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            About Scripture Union

         

         Thank you for buying Encounter with God.

         We hope you’ll find it a real blessing as you delve regularly into God’s Word.

         Scripture Union – beyond Bible reading guides

         By purchasing this Bible reading guide, you are helping to support Scripture Union’s mission to reach the next generation with the good news of Jesus. All profit made from the sales of this resource are used to introduce children and young people to Jesus in a whole range of exciting ways. Thank you for the part you’re already playing in that.

         Get further involved

         If you’d like to find out more about Scripture Union, or you’d like to get further involved, go to www.su.org.uk/beyondbibleguides



About Scripture Union

         Scripture Union is a Christian charity, inviting children and young people to explore the difference Jesus can make to the challenges and adventures of life.

         Through a wide range of activities and initiatives, we provide opportunities for young people to explore the Bible, respond to Jesus and grow in faith. Having been established in England over 150 years ago, Scripture Union is now a global movement active in over 120 countries.

         We believe every child should have the chance to discover Jesus. And, with an estimated 95% of children in England and Wales not part of a church, we’re working harder than ever to take the good news of Jesus beyond the church in exciting and culturally relevant ways.
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            Editorial

            Turn the Page

         

         Modern novels are sometimes described as page-turners – stories that propel us onward with their own momentum. These are books that we devour quickly because we step right into the story and become more than readers.

         
            [image: ]

         

         As we begin 2025, we’re invited to turn the page and become participants, feeling and sensing the narrative along with the characters described to us. First, we turn from Malachi in the Old Testament to the ministry of John the Baptist in Matthew. We turn a single page in our Bibles and, in so doing, pass through four hundred years of prophetic silence in Israel’s history. But having done so, we begin a new story and one that is a true page-turner. Matthew takes us to the River Jordan where we meet John and the adult Jesus. After his baptism and temptations, Jesus’ ministry begins, and this is where we find out what kind of readers we are. Will we be eager to turn the page and see what new things Jesus puts before us, or will we find his ethical and spiritual questions too probing, too demanding, for the ‘age of tolerance’ in which we live?

         Of course, our other readings this quarter take us to different parts of Scripture. Two sets of readings in 2 Chronicles explore how the people of God tried (and sometimes failed) to keep turning the page. Romans is always a challenge to us to ‘keep reading’ God’s story. The second set of notes on Matthew explores possible responses to Jesus’ ministry.

         So, this new year, are we more than readers? Let’s ask the Spirit to help us to feel and sense the narrative, hearing the call of Jesus as if we were standing by the Jordan, sitting on the Mount, seeing the miracles, hearing the Word of Life. And then let’s turn the page: forgive and be forgiven; live a new life in the power of God so that we begin to change a broken world in the power of his name.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Assistant

         ON THE COVER: ‘I can’t remember a time when Jesus, and therefore also the Bible, was not a vital part of my life and experience’ (pages 74 to 77)

         Image credit: Shutterstock / AngelaAllen
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            The Writers
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            MICHAEL QUICKE is the Emeritus Professor of Preaching in Northern Seminary, Illinois, USA, and a Baptist minister. He is also the former Principal of Spurgeon’s College and an award‑winning author.
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            COLIN SINCLAIR is a retired minister of the Church of Scotland who worked both for SU Zambia and SU Scotland, and was the Chair of Global SU. He is married to Ruth and they have four children and seven grandchildren.
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            EMLYN AND ’TRICIA WILLIAMS both worked with Scripture Union for many years, in a variety of roles, both in the UK and overseas. In 2008, Emlyn retired as Discipleship Pastor at Highfield Church in Southampton while, in recent years, ’Tricia has been researching and writing about faith and dementia. They both live in Norfolk, where they are part of a local Anglican church.
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            MARY EVANS is a former theological lecturer, although she is still involved with research supervision and marking. Writing, speaking, church family, friends and Langham Partnership Board responsibilities fill much of the rest of her available time.
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            MARIAN RAIKES is now retired from the faculty of an Anglican theological college. She is enjoying her freedom in the small but beautiful city of Ely where she now lives and worships.
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            SALLY NELSON is the Dean of Baptist Formation at St Hild College, Yorkshire, where she also teaches Christian Doctrine and Pastoral Care. She is a Baptist minister and has been the commissioning editor for Encounter with God since 2015.
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            ISAAC O’BRIEN is a Content Assistant at Scripture Union and the content manager of Encounter with God. He is passionate about the Bible, theology and Jesus, and loves leading worship in church.
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            SU ARTICLE

            AWESOME YOUNG FAITH!

         

         David (Tabz) and Hettie Taberner from SU Local Mission Partner SASW Trust in Southport were among the first people to sign up as Faith Guides in 2020. Since then, their work with schools has flourished and now schools are clamouring for more!
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         ‘We were already connecting with young people in schools and helping them to explore faith,’ recalls Tabz. ‘But we wanted to help take them further on that journey.

         ‘Being Faith Guides, using the Revealing Jesus mission framework and having support and advice from SU have all really helped. It’s shaped a lot of what we do in terms of finding a pathway through the different projects that we run.’

         How three girls found Jesus

         One of their projects is ‘Safe Space’. Through it, Tabz and Hettie visit a different mainstream high school each weekday lunchtime. Hettie says, ‘We hang out in the school grounds, and students can come and talk to us about the big issues of life and faith. It’s a well-being check-in, but we always use an SU Rooted Card to give us a theme for the week and help to prompt more intentional conversations.’

         In this way, Tabz and Hettie are connecting with around five hundred secondary pupils each week. Among them were three Year 7 girls. ‘They used to come and have a good chat with us in the playground,’ recalls Hettie. ‘At that particular school we also have an after-school club which they then joined to further explore faith.

         ‘Then this group of girls started helping out at Hero Academy Kids’ Club – it’s an after-school group for younger children which we hold at Canning Road Church here in Southport. It’s almost part of their spiritual growth because that’s their response to faith – and it’s brilliant how they discuss faith with the younger children; it’s so natural and on their level. Finally, the three of them joined our youth group which takes place at the same church, after Hero Academy – it’s a group 5for young people, mostly without church backgrounds, who have come to believe in God. So we’ve journeyed with these three girls through all the stages of faith formation, which has been amazing!’

         Becoming a local presence

         Tabz and Hettie have developed relationships with lots of children and young people through being regularly involved in local schools and churches. ‘It’s all very much linked together,’ says Hettie. ‘We get to know them in primary school, then secondary school, then the youth club.’

         In addition to the lunchtime ‘Safe Space’ in high schools, Tabz and Hettie do assemblies, RE lessons and collective worship and host prayer spaces in most of the primary schools in the area. This includes various ‘shows’ run with the help of local church volunteers. For example, ‘Mission Impossible’ is a huge annual school trip experience looking at whether the resurrection could really have happened. Several hundred primary school pupils see the performance each year, 80 per cent of whom concluded that Jesus really did rise from the dead.

         Last but not least, Tabz and Hettie have produced (and starred in) a whole series of videos to help local churches help the children they are connected with to explore faith in more depth.6

         
            [image: ]

         

         The next step

         The SU Revealing Jesus mission framework talks about four stages of faith formation. From connecting with children and young people and helping them to explore faith, the next steps are enabling them to respond to faith and to then grow in their relationship with Jesus. A Grow Community is for children such as these; it’s a worshipping community embraced, supported and nurtured by a local church. It’s for children who aren’t from church backgrounds but have come to faith. Grow Communities are built on the foundations of discipleship, ownership and relationship.

         Several schools have heard about the Grow Communities that Tabz and Hettie are involved in. ‘The schools in the area want more and more of what we’re doing which is a real encouragement!’ says Tabz.

         Inside a Grow Community

         So what happens in a Grow Community – what is it like?

         Hettie says, ‘At one of the Grow Communities we are a part of, we start by all sitting down together for a meal which is cooked by some lovely church volunteers. We ask the young people how their week has been, and they’ve really started to open up – it feels like a proper family catch-up! Then we worship together, we pray together, we do Bible study – they read their Bibles at home too.

         ‘They’ve started to invite their friends. Now we get up to ten young people a week.

         ‘In one of our sessions, our theme was the Holy Spirit. We played some calm music and invited the group to sit and ask the Holy Spirit to come in. Afterwards, I asked if anyone wanted to share anything. A girl who was there for the first time said, “I was feeling really anxious, so I asked the Holy Spirit to fill me with peace – and he did!” Several of the group experience anxiety, so we regularly allow time for the Holy Spirit to move. The young people say they’ve taken that practice into their lives at home now too.’7

         Sincere and simple faith

         Remarkable things have been happening among the groups of children as they continue to grow in faith. Tabz says, ‘These younger children have such a simple and sincere faith – it’s awe‑inspiring. They have prayed for healing and been healed. They’ve asked God direct questions and he’s answered them. One girl asked what his favourite animal was, and said God told her it was the eagle. She had no idea how prominent the eagle is in the Bible!

         ‘And when a boy asked God, “What game would you play with me?”, he felt God say, “Football – because it’s your favourite game.” So it was lovely to hear them ask these simple questions and for God to answer them in a way that they could really appreciate.’

         At another similar group in a local primary school, some Brazilian missionaries visited. Hettie says, ‘The children asked them questions – how they became Christians, what their favourite Bible verses were, how to say phrases in Portuguese. Then the children gathered around these missionaries, put their hands on their shoulders and prayed out loud for them. It was so moving that the head teacher was almost in tears.

         ‘This generation don’t carry any baggage about spirituality. They have this amazing, simple and deep faith – God is honouring that and what he is doing through them is inspiring and so beautiful!’

         Find out more about Faith Guides and Grow Communities at su.org.uk/revealingjesus

 

         
            A shorter version of this story first appeared in Connecting You, SU’s free quarterly supporter magazine. If you’d like to receive copies of Connecting You and learn more of how God is moving in the hearts and lives of children and young people today, you can sign up online at su.org.uk/connectingyou.
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            Using this Guide

         

         Encounter with God is designed for thinking Christians who want to interpret and apply the Bible in a way that is relevant to the problems and issues of today’s world. It is based on the NIVUK translation of the Bible, but can easily be used with any other version.

         Each set of readings begins with an Introduction to the section you are about to study. The Call to Worship section at the start of each note should help you consciously to come into God’s presence before you read the passage. The main Explore section aims to bring out the riches hidden in the text. The Growing in Faith section at the end suggests ways of applying the message to daily living.

         The Bible in a Year readings at the foot of the page are for those who want this additional option.

         Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version (Anglicised edition) Copyright © 1979, 1984, 2011 Biblica (formerly International Bible Society). Used by permission of Hodder & Stoughton Publishers, an Hachette UK Company. All rights reserved.

         Scripture quotations marked The Message are taken from The Message copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002 Eugene H. Peterson. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group.

         Scripture quotations marked NLT are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 1996. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., Wheaton, Illinois 60189 USA. All rights reserved.
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            INTRODUCTION

            Matthew 3–7

            GOING PUBLIC

         

         Welcome to the New Year. These chapters in Matthew will be familiar – yet, because they are God’s living word, you can expect to be startled by fresh questions, truths and challenges. At a fast pace, these five chapters lay foundations, as Jesus’ public ministry begins.

         First, we see some critical building blocks of personal preparation. John the Baptist’s Elijah-like ministry bridges the Old Testament and the New. We should marvel when Jesus chooses to identify with the crowds seeking baptism. Matthew emphasises how unacceptable this is to John, but John has to learn, with us, just how different the Messiah will be. In the retelling of Jesus’ desert temptations, we wonder whether he could really fail. How human is he, as well as divine? That plumbs true theological depth! Astonishingly, as incarnate Son of God he is revealed as fully both. Yes, he could fail but he did not. When Jesus moves to lowly Galilee, we read that common individuals matter to him. He chose ordinary fishermen as his first disciples and he healed many unnamed hurting people. This focus on individuals marks his whole mission. He cares for people like us.

         Second, Matthew recounts Jesus’ radical teaching on the mount, emphasising that he is greater than Moses. Jesus fulfils the Old Testament with his deeper teaching. What jewels are to be found! The beatitudes and Lord’s Prayer are set in teaching that invites high standards in our attitudes and deeds. It’s meant to challenge, as in the stark choice between the narrow and wide gates, but not as an impossible list of moral demands. Rather, as Tom Wright describes it: ‘The sermon … isn’t just about how to behave. It’s about discovering the living God, in the loving and dying Jesus, and learning to reflect that love ourselves into the world that needs it so badly.’1 That’s our opportunity in 2025!

         Michael Quicke

         FOR FURTHER READING

Scot McKnight, Sermon on the Mount, Zondervan, 2013

Elaine Storkey, Meeting God in Matthew, SPCK, 2022

Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, SPCK, 2004

         
            1 Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, SPCK, 2004, p53

         

      

   


   
      
         
            WEDNESDAY 1 JANUARY

            Matthew 3:1–12

            Trouble Me

         

         ‘Waken my heart, O Lord my God. Trouble me with my unholiness and slowness to obey, Trouble me with my sins.’1

         On the last page of the Old Testament, Malachi promises that God will send the prophet Elijah before the Lord comes.2 Turn the page and four hundred years later John the Baptist breaks onto the scene, really looking like Elijah. As the last of the prophets, he forges the link between the hopes of the Old Testament and the promise of the New.3

         Why does Jesus need John to prepare the way? Because the nation needs to be troubled by a prophet. Just as Elijah was accused of being the ‘troubler of Israel’,4 John’s ministry crashes into the conscience of the nation with searing words: bad news about the need for repentance and good news about the nearness of the kingdom of heaven. First, the troubling. People need to recognise their sin and, unusually for Jewish believers, they are baptised. Spiritual troubling provokes repentance, calling for nothing less than life transformation. John’s message becomes so much harsher when the Pharisees and Sadducees also appear. There’s no mention that they wanted to be baptised. Did they come with the same critical spirit they later showed in their testing of Jesus? How withering is John’s attack on their pride about their birthright and their failure to produce fruit for God.

         Yet, John knows that he is only the preparer. He offers a half-way baptism. Though people confess their sin, they receive no power to live differently. Only Jesus will offer full baptism with the Holy Spirit (v 11). Yet John’s bad-news challenge necessarily prepares the way. Few of us like to be challenged about our pride and complacency. I was shaken when I first read the prayer at the top of this page. However, like the Pharisees and Sadducees, we too need to be challenged in our souls about our lack of fruit.

         As a New Year begins, let’s dare to ask God to waken our hearts. Ask where God is troubling you in your habits and thoughts.

         
            1 The Minister’s Prayer Book, Collins, 1964, p49,50 2 Mal 4:5 3 Matt 11:1–19 41 Kings 18:17

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 1,2; Matthew 1
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            THURSDAY 2 JANUARY

            Matthew 3:13–17

            Why Did He Do It?

         

         Gracious Lord, help me to marvel and praise you for the way you break the rules when you show your love and care for people like me.

         For me, the question is: Why did Jesus do it? When he joins that crowd waiting for baptism, he is the last person you would expect to wade into the waters. That’s why John reacts negatively (v 14). Matthew’s account reveals his shock. Surely, the one who is so much more powerful than him shouldn’t be baptised by him? Rather, roles should be reversed. This seems so wrong. John understood that his baptism was for those who were repenting of sin and was therefore utterly out of order for Jesus.

         This is the first of many times when we see how differently Jesus acts. John needs to learn that his own ministry lies at a hinge moment in history. That in the national renewal movement he has begun, John belongs with Jesus in God’s love mission, where Jesus identifies with the world in revolutionary ways. Note how Jesus’ words to John include him in joint action: it is ‘proper for us to do this to fulfil all righteousness’ (v 15, emphasis added) – that is to say, God’s right purpose. Jesus is saying, ‘This is where I join with the people and identify with them in their needs and failures’.1 He doesn’t stand distant on the bank. He wades in as the Word made flesh. Into his ministry, accessible to everyone he meets.

         By being baptised, he confirms the rightness of John’s preparation and says ‘Yes’ to his Father’s will. Gloriously, God says ‘Yes’ to Jesus going public: as he comes out of the water, the Spirit descends like a dove and he hears his Father’s words of love and affirmation. This is the best of all moments. The doctrine of the Trinity is complex, but here we see a wonderful picture of how Jesus belongs within the triune nature of God as the incarnate Son.

         Close your eyes and picture this extraordinary scene at the beginning of Jesus’ mission, as he rubs shoulders with the crowds and God says ‘Yes’ to him.

         
            1 See Matt 8:17

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Genesis 3,4; Matthew 2
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