulness. This act of healing is 
accompanied by God’s genuine and heart-
felt love. Though Israel deserves God’s 
wrath, God instead reaches out with love. 

In verses 5-7, God describes the 
people’s restoration in the language of 
fertility. Israel will flourish, blossom, and 
reflect a sweet fragrance in the land. They 
will live under God’s shadow as God 
looks after them, caring for their needs. 
They will once again be viewed in beauty. 

In verse 8, God is compared to an 
evergreen cypress tree standing watch over 
the people of Israel. In one last reminder, 
God asks the people of Israel, “What have 
I to do with idols?” Yahweh alone is the 
true God who hears the people’s prayers 
and responds to them in a loving relation-
ship. The good that Israel enjoys comes 
from their relationship with the Lord.

A Final Word of Wisdom
It is easy to see why some scholars assume 
Hosea 14:9 is a later addition. This final  
verse in a prophetic book seems more like 
something one might find in ancient  
Israel’s wisdom tradition. And yet this  
word of praise for wisdom and  
uprightness is a fitting summation  
and conclusion for the book of Hosea. 

In verse 9, the reader is challenged 
to make a personal application of the 
prophet’s message. Everyone should be 
concerned with guarding their own hearts 
from idolatry and infidelity and seek to be 
proven trustworthy and faithful. Everyone 
should be concerned with keeping the 
divine-human covenant God has made 
with them. 

As Israel has broken its covenant with 
God repeatedly, so we also turn away 
from God. We break the covenant we 
have entered into through our confession 
of Jesus Christ as Lord. This final verse 

speaks to the timeliness of Hosea for all 
the generations that follow. We are all 
susceptible to unfaithfulness. Those who 
believe that they are above such tempta-
tions may be the very ones who need this 
book the most. 

Believers should read the book of 
Hosea from time to time, both privately 
and in their communities of faith. This 
ancient prophet’s message contains many 
words of encouragement for the world in 
which we find ourselves today. 

 
 

I. A Plea for Repentance (Hos 14:1-3)
 A.  Repentance has been a theme 

throughout the book of Hosea (v. 1). 
It implies a change of direction.

 B.  Hosea implores Israel to return to God 
and reject false sources of security: 
Assyria, military might, and idols  
(vv. 2-3).

II. A Promise of Renewal (Hos 14:4-7)
 A.  God will forgive and rescue Israel in 

future generations (v. 4).
 B.  Israel will flourish once again (v. 5).
 C.  The prophet compares Israel to a 

vibrant, blossoming garden (vv. 6-7). 

III.  A Reminder of Protection and Love 
(Hos 14:8)

 A.  Once more, the prophet reminds Israel 
of their waywardness.

 B.  Only through their relationship with 
God can Israel remain faithful.

IV. A Word of Wisdom (Hos 14:9)
 A.  The concluding verse in Hosea has 

more in common with the book of 
Proverbs than the rest of this pro-
phetic book. 

 B.  This verse calls every reader of Hosea, 
from the prophet’s time to our own, 
to carefully reflect on his words. The 
book of Hosea holds important truths 
for all generations.
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A Way to Begin
With today’s lesson, we conclude our study of the book of Hosea. Having reached 
chapter 14, we see how the people of Israel are once more encouraged to return to 

God through words of hope for a future national restoration. The very first word in 
the English text, “Return,” calls the people to turn around and once more walk in 

the paths of righteousness laid before them by God. Begin the session by exploring in general 
the theme of repentance.

m Back to the Starting Line
Display a large map, ideally one that you can mark up. Before class, choose two distant 
points on the map and label them Point A and Point B. 

Ask participants to identify the best way to travel from point A to point B. Suggest 
that the closest distance between two points is a straight line as you draw such a line 
between the two points. 

Now ask the group if they have ever had to return to their starting point after 
embarking on a trip. Ask members to share their experiences of returning to where they 
started. 

In today’s lesson, we’ll explore what it means to return to the Lord.

m Return to Sender
The phrase “Return to Sender” was immortalized in 1962 by the Elvis Presley song, 
although younger generations may not appreciate the context of letter writing. Invite 
participants to think of the last time they returned something to its origin. Maybe it was 
a misaddressed letter, or maybe it was something larger: an ill-fitting article of clothing 
they ordered online or a Christmas present that didn’t suit them. Have participants 
share what they have recently returned, and why. 

These returns imply some sort of rejection: you didn’t want what you got. In today’s 
lesson, however, Hosea calls for Israel to return to the Lord because that is where Israel 
belongs.

Those who are in marital relation-
ships are reminded of the importance 
of faithfulness. We must value our 
spouses and consider their feelings—not 
to mention our marital vows—amid the 
temptations our world offers us today. 
At the same time, there is always hope in 
God for those who have strayed or messed 
up. If Hosea can forgive Gomer, if God 
can forgive Israel, can we find it in our 
hearts to forgive the one who may have 
hurt us the most? 

Far more significant and universal is 
Hosea’s message about the divine-human 
relationship. Betraying a spouse is terri-
ble, but how much worse is it to betray 
God? Yet we all know what it’s like to 
stray from worship and daily devotion. We 
may benefit from reflecting on how short 
the distance can be between minor infidel-
ities and major idolatry. Even so, when we 
fail, Hosea reminds us that God remains 
faithful.

August 2, 2020   73



74   Israel’s Restoration

A Way to Explore Scripture
Today’s passage describes God’s call to Israel to return along with God’s provision 

for their restoration. Verse 1 is a call to repentance, turning away from the path 
that has led to Israel’s undoing. In the verses that follow, a picture emerges of res-
toration and hope if the people are willing to live as God commands. Lead  

participants to investigate these verses and discover their relevance for people of faith 
today. 

m Key Words
Read Hosea 14. Ask participants to listen for key words that summarize the chapter. 
After the reading, invite them to share the words that most stuck out to them. Write 
these on the board.

Study the passage by exploring how each of these key words relates to the message  
of the passage and of the entire book of Hosea. 

m Questions for Discussion
For each of the Scripture sections below, ask the suggested questions.

Hosea 4:1-3
➤  What does “repentance” mean to you?
➤  Is there a difference between “repenting” and “feeling sorry”? Explain.
➤  How does the prayer in verses 2-3 reflect appropriate repentance? 
➤  What false sources of hope might people today hold on to? What would it mean to 

turn from them and follow God?

Hosea 4:4-7
➤  Why does God choose to heal and love rebellious Israel?
➤  What words or phrases here describe agriculture or growing things? 
➤  Why might the prophet describe Israel’s renewal in this language?

Hosea 4:8
➤  What does it mean that God is ready to answer our call and look after us? 
➤  What does God mean by promising, “Your faithfulness comes from me”? 
➤  How might this promise relate to believers today?

Hosea 4:9
➤  Note that this verse sounds like something out of Proverbs or some other book of  

Old Testament wisdom. Why might the book of Hosea have ended in this way? 
➤  What might the writer of this verse—be it Hosea or a later editor—want readers to 

grasp about the nature of the divine-human relationship?
➤  What universal truths are found in the book of Hosea? 
➤  How can we apply the message of this book to our lives today?
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A Way to End
In our final lesson from the book of Hosea, lead participants to consider the issue 
of faithfulness to God. Help them understand the importance of being faithful 
and how unusual this virtue is when compared to other attitudes that are prevalent 

in today’s world.

m Service of Confession and Pardon
Read Hosea 1:1 again. Our lesson asks us to consider from what we  
must repent. Invite participants to reflect on their own sense of sin and 
accountability. 

Distribute copies of the resource page “Service of Confession and 
Pardon.” Close the session by leading the class in the brief liturgy provided. 

m Returning to God
Ask participants to identify ways people can return to God today. For example, we can 
pray for forgiveness, make amends to those we have harmed, seek help to break our 
self-destructive habits, etc. List these on the board.

Have participants identify benefits of living as God intended us to live. List these on 
the board. 

Discuss the consequences of not living as God intended. Write these responses on 
the board as well.

Invite participants to share any final thoughts they may have about the importance 
of faithfulness to God as it is explored in the book of Hosea. 

m Closing Hymn
Provide hymnals for each participant. Have them search for hymns that describe the 
benefits of living faithfully before God. How do the words of this hymn reflect what we 
have seen in the book of Hosea? What additional aspects of faithfulness do they reveal?

Close the session by choosing one of these hymns and singing it together.

Resources
Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1996).

James Limburg, Hosea–Micah, Interpretation (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 2011).

James Luther Mays, Hosea, The Old Testament Library (Louisville KY: Westminster John Knox, 1969).

John W. Miller, Meet the Prophets: A Beginner’s Guide to the Books of the Biblical Prophets (Mahwah NJ: Paulist, 1987).

Douglas Stuart, Hosea–Jonah, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco TX: Word, 1987).

Reading the Old Testament Series

Reading Hosea–Micah
A Literary and Theological Commentary
Terence E. Fretheim
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unit 4: humor in the BiBle
Laughter is good medicine. The saying is familiar because it’s true. Laughter has  
physical benefits such as reducing stress, lowering blood pressure, and helping us cope 
with pain, but humor also has spiritual benefits. Laughter and humor are not just 
child’s play. They are valuable tools that can help us live as the joy-filled people of God 
we are meant to be. The four lessons in this unit will help us see how lightheartedness 
and humor can be part of the life of faith.

Our first lesson in this unit, “A Cheerful Heart,” will study several verses from 
Proverbs that speak about the benefits of cheerfulness, gladness, and joy. As followers of 
Christ, our lives should display evidence of genuine joy rooted in our knowledge of God. 
This lesson will help us discover how we can find and cultivate a true and abiding joy.

Joy and gladness are part of the Christian life, but does that mean we should be 
happy all the time? Are joy and gladness ever inappropriate? How can we know? In 
lesson two, “Laughter and Sorrow,” our study of Ecclesiastes 7 will help us explore the 
relationship between sorrow and joy. We’ll discover that true joy doesn’t ignore the sor-
rows of life. Instead, joy embraces sorrow’s power to point us to Christ, the source of 
genuine joy.

A joy-filled life doesn’t mean that life is always easy, either. The secret to joy is under-
standing that God is good even when life is hard. Our third lesson, “Mourning into Joy” 
will explore Psalms 30 and 126. These two psalms describe God’s ability to turn our 
songs of mourning into shouts of joy. This lesson will guide us to consider how we can 
express joy as we celebrate God’s unchanging goodness.

God’s extravagant blessings are evidence of God’s goodness, and it lifts our spirits 
when God blesses us. Our final lesson, “God Has Brought Me Laughter,” will explore 
how Isaac’s miraculous birth lifted Abraham and Sarah’s spirits, turning their doubt 
into delight. Our study will help us discover how God’s blessings can encourage us and 
invite us into a life of deeper faith. 
 
Leigh Powers is an award-winning author and speaker, pastor’s wife, and mother of three from the Houston 
area. She is a graduate of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary and Baylor University and the author of 
Renewed: A 40-Day Devotional for Healing from Church Hurt and for Loving Well in Ministry. 
Leigh is a member of RiverPointe Baptist Church, where her husband serves as pastor. You can connect with 
Leigh at her website, www.leighpowers.com.
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Bible Background
Uncomplicated Joy
Candace Payne wasn’t famous 

when she walked into a depart-
ment store to return some items she’d 
purchased. While she was in the store, she 
spotted a Chewbacca mask that growled 
every time the wearer opened their 
mouth. She bought the mask, then went 
out to the car and shot a live-stream video 
of herself playing with her new toy. 

For two minutes, Payne laughed  
joyfully as the mask groaned like the hairy 
Star Wars character every time she tried  
to speak. The video went viral, catching  
over twenty million views in less than 
twenty-four hours and launching 
Candace’s new career as a writer and 
speaker. Today Candace Payne considers 
herself an ambassador for joy.

Why would a video of a woman  
laughing in a silly mask get so much 
attention? Perhaps it’s because in a world 
filled with stress, sorrow, and fear, we 
hunger for uncomplicated joy. When even 
many Christians seem like gloomy kill-
joys, Payne’s genuine cheerfulness stands 
out. The Bible encourages a cheerful heart 
and extols the benefits of joy, but it is also 
honest about the struggles and difficulties 
of life. When life gets hard, where do we 
find joy?

Proverbs 17:22 says, “A cheerful heart 
is a good medicine, but a downcast spirit 
dries up the bones.” Chronic stress has 
physical results. It weakens our immune 

systems, triggers weight gain, and can 
also contribute to health concerns such 
as high blood pressure, diabetes, and irri-
table bowel syndrome. Doctors are now 
discovering what the author of Proverbs 
knew 3,000 years ago: laughter is good 
for us. Laughter improves our heart rates, 
boosts oxygen levels, and lowers the num-
ber of stress-related hormones in our 
bloodstream. A cheerful heart is good 
medicine in more ways than one.

Visible Joy
If we are joyful, it shows in how we relate 
to the world. Proverbs 15:13 describes a 
visible joy: “A glad heart makes a cheer-
ful countenance, but by sorrow of heart 
the spirit is broken.” When we are joyful, 
it shows on our faces. This verse also 
acknowledges the reality of sorrow and 
pain. Joy and cheerfulness are not about 
faking it until you make it. Joy doesn’t 
ignore sorrow; it helps us endure it. 

Where do we find that joyful heart?  
In Surprised by Joy, author and theologian 
C. S. Lewis describes his life as a search 
for joy. Tantalized by glimmers of joy, 
Lewis spent his boyhood and education 
searching for it. 

He finally concluded that joy was best 
understood as a desire and a reminder, 
not an end in itself. Joy was an awakening 
of desire that reminded him to search 
for fulfillment—not by finding joy but by 
finding the source of joy. To his surprise, 
the former atheist found that he was 
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searching not for a place but for a person. 
Lewis’s hunger for joy ultimately pointed 
him to Jesus. 

Proverbs reinforces what Lewis 
learned. Joy comes from a knowledge of 
God. Proverbs 15:14 says, “The mind of 
one who has understanding seeks knowl-
edge, but the mouths of fools feed on 
folly.” In Proverbs, knowledge refers to 
the knowledge of God. Those who have 
understanding—insight into God’s work 
and ways—seek the knowledge of God. 
Fools—those blind to God’s work in the 
world—feed on folly.

Folly, or foolishness, exists in ample 
supply today. It swamps our social media 
and fills up the self-help aisle. It’s on dis-
play every time we turn on the television. 
It is a regular guest on the nightly news. 
Fools unthinkingly devour folly, feeding 
on the cycle of outrage and distraction 
that characterizes the foolishness of our 
day. Foolishness may provoke thoughtless 
laughter, but it is powerless to produce 
true joy.

By contrast, joy flows from the knowl-
edge of God. Lewis says that joy reminds. 
Joy reminds us of who God is. The more 
we know God, the more we awaken to the 
evidence of God’s presence and power 
at work in our lives. Those who are 
wise learn to reject the world’s constant 
stream of foolishness and drink from the 
fountain of God’s wisdom and truth. 

Cultivated Joy
Joy comes from God and reminds us of 
God, but we are also responsible for culti-
vating a cheerful heart. Proverbs 16:23-24 
says, “The mind of the wise makes their 
speech judicious, and adds persuasive-
ness to their lips. Pleasant words are like 
a honeycomb, sweetness to the soul and 
health to the body.” Our words help us 
create an atmosphere of joy.

We live in a culture of outrage, fueled 
to a large extent by our dependence on 
social media. It doesn’t take much to 
ignite a firestorm of outrage online. One 
reason Christians are sometimes seen as 
complainers and killjoys is that we too 

often follow the culture around us down 
the rabbit hole of outrage. 

I was horrified a few months ago to 
see people who identified themselves as 
Christians attacking a female reporter 
online because they didn’t like her cover-
age of a controversial faith-based topic. 
People whose feeds were filled with Bible 
quotations insulted her with derogatory 
language and told her she was going to 
hell. It was not a good representation of 
what our faith is meant to be. 

Perhaps you and I don’t attack  
strangers online, but outrage can still 
fuel our conversations and relationships. 
When things go wrong, how many of us 
vent and complain to friends and family 
about whoever or whatever has offended 
us? It may feel good for the moment, but 
chronic complaining actually rewires our 
brains for negativity. When we dwell on 
negative thoughts, speak them, and com-
bine them with the empathy we get from 
friends and family, our brains begin to be 
rewired for more negativity (Stillman). 

 
 

I. Joy is good for us (Prov 15:13-15).
 A. Our joy can be visible (v. 13).
 B.  Knowledge of God is our source of joy 

(v. 14).
 C.  We can have joy even in hard times 

because joy is found in God’s presence 
with us (v. 15).

II. Joy must be cultivated (Prov 16:23-24).
 A.  People of wisdom cultivate joy by 

using their words well (v. 23).
 B.  Wise and persuasive words create an 

atmosphere where we can benefit from 
the blessings of joy (v. 24).

III.  We reap the benefits of what we plant in 
our lives: sorrow or joy (Prov 17:22).

 A.  Stress can take a negative toll on body 
and mind.

 B.  Joy, however, “is a good medicine.”
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A Way to Begin
Our world hungers for joy. It’s easy to see the negativity around us. Our social  
media feeds are filled with complaining and political wrangling. The nightly news is 

dominated by bad news and groups on opposite sides of issues trying to shout one 
another down. Simple, uncomplicated joy stands out in a world of negativity. But 

where do we find joy in life? And if Christians are meant to be joyful, why do people often  
perceive us as being downers, complainers, and spoilsports? In today’s lesson, we’ll explore 
what the book of Proverbs says about how we can cultivate genuine joy.

m Joy Giver
Arrange to play the YouTube video of Candace Payne in her Chewbacca mask,  
mentioned in the Bible Background section. 

Using information from the Bible Background, share some of the details of 
Candace’s story with your class. Discuss why something as simple as a woman laughing 
at a silly mask delighted so many people. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What is appealing about this video? Why did a video like this go viral?
➤  What do you think made this video stand out and capture people’s attention? 
➤  What does this video and its popularity teach us about the appeal of simple,  

genuine joy? 
 

Today’s lesson explores the source of true joy.

m American Fears
Distribute copies of the resource page “American Fears.” Give participants 
an opportunity to read over the list of common fears. 

Invite participants to share how their own personal fears are like or 
unlike those from the Chapman University study. How can we find joy in a 

world full of fear? 
Today’s lesson will help us discover ways to find and cultivate genuine joy.

The good news is that positive 
thoughts have the same power. When we 
dwell on positive things and speak cheer-
ful words, our brains are reorganized to 
cultivate joy. Speaking encouraging, pos-
itive words makes us good witnesses and 
helps us predispose ourselves to joy.

Joy is good for us. By growing in 
our knowledge of God and disciplining 
ourselves to speak positively and con-
structively, we can teach ourselves to find 
joy. In whatever circumstances we find 
ourselves, we can delight in the assur-
ance of God’s power and presence. God is 
always with us. That is reason to rejoice.
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A Way to Explore Scripture 
The saying is true: laughter really is good medicine. It lowers our blood pressure, 

improves our tolerance of pain, and helps us cope with stress. Yet joy—lasting joy—
has to be about more than a funny joke. True joy doesn’t ignore the struggles of 
life. It guides us to delight in God in the middle of our struggles. How can we  

cultivate a true and abiding joy so we can experience all the benefits of having a cheerful 
heart? 

m Assets, Challenges, Risks, and Opportunities
Divide the class into four small groups. Have each group review the passages for today’s 
lesson and consider joy’s assets, challenges, risks, and opportunities. Allow groups a few 
minutes to work before bringing the class back together. 

On the board, create a two-by-two grid. Label the four squares as “Assets,” 
“Challenges,” “Risks,” and “Opportunities. As the groups share their work, fill in the 
grid with their responses. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What are the assets, or benefits, of joy? 
➤  What challenges our joy? 
➤  What are the risks of living joyfully? 
➤  What opportunities are available for people who exhibit genuine joy? 
 

Discuss what the verses from Proverbs say about the source of joy. How can we find 
joy that triumphs despite life’s challenges and risks? What are the benefits when we do?

m Cultivating Joy
Show your class pictures of hydrangeas. Some flowers of this type change color based 
on the soil they grow in. If they grow in alkaline soil, the flowers will be pink. If the soil 
is acidic, the flowers will be blue. You have to properly cultivate the soil to produce the 
color of blooms you prefer.

Like hydrangeas, joy must be cultivated. We can make changes in our lives that  
create an atmosphere where joy flourishes. 

Read Proverbs 15:13-15; 16:23-24; and 17:22. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How do our thoughts influence our ability to receive and understand joy? 
➤  What should we fill our minds with if we want to cultivate joy?
➤  Proverbs 15:13 says that joy is visible. How do our lives demonstrate joy? 
➤  Proverbs 16:23-24 describes the benefit of judicious and pleasant words. If people 

often think Christians are downers and killjoys, how are our words part of the  
problem? 

➤  How can we cultivate a habit of pleasant and persuasive speech that reflects joy?
➤  Proverbs 17:22 says that a cheerful heart is good for us. What are some of the benefits 

of joy? 
➤  What actions, attitudes, and habits can help us enjoy these benefits?
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A Way to End 
True joy flows from our knowledge of God and reminds us of God’s power and  
presence. Therefore, if we want to grow in joy, we need to grow in our knowledge  
of God. A strong relationship with God cultivates an atmosphere where joy can 

flourish. As joy grows in our lives, it is only natural for our lives to reflect it in what 
we say and do. 

m Joy Bringers
Proverbs says a joyful heart is good medicine. As believers, we should carry joy with us 
wherever we go. Think of someone in your church family who is coping with an ongo-
ing medical challenge. How could your class bring joy to them? Consider both practical 
needs and things that will lift the person’s spirits. 

Discuss ways you can bring joy to the person you have chosen. Create an action plan 
for your class to share joy and laughter. 

Close by praying for the person your class will minister to this week. Ask God to help 
your group be visible bringers of joy. 

m Our Source of Joy
Joy both comes from God and points us to God. As you close the lesson, ask  
participants to reflect on moments of joy they have experienced. What did those 
moments of joy reveal to them about God? How are God’s presence and power  
demonstrated in our moments of joy? 

Invite participants to share their thoughts. Challenge them to look for moments of 
joy this week and be attentive to how those moments remind them of our true source  
of joy: Jesus.

Close with prayer, praising God for what our joy moments reveal about God.

Resources
Brook Borel and Katie Peek, “The Science of Stress,” Popular Science 286/3 (2015): 38–47, <http://lscsproxy.lonestar.
edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,cpid&custid=s1088435&db=hx-
h&AN=100848130&site=ehost-live>.

Jessica Stillman, “Complaining Is Terrible for you, According to Science,” Inc, February 29, 2016, <https://www.inc.com/
jessica-stillman/complaining-rewires-your-brain-for-negativity-science-says.html>.
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Bible Background
Joy and Sadness
In Pixar’s 2015 movie Inside 

Out, Joy, Anger, Fear, Sadness, 
and Disgust are personified emotions that 
drive the inner life of Riley, a preteen girl. 
Joy, Riley’s first emotion, is the key player 
running the control board for Riley’s 
thoughts and actions. Joy keeps tight 
control over Riley’s memories, refusing 
to allow Sadness to interact with Riley’s 
inner self. 

But then a family move turns Riley’s 
world upside down. Joy and Sadness are 
thrown out of the control center into the 
far reaches of Riley’s mind. These two 
clashing emotions have to work together 
to find their way back home, and Joy has 
to learn that Riley needs Sadness as much 
as she needs Joy.

Inside Out is a fun family film, but the 
movie also has a powerful message about 
our emotions. Sadness and joy are both 
part of us, and God has given us both of 
these emotions for a reason. When is it 
right to be glad? Are joy and gladness ever 
inappropriate? In today’s focal passage, 
the writer of Ecclesiastes helps us learn 
the same lesson Joy learned in Inside Out. 
Sadness is part of life, and wisdom urges 
us to embrace joy and sorrow together.

Making the Most of Our Time
Ecclesiastes is a collection of the sayings 
of an enigmatic figure called Qohelet, usu-
ally translated “the Teacher.” The Teacher 

is identified as King Solomon (1:1). Even 
so, the book’s theology, language, and 
grammar suggest that it was written much 
later than the time of Solomon. Why 
did the writer identify himself with King 
Solomon? It may be because Solomon’s 
life was a model for Israel of the limita-
tions of wealth, pleasure, influence, and 
accomplishment. If this is the reason, the 
writer is emphasizing the importance of a 
relationship with God.

Ecclesiastes describes the Teacher’s 
search for meaning and interacts with 
other ancient Wisdom traditions. Two 
of Ecclesiastes’ key themes are that we 
can’t find meaning in life apart from God 
and that we should accept both adversity 
and joy as part of life. Our focal pas-
sage explores this second theme, urging 
readers to conclude that the wise person 
remembers that death is inevitable. Men 
and women of wisdom should let death’s 
certainty spur us to make the most of the 
time we have.

Sorrow and Gladness
Ecclesiastes 7 opens with a surprising 
comparison: “A good name is better than 
precious ointment and the day of death 
than the day of birth. It is better to go to 
the house of mourning than the house of 
feasting; for this is the end of everyone 
and the living will lay it to heart” (vv. 1-2). 
In biblical times, oil or perfume was often 
used to anoint the heads of guests at  
banquets. In Ecclesiastes, ointment  
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represents the luxuries and pleasures of 
life. The Teacher is saying that a good 
name, or a good reputation, is better than 
the luxuries life may offer. 

Coupled with the second verse, the 
implication is that if one has lived well, 
the day of death is better than the day of 
birth. Death seals one’s reputation and 
good name, while the day of birth holds 
potential but no certainty for how life will 
unfold. In the eyes of the Teacher, it is 
better to go to the house of mourning and 
contemplate the reality of what life means 
than to celebrate and act as if death and 
sorrow will never come. 

The next verse emphasizes the  
importance of sorrow and sadness: 
“Sorrow is better than laughter, for by 
sadness of countenance the heart is 
made glad” (v. 3). This seems like a con-
tradiction. How can sorrow make us 
glad? It helps to understand the Hebrew 
terminology. The “heart” refers to our 
seat of emotions and the inner life that 
undergirds our actions. The Hebrew word 
translated “glad” has a range of mean-
ings that includes “to do well, to make a 
thing right, and to amend one’s ways” 
(Hollinshead, 41). 

Psychologists recognize that one 
benefit of sadness is that sorrow can 
enhance our motivation to change. 
When we are happy, we are content with 
life as it is. The discomfort of sadness, 
however, encourages us to make changes 
to improve our condition (Forgas). The 
Apostle Paul says much the same thing  
in 2 Corinthians: “Godly grief produces  
a repentance that leads to salvation”  
(2 Cor 7:10). Sorrow can encourage us to 
turn toward God and put our hearts—our 
inner selves—right. Turning to God in 
repentance can bring lasting joy.

Life Is Short
The last three verses of our focal passage 
explain that people of wisdom embrace 
the knowledge that life is short. “The 
heart of the wise is in the house of mourn-
ing,” the Teacher says, “but the heart of 
fools is in the house of mirth. It is better 

to heed the rebuke of a wise person  
than to listen to the song of fools. Like 
the crackling of thorns under the pot,  
so is the laughter of fools. This too is 
meaningless” (vv. 4-6). 

Wise people let sorrow remind them 
to make the most of their days. The 
psalmist prays, “So teach us to count our 
days that we may gain a wise heart” (Ps 
90:12). Knowing that death is coming 
for us all should motivate us to live well, 
turning our hearts toward God. Fools let 
pleasure drive their inner lives, making 
decisions for the moment instead of for 
eternity. Wise people learn from the sor-
rows of life and embrace correction, but 
fools refuse to learn from their mistakes. 
They chase entertainment without inner 
reflection. Such a life seems pleasurable, 
but its pleasure doesn’t endure. 

Thorns produce a crackling heat on 
the cookfire, but they burn quickly and 
can’t sustain a lasting flame. In the same 
way, the laughter of foolish people ends 
at the grave. It is meaningless to pur-
sue pleasure without contemplating the 
direction and purpose of life. Fools avoid 

 
 

I. Death Is Certain (Eccl 7:1-3)
 A.  A good name is better than all the  

luxuries of life because only a good 
name lives on after death (v. 1).

 B.  People of wisdom let death’s certainty 
remind us to live well (v. 2).

 C.  Sadness makes our hearts glad when it 
leads us to God in repentance (v. 3).

II. Life Is Too Short to Waste (Eccl 7:4-6)
 A.  People of wisdom steward their days 

well because life is short. Foolish  
people ignore death’s certainty (v. 4).

 B.  A wise and loving rebuke that  
encourages us to honor God is better 
than foolish laughter (v. 5).

 C.  Foolish laughter attracts attention 
but produces nothing of lasting value. 
Investing in wisdom is better (v. 6).
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sorrow. Wise people embrace what sorrow 
and sadness have to teach them.

This doesn’t mean we should never 
rejoice, though. Joy is a command: 
“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will 
say, Rejoice” (Phil 4:4). Christians should 
rejoice and be glad, but our goal should 
not be to eliminate sorrow and suffering 

from our lives. On this side of heaven, our 
lives will always be marked by sin, sorrow, 
and suffering. When sorrow comes, we 
should embrace it, experience it, and learn 
from it. God has given us sorrow for a rea-
son. If we let it, sorrow will lead us to God 
and the joy Christ gives.

A Way to Begin 
Have you ever been in a situation where a joke fell flat or you wished you hadn’t said 
something quite so loudly? Humor can help us cope with difficult situations, but at 

times it can also be inappropriate. As we explore humor in the Bible, we need to 
consider how to use it wisely. Today’s lesson will help us consider how the wise  

person understands gladness and humor and how we can avoid being a part of foolish laughter.

m A Time to Laugh
Distribute copies of the resource page “A Time to Laugh.” Have  
participants privately rank the items on the list from one to ten, with ten 
being the best time to use humor and one the worst time. 

Invite them to share their responses. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Is humor ever inappropriate? If so, in what settings? Why? 
➤  How can we know when humor is or is not appropriate? 
➤  How does our faith influence our understanding of how to use humor? 
 

Today’s lesson explores the differences between wise and foolish laughter.

m The Value of Sadness
Ask participants how many of them would rather feel happy than sad. Show a video clip 
from Inside Out in which the characters Joy and Sadness interact. You can find several 
suitable clips by searching YouTube for “Inside Out: Joy and Sadness.” 

Explain that, over the course of the movie, Joy has to learn that Sadness is also a 
valuable part of life. To be emotionally healthy, we need to be able to feel and express 
both emotions. 

Have participants brainstorm times when sorrow is appropriate and times when 
gladness is appropriate. List these on the board. Do any situations appear on both lists? 
If so, explore why. 

Today’s lesson will help us value both sorrow and gladness as parts of life.
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A Way to Explore Scripture 
Our culture often avoids conversations about death or even acknowledging its  

existence. Walk down any cosmetics aisle, and you’ll find an array of products to 
cover gray, reduce wrinkles, and eliminate signs of aging. The certainty of death is 
not something most people like to spend a lot of time thinking about. Yet today’s 

focal passage says that “the day of death is better than the day of birth” (Eccl 7:1). How can 
this be so? What can contemplating death teach us about life—and what does any of this 
have to do with gladness? Today’s lesson will help us understand that true gladness doesn’t 
ignore the reality of death and sorrow. Rather, wise people let sorrow teach them what it 
means to be truly glad.

m The Value of Sorrow
Before class, enlist a volunteer who enjoys background research to prepare a brief  
presentation on Ecclesiastes, including the authorship and themes of the book. Invite 
your volunteer to share their insights. Explain that while much of the book has a jaded 
and cynical tone, today’s passage has much to teach us about wise living.

Read Ecclesiastes 7:1-6. Ask which the writer seems to value more, sorrow or  
gladness. 

Using information from the Bible Background and the Learner’s Study Guide, explain 
why the writer might prefer the day of death over the day of birth. Ask the following 
questions.

Questions
➤  What does death have to teach us about living well? 
➤  How could unwillingness to consider the reality of death contribute to foolish  

laughter? Why should we avoid this? 
➤  What does this passage teach us about when joy and gladness are and are not  

appropriate?

m In Remembrance
Arrange to display images of famous monuments such as the Washington Monument, 
Lincoln Memorial, and comparable local landmarks. Ask participants to identify the  
various monuments. What do they honor or help us to remember? 

Discuss why we erect such monuments and memorials. Should we ever erect  
monuments or name buildings for people who are still living? Why or why not?

Read Ecclesiastes 7:1-6. Explain that the writer of Ecclesiastes considered the day of 
death better than the day of birth because death meant a person’s legacy and good name 
were secure. Discuss how the certainty of death can motivate us to live well. 

Reread verses 5-6. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  Why is it better to “hear the rebuke of the wise rather than the song of fools”? 
➤  What attitudes toward death and sorrow would the Teacher consider foolish? Why? 
➤  How should this inform our attitudes toward sorrow and gladness?
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A Way to End 
To live well, we need both sorrow and joy. Forms of gladness and humor that ignore 
life’s troubles are foolish. Like a fire built from thorns, this kind of laughter is all 
noise and no heat. Gladness is appropriate when it points us to God, the source 

of all true joy. This kind of gladness doesn’t ignore or stifle the sorrows of life. Godly 
gladness recognizes sorrow as part of life and embraces all that sadness and sorrow have 
to teach us. When we accept the reality of sorrow and loss as parts of life, they can point us to 
God and reveal the true and lasting joy of a life lived well.

m Your Obituary
Distribute paper and pens or pencils to each participant. Have them take a moment  
to write out their obituaries. Encourage them to consider what they want to be  
remembered for. 

Invite those who are willing to share what they’ve written. Discuss how knowing the 
way we want our lives to end can influence our lives now. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What would we need to change if we want to leave “a good name” for ourselves? 
➤  How do we pursue life’s pleasures and luxuries rather than Christ? 
➤  How can we recognize this tendency in ourselves? What actions should we take when 

we do? 

Close with prayer, asking God to remind us that life is short and to let that  
awareness spur us on to live wisely today.

m A Time for Gladness
Ask participants to reflect on kinds of humor and gladness that may be foolish or inap-
propriate. As people of faith, how should we respond to this kind of humor? How can 
we avoid participating in this type of humor without being seen as downers or killjoys? 
How can our lives demonstrate genuine gladness? 

Challenge participants to celebrate with wisdom this week and identify one way that 
gladness can point others to God. 

Close with prayer. 

Resources
Joseph P. Forgas, “Four Ways Sadness May Be Good for You,” Greater Good Magazine, June 4, 2014 <https://greatergood.
berkeley.edu/article/item/four_ways_sadness_may_be_good_for_you>.

Jay K. Hollinshead, “‘What Is Good for Man?’: An Exposition of Ecclesiastes 7:1-14,” Bibliotheca Sacra 170/677 (2013): 
31–50 <http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a6h&AN=ATLA0001923581&site=ehost-live>.
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Bible Background
Lifting God Up
When our joy bubbles over, 

it’s natural to share good news. 
We tell our friends, call our families, and 
post it on Facebook and Instagram. Yet 
we are also meant to celebrate the news 
of God’s goodness to us. In the book of 
Psalms, people celebrate God’s goodness 
with laughter, dancing, and shouts of joy. 
Do we celebrate God’s goodness so exu-
berantly? If not, why not? How should we 
celebrate the goodness of the Lord today?

Psalm 30 is a song of celebration. 
The psalmist celebrates God’s rescue and 
invites others to join in his song of praise. 
The psalm opens with a declaration of 
joy: “I will extol you, O LORD, for you 
have drawn me up, and did not let my foes 
rejoice over me” (v. 1). The psalmist goes 
on to describe how God had answered his 
cries for help and rescued him from the 
grave.

“To extol” means “to praise  
enthusiastically.” The word comes from 
a Hebrew root meaning to “lift high.” 
Imagine that the championship football 
game is in its final seconds and the home 
team is one point down. With the clock 
ticking, the team lines up for a fifty- 
seven-yard field goal. The kicker takes 
the kick, the crowd holds its breath, and 
the ball sails through the uprights. Then 
the team runs to the kicker and lifts him 
above their heads, carrying him on their 
shoulders. They lift him up to celebrate 

his achievement and direct attention to 
him. In the same way, our celebration of 
what God has done directs people’s atten-
tion to God. We proclaim the good God 
has done for us and lift God’s glory high 
so others can join our song of praise.

Celebrating Together
The psalmist also invites others to  
celebrate with him: “Sing praises to the 
LORD, O you his faithful ones, and give 
thanks to his holy name” (v. 4). The rea-
son the psalmist gives for this call to 
celebrate is that God’s “anger is but for a 
moment; his favor is for a lifetime” (v. 5). 

The psalmist goes on to describe a 
time when he felt that God had turned 
away from him. He cried out to God,  
and God heard his prayer. In the psalms, 
crying out to God always comes with  
the expectation that God will hear and 
intervene. 

The psalms don’t flinch away from 
exploring the many troubles of life. They 
express a full range of emotions and show 
a willingness to speak with God about the 
disconnect between the pain of our experi-
ence and the truth we believe. Yet they are 
also undergirded by certainty that sorrow 
will ultimately give way to joy. “Weeping 
may linger for the night,” the psalmist 
asserts, “but joy comes with the morning” 
(v. 5). When God turns our sorrow into 
joy, we should celebrate and invite others 
to join in our song.

August 23, 2020

Mourning into Joy
Psalms 30; 126

Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Learner’s Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching Guide,  

placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided which options to use, 
gather the appropriate materials.
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How do we invite others to join in our 
celebration? We have to tell them about 
the blessings we have experienced. We also 
have to make clear that God is the source 
of those blessings and invite others to join 
us in praising God. 

One place we can do this is in  
corporate worship. Often when we share 
prayer requests in our Sunday school class 
or other small groups, we name people 
who are sick or needing surgery. What if 
we also used that time to share what God 
has done for us over the past week so that 
we could praise God together? 

Our celebration of what God has 
done should show. The psalmist contin-
ues, “You have turned my mourning into 
dancing; you have taken off my sackcloth 
and clothed me with joy” (v. 11). Today, 
we associate wearing black clothing with 
funerals. Similarly, the Israelites wore 
sackcloth, a type of coarsely woven fab-
ric that they used to make mourning 
clothes. 

There is a time for sorrow, but there 
also comes a time to set aside the sym-
bols of mourning and embrace joy. The 
psalmist showed his joy physically by 
dancing. He couldn’t be silent about what 
God had done for him (v. 12). His transi-
tion from sorrow to joy was evident and 
visible in his words and demeanor. It is 
good for us to let our joy be seen. 

Joyful Witness
Psalm 30 is an individual’s song of praise, 
but Psalm 126 is a corporate psalm. Set 
among the psalms of ascent, Psalm 126 
was one of the songs worshipers sang as 
they climbed the road to Jerusalem for  
festivals such as Passover, Pentecost, and 
the Feast of Booths. 

Psalm 126 celebrates Israel’s return 
from exile. For those who had endured the 
exile in Babylon, returning to Jerusalem 
was like a dream (v. 1). They celebrated 
what God had done with laughter and 
shouts of joy (v. 2). Psalm 126 also shows 
the results of our celebration: “Then it 
was said among the nations, ‘The LORD 
has done great things for them’” (v. 2). 

Joy attracts attention. When we  
celebrate God’s blessings, even those who 
don’t know God see that God is good. Joy 
magnifies our witness. 

Celebrating God’s Deliverance
Both Psalm 30 and Psalm 126 describe 
exuberant, physical, and visible celebra-
tions of God’s goodness. Today, we cheer 
many things. We get excited at football 
games and other sporting events. We cel-
ebrate birthday parties, graduations, and 
weddings. We tell people when we get a 
promotion, achieve a personal goal, and 
get a good deal at the outlet mall. What 
would it look like for us to celebrate  
God’s goodness with the same level of 
enthusiasm?

Conversely, why might we hesitate to 
celebrate God’s blessings as exuberantly 
as we perhaps should? We may worry 

 
 

I. Praise God for God’s Work (Ps 30:1-12)
 A.  God gives us many reasons to rejoice 

(vv. 1-5).
  1.  We rejoice because God hears us 

when we call for help.
  2.  We rejoice because God brings us 

from death to life.
  3.  We rejoice because God’s grace gives 

us hope for a new beginning.
 B.  We tell of God’s faithfulness in  

rescuing us (vv. 6-10).
 C.  We shouldn’t keep silent when God 

brings gracious reversals into our lives 
(vv. 11-12).

II. Rejoice with God’s People (Ps 126:1-6)
 A.  We can laugh and celebrate when God 

restores and redeems (v. 1).
 B.  Our celebration invites those who 

don’t know God to praise the Lord as 
well (v. 2).

 C.  We rejoice when God does great 
things for us (v. 3).

 D.  We celebrate the Lord as the one who 
turns our weeping into joy (vv. 4-6).
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A Way to Begin 
Celebration comes easily for most of us, though we all celebrate in our own ways. 
Some of us pick up the phone to call someone or post our good news on social media. 

Some like to throw a party and tell the world. Others prefer to celebrate quietly 
with a few close friends. It’s easy to celebrate the good things in our everyday lives. 

Are we as quick to celebrate what God has done for us? This week’s study calls us to consider 
how and why we should celebrate God’s goodness.

m Things We Celebrate
Before the session, write the following words on index cards or strips of paper: 
Christmas, graduation, birthday, promotion, wedding, anniversary, new home, birth of a 
baby, winning a game, getting an award. Use these words as prompts in a short game of 
charades. 

After the game, ask participants to think of other things that people celebrate. 
Discuss the ways we celebrate with our families and friends. What elements do these  
celebrations have in common? Point out that it’s natural for us to celebrate life’s  
triumphs and joys. 

Today’s lesson prompts us to reflect on ways we can celebrate the goodness of God. 

m Our Celebration
Before the session, decorate your meeting space with simple party decorations. You 
might hang streamers, put a tablecloth on the table, or get decorative napkins and 
plates. Bring treats such as donuts or finger foods. You might enlist volunteers early in 
the week to help with the snacks. 

Explain that today’s lesson is about celebrating. Ask participants to list things that 
people celebrate. Brainstorm ways to celebrate: throwing a party, posting the good news 
on social media, etc. Explore how our personalities, families, and traditions shape the 
ways we celebrate. 

Today’s Scripture texts encourage us to celebrate God’s goodness enthusiastically 
and joyfully.

about what other people might think of 
us. We fear judgment or we think that cel-
ebrating God’s goodness might seem too 
much like bragging. Perhaps celebrating 
God’s deliverance would require us to 
reveal a struggle we’re reluctant to share. 
Or maybe we simply fail to recognize 
and credit God as the source of the good 
things in our lives. 

Regardless of our reasons, the psalms 
show us that celebrating God should be 
part of our worship. Praise God individ-
ually. Invite others to join in your praise. 
Let your joy show, testifying to a watching 
world about the goodness of our God. 
Our God is good, so “Let everything that 
breathes praise the LORD!” (Ps 150:6).
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A Way to Explore Scripture 
Both of our Scripture texts for today are about celebration. In Psalm 30, the 

psalmist celebrates God’s intervention in his life. He had experienced a time of crisis 
that brought him to the point of death, but God worked a delightful reversal in 
his life. God’s goodness prompted him to celebrate. Similarly, Psalm 126 is a song 

of God’s people celebrating how God restored their fortunes and returned them from exile. We 
should also celebrate God’s goodness. As we explore these psalms, let us consider how and 
why to celebrate.

m Delightful Reversal
Share that Psalm 30 was written to celebrate a delightful reversal that God worked in the 
psalmist’s life. Read Psalm 30. Invite participants to listen for the things God has done 
for the psalmist as you read. 

Have participants list the things they heard. Write their answers on the board. Next, 
ask them to list how the psalmist responded to and celebrated God’s goodness to him, 
and write their answers. 

Follow the same procedure for Psalm 126: read the psalm and have participants list 
both what prompted the celebration and how the people responded. 

Lead participants to note the similarities and differences between the two psalms. 
Point out that both are songs that celebrate delightful reversals—God’s rescue from a 
personal crisis or the people’s return from exile. 

Invite those who are willing to share ways God has brought delightful reversals into 
their own lives. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How does God’s intervention demonstrate God’s goodness? 
➤  How should we respond to these displays of God’s goodness?

m How We Celebrate
Read Psalm 30. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What did God do for the psalmist?
➤  How did the psalmist celebrate God’s work?
 
Read Psalm 126 and ask the same questions.

Brainstorm ways we celebrate God’s goodness today. How are our celebrations  
similar to those expressed in the psalms? How are they different? Which forms of  
celebration come most naturally to you, and why?

Point out that Psalm 30 is a song about an individual celebrating God’s goodness 
and that Psalm 126 is a song for a group celebration. What does this suggest about how 
we should celebrate God’s goodness? 

Discuss why we might be reluctant to celebrate what God has done for us. What 
holds us back from celebrating? Why should we celebrate God’s goodness anyway, and 
what are the possible results if we do?
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A Way to End 
Celebrating God’s goodness should be a normal part of life. We can celebrate both 
quietly and boisterously, both individually and together with the community of 
faith. We shouldn’t be silent about what God has done for us. When God brings 

delightful reversals into our lives, we can celebrate them as evidence of God’s good-
ness and grace. Inviting others to join in our celebrations of what God has done for us is one 
way to draw attention to who our God is. God’s intervention is evidence that God is good. 
God’s work in our lives is worthy of praise. 

m A Psalm of Praise
Divide the class into groups of three or four. Ask participants to share 
about times when they have witnessed God’s goodness. What did those 
experiences teach them about God? 

Distribute copies of the resource page “A Psalm of Praise.” Have each 
group use the worksheet to compose a brief psalm in praise of God’s goodness. 

Bring the class back together. Have the groups share what they have written. 
Discuss the many different ways participants have seen God work in their lives. How 

have they celebrated what God has done? 
Challenge participants to look for ways to celebrate God’s goodness this week. Close 

with prayer.

m A Time to Celebrate
Ask participants to name their favorite ways to praise God. Encourage them to think 
of a variety of ways they can celebrate God’s goodness, both individually and corpo-
rately, both at church and at their homes and workplaces, both on Sunday morning 
and throughout the week. Encourage creative thinking, including ideas such as artistic 
expression, singing, dancing, and other types of movement. List these on the board.

Invite participants to consider the suggestions on the board and choose one new way 
that they can celebrate God’s goodness this week. 

Close by singing a song of praise such as “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” 
“Good, Good Father,” or “Thank You, Lord.” 

Celebrate God’s goodness as you close with prayer.

Resource
Bernhard W. Anderson, Out of the Depths: The Psalms Speak for Us Today, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983). 

Sessions Series

Sessions with Psalms 
Prayers for All Sessions
Eric and Alicia D. Porterfield

Retail  $14.00 | eBook  $8.99 Call 800-747-3016 or visit  
www.helwys.com/sessions
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Bible Background
God’s Unexpected Plans
My husband likes to tell the 

story of how he was making a 
D in his college speech class when God 
called him to the ministry. He laughed at 
first, wondering what kind of preacher 
he could be when he was barely passing 
speech, but God’s calling was unmistak-
able. He surrendered to ministry—and 
pulled out a B in that speech class! 

Twenty years later, he fills the pulpit 
every Sunday and takes joy in sharing  
the word of God. He laughs when he tells 
his story, and those who hear it laugh 
with him.

From our finite perspective, God’s 
plans can seem laughable at times. Why 
would the God of all creation choose us? 
Can this really be what God has planned? 
We laugh because it makes no sense to 
us—and then we laugh in delight when 
the fullness of God’s blessing is revealed. 

Both Abraham and Sarah laughed 
when God promised them a son. But God 
had the last laugh: Sarah laughed again 
when Isaac was born, and she gave her 
son a name that means “laughter.” When 
we open ourselves to the possibilities  
of what God can do, we may also laugh 
with delight at the extravagant blessings 
of our God.

Abraham’s Laughter
Abraham—then called Abram—was  
seventy-five years old when God called 

him to leave his home and journey to 
the land of Canaan. God also promised 
Abram that he would be the father of “a 
great nation” and that “in you all the  
families of the earth shall be blessed” 
(Gen 12:2-3). 

Abram and his wife Sarai were  
childless, though, and Sarai was barren. 
God made a covenant with Abram, and 
Abram believed the Lord’s promise. But 
as the years went by, the promised child 
never came.

In Genesis 17:1-7, we read that almost 
twenty-five years later, when Abram is 
ninety-nine years old, God comes to him 
again. God renews the covenant and 
changes the patriarch’s name from Abram, 
“exalted father,” to Abraham, “father of 
nations.” In our lesson text, God also 
changes Sarai’s name to Sarah and once 
more makes a promise of countless  
children. 

When Abraham heard this promise, 
however, he “fell on his face and laughed, 
and said to himself, ‘Can a child be born 
to a man who is a hundred years old? 
Can Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a 
child?’” (Gen 17:15-17). 

Can we blame Abraham for his  
laughter? Twenty-five years have passed 
since God first called him. Now he is 
almost one hundred years old, and Sarah 
is almost ninety. And yet God still prom-
ises him that Sarah will have a child—now, 
after a lifetime of infertility, when all  
logical hope is gone. 

August 30, 2020
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Genesis 17:15-17; 18:9-15; 21:1-8
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gather the appropriate materials.



August 30, 2020   93

Abraham doesn’t know that God is 
beginning a new chapter in the story of 
salvation—and making it clear who the 
Author of this story truly is. 

Abraham laughs because God’s  
promise seems impossible to him. Yet 
nothing is impossible for God.

Sarah’s Laughter
Sarah’s reaction when she hears the news 
mirrors Abraham’s. In Genesis 18, God 
appears to Abraham one day at the oaks 
of Mamre. Abraham is sitting by his tent 
when he looks up and sees three men 
nearby. 

The identities of these men are  
ambiguous, but the honor that Abraham 
shows them and his haste in offer-
ing hospitality to them indicates that 
Abraham senses something special about 
them. Indeed, readers are told from the 
outset that the Lord is among them  
(v. 1). Abraham calls for Sarah to bake 
bread from the best flour. He also calls for 
an extraordinarily large amount of flour. 
Three seahs of flour was equivalent to 
about five gallons—enough to make sixty 
loaves of bread.

Abraham also chooses a tender calf 
for his servants to butcher and cook for a 
meal. Meat was a luxury in ancient times, 
not part of the daily diet. Abraham pre-
pares a banquet fit for a king.

As the visitors gather for the meal 
with Abraham standing nearby, God 
speaks, asking where Sarah is. Abraham 
indicates that she is in the tent, and God 
promises that she will have a son. 

Sarah, listening from her position in 
the tent, can’t believe what she has heard. 
Abraham and Sarah are both old, and 
Sarah is past the age of menopause. Like 
Abraham, Sarah laughs when she hears 
the news. “After I have grown old and my 
husband is old,” she thinks to herself, 
“shall I have pleasure?” (v. 12). The “plea-
sure” Sarah refers to could be either the 
pleasure of having a child or sexual plea-
sure. Either way, it seems impossible to 
Sarah, and so she laughs.

God knows Sarah’s inner thoughts 
and challenges her disbelief. God asks 
why Sarah has laughed and says, “Is any-
thing too wonderful for the LORD? At the 
set time, I will return to you, in due sea-
son, and Sarah will have a son” (vv. 13-14). 
Afraid because God knows what she was 
thinking, Sarah denies that she laughed. 
But God simply affirms what is true: “Oh 
yes, you did laugh” (v. 15). God doesn’t 
condemn her doubt, but God insists that 
she be honest about it. God responds to 
Sarah’s doubt by reaffirming the divine 
promise.

 

I.  God’s Impossible Promise  
(Gen 17:15-17)

 A.  God’s promise of a son is humanly 
impossible (vv. 15-16).

  1.  Abraham is old and Sarah is barren.
  2.  It has been almost twenty-five years 

since God had first given this  
promise to Abraham.

 B.  Even people of faith may sometimes 
struggle to believe God’s promises  
(v. 17).

II.  God’s Patience (Gen 18:9-15)
 A.  Sarah also needed to hear God’s 

promise (vv. 9-10).
 B.  Like Abraham, Sarah laughs in  

disbelief (vv. 11-12).
 C.  God responds to Sarah’s doubt by 

restating the promise and inviting her 
to believe (vv. 13-14).

 D.  God expects Sarah to be honest about 
her doubts but does not judge her for 
them (v. 15).

III.  From Doubt to Delight (Gen 21:1-8)
 A.  We can celebrate when God  

overcomes impossible obstacles in our 
lives (vv. 1-5).

 B.  We can invite others to celebrate with 
us (vv. 6-8).
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A Way to Begin 
When we look at life from our human point of view, some things seem impossible. Yet 
when God works on our behalf, all things are possible. This week’s lesson leads us to 

consider how we can respond to God’s improbable grace.

m Impossible Coincidences
Before the session, browse the stories found at the Cambridge Coincidences Collection 
cited in the Resource section. 

Explain to the class that David Spiegelhalter, a professor at Cambridge University, 
studies improbability. He invites people to share their stories of strange coincidences, 
which he keeps in a database that he shares with the public. Share one or two of the 
coincidences found at Spiegelhalter’s website.

Invite participants to share unusual—even impossible—coincidences that they have 
experienced. How do these occurrences make you feel? Have you ever experienced a  
coincidence that seems to defy all explanation? 

Like these coincidences, God’s work in our lives may seem impossible. Yet we serve  
a God for whom all things are possible. The way God worked in the lives of Abraham 
and Sarah can help us consider how we should respond when God does the impossible 
for us. 

m Impossible Paper
Provide an ordinary piece of paper and scissors for each participant. 
Instruct them that they are to cut the paper with a hole big enough for 
them to fit their entire body through. Give them a few minutes to attempt 
the challenge, then use the template provided on the resource page 

“Impossible Paper” to show how this feat is actually possible.
Invite participants to share their feelings about this exercise. How might these  

feelings correspond to the ways we react to impossible challenges in our daily lives?  
Did anyone know the trick beforehand? If so, how did that change the experience for 
everyone?

This is more of a puzzle than a trick. Anyone can do it if they know how. It can,  
however, remind us that God specializes in doing things that seem impossible.

Delight in Kept Promises
Abraham and Sarah laughed at God’s 
promise, but God had the last laugh. 
Everything happened just as God said. 
Against all odds, Sarah conceived and 
bore a son. Abraham—one hundred years 
old—named his son Isaac, which means 
“laughter.” 

In Genesis 21, Sarah rejoices that the 
promise she once thought ludicrous has 
now been delightfully and improbably 
kept. “God has brought laughter for me,” 
she says. “Everyone who hears will laugh 
with me…. Who would ever have said  
to Abraham that Sarah would nurse  

children? Yet I have borne him a son in 
his old age” (vv. 6-7). Sarah had once 
laughed with disbelief. Now she laughs 
with delight.

Do any of God’s promises seem  
laughably improbable to you? That Jesus 
would sacrifice himself to save sinners? 
That anyone’s past—even yours—can be 
redeemed? That God can transform want 
into abundance and sorrow into joy? 
God’s promises may seem laughable to us. 
Like Abraham and Sarah, may we delight 
in promises kept and rejoice that all 
things are possible with God.
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A Way to Explore Scripture 
God promised that Abraham would have a son, but becoming a father at the age of 

one hundred seemed impossible—even more considering that Abraham was mar-
ried to a ninety-year-old woman! Abraham and Sarah doubted God’s promise, 
but God turned their doubt into delight. When are we tempted to doubt God’s 

promises to us? How should we respond when God does the impossible?

m Doubt to Delight
Use information in the Bible Background and the story of Abraham in Genesis 12–16 to 
provide a brief introduction about Abraham and Sarah. Emphasize God’s covenant with 
Abraham and how long it had been since Abraham was first called to follow God.

Read Genesis 17:15-17 and 18:9-15. Note that both Abraham and Sarah laugh when 
they hear God’s promise of a son. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What makes this such an impossible promise? 
➤  When have God’s promises seemed impossible to you? Why?
➤  How does God respond to Abraham and Sarah’s doubt? 
➤  What does this suggest about how God responds to our doubt? 
➤  What should we do when we doubt God’s promise?
 

Read Genesis 21:1-8. Discuss how God turned Abraham and Sarah’s doubt into 
delight. Ask participants to share if they have ever experienced something like this. How 
should knowing that all things are possible with God shape our responses to doubt? 
How should we respond when God’s work on our behalf gives us delight?

m All Things Are Possible with God
Have participants brainstorm things God has done that seemed to be impossible. 
Responses could come from the Old or New Testaments or even from history or per-
sonal experiences. List these on the board. God worked in Abraham and Sarah’s life to 
do something they believed was impossible.

Read Genesis 17:15-17; 18:9-15; and 21:1-8. Guide participants to explore why God 
might have chosen to work in Abraham and Sarah’s life this way. Discuss what Isaac’s 
birth reveals about God’s character. Why might it have been important for God to bring 
about this birth in such an astounding way?

Invite participants to share how God has done seemingly impossible things for 
them. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  What do these experiences tell us about God? How do they influence our faith? 
➤  How does Sarah respond when God does the impossible for her?
➤  How can her response be a model for us?



96   God Has Brought Me Laughter

A Way to End 
Abraham and Sarah laughed in disbelief at God’s promise, but at Isaac’s  
miraculous birth they laughed in delight. We too can celebrate when God’s bless-
ings lift our spirits, help us overcome unbeatable obstacles, or turn our skepticism 

into joy. The same places where we laughed in disbelief can be the places where 
we laugh with glee at God’s miracle-working power. When God brings us joy, may we laugh 
along with Sarah and invite others to laugh with us.

m Overcoming Obstacles
Abraham and Sarah believed that their age and infertility made parenthood impossible, 
but nothing is impossible with God. Ask participants to reflect on obstacles or chal-
lenges they face that seem impossible to overcome. Invite those who are willing to share 
their experiences. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤  How could these seemingly impossible challenges invite us to deeper faith? 
➤  How can confessing that all things are possible for God encourage us when we face 

impossible odds?
➤  What divine promises might God reaffirm to us in our moments of doubt?
 

Discuss practical ways participants can respond in faith to seemingly impossible  
situations. 

Close with prayer.

m The God Who Does the Impossible
Remind participants of the first phrase in Genesis 18:14: “Is anything too wonderful for 
the LORD?” 

Invite participants to brainstorm things God has done that seem too wonderful to 
believe. This might include stories from Scripture as well as stories from participants’ 
personal lives. Discuss how God’s wonderful and miraculous activity in the past influ-
ences our faith today. How do these stories encourage us when we face impossible odds? 
What can we do when we struggle with doubt? 

Close with prayers of praise for God and thanksgiving for God’s wonderful works. 

Resources
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