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The 90 daily readings in this issue of Explore are designed
to help you understand and apply the Bible as you read it
daily. Sections in this edition include readings from Acts,
Genesis, Mark, Ezra and the psalms.

Ts sedious!
We suggest that you allow 15 minutes each day to work
through the Bible passage with the notes. It should be a
meal, not a snack! Readings from other parts of the Bible
can throw valuable light on the study passage. These
cross-references can be skipped if you are already feeling
full up, but will expand your grasp of the Bible.

Sometimes a prayer box will encourage you to
stop and pray through the lessons—but it is always
important to allow time to pray for God's Spirit to

bring His word to life, and to shape the way we think
and live through it.

We're sedous!

All of us who work on Explore share a passion for
getting the Bible into people’s lives. We fiercely hold
to the Bible as God's word—to honour and follow,

not to explain away.

Confriloutors to this issue

e Graham & Charis Beynon
e Tim Chester  John Richardson
¢ Tim Thornborough ¢ Anne Woodcock

For information on how to subscribe, and our other
Bible-teaching and training materials, please visit:

UK & Europe: www.thegoodbook.co.uk
N America: www.thegoodbook.com
Australia: www.thegoodbook.com.au
New Zealand: www.thegoodbook.co.nz

or contact us at admin@thegoodbook.co.uk
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How fo use Explore

Find a fime you can read
the Bible each day

O

Find a place where you can
be quiet and think

O

Ask God to help
you understand

O

Carefully read through the
Bible passage for today

O

Study the verses with Explore,
taking time to think

v

Pray about what
you have read



elcome to

Explore—a

resource to help
you dig into, understand and
apply the timeless truth of
God’s word to your life.

It can be a struggle to find a daily time
to spend with God. Children, the
busyness of life, special nights out,
holidays, or just sheer exhaustion can
all conspire to get in the way.
However, there is no substitute for just
getting into a good habit. There are
many patterns that suit different peo-
ple, and yours may change over time.

Whatever you choose to do, guard
your time with God jealously. If you
come hungry to learn from the Lord,
and to feed on the truth, it will be a
place of nurture and growth, and a
source of direction and strength for
your daily life.

© TIME: Find a time when you will
not be disturbed, and when the cob-
webs are cleared from your mind.
Many people have found that the
morning is the best time, as it sets you
up for the day. You may not be a
‘morning person’ so last thing at
night, or, if you're free, a mid-morning
break suits others. Whatever works for
you is right for you.

© PLACE: Jesus says that we are not to
make a great show of our religion (see
Matthew 6 v 5-6), but rather pray with
the door to our room shut. So, any-

where you can be quiet and private is
the key. Some people plan to get to
work a few minutes earlier and get
their Bible out in an office, or some
other quiet corner.

© PRAYER: Although Explore helps
with specific prayer ideas from the pas-
sage, you should try to develop your
own lists to pray through. Use the flap
inside the back cover to help with this.

Often our problem is not so much who
to pray for, as what to pray for them!
That's why Bible reading and prayer are
inseparable. We are reminded from
God’s word of what is truly important;
it will shape what we pray for ourselves,
the world and others.

© SHARE: As the saying goes: expres-
sion deepens impression. So try to culti-
vate the habit of sharing with others
what you have learned. It will encour-
age both them and you. Using the
same notes as a friend will help you
encourage each other to keep going.

REMEMBER:

e IT'S QUALITY, NOT QUANTITY, THAT
COUNTS: Better to think briefly about a
single verse, than to skim through pages
without absorbing anything.

* FALLING BEHIND: It’s inevitable that you
will occasionally miss a day. Don't be
paralysed by guilt. Just start again.

* IT'S ABOUT DEVELOPING A LOVE
RELATIONSHIP, NOT A LAW RELATIONSHIP
Don’t think that ‘doing your quiet time’
is an end in itself. The sign that your
daily time with God is real is when you
start to love Him more and serve Him
more wholeheartedly.

Tim Thornborough, Explore Editor



God'’s action — our reaction

© Reading: Psalm 76

t the start of a new year, here is the
Apsalmist in full ‘praising the Lord’

mode. After a mighty victory won,
he is humbly reminding everyone that it was

not the skill of the army that gave them the
day, but God who fought for them.

© Read Psalm 76

Honoured
©Readv 1-3

In a way typical of Hebrew poetry, the
psalmist makes the thymes by repeating
the same idea in different words. So,
Judah and Israel are both names for the
people of God. Salem and Zion are both
names for Jerusalem.

© What has God done to excite the psalmist’s
praise (v 3)?

© And what has it resulted in (v 1-2)?

Er ‘\g | hope you realise that the Lord your God,
! v like any human parent, is highly

E € protective of His children. He may place

! = us in situations that test us, stretch us

E and humble us, but He will never let you
: be harmed, and woe betide anyone who
E takes it into their heads to persecute you.
: They will have to deal with Father...

.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 1-3 ¢ ROMANS 1
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© Read v 4-10
© What makes God so formidable?

© What is it that prompts God to act (v 7, 9a, 9b,
10)?

fm==mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmemmmom—-aaaa-
1 5 God's purpose in judgment (v 9) is to !
p© punish those who oppose Him, and to i
1 Q) 1
i £ rescue those who call on Him for help. It |
E = will be just the same at the last day. E
1 Read Hebrews 9 v 26-28. !
1 1
\ 4

QO Read v 11-12

© /1 God is like this, what should people do
(v11a)?

© Who else should respond (v 11b) and why
(v12)?

:1'2 Read Philippians 2 v 9-11.

E 3(: One day, everyone will bow the knee to
E the Lord Jesus. Christians will do it

! willingly and gladly, because we know
E we were bought for a price. Others will
. do it grudgingly when they finally realise
E who He is.

1
1
1
1
1

© What does Psalm 76 v 11 specifically
say we should do?

© How can you do that, specifically,
today?




ACTS: False accusations

© Reading: Acts 6 v 8-15

Today we start a new section in the
book of Acts. The focus moves off the
apostles and on to some other key
figures in the early church.

Not just a waiter!

© Read v 8-10

@ What key phrase describes Stephen’s character
(also look back to 6 v 5)?

© How do some people respond to Stephen?

© /n what way is this repeating what we have
seen with the apostles earlier in Acts?

Stephen was picked to look after food dis-
tribution because he was a godly man—
but he wasn’t only in charge of food; he
also preached and performed miracles.

Notice the comment that Stephen’s wis-
dom was given to him by the Holy Spirit
(v 10). Ask God to help you speak wisely
to those you share the gospel with.

Accusations made

© Read v 11-15

© What's at the heart of the accusation made
against Stephen?

© Would there have been any truth in this?

The charge is that Stephen speaks against
the temple and the law (and so against
God and Moses). What's he saying about
them? Verse 14 is key—it is that Jesus will
destroy the temple and change the laws.

Which of course, in one sense, is
absolutely right! Jesus has indeed ended

Saturday 2 January

the function of the temple and has
changed the role of the law. But Stephen
isn’t against them; instead he sees Jesus as
having fulfilled them. So their signifi-
cance will now change dramatically but
only because their time is up.

5 Some people oppose Jesus because of
3= the change He brings—especially to

s~ treasured traditions or practices. Pray for
é people you know for whom that is true.

False accusations

Despite the element of truth in these
charges, notice the words Luke uses to
describe their tactics—they secretly per-
suaded people to accuse Stephen, and
they produced false witnesses (v 11, 13).

Many Christians are misrepresented and \:
falsely accused. Maybe you have been. E
Pray for their (and your) godly reaction :
and faithfulness under such pressure. E
Remember Jesus' experience of being :
falsely accused and the words He spoke E
to His followers: “If they persecuted me, |
they will persecute you also” (John 15 v E
20). Being misrepresented is horrible. Be |
encouraged that your Saviour knows how E
it feels, and went through it for you. i

J
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History lesson — part 1

© Reading: Acts 7v 1-36

tephen has been falsely accused. Now

we hear his speech in defence, and,

perhaps surprisingly, he gives his
accusers a lesson in well-known Jewish
history. This is the longest speech in Acts so
we’ll look at it in three sections.

A reminder of the promises

©QReadv 1-8
© What was Abraham promised by God?

© How long would it take before these promises
were fulfilled?

This opening section lays out the ground
for what comes next—Abraham and his
descendants were promised the land
where Stephen and his listeners are now
living. But God’s promise would only be
fulfilled after an extended period of slav-
ery followed by an act of rescue.

The pattern begins

© Read v 9-16
© How was Joseph treated by his brothers?
© In God’s plans, how would Joseph be used?

Joseph was rejected, so much so that he
was sold into slavery by his brothers. But
that act became the way that God saved
His people from famine. Stephen is start-
ing to make the point that God’s chosen
saviour is rejected by His people.

The pattern repeats

© Read v 17-29

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 7-9 ¢ ROMANS 3
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Notice that in v 17 Stephen reminds his
listeners that the time was getting close
for God to fulfil those foundational
promises to Abraham.

© What did Moses think would happen when he
killed an Egyptian?

© What happened instead?

We often read the account of Moses
killing the Egyptian as him getting it
wrong—but Stephen has another take on
it. He says it was the start of the rescue of
God’s people—but they failed to realise it,
and so rejected their rescuer (again).

The pattern driven home

© Read 30-36

© How does Stephen drive home this lesson of
rejection?

Stephen retells the famous accounts of
the burning bush and Moses coming to
save his people, but notice his key
phrase—this is the same Moses they
rejected with the words: ‘Who made you
ruler and judge?’ (v 35).

But the very one they rejected is the one
that God Himself made ‘ruler and deliver-
er for them’ (v 35).

bY
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=& Consider you own heart: do you agree
° you would have rejected God's Saviour
yourself? Praise God for His
graciousness—He continues to work to
save His people despite our resistance
and rejection.

tirme



History lesson — part 2

© Reading: Acts 7 v 37-43

Stephen’s history lesson continues...

The promise of a second Moses

© Read v 37

© Why does Stephen include God's promise of
another prophet like Moses?

Stephen emphasises that it is ‘this Moses’
to whom God made this promise, ie: ‘the
rejected-by-his-people-Moses’. The impli-
cation is that the prophet like Moses who
will come will be similarly rejected. Luke
has already told us that this prophet is
Jesus (see Acts 3 v 17-23).

The rejection of God’s word

© Read v 38-41

© What is emphasised about the revelation
Moses was given?

© What was the reaction of God's people to the
revelation through Moses?

Moses received God’s living words to give
to His people, but once again the
response was rejection. They forsook
Moses, and more importantly God, and
in their hearts they turned back to Egypt,
the place of slavery. The climax of this
rejection is shown in their making an
idol to worship.

The ongoing story

© Read v 42-43
© How does God respond to their idolatry?

What tragic words! God turns from His

Monday 4 January

people and gives them over to what they
want to worship. (For a fuller example of
this pattern read Romans 1 v 21-32.)

Stephen then goes to the book of Amos
to drive his argument home. Through
Amos, God is confronting the people of
his day for their idolatry (‘the idols you
made to worship’) and linking it back
with the attitude of the people who made
the golden calf. God sarcastically asks:
‘Did you bring me sacrifices ... in the
desert?” The answer is ‘No’ and the same
attitude of turning away from God is
repeated time and again throughout
Israel’s history.

Stephen has been addressing the charge
that he is speaking against Moses and the
law that came through him (6 v 11, 13).
Stephen’s answer is that throughout his-
tory God’s people have rejected Moses
and his law. His listeners need to recog-
nise those same attitudes in themselves,
shown in their response to Jesus (but
more of that to come).

_>> (Can you see this ongoing tendency to

3@: turn away from God in your own heart?
Be warned—we'll also reject God's living
words and make a more palatable
version of God for ourselves given half
the chance. Fear God's anger over this.
Pray for a sensitive conscience, and don't
duck from the force of God's word when
you don't like what He says.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 10-12 « ROMANS 4



History lesson — part 3

© Reading: Acts 7 v 44-50

tephen has been defending himself in

front of the Sanhedrin. He’s answered

charges about speaking against Moses
and the law; now he turns to the issue of the
temple.

Reminder of the facts

© Read v 44-47

© What are the important factors in the history
of the temple?

Once again, Stephen gives a summary of
what has happened in Israel’s history. It
began with the tabernacle—the portable
tent where the ark of the covenant was
kept and which symbolised God’s pres-
ence among His people. The tabernacle
was made by Moses and carried into the
promised land by Joshua. David wanted
to the build the temple to house the ark,
but it was Solomon who did so.

Challenge about attitude

© Read v 48-50

© What does Stephen now want to say about the
temple, having reminded them of its history?

© What attitude is he challenging in his
listeners?

Just because God did indeed live among
His people in the tabernacle/temple, it
doesn’t mean those structures contained
Him. The quote from Isaiah 66 tells us
that humans couldn’t build a house for
God even if we wanted to. Heaven is His
throne and the earth is His footstool.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 13-15 ¢ ROMANS 5
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The context of the quote from Isaiah 66
is that of judgment. It speaks of people
who offer all the right sacrifices, but
whose heart attitude to God is wrong.
They have ‘chosen their own way’
(Isaiah 66 v 3), rather than being those
who ‘are humble and contrite in spirit’
(Isaiah 66 v 2).

Stephen is saying that the same is true of

his listeners. They are bothered about the
temple, but are not listening to or bowing
before the God whose temple it is.

E © Where might we focus on some truth
" about God but miss and even ignore
g God Himself?

K

,
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1 . o .

' © How might we take part in church life
' but have a wrong attitude toward

E God in not being humble before Him?
1

] © Consider if your commitment to cer-

E tain practices and places has more to
] do with choosing your own way, than
E humble worship of God.

v



Learn the lesson

© Reading: Acts 7 v 51-53

tephen’s speech is wrapping up. Here
comes the conclusion—and he’s not
going to pull his punches!

Necks, hearts and ears

© Read v 51
© What attitude is Stephen accusing them of?

© n what way are his listeners like their
ancestors?

The phrases about stiff-necks and uncir-
cumcised hearts and ears are common
phrases in the Old Testament (for exam-
ple, Exodus 32 v 9, Deuteronomy 10
v 16; Jeremiah 6 v 10; 7 v 26). They
describe someone who resists God, push-
es Him away and won't listen to Him or
bow before Him.

That was the history of Israel from the
incident of the golden calf onwards. And
Stephen’s listeners are repeating the sins
of their forefathers.

Shoot the messenger
(and the Messiah!)
© Read v 52

© How did Israel’s resistance to God show itself
in practice?

© How did Stephen’s listeners’ rejection show
itself?

Israel repeatedly persecuted those who
spoke God’s word to them. They would-
n't listen to the prophets’ calls to
repent—to return to a right relationship

Wednesday 6 January

of humble obedience to God. Those Old
Testament prophets always got it in the

neck for their message. People didn’t like
the message so they shot the messenger.

The same thing has happened now—but
this time it was the Righteous One (the
Messiah) who came and spoke the truth.
People revealed their true response to God
when they betrayed and murdered Him.

Disobedient hypocrites

© Read v53

© Why does Stephen finish by describing his lis-
teners in this way?

Remember Stephen was charged with
speaking against the law (6 v 11, 13).
Stephen sums up his defence by saying
that his accusers are the ones disrespecting
the law. The religious leaders speak highly
of the law and defend it—but they don't
obey it! And in doing so, the true nature of
their relationship with God is seen.

_>> These leaders spent their time doing

2@: things that looked as if they were serving
God—studying His word and teaching it
to others. But they avoided listening to
God speak and even killed God's Son.
The Bible is right when it talks about our
hearts being deceitful (Jeremiah 17 v
9). Who are you serving when you take
part in Christian activities? Do you submit
yourself to God's words when you read
them? Pray that God will reveal self-

pa
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1 deceit in your own life.
L
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Imitating Jesus

© Reading: Acts 7 v 54-60

tephen’s speech is over—and his charge
has been given (v 51-53). Here comes
the reaction.

The vision to finish it

© Read v 54-56

© How would you describe the reaction of
Stephen’s hearers?

© What does Stephen see?

© Why do you think God gives him this vision
now?

The Sanhedrin is spitting mad—at which
point Stephen speaks of seeing Jesus
standing in glory at God'’s right hand (the
position of power and authority). In
other words, Stephen’s vision confirms to
him and his listeners the rightness of all
he has been saying: Jesus has been vindi-
cated as the true Messiah by the Father.

The imitation of Jesus

© Read v 57-60
© Why does the Sanhedrin stone Stephen?

© What is so significant about what Stephen says
as he dies?

The Sanhedrin decides it has heard
enough. Blasphemy deserves death! The
council members weren’t in a good mood
up to that point and this was the last
straw. They rush as an angry mob at
Stephen—a horrible and frightening
scene. Notice how they cover their ears.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 18-19 « ROMANS 7
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They absolutely refuse to listen to what
he says.

Luke records two things Stephen says—
both of which echo Jesus. For comparison
see Luke 23 v 34, 46.

Stephen imitates Jesus in his trust—com-
mitting his spirit to Jesus in his death—
and in his forgiveness of his executioners.
Luke is showing us how Christians
should speak the truth of the gospel to
people boldly. But Christians must also
be willing to suffer as Jesus did and
respond to that persecution with trust
and forgiveness.

_>> Isn't Stephen the kind of man you'd want

S to imitate? Take a moment to list the
characteristics he exhibits in chapters 6 &
7. Here is a man who knew his Bible,
trusted God, was prepared to forcefully
challenge those who rejected Jesus—and
yet was quick to forgive. Pray that the
Holy Spirit, who was so much at work in
Stephen, would be doing a similar work
in your life. It may well have risky
consequences but somehow | don't think
Stephen is regretting it now.

See the mention of ‘a young man named
Saul’ in verse 58. He'll start to be the
focus of attention in the next portion of
Acts.



Mourning and rejoicing

Q Reading: Acts 8v 1-8

emember the key verse for Acts in
Rchapter 1 v 8 spoke about the Spirit

empowered witness to Jesus spreading
out in ever widening circles. Well, the action
so far has centred on Jerusalem but in this

new section of Acts we see the first of those
circles come into play.

The town turns ugly

©ORead8v1-3

© How do you think the Christians were feeling
at this moment?

© How does this fit with the growing reaction to
Christians we've seen so far? (You could look
backto4v 18, 5v17,5v20,6v11-12)

The apostles have had a few run-ins with
the religious authorities before, but
Stephen’s death seems to release the
floodgates of opposition, and widespread
persecution breaks out. Saul is a leading
character—he’s out to destroy the
church—but the result isn’t what he’d
have planned.

The town is full of joy

© Read 8 v 4-8
© What are people doing as they flee Jerusalem?
© Why is Samaria filled with joy?

Philip (one of Stephen’s crew, see 6 v 5) is
empowered to perform miracles as the
apostles did. These signs and wonders
draw attention to the message of the
good news about Jesus.

Friday 8 January

Here we see great contrast in the different
reactions to the gospel. In one place, the
gospel produces destructive anger. In
another place, it produces great joy.

The plan advancing

Look back at Acts 1 v 8 to see Jesus’
game plan for His followers. In the light
of this plan, do you think we should
think of this persecution as a bad thing or
a good thing, or both?

............................... =
Pray for those you know of who are '
persecuted for their faith; pray that E
God's plans to witness to Jesus would |
happen through that persecution. Pray E
that great joy would come as a result of |
the spread of the gospel. E

J
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Simon says. ..

© Reading: Acts 8 v 9-13

children’s game ‘Simon says’. If someone

says: ‘Simon says, “Put your hands on
your head,”” you do it, but if they don’t say
‘Simon says,” you don’t. Not the world’s
most thrilling entertainment, but in Samaria
everyone was playing a rather more serious
version of the game.

The scene before

© Read 8 v 9-11

Iexpect you know how to play the

© What does Luke emphasise about Simon’s
reputation in this city?

© Who is being influenced by Simon?

Simon is a religious leader with supernat-
ural abilities who completely dominates
all Samaria. He boasts about how great he
is, and everyone seems happy to agree
with him! They even call him ‘the Great
Power of God’'. Simon’s got them in the
palm of his hand.

=% You might be feeling tempted to look !
3 down on these backward Samaritans, and E
€ think you wouldn't be so easily !
= influenced. Give a few moments to E
consider which ‘leaders’ people in your |
peer group follow. If not individuals, what E
about groupings of people? Doesn't our |
society tend to unquestioningly follow E
celebrities, pundits or scientists? Where |
might such allegiance lead people? E

J
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The scene after

©QORead 8v11-13

@ What changes in people’s loyalties as a result
of Philip’s arrival?

© What changes for Simon himself?

The preaching of the gospel, and the mir-
acles of Philip, change everything. Now
the Samaritans believe in the kingdom of
God and the name of Jesus. They recog-
nise that He rules and He saves. These fol-
lowers are baptised, showing their change
of thinking and their new loyalty to
Christ. Most startlingly, in v 13 we are
told that Simon himself believes. He is
now the one doing the following and he
is the one amazed!

© How did your loyalties change when
you believed the gospel?

e for your own change of direction
because of the gospel

e for those you know captured by the
world around to come to believe the
gospel.



Lessons from of old

© Reading: Psalm 78 v 1-16

his is a singalong history lesson
I which recounts how God saved and
shaped His people from the Exodus to
King David. If you have time, read the

whole psalm; otherwise just the first 39
verses.

Telling God's truth

© Read v 1-8

© What reasons do verses 1-4 give us for paying
attention to this song?

© Who might it be for especially (v 4)?

N Teaching children the Bible is a vital task
3= for Christian families and for the church.
s~ They need to hear not only specific
é stories, but also the 'big picture’ over
and over.

o Pray for Christian parents you know,
that they would teach their children
the Bible regularly and faithfully.

e Pray for those who teach children in
your church—and take the time to
thank and encourage them today if
you can.

\

© Why is it especially important to listen to
Israel’s history (v 7-8)?

© What is the great danger for them, and us
(v 7a)?

r < A
i 2 Read 1 Corinthians 10 v 1-13 !
E o 'Now these things occurred as examples E
] é to keep us from setting our hearts on J:
"

Sunday 10 January

evil things as they did." (v 6). The OId
Testament was written for us, too! It's
not just a story book for children, but a
guide for life. We need to value it and
heed its warnings just as we do the New
Testament.

Rejecting God's law

© Read v 9-16

The history lesson starts, curiously, with a
reference to the defeat of Saul (Ephraim
was his home country) see 1 Samuel 31.
Even though his army had the best bow-
men (v 9a), they were defeated.

© Why (v10-11)

© What lessons of history had they forgotten
(v 12-16)?
Forgetfulness is at the heart of
faithlessness. It's why we daily need to
remind ourselves of the truths of the
Bible. It's why it is a good thing that we
regularly remember Jesus' death in the
bread and the wine. It is why we need to
remind one another constantly about the
grace of God in the gospel.
See 2 Peter 1 v 10-13.

Py

© /s there something you need
reminding of today?

© /s there someone else who needs
you to remind them today?

T T T o T o oo TEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEIN
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Peddling the gospel

© Reading: Acts 8 v 14-25

Simon could be converted. But all is not
right with this latest addition to the
church...

The arrival of the apostles
(and the Spirit!)

© Read 8 v 14-17

It’s fantastic to think that someone like

© Why do you think the apostles sent Peter and
John to Samaria?

© What is strange about the Holy Spirit not
having come on any of those who had
believed?

© Why might this be?

This is a much debated section of Acts. It
has led some to argue that the gift of the
Holy Spirit comes as a second step in the
Christian life following conversion. The
problem with this argument is that virtual-
ly everywhere else in Acts people receive
the Spirit when they believe. And the rest
of the New Testament supports the view
that every believer has the Spirit (eg:
Romans 8 v 9, 1 Corinthians 12 v 13).

The most likely explanation is that the
arrival of the Spirit was delayed here so
that the believers in Samaria could be
authenticated as genuine Christians by
the apostles. We need to remember that
they were Samaritans. This is the gospel
crossing significant racial and cultural
boundaries. We will see something simi-
lar occur in Acts 10 when the first
Gentiles believe the gospel.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 27-28 « ROMANS 9 v 16-33
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Simon’s wrong heart

© Read 8 v 18-25

© What is wrong with Simon’s behaviour and
attitude?

© What lessons are there for us in our attitude to
involvement in Christian ministry?

Simon wants to be able to act like the
apostles in distributing the Spirit. While
seemingly converted, his heart still oper-
ates in its old ways—and so he offers
money. Peter has no time for such a
wicked attitude—and challenges Simon
to repent.

It seems that Simon still wanted to be the
big man who everyone else would think
was important. But such attitudes can’t
exist in the church of the crucified Lord.
Someone whose heart is so wrong before
God cannot take part in service for Christ
because that would discredit Him.
Thankfully, Simon appears to respond
humbly to Peter’s rebuke (v 24).

Consider your own heart and potential
desire to be seen as important. In what
areas might you need to repent?

Pray for humility for Christian leaders you
know.




[deal evangelism

© Reading: Acts 8v26-40

hilip’s been hard at work in Samaria
and God now has a very specific job

for him.

The ideal evangelistic candidate

© Read v 26-29
© How is the Ethiopian described?

© What is significant about the way the
encounter takes place?

This Ethiopian is an important figure in a
foreign government (in fact the term
‘eunuch’ may well refer to his position
rather than his genitals). He was probably
a proselyte—that is, a semi-convert to
Judaism. He is devoted enough to have
travelled a long way to go the temple,
and keen enough to be reading Isaiah on
his journey home.

Philip is clearly told where to go—even
where to stand—and so meets this
Ethiopian. God is specifically guiding
Philip so that the gospel can go to this
man.

The ideal evangelistic opening

© Read v 30-35
© What is striking about the eunuch’s attitude?
© What is striking about Philip's explanation?

The Ethiopian is happy to admit his igno-
rance and his need of a teacher. He does-
n’t know who Isaiah is talking about and
what it all means (v 34). Philip is just the
man for the job because he knows the
Old Testament is all about Jesus!
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Would you be confident explaining the \:
gospel from an Old Testament passage E
like this? How convinced are you that the |
whole Old Testament leads up to Jesus E
and is ultimately about Him? :
1

4

The ideal evangelistic outcome

© Read v 36-40

The Ethiopian comes to faith in Christ
and, presumably having heard about bap-
tism, asks to be baptised himself. He fol-
lows the same pattern as earlier converts
in Acts who repented, believed, were bap-
tised, and joined the new community of
God’s people (Acts 2 v 41-47). Philip
then disappears but the Ethiopian goes
home rejoicing.

Note: In this passage we see the gospel
spreading beyond even Samaria now.
God is fulfilling His plan of Acts 1 v 8.

E =& Reflect on God's insatiable desire for the
! 3 gospel to spread and his concern about

E € individuals — No-one is too “other” for

' Him.

1

i Think of the Ethiopian’s desire to learn,

] his willingness to obey and his rejoicing
i in the gospel.

L
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The great turnaround

© Reading: Acts 9v 1-19

e first met Saul back in chapter 8

v 1-3, where he was persecuting

the church. Not for much longer!
Full of opposition

©Readv 1-2

© How would you describe Saul’s attitude from
these verses?

Saul’s not content with clearing the
Christians from Jerusalem so he gets per-
mission to hunt them down outside the
capital. This is a man on a mission—
against Jesus and against His people.

Stopped in his tracks

© Read v 3-9

© How do you think Saul felt being confronted
by someone called ‘Jesus’?

© Why does Jesus say Saul is persecuting Him?

Saul must have been flabbergasted! He
was convinced that Jesus was a blasphe-
mer who got the death He deserved.
Now, this same Jesus appears and con-
fronts Saul! Jesus speaks of Saul’s actions
against the church being against Him per-
sonally, revealing how strongly He identi-
fies with His people.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 31-32 ¢ ROMANS 11 v 1-18
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Meeting the enemy

© Read v 10-19

© Why is Ananias hesitant to meet Saul?

© How would you have felt?

© What does God say about Saul’s future life?

Note the unintentional humour in
Ananias’ response to God (v 13-14). Did
Ananias really think God needed to be
informed of these things? But God knows
what He is doing: He has remarkable
plans for Saul. This is both his conversion
and his commissioning as an apostle.

It is clearly his conversion because he is
baptised. But it is also Saul’s commission-
ing because the focus is on the role he
will have. The one who was opposing the
gospel about Jesus will proclaim it; and
rather than persecuting Jesus’ followers,
he himself will suffer for Christ’s name.
God completely turns him around.

€ What does this tell us about the
power of God to bring people to
faith?

N
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1
© How does this encourage us in our |
1

own evangelism? !

1

© What do we learn about God's plans 1
1

i

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

J

and purposes?

© Why does God send a person as well
as the vision to Saul?




Persecutor to preacher

© Reading: Acts 9 v 20-31

t’s not called a ‘Damascus road
Iexperience’ for nothing! Saul’s life has

been completely changed. He is now a
follower of Christ and has been commissioned
by God to share the gospel with both Gentiles
and Jews (9 v 15). Today we start to see what

Saul’s new life will look like.

Surprise turns to opposition

© Read v 20-25

© How would you describe the Damascans’
reaction to Saul?

@ What might people be saying about him?

Saul’s visit to Damascus turns out to be
very different from what he (and every-
one else) expected. Rather than hunting
down Christians, he’s now trying to
recruit more.

In yesterday’s passage, we read about
God’s warning that Saul’s preaching
would lead to Saul suffering (9 v 16). It’s
less than a few weeks before there is a
‘credible threat’ to Saul’s life (v 23). It
doesn’t look as if Saul is going to have a
comfortable ministry! However, God has
work for him to do, and with some inge-
nious thought from local Christians, Saul
is able to escape.

A cautious welcome

© Read v 26-28

@ Was the church’s hesitation reasonable or
not?
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© How did they come to their decision to accept
Saul?

The Christians in Jerusalem are under-
standably cautious—might Saul’s ‘conver-
sion’ be a trap? Barnabas steps in as
go-between and, having examined the
evidence, Saul is welcomed by the
church. What a dramatic change from
when he left! And what a difference in
activities—Saul is now boldly proclaiming
the gospel of Jesus.

Yet more opposition

© Read v 29-30

Saul talks to the Hellenistic (or Grecian)
Jews in particular because of the similari-
ty in background, but the opposition
strikes up again. Twice in close succession
Saul’s life is in danger, and once again the
Christians in town help him escape.

© Read v 31

This is the second of Luke’s summary
statements (the first one was back in
chapter 6 v 7). We've seen persecution go
up a gear, but as a result the gospel has
spread beyond Jerusalem. And then we’ve
seen the conversion of the chief persecu-
tor to spread that same message.

© How does all this encourage or challenge you?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 33-35 « ROMANS 11 v 19-36



Jesus at work!

© Reading: Acts 9v 32-43

e left Peter back in chapter 8
when he was in Samaria. Now
we pick up on his travels.

A miracle and conversions

© Read v 32-35
© What strikes you about this episode?

© What is significant about Peter’s words to
Aeneas?

Peter is travelling round the country and
visits groups of believers (the Lord’s peo-
ple) in a town called Lydda. We are told
very simply about a paralysed man.
Notice the details of his condition, and
how Peter heals him with a word. We
should really say how Jesus heals him—
notice how Peter points to Jesus in what
he says.

The result? Many people turning to the
Lord in faith. This is a repeat of the sorts
of events we saw with Peter in Jerusalem.
And so we are reminded of the gospel
spreading.

Another miracle and more
conversions
© Read v 33-43

© What details does Luke give us about Dorcas
that makes this story so poignant?

Dorcas was a disciple and one who gave
herself to helping others—she was
‘always doing good and helping the
poor’. She was clearly greatly loved and
valued in her town.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 36-38 ¢ ROMANS 12
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The centrality of proclaiming the gospel is
not to be set against loving those around
us, especially those who are needy.
Rather, as we speak the gospel, we love
and care for those we speak to. Is this
inclusion of ‘good works" something you
or your church need to reflect on?

u 4

© In what ways is this story a repeat of what we
have just seen?

Peter prays (showing his dependence on
God) and then speaks a word which
brings Dorcas back to life. The result? Joy
for the church and evidence for the com-
munity which brings many to faith.

Jesus still at work

© Can you think of events in Jesus’ life similar to
these two?

Luke told us of how Jesus healed a para-
lytic and raised a girl from death (see
Luke 5 v 24; 8 v 54). Jesus is still at
work through His apostles giving evi-
dence that the gospel about Him is true,
and bringing people to faith.



Visions and menus

© Reading: Acts 10v 1-23a

his passage starts a long section in
Acts—it is all about the inclusion of
Gentiles into the church. It all

revolves around the apostle Peter and a
Roman centurion called Cornelius.

God speaks to Cornelius

Q@ Read v 1-8
© What details are we given about Cornelius?

© What importance have Cornelius’ prayers and
gifts had?

Cornelius is what is usually called a ‘God-
fearer’: a Gentile who knows about the
God of the Jews and worships Him, but
hasn’t fully converted to Judaism. So he’s
an example of an earnest seeker and
someone who has responded to what he
does know of God. God does take notice
of people’s behaviour: Cornelius’ prayers
and gifts have come up as a ‘memorial
offering’, or a remembrance. That’s a way
of saying that God approves of what He
sees.

However, Cornelius doesn’t believe the
gospel. While he has responded well to
what he knows of God, he isn’t saved.
But God is organising for that to be
remedied.
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God speaks to Peter

© Read v 1-23a

© Why does Peter respond to the vision the way
he does?

© What is God trying to teach Peter in his
vision?

© How does this fit with the people arriving at
his door?

God’s people were kept separate from
nations around them in a variety of sym-
bolic ways—including what they were
allowed to eat. And so, as a self-respecting
Jew, Peter has never eaten ‘unclean’ food
and doesn’t intend to start!

But God is now showing Peter that those
barriers are being dismantled. The point
is not so much about the food (although
that does change) but about people. Look
ahead to verse 28 and see what conclu-
sion Peter draws.

............................... N
% © /n what ways might we make E
v distinctions between people that E
é God would disapprove of? '
1

© What cultural assumptions or :
preferences might He challenge? !

1
J
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Sinful rebels

© Reading: Psalm 78 v 32-72

e continue with Psalm 78’s
singalong history lesson of
Israel. The writer, Asaph, has

reminded them of God’s powerful acts which
saved them from Egypt (v 13), and kept
them through the wilderness (v 15-16). So
what comes next is a shock... or is it?

© Read v 32-72

Hard-hearted

© Read v 32 & 56

The refrain comes again and again: in
spite of all the Lord has done for them,
they rebel, they test Him, they sin, they
disbelieve. This ungrateful hard-hearted-
ness is made all the more poignant by the
writer’s focus on how gracious, loving,
kind and forgiving God is.

P
1 5 How distressing it must be to God to see
1 . .
' 3£ ouringratitude and self-centredness.
] ? Those of you who are parents will know
1
'~ how angry we feel towards ‘spoilt

x
] children’, who, despite being (on a world
1
] scale) rich, having full stomachs, plenty
] of friends, and an embarrassment of toys
1
] to amuse them, spend their time
] complaining and whining for something
1
] more.
1
1
1
1
1
1
L

© /s there something you need to say
to your heavenly Father?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 41-42 « ROMANS 14
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Full provision

© Read v 54-55

Not only did God bring them out of slav-
ery, and destroy the Egyptians (v 42-45),
not only did He guide and provide for
them in the wilderness (v 20-29), but He
brought them into the promised land—
fulfilling His promises to Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob. He gave them a home.

© And what did they do now (v 58)?

What will stop them?

© Read v 56-66

Even in God'’s place, under God’s rule,
there is something more that the wayward
people of God need: they need God’s King.
Verses 60-61 refer to the loss of the ark of
the covenant from the centre of Israel’s life
(1 Samuel 4-6). Israel’s first king, Saul, is
then rejected (v 67), but there is hope at
last because God has chosen another to
rule His people in Saul’s place. David is the
great hope for the future (v 70-72).

~% David ‘shepherds’ God's people with a
3 right heart, and with consummate skill
€ (v 72). But flawed David points us to the
= ultimate answer to God's problem with
His wayward people: our great King Jesus
is the Good Shepherd who will guide and
guard our souls and bring us home to
heaven.

Give praise as you read John 10 v
11-16.




God’s blind date

© Reading: Acts 10 v 23b-35

od gave both Cornelius and Peter a

vision and has organised them

getting together. He’s got them on a
blind date! Now we see how it goes...

Peter’s dawning realisation
© Read v 23-29

Cornelius has got a crowd together to
meet Peter. When Peter arrives, Cornelius
falls at his feet (after all, an angel had
organised the meeting). Peter, however,
knows he should only be treated as just
another person.

© What does Peter say he has been taught by
God through these events so far?

© Why is this so significant?

Peter realises that the vision of the ani-
mals and the command not to call any-
thing that God has made ‘unclean’ is
really about people. But his whole life has
involved thinking of Gentiles as
‘unclean’. He says to them that he is
breaking the Jewish rule book by even
being in Cornelius’ house.

All becomes clear

© Read v 29-35

© What does Cornelius explain to Peter that is
so significant?

© What does Peter finally realise?

Cornelius explains the previous day’s
activities and how God has organised this
meeting. ‘Now,’ he says, ‘we are here to
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listen to everything that the Lord has
commanded you to tell us’ (v 33). God
has sent Peter so he can tell them the
gospel!

Peter finally gets it! ‘Now I realise how
true it is that God does not show
favouritism’ (v 34). God not having
favourites was a well-known truth
(Deuteronomy 10 v 17; 2 Chronicles
19 v 7). But Peter hasn’t realised how
true that was. Now he sees that God
accepts people from ‘every nation’ (v 35).
In other words, people’s background is no
disadvantage to them.

When Peter says God accepts people who
fear Him and do what is right, he isn't
meaning people are saved apart from the
gospel—that was the reason he was there,
so he could tell them that the gospel was
for them as well.

%— © In what subtle ways do we limit who
we think the gospel is for?

me

© !f we say the gospel is for everyone,
does that show in practice?

<

© How might we think God actually
does show favouritism?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 43-45 ¢« ROMANS 15 v 1-13



Judge and Saviour for al

© Reading: Acts 10 v 36-43

eter has finally realised that God has
Pgot him together with Cornelius and

the family so he can tell them the
gospel—and so that is what he does.

The story of Jesus

© Read v 36-41

© Note down the key elements of Jesus’ life that
Peter points to.

© How would this compare to the elements you
would pick?

Peter begins with Jesus’ baptism, when
He was anointed with the Holy Spirit. He
speaks about His life of care, healing and
liberation. Peter and the others saw all
that Jesus did. And then this life was
ended by crucifixion but God raised Him
from the dead and organised witnesses
who saw that His new life was real.

These are things that Cornelius and the
others know about—but they didn’t
know it had any relevance for them. As
Peter says in v 36, the good news was sent
to the people of Israel.
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The challenge and promise of Jesus

© Read v 42-43

© What challenge and promise does Jesus now
bring?

© Who are these for?

© Why are both these elements essential for the
gospel?

Jesus is now the one appointed by God as
judge of everyone—living and dead! But
He is also the one through whom forgive-
ness of sins is offered. And this offer is for
‘everyone who believes in him’ (v 43).

The challenge of Jesus as Judge goes hand
in hand with the promise of Jesus as sav-
iour. If He isn’t Judge, then there is no
need for forgiveness. If He doesn’t offer
forgiveness, then the gospel is bad news,
not good news.

=5 For yourself:
Q

© How do you feel knowing that Jesus
is the Judge of ‘the living and the
dead’?

r
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

' © How do you feel knowing you are
] offered ‘forgiveness of sins through
1

] his name’?

1

E In speaking to others:

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
L

© Which elements of Jesus’ life might
we not emphasise appropriately?

© Which elements of the gospel might
we not emphasise appropriately?
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God's confirmation

© Reading: Acts 10 v 44-48

od has organised the meeting

between Peter and Cornelius, and

He has shown Peter that the gospel
is for everyone. Now we see God'’s
confirmation that these Gentiles are truly
part of His church.

No second-class Christians
© Read v 44-46

© How did the Jewish believers know the Holy
Spirit had come?

@ Why are they ‘astonished" at the gift of the
Spirit?

While Peter is still speaking, the Holy
Spirit comes on those listening—as
shown by their speaking in tongues and
praising God. This is a repeat of what
happened when the Spirit first came in
chapter 2. The point is that these Gentiles
are given the Spirit in exactly the same
way as the Jewish believers.

The Jewish believers who came with Peter
are astonished though. They can’t believe
that Gentiles would be full recipients of
God'’s gifts, just as the Jews were. This
might seem odd to us, but we haven't
had centuries of thinking that the Jews
alone were God’s chosen people. The
early Christians still hadn’t realised God'’s
plan was to equally bless all nations in
the way He had blessed them (see
Genesis 12 v 3).

Wednesday 20 January

No barriers to any Christian

© Read v 47-48
© Why does Peter say what he does in v 472
© What does baptism symbolise here?

Being equal recipients of God’s Spirit
means they are equal members of God’s
new community, the church. These two
go hand in hand. Because God welcomes
them fully, so should His people. And
this new status with God and inclusion in
the church is now shown in baptism.

This section shows the equality of all
those who believe in Jesus. Ask yourself:

1
1
:
© What does this mean should happen
in the life of the church? E

1

© What does this mean should not E
happen in the life of the church? !

1

R 4
SRR N h
1S5 Pray for genuine inclusion of all true i
i 35 believers in your church. E
1

s 1
: S i
1 > 1
| I N 1
N eV . J

BIBLE IN A YEAR: GENESIS 49-50 « ROMANS 16



Al

© Reading: Acts 11 v 1-18

eter has learned his lesson that the
gospel is for all people. Now, though,

he needs to convince other people.

©Readv1-3

© Why were the Jewish believers so critical of
Peter?

Peter had said earlier that it was against
their law to visit a Gentile (10 v 28); that
is what these believers are worried about.
They still think they should keep separate
from the ‘unclean’ Gentiles. They are
bound by their tradition, not realising
God wants them to break free from it.

Explanation

© Read v 4-17

This is simply Peter’s account of the
events of chapter 10. Look through and
consider the following questions:

© How does Peter understand the timing of the
different events?

© What does he say Cornelius was told about
him?

© What important comparison does Peter make
about the Holy Spirit?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: ISAIAH 1-2 « MARK 1 v 1-22

truly included
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©QReadv 18

© What is striking about the reaction of these
believers?

We probably find it amazing that they
were so slow to see that God was includ-
ing the Gentiles. However, we should
probably be equally amazed how quickly
and readily they changed their mind.
Working out how the Gentiles are includ-
ed in the church, however, was going to
be an issue that would be discussed again
and appears in several letters in the New
Testament.

The apostle Paul later writes: “There is nei-
ther Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free,
neither male nor female, for you are all one
Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3 v 28, TNIV).

s Consider the words of the hymn below
.

=< by Charles Wesley that speak about the
<~ unity achieved by the gospel. Pray they
E would be true of your attitude and your
™

church.
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Many are we now, and one, !
We who Jesus have put on; i
1

There is neither bond nor free, !
Male nor female, Lord, in You. i
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1
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Love, like death, has all destroyed,
Rendered all distinctions void;
Names and sects and parties fall;
You, O Christ, are all in all!




Boundaries being crossed

© Reading: Acts 11 v 19-30

aving given us the specific example
of the inclusion of Cornelius and
his family, Luke now gives more

examples of the gospel spreading to the
Gentiles.

Gospel growth
© Read v 19-21

Remember the persecution that started
back in chapter 8? We pick up some of
the effects of that again.

© What is significant about the different groups
the dispersed Christians are talking to?

© What does verse 21 tell us about their efforts?

We know that Jesus’ plan of Acts 1 v 8 is
God’s plan for His world. So He blesses
these efforts of Christians in speaking the
gospel to Greeks. We don’t know if they
knew of Peter’s experience, but Luke has
structured his account so we see the pro-
gression of including non-Jews. [There is
some debate about exactly who this
group is: it is most likely they were Greek-
speaking God fearers—rather like
Cornelius].

fITTTTTTTTSmsSsssmssmmssmeememeee b
] 1
E :é Pray for boldness to speak to those !
' others would shy away from. Ask God |

s> . 5 !
1 f for an opportunity to do so this week. !
P :
\ 4
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Church growth

© Read v 22-26

© What did Barnabas see in Antioch?

© What does he encourage people to do?
© Why does he get Saul to join him?

Barnabas is so encouraged to find evi-
dence of the grace of God—presumably
people believing in Jesus. So he teaches
and encourages them, and the church
grows further. He thinks this would be a
great setting for Saul to operate in as he is
from a Greek-speaking background. So
Barnabas brings Saul over and they form
a pair of teachers within the church.

/ot Sttt b b

15

E :E Pray for your church leaders, that they E

s would be like Barnabas in his character |
1

i & and ministry. !

1

\.‘?_\_ - -}I

© Read v 27-30

© What is impressive about this church’s
reaction to the news of the famine?

These guys didn’t know the Christians in
Jerusalem—but becoming a Christian
changes all these things. Now we care for
each other as brothers and sisters.

:ré Pray for brothers and sisters you don't ﬁ:
i I know who are in need elsewhere in the E
i ? Yvorld. What carT you do p;ractically to be E
:\. < involved in helping them? _}:
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Herod versus a praying church

© Reading: Acts 12v 1-19a

e’ve seen the wonderful spread
of the gospel. Now Luke takes us
back to the opposition expressed

against Christians. Throughout the book of
Acts, witness, growth and persecution go
hand in hand.

In the red corner

QReadv1-4
© What is Herod's motivation here?
© What powers does Herod have at his disposal?

Herod happily does whatever raises his
popularity ratings among the Jews. He
sees that killing one Christian leader goes
down well and so plans to kill another.
He can do so easily enough with his
authority and soldiers. As you read on
and see Peter’s wonderful escape, remem-
ber that James was killed—God’s protec-
tion is not guaranteed.

In the blue corner

© Readv5

© How do you think Peter and the rest of church
felt at this point?

© What powers do they have at their disposal?

This is a case of the power of prayer
against the power of the ruler. Luke
writes it in such a way as to set up these
opposing forces against each other: Herod
plans to kill Peter, but the church is pray-
ing...

BIBLE IN A YEAR: ISAIAH 5-6 ¢ MARK 2
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The knock-out

© Read v 6-11

Read through this section slowly and pic-
ture each action within it.

© Why does Luke describe Peter’s feelings
during the rescue?

Herod’s guards and plans mean nothing
to God—He does as He pleases, and now
He's pleased to rescue Peter. See how
Peter summarises in verse 11: he is ‘res-
cued ... from Herod'’s clutches and every-
thing the Jewish people were hoping
would happen’.

The realisation

© Read v 12-19
© What is funny about this section?

© What are we supposed to feel as a result of
this story?

This is divine comedy! Rhoda forgets to
open the door and the people in the prayer
meeting don't believe their prayers have
been answered. But it is all to make us
realise that the powers of this world are
nothing compared to God and so we should
pray. What do you think this church’s
prayer meetings were like after this?
............................... N
E © Do we really believe God is in control E
0 and can intervene in events around |
{ us? i
+ i
© Do we really believe God answers .
prayer? i
J




Don't dare mess with God

© Reading: Acts 12 v 19b-23

his incident finishes off the story
I from last time. Herod had fought
God and lost—but he hadn’t learned
his lesson.

Sucking up from people

© Read v 19b-21

@ What are the people of Tyre and Sidon after
from Herod?

@ What sort of occasion is described in verse
212

This is the classic sucking-up moment.
This group need Herod on their side to
get their food supplies running again.
They’ve managed some inside dealing
with a servant of the king, and now
here’s the public deal-signing.

Herod is presumably enjoying the
moment—he’s dressed up in his royal
robes, sitting on his throne and making
his speech.

Condemnation from God

© Read v 22-23

© What are the people trying to say about
Herod?

© Why does God act as He does?

The people’s cry to Herod exalts him as
high as they can go. It is the highest flat-
tery they can manage. And Herod accepts
it—rather than correcting them and
acknowledging the true God.
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© Why do you think God doesn't strike down
everyone who has this attitude?

© Why do you think He did so here?

As Luke has placed this straight after the
incident with Peter, we should read this
as part of the ongoing battle between
Herod and God. God won't stand for peo-
ple persecuting His people and taking His
place. We see that in Herod'’s life—ulti-
mately, the whole world will see it.

=& Consider these words from Isaac Watts,
© about the fate of those who oppose God:

()
‘é Think, O my soul! the dreadful day,
When this incenséd God
Shall rend the sky, and burn the sea,
And fling His wrath abroad.

What shall the wretch, the sinner do?
He once defied the Lord;:

But he shall dread the Thund'rer now,
And sink beneath His Word.

Tempests of angry fire shall roll
To blast the rebel worm,

And beat upon his naked soul
In one eternal storm.

BIBLE IN A YEAR: ISAIAH 7-8 ¢ MARK 3 v 1-19



The start of ‘missions’

Q Reading: Acts 12v24-13v3

‘But the word of God continued to
increase and spread.’ (verse 24)

Here’s the third summary statement from
Luke. These both divide up his book and
remind us of the central theme—it’s all
about the good news of Jesus spreading.
In this section we see a new movement in
that spread—the start of missions!

The mission director:

the Holy Spirit!
©Readv1-3

There are lots of unanswered questions
here, such as exactly how the Spirit made
Barnabas and Saul’s new role known. But
what is plain is that He has a job for them
to do and the role is clear enough.

N

E © So far, how has the gospel spread in
the book of Acts?

me

© What needs to happen for Jesus’ game
plan of chapter 1 v 8 to be fulfilled?

=

So far, people have simply spoken about
Jesus wherever they have gone. But at
first they stayed in Jerusalem. Many
spread out because of the persecution and
so told others—that was how the church
at Antioch started (11 v 19-21).

But if the whole world is to hear of Jesus,
people must deliberately go to places
where He is not known. That is why I've
called this the start of ‘missions’—the
deliberate movement to new ground to
tell people the gospel.
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€ What should we learn from the fact that the
Holy Spirit kicks off this mission trip?

God wanted people to know about Jesus!
And He still does. The work of mission is
ongoing.

N Consider the words of the hymn used by
mission agency OMF. Use them to pray:

Facing a task unfinished

That drives us to our knees

A need that, undiminished
Rebukes our slothful ease

We, who rejoice to know You
Renew before Your throne

The solemn pledge we owe You
To go and make You known.

Where other lords beside You
Hold their unhindered sway
Where forces that defied You
Defy You still today

With none to heed their crying
For life, and love, and light
Unnumbered souls are dying
And pass into the night.

We bear the torch that flaming
Fell from the hands of those
Who gave their lives proclaiming
That Jesus died and rose

Ours is the same commission
The same glad message ours
Fired by the same ambition

To You we yield our powers.

0 Father who sustained them

O Spirit who inspired

Saviour, whose love constrained them
To toil with zeal untired

From cowardice defend us

From lethargy awake!

Forth on Your mission send us

To labour for Your sake.

Frank Houghton (1894-1792)
© OMF International



What's in @ name?

© Reading: Acts 13 v 4-12

arnabas and Saul are off and running
on their first mission trip. They
preach the gospel in Jewish

synagogues (v 5). But Luke is most interested
in their first encounter with a Gentile.

Whose son are you?

© Read v 4-8

© What are the different reactions to their
message?

© What strikes you about the sorcerer? (Look at
how he’s described and his names.)

The proconsul wants to hear about Jesus
but his attendant tries to stop him and
turn him from believing the gospel.

What's ironic is that this attendant is
called ‘Bar-Jesus’, which means son of
Jesus. But he has nothing in common
with Jesus; rather, he is a false prophet
and sorcerer, hence his other name,
‘Elymas’ (and in v 10 he is called ‘a child
of the devil’). This introduces a theme
that will continue over the next chap-
ters—the Gentiles wanting to hear the
gospel but opposition coming from Jews.

Which nationality are you?

© Read v 9-12

Paul receives his name change in v 9. Up
to this point in Acts he is called Saul—
and from this point on he is called ‘Paul’.

© Why do you think Paul’s name change is given
at this point?

Tuesday 26 January

© What is significant about what Paul says to
Elymas?

Paul’s name change is related to his role.
He is to be the apostle to the Gentiles
(like this proconsul), but he will be
opposed by Jews (like Bar-Jesus), and so
he now changes from a Jewish to a
Gentile name.

Paul calls Elymas a son of the devil, who
is an enemy of what is right and is per-
verting the right ways of the Lord. Those
are fearful words! And hence his punish-
ment is to be blind, just as Paul himself
was blinded by Jesus when he was oppos-
ing the gospel.

\:S; © How do people today oppose the
spread of the message about Jesus?

tirme

= & How might those who are seemingly
part of the church be an ‘enemy of
everything that is right’ and pervert
‘the right ways of the Lord"?

© How should we respond to people
doing these things?
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Al

© Reading: Acts 13 v 13-37

s Paul and Barnabas travel around,
Athey regularly speak in synagogues.

In this section they visit Pisidian
Antioch (v 13-14), and are invited to give a

sermon (v 15), and so we get to hear what
they are saying.

Bible history
© Read v 16-22

Paul begins by telling them the story of
Israel. He’s going to tell them later that
Jesus fulfils all that God was doing in the
Old Testament.

© What are the key points of Israel’s history that
Paul points out?

© Why does he stop with David?

Recent history

© Read v 23-31

Paul moves on to John the Baptist and
Jesus.

© What are the key points he picks up about
Jesus’ life?

© What does he say was happening when Jesus
was rejected?

Fulfilment of history

© Read v 32-37

Paul now draws some conclusions from
his history lesson so far.

© How does he say Jesus fits with all that came
before Him?

BIBLE IN A YEAR: ISAIAH 14-16 * MARK 4 v 21-41

fulfilled in Christ
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© Why does he quote these passages from the
Old Testament?

Paul sees Jesus fulfilling all of God’s
promises, especially those made to David.
David was promised that a ruler from his
line would always be on the throne

(2 Samuel 7); he’d even been promised
a ruler who would never see decay
(Psalm 16).

In raising Jesus from the dead, God has
exalted Him as His King who will rule the
world; He is the one who inherits the
promises made to David; He is the Holy
One, who will never see decay.

All roads lead to Jesus

Paul sees all of the Old Testament history
and promises as leading and pointing to
Jesus. (This is, of course, what we’ve seen
already in the speeches of Peter and
Stephen in chapters 2 and 7.)

25 N\
i\ 5 Praise God: :
L % :
! e for His sovereign control over history. !
1 ? 1
i e for His promises made and kept. :
P i
! e for His King, Jesus, who will rule :
' forever. E
1

[ J




True forgiveness and freedom

© Reading: Acts 13 v 38-39

aul’s speech reaches its climax in
Pthese two verses so we’re going to slow

down to ponder them and let them
warm our hearts.

© Read v 38-39

© What are the two things that Paul says we
can now have through Jesus?

True forgiveness

The first is ‘forgiveness of sins’.

~%  Spend some time considering the sins you
3 know about in your life — make a mental
€ oractual list. Remember sins of attitude
= and action. Remember sins against God
and against people. Remember sins of
omission as well as commission.

Now dwell on the fact that they are all
forgiven through Jesus. Completely
forgiven.

The second thing is freedom—being set
free from sin, which Paul also calls justifi-
cation. Justification can refer to God’s
declaration of being righteous before
Him; but it can also refer to being
released from the power and control of
sin. That is the sense here.

Thursday 28 January

Consider how unable we are to obey God
on our own; think about our continual
return to sin; remember the way our
hearts produce evil. The law could not
release us from this power as all it could
do is tell us what we ought to do.

Now dwell on the fact that through Jesus
we are freed from sin. We will continue
to fight against it, but its controlling
power has gone.

The double cure

We have what the hymn writer Augustus
Toplady called the ‘double cure’—that is
escape from the penalty and freedom
from the power of sin. Here’s his hymn:

Rock of Ages, cleft for me,

hide me now, my refuge be;

let the water and the blood,

from your wounded side which flowed,
be of sin the double cure;

save from wrath and make me pure.

We have forgiveness (saved from wrath)
and freedom (being made pure). These
won