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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

            War and Peace

         

         This Christmas, many of the cards I am sending are about peace: perhaps a reflection on the world situation. I love the idea that fighting might stop so that Jesus can speak: ‘Oh, hush the noise, ye men of strife, and hear the angels sing.’1

         
            [image: ]

         

         Looking back one year, my editorial mentioned the conflicts in Ukraine and Gaza. Sadly, these are still ongoing and have worsened as I write, but our God is the God of all creation and our times are in his hands: this is our hope.

         I was once the pastor of a Baptist church founded in the eighteenth century. There was initially no church building and the believers met in homes. They kept notes of their meetings from 1721 and these books were a source of fascinating information. The church members’ lives, their anxieties and their doctrine were all there. As I read through the decades, I noticed frequent mentions of ‘the war’. To me, ‘the war’ always meant the Second World War – I had older relatives who had served in that terrible conflict. However, ‘the war’ in our church books reflected a different reality: England had engaged in a depressing number of conflicts between 1721 and 1939. Interestingly, none of my Second-World-War-era relatives (even those who had volunteered because they believed in freedom) thought war was a good way to sort things out. They hoped they would never need to fight again.

         In spite of all the wars in our church books, there was also hope: long spells of peace, flourishing and civil development. More than this, the international church is still a living witness and Jesus’ promise that it will prevail against evil and destruction can never be overturned. We have a future.

         May the writing of our authors show us the God of hope and peace, revealed in our Lord Jesus Christ and born in human flesh right in the conflict zone of Bethlehem. See him, be inspired and encouraged, recommit your lives so that we too may bring light in the darkness, reflecting his glory.

         Sally Nelson

Editor

         Isaac O’Brien

Content Assistant

         ON THE COVER: ‘Around that time, as I reread Isaiah 43:1, it struck me that my home is really the Lord, because I belong to him.’ (Pages 20 to 23)

         Image credit: Shutterstock / Bogdan Sonjachnyj

         
            1 Edmund Sears, 1810–76, ‘It came upon a midnight clear’
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            The Writers
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            RAY PORTER is a retired member of OMF International. Until 2013, he was Director of World Mission Studies at Oak Hill Theological College. He is an Anglican minister and lives in St Neots, Cambridgeshire.
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            CSILLA SAYSELL formerly lectured on the Old Testament at Carey Baptist College, Auckland, New Zealand. She gave up her job to do more church-facing teaching in a freelance capacity. She also writes Bible-reading notes on her blog (labradoritemoments.com). She is married to Phil and together they love to travel and explore new places.
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            DAVID SMITH is an honorary lecturer at the University of Aberdeen, and is active in teaching and writing. He is currently researching a book entitled God or Mammon: The Critical Issue Facing World Christianity.
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            TANYA FERDINANDUSZ is both a freelance writer and freelance editor, and has been writing Bible-reading notes, articles and devotionals for over 25 years. She is a Bible study leader and the author of Marriage Matters, a book for Christian couples.
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            DANIEL BULZAN pastors two Baptist churches in Timișoara, Romania, which he helped plant in 2001 and 2021 respectively. Trained initially as a computer scientist, he then studied theology and was a bi‑vocational elder for many years. He is married and has two daughters.
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            FIONA SILLEY lives and ministers on a large estate in Yorkshire, alongside her husband Andrew and with their young daughter. She is also training as a lay reader and works part-time as a research psychologist.
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            AMY HOLE is Vicar at Heeley Parish Church in central Sheffield. She also teaches New Testament Greek, Biblical Studies, Preaching and Reflective Practice at St Hild College in Yorkshire.
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            SALLY NELSON lectures in Pastoral Studies at Trinity College, University of Glasgow. She is a Baptist minister and has been the commissioning editor of 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

            LOCAL FAITH HEROES

         

         To mark five years of the Revealing Jesus mission framework and Faith Guides, SU National Director Dave Newton reflects on a story from Mark 5. In it, Jesus calls someone surprising to share the good news in an unexpected place.

         
            [image: ]

         

         I’m sure you know the story: Jesus meets and heals a man who for years has been possessed and absolutely tortured by a legion of demons. Word gets out and locals come from far and wide but, rather than welcoming the miracle maker, they ask Jesus to leave.

         The man whom Jesus had healed wants to go with him. However, Jesus has other plans:

         ‘As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him. Jesus did not let him, but said, “Go home to your own people and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you.” So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him. And all the people were amazed.’ (Mark 5:18–20)

         I can imagine the man was keen to talk about his incredible encounter with Jesus, but also worried that he too might get a frosty reception! However, he does as Jesus has instructed and things go much better than he might have hoped; his largely Gentile community listen to his story and are astonished.

         This paves the way for Jesus to return to a much warmer welcome, and the eventual founding of one of the earliest Christian communities at the Decapolis city of Damascus.

         And it started with one man simply and faithfully sharing his experience of Jesus on his home turf.5

         Faith Guides – dedicated and diverse

         Each of those who’ve signed up to be Faith Guides has also responded to God’s call to reveal Jesus to the next generation in their locality. Five years after the first signed up, there are now hundreds of Faith Guides across England and Wales.

         No two are alike – young and old, they represent a variety of church denominations and traditions. Mel is a trainee vicar working in New Forest schools. Tina is a volunteer and has established children and family groups at her traditional church in Knotty Ash. Nadine in London is also a volunteer – she partners with another local church to share the load. Mick, healed from drug addiction, now brings Jesus and hope to young people in the Welsh valleys.

         With support from Scripture Union, Faith Guides journey with children and young people, most of whom don’t come from church families, as they explore faith, respond to Jesus and grow in spiritual maturity.

         We’ve always encouraged Faith Guides to connect with young people through their interests, and it’s been great to see how that has developed! For example, Huw in North Wales set up a mountain bike repair shop, while Barney in Kent does creative dance workshops. Rachel in Lancashire hosts a Soul Children choir, and other Faith Guides use drama, online gaming, cooking, nature and even manga (Japanese comics). Sport is also very popular of course, which is why we have a whole team of SU staff dedicated to this ministry.

         What all Faith Guides have in common is a deep faith and a passion for sharing Jesus with the next generation.

         New communities of young believers

         As I mentioned, a while after the man in the Bible story shared Jesus with people around him, a Christian community was established in the area.

         Following that pattern, some of the groups of children and young people who have heard about Jesus from Faith Guides have become worshipping communities!6

         SU Revealing Jesus Pioneer Ian Kent recalls meeting with Hannah, one of his Faith Guides, in April 2024. Hannah had already established a monthly youth meeting and was keen to develop it into something deeper and more regular. Ian says, ‘Hannah’s dream was of a weekly youth gathering, led by the young people themselves, where they were engaged in discipleship and also mission, sharing their faith with other young people.

         ‘That summer, with the help of an SU Good News Fund grant, she took a group of young people away on a Youthscape holiday. Hannah shared how powerfully the Holy Spirit was at work there. She and her church have seen a huge change in the behaviour of the young people, both towards each other and towards God in worship. Several young people in the group have now made faith commitments and are asking to be baptised. Others are becoming more involved in church.

         ‘And now, Hannah’s dream is coming true – the young people themselves are leading a weekly faith-based Sunday evening gathering where they worship, pray and read the Bible. Around forty young people attend, and they split into four groups, each led by a young person who plans and runs the session (with light-touch adult support on the night). Those young people are now inviting their friends and numbers are increasing.’

         A nationwide harvest

         Hannah is not the only Faith Guide with such a story to tell!

         
	Fiona’s village church in Cambridgeshire had no children at all. However, there was a local church primary school nearby – they had set up a prayer space, but it needed something to bring faith to life. So with SU’s support, Fiona started a lunch club. Over ten weeks, she and the children explored the Lord’s Prayer and afterwards, two of the children asked for baptism as they wanted to be ‘proper followers of Jesus’!7


            	Caroline and her Herefordshire church did SU’s Rooted Junior with a group of local children, followed by a confirmation course. As a result, six children are getting confirmed.

            	Sophie in Birmingham took 30 young people from ‘the 95’ to Christian event Limitless. By the end, 16 of them made a commitment or a recommitment to follow Jesus.

            	Carolyn set up a holiday club in Southampton which drew over thirty children aged 7 to 11. One little girl went home to her parents, who aren’t Christians, singing and telling them about the stories of Jesus. Her parents said they had never seen their child so excited by something! She's asked to join Bouldergang (the church’s weekly kids’ club).

            	Jackie runs an after-school club in Somerset. She took 15 of the children for an SU Go Wild! walk. They discussed why we might want to have Jesus in our lives, then Jackie invited them to indicate if they would like to follow him. Many responded positively, including a girl from a non-church family who later said how wonderful it was that Jesus was with her and she knew he was always there.

         

God is truly at work through Faith Guides, who are obeying his call to share Jesus beyond the walls of the church.

         What about you?

         Perhaps you could be a Faith Guide yourself, or maybe you’d like to donate to help us inspire and equip even more Faith Guides. Whatever part you can play, you will be making a real difference in these young people’s lives! Go to su.org.uk/revealingjesus to find out more, to make a donation or to find prayer points to help cover this vital work in prayer.

         Play your part

         Discover more about Scripture Union’s mission and see how you can get involved – practically or through your gifts and prayers – at su.org.uk/beyondbibleguides.
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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 NIV 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 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

            1 Corinthians 9–16

            CHURCH CRISES UNRAVELLED

         

         Sometimes people say, ‘We want to be a New Testament church.’ My response is to ask which one they would choose, suggesting that perhaps Corinth should not be their first choice! From Paul’s letters we see that there were lots of problems there. In the first part of this letter Paul mainly deals with issues of personal morality, but chapters 9–16 address the life of the whole congregation: issues of finance, reading the Old Testament, idolatry, the role of spiritual gifts, how to behave at Holy Communion, the role of women and how to understand the resurrection are some of the topics covered. These are still relevant topics in the church today and there is an ongoing debate among Christians about how we should apply Paul’s teaching.

         Before we write off the Corinthian church as one we don’t want to join, however, we need to note that Paul hopes that his letter will recall the members to a faithful following of Christ Jesus. He believes that the Holy Spirit has not abandoned the church but is working within it. He accepts that this church is a work in progress and he can still say that when someone from outside the church sees them in worship and hears the word of God proclaimed, they confess that God is in their midst (14:25). Chapter 15 contains the expectation that Corinthian Christians will be part of the resurrected people of God.

         In chapter 10, Paul says that the Old Testament should be read as warnings for the Corinthian believers. He writes that the Israelites had spiritual experiences just like the Corinthians, but their failures of discipleship can be used by God as warnings to Christians. In the same way, this letter is written for us so that we do not fall into the same errors as the Corinthians. Sadly, despite this text being available for nearly two thousand years, there are still churches that resemble the worst aspects of the Corinthian church. May this study help protect us.

         Ray Porter
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            WEDNESDAY 1 OCTOBER

            1 Corinthians 14:1–25

            Intelligible Worship

         

         Praise God in all the languages you know.

         Verbal communication is at the heart of the message of the Bible. We know a God who created the world by his Word and who speaks to us. The world was populated by speakers of diverse languages after the Tower of Babel. When God sent the Holy Spirit, he enabled the disciples of Jesus to speak and praise him in a variety of languages. Such a gift of languages was also a sign of the Spirit’s first coming to a Gentile family.1 The church at Corinth had an abundance of languages, both natural and supernatural, but Paul is concerned that anything said in public worship should be understood by all, so that all could benefit.

         Most of us take pride in our mother tongue and any other languages we have mastered, but to speak those languages in the presence of others who do not know the language, when we could use a common language, is unloving. It does not bless the hearer. The same applies if we have a supernatural or ecstatic language which is untranslated. Intelligibility and benefit of the hearer should be our priority. Privately, we can enjoy praying in different languages that might bring us into God’s presence, but Paul would also have us worship with minds that rejoice in the love of God and express our love to him.

         Paul quotes Isaiah (v 21), where hearing a foreign language in exile was a sign of judgement upon the Israelites for their refusal to accept the clear words that God had spoken to them by his prophets. Language that cannot be understood continues to keep people in ignorance and unbelief, but Paul pictures a congregation where all are speaking the word of God in a way that an outsider can understand – a language that convinces them that God is with us and that they should turn to him.

         Is the presence of God evident in your worship?

         
            1 Acts 10:46

         

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Isaiah 61,62; Hebrews 12
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            THURSDAY 2 OCTOBER

            1 Corinthians 14:26–40

            Orderly Freedom

         

         Give thanks to God for the worship of your local fellowship.

         Worship, for Paul, involved both freedom and order. There was freedom for all to exercise their varied gifts to the benefit of the congregation, but at the same time there was order that ensured the absence of competition or the dominance of any one individual. If there is the love that was proclaimed in the previous chapter, then there will be not only an eagerness to contribute to worship so that others might gain a blessing but also a desire to listen to others that we might learn from them. Spiritual gifting, for the Christian, is not ecstatic uncontrollable possession, such as might be seen in paganism, but something that is controllable by the person.

         Singing has always been part of the biblical people of God: the longest book in the Bible is a hymn book. Paul envisages a member of the congregation singing a new song to edify the congregation and lead them in praise of God. Then some receiving a new revelation of the wonder of the gospel and others speaking in different languages. This last, though, needed translation to be profitable to all. All give a sense of a living God, working through the whole congregation to build them up in their faith.

         Verses 34 and 35 are a puzzle to commentators. In chapter 11, Paul has spoken of women praying and prophesying. Does he now silence them? It has been suggested that these words have been inserted into the text later. Another way of looking at them might be to think that Paul is not talking here about the same thing as in the earlier chapter. His target may be, particularly, married women and seems to focus on their interrupting worship by asking their husbands for explanations of what others are saying. They thus draw attention to themselves, distracting others from their worship.

         Consider how this passage could enhance your worship.

         BIBLE IN A YEAR: Isaiah 63,64; Hebrews 13 
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            FRIDAY 3 OCTOBER
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