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In the Beginning

Aside from apples and 
sin, what does the above 
picture say to you?

Dating from around 2000 BC the Epic of 
Gilgamesh is a huge poem from ancient 
Mesopotamia that is often regarded as the 
earliest surviving great work of literature, and 
within it is found a serpent-shaped guardian 
of the netherworld. Many Egyptian gods were 
represented in serpent form, representing 
death and wisdom. 

There was a belief that animals in general and 
serpents in particular could communicate with 
humans, and so the serpent of Genesis would 
not be a surprising image for God’s People to 
hear as this story was read to them in such a 
beautiful pictorial and poetic language.

Within the Garden of Eden there are many 
trees, both beautiful to the eye and as a source 
of food, but only two are named; the tree of 
life and the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil. Adam and Eve, created in the image 
of God to be intimately involved in the future 
development of this garden, have everything 
they need and yet crave for more. Maybe 
it’s a nagging thought that they might still be 
missing out on something. 

It was a temptation (stirred into action by the 
serpent) to go beyond that which God had, 
in his wisdom, thought was enough for their 
immediate needs. 

(Read Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7)

Domenichino, The Rebuke of Adam and Eve, c1626

Key Verse
‘And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat 
from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from 
it you will certainly die.”’  (Genesis 2:16-17)



It was disobedience, and that was their great 
failing, known as The Fall (though it has also 
been described as more of a crash!) 

The question ‘Why was gaining knowledge 
of good and evil so wrong?’ is not easy to 
answer. John Calvin suggests that God’s 
command was given so that Adam and Eve, 
representing humankind, might trust God 
alone and ultimately become wise through 
obedience. 

It has also been said that ‘Genesis helps us 
understand why the universe is so strikingly 
lovely, yet so terribly tragic. It is lovely 
because it was made by God. It is tragic 
because he entrusted it to us—and we failed.’

In the closing words of Genesis 3 we find 
Adam is now denied access to the tree of 
life. If we turn to Revelation 2:7 we find that 
through Jesus Christ, and obedience, access 
is renewed and those who truly follow Christ 
and experience the real victory of the Cross 
will share the gift of eternal life that he alone 
gives. 

Bishop Tom Wright says, ‘The point of the 
Adam/Christ comparison is to emphasize that 
the human project begun in Genesis, the key 
part of the creator’s project for the whole 
creation, has been put back on track.’

How do you picture the Garden of Eden? 
 
The story of Adam, formed as he was from the earth is that he and Eve, representing 
humankind, are to be intimately involved with God in caring for this garden. How are we 
doing?

What’s so wrong with wanting to know everything?

Why is it helpful for Christians to be thinking about Adam and Eve as they journey through 
Lent toward Easter?
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Q 1 
 
Q 2 
 
 
 
 
Q 3

Q 4

Death Through Adam, Life Through Christ

To understand Paul’s words, we need to 
consider the Jewish understanding of 
solidarity. Jews never really thought of 
themselves as individuals, but as part of 
a family or nation in the same way that 
Aboriginal Australians consider that they are 
members of a clan or society. 

So, Paul, along with the early Rabbis sees 
Adam not as an individual but representing 
humans in general. Adam’s sin becomes the sin 
of humankind. 

God could have given Adam more leeway on 
what was allowable or not, or even made them 
both incapable of doing wrong, but out of the 

door would then have gone free will and we 
would be more like robots than humans. 

The temptation to make wrong choices is 
always there, as Jesus knew only too well at 
the start of his ministry. 

Ancient belief could envision one person 
standing for or affecting many, which is Paul’s 
argument; that into a situation seemingly 
without hope enters Jesus Christ, and by what 
he did, what he is and gives, Jesus breaks the 
old deadlock and offers a way of escape. Jesus, 
obedient, without sin and through whom we 
see God’s love and mercy at work. Jesus, who 
offers new life to those trapped in the old.

(Read Romans 5:12-19) 
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Jesus is Tested in the Wilderness

(Read Matthew 4:1-11)

Matthew gives us the moment when Jesus is 
baptized by John in the Jordan and receives 
the confirmation that he is the Chosen One of 
God, along with the certainty that somewhere 
ahead would be a Cross. 

Almost immediately we find Jesus having to 
make decisions as to how the task given to him 
by God might be accomplished. Was he going 
to adopt the methods of a military conqueror 
(no doubt popular with the masses) or that of 
patient and sacrificial love?

Jesus needed time out to prepare, a wilderness 
retreat where he could be alone and 
contemplate the enormity of all that faced 
him in the coming years. And it is here, in that 
self-imposed isolation, that a period of testing 
takes place where Jesus faces the tempter. It 
would not be the last time, as Jesus saw him 
working through Peter (Matthew 16:23) and 
struggled with him again in Gethsemane (Luke 
22:42-44).

Have you examined your family tree and if so, did it produce any surprises?

 
Does our modern society help or hinder the idea that we belong to any particular family or 
cultural group, and has that changed at all in your lifetime?

Was giving human beings free will a good thing, and if so, why?

Does the idea of ‘the old life’ and ‘the new life’ resonate with your own faith journey?

Q 5 

Q 6 
 
 
 
Q 7

Q 8
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'I like to talk to myself ahead of time so when temptation 
comes, I've already made up my mind that I have the victory.' 
(Joyce Meyer) 

 
'Lead me not into temptation; I can find the way myself.' 
(Rita Mae Brown) 

To Ponder and Pray
Pray for all those who are struggling with temptation and finding it difficult to resist.

The temptations took three forms. In turning 
stones into bread, Jesus would be using his 
powers selfishly and for his own use. He could 
certainly try bribing people to follow him with 
bread or material things, but that would be the 
wrong message altogether.

Jumping from the pinnacle of the Temple 
(where every morning a priest blew a trumpet 
to announce that it was time for the morning 
sacrifice) and being rescued by angels before 
he hit the ground would be a spectacular start, 
but would almost certainly lead to a demand 
for ever greater wonders which would deflect 
attention away from the message, and simply 
label Jesus as a magician or performance artist. 

False Messiahs had appeared at regular 
intervals in Israel’s history, promising great and 

marvellous acts and mostly failing or dying in 
the attempt.

The final test was a picture that came into 
Jesus’ mind of the whole world that he had 
come to save, and the temptation was to water 
down his mission in order to gain the maximum 
number of followers through a compromise 
with the world – to try and change the world by 
becoming like the world. 

So it was that Jesus decided that bribery, 
trickery and compromise were not to be part of 
the message he would preach. And the choices 
that Jesus made in the wilderness would 
inevitably lead to the pain but ultimate triumph 
of the Cross.

Have you had big decisions to make in your life and if so, how did you handle them? 
 
What are the benefits of a spiritual retreat, if we can picture Jesus doing that in the 
wilderness?

 
Jesus was never totally free from temptation. Does that seem strange bearing in mind who 
he is, or does it serve to encourage you?

Q 9 
 
Q 10 
 

Q 11
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Chosen for a Reason

Pilgrimage as a holiday choice is 
becoming more popular today. What 
do you think people hope to gain from 
the experience?

Stories such as this are in our Bibles because 
the writers saw them as significant in the 
development of God’s relationship with 
humankind. Through the chapters of Genesis 
we find key moments in the development of 
Abraham’s faith, from immature in chapters 
12-13 to maturity in chapters 18-25 where we 
read that ‘Abraham breathed his last and died 
at a good old age, an old man and full of years’.

Abraham was certainly not without his faults 
at the start of this long journey, as contrary to 
the command to leave his father’s household, 
he took his nephew Lot with him, laying the 
foundation for future troubles.

Genesis places Abram (as he was then known), 
alongside Noah at the heart of God’s plans to 
reverse all that had gone wrong since Adam 
and Eve, and bless all nations upon earth. 

Abram was a 75-year-old man living in a city 
called Haran in northern Mesopotamia, head 
of a large clan of relatives and followers and 
probably looking forward to a comfortable 
retirement. Then God intervenes and 
persuades him to leave everything and head 
south on a long journey to an unknown 
destination!

Abram will be blessed through his obedience, 
but he also needs tremendous faith to leave 

(Read Genesis 12:1-4)

Key Verse
‘I will make you into a great nation,
    and I will bless you;
I will make your name great,
    and you will be a blessing.’  (Genesis 12:2)
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the security of family and country and travel 
to a foreign land in the belief that God will give 
an elderly and childless man descendants and 
land, the primary requirements in becoming a 
‘great nation’. 

It is not all plain sailing, but it leads to a 
moment of faith where Abram, aware that so 
much was against him, put his whole trust in 
God’s word and promise, and it is this faith that 
Paul talks about in the next section. 

God later changes Abram's name to Abraham, 
meaning ‘father of a multitude’, and his wife's 
name from Sarai to Sarah, which means 
‘mother of nations’.

Has your life’s journey so far been mainly predictable or one of change, and do you wish it 
were otherwise? Feel free to share experiences! 

Whatever your age, what would go through your mind before agreeing to undertake an 
adventure such as that facing Abraham? 

Abraham wasn’t perfect by any means and made mistakes along the way. God seems to have 
taken a long view, knowing this man well enough to entrust him to get to the finishing line. Is 
that a fair assessment of how God might look at our lives? 

There’s a long period of time from Genesis to the Gospel of Mark. A big question, but why 
might it have taken God so long to decide the time was right for humankind to discover its 
Messiah?

Q 1 
 

Q 2

 

Q 3

Q 4

Justified by Faith

There were arguments between Christians in 
the fledgling Church as to how an individual 
could ‘earn’ his or her salvation. Was it by 
working hard, doing specific tasks, or simply by 
faith? 

The arguments did not go away. They carried 
forward in time with the idea of ‘indulgencies’ 
to reduce the amount of punishment you 
had to undergo for sins committed – to gain 
an indulgence a person had to perform a 
particular action, maybe the repetition of a 
specified prayer, undertaking a pilgrimage or 
the performance of specified good works. 

By the Middle Ages, there was much abuse of 
indulgences and they were the target of Martin 
Luther and the Protestant Reformation.

Paul looks to Abraham and his relationship to 
God as an answer to this question. Here’s a 
character very familiar to the Jews, so what 
made him special? Well, it was nothing to do 
with obeying the law, because it was several 
hundred years after God’s call to Abraham that 
the law of Moses was given. 

Abraham was a great man, the founder of the 
nation, to whom God spoke and persuaded 
him to leave everything and make a great 

(Read Romans 4:1-5;13-18)



The conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus 
has become an integral part of how we 
understand our relationship with God, particularly 
as it involves a Pharisee, steeped in the law, 
being open to understanding Jesus’ teaching and 
miracles and how they might affect his own faith. 
No doubt the two of them talked long into the 
night and not the few minutes it takes to read this 
passage, but John sums up their conversation. 

Jesus tells Nicodemus that signs and miracles are 
not that important, what really matters is a change 
in a person’s inner life so fundamental that it could 
only be understood as a new birth - a statement 
that causes a little misunderstanding! 

The Greek word which has been variously translated as ‘anew’ or ‘again’ has three different meanings 
which cannot easily be expressed as one word in English. It can mean ‘from the beginning’ or 
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journey of faith, and Abraham doesn’t seem 
to have argued but done as he was asked. He 
might not have been perfect, but there was 
enough trust in God to do all that had been 
asked of him. 

That was faith enough for Paul, but many of the 
Rabbis were so wedded to the idea of ‘earning’ 
salvation that they insisted that Abraham was 
blessed because of his works (by which they 
presumably meant keeping the law which had 
yet to come!)

Paul very much believed that God’s promise to 
Abraham was dependent on just two things, 
his faith and God’s grace. A gift of grace is 
always something which is unearned and 
undeserved, and God’s love is such a gift of 
grace, dependent not on our efforts or merit, 
but on the generosity of God.

Jesus summed up ‘the law’ with just two short statements, ‘Love God with all your heart, 
soul and mind’ and ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’ (Matthew 22:37-39). Is that really all 
we need?

We are justified or ‘made right’ with God by faith not by earning points or keeping the law, 
says Paul, but simply by faith. Does that then give us a carte blanche to ignore the laws of 
our own country?

How easy do you find it to accept an expensive gift without feeing the need to reciprocate in 
some way, and how does that feed into any thoughts you might have about God’s grace?

Q 5 
 

Q 6 
 
 
 
 
Q 7

A New Life
((Read John 3:1-17)

Crijn Hendricksz Volmarijn, Jesus and Nicodemus, 1616–1645
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‘completely radically’. It can mean ‘again’, as 
in ‘for the second time’, and it can also mean 
‘from above’ or ‘from God’. 

All this encompassed in the phrase ‘born 
anew’ or ‘born again’. What it means, says 
Jesus, is such a radical change that it is like 
being born all over again, and this is nothing 
we can do by ourselves, because it comes from 
the grace and power of God.

Perhaps Nicodemus’ problem was not so much 
a lack of understanding and more an internal 
need to feel totally in control of any change, 
which reflects the issue Pharisees had of being 
tied to the law in order to gain God’s blessing. 
But new birth was not such a new concept. 

Ezekiel, despairing of the nation cried out, ‘Get 
yourselves a new heart and a new spirit!’ and 
again, ‘I will give you a new heart and put a 
new spirit in you’ (Ezekiel 36:26).

Jesus talks of being born of water and the 
Spirit. Water is symbolic for cleansing, and 
when we embrace Jesus with our whole hearts 
the sins of the past are forgiven and forgotten. 

But that isn’t the end of it, because with that 
forgiveness comes a power which enables 
us to become the people God wants us to 
be, and do all that God has prepared for us 
to do (which in our own strength would be 
impossible).

If you, like Nicodemus, had the opportunity for a long heart-to-heart discussion with Jesus, 
what would be your opening question?

Nicodemus struggled with the concept of being ‘born again’ that Jesus was talking about. 
How easy is it to describe as part of your own journey of faith?

How easy do you find it to answer questions about the Christian faith that might crop up in 
conversation? Is there anything we could do to make those conversations easier and less 
stressful?

Are you aware of God’s Spirit in your day to day life, at home, work or in times of leisure, 
and how is that discernible?

Q 8 
 
 
 
Q 9

 

Q 10

 
 
Q 11

To Ponder and Pray
Pray for all those starting out on a journey of faith, that they might be guided well and safely find 
their destination.

 
'As we've lost this idea of pilgrimage, we've lost this 
idea of human beings walking for a very, very long 
time. It does change you.'  
(Robyn Davidson) 
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Water From a Rock

Have you been on packaged holidays where 
you are reliant on the organiser’s abilities to 
please a large group of people? What might 
be possible problems and how are they best 
overcome?

Moses knew that even with God’s promise 
to hold to, it was never going to be easy 
delivering the people from Egypt into the 
Promised Land, particularly bearing in mind 
the timescale. But he probably was not 
expecting to be accused of attempted murder. 
In the previous chapter the people complained 
bitterly about the scarcity of food compared 
with that available to them in Egypt, and God 
provided quail and manna to eat. Now they’re 
a few days further on and complaining that 
Moses has brought them there to die!

Problems concerning the provision of food 
and drink must often have arisen during their 
travels, but this is not a comfortable occasion 
for Moses and he turns to prayer, unlike the 
people whose anger is centred on the one 

they see as having led them here. And God’s 
solution is for Moses to go out in front of the 
people, asserting his leadership, and in the 
act of striking the rock with his staff (just as 
he struck the waters of the Nile), God’s power 
would be revealed. In this case it would be 
water to quench their thirst. 

In less than six months the Israelites had 
witnessed ten plagues, the pillar of cloud and 
fire, the opening and closing of the Red Sea, 
a miraculous sweetening of water and the 
sending of food and meat from heaven, but 
still doubted whether this was where they 
should be and if God was with really with 
them. That is the reason for Moses calling that 
resting place ‘Massah and Meribah’ meaning 
‘testing and quarrelling’. 

(Read Exodus 17:1-7)

Key Verse
'Jesus answered her, "If you knew the gift 
of God and who it is that asks you for a 
drink, you would have asked him and he 
would have given you living water."’ 
(John 4:10)
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A forty-year journey is probably longer than we shall ever embark on, or is it? Has your life 
been a journey, to new places, new relationships, new jobs, new churches maybe, and what 
has it taught you?

How easy is it when things go wrong in life to start by apportioning blame, and not simply 
step back and do like Moses, take it to God in prayer? 

Considering what the people had experienced within the last few months, what do you think 
was their real problem – was it more than a lack of faith in Moses’ leadership skills?

We read that the Moses’ staff was used to produce water from a rock, was transformed into 
a snake and back, and used at the parting of the Red Sea, all symbolic moments in the Book 
of Exodus. Do objects or symbols play an important part spiritually in your life?

Q 1 
 

Q 2

 

Q 3

 
Q 4

Water From a Well

This story happens as Jesus takes time out from Judaea 
with his disciples to avoid a growing controversy about 
baptism, and in doing so gives himself the opportunity to 
minister to Samaritans, outsiders, who were considered 
enemies of the Jews, guilty of bringing racial impurity 
into the Jewish race through intermarriage with 
foreigners following an Assyrian invasion of Samaria in 
720 BC.

If you travelled through Samaria from the Dead Sea 
region to Galilee where Jesus was heading, you could 
expect trouble. The historian Josephus reported that 
Jewish pilgrims trying to make the journey just a few 
years after Jesus’ death were met with violent riots!

Jacob’s well lies at the foot of Mount Gerizim, the centre 
of Samaritan worship. It was about noon when Jesus and 
the disciples arrived, so the hottest time of the day and 

an unusual time for a woman to come to the well for water. 

Perhaps this Samaritan woman did not want to meet the other women of the community, who 
may have shunned her because of her past. It is worth being reminded that as a Jew, Jesus would 
not have normally spoken to this woman, and indeed strict Rabbis forbade another Rabbi (or 
teacher) even greeting a woman in public, let alone one who was a Samaritan and possibly a serial 
adulterer. 

So firstly, this is about Jesus breaking barriers, both historical and cultural. To a Jew this was 
also an shocking story of the Son of God, tired and thirsty, doing everything a Rabbi shouldn’t in 

(Read John 4:5-42)

Carl Heinrich Bloch, W
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conversing with a woman considered a sinner and an outcast. This is Jesus breaking through the 
invisible but very real barrier between the nation of Israel and the rest of the world. 

This is the beginning of the gospel becoming universal, and it begins with a conversation about 
water and being thirsty, which Jesus expands into a spiritual picture of ‘living water’. Jews 
understood that phrase, speaking of a thirst for God and quenching it with ‘living water’. 

‘With joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.’ (Isaiah 12:3)

‘Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters…’ (Isaiah 55:1)

This journey seems to have been taken to avoid a possible confrontation with the Pharisees. 
What does that tell you about Jesus and his priorities?

How easy does the Church find it to break down cultural and traditional religious barriers in 
order to connect with today’s outcasts, and who might they be?

What do verses 39-42 have to say about how evangelism and mission work?

 
Why is water such a good image to use when talking about the work of the Holy Spirit?

Q 5 

Q 6

 

Q 7

 
Q 8

A Thirst Satisfied

It is Paul’s contention that a trusting faith has 
done everything the hassle of trying to keep 
the law could not do, it has given humankind 
peace with God. Before Jesus came, no one 
could ever be really close to God. 

There is another way of looking at this ‘peace’ 
that Paul talks about, of it being a state of 
peace instead of warfare, as hostility between 
God and the believer has ceased and the 
believer reconciled to God. It is only when we 
realize that Jesus is the Son of God that there 
can come into life that change of relationship 
that Paul calls justification.

Paul knows only too well from his own 
experience that this doesn’t come without a 
cost. Around the world today many Christians 
suffer because of their faith, physically, 
emotionally and economically. The charity 

Open Doors estimated that in 2019, 1 in 9 
Christians were experiencing high levels of 
persecution (around 245 million people), and 
over 4000 had been killed for faith-related 
reasons. 

It was little different in Paul’s day where it 
was hard being a Christian in Rome, but he is 
confident that trouble produces perseverance 
or ‘fortitude’, and the word he uses means a 
strength of spirit that can actively overcome 
the trials and tribulations that often plague a 
Christian's life.

The prophets of old encouraged the people 
by reminding them of all that God had done 
for them, and how this proved that God was 
not about to give up on them. This was a long 
term relationship based upon God’s covenant 
promise and their obedience. Paul has a similar 

(Read Romans 5:1-11)
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word for the Christians in Rome; ‘Since we have 
now been justified by his blood, how much more 
shall we be saved from God’s wrath through 
him!’

Paul says that Jesus Christ dying for us is the 
final proof of God’s love (v 8). It wasn’t about 
dying for a good cause or even a good person, 
this was Jesus Christ dying for humankind 
as sinners still in a state of hostility toward 

God. Not only that, he adds, but we are then 
brought into a right relationship with God, 
into a fellowship such that we can sense his 
presence with us helping and guiding, enabling 
us to reject temptation, steer away from sin and 
become the people God wants us to be.

Many people would say they have no place for God in their lives, or that they are doing fine 
without him. If friends of ours think the same, what should our approach be?

Have you or anyone you know found faith to be a disadvantage in a work or social context, 
and if so, how did that feel and what was your response?

Paul talks in verse 10 of us being God’s enemies prior to accepting Jesus Christ as Saviour, 
other versions use words like ‘hate’ or ‘at odds with God’. Can you suggest an alternative 
that would describe your own pre-Christian state? 
 
What do these three reading tell you about God’s love?

Q 9 

Q 10

 

Q 11

 
Q 12

To Ponder and Pray
Remember in prayer the many millions of Christians who daily face persecution or discrimination 
for their faith.

 
'Persecution was at least a sign of personal interest. 
Tolerance is composed of nine parts of apathy to one 
of brotherly love.' 
(Frank Moore Colby) 

 
'Life is like unto a long journey with a heavy burden.' 
(Tokugawa Ieyasu) 
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In the Dark

When faced with an important task or 
‘project’ either at home or church, what’s a 
sensible approach to take?

Samuel might well be an important prophet 
and a man of faith, but that didn’t stop him 
from doing a risk analysis of any task that God 
gave him. 

As the reading starts, Samuel is still mourning 
for Saul, a king who God had rejected and was 
now ready to replace from Jesse’s offspring in 
Bethlehem. 

The big risk would be that the rejected Saul 
might learn of this development and kill 
Samuel on his journey to Bethlehem. So, God 
provides a distraction, the need of a heifer for 
the sacrificial ceremony accompanying the 
anointing, which itself would be by invite only 
(from among Jesse’s family and Bethlehem’s 
elders). 

This was to be a very low-key celebration, not 
to be made public for some years.

Samuel knows this is his responsibility so is 
obedient to the call, brushing aside the worries 
of the local community and assuring them that 
this is a peaceful visita nd inviting the civic 
leaders along to the sacrificial offering.

Whether it was Samuel wanting to get this 
over quickly that causes him to struggle to 
recognise God’s anointed one, or a lesson that 
needed to be learned is unclear, but none 
of the seven presented to him are ‘the one’, 
leaving just the youngest son, the teenager 
David, who is out in the fields tending his 
father’s sheep.

Samuel looked at David and saw a rugged 
young shepherd boy. God saw more and 
this was the one he had chosen for the task. 
It’s worth remembering that Jesus also saw 
beyond the exterior appearance of a person 

(Read 1 Sam 16:1-13)

Key Verse
‘For you were once darkness, but now 
you are light in the Lord. Live as children 
of light.’ (Ephesians 5:8)
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and understood where their heart really was 
(as with the Pharisees in Matthew 23:27).

David is anointed with oil in the presence of 
witnesses, and in this action also receives 
the anointing of the Holy Spirit. God begins 
to work in David’s life even though it will be 
some time before he ascends to the throne 
(recorded in 2 Samuel. chapters 2 and 5).

Job done, Samuel heads back to his home 
in Ramah and plays no further active role in 
either 1 or 2 Samuel, the anointing of David 
being the major achievement of his career.

Samuel seems to have been working in the dark here, assessing each of Jesse’s sons and 
trusting that God would give him the knowledge and wisdom to enable him to put to aside 
his own opinion and choose the right one. Can you imagine yourself in the same position and 
how you might feel? Have you had similar experiences of having to totally depend on God?

There's a possibility of someone being appointed to a position of power when their heart is 
not in the right place to properly fulfil the role. Is that just a problem that Samuel faced, and 
if not, is there a solution?

Samuel, like David, was only a boy when called by God (1 Samuel 3). Ought the Church to be 
encouraging more of its young people to explore their own calling, and how could this be 
better achieved locally?

David, though brave, courageous and wise, proved himself to be also fully capable of falling 
into temptation and sin (as with Bathsheba in 2 Samuel 11). Does that mean he was the 
wrong choice, and God made a mistake?

Q 1 
 

 
Q 2

 

 
Q 3

 
 
Q 4

Children of the Light

Wherever the apostles worked, they came 
up against the twin obstacles of Judaism and 
Paganism. Jews were in most of the bigger 
towns and cities they visited, along with their 
synagogues. 

Outside of their homeland there would also 
be temples devoted to the worship of Idols. 
In Ephesus, a Greek city, the worship of 
Diana along with the practice of magic was a 
strong influence over the population, and the 
magnificent temple of Diana was at the centre 
of city life.

The Jewish religion was fixed, and wherever 
Paul went he found Jews who were just like 
he used to be and had similar conversations 
with them. But pagan beliefs were various, 
and opposition to Christianity varied with the 
gods they worshipped and their philosophies, 
education and morals. All these views had to 
be addressed and overcome if Christianity was 
to grow and flourish.

Paul saw the pagan life as living in the dark, 
and the Christian live as living in the light, but 

(Read Ephesians 5:8-14)



17

here he goes further and says the pagans are 
dark and the Christians are light!

Light, he says, produces good fruit; a 
generosity of spirit, knowledge of what is 
right and wrong, and a way of living that 
connects both with God and neighbour. All 
our motives and actions should be tested in 
the light of Christ and being exposed to this 
light helps others navigate toward the light.

The last three lines of this passage may 
be part of an early poem, hymn or song, 
familiar to Paul’s readers but now lost. It 
has been suggested that these words may 
have accompanied the ceremony of baptism, 
said as the converts rose out of the water 
and symbolising passing from the sleep of 
paganism to the life of Christ.

Thinking about the culture within your local town or city, would you feel comfortable 
applying the description of dark and light that Paul uses to individuals, or more generally to 
the difference between worldly and Godly values?

Should the Christian Church as a whole, and at local level, be more outspoken in speaking 
out against those things it sees as detrimental to society and against Christian principles? 

Paul and the apostles were working in a different environment than we might find ourselves 
in, but is there a modern equivalent of the pagan worship of idols that any mission work 
today might have to confront?

Q 5 

 
Q 6

 

Q 7

 

I Was Blind and Now I See!
(Read John 9:1-41)

This story begins with the disciples asking Jesus 
something we might think as preposterous, that 
this man’s blindness could be caused either by 
his own sin in the womb or the sin of his parents, 
but both were beliefs of certain Jews in the time 
of Jesus. That a parents’ sin might be inherited by 
their offspring is a concept found within the Old 
Testament (Exodus 20:5 says; ‘I, the LORD your 
God, am a jealous God, punishing the children 
for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth 
generation…’)

William Barclay comments on this, saying that 
when we sin, it can set in motion a train of 
consequences which seemingly has no end.

Jesus sidesteps the question and looks at this 
affliction as one that gives an opportunity for God’s glory to be seen, a central theme of John’s 
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Gospel. In the other gospels the miracles seem 
to be a demonstration of Jesus’ compassion, 
but there’s no conflict here as God’s glory is 
revealed both in the miracle as well as in any 
love and compassion shown. Giving sight to the 
blind was also predicted as a Messianic activity 
(Isaiah 35:5).

Jesus uses the methods of the day in handling 
the situation, which may have helped gain 
the confidence of the blind man. Spittle was a 
well-established treatment in the ancient world 
for a wide range of ailments, but here the 
man knows in his heart that this healing really 
comes from Jesus. Not a view expressed by the 
Pharisees who are more concerned that this all 
happened on the Sabbath, and therefore Jesus 
could not be from God. They even express 
doubts that a healing occurred. 

The (formerly blind) man can only shrug his 
shoulders and say, ‘All I know is that I was blind, 
and now I see!’ before lecturing the Pharisees 
on their poor understanding of all that was 
happening around them, which gets him 
thrown out on the street.

Jesus finds him again and continues the healing 
process, this time of the man’s soul. 

The final two verses reveal a different 
blindness, this time spiritual. ‘What?’ ask the 
Pharisees. ‘Are we blind too?’ 

The Pharisees were full of knowledge and 
claimed to be enlightened, and yet they failed 
to see the light of the world, as Jesus called 
himself when he appeared among them (v 5). 
Compare this to the blind man, who is a lovely 
example of how someone might come to faith.

How does the comment from William Barclay speak into your experience, and does it help 
in understanding the quote from Exodus 20?

Does Jesus’ use of a traditional healing method have anything to say to the way we look at 
our national health services, and modern scientific understanding of illness and disability?

How well do the man’s parents come out of this story?

What pattern do you see within this story as to how the blind man came to faith? 

Q 8 
 
 
 
Q 9

 
 
Q 10

Q 11

To Ponder and Pray
Pray both for those like Samuel, seeking God’s will, and also for all known to us in need of the 
healing and compassion of God in their lives.

 
'The only thing worse than being blind is having sight 
but no vision.'  (Helen Keller) 

 
'Beyond a doubt truth bears the same relation to 
falsehood as light to darkness.' (Leonardo da Vinci) 
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What is on still on your 
'bucket list' of things to do 
before you die?

Key Verse
‘And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is 
living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also 
give life to your mortal bodies because of his Spirit who 
lives in you.’ (Romans 8:11)
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A Valley of Dry Bones

Now and then Scripture stops talking about the 
here and now, and turns to a picture of what 
will be, God’s bigger plan. Here we have an 
example of what is called apocalyptic writing, 
both prophetic and visionary, as seen by the 
writer and then explained. God’s picture is 
revealed through God’s prophet, and here 
it’s Ezekiel who brings us this familiar story of 
which we have just the beginning. He’s not 
been taken anywhere physical but given a vivid 
inward sense that he’s standing in a valley full 
of dry, sun-bleached bones.

The dry bones are the people of Israel, exiled, 
seemingly without hope or a spark of faith. 
The northern kingdom had been destroyed 
by Assyria around 150 years earlier, its people 
taken into captivity. Now Judah had been 
crushed by Babylon, Jerusalem ransacked and 
set alight, and the temple of God destroyed. 

They wondered how God could ever restore 
them as a nation again; ‘Our bones are dried 
up and our hope is gone; we are cut off’ 
(Ezekiel 37:11)

Ezekiel’s task is to prophesy to a people who 
have lost their vision of God’s bigger picture, 
of the restoration of a nation. The command 
to prophesy to these dry bones is echoed in 
Jesus’ words in John 5:25, ‘Very truly I tell you, 
a time is coming and has now come when the 
dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and 
those who hear will live.’

God’s message is meant to encourage and 
build up the people, and the final verses (12-
14) tell them that he will bring them back to 
the land of Israel, put his Spirit within them 
and they will live!

(Read Ezekiel 37:1-4)
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How does this story speak to you…is it just about a nation, or can it speak to the individual?

What can make faith go dry?

Many people today would see themselves as part of a scattered population like those in our 
story, refugees from civil wars or religious persecution. Should we be more open in accepting 
such people, offering home and hope where there is little chance of them being able to 
return to the place of their birth?

Q 1

Q 2 
 
 
Q 3

 
 

The Spirit Gives Life

The Exodus reading could be said to be about 
death to life, at least spiritually for the people 
of Israel, and here again the theme surfaces 
as Paul contrasts two ways of life going in 
opposite directions. 

There’s the life dominated by self and selfish 
ambition to the exclusion of all else, and 
there’s the life dominated by God’s Spirit and 
focussed on obedience to the will of Christ. 
One, says Paul, is on the way to death and the 
other to life.

To have a totally self-centred life is to exclude 
God, and over time the distance between 
us can only increase to the point, says one 
commentator, of spiritual suicide, as God 
effectively becomes an enemy against whom 
there is no chance of victory. 

By way of contrast, the Spirit-controlled person 
is already living in God’s Kingdom whilst still 
here on earth, walking with and drawing closer 
to God on a daily basis, with Jesus’ resurrection 
a guarantee of the future resurrection of their 
body. 

William Barclay compares this with the story 
of Enoch, who walked with God and God took 
him away. Or as a child once said; ‘Enoch was 
a man who went for walks with God – and one 
day he didn’t come back.’

(Read Romans 8:6-11)

Paul contrasts two ways of life. Is it as simple as that or is Paul using extremes to make his 
point, do you think?

How easy is it inhabiting a broadly secular world and yet trying to live a life worthy of God’s 
Kingdom?

It’s often said that Christians are an ‘Easter People’, but what do you understand by that 
term?

Q 4 

Q 5 
 
 
 
Q 6 
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The Resurrection and the Life

There is so much within this story, which 
is about death and life, love, compassion, 
friendship, mystery, miracle and much 
more. It’s also about a family we meet 
elsewhere in Scripture; Mary, Martha and 
their brother Lazarus. The sisters sent word 
to Jesus when Lazarus was seriously ill and 
were perplexed by his delay in coming to 
their aid. The healing they longed for had 
not occurred. 

We know from their previous meeting when 
Mary had anointed Jesus with oil that these 
two sisters had very different personalities, 
but in this case their response to Jesus’ 
eventual appearance is identical: ‘If you 
had been here, my brother would not have 
died’. Jesus simply replies that that he had 
a reason, and through his actions God’s glory 
would be seen.

To Jesus’ response that her brother would rise 
again, Martha answers, ‘I know he will rise 
again in the resurrection at the last day’, which 
affirms her belief in orthodox Jewish belief 
in the life to come. But for much of the Old 
Testament there was practically no belief in 
anything resembling a real life after death. In 
the early days it was a case of all souls of the 
dead went to Sheol, the land of the shades, 
a kind of subterranean underworld. The 
Babylonians and Greeks had similar beliefs.

Psalm 6:5, ‘Among the dead no-one proclaims 
your name. Who praises you from the grave?’

Isaiah 38:18, ‘For the grave cannot praise 
you, death cannot sing your praise; those 
who go down to the pit cannot hope for your 
faithfulness.’

It’s worth remembering that for many 
centuries people of faith lived life, alongside 
its joys and sorrows, with no hope of future 
reward.

Gradually that belief changed, and the Psalmist 
reflected the evolution of thought, ‘Yet I am 

always with you; you hold me your right 
hand. You guide me with your council, and 
afterwards you will take me into glory. Whom 
have I in heaven but you?’ (Psalm 73:23-25)

Then we reach Job, and despite all that was 
happening in his life, he could cry out, ‘I know 
that my redeemer lives, and that in the end 
he will stand on the earth. And after my skin 
has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall 
see God…’ (Job 19:25,26). Here is the seed of 
Jewish belief in immortality.

And so, to Martha’s belief in the life to come, 
Jesus responds, ‘I am the Resurrection and the 
Life. The one who believes in me will live, even 
though they die’ (v. 25).

Strangely, considering how important to 
John’s story this miracle is, and that Bethany 
is also known as Azariyeh (derived from name 
Lazarus), it does not appear in any of the 
other gospels, and although there have been 
attempts to explain this, none seem to have 
been universally accepted. 

However, it would be wrong for us to limit the 
power and authority of Jesus, and as such this 
miracle shows not only that it extends over 
death, but also the process of decay, foreseen 

(Read John 11:1-45)
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in a moment of insight by the Psalmist, ‘…nor 
will you let your faithful one see decay.’ 

To John this is such an amazing demonstration 
of the power and authority of Jesus that he 
includes it as the seventh and last of his signs 
prior to the cross and resurrection.

It also points to the journey that Jesus was 
making to Jerusalem but ultimately a cross, 
in the light of his words to Martha, ‘I am the 
resurrection and the life.’

Christians today believe that there is more than just this life on earth, and in this belief is 
our hope for the future. Put yourself in the position of one of the early people of faith for 
whom death held no such hope. What would that change in your relationship with God?

Jesus did not respond quickly to the sister’s emergency call. Can you understand their 
frustration, and Jesus’ reason for this delay?

What does Jesus’ claim to be ‘the resurrection and the life’ mean to you?

How does the story as a whole speak into your faith?

Q 7 
 
 
 
 
Q 8

 
 
Q 9

Q 10

To Ponder and Pray
Pray for those whose spiritual life has gone dry, that their hope and confidence in God might be 
revived in this season of Lent.

 
'Our Lord has written the promise of resurrection, not in books 
alone, but in every leaf in springtime.'  (Martin Luther) 

 
'Learn from yesterday, live for today, hope for tomorrow. The 
important thing is not to stop questioning.' (Albert Einstein) 

 
'God's mercy and grace give me hope - for myself, and for our world.'  
(Billy Graham) 
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'For you were once darkness, but 
now you are light in the Lord. Live 
as children of light'

(Ephesians 5:8)


