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INTRODUCTION
Welcome to this devotional commentary to the Bible. My prayer is that it might be used by
God as a tool for you to get to know him and his word a lot better than you currently do.

What is the devotional commentary?

I have called this work a “devotional commentary” to emphasise two key points:
1. It is devotional, not scholarly.
A scholarly commentary is useful (in some contexts, essential) to understand the
complexities of the text, and to help interpret difficult or contentious passages. This
devotional commentary does not attempt to deal with such matters – if you need to
resolve such an issue, there are many good scholarly commentaries available by a
wide variety of authors. Rather, this is a devotional commentary – that is, the main
focus is on helping you to encounter the presence of God and hear his voice speaking
to you as you read through the word of God.
2. It is a commentary, not just a devotional book.
A devotional book uses verses from the Scriptures to provide a message to help you
with your devotional life. This work is not such a book – there is no devotional
message I wish to communicate with you. Rather, this work is designed to enable
you to understand the Bible as it was written, so as to maximise its potential to do
what it was designed to do: speak into your life now, tomorrow, and for the rest of
your life.
In other words, the purpose of this “devotional commentary” is to provide a set of tools so
that you can read the Bible effectively, understand its original context, and therefore apply
what it says into your life. It does not attempt to speak into your life in any specific way –
rather, its purpose is to remove obstacles that might otherwise prevent you from hearing
clearly what God has to say into your life. For this devotional commentary to be effective,
you are going to need to read the Bible for yourself – diligently, sincerely, and prayerfully.
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Structure of the devotional commentary

In view of this stated intention, this devotional commentary is structured in a way to enable
you to get maximum benefit out of your reading of the whole Bible. Here are the main
features:
1. There is an introductory “Background” section to deal with some general issues
that might prevent you getting the most out of your reading.
There are a number of common misunderstandings about the Bible, and these can
stop people from getting the most out of their reading plan. In some cases, these
misunderstandings may prevent people from reading it in the first place. The purpose
of this section is to deal with some of these issues, so as to remove as many obstacles
as possible before you commence reading.
2. It is divided up into “weekly” and “daily” readings.
The commentary is divided up into 50 “weekly” readings, each comprising 5 “daily”
readings” of approximate equal length. Each day’s reading should take you only
about 10 to 20 minutes to complete. This structure enables you to read the whole
Bible through in a year, with sufficient number of weeks off (and days off within
weeks) for the task not to become onerous.
I am very much a believer in reading the Bible through in a year, but it must be
stressed that this is not the only way to use this commentary. If you are not able to
work to such a schedule, you can read it more slowly (or faster) than the suggested
timeframe. I would rather you read the Bible at your own pace than not read it at all.
3. It is divided up into 9 broad sections that are chronologically ordered.
The Bible was written over about 2000 years, and covers many different historical
situations. Since understanding the context is crucial to understanding any literature,
it makes sense to divide the text up according to the broad historical situation
covered. As will be seen in the next section, this is roughly consistent with the
ordering of the books in our modern Bibles, but with some exceptions.
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The 9 broad sections cover the following periods:
a. Prehistory – the time prior to Abraham (c 2000 BC), a period where there was
no written record of God’s purposes or of his dealings with people;
b. The patriarchs – the time from Abraham to Moses (c 2000 – 1500 BC), a
period when God was selecting a people to call his own, and entering into a
covenant relationship with them;
c. The period of the Judges – the time from Moses to David (c 2000 – 1050 BC),
a period when Israel had no centralised government prior to the establishment
of the kingdom;
d. The early kingdom – the time of David and Solomon (c 1050 – 950 BC),
usually considered the highlight of Israel’s history, both militarily and
spiritually;
e. The later kingdom – the time from Solomon to the Babylonian exile (c 950 –
587 BC), a period of spiritual and military decline where prophets spoke to the
nation warning them of the consequences of their backsliding;
f. The exile and post-exilic period – the 70 years of the Babylonian exile and the
first hundred years or so after the Jews were allowed to return to their land (c
587 – 400 BC), a period of restoration and new beginnings;
g. The earthly life of Jesus – the period covered by the gospels (c 6 BC – 32
AD);
h. The establishment of the church – the period from the death of Jesus to the
arrival of Paul in Rome at the end of the book of Acts (c 32 – 62 AD); and
i. The later era – the period from the end of the book of Acts to the end of the 1st
century (c 62 – 100 AD), a period of growing persecution, complacency, and
problems in the church.
4. Within these 9 sections, there are a total of 32 chapters.
Each chapter covers a specific topic or style of writing found within the text. For
example, in the section on the early kingdom, there is a section on the life of David
(as covered in the books of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles), followed by one on his
writings (Psalms); there is a similar section on the life of Solomon, and another on his
writings (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs).
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5. Notes are provided within each section and chapter.
Within each section, there is an introduction to that section, followed by a short
commentary on each chapter within that section. As discussed above, the purpose of
these notes is to provide a general overview to the text, discussing what you will be
reading, what the context was of this section of Scripture, and what sort of things you
might expect God to speak to you about out of the text. These notes are not designed
to provide an in-depth discussion of any specific issues, but rather to provide a
framework for God to speak into your life.
6. The notes allow for different learning styles of different people.
God speaks in different ways to different people. The purpose of these notes is not to
dictate to you a certain style of communication, but to accommodate as many
different styles as possible. The notes assume that God wants to communicate with
you, and that you want to listen. The aim is to facilitate that process as much as
possible.
At the end of each set of chapter notes, there are three tools that may be useful to you
in your meditations:
a. QUESTION TO PONDER: for those who hear God through the process of
self-examination and internal debate;
b. FURTHER READINGS: for those who hear God through the processes of
thinking and study; and
c. MEDITATION: for those who hear God through the process of meditation
and contemplation.

You may find one or more of these tools helpful in hearing God. You may find some
of them unhelpful. They should be used as tools, not homework – take what is useful,
and leave the rest. You are in the best position to judge what God is using to speak
into your heart.
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How to use the devotional commentary

You can use this devotional commentary in a number of different ways. Here are some ideas
that you might find useful:
1. Read the “Background” section first, especially if you have never tried to read the
Bible before, or if you have tried but found it difficult.
2. Within each section, there is a “Suggested reading plan” which provides the weekly
and daily reading plan. If you wish, you can tick off the readings as you work your
way through the Bible, to remind yourself of where you are up to and to encourage
you when you find progress difficult.
(Note that some readings in Leviticus, Numbers and 1 Chronicles are greyed out.
Although the purpose of this devotional commentary is to promote reading the whole
Bible, it is recognised that a few passages are repetitious and of less significance to an
initial reading. So, rather than give up the task altogether, you may want to skip the
greyed out passages if necessary).
3. At the start of each section, read the “General Notes” for that section to give you
some background on what you will be reading. You may want to refer back to these
notes later on as you read through the text.
4. At the start of each chapter and as you read through the relevant sections of the Bible,
read the “Specific Notes” and allow God to speak to you out of them and the text you
are reading. Use the devotional aids as a tool for God to speak directly into your
situation from the Scriptures.
5. At the end of each section, there are 2 or 3 pages for “Personal Notes” where you can
write down anything God might speak to you, or anything else that you might find
meaningful in your study.
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Conclusion

In summary, these notes will only work in collaboration with you – they will only be as
effective as your desire is to meet with God and learn from him. May God truly meet with
you and commune with you, and may your life be transformed as a result of your encounter!

Phil Stott
November, 2014
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BACKGROUND
The Bible is called by Christians “the word of God” and occupies a very special place in our
lives. In length, it is about as long as a series of novels, and can easily be read by most
people in a couple of months. In spite of this, many Christians have never read the Bible
from cover to cover, and find the idea of doing so quite daunting. Why is this so?
Some of the problems Christians have are purely practical – they don’t know how to set
about such a task, they don’t have a plan, and they don’t know enough about the factual
background of the Bible to make the exercise meaningful. The purpose of this devotional
commentary is to promote the reading of the whole Bible by removing as many of these
obstacles as possible.
However, there are also some more fundamental problems that some people have with
reading the Bible, mostly to do with misunderstandings about what the Bible is, and how we
should read it. The purpose of this “Background” section is to attempt to deal with those
issues as much as possible.
If you find yourself in a position where the idea of reading the complete Bible, even with a
plan and some practical guidance, would be a struggle, then you are invited to read this
section with an open mind and see if any of your issues are addressed here.

What is the Bible?

The first common misunderstanding is that many people do not realise what exactly the Bible
is. In modern editions, it consists of a single book in the English (or some other modern)
language, and it is easy to assume that this is how it naturally is. Many people pick up the
Bible and automatically expect it to be clear and relevant to their life situation, without any
interpretation or elaboration. Instead, they find it dealing with obscure ancient peoples, often
with customs and beliefs that we find objectionable or even abhorrent, and they conclude
(wrongly) that the Bible is “outdated” or “irrelevant”.
In fact, the Bible is not one book but many – at least 60 (depending on how you count them),
written over a period of thousands of years, by many different human authors in three
different ancient languages. The Old Testament was written by Jewish writers from around
2000 – 400 BC writing in Hebrew and Aramaic, and the New Testament by Christian writers
in the 1st century AD writing in Greek.

© Phil Stott

Devotional Commentary

Page 9

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

www.kindlingministries.com

info@kindlingministries.com
OUR MISSION: “ EVERY HEART AFLAME”

KINDLING

MINISTRIES

“I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” (Lk. 12:49 NIV)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Devotional Commentary

Version 2.01 (November 2014)

There is a considerable amount of scholarship that goes into analysing the many manuscripts
we have (some of which are almost 2,000 years old) and finding the best translation so that
we can understand what the original authors were saying. When one picks up a modern
translation, one is picking up something which has been laboured over by hundreds of
competent scholars, all devoting their energies to producing a finished product that is readily
accessible to you and me.

Structure of the Bible

Since the Bible consists of a number of different books, the structure of the Bible as we know
it today needs to be explained. Broadly, it consists of the Old and New Testaments. The
word “testament” is an older English word for a covenant or solemn agreement (as in, “this is
my last will and testament …”) and refers to the fact that the Bible details two different ways
in which God related to people – to the Jews before Christ, and to the whole of mankind after
Christ. In modern English versions, there are 39 separate books in the Old Testament and 27
in the New Testament.
The Bible contains a number of different styles of writings, and you need to understand this
in order to understand the meaning properly. In the Old Testament, we have 3 broad
categories:
1. Historical accounts of Israel up until 400 BC (these are found in the books from
Genesis to Esther);
2. Wisdom literature, i.e. advice for right living, usually written in poetic form (these are
found in the books from Job to Song of Songs); and
3. The books of the prophets who spoke to Israel from God (these are found in the books
from Isaiah to Malachi).
Within each of these broad categories, the individual books are largely arranged in
chronological order. In the New Testament, we likewise have 3 broad categories:
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1. Historical accounts of Jesus and the early church (these are found in the four gospels
and the book of Acts);
2. Letters written by Paul and the other apostles to the early churches (these are found in
Romans to Jude); and
3. The book of Revelation, which is a series of apocalyptic visions and prophecies
coming at the end of the Bible.
The letters are organised by author, otherwise the order of the books is largely based on
tradition.
In this devotional commentary, we will try to read the Bible roughly in the order it was
written (rather than in the order found in your English Bible). In other words, when going
through the Old Testament, we will first of all study the historical accounts of each era, then
the wisdom literature and finally the words of the prophets that pertain to the same era. A
similar approach will be used when studying the New Testament. Although this approach
involves some “jumping about” in the text of a modern translation, I believe it is a sensible
approach to enable you to see each book in its proper context. You will also get a balanced
diet throughout your year of study of the different types of literature found in the Bible.

The style of the Bible

The Bible was written before the invention of the printing press, when written books were
extremely rare and costly. Literacy was also comparatively rare. In such times, things were
not normally written down, but passed on by word of mouth in what is called “oral tradition”.
It was only after many years that things were written down, and then it was only the
important things. The fact that we have today a written document called the Bible is proof
that the ancient people who had these words believed them to be vitally important.
When reading the ancient stories about Moses, the prophets, or Jesus, you need to imagine a
group of people sitting around the campfire hearing the words of a skilled and trained
storyteller, rather than the more modern equivalent of a biographer noting down a teacher’s
words verbatim and editing them to provide the finished product.
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In oral cultures, there were specific techniques for ensuring the accuracy of the message
passed on from generation to generation, so we can be assured that the versions we have are
“accurate”. But this does not mean that they are exact accounts of the original words of
Moses, the prophets or Jesus. The original authors would not have pretended to provide us
with this, neither would the original hearers have expected them to. Instead, what we have is
a series of short stories, each one accurate in regard to the main details, and designed to
convey a simple meaning or interpretation of a specific incident or event.
Thus, we are really going beyond the bounds of the original text if we analyse each story in
the Bible in great detail, making important points out of minor details and downplaying the
obvious intention of the story. Each story has a simple point to it, and at least 90% of the
meaning you derive from reading it can be gained by the first reading. For this reason,
reading the Bible in large chunks, just as you might read any other book, is often the most
productive way of reading it.

The Bible as the word of God

Another major misunderstanding consists in what people understand by the term “the word of
God”. Many people, because of their religious tradition, interpret this as meaning a series of
commandments (such as the Ten Commandments) to be obeyed. The picture they have is of
Moses standing on a mountain, receiving the words of God, and transmitting them to us to
obey. Such a perspective sees little need for thought or interpretation in reading the
Scriptures – all we have to do is “hear and obey”. However, when people who have this
misunderstanding pick up the Bible, they find that very little of it is actually in the form of
“commands” that can be “obeyed”. They therefore give up, not realising what they are to do
with the Bible.
The truth is, the Bible is not a book of “commands” to be “obeyed”. Although it does
contain such passages, the Bible as a whole is something completely different. The phrase
“the word of God” is not synonymous with “the commandments of God”, but “the revelation
(or message) of God”. The aim of the Bible is to give humanity a revelation (or
understanding) of the character of God, so that we can enter into a vital relationship with
him. Where it contains “commandments”, these are always in the context of a relationship
that God had with the people receiving those commandments.
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In the Old Testament, God revealed his name to Moses as YHWH (usually translated
“LORD”). This word is very difficult to translate, but one sense of meaning is “the one who
is”. The revelation in the Bible is given so that we might truly know “the one who is”.
Without revelation, it is impossible to know God as he really is – we will inevitably either
not believe in him at all, or invent a version of God in our own image, based on our own
experiences and interpretations.
There is only one way to come to know God, and that is through receiving the revelation he
provides about himself. And the Bible is the primary source of that revelation.

Will God speak to me?

If the Bible is a revelation or message from God, will he speak to me? Is it an automatic
process, or is there something I have to “do” in order to “make it happen”?
The Bible assures us that God wants to reveal himself to all men and women, but not all
people will in fact receive that revelation. In fact, it warns us that a lot of “wise” people will
in fact miss out on what more “simple” folk will receive (Matt. 11:25-26; 1 Cor. 1:26-31).
This does not mean that the Bible, or the God who inspired it, is anti-intellectual. However,
it does mean that more than mere intellectual understanding is required to receive God’s
revelation.
God’s main purpose is to enter into a covenant relationship with you, a relationship of
intimacy and trust. If you are not willing to enter that sort of relationship with your Creator,
then God is not going to reveal himself to you. God has very little to say to those who want
to read the Bible as “ammunition” against him, so we should scarcely be surprised to
discover that many folk learn nothing positive out of the Scriptures.
To hear God, you must be willing to listen; and, having heard, to obey. The Bible is not a
scientific textbook, able to yield its secrets to anyone who has the intellectual tools to
understand its words. Nor is it a legal textbook, written to cover every conceivable situation
in life for people who are looking to “bend the rules” to their own advantage as much as
possible. What you will get out of your reading of the Bible depends more on the purity and
responsiveness of your heart than the intellectual capacity of your mind.
In other words, what you need in coming to the Bible is humility and faith. These are the
personal attributes that are necessary to build any relationship, and relationship with God is
no exception. If you have doubts, by all means express them honestly to God in prayer; but
do not expect to encounter God through the scientific prism of scepticism – God is not, and
cannot be, the subject of scientific experimentation; he is the Lord of Creation.
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Is the Bible human or divine?

Another obstacle many people encounter is over the issue of whether the Bible is a human or
a divine book. There is a strong tendency in some sections of the modern church to believe
that the Bible is merely a human book, which tells us nothing definitive about God. As a
reaction to this, many more conservative believers overemphasise the divine nature of the
Scriptures. This can lead some into an extreme position which stresses the divinity of the
book over and against its obvious and essential humanity.
For example, some seem to believe dogmatically that the Bible in the form we currently read
it (i.e. in English or some other modern translation) is in some sense factually “infallible” and
relevant to all areas of modern life equally, be they scientific, cultural or spiritual. Where
there are apparent conflicts with modern science (for example), science must be wrong and
the Bible right, because the Bible is ultimately divine. Where modern cultural practices
(such as the treatment of women, or clothing customs) differ from that revealed in the Bible,
the modern approach must be wrong for the same reason.
There are some genuine difficulties and complexities in dealing with some of the apparent
conflicts between the Bible and modern life. This devotional commentary is not designed to
deal with these, but there are many books that do deal with them in some detail. However,
what does need to be pointed out is that any perspective that sees the Bible as a totally
divine book, with no human dimension, is both historically and theologically inaccurate.
The Bible is, and always has been considered to be, a human document through which God
breathed his Spirit’s inspiration. And that means you have to account for the human
dimension of its authorship in order to understand it properly.

Whom was it written for?

Another aspect of the same problem is that readers can mistakenly assume that the Bible is
God’s word “to them” – that is, that its words are somehow eternally applicable without
reasoned interpretation to all eras and all situations. However, this approach leads to some
obvious absurdities and contradictions. For example, the Israelites under Joshua were
commanded to exterminate whole races (including women and children) in their conquest of
the Promised Land. How is that possibly consistent with the “God of love” revealed in the
New Testament?
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The reality is, each book in the Bible was written for a particular audience, and to reveal
certain truths to that audience. The extermination of the Canaanite peoples found in Joshua
was there to demonstrate how God judges sin and vindicates righteousness, and was written
to a people who had no such prior concept of divine justice. The nations so judged were
particularly vicious, and had been under the cloud of impending judgment for several
centuries. Undoubtedly there were individuals within them who were totally innocent, and
for whom the judgment was personally “unfair” – however the account we have in Joshua
was not designed to cover that issue, and so we should not expect it to. There are other parts
of the Bible that deal with how God redeems the life of innocent victims, and we need to
refer to those passages to understand this issue. The point of the book of Joshua was that
Israel was a slave nation that had been persecuted for many generations, and God acted to
rescue them in their distress. If we read the book outside this basic context, we will
inevitably come to wrong conclusions.
In actual fact, no part of the Bible was specifically written “for you” in your current situation
– it was all written for peoples who lived thousands of years ago in totally different
circumstances. However, it can become God’s word “for you” if you are prepared to enter
into the world of the Bible authors, hear what it was saying to the original hearers in their
situation, and apply the lessons into your own life where relevant.

How to read the Bible

How, then, should we read the Bible? The correct method of exegesis (or interpretation) is to
ask yourself the following questions:
1. Who was the original (human) author of this book, and what was he trying to say?
2. Who were the original readers of this book, and how would they have understood
what was written?
3. Given your own circumstances, how does the message apply to you today?
In many cases, the answers to these questions are fairly obvious. For example, it does not
take much analysis to apply Jesus’ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5-7) to the
21st century. However, there are a small number of difficult passages, and a good scholarly
commentary will help you to work your way through the issues raised by them.
Most passages have a simple and obvious meaning. It is by meditating on the obvious that
you will usually encounter God’s revelation. As Mark Twain once put it, we should not be
concerned about the small number of passages in the Bible that we don’t understand, but
rather the large number of passages that we do.
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The concept of “progressive revelation”

One concept that many Christians find useful in interpreting the Scriptures is that of
“progressive revelation”, or the idea that God, over time, revealed more of his character as
people were more able to accept it. The line of thinking says that, when God was speaking to
(say) Abraham or Moses, he limited himself to talking in terms that could be understood in
that culture. He did this to avoid creating too much of a credibility gap with his hearers.
Thus, the argument goes that it would have been practically impossible for God to have told
people in those days that (say) slavery or polygamy was morally wrong, so ingrained were
those practices in the contemporary society. Instead, God opted for a “half-way” position on
moral issues because such would have been practically possible, until a later date when a
fuller revelation of God’s standards became possible.
It is clear from the Scriptures that there is some element of “progressive revelation”. This is
stated explicitly in Ex. 6:3 where God states to Moses that he did not reveal his name to the
patriarchs, but he did to Moses. Jesus likewise claims to have the authority to vary moral
standards previously articulated in the Old Testament (Matt. 5:21 etc). Clearly, God treats us
all on the basis of where we are at, and always makes his revelation to us relevant to our
current circumstances – otherwise what hope would there be for any of us? However, there
is some level of genuine doubt as to what extent this concept of “progressive revelation” can
be applied to the moral teaching of the Bible in general.

Dealing with some specific difficult issues

So far in this background section, I have covered a lot of general misunderstandings that
hinder people reading and understanding the Bible. I will now finish with a number of
specific issues that are problematic for some people. I will not provide definitive answers to
any of these issues (some of them are complex issues with a range of possible solutions, and
there are many books available that deal with them), but rather attempt to provide you with a
framework for working out the solution for yourself.
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IS THE BIBLE’S ACCOUNT OF CREATION DIFFERENT FROM WHAT MODERN SCIENCE HAS
DISCOVERED?
If we take the early chapters of Genesis literally, the universe and all that was in it was
created in six days a matter of a few thousand years ago. Most scientists today believe it
happened gradually over a period of 15 billion years. Are we obliged to accept the literal
interpretation of the Bible? If we accept modern science, does that not denigrate the
accuracy and authority of the Bible?
There are some Christians who believe that the literal interpretation of Genesis is the only
acceptable one, and they attempt to rebut modern scientific belief on a number of fronts.
However, we need to realise that not all Christians feel the need to take that approach;
indeed, there are sound reasons for believing this to be simplistic. Even before modern
scientific advance reached the conclusion that the universe is a lot older than 10,000 years,
there were many Biblical scholars who questioned whether Genesis was ever meant to be
taken literally.
The issue at stake is one of interpreting the type of literature we are dealing with in the early
chapters of Genesis. Is it intended as an historical account of pre-historic events – in the
same way, say, as the rest of Genesis is an historical account of the times of the patriarchs –
or is it some other genre of literature, such as myth? The simple answer is we just don’t
know for sure.
If we misread the type of literature we are dealing with, we will fundamentally
misunderstand the message. For example, if you read the story of “Goldilocks and the three
bears” without realising that it is a fairy story, you will erroneously think that you are dealing
with an author who believes bears can talk. The same applies when we insist on a literal
interpretation of the start of Genesis: it may be “true” in a deeper sense than being merely
factually true. What we do know is that it is written in very simple language to describe the
“who?” and “why?” of creation, not the “what?” and “when?”.
The Bible contains many different types of literature. It is arbitrary to insist that the start of
Genesis has to be “scientific fact”. The best policy is to retain an open mind. Virtually
nothing significant is lost from the creation account if you accept it as figurative or
mythological. It may in fact be true that science has made a mistake, and the creation
happened literally as Genesis states, however I do not believe there is any compelling reason
for Christians to be dogmatic about this.
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WHAT ABOUT OTHER SCIENTIFIC ANOMALIES? DO THEY MAKE THE BIBLE UNRELIABLE?
“Creation vs Evolution” is the most common scientific “rebuttal” of the Bible, but there are
others. It is pointed out by sceptics that the Bible teaches that:


The earth is flat, and that the sun goes round the earth;



Bats are “birds”, and whales and dolphins are “fish”;



The mathematical constant π (= 3.14159…) in fact has a value of 3;

among other things. How should we respond to such criticisms?
The simple answer is that the Bible does not “teach” anything of the sort; these beliefs are all
part of the world view of the people who wrote the Bible, and would have been accepted as
such without question by the hearers. It is a wrong interpretation to attach any significance to
such “errors”.
The Bible does not claim to be a scientific treatise, nor was it ever intended to be taken as
such. If you think about it, the Bible would be a vastly different book if it contained
scientific statements 4,000 years in advance of the level of understanding of its writers or
readers. Would such a book have been relevant to the vast majority of human beings that
have read it over the centuries? Such a book would be the product of a God (a) who worked
outside of humanity, not with us, and (b) who was more concerned with factual scientific
accuracy than the state of our relationship with him. Both of these presuppositions are
consistently denied by the Bible from start to finish.
WHAT ABOUT SOME OF THE FANTASTIC NUMBERS AND DATES IN THE BIBLE?
The Bible seems to assume wildly improbable numbers in many stories for the ages of
humans, the size of armies, and so on. Should these details be taken as literal truth?
Again there are a number of possible approaches here, and the wise reader will keep an open
mind. In the ancient world, numbers were often taken symbolically and metaphorically: for
example, the phrase “40 days (or years)” possibly meant “a very long time” rather than a
literal period of time. Similarly, it was possibly considered normal practice culturally to
exaggerate the size of armies, or the ages of wise men, as a way of symbolically stressing
their importance.
If this is the case, the Bible writers were not “lying” (i.e. deliberately misleading), but neither
should we take their numbers literally. In very few cases do the numbers themselves have
any significance to the main point of the story, so it is largely irrelevant to worry about it.
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IS THE BIBLE HISTORICALLY RELIABLE?
The simple answer is “yes” – provided you have a reasonable understanding of what we
mean by “reliable”.
Much of the Bible deals with historical events from 2000 BC to 100 AD. A number of these
have been independently verified from non-Biblical sources. Archaeologists have excavated
vast areas of the world covered by the Bible and discovered things that either confirm or
complement the biblical accounts. It is safe to say that no historical or archaeological
discovery has yet disproved any event recorded in the Bible – and many people have tried to
do so.
There are, however, apparent anomalies and contradictions that continually call into question
the accuracy of the biblical accounts. In the past, a number of these have been resolved by
further research. In some cases, it became clear that the Bible was “true” but in a different
sense to what was previously believed, i.e. the research suggested that something previously
assumed to be literal was actually metaphorical, or vice versa.
We can have confidence that the Bible is historically reliable in the following sense: that
when the Bible authors recorded events that they experienced and when their intention was to
record them accurately, their accounts are honest and reliable. Their accounts will reflect any
preconceived ideas they had – for example, if they believed the world was flat and consisted
only as far as from India to Europe, then their account will reflect this belief. However,
when it comes to recording things that they saw and heard, there is no evidence of material
distortion in their accounts, in fact there is plenty of evidence that they were more accurate
witnesses than most.
Historical accuracy is quite important to the Bible. The Bible talks about a God who acts and
speaks in the real world – to real people in real situations. If we are to trust it to instruct us
on how we are to live today, we need to have confidence that it accurately records what God
has said and done in the past. Fortunately, we can have this assurance.
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DO I HAVE TO TAKE THE BIBLE LITERALLY?
As has been already stressed, however, this does not mean that we have to interpret
everything the Bible says literally. The Bible contains many literary genres (styles), and not
all of them conveyed truth using literal means. Jesus taught using parables, and one of the
rhetorical techniques he used to great effect was hyperbole, or exaggeration. We would be
wrong to assume that he meant these stories to be taken at .face value
Some scholars take the view that the text should always be taken literally unless it is clearly
metaphorical. By and large, this is a reaction to the modernist school of thought which
allows any text to be taken metaphorically if it clashes with modernistic thinking. Thus,
many modernists discount the miracles of Jesus or his teaching on Hell and judgment, not
because there is any evidence to support that disbelief, but because it is more consistent with
the philosophical presuppositions of modernistic thinking. Such an approach can scarcely be
described as honest biblical criticism.
It is safe to say, I think, that the “correct” approach is to use whatever tools you have at your
disposal to answer the question, “Did the writer of this passage intend what they said to be
taken literally, or metaphorically?” and to interpret the passage in that light. It is possible, for
example, to honestly believe that the books of Job and Jonah are either fictional or historical
based on literary considerations; the main points of these stories are not affected by this
issue. However, I believe it is neither reasonable nor honest to interpret the stories of the
resurrection of Jesus in the gospels as fiction, as they are clearly portrayed as factual
accounts. The only way we could reach a conclusion that they are not meant to be taken
literally would be if we started out with an assumption that such a miracle is impossible, and
the New Testament is very clear not only that such a miracle did in fact happen, but that we
need to believe it happened.
DOESN’T THE BIBLE SANCTION WHOLESALE SLAUGHTER OF INNOCENT VICTIMS AND MASS
GENOCIDE?
This issue has already been touched on. It is true that, in biblical times, the morality of
warfare was a lot worse than in modern times. The Bible records this, dealing uncritically
with the slaughter of prisoners of war, and even of women and children. In most cases, the
Bible cannot be said in any real sense to endorse such behaviour, it merely records it as
historical event.
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More problematic are the period of the Exodus and the conquest of the Promised Land (the
books of Exodus to Joshua inclusive) where the people of God were specifically commanded
to wipe out entire nations, including women and children. Is that consistent with a God of
love?
Clearly, these passages are more troublesome for us than they were for the ancients who
wrote or read them. One possible approach is to assume that these passages reflect cultural
expectations rather than moral absolutes, but this does not resolve all problems in reality. A
couple of things need to be stressed, however, in mitigation of the problem:
1. It is not true that the Bible (in general) sanctions wholesale slaughter as a military
tactic. In fact, under most circumstances, it specifically commanded a level of respect
and mercy for enemies otherwise unknown in the ancient world (see Deut. 20:10-15).
It stresses that the Canaanite nations were exceptions to the general rule that required
civilians and innocent victims to be treated humanely and justly (Deut. 20:16-18);
2. The Canaanite nations were judged because of their wholesale sin and mass
depravity, much of which would shock even the most callous moderns. Both the
Bible and archaeology suggest that these societies were guilty of mass child sacrifice,
incest, and other ritual activities of a similar nature, as part of their standard religious
practices. The destruction of such societies was not so much an act of normal
warfare, but specific judgment by God on recalcitrant sinners that were considered
beyond redemption.
Even allowing for these things, there is still a sense in which we find these passages
disturbing and distasteful. The truth is, we need to be honest and admit that we don’t know
for sure exactly how to respond to such passages, apart from acknowledging that God
certainly doesn’t sanction that sort of behaviour today. Perhaps the concept of “progressive
revelation” is the best way of dealing with these passages. But what we certainly must do is
realise that this problem is not nearly as large as it is often portrayed to be.
DOESN’T THE BIBLE SANCTION UNFAIR TREATMENT OF WOMEN?
The church’s attitude to women is a major current issue, and there is no doubt that this issue
is a significant stumbling block for many women in particular. When taken literally, a
number of key passages in the Bible, both Old and New Testament, seem to advocate treating
women as lesser human beings than men.
This is indeed a complex issue, and many honest and sincere believers hold a variety of
different perspectives on this topic. I think the following points should be made in helping
you to reach your own conclusions on the matter:
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1. There is clearly a major issue of interpretational technique involved in this issue. In
the times of the Bible, all societies without exception were patriarchal, and women
were considered inferior to men. To a large extent, most of the offensive passages are
simply a reflection of then contemporary practices. Because the Bible records certain
things as true, that does not mean that God endorsed then, or endorses today, that
world view;
2. There are some passages in the Scripture that seem (on face value) to endorse
discriminatory attitudes to women. Proper techniques of interpretation require us to
sift these carefully and decide to what extent they are cultural issues, and to what
extent they are moral or theological issues. The issue of to what extent you believe in
“progressive revelation” (see above) is also relevant here;
3. The general rule (which should be taken as more significant than any specific
example) is always towards improving the lot of women and treating them far better
than contemporary society (e.g. Gal. 3:28, 1 Pet. 3:7). Is it really fair to criticise
biblical writers for being less advanced in their treatment of women than we are
today, if in fact they were well in advance of any contemporary standard available to
them?
4. Many of the specific passages that seem to be discriminatory are found in two of
Paul’s letters, 1 Corinthians and 1 Timothy. Both of these books share a common
feature that they were written to a church experiencing conflict that was being
promoted and promulgated to some extent by a group of troublesome women. Thus,
care needs to be taken in interpreting these books, as it is not at all clear to what
extent the “rules” articulated by Paul were generally applicable to all churches, and to
what extent they were specific to the situation of these churches.
It is simplistic in the extreme to claim that the Bible writers were “misogynistic” (as some
claim), but it is also dangerously simplistic to take on board uncritically all the specifics
about treatment of women as appropriate for today. Apart from avoiding these extremes,
there are a number of approaches that are reasonable, and many books have been written
exploring the options that are reasonably available to the sincere believer.
WHERE THE BIBLE TREATS PEOPLE DIFFERENTLY TO MODERN “MORE ENLIGHTENED” MORALITY,
ARE WE REQUIRED TO FOLLOW THE BIBLE’S “RULES”?
On a more general note, how should we respond when the standard of morality espoused in
the Bible is different (especially if it is more restrictive) than modern “more enlightened”
attitudes today? For us, the issue may be sexual promiscuity or homosexuality; a similar
issue existed a few centuries ago with respect to slavery.
A couple of points need to be made:
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1. There is nothing sacrosanct about modern “enlightened” morality. Just because the
majority of modern westerners accept that (say) sexual promiscuity or homosexuality
is acceptable, that doesn’t mean it is necessarily so. Society standards change from
time to time; however
2. The Bible should not be interpreted as primarily giving a set of prescriptive “rules”
about morality. Some things are clearly stated as wrong, but right and wrong is not
understood as being an issue of mindlessly following unchanging “rules” of
behaviour.
All of the principles of proper interpretation explained above need to be applied to any issue
of contemporary morality. In particular, general precept should be given greater weight than
specific instance, especially when modern culture differs significantly from ancient practice.
For example, the acceptance by Paul in his letters of the existence of slavery was used by
some during the American Civil War as justification of their practices – however, the general
precepts of fair treatment for all were conveniently forgotten, as was the example of Paul in
treating a slave as his “brother” in the little letter of Philemon. Likewise, whatever our
beliefs about homosexuality, nothing in the Bible can justify hatred, vilification or violent
treatment as some seem to advocate under the guise of religion.
Life would be considerably simpler if God gave us a “rule” to cover every situation in life,
but that is not his way. We should be careful not to expect there to be one, and especially not
to read into the Bible such an interpretation when it is not there. However, we should equally
not accept modern practices as “good” simply because they are modern.

The goal of our study: encountering God

I sincerely hope that, if you have any specific issues with the Bible, then I have addressed
them at least in part in this “Background” section. My intention (as I said) is not to tell you
what to believe, but rather to give you a framework for working out your own beliefs in a
reasonable way.
The miracle is really that there are not many more such issues to distract us in our reading of
the Bible. And, big though some of these issues are, they do not occupy a large volume of
chapters or verses when compared to the Bible as a whole. For example, the whole of the
contentious issue of “creation vs evolution” is relevant only to the first day’s reading of our
whole year’s study plan.
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Whatever our theological position on any contentious issue, we need to bear in mind that the
goal of our reading of the Bible is one thing and one thing alone: encountering God. The
Bible has been given to us so that we can get to know him, not to get bogged down in side
issues. So long as we remember this crucial point, we cannot go far wrong.
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SECTION 1: In the beginning …
(Weeks 1 to 2)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 1: Genesis 1-11; Job 1-17

Week 2: Job 18-42

1.

Genesis 1-5

1.

Job 18-22

2.

Genesis 6-11

2.

Job 23-27

3.

Job 1-5

3.

Job 28-31

4.

Job 6-11

4.

Job 32-37

5.

Job 12-17

5.

Job 38-42
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General Notes:

In these first weeks, we will read some of the earliest material found in the Bible.
The first 11 chapters of Genesis are set apart from the rest of the book in both a literary and a content
sense. From a literary point of view, they deal with events in the distant past, written to explain the
key points of our origins. In content, they contain little indication as to whether they are intended to
be taken literally or figuratively.
The book of Job is possibly almost as old – many scholars believe Job belongs to the world of the
patriarchs and even earlier, before religions were established, before the law was given, when human
society was still in its cradle. Even if it was written later, the story of Job appears to be set in this
time, and asks a question that is as old as humanity itself: why do the good suffer?
These stories of origins serve to set the foundation of our faith experience, by challenging the hardest
thing in the world to change: our worldview. According to wikipedia, ”a worldview describes a
consistent (to a varying degree) and integral sense of existence and provides a framework for
generating, sustaining, and applying knowledge.” In other words, we all have a worldview – it is put
into us from childhood by our family, our society, our various social experiences – and we very rarely
question it, but it dominates the whole way in which we approach life in terms of what is important to
us, what we aspire to, and what we value and seek to emulate.
The most powerful thing that the Bible can do for you is to change the perspective you have on life.
And it begins to do just that in these very early, ancient texts.
Where did I come from? Why am I here? What is my purpose? Why is their suffering in the world?
Where is God in all this mess? These are the questions that are addressed in these very early texts.
You will not solve these complex problems in these pages – you will need the rest of your life to even
begin to do that – but you will find the process beginning as you start to allow your creator’s
perspective on his world to soak into your heart.
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 1: -

Origins (Genesis 1 – 11)

It is a real pity that the controversy over “creation vs evolution” has really tarnished the reputation of the start of
Genesis for many people. For some, it is relegated to the realm of “fairy tale” – ancient myths with no value
whatsoever to modern men and women. To others, it is a vital part of the “word of God”, to be defended
against all comers as literally true, no matter what modern science might discover otherwise.
To us as we read through the Bible in its full context, it is just 11 chapters, or less than half a week’s readings –
but what an amazing beginning to an amazing book!
Those who wish to argue about the literalness and scientific accuracy of the text (on both sides of the argument)
really miss the whole point of these epic chapters. Everything about the text – its language, its style – points to
it as being predominantly a myth in the technical sense of the word: “a traditional or legendary story, usually
concerning some being or hero or event, with or without a determinable basis of fact or a natural explanation,
esp. one that is concerned with deities or demigods and explains some practice, rite, or phenomenon of nature.”
(www.dictionary.reference.com). A myth may be factually true or not, but its main purpose is to explain
something important – in this case, “where did we come from?”
The Bible affirms several things of major importance in these few short chapters:
1.

That we are not here by chance – we were created by a God of such power and majesty that all he
needs to do is speak and things happen;

2.

That we were created with a purpose: to “rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the
livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” (Gen. 1:26);

3.

That things went horribly wrong when mankind chose knowledge (experience) as a basis of living as
opposed to relationship with God;

4.

That this led to unimaginable evil entering the world, contaminating humans, making them creatures of
such unspeakable cruelty that “the LORD was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his
heart was filled with pain.” (Gen. 6:6);

5.

That God is a God who judges evil, but who still promises to try to enable change to come into the
heart of man: “Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of
his heart is evil from childhood.” (Gen. 8:21);

6.

That God wants to re-establish relationship with mankind, through the cutting of a solemn agreement
or covenant;

7.

That language and communication between people is vitally important, just as it is between God and
people; and

8.

That all nations of the earth share in this common heritage – not just the Jews and the Christians, but
all people on the face of the earth.
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•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What do these chapters tell me about the heart of God, and the
nature of human society? Where is God to be found in our world since the fall of man?
Where do you think he wants to be?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 2: -

Ps.8, 29 and 104; Jer. 17:1-10; Hos. 4:1-14, 14:1-9

“What is man that you are mindful of him?” (Ps 8:4).

A very old problem … (Job)

The book of Job deals with one of the oldest problems known to mankind: why do good people suffer? It tells
the story of a man who lived in patriarchal times, a man who was “blameless and upright: he feared God and
shunned evil.” (Job 1:1). In spite of his godliness, he suffers extraordinary hardship – loss of family, loss of
property, loss of health, and loss of dignity. So why does God allow this to happen? Why does God even seem
to collaborate with the enemy of humanity to make it happen?
Job is a masterpiece of ancient literature, written with compassion, empathy and good humour. The traditional
religious viewpoints – that God punishes good and rewards evil, and that therefore if we suffer it is “proof” that
we have done wrong – are espoused with slight variations by each of Job’s three friends (called Eliphaz, Bildad
and Zophar). They each give a series of speeches in turn, to which Job responds. As the book progresses, the
speeches get shorter and sharper, and Job’s responses get more and more exasperated – for he knows that the
religious clichés they are insisting on do not apply in his case. Who cannot both laugh and cry at the pointed
indictment on human religious wisdom found in the pages of Job’s many speeches?
Does Job reach a resolution? Yes it does, but the degree to which it does this is debated by scholars. This
shows that the book is full of profound wisdom, wisdom that will challenge the very pre-conceptions on which
your life is based. At very least, the book of Job points out one very amazing truth: when God is absent from
his world, no explanation of suffering is possible; but when he enters in the last few chapters, no explanation is
necessary. This is a profound truth that we all need to learn and apply: it is only in the presence of God, a
presence that he invites us daily to enter, that we can find answers to life’s difficult questions.
But it is possible that the book of Job offers us more than just the assurance of God’s presence, that he is in
control of our destinies. In chapter 32, an enigmatic man called Elihu enters the narrative for the first time. His
name means “he is my God!” and he claims to speak for God himself – is he possibly providing us with some of
the answers to the age-old problem of suffering? Elihu is not criticised by God at the end of the story (unlike
Job’s other three friends), so we do well to listen carefully to the answers he provides in his speech.
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•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Consider a time in your life when you suffered great pain or
hardship. Which was more difficult – the pain itself, or not knowing why you were going
though that time of hardship?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
Jas 5:7-12;

•

MEDITATION:
“When I tried to understand all this, it was oppressive to me till I entered the
sanctuary of God; then I understood …” (Ps 73:16-17).
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SECTION 2: God chooses a people
(Weeks 3 to 8)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 3: Genesis 12-35

Week 5: Exodus 10-36

1.

Genesis 12-18

1.

Exodus 10-14

2.

Genesis 19-23

2.

Exodus 15-18

3.

Genesis 24-26

3.

Exodus 19-25

4.

Genesis 27-30

4.

Exodus 26-31

5.

Genesis 31-35

5.

Exodus 32-36

Week 4: Genesis 36-50; Exodus 1-9

Week 6: Exodus 37-40; Leviticus 1-22

1.

Genesis 36-41

1.

Exodus 37-40

2.

Genesis 42-46

2.

Leviticus 1-6

3.

Genesis 47-50

3.

Leviticus 7-12

4.

Exodus 1-5

4.

Leviticus 13-17

5.

Exodus 6-9

5.

Leviticus 18-22
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Chapters

Completed

Week 7: Leviticus 23-27; Numbers 1-16

Week 8: Numbers 17-36

1.

Leviticus 23-27

1.

Numbers 17-20

2.

Numbers 1-3

2.

Numbers 21-24

3.

Numbers 4-7

3.

Numbers 25-27

4.

Numbers 8-13

4.

Numbers 28-32

5.

Numbers 14-16

5.

Numbers 33-36
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General Notes:

The books of Genesis through to Deuteronomy are collectively called the Pentateuch, or books of
Moses. They were traditionally written by Moses himself, though of course we have no way of
objectively verifying that. They are undoubtedly very ancient documents, and at least parts of them
date back to the time when the events described take place. The events from Abraham to Moses cover
the 500 year period from roughly 2000 to 1500 BC.
The theme of these books is simple: God chooses a people. The story starts with Abraham, a man
later described by Joshua as an idolater living beyond the river Euphrates (Josh. 24:2). There was
nothing special about him, he was just one of many ordinary human beings like you and me who live
their lives on this earth. What made Abraham different is that he heard the voice of God, and had the
audacity to obey.
The story takes us across the length and breadth of the then known world, from prosperity in Ur of
the Chaldees to slavery in Egypt; from idolatry to faith; from slavery to freedom. Over the next 6
weeks, we will follow the journeys of a people who were forged into a mighty nation, in spite of
calamity and persecution, because God chose to reveal himself to them and refused to give in when
they disobeyed him time and time again.
Where are you at on this great journey of faith? Maybe you do not know God, and have only a hazy
idea what life is all about. Perhaps you have heard the voice of God, but have yet to step out and
obey. Perhaps you are early in the journey, or maybe you are further on. You may be in a place of
slavery or freedom, wandering in the desert or about to enter the Promised Land. Wherever you are,
this is the story of your life – of your potential.
Whoever you are, no matter how insignificant you think you are or how inconsequential your life,
your life will be radically different if you step out from your comfort zone with Abram and walk with
God. It does not depend upon you, but upon God who calls you. Abram was given a new name –
Abraham – and you also will be given a new identity. Are you ready now to make this epic journey?
.
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 3: -

The chosen family (Genesis 12 – 50)

When the book of Genesis reaches chapter 12, there is a distinct change in literary style. No longer are we
dealing with ancient myths, with scant reference to historical events and people; the story is now full of
references to real events and real places. Archaeologists have been able to verify a lot of the customs, practices,
and places found from Chapter 12 on of Genesis. We are not dealing with myth, we are dealing with real
people. The time is around 2000 BC.
The story starts in Ur of the Chaldees, a bustling, prosperous town in the ancient Babylonian empire. God reenters the scene dramatically by calling a man to “go to the land I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). He also adds a
series of promises. We do not know how long it took the man to decide to obey – the suggestion in the text is
that it might have been many years (Gen. 12:1-4 cf 11:27-32 and Ac. 7:2) – however, he eventually did what he
was told. The man was Abram, and his obedience changed the face of history.
To Abram (whose name was changed to Abraham), God was known as “El Shaddai”. “El” was the name of the
king of the gods in Canaanite religion, and the adjective “Shaddai” derived from the word for the high
mountains that surrounded the region. We usually translate the term as “God Almighty”. To Abraham, he was
the unseen king of the gods, the mountainous one who called him to a new life.
The story of Genesis follows Abraham and his family over four generations – a period of roughly 100 years.
The story is breathtakingly honest. We see Abraham begin as a weak vacillator, willing to pass his wife off as
his sister to avoid trouble. His son Isaac is easily manipulated by his scheming wife Rebekah. Their son Jacob
took after his mother’s side of the family, tricking his brother Esau out of his inheritance before getting rich at
his uncle Laban’s expense. And Jacob’s sons, the twelve “sons of Israel” who founded the Jewish nation, are
portrayed as jealous and violent men, willing to kill their own brother to further their own ambitions.
Why did God choose such a dysfunctional family? Not because of their innate goodness or worthiness,
according to later writers – but rather because he is a life-changing God. Abraham became a mighty chieftain,
respected and revered throughout the land. Jacob wrestled with God and receives a new identity. And Jacob’s
sons learnt some character-building lessons as they bowed down and received forgiveness in a foreign land
from their long-lost brother Joseph. Things like this are apt to happen to you when you are walk with God
Almighty. Faith changes you – it really does.
The story ends with the sons of Israel prosperous and growing in the land of Egypt. They are not yet where they
are called to be – the land of Canaan – but neither are they what they once were. They are a people in
transition.
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•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Consider the journey of life you are currently following with God.
Where are you going? Where have you come from? How has God shown his presence to
you along the way?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“They were longing for a better country – a heavenly one. Therefore God is
not ashamed to be called their God …” (Heb. 11:16).

CHAPTER 4: -

Josh. 24:1-4; Ez. 16:1-14; Ac. 7:1-16; Rom. 4; Heb 11:1-22

Freedom! (Exodus 1 – 18)

The story of the Exodus (which takes place around 1500 BC) is one of the most well known and stirring in the
history of mankind. A people, oppressed and enslaved, cry out to God in their misery. And God remembers the
agreement he has with them, and delivers them. God brings freedom to the slaves!
The story is not just a story of miracles, a power encounter between the “El Shaddai” of Abraham and the
Egyptian pantheon. In the midst of the story, God reveals himself in a new way to his people. “I appeared to
Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as God Almighty, but by my name the LORD I did not make myself known to
them.” (Ex. 6:3). That is the way it is with God – new circumstances demand a new revelation, and a fresh
response from us his people.
To the casual observer, the Ten Commandments and the giving of the law in Chapter 20 dominate the book of
Exodus. However, there is a more important theme that covers the whole story from beginning to end: the
presence of God. The slavery at the start of the story was due to the absence of God; when God responds to his
people’s prayers, it is his presence that makes the difference. They need to fight, but it is in his mighty strength,
not their own. It is his presence that leads them out of the land of slavery, through a cloud and a pillar of fire.
And it is his presence that requires the building of a Tabernacle in the second half of the story, so that his
presence can be with them forever.
The Bible never claims that faith can help you avoid difficult times. What it does claim, from start to finish, is
that God offers us his presence when times are tough. And ultimately, this is of infinitely greater value than
anything else.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What difficulties are you currently facing in your life? Can you
rejoice because God is revealing his presence to you in the midst of those difficulties?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
3:7-8).
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Ps 105, 136; Jer. 23:1-8; Lk. 9:28-36; Ac. 7:17-38; Heb. 11:23-29
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The contract (Exodus 19 – 40)

The slaves have been freed from their land of bondage, but they are still not completely free: there is another
bondage they need freedom from, a bondage that is much more insidious, much more difficult for God to deal
with. This is their bondage to sin, their slavery to their own selfish desires, fears, and lusts.
The Bible is brutally honest with us. Not only do we need freedom from the enemy without, but also from the
enemy within. We are never totally responsible for the troubles that beset us – but neither are we ever totally
innocent of all complicity. Living with God inevitably leads to change: change in our outward circumstances,
yes, but also change in our inward character.
The God who led the children of Israel out of Egypt leads them to Mount Sinai, where he enters into a solemn
social contract (or covenant) with them. It is not a conditional promise made to slaves – “keep these rules and I
will rescue you” – but rather a description of how they are to live once they have been rescued. God rescues us
from our outward circumstances for a purpose – so that we might become his people. But that means we need
to change on the inside.
Much of the next two books of the Bible are given over to the fine print of that contract – God needed to
educate these people on how they are to live their lives in every aspect of it. The centrepiece of this revelation
is the Ten Commandments, possibly the most amazing summary of “justice for all” in civilised society ever
devised, a set of principles that even today form the basis of our legal system. However, the Book of Exodus
does not focus on the Ten Commandments, great though they are – it focuses on the construction of a humble
tent known as the Tabernacle, a tent where God will choose to dwell.
Where are you at in your relationship with God? Are you still at the foot of Mount Sinai, trying hard to obey
the rules God has handed down form on high? Or have you moved on to the Tabernacle of Meeting, where God
the lawgiver can meet with you “face to face” (Num. 12:8)? The former is a place of frustration – a place where
you can never quite be the person you need to be; the latter is a place of divine appointment, a place of
transformation.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Where am I right now in relation to the Tabernacle of God’s
presence?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
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The fine print (Leviticus)

Whenever people set out to read the Bible from start to finish, the book of Leviticus is one point where they
inevitably get stuck! This book is the “fine print” of the covenant God made with Israel in the desert, and it
seems so irrelevant to us, so remote. How are we to read it today?
Obviously, it is not the most important part of the Bible for the modern Christian – and whereas that means we
don’t need to focus on it for too long, neither can we avoid it altogether. Our plan devotes one full week to this
book. What can we most get out of this week?
The Levitical laws were given to a people a very long time ago, a people ruled by priests rather than politicians,
a people who needed social as well as spiritual guidance. God gave them laws that covered every aspect of their
lives – from the moral and spiritual dimensions, right through to how to deal with domestic mildew, and how to
clean up after going to the bathroom. No aspect of life is exempt from God’s care and provision. When God
comes into your life, he wants to transform all of it – not just the parts you identify as being “spiritual”.
The concept of priesthood permeates the whole of the book of Leviticus. The word “priest” comes from the
word for a “bridge” – a priest is someone who enables us to “cross over” to God. The priest faces God, and
represents the people to God. He then turns around and represents God to the people. Priesthood is alien to us
in our individualistic western society. Why do I need someone else to represent me? But the truth is, we are all
a part of one another, part of a community. And we all face times when we are powerless to act on our own
behalf, due to illness or sin or incapacity, and at times like this we need others to represent us. It is no
coincidence that western individualism is a society that suffers from increasing levels of depression and other
mental illnesses. There are some stresses that we just can’t deal with on our own.
Also, if we are to understand the cross of Calvary, we need to understand the greatest act of priesthood of all
time, when Jesus represented us before the presence of God and took away our sin, replacing it with his
holiness. The Book of Leviticus helps us to understand this amazing act of grace.
The Levitical laws made clear distinction between things which were “holy” and things which were “profane”,
and between the “clean” and the “unclean”. Holy things were devoted to God, mandatory, essential to
godliness. Profane things were not essential, but could be either clean (i.e. acceptable) or unclean (not
acceptable). Just because a thing was not religious, that did not make it less important; clean was “good”. This
three-way distinction (as opposed to the two-way dichotomy between “sacred” and “secular” often espoused by
western religion) is a much better way of approaching life. Just because something is not “sacred” or “holy”,
that does not mean that it cannot be healthy and worthwhile in your life, something that God encourages. God
is concerned with every aspect of your life.
The world of Leviticus was a world of sacrifice, where every wrong had a corresponding offering to make
things right. This obviously foreshadowed the greatest sacrifice of all, where Jesus offered himself for our sins
on the cross of Calvary. But for us 21st century moderns, there is another lesson we need to learn as well: when
things go wrong, you cannot just make it better by glossing over the problem – there is always a cost. Every
time the ancients made a mistake, they knew that there was a price to be paid, a sacrifice to be made to make
things right again. We are in danger of forgetting that important lesson. Leviticus can help us remember.
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•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How do I see myself before God primarily – as an individual, having
to stand on my own, or as a member of a community of people God has called to himself?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 7: -

Ps. 119:1-8; Mt. 5:17-20; 15:1-20; Gal. 3:15-25; Heb. 9:1-28

God is intimately involved with every aspect of my life.

Penalty provisions (Numbers)

We have already seen how the Bible is brutally honest about the people it describes. No book is more so than
the book of Numbers, which describes a period of forty years spent by the people of God in the wilderness
because of their lack of obedience to God’s word. If any book should give us cause to pause and take stock of
the consequences of disobedience, it is the book of Numbers.
It was not for a single transgression that a whole generation of God’s people was condemned to desert
wanderings. Time and time again they put God to the test, refusing to believe in him even though he had given
them ample reason to trust him. God never expects blind faith – he is always ready to give us a reason to trust
him – but we still need to step out in faith. Refusing to do so, when God gives us the evidence we seek, is a
grave sin indeed, called unbelief.
None of God’s people except Joshua and Caleb were exempt from God’s judgment in Numbers. Even Moses
himself, his brother Aaron and his sister Miriam are all shown to fall short of the required standard. None of
them are able to enter the Promised Land. But God does not abandon his people. Although they are forced to
wander and miss out on the blessings God had planned for them, he still protected them from those who
opposed them, and proved that he was “their” God.
There is always a cost to our disobedience. We may not wander in a physical desert like the children of Israel
did, but there will always be a metaphorical “desert” for us to wander in when we refuse to walk the way God
would have us walk. Not that all spiritual deserts are a result of disobedience, but sometimes they are – and
forty years in the Bible was symbolic of a very long time. The way of disobedience is the way of futility – for
we cannot go forwards until we first go back to the point of departure from the will of God and correct the
problem. The Bible calls this “repentance”, and it is sometimes a long and painful journey. It is more than just
being sorry for the wrong we have done – it is a change of mind, a change of heart, a correction of the cause of
the problem.
But the good news is that desert wanderings do not last forever. The children of Israel stayed in the wilderness
for a long time, and a whole generation of people missed out on the good things that God had in store for them –
but the promises of God did not stay unfulfilled. We can thwart ourselves by our hard-heartedness, but we
cannot thwart God. We may have to suffer a season of discipline, but God will bring us back, stronger than
ever, so long as we do not give up on him altogether. That is the nature of grace – God’s mercy is stronger than
my disobedience.
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Thus, although the book of Numbers is predominantly negative in its message, there is a strong undergirding of
hope. And we all need that message of hope, because we all go through times when obedience is tough, and
when we need to learn the lessons of the wilderness journey one more time. May God in his mercy cut that time
down to the barest minimum!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What wildernesses have I crossed in my walk so far? What lessons
have I learnt through those periods?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
3:7-19

•

MEDITATION:
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Deut. 30:11-20; Ps. 51, 107:1-22; Ac. 7:39-53; 1 Cor. 10:1-13; Heb.

“Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts …” (Heb. 3:15)
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SECTION 3: Building a nation
(Weeks 9 to 13)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 9: Deuteronomy 1-24

Week 10: Deuteronomy 25-34; Joshua
1-10

1.

Deuteronomy 1-3

1.

Deuteronomy 25-28

2.

Deuteronomy 4-7

2.

Deuteronomy 29-31

3.

Deuteronomy 8-12

3.

Deuteronomy 32-34

4.

Deuteronomy 13-18

4.

Joshua 1-6

5.

Deuteronomy 19-24

5.

Joshua 7-10
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Chapters

Completed

Week 11: Joshua 11-24; Judges 1-9

Week 13: 1 Samuel 6-15; 1 Chronicles
1-10

1.

Joshua 11-15

1.

1 Samuel 6-11

2.

Joshua 16-20

2.

1 Samuel 12-15

3.

Joshua 21-24

3.

1 Chronicles 1-3

4.

Judges 1-5

4.

1 Chronicles 4-6

5.

Judges 6-9

5.

1 Chronicles 7-10

Week 12: Judges 10-21; Ruth; 1
Samuel 1-5
1.

Judges 10-14

2.

Judges 15-18

3.

Judges 19-21

4.

Ruth 1-4

5.

1 Samuel 1-5
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General Notes:

The books from Deuteronomy through to 2 Kings are often called by scholars the “Deuteronomistic
history”. They see in these stories the hand of a master editor who forged together a continuous story
of Israel’s faith and blessing, and disobedience and loss of blessing, over 900 years from around
1500 to 600 BC. We will break this long period into several sub-periods, for ease of study.
These books are dominated by the themes articulated by Moses in the book of Deuteronomy: the most
crucial sin is idolatry, and faithfulness to the LORD is the full expression of covenant obedience.
When God’s people kept faith with him, they were allowed to live and prosper in the land of God’s
promise. But when they disobeyed and worshipped other gods, their enemies gained the upper hand
and either oppressed them within their own land, or expelled them entirely from it.
(This period of Israel’s history is covered by two sources: 1 Samuel to 2 Kings (which in the Hebrew
Bible is one continuous book) and 1 and 2 Chronicles. The first of these is the one that was edited to
form part of the “Deuteronomistic history”. The second appears to be the official records of the
kings of Judah, and appears to be a more “official” version of that period of history).
We live under a different covenant today, but many of the principles remain the same. What is the
“land” that God has promised you? What is important for you? Is it tied up with family, or work, or
ministry? Is it the salvation of members of your family, or your friends? What are the promises God
has made to you that you are not yet walking in?
Life with God is not a static thing, it is a process of growth. Sometimes we seem to be going
forwards, other times we seem to struggle. Where is God throughout this process? The history of
Israel details both the good and the bad times with breath-taking honesty; no matter where you are in
your walk, you will find a story to inspire you, and another story to warn you.
When you are a believer, God goes with you whether you obey or disobey. If you are obedient, life
will be vastly different than if you are disobedient, but be assured that God will never give up on you
either way. God wants you to obey so that you can receive the blessings he has planned for you. You
do not need to be a spiritual “giant”, just an ordinary person who learns to trust God through thick
and thin. The books in this section are filled with ordinary people just like you, some of whom were
obedient, others less so. Which ones are you going to emulate?
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 8: -

The covenant and what it means (Deuteronomy)

It is one thing to read the words of a great leader; it is another thing entirely to sit under their direct tutelage, to
listen to their inspired wisdom and to feed off the very thoughts that motivate their day to day actions. This is
exactly what we have in the book of Deuteronomy, its name means the second reading of the law, and in it we
find ourselves face to face with the personal reflections of one of the greatest leaders of all time, Moses.
After spending a generation in the wilderness, the children of Israel are finally ready to move into the Promised
Land. However, the current generation were only children when the law was first given to their parents 40
years before. Moses is now old, and about to die; consequently, he has it in mind to renew the covenant with
the new generation, reminding them what it says and (more importantly) telling them what it means. The book
of Deuteronomy is Moses’ last words to his people.
Thus, Deuteronomy is more than just another book of laws. It contains laws, including a restatement of the Ten
Commandments; but it is more than just that. It is the heart of Moses, the man whom “the LORD would speak
to … face to face, as a man speaks with his friend.” (Ex. 33:11). It was one of the favourite books of Jesus, who
quoted it on numerous occasions. It is one of my favourites too, and I commend it for you to study and meditate
upon.
The book of Deuteronomy follows a particular structure which is only known to have existed in political
documents in the time of Moses; this is one piece of excellent corroborative evidence that Moses is indeed the
principal author of this work. This structure is that of a treaty between an overlord and his subordinates,
stressing the kindness and goodness of the overlord, what the duties of the subordinate are, and what the
rewards are for obedience and the penalties for disobedience. In Deuteronomy, we see how simple the life of
obedience really is, summed up in the great commandment quoted by Jesus: “Hear O Israel: the LORD our
God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and all your
strength” (Deut. 6:4-5).
We live under a different covenant now, a covenant not consisting of rules. Even though the fine print of the
earlier covenant no longer applies to us, the heart of the old covenant found in the book of Deuteronomy still
reflects the heart of God, and speaks to us of the love and kindness of our Saviour God.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: If you knew you were about to die and had the opportunity to pass
your “last words” onto your children, what would you say? How significant do you think it
is that we have recorded the last words of Moses?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
13:8-14

•

MEDITATION:
“Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond
your reach” (Deut.. 30:11)
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2 Ki. 22:1-20; Ezra 9:1-15; Mt. 4:1-11; 22:34-40; Rom. 10:1-13;
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Living under the blessing (Joshua)

After Moses died, his servant Joshua led the people into the Promised Land. The book that bears his name is
the story of that conquest.
The story of Joshua is a very practical story of how to walk in the blessing of God, how to receive all that God
has promised you. The people of Israel were far from perfect, they made plenty of mistakes, but under Joshua
they were prepared to step out in faith, take God at his word, and cooperate with his plans for their lives. It is
no coincidence that Joshua begins with those well-quoted words: “Do not let the Book of the Law depart from
your mouth …” (Josh. 1:8). This is one of the driving principles of Joshua, indeed of walking in the blessing of
God for every generation: we need to know what God has promised, and meditate on it day and night if we are
to receive it.
The book of Joshua contains records of mighty battles; mainly victories, but a few defeats. Whenever the
people stumbled, they paid a price, but when they repented, God restored his blessing. Thus, Joshua does not
contain teaching that can only be put into practice by the spiritual elite; no matter who you are, no matter what
stage in your spiritual journey you have reached, you are neither too old nor too young to profit from reading
this book. Whoever you are, wherever you are in life, you can learn to prosper in the will of God by putting
into practice the few simple principles of faith found here.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What sorts of things do I meditate on “day and night”? How would
my life be different if instead I meditated on the word of God with such devotion?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
5:1-5

•

MEDITATION:
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Num. 13:26-33; Ps. 60:1-12; Rom. 8:28-39; Heb. 11:30-31; 1 Jn

“With God we will gain the victory …” (Ps.. 60:12)
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Disobedience and chaos (Judges, Ruth, 1 Samuel 1 – 15, 1

Chronicles 1 – 10)
How we all wish that the story of Joshua had been the final chapter in the children of Israel’s journeys into the
Promised Land! However, the Bible is more realistic than that. We are simply told that “another generation
grew up, who knew neither the LORD nor what he had done for Israel” (Ju. 2:10). The result is a period
(lasting about 400 years from 1450 BC to 1050 BC) of ignominy and defeat, death and misery, interspersed
with occasion periods of victory at the hands of those Spirit-inspired men and women, the “judges”.
It is an important spiritual principle that “God has no grandchildren”. No matter what he did yesterday, for you
or for your parents, you need to find God’s blessing today in order to live today. A stale revelation is no
revelation at all. It is great to reflect on the mighty works of God for inspiration, but if it doesn’t lead to an
experience of God in your present circumstances then it hasn’t led you to the place where God needs you to be.
Throughout the book of Judges, we see the hand of God in mercy, raising up leaders by his Spirit in spite of the
fact that the people had all but forgotten both the character of God and his requirements. How else can we
explain the bizarre story of the leader Jephthah who thought he needed to sacrifice his beloved daughter to God
(Ju. 11:29-40)? Or the man who dedicated his silver to God for the purpose of building an idol (Ju. 17:1-3)? Or
the time when they all but annihilated a whole tribe because of the crimes committed by one town (Ju. 20)?
Rightly did the author sum up that period with characteristic humour: “In those days Israel had no king;
everyone did as he saw fit” (Ju. 17:6, 21:25).
The short but beautiful story of Ruth gives us an insight into the world of those days – a world characterised by
darkness and ignorance, but a world in which there were still some who kept faith with the LORD. The
darkness continues on into the days of Samuel, who gave Israel its first king Saul. Saul was a failure, a man of
his times; it was not until his son-in-law David enters the story that the mood begins to change from despair to
hope.
Where was God in this period of darkness? His activity was curtailed, but he was not entirely absent. Our
disobedience hampers God from giving us the best for our lives, since we have to take responsibility for
ourselves; however even darkness and disobedience cannot thwart God entirely. When his people cried out to
him in their misery, he was always willing to raise up a deliverer, a saviour. The story of how he did it is
sometimes funny, often strange, but always inspiring. If he could do this for them, he can certainly do the same
for you. What is stopping you today from crying out to God for his blessing, even if you don’t deserve it?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What mercy from God am I not receiving because I am too ashamed
or guilty or stubborn to cry out for help?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
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2 Chr. 7:11-16; Hos. 13:1-13; 14:4-8; Ac. 2:14-21; Heb. 11:32-38

God has no grandchildren.
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SECTION 4: The kingdom established
(Weeks 14 to 23)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 14: 1 Samuel 16-2 Samuel 6

Week 16: 1 Chronicles 11-29

1.

1 Samuel 16-19

1.

1 Chronicles 11-14

2.

1 Samuel 20-23

2.

1 Chronicles 15-17

3.

1 Samuel 24-28

3.

1 Chronicles 18-22

4.

1 Sam. 29-2 Sam. 2

4.

1 Chronicles 23-26

5.

2 Samuel 3-6

5.

1 Chronicles 27-29

Week 15: 2 Samuel 7-24

Week 17: Psalms 1-41

1.

2 Samuel 7-11

1.

Psalms 1-10

2.

2 Samuel 12-14

2.

Psalms 11-19

3.

2 Samuel 15-18

3.

Psalms 20-29

4.

2 Samuel 19-21

4.

Psalms 30-35

5.

2 Samuel 22-24

5.

Psalms 36-41
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Chapters

Completed

Week 18: Psalms 42-72

Week 20: Psalms 107-150

1.

Psalms 42-48

1.

Psalms 107-118

2.

Psalms 49-55

2.

Psalms 119

3.

Psalms 56-62

3.

Psalms 120-132

4.

Psalms 63-68

4.

Psalms 133-142

5.

Psalms 69-72

5.

Psalms 143-150

Week 19: Psalms 73-106

Week 21: 1 Kings 1-11; 2 Chronicles 19

1.

Psalms 73-79

1.

1 Kings 1-4

2.

Psalms 80-86

2.

1 Kings 5-8

3.

Psalms 87-92

3.

1 Kings 9-11

4.

Psalms 93-102

4.

2 Chronicles 1-5

5.

Psalms 103-106

5.

2 Chronicles 6-9
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Chapters

Completed

Week 22: Proverbs 1-24

Week 23: Proverbs 25-31; Ecclesiastes;
Song of Songs

1.

Proverbs 1-5

1.

Proverbs 25-28

2.

Proverbs 6-10

2.

Proverbs 29-31

3.

Proverbs 11-15

3.

Ecclesiastes 1-6

4.

Proverbs 16-19

4.

Ecclesiastes 7-12

5.

Proverbs 20-24

5.

Song of Songs 1-8
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General Notes:

The first king of Israel (Saul) was a bit of a failure, but he was succeeded by two extremely famous
(and successful) ones – David, and his son Solomon. This period was the pinnacle of Israel’s
achievement, but it lasted less than a century from around 1050 BC onwards.
This period emphasises all of the positives about what society under covenant with God could be like
when the people (as represented primarily by their king) chose to be “fully obedient” to God.
Military success, prosperity, security of boundaries – all of these are seen as the consequence of
national obedience. It is not without grounds that Israel has always looked back on this period as the
defining era of their national identity.
We, of course, do not live under the same covenant, but we can still learn from the examples of David
and Solomon. David was a leader of men finely honed by the hand of God – the first half of his story
is all about a humble peasant boy who, having been chosen by God for special privilege, is hounded
for 30 years by a demented and depraved king who is being driven mad by his insane jealousy. It is
David’s response to this period of prolonged testing that forged in him the character that he needed
for the glorious reign that was to come. Perhaps there is a lesson in this for us today: great blessing
comes through great character, and great character cannot come when we have a “microwave”
attitude to life. What character traits is God trying to forge in your life at the moment? Are you
looking for instantaneous answers, or are you trusting God over the long haul?
Solomon, of course, was a different person to his father David. Solomon, the man of peace, could not
have reigned without the victories won by his father. Sometimes our responsibility is (like David) to
win new victories, at other times it is to maintain (like Solomon) with wisdom and integrity what has
already been won. In this section of our reading, we will see many pointers to living under both these
circumstances – and a few pitfalls and dangers, too!
We also include in this section the main poetic writings attributed to David and Solomon – Psalms,
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs. These are not “factual” books, but “wisdom” literature.
We need a different approach to understanding these books. But once we learn to absorb them into
our heart rather than our mind, we will undoubtedly find great blessing in reading them. They
remind us that God is not just interested in what we know, but in every aspect of our lives.
David and Solomon: which one of these two leaders inspires us the most at the moment? Which one
challenges us the most?
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CHAPTER 11: -

An ideal king … (1 Samuel 16 – 31, 2 Samuel, 1 Chronicles 11 –

29)
David son of Jesse goes down in Biblical history as one of the greatest of the great. As a young lad, he learnt
faith in the presence of God while acting as a shepherd over his father’s flocks. His family did not regard him
with any great favour, but God did: “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart”
(1 Sam. 16:7). When the time came for God to appoint a king to replace the disobedient Saul, it was to David
that God sent the ageing prophet Samuel. What a lesson is there for all of us! If we are faithful in the small
things God has entrusted to us, and maintain a pure heart, God will find us and call us to something great!
The first half of the David story is the story of his persecution at the hand of an increasingly erratic Saul.
Through all these trials, David refuses to take matters into his own hand, leaving room for God to promote him
when the time was right. At some stages in these early years, it seems impossible that God could ever turn
around a series of negative situations, but, as he promised, God does promote David to the kingship after a
number of years.
David’s long reign is crowned with military victories and prosperity. The centrepiece of his reign is found in 2
Samuel 7, where God promises to build David a “house” (i.e. a royal dynasty). Thereafter, the Messiah
promised to Israel is understood as the “Son of David”. But in what sense is the promised saviour going to be
like David? Some interpreted the metaphor militarily – after all, it was David who restored the boundaries of
Israel to what God had promised in the days of Moses and Joshua. But another interpretation was possible –
David was principally a man after God’s own heart, someone that epitomised the spiritual values that God was
looking for.
What was it about David that made him such a valued person to God? As you go through the account, you do
well to ask yourself this question. David was not perfect – the account is brutally honest about David’s sins,
and the latter half of his home life was particularly tragic as a result of his famous sin with Bathsheba.
Moreover, David was not a particularly wise king either – some of his advisers, especially his army chief Joab,
are portrayed as malicious manipulators. So what was it about David that made him so special?
You will need to answer this question in detail for yourself, but the simple answer is this: in spite of his many
faults, David served God with his whole heart all his life. This is what God valued in David; this is what made
God persevere with him after having rejected Saul for sins which in outward appearance were no different to
David’s. God is not unfair; but neither does he judge by the outward appearance of things. So the main lesson
to take from this section of the Bible is this: whom are you trying to please – your fellow human beings, who
only know what you let them see, or God, who sees your heart? Are you seeking to emulate Saul, who was
desperate for acceptance but never received it, or David, who was only interested in pleasing God?
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•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What aspects of David’s heart can I emulate in my life?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
37

•

MEDITATION:
my life?

CHAPTER 12: -

Deut. 17:14-20; Is. 11:1-9; Lk. 1:67-75; 2:8-14; Ac. 2:22-36; 13:32-

God honoured David because David honoured God. Whom do I honour in

… and his heart of praise (Psalms)

The book of Psalms is a book of songs of worship covering all aspects of the life of faith. It is included in this
section with the life of David because so many of them bear the attribution “of David”. Whether this means
they were actually written by Israel’s great king, or whether this attribution means “written in the style of
David” is of more interest to the scholar than to us. Some of them undoubtedly do date back to David, whom
we know was a poet and musician; others were probably added in later centuries.
We need to be careful how we read the Psalms. They are not doctrine, they are doxology; they are not prose,
but poetry. Their purpose is to give expression to the feelings of the heart more than just the thoughts of the
mind. Some of us are more comfortable with this than others; the reality is that God is interested in your whole
being – your feelings as well as your thoughts, your heart as well as your mind. Whatever you are feeling, there
is no shame in expressing your feelings to God, and allowing his healing presence to transform you.
The book of Psalms reflects the whole gamut of emotions, from exaltation to despair, from victory to defeat and
death. There is no situation in life where you cannot find a Psalm to express your mood. Some of the Psalms
express godly sentiments; others (especially those of judgment and recrimination) express less laudable
feelings. That is why we need to understand how to interpret the Psalms – in them, God is validating our right
to have emotions without necessarily validating the feelings they represent. God knows that sometimes life is
less than ideal; the book of Psalms encourages us to express our feelings at such times to God – so that we can
draw on his strength and express God’s truth to and in a hurting world.
The whole book of Psalms is taken to be “of David” because they most truly reflect his attitude to life. David
became a man of God’s own heart because he learnt, as a very young man, to bring God into every aspect of his
life. You and I can do the same. What area of your life are you afraid of bringing to God?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I truly in touch with my feelings? What feelings do I need to
express to God so that he can cleanse me of hurt in a pain-filled world?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
28;Eph. 5:15-21

•

MEDITATION:
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2 Sam. 12:15-25; 1 Chr. 25:1-8; Mk 15:33-37; Ac. 4:23-31; 16:25-

“Speak to each other with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs” (Eph. 5:19)
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A wise king … (1 Kings 1 – 11, 2 Chronicles 1 – 9)

David was succeeded by his son Solomon, who again was a good king. Solomon’s giftedness, however, was
different to his father. David was a warrior, a man of war who built his kingdom in God’s power in times of
difficulty. Solomon was a man of peace – a man who learnt to administer the great kingdom that God through
David had established. David was a fighter, but Solomon was a builder.
God needs both “Davids” and “Solomons”. Sometimes life’s circumstances mean you have to fight tooth and
nail for every scrap of blessing God has for you. At other times, the victory has already been won, and what
you need is the wisdom of God to live in its victory. We need to learn from the stories of both David and
Solomon.
Solomon’s reign was dominated by two great “God events”: the first was his decision to ask for wisdom (in 1
Kings 3) and the second was the building of the temple culminating in God manifesting his presence in it (1
Kings 8). The first was a “private” or “inward” event, the second was a “public” or “outward” event. Like
Solomon, we all have both a private life and a public life; it is important that we learn to experience God’s
blessing in both.
There is a salutary lesson for us all in the story of Solomon: although he had these great blessings and gifts, and
even though God appeared to him twice in visions, this was not enough to keep him on the right path all of his
life. The end of Solomon’s reign was characterised by sin and darkness that had far-reaching consequences for
the nation of Israel. And this just serves to emphasise one very important point: yesterday’s revelation is of no
help in battling today’s enemies. No matter what our past history with God is, we all need to seek his face
today in order to receive his highest blessing.
On the positive side, the young Solomon knew what was important for a long and successful life: wisdom. The
New Testament teaches us that we can all be like Solomon: “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God,
who gives generously to all without finding fault; and it will be given to him” (Jas 1:5). We may not all be
kings presiding over a vast empire; but we all have areas of responsibility that God has given us, and we all
need an impartation of wisdom to live the way God wants us to. The good news is that this is a gift that is
freely available to all.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: If I (like Solomon) could ask God for any one thing and be sure of
receiving it, what would I ask for?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
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Neh. 4:1-23; Is. 8:11-22; Lk. 11:29-32; 1 Tim. 6:3-21; Rev. 3:14-22

“One greater than Solomon is here” (Lk. 11:31)
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… and his wisdom (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs)

Not only does the Bible tell us that Solomon had God-inspired wisdom, it also gives us three samples of that
wisdom (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs). These three books were traditionally ascribed to Solomon,
however they may merely be representative of the sort of wisdom literature he composed. Either way, we
should get the point that God wants us to have the gift of wisdom!
These three books represent completely different aspects of the wisdom genre. Proverbs is overwhelmingly
positive – full of pithy gems teaching us how to live with God’s blessing. Ecclesiastes has a different flavour –
it can best be understood as wisdom for living life “under the sun” (that is, in a world apart from God) – but it is
nonetheless valuable for that perspective. And Song of Songs teaches us wisdom in the context of the most
beautiful and intimate part of our lives, our sexuality.
Thus, there is no area of our lives that cannot benefit from a good dose of God’s wisdom. But what exactly is
this “wisdom”? James (Jas 3:13-16) tells us what it is not: it is not the selfish thirst for knowledge that so many
people crave. “If only I know how to do such-and-such better,” they think, “my life will be more fulfilled.” But
God’s wisdom is not acquisitive, and it is not to be achieved in such a way. Godly wisdom is a moral quality
that involves understanding yourself, understanding your world and the people around you, and (most of all)
understanding God. It is the fear of the LORD (that is, a knowledge of and reverence for God and what he
stands for) that is the beginning of wisdom, and you cannot really progress beyond the basics without this
important aspect.
Finally, we need to give a word of warning on how to interpret wisdom literature. The books in this section do
not contain “promises” for us to “claim” for ourselves, but rather statements of “general truth” that we need to
apply in our lives. Thus, when it says (for example) that “a generous man will prosper …” (Prov. 11:25), this is
not a promise of financial blessing for us to apply; it does not mean that everyone who is generous will
automatically and immediately become rich. If that were true, it would be all too easy! Instead, it is a statement
of general principles: if we learn to practice the principle of generosity, if we change our life so that we practice
this key behavioural trait, then over the long run we will prosper under God’s blessing. There is not even any
guarantee that the blessing will come in the manner we expect; but the long-term benefits of godly wisdom are
far more important than any short-term “fix” that we might seek for our immediate problems.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What aspect of my life do I lack wisdom in?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
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Jer. 9:23-24; Mt. 7:7-27; Php. 4:1-9; 1 Th. 4:1-12; Jas 1:1-18

“The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom …” (Prov. 1:7)
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SECTION 5: The downward slope
(Weeks 24 to 35)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 24: 1 Kings 12-2 Kings 7

Week 26: 2 Chronicles 10-36

1.

1 Kings 12-15

1.

2 Chronicles 10-16

2.

1 Kings 16-19

2.

2 Chronicles 17-22

3.

1 Kings 20-22

3.

2 Chronicles 23-28

4.

2 Kings 1-4

4.

2 Chronicles 29-32

5.

2 Kings 5-7

5.

2 Chronicles 33-36

Week 25: 2 Kings 8-25

Week 27: Isaiah 1-20

1.

2 Kings 8-11

1.

Isaiah 1-4

2.

2 Kings 12-15

2.

Isaiah 5-8

3.

2 Kings 16-18

3.

Isaiah 9-12

4.

2 Kings 19-22

4.

Isaiah 13-15

5.

2 Kings 23-25

5.

Isaiah 16-20
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Chapters

Completed

Week 28: Isaiah 21-39

Week 30: Obadiah – Zephaniah

1.

Isaiah 21-24

1.

Obadiah; Jonah 1-4

2.

Isaiah 25-28

2.

Micah 1-4

3.

Isaiah 29-31

3.

Micah 5-7

4.

Isaiah 32-35

4.

Nahum 1-3;
Habakkuk 1-3

5.

Isaiah 36-39

5.

Zephaniah 1-3

Week 29: Hosea – Amos

Week 31: Jeremiah 1-19

1.

Hosea 1-7

1.

Jeremiah 1-3

2.

Hosea 8-14

2.

Jeremiah 4-6

3.

Joel 1-3

3.

Jeremiah 7-10

4.

Amos 1-5

4.

Jeremiah 11-15

5.

Amos 6-9

5.

Jeremiah 16-19
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Chapters

Completed

Week 32: Jeremiah 20-45

Week 34: Ezekiel 1-28

1.

Jeremiah 20-23

1.

Ezekiel 1-8

2.

Jeremiah 24-29

2.

Ezekiel 9-15

3.

Jeremiah 30-32

3.

Ezekiel 16-19

4.

Jeremiah 33-38

4.

Ezekiel 20-23

5.

Jeremiah 39-45

5.

Ezekiel 24-28

Week 33: Jeremiah 46-52;
Lamentations

Week 35: Ezekiel 29-48

1.

Jeremiah 46-48

1.

Ezekiel 29-32

2.

Jeremiah 49-50

2.

Ezekiel 33-37

3.

Jeremiah 51-52

3.

Ezekiel 38-41

4.

Lamentations 1-2

4.

Ezekiel 42-45

5.

Lamentations 3-5

5.

Ezekiel 46-48
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General Notes:
We now enter the longest section of our study, and it is not a particularly happy one. After the death
of Solomon, there was a long period of decline in the nation of Israel that lasted from about 970 BC
to 587 BC. It began with a civil war that split the kingdom of David and Solomon into two nations
(called “Judah” and “Israel”) and finished with both nations in exile in Mesopotamia. The pathway
of disobedience is not a pleasant one.
During this period, there were a few godly kings – such as Hezekiah, Jehoshaphat, and Josiah – and
a few others who were good at least in part, but most of them were completely apathetic towards God
and his commands. Under Samuel, the people had asked for “a king … such as the other nations
have” (1 Sam. 8:5), and that is exactly what they got – though perhaps it was more than they
bargained for! The once proud people, set apart as a beacon to the world by their covenant
obedience to God, had degenerated into two nations, bickering amongst themselves, behaving just
like the rest of the world.
God had a lot to say in this sad period of time – that is why this section takes us a full 12 weeks. His
primary spokesmen were prophets, a hardy bunch of Spirit-empowered men and women who
fearlessly reminded the kings and the people of their obligations to God, and the consequences of
disobedience. The prophets had first appeared around the time of Samuel, and were then encouraged
by David – but by the end of Solomon’s reign, they were a persecuted minority.
The most famous early prophets were Elijah and Elisha, who became folk legends for their fearless
deeds in the face of the wicked house of Ahab and his evil queen Jezebel. They serve as examples to
us of what faith and obedience look like when times are really tough. The first prophets for whom we
have any written testimony are Amos and Hosea in the 8th century BC, who preached to the northern
kingdom of Israel. They were followed by Isaiah (a priest in the court of the kings of Judah) and the
others whom we have come to know as the “minor prophets” – minor in the sense that their writings
are short, but surely not minor to God.
This section concludes with two major prophets who were hugely significant on the history of Israel,
and on the Christian church. Jeremiah and Ezekiel were two vastly different people, but they both
preached “right at the death” – in the period from c 630 to 587 BC. By this stage, the nation of
Judah was the only one left, and they had sealed their fate by their persistent and wilful disobedience.
Both of these prophets give us incredible insight into a nation that has turned its back on God – and
the heart of God in responding to that calamity.
God is a god of love, but he is also a god of justice. For almost 500 years (or “70 times 7” years, as
Jesus referred to it), God overlooked the transgressions of his people. But there is only one possible
result of persistent and wilful disobedience: exile from the land of God’s promise, the loss of all the
good things God wants to give us. Jeremiah and Ezekiel presided over this final disaster, but their
writings show us how, even in the midst of that disaster, God was sowing the seeds for later revival.
There is therefore great hope in this section – and a challenge. God is always trying to bless us, but
will we learn the easy way (through obedience) or the hard way? The choice is ours …
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 15: -

Some less than perfect kings (1 Kings 12 – 2 Kings 25, 2

Chronicles 10 – 36)
The readings from the books of Kings and Chronicles give us two parallel accounts of the sad decline in Israel
and Judah after the death of Solomon. The longer version (Kings) treats both the northern and southern
kingdoms equally after the initial civil war. The shorter version (Chronicles) treats only the house of Judah.
The story starts with a revolt by Jeroboam against Rehoboam son of Solomon, a revolt that is interpreted as a
direct fulfilment of prophetic judgment as a consequence of Solomon’s sin. Each of the kings is described using
the same formula: the length of his reign, the timing of his reign, and how his reign matched up against the
covenant standards of God. If the Bible were to write a history of your or my life in the same terms, how would
we match up?
The kings of the house of Judah are a mixture of good and bad, but the kings of Israel are uniformly condemned
by the same standard: they persisted in the sin of “Jeroboam son of Nebat”. And what was that sin which
fathered all the evil that followed? He corrupted the true worship of the LORD by instituting priests, rituals and
customs which had never been ordained by God. In other words, his sin was to substitute religion (that is,
humanly invented rituals and rites) where God had ordained relationship. All of the apostasy that followed can
be traced to that one simple fault. May we and our churches learn from this lesson!
From idolatry (the worship of a false image) Israel moved under Ahab to worship of foreign gods, and that
brought the king into direct conflict with the prophets. If you and I had lived in those days, whose “team”
would we have been on? Would we have sided with the powerful king – or the prophets who risked life and
limb to stand up for God? Perhaps we would have been like the majority, who seemed to just “go along” with
the prevailing opinion.
The period from 750 to 600 BC was a period of great turmoil for all the nations in the Ancient Near East.
Firstly the Assyrians, and then the Babylonians, swept across the landscape, annihilating all that went before
them. All of the nations we have previously read about – the Egyptians, the Philistines, the Moabites, the
Arameans – were all affected by this turmoil. Many of them were wiped out completely, never to be heard from
again in history. The editor of the “Deuteronomistic history” sees this event as a judgment of God. First the
northern kingdom Israel in 722 BC, then the southern kingdom of Judah in 587 BC, are conquered by the
invaders. However, they do not fall because the enemy is strong; they fall because they have abandoned the
LORD who protected them from all their enemies.
Who are your enemies today? How strong are they? Do you feel overwhelmed by their power? If you do, this
section of the Bible speaks into your situation. But learn the lesson of history: God is able to protect you, if
you will only submit your life under his covenant of promise. The choice is yours.
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•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What powerful forces shape my life today?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 16: -

Deut. 31:14-29; Ez. 20:1-44; Mt. 23:27-39; Jn 4:1-26; Jas 5:13-20

God is at work in history – sometimes in mercy, sometimes in judgment.

The prophets: God’s “enforcers” (Isaiah 1 – 39, Hosea to

Zephaniah)
In a time of national emergency, there are many “voices” seeking to gain public attention. Which ones do we
listen to?
The nations of Israel and Judah faced a deadly peril from around 800 BC onwards, with the arrival of the
aggressive Assyrians on the scene. The northern kingdom (Israel) was living in worldly prosperity, but God
sent two very different men to warn them of their impending fate: Hosea and Amos. These men were the first
two “writing” prophets (as opposed to Elijah, Elisha and others who prophesied, but not in written book form)
in the Bible.
Hosea’s words are full of emotion, coming from the heart of a man who has been caused to feel God’s pain.
Amos paints a complementary picture – a vision of a holy God, seeking to challenge his wayward people. Both
had the same message: return to the covenant, or face the consequences!
Some historians have labelled the prophets in Israel and Judah at this time as God’s “enforcers” – strong men
sent to remind the nation of their covenant obligations, and warn them of the consequences of continued
disobedience. There were many such prophets, speaking in both the northern and southern kingdoms.
Whenever we rebel, God is always willing to send us messengers to remind us of our plight. But are we
prepared to listen to the hard words that such prophets speak into our lives?
The most significant prophet of this era was Isaiah, who was a priest, a man of stature and rank in the court of
the Kings of Judah. He was a man who had access to the ear of the king. But he was also a man who listened to
God. As a result of a dramatic encounter in the temple with the holiness of God (Is. 6:1-13), Isaiah was
propelled into a preaching ministry that challenged the very foundations of the nation: if we are the people of
God, whom do we rely on?
(Our study of Isaiah in this section finishes at the end of Chapter 39 because scholars generally consider the
remaining chapters were added at a later date, during the Babylonian exile. Whether or not this is true, the
message of this “Second Isaiah” is more appropriate to the period of exile than the current period).
It is easy to profess to trust God when things are going well – but what about when the enemy is battering down
the front door, threatening to destroy everything you hold dear? Can you echo with Isaiah: “If you do not stand
firm in your faith, you will not stand firm at all” (Is. 7:9)?
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We don’t know much about the so-called minor prophets that we will study after Isaiah, but they all preached
around the same time, and told a very consistent message. One of the most significant aspects of their messages
is the recurrent theme of the coming Messiah, the one who would restore things to how they were under David.
At times of doubt and difficulty, God wants to restore us to first principles, to the hope which drew us to him in
the first place. Do you need to be reminded of God’s plan for your life at the current time?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I willing to listen to the words of challenge that confront me
when I fall short?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
38

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 17: -

Deut. 18:14-22; Mt.12:1-8; Jn 12:37-41; Ac. 15:1-18; Heb. 11:32-

Isaiah saw Jesus’ glory … I also have seen his glory.

The weeping prophet (Jeremiah and Lamentations)

The book of Jeremiah is one of the longest in the Bible. It is also one of the most poignant. It is certainly one
of my favourites.
Here is the situation: Jeremiah was first called to be a prophet to the southern kingdom of Judah in the
thirteenth year of the reign of the good king Josiah son of Amon (Jer. 25:3 – c 626 BC). At that stage, Judah
was in a period of religious revival – Josiah was a good king who sought the LORD’s favour. Nevertheless,
Jeremiah’s message was not a happy one: the revival was only temporary, Judah would soon revert to its
wicked ways, leading to its inevitable destruction. At the start of his ministry, Jeremiah was probably no older
than a young teenager.
You can imagine how popular Jeremiah was in his society! King Josiah was only a young man of 21 at the time
– surely his reign would last for many years, and Jeremiah’s message of doom must have seemed so
improbable. Not only that, it must have seemed unfair too: Josiah had only just enacted a plan to “purge
Judah and Jerusalem of high places, Asherah poles, carved idols ad cast images” (2 Chr. 34:3). For 18 years,
this seemed to be the reality. But then Josiah died in a failed military campaign, and was succeeded by a
succession of sons and brothers who were all apathetic to the covenant of the LORD. Yet still the people of
God remained in the land, and Jeremiah’s words were unfulfilled.
For 23 years, Jeremiah stayed at his post, preaching an unpopular message with no evidence that it would ever
come to pass. The Book of Jeremiah is one of the most personal in the Old Testament – we see a clear picture
of the private anguish of this young man, struggling to retain his composure against seemingly impossible odds
and almost unanimous opposition. His complaints to God are well known and surely understandable – who
would not complain if given such a thankless task to perform?
Finally, in 603 BC, Jeremiah’s message starts to come true. Nebuchadnezzar ascends to the throne of Babylon,
and immediately commences a campaign of world military domination. At least twice in the next 17 years, he
invades the Promised Land, taking prisoners and booty back to his homeland. Finally, in 587 BC, he besieges
Jerusalem, destroys its temple, and takes the whole nation into exile. The message of doom has finally been
fulfilled.

© Phil Stott

Devotional Commentary

Page 69

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

www.kindlingministries.com

info@kindlingministries.com
OUR MISSION: “ EVERY HEART AFLAME”

KINDLING

MINISTRIES

“I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” (Lk. 12:49 NIV)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Devotional Commentary

Version 2.01 (November 2014)

The Book of Jeremiah is hard to follow because it is not written sequentially. Rather, it is a series of messages
pieced together after his death by the disciples of this great prophet organised by theme, rather than
chronologically. The purpose was to ensure that God’s people never forgot the message of this man who
obeyed God for so long without any human consolation.
Perhaps the clearest message of Jeremiah is his unconditional love for his people. He did not want to bring the
message he was asked to bring, but he felt compelled by the Spirit of God, and he chose to obey God rather than
live by his own feelings. According to tradition, he composed the moving poetry found in the book of
Lamentations to express his feelings. As a result of his writings, we see a deep insight into the heart of an
amazing man of God.
What task has God called you to? Have you been obedient? Jeremiah made virtually no impact on his
contemporaries, but his impact on later generations of Jews and on Christianity has been profound. Perhaps you
need to remind yourself of the legacy of Jeremiah, that obedience to God and faithfulness to his calling will
inevitably bear fruit, in spite of what your eyes see and your ears hear. If Jeremiah could remain faithful to his
calling, surely we can too.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What price am I willing to pay to be faithful?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 18: -

Dan.9:1-19; Lk. 19:42-44; Heb. 8:7-13; 1 Pet.1:3-12; 4:1-11

.”Is not (God’s) word like fire …?” (Jer. 23:29).

An uncomfortable truth (Ezekiel)

Jeremiah and Ezekiel were contemporaries, but were completely different men and played completely different
roles. It is only when we put together the messages of Jeremiah and Ezekiel that we begin to understand what
God was saying to his people at these difficult times.
When Nebuchadnezzar first invaded Jerusalem, he took many of the “best” citizens as prisoners (“the exiles”)
back to Babylon with him. Ezekiel was one of these men – a priest – forced to go on an arduous trek by foot as
a prisoner from Judah to Babylonia. At the same time as Jeremiah was preaching to those who remained in the
land, Ezekiel was preaching to the exiles in transit.
Ezekiel’s message was centred on the holiness of the LORD. His ministry commenced with a somewhat bizarre
vision of the glory of the LORD, but the message is clear: God is holy, God’s people have sinned, and now a
time of judgment is inevitable. You cannot take God for granted. He is long suffering and very forgiving, but
one day he will act in judgment if you refuse to repent. And that day for the exiles had now come. This was the
uncomfortable truth Ezekiel brought to his people.
In the face of God’s holiness, Ezekiel was aware of his own smallness and finiteness. “Son of man” was the
title God used to address him – we might say, “mortal”. It was a reminder that he, and the people he ministered
to, were merely humans, and God was God.
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Some of the things Ezekiel had to endure seem strange and harsh to us. In order to symbolise the exile, he had
to eat his food cooked over animal waste. His wife died, but he was forbidden from mourning for her in the
customary fashion. Why did God require such things? Simply because there was a lot at stake. God’s people
had become apathetic about God; they believed he existed, but they took him for granted. They were his
people, and always would be; if they got into trouble, he would always rescue them. Many Christians
throughout the ages have fallen into the same trap.
But God cannot be taken for granted. He will not be taken for granted – not because he cares what we think
about him, but because we need to know him as he really is. The exiles needed to know that God was not being
unfair to them, he was merely treating them exactly as their sins deserved. After their exile, it was a chastened
group of men and women who returned to Jerusalem – and their new attitude was due, in a significant part, to
the uncomfortable lessons Ezekiel had taught them.
The end of Ezekiel’s message was a renewed vision of the restoration of the temple, a vision which will not be
fulfilled until the end of the age. But Ezekiel was given this message because, alongside the message of
judgment, it was essential that God’s people retained a vision of hope. God’s judgment (prior to the last
judgment, of course) is always restorative – God’s aim is to lead us to repentance so that we might truly live,
not to hammer us for our faults.
It is so easy for us to take God’s goodness and grace for granted. Are you guilty of that mistake? If so, then
perhaps the uncomfortable message of Ezekiel has something to say to you.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I taking God for granted?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
21:1-27

•

MEDITATION:
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SECTION 6: Restoration of hope
(Weeks 36 to 39)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 36: Isaiah 40-57

Week 38: Ezra – Nehemiah

1.

Isaiah 40-42

1.

Ezra 1-6

2.

Isaiah 43-45

2.

Ezra 7-10

3.

Isaiah 46-48

3.

Nehemiah 1-6

4.

Isaiah 49-53

4.

Nehemiah 7-9

5.

Isaiah 54-57

5.

Nehemiah 10-13

Week 37: Isaiah 58-66; Esther; Daniel
1-6

Week 39: Haggai – Malachi; Daniel 712

1.

Isaiah 58-62

1.

Hag. 1-2; Ze. 1-6

2.

Isaiah 63-66

2.

Zechariah 7-11

3.

Esther 1-7

3.

Mal. 1-4; Ze. 12-14

4.

Esther 8-11; Daniel
1-2

4.

Daniel 7-9

5.

Daniel 3-6

5.

Daniel 10-12
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General Notes:
We now enter the last section of the Old Testament: the restoration of hope after the exile which
devastated the community in 587 BC. We have already read the key prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel, who
gave the people of God the explanation of why they suffered ignominy and destruction at the hands of
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon. Conviction of sin is an important part of repentance, without which
restoration is impossible. And the people of God had a long time – about 70 years – to learn their lessons.
One of the first voices of hope that comforted them in their distress was the author of the second half of
Isaiah, who cries out in a loud voice, “Comfort, comfort my people” (Is. 40:1). Rejoice, for God has not
abandoned you! After judgment comes salvation! Not only was Israel’s exile necessary because of sin, it
was also necessary so that God’s salvation might come to the whole world. These words of Isaiah 40-66
are some of the most stirring and inspirational in the whole Bible, mirroring as they do the New Testament
message of salvation and redemption.
Esther and Daniel give us insight into the life of the people of God during their exile in a pagan land. (We
have divided Daniel up into two parts, as it contains both historical material (most of chapters 1 – 6) and
future prophecy (chapters 7 – 12)). Both Esther and Daniel were believers forced to live out their faith in
a hostile environment. How do you live your life under such circumstances? The short answer is, with
“wisdom and tact” (Dan. 2:14). These two books can inspire you to learn what this means for you in your
circumstances.
Ezra and Nehemiah tell the story of the first return from exile. Theirs is the story of new beginnings – of
the rebuilding of a people from the ruins of their sin and degradation. But where do you start? Ezra had
a religious answer – get the foundations of the faith in place. Nehemiah had a more practical answer –
build up the walls so the people will feel protected and secure. Both are in fact equally important. Both
are very practical, instructive and inspirational stories.
The prophets Haggai and Zechariah were part of the restoration community, standing shoulder to
shoulder with the people of God, speaking words of encouragement. Malachi came about a hundred years
later, offering words of correction after the people had allowed some bad habits to form. All three
prophets give us insight into the nature of what true piety is – what are its priorities, what are its motives,
what God is really concerned with.
And finally, our Old Testament studies finish with some of the strangest and most difficult books of all –
the latter parts of Zechariah and Daniel. These are known as apocalyptic writings, a style that is
completely alien to our way of thinking. Full of visions with all sorts of symbolic beasts in them, these
books take a peek into the distant future for the people of God, preparing the way for the more detailed
visions provided at the end of the New Testament.
It is easy to get caught up in the bizarre elements of apocalyptic literature, and many people do so. God
has not given us these books so that we can “second guess” the exact details of what the future holds. If
he wanted us to know the details, he would surely have found an easier way of communicating them to us!
Rather, he wants us to know that history is not a random series of events, but is heading in a direction, a
direction that is well under control. At times in our lives when things seem out of control, these books
have a vital role in providing us with stability and hope.
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 19: -

The promise of restoration (Isaiah 40 – 66)

With the start of chapter 40 of the book of Isaiah, there is a definite change of theme. No longer is the prophet
addressing words of warning to a people in danger of losing their land, he is now addressing words of comfort
to those who have actually lost it. Most historians believe that these chapters were written at a later date by a
second author (“Deutero-” (or “Second”) Isaiah), but it is also possible that the same prophet was writing as
before, this time projecting himself forwards into the world he knew was coming. For the purposes of our
reading, it makes no difference.
Chapter 40 is the great overture of Second Isaiah, providing all the great themes that are about to be introduced:
comfort for the afflicted, good news of redemption, and the majesty, power and love of God. It is in the
following chapters that these great themes are developed. Israel may be in exile, but she is not alone. God has a
plan and a purpose for his people; his ways may be inscrutable, indeed they may at tiles seem harsh, but they are
always redemptive.
One of the great passages in Second Isaiah is the “song of the Servant” which starts in Chapter 42, and goes
right through to its climax in the famous messianic prophecy in Chapter 53. The picture here is that Israel’s
suffering is not pointless, it is actually redemptive. Israel is portrayed as the “servant of the LORD” whose
suffering is necessary to allow salvation to come to the whole world. About half way through the song,
however, it is apparent that the prophet is talking about more than just the nation as a whole – he is also talking
about one individual servant who would epitomise this sense of redemptive calling on the whole nation. We, of
course, know that this one to come was Jesus, who died on a cross for the sins of the whole world.
Second Isaiah is probably closest in theme to the New Testament of all the Old Testament writings. This is
undoubtedly the reason that it is loved by many believers. We need to remember that it is only in times of
sorrow and suffering that such words begin to make sense. We would all like our lives to be simpler and easier,
but the truth is that the grace of God is most clearly revealed in redemption, and redemption can only happen
when we have reached the stage where our own best efforts have proven to be futile and we desperately need
God to intervene on our behalf. If this is where you are at in your spiritual life, the words of Second Isaiah are
definitely written for you.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What area of my life is God trying to redeem at the moment?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
11:1-36

•

MEDITATION:
“Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name; you are
mine” (Is. 43:1b).
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Life in exile (Esther, Daniel 1 – 6)

The book of Esther is a lovely story of a young girl, plucked from obscurity by a secular monarch and placed in
a position of unparalleled power and political significance. She is not trained for the role, but finds herself
caught up in the intricacies of political intrigue. By submitting herself to God, she becomes instrumental in
God’s plan to rescue the Jews from the schemes of their enemy, Haman.
Likewise, Daniel is a young man of noble birth, taken prisoner by Nebuchadnezzar into a foreign land and given
a role in the court of the king. At the same time as Jeremiah is prophesying the downfall of Judah, Daniel finds
himself with direct access to the ear and mind of the man whom God is using to bring that judgment to pass.
Daniel, too, plays a pivotal role on the purposes of God for his people in exile.
Many believers have a limited view of God’s abilities and plans. They are comfortable trusting God in their
religious world, but find it hard to see the hand of God in secular affairs. They are uncomfortable living out the
Christian lives in a world dominated by seemingly hostile forces. No matter how hostile our world seems to us,
however, it is a picnic compared to the world of intrigue and danger confronting Esther and Daniel.
These two books teach us that the key to living in a secular world is to maintain your integrity, trust in God, and
live your life with wisdom and tact. God does not guarantee that the world will reward us by giving us a
position of leadership, but he does promise that he will be with us wherever we go, and that he is able to make
opportunities for us to serve him, even in the face of a Xerxes or a Nebuchadnezzar.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: How much do I trust God in my secular world – my workplace,
school, or community?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 21: -

Gen. 45:1-11, 50:15-21; Rom. 13:1-14; Col. 4:2-6; 1 Pet. 3:8-22

God has called me to my current life, and he will guide and sustain me in it.

Rebuilding the ancient ruins (Ezra and Nehemiah)

The Book of Ezra tells the story of the first group of exiles that returned to Judea at the end of the 70 years of
captivity prophesied by Jeremiah. They were a small band of people, numbering only a few thousands, but they
commenced the task of rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem previously destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar. Theirs is a
story of perseverance under pressure, in the face of opposition. The temple is symbolic for the re-establishing
the centrality of the things of God in broken lives.
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The Book of Nehemiah covers a similar period of time from the point of view of Nehemiah, who was appointed
governor of the region. His focus was to re-establish the non-religious institutions of Judah, and he focused his
attention on the rebuilding of the city walls. This is symbolic of the need we all have for security against
outside threats; none of us are really able to live fulfilling lives of faith and obedience unless the “walls” of our
lives have been constructed around us and we feel safe.
Both Ezra and Nehemiah are very practical books. One central character in both stories is Ezra the high priest,
often lauded in Jewish tradition as a “second Moses”. He takes on a pivotal role of reshaping the spiritual life
of the returned exiles. A key chapter is Nehemiah 8, where Ezra institutes the practice of public reading from
the word of God, with trained priests to explain the teachings to the people. There is also a theme in both books
of the need to avoid intermarriage with those outside the faith, emphasising the need to keep oneself pure from
the corrupting influences of the world around us.
Ezra and Nehemiah both deal with the difficult issue of new beginnings. In many ways, we all face the same
fundamental issue as is dealt with in these stories, as the story of our Christian lives is one of new beginnings.
We all face the “ruins” of our old lives, whether in the obvious forms of sin and brokenness, or the more subtle
forms of crushed hopes and dreams unfulfilled. How will we begin the task of rebuilding? How will we trust
God to help us do a work that looks at first overwhelmingly difficult, even impossible?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What “ruins” are there in my world that need to be rebuilt?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 22: -

Job. 36:13-26; Is. 60:10-61:11; Lk.4:14-30; Jn 3:1-21

“(God will) rebuild the ancient ruins …” (Is. 61:4).

Words of encouragement (Haggai, Zechariah 1 – 11, Malachi)

The last three minor prophets in the Old Testament (Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi) are noticeably different in
their approach to the previous writing prophets. This is because they were ministering in a totally new era. No
longer was God trying to reach out to a disobedient people, warning them of impending judgment. Rather, he is
speaking to a people who have tasted the bitter medicine of judgment and are in the process of rebuilding their
lives from the ruins.
What does God say to people in such circumstances? Haggai is all about priorities – the people had lost focus
in the task God had given them (the rebuilding of the temple) in the face of intense opposition. They were also
discouraged that the job they were doing seemed small and insignificant. Do you ever feel the way they do?
When you do, the book of Haggai has words of encouragement to focus you on your God-given task.
The Book of Zechariah is a series of short, sharp visions on the sovereignty of God. We break up our study of
Zechariah into two parts, because chapters 12 to 14 are apocalyptic in nature, and need to be studied on their
own. Zechariah was written around the same time as Haggai.
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Malachi is the last writing prophet, and the last book of the Old Testament. He was writing some hundred years
or so after the exiles had returned, after they had had enough time to develop some bad habits. His words are a
mixture of encouragement and rebuke.
What is God saying to you through the words of these ancient prophets?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What words of encouragement does God wish to bring to me?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 23: -

Is. 40:1-5; Jn 14:15-21; 2 Cor. 1:3-11; Eph. 2:11-22; Heb. 10:19-25

I will not despise the day of small beginnings … (Zech. 4:10).

A glimpse of the future (Zechariah 12 – 14; Daniel 7 – 12)

Our study of the Old Testament finishes with some of the most difficult books to interpret. These represent
only a small part of the text, taking us only a few days to read, but they are all too often blown up out of all
proportion by some people with a distorted agenda.
These writings are found at the end of the prophets Zechariah and Daniel, and are called (in technical terms)
apocalyptic literature. In common usage, “apocalyptic” is taken to mean “relating to the end of the world, and
disasters”, however the term comes from the Greek word for a revelation. The concept of apocalyptic literature
is that it is a short revelation about things in the far distant future, and it is written to give us hope and
encouragement that God is in control of our destinies.
But note this one important thing: “apocalypse” gives us a glimpse of the future, not the full story. We were
never intended to study these books with the intention of developing a full blown theory of the exact details of
how the end will come, or (even worse) when that will happen. The Bible is clear that we are not going to know
these things before the appointed time. Rather, we need to know the general thrust of what is going to happen,
so that we can be prepared.
The apocalyptic prophecies in the books of Zechariah and Daniel tell a consistent story: this world will not end
happily. There is sin in the world, and where there is sin there will be both suffering and judgment. We should
therefore not pin our hopes on what this world has to offer. However, there is life beyond the disasters, and
rebirth following death. When hard times come, this is what we need to lay hold of.
God knows the future, and he has it well under control. The Book of Daniel in particular has some amazingly
specific prophecies about the future of Israel and the church. Some were fulfilled in the turbulent times of the
Maccabees (2nd century BC), but some give very specific predictions about the coming of Jesus, and others
relate to the end of the age. These ones are very similar to the later visions of the end of the world in the New
Testament book of Revelation. You can trust God to work it all out in his own good time.
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As you read these final chapters, do not be caught up in the bizarre visions, with their strange beasts and
symbolic numerology. Rather, get caught up in the majesty of the one who holds your future in his hands.
This, not the other, is the main point of the apocalyptic writings.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What is my attitude towards the future? What am I afraid of? What
am I hoping for?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
22:7-21

•

MEDITATION:
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Mt. 24:1-51; Lk. 18:1-8; 2 Pet. 3:1-18; 1 Jn 2:15-17; Rev. 1:4-20,

I will be faithful until the Son of Man returns … (Lk. 18:8).
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SECTION 7: Saviour!
(Weeks 40 to 44)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Week 40: Matthew 1-7; Luke 1-2; Mark
1-10

Chapters

Completed

Week 42: Luke 9-18; Mark 11-16

1.

Matthew 1-2; Luke
1-2

1.

Luke 9-11

2.

Mark 1-4

2.

Luke 12-14

3.

Mark 5-7

3.

Luke 15-18

4.

Mark 8-10

4.

Mark 11-13

5.

Matthew 3-7

5.

Mark 14-16

Week 41: Matthew 8-20; Luke 3-8

Week 43: Matthew 21-28; Luke 19-24;
John 1-5

1.

Matthew 8-11

1.

Matthew 21-24

2.

Matthew 12-15

2.

Matthew 25-28

3.

Matthew 16-20

3.

Luke 19-21

4.

Luke 3-5

4.

Luke 22-24

5.

Luke 6-8

5.

John 1-5
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Completed

Week 44: John 6-21; 1-3 John
1.

John 6-8

2.

John 9-12

3.

John 13-17

4.

John 18-21

5.

1 John 1-5; 2-3 John
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General Notes:

There is an old hymn that says, “Tell me the old, old story …” and this is what we will be doing in
this section; we will be retelling and meditating on the story of Jesus.
Many Christians study the gospels without actually reading them; by that I mean, they take isolated
passages, perhaps the text used for a sermon, and examine them in great detail without ever reading
the full story the way the authors intended their story to be read. Those who have read the full story
often tell how it enabled them to see Jesus, perhaps even fall in love with him, in a new way. This is
our hope for this section of our reading.
We have broken our study up into sections by broad topic. Thus, we commence with the synoptic
gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) and, because they basically cover the same material, we look at
them together. Firstly we read the birth narratives (Christmas story), then the ministry of Jesus, and
finally the last week of his life. This covers the basic facts of his coming.
John’s gospel is loved by many Christians, and it is undoubtedly different to the three synoptic
gospels. It was written later than the others, and focuses more on the meaning of Jesus’ coming,
rather than the individual incidents. We cover it at the same time as the three letters of John, which
were undoubtedly written by the same author, at around the same time. They also cover the same
theme: maintaining a true perspective on Jesus, the one who came to save us.
Our studies in the gospels will only take a matter of five weeks, which is quite a short time compared
with some of the sections of the Old Testament we have already covered. This does not mean that the
New Testament is less important or significant; but it does mean that there was a lot of preparation
that was necessary before the Messiah could come and be fully appreciated for who he was. The
hope is that, having already read the Old Testament and meditated on the preparations God made for
Jesus’ coming, you will now be in a better position to understand the story of Jesus in a fresh way.
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 24: -

He came … (Matthew 1 – 2, Luke 1 – 2)

The Christmas story is short and well known. We have two different sources, in Matthew and Luke, who tell
the story from different perspectives: Matthew, from the legal perspective of Joseph, Jesus’ legal father, and
Luke from the more personal perspective of Mary, Jesus mother. Although the two accounts are quite different,
they agree in all the essentials.
If we only read the Christmas story once a year, and that all “wrapped in tinsel”, we are in danger of getting a
distorted view of the story. The birth of Jesus was not romantic, clean and positive, it was dangerous, dark and
messy. The powers that be did not want Jesus – he was a threat, and his birth resulted in a reactionary massacre
of innocent children. He came because he was needed, not because he was wanted. Thank God that he came.
As we introduce the story of Jesus, there is a salutary lesson for us to learn: in what way do we need Jesus to
come for us today? He came as the saviour of the world – what do we need to be saved from? And when he
comes, how will we respond? These are questions that we all need to ask ourselves, carefully and prayerfully.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: In what way do I need a saviour?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 25: -

Num. 24:12-19; Is. 7:10-17, 9:1-7; Dan. 2:27-45; Gal. 3:26-4:7

“But when the time had fully come, God sent his son …” (Gal. 4:4).

He lived … (Mark 1 – 10, Matthew 3 – 20 and Luke 1 – 18)

The synoptic gospels give us three accounts of the life and ministry of Jesus. It is generally considered that
Mark’s was the first account, so we will start with that, and then move onto Matthew’s and Luke’s version of
the same events (which are both longer, and include more teachings of Jesus).
During these readings, we really need to ask ourselves: what sort of a person was this Jesus? Many of us have
a distorted “religious” perception of him. But Jesus was not a particularly religious person – it was the religious
people that took most offence at what Jesus taught. Jesus was most popular with the poor and the marginalised,
and you do not achieve popularity with these people by being conventionally “religious”. Jesus presented an
agenda of deep integrity, personal piety, and real relationship with God, and his life and words still challenge us
today in these key areas.
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When we read the synoptic gospels, we see one thing which many Christians have never quite realised: Jesus
was first and foremost a human being! Yes, he was also God incarnate, but the dominant picture of him is that
of a normal human being, subject to the same limitations and pressures as you and me, and yet empowered with
a special anointing of the Holy Spirit. It is very important that we see Jesus in this light. So long as we see him
predominantly as divine, we can marvel at his works, but not see them as relevant to us. But when we grasp the
full humanity of the Son of God, we can begin to realise that his life is an example to us of how a redeemed
human being is meant to live – full of joy and hope, filled with the love and power of the Holy Spirit.
Jesus was a man with a mission: he knew where he came from, and where he was going. This is one of the keys
to understanding his life and ministry. He achieved much because he knew what his calling was. What is your
calling? Where are you heading? Are you confident, as Jesus was, in God’s power to equip you for that
journey?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What is my mission in life?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 26: -

Is. 11:1-9; 32:1-8; 61:1-9; Jer. 23:1-6; Ac. 10:34-38

Who do I say Jesus is …? (Mk 8:29).

He died and rose again (Mark 11 – 16, Matthew 21 – 28 and Luke

19 – 24)
Our studies give weight to each section according to its length. It is interesting to note, therefore, that we spend
only one day on the life and childhood of Jesus, almost three weeks on the three years of Jesus’ ministry, but
more than a full week on the last week of Jesus’ life. Clearly, this is the focus of the gospel accounts.
Jesus is virtually unique as a figure in history, in that his significance to his followers was centred fairly and
squarely in his death rather than his life. To non-believers even today, this is inexplicable, but it is a very
profound truth. Jesus came with a mission, but it was through death and resurrection that this mission was truly
fulfilled.
The story of the death of Jesus is a gruesome one, full of tragedy and pain, but the interesting thing is that the
New Testament authors did not focus on these aspects. The pain and tragedy of crucifixion was all too common
an occurrence for the 1st century to have that sort of impact on the original audience. Instead, the New
Testament focuses on the significance of Jesus’ death, using words such as redemption, salvation, and
forgiveness.
We find these pictures hard to understand because they are metaphors that belong to the 1st century, not the 21st.
We need to dig beneath the surface to see what the metaphors are really telling us. In each case, the analogies
speak of a situation where a person needs to do something to help themselves, but lacks the ability to do
anything about it – so someone else steps in an acts on that person’s behalf. This is the heart of the true
meaning of the cross.
The last week of Jesus’ earthly life is therefore a story of liberation – freedom for the weak and helpless, for
those unable to help themselves. It is the exact opposite of a rule-based approach to religion which says, “this
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is what you need to do in order to receive God’s blessing.” It is instead a story of what has been done for you
when you are unable to do anything for yourself. Jesus empowers us through death and resurrection, so that we
can become the sort of people God made us to be. This is why the message of the gospel is truly good news.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: In what areas of my life am I powerless to help myself? How can the
message of the cross liberate me in these areas?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
2:5

•

MEDITATION:

CHAPTER 27: -

Is. 52:13-53:12; Zech. 12:10-14; Rom.1:14-17; 5:6-11; 1 Cor. 1:18-

“Who has believed the message …?” (Is 53:1). Have I?

The meaning of his coming (John, 1 John, 2 John and 3 John)

John’s gospel is different to the other three. It was written a lot later, probably towards the end of the 1st
century. It was either written by the beloved disciple John himself towards the end of his long life, or possibly
by one or more of his disciples based upon his recollections. Whoever was the original author, there was a
certain amount of editing took place to give us the finished product.
The focus of John’s work is to explain the significance of Jesus. “But these are written that you may believe
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you might have life in his name.” (Jn 20:31). This
is a perspective that comes only with maturity, and John had had a long life to develop his perspective on the
significance of Jesus when he wrote these words.
John’s work is not ordered chronologically, but rather he deals with a series of episodes in Jesus’ life that
epitomise key lessons that he wants to teach. His work focuses on a number of key words – life (especially
eternal life), light, and so on. Jesus came to bring all these to humanity. And the key to receiving all these
wonderful gifts is faith.
In John’s gospel, faith is invariably a present tense verb. This means that the focus is not a past experience, a
one-off confession that led into an experience of divine blessing, but a continuous present-tense experience
which releases the blessings of Jesus to us on an ongoing basis. John first believed in Jesus as a young man,
and still walked with a vibrant faith when he died about 60 or more years later. This must surely be the way
each of us should seek to live.
John’s letters continue the same theme. At Ephesus where John lived, there was a breakaway group who
claimed to be the “true” believers. John wrote to explain why this was not the case. Being a “true” believer is
not a matter of theory – being a member of the right “party” – but is an extremely practical thing – experiencing
the truths of the gospel and working them out in your day to day life. It is a matter of understanding and
experiencing divine forgiveness, righteousness, and the love of God. And all of these are ours through the
Spirit, as we walk in overcoming faith.
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What does Jesus mean to you? Have you somehow lost focus? May the writings of the ageing Apostle John
reinvigorate your vision to serve the one who died for you!

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Am I currently living by faith?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
1:12-17

•

MEDITATION:
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SECTION 8: “I will build my church!”
(Weeks 45 to 48)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 45: Acts 1-17; James 1-5

Week 47: 1-2 Corinthians

1.

Acts 1-4

1.

1 Corinthians 1-6

2.

Acts 5-8

2.

1 Corinthians 7-11

3.

Acts 9-12

3.

1 Corinthians 12-16

4.

James 1-5

4.

2 Corinthians 1-7

5.

Acts 13-17

5.

2 Corinthians 8-13

Week 46: Acts 21-28; Romans

Week 48: Galatians – 2 Th.; Philemon

1.

Acts 18-23

1.

Galatians 1-6

2.

Acts 24-28

2.

Ephesians 1-6

3.

Romans 1-6

3.

Philippians 1-4

4.

Romans 7-11

4.

Col. 1-4; Philemon

5.

Romans 12-16

5.

1 Th. 1 – 2 Th. 3
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General Notes:

Jesus only mentioned the word “church” a couple of times in the gospels, and yet it is clear from the
outset that he intended his disciples to form a community through which the love and power of the
Kingdom of God could be expressed. The early believers called this community the “ek-klesia”, or
“called out ones” – the community of those called out of the world to be the people of God. This is
what “the church” really is.
In this section of our reading, we follow the development of those early believers in Jesus. We have
two sources to follow: the historical chronicle known as the Acts of the Apostles, and the various
letters written by Paul and James to the early church. We break our study into two main time
periods: the early period from the death of Jesus (around 32 AD) to around 45 AD, when the church
was almost exclusively a Jewish sect operating in Jerusalem and surrounds, and the later period of
expansion into the Gentile world, from around 45 AD to 62 AD. The letter of James probably relates
to this former period, being a letter from the head of the Jewish church to his flock, so we will study
this along with the first part of Acts. Most of the letters of Paul belong to the latter period, being
written by the missionary Apostle from his mission field.
The modern western church is in danger of being marginalised in many communities. For many
reasons, it used to be the central focus of communities, but now it is often viewed as an irrelevancy.
This is sad for a number of reasons, not least of which is that the early church portrayed in the New
Testament was definitely not an irrelevancy! We will read of miracles and arguments, martyrdom
and falling into sin – the Bible, as usual, is refreshingly honest about the situations it describes. We
will read of a bunch of people like you and me, people who were flawed and who made mistakes – but
a bunch of people who nevertheless transformed their generation.
What is your church’s impact in your community? Are you changing lives? Do you see yourselves as
God’s agents for transformation? May God re-ignite in you the vision for what the church can and
should be as you read the story of these early Christian communities.
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 28: -

The new life (Acts 1 – 12 and James)

Jesus promised his disciples that they would be witnesses of him “in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria,
and to the ends of the earth” (Ac. 1:8). For about the first 15 years, the believers focused their activities in
Jerusalem and Judea. This chapter of our study deals with that era of the church’s life.
The first Christians were Jews, ministering to a predominantly Jewish audience. They already knew the
character of God, and were familiar with his laws. What was the message they had for these people? An angel
in Ac. 5:20 exhorted the apostles to “tell the people the full message of this new life”, and this is what they did.
The gospel, therefore, is not predominantly a religious message, but a message of new life.
As we read the early chapters of Acts, we see that this was the emphasis of all the Apostles’ activities. The
Holy Spirit is promised and received; men like Peter who, only a few days before, had been timorous cowards
were transformed into fearless preachers. Miracles are performed in full view of unbelieving secular and
religious authorities; the church flourishes in the face of persecution and even martyrdom. We see incredible
acts of generosity and brotherly love poured out as the early community deals with the practical problems of
poverty. It is indeed an exciting time.
How do you see the Christian life? Is it a matter of keeping a set of rules and regulations, or perhaps the ethic
of the teachings of Jesus? If so, you are not living in the same world as the earliest believers. Jesus talked
about not pouring new wine into old wineskins (see Mk 1:22), and this indeed is the spirit in which the early
church operated. The gospel is the “new wine”, and the church and its members are the “new wineskins”. God
is calling out a group of people through whom to express this new life.
It was to such a community that James the brother of Jesus wrote, in what is perhaps one of the earliest of the
New Testament writings. James’ letter is full of practical wisdom for a community coming to grips with the
social dynamic of this new life. Faith and wisdom, prayer and the power of the word of God – these are all
themes of this letter. So also is the treatment of the poor. A gospel that transforms individuals also needs to
transforms the social dynamic of the community in which those individuals live.
Are you living the new life? Does your life demonstrate the power and love of the Holy Spirit given at
Pentecost? Does your church shine a beacon to the world around you of what it means to be a transformed
community? These are all questions we need to ask as we read about the exciting days of the earliest church.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What does it really mean to be part of the “called out ones”, the
people of the Kingdom of God, the vessels of the promised Holy Spirit?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
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Ps.133:1-3; Jn 13:1-17,34-35; Eph. 1:15-23; 4:1-16; 1 Pet. 2:4-10
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Expansion (Acts 13 – 28)

After the conversion of Cornelius and his household, the early church got the vision of expansion into the
Gentile world. The main character in this part of the story is Saul of Tarsus, the Pharisee later known by the
Greek version of his name, Paul. The next section of our study deals with the background to, and details of, this
amazing man’s three missionary journeys.
Saul was the last person you would expect to become a missionary to the Gentiles. As a member of a strict
religious sect of the Pharisees, he prided himself on being exclusive. The young Saul would have had no
dealings whatsoever with Gentiles. He despised those even among his own people who did not keep the law of
God. But it was such a man as this that God chose to take the message of the new life – a life lived beyond the
restrictions of the law – to the Gentiles.
And yet there were signs that Saul was eminently suited for the job. His knowledge of the Scriptures and the
law of God meant that he understood how the Messianic age had transformed the people of God from a Jewish
to an international community. His knowledge of both Aramaic and Greek built a bridge between the two
worlds. And he possessed an asset that was of immense practical benefit in his journeys: Roman citizenship.
He was definitely the man for the times.
Paul’s missionary journeys were a time of high adventure. We can only imagine what it must have been like to
live such a life, going to foreign places with no support apart from God, having no local Christian community to
liaise with, and threatened at every turn with martyrdom, bandits and natural disasters. At times they were
discouraged; at times they experienced extraordinary miracles from God. But, being guided by the Holy Spirit,
they went, and the world has not been the same since.
What is your mission field? Where has God called you to take the message of this new life? It may just be your
workplace, your school, your local community. But it may also be further away than that. Jesus commands us
to go into all the world – what places are waiting for you to grasp the vision of what God wants to do through
you?

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: Where is God calling me to go in his service?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
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Is. 42:1-9; 49:1-7; Mic. 4:1-5; Hab. 2:6-14; 1 Tim. 1:12-17

“The world is my parish …” (John Wesley).
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The heart of a missionary (Romans to 2 Thessalonians, and

Philemon)
While on his missionary trips, Paul wrote most of the letters that bear his name. Many Christians do not realise
it, but these letters are some of the oldest New Testament writings. Paul’s letters to the Galatians,
Thessalonians, Romans, and Corinthians were undoubtedly written well before any of the four gospels existed
in written form. In these letters, we are getting one of the earliest insights into early Christianity.
These letters were written in the heat of passion, often under circumstances of dire emergency. What did Paul
write about? In Galatians and Romans he focused on doctrinal issues; in the Corinthian correspondence, he was
forced to defend his ministry and deal with some pretty horrendous moral issues. When writing to the
Thessalonians, he was writing words of pastoral concern to some very new Christians. In the later letters of
Ephesians and Colossians, Paul is dealing with more philosophical matters for the mature church. And in
Philemon, we have a unique example of a purely personal letter.
All of Paul’s letters follow the same pattern: he firstly brings people a revelation from the word of God, and
then he gives them practical wisdom on how to apply it in their own individual circumstances. Surely there is a
lesson there for us today. Some Christians are only interested in the “meat” of doctrine, others seek more
“practical” teaching. But Paul exemplifies the approach which sees both as important. If God doesn’t reveal
something out of his word, it is unlikely to transform our lives; but if our teaching does not touch us practically,
it is nothing more than empty words. Both theory and practice are vitally important for Christian growth.
Through all these letters, we see more than anything the amazing heart of this man Paul. He is sometimes
rejoicing, but sometimes angry or despairing; there are moments of deep sarcasm, even boasting. This is a very
human correspondence. We definitely get the impression that Paul would not have been an easy person to get
along with – but geniuses in any field very rarely are.
Even today, Paul is a figure of controversy for many Christians. You either love him or hate him. In these
letters, we can hopefully see the driving passion of the man used by God more than any other to shape the
Christian church. Paul was a scholar, a missionary and a visionary – but most of all, he was a man who served
God with his whole heart. If we follow in his footsteps in nothing more than this, we will also be effective in
our sphere of ministry and influence.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What can I learn from the heart of Paul?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:
“I press on towards the goal to win the prize …” (Php. 3:14). What goal?
What prize?
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SECTION 9: Persevering to the end
(Weeks 49 to 50)
Suggested reading plan:
Chapters

Completed

Chapters

Completed

Week 49: 1 Timothy – Titus; Hebrews;
1 Peter

Week 50: 2 Peter; Jude; Revelation

1.

1 Timothy 1-6

1.

2 Peter 1-3; Jude

2.

2 Timothy 1-4; Titus
1-3

2.

Revelation 1-6

3.

Hebrews 1-8

3.

Revelation 7-13

4.

Hebrews 9-13

4.

Revelation 14-18

5.

1 Peter 1-5

5.

Revelation 19-22
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General Notes:

We have reached the end of our studies, the last few books of the New Testament. Most of these
books were written towards the end of the New Testament period, when the church was beginning to
be established in the Roman world. Although they are all very different from each other, there are a
number of themes that these books share in common.
One such theme was pastoral problems in the churches that needed to be addressed – this is the main
theme of 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus. Other churches had doctrinal problems caused by false
teachers, which prompted the writing of 2 Peter and Jude. Hebrews, 1 Peter and Revelation were
prompted by the need to encourage the believers to persevere in the faith in the face of persecution.
If problems such as these had not existed, these books would probably never have been written.
Sometimes we are tempted to think that, once we become Christians, life should be easy. However,
the New Testament does not support this idea. In this life, we are assured of the presence of God to
help us in our difficulties, but we should not expect our difficulties to disappear. This world is a
battlefield between God and his enemies, and we should count it a privilege to be considered worthy
of participating in this cosmic war.
These final books of the New Testament remind us of this fact, and encourage us to persevere when
we do encounter struggles. There is nothing new under the sun, but God’s victory is assured if we
remain faithful to the end.
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Specific Notes:

CHAPTER 31: -

The mature church (1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, Hebrews, 1 and 2

Peter, and Jude)
The final letters in the New Testament remind us that the early church was not perfect – it had problems and
struggles, just like we do. We need to read these books in their context, as some of the words can seem harsh if
taken out of context.




1 and 2 Timothy – these letters were written to Timothy, who had pastoral responsibilities in Ephesus
towards the latter half of the 1st century. The church was plagued by troublemakers who were sowing
discord and rebellion. In particular, the restrictions on women in ministry need to be understood in this
light, as some of the troublemakers appear to have been false prophetesses, wandering around on the
outskirts of the church seeking converts among the women folk. 2 Timothy may well be the last words
of Paul, as he awaited execution for his faith in a Roman prison.
Titus – likewise, this was written to Titus who had pastoral responsibilities on Crete.



Hebrews – this letter is unique, in that we know neither who wrote it, nor whom it was written to. It
was probably written to some long-standing Jewish converts who were being tempted, in the face of
impending persecution, to revert to a Christ-less form of Judaism. It contains some of the most exalted
Christology (description of Jesus as he is today) in the New Testament.



1 Peter – this was written to encourage a scattered group of churches facing the threat of imminent
persecution.



2 Peter and Jude – these are very similar, written to combat some of the false teachers and prophets
who had infiltrated the church towards the end of the 1st century.

These letters remind us that the Christian life is not an easy life – endurance is required. Some difficulties come
from within the church community – sin, or false teaching. Some difficulties come from outside in the form of
persecution. How will we respond to such difficulties? Then as now, many responded by simply giving up.
These books show us another, better, way. Difficulties of any sort provide us an opportunity to dig our roots
deep, to get our eyes firmly fixed on Jesus, and to resist the enemy. It is easier to simply give up and give
ground, but it is these difficult times that really force us to become mature disciples, standing firm on the solid
base of the word of God rather than our own transient emotions.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What difficulties am I facing, and how am I responding to the
challenge?

•

FURTHER READINGS:

•

MEDITATION:

© Phil Stott

Jer. 12:1-13; Dan. 3:13-18; Mt. 4:1-11; 24:1-14; Rom. 8:18-39

“The one who stands firm to the end will be saved” (Mt. 24:13).

Devotional Commentary

Page 105

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

www.kindlingministries.com

info@kindlingministries.com
OUR MISSION: “ EVERY HEART AFLAME”

KINDLING

MINISTRIES

“I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” (Lk. 12:49 NIV)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Devotional Commentary

CHAPTER 32: -

Version 2.01 (November 2014)

How will it all end? (Revelation)

The final book in the Bible, Revelation, is the only example we have in the New Testament of the “apocalyptic”
genre. Such books are extremely difficult to interpret, being filled with bizarre visions of symbolic beasts,
recurrent numbers, and so on.
It is easy to get overwhelmed by these outward trappings, and there are many who seek to either reassure or
frighten the faithful with interpretations of exactly what these visions represent. We need to avoid bring taken
in by this approach. God did not give us the Book of Revelation so that we could second guess when the end
will come, and in what manner or form.
John’s Revelation was given to the church at a time of extreme and deadly persecution. It was given for one
reason and one reason only: to provide the reassurance of hope. No matter what we are going through, Jesus is
still Lord, he is still on the throne, and his Father is still the God who holds everything in his control.
Difficulties will come, some of us may have to suffer martyrdom for our faith, but on the final day, when the
books are opened and everyone has to give an account of himself before God, the rewards that are handed out
will amply repay us for the troubles we have had to endure.
Some of the visions in Revelation were fulfilled in the times of the terrible Roman persecutions. Others are yet
to be fulfilled. In particular, the final chapters of Revelation contain a stunning picture of the beauty of what
awaits those who are counted worthy of living in the new Jerusalem. And when all is said and done, is this not
the most important thing in the whole world? For those of us who dwell in that heavenly city forever, will not
the earthly troubles pale into insignificance as we bathe in the glories of that place? And for those who miss
out, will not any blessing received in this earth be worthless compared with the “pearl beyond price” that has
been thrown away?
Sometimes, it takes a period of persecution to force us to remember the goal of our faith, what is truly
important. Whether we are facing persecution or not, the book of Revelation can help us to focus our minds and
hearts on what really matters.

•

QUESTION TO PONDER: What hope do I have for the future?

•

FURTHER READINGS:
16

•

MEDITATION:
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Neh. 4:1-23; Mt. 24:15-35; Rom. 5:1-8; 1 Cor. 15:50-58; 1 Th. 2:10-

“Hope does not disappoint us” (Rom. 5:5).
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